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TO MY REAL-LIFE GIRL GUIDES

Adrienne Brodeur, Carole DeSanti,
Carol Fiorino, Molly Friedrich,
Judy Katz, and Anna Wingfield




The art of losing isn't hard to master; 
so many things seem filled with the intent 
to be lost that their loss is no disaster.

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster 
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master.

Then practice losing farther, losing faster: 
places, and names, and where it was you meant 
to travel. None of these will bring disaster.

I lost my mother's watch. And look! my last, or 
next-to-last, of three loved houses went. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster, 
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent. 
I miss them, but it wasn't a disaster.

—Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture 
I love) I shan't have lied. It's evident 
the art of losing's not too hard to master 
though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster.

“One Art,” from The Complete Poems 1927–1979, by Elizabeth Bishop
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While home is the place where you can relax and be yourself, this doesn't mean that you can take advantage of the love and affection other members of your family have for you.

—From 20th Century Typewriting by D. D. Lessenberry, T. James Crawford, and Lawrence W. Erickson

My brother's first serious girlfriend was eight years older—twenty-eight to his twenty. Her name was Julia Cathcart, and Henry introduced her to us in early June. They drove from Manhattan down to our cottage in Loveladies, on the New Jersey shore. When his little convertible, his pet, pulled into the driveway, she was behind the wheel. My mother and I were watching from the kitchen window. I said, “He lets her drive his car.”

My brother and his girlfriend were dressed alike, baggy white shirts tucked into jeans, except she had a black cashmere sweater over her shoulders.

She had dark eyes, high cheekbones, and beautiful skin, pale, with high coloring in her cheeks like a child with a fever. Her hair was back in a loose ponytail, tied with a piece of lace, and she wore tiny pearl earrings.

I thought maybe she'd look older than Henry, but it was Henry who looked older than Henry. Standing there, he looked like a man. He'd grown a beard, for starters, and had on new wire-rim sunglasses that made him appear more like a bon vivant than a philosophy major between colleges. His hair was longer, and, not yet lightened by the sun, it was the reddish-brown color of an Irish setter.

He gave me a kiss on the cheek, as though he always had.

Then he roughed around with our Airedale, Atlas, while his girlfriend and mother shook hands. They were clasping fingertips, ladylike, smiling as though they were already fond of each other and just waiting for details to fill in why.

Julia turned to me and said, “You must be Janie.”

“Most people call me Jane now,” I said, making myself sound even younger.

“Jane,” she said, possibly in the manner of an adult trying to take a child seriously.

Henry unpacked the car and loaded himself up with everything they'd brought, little bags and big ones, a string tote, and a knapsack.

As he started up the driveway, his girlfriend said, “Do you have the wine, Hank?”

Whoever Hank was, he had it.

Except for bedrooms and the screened-in porch, our house was just one big all-purpose room, and Henry was giving her a jokey tour of it: “This is the living room,” he said, gesturing to the sofa; he paused, gestured to it again and said, “This is the den.”

Out on the porch, she stretched her legs in front of her—Audrey Hepburn relaxing after dance class. She wore navy espadrilles. I noticed that Henry had on penny Loafers without socks, and he'd inserted a subway token in the slot where the penny belonged.

Julia sipped her iced tea and asked how Loveladies got its name. We didn't know, but Henry said, “It was derived from the Indian name of the founder.”

Julia smiled, and asked my mother how long we'd been coming here.

“This is our first year,” my mother said.

My father was out playing tennis, and without him present, I felt free to add a subversive, “We used to go to Nantucket.”

“Nantucket is lovely,” Julia said.

“It is lovely,” my mother conceded, but went on to cite drab points in New Jersey's favor, based on its proximity to our house in Philadelphia.

In the last of our New Jersey versus Nantucket debates, I'd argued, forcefully I'd thought, that Camden was even closer. I'd almost added that the trash dump was practically in walking distance, but my father had interrupted.

I could tell he was angry, but he kept his voice even: we could go to the shore all year round, he said, and that would help us to be a closer family.

“Not so far,” I said, meaning to add levity.

But my father looked at me with his eyes narrowed, like he wasn't sure I was his daughter after all.

My mother smiled at me and said that the house was right on the water! I'd be able to walk right out the door and go swimming!

Only then did I understand that they'd already chosen a house; they'd put a bid on it.

“It's on the ocean?” I asked.

“Close,” she said, trying to maintain her enthusiasm.

“The bay,” I said to myself.

“It does have a spectacular view of the bay,” she said, but, no, our house was on a lagoon, a canal. “Like Venice,” she'd said, as though this would mean something to me.

Now Julia asked if we swam in there, and my mother said, “Absolutely.”

I didn't want to acid rain on my mother's parade, but the lagoon had oil floating on the surface and the bottom was sewagey soft.

I was surprised how long Henry sat with us on the porch, as my mother turned the topic to summer, touching upon such controversial issues as corn on the cob (Silver Queen was best), mosquitoes (pesky), and tennis (good exercise).

Finally, Henry did get up. He went outside as though on a mission. He might be going to check my crab traps or to see if we'd brought the bikes; he could do whatever he wanted. My father was the same way: a houseful of guests, and my mother's duty was to provide food, drink, fun, and conversation, while my father's was to nap or read.

While Mother hostessed and Girlfriend guested, Younger Sister stood up. When there was a pause in their nicing, I made my mouth move smileward: I'd love to stay and talk, but I have to go shoot some heroin now.
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For dinner, we had crabs I'd caught off the dock. My mother covered the table with newspaper, and we all got print on our arms. As a surprise, she served preseason Silver Queen, little nuggets of mush. My brother ate his like a normal person, instead of typewriter-style; usually, he'd tap the cob at the end of a row and ding.

