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fell

part I

SMILES WE LEFT BEHIND US





chapter 1

On the night of the Senior Prom, I was stood up by Helen J. Keating — ”Keats” they called her in Seaville, New York.

This isn’t a story about Keats and me, and it isn’t about that humiliating event in my seventeenth year. But Keats is a part of the story, and that humiliation was responsible for everything that happened to change my life … and even my name.

The Keatings lived on Dune Road, at the top of a hill in a palatial home. Adieu, they had named it, and it looked down on Seaville as surely as they did. It was the last house Keats’s father would ever build — his good-bye to his profession. He was an architect of some renown, and certainly Adieu was an architect’s dream. It was anyone’s dream — who wouldn’t like living in that place?

But to me Adieu meant good-bye in another way, from the moment I first saw Keats up there. It meant hello and good-bye. It meant good-bye, you can never have that girl. Say hello; then say adieu.

What does your father do? was the second question I was ever asked by Keats’s father. The first one was How are you? Mr. Keating didn’t wait for an answer. He didn’t care how I was. He cared what my father did.

I said, “My father was a detective.”

“Was?” he said. “Is he dead?”

“Yes, sir. He died six months ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Fell. That’s your name, isn’t it?”

“Yes. John Fell.”

I would have liked to say (and Mr. Keating would have liked to hear me say), But, Mr. Keating, sir, I am heir to a fortune and descended from William the Conqueror,. bound for Harvard University when I graduate from high school, a Christian, a Republican, an honor student.

If I could have said those things, he wouldn’t have heard me anyway, for his plump behind was turned by then, and he was slapping his arm around Quint Blade, Keats’s football star boyfriend. All of them up at Adieu that day would be seniors in the fall. I would be a junior.

I had been invited to that pool party by a fluke. I had waited on Keats in Plain and Fancy, the gourmet food shop where I had a part-time job. She’d wandered in there one afternoon after school to buy truffles with almonds in them, a quart of Häagen-Dazs coffee ice cream, and fresh everything from cherries to strawberries — a shopping bag filled with goodies and charged to her father’s Diner’s Club account.

“Aren’t you the new boy at school?” she asked me.

“Sort of new. I’ve been here a year,” I told her. But I was new to her and her crowd. I was new to any crowd in Seaville. (And the less said about my old crowd in Brooklyn, the better.) That was when she invited me to Adieu.

In between that party up at Adieu and her Senior Prom, we fell in love, blown away by the kind of passion that made Dante write about Beatrice, Tristram hunger for Isolde, and my father’s last client dog the steps of his young, unfaithful wife, who sneaked off to roadhouses where the jukebox roared and men drank beer from the neck of the bottle.

My father died sitting outside one of those places, waiting for something to report back to his anxious client. My father was always waiting outside someplace. A detective’s life is not really filled with car chases and flying bullets. It is almost never what you see on TV. It is waiting with a thermos of coffee, and an extra pair of shoes in the backseat of your car, in case you’re somewhere all day on your feet.

I had inherited his patience and his determination … and I would need them to be Helen J. Keating’s lover. Love is never enough when there are parents whose dream for their only daughter does not include someone whose father had a heart attack in a 1977 Dodge Dart while waiting for a roundheels to leave a bar with someone she’d picked up inside. It does not include someone whose mother has gone over her $1000 limit on every charge card in her purse. (The morning of the Senior Prom, I’d found a Born to Shop decal in a store next to the florist, bought it, and attached it to the back of my mother’s rusting white Volkswagen.)

Keats’s mother we could handle. She was most famous in Seaville for her book reviews in The Seaville Star. She’d once reviewed a book called Coke Is Not It!, about kids who put themselves through college dealing drugs, with this lead paragraph: If anyone’s child is using pot or cocaine, I have yet to meet the parents, and I pride myself on getting out and about in my community. So who is to believe this author with her alarmist Henny-Penny warnings?

That was Mrs. Keating … a tiny, smiling woman, suntanned in winter from visits to Palm Beach, forever warning Keats “Don’t tell Daddy!” when she allowed us to go places and do things Mr. Keating would have denied us.

Once Mr. Keating got the idea that Keats and I were captured by a chemistry between us that compelled us to head for the dunes, or the game room in the basement of Adieu, or the backseat of the old Dodge I’d inherited from my father, he began to put his foot down. But Mr. Keating traveled as a consultant and a lecturer, and his foot was often miles away from Seaville, New York.

One day in late May we felt the full weight of that foot when he arrived unexpectedly at Adieu. Mrs. Keating was off at a Ladies’ Village Improvement Society meeting, dealing with a way to prevent Dutch elm disease in the trees that lined Main Street. Keats and I were up in her yellow-and-white bedroom, listening to old tapes of Van Halen and Phil Collins, the rain pouring down outside. We’d just come from school, drenched, enough of our clothes drying over the backs of yellow chairs for Mr. Keating to see red.

“The Senior Prom is out of the question for you two!” Mr. Keating shouted. “Helen, the only way You’ll get to it is to get yourself another date!”

It was Mrs. Keating who finally said, “All right! All right! All right! Go to the prom! I haven’t the heart to say no! But don’t tell Daddy!”

So with Daddy away, I went to Pittman Florist the day of the prom and ordered a white orchid sent to Keats. Across the card I wrote three words my father’s last client had had embroidered across half a dozen silk nightgowns he’d given his young bride for a wedding gift: Thine until death!

When the box arrived at noon, Keats called me. “Oh, Fell! Thine until death! No one’s ever written anything so romantic to me! I can’t wait until tonight! Don’t come at eight, come at five to.”

“I’ll be there at quarter to.”

“No, come at twenty to.”

We were always doing that, making our dates earlier and earlier, unable to wait.

I rented a white dinner jacket and black tuxedo pants. I bought a red boutonniere, and put a shine I could see my face in on a pair of my father’s old black wing tips.

Maybe Keats and I were just narcissists, in love with our own reflections. We looked enough alike to be brother and sister. Both of us had blond hair and deep blue eyes, though Keats claimed mine were really purple. She’d say, “I’m in love with a boy with purple eyes.” Keats had shoulder-length hair, a long thin nose, and skinny long legs, and she always wore Obsession.

The rich don’t live right on the road. They live up, back, and behind. From the time you enter the property at Adieu, you have a good three minutes before you see anything but trees. Once you see the house, you have another three minutes before you pull up to it. So on prom night I had six minutes to anticipate seeing Keats. Six minutes to gloat over the idea that I, a lowly junior, had beaten out Quint Blade in the contest for Keats. Six minutes to imagine my white orchid pinned to her, and that smile of hers that lights up rooms already aglow.

Now, looking back, I don’t think anyone in Seaville, including my mother, ever thought Keats and I would make it through a year. We were a golden couple without a cheering section. No one was for us but us.

The Keatings didn’t call Eaton a butler, but that’s what he came off as, even though he doubled as caretaker. He wore an ordinary dark business suit when he answered the door.

“Good evening, Eaton!” I said jovially. Eaton could smile. I’d seen him smile. But he couldn’t smile at me, or wouldn’t, not even that night, when he must have known what I was walking into.

