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  CHAPTER I


  “What’s in the box, dear?” he asked, though he was sure from her struggle with its weight that it was one of her clay garden sculptures. In fact, he even knew which one, because he had noticed Amanda showing extra concern over the firing of a clay planter with the top half of a lady in a wide-brimmed hat as its front. The lady had the exaggerated nose, ears, chin, and bust, that were characteristic of Amanda’s figures, and she clasped both hands expressively to her bosom, as she looked up into the sky, probably for rain. And he also knew whom it was for, since it was his old friend, Vera, that they were on their way to visit.


  What he really wanted to know was why Amanda was bringing a sculpture to a woman she had never met and with whom the meeting might be a little awkward. But then he realized that he had the answer to that as well, since it was obviously a gesture designed to express Amanda’s good will and eliminate that very awkwardness. What he was really, really trying to communicate was what he had told her many times before in many different contexts, that in the thirty years that he and Vera were close friends, before he had ever met Amanda and moved to Venice, Massachusetts in order to be near her, nothing had ever passed between him and Vera regarding which Amanda should feel in the least awkward.


  Not so for him. That he and Vera had been close friends for all that time and that no awkwardness-producing activity had passed between them, was, well,… a little awkward. That summer, some thirty years ago, as he tried to cope with his first wife, Marsha running off with the assistant football coach and taking his stepdaughter, Lacy with her, Kip had been gladdened to discover that his most prized student, whom he had watched graduate that very spring, had not left the campus, but stayed on in pursuit of her master’s degree in library science. Some fifteen years Vera’s senior, he had been extremely careful to give the presumably virginal young woman no hint of improper motives behind his pleasure at the discovery. And somehow, much to his frustration then and his embarrassment now, he had been unable, over those thirty years, to move the relationship off that platonic dead-center. Vera had stayed on at Lane to, eventually, become University Librarian, and she had virtually lived in his big empty house, which she had, since his departure, purchased, but nothing in the least improper had ever managed to pass between them.


  They had dined together in his roomy house almost every night like a married couple, meals that Vera had cooked, attended faculty parties together, and bicycled to picnics and other events as a pair. But Vera maintained her own condo a short drive away and returned to it every night. It was only those activities that others pursued behind closed doors that Kip had just never managed to initiate. Then, much to his shame, he had discovered that, in her frustration, Vera had taken one of her own library staff members as a lover, a man who came to her condo late at night and left early in the morning. The man was a bore and Vera had never been seen with him publicly. But, apparently, he fulfilled a need that Kip had just never been able to accommodate.


  But that was all several years in the past. They had made a clean break, when Kip had taken his retirement and moved to Venice to write his book and to be near Amanda. And now, as he and Amanda packed their car for the three-day drive back to Lexington, their first, he could not help but fret about facing the woman whose bloom years he had obliterated with his timidity. The fact that she now had a man in her life, living with her in Kip’s old house, did make things a little easier to bear.


  Amanda tucked herself into the car beside him. “Vera loved you through those painful years,” she said, as though she had been listening to his thoughts, “and I want to thank her for that. I hope she likes the planter. They’re not to everyone’s taste, you know, with the big nose and stuff, but the feeling I have about Vera is that she’s the kind of person who will enjoy it.”


  This was so typically Amanda. She greeted everyone, as she had greeted him that very first time he had seen her behind the counter at the village post office four years ago, with a smile that came up from her very toes. Almost sixty now, with her trim figure and her brown hair in the braids she always wore and tied off with one brown ribbon and one green one to match her different-color eyes, Amanda looked a thirty-something until she smiled. And then, Kip insisted, she could have been a teenager.


  Today, however, he noticed that in place of the customary green ribbon and the brown one, she wore a blue one and a gold one. “You’ve changed your ribbons,” he commented.


  “Aren’t these the Lane University colors?”


  He had to admit that they were. When they visited Poland, two years ago, Amanda had worn Polish colors, a white one and a red one. She particularly enjoyed their stay in Poland—he did not remember her wearing the colors of any other country they visited.


