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When you were far beyond the sea,
Such thoughts were tyrants over me!
I often sat, for hours together,
Through the long nights of angry weather,
Raised on my pillow, to descry
The dim moon struggling in the sky.
—EMILY BRONTË
“FAITH AND DESPONDENCY”
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Day One
The three men finished with the small boat before nightfall. The painting had to be done quickly and it was difficult. So afterward they rested and smoked in the drawing dusk, their backs against a massive rock. The boat was called a yola. They had spotted it bobbing near an island on a buoy in the natural harbor formed by the embrace of two small spits of land and hauled it ashore. With thick smears of black paint, they covered up its pale blue gray color, its name, Bonita, and the white numbers of its registration. Over the lights, they spread a thinner coat. At sea, even if perchance they ran with lights to avoid a reef, this silty covering would make the lights indistinct and fickle; and someone might mistake them for a phosphorescent curiosity of the sea. Now they needed only to replace the engine with the larger one left for them the night before, beneath a tent of canvas concealed with branches and brush. The two older men had lived more than forty years in the same village in Santo Domingo. The younger man, an American barely twenty years old, could understand only some of the words they said. He might have been fluent by now but preferred not to be. Still, he could tell that they were talking about the way the sea always eventually gave up her fish, as well as other things. He heard the words for “weather” and “soup.” He knew these men as Ernesto and Carlo; but he suspected these were not their true names. For these jobs, the men lived for a few weeks each year in Honduras, at the homes of people whose names they had been given. They were different people each time, cousins of acquaintances of men who knew these men by other names. At each place they stopped for food or rest, they would meet other people with no names. There seemed to be an endless supply of people who would forfeit names and memory for fifty American dollars. He had met them only once before. They disgusted him then. They terrified him now. He did not expect to meet them again.
The young man drew in the sweet smoke, laid his head back, and thought of his sister. The last time he had seen her, she had been seven years old, dressed for Halloween as a carousel horse, in an outfit their mother had made of black tights and papier-mâché. He remembered his father saying that the young man did not need a costume to look like a freak. His mother pivoted on his father and defended him, a reflex on behalf of her cub. But the young man knew that he had disgraced her, too, as his brother, still in high school, had honored her. He had failed to finish high school. His brother brought home trophies and fine grades. His own experiments with drugs and drunkenness had nearly put him in jail and cost his father considerable money and even more shame among his circle of wealthy friends. He did not like sports. After the time for playing baseball in the park was over, he had turned to quieter things. His mother had not minded, but his father spoke of him as a quitter. To the young man, the handsome, rough boys with their wide red mouths were embarrassing, almost frightening. He was not like the sons of his father’s friends. Long ago, they had gone off to Brown or Michigan State. His brother would go to a fine college one day also. Still, his brother did love him. And his mother loved him no less than she loved his brother. His mother thought he would come out of the ways he had never expected to go.
The young man sometimes believed this, too.
His thinking of it was interrupted when Ernesto said something conspiratorial to Carlo about offering a puff of their smoke to the owner of Bonita. This amused Carlo so much that he deliberately fell over on his back, laughing as only a servile man can, like a dog performing for its master. Carlo was stupid, which the young man did not believe made him any less dangerous than Ernesto.
The owner of the little yola sat some distance away with his back also propped against a large rock. He made no comment on Ernesto’s offer because he was dead.
Like a rare heron displaced from her environment, Olivia Montefalco high-stepped regally into the heat and blare of O’Hare International Airport. Though it was June, she wore a white wool suit with her high-heeled white sandals and huge diamond- stippled sunglasses. Those she passed were certain they had seen her before, perhaps in a magazine photograph. They fell back to make way. A grandmother rushing to meet her daughter for the Sunjet to Vegas thought that Olivia was that actress, the one from that movie about the artist whose boyfriend was a ghost . . . ? It had been a sweet movie, without all the sex, sex, sex. She had short hair, like Olivia’s. A pilot who jumped down from a hotel shuttle—a little too athletically, but in a way he hoped would impress the flight attendants—was sure this woman had been on a charter he’d once flown to Crete. Unlike the gambling grandmother, he was correct.
Oblivious to the stares from fellow travelers and haggard morning smokers, Olivia stood on her toes and scanned the ranks of limousines, SUVs, and police cars. Where was that huge thing Tracy drove? The last time she’d seen it, it had been filled to exhaustion by Cammie and about a dozen of her soccer mates, all chittering and smelling of sweaty socks. Olivia was amazed that Tracy could work full-time and cook for Jim and visit her parents and send letters and coach soccer as well. Perhaps now that Cammie was grown, she had a different car.
Two skycaps trailed behind Olivia, like yoked oxen straining to push the teetering towers of Olivia’s turquoise Henk van de Meene luggage. Olivia stuffed their hands with crumpled wads of dollar bills and gave them a smile so candent that they felt something more than a tip had been bestowed. Olivia had shipped most of her belongings, but the bits and essentials that comforted her after twenty years in Italy came with her, in fourteen matching pieces.
Olivia bit her lip—a gesture that, when she was married to Franco, guaranteed jewelry within days—and wondered if Tracy had forgotten her. Olivia hadn’t written for months and months, not since Tracy’s flurry of phone calls and offerings of help during Franco’s illness. She didn’t wonder if being left at the airport would serve her right. That was the kind of pondering that Olivia censored.
With a sure hand and her cousin Janis riding shotgun, Tracy piloted her huge van around the arrivals tier.
“There she is! There’s Olivia! Behind that weird luggage!” Holly Solvig shrieked from the backseat. “Wonder how much extra that cost! I’ve never seen someone with so much baggage!”
“We already knew that,” Janis said dryly.
Tracy remonstrated softly, “Jan. Hols. Come on. If it is Olivia, it’s Olivia. You knew she was wealthy. What I hope is that I have the right airline and the right day.”
Olivia had returned to the United States only twice in twenty years, once for her brother’s wedding, once for her father’s funeral. Each time Holly and Tracy had come to fetch her, the encounter had been the same: Olivia changed her entire appearance the way other women changed the color of their nail polish. But since neither Holly nor Tracy ever changed, she never failed to recognize them; and she did not now.
“I told you it was her, Trace,” Holly repeated triumphantly. “Look, she sees us! She’s giving the Godmother wave.” Tracy glanced back, nearly colliding with a Saab. It was their wave, the American Sign Language letter y, an extended forefinger and thumb. “Look at those sunglasses. She looks like Mario SanGiaccamo’s mother at the country club pool in 1970! She’s Westbrookian all over! Now it’s going to take a half hour to come back around again to get her!” Holly felt like a fool, a forty-two-year-old woman making the “y” sign out the back window of a van. She tried to cover by making other ASL signs she’d picked up over the years at the hospital, those for “Not true” and “Talk to me,” so onlookers might think she actually was talking to someone who was deaf.
