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A Ph.D. in sex appeal?


Grace Cavanaugh is hell-bent on proving her Women’s Studies dissertation thesis that beauty only leads to misery. And what better research subject than her great-aunt Sophia, a former B-movie star? Now eighty-five and facing surgery, Sophia has asked Grace for company. . . .


Grace imagines a helpless, lonely old woman, forced to turn to a great-niece she barely knows. Instead she finds the aging diva holding court in a Pebble Beach mansion, oozing a bombshell-itude—arthritis and wrinkles be damned—that captivates every male in sight. To Grace’s dismay, her great-aunt decides a perfect distraction would be transforming the frumpy feminist into a femme fatale who purrs for her suitors . . . or devours them. She ordains classes in everything from carb cutting to lingerie, culminating in a challenging final exam. The newly svelte Grace must test her wiles—on both devilishly handsome and morally corrupt Declan and sensitive but painfully awkward Dr. Andrew.


Newly unleashed desires—and the discovery of a closely held family secret—threaten the bookworm-turned-babe’s entire feminist upbringing. Her thesis gone sadly awry, Grace wonders if her great-aunt is right: Will trusting her heart lead her to find beauty in the most unexpected places?
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LISA CACH is the author of more than two dozen best-selling novels noted for their “sharp, humorous writing” (Booklist) and their “must-stay-up-and-read-until-dawn” plots (RT Book Reviews). A two-time finalist for the Romance Writers of America’s prestigious RITA Award, she lives in the Pacific Northwest. Visit her website at www.lisacach.com.
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Temptation. . . .


A few dozen dresses, tops, skirts, and shoe boxes were scattered over the bed, the furniture, and hanging on a rolling clothes rack where gossamer hems and dangling sashes floated in the breeze from the open windows. Grace gaped at the feminine chaos, her gaze flitting from sea green chiffon to orange floral print to black satin. There was not a single item that looked like something she had ever worn, and they were all . . . beautiful! She’d never worn pretty things; she hadn’t had the money, or the places to wear them.


Then a haunting sense of guilt crept over her at her own lusting reaction to the Vogue-worthy collection. Shopping for trendy, sexy, expensive dresses was not a politically correct activity in her home, landing somewhere between reading Cosmopolitan and learning to pole dance on the list of Things Serious Women Do Not Do.


Grace went to the rack and ran her fingertips over the sea green chiffon, feeling the forbidden desire tremble through her.
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PEBBLE BEACH, CALIFORNIA


“Gracie, you’ve got the luck of the devil.”


Grace Cavanaugh rolled down the passenger window of the old Volvo, taking in the fresh sea air and the view of rocky shoreline, the lush green golf course grass, and cypress trees bent by the wind. “I had no idea it was so gorgeous here! All I’ve ever seen of Pebble Beach on TV is the golf course.”


Catherine’s elfin face was pinched with envy. “I can’t believe you’re getting paid to hang around in a beach house for the summer.”


“Hey, not just hang around,” Grace said, cheerful from her good fortune. “I’ll be providing necessary companionship for a lonely old lady.”


Catherine snorted.


“Admittedly, in a house at the beach.” Grace laughed, feeling free and happy for the first time in what felt like years. The June sunlight was warm on her pale arm, a deeply welcome change from the cold gray clouds of Seattle. Three months of California summer stretched before her, gloriously free of teaching undergrads, free of rent, free of grocery bills and roommates, free of everything but working undisturbed on her dissertation and sharing a few undemanding hours of companionship with her almost-ancient-enough-to-be-dead great-aunt. She felt like a kid again, on the last day of school. “It’s too good to be true, isn’t it?”


Catherine arched a black brow. “Better not say that—it means you’ve overlooked something.”


“Pshh.” Grace waved the thought away. “Everything’s going to be fine.”


The car glided through a gentle curve of 17-Mile Drive, the scenic loop road that residents of Pebble Beach drove free of charge, but which tourists paid nine bucks to do. At the gated entrance to the drive, the guard had handed them a preprinted pass with Grace’s name and the date for the dashboard.


“What could go wrong, anyway?” Grace asked, the thought taking unwelcome hold. She pulled a lock of red hair to her mouth and started nibbling. When this cushy summer job had appeared so conveniently, she’d felt a surge of joy and relief so powerful that it had washed away her usual caution. Now and then there was a faint buzz of misgiving in the back of her mind, but she’d gleefully smothered it.


“The only things I could possibly be worried about are whether she has freezer-burned food dating from the Reagan administration, and how well we’ll get along,” she said. “I only met Sophia once, when I was ten.”


“What was she like?”


“She scared the bejesus out of me.”


“Yeah?”


“We were at my uncle’s house for Easter, back in Connecticut where I grew up. It was the snooty side of my family, so I was on edge to begin with. Sophia was visiting from California. She held court in the living room like Queen Elizabeth, sitting stiff and straight in a high-backed chair, with ropes of fake pearls around her neck and half a dozen enormous rings on her bony fingers. Her hair—pure white—was parted on the side in that 1940s style, like Lauren Bacall, with a swoop of waves down one side. I’d never seen hair like that on anyone, or so much costume jewelry, either.”


