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As I lay in bed I anxiously wondered, What had we done to cause all this nasty gossip about us?


Cary and I were twins, brother and sister, born minutes apart. He and I had been connected in our mother’s womb, and birth was a great separation from each other as well as from her. . . .


As we grew older, Cary just naturally hovered about me, protected me. Being twins, it took only a glance or a touch for us to communicate a fear or a happy idea. Perhaps our friends resented this magical connection; perhaps they were jealous and that was why they wanted to hurt us. It was easy for them to turn Cary’s devotion to me into something dirty.


And then a more fearful voice, tiny, hiding in the back of my mind, stepped up to say, “Maybe Cary was so angry because he realized some of what they said was true . . . he was too devoted to you. . . .”


Alone now, feeling anger and confusion, as well as shame, I thought of Cary above me, shut up in his attic workshop. It was very quiet, but I thought I could hear him crying. I listened hard, but it was silent again. The wind had died down, yet there was still enough of it to make the walls creak. Outside, the moon played peekaboo with the parting clouds. The surf rose and fell against the dark sand, resembling a giant wet hand stroking the earth. Night was our respite, the time to put aside the trials and torments of the day and then welcome sleep like a cherished friend.


I closed my eyes and prayed and waited for the surprise of morning. . . .
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Prologue
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A long time ago, I lived a fairy tale life. There was always magic around me: magic in the stars, magic in the ocean and magic in the sand. At night when we were only ten years old, Cary and I would He back on our blankets on the deck of our daddy’s lobster boat and gaze up at the heavens, pretending we were falling into outer space, flying past this planet and that, circling moons and reaching out to touch the stars. We permitted our minds to wander and imagine. We said anything we wanted to each other, never ashamed or too embarrassed to reveal our most secret thoughts, our dreams, our intimate questions.


We were twins, but Cary liked to call himself my older brother because, according to Papa, he was born two minutes and twenty-nine seconds before me. He behaved like an older brother from the moment he could crawl and protect me. He cried when I was unhappy and he laughed when he heard me laugh, even if he didn’t know why I was laughing. When I asked him about that once, he said the sound of my laughter was music to him and it pleased him so much, he couldn’t help but smile and then laugh, too. It was as if we were enchanted children who heard our own songs, melodies that were sung to us by the sea we loved so much.


As far back as I can remember, there was always magic in the water. Cary could wade in and come walking out with the most spectacular seaweed, starfish, clamshells, seashells, and even things he claimed had washed across the ocean from other countries to us. When it came to the ocean, I believed anything he said. Sometimes I thought Cary must have been born with seawater in his veins. No one loved it as much, even when it was nasty and wild.


What discoveries Daddy let us keep, we kept in either Cary’s room or mine. We decided everything had some sort of power to it, whether it was the power to grant us a wish or the power to make us healthier or happier just by touching it. We assigned an enchanted quality to each thing we found.


When I was twelve and I wore a necklace made from the tiny seashells we had found, my friends at school were amazed at the way I identified each and every shell, explaining how this one could drive away sadness or that one could make the dark clouds move on. They laughed and shook their heads and said Cary and I were simply foolish and even immature. It was time we grew up and put away childish ideas. There was no magic in these things for them.


But to me there was even magic in a grain of sand. Cary and I once sat beside each other and let the sand fall through our fingers, pretending each grain was a tiny world unto itself. Inside it lived people like us, too tiny to ever be seen, even with a strong microscope.


“Be careful where you step,” we told our friends when they were with us on the beach. “You might crush a whole country.”


They grimaced with confusion, shook their heads and walked on, leaving us behind, enveloped by our own imaginative pictures, pictures no one else wanted to share. We were inseparable for so long, I guess people thought we had been born attached. Some of my jealous girlfriends once made up a story about me, claiming I had a long scar down the side of my body from my underarm to my waist and Cary had the same scar on his body. It was where we supposedly had been connected at birth.


Sometimes, I thought, maybe it’s true, that from the moment we entered this world, our separating had begun, a slow and painful process. It was a separation Cary fought much harder than I did as we grew older.


As a very young girl and even when I first entered my junior high school years, I was comfortable, happy and grateful for Cary’s devotion to me. Other brothers and sisters I knew argued and occasionally insulted each other, often in public! Cary never said a really bad thing to me, and if he spoke to me in a manner that suggested he was impatient or annoyed with me, he immediately regretted it afterward.


I knew that other girls fixed their flirtatious gazes at Cary and competed with each other for his attention. It wasn’t just a sister’s prejudice for me to say Cary was handsome. From the first day he could cast a rope or carry a pail, he accompanied Daddy on the lobster boat and helped in the cranberry bog. He always had a dark tan that brought out the emeralds in his green eyes, and he loved to wear his rich dark hair long, the strands lying softly over the right side of his forehead, just above his eyebrow. It looked so much like silk, girls were jealous and all of them longed to run their fingers through it.


My brother carried himself firmly with the demeanor of a confident little man, even when he was just in grade school. Other boys used to make fun of the way he held up his head and shoulders, striding alongside me with his gaze firmly fixed on where we were headed, his lips tight. Soon, however, they started to envy him, and girls in our classes just naturally thought of him as older, more mature.


Frustrated by their failure to win his attention and interest, however, they eventually found comfort in making fun of us. By the time we were in high school, they were calling Cary “Grandpa.” He didn’t seem to care or even notice. I was sure it bothered me more than it bothered him, and it wasn’t unless someone physically got into his face or insulted me in front of him that Cary reacted, almost always violently. It didn’t matter if the other boy was bigger or even if there were more than one. Cary’s temper was as quick and as devastating as a hurricane. His eyes became glassy and his lips were stretched so tightly they formed white spots in the corners. Anyone who challenged him directly knew they were in for a fight.


