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chapter one
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LOS ANGELES, 1996





The clock on her bedside table read 5:07 a.m. when the phone startled her awake. Vene’s cheek was pressed heavily into her pillow. She ran a groggy mental check. She was off work this month, so there could be no baby, no hospital, and no pregnant client needing emergency help. Her husband, Tony, was gently snoring beside her. That left Dani. Could it be Dani? Her eyes snapped open at the thought of her eighteen-year-old daughter, and she snatched at the phone.


“Hello?” she whispered.


“Hello, sweetheart,” a man’s voice replied.


“Dad? Is that you?” She was relieved, albeit cautious.


“Yes, darling. I’m sorry, did I wake you?”


“No, it’s fine. Is everything okay?”


“I wanted to reach you before you went off to work. I don’t know your schedule.”


“Don’t worry. It changes a lot. But it’s so early. Why are you up? What’s going on?”


He paused. And then with his usual inimitable calm, he said, “It’s your mother. She’s not well. No need to panic, but it might be a good idea for you to come and visit.” He took a deep breath. “Soon.”


Adrenaline flooded her body. Adrenaline and fear. Her father had never asked her to come home, and it could only mean one thing. “I’ll leave today,” she replied quietly.


“Good, good. Thank you, Vene.” He sounded anxious. “See you later then.”


Vene sat motionless for a moment. She had known this call would come for some time now. That it was no longer an “if” but a “when.” Her father hadn’t given her any details; she didn’t really need them. She would leave and figure out the rest later. Vene, short for Venerdi, which means “Friday” in Italian, is pronounced “Vee-nee.” Who knew why that day of the week had been important to her parents. They’d certainly never come up with a good answer when pressed. Shameful as it was, it wasn’t panic that made her agree to go so quickly; neither had love played much of a part. She had stayed away when her mother first fell ill, and now too much time had passed for her to justify, however good her reasons might be. She and her mother got on horribly, a fact easier to live with long-distance. The thought of finally going home and confronting that truth made her literally nauseous.


She went into the bathroom and stared into the mirror, examining her face. What new wrinkles in time had made it to her forehead overnight? Had guilt found its way into the furrows between her brows? Wow, she looked old. Her eyes were puffy and red. She thought about her mother’s eyes. Big, green, and mysterious, while her own were brown and dull. Take out the windows to the soul, though, and there was more of a resemblance. The wide mouth, full lips. “From the nose down,” her dad would say, “you look just like her.” Sort of ironic, she thought. As was the fact that she couldn’t find a way to love her mother, even while knowing that losing her would be the defining moment of her life.


She started to pack her toiletry bag. Hormone gels, essential medications, black mascara, vitamin D drops, Claritin. The door opened abruptly, and she jumped at the sight of Tony on the threshold, squinting in the bright light.


“Oh my God, you scared me.”


“Is someone in labor?” He wiped the sleep from his eyes.


“No, sorry I woke you. Go back to bed.”


“I’m up. What’s going on?” He was looking at her expectantly, his energy always willing.


“It’s my mom,” she said. And then, “I think she’s dying.”


“Oh . . . shit. That’s not good.”


“I need to go home.”


“Of course.”


“I don’t know for how long. I’m not sure what’s happening.”


“Go for as long as you need.”


“I don’t know what I need—I just want to do the right thing, you know?” Suddenly, she felt numb.


“I get it.” He touched her hand gently. “You finish packing, I’ll go make coffee.”


Vene’s ’96 metallic green Saab had enough room for as many suitcases as she might need, but she stuffed only a few days’ worth of clothing and her running shoes into an overnight bag and went downstairs. Tony had an extra-large dark roast waiting for her and a bag of her favorite snacks: customized trail mix with chunks of dried mango, a few small packets of Oreo cookies, a banana, and a big water bottle with lemon slices. The man knew her well.


“Not quite fully committed, I see,” he observed, looking at her meager bag.


“Not wanting to go at all,” Vene replied honestly.


“It was never going to be easy.”


“I just hope she’s not in pain.”


