

[image: images]




“Judith Michael has struck again . . . a ride through the fast lane, where greed is the passion that rules all else . . . PRIVATE AFFAIRS has plenty to please the fans.”


— Richmond Times-Dispatch


“The strength of PRIVATE AFFAIRS is the . . . emphasis on unity and hope, a beautifully creative vision of what it takes for a man and a woman to find each other again and again . . .”


— United Press International


“PRIVATE AFFAIRS is charmed lives, repressed passion, and fantasies come true . . .”


—ALA Booklist


“Absorbing . . . first-rate . . . an enjoyable read. Take it along on your next vacation.”


—Mansfield (Ohio) Journal


“A story of romance and ambition . . . PRIVATE AFFAIRS offers large doses of entertainment.”


— The Chattanooga Times


“PRIVATE AFFAIRS is a gripping novel right out of the Danielle Steel-Judith Krantz mold . . . I liked it enough to read it well into the wee hours . . . entertaining and easy to read.”


—(Providence) Sunday Journal






Thank you for downloading this Pocket Books eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Pocket Books and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: images]




For


Ann Patty


Jane Berkey


Andrea Cirillo, Don Cleary, and Meg Ruley


who help make dreams come true





Part


    
[image: images] I [image: images]






CHAPTER 1
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Elizabeth and Matthew Lovell,” the minister announced, as if he were introducing them to each other instead of making them husband and wife. “You may kiss,” he said benignly, but they were ahead of him: their hands clasped, fingers twined, as they turned to each other and their lips touched lightly—a promise for later, when they were alone. Then, shading their eyes against the bright June sun, they turned to greet their guests.


Elizabeth’s mother hugged her. “I’ve never seen you look so happy. Both of you.” She reached up to kiss Matt. “As if there’s not a cloud in the world.”


“Not one,” Elizabeth said. She looked at Matt, tall and lean, his dark hair unruly in the afternoon breeze, his deep-set blue eyes cool and private until they met her gray ones and then became warm, as if in an embrace. “How could there be clouds? Everything is perfect.”


Her father was there, holding his cheek against hers. “Where did the years go?” he murmured. “Just the other day you were the most beautiful baby in the world; suddenly you’re the most beautiful bride.” He held her at arm’s length. “At least you’re staying in Los Angeles; we won’t lose you entirely.”


“Say it softly,” said Matt. “My father isn’t very happy about—” He stopped as his father appeared. “Dad, I’m so glad you got here!” They hugged each other, Matt a head taller, his dark hair contrasting with the iron gray of his father’s as he bent to kiss him. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be here at all.”


“Couldn’t get away yesterday.” His father’s voice, like Matt’s, was deep and easy, with a faint western drawl. He put his hands on Matt’s shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks. “Made me mad as hell to miss your graduation. Were you impressive?”


“He was the class star,” Elizabeth said, her eyes shining. “They kept calling his name for every prize—”


“Except all those Elizabeth won,” said Matt. Gently he adjusted the ruffled neckline of her dress, folded over from all the hugging. “The real star was my bride; everyone predicted she’d be the first of all of us to be famous. Oh, Dad, I’m sorry, you haven’t met Elizabeth’s parents, Spencer and Lydia Evans . . .”


“Zachary Lovell,” Matt’s father said, shaking hands. He gazed at Lydia, his grizzled eyebrows raised in admiration. “I see where Elizabeth gets her beauty. Except—you can’t be her mother. Her sister, maybe . . .”


Lydia smiled, pleased, but accustomed to it, knowing it was more than gallantry: she and Elizabeth did look alike. Both of them were as slender and graceful as dancers; both looked at the world with a direct gaze through wide-spaced gray eyes beneath dark brows; both were fair, though Elizabeth’s hair was ash blond while Lydia’s had darkened over the years to a golden bronze.


The five of them greeted the guests in the center of Lydia’s garden. Tall delphiniums were a lacy blue backdrop to spikes of bright red Chinese ginger flowers, and, in front of them, a riot of orange and pink snapdragons, white phlox, and golden daylilies. Farther away, bordering the yard, were kumquat plants and dwarf nectarines, and spilling over the high fence behind them, a bright curtain of burnt-orange pyracantha.


Amid that brilliance, Elizabeth was a slender white flower, her long moiré dress, full-skirted, swirling as she moved; a white orchid in her white-gold hair. She, and Matt, in a pale gray summer suit, a white rose in his lapel, drew everyone’s eyes, their happiness reaching out to all those congratulating them: friends, favorite professors from the university, a few of the Evanses’ neighbors, friends and co-workers from their offices.


“The best and the brightest,” said a voice at Spencer’s elbow, and he turned to see one of the professors who had voted Elizabeth and Matt the Harper award, given each year by the Los Angeles World. It was the first time in the history of the journalism school that the award had been given jointly. “But we couldn’t decide between them,” the professor told Spencer. “Every story they were assigned this past year they wrote together. And, do you know, we waited for those stories like kids waiting for Christmas, because any story signed Elizabeth Evans and Matt Lovell would be the best we’d get. They made it exciting to be a teacher.”


The professor gazed at them almost wistfully. “They have a bright future; they’ll do us proud. Matt will be a publisher and Elizabeth will write that column she’s been dreaming of, and someday they’ll own their own paper and we’ll all nod and say it’s just what we expected. They’re quite a team, you know.”


Waiters put up round tables, swiftly set them with china, silver, and crystal, and, when everyone was seated, served dinner. A flute and guitar duo played show tunes and ballads, and voices and laughter mingled with the music as the breeze quickened, curling Elizabeth’s skirt around her long legs and lifting the ends of her long hair.


Spencer stood beside his chair, lifting his glass of champagne. “To Elizabeth and Matt, our dearest daughter and son: a long and wonderful life, filled with love and dreams, fulfillment and success. We wish you good fortune in your new jobs and everything else you do, not only for yourselves, but also for your professors who are counting on you to bring them the prestige of their top students’ winning a Pulitzer Prize.” As the guests laughed and applauded, he added, “May you have everything you dream of. Nothing stands in your way; the world waits for you to conquer it.”


He drank from his glass, Lydia drank from hers, Elizabeth and Matt drank to each other; and Anthony Rourke snapped their picture.


“Thank you, Tony,” Elizabeth said. “We didn’t want a professional photographer; it was sweet of you to offer.”


“Dear Elizabeth, I like being needed,” he said. “Especially by you. After all these years of friendship, I mean. Have you met my wife? Ginger, this is the Elizabeth Evans I talk about all the time. No, no . . . it’s Elizabeth Lovell, now. That is it, isn’t it, Elizabeth? With the emphasis on love?”


“That’s it,” she said, smiling because he was being dramatic as usual, pretending to be frivolous and slightly foolish instead of intense and driven to prove himself, as he’d been ever since she could remember. “I’m glad to meet you,” she said to Ginger Rourke, and then, a little nervously, she turned back to Tony. “I saw you and Matt talking before dinner, so of course you’ve met.”


“Matt and I found a great deal in common,” Tony said promptly. “Past histories, for one.” Elizabeth glanced swiftly from Matt’s noncommittal face to Tony’s smiling one. Tony paused, timing it like an actor. “Fathers,” he said. “We have the same kind of fathers.”


Tony’s father, Keegan Rourke, arrived at the table in time to hear the last words. “Weddings are not occasions for complaining about fathers,” he said, pulling out his chair to sit down. Tony’s face darkened; he shifted his chair away from his father, but no one noticed except Elizabeth—and Rourke, who missed nothing, even when he was talking. “Lydia. Spencer. Wonderful to see you again; it’s been far too long. And Elizabeth. We’ve missed you. All these years of separation after we’d been so close.”


“Who was the one who moved away?” demanded Lydia. “We’re still here; you moved to Houston.”


“And bought an apartment big enough to welcome all of you for visits.” Rourke paused, and Elizabeth contemplated him, wondering why it never occurred to him that others wouldn’t follow or seek him out just because he was Keegan Rourke. He was strikingly handsome: she had to admit he was the most impressive man she’d ever met. Black-haired, with heavy brows and a square chin with a cleft, he was as tall as Tony and Matt—in fact, the three of them were the tallest men at the wedding—but heavier, though his bulk and powerful shoulders were slimmed by an impeccably-cut suit. He was an older, more polished version of Tony, whose slender handsomeness seemed young, even at thirty, beside his father’s dominance. “Sometimes,” Rourke was saying, “I’m almost sorry I moved away.”


Not sorry enough, Elizabeth thought. Moving made you a millionaire—how many times over?—and that was the most important thing in your life. Maybe it still is.


“Is this your father-in-law?” Rourke asked Elizabeth. He held out his hand to Zachary. “Keegan Rourke. Houston. Old friend of Spencer and Lydia and Elizabeth.”


Zachary’s eyes gleamed. “Zachary Lovell. Santa Fe. Father of Matthew. Old friend of Luke and John.”


Instantly, Rourke came back. “You win. There’s not a single Keegan in the Bible.”


They grinned at each other. “Rewrite it,” suggested Zachary.


Rourke shook his head. “Couldn’t get away with it. No matter how much money I make, some things resist my touch.”


Zachary appraised him. “Not many, I’d guess.”


“Not many. I make sure of that. Were you born in Santa Fe?”


“Nuevo.” Zachary dipped an oyster into hot sauce and slipped it into his mouth. “You never heard of it. A small town tucked away in the mountains, only an hour east of Santa Fe, but another world.” He looked up, his eyes on a distant point. “There’s a long valley, twenty miles or more, and part of it, maybe four miles long, is so narrow at each end it’s almost cut off from the rest. That’s where Nuevo is, with a stream meandering through it and the town nestled in the center, isolated, quiet, so beautiful . . .”


Rourke was concentrating on his oysters. “Who lives there now?” he asked.


“Hispanics, a few Anglos—only about thirty families left. The Indians settled the place but moved on in the early 1600s. Later, when the Spanish were kicked out of Santa Fe in the Indian revolt, some of them fled to the mountains and settled there; they named it Nuevo, Spanish for new: a new beginning. Later some Anglos came: ranchers, a couple of blacksmiths, maybe some escapees from jail—nobody asked. They all lived together, still do, no fights, no crime—not much money, either, but it’s a good place. My grandfather was one of the ranchers; he bought some land, built a house; my father and uncle were born there. Matt and I are the last of the family; a friend works the land for us and watches the house. I’m planning to retire there, someday. Long way off, of course, but—”


“I’d like to see it,” Rourke said. “I’ll come to Santa Fe one of these days and you can take me there.” He turned to Elizabeth. “And you and Matt will visit me. You will, won’t you?” He dropped his voice. “I really have missed you, my dear. I always wished you’d been my daughter. Did you know I even had plans once for you and Tony?”


A startled look, confused and embarrassed, swept across Elizabeth’s face. “Forgive me,” Rourke said smoothly. “It’s bad form to revive old romantic schemes at a wedding. Have you and Matt found a place to live?”


“A wonderful apartment,” Elizabeth said, her face clearing. “Only three rooms, but they’re huge. We have space to work at home if we need to, and there’s a deck off the living room with a perfect view of the mountains. A friend at the paper told us about the ad when it was phoned in, before anyone else had a chance at it.”


“You’re having lots of luck, aren’t you?” Tony’s wife, Ginger, said abruptly, her first words all afternoon. “I mean, an apartment and prizes and getting that award . . . didn’t you win some kind of award?”


Zachary stabbed an oyster. “To work in Los Angeles.”


“Dad,” said Matt quietly.


“Well, I know it’s a good job,” Zachary said gruffly. “Did I ever say it wasn’t? And your professors tell me how much you deserve it; how talented you are. I know you’re talented; I knew it before they did. But am I allowed to say I’m not dancing for joy because after I spent years building a company for my son, he’s not interested? And I won’t have you with me now that I’m getting old and gray and feeble—?”


“Dad.” Matt laughed, but his eyes were somber. “You’re fifty-six and feeble is hardly the word for you. And you know you built that printing company for yourself; it’s been your whole life.”


“I wanted to have something to leave to you.”


“That’s years in the future . . .” Matt began with a trace of impatience.


“But we all think about the future,” Lydia said. “Especially at our age. Spencer and I are already planning our retirement . . .”


“Weddings and retirements,” Matt said. “Quite a combination.” He was smiling, but his voice was firm as he led them to other subjects, and the talk around the table turned to Los Angeles, and Santa Fe, and then Houston.


“A rampaging city, crude, no class.” Tony’s criticism was bitter.


“A lot of anger there,” Matt murmured to Elizabeth.


“I’m not sure it’s Houston he hates,” she said, her voice low. “It’s probably working for his father instead of being an actor. He’s dreamed of acting all his life; I don’t know why he ended up in an oil company in Houston.”


“I’ll bet morale is terrific in his part of the company,” Matt said dryly.


The wedding cake was cut, a dozen toasts proposed, the champagne dwindled, and the talk turned back to the jobs Elizabeth and Matt would begin after a honeymoon trip to British Columbia. Even Zachary joined in, his unhappiness eclipsed by his son’s excitement and Elizabeth’s radiance. And later, as Spencer and Lydia said goodbye to the guests, he kissed Elizabeth. “You’re all right; you’re sweet to an old man and you’re pretty and it looks like you appreciate Matt the way you should. You go ahead and write your column and publish your own newspaper; I promise I’ll read it. If my eyesight holds up.”


