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Jackie Kennedy sails these waters. In fact, the First Lady might be looking at the same sunlit cliffs as Heddy, and the thought of Jackie in her big black sunglasses, placing a kiss on the president while their boat rounded Vineyard Sound, tickled the corners of Heddy’s mouth and made her peek over onto the deck of a wooden sailboat bobbing in the harbor. Heddy waved back at a man, shirtless and barefoot, holding a fishing line. He was no Jack Kennedy, but he wasn’t half bad, either.


Pastel-striped umbrellas lined the beach as the ferry neared the dock, and the colors were familiar, even though she’d never stepped foot on the island before. Martha’s Vineyard had become an obsession for Heddy that year at Wellesley after she’d overheard friends comparing where they’d stayed when they’d gone. But when movie star Gigi McCabe—the Gigi McCabe—posed in a barely there bikini for Look magazine, sunbathers oiled and stretched out on chaise longues around her, Heddy simply knew she had to go. (She and her roommate hid the magazine from their housemother, who called it “cheap trash” and forbade any copies in the dormitory.) Heddy had been drawn to the photo like a mosquito to a light, not because of the actress but because of all those patrician noses and straw hats, white Keds, and elegant tanned wrists. She wanted to know this fabled summer culture, those beautiful people who sailed in the morning, dressed formally for dinner, and sipped champagne at sunset at the famed Island Club.


Heddy pulled a small black notebook from her purse, pausing to take in the row of colorful Victorian houses lining the approaching town, and began to write. She was overwrought at arriving on the island, not only because she would live amid the wealthy, watching how money could take the edge off the sharpest points of life, but also because her job as a nanny would insert her into the home of a real family. There had been other well-paying options for summer jobs, of course, like the all-girls summer camp in the Catskills. But living with a family, she wrote, particularly an illustrious one, offered something the other jobs didn’t: a peek into a well-tended marriage.


When she snapped her journal shut, an envelope tucked inside drifted to the rounded tips of her sandals. She’d delayed opening the letter long enough, she thought, snatching it from the cement floor of the ferry. The enormous boat bumped against the dock as the crew began tying long, thick ropes to the pilings. She turned the thick parchment over in her hands.


To think, this whole mess was because of a boy. A Harvard boy. Maybe the scholarship committee would overlook her mistake, forgive her one small misstep and focus instead on everything she had accomplished. She was the only woman from her Catholic high school in Brooklyn to go to college. Her beloved literature professor, a mother of three who looked like Carol Burnett, had spent hours helping her to revise a short story last semester and had even written an appeal in her favor, attesting Heddy had “promise.” Promise. And now…


Heddy exhaled, slipping her finger under the envelope’s tongue and tearing it open.


Her eyes went straight to the first line: We regret to inform you that your scholarship for the 1962–1963 academic year has not been renewed due to… She didn’t read the rest, crumpling the paper up in her fist. She hadn’t believed they’d actually revoke it.


She chewed on a fingernail, then another. Maybe it was what she’d deserved. Girls like her didn’t get a do-over. Getting in to Wellesley—where the quad smelled of fresh-cut grass and the simple act of walking to class bestowed on students a responsibility to make something of themselves—had been prize enough, and receiving the check allowing her to go had been a coup. How else would she have paid? She dabbed her eyes with the back of her wrists and stared at a departing ferry, this one transporting a crowd of vacationers back to the mainland.


“A fool’s paradise,” said a young man who came to stand next to her, pushing his tortoise-rimmed glasses up his nose. He rested his elbows on the metal. Below them, a passenger ramp was fitted to the ferry’s doors, and he watched it pointedly, fidgeting in his burgundy letterman sweater, a large “H” on the lapel.


She tried not to look at him. “Looks pretty perfect to me.”


“It’s your first time,” he said, pulling on a baseball cap that was stuffed in his back pocket. “I knew it.”


He smirked at a group of college boys throwing footballs on the dock. “Pass it to me, Bobby,” he yelled, a smile in his voice.


His friends lobbed the ball toward him, making tourists on the dock duck out of the way.


He caught it and threw it back. “This island fooled me, too, once,” he said.


She smiled plainly at him, taking in the clapboard houses with tidy shutters and the charming row of ice-cream shops and clam bars near the dock. “Well, it’s just as I imagined,” she said, picking up her suitcase and bidding him goodbye.


As Heddy stepped onto the dock amid car horns and beginnings of conversations, she saw women of all ages in the latest summer fashions, many in the requisite dress of the wealthy and Jackie-obsessed: ballet flats, a pillbox hat, and clutch—all in the same color. Many were trying to catch the attention of arriving friends and relatives, so Heddy scanned the crowd, looking for anyone who seemed to be looking for her. Her eyes followed the man in the maroon cardigan sweater as he met up with his buddies, a porter wheeling his trunk behind him. He saw her staring, and his eyes crinkled, sending Heddy’s gaze down to her feet, the corners of her mouth turning up.


“Don’t worry, there are plenty more of those,” said a slim woman in navy capri pants, her loose blond curls pinned back on either side of her ears with small red clips in the shape of anchors. They matched her ruby lips. “You must be Heddy. I’m Jean-Rose, and this is my husband, Ted.”


Heddy willed herself to shake the slender fingers of her new boss, a large emerald-cut diamond on the woman’s ring finger. She’d babysat for neighborhood kids aplenty, but she’d never worked for someone so well-to-do; she hoped Jean-Rose didn’t notice her clammy palms.


“Nice to meet you. I’m excited to be here and to, you know, get to know your family.”


Jean-Rose tilted her head toward the man in the maroon cardigan. “That’s Sully Rhodes. Handsome, a little peculiar. Still, everyone’s angling for him.”


Heddy nodded, pretending to understand, feeling a flash of excitement—her new boss was already talking to her about well-connected young men.


“Now, Jean-Rose, we don’t want to lose our babysitter to someone tall, dark, and handsome on the first day.” Ted winked at Heddy.


She’d never seen someone with such dark eyes—his were nearly violet. “But you do need to meet our little prince and, of course, the queen.” Ted placed his hand on the bony shoulder of a scrawny boy standing next to him and then motioned to the little girl in a poufy dress with a towhead of curls.


The boy threw the soccer ball he was holding at Heddy’s feet, harder than he should have. Heddy pretended not to notice the ache in her toes, bending down on one knee with a smile plastered on her face.


“You must be Anna and Teddy.” Heddy extended her hand out to the stuffed monkey Anna was clutching and shook the primate’s fingers, which made the little girl chuckle and jump right into Heddy’s arms, nearly knocking her backward. “Oh, aren’t you a doll?”


“Oh, aren’t you a doll?” The boy snickered, making Heddy shift uncomfortably.


She tried to noodle him in the belly, murmuring that they’d be friends in no time, but he bit his cheeks to keep from smiling.


Ted pushed the boy’s back, which made him lurch toward Heddy. “Mind your manners, young man.” Ted reached for Heddy’s suitcase, exaggerating a groan upon lifting it. She’d packed a stack of her favorite novels, plus two biology textbooks to study in case the scholarship committee allowed her to retake the final she’d failed that awful morning that led to that awful letter. Good thing she’d waited to open the letter until this morning with Anna in her arms, Heddy couldn’t cry; she would look certifiable.


“This bellhop must have something else of yours?” Ted pointed to a squat man in a white-buttoned jacket walking toward them holding a purse a different color than her shoes, and she blushed. With all her nerves, she must have left it on the ferry. She took the frayed patent leather handle, watching Ted pull out a wallet thick with bills and hand the bellhop two dollars.