  He had first come to Venice to look at the house that his bachelor, English department colleague, Rufus Nichols had bequeathed to him, and he had been instructed by the lawyers to collect keys to the house from the village postmistress, a Ms. Amanda Lazaro. His intention had been to put the house on the market, since he already owned a fine old house just off the Lane University campus in Lexington. But one look at the willowy postmistress and her welcoming smile, and Kip’s plans had undergone a seismic change.


  His late colleague had spent summers in that coastal, Massachusetts village writing the Gothic romances that had enabled him to live in a style enjoyed by few college teachers. He had piloted his own Cessna airplane between Lexington and Venice, and it had been that very Cessna that had brought about his untimely death in a Pennsylvania meadow.


  Upon meeting Ms. Lazaro at the post office, Kip’s romantic fantasy had immediately linked the comely postmistress, who was holding the keys to Ruf’s house, with Ruf, himself, and, driving back to Lexington two days later, Kip had been smitten with the idea to write his own book while living in that same Venice house and to form an alliance with a woman like Ms. Lazaro, if not Amanda, herself.


  Within months he had taken his retirement from Lane, put his own house on the market, moved into the Venice house, and set to writing a fictionalized account of his own painful life.


  Only, his narrative writing abilities had proven out of sync with the old writing teacher inside him and the book had soon collapsed of its own weight. It was only after he and Amanda were married that, with her quiet urging, he had converted the lead character, who had been originally intended to represent Kip himself, to a nearsighted private detective of Polish origin, unfortunately and accidentally saddled with the name Benedict Arnold. The whimsical account had proven a success, under the title, Benedict Arnold Conquers Naples, and now he had recently completed a sequel entitled Benedict Arnold Re-conquers Saratoga.


  “I’m sure she’ll love your planter, bunny,” he said. Then he walked back to the front door to make sure it was locked, though he thought he could remember having locked it already.


  “Did you pack a copy of Ben for her?” Amanda asked, as he got in the car.


  “She’s the University Librarian. Off course she’s read it.”


  “Well, excuse me, Mr. Tolstoy,” Amanda said.


  “Not because it’s great literature,” he said, stifling his annoyance, “but just because she knows me.”


  “Well, does she have an autographed copy of her own?”


  “You’re right, bunny,” he admitted, opening the door again. “I’ll get it.”


  “And bring an extra one just in case,” she said through her open window. Kip nodded in agreement, as his shoes again crunched on the crushed-clam-shell driveway. He didn’t like going around handing out copies of his book; it was awkward. But he did not want an argument with Amanda, particularly just as they were starting on a trip. He could remember a weekend trip he had taken with his first wife, Marsha, when they’d gotten into an argument over god-knows-what before they’d even left Lexington, and then not spoken to each other for the rest of the journey. No way was he going to let that happen to him and Amanda.


  “Does Vera have any hobbies?” Amanda asked, after they had been driving a while.


  “Well, she loves to cook,” he said. “She’s not the gourmet chef that Lill is—it’s more basic American—but she really loves doing it. I’m afraid that was the real bond between us. She lived in a small condo, and I had this big country kitchen that I hadn’t the slightest desire to use. It’s my kitchen that she was attracted to.”


  “Oh, I can’t believe that. She may not have loved you in a romantic way, but I know she loved you. There’s more than one way to love someone, you know.”


  He was well aware of that. He loved Lacy, his step-daughter, with whom Amanda had reunited him thirty years after Marsha had yanked her out of his life and whom he had missed far more than he had her mother, though in a quite different way that he now loved Amanda. And he loved Lill—yes, he admitted that he loved Lill—quite differently than he loved either of them. And then, of course, he had loved Vera, in his unrequited way that was different again.


  “Look at the way Lill loves you,” Amanda said, again tuned into his immediate thoughts. Kip did not believe in clairvoyance or “any of that stuff,” but Amanda had a way of sensing his thoughts that at times was endearing and at other times annoying. This was one of the good times because it implied that Amanda accepted and respected the relationship between him and the woman who, over the past year, had become both Amanda’s closest friend and his. The impeccably groomed, urbane Lill, reputed to be the finest hostess in the Venice area, had made a poignant and sober proposal of marriage to him, at their second meeting, four years ago, when he had thought Amanda to be beyond his reach. And he had arrived at the equally sober conclusion that, at age sixty-eight, with his retirement pay and other savings, and his book recently collapsed, this was the best offer he could ever expect to receive.