The echo of his father’s voice, wistful and pugnacious at the same time, stayed with Matt through dinner and into the evening. “He won’t forgive us,” he said to Elizabeth as they sat on the deck of their new apartment beneath fading streaks of sunset. “He feels abandoned, and he’ll remind us of it every chance he gets.”


“I feel sorry for him,” Elizabeth said. “He’s been waiting all these years for you to come back.”


“He has friends; we’ll visit him; he’ll visit us. That’s the best we can do.” He stood, bringing Elizabeth to her feet with him. “And it’s time we stopped worrying about him. We have some personal matters to take care of.”


Elizabeth put her arms around him. “Do you know, I haven’t called you my husband yet.”


“ ‘Husband,’ ” Matt repeated, his lips coming down to hers. “I like the sound of that. What about ‘wife’?”


“Give me fifty or sixty years to get used to it,” Elizabeth murmured, and they kissed, Matt’s hands finding the zipper on the back of her dress and sliding it down as she unbuttoned his shirt, and then her breasts were against his bare chest and they stood that way, their mouths together, tongues slowly exploring, discovering, after living together for the last year, that somehow there was a difference now in making love. “I don’t know what it is,” Elizabeth said. “Just because of a ceremony . . . what is it that makes me feel different?”


“The oysters,” Matt said, and as they laughed together, he slipped her dress off her shoulders and let it fall. Elizabeth put her hands behind his head and brought him down with her to the chaise, just wide enough for the two of them, and in the faint lamplight from the living room, and the cool white of a full moon, they slipped off each other’s remaining clothes, slowly, as if for the first time, as if they were just beginning because that afternoon they had vowed their love in a formal ceremony: permanent, part of the community, part of past and future.


“My dear love,” Matt said, his lips on her breast. “Dearest Elizabeth.” He murmured it against one nipple and then the other, and his voice, speaking her name, seemed to slide inside her, stirring and rippling through her body as his lips moved along her skin and he repeated it—“Elizabeth, my wife, my love”—again and again until she heard nothing else, felt nothing else, dissolving beneath his mouth and hands into ripples that spread wider and deeper, and at last pulled him down to lie on her, and they were no longer separate, but one, as the last streaks of sunset were swallowed by the black, star-studded sky.


Looking at the stars, feeling her husband’s weight upon her, Elizabeth’s lips curved in a smile. Matt turned his head to kiss them. “You are a remarkably seductive lady.”


She put her hand along his face, loving him, thinking she never wanted anything but this: the two of them, loving each other, weaving their lives together. “You make me feel seductive. And wanted. And loved.”


Her orchid had fallen to the deck and Matt reached down to pick it up. One of the petals was bent and he gently brushed it back as he held it to Elizabeth’s hair. “And extraordinarily beautiful. And adored.” He felt the coolness of her skin and sat up. “Too chilly to stay out here. What do you say to bed? Too ordinary, perhaps, for a wedding night, but warmer than—”


They heard the telephone ring in the living room. Matt’s eyebrows drew together. “Ignore it. Whoever has the bad taste to call at such a—”


“I can’t,” said Elizabeth. “I’m sorry, Matt, but I never could ignore a telephone.” He watched her slender form disappear through the sliding glass doors.


“Mrs. Lovell?” a voice asked when she picked up the telephone. “This is the emergency room at Johnston Hospital. Mr. Zachary Lovell was just brought in; it looks like he’s had a stroke; the doctor is with him now—”


“Is he alive?” Elizabeth cried.


“Who?” Matt said. “Elizabeth, who—?”


“Yes,” said the voice from the hospital. “But until the doctor finishes examining him we won’t know—”


“Your father,” Elizabeth said to Matt, holding out the telephone. “He’s had a stroke—he’s alive—”


Matt grabbed it. “Is he conscious?” he demanded.


“Is this Mr. Lovell’s son?”


“Damn it, of course it is. Is he conscious? Can he talk? How is he?”


“We don’t know yet, Mr. Lovell; the doctor is with him. If you could be here—”


“As soon as we can. Tell him—if he asks for us—tell him we’re on our way.”


*   *   *


In bed in the Intensive Care Unit, Zachary was as white as the uniform of the nurse who came to check green waves moving across a monitor’s screen. His lips worked, and Matt and Elizabeth bent to hear him. “ . . . need you . . . don’t go . . .” The words were slurred. “Just for a while . . . just till . . . myself again.” He closed his eyes. “Hold me together . . . company, I mean . . . hold printing company together . . . all I have now, keep it safe . . . Matt, don’t leave me. Please, Matt . . . worked all my life . . . I can’t lose it. Elizabeth? Talk to him . . . I beg you . . . tell him I need him . . . need you both . . . please . . .”


The last word was a fading sigh. The doctor beckoned to Matt and Elizabeth and numbly they followed her into the hall.


“Not as bad as it might have been,” she said. “There may be some lasting paralysis of the left side—we won’t be sure for a day or two—and temporary confusion, but, in time, he should recover without crippling damage. It will be slow, however; you should be prepared for that. Is there a history of stroke in your family?”


“I don’t think so.” Matt frowned. “I can’t even remember Dad’s being sick. My grandparents, either. They ranched all their lives, bred horses in Nuevo; they only died a couple of years ago, in their eighties. I don’t know,” he repeated helplessly.


“I’ll need a family history,” the doctor said. “My office is down the hall.” She turned to Elizabeth. “You could wait upstairs if you’d like, in the solarium. It’s more pleasant there.”


“All right.” Elizabeth put her hand on Matt’s arm and he gave her a brief kiss. “Wait for me,” he said, and followed the doctor down the hall.


Pacing about the solarium, barely aware of lush trees and hanging plants, Elizabeth felt tears rise in her throat. After a while, when Matt had not arrived, she called her mother. “I just need to talk,” she told Lydia. “Just to hear you tell me I’m wrong to be afraid.”


“I’m coming over,” Lydia said. “Give me five minutes to put some clothes on.”


When she arrived, she found Elizabeth huddled on a wicker couch. “How is he?”


“I don’t know. Matt hasn’t come back; I haven’t heard. Mother, we’re going to have to stay with him.”


“Stay with Zachary? You mean have him live with you. Well, that’s a problem, but if you find a bigger apartment—”


“No. Stay with him in Santa Fe. He wants Matt to run his company until he can run it by himself again.”


“But you can’t do that!” They looked at each other in silence, then Lydia sat beside Elizabeth and put her arms around her.


Like a young girl, Elizabeth put her head on her mother’s shoulder and began to cry. “I’m sorry, I know it sounds mean and selfish, but I don’t want to give everything up . . .”


“You’re not mean, or selfish,” Lydia said. “But can’t you wait before you decide to give anything up? Even if he needs a month or two, we can figure something out . . . if necessary we’ll pay for a manager to run his company until he’s back on his feet . . .”


“I won’t let you spend your retirement money. Anyway, I don’t think it would help. The doctor said . . .” Elizabeth took a deep breath, pushing back her tears. “It will be a slow recovery; I don’t think a month or two or even twice that would be enough.”


“Then he could close the company for a while. And go to a convalescent home.”


“That isn’t what he wants.”


“What he wants, Elizabeth, and what you can do, are two different things.”


“Are they? Oh, mother—” Her tears welled up. “I love him and I want to help him—”


“Zachary? Or Matt?”


“Oh . . . both of them. But Matt’s feeling about his father is so special . . . I told you about his mother, how she walked out and left them, and all the years of Matt’s growing up they were more like brothers than father and son . . . they were everything to each other. Mother, is there any way in the world I can ask Matt to stay here with me if his father asks him to take care of him in Santa Fe and run his company?”


“Not . . . easily,” Lydia said. “It could come back to haunt you, years later.”


Slowly, Elizabeth shook her head. “Whatever we do is going to come back to haunt us.”


When Matt came in a while later, he found Lydia with her arm around Elizabeth, the two of them talking in low voices. He kissed Lydia. “I’m glad you’re here.” Sitting beside Elizabeth, he kicked off his shoes. “Fuck it,” he said tiredly.


“You’re going back,” Elizabeth said.


“We’ll decide together.” In a moment he sprang up and strode away from her and then back. “What the hell can I do, Elizabeth? I’m all he’s got. He never left me when I depended on him.”


“I know.” She was crying again, the tears streaking her face. “I know. There isn’t anything else we can do.”


“Christ, all our plans, everything we wanted . . . But what can I do? What am I supposed to tell him? ‘We’ve got these neat jobs, Dad, so you’re on your own.’ Can I tell him that?”


“No.”


“ ‘We’ve got an apartment, Dad.’ Can I say that? ‘And we plan to buy our own newspaper someday, so you’ll have to handle your life yourself because we have our own to live.’ Can I say that?”


“No.” Elizabeth wiped her face on her shirt sleeve. “Matt, sit with me.”


He sat down. “It’s his printing company, not mine. It’s his life, not mine. I don’t want them. But I don’t see a way out.”


“Not for a while.” Elizabeth swallowed the last of her tears and steadied her voice. “It isn’t forever, you know; only until he’s himself again. Didn’t the doctor say there wouldn’t be crippling damage? He’ll only need us for a while, until he can take care of himself again and run his company. And he will: he’s only fifty-six; he’ll want to feel useful and active as soon as he can, don’t you think?”


In the silence, Lydia stood up. “I’m very proud of you,” she said softly to Elizabeth. “I’m going to find a cafeteria and have a cup of coffee. Will you and Matt join me when you’re ready?”


“Thank you, Mother.” Elizabeth was looking at Matt as Lydia quietly left them. “What did you tell Zachary?”


“Nothing. I wanted to talk to you first.” He clenched his fist, opened it, clenched it again. “Elizabeth, I promise it will only be for a while. As soon as he recovers, or we find someone to help him at home, and in the company, we’ll come back here. Or we’ll go somewhere else. We won’t have trouble finding jobs; newspapers are always looking for brilliant prizewinning journalists.”


She nodded and smiled, knowing he was trying to convince himself as well as her. “I promise,” Matt repeated. “We’ll pick up where we left off; we’re young, there’s plenty of time. This is a detour, that’s all. I promise.”


Elizabeth circled his neck with her arms, as she had earlier that night, when their dreams were as bright as the sunset. “It’s all right, Matt. There isn’t anything else we can do.”


“All the dreams,” he murmured, holding her. As if, Elizabeth thought, they were propping each other up. “Everything we want. We’ll have it all, we’ll do it all. It will just take a little longer than we’d planned.”


She put her cheek to his, then kissed him. “It’s all right, Matt,” she repeated, whispering against his lips. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.” Her tears had dried, but she still felt them, flowing inside her. Don’t be selfish. Think of Zachary. Think of Matt Don’t be mean. You’re young. You have everything ahead of you. “It’s all right,” she said one more time. “We have each other. That’s all that matters. Now—shall we get some coffee? And maybe we should make a list. We have so many things to do.”


Undo, she thought, but she kept it to herself, with the tears still flowing inside her, as she and Matt walked down the stairs, leaving the moonlight behind.





CHAPTER 2
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The bride and groom stood on the brick patio within the placita of the great house as the guests moved past, murmuring greetings in Spanish and English. Nearby, beneath the arching branches of an olive tree heavy with silver leaves and clusters of tiny, unripened olives, long tables were laden with food and drink, silver goblets, and decorations symbolizing long life, joy, and many children.


The groom’s father slipped away from the reception line. Mopping his forehead with an oversize handkerchief, he stopped to ask the barman for two glasses of champagne punch, then made his way across the garden and handed a glass to Elizabeth. “To drink our health. And to sustain us in our hour of need.”


“What do you need?” she asked, laughing.


“Patience, since I dislike parties; a look of gratitude for my son’s advantageous marriage; and stamina, since soon I must dance with women I have no desire to hold in my arms. I wouldn’t mind if it were you: you are extraordinarily beautiful; more so every year. To our health.” They touched glasses. “And what makes you so quiet?” he went on when Elizabeth did not speak.


“I’ve been remembering my own wedding,” she said meditatively. “It was in a garden, almost as beautiful as this, on a June afternoon just like this one. And everyone had the same look of expectation. Predicting a marvelous future for the happy couple.”


“And how many years ago was that?”


“Sixteen,” she said.


“And were they right—about the marvelous future?”


“Of course,” she replied automatically. The groom’s father looked closely at her but they were interrupted by guests politely jostling for a chance to talk to Elizabeth, and, with a sigh, he returned to his place in the reception line. Elizabeth listened to the guests, occasionally making notes on a pad of paper, her eyes still on the bride and groom, looking so young, smiling and smiling even as they wilted beneath the white-hot Santa Fe sun. Everyone else sought the shade; bright dresses and dark suits blended into the carefully tended gardens, smooth lawns, and a quietly flowing stream with a wooden bridge leading to the swimming pool and bathhouses.


Elizabeth breathed in the mingled fragrances and admired the lavish placita. No one ever saw it but invited guests, since it was shielded on three sides by the sprawling adobe house; and the house itself, with its driveway and gravel parking area, was completely enclosed by a high adobe wall with heavy wooden gates. A year ago, she and Matt had enlarged their own house and built an adobe wall around their garden, but they had nothing as sprawling and magnificent as this. Not enough land, she thought, and added ruefully, not enough money.