Foster, the black poodle, was sniffing my pants leg as though I were a suspicious character.

I’d never won the dog over, either.

“Mr. Fell,” Eaton said, “Miss Keating left you this note and this package.”

The note was one of those little white cards, folded over. Inside, her handwriting, with the circles over the i’s:


Daddy came back right before dinner.

He’s forcing me to go into New York City

with him and Mother. I tried to call you.

I’m destroyed over it, Fell!

Thine until death, and after, and after that!

K.



I looked up at Eaton, who had no expression.

I didn’t want to have an expression, either, for him to take any satisfaction in, so I turned to go. I wondered if I could still walk now that my heart had fallen down into my shoes.

But Eaton was not finished.

“You have another message, Mr. Fell.”

He handed me a small business card with raised print. On the front: Lawrence O. Keating. On the back, in a large, firm hand: You are no longer welcome at Adieu! This ends it, Fell! L.O.K.

Foster punctuated the message with an angry bark.

I went outside in a blur, clutching the small, gift-wrapped package. My father used to tell me never be ashamed of your tears, only be ashamed when you don’t have any and the occasion calls for tears.

He would have been proud of me that night.

By the time I opened the gift from Keats — a purple silk bow tie — there were tears rolling down my face.

I shoved the tie back into its tissue and threw the box on the seat beside me. I took off with a lurch that kicked up the gravel in the driveway. I began to pick up speed as I headed down toward Dune Road.

Adieu is flanked by Beauregard on one side and Fernwood Manor on the other. All three driveways lead down to Dune Road.

The car I didn’t see was coming from Fernwood Manor.

It was a dark-blue Mitsubishi I’d seen going in and out of there before. But I’d never come as close to it as I did that night — I rammed right into its back end. Then I sat there with my horn stuck, waiting for doom to descend.

That was how I met Woodrow Pingree.





chapter 2

One day Keats and I watched them, through the elephant grass, on a dune out behind Adieu. “Who are they?” I asked her. “Woodrow and Fern Pingree,” Keats said. “They live at Fernwood Manor. Woodrow and Fern. Fernwood. Get it? Isn’t that really gross, calling their house after their two first names?”

“At least it’s in English,” I said. “The Penningtons aren’t French, and neither are you. So what’s this Beauregard and Adieu? I think that’s really gross.”

“You just don’t like Daddy,” Keats laughed.

“Why didn’t he just call it Good-bye? What’s this Adieu crap?”

“Adieu sounds classier.”

“It sounds more pretentious,” I said.

She put her hand gently across my mouth and said, “Hush, Fell! Don’t start in on Daddy. Let’s watch the Pingrees instead.”

Woodrow Pingree had the muscles of someone who worked out regularly. From the neck down he looked like a man in his late thirties. Above the neck he was around fifty, white-haired, the cut close-cropped like someone in the military. He had a red hue to his face that my father’s high blood pressure used to bring to his.

Woodrow Pingree was coming out of the water, even though it was a cold May afternoon, so chilly Keats and I were bundled up in sweaters. Fern Pingree was sitting back near the dunes, sketching.

“He’s always going in in weather like this,” said Keats. “I’ve never seen her go in, not even in summer.”

“Is she drawing him, do you think?”

“I know she’s not. She only paints the ocean. I saw an exhibit of hers at the Stiles Gallery. There are never any people in her ocean scenes, and get this! — she doesn’t sign her name. She draws a teensy-weensy fern where the artist’s name would be.”

Fern Pingree looked much younger than Woodrow Pingree. When my father had that last client with the much younger wife, he’d tell me some men imagine that a new young wife will give them back their youth. I’d say, but what’s in it for the new young wife? Money, usually, he’d say. He’d say those young women don’t want to wait for a young man to make it, so they grab some old geezer who believes one of them when she says he’s sexy, he’s fascinating, he dresses too old for how she sees him. Oh, the crap they hand a poor guy you wouldn’t believe!

Fern Pingree had inky black hair pulled back behind her head. She was wearing white-framed dark glasses. She was dressed in a white jogging suit with a red down vest and a pair of those shiny olive Bean boots. She had her sketch pad propped up on her knees, but the moment she saw Woodrow Pingree coming toward her, she put it aside. She grabbed a white towel-cloth robe, got to her feet, and ran to meet him, reaching up to put the robe over his wet shoulders.

“His first wife died about eight years ago,” said Keats. “That place never had a name until Fern came into his life.”

“I don’t think I’d name a place anything, either,” I said.

“I don’t think you’ll have a place to name,” said Keats. “What do chefs make a year? About twenty thousand?”

“I won’t be just a chef. I’ll own the place,” I said.

“Oh, you’ll own the place! Will the place be a Burger King, or a McDonald’s?”

We were giving each other little pushes, clowning around until we heard Mr. Keating’s voice bellowing out over the bullhorn.

“HELEN? I WANT YOU!”

“I want you, too, Helen,” I said.

The first time old man Keating ever pulled that on us, we’d jumped as if someone were shooting at us. We’d been stretched out in the dunes and his voice had come booming over that thing like the wrath of God, ready to punish us for all we were about to do.

That afternoon, the Pingrees heard Mr. Keating’s voice, too, and glanced up in our direction so that for a moment we were looking at them and they were looking at us.

“Damn Daddy!” Keats said. “That’s really humiliating! I know he’s watching us through binoculars, too.”

“Let’s give him something to look at!” I said, and I tried to grab her, but she pulled away. “I have to live with Daddy, Fell! You don’t!”

I gave a little wave to the Pingrees as we stood up, but they didn’t wave back.

“They don’t encourage neighborly behavior,” said Keats. “They don’t even wave when they come out of their driveway the same time we come out of ours. Daddy says it’s just as well. He doesn’t want to know his neighbors, either.”

“He knows the Penningtons.”

“That’s different. They’re old money, and Skye Pennington is in my crowd. We don’t know anything about the Pingrees.”

I tried to take her hand, but she was thinking of Daddy with his binoculars out. The very thought of Daddy’s watching us touch each other stopped Keats cold.

“We don’t even know what Woodrow Pingree does for a living,” said Keats.

“Ah!” I said. “The all-important question! What do you do for a living? What does your father do for a living?”

Keats let that one go by. “But they have this weird kid. He’s not a kid, really, he’s about your age.” I was exactly one year younger than Keats, but in high school a senior is a senior and a junior is not a kid, really, he’s about my age.

Keats said, “This kid goes to a military school down south somewhere. Daddy really hates him.”

“He must have something admirable about him if Daddy hates him,” I said.

“Last Thanksgiving Daddy was jogging down on the beach and this kid jumped out of the dunes and pointed a gun right at Daddy. When he pulled the trigger, a black balloon sailed out of the mouthpiece with BOOM! BOOM! written on it in white. Daddy almost had a heart attack before he saw that it wasn’t a real gun. So Daddy called Woodrow Pingree, and do you know what that man said?”

“What?”

