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THE UGLY DUCKLING


The summer Christine Rivers returned from the University to get married, I was spending most afternoons at the Community Center pool working on backstroke turns and the butterfly kick.  In the fall I would start high school and more than anything I wanted to be on the Girls' Varsity swim team.


When whispers of her engagement to a previously jilted sweetheart swept the shaded streets of our town, I remembered Christine not because her picture had been published in the paper when she made her debut at the Governor's Silver Ball, but because she had stalked the halls of our school with her blonde hair tinged green from too many hours in the pool.  


She wore narrow pants people said her Mama bought in Atlanta, and her heavy blue Varsity jacket always hung from her wide and beautiful shoulders.


My parents did not usually gossip, which I always thought was a shame since they were so perfectly situated for it.  My father was a bookkeeper and no one who owned a business ever 

bothered to lie to him.  Mama was the town's most in-demand dressmaker.  She'd owned a shop in Charleston before marrying my father.  If there was a wedding that wasn't shotgun, my mother made the dress.    


Christine's intended, as I had heard girls in the locker room refer to him, worked for my father, and so my sleek and shimmering blue-green summer grew fat with information as the wedding date drew nearer.    


"He's as surprised as anyone," my father said the first night Christine's return hit the news vine.  "He said she’d told him very clearly that it was over.  She would get a degree in Anthropology and never come back.  Then her father goes up to Chapel Hill for who knows why and brings the girl home ready to marry."


I sat at the table and mixed peas into my mashed potatoes.  I dreaded weddings as it meant 

helping my Mama in the shop.  An hour hemming lace was an hour not in the pool.  Christine's best friend had quit high school to get married and I remembered her veil.  Christine was the Maid of Honor and I'd heard her and Julia in the fitting rooms talking of opening a movie house on Rose street that only played French films.  They'd laughed so hard at that, but I wondered why Christine would need an Anthropology degree to run foreign films through a projector.


She came to the pool the next afternoon and every one after that.  She wore two bathing suits and dove cleanly into the middle lane and swam hard and fast until she'd lapped everyone two or three times and they just got on out of her way.  I swam with the other fourteen-year-old hopefuls in the lane next to hers and loved how she could do endless laps of perfect butterfly kicking without ever stopping to stretch.  


One day, as I was pushing off the wall for a sprint, I felt a strong hand grasp my left ankle, pulling me  back and down.  It was Christine Rivers, with her goggles in the hand that hadn't grabbed me.


"It's Beatrice, right?"


"Beatrice-Anne," I said.


"Well, which one do you like?" she asked, lifting the lane divider and motioning for me to come under to her side.  "I don't do hyphens."


I shrugged.  Had I done anything?  Her shoulders were wider and even more beautiful on closer inspection.  

 
"You were keeping pace with me," she said.  "During the butterfly.  Your pull is weak."


"I've been working on the kick," I said.  "I want to be on Varsity."


"Do you?"  She shielded her eyes against the green glare the sun made with the pool.  "Well, 

kick's only half the stroke.  Work on it."  

She lifted the lane divider again.  I was dismissed.


At the florists you heard that Mrs. Rivers was ordering 1500 dollars worth of baby's breath and lilies.  


The wedding would be at the Presbyterian, where Mr. Rivers' family had been going for years.  


All three catering companies -- three different housewives with children long since married themselves -- had been engaged.


Her intended came to our house for dinner one night and said they were going to Bermuda for a honeymoon.  


And then one Saturday, Mama met me at the door and said I wouldn't be going to the pool that next week.  The Rivers' wedding party was coming to the shop on Monday.


Mama liked to do a kind of intake interview with the bride and her advisors -- usually the mother, a few aunts and three or four girlfriends -- before making any suggestions.  That Monday morning it was just Christine and her mother.


Mrs. Rivers wore a nice pink suit that I recognized as one of my mother's designs.  Christine wore jeans and a T-shirt. I could see the outline of her bathing suits underneath.  She had stuffed her jeans into black cowboy boots and I thought she looked tight.  Fast. Lean. Clean.  All my favorite words.  Somewhat dazed, I turned my attention back to the interview. 


"She's not having any attendants," Mrs. Rivers told us while Christine stared ahead at the 

far wall.  


"Have you considered cream?" Mama asked.  "That can be quite smart and as traditional as 

white."


"Hell, make it black," Christine said.  "Save money on the subsequent funeral."