The shadows lengthened; the reception line came to an end. Musicians tuned their guitars; servants lit wrought-iron lanterns and swung open tall doors leading to the long salon; and the bridal couple danced, sweeping the length of the room, their fatigue gone, their faces bright, seeing only each other. In a few minutes their parents joined them, and then the guests, filling the high-ceilinged room with the gay confetti of festive gowns. The groom’s father returned to Elizabeth. “You will dance with me?”


“One dance,” she said. “And then I have work to do.”


He put his hand correctly at her waist. “A woman of your loveliness should be cared for and spoiled, not forced to work.”


He was very serious and Elizabeth was careful not to laugh. He was an Anglo whose father had come to Santa Fe from Detroit only forty years earlier, but he was a member of the New Mexico legislature and had adopted many of the attitudes of the city’s oldest Spanish families, who, like the bride’s, could trace their genealogy through twelve or more generations. So Elizabeth said only, “My work is important to me,” and when the dance ended she excused herself with a formality that matched his, to find a quiet place to sit. She chose a bench between the placita and the salon, where she was inconspicuous as she wrote a description of the wedding for the society page of the Santa Fe Examiner.


“Ivory satin with seed pearls,” she scrawled, glancing at the bride. “Triple-tiered lace veil, an heirloom handed down from mother to daughter since 1730 when the family, members of Spanish royalty, came to Mexico and then Santa Fe.”


She wrote swiftly: the bride’s genealogy, the groom’s newly-established law practice, his father’s influential committee chairmanship in the state legislature, a list of the guests, including the positions and family background of the most prominent, and colorful descriptions of clothes and food. But she had been a part-time reporter for the Examiner long enough to let her mind wander while she scribbled notes, and so she thought about her family: Holly and Peter, who should be home now from summer classes at the College of Santa Fe; Matt, who had advertised that week for a new assistant at the printing plant so he could spend more time at home; and Zachary—who had died three months ago but still seemed part of their lives, since everything they had done for sixteen years had revolved around him.


His death had hit Matt terribly hard, but Elizabeth, too, was shaken by it, as if it had left them at loose ends, without a reason for their life. “Carne Adovada,” she wrote, describing the dinner. “Green Chile Soufflé, Tocina del Cielo . . .” while she thought: We need a vacation, to get away from the house and reminders of Zachary. The four of us could go hiking, or drive to Denver . . .


But who would manage the printing plant? They’d never been able to afford a full-time manager. And what about her job? There wasn’t much security for a part-time reporter, and a lot of aspiring journalists wanted to work for the Examiner, since its opposition, the Chieftain, was a small failing weekly. And Holly and Peter were involved in their own projects; they might not want to go anywhere right now. Probably they should wait for a better time . . .


We’ve always said, Not now, not yet, later.


She bent again to her notes and when she had finished, went to the parents of the bride and groom to say good-bye. Guests reached out to her as she walked through the crowded room; everyone knew her, knew she was writing the story for the Examiner, and wanted to make sure they were in it and properly identified. But when they asked about her story, Elizabeth simply smiled and shook her head. Everything she wrote was her secret until it was printed.


Matt was the only one who saw her stories before she delivered them to her editor, but even he hadn’t looked at most of them for a long time. So many things they didn’t share anymore, she mused as she drove home. Mostly they talked about their daily affairs: the house, the children, Zachary—no, not Zachary anymore. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she get used to it that Zachary was gone? And why did she think so much about changes in her marriage that bothered her, instead of the things that were good?


It was only a short distance from the wedding party to her home on Camino Rancheros, through narrow streets lined with adobe walls with carved wooden gates, and treetops towering above them from gardens on the other side. Adobe and trees, Elizabeth reflected. Someday, if she ever had her own column, she would write a description of Santa Fe. The words were already there, in her mind.


 . . . a small town like a painting in two colors: dusty pink adobe and dark green trees, block after block, serene, soothing, almost hypnotic. Color comes from the people: bright Spanish and Indian clothing, jewelry, furniture, and art. But when the streets are empty, at the dinner hour and at dawn, the unbroken dusty pink and dark green are dreamlike, a tapestry washed clean of colors, then flung upon the desert to dry, blending in with pale, sage-dotted sand—


Stop it. She drove through open gates to park beside her house. Why did she pretend? She didn’t have a column because editors gave space to full-time writers, and she couldn’t be a full-time writer—not when she also had to help Matt at the printing company and take care of a house and two children.


“Mom!” Peter was waving to her from the door. “Telephone!” He leaned against the doorway, crushing morning glories beneath his shoulder as he watched her cross the gravel. He was going to be as tall as Matt, Elizabeth thought, and as handsome, beneath his tangle of red hair, once he got through the agonies of adolescence. Each day, in fits and starts, he went from a round-faced, sweet-tempered little boy to a gangly fourteen-year-old, grumbling one minute, sharing family jokes the next, lurching into furniture at home but riding a horse with grace and balance, shying away from his mother’s kisses but then, without warning, putting his arms around her and whirling her about the room with an infectious laugh that reminded Elizabeth of Matt—and made her realize how long it had been since he had laughed that way.


“It’s you-know-who,” Peter said. “Your glamorous television star.”


“Tony Rourke,” Elizabeth said. “You know his name perfectly well.” Kissing him on the cheek, she walked with him into the cool house and picked up the telephone in the kitchen. Instantly, Tony’s smooth voice flowed around her, like an embrace.


“Dear Elizabeth, I’m at the airport—”


“Which airport?” she asked, alarmed.


“Los Angeles. I’ve been trying to reach you to tell you I’m on my way to New York and stopping off in Santa Fe to see you. It’s been much too long. Can you meet my plane in three hours? We’ll have a late dinner and then you can drive me to La Posada—I’ve reserved a room—and tomorrow I’ll go on to New York. My plane arrives at—”


“Tony, stop. I can’t have dinner with you tonight.”


“Why not? Do you know how difficult it is for me to create these opportunities? My manager guards me like a dragon, my secretaries arrange schedules that are like prisons . . . Elizabeth, Marjorie left me.”


“Oh.” Marjorie. Tony had mentioned her a few times in the past year, but Elizabeth knew no more about her than she did about any of his wives. Vaguely she remembered Ginger, who had been at her wedding, but since then she hadn’t followed his marriages and divorces. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“So am I. I liked her. She said she found me impossible to live with. True, perhaps, but perhaps I just haven’t married the right woman. Why can’t you have dinner with me tonight?”


“Because it’s our anniversary and we’re going out.”


“To celebrate. How many years?”


“Sixteen.”


“With the same person. Incredible. Do you still look at each other the way you did at your wedding? I keep waiting for that to happen to me. But I lost my chance—didn’t I?—a long time ago.”


“Tony, stop being dramatic.”


“It’s my nature to be dramatic. But I mustn’t keep you; you want to dress up in your finery and go out on the town with your husband. And you don’t want—or your husband doesn’t want—Anthony Rourke, television host adored by millions, waiting in the wings. Of course I won’t come tonight. But may I stop off on my way home? Next Wednesday; is that all right? You do want to see me, don’t you? At least half as much as I want to see you?”


His careful voice, warm as velvet, slipped now and then into self-mockery: he never could let anyone know whether he was truly serious. Perhaps he didn’t know himself. Ten years earlier, he’d left his father’s company with nothing but the few dollars he’d managed to save from his extravagant life in Houston, called Elizabeth to tell her he was going to Los Angeles to become the top television personality in America—and had done exactly that. Now he was famous and rich; he lived in a mansion in Malibu; and for the past year he had been calling Elizabeth two or three times a month, saying she was the only one he could talk to, the only one who understood him, the only one who’d known him when he was young, before he got involved in the crazy play-acting of television stardom.


“Dear Elizabeth, please let me come,” he said. “I need to see you. I have no one to talk to but my refrigerator, which hums back at me in some exotic language I don’t understand. And I have so much to tell you: I’ve just finished taping some shows in Spain and on the way home I stopped off in Italy and bought a small cottage—twenty rooms, I think—in Amalfi, and I need to tell someone my news. Elizabeth, are you listening?”


“Maybe in a week or two,” Elizabeth said, piqued and disturbed, as always, by the way he could make her feel desirable and at the same time like a dull housewife in a little house in the middle of the New Mexican desert, waiting for Anthony Rourke to float down to her from the heights of his glamorous world.


“By then I have to be back in Europe. How about four weeks from today? I’ll force myself to wait that long.”


“All right,” Elizabeth said. “But for lunch, not dinner. Let me know what time; I’ll meet your plane.”


“Does he want to interview you or what?” Peter asked as she hung up the telephone.


“We’re not famous or notorious enough for Tony’s show,” Elizabeth said lightly. “Would you like it if we were?”


He reflected. “I guess not. I’m not like Holly; I can’t do things in public. I’d rather nobody noticed me at all.” He caught Elizabeth’s quick glance and added, “On that guy’s show anyway. You’ve seen him, Mom: his favorite thing is to make somebody look like an ass . . . with a hundred million people watching.”


“Thirty million,” Elizabeth said absently, thinking she and Matt ought to talk about Peter’s shyness and aloneness. They’d thought he would find friends in high school, but instead he’d become even more withdrawn, seeming younger than others his age, spending his spare time with the Indians of nearby pueblos and letting his sister be the talented center of attention. “Isn’t Holly home?” Elizabeth asked.


“She was; she went back for some kind of audition. If he doesn’t want to interview you, what does he want?”


“A friend.”


“Anybody with thirty million people watching him has lots of friends.”


“Is that so?”


“Why wouldn’t he? People stop you on the street, and you only write for one paper. Somebody like him—people probably call him all the time, invite him to parties, hang around, tell him how wonderful he is . . . Stars have plenty of friends. You know that, Mom.”


“I know they have hangers-on,” said Elizabeth. “People who hope to get on television or have some glamour rub off on them. But I wouldn’t call them friends. Anyway, not the kind you’ll have when you find people who like you just because you’re Peter Lovell and fun to be with and interested in lots of things and very lovable.”


“Oh, Mom.” Peter met Elizabeth’s smiling eyes and, almost reluctantly, grinned. Then they were both laughing and he gave his mother a quick hug. “Thanks.”


Elizabeth kissed his cheek. “Give it time, Peter,” she said gently. “You’ll have friends. And girls, too.”


“Yeh, well . . .” He shrugged. “I suppose. Is he coming here?”


“You mean Tony?”


“Right.”


“He might, in a few weeks.”


“I don’t know why you like him.”


“There are lots of reasons for friendship, Peter. And it isn’t necessary to explain them.”


He shrugged again and wandered around the kitchen, nibbling pine nuts while Elizabeth took meat and chiles from the refrigerator. Why do I like Tony? she asked herself. He makes me feel dull and backward—but he also brings me the excitement of the outside world and sometimes I need that. And he makes me laugh and feel young, and there are lots of times when I need that, too.


But Matt is the one who should do that. Cutting the meat into cubes, she frowned, wondering again what was the matter with her. Why, all of a sudden, did she keep thinking of things that were wrong? Well, maybe not all of a sudden; maybe those thoughts had been cropping up for months. But they seemed to come in a deluge since Zachary died.


And then there was the wedding that afternoon, reminding her of all the passion and excitement and hope that had been in her parents’ garden sixteen years ago. Where were they now? Somewhere along the way, they’d just . . . faded. And what did she and Matt have left? A pleasant, friendly marriage, calm and stable, that hadn’t changed or given them any surprises in years.


But we’re happy, she said. We have a good life, a wonderful family, a home, our own business . . .


She slid the meat into hot oil in an iron skillet, stirring the cubes as they browned. Maybe we have the perfect marriage. Sixteen years of passion would have left us a pair of frazzled wrecks.


Ruefully, she smiled. It might be nice to be a frazzled wreck once in a while. And then the front door was flung open and Holly rushed in.


“Hello, hello, hello, isn’t it the most beautiful, wonderful, marvelous, perfect evening?”


“You got a part,” Peter said.


“Two parts.” She danced about the room. “You are looking at the first high school freshman in history—and I won’t even be a freshman till September, but it doesn’t matter—the first one to get two solo parts in the College of Santa Fe summer choral concert. You are looking at a future star!”


They were looking, Elizabeth thought, at a lovely young girl, almost a woman, flushed with excitement as she took another step in growing up, away from childhood, away nom home. Both my children, she reflected, only a few years from going off to make their own lives. How had it happened so quickly?


“Mother?” Holly asked. “Aren’t you happy?”


“Of course I am,” Elizabeth said. “And proud.” She hugged Holly and, as she felt her daughter’s arms tighten around her, it struck her how much she loved her children, and how busy and rich and fun they had kept her life, masking a fading marriage. As if she stood apart, she saw herself with Holly, their blond heads close together. Hers had darkened over the years, like Lydia’s, to a golden bronze so that Holly was the ash blond now, with Matt’s deep blue eyes, Elizabeth’s high cheekbones and slender face, and a pure soprano voice all her own—the only singer in either the Evans or Lovell family. “But I must say,” she told Holly, “I’m not surprised. I’ve always known you’re wonderful and I’ve always been proud of you.”


“Today the chorus,” Peter intoned. “Tomorrow the Broadway stage. You’ll be as famous as Mom’s television star who’s coming here in a few weeks to be friendly.”


