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So slowly, slowly, she came up

And slowly she came nigh him.

And all she said when there she came,

Young man, I think you're dying.


—The Ballad of Barbara Allen








PART I



1

INNOCENTLY IT BEGAN. When Katya Spivak was sixteen years old and Marcus Kidder was sixty-eight.

On Ocean Avenue of Bayhead Harbor, New Jersey, in the thickening torpor of late-morning heat she'd been pushing the Engelhardts' ten-month-old baby in his stroller and clutching the hand of the Engelhardts' three-year-old daughter, Tricia, passing the succession of dazzling and dreamlike shops for which Ocean Avenue was known—the Bridal Shoppe, the Bootery, the Wicker House, Ralph Lauren, Lily Pulitzer, Crowne Jewels, the Place Setting, Pandora's Gift Box, Prim Rose Lane Lingerie & Nightwear—when, as she paused to gaze into the Prim Rose Lane window, there came an unexpected voice in her ear: "And what would you choose, if you had your wish?"

What registered was the quaint usage your wish. Your wish, like something in a fairy tale.

At sixteen she was too old to believe in fairy tales, but she did believe in what might be promised by a genial male voice urging your wish.

With a smile she turned to him. In Bayhead Harbor, it was generally a good idea to lead with a smile. For possibly she knew this person, who'd been following her, keeping pace with her in the periphery of her vision, not passing her as other pedestrians did as she dawdled in front of store windows. In Bayhead Harbor, where everyone was so friendly, you naturally turned to even a stranger with a smile, and it was something of a disappointment to her to see that the stranger was an older, white-haired, gentlemanly man in a seersucker sport coat of the hue of ripe cantaloupe, white sport shirt and spotless white cord trousers, sporty white yachtsman's shoes. His eyes were a frank icy blue, crinkled at the corners from decades of smiling. Like a romantic figure in a Hollywood musical of bygone days—Fred Astaire? Gene Kelly?—he was even leaning on a carved ebony cane. "Well! I'm waiting, dear. What is your wish?"

In the Prim Rose Lane display window were such silky, intimate items of apparel, it seemed very strange that anyone who passed by could see them, and yet more unnerving that others might observe. Katya had been staring at a red lace camisole and matching red lace panties—silk, sexy, ridiculously expensive—worn by an elegantly thin blond mannequin with a bland beautiful face, but it was a white muslin Victorian-style nightgown with satin trim, on a girl mannequin with braids, to which she pointed. "That," Katya said.

"Ah! Impeccable taste. But you weren't looking at something else, were you? As I said, my dear, you have your choice."

My dear. Katya laughed uncertainly. No one spoke like this; on TV, in movies, maybe. My dear was meant to be quaint, and comical. You are so young, and I am so old. If I acknowledge this with a joke, will I come out on top?

He introduced himself as "Marcus Kidder, longtime Bayhead Harbor summer resident." This too sounded playful, as if Kidder had to be a joke. But his smile was so sincere, his manner so cordial, Katya saw no harm in volunteering her name, in abbreviated form: "I'm Katya. I'm a nanny." Pausing to suggest how silly, how demeaning the very term nanny was—she hated it. She was spending July and August until Labor Day working for a couple named Engelhardt, from Saddle River, New Jersey; the Engelhardts had just built a split-level house on New Liberty Street, on one of the harbor channels. "Maybe you know them? Max and Lorraine? They belong to the Bayhead Harbor Yacht Club."

"Doubtful that I do," Mr. Kidder said with a polite sneer. "If your employers are among the swarm of new people multiplying along the Jersey coast like mayflies."

Katya laughed. Dignified Mr. Kidder didn't like the Engelhardts any more than she did, and he didn't even know them.

Was he going to offer to buy her the nightgown? It seemed to have been forgotten, for which Katya was both grateful and mildly disappointed.

Though there was no doubt in her mind how she'd have reacted: Mr. Kidder, no thanks!

"Well, I have to leave now," Katya said, edging away. "Goodbye."

"And I, too. In this direction."

And so Mr. Kidder fell into step with Katya, walking with her on Ocean Avenue and making sparkly conversation with Tricia, a shy child, now a not-so-shy child, beguiled by this charming old white-haired man who, so far as a three-year-old could know, might be a grandfatherly friend or acquaintance of her parents'. Now in the succession of shop windows Katya was aware of two reflections—her own, and that of the tall, white-haired Mr. Kidder. You would think, An attractive pair! Katya smiled in the hope that passersby might imagine them together, maybe related. She was thinking how unusual it was to see a man of Mr. Kidder's age so tall, at least six feet two. And he carried himself with such dignity, his shoulders so straight. And his clothes—those were expensive clothes. And that striking white hair, soft-floating white, lifting in two wings from his high forehead. His skin was creased like a glove lightly crushed in the hand and was slightly recessed beneath the eyes, yet no more, Katya thought, than her own bruised-looking eyes when she had to push herself out of bed at an early hour after an insomniac night. Mr. Kidder's face was flushed with color, however, as if blood pulsed warmly just below the surface of his skin. He appeared to be of an age far beyond that of Katya's father, yet she couldn't believe that he was her grandfather's age: that terrifying limbo of free fall when specific ages become, to the young, beside the point. To the young there are no meaningful degrees of old, as there are no degrees of dead: either you are, or you are not.