“He said, ‘I’m sorry, but Ping loves tricks,’ and then he laughed like it was funny.”

“I think it’s kind of funny myself.”

Keats said what she always said. “You just don’t like Daddy.”

That was the only time I even thought about the Pingrees, until the night I drove into the back of their dark-blue Mitsubishi.





chapter 3

You look like you’re going someplace special,” said Woodrow Pingree, after he lifted the hood of my Dodge and made the horn stop blowing. “I was. I’m not now.” I’d gotten out to face him. He lit a Viceroy and shoved the little white Bic lighter back into the pocket of his sports coat. “This shouldn’t take long. We just need to exchange some insurance information. You can probably still make it.”

“I changed my mind,” I said. “I’m not going where I was going.”

He laughed as though I’d said something funny and told me he didn’t think he was going where he was going, either.

“So follow me up to the house,” he said. “We might as well be comfortable while we’re writing down all the information.”

I got back behind the wheel and waited for him to go up the driveway first. I had a melon-sized dent in my right front fender, but I figured I was ahead because he didn’t seem at all angry about his back fender. At least this would help take my mind off Keats, who was probably a total wreck because she had to miss her Senior Prom. Things like that were important to Keats. She made a big deal over everything from Easter to Valentine’s Day. She loved ceremonies, traditions, rituals … and the Senior Prom was a once-in-a-lifetime thing. It’d kill Keats not to show up there.

Fernwood Manor didn’t look like much of a manor, not like Beauregard or Adieu. There were only two stories. It was built of stone and shingle, with only one chimney. There was a hedge out front, and some trees in tubs. There was a metal jockey holding out a steel ring.

Woodrow Pingree was smoking, no hands, as he got out of the Mitsubishi in the circular driveway. He took another look at the damage I’d done, then gave me as much of a smile as he could and still hold the Viceroy between his lips.

We started walking toward the front door.

“What’s your name?” he asked me.

I told him. I told him that I knew his. I’d seen him go swimming one cold day in May.

“Was that you up there in the dunes? Were you with the Pennington girl or the Keating girl?”

“Helen Keating,” I said.

“I tell my boy it’s a shame. Two beautiful girls within walking distance and he won’t even bother to go over and introduce himself.”

He held the door open for me, and we walked down this black-and-white tile floor, with a living room to the right, and a dining room the other way.

“Woody?” Mrs. Pingree was sitting on a white wicker chair in the center of the living room. She was an audience of one, facing this kid in a black top hat, who was standing behind a card table with a cloth covering it. He had on a black turtleneck sweater and black pants, and there was a black cape with a red lining over his shoulders. He had a wand in one hand. His glasses were about a half inch thick.

“It’s all right, sweetheart! This young man ran into my car down at the bottom of the hill. Don’t let me stop the show! We’ll have a talk in my study.”

He was sort of leaning into the room, without inviting me to go that way.

Mrs. Pingree had her white-framed dark glasses pushed back on her head. She was a tiny woman. I thought she looked a little like Yoko Ono, John Lennon’s widow, without the oriental eyes. I guessed she was in her thirties.

“Then you’re not going out, Woody?” she said.

“No, I’ll be here.”

He led me through the dining room toward another room.

“My son’s going off to a summer camp for budding magicians in a few weeks,” he said. “When he gets there, he has to put on a show. So he’s practicing. Do you like magic?”

“Only sort of.” I really didn’t like it at all. I thought only real yo-yos did.

“I think my wife only sort of likes it, too, but she tries to humor Ping. He’s a nice boy, but he’s like America was in 1491. No one discovered it yet.” He chuckled at his own joke and led me into his study.

There were a lot of framed photographs lining the walls. There was a large desk, with French doors behind it leading out to a terrace.

He pointed to a leather armchair beside his desk and said to make myself comfortable. He said he was going to call “the Institute” and let them know he wasn’t going to be there after all.

He punched out a number, then said to me, “I work at Brutt Institute in Bellhaven. Do you know the place?”

I shook my head no. I only knew that Bell-haven was down in Nassau County.

“No reason why you should,” he said. “I’m a physicist. Do you like science?”

“It’s my worst subject.”

“Are you flunking it?”

“No, not flunking. But anything to do with science and I go down into the B’s.”

“So. You’re mostly an A student,” he said. And when I nodded, he added, “Like my son.”

Someone answered the phone at that point. Pingree said, “Something’s come up. I won’t be by. No, nothing to worry about.”

He put down the receiver. “I didn’t have anything important scheduled. I’ve seen every one of my son’s tricks again and again, so …” He let his voice trail off. “Did you bring in your insurance card?”

I got it out of the pocket of my white dinner jacket.

“After telling you to bring yours in I forgot to bring in mine,” he said. “I’d better get it, so we can write down all the information. You want a Tab?”

“Do you have Coke?”

“Just Tab. My wife’s always on a diet.”

“Okay. Tab. Thanks.”

He stood up. “You look like you were on your way to a dance. Are you sure you don’t want to go?”

I told him my date got sick.

He stubbed out the cigarette he’d just lit and said he’d be right back.

I sat there for a while, glancing through a yearbook that was on the end of his desk. It was from The Valley Academy. The motto of The Valley Academy was Ne Pas Subir. Don’t submit.

There were things written across photographs of boys in uniform.


Ping,

Next time you make something disappear,

make sure it’s you. Steve.



And,


I just told Brown he was the most

obnoxious boy in roll call, but I’d forgotten

about you, Pingree! George.



And,


Don’t let me catch you in the dark,

if you come back next year, Nerdo! Al.



It was more of the same all through Woodrow Pingree, Jr.’s, yearbook. I wondered why any kid would bring it home to let his folks see. I wouldn’t have.

I got up and walked to the French doors. I could see the lights of Adieu across the way. It seemed as though every light in the place was on. I wondered if Eaton was throwing a party over there while the Keatings were in New York City.

I opened the door to get more of a view just as Mr. Pingree returned with two Tabs on a tray, carrying his insurance card between his teeth.

I took the tray from his hands.

“That’s a good idea,” he said, nodding toward the terrace. “Let’s sit out there.”

After we went outside, he sat there writing out names and numbers he copied from our insurance cards. I stood, fascinated by the clear view of Adieu. Even the driveway lights were on. You could hear the ocean over the dunes.

Finally, Mr. Pingree tore a sheet of paper in half, handed me a piece of it, and said all the information I needed was there.

“I know now isn’t a good time,” he said, “but I’d like you to meet my boy sometime. He needs a buddy.”

“I saw his yearbook in there,” I said.

“He’s through at Valley now. Are you a sophomore?”

“I’m going to be a senior.”

“At Seaville High?”

“Probably not. My mother wants to move back to Brooklyn.”

“So you’re not from here?” “No. Brooklyn.”

“How long have you been out here?”

I told him, all the while staring over at Adieu. For someone who didn’t even wave at his neighbors, he seemed really interested in a complete stranger. He asked a lot of questions. I found myself rattling on about my father’s heart attack, my kid sister, my mother’s job at Dressed to Kill — I even told him about the Born to Shop decal I’d stuck on the back of my mother’s Volkswagen that morning.

