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To my wonderful so much loved children,


Beatrix, Trevor, Todd, Nick,


Samantha, Victoria, Vanessa,


Maxx, and Zara.


May you make wise decisions,


choose loving, caring partners


who treat you well,


keep you safe and protect you,


make you smile,


and share your dreams,


And to all of us, as parents,


who are constantly surprised


by our children!!


Thank you for the lessons you teach me!




I love you so very much!


Mom/d.s.















. . . A foolish man which built his house upon the sand: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house: and it fell and great was the fall of it. 


. . . A wise man, which built his house upon a rock: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock. 


MATTHEW 7:26– 27, 24– 25









Chapter One


It was one of the first really warm days in early June, as Kate Morgan looked at the meticulously neat stacks of files on her desk. She liked everything to be precise around her, and an orderly life. She had lived through the unexpected shocks that can happen when her husband died nineteen years before, and she’d had to make order from chaos. Her children, Tamara, Anthony, and Claire, had been thirteen, ten, and seven at the time. She herself had been thirty-five, and had never expected to be widowed at that age.


Her husband, Tom Morgan, had been a beloved congressman. They’d met when she was in college and he was in law school, and married when she graduated. His dream had been to go into politics, hers to go to law school, but she had staunchly stood beside him instead, as the perfect political wife, raising their three children. He had died in a helicopter accident in a storm, while visiting a disaster area in Upstate New York after a flood. The news coverage about him had made him sound like a modern day saint. Friendly, open, accessible, he had been popular ever since his first election. Kate and the children had been devastated, and she had struggled to put meaning back into their lives without him. He had been a wonderful father, and a good and loving husband for most of their marriage. Now, nineteen years later, the children still revered him, and Kate had seen to it that their memories of their father were untarnished.


The insurance money he had left for them had made them comfortable though not rich by any means, and had given Kate options she hadn’t considered before. A year after Tom’s death, she had started law school at Columbia University in New York. It had been a struggle managing school and taking care of the children, but she’d hired a housekeeper and also had her mother to help her. At thirty-six, she was the oldest student in her class, and had graduated with honors at thirty-nine.


She had worked at Berrigan Feldman and McCarthy for the past fifteen years, since she’d passed the bar, and was a senior partner now. Her specialty was corporate law, and she was a talented litigator, handling some of the firm’s most important lawsuits.


Kate had three trials scheduled in the next few months, if they didn’t settle first. She was a tough negotiator and a strong person, though a devoted mother and gentle in her private life. Becoming an attorney had added a whole new dimension to her life. She loved her work, and her children had adjusted to her schedule as her career grew exponentially. They were as proud of her as she was of them. She worked hard and was a strong role model for them. Now that they were grown up, she had more time and worked even harder. It had been a juggling act when they were younger, helping them with homework every night, and getting them to their sports games and school performances, but she did it. She expected excellence from them, and set the bar high for her children and herself. The results had been impressive: three solid, stable, well-balanced kids, all good students who had moved on to jobs they loved. She’d never had a serious problem with any of them, which Kate assumed was the norm, although she occasionally conceded she’d been lucky.


She had encouraged her children to pursue careers that were meaningful to them. They had survived their father’s death with no visible signs of damage, no drug or alcohol problems, no failing grades, no problems with the law. Neither of the girls had ever gotten pregnant. Kate was the envy of her friends. As adults, all three were nice human beings with social consciences, and had graduated from good schools and colleges. Her own successful career had supplemented Tom’s insurance handsomely. She loved spending time with her children, and was grateful for their time together now, despite busy lives and demanding jobs.


None of her children were married, although Anthony had gotten engaged six months before. Kate thought his fiancée was perfect for him. Anthony was twenty-nine, Amanda twenty-eight. Her father was an investment banker who lived in Bronxville, and had done extremely well. Amanda had gone to a respectable college, and had left school for a job as an assistant editor at Vogue. She worked for the beauty editor, and was a striking-looking girl, with blond hair and blue eyes, like Kate herself. Both women were tall. Amanda could have been a model, and she had made her debut ten years before at the cotillion in New York. Her parents were socially prominent and very nice people. Kate loved the idea of Anthony being married to a girl like Amanda, and the life they would lead together.


Anthony had gone to MIT, and was almost a computer genius. He was also a graphic designer and designed videogames for the largest videogame company in the world. He was handsome, lovable, and talented, but sometimes socially awkward, and she knew that with Amanda, he would have respectable friends in good social circles, not just the geeks he worked with. Amanda would broaden his horizons beyond his computer screen, which tended to mesmerize him until he forgot everything else.


She took him to parties, and they wound up on page six of The New York Post occasionally, which pleased Kate. She was sure Amanda would be a terrific wife. She had no great ambitions at Vogue, but she enjoyed her job. She was more interested in marriage than her career.