In response to my mother's questions, Julia told us about her brother in San Francisco and sister in Paris, both of whom would be “attending” her mother's annual “gala” in Southampton. Julia chose her words carefully and used ones I'd never heard spoken—she sounded to me like she was trying out for a job as a dictionary.

My mother eyed me: Do not smirk.

However slowly Julia spoke, she opened her crabs twice as fast as anyone else, and I asked how she did it. She showed me the key on the belly side and how to pull it so the shell lifted right off. Henry leaned over to watch, too.

My father asked about the publishing house where she and Henry worked. Julia described their boss as an exquisite editor and true gentleman. My brother had a laugh-smile on when he said, “Every morning when we're opening the mail, Mr. McBride comes into subrights and says, ‘Did we get any dough, babies?’ ”

I'd met this exquisite editor and true gentleman myself when I'd visited Henry; and I repeated now that Mr. McBride had told me my brother “Aaron” was irreplaceable.

My father said, “Hank Aaron,” almost to himself.

“Mr. McBride must be forgiven,” Julia said, “as a baseball aficionado and octogenarian.”

I thought, Exquisite octogenarians and aficionados will be attending the gala.

Then I asked my question: “Do they know about you two at work?”

My father shot me a look; and I looked back at him, Why is everything I want to know wrong?

Henry changed the topic: he'd been promoted from intern to assistant. I could tell he expected my parents to be pleased, and I saw right away that my father, at least, wasn't. It was harder to tell with my mother; she wore the mask in the family.

The issue, I realized, was college. Henry still hadn't decided if he was starting Columbia in the fall.

He'd already transferred four times, or five counting twice to Brown. The reasons he gave for transferring each time were always sound and logical, like “better course selection.” I wondered about the reasons he didn't say.

[image: image]

Before bed, my mother told Julia she'd be staying with me—my cue. I led her down the hall to my bedroom, which was completely taken up by a built-in bunk-bed complex; it slept four but, I realized, lived only one comfortably.
“A bunk,” she said, as though charmed. “Like camp.”

A cell, I thought. Like prison.

I asked which bunk she wanted; she chose the near bottom, which meant the far top for me. I got fresh towels for her and left her alone to undress; then I knocked on my door, and she said, “Come in.”

She was already under the covers, so I turned out the light. I climbed up to my bunk and swept the sand off my sheets. We said good night. After a few minutes, though, a door slammed, and I had to explain that the doorjambs in this house didn't stick; the doors would be opening and slamming all night. Then “good night” — “good night” again.

I closed my eyes and tried to pretend I was in Nantucket.

The house we'd rented every year there had a widow's walk—a square porch on the roof, where the wives of sea captains were supposed to have watched for their husbands' ships. At night, we'd hear creaks and moans. Once, I thought I heard footsteps pacing the widow's walk. You could feel the ghosts in that house, scaring you in the best way.

If there were any ghosts in this one, they weren't moaning about husbands lost at sea but slamming doors over modern, trivial matters, such as not being allowed to go waterskiing.

I couldn't sleep with Julia down there, and I could tell she couldn't sleep either. We lay awake in the dark, listening to each other. The silence between us seemed both intimate and hostile, like a staring contest. But Julia was just waiting for me to fall asleep so she could go down the hall to my brother's room. I heard her bare feet on the wood floor and Henry's door whisper open and close.
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My father and Henry went to look at sailboats to buy, though I suspected talk about Columbia.

My mother, Julia, and I took a walk on the beach. I walked behind them, in and out of the water, looking for sea glass. My mother was describing the exhibit we'd happened on the last time we were in New York—dishes, silverware, and crystal used by royalty—and Julia had seen the exhibit herself, on purpose.

The museum was like the house of a rich old woman who didn't want you to visit; everyone had whispered and stepped lightly, as though trying to pretend they weren't really there. The guest book requested comments, and my mother, who never missed a chance to compliment anyone, had written how finely curated the exhibit was. I'd written, “Bored nearly to death.”

I experienced this anew listening to them talk tableware. They loved the same plates for the same reasons with the same enthusiasm, and I thought, Henry is going out with Mom.
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When I told Henry, he said, “My sister the Freudian.”

Julia was doing my jobs in the kitchen, setting the table and helping her soul twin prepare an early supper.

I was sitting on Henry's bed, while he packed to go back to New York. He always did something else while we talked—changed the station on the radio, flipped through a magazine, tuned his guitar. He didn't have to look at me; he knew I'd still be there, with my next question.

“You should read Freud,” he said, and went to his bookshelf to see if he had any Freud handy. He didn't, but went on saying what a great writer Freud was, as though this was what I wanted to talk about in our only moments alone all weekend.

I remembered to thank him for the last book he'd sent to me from work, by a Norwegian philosopher, and he said, “Did you try it?”

“Yeah,” I said, “I spent about a month reading it one afternoon.”

He turned to me and said, “Do you know that your IQ goes up and down about fifty points in every conversation?”

I didn't know if this was a compliment or an insult, but I didn't like how he was looking at me—as though from the great distance of his new life. I said, “No one likes being talked about to their face.” Then I felt bad. “Anyway,” I said, “E=MC2.”

Henry smiled and opened a drawer. He told me that he'd gone to hear the Norwegian lecture. “Imagine trying to understand that philosophy through the thickest accent you've ever heard,” he said. “Now add a harelip.”

But everyone was pretending to understand the lecture, he said, and he imitated serious note scribbling. Then he interrupted himself—he'd spotted Freud on the bottom shelf.