Of course, Cary would get into trouble, no matter how justified his reaction was. It was he who had lost his temper and usually he who dealt the most damage to his opponents. Almost every time he was suspended from school, Daddy gave him a beating and confined him to his room, but nothing Daddy could do and no punishment the school could impose would deter him if he believed my honor was somehow compromised.


With such a devoted and loyal protector watching over me, other boys kept their distance. It wasn’t until I entered high school that I realized how untouchable I had become in their eyes! Many girls my age had crushes on boys or had boyfriends, but no boy dared pass me a note in class, and none joined me in the hallways to walk from one class to another, much less walk me home. I walked with some girlfriends or with Cary, and if I walked with girls, Cary usually followed behind us like my guard dog.


When I reached sophomore year, however, I, like most of my girlfriends, wanted a boy who showed serious interest in me. There was a boy named Stephen Daniels, who had lived in Provincetown only a year, who I thought was very handsome. I wanted him to talk to me, to walk with me, and even ask me to go on a date. I thought he wanted to because he was always looking at me, but he never did. All my girlfriends at the time told me he wanted to, but said he wouldn’t because of my brother. Stephen was afraid of Cary.


I mentioned it to Cary and he said Stephen Daniels was stupid and would go out with any girl if that girl gave him what he wanted. He said he knew that from listening to him in the boys’ locker room. Later, I found out Cary had actually walked up to him and put his face an inch from Stephen’s, threatening to break his neck if he should so much as look twice at me. Naturally, I was disappointed, but I couldn’t help wondering if Cary had been right.


In the evenings after we had done our homework and helped Mommy with May, our younger sister who had been born deaf and was attending a special school for the handicapped, Cary and I would talk about some of the other kids at school. No matter what girlfriend of mine I mentioned to him, he found fault with her. The only girl he didn’t criticize was Theresa Patterson, Roy Patterson’s oldest child. Theresa’s father, Roy, worked with Daddy on the lobster boat. The Pattersons were Bravas, half African-American, half Portuguese. The other students looked down their noses at them, especially the ones who came from so-called blue-blooded families, families who were able to trace their lineage back to the Pilgrims, families like Grandma Olivia’s, Daddy’s mother, who ruled over us like a dowager queen.


Cary liked Theresa and enjoyed being friends with her because he liked the way she and her Brava friends defied the other students. When I asked him if he could ever think of Theresa as a girlfriend, he raised his eyebrows as if I had said the silliest thing and replied, “Don’t be stupid, Laura. Theresa’s like another sister to me.”


I suppose she was, but as I grew older and felt Cary’s shadow over my shoulder more and more, I began to wish he found some other girl to win his attention. I did my best to recommend this one or that, but nothing I said made him act any differently toward them. If anything, when I mentioned a possible girlfriend for him, that girl suddenly became ugly or stupid in his eyes. I realized it might be better if I just let nature take its course.


Only, nature didn’t.


I used to think nature just missed Cary. She walked by one day while he was out on the lobster boat or something. Other boys his age were trying to get dates, hanging out in town, showing off to get a girl’s attention, asking girls to do things with them; but Cary . . . Cary spent all his free time with me or his model boats upstairs in his attic workshop, a room just above mine.


Finally, one day at lunch I mentioned my growing concern to Theresa. She rolled her dark eyes and looked at me as if I had just been hatched.


“Don’t you hear all the talk behind your back? All the whispering and gossip? There isn’t a girl in this school who thinks Cary’s normal, Laura; and most of the boys have their doubts about you. They don’t talk to me about it, but I hear what they say.”


“What do you mean? What sort of things are they saying about us?” I asked, trembling in anticipation.


“They’re saying you and your brother are like boyfriend and girlfriend, Laura,” she replied hesitantly.


My heart skipped a beat and I remember looking around the cafeteria that day and thinking everyone was looking at us, their eyes full of contempt. I shook my head, the deeper realizations taking shape like some dark, ugly beast who had crawled out of a nightmare into my daytime thoughts.


“Look at you,” Theresa continued. “You’re fifteen now and one of the prettiest girls in this school, but do you have a boyfriend? No. Anyone asking you to the school dances? No. If you go, you go with Cary.”


“But—”


“There are no buts, Laura. It’s because of Cary,” she said. “Because of the way he dotes on you. I’m sorry,” she added. “I really thought you knew and didn’t care.”


“What am I going to do?” I moaned.


She nudged me with her shoulder like she usually did when she was going to say something nasty about one of the other girls in school.


“Get him a girlfriend who’ll stir up his hormones and you’ll be fine,” she said.


I remember she got up to join her Brava friends and I sat there, suddenly feeling very alone and unhappy. Cary came walking into the cafeteria quickly, spotted me, and marched over.


“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Mr. Corkren kept me after class about my homework again. What’s going on?” He looked closely at me when I didn’t respond. “Did something happen?”


I just shook my head. I wondered how I could tell him and not hurt him.


I put it off and never really tried to make him understand until the year after, when Robert Royce and his family bought the old Sea Marina Hotel and Robert entered school.


For me and Robert, it was love at first sight and that brought with it a special kind of magic Cary couldn’t share.


Somehow I had to make him understand and accept. I had to show him how to separate himself from me.


I only hoped it was possible.
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Young Love


All day my heart had been beating faster than normal, thumping so hard I was sure Cary heard the echo in my chest. When I walked, it was as if my feet didn’t touch the ground. I was floating along on a cloud of air, bouncing with a spring in my step. I was positive I had woken this morning with a smile on my face, and sure enough when I looked at myself in my vanity table mirror, I saw my cheeks were flushed with excitement, the excitement of wonderful dreams that continued into my waking moments, dreams that carried me on a magical carpet like some Arabian princess floating through volumes and volumes of enchantment.