He laughed hard at that.

I said, “I guess all women could use one of those decals for their bumpers.”

“My first wife would have clobbered you for that remark,” he said. “She was a feminist. She hated it when you tried to say females were this way or they were that way. She’d say that was sexist, and I’d say well, when the day comes when we don’t know who’s going to have the baby, the male or the female, we can stop talking about the differences between us.”

I kind of liked him. But I couldn’t give him my full attention, sit down and sip my Tab and shoot the bull with him, as he seemed to want me to do. I couldn’t get Keats off my mind. I kept thinking of her on her way into New York City while her whole class was pouring out of cars right that minute, heading into the Seaville High gym, the band playing, all the girls wearing flowers.

“This dance you were going to, was it over at the high school?”

“The Senior Prom,” I said.

He winced and said, “Ouch!”

“It’s not so bad for me. It wasn’t my prom. It was hers.”

“The Keating girl’s?”

“Yes.”

“Still …” he said. “You wouldn’t go stag?” “I don’t really hang out with any senior but her.” “Who do you hang out with? You have your own crowd?”

“I don’t hang out that much.”

“Oh. A loner. Like my son.”

I said, “Well …” with a noncommittal shrug. I wasn’t a loner, but the crowd I’d hung out with my last year in Brooklyn was filled with fast trackers. They were the kind my father’d take in off the streets and book, days he used to still walk a beat.

Pingree was a chain-smoker. He’d light one Viceroy after the other. He’d drop the spent butts into a seashell ashtray on the wrought-iron table in front of him.

He had very light sea-colored eyes. Around his neck he wore a scarf the same color, tucked into a white shirt.

I thought of the purple silk bow tie Keats had bought to match my eyes. I watched Adieu.

“I didn’t go to a high school,” Pingree said. “I went to Gardner School. Did you ever hear of it?”

“No, sir.” I was watching a car go up the driveway over at Adieu.

“It’s a fine old school. My father went there and his father before him. Now, Ping will enter there as a junior.”

I knew the car. It was Quint Blade’s silver Porsche.

“Pingrees have always gone to Gardner,” said Woodrow Pingree.

Then I saw Keats.

I saw her walk out the front door of Adieu with Mr. Keating.

I watched Quint Blade get out of the Porsche and go around and open the passenger door for Keats. He had on a light-blue dinner jacket, with black tuxedo pants and a white ruffled shirt. Keats was in a long white gown, with gold slippers. She had a white cape over her shoulders. She had my white orchid.

“Those Gardner years were my happiest years,” Mr. Pingree was saying.

I murmured, “Ummm hmmm.”

“I still know all four verses to the school song,” he said.

I had the feeling he was almost ready to sing them.

I watched Keats’s father wave from the front steps as the silver Porsche pulled away.

I had to sit down or sink to my knees.

“Someday,” said Pingree, “maybe I’ll tell you about that school.”

I figured he was this lonely man, with a young wife and a ditsy kid — a man who’d planned to drive down into another county to check in at his office just for something to do.

Then I came along. Someone to talk to — never mind what I’d done to his Mitsubishi, this fellow needed someone to talk to.

When I visited my grandfather at his nursing home, he’d always try to get me to stay another hour. He’d say things like, “Someday I’ll tell you what happened the first day your father ever walked a beat.” William the Conqueror might not be in my background, but there were a lot of cops.

I’d ask my grandfather to tell me about it, and his eyes would light up. He’d say, “You want to hear about it now?”

But this man across from me was no relation. I couldn’t rise to the occasion and do him any favors.

I kept thinking she’d called Quint Blade and he’d come running.

I swallowed my Tab, chug-a-lug.

“I have to go,” I said.

“So soon?” Pingree said.

“So soon?” my grandfather would always say. “When is your father coming, Johnny?”

He’s not, Granddad. He had a heart attack, remember?

Pingree got up when I did.

“I’ll walk you out,” he said.





chapter 4

The TV was on and my five-year-old sister was asleep on the rug in front of it, her paper doll and a bag of Chips Ahoy! beside her.

“Wake up, Jazzy,” I said.

“Is it tomorrow?”

“No. It’s still tonight.”

“What are you doing home?”

“I got jilted.”

“What’s jilted?”

“Stood up. Keats went to the dance with someone else.”

Jazzy sat up and rubbed her eyes. She checked to be sure the paper doll was there. She never made a move without the paper doll. She called the doll Georgette.

“Is Mommy home?” she said.

“No, Mommy doesn’t seem to be home,” I said. That teed me off, too. Our mother was supposed to be home by eight-thirty on Saturday nights. The store where she worked on Main Street closed at eight in the summer.

I’d felt bad enough leaving Jazzy alone at seven-thirty, when I’d left to go to Adieu. Mom said she’d be all right by herself for forty-five minutes. Mrs. Fiedler was right next door.

“I bet you didn’t have any dinner,” I said.

“Georgette had fwogs’ legs,” she said, caressing the doll.

“Say frogs,” I said. “You’re old enough now to say frog, not fwog.” Then I leaned down and patted her blond curls, to make up for snapping at her. “I’ll make you an omelet,” I said.

“I don’t want an omelet. I want your beef Borgan.”

“My beef Bourguignon takes five hours to cook,” I said. “I’ll make you a cheese-and-tomato omelet.”

“With bacon,” Jazzy said.

“All right, with bacon. But it’ll take longer.”

I took off my white coat and undid my black silk tie.

“Can Georgette have your red rose, Johnny?” Jazzy asked.

“Tell her to help herself. I can’t use it.”

“Did you have a fight with Keats?”

“No, we didn’t fight. Her father doesn’t like me.”

“I like you, Johnny.”

“I know. I like you, too.”

I went into the kitchen and started getting stuff out of the refrigerator.

Jazzy came in after me in a few minutes, carrying Georgette and the two shoeboxes that contained Georgette’s wardrobe. Jazzy made all Georgette’s clothes. In one shoebox the clothes were shabby: torn dresses, sweaters with holes in them, and tattered shorts and slacks. In the other shoebox there were short dresses, long dresses, hats, and fancy high-heeled shoes. Those clothes in that shoebox were trimmed with lace, decorated with real, tiny buttons, and colored with the brightest shades in Jazzy’s crayon collection.

Jazzy’s game was to have Georgette discover that her real parents were millionaires. She would dress Georgette in her poor clothes and serve her macaroni, or shredded wheat, or a few raisins. Then Georgette’s real family would come by to claim her, and she’d be dressed in her other clothes and sit down to “fwogs”‘ legs or champagne and caviar.

When we lived in Brooklyn, my mother had a part-time job at The Gleeful Gourmet. She’d bring home some new delicacy for us to sample nearly every night: guacamole, cold lobster mousse, artichoke hearts with mushroom sauce — things we’d never tasted before. Sometimes my mother’d make salads for the place, or hors d’oeuvres or desserts, and I’d help her. That was when I discovered that I liked to cook, and that I was good at it.

