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“A MAN CAN CHOOSE WHAT HE DOES WITH HIS OWN life,” Papa said to me just after it happened, when I was the only person he would speak to in the upstairs room of the Poughkeepsie house, where the shades remained drawn day after day, his wrists wrapped in bandages that were never removed in front of me. His engraving tools had been taken away from him, we all thought, for good.

“What should I tell him?” I had asked Mother when I came downstairs. She looked up at me dry-eyed and fierce. “No, he can’t. You tell him that he can’t choose anymore.”

I stood there, dazed, and looked past her at the pale yellow cross stuck on a nail above the door. I had made it in church the year before, folding the long reeds into crucifixes for Palm Sunday; they started out green and dried to yellow.

“Go on,” Mother said.

I couldn’t imagine saying such a thing to my father. He told me what to do, I couldn’t tell him.

Papa wouldn’t talk to her. The doctor said to let him have his way if it kept him quiet. Rest was the most important thing for nerves, he said. Mother had found Papa in the bathtub of the third-floor bathroom four days earlier, and she had been punished for it ever since. Strange how people tell you that you’re lucky when what they mean is that both of your parents could be dead, instead of one recovering from the unspoken and the other from her husband. Skin of the wrists wide open, but still his fist to her face and her stumble and smack against the porcelain sink and the cool floor. The tiny hexagonal tiles had been wiped clean, but there was a permanent pinkish color in the grout. I checked every day. It could have been worse, my mother’s two older sisters kept saying to us over endless cups of tea, as if they were gloating over the possibility. We hadn’t left the house since it happened, and I thought we might never leave again. The rest of my life would be the aunts coming and going, bringing food and talking late in the kitchen with Mother, while I sat upstairs alone with Papa. It was early January, and the Hudson was frozen across to the other shore; the snow had been on the ground forever, and I already couldn’t remember Christmas. I was fourteen years old.

I kept imagining the warm red water of that bath, but I stopped short of picturing his nudity, which disturbed me more than I wanted to admit. If it had gone the way he wanted, coroners and other strangers would have seen him naked. Mother and I hadn’t slept much and were mostly past tears; her face was still discolored and swollen. Maybe he couldn’t speak to her because of her face. She changed his bandages and dosed him with laudanum, but he turned to the wall when she entered the room. Papa, who was always pulling her onto his lap and embarrassing her by reaching for her hand in public.

“Go on upstairs and tell him,” she said again.

“You tell him,” I said, surprised that I didn’t care anymore. I was usually the one who cared too much. I could never let things go, and Mother said that I worried everything to death, but I didn’t understand how everybody was supposed to stop asking questions all the time. It was hard to tell if it was early morning or late night; the only sound was the occasional crack of frozen branches from the trees outside the house. That was when Papa most wanted me there, to talk and talk and talk. I was supposed to report everything he said to Mother, and I tried hard to remember, but he talked so much and I got so sleepy.

Mother pushed herself up from the table hard, and I thought she was going to tell me off. But she nodded her head sharply at me instead and went straight upstairs. They were still talking when I finally fell asleep, and from then on Mother ignored the doctor’s orders.

“He needs to work,” she said to her sisters when they tried to talk her out of moving away. “He needs to work as an engraver.” He had been given a chance as a cotton broker working for my grandfather, but after Grandpa died, Papa ended as he had arrived from Manchester, England—an engraver for the patterns on print cloth, a mill hand. Papa always started strong, but now I was old enough to see that it didn’t sustain, to wonder if maybe it wasn’t everyone else that made bad things happen to Papa. Mother saw the notice for skilled workers needed in Rock Harbor, and two months later the three of us were standing at the railing of a boat carrying us up the Sakonnet River from Rhode Island Sound. We had taken the Fall River Line from New York, and then changed for a smaller ferry to Rock Harbor. There were so many mills along the waterfront that it looked as if we were entering a cloudbank, a horizon of smoke below a blue April sky.

The move had happened quickly, and the only thing Mother insisted upon was transplanting her roses at the very last minute, so that they would have the best chance of survival. The four squares of raw dirt in our yard mapped our departure that morning. She cradled those roses wrapped in rags and newspaper all the way to Rock Harbor, looking to me like a stricken immigrant with a stained bundle in her arms. When we got off the boat, I was embarrassed to walk down the gangplank with her and held Papa’s arm instead. Even after everything that had happened with Papa, it was Mother who embarrassed me, not him. Mother had always been elegant, tall enough to carry the weight she put on over the years; she had a square figure and a worried face. The heavy auburn hair that she brushed and pinned up every morning was the luxury she allowed herself, but nobody ever saw her with that rope released down her back except for me and Papa. I still had almost no figure at all, and when I squeezed lemon juice into my hair over the summer, trying for that red-gold color of hers, it dried to a stiff, pale brown. Still, the day we arrived in Rock Harbor was the first time I looked at my mother and wished she were a stranger.