“So what happened?”


“My mom dragged me over to be introduced. Sophia looked me over as if she was evaluating a dog in the show ring. Then she turned to my mother and said, loud enough for the whole room to hear,” Grace said, sitting up straight and pitching her voice high and haughty, “‘Darling, that girl needs a training bra. Do you want old men ogling her tits?’”


Catherine burst into laughter. “She didn’t!”


Grace went on in the same haughty voice, “‘I hope to God you’re doing a better job teaching her about birth control than you are about lingerie. Boys are going to be getting into her pants sooner than you think.’”


“No!”


Grace crossed her arms over her chest. “I was ten. I was so embarrassed I ran outside and crawled under a hydrangea.”


Catherine chortled.


“I was afraid to come out because I thought everyone would be staring at my breasts. They were only anthills, but Sophia was right, they weren’t flat like a child’s anymore. So I stayed under my hydrangea until it was time to go. Ruined my dress. Missed the egg hunt. Cried my eyes out.”


“I wonder what got into her?”


“Too many Bloody Marys, I bet. I refused to go to school until Mom bought me a bra, which did not endear Sophia to my mother. She started referring to Sophia as ‘that crass old tart.’”


“Your mom said that?”


“I know, Earth Mother herself. Which tells you how mad she was. She thought Sophia had turned natural comfort with my body into shame.”


“The serpent in the garden of your innocence.”


“Pretty much. But I’m twenty-six now, a grown woman getting her Ph.D. in Women’s Studies.” Grace assumed a prim expression. “I am safe from corrupting influences.”


“I’m the only one who’s even tried to corrupt you in the last five years,” Catherine muttered, then darted a look of hope and hurt at her.


Grace felt a stab of pain and discomfort. “Don’t, Cat,” Grace pleaded. A year ago, Catherine had tried to seduce her. Catherine’s hurt at the rejection was a constant threat to their friendship, and Grace wished they could both forget that it had happened. “We agreed not to ever speak about that.”


An awkward silence fell between them. Ahead, a group of equestrians appeared on a path leading out of the cypress trees. Catherine stopped the car to let them pass, the horses’ hooves clopping across the road. “So,” she said, her voice brittle, “didn’t you say Sophia used to be an actress?”


“A B actress, for a couple of years in the forties,” Grace said, relieved to change the topic. “She wasn’t in anything important. I don’t remember what she looks like beyond that hair and jewelry, so I keep picturing her as an aging Bette Davis swilling a martini, cigarette between her fingers, insults dripping like acid off her lips.”


The horses now gone, Catherine pressed on the gas. “She’s probably got dementia and sits watching Animal Planet all day.”


“Or maybe not.” Hoping to lighten the mood, Grace narrowed her eyes and waggled her fingers at Catherine as if casting an evil spell. “Maybe she invited me here so she could mess with my mind. She wants to continue the evil work she started at that Easter party long ago.”


Catherine rolled her eyes. “You said she was going to have hip surgery this summer and wanted to have family nearby.”


“It’s a cover story. No, what she really wants is to break my spirit, then pimp me out for porn films. Maybe she’s starting a production company in her garage.”


“You wish. I bet you’d enjoy it.” They came to a stop at an intersection, a sign beside the road offering half a dozen arrows pointing to different destinations. “What’s the address?”


Grace clenched her jaw and looked down at the Google map in her lap. “I think we turn right.” Catherine was a loyal and generous friend but as sensitive as a hormonal house cat. It might be hours before she could be cajoled back into a good mood. Catherine had been cheerful and entertaining during the fifteen-hour drive from Seattle, and Grace didn’t know why she had to wait until right before their arrival to get in a snit.


A few minutes later they turned down a driveway that twisted through a grove of cypress and pine, and Grace caught glimpses through the trees of a golden stone house and the brilliant blue sky beyond. A final turn brought them through a pair of stone pillars and out into a courtyard, an Italianate mansion rising like a fortress before them.


“Stop!” Grace squealed.


Catherine jammed on the brakes, jerking them both against their seat belts.


Grace stared at the looming house. This couldn’t be it. No way this could be it. No one in the family had ever said that Sophia had money, and it was the type of thing they would know.


Grace looked down at her map again. “We must have made a wrong turn. Or maybe she gave me the wrong house number.” She dug through her backpack looking for her phone. “Maybe I should call.”


Catherine parked the Volvo next to a vintage Jaguar convertible, its maroon paint and polished chrome gleaming in the sun. The Volvo’s engine gurgled to a stop.


“What are you doing?” Grace yelped. “Don’t stop! Turn around, get us out of here before someone calls security and we’re arrested for trespassing!”


“Why are you so sure this isn’t her house?”


“Because!” Grace riffled through the papers crammed in her pack until she found the letter from her aunt. “It says right here, ‘beach house.’ This is not a beach house. I see no driftwood garden ornaments, no old floats hanging from a deck, no wind chimes. Therefore, not a beach house.”