Katya noticed that Mr. Kidder winced just slightly, walking with his cane. Yet he meant to be entertaining, telling her and Tricia that he had a "new, one-hundred-percent nonorganic plastic" right knee: "Have you ever heard of anything so amazing?"

Katya said, "Sure we have. People can buy new knees—hips—hearts—lungs—if they have the money. Nothing needs to wear out, if you're rich. Tricia here will live to be one hundred and ten. Her parents expect it."

Katya laughed, and Mr. Kidder joined in. Exactly why, neither could have said.

"And what of you, dear Katya? How long do you expect to live?"

"Me? Not long at all. Maybe until I'm ... forty. That's old enough." Carelessly Katya spoke, with a shiver of distaste. Her mother was over forty. Katya had no wish to resemble her.

"Forty is far too young, dear Katya!" Mr. Kidder protested. "Why do you say such a thing?"

He seemed genuinely surprised, disapproving. Katya felt the warmth of his disapproval, which was so very different from the chill disapproval of her family. Katya has a mouth on her! A mouth that wants slapping.

"Because I have bad habits."

"Bad habits! I can scarcely believe that." Mr. Kidder frowned, intrigued.

Why she sometimes spoke as she did, Katya didn't know. The mouth speaks what the ear is to hear.

Wanting to impress this man, maybe. Flattered by his interest in her, though she guessed she knew what it was, or might be; yet somehow she didn't think that was it. Older men often looked at her—Mr. Engelhardt often gazed at her with a small, distracted smile—but that was different somehow. Katya could not have said why, but she knew.

Now they were passing the large, lavish display window of Hilbreth Home Furnishings, and Mr. Kidder touched Katya's wrist lightly. "And in this window, Katya, what would you choose, for your dream home?"

Dream home. Another quaint usage that stirred Katya's pulse.

The first time she'd looked into Hilbreth's window, Katya had felt something sharp turn in her heart: a stab of dismay, resentment, dislike, anger against those who bought such expensive things for their expensive homes, and a childish envy. Yet now, at Mr. Kidder's playful urging, she gazed into the window with a small smile of anticipation. Such elegantly spare, angular furniture! Here there were no comfortably cushioned sofas or chairs, no bright chintz or floral patterns, scarcely any colors. Instead there was a preponderance of chrome; there was sleek black leather, low tables of sculpted wood, heavy slabs of tinted glass. Wheat-colored cushions in profusion, flat dull rugs, gigantic table lamps and skeletal floor lamps that didn't seem to require light bulbs ... In Vineland, New Jersey, which was Katya's home town, inland in the scrubby Pine Barrens, you would not encounter objects remotely like these, just soft, formless, graceless things, soiled and sagging sofas, worn vinyl chairs, Formica-topped tables.

"Anything from this window," Katya said, smiling so that her words wouldn't be misinterpreted as sarcastic, "I would need a special house for."

With an ambiguous smile of his own, Mr. Kidder said, "Maybe that could be arranged."

Katya shivered. Though Mr. Kidder was joking, of course, in the dazzling display window her reflection shimmered like a fairy figure in water.

Mr. Kidder had not inquired where Katya was taking the children, and Katya had not volunteered the information. Yet he expressed no surprise when Katya crossed Chapel Street, and now Post Road, when Katya pushed the stroller into Harbor Park. Here Tricia would feed the noisy waterfowl for twenty minutes or so and, if circumstances were right, mingle with other children in the park. Here were a half-dozen swans, many fat waddling Canada geese, platoons of smaller geese and mallards wriggling their feathered bottoms as they rushed forward to be fed. Tricia delighted in tossing bread bits to the waterfowl, which was, like their daily outings to the beach, a high point of her day. Katya had quickly come to dislike "feeding the geese," which seemed to provoke hunger more than satisfy it and made the birds contend with one another in a way that was crudely comical, too pointedly human. In Harbor Park much of the grass near the lake had been dirtied by the birds' myriad droppings; the lake was really no more than a large pond, shrunken in midsummer. Other nannies—most of them Hispanic, and older than Katya—brought small Caucasian children to the park to toss bits of bread at the clamorous birds; Katya had begun to recognize some of these women. As if she'd been trekking to Harbor Park for months, not less than two weeks.

