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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.
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