He flipped through the book for the passage he wanted me to hear and found it. “Okay, Freud says: ‘In sending the young out into life with such a false psychological orientation' about sex, it's ‘as though one were to equip people starting out on a Polar expedition with summer clothes and maps of the Italian lakes.’” He shook his head. “And that's a footnote,” he said. “A footnote.”

I said, “You look like Commodore Peary with your beard.”

He touched his face, absently, the way bearded men do. Then he handed the book—Civilization and Its Discontents—to me.

“So,” I said, “does Julia talk about exquisite plates when you're alone?”

He told me to go easy on Julia; she was nervous about meeting Mom and Dad. “Try to think of it from her side.”

I decided I would later.

He picked a purple shirt out of his closet. “Want this?” He tossed it to me. “I bought it at a thrift shop in Berkeley,” he said, referring to his last internship, a behavior-modification lab where he'd trained herd dogs not to herd.

I said, “I think I saw you more when you lived there.”

He told me that he and Julia would come to the shore again in a few weeks.
“I might not recognize you by then,” I said. “You'll probably show up in a suit and tie.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You seem older,” I said.

“I am older.”

“Three months shouldn't make this much of a difference,” I said. “Your whole personality has changed.”

Finally, he stopped and looked at me.

“You're Hank now,” I said. “You bring Mom and Dad a bottle of wine.”

Then he sat down on the bed with me. “I might be growing up,” he said. “I'm probably not, but let's say I am. Is that a reason to be mad at me?”

I looked at the purple shirt in my lap. It had a big ink stain on the pocket.

Then Julia called us to dinner.

“Come on,” he said.

Dinner: talk of great books everyone had read or planned to, except me. Julia had just read one by a famous author I'd never heard of and proclaimed it “extraordinary.” I thought, You read too much.

At good-bye, I could tell how much both my parents liked her, and not just for Henry's sake; Julia was the kind, helpful, articulate daughter they deserved.
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On the ride home, I thought about Julia. I calculated what an eight-year age difference would mean to me—a six-year-old boy—and thought of the one next door. I said, “It's like me going out with Willy Schwam.”
My mother pretended not to hear.

I could hear the smile in my father's voice when he said that the important thing was that Willy and I were happy.

“I was dubious at first,” I said. “I thought I might be just another baby-sitter to him. But then, one night—”

My mother interrupted. “I think I'm going to be ill.”

I never talked to either of my parents seriously about love, let alone sex. The closest we'd come was talking about drugs, which I wasn't interested in.
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On the last day of school, I realized I had no plans for the summer. Instead of looking forward to Nantucket in August, I'd be at home in the suburbs and at the shore in New Jersey, just dreading school in September.

I said good-bye to friends who were going off on wilderness adventures and teen tours, to camps with Indian names and Israel. We traded addresses and each time I wrote mine I felt the impending boredom of the summer days to come. When one friend asked what I'd be doing at home, I found myself saying, “I might get a job.”

I told my parents at dinner.

My mother said, “I thought you were going to take art classes and work on your tennis.”

“I could get a part-time job,” I said.

“Maybe you could work in Dad's office again,” she said, looking over at him.

I liked seeing Dad in action, the Chief of Neurology in his white coat, as he shook patients' hands and ushered them into his office. But I said, “I need new experiences, Mom.”

“What about an internship,” she suggested, “in something you're interested in?”

I reminded her that I didn't have any interests.

“You like to draw,” she said.

I told them I was thinking of being a waitress. My dad said, “Practice by clearing the table.”
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I went through the help wanted section of the newspaper, but every job seemed to require experience. I called anyway to make my case, using the words I read in the paper: “I'm a detail-oriented self-starter.” No luck, though. I gave in to a summer of art classes and tennis, swimming at my friend Linda's, and going on errands with my mother.

The nights were quiet. Dinner, and then I went up to my bedroom and wrote letters to my friends or sketched. I drew people standing in groups, as though posed for a photograph that would go in an album.

My father read his magazines, the green-covered Neurology and Stroke, up in his study. My mother read the newspaper in the breakfast room. She would call up to him, asking if he wanted a piece of fruit, and I'd go downstairs and back up to deliver the peach or plum or nectarine. Before bed, I walked Atlas, while I smoked a forbidden cigarette.

Most nights, I passed Oliver Biddle, who was middle-aged, yet lived with his parents—my own personal cautionary tale walking a miniature schnauzer. He was suburban-soft in stretchy clothes a grandfather would wear for golf, and he puffed a cigar. I'd heard rumors that he was retarded or a genius, but I didn't believe either. Oliver Biddle was who you became if you couldn't find anyone to love except your parents.

I'd say, “Hello, Oliver,” and then, to his schnauzer, “Evening, Pepper.”

Oliver said hello back, but always after a delay, as though each time deciding whether to answer. By the time he did, I'd be at least a few steps away and I'd say, “Good night,” as though we'd passed the evening together.
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Julia and Henry got out early on Fridays and were already at the shore when we arrived. She'd made dinner, and seemed more relaxed. Henry seemed hardly to have aged at all.

After dessert, they invited me to go with them to the arts center for a Russian film with English subtitles.

I said, “I don't like to read during movies,” and once Julia laughed it became a joke and made me feel that I was irrepressibly witty. So I went with them.

It was the bleakest movie I'd ever seen; everyone died of heartbreak or starvation or both. At home, Julia threw herself on the sofa in Slavic despair and said, “Please to get me some wodka.”