“It’s a house. At the beach. And didn’t you just say that when you met Sophia she was dripping with jewelry?”


“I thought it was fake! She was a two-bit actress, not Elizabeth Taylor!” Grace stared at the house in front of her, anxiety tightening her nerves. “I hate being around rich people.”


“What? Why?”


“They look down on me. They know I’m not one of them.” That had always been the story with her cousins, the sneering, dismissive branch of the family that saw Grace’s parents as depressingly meaningful hippies, with their academic careers, natural-fiber clothing, and fondness for organic co-op farming.


Catherine snorted. “It’s all in your head. Rich people don’t care what you do. They’re too busy with their own screwed-up lives.”


Grace shook her head. Everyone silently assessed whether someone was like or unlike oneself, better or worse, higher on the social ladder or lower. She herself did it, an unconscious evaluation that took in subtleties of dress and health, posture and speech, education and culture, or the lack thereof. She relaxed if she was roughly equal, or higher. So did everyone else.


But no one liked being the lowest dog in the pack. Her rich cousins in Connecticut had laughed at her clothes, at her hair, at her going to public school, at her earnest activist parents with their green Subaru and National Public Radio bumper sticker.


“Besides,” Catherine went on, “what have you got to be embarrassed about? You’re brilliant. Bet you no one here is half as smart.”


“Thanks.” But being smart wasn’t the issue.


“And you’re beautiful.”


“I’m thirty pounds overweight. I look like a pig.” The Taco Bell burritos she’d had for lunch rolled heavily in her gut, and the waistband of her khaki capris dug into her flesh.


Catherine heaved a sigh tinged with delight. “Gracie, if you of all people can still fall prey to the fake marketing-based ideal of beauty in this country, and base your sense of self-worth on it, then there’s no hope for any woman!”


“It’s not my self-worth that’s in question, it’s my worth as judged by others, and how they’ll treat me as a result. Which can affect my sense of self-worth over time.”


“I don’t know whether to keep reassuring you or to kick you in the butt.”


“Butt kicking is probably quicker,” Grace grumbled.


“Then consider yourself kicked. Come on, let’s go meet Bette.”


Grace took a deep breath and got out. How bad could it be, anyway? Aunt Sophia’s letter had made it sound like she would be a guest more than an employee. She would be a valuable member of the household, introduced to visitors as the brilliant grandniece, admired for the generous spirit that had brought her here to tend to an elderly woman in need.


Or maybe she’d be more like a Brontë heroine: plain, impoverished, and relegated to the shadows, pining for the manly hero who was forever inaccessible.


She’d be pressing a cool cloth to Sophia’s fevered brow, a brooding hero telling her what a brave young woman she was—


The front door opened and a middle-aged brunette poked her head out. “Is one of you Grace Cavanaugh?”


Grace waved her hand, gathering her courage as she walked over to the woman. “Hullo! Yes, that’s me.”


The woman had a thick, blocky torso that was not helped by her brown silk blouse and tweed skirt. Her hair was bobbed at her chin, a line of gray showing where her roots had started to grow out. Her mascara had smeared under her small, dark eyes, and her gold-rimmed glasses looked strangely old-fashioned. Her whole outfit looked old-fashioned, as if she was dressed as a no-nonsense secretary from a 1930s film.


The woman looked Grace up and down, then chuckled. “Well, of course you are.”


What the hell was that supposed to mean? “And this is my friend Catherine Ruggieri. She gave me a lift.”


The woman spared Catherine a glance and a nod. “Darlene,” the woman said, holding her hand out to Grace. “I’m your aunt’s personal assistant.”


“I didn’t know she had one. I thought she’d retired a long time ago.”


“Oh, she doesn’t work anymore, but Sophia won’t sit still until she’s dead.”


“I hope that’s not anytime soon.”


“It won’t be. She’s got too much of the ornery bitch in her to die off quickly.”


Grace blinked in shock. “Uh, er, uh . . .”


Darlene raised an eyebrow. “I hope you’re not the sensitive type; you won’t last long around here if you are.”


Grace squeaked a laugh. “Me? Oh no, I’m thick-skinned!”


“Mm,” Darlene grunted, unimpressed. “Your aunt is being attended by her doctor at the moment, so get your things and I’ll show you to your room. You can clean up before you meet her.”


“Sure. Thanks. Um, and would it be all right if Catherine stays the night? She still has to drive down to San Diego, and it’s too much to take on today after how far we’ve come . . . ,” Grace trailed off as Darlene stared at her without expression.


“It’s not my house,” Darlene said into the silence.


“I guess I’ll check with Aunt Sophia, then?”


“I guess you will.”


Grace turned and rolled her eyes at Cat, who was smothering a grin. Together they dragged Grace’s possessions out of the back of the Volvo, the car rising on its springs as it was freed of the weight. Loaded down with backpacks, book bags, and suitcases, they could barely stagger to the front door and into the foyer.