For the past six months, she and her mother had focused on every detail of the wedding. She had bought her wedding dress the week they got engaged, which Anthony’s sisters thought was silly, but Kate thought was sweet. They had met at a mutual friend’s wedding in Martha’s Vineyard the summer before, and got engaged at Christmas. Their wedding was scheduled for December, which was only six months away now.


Kate left her office in perfect order, taking long graceful strides toward the elevator. She looked a dozen years younger than her fifty-four years, with long blond hair she wore pulled back. Her body was fit and athletic. A trainer came to work out with her three times a week. She was smiling in anticipation as she walked to the French restaurant ten minutes from her office on Park Avenue and East Fifty-fourth Street, to meet her youngest daughter, Claire. She looked just like her father, with dark hair and dark eyes. She was smaller than her mother, with a casual sexiness she was unaware of. She had graduated from NYU law school a year before, and worked for a rival firm as an associate corporate attorney, following in her mother’s footsteps.


At twenty-six, Claire was on an excellent career path, which pleased her mother, and she frequently asked Kate for advice. She was waiting outside the restaurant in a short black skirt and high heels, with her dark hair piled on top of her head. Kate beamed when she saw her. Claire’s office was nearby, and Kate loved having lunch with her. She was bouncy and fun and young, and irrepressibly romantic. She had gone through a string of short-term boyfriends before, during, and after law school. Her relationships never lasted long, but they were intense and burned themselves out quickly, and then she would move to another one. She was never alone for long. There was no shortage of men in her life, unlike her older sister, Tammy, a senior vice president of marketing at Chanel, who never had time to date. She said relationships were something she’d think about later. Her rise in the company had been rapid, at the expense of her personal life, which she neglected, somewhat like her mother. Claire managed to do both—work hard and date—and men could never resist her.


Kate kissed her and they walked into the restaurant, and heads turned when they entered. Claire had the looks that attracted men to her, and had even as a teenager, and Kate was a beautiful woman. The maître d’ was pleased to see them both and gave them their favorite corner table.


“You look happy,” Kate commented as soon as they sat down, and Claire grinned as she nodded.


“They gave me three new cases to do discovery on. Really interesting ones.” She never revealed anything confidential to her mother, but loved talking shop with her, and getting insights into the laws and precedents that affected the cases she was working on.


“That should keep you out of trouble,” Kate teased. They both ordered lobster salad for lunch, and the conversation moved quickly as they chatted. “Have you seen your brother lately?” Kate asked her, as they finished their salads and ordered coffee.


“Ugh, I never see him anymore. He barely answers my texts. I facetimed him last weekend, and he was in Bronxville at Amanda’s parents’. He’s always with her. I think he likes their pool. It feels like he’s been kidnapped by aliens. He used to be fun to hang out with. Now he never has time for anyone but Amanda.”


“They’re engaged. It’s pretty normal for them to spend a lot of time together,” Kate said calmly. She knew Claire’s views on the subject diametrically opposed her own.


“All she talks about is the wedding. The dress, the shoes, the bridesmaids’ dresses, the flowers. She’s going to bore him blind in a year. He deserves better, Mom, and you know it.”


“She’s perfect for him,” Kate insisted, as she always did when the subject came up between them. “She comes from a good family. She has nice parents. She has a good education.”


“Which she’s wasting, picking out lipsticks for someone to write about in Vogue. She’s going to drive Anthony crazy. Don’t be such a snob, Mom. No one cares that she made her ‘debut.’ After this it’ll be all about babies, and she’ll be even more boring. Anthony’s not ready for kids. I don’t think he’s ever even seen one, except on a videogame. Amanda pushed him into getting engaged.”


Kate looked serious when she answered. “He loves her, Claire, even if it doesn’t make sense to you.”


“Does he? He looks like a deer in the headlights every time I see them together, and she never lets me see him alone. He’s my brother for God’s sake. We used to have fun together, and now he’s becoming as boring as she is. It’s pathetic.”


“They’ll think about other things once they’re married. Right now the wedding is the priority,” Kate said firmly.


“Yeah, her priority, not his. Why don’t you want more for him, someone smarter or more interesting or exciting?”


“She’ll ground him. He needs that. Otherwise he’ll be lost in his virtual world forever. She’s the best thing that ever happened to him.”


“I can’t believe you really think that. If I had a job like hers, you’d kill me.”


“She’s not you,” Kate said simply.


“Grandma agrees with me too,” Claire said, as though that were the definitive word on the subject. Kate’s mother had been the second most important person in her children’s lives, and a strong voice in their midst. She was usually the only one Kate listened to, but not this time. Margaret Chapman, Kate’s mother, was seventy-six years old, vibrant and alive, and had retired three years before as a psychologist and marriage and family therapist. Kate and her mother were not just mother and daughter, but had always been best friends too.


“You’re both wrong on this, trust me,” Kate said without hesitation about her son’s fiancée. “If he married a geek like him, they’d never figure out how to cook dinner or where the kitchen is and they’d starve.”