They didn't kiss or hold hands in front of me, though once, at lunch, Henry sort of rubbed my foot under the table, thinking it was Julia's. I leaned over to him and whispered, “You're really turning me on.” I was a teenager, after all, an expert in the art of mortification.
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At the beach, we left our sandals and sneakers on the path with the other shoes, and spread our towels on the sand, facing the ocean. Henry stood a minute looking out, then bounded into the water.

The ocean was rough, and as the waves rose you could see clear jellyfish and green popping seaweed. Up where we were, clumps of seaweed had dried almost black in the sun. The wind blew so strong that the seaweed whipped loose and rolled down the beach like tumbleweeds.

I looked around us at the people on the beach. A group of women my mother's age wore bikinis and gold bracelets and were already deeply tanned. The really thin ones looked mean. A small community had set up chairs near our towels. A man was pouring something clear out of a thermos into outstretched plastic glasses, while a woman passed a Baggie of lime wedges.

Julia wore a blousy white beach dress and a big straw hat, and slathered herself in sunscreen though she stayed in the shade under an umbrella. She was reading, as usual.

“You seem to really like your job,” I said.

She nodded. Then she asked me if I had any idea what I wanted to do when I grew up.

“I'd like to be a great singer,” I said.

“Maybe you will,” she said.
“I won't.”

“How do you know?”

“Tone-deaf,” I said.

I sat up on my elbows, watching Henry in the ocean. The water was just getting warm, and he was the only one in for a while. He waited for his wave in a standstill crawl position, his body facing us, but his head turned back to where the waves formed. Then he swam hard, caught the wave, and rode it all the way in to shore. I loved how he looked the last second of his ride—his hair sluiced back, his part zigzagged, his face pure joy. Sometimes he would actually laugh out loud. When he stood up, he'd look toward us, but he couldn't see without his glasses.

I joined him in the ocean. It was cold, but I kept up with him and went under when he did. I stood beside him, and he pulled my arms out in front of me. He'd been trying to teach me to bodysurf for years. “Now wait for your wave.” He looked behind him. “Swim hard,” he said suddenly. “Now!”

But I missed that wave, and the next one. Then Julia came in. The two of them swam beyond where the waves broke, and I got out.

On my towel, I watched them bob with the swell of the wave just forming. Then he dove under. He pointed his hand out of the water, like a shark fin, and went after her. I saw her arms flailing as she was pulled under.

The next time I looked up, she was coming toward me. Before she put on her beach dress, I got a good look at her figure. She had on a black one-piece and was even thinner than I suspected, with smaller breasts than I had.

That year, all of a sudden it seemed, there my breasts were, and my mother and I kept having to go to Lord & Taylor for bigger bras. Boys gave me more attention now, and it made me nervous. My breasts seemed to say something about me that I didn't want said. My Achilles' heel, they put me in constant danger of humiliation.

My theory was that if you had breasts, boys wanted to have sex with you, which wasn't exactly a big compliment, since they wanted to have sex anyway. Whereas if you had a beautiful face, like Julia, boys fell in love with you, which seemed to happen almost against their will. Then the sex that you had would be about love.

I'd told my theory to my friend Linda, who wanted to be a social scientist and was always coming up with theories herself. I'd concluded that breasts were to sex what pillows were to sleep. “Guys might think they want a pillow, but they'll sleep just as well without one.”

She'd said, “Guys will sleep anywhere if they're really tired.”
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That night, when Julia got into her bunk, I told her that she could go into Henry's now if she wanted; she didn't have to wait for me to fall asleep. I said, “I think I might be older than you think I am.”

She stopped, and seemed to be choosing her words. I wanted her to know she didn't have to do this either, but I couldn't think how to say it without insulting her.
She admitted that she didn't really know anyone my age. “I keep trying to remember what I was like at fourteen,” she said. “Other than books, I think all I cared about was my horse, Cinders.”

I pictured her in one of those black velvet hats with the little bows on top. I said, “What happened to Cinders?”

“Boys?” She smiled at me. Then we said good night and she went to my brother's room.

In the middle of the night, on my way to the bathroom, I noticed that his door had blown open. Before I closed it, I saw them in his single bed, sleeping in a loose hug, his arms holding her bare back.
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A few weekends later, the sky was white and the air moist; the forecast was rain, but my mother kept looking up at the sky and saying it was sure to clear up.

In the afternoon, Julia sat at the table, marking up a manuscript from work. As she finished a page, she passed it to Henry to read. “Come join us, Jane,” she said.

I was a little afraid to; I thought I might reveal that I wasn't as smart as Julia might think. But I took the seat next to Henry, and read his discard pile.

I liked the pages I read, about a girl whose parents were getting divorced; it was more real than I would've expected.

When I looked up, my parents were watching the three of us and smiling.

I told Julia how much I liked the book and it made her really excited. Mostly she edited children's books, but she was starting to publish ones for my age group, which she called YA, or young adult.

Once my parents were out of earshot, I admitted that I hardly went to the library, and when I did I asked the librarian for books that she felt would be inappropriate for my age.

I told Julia that novels for my age group always seemed to be about what your life was supposed to be like, instead of what it was. Same with magazines. “Even the ads are false,” I said. “Like they'll show a boy picking up a girl for a date with a handful of daisies behind his back. Nobody my age goes on dates. The word ‘date' is not even in my vocabulary.”

Julia was so interested that I was tempted to tell her about The House, the abandoned shack by the railroad tracks where kids went to get high and make out. I'd only gone there once, when a boy I liked casually mentioned that he'd be there.