Everything around me took on a new and different glow. Colors I had grown used to were brighter, richer, sharper. Every normal sound became part of a grand symphony, whether it was simply the creak in the stairs as I descended to help Mommy with breakfast, or the clink of dishes and pans, the splash of water running in the sink, the opening and closing of the refrigerator and stove, or the tap of Daddy’s, May’s, and Cary’s footsteps in the hallway, and all their voices. Their voices suddenly became a chorus behind the music.


“You look very nice today, dear,” Mommy said at breakfast. Daddy glanced at me and nodded. I held my breath because I was wearing just a touch of lipstick, and Daddy hated makeup on a woman. He said it was the devil’s touch and an honest woman never tried to fool a man by using paint on her face.


I had chosen my brightest blue dress with the white collar and I wore my gold charm bracelet, the one Mommy and Daddy had recently given me on my sixteenth birthday. They had given Cary an expensive pocket watch on a gold chain that played “Onward Christian Soldiers” when he flipped open its lid.


Cary looked up from his bowl of oatmeal.


“Aren’t you afraid you’ll swallow some of that lipstick?” he asked, sending a bolt of ominous lightning through my morning of warm sunshine.


I looked at Daddy, but he just snapped the newspaper and glanced at the headlines. Then I threw Cary my most angry look and he went back to his oatmeal.


When we stepped outside to start for school, I stopped in the doorway, felt the sunshine on my face, and closed my eyes. I embraced my books against my breasts, wishing that none of this was a dream.


“What are you doing?” Cary asked sharply. “You want May to be late for school?”


“I’m sorry,” I said, skipping forward to join them. He held May’s hand firmly in his own. My little sister, locked in her silence, gazed up at me with a twinkle in her eyes, as if she knew it all, as if she had poked her pretty little face into one of my dreams last night and saw my happiness. I took her other hand and we continued down the street. I felt like Alice in Wonderland.


“You’re behaving just like all the other dumb girls in our school,” Cary muttered, and threw me a look of reprimand. “Making a fool of yourself over some boy.”


I only smiled back at him. Today, I thought, today, I am surrounded by protective sylphs, tiny fairy-like creatures who would deflect any arrows of unhappiness away from me.


There were clouds in the sky, but to me it was all blue. Although it was early May, there was a chill in the air, the residue of yesterday’s nor’easter. The whitecaps sprouted on the surface of the sea like water lilies, and even this far away from the shore, we could hear the surf roaring in. In the sunlight, the sand was the color of autumn gold. The terns looked like they were tiptoeing over uncovered treasure as they searched for their morning meal.


My hair was pinned back, but some loose strands whipped gently at my forehead and cheeks. May wore a light blue hairband that kept her hair neatly in place.


Cary couldn’t care less how his hair looked when he entered school. He would just run his fingers through it and not even go into the boys room like all the other young men to brush and comb in front of mirrors. Instead, he would accompany me to my locker and wait until I had my books before going on to his own. He would stand there even when Robert Royce joined me, and he would glare unhappily, suspiciously, hardly talking, lingering alongside or just behind us like an angry storm cloud. It was the only thing that put darkness in my heart these days.


“Stop daydreaming and watch where you’re walking,” Cary ordered as a car sped past us.


The invasion of tourists had begun in small ways. The entire Cape was busier now on weekends, but traffic during the week was still at a lazy crawl down Commercial Street. Our route in the morning took us down side streets to May’s school. At the gate we each kissed her and signed our goodbyes, Cary putting on his best Daddy-like face to warn her to behave herself, as if she ever needed a warning. There was no one sweeter, no one more gentle and fragile and loving than our May. Although Doctor Nolan assured us her deafness had nothing to do with it, May’s growth was impeded. She was bright and intelligent, always doing well in school, but she was so tiny for her age, her facial features as diminutive as a doll’s, her hands so small they barely covered Cary’s or my palms when we held them.


All of us protected and loved her dearly, but sometimes I would catch Daddy gazing at her, unaware that anyone was looking at him, and I would see the most terrible expression of sadness on his face, his eyes glazed with trapped tears, his lower lip trembling just enough to be noticed. Then he would become aware of what he was doing, and he would snap into a firm posture, wiping away any emotion from his face. I never saw Daddy really cry, and the only times I saw him with his head down was when he was praying or after a particularly hard day of fishing.


At her school, May turned back after she had started through the gate and smiled at me impishly as she signed: “Don’t kiss Robert too much.” She giggled and ran into the building with the other children. I glanced at Cary, but he pretended not to have seen her and started off, his steps so deliberate I thought he would leave footprints in the sidewalk.


It was Friday, and tonight was the school’s spring dance. For the first time in my life, I would have a real date for a school party. Robert Royce had asked me. It was to be our first formal date. Up until now, we had just met in places by accident or after we had timidly suggested to each other we might be someplace at the given time.


Robert had enrolled in our school in late February. His parents had purchased the Sea Marina, a hotel with fifty rooms on the northwest end of town. As soon as spring came, they had begun the restoration of the old resort, repairing, painting, planting, and pruning the landscape. Robert was an only child, so there were no other children to help Charles and Jayne Royce. Robert explained that his family had put most of their money into the purchase of the property and had to do most of the work themselves. Because of that, he went home directly after school most days and was very busy on the weekends, especially now that the summer season was fast approaching.


I had hoped Cary would find Robert’s devotion to his family and their business admirable. He and Robert really had a lot in common, but from the moment Robert had the courage to step up to me in the hallway and begin a conversation right in front of Cary, Cary’s eyes grew small and dark whenever Robert was around me.


Robert always tried to include him in conversation, but Cary’s responses were short, sometimes not much more than a grunt or a shrug. I was afraid Robert would be either frightened away or bothered so much by Cary’s behavior that he would stop speaking to me and walking with me, but instead he grew bolder and even took a break from working on the hotel and visited me at home one Saturday.


Cary had gone to the dock to work on the lobster boat engine with Daddy and Roy Patterson. I introduced Robert to Mommy and to May, and May fell in love with him faster than I had. Robert was good at picking up signing, too. Before he left that day, he had learned to say “hello,” “good-bye,” and “I’m very, very hungry.”