“All the more reason to go now. Just be with her for a little while.”


They looked at each other, realizing that they didn’t know what that actually meant. Vene didn’t need to tell him to stay back, at least for the moment. He couldn’t leave his job for too many days, and anyway, there would come a time when she would need him more. But on top of that, there was always an undercurrent of hesitation about bringing Tony to Napa. Her mother was never gracious to him, and one less conflict between mother and daughter was probably a good thing. So they shared a sweet and lingering kiss that would have to last them, and off she went.


Vene had been raised in Napa, a small town four hundred miles away, clustered in the grape belt of Northern California. She had lived in LA for thirty years since, but Napa would always be home—even though it had been nearly a year since her last visit. There would always be next month, a better time, she had reassured herself. These excuses were her only means of avoiding friction and confrontation with her mother, and soon staying away became the norm. Well, hers, anyway.


It was a long drive but not a difficult one. Once Interstate 5 north was far behind her and she passed the turnoff for Highway 12, she switched off the radio. The weather was her favorite: 60 degrees, crisp, and sunny. She drove the western length of the Silverado Trail with only the sound of the wind blowing. The sunroof was open, and the blue sky above felt like freedom. She paid that bit extra for the sunroof at the dealership just for a day like today. Now it was time to let the landscape, with its trees bent into tunnels, fill her mind. A love of nature was one of her “gifts,” her father used to say—her innate understanding of the soil, the weather, the vines. Tuning into the natural world was calming; it made her feel part of something greater. Regardless of the tension that lay in store, Napa was a sacred place for her, and autumn was easily her favorite season in the valley. She took off her Ray-Bans and absorbed the colors. The vines were a tangle of emerald, red, and gold with the grass thick and vibrant beneath them. The grape harvests mostly concluded in October, but it was a local secret that fall was the best time of year for color.


She came to a stop sign and saw a deer eating some grass by the side of the road. She could swear it looked up with its big milky eyes and stared right at her, like it wanted to say, “Welcome home.” She caught herself smiling back. As soon as she reached the town of Yountville, she felt the nostalgia. The Winston Family Estate sign that heralded her turnoff was only a few miles farther. Her heart lifted every time she saw that sign; something about the history and sense of belonging was inescapably soothing. She took the right turn hard and fast up the long gravel drive. She loved sliding around the familiar curves of her road, each so intimate from endless childhood bike rides trying to avoid bumps that never got filled. The evening sun flashed its last glory on the tips of the vines beyond the hills. Napa locals were right to be proud—a place didn’t get more beautiful than this.


Rising on a gentle slope with commanding views, her family’s house was one of the grandest in the valley, a timeless stone fortress covered in ivy, which this time of year turned as gold as the sunset. Built in the late 1800s, the house sat on three hundred acres of fertile land and extended in a U formation over fifteen-thousand square feet overlooking the rows and rows of grapevines crisscrossing the surrounding hills. Two more houses, one for guests and the other for staff, sat on adjacent slopes tucked under a canopy of ancient spreading oak trees. Vene pulled up to her usual spot on the gravel outside the main house where she had parked since she was sixteen. Her father’s 1944 green-and-black Rolls-Royce Phantom III was parked beside her. It was always a sight to behold with its statesmanlike curves. Inside it had dark green leather seats and mahogany wood paneling; it was famously the same make and color as the one Churchill rode in during the war—a limited edition. Her father had bought it for her mother as a wedding present, but it was no secret that driving it himself on a Saturday afternoon was his favorite pastime.


She switched off the engine and sank back into the lumbar support of her seat, taking one extra moment to gain her composure before entering the fray. The reality of finally being there was almost paralyzing. Suddenly, she noticed a raindrop on her windshield like a single tear falling from above. Her heart felt tight. The heat of the journey was replaced with a cold slap, and out of nowhere clouds had formed. Wind stirred the air. The inside of the car began to fog, and her hands trembled. She wrapped her scarf around her neck and stared at the tiny Buddha bobblehead that dangled from her mirror. A light turned on outside the front door. “Get out of the car,” Vene ordered herself.