“Tony?” Holly cried. “When is he coming? Maybe he’ll interview me; he said he would, someday.”


“He was making fun of you,” Peter scoffed. “Nobody in this family is famous or notorious enough for his show.”


“How do you know? I’m going to be famous and maybe he’ll want me because of that.”


“I doubt it, Holly,” Elizabeth said. “Tony only wants celebrities. He doesn’t make people famous; he interviews them when they’re already famous.”


“But he said it!”


“He may have thought he meant it at the time. But you shouldn’t take him seriously.” She paused, thinking how difficult it was to explain Tony to anyone who didn’t know what he was like beneath the actor’s pose. “He doesn’t want people to understand him. He thinks he’s more interesting if he’s dramatic and mysterious.”


“I think so, too,” Holly said.


“Maybe so,” Elizabeth said dismissively. “Now tell us more about the auditions—”


The telephone rang and Peter picked it up. “Dad,” he said to Elizabeth. “Still at work.”


“Matt?” Elizabeth said into the telephone. “Did something happen? You said you’d be home early.”


“I got waylaid.” His voice was tight and Elizabeth knew he was holding his temper. He gets angry more often than he used to; something else that’s changed since Zachary died. “Simon got drunk last night. Staggered in at noon and created havoc for half an hour before I sent him home. That left two of us to get out the brochures for the Crownpoint Rug Auction. I’m sorry, Elizabeth; I’ll be there within an hour. Can you change the reservation?”


“If not, we’ll go somewhere else. Rancho de Chimayo isn’t the only restaurant around.”


“But it was the one you wanted.” The first place we went, Matt thought, when we moved here and needed a special place to splurge and pretend everything was fine. Now we’re pretending again. “See what you can do; I’ll get out of here as soon as I can. Would you rather I called them?”


“No, I’ll do it.”


“See you soon, then.” Matt hung up slowly and stood at his desk, absently watching his pressman stack brochures for the post office. Anger and frustration knotted his stomach and he breathed deeply, trying to loosen up so he could finish and get the hell out of there. Too much was happening at once, one crisis after another; there was no chance to sort things out. Ever since Zachary died, time had speeded up, the days whirling around him and then away, like dust in a windstorm. Men should be prepared to lose their fathers, and he’d known for sixteen years, through three strokes that left Zachary progressively weaker, that he would lose his. But Zachary had insisted on working until almost the end, so in a way Matt was unprepared, and when he woke one day to the full realization that he would never see his father again, talk to him and laugh at his tall tales, the pain had struck him with a fierceness he had not expected.


“Matt?” His pressman was pulling on his jacket. “All done. I’ll drop them off at the post office on my way home. Unless you have something else you want me to do . . .?”


“No, you’ve gone way beyond the call of duty. Thanks for staying.”


“You sure there’s nothing else I can do? Buy you a drink? Buy you two?”


“Frank,” Matt said, “are you doing what you want to do?”


“At the moment or generally?”


“Both.”


“At the moment, I’m going home, which is what I want to do. Generally . . . I guess so. I don’t think about it much.”


“Why not? Did you always want to be a pressman or did you ever want something else? Don’t you wonder what might have happened if you’d gone a different direction when you were starting out?”


Frank looked him up and down. “This your birthday or something, Matt? Is that why you’re thinking deep thoughts?”


Matt hesitated, then chuckled. “Okay, Frank. Sorry I asked. The end of a very long day is no time for philosophy. Go on home; I’ll close up. I’ll take you up on that drink some other time.”


“Hey, look, I wasn’t poking fun. I just didn’t know what to say. I really don’t think about it much. You know, you get busy, you have good days and bad days, the kids are a pain in the ass or they do good in school and then you feel proud, like you’re a good parent . . . Shit, Matt, I don’t think about it.” There was a long pause. “I wanted to be a baseball player. Outfield. I liked looking up at the sky, you know, and watching those long fly balls float right down into my glove, and if it was the third out I’d hear the cheers and run across the field to the dugout like I was king of the world.” He turned to go. “I never found out if I was good enough. My girl was pregnant, so we got married and I got this job with your dad and that was that. I still like her, though, the wife, that is; that’s one good thing. Be a real crock if we split after I gave up the outfield for her. Good night, Matt; see you tomorrow. I hope you feel better.”


Frowning slightly, Matt washed his hands, put on his tie, locked the front door, set the burglar alarm, and left through the back. It was after the rush hour and traffic on Cerrillos Road was light; he could be home in ten minutes. Speeding up, he thought of Frank, and the past three months since Zachary’s death, and Elizabeth, who seemed to be having her own problems dealing with it, though they hadn’t talked about it—actually, they weren’t talking about very much these days; he couldn’t remember when they’d last had a conversation about anything but the kids or the house or the printing company—and then he thought again about Frank, who’d wanted to play outfield, and that brought him back to Zachary.


My father died and left me. It was almost a joke. Sixteen years ago Zachary had begged Matt not to leave him, and Matt hadn’t, and now Zachary had left him.


Sixteen years of guarding my father’s dream, instead of my own.


And that’s what was running around in his head. He loved his father, he missed him—but every time he thought of him, it was as if those sixteen years were a dead weight around his neck. Sixteen years. Where the hell had they gone? What had they left him with?


He thought of his wedding: all those predictions of a great future for Elizabeth and Matthew Lovell. Wrong. Instead, they’d put off their dreams—until Zachary was well enough to run the company again; until they had the money for a full-time manager to replace Matt; until Holly and Peter were older; until Holly and Peter were through college. And the years passed.


You have good days and you have bad days and you don’t think about it much.


Sixteen years.


But they were good years, he thought. Don’t forget that.


He didn’t forget it. He had a wife he loved, two children, a home, his own business, friends, vacations . . . didn’t he have everything he could want?


Turning onto the Paseo de Peralta, his tires squealed; he was going too fast. No, damn it. He didn’t have the life he’d given up when he was twenty-three. Instead, he was here, driving the route his father had taken for twenty-five years and he himself had taken for sixteen, going to the house on Camino Rancheros his father had bought in 1962 and they had enlarged to make room for all of them.


Matthew Lovell was left without a father, but stuck in his father’s dream.


How did I end up almost forty—and nowhere?


He barely slowed at the stop sign and turned onto Cordova Road, remembering again those predictions of success. He and Elizabeth had even won a prize. What was the name of it? He couldn’t remember. And everyone said they could do anything they wanted.


And they’d done a lot. But inside him was all this anger, boiling up after Zachary died. He remembered when it started: he was watching a plasterer repair a crumbling wall and he’d wondered how long the house would last and how they could afford another one . . . and suddenly he’d seen himself sitting in that chair for the rest of his life and then dying, just like his father—


A horn blasted through his thoughts and he saw a car bearing down on his left in the instant he knew he’d run a stop sign. Goddamn it! A turmoil of shouts clanged through his head as his hands swung the wheel hard to the right. Turn! Get over! Get away—! The car passed, narrowly missing him, but he couldn’t turn back fast enough; his car hit the curb and rode over it. He stood on his brake, but he was traveling too fast to stop; the car skidded along the sidewalk, then crashed into a light pole and bounced off into an adobe wall. Matt heard the explosion of steel against stucco and the shattering of glass; he felt a sudden excruciating pain, like a battering ram in his stomach. Then everything stopped. There was only the dark. And silence.





CHAPTER 3


[image: images]


Last time we were here,” said Holly, her voice small and wavering, “Grandpa died.”


Awkwardly, Peter put his arm around her. In the waiting room of St. Vincent Hospital, eerily empty at four-thirty in the morning, he sat tense and rigid, with his arm around his sister, holding himself together, because he felt like he was going to burst. Everything inside him was screaming and yelling and scared; bitter stuff kept coming up in his throat and he swallowed hard to keep it down. Don’t let me throw up, he pleaded silently; don’t let me throw up all over the floor and make a mess and everybody would think I’m a baby and—DAD, DON’T DIE, PLEASE, PLEASE DAD, DON’T DIE—


“What are you thinking?” Holly whispered.


Peter tightened his muscles until they hurt. “Dad,” he said, forcing the word through clenched teeth.


“Why doesn’t Mother come back?” Holly wailed.


Peter tried to clear his throat but that made him feel like vomiting again, and he was silent.


“Peter? Do you think—if she’s not here—?”


“She’s with Dad!” Peter blurted, and suddenly he was shaking all over. “In the”—he was almost gasping—“Intensive . . . Care . . . Unit.”


At the sound of his strangled voice, Holly seemed to crumple. “You think Daddy’s dead.”


“He’s not! People have car accidents all the time and they don’t . . . die!”


“I hate this place,” Holly said. “I feel sick.” She burst into tears. “I don’t want Daddy to die!”


At that, Peter let go too, sobs tearing through his body. He held Holly with both arms and felt hers around his back, and the two of them gripped each other, crying in the empty room.


Elizabeth found them that way a few minutes later when she came in, carrying three Styrofoam cups. “Oh, my God . . . Holly . . . Peter . . .” She put the cups down and knelt beside the couch, her arms around the little huddle they made. “He’s going to be all right. Don’t cry; he’s going to be all right. I should have come back earlier, I’m so sorry, I just wanted to be sure—”


“He really is?” Peter demanded. He lifted his face from Holly’s shoulder and glared through red eyes at his mother. “We’re old enough—you can tell us the truth—”


“He’s going to be all right!” Elizabeth stood up from her crouching position and handed them two of the cups. Her face was pale and drawn. “Cocoa. Drink it right away; it’s not very hot. Now listen: I’m telling the truth. Daddy had a ruptured spleen and internal bleeding and he was in shock, but those things happen a lot after automobile accidents and doctors know what to do about them. I’ll explain it later, but the main thing is, the operation went fine. He’ll be in the hospital a couple of weeks and then we’ll bring him home. And in another six or eight weeks he can go back to work.”


“The same as ever?” Holly asked. She and Peter were sitting straight now, watching their mother for signs of evasiveness.


“The same as ever,” Elizabeth repeated firmly. “It’s not as if his brain was damaged. He won’t be any different.”


“Can we see him?” Peter asked, and just then broke into a huge yawn. “Sorry.”


“You can’t see him because he’s sound asleep,” Elizabeth said. “And you should be, too. There’s nothing to do here until this afternoon; you can see him then for a little while. Right now I want you to go home; we’ll get you a cab.” She opened her purse and handed Peter a ten dollar bill. “You’ve been up all night and you’re in no shape to go to school; get some sleep, then come back here and we’ll have a bedside reunion.”


“What about you?” Holly asked.


“They’re putting a cot in Daddy’s room; I’ll lie down there. Then when he wakes up he won’t be alone. Come on, now, finish your cocoa so we can get you a cab.”


Holly shook her head. “Somebody has to take care of you. I’ll stay here.”


“There’s no place for you in Daddy’s room,” Elizabeth said, becoming impatient. “Please, Holly, I want you to go home. Get a good sleep and come back this afternoon.”


Stifling another yawn, Peter took his sister by the hand. “We’ll go if you promise you’re telling the truth.”


“Peter, I told you—!”


“Okay, okay, I just had to make sure. And you’ll call us if anything, uh, happens?”


“Yes. Now please—”


“We’re going. Right now. Where do we get a cab?”


“I’ll go with you.”


When she had seen them off, Elizabeth went back to the waiting room and crumpled in a heap on the couch, no longer pretending to be calm and strong. She was shaking with fear and exhaustion, and a kind of superstitious refrain kept running through her head: You weren’t satisfied with your marriage; it wasn’t exciting enough for you. And you almost lost it. You almost lost Matt. Almost lost—


“Mrs. Lovell?” The doctor stood in the doorway and Elizabeth shot up from the couch, forcing open her heavy eyes. “Mr. Lovell is asking for you; you can see him in the ICU for a few minutes. He’s very restless,” the doctor added as they walked down the corridor. “Talking about his father. Perhaps you can calm him down.”


Matt’s face was ashen, the skin pulled tight over his bones. His deep-set blue eyes looked even deeper, so dark they were almost black. “Competing with Dad,” he whispered with grim humor when Elizabeth bent over him. “Couldn’t let him be the only one to die.”


Elizabeth kissed him and smoothed back his hair. She put her cheek to his, her lips close to his ear. “It’s not a contest. He’s gone, Matt; we’re here. And we don’t want to lose you.”


He grunted. “Close call.”


“Yes, but it’s all right now,” she said. “Really all right, Matt. The doctor—”


“Just like Dad. Funny, isn’t it? Strokes . . . they were close calls, too . . . and then he died.”


“Matt, you’re going to be fine!” She held his hand between both of hers. “Try to believe me; you are not going to die!” He turned his head away. “Matt!” she cried.


The nurse intervened. “Mrs. Lovell, we hoped you’d calm your husband down.”


“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said, and repeated it to Matt. “I’m sorry. We’ll talk about it when you’re stronger.” She kissed him on his forehead and his lips. “We want you home. We love you.”


It wasn’t enough, Matt thought later when he woke in his hospital room and saw Elizabeth asleep on a nearby cot. You’re going to be fine, he recalled her saying through the anesthesia still fogging his mind. It’s all right now. You’re going to be fine.


But it wasn’t that simple. Because even when he was out of the hospital and home again, he knew something was wrong with him that lay beyond the reach of any surgeon. He felt trapped, smothered beneath a kind of cloud that had settled over him.