Later, when Cary returned and Mommy told him and Daddy I had had company, Cary turned white and then bright red when he asked me why I hadn’t brought him down to the dock.


“I didn’t want to interrupt you,” I explained. Actually, I was grateful for the privacy, for not having Cary hovering over us.


He looked hurt and then angry.


“Ashamed of what we do?” he asked.


“Of course not,” I protested. “And besides, you’ve spoken to Robert. You know he’s not like that. He doesn’t come from a snobby family, Cary. If anyone’s family is snobby, it’s ours.”


Cary grunted, reluctant to admit I was right.


“He probably knew I was down at the dock all day,” he muttered.


“What? Why would that matter, Cary?”


“It matters,” he said. “Believe me, all these guys take advantage, Laura. You’re just too trusting. It’s why I have to look out for you,” he declared.


“No, you don’t, not with Robert, and I am not too trusting, Cary Logan. You don’t know everything there is to know about me, and you certainly know nothing about romance,” I flared, and stomped up to my room, closing the door behind me.


After my heart stopped pounding and I grew calm, I lay back and thought about my wonderful afternoon with Robert, walking on the beach, holding his hand, just talking. We told each other about ourselves, our favorite foods and colors and books. He was surprised that we didn’t have a television set, but he refused to criticize Daddy when he learned it was Daddy’s decision.


“Your father’s probably right,” he said. “You do read more than anyone I know and you’re a great student.”


He smiled that sort of smile that embeds itself in your mind, prints itself on the surface of your memory, embossed behind your eyelids whenever you close them and think about him. He had azure-blue eyes that turned opaque whenever he spoke deeply or seriously to me, but when he smiled, his eyes brightened as if they had drawn sunshine into them. It was the sort of smile that warmed your heart, infectious, sweeping away any cobwebs of gloom.


Robert was about an inch taller than Cary and just as broad-shouldered. He had longer arms, but was not as muscular. He wore his light brown hair short and always neatly brushed at the sides with just a slight wave in front. Because he was a year older and a senior, we didn’t have any classes together, but I knew he was a good student and his teachers liked him because he was polite and inquisitive.


Cary had never been a very good student. He wore school like a pair of pants two sizes too small, reluctant to get in, struggling to be comfortable, relieved when the end-of-the-day bell rang. He hated being shut up and regimented by the clock and the rules. He was truly a fish out of water.


Consequently, Robert Royce’s success in school was another thing Cary resented. He hated whenever Robert and I got into discussions about history or a book we’d read for class. To Cary, it was as if we had begun to speak in a different language. On a few occasions, however, Robert did try to talk about his family’s problems with the hotel, construction difficulties, the use of tools and paints, things Cary understood and appreciated. Almost as reluctant as someone sitting in a dentist’s chair, Cary would settle into conversation, offering his suggestions as dryly and as quickly as he could.


Later, Cary would tell me Robert should stick to quizzes in history and leave the real work to men more qualified. That only brought a smile to my face and a look of confusion to Cary’s.


“What?” he demanded. “What is so funny now, Laura? I swear, you walk around with a stupid grin on your face all the time these days. You just don’t know how silly you look.”


“You simply can’t admit you like him, can you, Cary?” I said, and he reddened.


“I don’t,” he insisted. “There’s nothing to admit.”


Despite this gloomy prognosis, I hoped and prayed Cary would eventually become friends with Robert, especially after he had asked me to the school dance. Mommy really liked Robert, but Daddy hadn’t met him yet and I knew he wouldn’t give me permission to go to the dance with him until he had, so the Saturday after he had asked me, I invited him to the house for lunch.


Robert charmed Mommy again by bringing her a box of candy. Cary called it a bribe, but I patiently explained it was only a polite gesture, something people invited to lunch or dinner often do. As usual, he grunted and turned away rather than admit I might be right.


At lunch, Robert sat beside me and across from Cary, who kept his eyes down and refused to talk. We began our meal as usual with a reading from the Bible. I had warned Robert that was something Daddy always did. Daddy paused when he opened the holy book and gazed at Robert.


“Perhaps our guest has a suggestion,” he said. Cary started to smile. It was Daddy’s little test. He was always lecturing us that young people were slipping into sin faster because they didn’t know their Bible.


Robert thought a moment and said, “I like Matthew, Chapter Seven.” Daddy raised his eyebrows. He glanced at Cary, who suddenly looked glum.


“You know that one, Cary?” Daddy asked.


Cary was silent and then Daddy handed Robert the Bible.


Robert opened it, smiled at me, and glanced at Cary before beginning in a soft, silky voice.


“‘Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged . . .’”


He read on and then looked up. Daddy nodded.


“Good,” he said. “Good words to remember.”


“Yes sir, they are,” Robert said, and Daddy and he began a conversation about the tourist business, the old Sea Marina and how Daddy remembered it. I was afraid Daddy would take off on his and Grandma Olivia’s favorite pet peeve—how the tourists were ruining the Cape—but he was civil and said nothing critical.


Cary sulked with his back against the chair, only speaking when he wanted someone to pass him a dish.


Robert confessed that he knew little about the lobster fishing business, and even less about the sea and boats.


“We’ve been so busy fixing up the place, I haven’t had much time for anything else,” he explained.


“That’s all right. Your parents need you first. Maybe after lunch, you can come down to the dock and see our rig,” Daddy said and looked at Cary. But after lunch Cary claimed he had work to do on one of his models and had spent enough time on the boat that week anyway.


I took May’s hand and Robert took her other hand the way Cary always did. The three of us followed Daddy down to the dock. I turned and looked back at the house and thought I saw Cary looking out of an upstairs window. For a moment I felt like bursting into tears, but Robert’s smile drove that feeling away quickly and we continued on.