She eased her way out and slowly walked up the path, noting the cracks in the old flagstones, their edges crumbling. She looked up and there was Max, standing in the doorway as if he held the house on his shoulders. Strong and stocky, he had to be over eighty years old by now. Maximo, Max, was an Italian immigrant who had lived on the estate longer than he ever lived by the Med, but he still looked like he could have been cast in Goodfellas with his heavy features and slicked-back white hair. He had been all things to all of them since she was born: houseman, head chef, chief of staff, and most importantly, guardian of this sanctuary the whole Winston family held dear. It was hard to imagine life here without him. Without Max what remained polished might have been raw with decay.


“Vene, I’m so happy to see you,” Max greeted her, opening his arms, something he rarely did for anyone. Vene’s eyes instantly flooded. She hugged him back, allowing herself an extra moment in his comforting embrace. 


“I can’t believe it, Max. I didn’t think . . . I didn’t know . . .” Her words trailed off until she couldn’t find them anymore.


“Come inside. I will get your bags. Your father’s in the study.”


Vene walked inside and stopped in the entrance hall. They say a house is just walls and that the memories live inside you, but she didn’t feel that way. The estate, despite its scale, felt like a safe space where not only all things were possible but where each corner, every room, held a living picture from her childhood. And then there was that smell! Always something mouthwatering. Usually at this time of day it was focaccia. Oh, how she had missed Max’s cooking and that feeling she got from the first bite of his magic. Coming home was always a sensory overload, and she hadn’t even walked past the entrance hall. She paused at the door of her father’s study, aware as always of the inner struggle between the woman she had become and the little girl who had once lived here. The daughter/mother/wife dance, each vying for authority. Who would present after she entered? Silly to have to remind herself of the grown-up she’d become.


She knocked and entered. Small dust particles trickled through the last rays of sunshine from the large bay windows. Her father, Jonathan, now a smaller version of himself at eighty-seven, sat in his big leather armchair reading. It was remarkable how dignified he still appeared, always dressed in his trouser suit pants, pin-striped shirt, and cardigan sweater, ready for whatever formality the day might bring. He barely had any hair left, just a few gray strands on either side of a bald head. His once bright blue eyes now looked tired behind his wireless frames. His face was round and wrinkled, with a pronounced frown line between his eyes that she always imagined had come about from reading and thinking so much. He still had a firm command over the major decisions involving the estate and vineyard, but had long since given up his political career. That decision had given him the gift of time, something that had been in short supply his entire working life.


“Hi, Dad,” she said. He looked up from his chair and pushed his glasses higher on his nose.


“Vene,” he said with a loving smile. When he did not get up, which said a lot, she bent down next to him and buried her head on his chest. She wrapped her arms around him for a long time and could have cried, but didn’t. Her dad was a steady ship, and he allowed her to hold on for as long as she needed. Today, she needed a long time. She finally let go and sat in the chair opposite him.


“What are you reading?” Vene asked.


“Crichton. This chap writes great sci-fi stories. Just love it.”


It was definitely a departure from the classics and poetry he used to relish: Hemingway, Wordsworth, Shelley. But at least he was still reading, and that comforted her. She noticed two newspapers, the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times, spread across the coffee table—again a far cry from the four or five daily papers he used to have. As far back as she could remember, she pictured her father reading. He was the one who read to her at night, he was the one who taught her how to write, and he was the one responsible for her love of poetry. Her mother was the practical one, whereas her father allowed his mind to escape into the intoxicating world of literature whenever he could. A true word merchant, he used to give her extra coins when she was growing up for every word she used over four syllables.


Vene looked out the window. Dusk had settled, and the view disappeared into darkness. She could only just make out the shapes of the big trees in the distance. She felt cold with the onset of night. “So, how’s Mom doing?” She reached across to him, noticing how frail his hands looked. Once they had seemed so big to her, but now they appeared almost small in her hands, and covered with age spots, veins, and wrinkles.