"I wish you'd stop that," Mrs. Rivers said, and I noticed that she hadn't exactly combed her 

hair, but piled it up with a bunch of pins.  

While examining Christine's boots, I also saw that her Mother's stockings were grey, which was the wrong color for a pink summer suit.  


"I know how trying wedding plans can be," Mama said, "but if you want we can discuss honeymoon attire today as well."


“I’m not going on a honeymoon,” Christine said.  


“She is,” Mrs. Rivers said.  “Of course they are.  Bermuda.  It’ll be so lovely.  Lots of places to swim.”  


"Look, we can do the whole down the aisle thing, but no more than that," Christine said to her mother before turning toward mine.


"Cream," she said firmly.  "Ankle-length with smooth lines and a scooped neck.  I want my shoulders covered and sleeves down until seven inches before my wrist.  Satin type material that’s heavy enough to hold shape.  I don't want anything collapsing on my skin." 


I was fourteen years old and had lived in a small town long enough to know a few things.  A bride talking about hiding her own form was pregnant and a pregnant bride not wanting to go on a honeymoon was a bride knocked up by a man that wasn’t her intended.  So that was it.  


Christine Rivers was just like a lot of other girls who didn't know how to butterfly.   


"That's all doable," Mama said to Christine.  "Anything else?"

  
"Yeah," she said.  "No veil."


On Sundays, the Community Center was closed.  Everyone was supposed to be at Church, but after services I generally slipped out of the house and biked twelve miles to Orange Grove Pond out on County Road 23.  I wore my suit under cut offs and a T-shirt.  The pond was not cleansing like the chlorine;  it had patches of algae on the surface and hard stones on the bottom,  but it was water and I could swim in it without sharing lane space or focusing on form.  If God rested on Sundays then I could too.  

As I cut through the Grove pasture, I heard the unmistakable sound of women's laughter, a sound you heard wafting off the porches on dusky summer evenings before dinner was eaten and dishes were washed.  It was the sound of iced tea glasses, new magazines and tired voices giving each other energy.  


On this particular Sunday, splashing in my pond, it was Christine Rivers and the shockingly thin Julia Cooper, who had married Robert Kendell without finishing high school.


"You did not," I heard Julia say.  "You did not order a black wedding dress."


Christine backstroked over to the pond's edge where Julia was dangling her legs in.  "I never could lie to you," she said.


"Oh, yes," Julia said, "yes, you could."


It was a hot day and I had been at my mother's shop most of the week, but as much as I wanted to be in the water, I wanted more to not disturb their graceful, careful privacy.  


"Was there someone in Chapel Hill?" Julia asked as I turned away.


"Yes, but not as beautiful as you."


"Braver though."


"Not enough," Christine said and as I walked on, I heard the water splash as if she had dived 

under.


I wondered if I should start making friends so that when I got old enough to marry, I could flee to the pond with one of them.  Julia and Christine looked like swans to me; pale, strong, part of something I could only visit from time to time.


I saw Christine once more before the last time we all did.  It was in the locker room at the Community Center on the Saturday before her wedding.  I was squeezing half a fresh lemon over my sticky, chlorinated hair which had been slowly but surely going green all summer.  


Christine came in and stripped down to her suits. She looked pretty skinny for a pregnant girl.


"Hey there, hyphen," she said, "how's the pull coming?"


I tossed the lemon in the trash and picked up my comb.  "Okay, I guess."


She spit into her goggles and watched my comb try to navigate through the snarls.


"Listen, that just doesn't work."


"Well, what does?" I asked.  "Yours isn't green anymore."


"Yeah, but that's 'cause my father thinks girls with green hair can't get married and I had to peroxide it back to blonde."


"My parents won't let me do that," I said.


"Well, if you think chlorine dries it out, feel what peroxide does."  

She took all the hair on her left side in her hand and held it out.


Christmas presents wrapped in the green, gold and red paper my Mama loved flashed into my 

mind before I reached out my hand.  I rubbed it between my fingers and thought of our old German 

Shepherd that we'd put down the summer before. 


"I had a friend in Chapel Hill," Christine said slowly, "who used to comb mayonnaise through my hair every evening after swim practice.  She said I smelled like a deli, but that it was better than chlorine scum."   

Christine laughed and the sound was so lovely I joined her.


She looked at me sharply with wide and stricken eyes.  I let go of her hair and watched her 

tuck it under a rubber cap.  She stood up and snapped her goggles under her bathing suit strap.  