“No way!” Janis cried now. “Whoever that woman is, she’s at least ten years younger than we are!” Suddenly, all three women, as if each heard a gunshot at the starting line, covertly found something reflective in the car and began the kind of inventory reserved for buying a bathing suit. Each was thinking variations on the same theme: If this was their old friend, then her appearance was more magical than surgical.
“But it is so too her!” Holly insisted, reverting to adolescent language now, up on her knees and peering out the back window. “That’s Olivia Seno, the Duchess Montefalco—”
“It’s countess,” Tracy corrected her. “And you haven’t seen her in eight years, Hols.”
“She could be the Count of Monte Crisco for all I know,” Holly said. “All I know is, she’s trying to get you to back up!”
Abruptly, Tracy braked and, through sheer General Motors muscle, with Holly yelling, “There’s a very sick woman back there! We need to get her to help! Move!” backed her van through a bleating horde of protesting vehicles toward Olivia. She jumped up and wrinkled her nose in delight. The rest of them smiled with various degrees of moxie. Olivia’s shiny appearance, like an advertisement for the benefits of folic acid, made all of them aware of their damp armpits and Thursday morning hair, Jan’s and Tracy’s yoga pants and Holly’s cutoffs, so tight that she would have dislocated her thumb trying to put her hand into the pocket.
Twenty-five years ago, the four of them had been inseparable, a fighting unit with black fishnet stockings under their navy plaid school uniforms, imitation black leather jackets from J. C. Penney thrown over their shoulders. Unholy innocents, they’d stalked the halls of St. Ursula High, cracking gum and cracking wise. Tough girls who’d never thrown a punch, they posed as scofflaws but never missed their curfews. Twenty-five years ago, they’d baptized themselves the Godmothers (in homage to the movie everyone had seen at least ten times). Even Holly—who, unlike the others, didn’t have a drop of Italian blood—had to dye her naturally flaxen hair to the color and texture of a witch’s hat. In ninth grade, they’d run a double-D cup up the flagpole. They’d watched from their third-floor math class as Sister Mary Vincent fought the March wind to pull it down, without allowing the flags of the order and the United States to touch the ground, because the janitor, a meek man called Vili, was too abashed to touch it. In tenth grade, once Janis and Tracy had their driver’s licenses and Saturday night use of their grandfather’s Bonneville, they’d gone to Benny’s Beef to pick up rough, bright boys from Fenton High and go parking in the delivery lot behind the golf course, four couples on two leather bench seats. On a dare, they’d drunk whiskey Janis had pilfered from behind the bar at her father’s steakhouse as they’d sat on Alphonse Capone’s grave in Holy Innocents Cemetery. In eleventh grade, they’d sprayed across the principal’s parking space, “We’re the crew that brought the brew to the roof of St. U!” By senior year, Olivia was so madly involved with a college boy from Loyola that Tracy got horrible hives, scoring her arms into tracks of welts, because she needed to do both her and Livy’s term papers for Honors English and civ. Then the Loyola boy fell for Anna Kruchenko, and Olivia used scissors from art class to cut off Anna’s twenty-inch braid a week before prom.
A week after prom, Olivia’s mother had a hysterectomy. While the adult women murmured darkly of “C-A,” Olivia came to live at Tracy’s house for a month, during which Olivia lost twenty pounds, opening huge hollows under the cheekbones that framed her huge eyes. Girls back then wore five, seven, and nine—not two and four. Plu-skinny as rote was not yet ordained. But Olivia’s wraithlike beauty drove boys to fight over her like rutting elk, sometimes on the sidewalk in front of Tracy’s house. And though Livy had almost never again allowed herself to be anything but concave, she confessed to Tracy that she had made a holy vow to eat nothing but bread if her mother would live, that she had been shoveling peas and pork chops into her table napkin every night. Those nights had been the only time Tracy had ever seen Olivia cry. She had not cried even in the hospital in Florence.
Their principal, Mother Bernard, had to explain to her young sisters (and there were young nuns then, though fewer each year) that there were two kinds of bad girls. One kind did not possess the DNA to turn out bad, and one kind did. The Godmothers were the former. They would grow up to be teachers, parents, and professionals. Perhaps one of them would even have a vocation.
The young nuns prayed that if one of them did, she’d be a Benedictine and cloistered for life.
But in everything but this one matter, Mother Bernard had been exactly correct. Holly was a nurse and the mother of twins. Janis stayed home with her two daughters until they reached high school age and was only now resuscitating her event-planning business, which she ran from home. Tracy taught gym classes in the gym where she’d learned to play basketball. And Olivia! Olivia had made of herself something remarkable, although only by dint of looks and luck. When they spoke of Olivia, it was always Holly who pointed out that Olivia had not discovered radium, she had simply married up.
Still, despite Holly’s protests, it was true: The others’ lives had been cut from a single pattern—different only because one might have chosen short sleeves, another a scooped neck.
They’d all grown up in Westbrook, a bumper suburb on the hip of Chicago that Holly once called the town without a soul.
All their parents were ten-minute immigrants from the west side, with nothing but blue-collar grit and the best intentions for their children. Janis’s father built the Grub Steak and threw in on founding a golf club even before he and the other town fathers got around to building their own church. All the girls were bused to St. Ursula in Belleview one town over, all the boys to Fenton in Parkside. An elementary school was built the second year that Westbrook was incorporated. But no one would have considered anything but parochial school for his or her children.
Janis’s and Tracy’s fathers were brothers who’d married cousins. Among the two families’ six children, Janis and Tracy were the only girls and were raised essentially as sisters. The eight Loccario grandchildren still celebrated their birthdays at Tony’s restaurant, the Grub Steak. After a martini, he would recall for them when Westbrook had no strip malls or coffee joints: It was a cluster of houses surrounded by forlorn prairie, with distant moans and grumbles from the freight trains that rattled the china in everyone’s hutch and the bewildered hoots of owls perched on bulldozers. There were prairie fires and muskrat. Janis always said Grandpa made the children believe they’d been pioneers in North Dakota.
When the time came, Tracy went to Champaign on a basketball scholarship. Janis went to Triton Junior College and toyed with marketing, as well as with every boy in a twenty-mile radius. Janis was so winsome with her thick auburn blunt cut and her perky rear end that Tracy couldn’t believe they’d come from the same gene pool. Janis turned Dave on and off like a faucet until, in dental school, he made a play for a sassy classmate.
Rapidly, Janis had given her hand but, unlike Tracy, not her last name. Dave’s surname was Chawson. “It might be dental,” Janis opined, “but it’s not musical.” Olivia, meanwhile, had turned a junior-year-abroad romance in Italy into a romance. Even the ending had been appropriately tragic, hence Livy’s triste return to her homeland.
“She’s going to have to sit on my lap if we’re going to fit that stuff in here,” Holly groused as Olivia began the prodigious task of overseeing the loading of her luggage. Put that there—no, no, that has glass in it—on top, that’s right. . . .
“At least you won’t feel her,” Janis said. “Do you think she weighs a hundred pounds?”
“Why are we taking her on a cruise?” Holly asked sotto voce.