He put down his book. He had a diplomat’s face, and such a good one that no one other than her and her mother would have guessed he was capable of any emotion at all. He stood up slowly, as though each vertebra had to be stacked perfectly, and then moved to the fireplace, readying the logs to make a fire. 


“She’s not well.” He cleared his throat. “Not well at all, I’m afraid. Doctors can’t do anything now. It’s just about making sure she’s comfortable.”


Vene nodded. Wordlessly they crumpled old newspapers that lay next to the logs and together built a tower to ignite into a great fire, a chore from her childhood that he’d taught her to enjoy. So her mother was dying? There was so much to say, and yet she couldn’t think of anything. She was sorry she had been away so long, and once again guilt threatened to choke her. She couldn’t cry because she couldn’t believe it. Not yet.


“How is work? And how’s Dani?” her dad asked, putting a match to the wood. She was happy for the question.


“She’s loving college, and work is good. Tony is pretty swamped. The advertising industry has never been so busy in LA. Big agencies want to base themselves there as well as New York. He’s producing a lot of big budget commercials now. And there’s less travel on his end preproduction-wise.” She realized she was wittering on and stopped. Her dad had a deferential but blank expression on his face as he watched the flames. She’d explained Tony’s job a hundred times, but she still wasn’t sure her father knew, or cared particularly, what her husband actually did for a living. “And I’m busier than ever. I’ve helped with the delivery of eight babies this year alone. I guess word of mouth is finally working for me.”


“What is it called again, your service?”


“Doula. I’m a doula. It’s a Greek word that means, well, ‘female slave,’” she explained, laughing. “Literally.”


“Oh,” her dad replied politely. Vene had known when she became a doula that there wouldn’t be much chat about it with her parents. Deemed way too hippieish, she’d chosen a profession that didn’t translate to their generation. At first, they thought she was becoming a midwife, and when she explained that she didn’t actually deliver the baby but was there as a birthing coach, she’d sensed their disinterest. She didn’t blame them; her peer group had found incredible ways to profit from child-rearing, and this, to her parents, seemed as indulgent as bottle warmers and baby massage. For Vene, though, becoming a doula had been cathartic. Every woman should have someone present whose sole purpose was to provide emotional support and reassurance. The reality of giving birth was the purest experience in the world, equal only to death. She’d given up a pregnancy once—chosen her baby’s fate, something she still grappled with. She hadn’t had the support she so badly needed then. So yes, being a doula was her small way of making sure that other women didn’t have to go through the pain she had, regardless of their circumstances.


She changed the subject. “Dani wants to come up too.”


“Good. That’s good. Soon, I hope.” The mention of Dani always made her father smile. He watched the flames burning through the newspaper until it took the kindling, with a crackle and a pop.


“I’m gonna go up and see Mom. Can I get you anything?” Vene waited for a response, but her father just sat down and picked up his book. He didn’t open it, just held it in his lap and stared out the window. She stood watching him. Her strong, wise father whose stature and intellect had always made her feel protected now appeared tired and ever so slightly defeated. She looked out the window too, suddenly feeling lost in the past. They had solved so many world problems in this room. Every history lesson she’d ever studied, every English essay she’d ever written had started with one of her father’s stories. Their discussions often led to debates, which she would always lose—not from lack of trying but because of his forensic knowledge of history. “It’s all in the details,” he’d say. “Look closer . . . think!” She loved that room; it was calm and still and held a lifetime of memories for her.


Upstairs, she stood outside her parents’ bedroom door. She couldn’t hear anything coming from inside. It was surreal to be there at that moment waiting to open the door to see her mother, for what could be one of the last times. It was too much to comprehend. Cancer was the villain and the fight had begun a while ago, but she always thought her mother would emerge the victor. On her last visit here, her mother had been full of life, running the annual Napa Valley fundraiser for the children’s hospital. They’d argued and she’d left angry, thinking she’d punish her mother by staying away. She promised herself she wouldn’t call for at least a month, long enough for her mother to surely notice. But had she? It was hard to know. One month turned into two, and two into six, with only the odd random phone call in between. This was definitely a forced reentry, and once again Vene had to work out what to do with her anger, not just from their last encounter but from years of it.