Katya provided Tricia with bread for the birds and cautioned her not to get too close to them. As Tricia ran off excitedly, Mr. Kidder, looking after her, said, "You wish, don't you, that they would always stay that age..." He spoke sentimentally, leaning on his cane.

Katya said, "No. I hated being so small, and I hated being so weak. It was scary—adults are so tall."

"And now we're not so tall to you?"

"Yes. Those of you who matter. And I'm still afraid of you."

"Afraid of me, dear Katya? Surely not."

Katya laughed. If this was a flirtation—and it felt like a flirtation—it was like no other flirtation in Katya's experience: with a man old enough to be her grandfather? (Though in fact very different from Katya's grandfather Spivak, stooped and tremulous from a lifetime of heavy drinking.) Meaning to shock him mildly, she said, "Know what I'd like right now? A cigarette."

"A cigarette! Not from me."

She'd begun smoking when she was twelve. One of Katya's bad habits.

In middle school she'd begun. If you were a girl and good-looking, older boys provided you with cigarettes as with other contraband: joints, uppers, beer. Katya would not have smoked in the Engelhardt children's presence, of course. She would not have dared to smoke in any circumstances in which her employers might observe her, or in which she might be reported back to her employers, for at their interview Mrs. Engelhardt had asked if she smoked and Katya had assured her no. And she didn't drink. ("Why, I should hope not"—Mrs. Engelhardt's prim response.)

In a wistful tone, Mr. Kidder was saying that he'd smoked for many years—"Deplorable, delicious habit, like all habits that endanger us." He smiled, as if he had more to say on this intriguing subject but had thought better of it. "But, dear Katya! It pains me to think of you smoking so young. Such an attractive girl, so healthy-seeming, with all your young life before you..."

Katya shrugged. "That's why, maybe. That long way ahead."

Again Katya felt that she'd shocked this man, unsettled him. Their conversation, which appeared to be so wayward, casual, haphazard and spontaneous, like the children's cries as they tossed bread to the waterfowl, was more accurately following a deeper, more deliberate route, like an underground stream that, from the surface of the ground, you can't detect. All this while Katya was gently jiggling the stroller in which the baby was strapped, a mindless rhythmic action that made the baby smile moistly up at her, as if with love. Easy to mistake for love, Katya thought.

In Vineland, Katya frequently looked after small children, including her older sister's children, and she had come to the conclusion that she wanted no children of her own, not ever. But here in Bayhead Harbor, where the children of summer residents were so prized, and exuded an unexpected glamour, she had to reconsider.

"How old are you, my dear? If you don't mind my asking."

How old are you? Katya bit her lower lip with a sly smile but said instead, "How old do I look?"

In her T-shirt and denim cutoffs, with her smooth, tanned bare legs and arms, streaked-blond ponytail, and calm, steely gray eyes lifted provocatively to Mr. Kidder's face, Katya knew that she looked good. She was five feet five inches tall, slender but not thin, the calves of her legs taut, hard. Mr. Kidder's eyes moved over her with appreciation. "I assume you must be at least ... sixteen? To be trusted as a nanny? Though you look younger, in fact."

"Your granddaughter's age?"

Mr. Kidder's smile tightened. Curtly he said, "I don't have a granddaughter. That is, not a blood relation."

Katya felt the sting of a rebuke. The icy blue eyes, tight fixed smile. With the tip of his cane Mr. Kidder had been tracing invisible patterns in the ground at his feet.

"Kidder. Is that a real name, or just something you made up?"

"Kidder is certainly real. Marcus Kidder is painfully real. Let me give you my card, dear Katya." Out of his wallet Mr. Kidder drew a small white printed card, and on the back of the card he scribbled his unlisted—"magic"—number.

"Come see me someday soon, Katya. Bring little Tricia and her delightful baby brother—if you wish. Tomorrow, tea-time?"


Marcus Cullen Kidder

17 Proxmire Street

Bayhead Harbor, N.J.



Katya slipped the little white card into a pocket. "Yes. Maybe." Coolly thinking, I don't think so.


Just then the waterfowl erupted. One of the children had tossed down a large chunk of bread, provoking a skirmish among the excited birds: flapping wings, agitated squawks, an angry confrontation between Canada geese and the more audacious of the mallards. "Tricia! Come here." Katya ran to lift the frightened little girl into her arms as she began to cry. "Sweetie, you aren't hurt. These are just noisy birds. They get hungry, and they get excited. We'll leave now." Katya felt a stab of guilt, that she'd been distracted by talking with Mr. Kidder: what if one of the larger birds had pecked at Tricia's bare legs—worse yet, her arms, her face...

"Shoo! Shoo!" Mr. Kidder waved at the birds with his cane, scattering them and sending them back to the water. Like a comical yet gallant figure in a children's movie, a protector of the young. He meant to be amusing, to make the frightened children laugh, and their nannies. But Katya did not laugh.

"Tricia, come on. Let's go back to the house."