As only a teacher could do, Tracy gave Holly the Look. She whispered, “Because she’s a widow, and we love her, and for your information, she paid for everything except the airfare! Be nice!”
It was Tracy’s loyalty, not Olivia’s royalty, that inspired this devotion, which drove Holly mad. She had been by far the more affectionate friend, the one who never failed to write Tracy when Tracy was downstate at school, who went to see her play, and fail, in the quarterfinals at state, who welcomed baby Cammie home with a hand-smocked cradle skirt and coverlet, who never forgot a birthday, who co-hosted Tracy’s Christmas open house. Yet nothing was too good for Olivia. Holly understood, but she did not accept. . . .
Tracy’s daughter, Cammie, would later say that had it not been for the tendency of everyone except Holly to oblige Olivia’s noblesse, things might have turned out another way. Lives might have drifted on, uninspired, perhaps, but unscarred.
But in that moment, as the three of them piled out of the car and engulfed Olivia, the umbrella of years collapsed over them and bound them close. They were again a complete set. The ineradicable tenderness and surplus of memories they shared were all that mattered.
“Do you believe I’ve just flown nine hours and I’m going to turn around and fly nine more tomorrow?” Olivia asked. “All because of you nutballs?”
“Is that an Italian word?” Holly asked.
“Nuttaballa,” Olivia said.
“But you’re a jet-setter,” Janis said. “You used to fly to Paris for a weekend to shop.”
“Europe is teeny. The sea is big,” said Olivia.
“You were always profound,” Holly said with a grin.
And they pranced and hugged again.

Day Two
Lenny went home to his family for the short breaks between charters.
It was only fitting. Lenny was the captain, and Michel, though he carried the title of captain for the benefit of their guests, was well aware that this was a fiction. Michel was only working his way toward buying into a half share of Opus. And he had a long way to go.
Lenny would jump in the van that would meet him at the harbor and drive him to a meadow outside the town of Charlotte Amalie. There was a meadow there and a dusty track that led to a four-room house, built of stucco and air, where sisal rugs and buckwheat-filled mattresses and pillows made up most of the decor. All that a strong breeze might not blow away were the massive ebony dining set given them as a wedding gift and the love between forty-six-year-old Lenny and his twenty-six-year-old Polynesian wife, Meherio.
After the navy, after having been a master carpenter in Colorado, and a horse trainer, and latterly skipper of a dive boat, Lenny had married the first woman he’d ever actually loved. It seemed to Michel that Lenny had taken his time about it. But he’d made up for lost years. In this place of paper lanterns and passing fancies, Lenny now had the aggregate all men long for: a lifework, a love, a child.
And he had Michel, a partner for whom any erstwhile loner would be grateful. Lenny relied on Michel. Though Michel’s experience was shallow, his instincts were keen.
Just before the pumper arrived to flush out the heads, Michel accepted with grace the four one-hundred-dollar bills pressed into his hands by their debarking clients, a retired military diver, his wife, and their two grown sons. He hoped, as he hoisted their luggage, they would not want to linger and chat.
There was so much to do.
He knew that his prescience about a certain sail’s likelihood of giving out—in a certain place at a certain time—was clumsy compared with Lenny’s. The stitched place on the Opus’s mainsail wasn’t as long as Michel’s fingernail, but Lenny had spotted it and had it double sewn. A new sail would cost the gross revenue of two charters of four guests, twenty thousand dollars. When it came to Opus, Lenny was as discerning and alert to every sound and activity as a mother was to a newborn. Although they were betting against the odds, Lenny was confident that the weather would continue to pour forth honeyed days and warm, spangled nights. But Michel knew that June could be dicey, and storms could roar out of navy night skies. Still, the extra six thousand paid by the woman who wanted these dates was needed money. It would help tide them over in the off-season. Lenny and Meherio would travel to Trinidad, where Lenny would work for five months as a scuba instructor. Michel would help Quinn Reilly, running the pub for him while Quinn made his annual pilgrimage to Ireland to see his ninety-year-old mother and father. Michel would live upstairs from the bar in a spartan room. Every penny he squirreled away would put them closer to transferring ownership of the boat from the Bank of America to themselves.
So with determination, and a certain resignation, Michel tied on a bandanna and attacked the boat, grimy and smeared after a week of close-quarters occupancy. It was always an unsavory rec-ord of a fine time: smells, spills, hair, and trash. This was okay. The maintenance he did was nothing compared with what Lenny had done on his own, in the restoration of Opus. She’d been towed into St. Thomas by a salvager, a derelict, abandoned by her  elderly owners after a fire off Tortola. Two days in the inflatable with a handheld radio and a two-liter bottle of Diet Coke had doused the couple’s fire for the seafaring life. Lenny had claimed her for dimes on the dollar.
As he bagged trash, Michel watched as Lenny, unable to wait, leapt over the side of the boat and waded up to the place where Meherio waited in the parking lot. She had tied a tangerine-and-violet pareu with a gold ring beneath her breasts. Her breasts were like bronzed pears. Their baby son was hitched on her hip in a sling. Meherio’s sister, who owned one of the local van taxis, had brought her to the landing. Michel had to believe that Meherio was indifferent in bed or never washed her feet. Otherwise it would be impossible to live with a woman so radiant and apparently imperturbable and not succumb to worship.
Michel thought of the Australian girl who sold opals at the studio between Reilly’s and the outdoor market. The Australian girl was blond and curvaceous and had a grating tendency to hum show tunes, even during sex. Although she gave rambunctiously of her body to Michel, she took care that he left no fingerprints on her heart. This wounded Michel, because although he did not love her, he wanted her to love him.
He shook his head to banish the daydreams of the ways in which Meherio and Lenny would spend their next hours, just as he opened the windows in the cabins to ventilate them.
He checked the battery levels, did a test of the radio, made sure the bilge was dry, checked the amas to make sure the canned goods and batteries were in good order, put the charts for the upcoming crossing in a waterproof zip folder on Lenny’s desk in the cockpit, turned all the lights on and off and replaced a few burned-out bulbs, yanked on the jib and ran the sheets, topped off the tanks with wash water. Barely anything had been used on the last charter, since the wife of the military diver wanted no more than to eat restaurant meals each night and toddle between St. John and St. Thomas with their string shopping bags. They would refuel again at Soper’s Hole, no reason now. He checked the rigging and lines for frayed places and inspected the ground tackle. Then he began to scrub—floors, toilets, seats, and then, with fresh rags, the stovetop, refrigerator, oven, and, finally, the deep triangular saloon, all furnished in fine maple. He collected his trash bags and leapt out to bin them, vacuumed and brushed the overstuffed cushions, and stripped the beds and table linens for Meherio to launder.