Max came up the stairs. He put his hand on her shoulder, and she could feel his understanding in the simple gesture. She already felt emotionally raw and hadn’t even entered the room. With a soft knock, he opened the door for her, and then tactfully withdrew. She stepped inside and paused. Her mother lay in bed with the covers pulled all the way up. Her perfect oval face peeked out over the top, and her almond-shaped green eyes were closed. Her hair, now a patchy gray, was pinned back into a loose bun. The first thing Vene wondered was when her mother had given up coloring her hair dark brown. But then she noticed the metal table at her mother’s bedside with various machines and a tall pole extending upwards holding a drip. An irritating beeping noise came from a heart monitor. Vene’s eyes took in the reality of what “now” looked like. She approached the bed and kissed her mother’s cheek softly, noting that she still smelled the same, Chanel No. 5; that familiar fragrance invited an odd relief.


“That beeping sound makes me want to throw that machine out the window,” her mother said in a croaky voice. She opened her eyes slowly and looked at her daughter.


“How did you know I was thinking that?” Vene asked, startled.


“Same as hide-and-go-seek.”


Yes, that was true. Her childhood consisted of game after game of hide-and-go-seek, and since Vene didn’t have any siblings, it was either her mother or poor Max who had to play—and her mother always knew where to look. A wondrous connection Vene thought they had back then. Vene liked to hide, and her mother, she thought, liked to find her.


She wanted to pull up a chair and sit close to the bed, but she hesitated. It was awkward with all the plugs and cords and tubes. Given her doula work, she was used to hospitals and bedside manners, but this was different. This was her mother. The caretaker inside of her shriveled. Go slow, she thought. Move closer to the bed and see if she flinches. The metal table had wheels on it and so she carefully moved it backwards, failing to notice the cord connecting the monitor. Beeeeeep! The machine went nuts.


“Oh no, what happened, what did I do? I’m so sorry!”


“Sounds like someone died,” her mother joked dryly. The nurse hurried into the room and expertly plugged all the wires back into the machine. Vene looked on, feeling terrible. “Kelly, this is my daughter, Vene,” Olivia said to the nurse.


“It’s just the monitor. Don’t worry,” Kelly said, seeing Vene’s expression.


“Why does she have a drip? I mean, I know why she would have one, but are medicines being pumped in? She can still eat, right?” Vene’s questions shot out one after the other.


“Your mother was quite dehydrated when I got here a few days ago, so she had to go on a drip to sort that. She’s better now, but we keep it there just in case.”


“Just in case?” Vene questioned.


“Just in case I’m not feeling well again,” Olivia interjected.


“Oh, right,” Vene said. “Of course.”


“Nice to meet you, finally,” the nurse said to Vene, extending her hand.


The remark had been innocent, but shame flooded Vene’s heart. Finally. Final. She shook Kelly’s hand. The nurse had a kind smile, almost apologetic for meeting under those circumstances. Vene watched her as she held her mother’s shoulders forward and gently maneuvered her in order to fluff the pillows behind her head. All she could think of was how her mother must have hated being touched. She just wasn’t the sort of person who was open to being handled. By anyone. Let alone a stranger. For the nurse, it must have been difficult too. Palliative care for a dying woman who needed more help than she was comfortable accepting. Her mother’s body looked frail and small. Vene had been four inches taller than her since her freshman year of high school, but it had never been her mother’s physical body that made her feel so powerful. There was a little bit more fussing, and then the nurse left.


“How come you didn’t call? I would have come sooner had I known,” Vene said quietly. Months sooner?


“We spoke on the phone.”


“Yes, Mom, we did, but I would have come had I known . . .”


“You cut your hair,” Olivia interrupted.


“Yes,” Vene said, self-consciously putting a strand behind her ear, as though to hide it from her mother’s critical eye.


“Pity. You have such lovely hair. Not many people can wear their hair long.”


“Yes, well, I thought I’d try something new. It’s just a few layers.”


“Oh.”