“And Amanda can cook? Please. She makes him take her out every night.”


“It’s good for him. He’d stay in his office till two A.M. if she didn’t. She complements him.” Kate was definite about it, and had been thrilled with the match since the beginning.


“I can’t stand her,” Claire said, looking glum, and then a smile crept onto her face again as her mother looked at her intently, happy to change the subject. It was an argument neither of them was going to win.


“Why is it that I get the feeling that you’re happy about more than just three new cases you’ve been assigned?” Claire had that all too familiar look she got when she was infatuated with someone. Kate knew her children well. “New man?” Claire was usually fairly open with her mother. She had no secrets, or couldn’t keep them for long when she did. She was the romantic in the family.


“Hmm . . . maybe,” she said vaguely as the waiter set the café filtre down in front of them, and Claire smiled dreamily at her mother, with a total shift of gears. “I met someone, Mom. He’s incredible. I’ve never known anyone like him.” Kate didn’t remind her of the hundreds of times she had said that before, but Claire could see it in her eyes. “No, seriously, I mean it. He’s an adult, Mom. He’s a man.” She generally fell in love with irresponsible young boys. And however appealing at the outset, they didn’t hold her interest for long.


“That’s a point in his favor. How did you meet him?” she asked, praying it wasn’t online. Kate had a strong aversion to online dating and had expressed it often. She thought it an ideal way to meet sociopaths and liars, and considered it very high risk.


“I met him at work,” Claire said cryptically.


“Is he a young associate like you?” Kate assumed. There were lots of attractive young men starting out at most law firms, so this might not be such a bad thing. Claire shook her head in answer and Kate raised an eyebrow. “A partner?” That could be awkward, particularly a senior partner chasing a young girl, and worse yet if he was married. Kate hoped he wasn’t. Claire shook her head again. “Okay, I can’t stand the suspense, a paralegal? A janitor? A messenger?” she teased her.


“He’s a client,” Claire said with a dreamy look and her mother frowned.


“Wow, that could be very awkward. Does the partner you work for know?” Claire shook her head.


“They brought me in to take notes at a settlement conference. And after everyone left, he talked to me for a few minutes. As soon as he looked at me, I knew this was it.” Kate almost groaned as she listened. They’d been here before. But with a client of the firm, Claire could jeopardize her job. She had to tell them at least. Kate felt she owed them full disclosure to be above board about it.


“When did this happen?” Kate looked stunned.


“Two months ago. We’ve been seeing each other almost every day since.”


“Is he married?” She’d never done that before.


“Of course not. He hasn’t had time to get married. He works all the time. Mom, I know this sounds crazy, but I know he’s the one. He says the same thing. It was like destiny the minute we met.” Kate wanted to cry at how naïve her daughter was.


“You can’t say that after two months, it’s too soon. Besides, you’re too young.” Although she knew that reason never impressed her daughter, once she was involved with someone.


“You were married and had two kids at my age,” Claire said, dismissing her mother’s comment.


“That was different. People married younger then, and your father and I dated for a lot longer than two months before we knew it was right. And more important, you ought to tell the firm. They can’t stop you from seeing him, but they should know. You can’t work on his legal matters anymore.”


“It’s not an issue. They settled the case.”


“You should still tell them, so it doesn’t come out later. Sweetheart, you have to be careful. You can’t fall head over heels for every client.”


“I haven’t. Just him.” She looked like a child as she said it. Claire was more immature than her older brother and sister, and somewhat spoiled since she was the baby. Everyone let her get away with it. She sometimes pouted for weeks to get what she wanted.


“What’s his name?” Kate asked, still looking worried. Claire made it sound serious. She always did, and it was to her.


“Reed Bailey.” Her mother was silent for a moment. She knew the name. Everyone did. He was one of the most successful young venture capitalists in New York. He had worked for an important firm in Silicon Valley, and came back to New York to start a firm of his own, which was a booming success. She wondered if he was just toying with Claire. It seemed unlikely that at somewhere close to forty, he would be as smitten as she was, although she was a beautiful girl. Kate knew nothing about his personal reputation, only his success in business. On paper certainly, he was an impressive guy. But Reed Bailey being “the one” in Claire’s life seemed unlikely to her. He could have any woman he wanted, not just a young associate he picked up at a law firm.


“How old is he?”


“Thirty-nine. He’s never been married. He’s dying to settle down and have kids. He just hasn’t had time or found the right woman.” Kate knew that was the oldest excuse in the world for men who hadn’t married.


“And you’re not ready to have kids.” Claire was still a kid herself, in many ways. “You’re playing in the big leagues with him. He’s way down the road from where you are now at your age.”


“I know that, Mom. But we’re crazy about each other. I know this is it. He says he can see me as the mother of his children, someday. He’s never said that to anyone before.” She was off and running at full speed.