She'd had enough of the park, and she'd had enough of her white-haired gentleman friend. She'd had enough of Katya Spivak preening for his benefit and felt a wave of revulsion and dread, that she'd made a mistake in spending so much time with him and in having taken his card. As she hurried away with the Engelhardt children, Mr. Kidder called urgently after her, offering to summon a taxi for them or, if they walked over to his house—"Close by, a five-minute walk"—to drive them back himself. But Katya called over her shoulder, "No! No thanks! That isn't a good idea right now."






My darling, I thought then that I had lost you. Before I even knew you.





2

"A ROLL OF THE DICE. Let the dice decide."

Smiling, recalling her father's words from long ago. When she'd been a little girl who'd adored her daddy, not knowing how her daddy was a compulsive gambler, which was a bad habit in the Spivak family only when you lost big. So long as Jude Spivak's losses were reasonably small, only just interspersed with wins, maybe gambling wasn't a bad habit at all.

As Katya remembered, her mother had liked it just fine when Katya's daddy had won. No furious condemnations of "compulsive gambling" so long as he brought money home. In fact, hugs and kisses. In fact, celebrating by getting drunk.

Let the dice decide was a cool way of saying Take a chance, see what happens, why the hell not?





Not a good idea, maybe! But Katya was going to execute it.

He was an elderly man, with an eye for her. He was a rich man, and he was (shrewdly, she knew) a lonely man. In Atlantic City, such men were marks. Such men were asking to be exploited, duped.

She would return to him. Quite deliberately—consciously—shrewdly she would return to Mr. Kidder in that mansion of his.

Not the day after they'd met—that would be too soon. Let him wait a while, and worry that pretty blond sixteen-year-old Katya wasn't coming back.

Nor the day following, either (an exhausting day spent on Mr. Engelhardt's showy thirty-foot Chris-Craft powerboat bucking the waves to Cape May and back—an "outing" providing as much pleasure for the harassed nanny as being taken for a jarring ride on a lawn mower across corrugated ground). Next day was a Monday—by which day Katya reckoned that Mr. Kidder would have given up expecting visitors.

Just a roll of the dice. She was risking nothing. No danger in upscale Bayhead Harbor, which was very different from Atlantic City, fifty miles to the south, where Katya Spivak would never have been so naive as to go to a man's house, no matter how harmless he appeared, how gentlemanly or how rich.

Of course, she wasn't going alone: she wasn't that naive. She would take little Tricia with her, and the baby in his stroller. Not really risky by Spivak family standards.

So on Monday, after they'd fed the noisy waterfowl in the park, as if she'd just thought of it, Katya squatted before three-year-old Tricia and asked if she'd like to visit that "nice funny old white-haired man with the cane, who was so friendly the other day," and predictably Tricia cried Yes!, and so Katya saw no harm in taking Tricia and Tricia's little brother in his stroller to Mr. Kidder's house a few blocks away.

If Mrs. Engelhardt found out and asked about the visit, Katya might say that Tricia had wanted to return, Tricia had insisted. She could not have reasonably argued that 17 Proxmire Street was on her way back to the Engelhardts' house on New Liberty Street. For Mr. Kidder lived in the much-revered "historic"—"landmark"—section of Bayhead Harbor, near picturesque Bayhead Lighthouse and the open ocean. As the open ocean was very different from the narrow boat channels in the Engelhardts' newly developed neighborhood, so the air nearer the ocean was distinctly cooler and fresher and smelled bracingly of water, sand, sun.

Money too, Katya thought. A special kind of money-smell, which had nothing to do with grubby paper bills you might actually hold in your hand and count. Nothing to do with coins sweating in the palm of a hand. This was money that was invisible, the money of true wealth.


The Engelhardts and their friends spoke enviously of these older, spacious oceanfront properties that so rarely came on the market or, if they did, sold overnight for several million dollars. Katya felt a stab of satisfaction; the Engelhardts would envy her, a visitor in Mr. Kidder's house.

I am special. Mr. Kidder wants me.

She laughed, this was so delicious. She was feeling very good.

On Proxmire Street, pushing the baby's stroller and staring at the enormous houses. And not just the houses—"properties," as they were called—several times the size of the crowded lots in the Engelhardts' neighborhood of showy split-levels and A-frames. And the stately ten-foot privet hedges that shielded the houses here from the street and the curious stares of sightseers hoping to gaze at the homes of the wealthy as you might gaze into the dazzling shop windows of Ocean Avenue.

Katya liked it that the house at 17 Proxmire was old and dignified and weathered—a "shingleboard" house—with white shutters, winking lattice windows, and a steep slate roof like an illustration in a children's storybook of a tale set once upon a time.

There was an entrance in the privet hedge. And a wonderful old wrought-iron gate, shut but not locked.


No solicitors.



All deliveries to the rear.