She was thirty-four, the same age I am today. Now I can see how terrified she must have been, and how much she must have loved him. I’m a long way from Rock Harbor, so that’s a story I can tell, sitting out this humid afternoon with its unfamiliar light, writing letters and tearing them up. Miles from home. I want to say that I don’t know how any of it happened, but maybe that’s not true. It’s easy to see your life coming when every choice you make comes out of only two things: too much fear and too much luck.

I thought that Rock Harbor was the place to be in 1916, and I wasn’t the only one. Everyone was making money in the war years.

“This whole city is built on granite,” Papa told me when I walked him to his very first shift at the Flint Mill, on the way to my first day of school. He touched the gateposts 
gently. “It’s good stone. New England stone.” Papa had made his crossing in 1884, wearing all the clothes he owned and carrying the long metal box that held his engraving tools. He was ten years older than Mother, and it showed in his face and ropy arms. He had the dense build of a Welshman, and he was looking spick-and-span with a new haircut. He was making a good start of things, though he must have hated having his wife and daughter watching him every minute.

We were both so afraid we might lose him.

I walked home alone every day from Borden High School. I pretended not to care, but I felt ugly and untouchable. I had arrived in the middle of the year, and to make things worse, they had placed me in the tenth grade, a year ahead, since the schools were better in Poughkeepsie. I had turned fifteen in February, but I still looked younger than the rest. The Portuguese girls would never have thought of walking with me, and the Irish and French Canadians stuck together. I couldn’t make conversation with any of the girls.

In Poughkeepsie, I had so many cousins in school that I never needed to make new friends. I hadn’t cared that the girls in my class didn’t like me because I was a tomboy; my bad habits were protected by the boy cousins when the girl cousins disapproved. In Rock Harbor, kids came and went as quickly as their parents’ jobs lasted at the mill. You had to make a fast impression at Borden, and I couldn’t bear that I was so ordinary. I didn’t want to hide my new breasts under the smocking of my dress like I had back in Poughkeepsie, but these girls knew I was an impostor, and I felt erased by all of them into sudden silence. I learned to think of them as Corkies and Canucks, just like their neighborhoods, and realized that, despite the new houses built by the mill for recent arrivals like Papa, our neighborhood was the worst one. I never got the accent right, but I learned to say that I lived “up the Flint.” It was the Portuguese neighborhood, but everyone in Rock Harbor said “Pawtugee,” syllables strung together as clean as a whip.

I met Papa at the mill every day when his shift let out and brought him lunch on Saturday. Mama and I didn’t have to talk about it; we both liked making sure that he came right home. The shift didn’t end until five o’clock, so for two empty hours I walked around the Highlands, where the owners and cotton brokers lived, straight up the hill from Corky Row. I memorized the houses with graveled drives that looped semicircles before closed front doors. There were smooth lawns and rhododendron bushes bordered by dark blue vinca, but I never saw anyone gardening. There was a row of mansions along Highland Avenue, and I had a favorite, painted pale yellow with four white columns facing the avenue. A porch swing hung expectantly on one side of the wide plank stairs that led to the front door. That house looked exactly the way it was supposed to look, not like some of those other ones that were imitation gingerbread cottages or red-brick châteaus.

I was pretending to be someone who belonged on Highland Avenue when Joe Barros came spinning out from the side yard of “my house” on a bright red bicycle. It was the week after Easter, and the blossoms were already falling in drifts. Joe didn’t see me standing there as he shoved some bills into his front pocket with one hand and steered with the other.

He skidded when he saw me, one hand still in his pocket.

“Hello.” He looked nervous, not the way he did at school. I knew who he was. Joe Barros was captain of the basketball team and Winslow Curtis’s best friend, even though he was Portuguese. It was why he had that black hair, and skin almost the same color as his startling brown eyes, which were lighter than I expected them to be, though I was too shy to hold his gaze for long.

“Hello.” I didn’t know whether to pretend that I hadn’t seen the money.

“Frances, right? Frances Ross.” I didn’t think he would know my name and decided that I hadn’t seen anything after all.

“Frankie,” I said. Frances was for strangers or trouble.