“Can you calm this down for a while? If it’s real, it’ll hold until you know each other better. Neither of you should be making these statements or decisions right now. It’s all chemistry. You’re a beautiful young woman. You’re intelligent, and fun to be with. You need to take your time. You both do. Forever is a long time, Claire. If it’s right, it will wait.”


“We don’t want to wait, Mom. He asked me to move in with him.” Kate’s heart sank at the words. It was all much too soon. Nothing good ever came from rushing.


“Be smart about this. Stay with him, go out with him, get to know him. Don’t give up your apartment or move in with him. You’ve felt this way before,” she reminded her, and Claire looked offended.


“No, I haven’t. This is different. You don’t understand.”


“Yes, I do. But you have to be sensible. It feels perfect right now, but you really don’t know him. Give it a little time.”


“He’s the one, Mom. I know.” Kate wanted to shake her, but she couldn’t. All she could do was pray that Claire would slow down. But she was playing with a grown-up this time, and Kate had no way of knowing if this was a game to Reed Bailey, or real. The only thing she did know was that Claire had fallen for him, head over heels, and she did not want advice from her mother. She never did. Kate just didn’t want her to get hurt in the process. And what he was saying to her was heady stuff. She was drunk on his words, and in love with love.


“Let’s talk about it again soon. Try to slow it down and get to know him better. I have a three o’clock meeting and I can’t be late.” They left the table after Kate paid; the lobster she had eaten was tied in a knot in her stomach. It was so hard to reason with Claire when she got like this. She was the most stubborn of all of her children. Kate just had to count on fate intervening as it had before, and stay in close touch with Claire on it. She was eager to talk to her own mother about it now. They were having dinner that night.


She kissed Claire goodbye and went back to her office. She almost collided with two pedestrians, she was so distracted thinking about Claire’s confessions. She’d never gotten in any trouble or badly hurt with her romances before, but Reed Bailey was a powerful man, and Kate had no idea what his motives were. She found it unlikely that after two months he thought Claire was “the one” too. She was scowling by the time she got back to her office. One of her partners walked in before their meeting in the conference room.


“Bad news on the case?” He looked worried and Kate shook her head.


“No. Sorry. Something else. I just had lunch with my daughter.”


“That’ll do it every time.” Adam Berrigan laughed. “Mine just dropped out of college. She wants to move to Florence to become an artist.” None of Kate’s children had ever done anything like that. They’d always been sensible, and in the end, Claire always was too.


She picked up the file from her desk, and followed Adam to the meeting with their client, a hostile adversary and his attorney. It was going to be a long afternoon. Her worries about Claire and Reed Bailey would have to wait. Their romance was probably just a shooting star in the sky, and would disappear just as quickly. She might think he was “the one” for now, but Kate was sure he would last no longer than the others. All her romances till now had been short, and sometimes not so sweet.









Chapter 2


The weather was still so warm when Kate left the office at seven that she walked the twenty blocks to her mother’s apartment on Park Avenue and got there right on time at seven-thirty. Margaret was waiting for her in the large room she used as a studio for the oil painting she had been doing as a hobby for fifty years, and now could spend more time on. She put serious effort and work into it, and still took classes at the Art Students League to perfect her technique. She had talent and had won awards in some of the shows she had entered. Her work was very powerful, and she loved doing it. If she hadn’t discovered her passion and ability for psychology, she probably would have been a professional artist, and a good one. She was standing with a glass of white wine in her hand, studying her latest canvas, when Kate let herself in with her key, found her mother, and gave her a hug.


“That’s a nice one, Mom,” Kate said. Her mother’s work had a haunting quality to it, and an interesting tension. She painted every day now. And when she was willing to part with her paintings, a gallery downtown sold her work. Margaret painted for the love of it, not the money. She had worked hard, invested her money sensibly, and her late husband had left her more than comfortable. She could enjoy the fruits of their work now.


“Thank you. I’ve had a strange urge to do something more contemporary. I’ve never done that before, but I think I’m ready for something different.” Margaret smiled at her daughter. Their looks were very similar, except that Margaret had had red hair instead of blond. It had faded to a pale strawberry blond now. Like Kate, she had youthful looks and a well-toned athletic body. She went to yoga twice a week. She didn’t look her age, and her thoughts were often more modern and flexible than her daughter’s. She read voraciously, and was always open to new ideas.


Kate had definite ideas about how things should be done. She was a hard taskmaster with herself, and sometimes with others. A perfectionist. Her mother was comfortable letting things flow more gently. Margaret’s willingness to consider other options and explore different concepts kept her especially close and in tune with her grandchildren. She had been there as a sounding board and a safety net as they were growing up without a father. Margaret brought balance to all their lives, and her training as a psychologist and therapist had been helpful to them all after Tom’s death. Kate had leaned on her heavily then too, not sure how she would survive it in the first extremely painful months. It was Margaret who had encouraged her to go to law school. She had always wanted to, and with Tom gone, and some help with the kids, Kate had the chance. It had been the best advice anyone had ever given her.