My father is dead.


I came damn near dying myself.


I’m running out of time.


“Leave it alone,” he said to Elizabeth as she adjusted a pillow behind him. He was sitting in an armchair beside the doors to the garden; it was a warm June morning, almost hot, two weeks after he’d come home. “It’s fine.”


“A minute ago you said you were uncomfortable.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“It matters to me.”


“Elizabeth, will you please not hover.” She took a quick step back and he threw out his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m a lousy patient. You shouldn’t have to suffer my moods. Aren’t you going to the printing plant? Or, no, you were going to write up that Woman’s Club thing today.”


“Frank can handle the plant for one day without me, and the Woman’s Club story isn’t important.”


“It’s part of your newspaper job, and you’ve always said your job was important to you.”


“I’d rather not leave you alone today.”


“But you know what I want most is to be left alone.”


“Matt,” Elizabeth said after a moment, “what can I do?”


“Nothing. Elizabeth, stop worrying about me. Go to work.”


“You’re my work right now!” she said bluntly. “Either I find a way to cheer you up or I ship you somewhere else for a while. It’s been like a graveyard around here ever since you got home; you’re so bitter and . . . angry. What are you angry about? Your accident? Zachary’s death? Something about your work?”


“All of the above,” he said with a flash of humor. “I’m sorry,” he added, and it occurred to Elizabeth that what they did most of the time lately was apologize to each other for one thing or another. “It’s just that . . . I’m running out of time!” he blurted. “Don’t you see that? In two months I’ll be forty years old—”


“So will I,” she said quietly, but he did not hear her.


“The years are going so damned fast I can’t keep track of them, and I’m standing still. A failure. What the hell have I got to show for forty years?”


“A family,” Elizabeth said, repeating the things she’d told herself only a few days before. “A home, your own business—”


“I know all that. It’s not enough!”


Elizabeth tested the coffee pot with her hand, found it still hot, and poured each of them a cup. She carried hers to the chair opposite Matt’s and sat down. “Go on,” she said. “You’ve been bottling it up; why don’t you tell me all of it?”


He smiled at her, a quick, loving smile, and Elizabeth felt the pain of what had slipped away from them over the years. She wanted to put her arms around him and get back the rest of it, all the love and passion that she remembered, but she stayed where she was, carefully holding her cup so the coffee would not spill, and said again, “Tell me about it.”


He gazed out the window. “Do you know what happens when I sit here? I listen to Holly singing in her room: voice exercises, scales, those wonderful songs . . . and I imagine Peter in his room, writing down those legends his pueblo friends tell . . . and I say to myself: they’re the lucky ones, doing what they love best. And then I think, at thirteen and fourteen, with no other demands pinning them down, why the hell shouldn’t they do what they love? It’s crazy for me to resent my children’s good fortune just because I’m a loser.”


“You’re not a loser,” Elizabeth said. “You’re depressed over Zachary’s death and your accident, but you are not a loser.”


He smiled faintly and looked at the table beside him, cluttered with a telephone and piles of notes, memos, and bills Elizabeth brought home each night from the office for him to act on. “I can’t do these, you know,” he said almost casually. “I can’t concentrate on them or care about them. Because I keep coming back to that minute when I knew I couldn’t stop the car—and the things I was thinking about just before it happened—and that’s all that matters. If I’d been killed, that would have been the end of all those plans I had once upon a time. And I go around and around, trying to sort out what’s important to me, what’s necessary, what’s right. I’m not getting any younger, as the saying goes, and when the hell am I going to break out and do the things I really want?”


Elizabeth held his eyes with hers. “I feel slightly invisible,” she said. “Where do I fît in all those questions?” Stunned surprise swept across his face; he opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, the doorbell rang.


Matt grimaced. “More good Samaritans bearing food, drink, and half the books in Santa Fe. When will I read them all? Do they think I’m going to be an invalid for ten years?”


“I’ll be right back,” Elizabeth said, escaping his ill humor. She went through the arched entry hall to open the front door, and found Tony, leaning casually against the garden wall, arms folded, waiting for her.


“If I’d called first,” he said calmly, “you would have found some reason to tell me not to come.”


“Tony, you should have called; this is a terrible time—”


“But we had a date. Four weeks ago you gave me permission to come for lunch. You may have forgotten, but I didn’t.” He walked past her through the shadowed entry hall to the brightness of the living room. He paused so his eyes could adjust to the clear desert light pouring through a wall of paned windows and a paned double door leading to the courtyard. The room came into focus, with its white walls, dark vigas, or beams, half embedded in the low stucco ceiling, and vivid Indian rugs in red, blue, and black scattered on the cream-colored, tiled floor. “Always takes me by surprise,” he mused aloud. “The air . . . the light . . . after the smog of my beloved Los An—”


He stopped abruptly as he became aware of Matt, unmoving in his armchair, wearing a bathrobe. “Matt! What’s wrong? Ailing? Wounded? Hangover?” Smoothly shifting from Elizabeth’s private visitor to a warm friend of the family, he pulled a chair close to Matt’s and sat down. “Don’t glower at me; I don’t stand on ceremony with long-time friends. Did someone beat you up? I’ll avenge you as soon as I can assemble an army; I myself am a man of peace.” He waited, but Matt, his face expressionless, said nothing. “You and your horse disagreed on which direction to go? One of your printing machines ran amok? Or another Indian uprising, though I rather thought those had ended a century ago. Elizabeth, won’t you sit down and join us?”


Taken aback by his sudden, overwhelming presence, Elizabeth stood still, gazing at him. Fame had made him sleek and breezy, and his tall, handsome confidence, especially beside Matt’s depression, made him even more attractive and dominating than she remembered. The air around him was electric, as if he were a messenger from a world filled with excitement and success, buzzing, bustling, bursting with energy, while she and Matt sat in their static little house in their quiet little town, waiting for the Tonys of that world to bring them news of all they were missing.


Matt must feel it, too, she thought, seeing his scowl, and she took a step forward, phrasing a graceful way to get Tony out of the house. But he had settled back in his chair, listening attentively to Matt’s brief description of his accident, then, in turn, regaling him with the antics of the producer of his television show, called “Anthony.” And when Matt chuckled at something he said—the first time in weeks Matt had come close to a laugh—it occurred to Elizabeth that maybe it was good that Tony was there. Matt needed amusement, something to think about other than himself and Zachary.


And maybe Tony’s forceful presence could break down the wall of Matt’s self-absorption. Sometimes it took someone from outside to get a husband and wife talking to each other again.


“You’ll stay for lunch?” she asked, ignoring Matt’s deeper scowl at her invitation.


“Of course,” Tony said, smiling easily. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen . . . the two of you. Nothing fancy, though; if you spend hours in the kitchen I won’t have a chance to talk to you before my plane leaves.”


“We’ll talk in the kitchen,” Elizabeth responded. “All of us. Matt? Please? Tony can tell us all the gossip from Los Angeles.”


“And you can fill me in on the scandals that shake Santa Fe,” said Tony, offering Matt a hand.


Matt stood up by himself. “Few scandals shake Santa Fe. We natives are cautious, ingrown, and very protective of our little backwater.”


“Do I hear a note of dissatisfaction?” Tony asked. “Why don’t you leave?” He kept pace with Matt’s slow steps as they walked into the kitchen and sat in wicker chairs in an alcove opening onto the courtyard. “I’ve often wondered why you haven’t.”


“My father was here,” Matt replied briefly.


“My father was in Houston,” said Tony. “Still is. I’m not.” He leaned back in his chair, stretched out his legs in their perfectly pressed white duck pants, and accepted the glass of Mexican beer Elizabeth offered him. “I left Houston; I left my father. Left his business and his shadow and the reach of his long arm. Made my own fortune that has nothing to do with Keegan Rourke and owes nothing to him. I had to get out, you know, to survive. After eleven interminable years, I had to get out or be his little boy forever. And as Elizabeth knows, I am not the little boy type.”


After a moment, Matt said evenly, “You were telling me about your producer. And your interview with Sophia Loren.”


“So I was,” said Tony, smoothly changing subjects. “A remarkable woman, magnificently beautiful, warm, earthy, honest . . .” He broke off as Elizabeth brought to the table a platter of sopapilla rellenos, stuffed with meat, beans, and chile, and covered with cheese. “Elizabeth, I’m ashamed; you did make something special. You work too hard; I should have taken you to a restaurant.”


Matt’s mouth tightened and Elizabeth said quickly, “I didn’t want to go to a restaurant; I wanted to eat right here. And I would love to hear about your producer and Sophia Loren.”


“In a minute.” Tony dug into the rellenos. “Incredible. What a marvelous cook you are, Elizabeth.” Between bites he told them anecdotes about his producer, and some of his guests, bringing reluctant chuckles from Matt and laughter from Elizabeth. “Could I have another one of these?” he asked after a while. “Or even two? I don’t want to be greedy—”


“No one could accuse you of that,” said Matt blandly.


Tony smiled. “I pride myself on never going after anything that truly belongs to someone else.”


“An interesting rule,” Matt observed with an edge in his voice. “People who talk about priding themselves on it are usually the ones who pride themselves on violating it.”


Tony gave him a sharp look. “I’ve noticed that people with injuries tend to be bad-tempered. It’s good to see you’ve avoided that, Matt.”


“Oh, why don’t both of you just eat?” Elizabeth said in exasperation. She handed Tony the platter. “Help yourself. As much as you want.”


“Thank you,” he said meekly. “Well, you wanted to hear about Sophia. My producer wanted me to zero in on her fantasies, get her to describe them; you know producers are voyeurs, all of them. But I’ll tell you something, if you won’t laugh at me.” He gave a small smile, like a little boy afraid to give himself away, but at the same time wanting to share a secret. In spite of himself, Matt was drawn to him, and impressed. No wonder the guy was a success. How the hell did he get all that into one smile—and almost fool Matt Lovell, who couldn’t stand having him around, who kept hearing echoes of that smooth voice saying I left my father. Left his business. Had to get out to survive.


“No, you wouldn’t laugh,” Tony went on, almost to himself. “I’ll tell you: I was so awed by Sophia—how beautiful and generous she was, helping make my show better—that I could barely ask her anything, much less about her fantasies. In fact, I was having a few of my own.” He gave a small laugh, asking Matt and Elizabeth to share a joke on himself. “Of course, it’s no secret that I’m interested in women: their sexual fantasies, longings, dreams, and the way they act them out”—Matt shot an involuntary look at Elizabeth; he knew Tony saw it, but Tony went on without a pause—“and my audience wants to know about them, too, but they’re dying to know all of it: what weaknesses celebrities have, what they’re faking or hiding, the skeletons in their closets, the tender touches that make them human and frail when they want to seem untouchable, above all of us . . .”


He’s forty-six, Matt thought, and doing exactly what he was dreaming of when Elizabeth knew him in Los Angeles. He’s got it all: money, fame, success—and he’s had them for ten years.


“That’s what I expose on my show,” Tony was saying. “A whole person. Sometimes that makes glamorous people more glamorous, knowing their secrets, because you assume they’re keeping back something even worse. Others become less glamorous: their warts show. Either way, audiences eat it up. Why are you still living here?”


“We’re not glamorous people,” said Matt shortly, and then they ate Elizabeth’s caramel flan, and drank coffee flavored with cinnamon, and Tony talked about other interviews, in Russia, Afghanistan, Hong Kong, India, Brazil, the Netherlands—“and even in Amalfi, where I have my new villa; I do want you to see it; we’ll have to get you over there. Both of you, of course.”


How civilized this is, Elizabeth thought; but she wanted Tony gone, and when dessert and coffee were finished he did leave, citing plane schedules, meetings and interviews in New York, and a hectic week ahead. He thanked them for lunch and good company, and when Elizabeth saw him to the door he did not even say, as he usually did, that he would telephone as soon as he could, and stop off to see her again whenever he could. He simply lifted her hand in his, kissed it gently, and then was gone, leaving Elizabeth wondering how he had managed to control his arrival and departure and almost all the conversation in between.


“Holly and Peter will be home soon,” she said to Matt when she returned to the kitchen. “I want to talk to you before they get here.”


He was standing at the counter making another pot of coffee. “How often does he show up?”


Stacking dishes at the table, Elizabeth glanced at him. “I’ve told you every time he’s been here. About five times in the past year.”


He nodded. “So you did. You did tell me. And he calls more often than that.”


“I’ve told you that, too.”


“And he didn’t think I’d be home today.”


“I’m not sleeping with him, Matt.”


“You brought it up; I didn’t.”


“But that’s what you meant,” she said angrily.


“That’s what he wants. That’s what he expects. Does he think I’m Blind? Do you?”


“Yes, if you think I’d go to bed with him. Why would you accuse—?” She caught herself.


“Past history. Isn’t that enough?”


“Matt! It was more than twenty years ago! And it ended long before I met you, and I told you about it before we were married. We agreed we wouldn’t talk about it again.”


“We didn’t know he’d be lounging in our kitchen sixteen years later, gorging himself, lording it over us with his fame and fortune.”


“You’re jealous!” Elizabeth said hotly.