Darlene’s brown leather pumps clicked on the checkerboard marble floor as she quickly led the way to a curved stone staircase.


“What is her problem?” Catherine whispered.


“Shhh,” Grace hissed, “she’ll hear you.”


“So what?”


“I’ve got to get along with her for the next three months, that’s what!” Grace set her old wheeled suitcases on the floor and dragged them, the things as heavy as rocks. A horrid screech came from one of the suitcases, and after a few hard tugs it fell over. Grace looked back in annoyance and saw an empty metal bracket where a wheel had once been. A gray gouge cut across a black marble tile, ending at the dead suitcase.


Grace’s stomach sank to the cold stone floor. “Oh, crap.”


Darlene stopped and turned, her eyes sharp, then click-clacked back across the floor. She looked at the gouge, then at Grace.


“I’m so sorry!”


“It’s not my house.”


“I’ll tell my aunt—”


Darlene shook her head, a sharp denial. “This isn’t the type of thing to bother her with. I’ll take care of it,” she bit out. She turned on her heel and once again set out for the stairs, moving up them without a backward glance.


Grace’s shoulders slumped. It had taken her only minutes to screw up. She was nervous and embarrassed, and she avoided Catherine’s eyes as tears stung her own, afraid that any sympathy would undo her. She set her jaw against her tears, righted her bag, and hoisted it off the floor.


She was a few steps up the staircase, deep in a silent monologue of self-chastisement, when the sound of quick, solid footsteps behind her penetrated her inner storm cloud. Catherine made a startled noise, and a moment later Grace felt the heavier of her suitcases being pulled from her grip. She instinctively tightened her hold and jerked it back toward her.


“Here now, beautiful young women shouldn’t be carrying their own bags,” a deep male voice said.


Grace looked down at the broad, strong hand pressed against hers on the handle of the bag, then raised her gaze to meet startling turquoise eyes fringed with black lashes.


“I promise I won’t steal it.” He winked.


Grace opened her mouth, but all that emerged was a gurgling sound. A flood of heat rose to her cheeks. He was the most ruggedly handsome man she’d ever seen, tall and broad and with a square jaw and heavy brow that had testosterone written all over them. Sex appeal wafted off him like cologne off a hot lightbulb. He steamed with it.


Grace’s grip loosened, and he took the bag, slinging it under one arm as if it were a loaf of bread. He grinned and reached for her other bag, his arm brushing against the small of her back. A shiver stroked over her body, and her breasts tingled. She dropped her eyes.


And then he had her bag and had pulled away. “Which way, my darling Darlene?” he asked, and with their three suitcases ran easily up the stairs.


“The Garden Room. Don’t go barging in on Sophia; she’s with Dr. Andrew.”


“When do I barge? I’m meek as a maid.”


“And chickens dance the cha-cha,” Darlene said sourly, leading them all down the hall and opening a door.


“I taught them myself,” the man said. “Wonderful sense of rhythm, chickens.”


Darlene shook her head, a hint of a smile softening her mouth, and waited in the hall while he deposited the bags inside. Grace followed him in, her book bag bumping Darlene as she passed.


“Sorry,” Grace muttered.


Darlene exhaled through her nose, her lips tightening again.


The Garden Room was full of light, one wall composed of French doors that showed the tops of cypress trees and the blues of the sky and ocean beyond. Grace was only vaguely aware of yellow-flowered wallpaper and a canopy bed; the man setting down the suitcases sucked up her attention, even as she pretended to look at everything but him.


“Excuse me,” Catherine said, dropping her own things and disappearing into the bathroom.


When Grace sneaked a peek at the man’s face she found him staring at her, looking puzzled.


“Declan O’Brien,” he said, and put out his hand.


“Grace Cavanaugh.” She shook his hand, but he didn’t release it. He sandwiched her hand between both of his, his thumb rubbing the back of it, his fingertips pressing gently against the inside of her wrist. Each stroke of his thumb sent shivers up her arm.


“Do I know you?” he asked. “Where do I know you from?”


She pulled her hand out of his grip. “Nowhere. I’ve just arrived from Seattle. Sophia is my great-aunt.”


She could see comprehension work its way across his face. After a stunned moment he laughed. “Well, of course you are!”


“Yes, of course I am,” she repeated, bewildered again. “Are you a friend of Aunt Sophia’s?”


“Financial adviser. And friend, too.”


Suspicion snaked into her mind. He seemed too young and good-looking to be a financial adviser, and too charming. She hoped he wasn’t taking advantage of her aunt. He seemed like a salesman/womanizer/fast-talker type. She’d bet he owned a speedboat, or some other noisy, motor-powered, penis substitute.


Catherine emerged from the bathroom and Grace introduced her, noticing how Declan quickly scanned her friend’s lithe, compact body and high, small breasts. Catherine was a natural beauty, her olive complexion smooth, her curly black hair luxuriant in its loose ponytail. Grace always felt like pale boiled haggis in comparison.


“How long are you visiting?” Declan asked Grace, turning back to her.