“How are things at the office?” Margaret asked, smiling at her daughter who was perched on a high stool in paint splattered jeans and an old shirt that Kate could tell from the initials had been her father’s. It was battered and well-worn now, unlike the pristine state it must have been in when her father wore it. Her father had been a banker, the head of one of New York’s oldest banks. In contrast to his wife’s modern outlook on life, he had been very old school, an old-fashioned gentleman, in love with his wife until his last breath. Theirs had been a happy, stable home, an example Kate had tried to follow with her own kids.


Margaret had saved a stack of her husband’s elegant shirts when he died. She loved wearing them when she painted. Kate’s father had passed away ten years before, nine years after Tom had. They were both widows now, which was another common bond.


Kate’s parents had had a remarkable marriage, and her mother’s love for her husband had continued long after he was gone. It was he who had encouraged her to get her PhD in psychology after Kate started school, and later to establish her own practice, which had been a rewarding career for her for more than forty years.


Margaret had never looked at another man and always said she didn’t want to, although she was still very attractive. Kate had had her share of romances after Tom died, though none of them were ever serious. She kept the men she dated separate from her children. None of the men had ever tempted Kate enough to want to marry them. She had never given her heart since Tom, and didn’t want to be married again. She enjoyed male companionship, but she had learned how painful it was when it ended, and the acute agony of losing someone she loved. She had no desire to get too deeply involved. She and her mother had discussed it at length. Margaret understood why she felt the way she did, but was sorry Kate had chosen not to risk her heart again.


For the past six years, Kate had dated a senator from Massachusetts. He was fifty-nine years old, divorced, with a bitter ex-wife and four grown children. He wasn’t interested in marriage either. He would have liked to see more of Kate, but they were both busy. He came up from Washington to see her once or twice a month, which she said was enough for her. They went out to dinner, to the theater or ballet, and spent quiet evenings together at her apartment. He was a familiar figure in her building now; the other tenants recognized him and smiled at him discreetly in the elevator, but no one made a fuss about it. Her mother felt sorry for her. She would have liked to see Kate fall in love again, or have real passion in her life, but Kate liked the arrangement she and Bart had, even though her mother thought it inadequate. Kate was satisfied with it just as it was. They were currently planning to spend two weeks at Shelter Island that summer, in a house he rented every year. Margaret thought they should go to Italy or Spain or somewhere more romantic. Kate didn’t want passion at this point. She’d been burned by it before. The men she went out with were always less exciting than Tom had been. He’d been thrilling for her but she didn’t want that again. A nice tame relationship based on companionship, like the one with Bart, suited her perfectly. Kate always stayed at a safe distance from the men she went out with.


“We’re crazy busy with mergers and acquisitions, and a couple of big lawsuits.” Kate filled her in about work. “We’ve got a nasty one heating up right now.” Her eyes lit up as she described it, and she took a sip of the wine she had poured for herself. “It looks like I’ll finally get back to court again. I don’t think my client is going to settle. We’re ready for a good fight. I suspect we’ll win, so I’m not pushing him to settle.” Margaret smiled.


“Who knew you’d turn out to be a killer in the courtroom,” Margaret said, looking amused, as they wandered into the kitchen. The housekeeper had left them a roast chicken, vegetables, and a salad, and had set the table for them.


“I had lunch with Claire today,” Kate said with a sigh, as they helped themselves to the simple meal, which was all either of them wanted. “She’s in love again, this time with a client. I told her that’s not a smart thing to do. She seems to have caught a big fish with this one. He’s a well-known venture capitalist and a huge deal on Wall Street. She says he’s ‘the one,’ and he wants her to be the mother of his children.” She glanced at Margaret. Kate trusted her mother’s instincts and reactions, most of the time anyway. “Should I be worried?”


“No, I don’t think so. She dropped by on Sunday, and told me all about it. She always sounds like that in the beginning, and then she loses interest, although I’m not sure she will this time. He sounds very seductive and very exciting. And he’s way more sophisticated than any of the boys she’s gone out with.” They both knew that was a double-edged sword, and fraught with risk.


“Now I am worried.” Kate put down her fork and looked at her mother.


“I don’t think she’s interested in marriage and won’t be for a long time. She says she doesn’t believe in it. She’ll change her mind about that, of course. At least I hope so. Maybe she’ll get her heart broken this time, if he gets tired of her first, and if she does, she’ll survive it. It doesn’t sound like it’s heading in that direction, for now anyway. He sees her every night. He sounds infatuated.”


“She wants to move in with him. She’s only known him for two months. That’s not reasonable. I don’t care if she sleeps with him every night, I don’t want her to give up her apartment. She needs her own place in case this falls apart like all the others. And two months is nothing. She needs a year, at least, to get to know him.” Everything Kate said made sense.