“It will grow back,” Vene said, shifting uneasily under her mother’s scrutiny. “Anyway . . . you were explaining how you are feeling?”


“The doctors tell you so many things. I only just started to feel unwell last month and wasn’t due for another check for some time, but your father made me go and see someone. I was sure he was wrong, that it hadn’t come back. But by then it was, well, it was . . .” She motioned her hands dismissively over her whole body, as if each and every part of herself was an unwanted pest. Vene watched her lying in the bed with just the sound of the annoying monitor for a little while longer. Silence had never been an easy thing between them. It always felt like a void more than a peaceful quiet. They’d had enough acrimony and confrontation, and now their relationship consisted only of banal, superficial discussions rather than anything worthwhile. Vene rarely challenged her mother anymore, and it seemed a terrible time to start again.


“Are you comfortable?” she asked eventually. “Can I get you anything?”


“I’m fine,” Olivia replied, closing down any opportunity for her to help.


“Are you sure?” Vene pressed. “I can go downstairs and make you some hot water and lemon, or a ginger brew of some sort? I saw Max; he’s making focaccia and it smells amazing. He’s always making the house smell so good with his cooking. Last time I was here he made that incredible parmigiana di melanzane that Tony said was the best he ever had.” The minute she said Tony’s name, she regretted it.


“When was that?”


Nope—her mother didn’t miss a beat. “The holidays, just before Christmas, remember?” Vene replied, hoping there was an off chance her mother had forgotten.


“Oh, yes. Christmas.” Her tone implied she hadn’t forgotten anything.


Again, acrimony. Vene stared at her mother’s face, her lips pressed firmly together. Last Christmas had gone so poorly that she and Tony had left before the New Year’s Eve party. How could she have stayed when her mother all but dismissed her entire marriage? Having spent years trying to foster a relationship between her husband and her mother, Vene was exhausted by the whole thing and beyond frustrated.


“I saw Dad briefly downstairs. He’s reading a Crichton novel. He looks like he’s doing okay.”


Her mother didn’t respond.


“How’s he holding up?”


“Your father’s a rock, always a rock, but he’s older,” her mother replied curtly. It was true. Vene had seen it immediately. Even when she’d been a wayward teenager, her father had always been the one to weigh in with a nod or a quiet word. His innate trust and understanding of her remained a huge comfort. Now he was the one who was going to need some looking after, and the thought made her unaccountably sad.


“But he looks well, considering.”


“You’re not here. You can’t see much in a short visit,” her mother said matter-of-factly.


Anger, even a tinge of hatred flooded through Vene. She flushed. Ten minutes in her mother’s company. That’s all it took. There was no running away this time, and she felt instantly claustrophobic. Her mother responded by pulling the sheets up above her chest and closing her eyes. The room went still like a dramatic pause awaiting the next moment. Vene raked her cuticles against the fabric of her sweater—a habit of hers from childhood that took her mind off of what was in front of her. She sat stiffly, watching her mother, waiting to see if she was sleeping or just resting. The beeping from the machine continued. How close life was to death. A single beep, then one long continuous alarm as a person crashed into darkness. How much easier would it be when that happened? To never again have to figure out the right thing to say or do. To never again feel as though she always got it wrong. There was no escaping the chasm between them, and the hardest part was the “why”—why had she felt distanced from her own mother her whole life? Why didn’t her mother like her?
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NAPA, 1946


Fall menu for a dinner party—tried and true


Start with the duck hors d’oeuvres and pâté


Minestrone alla Napoletana


Spaghetti all’amatriciana


Osso buco alla Milanese


Profiteroles


The doorbell rang with the first of their guests. Olivia sat upstairs on the edge of her bed in her undergarments. Early on in her marriage, the role of hostess came easily to her—but the desire to be on display did not. She was a beautiful woman who garnered attention from men, with or without her consent. On a good day, she effortlessly put on a dress, pinning her hair up loosely so that a few curls fell down over her pronounced cheekbones. On a good day, she almost danced amongst the guests. She could fill the room with her elegance, grace, and smile. She knew Jonathan loved their dinner parties, and aware they were her duty, she did her best to please him. But on a bad day, all she could think about was how her longing to have a child had broken her spirit. She felt as though there was nothing female about her at all. On a bad day, sadness tore away at her moment by moment. She spent too many hours in bed, and with Jonathan traveling so often, she wasn’t even sure how much he noticed. It seemed like every woman she knew except her was pregnant almost as a result of the war, but for Olivia, the war had become the excuse she relied upon. It had been the war, not her barren body, that had prevented her from conceiving.