“All summer. I’ll be watching over my aunt,” Grace said, crossing her arms. Yes, that’s right, Slicky McSlickerson, I’ll be watching if you try any schemes on a relative of mine.


“Watching over her?” He laughed. “Is that a joke?”


“No joke.”


“Well, I hope you enjoy your time here. You’re very fortunate to have an aunt like Sophia.” He nodded to them both and then was gone, taking all the energy in the room with him.


“I’ll send someone to fetch you when Sophia is ready to receive guests,” Darlene said. “Don’t bother her on your own.” She pulled the door shut with a slam.


Grace blinked, then went to the bed and plopped down on the edge. She felt like her stuffing had been knocked out. With a groan she collapsed backward and then covered her eyes with her forearm. Fifteen minutes ago she’d been laughing with joy at the prospect of her summer here in Pebble Beach. It really had been too good to be true. “Oh God. This is going to be a very long summer.”


The bed shifted as Catherine lay down beside her. “So you have an ocean-view room in a mansion filled with vipers. It just goes to show: there’s nothing good in this world without the bad to go with it.”


“Then let me hope Great-aunt Sophia is a perfectly average old woman.”


“Somehow, Gracie . . . I just don’t think that’s what you’re going to get.”





CHAPTER




[image: image] 2 [image: image]



Half an hour later someone knocked on the door, and at Grace’s call of admittance a pretty Hispanic girl came in. She looked about sixteen and was wearing a pale gray maid’s dress, white sneakers, and a white headband to hold back her long glossy hair. Like Darlene, she appeared to be wearing a costume from an old movie. “Hi!” she said, with an uncertain smile.


“Hello!”


The girl’s eyes went back and forth between Grace and Catherine, then rested on Grace. “You’re the niece?”


“That’s me. Grace. And this is my friend Catherine.”


“Lali. Short for Eulalie.” She came farther into the room. “Can you believe my mother had the nerve to name me that? What, was I, like, born in 1890? I’m so glad you’re going to be spending the summer with us. Last year I was bored out of my mind working here, with no one near my age to talk to all day. No girls, anyway, just the guys working in the garden and on the pool, and occasionally some repairmen. Not that I don’t like seeing guys around without their shirts on, but you can’t exactly gossip with them, you know what I mean? They’re always staring at your boobs.” She grinned. “Bet you get that a lot.”


“Er, not really.”


“Then you just don’t notice. Believe me, they’re looking.”


“I hope not.”


“Really?” Lali shrugged off the imponderable. “Anyway, I’m supposed to tell you that tea is being served on the terrace. Mama made me say that, ‘Tea is being served.’” She rolled her eyes. “As if! It’s as pretentious as these silly uniforms. What is this, the nineteenth century?”


“Your mother works here?”


“She’s the housekeeper and cook. Has been since before I was, like, even born. Ever since she took that Cordon Bleu course, though, she’s had pretensions. Says she’s a chef, not a cook. C’mon, I’ll show you the way.”


They followed her out, barely keeping track of her stream of chatter. Boys, her junior prom a few weeks earlier, more boys, girlfriends, clothes . . . “Good Lord,” Catherine whispered, “is she ever going to shut up?”


“At least she’s friendly,” Grace whispered back. She was grateful for a friendly face, grateful, too, for the distracting monologue. She’d been feeling uneasy for the last half hour, waiting to meet her aunt and imagining how horrible it was going to be. All indications hinted that Sophia had not gotten softer with age.


Lali led them through a plush, pale Louis Quatorze living room and pushed open a French door. “Ta-da! The terrace. And tea. Ooh, and Declan. Hi, Declan!” she called out the door. They heard the murmur of a response. “He’s so cute,” Lali said sotto voce to Grace and Cat, and sighed. “He’s way too old for me, but a girl can dream, can’t she? Can you imagine what it would be like to have him be your first?” Lali widened her eyes at them. “Can you?”


“I’m trying not to,” Grace said, as visions of a naked Declan rose in her mind.


“At least you’re closer to the right age for him. He calls me ‘jail bait.’” Lali grinned, then giggled. “Jail bait. See ya later, ’gators!”


“While, crocodile,” Grace called after her.


Catherine stared at Grace.


“What?”


“Do not regress to that age. I don’t want to pick you up at the end of the summer and hear you punctuating your sentences with ‘like.’”


“Like, why would I do that?”


“Like, hell if I know. Hell if I know why anyone would want that sleazeball Declan to touch them, either.”


“We don’t know for sure that he’s a sleazeball.” They’d spent half their time in the bedroom discussing the possibility. Financial planners had a lousy reputation since the market crash.


“That type always is.” Catherine tilted her head, examining Grace. “You’re not attracted to him, are you?”


“God no!”


“He’d treat you like crap.”


“Cat, I’m not attracted to him. He wouldn’t be interested in someone like me anyway.”


“Wouldn’t he?” she asked cryptically.