Every time he cleaned Opus, he marveled that this gleaming and magnificent creature, a fifty-three-foot trimaran with hulls as graceful as archangels’ wings, had once been a crusted wreck. Lenny had spared nothing, bartering his own sweat work and, later, Meherio’s sewing for the finest leavings of other wrecks. The cockpit and steps were furnished in teak and brass. The windows were etched with musical notes. The double-bed berths felt like small rooms, not submarine bunks. In a pinch, they’d had a smaller guest, perhaps a child up for adventure, bunk in one of the amas, the side hulls, without ever disturbing the portion Lenny had walled off in one for his emergency locker, in the other for his canned goods. Lenny had taken every opportunity to pull in light and configure space. Even Michel’s smaller berth, and Lenny’s, which lay aft, could be opened to combine into one lavish suite. Opus would run a nimble eight knots with good winds, in flight like the gull she was. Michel had seen her do eleven when only they were aboard.
Michel and Lenny met while both worked on the same huge dive boat. One day, both of them made the simultaneous observation—looking out over the roiling and bobbing sunburned bodies of divers in every shape and size—that this sight put them in mind of the sinking of Titanic. In the following days, they appraised and admired each other. Michel envied Lenny his instinctive sea skill, a preternatural sense of what might glide from behind a rock, his scent for a squall that no radar could detect. Lenny valued Michel’s utter patience with fools. He had a knack for knowing what people needed before they knew why they were as disgruntled as hungry toddlers: be it a joke, a compliment, some casual assurance, a snack, a word of encouragement. He could jolly an Italian hotdog out of his determination to go down alone, when Lenny had to walk away from the fool’s bravado just to keep his temper. He could stop short of coddling the most egregiously wealthy German burgher and remain genial without obsequiousness. At the end of the day, Michel’s pockets bulged with tips. Before Opus was even seaworthy, Lenny asked Michel to consider throwing in with him. And though Lenny had scores of acquaintances, a year later he had chosen Michel to be best man at his wedding.
Michel finished a cursory inventory of the batteries and winches, the dozens of small rings that could rupture, clips and clamps that could work their way free, whatever could crack or slacken or snap, and sat down to make his list of provisions.
As he gathered food, he would also shop for gossip among his friends. He would have a beer with Quinn Reilly, owner of Reilly’s Irish Pub and Hard Goods on Rosalia Street, and listen to Quinn’s lamentations about the girl he was trying to woo (in more than one sense) away from his rival at Charlotte Amalie’s other Irish bar, The Quiet Man. He would convince the baker, Marie, to trim his hair in exchange for a thrilling tale about two brothers who’d gotten drunk and knifed each other on their rented sailboat. He’d heard that Avery Ben, the jeweler who had crafted a bracelet of titanium and pearl for the fiftieth birthday of Michel’s mother, had sold his signature ring to a little woman from Dallas who looked as though she couldn’t afford sunglasses. She didn’t even dicker on the price, though Avery would have come down from forty to thirty thousand dollars! Abel, the knife sharpener, had just learned he was a grandfather, gift of his beautiful daughter in Arizona.
These were Michel’s surrogate family. They looked after the bag in which he kept his grandfather’s pocket watch, his books and photographs, his letters from his mother. They thought of him when he was away.
Among island immigrants, Michel was typical.
They said of people who came away from the home of their birth to live rough by the sea that they were either wanted or unwanted.
Michel was one of the latter.
Not quite the scion of a prosperous family who exported lush French designer clothing from Montreal, he had failed to finish high school, done the obligatory stint as a deejay, refused college, and ceded his place at the urbane firm of Eugène-Martin to his brother, Jean. Michel took without pride the proffered handout his father sent him every six months. It almost, but not quite, paid for essentials.
Michel trod a fine line between an established man and a vagabond. He hoped to cross it.
He had not fallen into drug use or filth, like the American boy, Asa, whose parents were millionaires ten times over. Asa stood behind a pushcart with blank eyes and clean hands, selling fruit ices, and would do this until he was an old man. Michel took risks but also cared for himself. He went to mass when he was in port and visited the doctor every six months. If he had to save up to see a dentist, he did. He flew home to his family at Christmas.
His first stop would be Reilly’s, where he would trade on that old friendship for a favor. Friendships grew old quickly in these salt islands, where so many stayed for so little time. As he wandered into the perpetual gloom of the tavern, Michel called to Quinn, “You’ll have to open the hardware for me. I need can openers. We’ve let the last one rust up.”
“You let it rust or did Lenny?” Quinn asked. “Does he know?”
Michel cast his eyes down, and Quinn nodded in sympathy. Never once would they need to open the tinned food or rip apart the freeze-dried ready-to-eat military meals that Lenny insisted on buying, calling them good nutrition at a great price. But Lenny would be furious if he knew that there was only one working can opener on Opus, that Michel had left the last can openers in storage too long without attention. The coruscating air worked away at everything.
Because it was his day off, Quinn was on his fifth pint and it not yet noon, so he insisted that Michel come back the following morning. Michel told him about their charter: four American ladies who’d been friends since school days, a crossing from St. Thomas to Grenada, lots of free sailing, and not much of the boredom of putting in and out for trinkets. The ladies would amuse themselves—reading, sunning, gossiping. He and Len would provide the occasional dive or tale, a board game or a movie on a rainy night. There would be no honeymooners at postnuptial war or carping teenagers.
Michel bade Quinn good-bye and told him to look for his return in a few weeks, give or take. Upon leaving the pub, he began to work his way down Rosalia Street, into the market, and onto Center Cove Road, adroitly hoisting cases of bottled water and wine into the back of Lenny’s pitted old Dodge truck. He caught himself hoping that four American ladies could somehow provide a bit of amusement. For three months, he’d brought his fluent bonhomie to bear on newlyweds who shook the boat with their moans and spats, family reunions of families who would have been better off dismembered, even six squabbling Boy Guides or Scouts or whatever they were called in the States. He’d laughed when he’d seen one of Lenny’s notes in the log they kept in a cursory way: “Weather, sailing fine. Guests loud.”
Michel glanced at his list.
“Drinks with little umbrellas,” Bridget, the charter broker, had written. Lots of them. To amuse Michel, she’d drawn a little sketch of a lady in a bikini with a martini glass as big as she was. One of the ladies, Tracy, was a vegetarian who sometimes ate fish. All were coffee drinkers. No absurd egg or wheat or peanut allergies. Michel leaned on the truck hood and added liqueurs to the usual checklist and a fierce, good rum, Barbancourt white from Haiti, some Australian wines, shellfish, and chicken. No spices were wanting. In the morning, he would buy his produce, when the market food was new, eggs, bread, and vegetables, just enough for the first couple of days. They would not load up for the whole crossing now, but pick up more stores in St. John, because Lenny was fanatic about quality. Lenny would chart the course, bake cinnamon rolls, make flawless eggs Benedict, poach monkfish in lemongrass and wine, chop vegetables for gazpacho, braise Cuban beef with fried plantains. He would keep the drinks tart sweet and plentiful, snowy with chopped ice. Michel would tell the jokes and lead the dives, strip off his shirt when hauling on the halyards to make it look like hard work and give the old gals a bit of an eyeful.
One of the women was a certified diver.
One had proposed to try a dive.
Ten tanks, and the compressor would do. More than do.
He must not forget the can opener. And peanut butter was running low. He scribbled a note.