“I told her that too. She won’t listen to either of us, and that’s not such a bad thing. You can’t expect her to do the right thing all the time. You know what I think? You set the bar too high for your children. They never screw up, no one ever got in trouble in school, they all have great jobs. They’re as driven as you are, and you expect them to be perfect. That’s not healthy. One of them is going to do something you don’t like one of these days. You’d better brace yourself for it, and better now than when they’re forty, and married with two kids. Maybe Claire needs to throw her heart over the wall for this guy, and take some risks, instead of ending it in three months and moving on to the next one.”


“I just don’t want my children to get hurt,” Kate said, looking unhappy. It was an old refrain between them, and a subject she and her mother disagreed on. There weren’t many. As an only child, her parents had had high hopes for her too, especially her father. Her mother had been more lenient and expected less of her. But her childhood had been a happy one.


“No, you don’t want them to make mistakes. That’s different. They have to. They can’t be perfect all the time. If they don’t make mistakes now, when they’re young, when are they going to make them? I worry about Tammy. She works too hard to even date, let alone have a serious relationship. At least Claire is trying to figure out what she wants, by process of elimination. And I agree with Claire about Amanda, by the way. She is a mistake for Anthony. I think you like her for all the wrong reasons. She’s going to shrink Anthony’s world to nothing. All she cares about is getting married and having babies. Anthony deserves more than that. I’ve never known you to be a snob before. I think you’re more in love with her than he is. He doesn’t give a damn about her parents’ social connections, or her having been a debutante. How can you want so little for him? She bores me to extinction. Just listening to her describe her job or talk about the wedding puts me to sleep,” Margaret said, and Kate looked unhappy.


“You and Claire are so mean about her. She’ll be a good wife and a good mother,” Kate said stubbornly.


“Is that all you want for him? He went to MIT for Heaven’s sake. Have you watched his videogames? They’re brilliant.” Margaret was proud of her grandson, and all her grandchildren.


“Not lately. I haven’t had time. If he marries a nerd like he is, he’ll never be able to function in the real world. He’d rather create games than talk to people. That’s not good for him either.”


“Why does he have to get married? He’s twenty-nine years old. What’s the hurry?”


“I didn’t propose to her,” Kate said, looking irritated. She’d already had the same conversation with Claire about Amanda over lunch, and several other times since they got engaged. “He did. He obviously thinks she suits him too.”


“She forced him into it with an ultimatum. She wasn’t going to keep dating him unless he made a commitment, so he got engaged.”


“Why is that my fault?” Kate asked her.


“Because he knows how much you approve of her, and he wants to please you. He’d never have thought of marrying her on his own, and he’s looked bored and miserable ever since he proposed. Don’t let your social ambitions for your kids run away with you, Kate. I don’t think he should marry her. He’ll be miserable in six months.”


“It’s too late. She’s already bought her wedding dress.”


“So what? She can return it. I broke two engagements before I married your father. Practice rounds. And in all honesty, I don’t know if he’d have the guts to call it off. He’s such a sweet kid. He never wants to hurt anybody. He’d rather sacrifice himself and marry the wrong girl than disappoint her, or you.”


“She’s not the wrong girl,” Kate insisted vehemently. “She may be wrong for you and Claire, but she’s not wrong for him. Trust me on this one.” But so far, no one was convinced.


Tammy said that whatever made her brother happy was fine with her, and had stayed out of the heated arguments. She never liked getting in the middle of family disagreements, and preferred keeping her opinions to herself, unlike Claire and her mother and grandmother who never hesitated to share their views on any subject. It made for some very lively family dinners. Anthony was more like his older sister: hated confrontation, and preferred disappearing into his virtual world.


“I just think there’s going to be trouble if he goes through with it,” Margaret insisted. “Maybe not immediately, but later. It’s not up to me to interfere, but I think you ought to give it some serious thought, and maybe have a talk with him. This isn’t just about now, it’s about his future happiness. Young people forget that.”


“Who would you rather have him marry? Some bimbo, or a computer geek like him? Why would that be an improvement?”


“It might be a lot more fun for him. A computer nerd like him would speak the same language, and a bimbo would be a hell of a lot more exciting than Amanda.”


“Beware of what you wish for. He’s never gone out with bimbos. He wouldn’t know what to do with some jazzy girl. And he can’t marry a girl like that.”


“He doesn’t need to,” his grandmother said blithely. “Why does he need to settle down with a girl like Amanda, and wind up in Bronxville like her parents? He’s in his twenties, not his seventies. I’m seventy-six and I wouldn’t want to live there.”


“He loves her,” Kate said simply.


“He probably does, but that doesn’t mean he has to marry her. I’m just not comfortable about the whole thing.”


“I know you’re not, and neither is Claire, but we’re not marrying her, he is,” she said, exasperated with her mother.