  Lill had made the proposal, sitting naked beside him in the hot-tub on the deck of her gracious, old house, revealing to him her disreputable early years, as well as her destitute present. Having removed her makeup, as well, she had even shown him how she might look in the morning, so he would have no illusions about the offer. Shattered, at the time, by Amanda’s recent rejection, Kip had been so deeply moved by the nakedness of Lill’s proposal that he had turned down the offer of her bed for that night out of sheer respect. It would have been like test-driving a car, he had reasoned.


  “Kip, I want you to meet Meriwether,” Amanda now said, setting off an alarm in Kip’s head.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Kip could see a small, dark bundle sitting in Amanda’s lap. A black kitten that was about to join their little family—or, possibly Vera’s? With another car a few yards ahead on the windy highway, he did not dare take his eyes from the road. But how like Amanda to express her loving nature at a highly inappropriate time. A long car trip was no way to introduce a kitten to its new family, to say nothing of arriving at a stranger’s doorstep with an incontinent, bewildered bundle of insecurity.


  Then he heard the sound of a zipper being opened.


  “It’s a Lewis and Clark,” Amanda explained, “one of those navigational devices. One of them was named Meriwether, you know, I don’t know which one, whether it was Lewis or Clark. But the other one was George or something, which isn’t much fun, so I named him Meriwether. He talks to you, you know.”


  There was sufficient motivation now to risk glancing again in her direction, and Kip was relieved to see not a kitten, but a squarish black object in her hands. “Don said we shouldn’t be taking a trip of this length without one,” Amanda continued.


  “What did he sell you now?” Kip snapped, a little more sharply than he had intended.


  “It’s one of those global positioning things that give you vocal directions to where you’re going,” Amanda said. “You attach it to your windshield, and a satellite tells it where you are at any moment. Then it tells you where and when to turn in order to reach the address you put into it.”


  “Didn’t you Googoo directions to Lexington?” He knew the correct term by now, but Googoo expressed his affected disdain for things digital… in defense of his own inability to grasp any but its most obvious principles.


  “Google directions are great as long as you don’t stray from them. But once you take a wrong turn somewhere—something you, of course, have never done—you’re on your own. Meriwether will always get you there, even if you get off the track. It just re-computes.”


  Now Amanda’s arm came into his field of vision to attach the device, via suction cup, to the center of the windshield.


  “It’s blocking my view,” he complained. As much as he had conceded to the black art of electronic word processing, Kip could not conceive of a machine’s ability to give him directions for regaining his route, and in an intelligible voice, once he had strayed from it.


  “I’ll put it lower, dear,” Amanda said immediately. She was, of course, quite aware of his little game. “Now that’s better, isn’t it?”


  He was left no choice but to admit that it, indeed, was better down near the dashboard. “You’ll have to talk to it,” he said. “I can’t take my eyes off the road.”


  “You don’t talk to it, dear. It talks to you. It will just tell you when it’s time to make a turn. It’ll tell you about half a mile in advance, and then, again, when you’re at the turn. It’ll also tell you the name of the road that you’re turning onto.”


  “This I gotta see,” he mumbled.


  “What did you say, dear?”


  “I said that I’ve got to see that.” He knew, of course, that, by some inexplicable machinations of the laws of nature, they were always right about things like that, and he was wrong.


  “You will,” Amanda said. But Kip also knew—or, rather, hoped—that his willingness to accept evidence of his own ineptness in areas such as this helped Amanda to deal with her own fragilities. Crowds spooked her, sending her sometimes into hyperventilation, and she had a tendency towards depression, particularly when she failed to take her medication. On top of that, her shyness in regard to “personal” matters, coupled with Kip’s own diagnosed reluctance to pry into what might not be considered his business, had almost lead to the breakup of their marriage the year before.


  “By the way, that was Meriwether Lewis. Clark’s name was William,” he said, salvaging a certain amount of his pride.


  “Well, Don said he has a very nice and clear voice, and he assured me that you’d have no trouble hearing him.”


  His wife’s reference to his hearing was another area of friction between them, but Kip let it slide. “Well, you’re going to have to be its—I’m sorry, his—keeper,” Kip said.


