







Every woman looks better on a Mediterranean island….

In a Victorian novel I’d be the plain sister, but there’s no such thing as a plain woman anymore. It’s too bad really; there must have been a certain comfort in not being beautiful, a sort of restful anonymity that gave you the space to develop your mind, like the Brontë sisters, or Jane Austen. Today if you don’t look good it’s your own fault, for not exercising or making more of yourself, all of which I do sedulously. I am trim and athletic and even chic in a nonthreatening American way. Why, then, did it take me so long to find a boyfriend? Based on the mating behavior I have observed around me, I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s more an indictment of my character than of my looks.
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CHAPTER one


We’re here on vacation, though leisure was the last thing on the minds of the Genoese warlords who settled Santerre, hewing their towns and villages out of the mountainside into the flinty strongholds that I point out to Jim as we hurtle along the coastal road that hugs the cap. I’ve made the trip from the airport so often that I’ve come to enjoy the hairpin turns, the vertiginous drops into the winking sea, the sharp intake of breath as an insane native comes careening around the bend in a beat-up Peugeot, honking too late in warning. The same can’t be said for Jim, who stares fixedly ahead, missing all the scenery. By the time we reach the town of Orzo, he has grown unnaturally quiet, his unease betrayed by the overly casual tone in which he asks, “Why are all the road signs painted over?”

“Nationalists,” I cheerfully reply.

“Pardon me?”

I swerve to avoid the mournful cow that appears in the middle of the road after the next turn. “They drive around at night with paintbrushes.”

“I don’t get it.”

Sometimes I forget that what passes for local color on Santerre would be viewed by most people as criminal behavior, just as I don’t notice anymore the lurid slashes that deface the island’s road signs. “Resistance to French cultural imperialism. They blow stuff up too.”

“Yeah, right,” Jim says wanly.

“Honest,” I say, motioning to the charred hulk that once housed the administration of Orzo’s defunct asbestos mine, though no one knows for sure how the building reached its present state. Jim, however, is by now entirely focused on not throwing up. Watching him stagger out of the rental car, I can’t help but feel a little guilty. Poor Jim: I doubt this was what he had in mind when I proposed a French holiday.

At first sight, the village of Borgolano presents none of the standard Mediterranean charms, especially at dusk, when it takes on a frankly lugubrious aspect, with its tall shuttered houses deep in gloom. Like all Santerran villages, it is carved out of the rock that surrounds it, its four levels connected by a maze of alleys and steep stone stairs patrolled by feral cats, a mangy specimen of which slinks by as we unload our bags. “Where’s the beach?” Jim asks, having regained his equilibrium, and I point down, far, far below, to the rocky inlet where sea urchins and jellyfish lie in wait.

Our wheeled cases bumping behind us, we set off down the path, past the Benoîts’ and the Paolis’, the Perettis’ gated compound, and the old Albertoni place, its crumbling stucco baring the stacked stone slabs beneath, until we reach the last bend before the cliff. And there, in the gloaming, awash in purple shadows, rises my family’s summer house, the great black oak door flung open to reveal Odette waving in the embrasure.

“Alors, did you have a nice trip?”

Odette used to be a stewardess, and she has retained from those days a brisk social efficiency that I’ve always found disconcerting but seems to put men at ease. It works on Jim; having ushered us in and installed him in the comfortable chair, she sets about plying him with apéritifs and solicitous chatter, all the while dutifully showcasing me with questions about my exciting life in New York City and my terribly glamorous and important job, the unglamorous nature of which Jim is well acquainted with, since he works with me. I suppose Odette sees this kind of thing as a maternal duty, even though by the time Ross married her I was too old to require a stepmother.

She’s done some decorating since I was last here: Lace curtains hang in the windows and a flowered slipcover has been thrown over the couch. Still, the salon, as Odette wishfully calls the big common area on the ground floor, with its refectory table and the picture of General Marconi—the only local figure ever to have achieved international celebrity, in the eighteenth century—betrays the fact that Ross was already broke when they moved in.

“Tiens,” she now says, “do you know that we had a cambriolage?”

“The house was broken into?”

“Yes, but it is very strange: They took nothing.”

“It was probably just kids,” I say, “looking for a place to party.”

Odette frowns. “I had the lock changed nonetheless.”

“They’ll just find another way in,” I say, glancing at the windows. In daylight they look out on the Mediterranean, but now all you can see is an inky black void.

“So,” Odette says when we have finished our drinks, “what room will you take?”

I’ve been waiting for this.