When I walked in, he said, “Hey.” I smoked a cigarette and tried to act like I belonged there. He came over and sat with me on the ripped sofa. He passed me the bong. I shook my head, and smiled as though I was already really high. Then he leaned over, just as I'd wanted him to. But he whispered, “Are you horny?” —the opposite of a sweet nothing.
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They had other places to go—Julia had friends in Amagansett and Fire Island—and the weekend they went up to Martha's Vineyard, I brought Linda to the shore. We slept in the lower bunks. When I told her about Julia sneaking into Henry's room, she asked if I thought they had sex in there.

I heard my father's voice coming from my parents' bedroom and wondered if they could hear me. I whispered, “Can you have sex without making any noise?”

“Who knows?” she said.

I thought of the words Julia used, and imitated her breathing heavily and saying, “Exquisite. Extraordinary. You're no octogenarian, Hank.” We laughed, but right afterward, trying to fall asleep, I felt terrible.
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On the beach, Linda became her social-scientist self and said, “At the top of the social hierarchy is the blond man on the elevated white chair. The symbolic throne.”

“I believe the common term ‘lifeguard' signifies his desire to copulate,” I said, “i.e., to guard the perpetuation of the species.”

“Note that he paints his nose white,” she said. “Not unlike the chiefs of many sub-Saharan tribes.”

The lifeguard stood up and blew his whistle.

I said, “Mating call.”

[image: image]

My parents loved Linda. That night, when we said we were going to see the moon on the ocean, they said, “Fine,” in unison, even though it was late. Once we were out the door, I imitated myself saying, “We're going to rob a liquor store!” and my parents saying, “Fine!”

On the beach, there was a big crowd sitting around a bonfire, and my fearless friend walked right up and sat down in the circle. I sort of followed her.

There was a keg, but when someone asked if we'd like a beer, Linda said, “I wish we could.” I didn't find out what she'd meant until a joint was passed to her and she handed it right off to me, saying, “Remember the three Ds from detox: don't, don't, don't.”

I passed the joint, as though exerting heroic self-control.

She said, “You still get flashbacks?”

“I think I always will,” I said.

“Remember,” she said, “never say ‘always.’”

“I really appreciate your support,” I said.

She said, “It helps me stay strong.”

I said, “Every day is a gift.”
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Linda's parents were taking her to Disney World, against her wishes, but she came to the shore one last time. That was the weekend we saw the house going up across the lagoon, in the vacant lot that had given us our bay view. I woke up to hammering and rock music. Linda was still sleeping.

I went out to the porch, where my father was standing in his tennis clothes, white shorts and a white polo shirt but no socks, as though the sight of the workmen had upset him too much to continue getting dressed.

The frame for the house was already up—brand-new orange wood beams obscuring the view they'd soon completely block. I put my arm around his back, which was what he did with me when I was upset. “We'll be able to look right in their windows,” I said brightly. “It'll be great.”

He kissed the top of my head.

My mother said, “Julie and Henry should be here when you get back from tennis.”

“Julia,” he said. My mother's trouble with names was a standard joke between them, like an old song, and he said the refrain: “What's the plumber's name, Lou?”

“Pete McDaniel?” she said, smiling.

“Dan McGavin,” he said, shaking his head. I was relieved to hear my dad laugh, though I thought they were past due for new jokes.
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Julia and Henry showed up at the beach after lunch. When I introduced Linda, my brother's expression reminded me how pretty she was, and for a second I wished that I hadn't brought her.

She was as good at riding waves as Henry, and they stayed in the ocean a long time.

I went in the water and out. Julia sat under the umbrella, knitting a sweater. It was beautiful—a creamy turtleneck—and other times when I'd seen her work on it, I wondered if we'd ever be close enough for her to knit one for me. But now I worried that knitting might make her look older to Henry. My grandmothers knitted.

She and Henry left to see if my father had bought the boat he'd been considering. After they'd gone, Linda put on her social-scientist voice and said, “A form of nest-building, knitting signals readiness to mate.”

“Please don't say that,” I said. “I like her.”
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My father had bought the sailboat, and back at the house, Henry asked if Linda and I wanted to try it out.

He'd sailed before, on Nantucket, but Julia was a better sailor by a million knots. She moved around the boat as though she'd sailed all her life, and she probably had.

We had to tack out of the lagoon. She told us to come about, and then when she said, “Hard a-lee,” Henry imitated her and laughed. It reminded me of my father kidding my mother, except Julia didn't seem to like it and that didn't make Henry stop.

It almost hurt not to laugh along with my brother, but I didn't, and neither did Linda.
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Before dinner, while Linda showered outside and Julia inside, Henry and I sat on the porch, waiting for our turns. The house across the lagoon had walls now, and we couldn't see the sunset on the bay. Still, it was the end of the day, the only time here that reminded me of Nantucket. The light was warm and pink, and made the trees and water look soft—it was like seeing everything through a fond memory.

I asked Henry if they'd had a good time on Martha's Vineyard.

He said, “It was okay.” He told me they'd stayed at the youth hostel, as though this explained something, and I waited to hear what.

Then he told me he'd decided to start Columbia in the fall. He said it importantly, and I wondered if he thought starting school meant breaking up with Julia. Maybe he was already seeing himself on campus, and thinking she wouldn't fit in.

I said, “You'll still be in New York.”

He nodded.

My father was glad, of course. He probably wouldn't relax about it for a while, though, maybe not until he actually saw Henry in a gown and mortarboard.
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Labor Day weekend, Henry and Julia went to Southampton for her mother's big party. My parents had one to go to, too, and that night, walking Atlas, I heard parties on both sides of the lagoon. I thought that Oliver Biddle and I were probably the only ones who hadn't been invited to any. To cheer myself up, I said to Atlas, “It's just you and me, Pepper.”
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My grandmother came down on Sunday. It was raining, which affected her arthritis and made her even crankier than usual. She asked questions like, Louise, why are you wearing those shorts?