“That’s the whole point. He needs more spice in his life at his age, and the bridal catalogue from Bergdorf is the last thing he needs.”


“They’re going to put on a beautiful wedding. They’ve already ordered the tent, with chandeliers,” Kate said, impressed by the lavish wedding they were planning.


“Good, then let them find some nice boy from Greenwich to marry her in it. Your son deserves better, that’s all I’m saying to you. Stop expecting them to do what you think is perfect for them. Let them figure it out. They’re never going to make the same choices you did. It’s not fair to them if they do, to please you.”


“Stop trying to rabble rouse, mother,” Kate growled at her. “They’re very traditional kids.”


“Maybe they’re not as traditional as you think, or want them to be. You can’t expect them to live in the perfect little cookie-cutter mold you laid out for them. Sometimes you expect too much of them,” Margaret said more gently. “They can’t be perfect all the time. You’ve imposed that on yourself. Don’t do that to them, Kate. Let them make some mistakes. It’ll be better for them in the end.” Kate didn’t answer for a minute, wishing her mother didn’t make so much sense.


“I’m not trying to tell them what to do,” Kate said weakly.


“Maybe not, but you’ve always told them what they shouldn’t do.”


Kate knew that was true. She believed that you had to set the bar high. They were all successful in their chosen fields, no one had made any terrible mistakes, and Kate liked it that way.


They talked about it for a while longer, then about Kate’s work and, after she left, Kate thought about what her mother had said. They didn’t always agree with each other, but the things her mother said always had value. She had extraordinary insight into people, and she was rarely wrong about her grandchildren. They trusted her advice more than their mother’s. The generational jump and the way she expressed herself made what she said more palatable to them. Kate was more judgmental, which made her comments harder to take.


She let herself into her silent apartment when she got home, and thought about them. They were each so different. She had had to be both mother and father to them, and the older they got, the harder it was. She had begun to realize, more and more since they’d grown up, that children really did need a father, and sometimes one parent, even an adoring mother, just wasn’t enough.


*


When Kate left her mother’s apartment after dinner that night, Claire and Reed had already made love twice in his Tribeca apartment since she’d arrived at eight o’clock. The first time was on the floor of the entrance hall. They made it no farther than that. He pinned her up against the wall and undressed her, and they slid breathlessly to the floor, starving for each other.


They made it to a chair in the living room after that, a big comfortable chair which engulfed them, and it was another hour before they made it to his bedroom, with a view of the Hudson River. They couldn’t get enough of each other, in bed, in the shower. They were insatiable, in a frenzy of passion whenever they were together. Claire had never known anything like it. Reed was an expert lover, and they made promises to each other that Claire’s mother and grandmother would have known they could never keep. But the words tumbled out of them with the same abandon as Claire’s screams. And then afterward, she would settle into his arms for a tender lull until they had to have each other again. No one could keep up the frenzied pace forever. They were like Jack and Jill tumbling down the hill unable to stop their free fall of passion, helter-skelter at full speed, and not wanting to. It felt great to both of them. It was love and sex at its most intoxicating, and when he told her again that night that he wanted her to move in with him, she didn’t doubt the wisdom of it for a moment. She forgot her mother’s words at lunch, and agreed immediately. She would have done anything for him.


*


Anthony and Amanda had spent a quiet evening, while she brought him up to date on the latest details of the wedding. She and her mother had it all under control. Amanda was their only child, and her parents wanted her to have the wedding of their dreams. They genuinely liked Anthony. He was undeniably a brilliant boy, and even if a little shy and awkward at times, they could see how loving he was with her. He was a good person, with solid values, and her father was impressed that he had gone to MIT, and graduated magna cum laude.


Amanda had another fitting for the dress coming up in a week, since she had lost some weight. She had been swimming in her parents’ pool every weekend, and her body was long and lean. Her boss at Vogue had special ordered shoes with cameo blue soles for her from Manolo Blahnik, for “something borrowed, something blue.” Her parents were going to fly roses in from Ecuador, and lily of the valley from France in December. The heated tent was being custom made by the leasing company to their specifications, with crystal sides and parquet floors, and their wedding coordinator had found three matched antique Austrian chandeliers to hang in it. Anthony would have fainted if he’d known the price. It was going to be the wedding of the century and Vogue was going to cover it for their March issue since they had a three-month lead time. Her wedding gown was white velvet trimmed in white mink, with a white mink cape over it, which Anthony also didn’t know. She wanted him to be surprised when she appeared looking like a Russian princess.


The night before the wedding, they were planning to have a skating rink installed and to give a skating party, so Kate didn’t have to host a rehearsal dinner. The skating party was going to be a surprise for Anthony, with snow machines to cover the grounds with snow, and ice sculptures of prancing horses larger than life size, as part of the decor. She had told him about everything else. He knew most of the important details. They had a cake tasting scheduled in July, and one for the wedding meal booked in September. Amanda’s father was ordering the wines, since he was something of a connoisseur and had a remarkable cellar of great vintages of the most famous French wines. Anthony knew very little about wine but Amanda told him the vintages were worth a fortune.