“The yellow room,” I drop casually, as if it were the most natural thing in the world—which it isn’t, because the yellow room is the best in the house after Isabelle’s, with the firmest mattress and a sea view, and mine to grab since I got here first (before Lucy, that is, who regards it as her birthright). Odette raises an eyebrow but says nothing. With a profound feeling of triumph, I lead the way up, cautioning Jim about the hole in the stairs and showing him the (only) bathroom on the landing. I tell him the house is three hundred years old and used to belong to a pirate, and he says, “Cool.”

While we are unpacking—Jim now rather giddy after two glasses of wine and, I can tell from the way he brushes against me, planning on sex tonight—I hear voices downstairs, strange since no one else is due until tomorrow. I assume it’s Madame Benoît, with whom Odette is friendly in the way the French are, which means that after five years they’ve moved beyond stiff bonjours on the road to discussions of the weather and finally, last summer, joint outrage at the cacophonous renovation of the Paoli’s house, undertaken in July! When I go back down, though, I find not Madame Benoît but a slim, dark-haired Frenchman whom Odette introduces as Yves. An old friend, she explains. He is staying in the attic room, the one no one ever uses because it gets too hot. This Yves, it turns out, on top of being a nervous smoker, speaks good English—he’s some kind of schoolteacher in Paris—so that when Jim comes down to join us, they shake hands and embark on a conversation about the World Cup. For lack of anything better to do, I follow Odette into the kitchen.

Here, too, improvements have been made: A red and white checked curtain blocks the view of the ruin across the way—one of Borgolano’s many abandoned properties—and a new light illuminates the stone sink. It’s been Odette’s long-standing dream to put in new appliances, but for now she’s still making do with the original fixtures. Odette takes great pride in her adaptability: As she has often pointed out, if you can cook in a galley you can cook anywhere. Since there are men in the house, she is making a sybaritic feast of lamb in a wine and garlic sauce and even, I notice on the sideboard, cheese and a peach tart.

“Eh bien,” she says conspiratorially, “he seems very nice this Jeem, very présentable.” She lifts the lid off the stew and gives it a brisk stir, then adds a pinch of salt. It’s always amazed me how Odette can cook entirely by smell, undoubtedly the reason she remains a size two despite being nearly fifty.

“Well,” I say, chewing on an olive, “he’s an investment banker: He has to be presentable.”

“Ah, bon,” murmurs Odette, who has a healthy respect for power and position and, I can see, is wondering how I managed with my meager charms to snare this prime piece of eligible manhood. I should mention that Jim is good-looking in the square-jawed Brooks Brothers way that appears to be a requisite for a career in corporate finance. Meanwhile, I am wondering exactly what kind of old friend this Yves is. Ross died less than a year ago and Yves seems a bit young for her, not to mention slightly prissy in his ironed jeans and navy blue polo shirt. An odd choice, you would think, after having been married to a dead ringer for Lee Marvin. But Odette doesn’t want to talk about Yves, or me, or even her late husband, my father. Now that she’s acquitted herself of her stepmotherly duties, her eyes take on the haunted cast that heralds a discussion of what really interests her: the dissolution of my sister Isabelle’s marriage to the famous Czech dissident poet and philanderer Jiri Orlik.

“Alors … how does she seem?” she asks, for I am the last one to have seen Isabelle, my former job as an analyst in the emerging markets division of Grohman Brothers having taken me twice to Prague this year.

“The same. It’ll take more than a divorce to knock Isabelle down,” I reply, helping myself to a gooey wedge of Camembert. Odette, who subscribes to the French canon that cheese is strictly après-dinner, winces. If she could get you into a corner, she would tell you that I am difficile, that she sometimes even finds it hard to believe that Isabelle and I are related.

“Ah, Constance, you don’t know what divorce does to a woman,” she says, making me wonder how she’s so sure since, as far as I know, she’s only been married to my father. “And to have to endure it in public!” she adds, for the whole debacle about Jiri abandoning his wife and two daughters for an eighteen-year-old starlet was played out in all the tabloids, since the Czechs take a far greater interest in intellectuals than we do in America. Isabelle even sent me one paper, called Halo, with a picture of Isabelle in a bikini on the cover under the caption, ORLIK DUMPS AMERICAN WIFE!

“If you want my opinion,” I offer, chomping on another olive, “Jiri is a jerk and she’s well rid of him.”

She shoots me one of her How can you be so heartless? looks. Poor Odette: I can’t say she hasn’t tried hard. It’s not her fault that, unlike Isabelle, I didn’t need her ministrations. To placate her, I throw her a bone. “So, when are Lucy and Jane arriving?”

It always works: Her preternaturally smooth (collagen injections) brow relaxes as the one bond we share takes hold. Lucy, she informs me with the faintest moue, is arriving from London tomorrow.