My father retreated to the bedroom for a nap.

When she said her standard, “Remember the haircut you got in Paris that spring?” referring to my mother's junior year abroad, twenty-five springs ago, my mother faked a yawn and said she was going to take a nap.

Once my grandmother and I were alone, I said, “I think my mom likes her hair now.”

“It looked better then,” my grandmother said.

I said, “How would you feel if you liked your hair short, and your mother kept telling you it looked better long?”

“I'd wear it long if I could,” she said. Then she turned on me. “You should brush your hair, Jane,” she said. “You might be pretty if you tried.”

I didn't even fake a yawn, just went into my parents' room. They were reading in bed, and I got in the middle.

“She's obsessed with that Paris haircut,” I said. “What did it look like, anyway?”

“I have no idea,” my mother said.

“She's obsessed with hair, period,” I said, though my parents seemed to be reading instead of listening. I told them my grandmother seemed to believe that the window of the soul was hair, instead of eyes.

My mother giggled. Around her mother, she became my age.

My father said, “Hair is the roof of the soul.”
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Before dinner, my grandmother read the newspaper, tsk-ing and complaining to no one in particular that the world was going to hell. Everything was wrong; nothing was the way it used to be.
“What do you think was so good about the good old days?” I asked, in exasperation. But I heard how harsh my voice was and didn't like it. I said, “What do you miss, I mean?”

While she thought, I waited to make my point: that everything was much better now than it used to be; I'd cite the civil rights and women's movements.

“The boy who lit the street lamps in the evening,” she said, finally. “He carried a stool with him.”

I understood then—it was like missing Nantucket— and I put my hand on top of hers. It occurred to me that everything was more complicated than I thought.
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We were finishing dessert when Henry and Julia showed up.

Right away, my mother acted like we were all in on a big surprise for my grandmother—Look! Here's Henry! He didn't even seem to notice. He let my mother introduce Julia, who was trying to smile and not quite pulling it off.

Maybe my grandmother could see Julia was older, or she might've disapproved of any girlfriend Henry brought home; she gave him a big hug—like he was still a boy and still belonged to us—and gave Julia an Ice Queen, “How do you do?”

Henry sat in the farthest seat from Julia's. He didn't look at her, and a few minutes later he went to his room.

I waited a while for him to come out, and when he didn't I went in after him. “What are you doing?” I asked.

He didn't answer. He was holding his guitar, but just moving his fingers around to make chords he didn't play.

“Julia is out there alone,” I said. “With Grandmom.”

“She can take care of herself,” he said.

I said, “She shouldn't have to take care of herself,” and went back to the kitchen.

My grandmother had started doing the dishes. I told her I'd do them, but she just moved over. I rinsed the plates and handed them to her to put in the dishwasher.

She kept handing plates back to me to rerinse. “You're not washing them thoroughly,” she said.

“I'm just rinsing them,” I said. “The dishwasher is supposed to wash them. That's why it's called a dishwasher.”

My father gave me a stern look.

I was ready to abandon my post at the sink, but I stayed where I was for Julia's sake. I was her shield.

I imagined that we were in wartime Paris, and my job was to distract the Nazi hausfrau from Julia, the Jewish woman we were hiding until she could escape; I was her only chance.

It was my parents who escaped, to their room, though it wasn't even ten o'clock.

Julia was just waiting to go into Henry's room to talk. But I knew my grandmother would stay up as long as we did. When I suggested a walk to Julia, my grandmother protested, but we left anyway.
In the driveway, Julia said, “I could use a drink.”

I told her I knew somewhere we could go.

“Just a guess,” she said, “but I don't think your parents would want me to take you to a bar.”

“That's true,” I said. “It's not just a bar, though.”

I ran back inside and asked Henry for the keys to his convertible. I said, “Julia and I are going out drinking and to meet men.”

He just pointed to the keys on his bureau.

It had stopped raining, and Julia put the top down, which made me feel like we were embarking on Julia and Jane's Great Adventure, but I looked over at her and saw the grim line her mouth made. She pulled a chiffony scarf out of the glove compartment and wrapped it over her hair and twice around her neck, movie-star style. I wondered how she did it, and I decided I'd ask her to show me sometime when she wasn't upset.

When we got to the restaurant, I took out my pack of cigarettes, and she asked if she could have one. But she looked guilty, like it was her fault that I was smoking in the first place.

After she ordered her glass of wine and was sipping it, I asked her what had happened.

“I wish I knew,” she said. “It was a huge party,” she said. Everyone was there, her whole family and all of their lifelong friends. “Hank didn't seem to like anyone, though,” she said.

She said that maybe it was hard for him to meet her family. “My family isn't like yours,” she said; everyone had been divorced at least once, and there were half brothers and half sisters and step-everythings. She said that her parents had gotten divorced and then married each other again, which reminded me of Henry transferring back and forth to Brown.

She said, “They're always on the verge of splitting up or getting back together.”

“Was it always like that?”

“The first time my mother left I was younger than you are,” she said. “We'd just moved to Connecticut, into this nice house. It had a pool that was painted black, and the lights had been hung in such a way that the trees reflected on the water. When my parents gave parties, I'd watch from my bedroom window. It looked as though the guests were swimming through an underwater forest.”

“It sounds beautiful,” I said.

“Magic.” She looked at my cigarettes, asking if I minded if she took another, and I nodded, Go ahead.

“It was September when Mom left. At night Dad used to go down to the pool and swim laps, even once it got cold. The pool was covered with leaves, but he swam right through them. I'd stand at the edge trying to talk him out of the water. By the time he did get out, there was a cleared path in the middle of the pool, and I could see the reflection of the bare branches on the water.”