Most important, Daddy approved of Robert that day and so tonight I would be attending the school dance with my very first boyfriend. The school was buzzing like a beehive all day long. Everyone was fidgety in their seat in class and the cafeteria sounded like a hundred more students had enrolled that morning. Only Cary moved like a somber mourner through the halls, his face gray, his eyes dark. He sat silently, eating mechanically in the cafeteria.


“Why don’t you ask Millie Stargel to the dance tonight, Cary?” I suggested when Robert and I sat down with him. “I know no one has asked her yet.”


Cary stopped chewing and looked at me with such pain in his eyes, I got a huge lump in my throat and couldn’t swallow for a moment.


“Millie Stargel?” He laughed. It was a wild, loud, and frightening laugh. “Whose idea was that, his?” he said, nodding at Robert.


“No, I just thought—”


“She’s a pretty girl,” Robert said, “and I bet she’d love to go.”


“So why don’t you ask her?” Cary retorted.


Robert smiled softly and gazed at me.


“I’ve already got a date,” he said.


“Then why are you looking at other girls?” Cary shot back at him.


“I’m not. I was only saying—”


“See, I warned you,” Cary said to me and got up. “These dances are stupid anyway,” he said. “Hanging out in the school gym is not my idea of fun. If I go on a date, I’m not going to bring her back to this place.”


“Cary,” I called as he started away. He just glared back and continued out of the cafeteria.


“He’ll be all right,” Robert said, and put his hand over mine. “One day he’ll meet someone and his heart will pound just like mine did when I first looked at you.”


I nodded.


But I didn’t have as much confidence in something like that happening to Cary anytime soon.


Not for a moment. And I knew that until Cary was happy, I would have a very hard time being happy myself.


It seemed to me Cary deliberately walked a great deal slower than usual when we left school. He didn’t have to be a genius to see how eager I was to get back to the house.


“May will be waiting for us,” I complained. “I’m not waiting for you to catch up,” I added.


“So go on by yourself,” he said, and I hurried away.


May was actually just coming out of her school when I arrived. I signed for her to hurry and we started for home. Cary was so far behind, he was still out of sight of May’s school. May asked where he was and I told her he was being a brat. She looked back, confused, but she didn’t slow down. She knew why I was hurrying home and she was almost as excited as I was. When we got to our house she asked if she could help me get ready for the dance and I signed back that I would need all the help I could get. May laughed and signed that she thought I was already beautiful, so I wouldn’t be needing much help at all.


Despite May’s words of encouragement, I wanted to do something special with my hair. I had shown Mommy a picture of a girl in Seventeen and told her I wanted to style my hair that way. She said she would help. She was almost as good at it as a regular beautician. So after I showered and washed my hair, I sat at my vanity table and Mommy began to brush out my hair and trim it. May sat on the stool beside me and watched, her eyes full of excitement. She was full of questions.


Why, she wanted to know, did I have to change the way my hair looked?


“This is a special occasion,” I told her. “I want to try to look as good as I can.”


“Oh, you’ll be beautiful, Laura,” Mommy said. “You’re the prettiest girl in the school.”


“Oh Mommy.”


“You are. Cary says so.”


“He’s . . . prejudiced,” I said.


“I remember there was a girl named Elaine Whiting when I was in school. She was so pretty everyone thought she would become a movie star. All the boys tried so hard to be the first to ask her to the school dances. I never saw her without every hair being in place and there wasn’t a boy whose head didn’t spin when she walked by. I bet it’s the same for you,” Mommy said with a wonderfully happy smile on her face. She was looking at me in the mirror, but her eyes seemed to be focused on her own fantasy. I could tell that neither she nor Daddy had ever heard a nasty whisper about Cary and me. It would just break her heart if she knew what some of the students in the school thought. Ugly rumors could be like infectious diseases, corrupting, rotting, sickening even the most healthy of souls.


“Which boys did you go to dances with, Mommy?” I asked her.


“Oh, no one ever asked me. I was what you would call a wallflower,” she said with a smile.


“I’m sure you weren’t, Mommy.”


“I was frightfully shy, especially around boys. I was glad when my father and Samuel planned my marriage to your father.”


“What? Your marriage was arranged?”


“Well, I guess you could call it that, though it really wasn’t as bad as it sounds. Our fathers discussed it and I guess Grandpa Samuel told your father and he decided I would do, and he began to take an interest in me.


She paused and laughed at a memory.


“What?”


“I was just remembering the first time your father spoke to me. I was coming home from work at Gray’s Pharmacy and he slowed down in his truck and asked if I wanted a ride. I knew who he was. Everyone knew who the Logans were. Anyway, I didn’t reply. I kept walking, afraid to even turn my head toward him. He drove ahead and then stopped and waited until I reached him and he leaned out and asked me again. I shook my head without speaking and kept walking.”


“Then what happened?” I asked, breath bated.


“He drove off and I thought that was the end of it, but when I turned the corner and started down the street toward my home, there he was. He had parked his truck and was leaning against the door, waiting for me. I tell you I was terrified,” she admitted and then glanced at May, who was tilting her head, wondering what Mommy was talking about for so long.


“I almost turned around and went the other way, but I kept walking, and when I reached him, he stood up and said, ‘I’m glad you didn’t accept my offer out of hand, Sara. Shows you’re not a frivolous young lady. Your father and mine have been talking about how we would make a good couple. I’d like permission to come calling on you next Saturday, properly.’


“Well, that just took my breath away,” she said. “You see, I had no idea of my father’s plan up until then. I didn’t even know he and Samuel Logan were friends. Well, once I recovered, your father asked, ‘Do I have your permission?’ and I nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said and drove off, leaving me standing there with the most befuddled look on my face, I’m sure.”


“Did he come calling the following Saturday?”


“He did and then we began to go out on dates. Our fathers had discussed our marriage, but Jacob didn’t bring me to see Olivia for some time. She wasn’t exactly demanding he bring me up to the house,” she added.