Katya laughed. These admonitions did not apply to her.

"Well, Tricia! Here we are—Mr. Kidder's house."

Her heart beat in anticipation of an adventure. Katya was a girl who craved adventure. How bored she was here in Bayhead Harbor, playing the role of nanny to people she hated. Two weeks! That was more than enough.

Thinking reasonably, If the old man isn't home, go away. Never try again.

Katya pushed the stroller along the surprisingly uneven flagstone walk to the front door, as Tricia walked shyly beside her. Were both feeling that Mr. Kidder might be watching them from one of the latticed windows, invisible behind the glittering glass? Like a scene in a movie, this seemed to Katya; she felt the man's eyes on her ... Yet she was hearing a piano being played inside the house, which didn't sound like a radio or a recording.

On the wide front flagstone step Katya dared to ring the doorbell. When Tricia began to speak, Katya put a forefinger to her lips: "Shhh!"

There was a sort of magic here. Katya felt it. She could not behave carelessly, or let the child prattle. They were both very excited.

Whoever was inside had not heard the bell, it seemed. Katya tried again, and this time the piano-playing ceased and a few seconds later the heavy oak door swung open, inward—and there stood Mr. Kidder, blinking and staring at them as if, for a moment, he didn't know who they were.

"Why, it's—Katie? I mean—Katya. My dear, you've come..."

Mr. Kidder was smiling strangely, not welcoming her exactly, a wary sort of smile, dazed and wary and not what she'd expected. And he'd almost forgotten her name! Katya's face smarted with hurt. Well, he had not forgotten her, at least.

The greeting was very awkward. Katya thought, Damn—this is a mistake. But she could not back away. Of course she could not back away. Nervously she laughed—there was an edge of cruelty in her laughter—for Mr. Kidder was startled to see her, and nervous; his blue eyes were not so composed now, and not so icy; in his face was a sick-sinking expression of something like abject and raw desire he hoped to disguise, as a starving dog might try to hide his terrible ravenous appetite.

"Can't stay long, Mr. Kidder! We were just walking home from the park and Tricia said..."

Mr. Kidder was fumbling to tuck his loose shirt into his baggy shorts, which were wrinkled; clumsily he made a gesture as if to smooth down his fluffy white hair, which looked as if it hadn't been combed yet that day. "You've taken me by surprise, dear Katya—but what a lovely surprise—and dear Tricia—and Tricia's baby brother, whose name is—"

Tricia giggled, providing her little brother's name as if this were a fact of supreme importance: "Kevin."

"Why of course—Kevin. How could I have forgotten!"

Where was the playful dignified gentleman of the other day, who had so impressed Katya? In khaki shorts worn without a belt, in a wrinkled white cotton shirt with short silly boxy sleeves, and with sandals on his bony pale feet, Mr. Kidder could have been any older man at whom a sixteen-year-old girl wouldn't have so much as glanced. Accustomed to dark-tanned men and boys in Bayhead Harbor, as in Vineland, Katya saw with particular distaste Mr. Kidder's naked feet and thin legs, lacking in muscle and near hairless.

Quickly Mr. Kidder said, "Come in! Come in. In fact, I was eagerly awaiting you—the trio of you."

"Were you!" Katya laughed, just subtly sneering.

"I was. Indeed I was. 'Tickling the ivories'—playing piano to evoke a lyric mood. In fact"—repeating in fact as if he were trying to cast a spell on Katya, who continued to stare at him—"it was my magical piano-playing, the first dreamy movement of Beethoven's 'Moonlight Sonata,' that drew the trio of you here."

Katya laughed, this was so fanciful. Very likely Tricia would believe what Mr. Kidder was telling them.

"You are just in time, my dears. Katya, do come in. For everyone else in my life seems to be gone."

"Gone? Where?"

"Oh, nowhere! Everywhere. Wherever people disperse to, like milkweed fluff, when they go."

Katya wasn't sure that she liked this. Gone? Everyone?

Gaily Mr. Kidder ushered them into the house. Firmly Mr. Kidder shut the door.

A heavy oak door. Katya wondered if it automatically locked, inside.


As Mr. Kidder chattered, a flush rising into his cheeks, Katya smiled uncertainly, gripping Tricia by the hand. Maybe this was a mistake and she was putting these helpless young children at risk ... With a flurry of his hands, as if to dispel such ridiculous thoughts, Mr. Kidder said, "My fickle houseguests have departed for the city just this morning, you see. Not that I wanted them to stay, nooo! For I knew that Katya, Tricia, and Kevin were imminent. And so the house looms large and empty as a—we will not say mausoleum. No, no! We will not. And Mrs. Bee—dear Mrs. Bee—has Mondays off and has quite buzzed away."