Two dollars. How she’d learned to stretch two dollars over the years. On their leanest days, she and her mother squeezed ketchup packets into hot water for instant tomato soup.


“I can get it, Mr. Williams, thank you.” She picked up her luggage, but Mr. Williams insisted. She was just relieved the bag appeared shiny and new. Her roommate, Beryl, had never even used it.


He pushed through the crowd, and they all followed, the sound of seagulls and laughter and good-natured greetings all around them. “There’s no point in being formal. We prefer Ted and Jean-Rose.”


“If you call me Mrs. Williams, I’ll feel like my mother-in-law.” Jean-Rose rolled her eyes. “I don’t want that woman’s voice whispering in my ear all summer.”


“Be nice, Jeannie.” Ted checked to make sure the kids were behind them. “Mother means well. Besides, it’s the children she’s most concerned about.”


“It’s control she’s most concerned about,” Jean-Rose quipped. She sighed, as if there was a lot more she wanted to say, but she seemed to remember then Heddy was walking next to her. She threaded her elbow into the crook of Heddy’s arm. It felt warm and friendly, and Heddy hoped she and her new boss would always be this chummy. “It’s going to be a wonderful summer. You’ll love our housekeeper, Ruth; she’s about your age. And there’s this new craze now, surfing. Have you heard of it?”


“Oh, sure.” Of course she had. Who hadn’t seen Gidget?


“You have to see these guys. They use a special board to ride on waves. Maybe Beryl told you about it. Anyway, Beryl tells us you’re great fun.”


With Anna’s arms wrapped about her neck, Heddy felt the corners of her mouth turn up again. “When I’m not studying. Thank goodness for summer break.” She still hadn’t told her mother about what happened the night she and Beryl went out, how she’d met that Harvard boy and arrived for her final an hour late. Sometimes Heddy couldn’t bear the sound of her mother’s disappointed sighs.


“Everyone is doing something utterly fascinating on this island. I run the bridge group. Even Ted, here”—they stepped past an old couple stopped in the middle of the dock, luggage splayed at their feet—“he made sure the old lighthouse works, giving more to that falling-down eyesore than I ever would, and he’s considering a state senate run.” Heddy raised her eyebrows conspiratorially, making clear she was impressed. “But enough about us.”


“She’s like a windup doll,” Ted laughed, and Jean-Rose grinned. “Heddy, how was your voyage in?” He was tall, skinny, a man in a boy’s body, an unfortunate upward tilt to his eyebrows. Not her type, but she’d never be interested in a married man anyway. That pain had been unbearable for her mother.


“Like glass—not even a bit of chop.” Heddy didn’t know where the word “chop” came from, perhaps from reading Moby-Dick last semester in American lit, but she liked how experienced she’d sounded. Heddy had been on one other boat, if she counted the Staten Island Ferry.


By now they were standing in front of a shiny red convertible. The Williamses had parked in front of the Landing Luncheonette, a small ferry-side soda fountain with a lunch counter in the front window. Two teenagers sat sipping milkshakes, pointing and giggling at a boy walking off the ferry.


“You play?” Heddy asked Ted, pointing to the tennis rackets in the back of the trunk. Heddy, who had always been a swimmer at the Y, had recently taken to tennis—she’d seen it as a prerequisite to fitting in at Wellesley.


“I’m afraid I’m the tennis enthusiast in this match,” Jean-Rose joked, taking Anna from Heddy’s arms. “Even when I get him on the court, his backhand isn’t the most, hmm, helpful.”


“But I can be helpful in other ways, can’t I, love?” He tapped Jean-Rose’s bottom before opening the driver’s side door and getting in.


Her cheeks took on a shade of crimson. “You could say that.”


Heddy darted her eyes away. “Maybe you and I could play sometime,” she said, positioned in the back seat, her face hopeful and pleasing. If she couldn’t return to Wellesley in the fall, then she needed this job more than she’d realized.


Jean-Rose cocked her head, like she was pondering Heddy’s suggestion, maybe a little too much. “I’m not sure I could get you into the club, but there are public courts. It would be fun, wouldn’t it?”


“I warn you, my serve needs work,” Heddy said, willing herself to stop being so self-deprecating. It had worked against her at the hearing with the scholarship committee back in May. She’d been too intimidated by the row of suited men and women sitting at one end of a hulking mahogany table to be convincing, too afraid of interrupting one of them or saying the wrong thing, so she’d been quiet, meek, a scared mouse on the other side of the table. And it didn’t help that every question they’d asked was an accusation: If you were that ill for the final, then why can’t you provide a doctor’s note? Did you skip curfew the night before? Then why didn’t anyone see you leaving the dorm that morning?


“There’s a great pro at the club.” Jean-Rose directed Teddy into the car, then plopped Anna on Heddy’s lap, while Ted fiddled with the radio.


She slipped into the passenger seat, purring as she settled in next to Ted, running her hand along the back of his neck. Heddy wasn’t sure she’d ever met a pair who looked as radiant as the two did at that moment, sharing the front seat of a convertible on a perfectly sunny summer day. Her new boss put on white cat’s-eye sunglasses, tied a sheer red scarf around her head, and tapped the side of the car door. “Now, let’s get Heddy some lunch.”


The car drove by storefronts housed in charming cottages, each one’s sign more colorful than the last. A line of families waited to buy tickets for the Flying Horses Carousel, old-fashioned music chiming from inside. Ted swerved to avoid bicyclists, all of them with a basket attached to the handlebars, pedaling through town.


Ted hollered to one, a man in his forties with slicked back hair and shapely tanned calves. “Watch it, Edison.”


The man waved, and Jean-Rose smiled wanly. Traffic moved on, the bicyclist vanishing into the distance. Ted pulled Jean-Rose toward the center of the seat, nestling her under his arm.


“Now don’t get all upset again.” His voice was soft, but Jean-Rose turned up the music, resting her head on Ted’s shoulder.


Heddy’s purse had fallen open on the floor at her feet, the crumpled letter from Wellesley sitting atop her wallet. She’d prepared for her meeting with the scholarship committee as best she could, but maybe she should have enlisted help. She racked her brain, trying to remember her answers, what she’d said to the committee, how it may have been perceived. One of the members, a bald and bespectacled man, had given a speech at the start imparting Wellesley’s motto, “Not to be ministered unto, but to minister,” and how that meant that college wasn’t just a place where students learned, it was a place where students passed on the highest morals. Maybe he believed her lowly economic status was to blame, her irresponsible actions contaminating the student body.


“Jean-Rose, do you do your shopping there?” Heddy tried to distract herself from her thoughts, hollering over the music. She pointed to a gas station with the words “Groceries and Meats” on the sign.


“With the dead flies in the windowsill? No, thank you. I’ll take you to Cronig’s in Vineyard Haven. Two brothers run it, and everyone adores them.”


They zipped by a harbor lined with bobbing sailboats, children walking the jetties. Farther up, there was a handsome lighthouse, white with a black tip. Ted stroked the back of Jean-Rose’s hair—cornflower blond, bouncy and soft. Beryl had told her more than once the Williamses might as well be the Kennedys. They were rich, in love, and the envy of their social circle.


Teddy bounced up and down on the seat, slamming into her thighs. “Up, down. Up, down.”


“He loves the way he flies up when Ted drives fast over the bumps. But not too fast, right, Ted?” Then Jean-Rose whispered: “One day last week, Teddy nearly flew out the window.” She giggled.