Then she was quiet. She wasn't crying, but she kept on covering her eyes with her hand like she might.

I thought she was upset about her parents all over again, plus Henry. So, I told her all of the nice things my brother had said about her, every compliment I could remember, and every comment that could be interpreted as a compliment. Then I listed all of her positive traits, and all the things I'd seen her do well.

“It doesn't work like that,” she said, and I was hoping she would tell me how it did work.

Maybe she could see that, because she went on. “Sometimes you're loved because of your weaknesses,” she said. “What you can't do is sometimes more compelling than what you can.”

For a second, I felt hope for myself. But loving for weaknesses seemed like a weakness itself. “I think Henry does love you,” I said, and then realized that I didn't know. “How could he not?”

She looked tired.

I told her the truth, that he was different with her than with other girlfriends he'd brought home. With them, he'd acted like they just happened to be there. As I said it, though, I remembered him not sitting with her at dessert. That was how he'd been with girlfriends before.

She looked right at me. “He doesn't say he loves me.”

She seemed to be asking if Henry had told me he loved her—which made me feel even worse for her. “Did you ever tell him?” I said, and wondered at my advicey tone. I was acting like I knew something when I didn't—maybe like I knew Henry well enough to tell her what to do about him.

But her face smoothed out and looked new again, and she was nodding, like maybe I had a point.
I tried to go backward and talk about what I did know. I told her about one girl he'd brought home from Cornell; I'd asked if she was his girlfriend, and he'd said, “When you define something, you limit it.”

Julia smiled, as though she could feel sorry for this other girl.

Everything I said now seemed to assure her that her problems with Henry were minor, and I worried that they weren't. Finally, I said, “If it doesn't work out with Henry, there's always Cinders.”

She laughed and said that Cinders had been dead for years.

“Well,” I said, “there are plenty of other horses.”
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When we got back to the house, only the hall light was on, and Julia said, “I'm going to talk to Henry for a little while.”

“Good luck,” I said, and just as I did, my grandmother came into the hall, so Julia was forced to stay in the manless land of bunk beds with us.
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I woke up late. My grandmother had already left. “She didn't want to wake you,” my mother said. “She had a party to go to in Philadelphia.”

“She's a party animal,” I said.

My mother smiled. “I wish you'd seen how pretty she looked.”

It made me remember my grandmother saying that I might be pretty if I tried. I hadn't told my mother, but I still felt betrayed by her spirit of forgiveness. I said, “Isn't beauty an accident, Mom?”

“She puts herself together so well, though,” my mother said, and went on to describe the knife-pleat skirt, high heels, and white gloves her mother had worn.

I let her finish. Then I asked where Henry and Julia were. They'd just left to play tennis, my mother said. “Why don't you get your racket and join them?”

I was surprised that they were playing tennis instead of talking about their problems. But maybe they had already talked. Maybe everything was fine now.

In case it was, I put my racket in my bike basket and rode over to the courts.

They were still warming up and didn't see me. Julia was wearing a tennis dress and looked clean and tanned. Henry had on cutoffs and high-tops, which you weren't supposed to wear on the courts.

“Let's play,” my brother said.

Julia spun her racket. I heard her say, “Rough or smooth?”

He said, “Rough,” like it was a joke.

Then they saw me, and Henry said, “You want to play?”

I said that I wanted to watch.

It was Julia's serve. She had beautiful form—I could see years of lessons in every stroke. Henry had taught himself how to play and was just batting the ball back however he could—backhand, forehand, or in-between hand if he had to, he didn't care. His shots were either impossible to return or way out—one ball went over the fence and all the way into the lagoon.

He lost that first game, and she went up to the net.

He said, “What?”

She said, “We switch sides.”

“Okay,” he said.

As they passed each other, he tapped her butt with his racket, just softly, but it didn't seem affectionate.

He'd never learned to hold two balls at once, and he put one behind him, at his feet. He had a hilarious serve—he bent his knees and swung his racket back at the same time. But the serve was strong, and Julia had trouble returning it.

He won that game and walked up to the net, without collecting the balls for her.

“We don't switch sides,” she said.

“I thought you just said we did.”

“On odd games,” she said.

The rules weren't new to Henry, and I stared at him. I didn't know what he was doing, but I didn't want to watch.

I said, “You guys look good out there.”

Julia asked if I wanted to take her place, but I thanked her anyway, and got on my bike.

At home, my father was reading a book she had given him.

“Is that good?” I asked.

He said, “Very good.”
He asked how tennis was, and I told him that Julia was a beautiful player.

“How'd Henry do?”

I imitated Henry's serve, and my dad laughed.

Then, I said, “Something's wrong between them.”

“That happens,” he said. He wasn't dismissing me; he was saying that their problems didn't belong to us.

I looked across the lagoon at the new house. It was almost finished. It had gone up incredibly fast—with spit and Scotch tape, my father said—and it was huge and reminded me of a Walt Disney cartoon of a rich person's house, with columns and an elaborate roof that swooped like a water slide. I called it the Splash Palace.

It made me sad to look at it, and I said to my father, “Do you think we'll ever go back to Nantucket as a family?”

“I don't know, love,” he said.

Then he asked what I missed about Nantucket. It was different from how he usually talked to me; if I had a problem, he would try to help me solve it. But I remembered our last Nantucket debate, and I wasn't sure it was safe to say how I really felt.