Houseguests? Mrs. Bee? Katya knew what mausoleum meant and hoped that Tricia wouldn't repeat the word later that day, as children of her age sometimes did, like parrots. So far as she could see from the foyer, the enormous house did appear to be empty: rooms opening onto rooms, hallways leading into hallways, as in a maze of mirrors infinitely reflecting. "I had not expected visitors this afternoon," Mr. Kidder said somberly, "though last night there was a moon, and this moon peeked into my bedroom window and said, 'Whatever you do, M.K.'—for, from the lunar perspective, we are no more than our initials—'do not eat up all those delicious strawberries in the refrigerator,' and I asked why, and the moon winked and said, 'You will see, M.K.' And now my special visitors have arrived, I see."

This spirited little speech was delivered for Tricia's benefit, but it was Katya for whom Mr. Kidder was performing, she thought. By quick degrees he was becoming increasingly confident, like an actor now recalling lines and no longer flailing about, blinded by the spotlight.

"This way! We will have tea on the terrace."

The first thing you saw, stepping into the living room of Mr. Kidder's house, was the far wall, entirely glass, overlooking the ocean in the near distance. For at this elevation on Proxmire Street you couldn't see the beach; if anyone was on the beach below, you couldn't see them; you saw only dunes, dune grass, the choppy ocean, the distant horizon. You saw the sky, which was a faint, misty blue, and a sickle moon just visible by daylight.

Katya felt something turn in her heart: a stab of hurt, envy. "This is so beautiful, Mr...." She seemed to have forgotten Mr. Kidder's name. She could not help it that the flat nasal accent of south Jersey had an accusing tone even when meant to be admiring.

Graciously Mr. Kidder said that beauty is a matter of "seeing"—"seeing with fresh eyes, with the eyes of youth." So long he'd been spending summers at the Jersey shore in this house, as a child, as an adult, from June through Labor Day, he no longer saw what was.

He led them outside, onto a flagstone terrace. Here it was windy, much cooler than it had been on the street. And here even more beautiful: the view of the dunes, the rolling white-capped waves.

At the Bayhead Harbor Yacht Club beach there were usually so many other people around, Katya was distracted. Now she settled Tricia into a chair and saw that baby Kevin was comfortable sucking on his pacifier. She'd have to inform Mrs. Engelhardt of this visit, she supposed, since Tricia, who chattered about the least little thing encountered on their outings, would surely tell her. Shrewdly, Katya thought there might be a way—she would find a way—to suggest that there'd been other guests at Mr. Kidder's "tea-time," Mr. Kidder's housekeeper at least.

Katya helped Mr. Kidder bring things out to the terrace, for the white-haired man was obviously unaccustomed to such practical tasks as setting a table and serving food. Katya took from Mr. Kidder's uncertain hand a heavy cut-glass pitcher of lemonade, and deftly she spooned strawberries and sherbet into shallow cut-glass bowls. Out of a baker's box she took vanilla wafers and arranged them on a plate. She was amused to see that while Mr. Kidder had been out of her sight he'd tucked his shirt more firmly into the baggy khaki shorts and he'd tried to tamp down his unruly hair. And possibly he'd taken a quick sip of something that smelled sweetly tart on his breath, like red wine.

Mr. Kidder sat at the head of a heavy white wrought-iron table, beaming at his guests. "I'd about given up, you know. I'd begun to think that our little Tricia preferred those noisy old geese with their messy ways to Marcus Kidder."

Their tea-time passed in this way, Mr. Kidder addressing Tricia or the baby, all the while glancing sidelong at Katya, as if there were an intimate rapport between them that didn't require overt acknowledgment. Katya considered asking him for a glass of wine. No doubt he'd have been disapproving. Yet intrigued. Katya was what the law calls a minor—it was a felony in New Jersey to serve liquor to a minor, even unknowingly. How strange it was to be sitting close beside this stranger, at an elegant wrought-iron table that must have weighed a hundred pounds, on chairs so heavy Katya could scarcely budge them; strange, and not strange, that their knees should touch beneath the table, accidentally.

This was quite the most exciting event of Katya Spivak's summer, so far. She was feeling a thrill of pride, a wave of childlike happiness, that she was here: at this table, on this terrace at 17 Proxmire Street, overlooking the open ocean; she, whose father had been a part-owner of a garage in Vineland, with his brothers, before he'd lost his share of the property and disappeared. Katya Spivak in "historic" Bayhead Harbor, being treated so politely, so graciously, by a rich old white-haired man named Kidder.

She would have liked to tell her mother, her older sisters, her brothers, and her cousins, who would envy her.

Boys she knew. One or two older boys, in Vineland.

This house! You would not believe. On the ocean, worth millions of dollars, the owner has to be a millionaire...

"And what are you thinking about, dear Katya? You seem to have drifted off."

In the wind Mr. Kidder's hair looked as if it were being roughly caressed by agitated hands. The wind was taking their breath away. Katya said she was thinking she'd like a glass of wine. If Mr. Kidder had wine ... Seeing his startled expression, Katya laughed.