Michel picked up the bedding from Meherio.
By the time the ladies were settling into their rooms at the Golden Iguana tonight, Michel would have played with Lenny’s baby, Anthony, phoned his mother, spent an hour in the bed of the Australian girl, brought aboard and stored everything but the morning produce and bakery, and have thrown himself into his cabin for a rapturous twelve-hour sleep.
After he made the beds, read a page of Tom Wolfe, and began to drift off, Michel hoped the ladies’ swimsuits would not have skirts. This vexed him unreasonably. American women were too fat, as a rule, but Michel preferred the ones who let it be rather than try to hide it.
“We’ve been thinking,” said Cammie, entering the room in one huge step and throwing herself facedown into the foam mattress of her parents’ bed. “We’ve been thinking of taking a semester off and traveling.”
Tracy ignored her daughter, except to notice that her hip- hugger shorts, scantily built from gray sweatshirt material, read MAUI across the butt in letters nearly as long as the shorts themselves. Tracy made a mental note to pinch her cousin Janis when she saw her in a few hours for bringing the shorts to Cammie from a dental convention.
“Trent and me. We don’t have a real plan yet. But Kenny might come, too. And we’d only go to safe places. Civilized countries. Ireland, Scotland, Wales, France, India.”
India, Tracy thought. Teeming streets, emaciated babies, and portly, protected rats swaggering about, river sluggish with ashes and dung. She bit her tongue mentally, thinking, I just want to get out of the house.
“We were thinking . . . ,” Cammie went on.
“Hmmm,” Tracy murmured.
Kenny, short for Kendra, was a girl, Cammie’s roommate at the University of Minnesota. They’d known each other from Westbrook. Kenny had played volleyball at the public school against Cammie’s team at St. Ursula’s.
Tracy had heard this song before. The summer after senior year, Cammie and Kenny decided to backpack across Europe, as Jim had “back in the day.” That had been an easy one to nix. Cammie wouldn’t turn eighteen until early May: There was no way she was going abroad alone. But were Tracy to say now what she thought of the revived plan—which was that times had changed since “back in the day,” that backpackers were perceived not as charmed and harmless waifs (if they ever had been), but as prey—Cammie would have her opening. So she gritted her teeth and went on rolling cotton garments, like swaddled babies in miniature, laying each in her open duffel. Through the open window, the shrieks of a few children playing next door in an inflatable pool roused her teacher’s warning ear. But soon she heard the lowered tones of a mother. Mmm, she thought, laying aside a bright periwinkle sleeveless shell that was only a year old. “Bring no clothes you’d be heartbroken to see ruined,” the packing instructions had read. Cammie sighed gustily and rolled over onto her back, her navel ring winking at Tracy like a drawn dagger.
Kendra was a good, solid girl. Tracy was sure that Kendra’s parents knew nothing about this.
Trent was another matter.
They’d met Trent only twice in the six months he and Cammie had been dating, once when Tracy invited him to Easter brunch.
He’d been a boor.
He’d monopolized the conversation, eaten thirds of everything within reach, and had to leave early for his grandparents’ annual egg roll on their lawn in Lake Geneva. (“Grandfather started it when he was a state senator, and now it’s mostly for the rug rats, but of course, we all have to show the colors!”) No particular words hinted that Trent saw himself and his cousins as the Illinois equivalent of the Kennedys. It was obvious. They had no idea whether he was nice or simply well dressed and good-looking. He looked like a Viking. Tracy could see the point of the pure hormonal allure. But when Tracy asked after Trent during the weekly phone calls she made to Cammie—which Cammie sometimes returned, often at 11:00 p.m.—all her daughter said was, “He’s good.”
But that was all she said about anything.
Jim and Tracy agreed that it was irrational for them to have taken such a serious dislike to a harmless kid after a combined total of ninety minutes of conversation. He was just so . . . self-consciously patrician. Jim met guys he imagined were like Trent’s father every week—guys building third homes, guys building whole developments of third homes for other guys like themselves. And it would always be all Jim could do to contain his gut loathing. Tracy didn’t feel quite so strongly as all that. But the kid was pretentious. Trent’s family lived in what he casually referred to as “the slums of Kenilworth,” a town where twenty-five-year-old lawyers pulled down twice the annual income Jim and Tracy made together. Trent’s former girlfriend had invented a bike seat for women and was already a millionaire. Trent’s father had made so much money in the market, he’d retired at fifty and played polo. Trent wore loafers without socks.
“I know I’m nuts, Trace,” Jim told his wife, “but I think this little prick is slumming with Camille. I think he sees her as the hot number from the wrong side of the tracks. I mean, for Christ’s sake, polo!”
Tracy stared at Cammie’s asinine navel ring and thought, What the hell do I care? Why did she let the disdain her exquisite girl child felt for her sweep through her like an infection? Why did Cammie’s obvious and even clumsy attempts to push Tracy’s buttons never fail? Was it because Camille still seemed like an exotic bird that Tracy had somehow, with paws as clumsy as oven mitts, extracted from a net of complexities and raised with an eyedropper? Was it because it had taken a scant two months of college—only until Thanksgiving—to transform her daughter from a bright, fluttering ribbon into a razor strop and that it had gone downhill from there? Tracy could consider this philosophically. But when Cam still curled herself nonchalantly into the curve of her father’s arm (and stiffened when Tracy hugged her), it hurt. That was all there was to it.
I just want to leave, she thought. Let her go to India.
It was all good. Tracy took a nice, cleansing breath.
Cammie had just turned nineteen. Most girls rebelled a good three years before that. Tracy was lucky. They’d had a long run of mother-and-daughter amity. They had stored memories that would one day make the two of them chuckle indulgently over this awful time. Cammie would come around in time. When she had her own kids. People said so. If Cammie changed her mind as often as she changed her clothes, this was normal. If she longed to break open the door of her lovingly constructed cage, so be it. Her deskmate at school had a daughter who was a cokehead. A woman in her book group had a son who’d spent two full years making elaborate computer printouts of quarterly grades for a college he’d never attended. Cammie had a future and enjoyed a rather frenetic and modestly alcoholic social life that made Tracy grateful she didn’t know more about it. It was all normal. And shitty.
Tracy zipped her duffel closed with room to spare. “You want lunch?” she asked Cammie. “I’m making a salad—”
“Don’t you want to make some asshole objection? Or were you even listening?”
“I was listening, Cam. Don’t swear. I mean, please don’t swear.”
“Dad traveled all over the world before you guys got married. He would never have done it if he hadn’t done it when he was young. And I’m ten times as streetwise as Dad was.”
“No doubt,” Tracy said, thinking that Cammie was as streetwise as a gherkin in a sealed jar. She had grown up more streetwise than her child. Cammie had been raised as solicitously as a rare orchid. “But you’re not twenty, either.”
“Why do I even try with you?” Camille asked with a sigh. “Kenny’s parents trust her.”
“We trust you.”
“Uh, sure.”