Even so, I tried to tell him. I felt things I couldn't say— they had to do with the sunlight filtering through the big old leafy trees and the mist on the cobblestones at night— and named the things I could: the band concerts we'd go to on Straight Wharf, the silent movies at the church, the whaling museum on rainy days. As I spoke, though, I realized that we hadn't done those things the last summer we'd been there. I worried that maybe what I missed most I'd never have again, on Nantucket or anywhere.

“What else?” he said, and his voice was so nice I felt like crying, and then I was. He handed me his handkerchief, which smelled of the pipe tobacco he kept in a pouch in his back pocket. “What else?” he said again.

I told him I missed looking at the stars from the Maria Mitchell Observatory and fishing at Hummock Pond.

When I said, “Swimming lessons at Children's Beach,” he laughed because I'd complained about them so bitterly. To acknowledge my fortitude, he'd taken me out to dinner at the end of each summer, just the two of us. He asked if I remembered our first dinner, at Vincent's, and I nodded. He said that I'd brought the card certifying me as an advanced beginner and shown it to the waiter.

I gave his handkerchief back to him.

Then he said, “Want to go out to lunch with me now?” And we went.
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So, I didn't get to say good-bye to Julia. On the mail table, I found a package she'd sent to my mother. The card was a watercolor of a sailboat. Although the note began “Dear Louise,” I read it to to see if there was anything about Henry. Or me. But she'd just written about sailing and the beach, and how much she'd enjoyed getting to know us—until the P.S.: “The enclosed is for Jane.”

It was wrapped like a present—way too small for the sweater I'd hoped for—but I was thrilled. She'd given me a copy of The Great Gatsby and written a single line on the flyleaf: “This seems inappropriate for your age.”
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I knew that Julia and Henry had broken up, but I thought maybe they'd get back together, like her parents. I was hoping she'd come to the shore with Henry as a surprise. Just in case, I brought my best drawing to show her.

But Henry arrived alone. He'd shaved. You could see the slightest bit of paleness where his beard had been. Otherwise, his face was the same as always. Still, I had trouble getting used to it.

No one mentioned Julia.

I went back into my bedroom and looked at the drawing again, critically, as though her not showing up proved it wasn't good. It was like all my others—just people standing around. I'd never be able to illustrate a children's book, I decided, unless there was one about loitering.
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It was warm on the beach. Indian summer. Henry told me that he'd started to write a novel.

“Maybe Julia could help,” I said. “She edits children's books.”

I could see how hurt he was, and I apologized. But I told him that I liked Julia, and I wanted to know why they'd broken up.

He didn't answer right away. Then he told me about the gala in Southampton. The house was enormous, he said, and right on the beach. There were at least a hundred guests—maybe two hundred—and a band had been hired for the party.

He said that Julia had probably told him to wear a dark suit, but he'd forgotten or thought it wasn't important. They'd had to borrow one for him. He imitated her father saying, “All Blaire has to do is get on the horn.” Henry seemed to dislike her father especially.

Henry described the borrowed suit in detail—the sleeves were too short, and it was baggy—but everyone told him how wonderful he looked. Other men were wearing tuxedos.

Everyone was drinking a lot, he said, and he drank, too. Julia kept introducing him to people, but Henry said he couldn't remember their names, and they didn't seem to want to talk to him anyway. He'd made jokes—about why he'd transferred to so many colleges, for example— but nobody laughed. When Julia asked him to dance with her, he said that you weren't supposed to dance to jazz. But he just didn't know how.

There were a lot of people Julia hadn't seen in a long time. They all wanted to talk to her. And dance. So, off she went.

He went to the bar and stood there a while. But he was in the way of people getting their drinks. He moved to the edge of the crowd and just watched. Suddenly it seemed, he was drunk, in a suit that didn't fit, at a party where he didn't know anyone, and he was standing alone.

I knew how I felt at parties. The worst thing was to get caught standing alone; it seemed to prove that you weren't worth talking to. I realized that it must have been even harder for him, because Julia had seen.

Still, he seemed to blame it all on her. Not in words— there was nothing I could point to or ask him about it.

I could see how hard it was for him to tell me, and I tried to be gentle when I said, “But that was just a bad party.”

He didn't answer. I started to say, Didn't you love her? but I remembered Julia saying, He doesn't say he loves me. Instead, I said, “I thought you really liked her.”

“I did,” he said. “Julia's great.”

“I loved her,” I said.

He nodded. Then he said, “There was too much of an age difference.”

It sounded to me like “better course selection,” and I gave him a look to say so, but he pretended not to see.
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At dinner, he ate his corn typewriter-style and told us funny stories about New York. He'd gone out with a dancer from the Midwest. He said that when she'd first arrived in New York, the dope dealers around Washington Square had said, “Loose joints, loose joints,” and she'd said, “Thank you.”

After dinner, he stayed out on the porch and talked to my father about the courses he was taking and which credits would transfer from the other colleges. He said that he was going to graduate from Columbia, and my father said, “Good.”

My mother and I were clearing the dishes, and she smiled when she heard that. She was caught up in our being together. It was a celebration. And when she said to me, “What's wrong?” it was in part a reprimand.
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That night, alone with all those empty beds, I couldn't fall asleep. I got up and went outside to the dock in my nightgown. I'd finished Gatsby, and I looked out at the lagoon, hoping to see a green light. But nobody's dock was lit up. Only one house had any lights on, and the light was just the blue of a television set.

I tried to understand what Henry had told me. But I worried about that, too. Other people might not try as hard as I did to understand him. I was always on his side, no matter what. My parents were, too. All he really had to do with us was show up. More had been expected of him as Julia's boyfriend and at that party. More would be expected of him everywhere. I didn't know what had happened between him and Julia. It scared me to think that my brother had failed at loving someone. I had no idea myself how to do it.
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