And it wasn’t just her. Jonathan was also wound tightly. Traveling to Washington, Quebec, Cairo, all for diplomatic conferences on behalf of President Truman was stressful and exhausting. It was often difficult to communicate with him about personal issues when he got home and even more impossible to find time to be intimate. He saw their relocation to Napa Valley as a safe haven away from the climate of fear and destruction that had gripped the nation during the war. Olivia was unwilling to shatter his illusion. Her fears of never having a family remained her own quiet nightmare. These thoughts always came when the dress lay on the chair beside her, and the last thing she felt like was being a good hostess.


“Olivia, darling, our guests are arriving!” yelled Jonathan with excitement from downstairs. It was her signal to come. Make a dramatic entrance down the spiral stairwell to create the perfect hospitable welcoming. She reached automatically for her black Dior dress, the safe choice, and put it on. It had a long billowy skirt with pleats, soft rounded shoulders, and a narrow waist that showed off her figure well. Without any more effort, she looked beautiful, and she willed herself out of the room and down the stairs.


The Winston family kitchen had always been the center of energy in the house. It was a cook’s kitchen with two ovens, two sinks, and a scullery at the side. A huge central butcher’s block housed one of the ovens and provided ample space for chopping and displaying fruit bowls and baked goods. This was Max’s domain and where he could always be found, baking, preparing, tasting the food. Max embodied a professional chef without the clichéd prima donna temperament. He loved food as much as he loved the Winstons, with a belly as big as his heart.


Tonight was a particularly busy evening on the estate, and the entire staff had been called upon to help. Olivia and Jonathan were entertaining the luminary winemakers and wine producers with the hopes of impressing them: Fernande de Latour of Beaulieu Vineyard, Felix Salmina of Larkmead, Charles Forni of the Napa Valley Co-op, Robert Mondavi of CK Mondavi and Sons, John Daniel Jr. of Inglenook, Louis M. Martini, and Louis Stralla. These men had formed an official trade group a few years back in 1944 called the Napa Valley Vintners. Together they dealt with the problems of price control, shortage of labor, bottles, and railcars for eastern shipments of wine, and exchanged ideas of how to put Napa Valley wine on the global map. If the Winston family were to produce quality wine here, joining these vintners would give status to the label and help marketing and trade. These dinners were the most glamorous the valley had ever seen. Only the best of Jonathan’s wine collection was ever served, and the food was always paired to perfection.


Tonight was no exception. Taken from his Italian collection of Chianti, the sangiovese grapes were chosen for their aroma of cherries and violets that balanced the palate superbly. Max went into the dining room to recheck that the glasses had been laid correctly, never trusting those details to any other staff member. He ran a tight kitchen and was a perfectionist about presentation. By the time Olivia entered the kitchen, Max was plating the first course of soup. Next door in the dining room, guests were already seated and chatting away. She instructed the staff to start taking out the soups, quickly dipping a spoon into one of the bowls to taste it first.


“Excellent flavors, Max, slightly different this time. Thicker, and . . .”


“I used cavolo nero with a hint of thyme,” Max replied.


