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The Heartache of Charles Winters

“Please, Margaret, you can’t do this! She needs her father!”

“You should have considered that before you chose your career over our marriage and your daughter, Charles. We are leaving for Switzerland on Wednesday. You have four days to say your goodbyes.” 

“Four days? You’ve got to be joking! I will take you back to court!”

“You do that, Charles. The difference is, this time I’m not sitting around waiting for your alimony to kick in. My parents have very generously set up a trust fund for Elizabeth and me now that we’re going to be staying with them. I will use every single penny to fight you. Let’s face it, Charles, with your busy schedule, you won’t even have time to show up in court on your own behalf!”

Before he had a chance to respond, she slammed the door in his face.

The text had come in at nine o’clock the previous night. Margaret had deliberately waited until the last possible moment to spring the devastating news upon him. Via text no less! She had counted on him being abroad on a business trip and unable to react in person but he had flown out of the office, landing himself on the front door of the mansion by nine forty- five. He had demanded to see Elizabeth. 

“She’s seven years old, Charles. Or have you forgotten? She’s in bed. And lower your voice before you wake her!” 

The cold, pale hands of dawn were finally embracing the never ending night. Charles knew this because he had been up watching the heavens transition from the roof of his penthouse condo without a wink of sleep. The news, while a bucket of cold water down his spine, was hardly a shock to him. Margaret had made mention of moving to be with her parents in Geneva for as long as Charles could remember, even well before Elizabeth was born. He had always found Margaret’s relatives insufferable. He was grateful that they lived in Europe and he had always managed to change the subject whenever she had mentioned buying a second home there. But now, with the divorce finalized, the courts granting her full custody of Elizabeth, there really was nothing keeping her from scooping up his curly haired angel and flying off to the Swiss Alps. As he lay on the black slate, sprawled out like a lost child, a million thoughts went through his mind. It was a teleplay of his life with Margaret, how he had ended up there, on that roof that night.  They had been so young and idealistic when they were married. She had been Maggie May and he had been Chuck Berry. It was such a cliché. She was doing her master's degree in political science, he was just getting his investment company off the ground. The date nights dwindled. She graduated and then she was pregnant with Lizzie. The hours at the office got longer. Date nights disappeared. She became Margaret and he was now Charles, the cute monikers long forgotten, just like the stolen kisses. The baby came and she had colic. Margaret was exhausted. The bickering started. Margaret missed her family. She wanted them to know her baby. Charles’ company grew successful. Elizabeth grew taller. Margaret fought to buy the mansion and she won. There were dance recitals. And sleepovers. And soccer games. And Charles missed them all because there were bonds and clients and when there weren’t, there were arguments with Margaret.  And arguments and more arguments...until he couldn’t stand to be in the same room with her. Then one day, there were no more fights. Just silence. And tension. Then came the lawyers and the sparring for the gray-eyed doll who began to look much older than her six years. So he had caved. Allowed Margaret to take full custody. And now he was left with nothing but memories on a rooftop. He hadn’t sat on a roof since he was a boy. He had spent what seemed like his entire childhood outside, camping, fishing, hiking, biking, catching frogs and generally being a boy scout. He and his five siblings had been raised with little but love for one another and a sense of adventure. They had all but lived in the wind and sunshine and rain.  At that exact moment, however, he couldn’t recall the last time he had inhaled air that wasn’t filled with city smog and human suffering.  And then he knew what he was going to spend the last few days with his daughter.
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DAY ONE

This is not going well, Charles thought mournfully as he cast a sidelong glance at his daughter. She was fixated on the screen in her lap, ear buds blocking out any attempt he had made in terms of conversation. They had been on the road for two hours and she had barely said a word. Until...

“Daddy, I need to charge my iPad.” She popped the headphones out of her ears and turned imploringly to him.

“Lizzie, you won’t need your iPad where we’re going. And we’ll be there in about an hour. Why don’t we play ‘I Spy’?” Elizabeth opened her mouth to respond but seemed to change her mind and put the tablet down on the seat beside her. 

“Why don’t you start?” Charles prompted. The child pursed her lips into a thin line and turned to stare out the window. The sunshine was slicing through majestic coniferous trees lining the lonely two-lane highway. The weather channel had predicted near perfect temperatures for the trip, calling for a potential for rain on the last day but the chances were slim. Yet Elizabeth seemed oblivious to the picturesque scenery. 

“Honey? What do you spy?” 

“Nothing,” she snapped sullenly. “I don’t spy anything. Can’t we pull over so I can get my iPad charger from my bag?” Charles gritted his teeth.

“Elizabeth, you’re going to be without an iPad for three days. Surely one more hour won’t make a difference.” Again, he was met with stony silence. “Elizabeth?”