CHAPTER two


Jim and I did fuck last night, and again this morning, and when I fling open the shutters, the Mediterranean glitters in the early light and he finally gets why we’ve come all this way. At this time of day, the mountains beyond the Gulf of Flore are dark blue. Jim wonders if we can go hiking. I tell him better not, we might get shot at, to which he replies, “You’re so weird, Connie.”

Jim is from Kansas. He is universally considered to be a good guy, the kind of person who is friends with everybody and never seeks out conflict. Don’t think I haven’t wondered what he sees in me, though it’s not like he’s proposed marriage or anything. I have a theory that most relationships arise out of convenience. Well, I have all sorts of theories, but the fact is, I finally have a boyfriend, and you might be forgiven for thinking I’ve hauled him all the way over here to show him off.

Yves has been out already for the flaccid bread and croissants that are delivered daily by truck to Madame Peretti’s shop. Though technically in France, Santerre is no gourmet paradise. The biggest specialties are a kind of sheep’s cheese called ortu and various rock-hard cured meats that all taste like beef jerky, all of which are vigorously marketed to tourists as produits locaux. It seems amazing that neither French nor Italian cuisine has rubbed off, considering the island’s geographical position, but Santerrans have never set much store by pleasant bourgeois sensibilities, so why should they make an exception for food? The deficient local products are a pet peeve, incidentally, of my dear stepsister Lucy, who, on top of being an expert on Italian baroque painting, is also a gourmet cook.

We’re just finishing breakfast, throughout which Yves holds forth in great detail on the geological features of Santerre (layers of schist), making me wonder if he’s perhaps a geography teacher, when something makes me look over my shoulder. Standing in the kitchen doorway is a gigantic little girl of about four, with that stunned look all fat kids seem to have, as if they couldn’t figure out why it had to be them.

“Hi there,” Jim says.

She stares wordlessly back. She’s wearing a sprigged dress that makes her look even huger and clutching a bedraggled toy rabbit by the ear. Hurried footsteps sound in the pathway, followed by a familiar voice, of the defiantly Upstairs Downstairs variety that English people get when they’ve lived in America for too long, except that it’s yelling, which kind of ruins the Masterpiece Theater effect: “Electra! How many times have I told you not to wander off!”

No wonder the kid looks familiar. Lucy comes flying through the door and grabs her by the arm with a murderous expression I know well. She looks like she’s about to smack her until she remembers she has an audience: us, all watching the scene bemusedly—especially me and Odette, who I know is thinking the same thing I am: When did Electra put on all that weight?

“She does this all the time!” Lucy exclaims in exasperation, letting go.

More bumping luggage and voices. “Have you found her?” Richard, Lucy’s husband, appears, followed by Jane, whom I run up to and hug. Remembering my manners, I peck Lucy and Richard on the cheek and even lean down and pat Electra on the head. I’m not very good with children unless they have a personality, which most don’t seem to. Odette clicks around on her little heels and dispenses air kisses while marveling in the artificial voice she always adopts with my stepsisters at the earliness of their arrival: They must have gotten in at five in the morning!

Jane drops into a chair and pours herself a cup of coffee. “Mmm, heaven: real French coffee! They served us some kind of swill on the plane, little plastic cups with toss-away filters.” Jane has a way of putting people at ease; all of a sudden we’re all laughing and chattering, until little Electra reaches for an abandoned pain au chocolat on the table. Like a hawk, Lucy swoops down and snatches it from her, setting off a bloodcurdling shriek.

“For God’s sake, Lucy,” Jane says. “She hasn’t had any breakfast.”

Dagger look from Lucy, who snaps, “She’s on a diet.” Then, turning to the still-howling Electra, “Mummy will make you some Weetabix, darling. Richard, where is my blue bag?”

A frantic search ensues while Electra continues to howl. Her face has turned bright red and bubbles of snot pop out of her nostrils. She looks like she’s going to have a seizure. “Lucy, just let her have it,” Jane coaxes. “One croissant isn’t going to hurt her.”

Defeated, Lucy hands the now squished-up mess back to Electra, but it’s too late: She just goes on screaming. Richard says through clenched teeth, “I’m going to take her outside.” Nobody objects. He picks her up and drags her off as she flails and sobs with rage, and we all sit there, stunned, until Odette says briskly, “Eh bien, shall I make another pot of coffee?”

We can still hear Electra’s howls, coming from outside. Lucy has collapsed in a chair and is wearing an expression of profound martyrdom that doesn’t really go with her sleek bourgeois-bohemian Kensington look—one that relies heavily, I find, on composure. Jim and Yves are appraising her with the fearful admiration that five-foot-ten blondes with cantilevered cheekbones tend to inspire in mere mortals. Perhaps this is why she presently gathers herself together and announces, “Well, then, I think I’ll take my bag upstairs.” Jim and Yves leap up to help (highly uncharacteristic gallantry on Jim’s part: He may be a nice guy but he’s not exactly Prince Charles) and have gathered up the luggage when Odette lets drop, with childlike innocence, “Jeem and Constance are in the yellow room, but the whole third floor is free.”