“Last time we didn’t use any fresh herbs. Interesting.” Olivia grabbed the open cookbook called Il talismano della felicità, the talisman of happiness, and wrote a few notes in the margin. The book was Max’s mother’s copy brought with him from Italy, and in a touching gesture he had given it to Olivia shortly after her arrival on the estate. It was written in Italian, and although Olivia had muttered about an English translation, Max was adamant that she understand Italian cooking through Italian eyes and words. His tuition had begun during one of Jonathan’s long overseas trips away. Jonathan would have never approved of her involvement in the kitchen. He would not have considered it the proper place for a diplomat’s wife, so her interest in food was always kept from him. Olivia’s fascination with what Max intended to plant on the estate had ignited their first culinary discussion, and their friendship had grown from there. Both seemed to find refuge in the other, and although he was considered staff and she was the lady of the house, cooking became their equalizer. She put her spoon in the sink and with a quick fix of her hair left the kitchen for the dining room.












chapter two
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The house was quiet. Vene sat in bed staring out her window facing the rising sun. She felt raw. Though always within arm’s reach, sleep had evaded her most of the night. She was exhausted but was trained to get up. It was funny to her how little things had changed in her room since she was a girl. Framed pictures from her teenage years, parties, and award ceremonies still on the shelves. Trophies won for horseback riding and swimming, two sports long since abandoned. Her small enamel Halcyon Days box collection was balanced on glass shelving next to Lalique crystal perfume bottles from France. A toy replica of a London bus and Big Ben, showing off early travels, sat next to a small teddy bear tucked away into one of the corners. If her room was any indication, then with the exception of a small framed picture of Dani, it looked as though she hadn’t grown up past the age of thirteen. Perhaps her mother felt more comfortable this way.


She chose not to shower for fear the noise of the pipes would wake her sleeping mother. Wake her mother . . . oh, the years spent trying not to wake her mother! The intricate comings and goings in this big house, bypassing creaking floorboards and squeezing through nearly shut doors. They came down on the opposite sides of so many things—don’t wear that, don’t go there, try that, have that, use that, be this but not that . . . the list went on and on. Her mother had a deep fear of things breaking or getting ruined. Life for her was calculated and specific, polished and poised. It was all about boundaries and curfews, and none of it involved black eyeliner. Vene’s desire to grab a hold of everything, toss it into the air, and see where it came down had made her childhood a combat zone. Most discussions turned to arguments, the types with slammed doors and broken hinges. Eventually their collective resentments piled up so high there was no room left to store them in. She didn’t need her mother in the traditional sense and had pushed her away long before she, herself, understood why. Vene had a crazy independence early on, which seemed to infuriate her mother. In turn, her mother was distant, and her version of being involved resulted in telling Vene what to do. To Vene it always felt as though her mother resented her choices, and that became exhausting. She often wondered what made her mother that way—her own life had always seemed to fall into place quite easily and naturally. So why all the rules? Surely she saw enough of herself in her daughter, Vene thought for the umpteenth time, to know that she too would survive.


She went downstairs to the kitchen, the smell of baking greeting her before she even opened the door. “Good morning, Vene. Croissants should be ready in a few minutes,” Max said. Oh, thank God for Max, she thought almost tearfully.


“Morning, Max. Just you and me this early, like always.”


The kitchen unfailingly looked like it had just been cleaned, a rule Max adhered to regardless of what was going on or how many people he was cooking for. She admired his professionalism, as it would have been very easy to slack off when it was just her parents in the house, especially with her mother upstairs the whole time and Max getting on in years.


“Actually, your father’s up too. He went out with the groundskeeper for an early walk to check on the vines.”


“That’s strange. Has he been getting up earlier lately?”


“I think he’s having a difficult time sleeping as well.”


“I see.” She had noticed that her dad had taken up residence in the guest bedroom nearest the master, his books on the bedside table, his favorite antique alarm clock perched on top of them. Max busied himself around the kitchen, opening up the fridge and bringing out various fruits and yogurts. He readied a tray with cutlery, plates, and glasses. His hands were still agile and strong and he moved about without any noticeable pain, but she could smell the ointment he must have rubbed on his joints, Tiger Balm or something equally therapeutic. She watched him for a little while.


OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Epilogue



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		237















OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ONE
FRIDAY
IN
NAPA

ovel

JENNIFER HAMM

SSSSSSSSSSSSSS








OEBPS/images/9781647425302.jpg
e - “ATOUCHING
DEBUI THAT DE

JENNIFER HAMM






OEBPS/images/common.jpg