He looked up and down the block. “What are you doing here?” Joe pulled his hand carefully out of his pocket.

“Just walking.”

“This is Winslow’s house,” Joe said, as if I had asked him. “He gave me his bicycle because he has a Model T now.”

“Winslow Curtis?” I was wondering where Winslow was at the moment, and about that money. I wasn’t surprised that my favorite house belonged to Winslow Curtis. Winslow’s father was president of the Massachusetts state senate. People in my neighborhood said that Winslow was going to Borden instead of Tabor Academy because his father wanted the Portuguese vote. They said his father had bought Winslow his own sailboat to make up for it.

I wondered if Joe was lying. People said a lot of things about Portuguese boys.

“Do you want a ride up the Flint?”

“With you?”

“Have you ever ridden on the back of a bicycle before?”

“No,” I said. “And I’m not starting today.”

He laughed and steered closer, showing off. “Girls aren’t supposed to. But you’re from Poughkeepsie, aren’t you?”

“How come you know that?”

He was rocking back and forth in front of the leather seat, the balls of his feet balancing him on the cobblestones.

“My sister rides on the seat and I pedal, like this. I’ll bet Poughkeepsie girls do it all the time.”

I tried not to smile at the idea of Poughkeepsie girls being tough.

“How about if we go somewhere else, just for you to learn?”

“I don’t need to learn.” I started walking again, hoping he would follow, and he did.

“I won’t let you fall, I promise.”

Something in his voice made me stop. He wasn’t teasing anymore, and the way he was staring made me look away.

“What was that money you put in your pocket?” I asked.

He stopped rocking on the seat, and everything became very still.

“I saw it, so I’m wondering,” I said.

“It’s Winslow’s money. We have an arrangement.”

“Why would he give you money?”

“Why do you want to know so much?”

“It looked funny, that’s all.”

“He gave it to me.”

He pushed off, and I expected him to bike away just like that, but he circled around again. I stayed right where I was. Why shouldn’t I know so much? Why should he look so nervous?

“I’m not a liar,” Joe said quietly. “Nobody knows about the money but Winslow and you, now.”

I wanted him to be telling the truth. “I won’t tell anyone,” I said. “There’s nobody I talk to.”

We looked past each other, and I hoped he would believe me. Joe slid his shoes back and forth against the sidewalk and looked back at Winslow’s house.

“If I can’t give you a ride, I can give your books a ride, can’t I? They won’t get hurt.”

He took my satchel so carefully that it made me want to trust him with everything, and for the first time since we moved to Rock Harbor I stopped worrying about Papa every ten minutes. Joe rode next to me all the way to the mill, turning the bike back around in big circles if he got too far ahead. He was telling me about working in the weave room.

“I’ve only got a Saturday shift right now. I need my education,” he said. “I’m not going to be a mill hand forever. I’ve got other plans.”

“What else can you do?”

“I can play basketball, I can swim, I can sail a boat and ride this bike and talk you into letting me carry your books.”

“Papa says mill jobs are the best work there is.”

“Your father’s an engraver, right? From England? My papi was a picker from São Miguel, Azores. He worked in the carding room. The air in that carding room is thick all day long.”

“I’d like to see it.” I kicked at the sidewalk. “My mother says I have to finish school so I can get a job in accounting. She says Papa’s going to work it so that I stay out of the big rooms.”

“She’s right.”

I gave him a look. He had no idea who I was. Nobody was going to treat me like a baby.

“You said yourself you’ve never been in there,” he said.

“Why don’t you take me?” I stopped walking. “I’ll go with you any Saturday.”

We were at the gates of the Flint Mill now, and Joe swung off the bike and handed me my books. The leather strap around them was warm from being tucked against his waist as he rode. Papa was waiting outside the dye shed, and he hurried toward us. I didn’t want Joe to meet him, to see him, to ask anything about him. Joe saw my face and looked over at Papa.

“I can’t take you into the mill,” Joe said, turning his bicycle around quickly. “Your father wouldn’t like it, and then I couldn’t see you anymore.”