Lucy turns majestically around. One eyebrow rises—a neat trick, I’ve always found. “I beg your pardon?”

All of a sudden I feel like a cretin. But then, Lucy has always made me feel like a cretin, so I have to wonder why I’m even surprised.







CHAPTER three


Jane heads up to the third floor, which, until I upset the apple cart, was where the mateless dwelled. There’s no bathroom up there and the mattresses are lumpy. The walls are thinner, too, and a mere curtain separates the connecting rooms that Jane and I usually occupy. I feel a twinge of regret now as I realize that, by my defection downstairs, I am relinquishing the pleasure of late-night chats with her. Not that I’m planning to budge.

I’ve always been close to Jane, closer in a way than I am to Isabelle, if for no other reason than that we both know what it’s like to live in the shadow of a beautiful sister. She and Lucy moved in with us when I was six, after Ross married their mother, Daphne. Our own mother, Vera, had died of cancer two years earlier. We’d lived in Paris until then, where she had a ballet studio on the Rue Vavin. After her death, Ross couldn’t bear the memories, so he moved us back to the States. Two years later he met Daphne at an art auction in London.

I didn’t mind Daphne. I was too young when Vera died to have anything but the haziest memories of her, but Isabelle, who was fourteen, was bereft. In New York she papered her walls with stills from Vera’s days as a ballerina, losing no opportunity to reminisce about her, especially when Daphne was in the room. I used to think she got away with it because she was Ross’s favorite, but in fact, I’m not sure he even cared. Ross was never in love with Daphne: He’d married her in a moment of weakness, still reeling from the loss of Vera. I think that Lucy sensed this and that this is why she set out to seduce him, as if she could somehow get him to love her mother by proxy.

In her zeal, though, she tried to unseat Isabelle. Jane and I watched bemusedly from the sidelines as the two of them went at each other, knowing all the while that Lucy was doomed to failure, for my sister has something that Lucy never will: a combination of wacky charm and restive pheromones that appear to make her irresistible. Why will be a matter for the history books: Like Josephine with her rotten teeth, Isabelle is more than the sum of her parts. She’s not that smart—she barely got into Bennington, and then only by sleeping with her high school drama teacher—nor clever; and while she unquestionably has a spectacular pair of knockers, her nose is crooked and her butt is too big. But none of these defects have mattered a bit to the droves of men who have grown besotted with her, our father included. Poor Lucy, it must have driven her crazy: There she was, blondly perfect, top of her class at Brearley, admitted early to both Yale and Harvard and, in due course, winner of the Rome Prize, and who got the attention? Lazy, slatternly Isabelle, who got thrown out of Saint Anne’s for smoking dope.

And who everyone said was the spitting image of our mother.

Daphne never had a chance. From the beginning, Ross seemed more in awe of her than anything else. My father didn’t come from money—I’m not sure he even finished high school—and all his life he was dazzled by the world of art and culture that Daphne represented. Not only was she a Sotheby’s expert on French Impressionism, she was (extremely remotely) related to Vita Sackville-West. But Ross was a commodities trader at heart. Daphne couldn’t handle his cowboy side, and in the end she bored him.

The sad thing is, she never stopped loving him. I’m afraid Ross had that effect on women: They disconnected common sense in his presence. So they hobbled along for five years—a happy time for Jane and me, who were under the care of a nice Irish housekeeper called Bridie, but a Calvary for Lucy, who took it all personally. When Ross and Daphne finally split up, she was devastated, all the more so as the rest of us barely noticed. It wasn’t until a good two years later that he met Odette, on an airplane, but the way Lucy carried on, you’d think she had lured him straight out of Daphne’s bed.

And so, here we are—or most of us, at least. I follow Jane up under the pretext of helping with her bags but really to apologize for deserting her and gloat a bit about my incursion into the blessed regions below—which, naturally, she picks right up on.

“Making mischief, little sister?”

Through the wall we hear Lucy snapping at Richard to open the window. Thumping sounds follow.

“There goes their sex life for the next month,” I remark. It’s a long-standing joke that no one but a crass exhibitionist would attempt sexual intercourse on the third floor, Isabelle being the only one to have ever tried.

“Whereas yours, I gather, will be flourishing,” Jane says with amusement.

“So, what do you think of him?” I say. I don’t really care about anyone else’s opinion but Jane has a sixth sense, which probably explains why she became an artist, and an awfully successful one too. She paints gorgeous, voluptuous pictures of naked ladies that people actually buy—I own one myself—and shows at one of the top galleries in London.