“We don’t trust other people.” Tracy felt the transmitted thrill of Cammie’s triumph. She’d gotten a rise out of her mother.
“Don’t you ever get tired of saying that?” Cammie demanded.
Actually, Tracy thought, I do get tired of saying that. She switched leads.
“And you have the money saved for this. . . .”
“But you see,” Cammie said, “we wouldn’t need that much. A few shirts, a skirt for looking at churches, sunglasses and scarves, a sweater and one of those jackets you scrunch up, one good pair of walking shoes . . .”
On the bitten tongue of her mind, Tracy totted up two, three, four hundred dollars. And that was without bras or underwear. But who would need those?
“I mean emergency money,” she said to Cammie.
“I have my credit card.”
“You have your father’s credit card in your name.”
“Can you think of anything else to bitch about? Okay, I tried. This discussion is over.”
What discussion was that? Tracy thought. But she couldn’t rein in her impulse to ask, “What about insurance, Cam? What if you got so sick in one of these civilized countries that you had to be hospitalized? What about the chance our health insurance for you will run out if you’re gone one minute longer than a full year from school?”
“A year? Are you deaf? Did I say a year? Or a semester? Butt out, Mom. I brought this up . . . just to be polite. I can do this if I want to. Why do you have to stomp on everything until you squash the fun out of it!”
“Cam, nobody wants her kid to drop out of school. You make it sound like prison,” Tracy said. “You like school. You always have.”
“It is prison,” Camille retorted. “And maybe, duh, I’m not the way I’ve ‘always’ been. I think three-quarters of school is total bullshit.”
“Don’t swear,” Tracy said reflexively.
“Oh, fuck, Mother. Bullshit is hardly swearing!”
Tracy felt a telltale pulse at her temples. “How’s the job going?”
“I love being with Dad,” Cammie said sullenly. Jim was a senior partner in an architectural firm. “I even love my hard hat.”
“And you don’t want to do what Dad does yourself?”
Camille nicked at her thumbnail. “I do, someday.”
“Well, then . . .”
“Well, then what? Jesus, I’m not talking about joining an ashram. And I’m not eloping with Trent! Do you think I’d want to end up like you did, twenty with a baby?” Camille mocked her, glee shining from her obsidian eyes. Cammie’s magnificent eyes were so dark that when she was an infant, the pediatrician had a hard time distinguishing her iris from the pupil. “Go back to your packing, Mom. Sorry I brought it up. I was under the impression we could talk.”
“Cammie,” Tracy pleaded, “we can talk. I just think of . . . you crying in some cold street in Edinburgh or Delhi . . . ditched by . . . somebody or other.”
“Let’s just forget it. Please! I hate it when you turn on the guilt.”
“Okay, I’m sorry. You tried to talk to me, and I lectured you. . . .”
“You think? You’re always saying, Talk to me, Cammie, talk to me. How’s school, Cammie? Anything new, Cammie? Are you keeping up in graphics, Cammie? Just go back to folding. You’re a great folder. Look at those . . . Bermuda shorts.”
“They are not Bermuda shorts,” Tracy said with deep forbearance. “They’re ordinary long shorts.”
“They’re blue-and-purple plaid, Mother! I’ll bet you have a purple polo shirt to go with.” In fact, Tracy did.
“They’re a modest plaid, one pair. The others are solid colors. I have jeans. I have a rain jacket. I have two swimsuits, both with low backs and high necks—”
“Those shorts will make your butt look as big as the garage. And it isn’t, so why would you buy them?”
“Because guess what, honey? I don’t care. I’m going sailing with my friends, and I don’t care who looks at my butt.”
“If you don’t care, why do you walk forty miles a day on the treadmill?”
“It’s cardiovascular. So you don’t kill me before my time,” Tracy answered, sitting on the bed and smiling at Camille, who promptly popped up.
Tracy wondered if Cammie knew that her mother would go on thinking about their altercation for days. Cammie would forget it by nightfall.
Tracy further wondered if Trent was just a convenient hometown honey. Or was it first love, like a sock in the solar plexus, a virus in the soul, its side effect a kind of luxurious sun blindness? Was Cammie now the queen of blow jobs? Was Trent her first? Jim had been Tracy’s first, the summer after high school. And despite two other hapless adventures at college in Champaign, he’d been her last. Tracy looked at the indignant, departing rear end of her beautiful daughter. Cammie sent a histrionic look over one shoulder. Cammie’s square chin was softened by lips people now paid to have replicated by cosmetic surgeons. She had lathe-turned shins, a model’s rapturous belly, and long, long black hair that glinted blue in the sun. She was so absorbed with making a haughty exit that she nearly fell off her four-inch-thick flip-flops—“guaranteed” to banish cellulite for only $29.95.
What boy wouldn’t want her simply on sight?
Yet Cammie was a smart girl. She’d already declared engineering her major, to Jim’s nearly fatuous gratitude. Jim had spent hours stroking the left brain of his older child, with math games, dismantling and reassembling phones, and complex wooden puzzles. He’d bragged to his own father that his daughter could fix an engine the way other girls could braid their hair. (Grandpa was not impressed.) It was, perhaps ironically, the way Tracy liked to think that Ted, a high school junior, came by his love of anything outdoor and physical from his mother.
How dull I must seem to my daughter, Tracy thought as she went into the kitchen and began to wash and slice lettuce and tomato. Would she have been so rude to her own mother? Unthinkable. So ruthless with her mother’s emotions? Unthinkable. In her sophomore year of college, at the age Camille was right now, Tracy, at least technically, had to have an abortion. It wasn’t even her choice. She and Jim had used double protection, not knowing that this was more, rather than less, dangerous. And they would have gotten married right then if they’d had the chance: They had married the following year. But the pregnancy was ectopic, a fairly major surgery that compromised her fertility. Alone in the hospital, with only Jim to comfort her, unable to confide the fact of her surgery to her family, grateful at least that she was not a minor who would have had to have her parents’ permission, Tracy had mourned and ached. But still, she would no more have told her mother than have invited her to watch the operation. Her mother had never even seen Tracy’s scar. Her mother had never seen Tracy unclothed since Tracy was eleven. Had Cammie needed an abortion, Tracy theorized, she would have run home from the University of Minnesota to more fully torment Tracy with the fact.
Of course, Tracy and her mother had more in common. And less.
By the time she was not much older than Cammie, Tracy was married and a mother—just as her own mother had been married and had given birth to Tracy’s younger brother, Edward, by the time she was twenty-one. As she’d once quietly explained to Tracy, when Tracy announced her decision to go to four-year college, “Girls in my set went to typing school then.” She’d been so obviously and utterly relieved when Jim and Tracy married. And Tracy knew full well the reason why. Her mother feared that Tracy—just shy of six feet tall and as broad across the shoulders as Jim—would end her days as a stereotype, the sturdy maiden phys ed instructor, the basketball coach in low heels and polyester suits, sexually ambivalent, sporting a tight perm and joining bus tours to the Napa Valley.