“Why not?”


“I think Olivia Logan had someone else in mind for your father, someone more . . . wealthy, someone with a social position,” she said. “But Grandpa Samuel had gone ahead and discussed it with my father and Jacob took a liking to me, so that was that. No matter,” she said with a small wave of her hand. “That’s all in the past now. Let’s get back to your hair,” she said excitedly.


“Did you have a nice wedding, Mommy?” I asked, not ready to give up the first glimpse I’d gotten into my parents’ early life together.


“It was a simple wedding at Olivia and Samuel’s home. Judge Childs married us.”


“I never heard you talk about your honeymoon, Mommy.”


“That’s because I didn’t have one.”


“You didn’t?”


“Not really. Your father had to go back to work the next day. We told ourselves we would take a vacation soon, but we didn’t. Life,” she said with a sigh, “life just takes over. Before I knew it, I was pregnant with you and Cary. Don’t look so sad, Laura,” she said, gazing at me in the mirror. “I’m not an unhappy woman.”


“I know you’re not, Mommy, but I just wish you had a chance to travel, to have some fun, to leave Provincetown just once. No one in our family ever leaves here. . . . No one except Uncle Chester and Aunt Haille. Mommy, I never understood why Daddy stopped talking to Uncle Chester and why Uncle Chester and Aunt Haille left Province-town,” I said.


“You know your father doesn’t want us talking about them, Laura.”


“I know, but—”


“This is such a happy time. Please, dear,” she begged. She closed her eyes and then opened them as she often did when she wanted to just forget or skip over something unpleasant. I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, but Uncle Chester and Aunt Haille remained the big mystery in our family, and I just naturally wondered what had complicated their love affair and marriage to make them outcasts in our family.


But Mommy was right: Tonight was not the time to press for answers.


“Okay, Mommy,” I said. She looked grateful. I smiled and turned to May, who was signing and demanding to know what all the talk was about. I told her as much as I could. While I was signing, I heard the creak in the floorboards above and realized Cary was in his attic workshop. I glanced up at the ceiling, thinking about him, thinking about how he would spend one of my most wonderful nights, alone and bitter.


Suddenly, I saw what looked like a pinhole of light in the ceiling. My breath caught and I brought my hand to my chest.


“What’s wrong, dear?” Mommy asked.


“What? Nothing,” I said. “That looks fine, Mommy. I better lay out my clothes now,” I said quickly.


She stepped back and nodded. I glanced up at the ceiling again. The light was gone, as if someone had covered the hole. Why hadn’t I ever noticed it before? I wondered. My fingers trembled as I sifted through my closet to find my most beautiful dress, the pink taffeta Mommy had made for me. It was the only formal dress I owned.


It was a good dancing dress, too. All week I had been practicing dancing with it on. May sat on the bed and watched and then, when she got up her nerve, joined and imitated me. We laughed and grew dizzy.


Now I thought about the hole in the ceiling and wondered if Cary had been watching us all that time. Did he feel so left out? Was that why he would do that? How long had the hole been there? The thought of Cary watching me muddled my brain for a moment, and I just stood there, holding the dress.


“Are you happy with the dress, Laura?” Mommy asked. “I know it’s not as expensive as some of the dresses other girls will be wearing.”


“What? Oh. Yes, Mommy. I just love this dress.”


I took it out of the closet and lay it on the bed. Then I took out my shoes.


“Well,” Mommy said, “I’d better get downstairs and work on dinner for your father, Cary, and May. Call me when you’re all ready,” she said. “I can’t wait to see you. Oh, and I want you to wear my necklace tonight,” she said.


I started to shake my head. Mommy’s necklace was her only really expensive piece of jewelry. Even her wedding ring was not that expensive, because Daddy thought it was a waste of money to buy something elaborate when a mere silver band would serve the same purpose.


“I can’t, Mommy.”


“Sure you can, honey. When do I get a chance to wear it? I want you to wear it for me, okay?”


I nodded hesitantly.


“Come along, May,” she signed, “and help me with dinner tonight. Laura has too much to do.”


“Oh, I can help, Mommy.”


“No you can’t, honey. I told you, I never went to a school dance, but I wanted to very much. Tonight,” she said with a deep sigh, “you’re going for me, too.”


“Oh Mommy, thank you,” I said. She held out her arms and I hugged her back.


I felt tears prickling under my lids and quickly kissed her cheek and turned away to take a deep breath. After she and May had left, I sat at my vanity table and began to paint my fingernails. I started to daydream, imagining what it was going to be like to be dancing in Robert’s arms, floating under the balloons and the lights, feeling him holding me close, occasionally brushing his lips over my hair.


A deep creak in the ceiling pulled me from my reverie and reminded me of the peephole in my ceiling. I gazed up at it and then I got up and went into the bathroom. I was angry, but then I began to feel sorry for Cary. I knew I was shutting him out of a part in my life, a part he could never enter again, yet he had to understand that I was growing up and the things that once amused me, amused us, were no longer enough. He’ll soon realize it, I convinced myself. He has to. In the meantime, I didn’t want to do anything else to break his heart.


My thoughts returned to the dance. I was so excited, I had to lie down and rest before I got dressed. I know I dozed for nearly an hour before my eyes snapped open and I sat up, frightened I had slept too long. I was only asleep for twenty minutes, but still I hurried to put on my dress. Then I put on a little more lipstick than ever before and perfected my hair before taking a deep breath and gazing at myself in the mirror.


Was I really pretty, as pretty as Mommy claimed? Robert thought I was and, of course, Cary did, too, but I never felt like the girl Mommy had described. I never thought all the boys were looking my way or that I had even turned a single head. I wasn’t ugly, I decided, but I was no raving, movie-actress beauty. I had to keep my feet on the ground and not let my ego swell like so many other girls I knew at school.