The crunch of the gravel driveway alerted Heddy they’d arrived. The rambling cedar-shingled Victorian was magnificent, backing up to lush rolling hills with abundant views of the sea. It had aqua shutters, little crescent moons cut out of the tops, and a front porch with four rocking chairs, each looking freshly painted, as crisp and white as a laundered shirt. A housekeeper shook out the doormat, while a gardener, a black man with a ring of sweat around his neck, clipped the layers of red rosebushes that lined the front of the house. The hydrangeas along the brick walk were a deep cerulean blue, and a small sign hung over the front door, white with block letters: “Elysian Fields.” Home for the next nine weeks.


Heddy labored to remember the meaning from her freshman-year Greek mythology class and made a note to look it up. Wouldn’t it be grand to be so rich you named your summer home something most people had to read about in an encyclopedia? That’s steel money for you.


“Welcome to paradise.” Jean-Rose smiled. She strode off behind Ted to the front porch.


“Or hell, depending on your perspective,” a young woman about Heddy’s age wearing a chambray collared dress and white apron whispered, reaching into the trunk. Heddy checked to make sure her new bosses hadn’t overheard what the housekeeper had said, which made the woman grin. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be so crass. I’m Ruth.”


“I’m going to tell my mom you said a bad word.” Teddy wrinkled his nose.


“Then I’ll tell your mom about the chocolate you snuck into bed last night.” Ruth tugged at Heddy’s suitcase.


Teddy stared at his feet, then took off with Anna, a mischievous look on her face.


“Gosh, let me help you, Ruth. I’ve got books in there.” The two of them pulled at the handle with all their strength, not getting it out until they lifted the corners of the boxy Louis Vuitton suitcase up in their arms. They dropped it to the ground, both jumping back to save their feet.


“Where’s Mr. Helpful when you need him?” Ruth said quietly. Then she smiled sweetly at Ted, who was walking toward them with golf clubs slung over his shoulder, neat and angled, like his side part.


“I would have gotten that out.” He winked at Heddy, still standing by the car, as he tossed his golf clubs where her luggage had been. “Make yourself comfortable, sweetheart. I’m off to the links.”


The children emerged on to the porch, watching their father, and Anna, barefoot and hair loose around her shoulders, yelled to him, “I love you, Daddy.”


Ted glanced at Heddy, a stupid grin on his face. “That child has me whipped. She’s more charming than her mother, and I didn’t think that was possible.” Heddy felt her breath catch as he returned to the porch, planting a kiss on Anna’s rosy cheek. Then he hoisted Teddy up, throwing him over his shoulder and spinning the boy, who erupted into giggles, making Anna jump up and down begging for a chance, too. Heddy loved seeing fathers play with their kids rather than treat them like flies that needed swatting, but she could be undone by dads who tipped the chins of their pouting girls with a single finger or dads who made an effort to listen to what his teenage daughter rattled on about. Those men made her weepy. At least when she’d seen them on television shows.


Moments later, Ted was back in his car, pulling on his driving gloves and peeling out of the driveway, kicking dust into their faces.


Ruth glanced at her watch. “Seven hours till dinner. If he’s home by then, she won’t ask any questions.” Heddy followed Ruth to the porch, lugging her suitcase behind her. She would have carried that suitcase anywhere if it meant getting out of her and her mother’s tiny Brooklyn apartment for the summer.


“Children, will you show Heddy her room?” Jean-Rose clicked down the columned veranda in heels, her head scarf untied and fluttering in the breeze.


“The ladies are coming over in an hour for bridge, and I want to serve the canapés out here. Did you make the lobster salad?”


Ruth was at Jean-Rose’s side. “Two pinches of salt, four scoops of mayo.”


Jean-Rose ran her hand along the surface of the outdoor table, a diamond eternity bracelet dangling from her delicate wrist. “Smells like Lysol. What would I do without you, Ruth?” She flitted off. “I’m going to change. I’ll be down in five, and we’ll set the table.”


With her gone, Ruth formed a pistol with her finger, holding her hand to her alabaster temple and pretending to shoot.


Heddy didn’t know how to respond, so she opened the home’s French doors and stepped into a formal living room with high wingback chairs and a tufted sofa. Beryl—who happened to be the heir to the Bethlehem Oil fortune and happened to ride horses with Jean-Rose’s cousin and happened to insist on getting Heddy this job—had stuck her neck out for her. She wouldn’t embarrass her by getting caught up in some childish antics on her first day.


“Come on, babysitter.” Teddy swung around the intricately carved newel post. At six, he was slight enough to be mistaken for younger. “Follow me.”


“Her name is Heddy.” Ruth’s eyes pinned him.


With Anna’s soft hand in hers, Heddy followed the boy. “Nice meeting you.”


“Don’t let these two gang up on you,” said Ruth, balancing an armful of dishes. “They’re brutal when they’re in cahoots.”


Once in her sunny square bedroom on the third floor, the kids pulling out the dresser drawers and trying to unzip her suitcase, she sat on the edge of the bed and took the rumpled letter out of her purse. She flattened it and placed it in her top drawer, while Teddy, a doll tucked under his arm, showed her the musty corner closet and Anna sat at the small writing desk with a paper and pencil.


“And this is where you’ll pinch a brown loaf,” Teddy said, pointing at the toilet in a small adjoining bathroom; he rubbed the doll’s yellow hair against his lips. Above the bathtub was a stained-glass window, two lovebirds chirping at each other.


“I’ll wash your mouth out with soap if you speak like that again.” Heddy snapped at him from her perch on the bed’s patchwork quilt, the sinking feeling in her stomach having nothing to do with the boy, and he was taken aback, she could tell, but still he stuck out his tongue. Anna hugged her brother protectively, and he pushed her off hard enough that she burst into tears. Heddy scooped the child in her arms mainly because she needed a hug herself.


All she’d wanted was a chance at being the kind of woman her mother sold scarves to, rather than the woman stuck behind the Tiffany’s counter. A hunger had always been in her—to live a plum life, yes, but also a genuine belief that something better lay just around the corner.


Then she’d met that boy, the son of a custodian at Harvard, who was attending the college on scholarship. He was just as much the outsider at school, and after meeting him at the bar with Beryl, Heddy had gone home with him, skipping her ten o’clock curfew in the dorm; Beryl had secretly signed Heddy back in, while distracting their den mother with tears about a pretend heartbreak. Heddy and the boy had stayed awake on his frayed corduroy sofa talking about how lonely it was to live with the pressure of their hardworking parents, how it colored every experience they had at college. She’d drunk a few beers, which wasn’t like her, and even with her final the next day, she stayed, even though it was 2:00 a.m. by then, because she’d never realized anyone else felt as weighted with the future as she did, let alone a man. She was ready for her final, she’d told herself. She’d ace it. And then she’d snuggled in bed next to him, under a blanket he said his nana knit—they’d made out, and he’d put his hand up her shirt, but they were both too tired for much more and had fallen asleep, a sense of satisfaction in their shared experience. Then she’d overslept for her final, and he’d looked at her like her sandy brown hair was on fire when she started to scream: “Shit. Shit. Shit.” She’d pulled on her fuchsia-colored pants, slipped on her flats, and run out to catch a cab, crying the entire way home. He’d called later, but she was too upset to talk. And that was the end of that courtship. The end of everything, really.


Well, not quite everything. Not yet, anyway. No one had to know. Besides, she was already here, they were paying her well, and the money she made this summer would at least allow her to open a savings. And prepare. For what, she wasn’t sure.


She arranged her books in a neat stack on her nightstand: Jane Eyre, The Golden Notebook, On the Road, Franny and Zooey. She arranged everything she had in the two top drawers and hung her three dresses in the closet. Pleased, she crossed her arms over her chest and stood by the children, who were fighting over who got to sit on the desk chair. Heddy wasn’t going back to Wellesley—that was clear—but it didn’t mean she couldn’t have a good summer. There were plenty of people to meet on this island, plenty of men to make the acquaintance of. Perhaps, she thought, she could win the bet that she and Beryl had made on their last day of school, and just the possibility gave her a lift.