“Is that what you call it? Because I’m not an adoring fan of my wife’s former lover? You let him call; you let him come for long lunches, ‘between planes’ as they say. Who the hell believes that? Between planes. Now there’s an idea for a new airline bonus plan: Los Angeles to New York, with a stopover for screwing—”


“Matt, stop it!” Elizabeth perched on the edge of the table. “You’re looking for reasons to be angry. You’re not jealous because Tony and I were lovers one crazy summer when I was seventeen; you’re jealous because he’s made it very big and he has a lot of the things you want, or seems to have.” She went to him where he stood leaning against the counter. “Please let’s not quarrel. When you were in the hospital I was thinking I’d almost lost you and I couldn’t bear it; it was so terrible. We mustn’t fight, especially over Tony, of all people; he doesn’t mean a thing to me.”


“Doesn’t he? Didn’t someone say first loves never die?”


“That’s the most idiotic—Who was yours?” she asked abruptly.


“You,” he said, and smiled—in memory, Elizabeth thought, not to end their quarrel.


She threw back her head. “Why can’t we be grown up and laugh together? I told you, it took me a long time to get over Tony after he dropped me, but I did, and then a couple of years later I met you and you were so much more wonderful—more honest, more real—I was crazy about you from the minute you put your arms around me and made me feel I belonged . . . Oh, damn it, Matt, there hasn’t been anyone else since then. You know that.”


“I know your friend is on our doorstep. After all these years, showing up between planes, droning on about his superiority.”


“Matt, let it go!” She began stacking dishes again, banging them recklessly. “Why do you keep bringing him up? He’s not a serious person!”


“He’s a very serious person. In his own dramatic way he’s as serious as they come. He’s decided he loves you. From afar, of course. It’s safer that way, as long as you’re married, and it adds to the drama: unattainable love, at least for now, like a shining star, remote, unreachable—what is it?”


Elizabeth was staring at him. “I didn’t think you understood—”


“My God, you don’t give me much credit. If you’d asked me what I thought about him, I would have told you.”


“You could have brought it up without being asked. Whenever I told you he’d been here you didn’t say anything. We never talked about him.”


“Or anything else. I’d better sit down; I’m feeling shaky.”


“Let me help you.”


“No thanks.” He made his way to the living room and Elizabeth followed, biting her lip. The truth was, she hadn’t wanted to talk to Matt about Tony, about those phone calls and long lunches where he pretended she’d been his one true love for more than twenty years, that he should have stayed with her instead of marrying someone else, that he’d longed for her ever since. Matt would have asked why she listened to it, and how could she tell him she listened because even though she knew it was play-acting it made her feel young?


And I don’t, Matt would say.


We never talk about that.


“No, we never talked about him,” Matt said as if there had been no break in the conversation. He was in his chair again, gazing through the window, his face hard. “But, at the very least, isn’t it a bit curious—and worth a discussion between husband and wife? Old lover comes calling. Between planes.”


“Matt.” She sat on a hassock beside his chair, her chin on her clasped hands. “We have more important things to talk about.”


“Such as?”


“Your lousy mood. Your depression. What you’ll do when you’re recovered. What I’ll do. What this family will do.”


Matt looked at her curiously. “Why should anything change?”


“It already has. You know that. It’s been changing for years, but I didn’t really think about it until Zachary died. Now I think about it all the time.”


“Think about what?”


“What’s happened to us. What we’ve lost. It’s not only Tony we don’t talk about; we don’t talk about anything except the house and the children, the printing company, sometimes my job at the Examiner . . . Everyday things; surface things.”


Matt nodded. He was looking at the garden again, thinking it had never looked so lovely. Flowers bordered the patio, vegetables flourished in the corner, irrigated by a system Peter had invented when he was ten. A beautiful courtyard in a beautiful home, filled with life. Maybe that’s why it looked especially lovely. Another few inches in the car, and he’d never have seen it again.


How short is a man’s life?


Once I might have asked how long it was. No more.


He glanced at Elizabeth, and suddenly, thinking of Tony, he realized how beautiful she was. Other men and women frequently told him so and he always agreed, but when had he last looked at her through the eyes of someone else? When had he last thought of his wife as a stunning woman, instead of thinking that Holly was growing up to be as lovely as her mother? When had he last thought of Elizabeth?


In two months they’d both be forty. Did she think time was slipping away from her, leaving so much undone? Did she think she was a failure? Did she ask herself how short was a woman’s life?


“Matt.” Elizabeth was studying him, her chin still resting on her hands. “How much have we lost? We had so much love and excitement about each other; we talked about everything. And you never would have thought I was sleeping with another man.”


He pondered it. “We let other things fill our time, use up our energy, wear us down . . .”


“I’d like to be a frazzled wreck,” Elizabeth murmured.


“What?”


“Oh, just something silly that occurred to me, weeks ago, when I was thinking about us: that we’d gotten . . . stale. Static. And then, after Zachary died, and you were always so angry, so dissatisfied with what we have—”


“Aren’t you?” he demanded, and then it all burst from him. “Christ, Elizabeth, aren’t you angry and upset over what’s happened to us? You asked me what we’ve lost. I’ll tell you: we’ve lost the idea that we could be anything we want! Doesn’t that scare you? It scares the hell out of me. Once upon a time you won prizes, everyone predicted a wonderful future—”


“You won the same prizes—”


“God damn it, that’s the whole point! Did we ever imagine we’d be—what was it you said? Stale. Static. If anyone had predicted that for us we’d have said he was crazy. We knew what we wanted, remember? You couldn’t wait to have your own column; I was going to be a publisher; we were going to buy a newspaper. Maybe two. Do you remember? What the hell happened to us, Elizabeth? We’re almost forty and where are we? How did we get to be such different people? Doesn’t that bother you? Am I the only one with this rage eating me up inside?”


Elizabeth had straightened her back and was watching him, her eyes bright with anger. “I don’t rage. I’ve thought we were pretty lucky in what we had. But you’re right: I don’t always like writing for other people. And it’s nice to know you haven’t forgotten that I had my own dreams; that you aren’t the only one who gave up a lot when we came here—”


“I never forgot that.”


“Maybe I heard you wrong. Just before Tony arrived I thought I heard you say you weren’t getting any younger. And I thought I heard, When the hell am I going to break out and do the things I really want?”


Slowly, Matt nodded. “And you said you felt invisible. You’re right; I was feeling sorry for myself.”


“You were wallowing in it. You still are.” Elizabeth began to walk about the room. “That’s all you’ve done since Zachary died: feel sorry for yourself.” She turned on him. “Damn it, if you’re so frustrated and unhappy, why don’t you do something about it instead of moping around making the rest of us miserable? If the printing company is a millstone, get rid of it! Who’s forcing you to keep it? If you want a newspaper, buy one! What’s stopping you?”


“I’m not an irresponsible infant, that’s what’s stopping me! For Christ’s sake, I have a family, a home, a father who . . . no, scratch that; I don’t have a father. But I have people dependent on me and I don’t go running off in all directions satisfying my deepest desires until I know my family is taken care of.”


“Did you ask your family how they felt about it? Did you try to find out which they’d rather have—an unhappy grouch or someone going after his dreams?”


“Dreams don’t buy groceries.”


“Did you ask us!”


“No.” Matt shifted in his chair. “What if I had? What would you have said if I’d told you I was selling the company?”


“I’d ask how much you could get for it.”


Surprise flashed across his face. “And if I said I was buying a newspaper?”


“I’d ask if it was the Chieftain”


His eyebrows shot up. “Why?”


“Because it’s in trouble and it’s been for sale for six months and if you were buying a paper, that’s the kind you’d look for.”


Smiling slightly, he said, “And if I’d looked, I’d have learned they want two million for it.”


“So you have looked. Then you know they’re desperate and would probably take half that.”


His smile broadened. “Only half? Only one measly million?”


Elizabeth stopped pacing. “Only one,” she said lightly. “We might have to hock a few things to raise it—”


“Small things. The house—”


“And the cars—”


“Only one of them. We’d need the other to get to work.”


And suddenly they were laughing together, the first time in months. Elizabeth came back to the hassock and sat down. Matt touched her hair. “We need shelter, too.”


“We’ll rent a place,” she said.


“In the tourist season? Few places; high prices.”


“Then we’ll camp in the mountains until Labor Day. When we sell everything, we’ll keep our camping gear.”


“Back to nature for the pioneering Lovells. Of course, if we fail, we’d be left with nothing, but I suppose we could always—”


“How could we fail?” She smiled gaily. “You were just telling me how everyone predicted our success. And we’re not youngsters just starting out; maybe it’s not so bad, being forty. It means we’re mature, experienced, and sensible.”


Matt laughed shortly. “Mature and sensible.” And Elizabeth knew he meant, That’s why this is only a game.


But what if it weren’t? What if they were really planning to start fresh, make a new life, fall in love all over again, believe in endless possibilities as they had, long ago?


She closed her eyes. The idea was a tantalizing flame. But then she thought, two children close to college, our home, our security, maybe other accidents, or illness: we’re not getting any younger, so many things can happen . . .


Wait a minute! We’re not old! Though we will be if Matt doesn’t pull out of his depression, get rid of his rage, stop feeling like a failure . . .


And what about me? Elizabeth remembered how restless and impatient she’d been lately, pushing aside thoughts of things that were wrong. Was it because she was a woman that she pushed them aside while Matt raged? Was she too easily satisfied? What had happened to her ambitions?


We’re a cautious bunch, Matt had told Tony. In our little backwater.


Does Matt think I’m too cautious, tying him down in a backwater?


“If we’re really mature,” she said, “we’d know when it’s time to change. Do sensible people stand still if they have a choice?”


“The choice is to risk everything we have.”


Panic flared inside her; she fought it down. They’d just been laughing together, for the first time in months. And she’d seen the brightness in Matt’s eyes. “How mature and sensible of us to recognize that. Because when people try to pick up where they left off and go after something they’ve wanted as long as they can remember, they ought to start out with their eyes wide open. Don’t you think so?” Then the fear came back and she added, “Unless there’s too much risk. We don’t have to decide now; this is a game we can play around with for a while . . .”


But Matt’s head was tilted in the way he had when he was weighing choices and coming to a conclusion. He reached out his hand and took hers. “Thank you, my love.” His voice was husky. “You’re a remarkable woman. You know we’re not playing a game. You’ve known we weren’t from the beginning. We’ve been shaping a life.”


*   *   *


For a while they kept it to themselves, a secret they hugged close until they were alone at night and then endlessly discussed. For two weeks it was all they talked about. They read back issues of the Chieftain and then the Examiner, studying it as if it were their competition; they looked at circulation figures and advertising rates and scribbled numbers: a million to purchase the paper, a quarter of a million a year for the staff of fifteen people, costs of supplies, maintenance on equipment and the building, financing new equipment when they needed it, the cost of typesetting computers as soon as they could afford them, revenue from subscriptions and advertising.


“Money,” Matt kept muttering. “I feel like a banker, not a publisher.” Publisher. They looked at each other. “Are we really doing this?” he asked. “Or am I still in the hospital, drunk on anesthesia and raving mad?”


“You are at home,” Elizabeth said. “Sober on coffee, quite sane, and soon to be a publisher.”


He leaned over and kissed her, and their excitement made the kiss seem as new as their plans. “Starting again,” Matt said. Everything was starting again.


Each night the handwritten columns grew longer, the total expenses larger, the income less certain. But each day the difficulties seemed to shrink. Because Matt was getting well, Elizabeth thought, and because they were doing everything together: working at the printing company, making plans, plotting as they drove around Santa Fe, seeing its people as subscribers, its businesses as advertisers, each other as partners.


“What’s with you two?” Peter asked. “You look like you won a prize or something. I mean, you told us not to bug Dad because he’s depressed and then all of a sudden everybody’s got these grins on their faces . . . Did we inherit a million dollars or what?”


“We’re working on an idea that we’re excited about,” Elizabeth replied. “We’ll tell you about it pretty soon.”


“Why not now?”


“Because it isn’t all worked out yet.”


Talking, planning, sharing, they fed each other’s excitement. They looked forward to the evenings, as they had long ago when they were dating and pushing the hours away until they could be together. Now they waited for the quiet time when they could sit at the kitchen table with notebooks and folders and sharpened pencils, talking about their secret, making it more possible, more real. They waited for the time when they would go to bed, kissing and holding each other with the same sense of beginning that was part of everything they did these days. They were changing their life. They were starting again.


It was all risk, it was all discovery, it was bolstering each other up when their fears returned. “We can’t sell the house,” Matt said. “We have to live somewhere . . .”


“Which is cheaper?” Elizabeth asked, turning to a clean piece of paper. “Renting or taking a mortgage on this place?”


They wrote down numbers, percentage points, tax deductions. “Keep the house,” Matt said finally. “It makes more sense. I hate to mortgage it to the hilt after Dad had it paid off, but—”


“It’s better than camping in the mountains,” Elizabeth finished, and kissed him. “I hated the idea of giving it up.” Then she looked again at the number he had written. “It’s a large payment, isn’t it? Month after month . . . And there’s the personal loan, too . . .”


He put his arms around her. “If we buy the paper, we’ll make so much money you’ll never notice it.”


She nodded. “Of course.”


Neither of them quite believed it, but neither of them said so. And at last, one night as they lay together in bed, talking in the last drowsy minutes before sleep, both of them said, at the same time, “When we buy the paper . . .” and they knew they’d leaped the final hurdle. No longer were they saying “If.” The next day they would begin to sign the papers that would make it irrevocable. In the darkness they held each other tightly. “I believe in you,” said Elizabeth almost fiercely. And, still clasped in each other’s arms, they fell asleep.