Anthony was stunningly handsome, and shared his father’s and Claire’s dark hair and eyes. Amanda was a beautiful blonde with almost translucent porcelain skin. There was no doubt they would have beautiful children. Amanda couldn’t wait to get pregnant. They had agreed to start trying right after the wedding. She hoped to be pregnant by spring. He wasn’t in a hurry for a baby, but she was, and she said this was the right age to start a family. They wanted to have children while they were young, which was safer. She had everything planned, and it was easier for Anthony to just go along with it. It was like drifting down a river, while she told him her plans for them. She could envision everything about their future. He had never thought that far ahead before. He figured that once they were married, she’d relax and be more casual about everything. There would be nothing left to worry about. She’d have everything she wanted. It was simpler letting her plan it all, since it made her happy. It felt like one giant video to him.


She was an easy woman to please, unlike other girls he’d gone out with. They got along famously and never argued, mostly because he gave in. There was no fire in their relationship, and no challenge. It was peaceful and effortless for him, with Amanda and her parents running everything.


Amanda never objected to the time he needed to develop his videogames, which she knew was important to him. He stayed late at the office frequently, and lost track of time. It only bothered her if they had a dinner to go to and he forgot about it, and had turned off his phone so he could concentrate. He had missed a few events that way, but each time he promised he wouldn’t do it again.


Their conversations were mostly about the wedding now, and before that they had been about her job. She was planning to give it up before the wedding. The last month or two before their big day would require her full attention. It seemed a little excessive to him, how time consuming it could be to organize a wedding, but he knew she didn’t like her job, and he made enough money to support them. He had agreed to move into her apartment. Her father owned it and didn’t want them to pay rent. Anthony’s apartment was too small for both of them, and he didn’t have enough closets for Amanda’s wardrobe.


Her apartment was in SoHo, which she loved. The only thing missing from Amanda’s life was a husband and children, which was all she’d ever dreamed of. He knew she’d be a wonderful mother because she wanted kids so much. And once they had a child, they were going to look for a house out of the city, maybe near her parents. She had it all mapped out. He wanted to have more say about their future, but he figured they would work that out after they were married.


Getting married had been her idea. He was comfortable with the arrangement they had, but she had told him she wanted a commitment from him, or she didn’t want to see him anymore. It made him realize that he didn’t want to give her up. He assumed that marriage would be like dating, but in one apartment, and eventually with kids. He liked her parents, and his mother thought Amanda was perfect for him. He liked making Kate happy. She had been a fantastic mother in his opinion, and had been both a mother and father to them. She had always encouraged him to follow his dreams. Amanda was part of them now. As long as she gave him the time he needed to develop his games, he was happy. He dreamed of having his own videogame company one day. Her father thought he could find investors for him. All the pieces of the puzzle fit perfectly.


It annoyed him that Claire was critical of Amanda and didn’t think she was intellectual enough. Anthony was part of the creative board of the company he worked for, and got enough stimulation there. He didn’t need to come home at night and talk to Amanda about work. He didn’t expect her to understand technical issues.


Plans for the wedding had taken over their life since the engagement, but in December that would be all over, and they could settle back into ordinary life, go to the movies, see their friends and go sailing in the summer. They were going skiing in Europe for their honeymoon. He wanted to spend more time doing sports with her, but they’d been too busy lately. He wanted to get back to that too, although she warned him that they would have to postpone anything strenuous if she got pregnant.


He wanted to make love to her that night after she told him about the latest details of the wedding, but she was asleep by the time he got out of the shower. There was a stack of bridal magazines on the floor next to her side of the bed, and two new books she’d found about table settings for weddings. They were her bibles now. He wondered if other women spent as much time planning their weddings. He couldn’t imagine Claire or Tammy doing that, but Amanda was different. She was more of a girl than either of them. His sisters didn’t dream about babies either. They were both more focused on their work, like their mother. He had talked to his grandmother about it, and she had advised him to be sure that he and Amanda had common interests and the same goals, which he thought they did.


Their common goal was their future: hiking, skiing, and doing all the sports they loved together, building his videogame business one day when he was ready, and having kids whenever it happened. That was enough view of the future for him. The rest was details. Amanda was good at those, so he was leaving them to her. For now, they just had to get through the wedding. It was boring for him, but he knew how much it meant to her. If he had to listen to her talk about it for the next six months, he didn’t care. He could put up with it for now. He loved her, and it was worth it in the end. He still couldn’t believe that in six months they’d be married. He smiled at her as she lay sleeping next to him. He liked knowing that they would be together forever. She was a beautiful girl and they loved each other. What more could he want?
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