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The wind howls with joyful abandon as my daughter 

Caroline says “I do.”  Her words are carried away unheard; 

her hair plasters against her face so I can’t see her expression 

at this most important moment of her life. The photos are 

going to be awful. I can hear my mother complaining 

already.  

Ben, her groom, looks as though he might cry, though 

that could be the effect of the wind as well. I glance over at 

my husband Trey, wondering if I will see tears in his eyes. 

No, he’s smiling. I want to cry, but my throat is too choked 

up. Plus, I’m freezing to death. My up-do is quickly 

unraveling so that I must constantly spew wisps of hair out 

of my mouth. Clouds roll in at a rapid pace, obscuring what 

little sun we have. Whose idea was a beach wedding 

anyway?  

Ben and Caroline exchange rings—I hope they don’t 

blow away—surrounded by their wedding party, mostly 

lifeguards from the Avalon Beach Patrol. It’s been ten years 

in the making, this wedding, while Caroline grew up and 

finished med school and Ben traveled the world looking for 

his true vocation. But here they are, in Avalon, at the very 

beach where they met. Well, technically they met at Uncle 

Bill’s Pancake House. Caroline proposed having the 

ceremony there, to which I remember replying “over my 

dead body” or some such thing. We settled for the 24th street 
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beach, where they shared a lifeguard stand one summer 

season. 

The guitarist sings a John Denver song. “You fill up my 

senses…” My daughter has throwback tastes. I remember 

she sang this very song for a middle school concert year ago, 

her voice quavering yet fervent, proclaiming her newfound 

infatuation with love. Was she ever that young? Was I? 

 The pastor, a friend of Ben’s, pronounces them man and 

wife—I think. I’m trying to lip read at this point. But the 

wedding party cheers—many of them blow lifeguard 

whistles they’d concealed in pockets. It’s done. Ben and 

Caroline are married. 

I’m thinking we should beat the rain and go straight to 

the hotel for pictures, but the kids all pile into an Avalon boat 

and pose for the photographer, like too many clowns in a 

Volkswagen. Then they put Ben and Caroline on the top of 

a lifeguard stand while they hang off the sides, mugging for 

the camera. These are going to be the kind of pictures you 

don’t put in a leather-bound album, but they will be all over 

Instagram by the end of the day. 

“What is going on?” I hear the reproach in my mother’s 

voice—a standing up ceremony? On a beach? A barefoot 

bride? A groom in a linen jacket? A hippie with a guitar? 

Wedding photos on a lifeguard stand? John Denver? 

I’m just thankful they didn’t get married in their Beach 

Patrol swim trunks out in a boat, rowing through the waves 

while the pastor read the pronouncement of marriage from a 

laminated Bible. 

We manage to corral the guests to the hotel just as the 

first heavy drops of rain stain my satin dress. My mother 
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glares at me—the rain is obviously my fault. I’ve always 

been a magnet for storms.  

Ben and Caroline decide to stay outside with their 

friends, welcoming the rain with open arms, laughing and 

dancing like carefree children. I watch them, envious. There 

was a time when I might have done something like that. Not 

at my first wedding, of course, marrying Caroline’s father, 

the straight-laced, high society Jack Pendergrast. His family 

would have died of shame. My marriage to Trey eight years 

ago was more casual but still dignified. I wore a dress I 

bought at Shareen in New York. Caroline bought her dress 

at the thrift shop, a cascade of chiffon and lace with a pink 

satin bow around her waist. Ben, who grew up in a 

commune, has similar hipster tastes.  

I admit I had my doubts about Ben. He was a lifeguard, 

and lifeguards have a certain—reputation—in Avalon. Jack 

and Trey had been lifeguards when I was a teenager, so I 

knew all about it. But Ben turned out to be the perfect match 

for Caroline, if such a thing exists. He is steadfast and 

unflappable, earth to Caroline’s fire. Though he looks 

nothing like Trey, there is much of Trey in him. 

I turn to greet the guests and make sure the appetizers are 

circulating. I don’t know many people here, they are mostly 

friends of Ben and Caroline. Trey’s mother is here, along 

with her latest boyfriend. My parents and my brother Mark 

are my only family. Mark and I grew up together but lost 

touch over the years. He reminds me so much of my mother: 

driven, enterprising, fearless, an IT guru who never married. 