*   *   *


Elizabeth’s parents had retired from their jobs in Los Angeles eight years earlier and moved to Santa Fe, converting one of the narrow, deep adobe buildings on Canyon Road to the Evans Bookshop and Art Gallery, and buying a house in the nearby mountain town of Tesuque. They had their own friends, but the most important people in their lives were Matt and Elizabeth and the children, so, on a warm, starry night in August, Elizabeth asked them to dinner, because there was something they wanted to talk about. And when they were all at the table on the brick patio—Holly and Peter uneasy because they figured something really big was coming; Lydia and Spencer curious—Matt made the announcement of their plans.


Peter broke the stunned silence. “You promised Grandpa Zachary you wouldn’t sell the company.”


“He’s gone,” said Matt gently. “We kept it for him as long as he was alive.”


“Do we have to sell everything?” Holly asked. “Like the house and the cars?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “We can manage—”


“Hold on a minute!” Spencer commanded. His white hair flew out as he swung his head from Elizabeth to Matt. “This is pretty sudden! You can’t spring things like this on your family!”


“Can’t?” Matt asked.


“Can’t, damn it! You have responsibilities; you can’t decide to change jobs like a teenager who gets tired of—”


“Now you wait a minute—” Matt began, but Spencer tore ahead. “What’s the asking price for this paper you think you’re buying?”


“The price of the paper we’re going to buy is a little over a million,” Matt said deliberately.


“The owners are very anxious—” Elizabeth started to say.


“A million dollars?” Peter yelled.


“A million dollars,” Holly whispered.


Spencer shook his head. “Insane! Do you think you have rich parents? You know we haven’t anything to spare; we’ve told you so. We thought we were doing you a favor by scrimping and saving so we could take care of ourselves and not be a burden to you: we did that for you—!”


“You did it because you were afraid,” Matt said coldly. “Too afraid to do what we’re doing.”


“You damn fool, we were being sensible; not afraid! You will not have us to fall back on! Have you thought about that?”


“Of course we thought about it,” Matt retorted, but Elizabeth cut in quietly. “We know you’d help if you could. We want to make it on our own.”


“How?” Lydia asked curiously. “You’re so young; we never could have done it at your age.”


“A second mortgage on the house; a loan from the bank. It will be close, but—”


“We’ll owe money all over town,” said Peter.


“But we’ll own a newspaper,” said Matt.


Holly looked from her father to her mother. “You’re excited. Your faces look all shiny.”


Matt’s eyebrows rose. “Shiny?”


“Like you said mine was when I got those two parts in the concert.”


“It’s called burning your bridges,” Peter observed.


Holly swung on him. “Why are you so stuffy?” she demanded. “You’re just like Grandpa, and you’re not nearly as old as he is. Or are you just thinking about yourself? College and all that.” Her voice wavered on the last words.


“See!” Peter shouted triumphantly. “You’re worried about it, too!”


“We’ve taken care of that,” Elizabeth said. “We’re setting up a trust for each of you; you won’t lose college, we promise.”


“Just a minute!” Spencer demanded again. “We keep getting off the subject! What the hell do you know about running a newspaper?”


“Not a lot,” Matt said. “But I’ve run a printing company for sixteen years, so I know the business end; we studied journalism, both of us were editor of our college paper, and Elizabeth’s been writing for the Examiner for years.”


“That’s it?” Spencer asked. His face was red; his palms made slapping sounds as he clasped and unclasped his hands.


“Not quite. We’ve researched the paper and its competition. We’re not going in blind; we know the problems and we have ideas for solving them. And the Chieftain has a good managing editor; he’ll keep it going in the beginning, until we know what we’re doing.”


Spencer slammed both hands on the table. “Putting the welfare of your children in the hands of someone you don’t even know. You can’t even be sure he’ll stick around to help you.”


“Don’t talk to me as if I’m a child!” Matt roared. Elizabeth put a hand on his arm and he lowered his voice. “Did I ever tell you my father wanted to be an artist?”


“Zachary?” said Spencer, surprised. “No.”


“It wasn’t something he talked about a lot. But when he was young he studied every art form he could think of: painting, sculpture, woodcuts, silkscreen, even linoleum cuts. And he was good. He just wasn’t great. So he stopped; he didn’t want to be a second-rate artist. Instead he bought into the printing company that later became his, and did lithography for the artists who lived here, and in Taos. An invisible assistant, he called himself. Except, he hated it. He told me he hated every minute of it and the more he hated it the more he put everything he had into it, not only for artists, but for himself, designing brochures and posters and maps for tourists: his only way of being an artist. Then, one day, the hating stopped and he was proud of what he made. That’s why he was so terrified of losing it. Though I think he dreamed that someday, when he retired to Nuevo, he’d try again, to see if he’d do better than when he was young. Or just to have fun with what he called his small talent.”


“But he died before he could try,” said Elizabeth.


“Right. He died.”


Spencer grimaced at the lanterns hanging above the table. “I hear what you’re saying, but it doesn’t wash. Nobody knows what’s going to happen; nobody has a guarantee of living long enough to do everything. That’s no excuse for risking your security, throwing away a thriving business—”


“We’ve weighed the risks,” Matt said flatly. “And you have no right to tell us—”


“Daddy,” Elizabeth said softly, “don’t you understand? We need this.”


“You mean your marriage is in trouble, is that it? And you think buying a newspaper will make it better?”


“We’re not talking about our marriage,” Matt said.


Elizabeth heard the ominous note in his voice. “Our marriage probably has as many ups and downs as yours,” she told her father lightly. “What I meant was, we think we have to do this now. If we don’t, we might never do it. We might keep putting it off—”


“We put it off!” Spencer’s voice rose. “We put off indulging ourselves; we were responsible adults! Why can’t you keep the printing company—a guaranteed income!—and buy into a paper? Be partners with someone! Do a little bit at a time—”


“No.” Matt pushed aside his plate and leaned his arms on the table. “We believe in ourselves. We have to try with everything we have, because if we hold back, and then fail, we’ll never know if we might have succeeded if only we’d had enough courage.”


“I understand that,” Lydia said very quietly. Spencer’s face darkened. “Now listen—!” he began.


“My dear, it’s my turn to talk,” Lydia said. “And I want to say that I’m very impressed with Elizabeth and Matt, and I envy them.”


“Mother!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


“Your father was miserable the last five years he was working,” Lydia said. “He may sputter at you about waiting, but he knows he was counting the days until he could get out. You’re quite right; he was afraid to do it before he had his full pension, and I admit I was worried, too, and didn’t encourage him. But I was counting the days, too, until we could leave. Not because I didn’t like my job—I loved it—but who could live with an angry, frustrated man?”


“Elizabeth knows something about that,” Matt said.


“But what if it doesn’t work?” Peter demanded. “I mean, what if you . . . what if . . .” He stopped. How could he say he was afraid his parents would be failures?


“What if we fail?” Matt asked, for him. “Then we go job hunting. Are you afraid, Peter?”


“I guess so. Shouldn’t I be?”


“Sure. We all should be. We’ve been comfortable and secure for years; now we’re talking about taking some big chances. And we’re asking you to take them with us.”


“Peter.” Elizabeth leaned forward. “We’ve thought about this a lot; it’s something we want and need very much. You and Holly have your lives ahead of you, but when you get older the years slip away so fast . . . I wish I could make you understand how it feels to turn around and find it’s another spring or summer or Christmas and another year of your life is gone. And you can’t get it back; you can’t make up for what you haven’t done in those twelve months. What we’re afraid of is waking up one day and finding out it’s too late to do the things we dreamed about and gave up and started thinking about again after Grandpa Zachary died. If we don’t try now, when we have our health and enough energy to begin something new, we’re afraid we may never try. Then we’d look back someday and know we missed our chance, maybe our only chance. And we don’t want to live with that regret.”


“I didn’t think we had such an awful life,” Peter mumbled.


Holly turned on her brother. “Can’t you have some imagination? You and I could get jobs, you know! If you don’t shape up you’ll be a stodgy old man before you’re fifteen.”


“Somebody has to be careful around here!” Peter shouted, and on the last word his voice cracked, ending on a high note. He flushed in embarrassment. “I can’t help it if nobody feels like me.”


“We do feel like you,” Elizabeth said. “But we also feel we have to make a choice. Can’t you understand that? Isn’t there anything you want to do now without waiting?”


“Be an anthropologist and study Indians,” Peter said promptly. “But you always say I have to go to college first, that I have to do things in the right order. Isn’t that what Grandpa said he and Grandma did? Wait till the right time to buy their shop?”


Elizabeth and Matt exchanged a glance, amused and exasperated, wondering why parents’ good advice often came back in a way they never expected. “It’s close,” Elizabeth admitted. “But not the same. A bookshop doesn’t take the same time and energy as a newspaper; some jobs can’t be started after a certain age. And I keep trying to tell you, Peter: the years are running away from us. We’ve waited sixteen years for this dream to come true. What if you had to wait sixteen years to be an anthropologist, or Holly had to wait that long to get a part in a Broadway musical?”


“I’d die,” Holly said simply.


“Or learn to wait,” Elizabeth said, smiling. “But then one day you’d say, ‘Okay, it’s now or never.’ And you’d go after it.”


“Peter,” Lydia said, “there’s no such thing as absolute security. Maybe everybody should take a big chance at least once. Maybe everybody should be greedy for more, at least once.”


Elizabeth put her hand on Lydia’s, feeling that from now on, they would be friends in a new way. “Thank you,” she said, and kissed Lydia’s cheek. “That means so much to me.”


“How about me?” Holly demanded. “I thought it was a good idea, too! I think you’re as wonderful as Grandma does!”


“And we thank you,” said Matt. “We need you behind us.”


“Well, if it works, of course it would be . . . fine, “rumbled Spencer, not wanting to be left out of what was clearly building to a vote of confidence. “And of course I’m behind you as much as Lydia; and we’ll help with something, if things get really tight . . .”


“Well, I can help too!” Peter exclaimed. “If you need money I’ll sell my pottery collection—and get a job,” he added with a dark look at his sister.


Matt took Elizabeth’s hand, feeling her slender fingers link with his. “We won’t ask you to sell anything, Peter, or go to work just yet. All we want is your faith in us. That’s all we want from all of you. Because we have faith in ourselves. We know we’re going to make it.” He looked at Elizabeth with love and anticipation, and put his arm around her shoulders. “When something is now or never,” he told all of them, “and when you’re working with someone you love, you don’t hold back. You put everything you’ve got into it.”


Holly drew in her breath at the look on her parents’ faces. A sharp pain went through her: envy, hope—and a fear that maybe no one would ever look at her like that. “When do we start?” she asked, trying to share in their intimacy.


“In a couple of months,” Elizabeth said. “When we close on buying the paper. October, probably. We start in October.”


As Matt’s arm tightened around her, she looked around the table at her family. A warm breeze lined a corner of the tablecloth; the lantern lights flickered. “We’re so happy,” she said. “We know what we’re getting into, and we know that everything is going to be so wonderful, from now on.”


“Happily ever after,” Holly said in a small voice.


“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “I guess it sounds silly, but that’s exactly right. The two of us. Happily ever after.”





CHAPTER 4


[image: images]


It was the beginning of the best time they had ever known: our golden time, Elizabeth called it, but softly, almost as if she were crossing her fingers, as she had in childhood, wondering how long it could last.


Because it was also a time when they felt as if they had launched a small boat on a stormy sea, one minute riding high and confident, the next plunged into worries about the crazy chances they were taking. They signed large documents filled with small print—each time cutting off a piece of themselves, Elizabeth thought—until it was all done: Lovell Printing sold, their house mortgaged; money borrowed from the bank. The only thing untouched was Zachary’s house and land at Nuevo; at the last minute, Matt hadn’t been able to bring himself to sell them. Then they signed the last documents, wrote a terrifyingly large check—and the Santa Fe Chieftain was theirs.


That night they took the family to see it. With Spencer and Lydia, and Holly and Peter behind them, Matt turned the key in the front door of the Chieftain building. But then, while the others went ahead, he and Elizabeth held back, gazing at the dark building that hulked unusually large in the light of the street lamp. Elizabeth shivered slightly in the cool October air, and Matt took her hand. “Forward,” he murmured, and they followed the others inside.


A newspaper office is never really silent; even when empty it echoes with the day’s frenetic activity: people rummaging through papers, photographs, and books, piling them on desks and the floor, tacking cartoons and notes helter-skelter on walls and partitions, leaving cold coffee in the bottom of Styrofoam cups, typing stories for new editions to join yellowing old ones piled haphazardly in corners and under desks.


As Holly and Peter dashed ahead with Spencer and Lydia following, their footsteps rang on the hard floor, but Elizabeth and Matt heard instead the familiar echoes that made them feel they’d gone back in time: to the university, and the daily campus newspaper; to the Los Angeles Times where they’d had summer jobs as intern reporters; to the years when they grabbed every chance to be together—in the classroom, in parks and city streets, in bed—falling in love, planning their future.


“And it’s here,” Elizabeth whispered in the large room. She gestured toward a glass-walled corner office. “Yours,” she said, her voice shaking with the enormity of what they had done. “It’s yours, Matt. Publisher and editor-in-chief. Try it out.”