After that, Joe started showing up to walk me to school after I had turned the corner from our house in the morning. I never saw him after school, and I avoided the yellow house in the Highlands now that I knew it was the Curtises’. I wondered why someone like Joe would even want to talk to me. Maybe it was because I was from somewhere else, or maybe because I was so new to boys paying attention to me that I still told them what I was thinking. Even so, Joe Barros shouldn’t have been paying attention to me. He was the boy everybody loved. He was so good at basketball that even though he was Portuguese they had made him captain. The team had won State two weeks before we moved to town, and people crossed the street to talk to him. But basketball was only part of it. He was with Winslow all the time, and they both acted as if it didn’t matter that Joe was Portuguese. But it mattered to everyone else, even me. The way he walked me to school but never asked me to meet him after; the way he looked at me but never tried to kiss me. I knew the way we talked every morning was a secret. When we got in sight of Borden, he always pulled ahead, as if we hadn’t spent the last twelve blocks together. Maybe that was how Portuguese people were, I thought. Maybe I liked him more because he was Portuguese. I still didn’t know how pretty I was.

It was the last Sunday in June, about an hour after we had gotten home from mass, when Winslow Curtis and his older sister, Alice, with Joe riding in back, pulled up in front of our apartment in the new Model T. If Joe hadn’t been there, I would have thought they were at the wrong house. I never saw Joe on the weekends, though I always thought about him working his Saturday shift just a few blocks away. Alice Curtis was older and hadn’t ever attended Borden, but I could tell she was a Curtis from her jaw cut like a triangle, her black hair and pale skin. The Curtis siblings looked like a race of gods to me. Joe had introduced me to Winslow only once. I saw him in the hallways and the school yard, but I was sure he didn’t remember me. Mother pulled me into the front parlor, and Papa went out to the porch.

“It’s Joe Barros,” I told her. “He’s at school with me, and Winslow Curtis, he’s at school too. I don’t know her, but I think she’s Winslow’s sister.”

“Why are they here?”

“I don’t know.”

At school, Joe acted as if he hardly knew me, and I didn’t blame him. He was a year ahead of me and I was invisible. Our morning walks had ended when school let out, a week and a half ago.

“What have you done?”

“Nothing. I never do anything!”

“May I help you?” I could tell from Papa’s voice that he wanted to get rid of them, and Mother and I looked at each other. Papa didn’t do well with the unexpected. I pressed my nose against the window until Mother yanked me back to sit properly next to her. She had been gardening, and she undid her long, dirty apron, folded it hastily, and tucked it under the cushion of the horsehair-stuffed love seat without shaking off the dirt. I stared at her.

“They will come in to us,” she said, daring me to say anything.

Winslow walked right up the steps and shook Papa’s hand, as if there was nothing unusual about this visit. I kept my eyes on the window facing the street. Papa’s lips stretched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. Wins-
low tipped his straw hat, ran back down to the Model T,
opened the hood, and waved at Papa to join him. I knew that Papa wanted an escape, but now the men from the neighborhood had gathered around to look at the car. Papa looked anywhere else, panicked. Winslow took a few steps away and said something I couldn’t hear as the other men drew back expectantly. Papa looked at Wins-
low, with his smooth, lucky face, took a breath, and walked down the porch steps. Winslow gave him all the room he needed.

“Thank God,” Mother said quietly. She was staring even harder out the window than I was. Papa leaned in, and Winslow stepped next to him, pointing down at the engine.

“Thank God,” she said again.

Joe and Alice used the knocker instead of just rapping on the door, staring straight into its frosted glass as if they couldn’t see us sitting just to their right, inside the bay window. This was the sort of thing that pleased my girl cousins but always made me want to laugh. I worked at being grown up, and when Mother went to open the door, I remained seated with my hands folded in my lap. Joe introduced himself and Alice, and I said again that Joe, Winslow, and I went to Borden together. The more formal Joe was, the harder it was for me not to laugh. But I could endure anything to be able to ride in the Model T with those two boys.

Joe told Mother that Alice was going to be with us, and could they have the pleasure of my company for a drive to the shore?

“You are Winslow’s . . . ?” Mother asked. “You are . . . ?”

“Joe Barros,” he said again, quietly. She assumed that Joe worked for Winslow’s family, and he didn’t correct her.

“Joe is the captain of the basketball team,” I said to Mother. “He—”

“You look too old for high school,” Mother said.

“I’m going to be a senior next year.” He smiled right at her. “I run six looms at the mill, summers and weekends.” Mother didn’t have any idea how to respond to that smile, and she turned to Alice.

Alice didn’t bother to hide her boredom or disapproval, but Mother didn’t seem offended. Mother knew who Alice was the minute Joe introduced her. Alice wasn’t beautiful, but she had glamour. She was tall, with a face like the kind of doll most girls linger over but can never afford. She looked just how I imagined Rose Red to look, from the old Grimms’ fairy tale; she had painted her lips into a perfect cupid’s bow, and her dark hair balanced above her face with just the right amount of disarray. I didn’t know how she could manage to make it look simultaneously careless and perfect. She walked around the parlor examining everything, playing a single, ironic note on the piano, and ignoring my mother’s invitation for her to have a seat. I had the uncomfortable feeling that she might not want her clothing to touch the love seat, where I was still stranded over Mother’s hidden apron, hardly breathing.