Everyone was just finishing dinner when I went downstairs. Mommy slapped her hands together and cried out as soon as I entered the dining room. Daddy sat back, nodding, and May was smiling from ear to ear. Cary wore a strange, dark look.


“You’re beautiful, honey. Just beautiful. Isn’t she, Jacob?” Mommy said.


“Vanity is a sin, Sara. She looks fine, but there’s no reason to blow her so full of steam she explodes,” Daddy chastised. However, he wore a very proud expression as well.


“Now you just wait right there,” Mommy said, and she hurried out of the dining room.


“How do I look, Cary?” I asked him. I couldn’t stand the fact that he wouldn’t look my way.


“Fine,” he said quickly and dropped his gaze to his plate.


“I might have thought you’d be going to the dance, too,” Daddy told him.


“It’s stupid,” Cary muttered.


“How’s that?”


“I’m not interested in any old dance,” he snapped. Daddy’s eyebrows lifted.


“Well, it’s a well-chaperoned affair, isn’t it? Teachers are there, right?”


“What’s that matter, Dad?” Cary said with a smirk. “Teachers are in school, too, but kids smoke in the bathrooms and do other things.”


“What other things?”


“Other things,” Cary said, realizing he was digging himself a hole he might not easily climb out of. He looked to me, but I said nothing. “Dumb things kids do.”


“Laura’s a good girl,” Daddy said, looking at me. “She wouldn’t do anything to embarrass this family.”


Cary smirked and looked away.


“Of course I won’t, Daddy,” I said, my eyes fixed on Cary. Mommy returned, her necklace in hand.


“I wanted her to wear this tonight, Jacob,” she said, looking to him for his approval. He nodded slightly and she put it on me, fastening it and then running her fingers over the garnets and sparkling diamond. “Doesn’t it look nice on her?”


“Be careful with that,” Daddy warned.


“I will. Thank you, Mommy.”


We heard the doorbell.


“That’ll be Robert,” I said.


“Oh, she should have a shawl, don’t you think, Jacob?”


“Sure. It’s getting pretty nippy these nights,” Daddy said.


Mommy went to the closet to get hers for me and I went to the door to let Robert in.


He looked terribly handsome in his jacket and tie. He was carrying a small box in his hands.


“It’s a corsage,” he declared.


“Oh, that’s very thoughtful,” Mommy said. Robert signed a hello to May, who beamed beside me. Then he opened the box and took out the corsage of red roses, my favorite. They matched the garnets perfectly.


“You’ll have to pin it on,” I told him. He looked at Mommy helplessly for a moment and then tried, but his fingers were clumsy with his nervousness.


“I’ll do it,” Mommy said, coming to our rescue. Robert smiled with relief and stepped back to watch her pin it on me.


“There, that’s very pretty,” Mommy said.


“Thank you, Mommy.”


“We should get moving,” Robert said. “Don’t want to miss the opening dance.”


“Have a wonderful time,” Mommy said. Daddy came up behind her and looked at Robert.


“You look fine, boy,” he said. “Now remember,” he added with a scowl, “I want her home before midnight.”


“Yes, sir,” Robert said.


I looked for Cary, but he hadn’t come out of the dining room.


“Good night, Cary,” I called. There was no response. I flashed a weak smile at Mommy, who nodded, her face full of light, her eyes brighter than ever, and then Robert and I stepped out into the night.


He opened the car door for me and I got in. He hurried around and got behind the wheel.


“Well, I guess I have the prettiest date at the dance tonight,” he said and turned to me. “Laura, you look more beautiful than I ever dreamed.”


“Thank you, Robert. You’re very handsome yourself.”


“I guess we’ll knock ‘em dead then,” he predicted and started the engine.


As we backed out, I looked toward the front door, half expecting to see Cary, but he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
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I Could Have Danced All Night


“Oh, Robert,” I said the moment we walked into the school gymnasium and saw how wonderfully the dance committee had decorated, “I wish Cary had come. He wouldn’t be so down on the dance if he saw what they’ve done to this place. It looks like a real ballroom!”


“I don’t think that’s really what kept him from coming, Laura,” Robert said softly. He smiled sympathetically, his eyes soft and gentle. I nodded, knowing he was right.


There was a makeshift stage directly in front of us for the four-piece band. They were already playing, and the floor was crowded with dancers. Above us, ribbons of crepe paper crisscrossed around mounds of multicolored balloons with long tails of tinsel. At the far right, there were long tables with red, green, and blue paper tablecloths set up for the food, and to the left and down the sides of the gymnasium, there were tables with the same color paper tablecloths and chairs. A large poster on the left wall read: WELCOME TO THE ANNUAL SPRING FESTIVAL.


Everyone was dressed up, some of the girls in dresses so formal and expensive-looking, I was sure Mommy would feel what she had made for me was inadequate, even though I thought my dress was just perfect. However, I was happy now that I had agreed to wear Mommy’s necklace. Many of the girls wore earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and rings on most of their fingers. It looked like a contest to see who could be the most overdressed.


“Well,” Robert said after we put my shawl on a chair and set my purse aside, “why don’t we join the fun?”


He led me onto the dance floor and we began dancing. As we moved across the crowded floor, I felt as if everyone’s eyes were on us. When I let my gaze shift from Robert’s, I saw some of the girls in my class gathered in a small pack, watching us with twisted smiles on their faces. I felt a tightness in my stomach.


The music was loud and fast. I hoped I didn’t look foolish, but Robert seemed pleased. He was a very good dancer and I started to imitate some of his movements with my arms and hips. As long as I concentrated on him, fixed my eyes on his, I felt secure and comfortable. He had such an air of confidence about him. There was enough for me to share.


When there was a pause between songs, we stopped, embraced each other, and laughed. He turned me toward the punch bowl, waving to some of the boys he knew and they waved back, giving Robert the thumbs-up sign to indicate they approved.