Grace ignored her and stepped out into a world of sunlight and blue sky. The terra-cotta terrace ended thirty feet in front of her at a stone balustrade, beyond which the earth appeared to fall away into endless blue. To her right were broad stairs leading down into gardens. To her left a wooden pergola covered the terrace, sheer linen panels draped over its roof and down its posts. In the filtered shade beneath were a long table and several iron chairs strewn with flowered cushions. Declan O’Brien sprawled in one of them, while a tall, slender young man with light brown hair held a chair out for Sophia as she sat.


“Thank you, Andrew,” Sophia said. “I could wish that your gesture was inspired more by chivalry than by a conviction of my frailty, but it is appreciated nonetheless.”


“It will take more than osteoarthritis to make me ever think you’re frail.”


“Shh! Please don’t use that word to me. ‘Arthritis.’” She shuddered elegantly. “It’s an old person’s disease.”


“Miss Cavanaugh!” Declan said, standing. “What a pleasure to see you again. And Miss Ruggieri.”


All eyes turned to them, but it was Sophia’s face that Grace watched. The hair was the same as she’d remembered, still pure white, still parted on the side and falling in neat waves to her shoulders, now topped by a wide-brimmed, light green straw hat. Her pale skin was creased with age but her fine bone structure turned the wrinkles into flourishes for high cheekbones and a graceful brow. She wore blush and lipstick in a delicate rose pink, but had been more generous with the dark mascara and eyeliner, emphasizing eyes that were the same clear green as Grace’s own, albeit faded.


Sophia drew in a breath and placed her long-fingered hand to her heart, over a string of pearls and the floaty neckline of a retro silk tea gown that wouldn’t have been out of place at a garden party at Windsor Castle. “And there you are, child, all grown up. Come closer, darling, and let me look at you.” She held out her hand.


Grace came forward and took it, wary. “It’s very good to see you again, Aunt Sophia. Thank you so much for asking me to spend the summer with you.”


Sophia didn’t seem to hear her, her green eyes looking Grace up and down, then resting on Grace’s hair. Sophia touched a strand of it, then put her fingertips to her own lips. Tears filmed her eyes. “Just look at you. Such a beautiful face, such glorious hair.”


Grace shifted, unbalanced by the unexpected compliments and sentimental tears. Maybe Sophia was suffering some dementia. This was not the woman she remembered. “Um, thank you.”


Sophia released her hand and waved her away. “Don’t mind me,” she said. “My evil doctor has been giving me steroids, and they make me overemotional.”


The light-haired man made a noise.


Sophia nodded toward Catherine. “I see you’ve brought a friend?”


Introductions were made all round, and the tall young man was revealed as Dr. Andrew Pritchard. Lali appeared with a wheeled cart, and they made small talk about the drive from Seattle as the tea and cakes and sandwiches were served. Declan was given the equipment for a whiskey and water on ice, and served himself while the others took cookies and strawberries.


“How long are you staying in town, Grace?” Andrew asked.


“All summer. I’m here to help Aunt Sophia while she has her hip—er,” Grace cut herself off, remembering Sophia’s dislike of anything that made her sound old, and a hip replacement said nothing but “old.” “To help her with any, er . . . procedures she may undergo and need to recover from.”


Sophia laughed. “She makes it sound like I’m having liposuction. Perhaps that’s what I shall tell everyone. There’s less shame in a bit of fat removal than a complete replacement of failed body parts.”


Grace didn’t think anyone would believe it. Sophia was blade thin, with barely enough fat to keep her from looking skeletal.


“I suppose I should have told you that I’d invited her, Andrew, but I didn’t want to see you feeling smug. Her presence is an admission that I have to have that damned surgery.”


Grace caught Andrew looking at her. He dropped his eyes and poked his fork at a wedge of melon. “The sooner you do it, the easier your recovery will be.”


“Yes, yes, I know. Do you hear him, Grace? That will be one of your first duties, keeping Andrew from treating me like a child who doesn’t know well enough to take her hand out of the fire.”


“Don’t listen to her,” Declan said. “She needs scolding. One might almost say she invites it.”


“He will be your second duty,” Sophia said. “He’s worse than Andrew. I didn’t reach this age by being obtuse about my own well-being.”


The two men gazed with doting eyes upon Sophia, but Grace thought she had caught a thread of real annoyance in her aunt’s tone. What she didn’t know was whether the men’s patronizing was justified, and Sophia’s annoyance merely the petulance of a child who must be told no. “I promise to silence all unnecessary admonishments.”


Sophia lifted an eyebrow, her eyes meeting Grace’s with appreciation. “Carefully said, my dear.”


The woman didn’t miss a beat.


“I’ve met Grace only once before,” Sophia said, addressing the men. “Although she is in part named after me. Grace Sophia, correct?”


Grace nodded, and felt Catherine looking at her. “I didn’t know that,” Catherine said, offense in her tone at not being privy to all the details of Grace’s life.


Grace shrugged. Her maternal grandmother had suggested her middle name, even though Grace’s mother had known little of Sophia beyond family tales of her independent—some said willfully rebellious—spirit.