Mother introduced herself to Alice by her first name: Abigail, which she never did with young people. She ignored Joe and dropped hints to Alice that we were a family who really should have been living in the Highlands, like the Curtises; we were only staying up the Flint by some inexplicable circumstance. Our apartment was the first floor of a triple-decker, three apartments built on top of each other, which were rented out by the mill. We had electricity instead of the old gas fixtures, three bedrooms, a formal parlor, and a back garden. Mother had to have a garden, she explained to Alice, and we were planning on building a gazebo in the back, but rooms on the ground floor were dark.

“I miss our house in Poughkeepsie,” Mother said. “It was filled with light.”

That was a lie. She used to complain that the sky was always gray in Poughkeepsie and nothing had enough sun to grow.

“I prefer it here,” I said. Mother gave me a look, and we all ached into silence again.

I had managed to raise the hem of my skirt and caught Joe glancing at my ankles, then away. I was ashamed of Mother for acting as if he were invisible, and ashamed of myself for thinking that flirting with him could make it all better.

“We have a membership at a small beach club,” Alice said to Mother in her unhurried voice. “Down by the Point.”

Mother nodded, though I knew she had no more idea than I did where the Point was in relation to Rock Harbor.

“Just an afternoon swim,” Joe said.

Through the window we could see Winslow and Papa walking around the Model T for the hundredth time. “Is the automobile safe?” Mother asked Alice.

“It was a gift to Winslow from our father,” and to interrogate Alice any further was out of the question. Say yes. Yes. Yes, I chanted silently.

“Very well,” Mother said finally, and I couldn’t help jumping to my feet as if sprung from a box. Joe tried not to laugh, and Alice looked even more irritated. I wondered how much older Alice was than Winslow; she looked young but acted old.

“But I will not allow you to go in the ocean,” Mother said. “I’d rather you didn’t sit in the open air in a bathing costume. You could get chilled.”

I stared at her for a beat. She knew I didn’t own a bathing costume. She lowered her eyes and took me gently by the arm into the pantry, out of sight of the others.

“Mother, you know I can’t swim,” I whispered.

“And glad of it,” she whispered back. “Or they might realize you don’t have a bathing costume.” She smiled, and I saw that she was excited too. “Be seen and not heard,” she whispered fiercely as she jerked my skirt down and pinned last year’s hat to my head. I pulled a curl free on each side, wanting them to cling to my neck like the Gibson girls’; Mother wet her fingers in her mouth and pushed them back against my scalp. I was disgusted by her spit but said nothing. Then she laughed and let the smallest curl go free.

“You’re very pretty,” she said, putting her hands on my shoulders. “Have a good time, and take Alice Curtis as your model.”

“I will. Thank you!” I put my arms around her and kissed her cheek. I was the same height as she was, and she laughed again, looking young herself, with the smell of earth lingering on her hands. I pulled her around in a circle that was almost a dance until she pushed me away, but I could see that she was happy. I suddenly knew why she talked about going back to Poughkeepsie for a visit so often. I had been convinced it was because she hadn’t adjusted to Rock Harbor yet, but it wasn’t only that. I was the closest thing she had to her sisters, and I was always walking away from her. She glanced into the mirror above the sink, and I saw her cheeks were flushing the same as mine. She doesn’t have anyone to talk to either, I realized all at once.

But I completely forgot my mother as soon as we rounded the corner, with Winslow at the wheel in his straw boater and Alice beside him, adjusting her hat and complaining about having to put on such a charade. The Model T was so loud that everyone had to shout to be heard, and I don’t think Mother would really have wanted me to imitate Alice if she had seen her in the car. Alice stuck a cigarette into a tortoiseshell holder and told Winslow to drop her off at the office of one of the biggest textile brokers in Rock Harbor. Even a newcomer like me had heard of this man and his wife. The assembly hall at Borden was named after their family. Winslow and Joe seemed familiar with the routine and pulled up in front of a downtown office building without turning off the car, which didn’t idle so much as sputter and bang.

“Back before dark!” Winslow called after her. Alice nodded without turning around, opening the side door with her own key.