“Nice. Very sportif.”

I sit on the floor, my back against the wall, and watch her unpack. Jane doesn’t look at all like her sister. While Lucy is all angles, Jane is big and soft and messy, her hair perpetually escaping from the various ineffectual clips with which she tries to hold it back. I was the first to figure out that she was gay. Jane isn’t the kind of person who comes out to people, but the clues were obvious if you were paying attention, which no one else was. Daphne thought all those girls with crew cuts and hairy legs that Jane hung out with in college were female athletes, even though Jane has never shown the slightest interest in sports, and both Lucy and Isabelle were too self-involved to see anything beyond the tips of their noses. As for Ross, I think the concept was just too foreign.

“He’s obviously boosted your standing with Odette,” Jane adds, and I feel a surge of love for her, because she at least is not going to make a big deal about my finally landing a man. Jane never makes a big deal out of anything—not even Odette, who is single-handedly responsible for one of the more tragicomical crises in our family history, the one that resulted in Jane’s girlfriend Marge refusing to ever set foot in Borgolano again. On her first and only visit, Marge did not take well to being relegated to the third floor while all the straight couples got the good rooms downstairs. Her dark mutterings about the heterocracy, however, were completely lost on Odette, who finally cooked her goose by exclaiming at the dinner table, in response to Marge’s accusation that she didn’t consider gay people to be normal, “Mais enfin, you are not normal! Normal is a man and a woman!” Jane has come alone ever since, compromising by only staying for ten days.

Next door, a wrenching sound followed by a furious “You bloody idiot!” suggests that Richard has succeeded in opening the window, and breaking it. Jane and I glance at each other.

“What’s going on with Electra?” I ask in an offhand way. Last summer, the Delicate Topic was the fact that Electra, then age three, hadn’t started speaking yet. Lucy put her in some kind of special therapy but, based on the scene in the kitchen, it doesn’t seem to be working too well. You have to wonder if it was such a great idea to saddle the child with a pretentious ancient Greek name, especially considering this latest development.

“What do you mean?” Jane says.

“I’ve never seen a four-year-old pitch a fit like that.”

Jane, who is piling up T-shirts in the cupboard, shakes her head with irritation. “She was hungry. You’d be raving, too, if you were starved.”

We are, I see, going to tiptoe around the fact that Electra looks like a blimp. Jane doesn’t have many hot buttons but this is a big one, eating disorders being something of a spécialité de la maison. The fact is, you can’t look like Daphne or Lucy without interfering with your bodily functions, and no one knows this better than Jane, who’s always struggled with her weight. I am saved from the temptation of further commentary, though—on, for instance, the exquisite irony of Lucy’s having a fat daughter—by the appearance of Lucy herself, who can’t possibly have heard us since we were whispering and, I can tell from the look in her eyes, is not about to forget my little coup d’état. I’m going to have to watch my back.

“I don’t know about you,” she announces, “but I can’t believe that less than a year after Dad’s death, Odette is disporting herself with some revolting little Frenchman.”

Jane looks at her quizzically. “Really, Lucy, you have the most lurid imagination.”

“I see. So you’ve actually been taken in by this ‘old friend’ non-sense?”

“To tell you the truth, I hadn’t really thought about it,” replies Jane, calmly closing her suitcase.

“He’s very nice, actually,” I say. “He knows a lot about schist layers.”

A look of withering contempt travels in my direction. I often wonder if Lucy is aware that she acts like a caricature of herself.

“Well,” I announce, “I’m going down to make Isabelle’s bed. She’s arriving this afternoon,” I add gratuitously.

It has escaped no one’s notice, I am sure, that Isabelle’s room was available all along for the taking, but that not even Lucy would go that far.







CHAPTER four


Why are we all here? Because it’s what Ross wanted. In his will, a document that turned out to be a spectacular exercise in wishful thinking, the only practicable request that he made—gifts to various museums and the New York City Ballet, which to my knowledge he never attended, having been rendered moot by the state of his finances at his death—was that we meet in Santerre to scatter his ashes at sunset over the Mediterranean. Most people don’t realize this, but under all the testosterone, Ross was a romantic fool. This goes some way toward explaining why he thought that once he was no longer around to keep us in line we would want to get together at all. It also elucidates another seemingly inexplicable trait, the one that got him into trouble in the first place: my father’s lifelong allegiance to gold. For Ross was what is known in the financial world as a goldbug, an unwavering adherent to the belief that gold and only gold is money. This means that in the late seventies he got very rich. Then the price of gold tumbled and, undeterred, he went on a shopping spree. Gold was going to go back up again. It had to. After the big crash, all the fools who had been seduced by the fairy dust of high-tech stocks would rush back to the one true store of value, that radiant yellow metal that, as Ross liked to remind people, has held humanity in its sway for three thousand years.