"I'm afraid—no. I don't have any wine. And if I did, my dear, I wouldn't be so reckless as to give some to you. "

Meaning, You are underage. You are off-limits.

The wind! Tricia squealed as her napkin went fluttering and flying across the terrace like a live thing, and Katya jumped up to retrieve it. She saw Mr. Kidder's eyes trail over her tanned legs, the curve of her hips in the denim cutoffs. Thin streaks of cloud passed over the sun; there was a mild chill. Mr. Kidder said apologetically, "We should move inside, I think! It's one of those capricious days. Warm—now not so warm. And I have presents for you, dear Tricia and dear Katya, I dare not forget."

Presents! Tricia was thrilled. Katya smiled guardedly.

"Yes, we should go inside," Katya said. "We should be leaving soon, I think. Mrs. Engelhardt will be expecting us back..."

Was this true? Often when Katya returned to the split-level house on the channel, Mrs. Engelhardt's SUV was gone and only the Hispanic housekeeper was there.

Katya helped Mr. Kidder carry the tea things back into the house, into the largest kitchen she'd ever seen. He led her then into a room that was a kind of studio, overlooking the terrace from another angle, with lattice windows, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a sofa covered in brightly colored upholstery. The room smelled of paint and turpentine; in a corner was an easel, and on the floor a paint-splattered tarpaulin; against a wall, stacks of unframed canvases. On the walls were works of art—paintings, pastel drawings—portraits of women, girls, young children. So Mr. Kidder was an artist! When Katya complimented him on his work, which was impressive to her, with a smile he asked if she'd like to pose for him sometime.

"Pose? Like for a ... portrait?"

"Depending on the results, portraits."


Meaning more than one? Katya was made to feel confused, uncertain. Those icy blue eyes were fixed upon her so intently. "When would I have time, Mr. Kidder? You know that I'm a nanny—my work hours are dawn to dusk."

She meant to be funny. Though what she said was true, essentially. She had two half-days off, Wednesday, Sunday, and even after dusk, after feeding the Engelhardt children, bathing them, and preparing them for bed, she felt, in a far corner of the house with no view of the channel, that she was expected to remain on duty.

"What about dusk, then? Night?"

Katya laughed uneasily, supposing that Mr. Kidder must be joking and not knowing how to reply.

While Mr. Kidder turned to Tricia, Katya drifted about the studio. So much to look at! She liked it that Mr. Kidder's furniture did not resemble the stark angular sculpted things in Hilbreth Home Furnishings, and she liked it that there were so many books on the shelves (books were a comfort to her), so many small carvings, vases and urns, glass flowers. Light struck and illuminated these flowers like flame.

Mr. Kidder was presenting Tricia with a gift: a children's picture book titled Funny Bunny's Birthday Party, with which Tricia was delighted. Katya glanced about, still uneasy: was there a present for her?

There didn't seem to be. Mr. Kidder was absorbed in Tricia, turning pages of the book for her, reading aloud. Katya stared at the glass flowers. She'd never seen anything like these flowers before. None seemed to resemble real flowers, or at least flowers familiar to her; their stalks and leaves were varying degrees of green, but their petals were the most exquisite colors, flaming crimson, iridescent purple, gold-striped, grotesquely shaped. There were petals that resembled tentacles and petals that resembled nerve filaments. Stamens that resembled tongues, pistils like eyes. Katya stared at a large flesh-colored peonylike flower that mimicked a seashell, or—she didn't want to think—the smooth hairless vagina of a young girl. With a nervous laugh, she asked, "Who made these, Mr. Kidder?" and Mr. Kidder solemnly bowed, with a sad-clown smirk: "M.K.—in a lyric phase of long ago. My 'fossil flowers.'"

Katya asked what a fossil flower was, and Mr. Kidder said that they were glass replicas of "long-extinct flowers" he'd become interested in as a young man. He got to his feet and came to stand beside Katya—close beside her. "Some of these will look familiar to you—they resemble flowers living today. These orchids, for instance. And this is an early ancestor of rose pogonia." The glass flowers were displayed in clusters, in vases; they were scattered through the room, and there were more than Katya had originally thought. She asked Mr. Kidder how glass could be sculpted—wouldn't it break? And Mr. Kidder smiled at her as if she'd said something clever. "Not in its molten state, Katya. Before we are sculpted, we are pliable raw material." She'd asked a stupid question, Katya understood. Of course, she knew that glass was "molten"—liquid.