“She’s not coming to the beach?” As much as Alice had intimidated me, she was a girl, and I had never been alone with a boy who wasn’t a relative, much less two boys. Fifteen-year-old girls did not spend time with boys without a chaperone, as Joe and Winslow knew well enough.

“You don’t mind, do you?” Winslow looked confidently into the backseat and caught my eye. “Alice is a good kid, but she hates the beach.” I knew a dare when I saw one. He and Joe would be seniors next year, when I would be a junior. I wondered if they knew that I was the youngest in my class.

“Of course I don’t mind.” My throat tightened. “May I sit up front now?”

“I told you she was game,” Joe said as he hurried to open both doors for me so that I could move from the backseat to the front. I settled into Alice’s spot and tied my scarf over the top of my hat and under my chin, as I had seen her do. If she could do whatever she wanted and still have a good reputation, so could I. Winslow started driving out of town, and Joe sat in the center of the backseat, leaning forward so that his head and arms rested between us. I was trying to be proper, and I wanted to be brave, but it was a relief that the car made so much noise that it was hardly possible to talk.

We rode past the older mills, their walls streaked by rain and soot, and as soon as we left the cobblestones behind, the road turned to hard packed dirt and Winslow stepped on the gas pedal. The countryside looked different seen from an automobile. The grass at the side of the road went by in patterns of pale yellow and green, with tall brown cattails shooting up unexpectedly.

“Ever been in an auto before?” Winslow asked, cupping his mouth with one hand to be heard. I looked to see if he was making fun of me, but he wasn’t. “You feel all right? Some girls—”

“Ladies,” interrupted Joe.

“Some ladies don’t feel so well the first time.”

“I feel fine, thank you.”

I felt like shouting and laughing—this was like flying, like sledding, like nothing I had ever done before, and I didn’t want it to stop. Now we were passing houses that people used as their summer homes, cottages with gray fences covered by wisteria and long green lawns that led down to the Sakonnet River. White hydrangeas bloomed along the stone walls that bordered the road, and I glimpsed the water between the trees. I pretended not to notice that Joe and Winslow were taking turns glancing over at me. I wondered if Winslow thought I was Joe’s girl, and since I could never quite tell what Joe thought about me, maybe Winslow knew more than I did.

“Have you had many ladies in your auto?” I asked loudly. “Ladies who haven’t felt well?”

Winslow looked surprised, then burst into that distinctive Curtis laughter that went up and down his register in one breath. Winslow still laughs like he’s the luckiest man in the world.

“You’re the first girl we’ve had in the devil wagon!” he said. “I hope you’re not too careful about your reputation.”

“Don’t worry.” Joe leaned his head on his arms, closing his eyes. I looked at those long black lashes, thicker than any girl’s. “He’s just trying to scare you. I told you, Curtis, she’s from Poughkeepsie. They don’t scare easy.”

“Where is Poughkeepsie?” Winslow asked. “And how come all the girls are so brave over there?”

“Poughkeepsie is on the Hudson River,” I said, unable to answer the second part of his question.

“Have you ever seen the ocean?” Winslow asked.

“We took a boat here. We went to New York and changed to the Fall River Line. I’ve seen New York Harbor.”

“I want to go to New York someday.” Joe said. “I’ll take the Fall River Line and try my luck in the city.”

“New York is swell,” Winslow said, and we all knew that he must have been there lots of times. “But New York Harbor isn’t exactly the beach. Have you ever been to the beach?”

“No. I can’t swim.”

“Can’t swim? Didn’t you ever swim in the Hudson?”

“It’s a big river.”

“It’s a big ocean,” said Winslow. “But don’t worry, you stay in Rock Harbor and you’ll learn.”

I stared at him. I couldn’t imagine swimming in the ocean.

“You will,” said Joe, smiling at me. “Winslow can teach you. He taught me.”

I was wearing a corset and gloves at Mother’s insistence. I didn’t own a bathing costume, and I wasn’t supposed to be unchaperoned with a boy. But that afternoon it became easier and easier not to care. We passed fields of corn that were beginning to shoot their green stalks high, and black and white dairy cows that looked up, unaccustomed to the sound of an engine. Winslow honked his ridiculous horn and started the cows loping in a circle, banging themselves against the hayricks. Winslow honked again, and he and Joe laughed, but he stopped when I said no.

“Poor things,” I said. “They’re only cows.”

“And you’re a peach,” Winslow declared, taking his hand off the horn. “She’s a real peach, Joe.”

“Look at this, Frankie,” Joe said with a slight frown, and I wondered if he didn’t like Winslow calling me that. “Now it gets pretty.”