Still, even I, who am supposed to understand these things, did not realize the full and glorious extent of his monomania, as revealed by the state of his affairs after he crashed his two-seater plane into a New Hampshire mountain, making us the outright owners of two gold mines, and shareholders in every prospecting concern on the planet. Our empire spanned the globe from Canada to Zaire, ranged from soaring mountains to African jungles, and was worth nothing. The New York apartment and the East Hampton cottage—even the plane in which he met his demise—were mortgaged to the hilt. All that was left was the house in Santerre

And Odette, his final folly. Even Isabelle, who likes her, never understood why Ross had to marry her. After he and Daphne got divorced, we thought he’d learned his lesson. No woman could ever supplant Vera, who everyone knew was his one true love. As the legend goes, he saw her dancing one night at the Kirov in Leningrad and became so obsessed that he risked his life to smuggle her out of Soviet Russia. It all sounds rather cloak-and-daggerish today but this much I know is true: As a rising ballet star, Vera was not the kind of person the authorities were eager to see decamping to the West. On the other hand, Ross was buying a lot of Siberian gold in those days and had all sorts of official and not-so-official connections in Moscow, so he could conceivably have just bribed her way out. Either way, their marriage had a mythopoetic quality that was going to be hard to beat, as Daphne and Odette both discovered, along with every other woman Ross became involved with.

If you’re getting the impression that my father was some kind of pathetic philanderer, that’s not entirely the case. He was a thrilling man and women flocked to him, and I’m convinced that each time he truly believed he was in love, because if Ross was good at one thing, it was self-delusion. At heart he was an optimist, as evidenced by his investment philosophy, and he hated letting people down, so that when he did—as he invariably did—he just disappointed them all the more. With the exception of Vera, of course, frozen forever in perfect youth; and Isabelle, who has her exaggerated Russian features, her canted eyes and full lips, and her unstable Slavic temperament.

And who, I remark to Jane, should be arriving any minute now. I am intimately familiar with my sister’s itinerary, since I bought the tickets for her and the girls. Isabelle, like most free spirits, never has any money. Jane and Lucy and I meanwhile are moving the teak garden furniture Lucy ordered from an English catalog onto the patch of dirt that separates our house from the Costas’ next door. Last year they got there first, colonizing our somewhat fancifully designated patio with a plastic lawn set that Lucy, whose finely honed aesthetic sensibilities cringe at the slightest hint of bad taste, declared the most vulgar thing she had ever seen in her life. The Costas have been a thorn in her side ever since they inherited the house two years ago from an uncle, the Costas being the kinds of French people who refuse to conform to her ideas of how the French ought to behave. I should explain that Lucy’s notions of French culture are culled largely from Elizabeth David, the great expert on French provincial cuisine, whom Lucy worships almost as much as she does William Morris. One thing is for sure, Elizabeth David couldn’t have had Santerrans in mind when she wrote about Mediterranean savoir-vivre. The sight of Madame Costa returning from the Super-Géant in Canonica laden with cans of stew and ravioli would undoubtedly have pained her as much as it does Lucy—even more than their annexation of the patio, which, due to the incoherence of French inheritance laws, belongs neither to us nor the Costas but to Mr. Peretti up the road.

So, like most things around here, it’s a big free-for-all, and under the nervous eye of Odette, who doesn’t believe in alienating the neighbors, we dispose this very expensive-looking furniture in the shade of the fig tree.

“This must have cost a small fortune,” I observe, running a hand over the fine-grained wood. Lucy isn’t exactly cheap, but when she does spend money it tends to be on herself—plus, they had to have it all shipped from London at great expense, as Richard pointedly mentioned at lunch. He’s off somewhere right now with Electra, who threw another fit when Lucy wouldn’t let her have butter on her bread. How do you put a four-year-old on a diet? In any case, Richard seems to be the only person who can calm her down. My suspicion is that he feeds her candy bars when Lucy’s not looking.

“Trust me, it’s worth every penny,” Lucy says grimly, dragging the final chaise through the dust. There’s a canvas parasol, too, that Jim and Yves are assembling over in the corner.

Jim is fitting in much more smoothly than I’d expected. He climbed down the cliff for a swim this morning and declared the water amazing—on a day like today it takes on a spectacular shade of turquoise, and is so clear that you can make out every sea urchin underfoot—and then actually coaxed enough hot water out of our dribbling shower to wash and rinse his hair. The juxtaposition with puny Yves definitely works to his advantage. I never really got the point of European men.