My father’d retired from the force by then. He was doing private investigating. I’d fix him the food he’d take on stakeouts, surprise him with things like deviled meatballs, Chinese chicken wings, or stuffed grape leaves.

When we moved out to Seaville, after his first heart attack, we were talking seriously about opening a place like Plain and Fancy, where I’d gotten my part-time job.

What we hadn’t counted on was the high rents for stores in a resort area. The stores in Seaville cost from a thousand to two thousand a month.

Since my father’s death, all Mom talked about was getting back to Brooklyn and opening something there.

I was just flipping the omelet over when my mother’s Volkswagen pulled into the driveway, with the Born to Shop decal still fixed to the back fender. I figured she hadn’t noticed it yet.

I told her that I’d been stood up, leaving out the encounter with Pingree because I didn’t want to get her on my back about the dent in the Dodge just yet.

“Would you mind making one of those for me, too?” she asked. “I’m really beat! We had three customers come in at five minutes to eight. I said, ‘We’re closing at eight,’ and one of them said, ‘We won’t be long.’ What time is it now?”

“Quarter to ten,” I said. “That’s too long to leave Jazzy alone.”

“Mrs. Fiedler was coming over every twenty minutes, Johnny.”

“Mommy? Georgette had fwogs’, frrr-ogs’ legs for dinner!”

“That’s nice, honey. I know it’s too long to leave her, but I couldn’t walk out on a thousand-dollar sale, and I called Mrs. Fiedler to be sure she was home and could check on Jazzy. A thousand dollars in an hour and a half, and only two of them were buying! I don’t know where people get their money! Do they rob banks?”

“They put it all on credit cards,” I said. “You know how that goes, Mom.”

“Don’t start on me tonight, Johnny!” she said. “Just because your fancy girlfriend stood you up, don’t take it out on me!”

“Keats’s father doesn’t like Johnny,” Jazzy said.

“Johnny should stick with his own kind if he doesn’t want to be treated like a doormat,” Mom said.

I passed Jazzy her omelet. “What’s my own kind? Dad always said it was the wrong kind.”

“It was! But that’s over. We moved out here so you could meet just your average kind of kid. Can’t you settle for your average kind? And now I hate it out here!”

“I hate it out here, too,” Jazzy said.

“Jasmine, eat your omelet your brother was nice enough to make for you.”

“Do you want cheese and bacon and tomato in your omelet, too?” I asked my mother.

“I’d eat ants and grasshoppers and spiders in my omelet at this point!”

Jazzy began to giggle.

Mom put her arms around her. “At least someone thinks I’m funny.”

Mom did look tired, but she was still a good-looking woman, even after nine and a half hours behind the counter at Dressed to Kill. We were all blonds in our family, although my mother’s hair was veering toward orange because of something she was using to “highlight” the color. My deep-blue eyes had come from my mother. Jazzy’d gotten her pug nose.

“How did your girlfriend get Quint Blade over there so fast?” My mother asked what I’d been asking myself ever since I left Fernwood Manor. Don’t tell me Quint Blade didn’t have a date for his Senior Prom?”

“Maybe there are two jilted people with broken hearts tonight,” I said. “Me, and Quint Blade’s original date.”

“Or just maybe she never intended to go with you at all!” my mother said.

“Mom, Keats was all excited this morning when the orchid arrived. She bought me a purple silk bow tie.”

“I’d like to give her a purple fat lip!” my mother said.

“I’d like to give her a purple punch in the eye!” Jazzy said.

“Do you want your omelet firm or runny?” I asked.

“Runny,” my mother said.

“Runny out the door and give Keats a purple kick in the pants,” said Jazzy.

“Jazzy, eat!” my mother said. “So how did you find out that Quint Blade took Keats to the prom?” My mother sat with her elbows on the kitchen table, waiting for an answer.

I began to tell her about my run-in with Woodrow Pingree and somewhere near the end of the story, speak of the devil, the telephone rang.

“John Fell?” said Mr. Pingree. “What are you doing for dinner tomorrow night? Would you like to come here?”





chapter 5

Sunday morning I took Jazzy to St. Luke’s, where she went to Sunday school and I went to church.

When we got back, Mom was standing in the kitchen, holding the phone’s arm out with her left hand, muffling the receiver with her right. “It’s Herself!” Mom said. “She’s been calling you all morning.”

We had our dinner at one o’clock on Sundays. I watched Mom pull a ham out of the oven while I spoke with Keats.

“I have to tell you something, Fell.” “I already know.”

“How can you already know when you don’t know what I’m going to say?”

“You’re going to say you went to the prom with Quint Blade.”

“God, I hate this town!” Keats said. “You can’t even turn around in this town without everyone talking about it!”

“I’m going to be over your way tonight,” I said. “Why don’t we arrange a secret meeting on the beach?”

Behind me, Mom said, “Don’t let her treat you like some backdoor Johnny.”

“What did your mother just say?” Keats asked.

“She said I was a backdoor Johnny.”

“Oh, Fell! She’s mad at me, too, I suppose.”

“Why don’t we meet clandestinely?” I asked. Keats once wrote a poem that began “Clandestine skies beckon me,” which kicked off a long harangue from her English teacher, who said skies couldn’t be clandestine.

“A clandestine meeting,” she said, “under a clandestine sky. Shall we do something terribly clandestine?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I’m glad you’re not furious, Fell.” “I’m furious. I’m just holding it in.” “What do you mean you’re going to be over my way?”

“I’ve got a date.”

“You’re stabbing me right through the heart, Fell. Last night wasn’t my fault.”

“Meet me down on the beach at nine o’clock.”

Keats laughed. “That’s not a very big date if you can get away by nine.”

“Meet me down near Beauregard,” I said.

“I love you, Fell.”

“We’ll talk about it.”

When I hung up, Mom said she thought there was something fishy about that dinner invitation from Woodrow Pingree.

“I think he thinks I’ll make a good companion for his son.”

“What’s wrong with his son that he needs a companion?”

“I think he’s this loner or something.”

“So are you. That’s like the blind leading the blind,” she said. “What’s in it for you? Are you just going there so you can be within panting distance of Adieu?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just curious.”

“That killed the cat, and it killed your father, too.”

“At least he was being paid for it.”

“Paid to sit around, stand around, hang around — that was no life. Tell Jazzy she’s to set the table. How was the new minister’s sermon?”

“Jazzy?” I shouted into the living room. “Set the table! The new minister is one of those guys who makes you feel good about something you shouldn’t feel good about,” I said.

St. Luke’s had just tossed out Reverend Shorr. In his place they’d hired Jack Klinger. He was a new, dynamic, Yuppie preacher who’d given a sermon the week before in favor of opening the North Shore Nuclear Plant, the one that a lot of people claimed wasn’t safe to operate. He’d called his talk Let Go, Let God! He’d said faith was all about that: trusting. But I kept thinking, let go and meet God a few decades before you’d planned to.

This morning’s sermon had been billed out front on the sermon board this way: I Talk of Dreams/Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet/Rev. J. J. Klingen, DD.

“What did he make you feel good about that you shouldn’t feel good about?” my mother asked.