  “Yes, I know. Don gave me a lesson on setting Meriwether, and I input Vera’s address yesterday. He already knows where we’re going and will tell you which way to turn as soon as he gets himself positioned.”


  Immediately a line, presumably representing the road they were on and a crossroad ahead, appeared on the screen. The “crossroad” was moving down the screen. “Right turn in point-three miles onto Hillside Road,” a pleasant, British voice enunciated from the little box.


  “Why is he telling us to turn right?” Kip said. “We want to go left.” He was aware that he had just adopted Amanda’s anthropomorphizing of the little gizmo. It had been quite deliberate.


  “He must want us to go by way of Cedar Point, dear.”


  “But that’s longer.”


  “Maybe he knows something we don’t. Humor him a little.”


  “But that’s the wrong way.”


  “Humor him.”


  “All right,” Kip said, “He’s your friend.” It wasn’t the guy inside the gizmo that he was humoring. He made the requested right turn.


  “At your earliest convenience, please make a ‘U’ turn and proceed in the opposite direction,” said Meriwether.


  “That’s what I wanted to do in the first place, you jerk!” Kip said, realizing, suddenly, that there was a definite benefit to being able to talk back to the contraption.


  “Don’t get angry,” his wife admonished. “Don’t yell at him. He made a little mistake, but he corrected himself, right away.”


  “In my own car, I can get angry if I want to.” And being able to banter with someone who understood it to be banter, was a license he had only enjoyed for these four years that he and Amanda had been together. He had learned early on not to banter with Marsha, and he had probably been over-cautious about such things with Vera.


  “Yes dear. This is your car and we are all your subjects.”


  He didn’t think he heard any real anger in that retort. “So what do we do when we’re in unknown territory and Meriwether tells us to make another right turn? Are we supposed to trust him?”


  “Don said that he can make little mistakes, but he always corrects them. Google is just a print-out, and if it makes a mistake or you make a mistake trying to follow it, that’s pretty much it.”


  Behind Amanda’s factual statement was the fact that on his trip to bring her back from Indianapolis, last summer, Kip had, indeed, taken a wrong turn—or, rather, failed to take a right one—while trying to follow a set of Google directions supplied him by the Venice librarian, and ended up miles off his course, adding half a day to his journey.


  “Right turn in point five miles,” Meriwether said.


  “You see?” Amanda said. “He’s right. That’s good, Meriwether. Good job.”


  “You’re treating him like a dog,” Kip said.


  “You’re right, dear.”


  There was a minute’s silence before Amanda spoke again. “But Don doesn’t have the discrimination that Lou had,” she said.


  “Discrimination?”


  “Well, he tried to sell me a pair of those silly perforated rubber galoshes, you know, that come in different colors and the kids all wear. Alligators, aren’t they?”


  “I think they’re called Crocs.”


  “Crocs? They’re so ugly. There’s no way I’d wear them. Lou would have known that.”


  Unconsciously, Kip looked down at his wife’s feet. They were in white sneakers.


  “Please keep your goateed face on the road,” she said.


  This was an old joke between them, and Kip smiled, understanding that Amanda was trying to diffuse any friction that might have arisen. “It’s not a goatee—it’s a Vandyke,” he said, as expected.


  “A goatee includes a mustache,” they said in chorus.


  It was two days of leisurely driving later that Kip turned the car into what had once been his own driveway. Vera had bought the house from him through an agent. Their parting, while on the most positive of terms, had been too raw for real estate negotiations. Vera had been aware of his frustration, those last few years at Lane, where he had spent his entire adult life and during which time the place had grown from a friendly little college to a university, with impersonal lecture halls replacing intimate classrooms. And where his wife’s betrayal and his total ignorance of what had been common knowledge was still a memory in the collective faculty mind.


  Vera had cried at the parting, but she had known that a new life on the East Coast and a book to write could prove a blessing for her dear, suffering friend. She had had reservations about his inability to cook a proper meal for himself or to iron a shirt, but she had also had the faith that some woman would soon realize what a dear man he was and come to love him as deeply as she did.


  Now, as his old house came into full view out from behind the big oak in the front lawn and a triumphant Meriwether announced their final destination, Kip let out an involuntary sigh.


  “What a charming old house,” Amanda said.