Sophia went on, “She was a child then, and I had nearly forgotten about her when this past Christmas she sent me one of those strange personal newsletters people are so fond of composing these days.”


Grace squirmed in her seat. That newsletter had been a whim, inspired by a bout of depression in the gray winter of Seattle, her usual optimism and academic energy lost beneath a blanket of clouds and loneliness. She’d wanted to connect with family, any family. Her mother had sent her a list of the addresses of relatives and family friends, and she’d sent the embarrassing missive to them all. It had been full of false cheer and tiresome personal anecdotes desperately embroidered to make her life sound more interesting than it was. She’d included a photo of herself on the observation deck of the Space Needle, wind blowing her hair against a backdrop of heavy clouds.


“Inviting her to Pebble Beach for the summer seemed a way to fulfill both our needs. Grace is getting her Ph.D. in—what was it, dear?”


Grace’s shoulders slumped, dreading what was to come. No male reacted well to mention of her field, and mentioning it all but guaranteed a nasty discussion of its faults and dubious merits. “Women’s Studies,” she said, and she felt the shift in atmosphere immediately. Andrew’s expression turned uncertain, while the line of Declan’s lips betrayed distaste. He took a sip from his glass as if to clean “Women’s Studies” from his mouth.


She knew what they were thinking: she must be either a lesbian or a ballbuster. In either case, no one worth pursuing romantically. She’d had five years of defending her choice to potential dating partners, and had learned to accept romantic defeat before she began. Even math majors got more action than she did. “I hope to get most of my dissertation written while I’m here.”


“What’s your thesis?” Declan asked, with the same tone used to ask if one knew what the mold-furred blob in the back of the fridge might be.


Grace squished a little lower into her chair. “The working title is ‘The Belle of the Ball Cries Alone: How Beauty Brings Unhappy Endings in the Emotional Lives of Women.’”


Silence settled upon the tea party. A breeze soughed through the trees. A bird chirped and then flew away.


“Oh, dear,” Sophia said faintly.


“Her work is brilliant,” Catherine said, leaning forward and looking around the table. “Most of the beauty debate we hear about in the media is where the ideals come from: are they innate, or are they the product of advertising and the ubiquitous images of movie and pop stars? Do women improve their appearance for themselves, for men, or for other women?


“Gracie is taking a different slant, looking at the emotional result for women who, for whatever reason, are perceived as beautiful. And the results ain’t pretty. Gracie is proving that to be beautiful is to invite misery into your life.”


“What a perfectly depressing thought,” Sophia said.


“Here, here,” Declan agreed, raising his whiskey glass. “Give those miserable beauties to me, and don’t you worry about them.”


“That’s exactly the type of statement that causes pain for women,” Grace said, anger straightening her spine. “You don’t give a damn about their inner lives, it’s what you see that matters.”


“He’s not serious,” Andrew said, looking embarrassed for the other man. “He’s giving you a hard time.”


“Like hell I am! Of course what a woman looks like matters. You’re lying if you say anything else, Andrew. You’re no more of a saint than the rest of us.”


“I’ll agree that there’s an evolutionary bias toward beauty, but for most human males, in the end the conversation we have across the dinner table matters more to us than the view.”


Declan turned sideways in his chair and leaned back as if trying to get a better view of the creature next to him. “What planet are you from?”


Andrew’s soft gray eyes met Grace’s and she told him across a platter of cucumber and salmon sandwiches, “If I can make my ideas the basis for a national discussion with young women,” Grace said earnestly, “we might be able to save a whole generation of women from valuing themselves on appearance alone. If they can see that the beautiful girls are the ones with the most unhappiness in store for them, they can be better judges of the worth of beauty in their own lives. Right now, all they see is that women like Scarlett Johansson and Angelina Jolie get all the attention. They don’t see the failed marriages and personal instability. They don’t see the misery that their beauty has brought them.”


“Grace, darling, you relieve my mind,” Sophia said.


“Do I?” Grace asked, surprised.


“Yes, dear. I had thought you dressed the way you do from a lack of taste. I see now that your boxy T-shirt—with, what does it say? UN-DAM THE SALMON?—is an expression of your sexual politics, as are those unflattering capri pants and running shoes. You believe that if you were to make better use of the physical gifts God has granted you, you would be setting yourself up for unhappiness.”


Grace blinked down at the salmon spread across her breasts. “But I like this shirt.”


“Darling, no one can like that shirt. The last thing you should be encouraging a man to think of when he looks at you is the smell of fish.”


Declan choked on his drink. Andrew turned scarlet. Grace gaped at her aunt.


“Grace is beautiful no matter what she wears!” Catherine said. She put her hand over Grace’s.


“If you were any friend of hers and of her thesis, you wouldn’t say such things,” Sophia said gently. “Do you want her to have a miserable life?”


“I wish her every happiness! As would you, if you knew her.”


“I do wish it for her, even without knowing her. Now, Catherine, what are you yourself studying?” Sophia asked, all innocent mildness.