She cupped Teddy’s head with the back of her hand. “Who wants to show me their room?”
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Heddy was downstairs and dressed in a simple mustard-yellow dress with knee-high matching socks by seven the next morning. She considered the pairing her most fashionable outfit, and the chilly morning temperature had cooperated, allowing her to pull the socks onto warm her legs. Uncertain where she should wait for the family to wake up, she chose a sunny window seat in the formal living room where she could see the stairwell.


She crossed and uncrossed her legs, bit at her nails, and adjusted her ponytail while taking in the room’s oriental carpets, the polished mahogany furniture and ornate floor lamps, the gleaming brass bookends holding together neat rows of colorful spines. Just sitting there made her feel regal. The house even smelled of money. And Chanel Nº5, which Jean-Rose used like deodorizer, leaving a bottle of it in every room and spraying it as she traveled through the house.


Heddy heard the children coming down the steps and stood. “Come, I’ll make you breakfast,” Heddy said cheerfully, her heart warming at their tousled hair and bright eyes.


“But you’re not supposed to give us breakfast.” The girl adjusted the top of her darling baby doll pajamas.


“Of course I do.” Breakfast was one of her specialties, and the thought of busying herself frying eggs gave her familiarity in this house of foreign smells and unsettling nighttime creaks.


Teddy curled up in a floral wingback chair, his pudgy toes dangling off one brocade arm. “Ruth gets us breakfast, dummy. You just follow us around.”


Heddy plastered a smile. She glanced at the grandfather clock: 7:12 a.m. She wouldn’t let them sock the energy from her that quickly.


The back door latched shut, and they heard footsteps, the coat closet opening and closing. Ruth stuck her head into the living room. “You’re up already?” she said, taking in Heddy’s outfit. “What’s with the socks?”


Heddy swallowed. “Everyone wears them on campus.” She tried not to sound defensive, or worse, snobbish.


Ruth shrugged. “I’ll put out the cereal. The coffee, too. I’m sure you’re going to need a cup.”


Heddy put her hand on the small of Anna’s back, leading the child into the kitchen. She felt strange living in a house with a servant, and she wouldn’t let herself be waited on. She didn’t want Ruth to confuse her with the family but didn’t want to get too comfortable living in a home with a housekeeper, either. If her mother instilled anything in her, it was how to be self-sufficient. Heddy took in the row of white mugs hanging from hooks along the faux-brick-veneer walls, the spices stacked on a rack, the singed potholder. Curious, living in someone else’s house—it was like parachuting into another person’s life, landing smack in the middle of a home with its own culture and mores. She’d have to study the family closely, finding a way to fit right in so her sudden appearance at their kitchen table was seamless.


“You don’t have to serve me,” she told Ruth, who was pouring her coffee, “and I insist on making my own bed and cleaning my bathroom.”


“I don’t mind the work, actually,” Ruth said. “My mom used to work here, and she told me if I keep sand off the floor and dishes out of the sink, I’d be okay, and it has been.” Ruth moved about the kitchen a moment. “Thank you, though. That’s lovely.”


Ted came down for breakfast soon after, inserting himself at the small kitchen table and lifting Anna onto his lap. He was unshaven, his short hair unkempt, and the sight of him gave Heddy a chuckle, she’d never seen a man before his shower and pomade. It was adorable really, even if he smelled of sleep. Ruth tipped the percolator, pouring him jet-black coffee.


“Maxwell House… ‘it tastes as good as it smells.’ ” Ted yawned.


“Perk, perk, perk,” said Teddy, feigning the deep authoritative voice of the announcer in the ubiquitous commercial. “Listen to it perk. Look at the coffee as it gets darker and stronger. But will this cup of coffee taste as good as it smells?”


“I don’t think I’ve seen a commercial as often as that one,” said Heddy.


Ted picked up his newspaper, which Ruth had set before him. “But I’ll give it to Maxwell House: the coffee does taste good.”


Heddy, sensing an opening with Ted, like maybe this was her chance to make an impression, said, “Oh wait, who knows this one? ‘Plop plop fizz fizz. Oh, what a relief it is.’ ” She’d actually sang it in the quiet of the kitchen.


“Alka-Seltzer,” Ruth called out, the kids beginning to sing the popular refrain, while Ted opened the business section of the paper. She’d wanted him to guess, felt disappointed he’d ignored her.


“Now we’re going to be singing it all day.” Heddy grinned at the children, who continued to sing the jingle on repeat.


Jean-Rose padded into the kitchen, her hair set perfectly in waves, her makeup expertly applied, and Ted leaned over to kiss her good morning lightly on the lips without looking up from his paper. Later, when recounting her first impressions, Heddy would write in her journal that Ted kissed Jean-Rose like it was on his to-do list, and she wondered if a morning kiss from one’s husband was different from an evening kiss, which may be less perfunctory.


Jean-Rose said that Heddy and the children would go to the beach that morning, so Heddy returned to her room to peel off her socks—she’d wanted to from the moment Ruth made the comment—and change into her bathing suit. It was an easy walk from the house to the family’s private beach, the winding path twisting through a grassy clearing lined with lush and flowering beach roses. Once there, few houses dotted the beach and she rarely saw anyone else. After swimming for an hour, Heddy’s calves stiff from the cold water, the children barely registering its cool temperatures, they emerged onto the sand.


Heddy toweled off Anna, who was by this point pruned and shivering, while Teddy draped his towel across his shoulders like a superhero cape. The air smelled salty and fresh, nothing like back home. “Who wants to go for a walk?” Heddy asked.


“Walks are stupid.” Teddy kicked at the sand with his foot.


“Think of it as an adventure.” Heddy held out a thermos of water, but he pretended not to see. Next week, the kids would start camp, and Heddy would need to plan only their afternoons—rather than their entire days. “We’re exploring, like the astronauts.”


“C’mon, Teddy,” pleaded Anna, her pointer finger in her mouth. She was four, much too old in Heddy’s mind to be sucking on her fingers.


Heddy and Anna ambled on, collecting slipper shells. When Teddy sprinted by, Anna dropped the bucket and took off, too.


“Teddy, wait—” Anna, her pigtails wet and curling, was gleeful.


“Don’t go far,” Heddy hollered to their bobbing heads. The sea stretched before her, a giant expanse of deep blue, with twiggy-legged piping plovers running the shoreline. The beach was a wonder. At Coney Island, people sat so close you could smell the hot dog breath of the guy next to you, and the crowded boardwalk was as busy as a city avenue. Growing up, the beach was where she learned that men had hair in their armpits and that women’s legs sometimes grew dimples.


Heddy placed a piece of driftwood into the pail and laid down to feel the sun wash over her, listening for the children’s reassuring chatter. Tired from rising so early and lulled by the peace, she closed her eyes for a minute. Maybe they could collect more driftwood and use it to make stick puppets. She envisioned various animals, lost in thought, when she noticed the children’s voices fading. Heddy bolted up, looking far down the curving beach, then scanning the water, but there was no sign of the children. She hadn’t fallen asleep—she would never. It had been seconds. Maybe thirty.


“Boo!” She jumped behind a large boulder, where she thought they might be hiding, but saw nothing but a rotted horseshoe crab.


Heddy’s heart lurched. She wondered if they’d doubled back and she hadn’t noticed, but she knew that was impossible. Her bare feet took off against the rocky sand, and she was thankful now she’d been practical in her swimsuit choice. When her Wellesley friends purchased bright-colored fast-drying bikinis at the Jordan Marsh department store in Boston, she pretended nothing suited her. Later, she’d slipped off to the drugstore near campus to buy a navy wool crepe halter suit on clearance. With its straight hem across her upper thigh and stiff fabric, it was more old-fashioned than she liked, but it had been only $1.25, and sensibility was needed as a nanny.


“Anna! Teddy!” she called. She imagined Anna crying and lost in the hot sun. A flash of Jean-Rose’s face, scowling. “Anna!” Heddy yelled.


Losing them hadn’t even entered her mind: it was a private beach, no one was around, and who took children? They weren’t the Lindberghs, for goodness’ sake. Maybe they’d run back to the house?


“Children! This isn’t funny.”


She froze. Voices: a little girl’s and a man’s. Heddy surged forward, spying a weathered cottage just above a thin line of dunes; the fishing cabin she could see from her attic bedroom. Anna and Teddy were eating strawberries at a picnic table, their fingers stained red. They were with a stranger, a man maybe a year or two older than Heddy.


“I was looking everywhere for you!”


Anna’s terry-cloth beach dress was soaked from her bathing suit. “This is mama’s friend Ash.”


Teddy ran onto a flipped surfboard, balancing with his arms out. When he locked eyes with Heddy, the boy shrugged.


“Take a deep breath,” the man said. Heddy had barely noticed she was panting. “Looks like they gave you a scare.”


She ignored him. “Children, you cannot run away from me. What if you couldn’t find your way home?” Embarrassingly, her voice didn’t sound as firm as she’d intended.


Teddy rolled his eyes. “We live here.”


“And Mama lets us come whenever we want.”


Firmer now. “Well, I’m in charge of you, and it’s my job to get you home safely or I’ll…”


“Or what?” Teddy sassed, meeting her gaze. The children she’d minded back home didn’t talk back; they would have been dragged to their room by the ear. She couldn’t possibly tell two little rich kids they couldn’t have ice cream ever again. And she didn’t want to start her first week on the wrong foot. She looked away, and the boy began to sing “Lollipop.”


“Or else,” the man interjected, turning down the volume on his transistor radio. “Miss…” Here he stopped, flashing her a sunshiny grin, whispering, “What’s your name?”


“Her name is Heddy,” Anna whispered.


“Right, or else… Miss Heddy won’t be your babysitter anymore. And boy, would you miss her.”


“I wouldn’t miss her,” Teddy mumbled.


Anna climbed onto the man’s lap, all monkey-like, wrapping one arm around his neck. “I would. We found a crab in the sand and made him a home.”


“Don’t give me that malarkey, Teddy. This beautiful woman right here is your funmaker in chief.”


Now that the man had called her beautiful, Heddy turned to look at him. He was shirtless, a wetsuit folded at the waist, droplets of water dappled across his muscled chest. His sun-kissed hair was still wet, maybe from surfing, and he’d pushed it back off his forehead, giving her full view of his emerald eyes. This is what men in California must look like, she thought, although she had no idea where he was from at all.


“I’m Ash.” He didn’t stand up from the director’s chair in which he sat or hold out his hand. “I’d be a proper gentleman, but Anna here is a bit of a snuggler.” The sight of him made her uneasy. She was standing on his deck, in her bathing suit, which felt much too intimate. She remembered the fabric along her bathing suit’s cup seam was threadbare—that’s why it had been on clearance—and it exposed a sliver of the plastic boning. She shifted Anna’s beach towel to her chest. She’d also forgotten about the unfortunate way the bottom sagged off her rear, until now.


“Smashed to meet you.” That he was good-looking guaranteed she’d say the dumbest thing possible. “I mean, nice to meet you. Thank you for keeping the children.”


At least she hadn’t let her Brooklyn accent slip. She’d worked to perfect her Wellesley voice, the cadence she used when talking to classmates of means, speaking in such complete sentences you could nearly hear the punctuation. Her mother teased her when she’d visited and heard Heddy describe something as “lahv-lee,” instead of “love-lee.” At times, when Heddy was angry or anxious, her accent would slip, and her classmates would do a double take, as if they were seeing her anew and for the first time.


Ash shot her a disarming smile. “They show up here all the time, you know. I’m not sure they’re looked after very closely.” He had three small brown circles on his arm, pocks the size of quarters, and he caught her looking there.


“Me and some buddies, three a.m., cigarette stubs, hurt like hell the next morning.” He smiled.


“We all do dumb things when we’re young.”


“Who are you calling dumb?”


At first, she thought she’d offended him; his tone had a hard edge, but then he laughed, making her laugh.


“You here all summer?” he said.


Heddy tried to look busy, gathering Anna’s bucket. “Yes, until I go back to school. Do you surf?” Wasn’t it obvious, considering he had surfboards leaning against the front of his cottage?


“It’s like flying. You ever try?”


“City girl.” It came out like an apology.


“No kidding.” Ash grinned. She met his crystalline eyes for a half second, then darted her gaze away. “You been to the island before?”


Heddy was certain Jean-Rose wouldn’t approve of her having the kids on this man’s patio, but perhaps she shouldn’t rush them back to the beach. If she didn’t marry in the next year or two, the girls at school said she’d be stale bread. And then what? Heddy imagined her mother pulling her wire grocery cart down Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn, struggling with the groceries up the stairs.


She shook her head. “My first time. I typically stay close to home on summer break. My mother says I’m the only person in New York who likes the city in the heat.”


He laughed heartily. “Is it the stench of the overfull trash cans or the lovely smell of the subway that appeals?”


The corners of her eyes crinkled. “It is terrible, isn’t it? No, it’s Prospect Park. I could sit and write there for hours. Do you come to the island every summer?” Heddy eyed his ring finger but found no band. If only she were one of those girls who knew how to prance before a boy, rubbing suntan lotion up her thighs while asking him to light her cigarette. Women in the movies got men interested in them by taking charge. Instead, Heddy tended to wish men would want to know her, sense her quickening pulse, note her cheerfulness or the way she twisted her earring as she imagined kissing them. But men never looked that hard, she supposed.


“I came once or twice when I was a kid, but I’m a Jersey boy. My parents had a place near Atlantic City. Dad wooed clients over cards; Mom would take us to the beach.”


“I’m a Coney Island girl myself. Is that where you learned to surf?” A Coney Island girl? She cringed.


“That came later.” He had a glint in his eye. “So you write?”


Heddy flushed all over again. Why did he look at her like that, like he couldn’t stop? The boys at mixers approached her regularly, but after talking with her, they started looking behind her, like they had somewhere else to be. This man, though, he kept chatting. Her neck began to itch, but she couldn’t figure out how to scratch it without letting the towel drop and revealing her fraying bathing costume.


“May I use your powder room?” she asked. Inside, she’d figure out what to say next.


“Through the living room, first door on the left,” he said. She assumed it was the only door on the left; the cottage looked about as big as an Airstream trailer. Mismatched blue couches in the sunny living room and a cluttered kitchen table gave way to avocado-green appliances in the small kitchen; despite its rustic facade, it had the fancy electric stove she’d seen in magazines.


She posed in the bathroom mirror, trying to assess how bad the bathing suit was. Possibly terrible, she decided, trying to re-center her breasts in the top so they looked fuller. Opening his medicine cabinet, she noted the brand of his shaving cream (a red tube of Old Spice) and his neat row of colognes in serious dark bottles. She was about to pee when she saw there was only a shred of toilet paper stuck to the roll. She could practically hear a sitcom laugh track, the ubiquitous joke about the things only bachelors do. Clearly, if he had a wife, she wasn’t here now. No woman would let the paper run out without replacing it.


There weren’t any rolls under the sink, just an electric razor, so she popped open the bathroom door and leaned into the small closet she’d seen on her way in. Two tissue rolls sat on the white-painted shelf in front of a stack of folded navy towels. She reached for one, and behind it, next to the Windex, there was a gleam of silver metal, something shiny poking out of a navy hand towel. Outside, through the screened door, she heard Ash and the children clapping, singing a nursery rhyme. She edged the towel back, just enough, curious if it was the grip of a microphone or the lens of an expensive video camera, or God forbid, one of those handheld machines—Beryl said they vibrated—you used all on your own.


Heddy stood on tiptoe to peer onto the shelf, but the silver handle wasn’t what she’d expected. It was a barrel, the nose of a pistol.


Staggering backward into the bathroom, toilet paper in hand, she pressed her thighs to the cool porcelain of the toilet seat. You’re fine. Jean-Rose knows him. He’s the neighbor. Then she considered if she should replace the toilet paper on the ring at all. If she did, he’d know she went in his bath closet and might have seen the gun. If she didn’t, he might remember there wasn’t toilet paper and wonder if she was a slovenly girl who didn’t wipe. That was worse than being nosy.


She squirted soap into her palm, rubbing her hands vigorously under the faucet. Why would anyone on Martha’s Vineyard have a gun? This morning, the police blotter in the paper reported a teenager had been stopped for bicycling while holding a bottle of Coca-Cola; the officer thought he wasn’t paying attention. Jean-Rose snorted with laughter reading it aloud.


“I better get these two home.” Heddy stepped outside, working to sound nonplussed. A gun. She wondered if it was loaded. Reaching for Anna, careful not to let the towel drop, she let her bare arm graze the man’s wrist, which sent a jolt of excitement—and maybe a little fear—through her. Was he a police officer? An adventurer who hunted sharks swimming too close to shore? “Sorry.”


“What are you sorry about?” He lifted Anna off his lap, right up into Heddy’s arms. She was sorry for knowing his secret, for finding the gun, but she couldn’t say that.


He looked at her funny, like he might be done with this conversation, but she wasn’t sure, so she prattled on. “My psychology professor says women should stop being so apologetic or we won’t ever get what we want.… Well, I’m sure your wife does the same thing. Anyway, sorry to ramble.” She cleared her throat, then laughed.


“Stop saying sorry!” He grinned, crossing his legs at the ankles, his hair shiny with sun. “And no, no ball and chain yet.”


With the telephone ringing in the kitchen, he went inside to answer it. Heddy stared out at the dunes, straining to hear his conversation. “Just put it in the bag,” he said, losing the chipper tone he’d used on her. The kids began singing loudly, and she couldn’t hear anything else until he said, “Don’t worry. We’ll get him.”


Heddy smiled at the gentleman when he came out, taking Anna’s hand and following Teddy, who was already running ahead down the path back to the beach. “Nice to meet you,” she said.


“Same.” His breezy tone returned. “Come over and surprise me again sometime.” There was something in his eyes, a softness. He hardly seemed like a murderer.


Maybe he had the gun because he was on the president’s Secret Service detail, taking a day off from the mayhem in Hyannis. Maybe the cottage belonged to a Kennedy and he was renting it.


“I’ll see you at the beach, Ace,” Ash hollered to the child’s back.


“Really?” She blinked innocently. “Ace.” He seemed to enjoy her attempt at being cute and started to follow them, walking next to her through the dunes.


“I’m teaching Teddy how to surf. I told his daddy the younger he starts, the better.”


“Like skiing, I suppose,” she said.


“Only who would trade this for snow?”


She glanced at the cobalt-blue horizon, then back at Ash, who was shielding his eyes from the sun and looking at her, waiting for her to say more. But what came to mind was a line from a Salinger story, something about how every man has at least one place that at some point turns into a girl. She’d written a paper on what that one line meant, and still, she hadn’t understood until she happened upon this surfer on Martha’s Vineyard. Perhaps, for every woman, there is at least one place that at some point turns into a boy.


Heddy walked off, feeling Ash’s eyes on her, knowing he could see her rear end. She rewrapped Anna’s beach towel around her body. Just before the trail descended into the marsh, her racing heart forced her hand and she let the towel go, curious if she’d catch his eyes on her. But when she turned, he was dragging the hose over to his surfboards.


He was handsome, charming, a bachelor without any serious intentions. Someone she could never trust, the kind of boy who convinced a girl to skip a Wellesley mixer and make out in his car instead. And that was not the kind of boy she wanted.


She wanted someone like Ted Williams.


So why had she gone out of her way to make it clear she was interested?





The surfer was still on her mind that evening when she was putting the children to bed. Even after dark, when she was alone in her bedroom, sitting at her desk and penning her first letter, she thought of him. But these were not details she’d share with her mother.




June 24, 1962


Dearest Mama,


When I was a little girl, you and I would daydream about buying a cottage with a view of the sea. Well, the Williams’s home is one hundred times grander than any of our fantasies, and the view from my bedroom window is equally sublime. Sailboats glide along the silvery waves in the morning, the sky a painting of pinks and purples in the evening. Jean-Rose, even the children, take everything about their lives for granted, whereas I appreciate every detail. We all have our very own bathroom. There was an actual handheld hair dryer left in my closet. Even the freezer has three choices of ice cream flavors.


I met a nice girl named Ruth—she’s the housekeeper—and I feel comfortable with her in a way I don’t with the others. You were right. The Williamses are not like you and me, but I’m still trying to understand how. Is it because she poured the last quarter of the milk down the kitchen sink, just because there was a fresh bottle in the keep? Is it because the husband spritzes himself with cologne or because he flips through a book at two in the afternoon, a square of sun surrounding his wingback chair?


But they are lovely together, and I would love to find myself in my own version of this life.


Missing you,


Hibernia
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Jean-Rose was filing her nails in a rocking chair on the porch when Heddy and the kids returned home from a nature walk around noon the following morning, their buckets full of feathers and rocks, tiny crab skeletons and oyster shells. As soon as she saw them, she dropped her file and sang out: “I have good news.” She shimmied her shoulders like a jazz dancer and beamed. A Bloody Mary sat empty on the small table beside her, a chewed-up celery stick at the bottom. “I hope you don’t mind, but I love playing cupid. He’ll pick you up at seven.”


Heddy crinkled her nose. “You set me up? On a date?”


Her boss’s dainty jaw gaped with self-satisfaction.


“Sure did,” Jean-Rose said. “On your night off next week. Did I tell you you’re free to do as you wish on Friday nights and while the children are at camp?”


“We’re thirsty,” Teddy whined, tossing his thermos at his mother’s espadrilles. The smell of honeysuckle wafted by. It grew in a tangle up a white-painted arbor over the bricked path to the porch.


“Come, I’ll explain,” she said, and they followed her to the kitchen, Heddy carrying the thermos. “He’s a waiter at the Clamshell, a friend of a friend, and he’s thrilled to meet you.”


A waiter! Heddy tried to hide the disappointment on her face when she turned on the faucet to fill the water bottle.


“But he doesn’t even know what I look like,” Heddy said.


“Who, Mama?” Anna tugged.


Teddy snatched the thermos like a basketball, and Jean-Rose rolled her eyes.


“You think I didn’t show him a picture?” She scooped Anna into her arms, balancing her on a hip; Teddy kicked at the table leg, slurping. “I passed along the lovely photo you sent us with your application.”


Oh God. Her high school senior picture.