But though their lenses on life were different, Tracy had never stood toe-to-toe with her mother and cawed insults at her, had never stormed out of the house not to return for two days, never ripped down her handmade Swiss dot curtains and replaced them with mothy black velvet panels too long for the windows or rolled up her eyelet quilt and found a spread that looked to have been knitted from Brillo pads. Commie would hang up on Tracy in frustration over a single comment. Two days later, just as Tracy’s gale of tears had subsided, she’d call back with a chirpy apology and a rapturous description of the strapless dress she’d found at a thrift shop. She announced her decision to smoke, because Frenchwomen did and they never died young. Panicked, Tracy and Jim discussed a way they could reach Cammie and hit on her vanity. But before she could mail off the detailed letter a physician friend had written for them about the aging effects of smoking on young skin, Cammie reported with a sigh that, after three weeks, she’d given up smoking. It made her hair smell.
Cammie had always been that way, a bit like a train on a mountainous track, a little progress, a vertiginous switchback.
But now, her disgust with all things Tracy had spread to Ted, once not only Cammie’s adored younger brother, but her best pal. And that seemed utterly cruel. Ted was a mommy’s boy, Cammie said behind his back. Cammie could hardly contain her disdain when her brother casually dropped a kiss on his mother’s head as he headed out to baseball practice. Tracy still remembered the little girl who’d crawled into bed each morning making endearing whimpering sounds, licking the tip of Tracy’s nose and calling her “the mama puppy.” At this point, those memories were like a hundred paper cuts.
“Salad’s ready,” she called to Cammie. When Cammie flounced into the room, Tracy said, “I really am the dullest person alive, Cam. But in a way, it’s on purpose.” She felt Cammie stop, listening. “Most people look forward to their excitement more than they enjoy it. So I try not to anticipate too much, and I usually end up surprised by how happy little things make me. Now, take Aunt Olivia, she always had adventures. Each one was bigger than the one before. And it seemed to me that she was always bored.”
Cammie replied, “At least she was always hot. She’s a really sexy Euro woman. She wouldn’t wear plaid shorts.”
Despite themselves, they both laughed.
“Weren’t you ever wild, Mom?” Cammie pleaded. “Like, for a day? You must have had ten minutes of passion when you were twenty. You married Dad. You had me.”
“I tried to have you,” Tracy said, thinking, Yes, I was wild. I was a daredevil . . . of a sort. “And being able to try to get pregnant, instead of being afraid of it, like other girls, probably made me like sex more. I was married. So, yeah, I was free. And who says I don’t still like sex?”
“Too much information,” Cammie said. But a moment later, and in a different tone, she added, “Look, I know you don’t like it when I swear. But you kept hounding me. Anyhow. You tried to have me. You said. But you didn’t. Have me.”
Cam rarely brought up her adoption. Tracy wondered, Why now?
“No, I didn’t,” Tracy replied, thinking, This is my chance to lay it out. Be honest. She’s asking for it. And she can see my heart, as if she had eyes that performed magnetic resonance imaging; she always could. But it was not a conversation Tracy wanted to start before leaving for ten days. The moment passed. “You know, shorty, I still wouldn’t have it any other way. I would never want another kid instead of you. You know that.” The unexpected dazzle of Cammie’s smile thrilled Tracy. She did still love being loved.
Cutting her losses, Tracy went back into her bedroom to do an idiot check for forgotten items—her reading glasses. Ah, they were on a beaded chain around her neck.
She heard Cammie begin the ritual of her muffled, multiple progression of summer morning phone calls. (Jim was at work, but he didn’t care what time Cammie showed up. He didn’t care if she showed up at all. He paid her anyway.) Sunlight stippled the old, scrupulously polished cheeks of every wood sprite grottoed in the walnut headboard, once Jim’s German grandmother’s bed. Tracy had oiled and polished it yesterday, before going to pick up Livy. She liked order in a house, even one she was leaving.
The phone rang.
“For you!” Cammie shouted up the stairs. Jim refused to have a phone in their room, so Tracy had to lean over the railing while Cammie tossed up the cordless.
“. . . having a hernia,” said her cousin. It sounded like Janis, though Janis’s voice was unnaturally hushed, and she clearly was talking on a cell phone with her hand over the mouthpiece.
“Dave?” Tracy asked. “You mean because we’re going on the trip? He’s having a hernia?”
“I mean literally having a hernia. Bent over double. We’re at St. Anne’s.”
Tracy sighed. Her cousin’s spouse was the world’s most generous man and the world’s biggest baby. He’d been whining since Janis first announced she was going alone on a cruise with her friends. A devil of a notion needled her: This was a faked emergency. Tracy said stoutly, “Tell him to get over it. It’s only ten days. Emma and Alexandra are big girls. They can look after their father. And Auntie Tess is five minutes away.”
“I can’t,” Janis said. “It’s either that or he has appendicitis. Here I am, all packed and ready to swill drinks with little umbrellas and bake myself to the bone—”
“Don’t say you’re not going! Jan, he’s got a mother and two big daughters! Come on. Dave’s mother can run farther than I can!”
Jan was silent. Then she asked, “Would you leave Jim if he had to have surgery?”
Tracy thought. “Yes,” she said. “Unless it was life-threatening. Jim can take care of himself.”
“Well, Dave can’t,” Jan moaned. “I’m so sorry, honey. He wants me to go now that he knows I won’t! But he’d forgive me—every day for the rest of my life. It’s not worth it!”
“Well, what are we going to do? We can’t get a refund!”
“Ask Kathy. What’s her name? From your book group. If you go to the airport with a doctor’s letter, they’ll switch over. . . .”
“I couldn’t spend ten days in a confined space with Kathy! I couldn’t spend ten hours. She has to have a wave machine and an eye mask. She doesn’t know a crayfish from a crayon!”
“Well, there’ll be real waves! Don’t act like I don’t want to go. . . . I’m sorry. . . .” Tracy heard Janis shift voices for an instant. “No, I’m talking to my cousin. . . . Yes, I’m sorry, I’ll get right off.” Jan’s voice dropped. “You can’t use cell phones in here. I have to go to the lab with him now—”
“This was for us, the four of us! For Olivia!”
“I can’t, I can’t, I can’t!” Jan whispered, and hung up.
Tracy threw the phone on the floor. The battery popped out.
This day was already shot, and it was barely noon. There you had it! What long-awaited day ever really lived up to its promise? But those tickets had cost big money! Olivia wouldn’t fly anything but first class, and though it hadn’t been disastrous for Tracy and Jim, it had been a stretch. Jim was setting aside every spare nickel in hopes of starting his own company within a year or two. More than that, a wasted ticket would peck at Tracy’s precise nature, casting a shadow over the entire trip. Janis would pay for the ticket. But that wasn’t the point. The crew had prepared accommodations for four guests.
Wait. She thought briefly of an alternative, then rejected it. Camille had learned to dive when she was nine, visiting Tracy’s mother in Florida. She’d dived in Mexico with her girlfriends—a weeklong substitute for the last proposed trek around the world. How could she phrase this to Cammie?