“It wasn’t me he made feel good. It was all the people going to shrinks. All the people paying out a fortune to headshrinkers. Reverend Klinger said sometimes it’s worth it.”

“I’d like a headshrinker to help me figure out why we ever moved out here,” said my mother.

“Reverend Klinger said shrinks help you discover what your dreams mean, the same way Daniel, in the Bible, helped Nebuchadnezzar find out what his dream meant.”

“Never mind Nebuchadnezzar, why did I pick someplace to live where I can’t make more than six dollars an hour?”

“I can tell you the answer to that,” I said. “You don’t need a shrink. You just didn’t do any research on living in a resort area.”

“Don’t blame everything on me, Johnny. Your father wanted to make this move, too.”

“You talked him into it,” I said.

“Well, we’re not going to stay.”

“You keep saying that, but we never talk about how we’re going to move back to Brooklyn, without an apartment to move into.”

“Get Jazzy away from the TV and in here to set the table,” my mother said.

She wasn’t good at facing things, or making plans, until the last minute.

I was best at facing and planning clandestine meetings.





chapter 6

Pingree’s son answered the door. He had these little pins for eyes behind thick swirls of glass, a kid about my age and height, with light-brown hair combed forward so that he looked as if he had bangs.

Without a hello or how are you, he pointed down at the black-and-white tile floor as I stepped inside. There was an ace of hearts there.

“I can change the face of that card,” he announced.

I just looked at him. He had on a pair of faded blue jeans, a black tank top, a heavy military belt, and tan Top-Siders. My mother’d said, “Dress up when you go there for dinner. Don’t always be locked into the Teenage Look — they’re probably fancy-schmancy.” So I had on a dark suit, white shirt, and blue-and-white striped tie.

“With your permission?” he said.

“Okay.” I shrugged.

He stepped on the card, took his foot away, and there was a five of spades.

I didn’t know how he did it. The thing was, I didn’t care. I didn’t warm up to kids who said things like “with your permission?” I had as much curiosity about stunts like that as I had about Icelandic breakdancing.

He had this big, triumphant grin on his face. It reminded me somehow of Jazzy’s smile when she was being toilet trained and could make it through a whole day without dumping in her Pampers.

I managed to mumble something congratulatory before I said, “I’m John Fell.”

“Everyone calls me Ping.”

“Everyone but my family calls me Fell.”

His father appeared then. “All right, we’ll call you Fell, too.” He grabbed my hand in one of those viselike grips that’s macho enough to knock your socks off. “Come into the living room, Fell!”

He had on the same sea-colored scarf that matched his eyes, tucked into another shirt as white as his brushcut hair.

He stooped over to pick up the playing card.

“Ping? Hand over the other one, or you’ll wonder where it went someday.”

“You’re not supposed to give away the trick, Dad.”

“Oh, Fell could figure out that trick, easily.”

I couldn’t have. I watched while Ping lifted his left Top-Sider and bent over to take the ace of hearts off the bottom. So there’d been one card on top of the other. Ping’d fixed some adhesive to the bottom of his shoe, stepped on the ace of hearts, and left the five of spades there.

I hated having to be around anyone who made me feel sorry for him, or embarrassed by him. Right away I felt both ways about Woodrow Pingree, Jr.

We went into the living room and sat down. My mother would have called it “a tasteful room.” It wasn’t at all like any living room the Fells had ever occupied. In the Fells’ living rooms you took your chances when you sat down. A pair of Jazzy’s scissors or my mother’s knitting needles could jab your butt. Our living rooms whispered clutter, clutter, clutter: old dog-eared magazines lying around under chairs, tabletops weighed down with books, soda cans, loose change, empty Lorna Doone boxes, crayons. We looked like an indoor yard sale.

The Pingrees’ living room looked like something Macy’s or Bloomingdale’s had set up in its furniture department to show off its finest pieces. There wasn’t anything out of place. There wasn’t too much of anything in place. It was white and clean and modern.

“Is that gum off your shoes, Ping? Fern’ll have your head if any of it gets on the rugs.”

“It’s off, Dad.”

Ping removed his thick glasses and blew on them, then cleaned them with the bottom of his tank top.

I thought of a time way back in Brooklyn when my father’d found a pair of thick glasses smashed on the ground, beside the body of a man everyone thought had jumped out a window. My father’d said the minute he saw those glasses he’d known it wasn’t a suicide. “Do you know why, Johnny?” I didn’t. “Because,” my father’d explained, “people who wear glasses and jump out of windows take their glasses off before they jump. They either leave them behind or put them in their pockets, but they don’t ever jump with them on. So someone pushed that fellow.”

Things like that interested me a lot more than magic tricks.

But I was in for an evening of magic tricks.

After Ping put his glasses back on he sat forward in an armchair and asked me, “What’s half of twelve?”

“Six.”

“Do you want me to prove it’s seven?”

“It’s up to you.” That was as close as I could come to telling him I didn’t know any way to stop him.

Apparently, Pingree didn’t know how to stop him, either. Maybe Pingree didn’t care that his kid was like some performing bear, compulsively going through his routine come hell or high water.

Pingree had returned the ace of hearts and the five of spades to a deck of playing cards. He was shuffling the cards quietly in his large hands, leaning back against the white couch, smoking. He was watching his son get out eight oven matches, which his son arranged on a table beside his chair.

Ping formed a Roman numeral twelve (XII), using four matches to make the X and four to make the II.

“Twelve. Right?” Ping looked over at me.

“Right.”

Then Ping removed the four bottom matches, and what was left was VII.

Pingree said, “Bravo, son. Bravo.”

There was more of the same before Mrs. Pingree called us into the dining room: card tricks, rope tricks, a handkerchief that turned into a rose, coin tricks, and the final trick, before we all sat down to a rib roast.

For this trick Ping borrowed his father’s lit cigarette. There were four place cards made out of heavy paper, with nothing written on them, on the table.

“We have to see where everyone’s sitting,” said Ping.

He picked up the first card and touched the cigarette to it.

WOODROW PINGREE SR. burned itself out of the paper.

Then he made the rest of our names appear on the remaining place cards.

(Later, Mr. Pingree would let it slip that Ping had drawn out our names on the place cards with potassium nitrate. Again Ping would protest that it wasn’t fair to give away “trade secrets.”)

And so, we sat down to dinner.

Appearances are deceptive. My father used to tell me that that cliché, like so many others, was one you could rely on. What you know by looking at someone is zilch. I don’t think I’ve learned that lesson yet. I certainly hadn’t learned it by the time I went to Fernwood Manor for dinner.

There was something very different about Mrs. Pingree, other than the fact that she was a magician of sorts, too. Her talent was turning a prime cut of roast beef into leather. But it wasn’t her cooking that interested me, beyond the first hard bite into the catastrophe she served with overdone asparagus and underdone new potatoes. It wasn’t anything as simple as the fact that she could use a Julia Child cookbook.

“Skim milk masquerades as cream,” I used to sing joyfully when I acted in Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore one year. It never dawned on me that cream could masquerade as skim milk just as easily.