Declan emptied his glass, ice cubes clinking. “Christ,” he muttered, and nudged Andrew. “Want one?”


Andrew shook his head.


Grace wished Declan would ask her the same question.


“My area is power differentials in same-sex relationships,” Catherine explained. “Specifically, how that manifests in domestic violence between women.”


“Ah. Indeed. And I take it that you are, yourself, a lesbian?”


Grace went rigid and flashed a look at Sophia.


“Don’t worry, Grace, I’m not going to fall over in shock. Homosexuality is nothing new.”


“No, it’s not,” Catherine said. “And yes, I am a lesbian.”


“So what was it that turned you into one?”


Grace whimpered. Declan topped up his glass. Andrew looked longingly at the decanter, apparently having second thoughts.


“I beg your pardon?” Catherine asked.


“There was some trauma in your young life, no doubt. Some abuse at the hands of a male?”


“It’s very kind of you to be interested, Aunt Sophia,” Grace broke in, trying to deflect her. “Cat has done a lot of work with women’s shelters, both in Seattle and her hometown of San Diego. I think she—”


“Did your father beat your mother? Did a cousin rape you? I haven’t yet met a lesbian who didn’t have a trauma in her past.”


“Sophia,” Declan warned.


“I can answer for myself,” Catherine barked, and Grace could feel the anger vibrating off her. “Shall I educate you, ma’am, on the origins of homosexuality?”


“By all means,” Sophia said, and wove her fingers together into a bridge, resting her chin upon them like a child prepared to hear a bedtime story.


“People are born homosexual. Events do not turn them, no more than any amount of preaching can turn a gay person straight. It’s as natural as the grass and the trees, and is found in all of nature. Even some animals are gay, and you can’t pretend that trauma turned them so.”


“So a straight person cannot be turned gay?”


“Of course not.”


“Then why, my dear, did you try to sleep with my niece?”


Andrew dropped his cup. Declan hit his knee on the underside of the table, making the dishes jump. Cat gasped and turned furious eyes on Grace.


“I never said a word to anyone! I swear it! Sophia took a shot in the dark.”


Catherine snarled. “This is why you don’t want to spend the summer with me, isn’t it? You’re afraid I’ll make another pass at you. Or were you afraid that you might give in and enjoy it this time?”


Grace said nothing, unable to deny it. She had been looking forward to being away from Catherine for a few months.


“There’s no need to blame Grace for spilling your secret,” Sophia said. “It was clear for anyone with eyes to see. You’re in love with her, but she won’t have you.”


Catherine’s lower lip began to tremble.


“Don’t blame yourself,” Sophia soothed. “Grace is beautiful. She can’t help it if the thought of touching you makes her stomach turn.”


“What do you know of love, you sadistic old bitch?” Catherine spit. “I don’t see anyone here who loves you!” Catherine shoved back her chair and ran for the house, her sobs carrying on the breeze.


“Cat!” Grace called, shoving back her own chair.


“Don’t bother, darling. She’ll be fine. You’ll only encourage her if you chase after her. It’s what she wants.”


Grace shook her head. “You deliberately humiliated her.”


“She humiliated herself by mooning over someone who had rejected her. She’ll be better off for facing the truth.” Sophia took a sip of tea. “Don’t go after her.”


“No matter what she feels, she’s my friend.” Grace turned on her heel and followed Catherine.
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Declan felt Sophia’s grip on his arm tighten and knew she was in pain. “This is far enough, isn’t it? Shall we go back inside?”


“No. Andrew said to walk as much as I could bear, and I can bear this. Besides, I’ve always loved the gardens at twilight. It’s enough to make me forget a twinge of discomfort now and then.”


Declan knew it was more than a twinge. Andrew had shot steroids and lubricants directly into Sophia’s hip socket today in hopes of alleviating some of her pain. The more she moved, the better off she’d be, but Declan had a hard time watching the ripples of pain under the mask of placidity she wore on her stunning face. He looked instead to the sunset, glowing orange through the black silhouettes of trees. The cool garden paths wound across a private rocky headland of three acres, a piece of land that was now worth tens of millions but that Sophia had sworn she’d never sell.


And why would she? Only a fool would sell a heaven on earth.


“I’m trying to figure out why you treated your grand-niece and her friend so badly,” he said when they’d walked a bit farther. “Grace will probably leave in the morning, if she hasn’t already.”


“What have you decided my motives were?”


“I’m not sure I should say. None of them are flattering.”


“Then I’m sure they’re all wrong. Come, tell me what nefarious purpose I had in mind.”


He sighed. “At first I thought you were chasing her away because if she left, in your mind it meant you wouldn’t have to have the surgery.”


“That would have been both illogical and cowardly.”


“I know. So I moved on. I decided you were striking back for what you took to be an attack on yourself. Grace’s thesis is a slap in the face for someone like you.”


Sophia laughed. “Her thoughts on beauty are those of an insecure child. They say much more about her than they do about me. Besides, you know me better than to think I would sink to giving tit for tat.”
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