I don’t suppose you’d like to go on a sailing trip with me and your godmothers?
I’ve got a surprise, Cammie!
Cammie, want to see the Virgin Islands, run off from your job for a while?
But did she even want Cammie along?
Yes, a chance for togetherness. But also the possibility of being trapped on a boat with a kid who could go into a sulk as suddenly as a six-year-old.
It was moot. If Tracy made the suggestion, Camille would snort from her deepest recesses. In fact, she was already on her way out. Tracy could hear her moving about, hear the jingle of her keys. “Cam, wait,” Tracy called. “That was Aunt Jan. She can’t go. Uncle David—”
“I heard,” Camille said. “I wish I could leave my job. I’d love to see the islands. As if you’d let me come.”
Shocked, Tracy suggested slowly, “You could talk to Dad. It did cross my mind. You love Aunt Holly.”
“He counts on me, Mom.”
Tracy thought ruefully of how long it would have taken Cammie to ditch her mother had Tracy been working, as she often did, in the summer program at St. U’s. Cammie would have cut out at the speed of light.
“I guess I could bring it up with him,” Cammie went on. “I was just going to run over to the office. But I forgot to check my e-mail. Let me do that first. Let me think about it. I would hate to let Dad down.”
“Well, that’s good, Cam. I wouldn’t want you to.”
Tracy sat down hard on the bed. Suddenly she was stultifyingly sleepy. She could barely keep her eyes propped. They were to leave for the airport in six hours and land in St. Thomas after midnight. She had to get a move on. Damn! Yet she had time for twenty minutes. A power nap, the kind for which Jim kept an airline pillow and blanket in the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet. Jim said a ten-minute snore and a huge cup of coffee gave him hours of pep.
Jim was the kind of man who still used words like “pep.”
Tracy woke, as befuddled in era as in real time. History seemed to have rearranged itself as she slept.
Next to her lay Camille, not simply on the bed, but on Tracy’s side of the bed, so as to be closer to her mother. Cammie’s black hair was a vine spread over the snowy linen, prompting Tracy to involuntary thoughts of fairy tales and princesses who slept on and on. Tracy didn’t know how long she’d napped. But the clock on her dresser, impossibly, read 2:00 p.m. Jim would be here in an hour. Cammie had lain down next to her and apparently, as Tracy had, fallen asleep like a cat in the sun. Almost without moving, Tracy made a quick visual examination of her daughter. Camille had changed into pink high school sweatpants and an oversize T-shirt that had been Ted’s. Depression clothes. A raw, red-fisted place was rubbed under Cammie’s eye.
Cam was here for a reason. Tracy shook her shoulder. “I have to get up and get ready, but what’s the matter, Cam?”
“Nothing.” Cammie feigned a yawn. She hadn’t been asleep. She’d been doing what Tracy did when she was down in the dumps, pressing her eyes and mind closed as best she could—trying to make herself unconscious.
“Come on,” Tracy urged her. “I have to go soon.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry,” Cammie replied in a tart little voice. “I’m not going to take a semester. I’m going back to school.”
“What . . . ? Good. But why?”
“Well, so I check my e-mail . . .”
“And . . .”
“And what he says, Trent, is that it has nothing to do with me, blah blah, I’m perfect, blah blah, if he was two people and could have two lives, blah blah . . .”
“It doesn’t get worse if you just say it, Cam.”
“He went back to his country club, bike-race rich bitch blond girlfriend, Mama! And not now! Before now! They talked it over, and I can just imagine how they talked it over, at spring break, and then he came over and had dinner with us! But he wrote me just now that he could tell I was getting serious . . . about traveling, and he just had to tell me the truth. . . .”
“With an e-mail, the cowardly shit.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“I don’t blame you.”
“Thanks, Mama,” Cammie said, two words Tracy hadn’t expected to hear until the day Cammie asked her to baby-sit for her first grandchild. Another switchback.
Tentatively, Tracy put her arm around Cammie, who backed up against her mother’s ribs in offhand intimacy and then began to cry. Tracy began to cry, too, careful, precise rivulets from the corners of her eyes that she did not allow to build up into sobs, so as not to let her stomach shudder. That would betray her and ruin this precious parenthesis of intimacy.
“What would help?” she finally asked Cammie.
“Nothing.”
“Not even . . . going to the Virgin Islands?”
Camille lay silent. “I don’t know. I feel like I’d be a bitch.”
“Cam, you could make a deal with yourself to be a bitch after you get back. Come on. Ask your father about me being a bitch. He says I have ten days a year when he’d like to keep me in a box and feed me through the opening. You felt this . . . breakup coming, that was all. Didn’t you?”
“Don’t bug me about it. And don’t be so fucking understanding. It’s like you’re my guidance counselor.”
“I’m your mother. Same thing.”
“Not if you were a shitty mother. Trent’s mother is a total bitch. She was never home one weekend in his life when he was a kid. Once, she left him with the nanny and went to Hawaii with his father and their friends for Christmas! But he totally adores her.”
That’s how it works, Tracy thought, riffling in her mind through the dozens of kids she’d known growing up, kids whose parents had treated them as devotedly as farm dogs treated their litters—only to get endless worship from those children in return.
“Let’s just find out what Dad would think. He’s still at the office. He won’t be leaving for a while to drive me to the airport.”
“What about Olivia and Aunt Holly?”
“They would love to have you along.” Tracy had to stop herself from crossing her fingers behind her back. She had no idea if this was the case. “Here, I’ll talk to Dad.”
For Jim, it turned out to be hardly worth the price of the phone call. If Camille had wanted to climb K2, Jim would now be ordering snow goggles. While still talking to her husband, who was gathering his things to come home, Tracy gave Camille a thumbs-up. “You’d better get going. You need a ton of stuff on this list. Sunscreen. A wind jacket—”
“Oh, Mom,” Cammie said, “I can get everything I need in a carry-on. Can I use Ted’s sports bag? One of them?”
“You might need more than a carry-on.”
“No, my clothes are small.” Tracy’s glance was rueful. “Oh, come on. I’ll bring a sundress. I’ll bring a windbreaker. On the other hand, if you’re going to be the clothing police, I don’t have to go.”
“Of course you will,” Tracy said, thinking, Why am I conceding? The spoiled little shit!
A tendril of fleeting regret for things only she and her two friends could have talked about alone—and now would be able to talk about only when Cammie was out of earshot—shot up from her heart. But Cam would probably be out of earshot, stretched out oiled like a sardine with her iPod glued to her head, more often than not. “It’ll be fun, honey.”
“At least I won’t have to sit here and cry and eat Dove bars while he’s dancing at the club with . . . Britt. Imagine naming your kid Britt.”
“You’re resilient, Cam. Or you’re faking it.”
“I’m faking it.”
“I couldn’t fake it if I felt the way you did.”
“That’s because you’re feeble,” said Camille, but she grinned.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/StillSummer-cover.jpg
JACQUELYN

MITCHARD

ATILL O unriire:





