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The Present

Prologue

Undergarments are like seasonal slipcovers; they need to be replaced every six months.” Her mother, the late Eleanor Montgomery, had issued this directive so many times over the years that it had become a mantra. And Grace remembered it perfectly now. “God forbid an accident befalls you and someone you don’t know should discover you or attempt a rescue.” She’d even received the instruction on her wedding day over three decades before, as she’d been arranging the thin diamond tiara amid her golden curls. That time, her mother had leaned forward so that her own handsome face shared the mirror with her daughter’s, opened her chestnut eyes wider than usual, and whispered, “Imagine if there were a stain!”

Every first of June and September, Grace had heeded her mother’s warning and purchased all-new brassieres and underpants. She’d never had the courage to raise the obvious question. She’d simply accepted that worrying about impropriety after death was just as worthwhile as worrying about it ahead of time. And today of all days, she didn’t feel like gambling that a corpse couldn’t be embarrassed. Not after Dr. Preston’s news.  

Over the years, she’d always selected the same Swiss brand, the same cotton fabric, and the same colors. She bought three matching sets in white and three in nude. At one point just around her fiftieth birthday, she’d debated black, but ultimately rejected it as impractical. So her choices remained uninspired, but the lingerie was well made and feminine without being tawdry. When she’d moved from Boston to Cape Cod four years before, she’d found a small shop in Osterville that carried exactly what she’d been able to find at Neiman Marcus in Copley Place. And so the tradition continued uninterrupted, the new undergarments being folded neatly into the top drawer of her bureau along with a fresh lavender sachet, and the old being wrapped in a paper bag and discarded in the kitchen trash. 

But this month she’d been distracted. Preoccupied as the engine of her taupe sedan idled at the exit to the covered parking lot at Massachusetts General Hospital, she’d suddenly realized that today was the fifth of June, and that the task hadn’t been accomplished. Something in the parking attendant’s face had reminded her even as her hand trembled reaching into her purse for change to pay. Perhaps it was the girl’s youth, the freshness about her smooth chocolate skin and neatly braided plaits, that conjured a sense of optimism. Grace wouldn’t be wasting money. Regardless of what might befall her, in whatever state she might be found, she wouldn’t compromise now.  

Although she made her resolution to adhere to her biannual ritual, she hadn’t been able to face Mrs. Worthington, the proprietor of A Woman’s Elegance: Discerning Lingerie for the Discerning Woman. White-haired Mrs. Worthington had a small, neat shop on Main Street with lace curtains in the storefront window, a powder-pink, upholstered slipper chair in the dressing room, and a large plaque proclaiming her membership in the AARP above the register. She’d offer to model some formfitting, curvature-slenderizing, tuck-the-tummy lingerie, despite the fact that Grace had no hips or stomach to hide. Or she’d produce an absurdly suggestive nightgown they both knew Grace wouldn’t consider. Each time this happened, Grace would smile politely and shake her head. Then Mrs. Worthington would return the garment on its quilted hanger to the rack with a look of disappointment on her face. “It’s never too late to add a little spice to your life.”   

Normally, Grace welcomed the familiarity, the camaraderie, but not today. She feared Mrs. Worthington might be able to read her face as clearly as if her forehead flashed a newsreel. She didn’t want to be questioned. She didn’t want to risk breaking down, bursting into tears, falling to her knees, losing control of herself. All she wanted was fresh underwear.

And so she’d ended up at the ghastly Cape Cod Mall, a place no sane person would ever want to visit, let alone patronize. But she’d wanted anonymity, and Filene’s had a lingerie department. 

The sprawling cement-block building was unmanageably huge, and as the automatic doors swung open she wondered for a moment whether she could lose herself inside. Had she found an abyss off Exit 6 that would swallow her whole, leaving nothing but her parked car outside as the only trace of her existence? The thought of poor Bain struggling in that circumstance almost made her laugh. She could not imagine her husband attempting to find her here. Elegant Bainbridge Forest Alcott II, in his blue blazer, golf shirt, white trousers, and driving moccasins, had rarely crossed the Bass River since he’d retired to Chatham. He’d stayed east of Exit 9, enjoying the peaceful off-seasons and the social summers, lowering his handicap from an eleven to an eight, admiring the harbor view, and swimming laps in his heated pool. Navigating this parking lot would be traumatic; a venture inside the mall to retrieve his wife would be hell, perhaps a worse hell for him than letting her disappear. 

Filene’s was nearly empty. At two o’clock on a Friday in early June, the lunchtime shoppers were gone and the summer hordes hadn’t arrived. She read the store directory and navigated the escalator only to wander through tightly spaced racks and racks of leisure wear and weekend wear, designer sections filled with brands of which she’d never heard. She stopped to examine the clothes: bright-colored business suits with faux pockets and handkerchiefs sewn in, coordinated tops with large bows at the neck, slacks that came with attached gold-buckle belts, loosely woven acrylic sweaters, and acid-washed jeans. It seemed a sea of colors and textures and labels, an array of merchandise priced at $99.99 or $59.99 or two for $79.99. Finally, she spotted pajamas off in the distance and homed in on her destination. She knew then she was close. 

Forty-five minutes later, Grace now stared at the Formica counter where she’d piled her six packages of Jockey for Her. It was an odd choice, especially given her allergy to horses. She’d never worn underwear that came sealed in plastic, but she couldn’t find her usual brand and  the package said these were cotton, or at least mostly so, give or take a small percentage of Spandex. Plus the model on the front with a towel around her neck and her bottom tilted toward the shopper looked alluring. Would that sex appeal rub off, hide her varicose veins and tighten the loose skin that draped from her backside? She wished she could envelop her whole body in a single transforming garment, a youth-producing unitard, anything to turn back the clock, even just to yesterday. 

 The checkout girl with an artificial stripe of red hair down the middle of her otherwise brown locks swiped her American Express card twice without success. “The magnetized strip must have gotten wet,” Grace offered weakly, even as she sensed that there might be a more ominous explanation. And so the girl, whose badge identified her as KIM, called for authorization.

After reading off the account number, Kim seemed to be placed on hold. Several minutes transpired. To pass the time, the girl picked at something in her teeth with her long black fingernail and then stared at the underside of the nail in an effort to discern what the particle was. Finally, she said, “Yeah. Okay,” as she glanced at Grace with a stern expression. Replacing the receiver, she opened a drawer under the counter, removed a large pair of black-handled scissors, and cut the plastic card in two. 

“What are you doing?” Grace asked, even as she realized it was too late.

“You want the halves?” Kim extended a hand.

“I . . . I,” she stammered. 

“They told me to do it. Amex isn’t a credit card.” 

She felt dizzy. Bain dealt with all the bills. He’d always kept the checkbook, never delegating the task to a secretary or assistant even when he had one. He liked organization. He liked the control that came with knowing exactly what came in and what was spent. Although she knew there were problems—he’d explained as much in urging her to be careful with her personal expenditures—she never would have expected something so dire.  

“I’ve been a member for decades,” she pleaded, as if Kim held the power to change a corporation’s mind. Membership has its privileges. What kind of a promise was that if it was revoked at the tiniest hint of difficulty? 

“You’ve still got to pay on time.”

Grace felt as though she might collapse. She looked around, wondering who else had witnessed her humiliation. 

A heavyset black woman waiting patiently behind her with an armload of merchandise smiled knowingly. “You should think about a MasterCard.”

“Yes. Yes. I’m sure you’re right.” She stared at the two pieces of her credit card, which Kim had placed on the counter in front of her. She remembered clearly the day Bain had given it to her just after they were married. It had been linked to his, two cards on the same account, the sort of permanent convenience a husband and wife should have. Now the scissor cut separated the t’s from the rest of her last name, the name she’d taken from her husband along with the card. 

Alco. It sounded like a cleaning service or a dog food.

She grabbed the halves and slid them into the interior pocket of her purse. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” she managed to say. “It won’t happen again.” 

The mall’s interior was a mass of fluorescent and neon bulbs reflecting a glare onto the black floor tiles. Grace stared at the industrial-strength planters, each potted with some species of palm willing to grow without a hint of natural light. The piped-in overhead music mixed with a blare of sound from a nearby record store. Leaning against a planter for balance, she watched as a gum-chewing couple walked by, the girl seemingly oblivious to the fact that her boyfriend had his hand down the back of her pants. 

“Noooo. No.” She heard a high-pitched wail.

A mother dragged two crying children toward the exit. With a look of utter desperation, the woman in a shirt with a plunging V-neck and jeans that hugged her wide hips yanked on their small arms even as they both collapsed to the floor. “Just wait till I tell your daddy how bad you are,” she snarled. “You’ll be sorry then.” 

Her threat only made the little girl with light brown hair and dirty knees scream louder. 

“I’ve a mind to spank you right here and now, you little brat.” 

The mother released the arm of her son and, with her free hand, slapped the girl on the side of her head. The small child looked up, momentarily silenced. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. 

The girl sniffled several times, wiped her nose with her T-shirt, and then took her brother’s hand. They shuffled just in front of their mother, who had lit a cigarette even though prominent signs throughout the mall proclaimed that smoking was prohibited. The mother swatted at the girl’s head several more times as they slowly moved toward the exit.

Grace felt the sudden urge to sweep the crying girl and her sibling up in her arms and comfort them both. A daughter. A healthy little girl, who needed a bubble bath, a glass of warm milk, a bedtime story to make her sadness go away. Perhaps The Lonely Doll since she resembled its sweet heroine, Edith, and could think the book had been written about her. She could tuck her into the canopy bed with a feather duvet, adjust the little angel night-light, and pull the pink-and-yellow-flowered drapes. Grace could share the nightly ritual she craved, the simple tasks of which she’d dreamed, with this little stranger. 

Didn’t this unkempt woman realize how lucky she was?  

But instead Grace walked away. There was nothing she could possibly do to help, and no doubt publicly embarrassing the mother would only exacerbate the situation when they were behind the closed doors of their two-bedroom Cape.

She tried to distract herself by staring at the window displays of the variety of low-end shops. Athletic shoes. Plastic beach tumblers. Sun visors and caps. Fragranced candles in tub pots. 

“We need more tests. It’s too soon to tell anything conclusively. Why don’t you take the weekend, talk to Bain, and call me on Monday? I’ve scheduled an appointment with a specialist, but it’s not until Wednesday.” Dr. Preston had a calm, collected tone, the sort that reminded Grace of voice-overs for investment commercials. There was a certain reassurance in such low male timbres. Your retirement fund is safe. Your husband will take care of everything. You’ll live to be a hundred. 

Staring at the series of X-rays on the light board that hung on the wall, she didn’t believe a word.

Grace stepped through the entrance of Victoria’s Secret and was consumed by the sweet-smelling perfumes, the bordello lighting, the salesladies with curled hair and black dresses. Tucked into alcoves along the pink-striped walls were nightgowns, shorties, pajamas, and bathrobes in all styles, colors, and sizes. Satin push-up bras and lace thongs dangled from plastic hangers. Throughout the store, scantily clad dummies modeled styles that would make a Vegas dancer blush. She wondered whether this display was designed to appeal to the women who would wear such garments, to attract the men who wished they would, or to titillate the prurient browsers.

Round tables were piled high with panties. Size small was on top. Grace reached for a single pair of red underwear with lace covering the entire front. 

She stepped up to the cashier and handed a twenty-dollar bill to the attractive blonde with full lips.

“Will this be all?”

Grace did not reply.

“If you buy two, you get one free,” she said in a chirpy voice.

She stared again at the wisp of fabric. “No, thank you.” 

One was quite enough for her purpose.



Part One



1967-1968

Chapter One

A visitor’s first impression of Harvard Square was that of a hippie swarm. On any given day—but especially between September and June—the educational crossroads was a mass of guitar-playing, candle-lighting students who had managed to corner the bead market despite the marijuana haze in which the days disappeared. Women wore loose skirts, sandals, no bras, and even less makeup. Men wore beards. 

But amid that swarm, there were plenty of young women just like Grace Montgomery, attractive students of art history, English literature, and landscape design, who preferred Lilly Pulitzer to tie-dye, and who wouldn’t consider ingesting anything more intoxicating than a glass of Fumé Blanc. These women were intent on getting a proper education and graduating with a good degree, a process made slightly more exciting by the prospect of meeting an eligible bachelor along the way. Each wanted a husband, too, and preferably one with no facial hair.

Grace had come to Harvard Square in the fall of 1964 from across the river, the only daughter of Eleanor and William Montgomery of Chestnut Street. As most of her peers had done, she’d applied and received admission to Radcliffe and Barnard. She chose to remain in Cambridge, heeding her father’s advice. “You can concentrate on your studies without the distractions of Manhattan. That city could swallow alive the most sophisticated of New England girls and you, my dear Grace, are not one of those. I don’t want to imagine your fate once you were to cross the Willis Avenue Bridge.” 

William’s reservations about his daughter venturing beyond the borders of Route 128 had been well founded. She hadn’t gone to boarding school or even summer camp. Despite her classic beauty, her lithe figure and heart-shaped face framed in blond curls, shyness got in the way of accepting dates, and she’d had no experience with men. She wouldn’t have attended her senior prom except that her second cousin agreed to escort her.

William had never publicly acknowledged her innocence, but it was there in her face, her childlike enthusiasm reflecting off her porcelain skin. 

Plus she seemed so happy in Boston. She liked the quaint brick sidewalks of the Back Bay, the beauty of the Public Garden and the Charles River, Brigham’s ice cream and the Red Sox. 

Most of all, there was no reason for her to consider leaving because no other place in the world could replicate the lively atmosphere of 37 Chestnut Street. Her father’s work as an economic consultant to public and private institutions alike, and his brief term as undersecretary to the Cuban ambassador, meant the Montgomerys had an array of personal friends and professional colleagues, and the family’s elegant town house was a gathering place for what she’d been raised to think of as the best of Beacon Hill society. Her parents did more than their fair share of entertaining professors, business leaders, political strategists, philosophers, and even the occasional out-of-towner. Grace passed many an evening lying on the floor of her attic bedroom, listening to the hum of voices several stories below her and staring at the night sky through the window in the small gable. Whether it was improvement of the Emerald Necklace of Boston’s urban parks, fund-raising for Children’s Hospital, or acquisitions for the Museum of Fine Arts, these adults shared intense conversation while consuming Eleanor’s overcooked flank steak washed down by the contents of William’s ample wine cellar. 

Upon her fifteenth birthday, she was invited to join in her parents’ soirees, to hear firsthand the intellectual debate, and to add her own opinions so long as she’d thought them through. Although she rarely availed herself of this opportunity—by high school she had friends and dreams that consumed her time—there were certain evenings amid her parents’ company that she would never forget.

It had been a Thursday in August. Grace had graduated that spring from the Windsor School for Girls, and had already begun to pack her trunk for her impending move to Cambridge. 

The cherrywood table was set for only seven, a small gathering by Montgomery standards. Lace place mats, starched white napkins, and an array of glasses accompanied each place setting. Light from the taper candles reflected off the polished silver pepper shaker and footed salt dish. To Grace’s right was a visiting professor of political science from Columbia, a relatively young man in a tweed blazer and an ascot who emitted a strong odor of sandalwood. On her left was the assistant rector at Christ Church in Cambridge, who was under consideration for a faculty appointment at the Harvard Divinity School. It was between these gentlemen that the “Vietnam situation” was transformed from an issue seemingly to circulate in the air as she walked to the Charles Street T-stop into something tangible in her conscience. 

Eleanor had forgotten about the pumpkin dinner rolls warming in the downstairs oven, and a faint smell of charred bread permeated the room. Politely ignoring it, the professor opined about the political instability in the region and the need to control communism. “Congress was absolutely justified. Johnson needed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. We’ve got to stop this aggression.”

In terminology she didn’t completely understand, he then expounded on Truman’s Cold War policy. “We don’t want to have to put his domino theory to the test.” 

The minister disagreed. His voice was gentle but firm, and his bushy eyebrows seemed to dance on his forehead as he spoke. “Imperialism as a goal cannot be justified.”

“You saw what the North Vietnamese did to our destroyers.”

“Because we have no business there.” 

Eleanor lit a cigarette, to which William didn’t object. “The images are so haunting. You must remember that poor monk last year? I can’t imagine what it feels like to self-immolate,” she offered.

“The war is immoral,” the minister persisted. Grace somehow expected him to add Amen, but he didn’t. 

“Immoral,” the professor scoffed. “That’s the kind of language that colors the debate, that makes people afraid to be honest. What war is ever moral? The Crusades were supposed to be, and they were the bloodiest massacres in history.” 

Grace listened intently, turning her head left and right to watch each man as he spoke. 

“Why should we pick up the mess the French left behind?” her father asked as he poured more wine and settled into his chair. “They lost the fight—even with our assistance—and now we’re supposed to correct the situation. But I ask you, if they no longer care, why should we?”

Eventually her eyes grew heavy, and Grace excused herself long before the debate reached a conclusion. But as she lay in her bed in the moments before sleep overcame her, she mused again over what a complicated matter the war seemed to be. That her brother, Ferris, would return to college instead of enlisting only muddied the issue. There had been no discussion of his deferment—at least in her presence—but she wasn’t sure that meant her parents disapproved of the war. Although from what she’d deduced, Ferris seemed to be drinking his way through his four years, her parents put the highest premium on education. It wouldn’t surprise her if, in their view, the South Vietnamese simply had to wait for him to obtain his bachelor’s degree before they could enjoy his aid. 

All these thoughts spun around in her mind, keeping her awake, and she only managed to quiet the noise by remembering that her opinion didn’t matter anyway. The men in Washington would determine the right course of action. 

Radcliffe as a choice for college held additional appeal to Grace beyond its proximity to home. Ferris was a junior at Harvard by the time she arrived, and a very popular one at that. While still at Windsor, she’d visited him regularly and met many of his friends. They were confident, striking, articulate young men who seemed so worldly, so experienced, and so very, very handsome. As she wandered the elegant brick-and-ivy campus, gazing up at the myriad clock towers each set to chime a few minutes apart, it was difficult not to be impressed. These men could do anything to which they set their highly intelligent minds.

So it was no great surprise that she fully believed Bainbridge Alcott when he informed her that he planned to write “the great American novel.” He made his proclamation as they sat on a plaid blanket on the Esplanade with a crew race along the Charles River as their backdrop. It was the fall of her junior year and their second date. Grace had spread out her carefully made picnic of egg salad sandwiches, cold roast beef, carrot sticks, and homemade shortbread before them. For his part, Bain had surprised her with a bottle of champagne, which he’d popped as she’d cried out with delight. Perhaps it was the heat, perhaps it was the company, but one plastic cup’s worth had gone to her head. 

“I’m going to be the next Salinger or Scott Fitzgerald. I may sound immodest, but I assure you that most would agree.” Bain leaned toward her and rested his palm over hers. “I’ll write a novel that makes people look at themselves, really examine who they are. I want my words to be a mirror—even if the readers don’t necessarily like what they see. If the intellectuals—America’s only true aristocracy—can’t make a difference, then we’re quite lost as a civilization.”

His touch excited her. 

The portable radio crooned a hit from the summer of 1960, “Itsy Bitsy Teeny Weeny Yellow Polka Dot Bikini.” 

“The world looks at America as the land of opportunity,” Bain continued. “People can come from nothing and make a fortune, thereby changing their place in the social caste. But we also have to recognize the inherent gifts of those whose families have succeeded for generations.”

She tried to concentrate, but her mind wandered to the idea of a very small bathing suit. Perhaps she should get one. She’d always worn a one-piece, the kind with a skirt attached. 

“This is not an issue of luck. Cream does rise to the top. My novel will focus on those differences—the attributes of a chosen few and the need for the rest of our country to accept gainful employment in factories or on farms and stay the course. That’s a proper division of labor, healthiest for any economy.” 

She didn’t bother to question him. It all sounded fine, or at least as if he’d figured it out. His words blurred into the music as she focused instead on his chiseled features and deep blue eyes. 

Everything about him was perfect. A senior, he was a member of the AD club, the son of a North Shore family, and fifth-generation Harvard. His great-grandfather had endowed a chair at the medical school. They’d met at a party for the Crimson. She hadn’t planned to attend and hadn’t been invited, but a group of nice girls from her dormitory had convinced her to come along with them. “Anyone’s invited. It’s not like that at all,” Melody Berkowitz had explained. 

Eileen Baker from Swampscott, who lived in the room across the hall, stepped forward. She had an hourglass figure, which her clothing tended to accentuate. “Writers for the Crimson have a reputation, if you know what I mean. It should be fun. What other plans do you have, anyway?” she had asked, adjusting Grace’s headband in a maternal way. “You won’t meet any men sitting in a dorm room on a Saturday night.”

She’d been introduced to Bain almost immediately. He was editor in chief and the obvious host of the evening. But his smile alone had been enough to keep her glued to his side, and she’d allowed herself to hope from the moment he first took notice of her. He smoked a cigar and discussed a piece he’d almost had published in Life magazine, an article he’d submitted urging the nation to stop the protests, support its president, and get behind a full-blown war against the North Vietnamese. Sadly, the magazine’s editors had rejected it. “Barely,” he explained. “They thought it was brilliant.” 

Life magazine. 

At the end of the evening, he’d offered to drive her home. She reluctantly declined. She’d come with her girlfriends. It wouldn’t be right to leave them behind. But his offer was very kind, very kind indeed. 

He’d given her a puzzled look, a mixture of confusion and disappointment, which she understood later but didn’t at the time. He wasn’t a man accustomed to rejection. “Would you care to join me for a coffee tomorrow? There’s a great place in Central Square. Turkish I think it is.”

A coffeehouse seemed exotic, and a Turkish one even more so. In accepting his invitation, she kept to herself that she didn’t drink anything with caffeine. Fuel oil would have been palatable for the pleasure of his company. And it had been that brief date—an espresso and a shot of brandy for him, with a sip of the house blend for her—that had led to the picnic on the river. “We won’t feel so rushed if the waiter isn’t looking to clear our table,” he’d said. He would pick her up at one. 

“Pull!” The sound of a coxswain on the Charles River caught her attention, and she looked up to see several sculls speed by. Even from this distance, it seemed as though she could make out the biceps on each oarsman as he dipped his oar, pulled it through the black water, and lifted it for only a transitory moment to put it back into position. The synchronization was hypnotic. 

“Eileen tells me you’re going to the protest rally tomorrow night.” 

She turned to gaze back at Bain, who reached for the Moët to refill her cup. 

Eileen Baker? That was odd. 

Grace recalled that Eileen had been filled with questions about Bain when they returned from the Crimson party, but she’d perceived her dorm mate’s curiosity as friendly excitement, shared giddiness. Eileen knew of Bain but hadn’t had the pleasure of being introduced at the party. Or so Grace had thought. So when had they had the conversation to which he now referred? It must have been within the past twenty-four hours. Grace had only just agreed to attend.

“Several girls from my English class want to go. We thought we should go together since none of us knows what to expect.” She forced a smile, suddenly recalling his article, the almost published piece in Life. Hadn’t it had a pro-war premise? She faulted herself for not remembering details with more accuracy.   

“Grace, you aren’t honestly against this war, are you?” His face looked concerned, but his tone was stern. Honestly sounded as though it came with the full weight of the Ten Commandments. Thou shalt not protest the war in Vietnam. 

She paused, not knowing exactly what to say. Pro-war, anti-war; she’d hardly thought all the arguments through in her head. But she did understand that American soldiers were being killed—lots of them—and all because of a country so far away, she wasn’t sure she could locate it on a map. “It seems to me more appropriate to let the indigenous people decide what kind of government they want to have. Isn’t that why we had the American Revolution?” She hoped her pronouncement didn’t sound stupid.

“The North Vietnamese don’t want a democracy. That’s the whole point.” He took her hand in both of his and gently kissed the top of it. “Now, promise me you won’t go and that you’ll leave decisions about the war to people who know what they’re talking about.” 

She stared at the hand that had just experienced the softness of his lips against its skin. What would a real kiss feel like—his lips, his teeth, his tongue against hers? Despite a smattering of male companions and even one gentleman who might have been considered a “beau” during part of her sophomore year, physical intimacy still remained a mystery. On the threshold to her dormitory, she’d offered her left cheek or given a tentative kiss to her date, but these were acts of politeness, nothing more. She’d heard what other girls were doing and knew her reticence and lack of experience made her different. But she hadn’t yet figured out what to do about it.

Now it appeared Bain was set to change that for her.    

He picked himself up and moved next to her. As he sat beside her with his legs outstretched, she could feel their hips touch and his thigh against hers. He put his arm around her and drew her to him. She wished she’d had a mint, or wished she hadn’t yet taken a bite of egg salad. It didn’t seem the most romantic of foods to have in her teeth. But she’d waited nearly twenty years for this moment, her first real kiss, and decided to put the lunch menu out of her mind. She closed her eyes in anticipation. Or was she supposed to watch?

As she was debating how best to handle the matter, he turned her face toward his and kissed her, pressing his lips against hers, then gradually opening his mouth and exploring her with his tongue. It was long and wet and wonderful and he tasted of raw carrot. She never wanted it to end, and when it did, she wobbled slightly. 

He laughed and gently kissed her cheek.

Should she kiss him back? She wasn’t sure, and blushed instead. 

He reached both arms around her and gently laid her back onto the grass. His face was inches from hers, and their chests were pressed together. She could feel his weight, his chest expanding with each breath. They kissed again and again and again. 

When they finally sat upright, she felt dizzy. Her lips tingled and her heart pounded. 

Bain reached for a slice of roast beef, rolled it into a tube, and took a bite. Then she thought she heard him mumble, “I couldn’t possibly propose to a war protestor, now could I?”

Maybe she’d misheard, given the thoughts swirling in her head from the kisses and the champagne, the sunshine, and his presence. But whether she’d heard correctly or not, it was enough to change her mind. 

She’d never been all that committed anyway.



Chapter Two

You’ll like the life of a writer’s wife. I’ll be home all the time. We can have lunch together and romantic afternoons when I have writer’s block and can’t work. You can come with me on my book tours. Maybe you’ll get to see a real radio interview.”

She didn’t need convincing. From the moment he’d produced the small square box—silver, with SHREVE, CRUMP & LOW lettered in black—she’d agreed. The one-carat royal-cut diamond in a gold basket setting jumped from the satin cushion onto her thin finger. Unbeknownst to her, he’d already asked her father’s permission, which had apparently been granted with a great deal of backslapping and uncorking. She liked that he’d followed protocol. 

Engaged and overwhelmed by the full excitement of planning a wedding, she was easily persuaded by Bain  that there was no sense postponing intercourse until after they were married. “Pretty soon we’ll be living in the same house, anyway.”

“But . . . but what about—” She cut herself off. Birth control wasn’t a subject to be discussed with a man, not even a fiancé. Why hadn’t she been prepared? She’d somehow expected that her mother would give her some advice, or, if not, that the gynecologist would have made some suggestions in this area. Clearly, she would have to muster the courage to ask.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got all that under control.” Bain reached into the pocket of his khaki trousers, produced a square package, and handed it to her. 

She stared at the gold condom wrapper, which made a crinkling sound as she held it in her hand. She didn’t dare ask how it worked. If he owned one, she assumed he could operate it.  

Bain smiled. “It’s not wrong, remember. You’re going to be my wife.” 

That night they surprised her parents with a visit home. Losing her virginity in her own room, her own bed, seemed less tawdry than locking themselves in a dormitory room or finding a motel off Route 1. She wanted to lie under her eyelet bedcover, stare out her window, and imagine life as Mrs. Alcott while Bain held her in his arms. But she knew there was a mountain to climb before she’d enjoy the bliss of evening’s end. As much as she wanted to please him, as much as she wanted everything to work as it should, she was terrified. 

“We’re in luck,” Bain whispered when her parents announced that as pleased as they were to see their daughter and future son-in-law, they had plans: a benefit dinner for the Boston Symphony followed by a concert of Brahms sonatas. William hummed the opening measures as he escorted Eleanor out the door. 

Alone, Bain poured her a glass of sherry. He’d found the bottle in her father’s library and taken two cut-crystal glasses from the breakfront cabinet in the dining room. She put Ferris’s Meet the Beatles on the record player, the album he’d left behind when he moved into his own apartment on Marlborough Street. That it had been released more than four years earlier made it completely out of date to his trendy ear.   

They sat together on the edge of the bed, neither one knowing what to say. She wished she had a satin nightgown, something long and clingy. She wanted to be Nora Charles with high-heeled mules and a mink stole and a cigarette holder. Instead she wore an A-line light blue skirt and a sweater set. 

Bain reached for her sweater and started to undo the top buttons.

She couldn’t bear to look, couldn’t bear to help, and wished he would turn out the lights. She fingered the piqué fabric that rested on her slim thighs.  

“Grace,” he said softly. “We’re not the first two people in the world to have sex. And we won’t be the last.” 

She coughed and instinctively covered her mouth.

The Beatles sang at a near-hysteria speed, a beat too fast to set the right mood. She regretted her choice. Perhaps Peter, Paul and Mary would have been better.  

Then he spoke again. “This isn’t rocket science. Relax. It’ll be easier if you’re not so tense.”

I love you. I want you. You’re beautiful. Something along those lines would have sufficed.

Closing her eyes, she reached for what she assumed was his belt buckle and fumbled to undo it. Somehow the logistics seemed overwhelming. What was she supposed to do when she undid his pants—reach inside? What if he was already erect? How big would it be?

“Couldn’t we just get undressed and get under the covers?” she finally asked. Her voice sounded more pleading than she’d intended.

He nodded, perhaps relieved by her suggestion. He got up and walked to the other side of the bed. She heard the crackling sound. 

With her back to him, she folded her clothes neatly on the chair and then slipped beneath the soft sheets. She felt his whole body. Naked. It was more startling than she’d imagined. 

He rolled on top of her, but propped himself up so she would not feel the bulk of his weight. He kissed her forehead, then her cheek, her neck, her chest. He licked her nipple and sucked gently. She felt a tingle and closed her eyes, waiting. After a few moments of awkward adjustments, and a quick stab of pain, he was inside her. His hips moved rhythmically, as if he’d practiced. Within moments, they’d accomplished the task. 

“Was that so bad?” he said, as he gently kissed her ear. 

“No.” Then she added, “Thank you,” because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.     

“My work is sure to be sold abroad, you know, published in translation,” Bain had explained to William. “Important American fiction always is.” Bain smiled a presidential grin and took a sip of his port.  

“It’s difficult for me to imagine that the Europeans are turning to us for great literature,” her father had replied.  

They’d been having dinner with her parents. Bain had just graduated; their wedding was imminent. The meal had been planned to finalize details, but minutiae bored him. After agreeing to make Ferris his best man, Bain quickly managed to change the topic from centerpieces and seating arrangements.  

 “The best part is that Grace and I will travel the world together,” Bain said, appearing to have missed the irony in William’s remark. 

“You assume a great deal of success,” he replied. “Most of the writers that Eleanor and I know have professorships, too, a steady income to pay the bills. Perhaps I overstep my bounds, but I might remind you that marriage requires a certain degree of stability.”

“I can’t wait to travel,” Grace chimed in, wanting to redirect the conversation. Bain didn’t like to be challenged, and her father was coming precariously close. Just because her parents exalted academicians didn’t mean it was the profession for everyone. 

“You’ll get lots of it, I promise,” Bain said, smiling at her. “That is, so long as you don’t get locked into some menial employment as a corporate assistant that keeps you from being an attentive wife.”

Grace didn’t recall whether her father had agreed with the statement, or even whether he’d had a thought about his daughter’s career. Surprisingly, neither her mother nor her father had even questioned her decision not to return to school in the fall. She didn’t need a degree to be a spouse.  

Being an attentive wife. She remembered Bain’s words as the minister of Trinity Church now read their marriage vows. Love, honor, obey. Attentive wasn’t on the list. But she would nurture and cook and dress the part. Bain was the genius; he was to make the mark on society. Nothing she could do could ever compare. 

He lifted her veil.

It was gauze held on her head by a diamond tiara with a slight train, her mother’s choice, as was almost everything about the wedding, right down to the pale pink spray of roses that made up her bouquet. She would have preferred white peonies. Given her preference, she also would have had a much smaller gathering, a lunchtime service instead of evening, and an informal reception in the small garden behind her parents’ town house. But the Montgomerys had friends and colleagues, and the Alcotts had friends and relatives, so anything less than two hundred was out of the question. That number meant a gathering at home was impossible. They needed a hotel ballroom with all the institutional elegance that accompanied it. 

She glanced down the aisles at the bouquets attached to each pew with a white gauze bow, and then scanned the sea of faces. So many of them were unfamiliar, even several of the women who now dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs. For a fleeting moment, she had the odd sensation that they’d gone to the wrong ceremony, and that strangers were now witnessing their union.  

Then she spotted her mother and knew she was in the right place. Without expression, and certainly without shedding a tear, Eleanor sat absolutely straight and motionless in the front row. She wore a pink silk suit, a large matching hat, and a string of pearls. Since it was June, Grace knew she’d purchased new underwear. Not for the occasion but because it was that time of year. 

Bain brushed at her veil to make sure it was out of the way, then leaned forward and pecked her lips, surprising her with his speed. She’d expected the first man-and-wife kiss to be long and dramatic, a Hollywood sort of kiss where, with his arms wrapped around her, she would lean back almost parallel to the floor. After the kiss, he’d pull her upright in a great sweeping motion. But none of that came to pass. 

Perhaps he didn’t want a public display of affection.

The crowd applauded. She could see Ferris over Bain’s shoulder. He caught himself in a yawn and forced a smile.

The organ struck the opening bars to Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. Bain linked his arm through hers and escorted her out. She wondered if he, too, was as eager as she for the reception to be over, for the party to end, and for them to be alone in their hotel room, sharing a room and a bed all night for the first time in their lives.  

They took a monthlong honeymoon, traveling to London, Paris, Madrid, Rome, and Venice. The days were a blur of activity, of long walks through winding streets, of visits to museums. Bain had everything planned— itineraries and meals and time allowances at each destination. When she lingered too long at a store window or a statue, he took her hand and pulled her away. 

At night they both rushed through meals, skipping appetizers and dessert, eager to return to the solitude of their luxurious hotel room. Bain was insatiable, and for her, too, lovemaking improved. “It’s all about practice,” Bain explained as he orchestrated her movements, repositioning her body, urging her to explore with her hands and her tongue. “By the time we return to the States, you’ll be a pro.”

Finally, lost amid the down pillows and sateen bedspread of her five-star hotel, with the noises of the street, the buzzing sounds of motor scooters, honking cars, and animated voices coming through the open window, a warm shudder of joy emanated through her body. She let herself go and allowed a cry of bliss to escape her lips. 

As he lay beside her, she slid her hand under the covers and touched the wetness between her legs, a mixture of them both. This was what it was to be Mrs. Alcott, and she felt closer to Bain than to anyone in the world. It was a feeling she wished she would experience every day for the rest of her life.

In London, Bain was fitted for three custom suits. Standing in the haberdashery, they stared at row upon row of fabric bolts, rich wools and gabardines, flannels and cashmeres.

Over Grace’s objections, Bain selected a navy and a gray pinstripe, along with a black wool. “You’ll look as though you belong on Wall Street,” she said. “Why not an elegant smoking jacket or a casHmere blazer? Isn’t that more suited to the life of a writer?”

Bain held her chin in his hand, tilted her face toward him, and kissed her forehead. “My romantic,” he said with a smile. “I hope you never lose your flair for the dramatic.”

She didn’t know exactly what he meant. In silence, she watched the experienced tailor with his mouth full of pins and a tape measure draped around his neck pull and pleat the soft fabric to envelop Bain’s frame. With a white crayon, he marked where the buttons should go.

“You should have them by the end of September, depending upon customs in America,” the tailor said.

“I may need them sooner,” Bain replied. “I’d like to receive them by the time I return home at the end of this month.”

“You can get by in your pajamas for a few weeks,” Grace teased.

Bain ignored her. Handing the man an additional twenty-pound note, he said, “Make sure they are there by August thirtieth.”

In Paris, they strolled through the Jardin des Tuileries. The view was breathtaking, the majesty of the Louvre behind them and the grand esplanade opening before them. By a marble-edged pool, an elderly man in a beret and a striped shirt stood smoking. Beside him, his collection of wooden sailboats and pushing sticks was assembled neatly in a cart. Bain paid a franc to rent a red-painted one, and Grace marveled at how weightlessly the small craft floated across the water, leaving a ripple of wake behind it. 

Sprinkled throughout the garden were artists with portable easels, palettes of oils, and cans filled with paint-splattered brushes. Their canvases reflected the scenery: the pond with its colorful array of boats, a man scooping glace framboise out of a small ice cart, a child with a balloon, a lady on a bicycle. But one canvas in particular caught her eye. It was of two figures, a man with good posture in a light blue polo shirt and a young woman beside him in a lilac sundress and matching hat. She looked at the painter, a man about Bain’s age in black pants and a gray smock, and smiled. He’d captured them—Mr. and Mrs. Alcott—as they stood admiring the Parisian landscape. 

“Look at that canvas,” she whispered. “It’s us. We have to buy it.”

“Is that what you’d like?” Bain asked. 

“Yes,” she replied, circling around him. She wanted to skip. “A memento of this glorious day, this wonderful honeymoon, a reminder that I am the luckiest woman in the world.” She stopped in front of him, leaned forward, and kissed him gently. “And it can be our first piece of art.”

“You’re being generous to call it that. More like our first bad investment in something with no intrinsic value. Let’s hope it’s the only one of its kind that we ever make.” He squeezed her hand. 

With that, Bain approached the painter. They spoke briefly, the artist clearly struggling in broken English. A few francs exchanged hands, and the man removed the canvas from the easel, making gestures to handle it carefully since it was still wet. 

Bain presented it to Grace. “For you, my darling.”

“What did he say?”

“Believe me, he was quite thrilled.” Bain glanced back over his shoulder at the man, who was packing up his paints into a worn leather bag. “Let’s hope we never get to a place where I’m selling a day’s worth of work for less than twenty-five dollars.”    

“Don’t worry for a moment. I can live on love alone,” she added, playfully.

He raised his eyebrows. “I’m glad at least one of us can.”

Their last evening abroad, they sat together at the Club del Doge sipping Campari and soda and staring out at the street lamps reflected in the black water of the canal. 

Grace had spent a good part of the afternoon packing, leaving each trunk and suitcase in its place by the door of their hotel room. The valet would come in the morning and bring everything down to the water taxi that had been ordered for eight. Bain hadn’t helped; he’d received a series of telegrams and withdrew to the business center to place overseas calls. He hadn’t mentioned the nature of his business, or why it was so pressing that it couldn’t wait for their return, but she knew it had to be important. He wouldn’t take time away from her unless it was. Maybe the editors at Life were offering him an opportunity. Maybe now that a full-scale war was under way, they were reconsidering their rejection. And so she comforted herself in his absence by folding his clothes and packing them between layers of tissue. Each shirt, each pair of boxer shorts, each belt, now had a distinct memory, an association. In the course of thirty days abroad, she felt as though she had learned everything about him. 

Bain ordered another round. The waiter returned with the drinks and handed Bain a leather folder with the bill discreetly tucked inside. In a few minutes, they would retire to their opulent room with its tasseled drapes and ornate furniture, but they were both tired and content to sit a while longer. 

The Gritti had been her favorite of all the hotels in which they’d stayed. She leaned back in her chair and fingered the strand of pearls around her neck. “Venice is as magical as I’d dreamed,” she murmured. 

Bain sat forward, as if startled by the sound of her voice. “I’ve good news to share.”

“Of what?” 

“I’ve taken an analyst position at the Bank of Boston,” he announced. “I wired my acceptance today. That’s what all the time and fuss was this afternoon. But I wanted to make sure everything was lined up, the contract signed, so that I could surprise you tonight. I’ll start upon our return.” He reached for his wallet. “It’s a prestigious appointment and a lot of money.”

“But . . . but what about . . . your writing?” She struggled to speak.

“Grace, you and I both know that was unrealistic. If I had any doubts, all I needed was this honeymoon to make certain. I’ve seen how happy you are, how you delight in nice hotel rooms and fancy restaurants. I want to be able to give that to you forever, to take care of you—you and the family I fully expect we’ll have, if we don’t have one started already.”  He winked, no doubt referring to their disregard for birth control since their wedding. “And I want to do that now. We’re young, and it’s not responsible to rely simply on what our parents may give us, or on an inheritance we won’t see for years.” With that, he presented her with a small velvet box. A pair of diamond earrings sparkled from their padded liner. 

“They’re beautiful,” she said, shocked. “But you shouldn’t have. The last thing I need is a present. The trip, this time with you, you’ve spoiled me already.”

“With the salary I’ve just been given, this was the least I could do,” he said, grinning. 

Her eyes filled with tears, and she looked away.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just . . . I . . . ,” she stammered. “I can’t bear that you gave up your dream for . . . . for . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.  

He took her hand. “Sweet Grace, you must trust me. It’s not only about money. It’s about stability, building a foundation for us. It is for the best or I wouldn’t do it.” He lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. “Besides, the struggling-artist thing is seriously overrated.”

She pretended to watch the movie offered in the first-class cabin of the American Airlines flight to Boston. It avoided conversation. 

She pulled the synthetic blanket up to her chin and stared at Sean Connery as 007 on the small screen. In her mind, she replayed all the conversations they’d had about his career. Beside her, Bain read The Economist and sipped a small glass of champagne.       

A Bank of Boston employee, a financial analyst. No writer’s block, no romantic lunches, no book tour, and no cardigan sweater.

She fingered the diamond studs in her thin lobes. She knew he meant well. She knew it was at least in part for her, for the children they would have. That’s what he’d said. She might tolerate the uncertainty of a writer’s life, of a decision to follow his dream, but he was putting his family’s interests first. That was what a good husband was supposed to do.  

Perhaps it was the prudent course to take. But it was the first of many decisions he would make alone that would change the course of her life.
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“A captivating depiction of joy, pathos, and love...a poignant tale of
a woman struggling to understand her place in a changing world.”
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