Fern Pingree had a way of being present without being there — not so you’d notice, anyway. She behaved as though her purpose was to serve us, listen to us, and not watch us. She watched what was in front of her. She sat with lowered eyes, her very black hair held back behind her head with a piece of white net tied in a bow. She had olive skin, small hands, and a gentle, whispering voice. She seemed to be some female from another country, an Eastern one, where females did not participate equally with men.

No one tried to draw her into the conversation.

Second only to being with someone who makes you feel sorry for him or embarrassed by him, I hated being in a group with someone who was ignored. No one directed any conversation to her, or sought out her eyes, or even glanced her way.

The conversation began with some questions directed at me by Mr. Pingree. The usual. What subjects I liked in school, family stuff, how we’d come to live in Seaville … and I threw Keats’s name in a couple of times. I didn’t have the heart to mention that I loved to cook, not with what was on the plate in front of me.

Mrs. Pingree didn’t ask me anything. She seemed to be part of the conspiracy to keep her out of things. I couldn’t be sure if she preferred it that way, or just deferred to the male Pingrees.

I waited for her to say something about the dinner, the way my mother would have — ”Oh, no, I think I overdid the roast!” — some little acknowledgment that she knew what we were eating wasn’t wonderful…. Nothing.

Now and then I’d get a whiff of this sweet gardenia scent coming from her, almost as if to remind me she was still there. There was little else to remind me. I caught occasional glimpses of her out of the corner of my eye.

The conversation turned to a dream that Ping kept having.

Like the yearbook from The Valley Academy, which I wouldn’t have brought home, with all the bummers written across the other cadets’ faces, the conversation was one I wouldn’t have had with my father, not in front of a guest.

When Ping told the dream he put down his fork and gestured with these stubby fingers. “There are stairs going up to a tower. I don’t want to go up them.” He glanced at me. “I have a fear of heights, Fell! I have a phobia about heights!”

His father was looking down at his dinner, chewing, holding both a fork and a knife while he ate.

Ping continued. “But I must go up those stairs. Halfway up, a jack-in-the box pops out at me and hands me a card. D.D.H. are the initials on it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Pingree asked.

“I’ll tell you! I turn the card over, and written there is Don’t. Dare. Hope!”

Ping leaned toward his father. “You see, the tower is the one at Gardner School. I don’t want to go up in it. The jack-in-the box is telling me not to hope that I won’t have to. The dream is about my not wanting to go to Gardner, Dad!”

There was a long silence.

I can’t stand a silence like that. I’ll start to babble about anything to fill it.

What I said was, “At church this morning, the minister preached a sermon on dreams. He said shrinks are as good as Daniel was at helping Nebuchadnezzar figure out what his dream meant.”

“I know what mine means,” Ping said. “And so does Dad.”

That was when Fern Pingree finally spoke up.

“Dreams don’t have meanings!” she said flatly. She was looking up now, meeting all of our eyes as she continued. “Dreams are just mental noise. They’re neurological junk the brain is discarding. Dreams are the trash bag of the brain!”

I never expected anything like that to come out of her mouth.

“I don’t happen to believe that, Fern,” said Ping.

“It doesn’t matter what you happen to believe. Those are the facts!”

“Why does the dream come again and again, if it’s just junk the brain’s getting rid of? Why the same dream again and again?”

“Because,” said Mrs. Pingree, “recurring dreams are those that wake the dreamer and cause him to learn instead of unlearn them. A recurring dream is a kind of neurological flypaper.”

“Well, Freud would say you were wrong, Fern,” Ping said.

“Not if Freud were still alive. A lot has been learned about the brain since Freud was around.”

“You always have an answer for everything,” Ping said sullenly.

Mr. Pingree said, “And we always have a solution.” He did something I thought was peculiar then. He put down his knife and fork long enough to reach across and grip Ping’s arm. “We always have a solution,” he repeated.

Mrs. Pingree, in a white cotton jumpsuit, stood up and got the salad from across the room. “Do you like salad on that plate or a separate plate, Fell?” she asked me, and without waiting for an answer, added, “Daniel tricked Nebuchadnezzar, Fell. He wanted power over the Babylonians!”

I didn’t have an answer to that.

“I’ll take the salad on this plate,” I said.

She stood in front of an enormous oil painting on the wall. It was the most barren landscape I’d ever seen. There wasn’t anyone in the picture. It was a painting of this field of weeds on dried earth, with an abandoned barracks far off in it, weathered and worn. Above everything was this burning yellow sun that looked hot enough to make an iguana pant. At the bottom left was a parched white cow’s skull. At the bottom right, a minuscule fern where the signature of the painter would have been.

“Isn’t that one of your paintings, Mrs. Pingree?” I asked her.

“One of my early ones,” she replied. “I did it long before I started at the Institute. Since I’ve been at Brutt, I’ve only painted the ocean.”

She glanced over her shoulder at her strange landscape.

She said, “I call that one Smiles We Left Behind Us.”

That was just spacey enough for me to grin, but Mrs. Pingree wasn’t smiling. No one was.

“I didn’t know you worked at the Institute, too,” I said. “What do you do there?”

Mr. Pingree said, “She’s my boss, Fell.”

• • •

It was Mr. Pingree who walked me down to my car after dinner.

“My son doesn’t want to go to Gardner,” he said.

I wondered why he thought I gave a damn what his son wanted, and why I’d even been asked to Fernwood Manor for dinner in the first place.

“Anyone would give his right arm to go to Gardner,” he continued. “It’s a wonderful school! But it’s in Pennsylvania, this little town filled with ragweed, hell on Ping’s asthma, and then there’s The Tower. A very tall one. New boys are made to go up in it. My son has a phobia about heights, as he mentioned.”

I was already imagining how Keats and I would make up. We wouldn’t stay down on the beach, not with me in my dark suit, and not in the cold night air that was beginning to blow off the sea.

No. I’d park my car behind Beauregard. We’d go there to make up. Keats and I had nicknamed the backseat of my Dodge “The Magnet.”

Pingree said, “If you had the chance to go away to an excellent prep school, wouldn’t you jump at it, Fell?”

“I suppose so.”

“Of course you would. But Ping has his reasons. They’re valid.”

We stood by my Dodge.

Pingree said, “Come back, won’t you, Fell?”

“Thanks,” I said.

Thanks wasn’t yes.

There was a moon rising with the wind and I thought of the way Keats sometimes touched my lips with her fingers, smiling promises.

D.D.H., I laughed as I got into the Dodge and drove away from Fernwood Manor.





chapter 7

Keats had the kind of face that told you right away what her mood was, and that night in the moonlight it said down.

“What’s the matter?” I said.

“Mother’s reviewing this book by this poet named Lorine Niedecker, and I read one of her poems and I feel awful, Fell.”

“Well, get over it,” I said. “It’s just a poem.”

“You know what she wrote? She wrote, Time is white, mosquitoes bite, I’ve spent my life on nothing,” Keats said. “That’s exactly how I feel, Fell.”

“You haven’t spent your life yet.”