We came around a bend at the bottom of the hill, and Winslow swung us out onto a small bridge over a pond filled with white water lilies. There was a gristmill and a general store at a second bend. It all looked as if it had been painted into place.

“Slow down, Winslow,” Joe said. I could hear an edge in his voice, but Winslow seemed oblivious.

“I’m going slow already, Mr. Landscape.” Winslow grinned. “He’d be a poet if he wasn’t so good on the court. He does write poetry, don’t you, Barros?”

“Cut it out,” Joe said, and he pushed himself back into his seat, staring out at the scene. I couldn’t see his face because of the size of my hat, and I was afraid to tip my head too much one way or the other. Winslow glanced back at Joe and seemed about to say something; then the river opened up before us and I was glad nobody was talking anymore.

The trees gave way to a dark blue river that ran next to the road. It was a wide river with green marsh grass and small wooded islands down the middle. A white egret high-stepped along the edge of a mudflat, dipping its long beak delicately into the water. Swans were visible farther off, white wings carved like stone onto their backs; black-beaked and slow-moving, they swam together until the very last moment, when the automobile got so close they had to fly. They even took flight without hurrying, rising up with a lumbering grace. I was relieved that Winslow didn’t honk again. Big elm trees hung over the road, there were no farmhouses or summer cottages in sight, and I felt as if we were the only human beings for miles. Joe told Winslow to pull over, and Winslow smiled as if he knew Joe was going to ask, and he steered across the road to an opening in the shoreline. The engine quivered into silence.

“We’re nearly there,” he said. “Can you smell it?”

“What?”

“The ocean.”

Winslow walked to the edge of the river, squatting on his heels and pushing his hat back on his head. The quiet settled over us, and Joe stayed in the car, sitting right behind me, staring out at the river. His stillness made me nervous. I didn’t know what was expected of me. I tried not to fidget, and eventually I started to hear the splash as a fish hawk hit the water on the far side of the river and the clumsy landing of Canada geese on a sandbar. Wild irises leaned near the edge of the water, their delicate purple blossoms the shape of an open mouth, tethered by tough green stalks. I felt Joe’s gaze heating up my neck and face. Then another auto came into sight from the other direction, honking and weaving all over the road.

Winslow jumped up, shouting, “It’s Taffy! Taffy Kent!”

He waved energetically at the car as it passed. I caught sight of white sleeves rippling over pale arms and girls hiding behind hats, screaming at the driver to slow down. The driver waved at Winslow as he went by us; his car swerved sharply, and the women squealed again. A straw boater exactly like Winslow’s came flying out of the car as the driver regained control and went past with a couple more honks. Winslow ran after the hat and picked it up, walking back to us and laughing as he brushed it off.

He looked at Joe and me, then back out at our patch of river—all the birds had fled. Joe was staring straight ahead without smiling, anger flaring up from him as quick as air, and I wondered what had gone wrong, but Winslow shrugged. “Taffy’s hat,” he said. “I’ll hold on to it for him.”

Nobody explained why that other car had made Joe so angry. Maybe those people didn’t like having Joe around, or maybe he was like me, wanting to pretend that we were the only ones in the world. I was nervous as we drove the last mile to Winslow’s beach club. I knew it would be packed with Taffy Kents and Alice Curtises, and arriving alone with two boys, one of them Portuguese, could brand me forever. Then we came up over a hill and I saw the ocean. It was just beyond the top of a low stone wall overgrown with thorny beach plum, the curled green leaves covered with pink blossoms. The road ended in sand. When I first saw the water, I gasped, and Winslow turned to me. He smiled, then drove straight into the sand and turned off the car.

The beach was empty, and I had never seen so much horizon, the spread of dark water ridged with disappearing white. It’s like looking at the sky, I thought; you’ve been told that it goes on and on forever, but most of the time you just can’t think that way. A long beach with high dunes was across an inlet to our left, and I could see the waves breaking twice: once far out along an unseen ledge, and then again and again onto a wide patch of sand marked with striped umbrellas. A row of rocks led into the sea, and a small green boat made its way between them. A man in a red sweater leaned over the side, pulling crab pots, and I remember how vivid the colors looked that day. A day of impossible brightness.

I tried to say something and blushed instead. Joe and Winslow looked at each other and laughed.

“It’s not New York Harbor,” said Winslow. “But it’s what we’ve got to live for up here, besides the mills.”

“It’s better than New York Harbor,” said Joe.

“How would you know—” Winslow began, but I interrupted.