“We’re going to have fun tonight,” he promised, his eyes full of excitement. “We’re going to dance until our feet beg for mercy.”


“Did I do all right out there?” I asked.


“Are you kidding? If they have a dance contest, we’re entering,” he said.


“Robert Royce, we are not.” Just the thought of such a thing took my breath away.


We drank some punch and ate some chips with cheese dip. Marsha Winslow and the class president, Adam Jackson, joined us. Marsha was in charge of the party. She was a tall, attractive girl who spoke with a slightly nasal tone, as if she were looking down her nose at the rest of the world. She carried a clipboard.


“Excuse me,” she said, “but we don’t have any record of your paying for your tickets.”


“What? Of course you do. I gave the money to Betty Hargate,” Robert said.


“Betty has you down, but not Laura,” she replied.


“That’s ridiculous.”


“Are you calling Marsha ridiculous?” Adam asked. “You know, she doesn’t get paid for doing all this work that makes it possible for everyone else to enjoy themselves. She’s just doing her job.”


“I’m not calling her ridiculous. I’m just saying . . . where is Betty? There she is.” Robert pointed. “Let’s call her over,” he suggested.


“Good idea,” Adam said, and he waved at Betty, who was standing with Lorraine Rudolph. The two hurried over.


“What’s up?” Betty demanded impatiently, her hand on her hip. It was as if she had been asked to wallow with the undesirables.


“Robert Royce claims,” Marsha said, rolling her eyes, “that he paid for Laura, too, but that’s not indicated on the sheet I have.”


“I gave you the money in the cafeteria last Tuesday,” Robert insisted. “Remember?”


“Whatever is written on the paper is what I received,” Betty said in a singsong, smug voice. “I don’t have to steal party ticket money.”


“I didn’t say you stole it,” Robert cried, growing increasingly frustrated.


“I only have one ticket marked off after your name,” Marsha repeated. “That means you paid for only one ticket.”


“I can’t believe this,” Robert said.


“Are you sure you just didn’t think you paid for Laura? Maybe you weren’t sure she was going with you last Tuesday,” Lorraine quipped, a tight smile on her lips. She shifted her eyes to Adam and back to Robert.


“Of course, I’m sure. I paid,” Robert maintained.


“All the money checks out,” Marsha said.


“That means we don’t have more money than tickets issued,” Adam added.


“I know what it means,” Robert said.


“Do you have the tickets, Robert?” I whispered. He thought a moment and then nodded with a confident smile, pulling them out of the inside of his sports jacket.


“If I didn’t pay for them, how did I get them?” he asked Marsha, thrusting the tickets in front of her face.


She gazed at the tickets and then looked at her clipboard again.


“I don’t understand,” she said.


“Maybe Betty gave him two tickets and he promised to give her the money for the second one later,” Adam suggested.


“Yes,” Betty said quickly. “That’s it.”


“No, it’s not and you know it,” Robert insisted.


“Betty’s too responsible to give out tickets and not collect the money for them,” I suggested calmly. Everyone paused and gazed at me a moment. “Someone just made a simple mistake.”


“Well . . .” Marsha glanced at Adam.


“I don’t think Robert would steal a dance ticket, do you?” I followed.


“I hope not,” Betty blurted.


“We’ll straighten it out later,” Marsha said. “Right now, we’re all wasting time when we should be having fun.”


“Exactly,” Adam said, taking her arm. “To the dance floor, Madam Chairman.”


The others laughed and then left with them.


“That was a pretty stupid bit of meanness,” Robert said, glaring after them.


“Maybe it was just an honest mistake, Robert.”


He continued to glare in their direction, just daring one of them to look back at us.


“Somehow, I doubt it,” he said. “Those kind don’t make honest mistakes.”


“Let’s not let them ruin our night, Robert,” I said, touching his hand. He relaxed, smiled at me, and nodded.


“Right. Shall we?” he asked, taking the punch glass from my hand and putting it on one of the tables.


We returned to the dance floor. It didn’t take us long to get lost in the music and each other. We soon forgot about the ticket incident and danced until I declared my feet were really begging for mercy. Robert laughed and suggested it was time we had something to eat anyway.


“I guess we’ve worked up an appetite.”


We got in line and filled our plates. Some of the girls in my English class complimented me on my dancing, and girls who had come together without dates gathered around Robert, commenting on his dancing ability too.


Theresa Patterson was there with some of her Brava friends. They kept to themselves, but Theresa gave me a bright, friendly smile when I waved.


As I looked over the endless plates of food I had to give the devils their due: Betty and Marsha had planned a wonderful party. There were steamed clams, of course, and all sorts of chicken dishes, including Southern fried, bowls of tricolor pasta, salads, plates of fruit, loaves of Portuguese bread, rolls, and a table of desserts that would surely be the first to be picked clean.


When we were satisfied we’d taken a bit of everything to sample, Robert and I sat with some of his friends and their dates. Everyone was so excited, they all talked at once. I really was having the time of my life, and when Robert leaned over to give me a small, quick kiss on the cheek, I blushed and told him how much fun I was having.


“I’m so glad,” he said. “I was worried when Cary was so negative about the dance. I thought he might—”


“Might what?”


“Talk you out of coming,” Robert confessed.


“He could never do that. We may be twins, but I still have a mind of my own, Robert.”


“That’s good,” he said, smiling.


“You should know that by now, and if you don’t, you will soon,” I promised. Even I was surprised at how seductively it came out. His eyes widened with his smile. I turned away quickly, afraid I would become so crimson, everyone at the table would notice.


After we ate, the music got slower and the lights grew dim. I liked this kind of dancing more because I could rest my head against Robert’s shoulder and feel his arms around me. We swayed to the rhythm, neither of us wanting to spoil the moment by talking. Occasionally, I felt his lips on my forehead and hair. My heart pounded so hard, I was sure he could feel it against his chest.
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