Still holding hands, they walked into the office and Matt twirled the high-backed leather chair at the desk. From there he could see the entire newsroom crammed with file cabinets and desks, those in the center for four reporters, two photographers, and two secretaries; others along one wall, separated by low partitions, for the managing editor, features editor, and advertising and circulation managers.


“Our empire,” Matt mused.


“We snap our fingers,” Elizabeth said whimsically, “and a staff leaps to obey.”


“Creating hordes of new readers . . .”


“Luring advertisers . . .”


“Moving mountains at our command . . .”


“Or at least moving the furniture,” Elizabeth said as their laughter filled the small office. “Matt, I feel like a little girl with my first real toy.”


He kissed the tip of her nose. “I keep wanting to giggle. Except that that’s for kids.”


“I like feeling like a kid once in a while.”


He grinned. “Your father thinks we should be worrying.”


They smiled at each other. “I love you,” Elizabeth said.


“Now that is the best part of all. How many publishers and features editors are crazy about each other? Which reminds me. We’re running this show together, but I have all this grandeur”—he looked at the cramped space and shabby furniture—“and all you have is one of those cubicles out there. We’ll build you a real office, next to this one.”


Elizabeth shook her head. “I should be with the others. They expect it, and we don’t want to make them more suspicious of new owners than they probably are.” She took a deep breath. “Matt—I’m beginning to believe it.”


He grinned again. “So am I. Elizabeth, my love, this is ours and it’s going to be all right.”


They put their arms around each other, excited, scared, eager, exhilarated. “Free,” Matt murmured, his lips against Elizabeth’s hair. “Beginning again: my own way, my own dream.” He caught himself as he felt the surprised tensing of Elizabeth’s body. “Our way. We’ll do everything we dreamed of. We waited so long, now we’ll do it all. My God, we’re going to be the greatest Mom and Pop business in America!”


Elizabeth laughed and they kissed, holding each other, their bodies fitting together.


“Excuse us,” said Peter, lounging in the doorway. “We thought we were here for a guided tour from the boss. Bosses.”


“I didn’t want to interrupt you,” Holly said. “I thought it was crude.”


“So I’m crude.” Peter shrugged, attempting nonchalance. “I just thought it’d be sorta nice to see what we bought.”


“Yes it would be,” said Elizabeth, still in Matt’s arms. “I just thought that first it would be sorta nice to kiss your father.”


Peter reddened. “Sorry,” he mumbled.


“No problem,” Matt said casually. “We’ll make time for everything. And right now,” he added as Lydia and Spencer came up, “the tour is about to begin.”


Elizabeth watched Matt lead the others through the long, low building, organizing the tour so that when they reached the back loading ramp, he’d given them a complete explanation of how a newspaper is planned, written, printed, and distributed through the city and nearby towns. But she was only half listening, letting her mind wander. We’ll make time for everything. Nothing was ordinary anymore; everything was new. She thought about what she would be doing tomorrow and in the days to come. Making assignments instead of having them made for her. Writing the way she wanted instead of the way she was told. Working with Matt. Owning their paper.


Ours.


*   *   *


The glow began to fade the next morning, when sunlight showed the Chieftain to be simply another of Santa Fe’s brownish-pink adobe buildings where there was work to be done, and Elizabeth and Matt tried to build up courage for their first meeting with the staff.


“Friday morning,” Matt said. “Next issue of the paper due out next Thursday. All we have to do is get to know a bunch of people who have their own ways of doing things, convince them we’re not going to change everything at once, make them feel needed, and at the same time sell ourselves as new owners who deserve respect and loyalty because we know what we’re doing . . .”


“Nothing to it,” Elizabeth smiled. “Just be our usual charming selves.” She picked up an envelope on Mart’s desk. “Someone’s already writing us letters.”


“Maybe they have a welcome wagon.” Matt saw her face change as she read. “What is it?”


“Ned Engle. He’s quit. As of today.”


“Quit—?”


Matt skimmed the letter, his face darkening. “The son of a bitch. He gave me his word he’d stay on as managing editor. At least six months, he said; that lying son of a bitch—”


“Matt, he knew this paper inside out; what are we going to do without him?”


Matt paced the small office. “Bastard. Didn’t even wait to see how we run the place—if we run it. Six days to get the paper out. You’d think he wants us to fall on our face . . .”


“Of course he does!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “That’s exactly what he wants! He’s waiting for us to call and beg him to come back.”


Matt stopped pacing. “Right. And he can wait until he grows roots. We’re not going to be at the mercy of any son of a bitch who thinks he holds all the cards.”


Elizabeth’s throat was dry. Her father had warned them, but they’d brushed it aside, so sure Engle would be there, his competence making their inexperience less obvious, giving them time to learn and take charge. “The reporters,” she said, casting about. “They know the paper. Couldn’t one of them take over, just for a while?”


“I am not going to start out the first day by asking reporters to run our paper for us. God damn it!” Matt kicked his chair, making it spin a full revolution. “That bastard managed the whole operation; obviously he wasn’t the greatest, since the paper was going downhill, but he did run it.” And we’ve never run a newspaper, he thought. Not off the protected turf of a university.


Elizabeth lined up a row of pencils on Matt’s desk, very carefully, very neatly, trying to keep down the fear spreading through her. “What do you think we should do?”


He shrugged and began pacing again. In a minute he stopped beside her where she perched on the corner of his desk. “Hold on,” he said, and took her face between his hands. “This is both of us, remember? The whiz kids who are going to do everything together. So let me ask you: can two smart, talented, mature, ambitious people replace one crude, thoughtless, probably inept bastard?”


Elizabeth gave a small laugh and she brought Matt’s face to hers and kissed him. “If you’re willing to be half a managing editor, I’m willing to be the other half.”


“Top or bottom?” he grinned, sitting beside her.


“Anything you say.” She became thoughtful. “But if I’m features editor and half a managing editor—”


“Not much time for eating and sleeping. About the same as my being the other half, plus editor-in-chief.”


“And publisher,” Elizabeth added. “But I was thinking about my column. I was going to start it in a couple of weeks.”


There was a pause. “It’s going to have to wait,” Matt said.


She was silent. It had waited sixteen years. “Not for long,” he went on, with more assurance than he felt. “As soon as we know what we’re doing around here, we’ll hire a new managing editor. I’ll tell you what,” he went on when she still said nothing. “We’ll set a deadline. Two months. You’ll be writing your column in two months, if I have to raid the New York and Chicago newspapers to find someone.”


Elizabeth smiled faintly. “More likely the University of New Mexico Journalism School; that’s all we can afford. It’s all right, Matt, I can wait.” Through the glass wall, they saw the staff coming in, moving restlessly about the large room, making coffee, perching on the edges of chairs, glancing covertly or openly at Matthew and Elizabeth Lovell: their new bosses.


“They’re nervous,” Elizabeth said. “I wonder if they know we are too.”


Matt stood. “As long as we’re calm, confident, knowledgeable, and in control, everything will be fine.”


She laughed. “You take control; I’ll sit back and admire you. I think that’s what they expect of a woman. Forward,” she added, echoing Matt from the night before, and they went out to greet their staff.


Since the Chieftain had been sold, its fifteen staff members had been speculating about Matt, whom none of them knew, and Elizabeth, whose byline they’d seen for years in their rival newspaper. “And she’s good,” they said. “Good writer. But what she’s like to work for . . . and what he’s like . . . what the hell does a printer know about running a newspaper?”


The previous management had been a disaster, but that didn’t mean they were ready to welcome new owners with open arms, and when they took a look at the young couple walking out of Matt’s office, the older ones looked at each other and shook their heads. She was a stunner; nobody that gorgeous was serious about hard work. And he had a long stride and confident air that meant he probably was stubborn. So they were cool and watchful when Matt introduced himself and Elizabeth, and they listened in silence as he described their backgrounds and their determination to make the Chieftain as big as its rival, the Examiner, and then bigger.


“I want to hear your problems and suggestions,” he said. “But first you ought to know that Ned Engle has resigned as managing editor”—he waited for the flurry of comments to die down—“and until we hire a new one, Elizabeth and I will handle that job.”


“Handle it?” asked Herb Kirkpatrick, gray-bearded with fierce eyebrows to match. “When you’ve never worked on a real paper before? Do you have a step-by-step manual?”


“Shut up, Herb.” The lines in Barney Kell’s face deepened in a scowl. “It isn’t their fault; they didn’t fire him. Did you?” he asked Matt, suddenly anxious.


“No. We asked him to stay. He said he would. And then quit. By letter.”


“Son of a bitch,” Barney said sourly. “Leaving you in the lurch. So how will you do his job?”


“We’ll write a manual,” Matt said shortly.


“We’ll ask your help,” Elizabeth cut in quietly. “All of you. You know the paper; we don’t. But you’ll be surprised at how fast we learn.”


“Bravo,” said Wally McLain under his breath.


Matt, cooler now, ignored Kirkpatrick’s disdainful look and asked the rest of them for their comments. And as if floodgates had been opened, complaints poured out: major ones, minor ones, gripes they’d been making for years and new ones they thought of as they went along: wages, hours, vacation time, medical benefits, the lousy coffee machine, the obsolete darkroom enlarger, the former owner’s crackpot decision not to buy computers.


“The computers are being ordered,” said Matt, who had been taking notes. He looked up to see smiles on the faces before him.


“Well done,” murmured Barney. In forty years he’d seen five different owners tackle the Chieftain, none of them off to this fast a start. “Maybe this old dog can learn some new tricks with it.”


“We’ll all be learning new tricks,” said Matt, grateful for some support. “Anything else?”


“More sensation,” said Cal Artner, long-chinned and narrow-nosed, his black eyes magnified by thick glasses. “Only way to sell papers. Dig up lots of dirt, sex, secrets—”


“No!” burst out Wally McLain, young and handsome in the starched shirt his girlfriend had ironed for his first meeting with his paper’s new owners. “Serious investigations. People in this town don’t always get along, but if you read the Chieftain you think we’re paradise. We should write about problems between Anglos and Spanish, and how we’re getting ripped off by developers who build for the rich, ignoring local people who can’t afford—”


“We’re not here to knock Santa Fe,” Herb Kirkpatrick interrupted. “How many tourists would we have if word got around that the town is full of troubles?”


“I didn’t say troubles; I said problems.”


“Just as bad.”


“Bullshit.”


Mildly, Matt said, “I’ve always liked investigative journalism; we’ll do a lot of it. Not to tear Santa Fe down,” he added to Kirkpatrick. “To make it better. And to increase circulation. People like to know somebody’s peering behind doors and over politicians’ shoulders, reporting what’s really going on in their town.” He paused. “Other comments before I make mine?”


“Increase circulation how much?” asked Barney Kell.


“Double it within a year,” Matt said calmly.


They stared at him. Elizabeth’s pencil skidded on her notepad, though she kept her face still so no one would see her surprise. Matt had never told her that; they’d always talked about struggling to keep circulation at its current ten thousand, since it had been going down for the past two years.


“Double it,” mused Barney, his seamed face showing more approval by the minute. “How would you do that?”


Matt started talking, going through the plans he and Elizabeth had worked on together. They would change the layout of the pages: wider columns, larger, easier-to-read type, more pictures, bolder headlines. They would increase investigative stories, buy a food section from a newspaper in Denver, a fashion section from a paper in Los Angeles, and run a new column by Elizabeth Lovell, “Private Affairs,” about people in the area. They’d cut expenses to the bone, which meant no new equipment except for the computers already ordered. When circulation began to go up, they’d look at equipment, salaries, hours, benefits, and vacation time. “Until circulation shows a steady climb, you can expect to work longer and harder than ever before,” he said flatly. “Elizabeth and I want your suggestions and criticism, but we make the rules and that’s the first one: if you turn out a paper so good another ten thousand people want to buy it, we’ll all get rewarded. Otherwise, we won’t.”


“But the enlarger . . .” began the photographer, Bill Dunphy.


“I’ll take a look at it. That may be an exception.”


“And the coffeemaker,” said Herb Kirkpatrick. “Coffee is essential to my health and productivity. Without coffee I am weak in the morning, helpless by noon, and barely conscious by three o’clock.”


Amid the friendly laughter, Matt began to relax. Kirkpatrick, the potential troublemaker, had chosen humor over confrontation. A good beginning, he reflected as he gave Kirkpatrick the job of pricing coffeemakers, but he still had to face Elizabeth.


“You’ve been thinking about speeding up our plans for a long time,” she said when they were back in his office. She sat on the edge of a chair beside his desk. “You didn’t get that idea on the spur of the moment. But you never mentioned it.”


“You’d have said I was being unrealistic.”


“Aren’t you?”


“I don’t know, and neither do you. What can that crew turn out if they’re really pushed? What will readers buy? We don’t know. I’m guessing.” His stubborn jaw reminded Elizabeth of Zachary—obstinate but anxious for approval. “We won’t get anywhere if you’re too timid—”


“Just a minute.” She was tense from the meeting—after all, she’d let him do all the talking, to make those men more comfortable; she hadn’t challenged him in front of them; and now he accused her of timidity! Feeling her anger build, she lowered her voice. “We came out on this limb together, we worked out a schedule together, and I don’t expect you to accuse me of being timid if I want to stick to it.”
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