“No, he’s right. It is!” I turned in my seat so that I could see both of them at once.

Winslow took a cigarette out of a silver case, passed one to Joe, and they both lit up. “This is the Atlantic Ocean,” Winslow said. “Nothing between us and the war in Europe.”

“Except the Atlantic Ocean,” I said, and they both surprised me by laughing.

“Let’s go,” Joe said to Winslow, his eyes going gold in the sun. “The waves look good today.”

They began to clamber over the low dunes toward the water, but I hesitated.

“What is it, Peaches?” Winslow called back, and I saw Joe suppress another frown.

“I was wondering about— Isn’t there a beach club?”

“Sure there is, on the other side of that cove.” Winslow looked quickly at Joe, who was staring at the horizon as if he wanted to pin something against it. “Once we get settled I’ll go get us some cold drinks and sandwiches. It’s—”

“What Winslow doesn’t want to tell you,” Joe said, looking straight at me, “is that they don’t allow people like me at the club.”

I stared back at him. “No Portuguese?”

Joe laughed. “See, Winslow, she really isn’t from around here. She doesn’t even know how to pronounce ‘Pawtugees.’ ” Winslow looked at the ocean. Joe took a few steps toward me. “No. There’s no Pawtugees at the club. Not as guests. They rake up the seaweed in the morning and make sure there’s no Pawtugee men o’ war washed up that people might step on.”

“What’s a Paw-tug-ee man o’ war?” I asked, awkwardly copying his pronunciation.

“It’s a jellyfish with a bad sting,” Winslow said. “So, yes, that’s true, and it’s an unfortunate thing. A stupid, unfortunate thing. But that’s why we come over to this spot, right, Joe?” He sounded as hopeful as a little boy. “The beach is better here, actually; there aren’t as many rocks, and it’s not so crowded. Same waves, better view.”

“I’ve been here before, Winslow. Don’t bother.”

“And since you’ve been here before, there’s nothing to be surprised about, is there?”

He and Joe looked so hard at each other I thought the only way out might be a fistfight. I didn’t say a word or pull my eyes away. I knew what was different; I was here this time. It was my fault. Ten seconds might have been forever. Then Joe broke it, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“You bet,” he said. “Nothing’s different. Don’t know why the beach club doesn’t claim this cove too.”

“Oh, they own it.” Winslow was offhand, relieved. “The members just don’t like to walk down here because it’s too far from the cabanas.”

I held out my hand to Joe. “Can you help me over the dunes?” I asked, and his shoulders dropped as he came hurrying back to take my arm. I held on tighter than I needed to, as if that could say something like sorry.

Winslow ran back to the car and brought out a driving blanket that he spread on the sand. Once we were over the dune, there was no road, nothing in sight but the sea, and I wondered at myself, all alone with these boys, but I wasn’t scared anymore. Nobody would see me here, nobody had to know anything.

“I’ll be right back with some drinks,” Winslow said as he kicked off his shoes and rolled up his trousers. “Sorry there’s no umbrella,” he said quickly, watching me tuck my skirt under my legs and adjust my hat to block the sun. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Joe sat down, using less than a corner of the blanket, and we watched Winslow hurrying down the beach. I couldn’t see any sign of umbrellas or cabanas in that direction; the club must have been blocked by the high rocks that surrounded the cove.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Joe said quietly. “We’ve never brought anyone here before, and I wasn’t thinking about umbrellas and such.”

“I don’t need an umbrella.” I pushed my hat back so that I could see the whole horizon. “I hate parasols, I’m always losing them. That’s why I didn’t bring one myself. I’ve lost every one I ever owned.”

“Still—”

“Tell me the names of those islands out there.”

There were two islands stuck on the edge of the horizon. Joe moved in a little closer and pointed, shading his eyes with his other hand.

“That one, the closest one, is Cuttyhunk. It’s an Indian name. Still some Indians living on the island, I heard. Indians and old whalers. They don’t have electric light out there yet, but there’s talk of building a windmill.”

“What about that one?”

“That’s Martha’s Vineyard. You see the white bit?”

“Where?” I leaned in a little closer, careful not to brush his arm, which was still holding steady, his finger pointing east.

“There. See that smudge? Looks like a fog bank. Those are the cliffs at Gay Head. Big clay cliffs, higher than those dunes over across the inlet.”

“How far away is that?”


OEBPS/images/9781439150085.jpg
Leaving
‘Rock Harbor

A Novel
(O e

ReBEcca CHACE

New York London Toronto Sydney








OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