In her embarrassment she pretended to be examining a bizarrely shaped flower with fat, sawtoothed petals, very sharp to the touch, and winced when she saw that she'd actually cut herself, a fine, near-invisible wound like a paper cut, which she managed to hide from Mr. Kidder. She was noticing that many of the fossil flowers, beautiful at a short distance, were finely cracked and covered in a thin film of dust. Not what you'd call dirty, not grimy, but not clean either. Such fragile things weren't practical. Living with them at close quarters, day after day, you couldn't keep them up; finally you'd resent them. Not even Mr. Kidder's housekeeper, Mrs. Bee, could keep his fossil flowers clean.

Mr. Kidder seemed just to have made this discovery, too. He'd wet his forefinger and was wiping at petals, frowning. "Beautiful useless things! I've ruined my life with them, who knows why. I was married once—in fact, I was married twice—to beauties. Beauty is my folly, and why? Freud said, 'Beauty has no discernible use. Yet without it, life would be unbearable.'"

Katya sucked surreptitiously at her finger, where the thin cut oozed a thin sliver of blood. Mr. Kidder took no notice. Mr. Kidder was brooding over the glass flowers and had spoken with unexpected feeling, almost bitterly. Katya didn't want their comical/ dignified host to be suddenly serious, or sad. She said, to cheer the old man up, "Mr. Kidder, there isn't a thing in those stores on Ocean Avenue anything like these flowers. If I could make anything so beautiful ever in my life, I'd be so happy. I would never be unhappy or depressed again."

Mr. Kidder was smiling at her indulgently, with bemused eyes. "You, Katya, depressed, unhappy—my dear, that's hard to believe."

Katya laughed and shrugged. She was a hired girl; she said such things on order. Much of her life was this sort of semiskilled playing to other people, usually older people, with the hope of making them like her; making them feel that she was valuable to them; wresting some of their power from them, if but fleetingly. It was like provoking a boy or a man to want you. That could be risky, as Katya well knew. Katya thought, He will give me one of the fossil flowers—that will be my reward.

But Mr. Kidder seemed preoccupied and did not offer Katya one of the fossil flowers. She was disappointed, and she was hurt. Suddenly she wanted to be gone from 17 Proxmire Street.

The baby had wakened from his light doze and began to fret. No doubt his diaper was soaked. Katya must get him home quickly and change his diaper. "Goodbye, Mr. Kidder! Thank you for having us for tea-time."

"Katya, dear! Wait." Mr. Kidder roused himself to protest as Katya gathered up Tricia and adjusted the baby in his stroller. "I have something for you." But then he couldn't seem to find it, opening drawers, rummaging about on a shelf, sucking at his lips in old-man agitation. And then a tinsel-wrapped package was thrust into Katya's hands: a pink box from Prim Rose Lane Lingerie & Nightwear. Katya opened the package and saw inside not the little-girl white muslin nightgown but the sexy red lace camisole and matching red lace panties.

Katya's cheeks smarted as if she'd been slapped. Quickly she hid the red silk inside the tissue paper and shut the box up.

"I can't take this, Mr. Kidder. Thank you, but no."

She held out the box to him. She was upset, and she was angry. Mr. Kidder professed surprise and refused to take the box from her. "Don't be silly, Katya. Why can't you take this? It's really very attractive and very finely made and there is nothing wrong with accepting it from me. You know, you don't need to tell anyone about it."

"I don't want it. I don't wear things like this. I don't—want it." She was laughing, this was so absurd. An old man like Marcus Kidder, giving such lingerie to her. She fumbled for Tricia's hand and roused the little girl from Funny Bunny's Birthday Party, pushed the stroller toward the front door as Mr. Kidder accompanied her, apologizing. Yet you couldn't know if Mr. Kidder was truly apologetic or if he was teasing; if he was genuinely sorry he'd embarrassed and upset her or if he was laughing at her.

"Dear Katya! I never meant whatever it is you seem to think that I meant. And you can return the gift to the store—the receipt is inside."

Mr. Kidder followed Katya outside. At the privet-hedge entrance he extended his hand to her, gravely, but Katya would not take it. Both she and Mr. Kidder were breathing quickly. A hot flush had come into Katya's face. She was determined never to see Marcus Kidder again, never to return to this house. Above, the sky was layered in clouds thin as steam, obscuring the sun. The pale sickle moon had vanished. Katya was sure that she hadn't been in Mr. Kidder's house for even an hour, yet it felt much later.

Mr. Kidder continued to apologize, yet there appeared to be merriment in his eyes, not repentance. You could see that Marcus Kidder was a terrible tease; you could not trust Marcus Kidder. His behavior made little girls like Tricia laugh in delight as if they were being tickled. Tricia adored funny Mr. Kidder and shook hands goodbye, but Katya refused to shake his hand, Katya was grievously wounded in her soul. To her he said, "Come back another time, dear. When you are not so agitated. When you can come alone. And can stay longer. Your present will be awaiting you."






How furious you were, my darling! Yet you knew I did not mean to hurt you. And you knew, as I certainly did, that you'd be back.






End of sample
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