“Okay,” she said. “If you say so, daddy.”

Charles’ knuckles tightened against the steering wheel and he inadvertently put more pressure on the gas pedal. He didn’t know why he was surprised. The child had been raised in the midst of all creature comforts. It was his and Margaret’s doing. Elizabeth had never slept in a sleeping bag on the floor, let alone in a tent. But he had been hoping that she would be more appreciative of their last precious hours together and not want to spend it glued to a handheld device.

“Daddy! You’re going too fast!” she shrieked.  He instantly let off the gas and slowed the car to the side of the road where he brought it to a stop.  He sighed. “Go get your charger.” 

Elizabeth hopped out of the car happily and opened the door to the backseat. It was at that moment that Charles’ Bluetooth rang through the stereo system.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Winters, it’s Clara from the office. I have Mr. Valentino on the line and he – “

“Clara, I left specific instructions that I was not to be disturbed for the rest of the week!”

“Yes, sir, I know but Mr. Valentino is extremely irate because of the Microsoft shares and he demanded that he speak to you directly. He is threatening to fire the firm. I know he’s a very important client...”

Charles grimaced as his daughter climbed back into the front seat. 

“Put him through.”

The remainder of the trip was consumed by Angelo Valentino’s annoyed diatribe while Charles tried to placate his long time client and ignore Elizabeth’s angry smirk as she watched music videos on YouTube.  

Pineview National Park was nestled between two small lakes and boasted incredible fishing, swimming and kayaking amenities. It was aptly named for the glorious pines spanning the shoreline. It was small by campground standards but its remoteness is what appealed to Charles when he booked the site.  He vaguely remembered spending a weekend there in his first year of college. The culture shock of campus life had left him feeling desolate and out of place. He had hopped on his moped with his guitar and a knapsack and found himself in this little paradise in the middle of nowhere. He had spent two nights and three days by himself, literally sleeping under the stars and getting reacquainted with himself. Why had he never taken Elizabeth camping before? He glanced at his spindly legged child and read the displeasure on her face as she looked around the lot. When had she gotten so tall? She clutched her iPad to her chest and stood beside the car as Charles began to set up the tent. 

“Come and help your old dad, Lizzie,” he called to her. She stared at him and he saw her mumble something before she spoke audibly.

“What do you want me to do?” 

“Come over here and help me set up the tent. It takes two people.” Elizabeth remained in place. “Come on, Elizabeth. It will take a lot longer if I do it alone.”

Reluctantly, she shuffled forward, still holding the tablet. 

“You’re going to need to put that down, Lizzie. I need your hands.” She mumbled something that Charles did not hear but she set the device down on the picnic table.

“Here, pull this tarp out toward that tree.” Charles handed her an end. She obeyed and half-heartedly walked toward a tall pine near the vehicle. “Great! Now I’m going to take this rope and secure it so that if it rains, we’ll have extra shelter from leaks.”

She crinkled her sweet little nose.

“Leaks?” she echoed. “You mean we’ll get wet if it rains?” 

Charles felt himself bristle as he recognized her mother’s tone in Elizabeth’s voice.

“It’s only water, Lizzie,” he said lightly. “You won’t turn to stone.” 

Once again, Elizabeth muttered something that he could not hear.

“Elizabeth, you and I don’t have much time together. Can’t you at least try to make the best of this? I promise it’s going to be more fun than you think.” He was met with stony silence.

“Lizzie?”

Charles continued to fasten the tarp around the perimeter of the campsite as his daughter stared angrily at the ground. He was beginning to get angry. This was a bad idea. He should have just booked a trip to Disney World instead. Maybe it wasn’t too late...no. They were going to spend the time hiking and getting to know one another like they should. He steeled his temper and took a deep breath.

“Lizzie – “

“MY NAME IS ELIZABETH! Stop calling me Lizzie! No one calls me Lizzie!” 

Charles was completely taken aback.

“We’ve always called you Lizzie,” he replied, dumbfounded. 

“No, only YOU call me Lizzie. Mommy hasn’t called me Lizzie since I was five years old. I hate it! Stop calling me Lizzie! It’s Elizabeth! ELIZABETH!” Her voice reverberated through the royal trees and a bird mimicked her protest with a squawk.  Before he could contain himself, Charles snarled,

“I know your name. I named you after my mother, a woman who did not have nearly the fresh mouth you appear to have. If I had had any inkling you would be so sassy, I would have named you after your mother!” 

Elizabeth stared at him with huge gray eyes, shocked and promptly burst into tears and ran down toward the water. 

Oh Charlie, you fool, she’s only a child. 

Suddenly he was bombarded with images in his mind’s eye as he stared after her.

“Daddy, look! I can do a somersault! Daddy look!”

“Not now, Elizabeth! Daddy is working!”
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