“I’ve spent eighteen years of it. On nothing.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“I didn’t say on no one. I said on nothing. I’m going to be this terrible failure, Fell. I can feel it in my bones.”

We started walking along the wet sand, Keats barefoot with her jeans rolled up, a cold wind coming off the ocean that made me shiver. Keats just had a sweatshirt on. She was never cold, even in winter in below-zero weather. I always was.

“You have to try something first, before you can be a failure,” I said. “One step at a time.”

“I don’t even know what to try. I want to be someone, but I know I’ll end up like Lorine Niedecker.”

“At least she’s published.”

“She’s dead, Fell. And no one ever heard of her but my mother and some other reviewers who got the book free in the mail, so they’d write something about it.”

“Keats,” I said, “I didn’t come down here to talk about Lorine Niedecker. How did Quint Blade get over to your house so fast last night? Why did you lie in your note?”

Silence, except for the sound of the waves hitting the beach and a plane passing above us among the stars.

“Well?” I said.

“I don’t like myself for any of that,” said Keats. “If I liked myself for doing something like that I’d have made it more foolproof. You found me out right away. I probably wanted to be found out.”

“You didn’t want to be found out,” I said. “So don’t make it into something deep. I probably wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t run into your neighbor’s car last night.”

I told her about it. I told her how I’d seen her get into the silver Porsche from the terrace of Fernwood Manor.

“I would rather be anyone but me, Fell,” she said. “Daddy didn’t come home last night. He got home the night before.” “Great!”

“He’d come out on the jitney with Quint Blade. Quint told him Tracy Corrigan had come down with the flu and he didn’t have a prom date. So Daddy said …”

I cut her off. “Daddy said, ‘Why, you can take my daughter. My daughter will be happy to stand Fell up.’“

“No, that’s not what Daddy said and you know it! Daddy didn’t even know we had a date! I couldn’t get Mother in hot water by telling him we had a date, could I? So Daddy just told Quint to call me, and Quint called me.”

“You knew you weren’t going with me when you called to thank me for the orchid,” I said.

“I wanted you to be happy for as long as you could, Fell.”

“Then out, out, brief candle.”

“Something like that. Only I kept you lit all day, right up to the last minute.”

I slipped my arm around her waist. “You’re not spending your life on nothing. You’re spending it on deceit and manipulation.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I don’t much like it, either.”

“I didn’t have a good time at the prom.”

“Tell the truth,” I said.

“It wasn’t a rotten evening or anything like that, but I missed you, Fell.”

“Well, at least my white orchid got to the prom.”

“It wasn’t yours once you sent it to me. You always do that, Fell. You call my gold bracelet your gold bracelet, and you call the ring you gave me your ring.”

“Sorry,” I said. We walked along with the ocean spray hitting our faces. “How come I’m the one saying I’m sorry tonight?”

“I’m sorry, too,” Keats said. “Quint had four teensy little brown orchids on a branch for my wrist, but I hate wrist corsages! I decided to wear the white orchid.”

“You have a hard life, Keats,” I said. “Decision after decision to make.”

“Don’t. I’m really down,” she said. “Daddy hates you.”

“Well, I don’t exactly love Daddy, either.”

“I think he’s going to send me to tennis camp, Fell.”

“What do you mean he’s going to send you to tennis camp? You’re not ten years old! He can’t send you somewhere you don’t want to go.”

“That’s just it,” said Keats. “I do want to go.”

“This could be our last summer!” I said. “Do you want to spend our last summer in tennis camp?”

“Daddy says he doesn’t want me to see you, anyway.”

“So we’ll sneak around.”

“I don’t want to spend the whole summer before I go away to college sneaking around!”

“Keats,” I said, “I’m cold.”

“Where’s your car?”

“In back of Beauregard.”

“I’m afraid if we get into The Magnet we’ll just fight.”

“We won’t fight,” I said.

“We’ll just start talking about everything and fight.”

“We won’t talk about everything.” “Do you promise?” “I promise.”

“What will we talk about if we don’t start talking about all this?” “We won’t talk.”

I was turning her around, and she was almost following.

She stopped. “What will we talk about on the way?”

“The Pingrees,” I said.

“Oh, hey,” she said, “I forgot to tell you something.” She was going with me back toward Beauregard then. “Mr. Pingree actually spoke to Daddy today, right down here … and it was about you, Fell.”

“What do you mean?”

“Out of the blue,” Keats said. “Daddy was down here letting Foster run, and Mr. Pingree said hello, and then Mr. Pingree said he was thinking of hiring you and he wondered what Daddy thought of you.” “Hiring me for what?”

“He didn’t say. He just said he knew you dated me and he wondered what Daddy thought of you.”

“So what did Daddy say?”

“Daddy would never blacken your name, you know that. Daddy’s always said you might be right for some other girl, you’re just not right for me.”

“So what did Daddy say?”

“Daddy said we used to date, but we don’t date anymore. See? We’re starting to talk about it.”

“No, we’re not starting to talk about it! What else did Daddy tell Pingree?”

“Daddy just said you’d probably be a good worker. That’s all. Daddy said we weren’t dating anymore and you’d probably be a good worker. He said the conversation didn’t last two minutes.”

“I wish you’d told me this!”

“How could I tell you? It only happened this afternoon.”

“Why didn’t you tell me a few minutes ago, when I told you about running into Pingree’s Mitsubishi?”

“It slipped my mind, Fell! I’m depressed tonight! I don’t have any real goals!”

“Never mind all that!” I said. “Don’t start in on all that again!”

“What does Mr. Pingree want you to do, Fell?” “It beats me!”

“I think that’s why Daddy just suggested tennis camp. He doesn’t want me around with you working right next door.”

“I have a job,” I said, “at Plain and Fancy.”

“Then what does Woodrow Pingree want to hire you for?” Keats asked.

“It’s the first time I heard about it,” I said.

“Didn’t he mention it at dinner?”

“No. Maybe he changed his mind.”

“Maybe you picked up the wrong fork or something.” Keats bumped against me playfully, more like her other self.

I laughed. “I guess he got turned off when I drank out of my finger bowl.”

“You know what Daddy said?” Keats asked. “Promise not to get mad?”

I put my thumbs in the corners of my mouth, screwed my features into a monster face, and said, “Do I look mad, my girl?”

“Daddy said maybe their cook quit.”

“Oh, Daddy’s a riot!” I said.

“I knew you’d get mad.”

“For Daddy’s information, there are chefs, there are restaurant owners who make just as much as Daddy ever made!”

“See? We’re doing it, Fell,” Keats said. “That’s what I mean. We can’t stop talking about it all!”

“Yes, we can!” I said. “C’mon!” I grabbed her hand and we began to run until the lights from Adieu and Fernwood Manor were back in the distance.





chapter 8

At the end of June, Keats went off to Four Winds, a tennis camp in Connecticut. She said we could do our sneaking around up there, and some weekends I drove up to Greenwich and we did.

Four Winds also had a theater program. Keats couldn’t resist any kind of dramatics, whether they were her own or Tennessee Williams’s.
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