Jim and Yves are just hoisting the parasol when a car door slams up the road and little Olga and Sophie come bounding down the path, followed in due course by Isabelle, who, hair flying and bracelets jingling, does not exactly cut a tragic figure. She is wearing one of her Esmeralda outfits, a full, vaguely Indian-looking skirt with red peonies splashed across a sea-green background and a cherry-colored bustier upon which the eyes of Yves and Jim become instantly fixed. My sister’s breasts have been likened by their many devotees to peaches and apples and even melons, their implausible combination of weight and aloftness endlessly marveled upon. It kind of makes you wonder about the masculine mind, the fruit thing, but that’s another story.

“Ah, mes petits anges!” cries Odette, rushing toward them, her heels clicking on the uneven flagstones and her small thin arms held out. She’s so tiny that Isabelle practically enfolds her, making it look like it’s Odette who’s being comforted—and maybe it is. I, too, have run toward Isabelle, and one look at my sister confirms what I’ve known all along: that once again she has emerged unscathed from love’s battlegrounds. Lucy, hanging back in the doorway, cannot entirely hide her disappointment.







CHAPTER five


“God, that turnoff! We nearly went over the cliff!” Peals of laughter. Only Isabelle would find the idea of a car wreck with two small children screamingly funny. Olga and Sophie, after two hours of immobility in the little Renault, are bouncing around like Ping-Pong balls, babbling away in Czech and opening all the cupboards in the kitchen in search of last year’s kittens.

“Ravissantes … ,” Odette trills, and they are indeed ravishing, with Isabelle’s green eyes and their father’s lighter coloring, so that their tangled curls are auburn instead of black. They’re both wearing fairy outfits, with somewhat tattered wings and little tiaras, and I catch Lucy and Richard exchanging a glance—the one about how Isabelle imposes no discipline and lets her girls do anything they want, such as screech like banshees and bang cupboard doors and wear grubby fairy costumes on airplanes.

“Mommy! Mommy! There are no kittens!” Sophie shrieks. At six she’s the oldest and definitely the most obnoxious. Isabelle had her girls barely a year apart—not that she planned it that way; she just, as she charmingly put it, kept getting knocked up. Another sensitive topic, this: Lucy and Richard tried for years to do the same, and in the end they had to get fertility treatments. The summer Lucy finally got pregnant, they showed up in Borgolano with a big box of fertility sticks, the kind you have to pee on every morning to see if you’re ovulating. Of course it had to be Isabelle who found them in the bathroom cupboard behind a pile of towels and spent the rest of the vacation lewdly speculating about what Lucy and Richard were getting up to whenever they disappeared for more than fifteen minutes.

“But there areno kittens this year,” Odette laughs. “That naughty Minette ran off with a big old tomcat and never came back.”

“Naughty, naughty Minette,” the girls intone, before collapsing into another fit of giggles. Another pregnant (pardon the pun) glance between Lucy and Richard. Ever since they were able to talk, Olga and Sophie have been shockingly wise to the carryings-on of the Minettes and tomcats of this world, as most egregiously evidenced last summer by Sophie’s dinner-table remark that “Mommy once liked Daddy so much that she let him put his willie inside her.” This delivered in the peculiarly accented English both girls have picked up in Prague, and which is definitely getting thicker.

“They’re beginning to sound like Bela Lugosi,” I remark to Isabelle.

“Yes, isn’t it hilarious? I’m convinced they have a future in horror movies. God, I’m starving!” She leans across me and grabs a piece of bread on the table, a movement that simultaneously plunges her cleavage to dizzying depths and pushes her breasts upward, where they more or less remain as she slathers the bread with a half inch of butter before stuffing it in her mouth. Jane nudges me and winks in the direction of Yves: Caught in the grip of a strong emotion, he’s forgotten all about his smoldering cigarette.

“Who made you the lovely costumes?” Jane asks. Sophie proudly informs us that it was Grandma Maria—Grandma Maria being Maria Orlik, the stage designer and legendary femme fatale of Prague’s theater circles and mother of the philandering Jiri, who had to get it from somewhere. Most of the adults the girls know are famous in one way or another, in the Czech Republic at least, where it seems everyone including the president knows their father. Which is perhaps why Jiri and Isabelle have always treated them like miniature grown-ups. From the earliest age they’ve had the run of Prague’s cafés and theaters, not to mention bars and nightclubs and even the Royal Castle, most notably when the Rolling Stones visited. Isabelle actually has a picture of them sitting on Mick Jagger’s lap. Still, for all the lack of family values, they seem to have come out okay. For one thing, you can actually have a conversation with them—an impossibility, I find, with most kids.

“Where’s Electra?” Jane suddenly asks. It seems I’m not the only one who’s forgotten all about Electra, because Lucy looks panicked, until Jane says gently, “Ah, there you are, love. Aren’t you going to say hello to your cousins?”