Ruth, who was standing at the counter with her back to them, spooned chicken salad onto Wonder bread. She wiped her hands on a tea towel. “That’s the second night of the carnival. I was hoping to take Heddy.”


“Sugarpuss.” Jean-Rose tapped her fingers against her crossed elbows. “Can we finagle a double?”


“Who’s the boy?” Ruth asked.


Jean-Rose whispered in Ruth’s ear, then handed Heddy a wet washcloth to clean the children’s hands.


Ruth grinned. “Oh, that’s easy. Jerome works at the Clamshell, too. They can come together.”


Jean-Rose balled her hands into fists and cheered, her shoulder-length hair bobbing over her shoulder. “Ruth knows everyone. Did I tell you that already?”


Ted ducked into the kitchen, literally, since he was nearly a foot taller than his petite wife, pulling Jean-Rose to him and kissing her sweetly on the top of her head. He threw his voice so he sounded like a girlish teenager. “I can’t wait to hear how it goes.”


Heddy and Ruth laughed, probably harder than they would have if he weren’t their boss.


“Jeannie, can’t you let our babysitters focus on minding the kids?”


Jean-Rose flipped her hair, smiling. “I’m good at matchmaking! Look at Shipley and Lindy.”


“You simply picked two people with ridiculous names and got lucky.” The lines around his eyes wrinkled, and Heddy laughed along with them.


“He’s classically good-looking,” Jean-Rose said.


“Ahem, I’m sitting right here.” Ted pointed to his seat.


Jean-Rose rubbed the top of Ted’s hand. “Well, everyone knows Ted Williams is the most handsome man on the Vineyard. But you’re taken.”


Heddy sipped her water, hoping to mask how disappointed she was that Jean-Rose wanted to set her up with a waiter. That wasn’t much better than the boys back home happy with their hourly jobs at the shipyards; didn’t anyone think she was worth the guy in the necktie with the degree in accounting?


“My skin is like an oil slick.” Jean-Rose opened the glass cabinet and reached for a juice glass, then poured from a can of 100 percent Hawaiian pineapple juice. “Can you believe my cold cream melted right in the bottle? How are you smoking that thing in this heat?”


Ted pulled the cigar out of his mouth and examined it. “I paid a mint to have it shipped.”


Jean-Rose made a show of waving the smoke away from her face, and even though Heddy didn’t like the smell, either, she felt Jean-Rose was being a little dramatic.


“It smells of caramel.” Heddy inhaled, pretending to like the acrid scent. The children sniffed at the air, erupting into coughs.


“At least someone appreciates a fine cigar.” Ted smiled at Heddy. “I’m going up to the Old Light to see how my money is being spent. They want another five grand. Do you want to come, dear?”


“We better get prime seats at the benefit. Otherwise, what is the point?” Jean-Rose sat down at the kitchen table, crossing her legs, shiny with baby oil. Ted’s hands went to her shoulders, massaging them over her linen blouse, and Heddy supposed that was what she envied most about their relationship—the small affections they traded. At first, she’d categorized Ted’s morning peck on the cheek as lacking, but after watching the couple the last few days, she realized there were lots of quick kisses and hand squeezes, moments when their bodies brushed by each other, like they were two magnets that couldn’t help but be drawn together, then swiftly pushed apart.


“You hear that, girls? Philanthropy at its best. Give only if you can get,” Ted hollered.


Jean-Rose flicked her head back, laughing, and Ted kissed her bow-like lips. The kids pretended to throw up.


“What’s gotten into you today?” Jean-Rose raised an eyebrow.


“A good morning at the Big Top,” Ted said, grabbing one of the sandwiches and tearing off a bite. It’s what he called his company, but Heddy knew from the manila envelopes delivered by water plane that morning that it was really called Sky Top Steel and Financial. “We’re about to swing high.”


“Well, I can’t come to the lighthouse. Monday is market day, and Heddy and I need to pick up groceries. Then I promised I’d give her a quick tour of the island.”


Heddy nearly said they could skip it, hoping to please Ted again, but she really wanted the tour. Since she arrived two days ago, she hadn’t seen much besides the house and the beach.


Ted disappeared into his study, while Jean-Rose went into the kitchen pantry, holding a small notepad and pencil. “I swear we just bought a box of Frosted Flakes, and where is the macaroni?” She slammed the mauve-painted door.


“Maybe Ted ate them?” Heddy didn’t want Jean-Rose to think she was hoarding a box in her room, perhaps because she’d been tempted. As a girl, she hid Sugar Daddy candies she took from a bowl in the school office under her bed, just in case of what Mama called “a lean week.”


“Ted hates cornflakes.”


“I told you, Mama—there are aliens on the island stealing stuff.” Anna pretended to fly her sandwich around the universe.


Jean-Rose added cereal to her grocery list, then grabbed a mason jar from off the refrigerator, placing it in front of Heddy’s plate. “Have I told you about the fun fund yet?”


Inside the jar was a tight swirl of twenty-dollar bills.


Heddy shook her head. She couldn’t take her eyes off the money.


“How did I forget to tell you? Say you want to take the children to the movies or for an ice cream after camp. It will always be full.” Jean-Rose tapped Ruth on the arm. “You can use it, too. For small stuff.”


Heddy stared at the money, swallowing hard. She wondered what those twenties added up to, guessing there was several hundred dollars right there, enough to pay the rent on her and her mother’s Brooklyn apartment for the year. She needed two thousand for next year’s tuition, which seemed like an astronomical number, but there it was. A little less than half that in a glass jar set aside for entertaining the children.


“I know, it looks like a lot,” Jean-Rose said, reading her expression, “but children are expensive.” She threw the keys against the jar. “You don’t mind driving to the market, do you?”


Driving hadn’t been in Heddy’s job description. She didn’t think it would come up until she’d arrived and seen how large the island was. She watched Jean-Rose flip a page in her date book, the hum of the refrigerator kicking on.


“Jean-Rose?” Heddy waited for her boss to look up.


“What is it, Heddy? You sound panicked.”


Heddy pushed the keys back across the table. “I never learned.”


Jean-Rose looked at her in that tender way Heddy’s own mother had hundreds of times. “Oh dear, don’t worry, this is the summer you’ll learn. You’re hardly dropping an A-bomb.”


“But I don’t have a license.”


Jean-Rose clapped her hands twice. “C’mon, children. Let’s teach Heddy how to drive.” She grabbed her Hermès purse. “Don’t worry about being pulled over—all the cops here are college kids.”


Heddy bit at her cuticles, then forced her fingers out of her mouth, remembering how her mother would grab her arm and hold it by her side whenever Heddy bit her nails.


“If anyone stops us, we’ll remind them you’re our babysitter. The only reason this island functions like a first world country is because Ted pumps dollars into its measly economy.”


On her way out the kitchen door, Ruth tapped her on the shoulder: “She’s set me up with so many duds, but you might actually like this guy.”


Heddy spied her unfinished sandwich on the table, her stomach growling. “That doesn’t sound promising.”


Ruth smiled. “You’ll see.”


“Well, now you’re going, too, so at least I have an escape hatch.” With that, Heddy grabbed her sandwich, shoveling half in her mouth before letting the screen door slam behind her.





Heddy tried to seem upbeat as she opened the convertible’s driver’s side door with caution, as if the car might implode at her touch. Driving a car, let alone owning one, was so distant from her daily life, she’d never considered learning. She knew it took twelve minutes from Union Square to the Upper East Side, twenty-five from Atlantic Avenue to Grand Central. She’d been on a train when she first decided to apply to college. She’d been on a train when she got the courage to confront her mother about her father’s identity.