  “Yes, it is. I guess Vera loved that kitchen so much, that she had to have it…. And there she is, with the wheelbarrow.” A woman in jeans and a yellow “T” shirt, her waist a touch thicker than Kip remembered, came around the corner of the house, pushing a wooden wheelbarrow. Nor did he remember her nose to be quite as pointed or her chin as receding as he now saw, and his heart immediately registered again the once familiar empathy for a dear woman, whose facial features did not do justice to the beauty within. He saw her set the barrow down and bring a hand up to wipe the strand of hair from her forehead, while her tightened mouth betrayed a conflict of emotions.


  “She’s lovely,” Amanda said. “She’s so happy to see you, but so concerned about not saying the wrong thing in front of me.” And now Kip’s heart flooded with love for his upbeat, loving, generous, perceptive wife.


  “Be sure to give her a big hug,” Amanda prompted, and Kip was again grateful, this time for freeing him of his own uncertainty. He stopped the car immediately and opened his door, realizing, as he pulled himself out, that he should have driven closer to the house.


  As he hurried around the flower bed, towards where Vera was standing, Kip realized that, even though he and Vera had exchanged awkward cheek-kisses at his departure, they had never ever hugged. But he had grown so much in these four years, and he assumed that, particularly with a live-in man in her life now, she had as well. He had even learned, from his friend Lill, the chaste, closed-mouth kiss on the lips as a proper expression of affection between good friends, but he did not know if Vera would be ready for that.


  “Oh, I’m all sweaty,” Vera said, as he enveloped her in his arms, but the protest in her voice was mild. “I thought I’d get a chance to shower, before you arrived.”


  “We hit a great new highway this morning and bypassed all those country roads,” he explained. They were not the first words he had planned to say. “It’s so good to see you again,” he added hewing closer to his prepared script. Then he felt Vera’s arms wrap hesitatingly around him.


  “It’s good to see you too,” she said over his shoulder. “And I can’t wait to meet Amanda.”


  Amanda was, probably, standing right behind him, so Kip released Vera from his grip and turned to face the driveway with her. He saw Amanda still standing beside the car, shielding her eyes from the sun. “She’s anxious to meet you too,” he said.


  Kip took Vera’s hand and began to walk back towards the car. He saw Amanda start toward them. “Vera, Amanda. Amanda, Vera,” he said. Vera wiped her palm on her jeans before extending it towards his wife.


  “I wasn’t expecting you till later,” Vera said. “But I’m so glad you’re here. When Kip left, three years ago—or was it four?—he wrote me about meeting a beautiful woman at the post office, and I’ve waited anxiously, all this time, to meet her.”


  “I also wrote that she reminded me of you,” Kip interjected.


  “Yes, that’s true, he did write that,” she admitted with a laugh. He could see Amanda ready to hug Vera, but holding herself back. Instead, she pulled gently, experimentally, on the other woman’s hand and, when she didn’t resist, managed to touch her cheek to Vera’s moist one.


  “We’re going to have some wonderful talks,” she said. Then added, “Just you and I.”


  Vera laughed. “Just us girls,” she said. “Come inside. I’ll wash up, and then I’ll fix some lunch. B…my partner won’t be home till later this afternoon.”


  “Yes, we’re anxious to meet him,” Kip said.


  Vera looked from one to the other. “I’m making a rib roast for dinner,” she said after a moment. “I know how much Kip likes that. I hope that’s all right, Amanda.”


  “I love rib roast. I just can’t make it,” Amanda said. “Can you believe that Kip is the chef, or what passes for a chef, in our family?”


  “Oh wow,” Vera said, leading the way into the house. “I’d have a hard time believing that.”


  “He makes killer scrambled eggs,” Amanda said.


  “Yes, that I know,” Vera agreed. Kip’s heart overflowed with pleasure, to hear the two women getting on so well.


  “Is the car all right where it is?” Amanda asked, “Or should Kip pull it up to the garage?”


  “After lunch would be fine, or you can do it now, if you want.”


  “I’ll do it now,” Kip said. “Give you gals a chance to get to know each other.”


  “Come

OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
nture

4 N -
7 e

-
- -

'PABOWICZ

JU]:] \‘ \

1





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