It turns out she’s been hiding behind Richard’s legs all along, from where she’s observing Olga and Sophie with undisguised fascination. The girls stare back at her until Sophie breaks the silence by brandishing her fairy wand and yelling, “Electra! You are under my spell!”

At first Electra just stares back, and then her doughy face crumples up and I have a horrible feeling she’s going to burst into tears. Instead she points back at Sophie.

“Zap!” Olga yells, running up with her own wand extended. Another look passes between Lucy and Richard, one of relief this time that strikes me as ineffably sad, much as I can’t help but find a certain poetic justice in the situation. Even more, though, I’m relieved, as is obviously everyone else in the room, that Electra isn’t going to throw another fit.

I shoo away Jim and Yves and help Isabelle up with her bags. In her room I open the shutters, flooding with light the marble-topped dresser with its clutter of antique perfume bottles from the Canonica flea market, and the faded Renoir poster on the wall. Odette must have cleaned up in anticipation of her arrival. The bed is covered with a nubby white coverlet, and the assorted cushions and stuffed toys without which my sister cannot find repose have been arranged in a neat row along the headboard. With a happy sigh she flops down and throws a pillow at me.

“I can’t believe you took over Lucy’s room, you sly dog. Did she have a cow?” Isabelle has always been big on animal metaphors. I think it has something to do with her European upbringing.

“You’d better start acting a little more dignified, you know,” I retort, tossing the pillow back at her. “Odette was getting all the wailing women lined up and you breeze in looking like a lingerie ad.”

“Oh no, am I being a pig?”

“No more than usual.”

She stretches and rearranges herself amongst the bedclothes, then flashes me a wicked grin that reveals the gap between her front teeth that she always refused to get fixed. No fool, my sister. “To tell you the truth, it’s a little difficult to play the grieving widow when you’ve been getting stuffed like an octopus for the past two weeks by the most devastatingly sexy playwright…. Hmm, you might even know him.”

“I doubt it,” I say. It’s our little family joke that I only read the Wall Street Journal, while Isabelle, Lucy, and Jane have the monopoly on things cultural. Actually, I’m a big fan of the nineteenth-century novel, but I’d hate to give up my reputation as the in-house Philistine.

“Anyway, you’re right. I’ll go down and have a cup of tea with her as soon as I’ve unpacked. But enough about me….” She makes an owl face. “Aren’t you going to tell me about your boyfriend? What a dish: I love those green eyes!”

“What do you want to know about him?” I say guardedly. It’s not that I don’t want to gloat—I do—but confiding in Isabelle doesn’t exactly come naturally to me.

She looks at me like I’m retarded. “What’s he like? Where did you meet him? What’s his favorite color? Does he have a big you-know-what?”

“He’s nice. I met him at work. Blue. Not really.”

“Thank you. Already I feel like I know him intimately. So, how long have you been going out?”

“It’s called dating now.”

“Really? That’s not what we used to call it.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t have to worry about AIDS.”

“Ugh, thank God! We have it in the Czech Republic now, too, you know. Are you in love with him?”

“I don’t know. Define in love.”

“Constance, you are hopeless.”

“I don’t get weak in the knees at the sight of him, if that’s what you mean.”

Isabelle clutches at her breast. “Would you sacrifice your life for him?”

“Oh, please, like you would sacrifice your life for anyone.”

She considers this. “I would have for Jiri, once.”

“Good thing you didn’t,” I remark.

“He wasn’t always a shit. When I first met him he was sweet. He had this pair of black jeans that he wore all the time and I was washing them once and they had these patches on the inside of the knees. He’d sewn them in so they wouldn’t wear out.”

“You mean Maria sewed them in.”

“Whatever.”

“Wow,” I say, “that’s really moving. It completely changes my opinion of him.”

Isabelle yanks the pillow out from under her and hits me on the head with it. “You’re a heartless pig. I’m just saying he wasn’t always such a big shot. Under communism he only had one pair of jeans, like everyone else.”

“I’m weeping,” I say. She whacks me again. We lie back on the white coverlet and stare up at the ceiling. A mildew stain has been spreading out from one corner over the years, its blistered edges assuming ever more fanciful shapes as it eats its way into the plaster.

“Definitely a camel,” I say.

“No way, it’s the Taj Mahal, the Temple of Love.”

“Camel.”

“Taj Mahal.”

“You’re both wrong,” says Jane from the doorway. “It’s the crack in the ceiling that had the habit of sometimes looking like a rabbit.”

Isabelle sighs, “Don’t you sometimes wish you were still little?”

Jane and I exchange glances. The crazy thing is that she means it: Isabelle would love nothing better than to be a child again.
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