I am all of my father, a homebody, a recluse, content to sit 

on a beach chair with a book or a crossword, my toes in the 

sand, watching the world go by.  
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I can hear Trey’s mother laughing and see the top of her 

platinum hair as she moves through the crowd, her latest 

beau on her arm. I head in the opposite direction. Ben’s 

grandmother Amanda Rosen stands apart from everyone, 

looking sad and lost. Her daughter Rachel, Ben’s mother, 

succumbed to cancer three years ago after a long, valiant and 

holistic fight. Amanda smiles at me, though her eyes are 

deeply shadowed, telegraphing all the uncomfortable 

knowledge we share. Her daughter and I were best friends 

for one summer in 1978, when she came to Avalon with 

Jack, her then boyfriend. Rachel and Jack were destined to 

be married one day, the perfect couple in the perfect house 

with 2.5 perfect children. As my mother loves to say, “Life 

is what happens when you’re making other plans.” 

“How are you Mrs. Rosen?” I take her hand, fearful of 

breaking the bones of her delicate fingers. Her face is drawn 

and thin, her skin so transparent I can see the spidery lines 

of every vein beneath. 

“Very well, thank you,” she replies in a ragged voice. 

She clears her throat. “It is lovely to see the two of them. So 

happy.” She blinks, as if holding back tears. I have a 

creeping sense of guilt that I took from this woman all the 

happiness that might have been hers. If only Rachel had 

married Jack. If only things had gone according to plan. 

It’s difficult still, thinking of Rachel. I had invited her to 

mine and Trey’s wedding eight years ago, but she declined. 

It was too difficult, with all the history between us. Too hard 

to explain. We were friends only one summer, but hers was 

a friendship I carried with me, inside me, like an unborn 

child.  
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A crack of lightning drives the lovebirds and their 

entourage inside, soaked to the skin and still laughing. I sigh 

and ask a waiter for towels. The rain hammers the skylights, 

drowning out the band. And then, because this is Avalon, the 

power goes out. After twenty minutes of scrambling the 

hotel comes up with candles and a generator so the band can 

start up again. The staff assures me dinner will be served—

the kitchen runs on gas. But the air conditioning doesn’t. I’m 

sweating through my spotted dress, but Caroline and Ben 

hardly notice. As the storm rages, I watch my daughter and 

her new husband on the dance floor, wet-haired and fused, 

floating as if their feet don’t touch the floor.   

Amanda Rosen sits beside me at the “parents” table, Trey 

on my other side. I introduce them. She nods, smiling faintly. 

“Ah, now I see.” What does she see? Amanda believed, as I 

had for a time, that Jack was Ben’s father. No one knew—

not even me—that Rachel had been seeing Trey in secret. 

She hid the truth of Ben’s parentage for many years, even 

from her own family. She hid it from Trey as well. 

Did I mention that Trey is Ben’s father? Yes, 

it’s…awkward. 

“I’m pleased to meet you, Trey,” she says. We have 

spent a lifetime untwisting Rachel’s deceptions. “I’m sorry 

to say Rachel never spoke of you.” 

I see the flash of pain in his eyes.  

“But Rachel had so many secrets,” she adds, as if she 

sees the wound she’s caused. “If I’d only known … perhaps 

I could have done something …” A mother’s ever-present 

guilt. 

“I understand,” Trey murmurs. I sense his guilt as well. 

Even thirty years later, it hasn’t dissipated. 



ANTILLIA 

 

6 

The power comes back on at midnight, as the last of the 

guests are leaving. Caroline and Ben have gone already. In 

the morning they will head to the airport for two weeks in 

Antillia in the Caribbean. Trey grabs me, pulls me to him in 

a slow dance. 

“There’s no music,” I protest. 

“Want me to sing?” 

“No, please!” I laugh. I am way too tired.  

“Remember the Lifeguard Ball?” 

“Yes. You never danced with me.” 

“Well, this is me making up for lost time.” He kisses me. 

“How are you doing?” 

“Okay.” 

“Sure?” 

I shrug, not wanting to cry.  

“Jack?” 

“And Rachel. They should have been here.” 

“You know, if they were here, we wouldn’t be.” 

“I know. It’s sort of unfair isn’t it?” 

“It’s not fair or unfair. It’s just the way it is.” 

“I wish I could be that … accepting of things.” 

“I wish I could change the things that you can’t accept.” 

“Ha. What a pair.” 

He pulls me closer. We move together in the silence. 

“Do you think about her?” I ask, my voice muffled by 

his shirt. 

“Who? Rachel?” 

“Yes.” 

“Sometimes.” 

“Did you… love her?” 

He sighs. “It wasn’t like that.” 
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“I know. But she was so beautiful…” 

He pulls away to look at me. “Mare, you need to stop 

this.” 

“I know. I’m an idiot.” 

“No, you just think too much.” 

I can’t help it. I still wonder what he thought of Rachel, 

what he felt. Because he never told me. It was a “one-time” 

thing, an affair under the pier, and she got pregnant. Yet he 

told her things he told no one else. He had told her his real 

name. They had shared something secret and special, 

something I could never know. 

And it still bugs me. 
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