I thought that I had never seen anyone so beautiful.  And I hadn't.  Not yet.


"That already seems like a long time ago," Christine whispered.  

I watched her walk out to the pool, thinking of her friend and her hair wrapped in a sandwich condiment.  


There was a big lawn party at the Rivers' house the night before the wedding.  Mama said I could go barefoot if I would wear a dress, which my father thought was ridiculous attire for a fourteen year old girl.


"Look, Charles," I heard Mama tell him, "you pick your battles.  A dress this year and shoes the next.  Beatrice-Anne is going to have to make some heavy compromises with the world."


"Like green hair," my father grumbled, admiring, but resenting my mother's ways with me.


"We can cut that green out," Mama said and my hands flew up to my ears.  No.  I wanted hair, hair that was heavy and dry the way Christine's was.


The party spread out over the Rivers' front lawn and everyone I'd ever met in my life was there.  Swimming took up most of my time and since my parents were entertaining in their own way, 

I never bothered much with friends.  I had no one to talk to that night and so slunk around the edges 

of different groups, watching and listening.  Julia Cooper wore a huge pair of sunglasses and the 

same black dress she'd worn to her mother-in-law's funeral.  I knew because my mother, who'd made 

it, told me.


"Funny thing to be wearing to a wedding party," she said.


I thought of my pond swans and just nodded yes.


Christine had on a lilac flowered dress and her black cowboy boots.  I tried to imagine the fight that choice had caused, but couldn't.  


Christine's intended spoke to almost everyone except his bride, who was drinking beer straight from a bottle and twisting her hair around her free hand.  I tried to stay out of the crowds so that she might come talk to me, but she was staying pretty clear of everyone.   


I counted how many steps it took to walk around the Rivers' house.  A hundred and fifty three if you detoured around the big weeping willow on the back lawn.  My fifth time around, I saw Christine through the tree's heavy green branches.  She had her head on someone's shoulder and I knew it was Julia because of the black dress.  


My father always said girls talked too much and I had certainly observed that in pool locker rooms.  He liked me -- even with bare feet -- because I generally did as I was told and kept to myself in and out of the pool.  


Eighty-seven, eighty-eight, eighty-nine.  I did not stop to wonder what they possibly had to say to each other.  It was hard enough to concentrate on walking and counting without putting words in the mouths of swans.


By the time I got to the front of the house, Mr. Rivers was preparing to make a toast.  I stood 

behind a pillar watching everyone gather by the porch with plastic champagne glasses that you could 

separate into two pieces.  Mr. Rivers sent his wife to fetch Christine while her intended -- clean 

shaven and in khakis --  sat alone on the steps.  


We watched Mrs. Rivers come round the corner from the back lawn with a puzzled frown on her face.  


"She must be in the house," I heard her tell Mr. Rivers somewhat apologetically, as if she were to blame for their daughter's antisocial behavior.  


I looked around idly for Julia or her husband.  Everybody liked Robert Kendell, who managed his father's pharmacy, because he always gave credit.  I remembered seeing him in high school with his friends.  They all wore black loafers and jeans, shirts tucked out.  Their hair was short, but uniformly wavy and slicked back. 


I thought they were hideous, but he looked harmless to me now out on the Rivers’ front lawn as we waited to toast his wife's best friend.  Mrs. Rivers came to the front door.  There was a piece of paper in her hand, which she held out to her husband.


"Adam, it won't work," she said softly.  "She's gone."  


Mr. Rivers stepped inside his house, one hand on his wife's hip.  I looked from the screen door to Robert.  He was scanning the crowd and I realized that if Christine were gone, she must have taken Julia.     


My mother took hold of my hand.  "Beatrice-Anne," she said.  "Let's go."


I followed them home and wondered how long it would be before the front porches we were passing would be filled with all the information one might need to make sense of what turned out to be Christine Rivers' cancelled wedding.  


"It's a good thing they paid up front," I heard my mother say that night.  "Because that dress is only destined for curtains."


Christine never got married and Robert Kendell filed for divorce on the grounds of 

abandonment.  But no one ever said anything and the porches remained stubbornly quiet.  

I spent the rest of the summer walking the dusty side streets and dreaming of swans, so fierce 

and so beautiful, their gleaming white feathers tinged green from too many afternoons floating 

through chlorine.  