With her thighs on the warm leather seat, Heddy gripped the steering wheel, which was skinnier and more slippery than she’d imagined. The kids settled into the back, and from the passenger seat, Jean-Rose slipped the key into the ignition and turned over the car.


“Just remember three things: the brake is on the left, the gas is on the right, and the steering wheel is in front of you. Go ahead, give it some gas. You’re still in park.”


Heddy looked down at the gearshift and pressed down on the gas pedal, listening as the engine responded with a loud rev. She rubbed her lips together. A bead of sweat dripped down her neck, and she wanted to rub it away but was too nervous to take her hands off the wheel.


Jean-Rose eyed Heddy. “Ready?”


“I’m not sure if this is a good idea, Jean-Rose.”


Jean-Rose banged the side of the door like a drum. “Nonsense. Put the car in drive.”


“I thought all grown-ups could drive,” Teddy said.


“Not everyone in the city learns,” Jean-Rose told him. “Mr. Parker doesn’t know how.”


“But Mr. Parker drives the bus,” Anna said.


“No, dear—he rides the bus.”


Heddy put the car in drive, waiting for the car to lurch forward, but it remained still.


Jean-Rose leaned toward Heddy, whispering. “You have to lift your foot from the brake.”


“Everyone knows that,” Teddy sassed. “Right, Mama?”


“Right,” Heddy said. She glanced at the kids in the rearview mirror, then angled up her foot and the car began rolling forward, creeping right toward the rosebushes. Heddy turned the wheel to the left, then felt like the car might tip, and slammed her foot on the brake. In the back, the kids flew forward, slamming into the back of her seat, erupting into belly laughter.


“Can Heddy drive every time?” Teddy snorted.


Jean-Rose had her eyes on the driveway in front of her, lighting a cigarette. “The car wants to go, Heddy. It’s your job to control it. Keep the wheels straight, brake by pressing the pedal ever so gently. It needs a soft touch, not a swift one.”


Heddy swallowed hard, lifting her foot from the brake once more. Pressing the gas, she felt the car go, allowing herself to steer it slowly down the driveway; it was going better this time.


“Let’s pick up the pace.” Jean-Rose blew smoke into the open air. It filled Heddy’s nose as she stared hard at the road. She pushed on the gas some more, zipping the Bonneville down the street. They passed a biker who had sped by minutes before, causing Heddy to look at the speedometer: she was going twenty-five miles per hour. A car behind her beeped the horn, passing her on the left.


“The speed limit is forty, lady,” the guy hollered. Jean-Rose grabbed on to the windshield and raised herself up, waving over the glass, like it was all a big joke.


“It’s my babysitter, Hal. She’s learning.”


“I thought you’d had one too many cocktails at the club.” He winked, zooming away.


Jean-Rose popped a piece of gum, slumping back in her seat with a chuckle. “He and his wife are going through a nasty divorce. She doesn’t even come to the club anymore. God, I couldn’t bear it if Ted and I split. Sad how quickly you can fall off the list.” She spun the silver knob of the radio until the static turned into the clear voice of Chubby Checker: “Come on, baby, let’s do the twist.” Jean-Rose wiggled her hips in her high-waisted white shorts. She seemed her thirty years then; music had a way of dating people.


“The list?” Heddy was fascinated by the ways the upper crust organized themselves. She’d seen it at school, how different degrees of wealth were delineated, resented, talked about. How people dropped hints by comparing where they liked to stay: Chicago’s Drake Hotel (Judy Garland’s favorite) or the Palmer House (which had gilded-peacock doors). Then there were small details, like the girl spotted wearing a skirt without a satin lining, or a girl whose boyfriend had to walk to a date instead of driving since he didn’t own a car. No one did it to Heddy, at least not in front of her. This kind of heckling was often reserved for girls with money, the unlucky ones the cooler, affluent girls had decided just had cheap tastes.


“The list—” Jean-Rose said as the car bounced over the dips in the road. “It consists of people you like, people you pretend to like because you have to, and people you make plain you don’t like. It’s all about invitations. Who is inviting who? And it changes every summer.”


“How do you make the list?” Her mother would have told her this kind of thing reeked of rotten cabbage, but Heddy wasn’t so sure. She was convinced wealthy women were different from her mother and her friends, and knowing how—really understanding their manners and mannerisms—might help catapult her into their carefree lives.


“The question is: What kicks you off the list? A divorce is never good. Susanne and I hate those new-money girls who come in with the gaudy jewelry piled around their necks, but we often have to make exceptions, especially if, you know, our husbands are connected in business.”


“It sounds stressful.” In the rearview mirror, she could see Teddy and Anna wrestling in the back seat.


“It is stressful. Obviously, you can’t get invited to everything, even though Susanne and I always do.” She chuckled. “But we figure out who should sit next to who, and everyone is always calling one of us to say: ‘If so-and-so comes, then do I have to ask so-and-so?’ I mean, who wants to ruin their summer with the omission of one person?”


Heddy slowed, a milk truck in front of them, heading back to the dairy with the morning’s empty bottles.


“This summer, Ash made it. On his name alone. Who wouldn’t want to fraternize with Harrison Porter’s great-grandson.”


The surfer. Why hadn’t Jean-Rose set her up with him? She was about to ask who Harrison Porter was, when Jean-Rose’s face lit up like there was a string of bulbs around her neck. “You do know Ash, from when you lost the children the other day?”


Heddy’s cheeks burned like one thousand stinging bees. She was going to kill that boy. “I’m sorry, but I had no idea they would wander up there. It was just minutes.”


“It’s okay, dear. Anyway, we all love Ash. He’s really something, isn’t he?”


Heddy stared at the black pavement, wanting to steer the conversation away from her mistake with the children, even though she was dying to know who Harrison Porter was.


“Let’s go back to the list,” Heddy said. “So if I was a Mellon or a Carnegie, I’d make it, even if I smelled like mothballs and painted dreadful artwork.” Heddy imagined her mother sitting in the back seat, rolling her eyes at this conversation, calling Jean-Rose “Lady Muck,” which is what she and her Irish immigrant friends called the rich and pretentious.


Jean-Rose yelled at the children to sit with their backs against the seat, then ran her tongue along her teeth. “You have so much to learn, dear girl. You must think about the friends you keep and what they can do for you. Powerful people weave complicated webs, but if you can make yourself useful to them, they may weave you right in.”


Heddy steered the car past a farm stand selling strawberries and geraniums, excitement building inside her, like she was standing in an airport with a plane ticket to anywhere in the world. Jean-Rose had passed her a hint, a secret she could have scribbled on lined paper and passed in class. Make yourself extra useful, and you’ll be rewarded. Heddy’s eyes crinkled, even as Teddy kicked his feet into her seat. If she made herself indispensable to Jean-Rose, if she took care of the children better than previous babysitters who were there just to collect a paycheck, maybe she’d be invited to be part of the family. Jean-Rose had already set Heddy up. Perhaps she’d offer to write a scholarship appeal for Heddy, or, in a few weeks, Heddy could ask Ted for a loan to return to school.


Heddy marveled at the woman beside her: “Jean-Rose, you’re a true doyenne.”


Her boss opened her compact, checked her lipstick in the circular mirror. “It’s just experience. My mother used to organize these morning teas at her house in Darien, inviting women over after they dropped their kids at school. I thought it was so boring, but my mother taught me how to separate the shiny apples from the bruised ones.”


Darien. Heddy had a friend at school from Darien. The girl wore these large diamond studs in her ears every day, and Heddy thought they must be fake until she heard her complaining to Beryl that her father refused to buy her a full carat until she was twenty-one. “Then he’ll make your husband buy them,” Beryl deadpanned, and the girl pouted: “You’re so, so right.”
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