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Prologue

The sound of footsteps in the hallway shook me out of a deep sleep. The shuffling seemed to begin in a dream and continue even after I was awake, as if something dark and ominous and haunting was strong enough to crawl out of the graveyard of nightmares and follow me into reality. A hand of ice slid its fingers down the back of my neck. Under my breasts, shackles of cold steel tightened.

For a moment I didn’t know where I was. I had driven nearly ten hours nonstop on the second leg of my journey from Spring City, South Carolina, intending to arrive at my mother’s home in Palm Beach, Florida, at an early enough hour to have dinner with her and with my half brother, Linden. Because of some traffic delays due to road construction and a very heavy March rainstorm, however, I didn’t reach the Flagler Bridge and cross into Palm Beach until nearly 11 P.M. Everything looked dank and depressed by the weather. Even elegant Worth Avenue reminded me of a glamorous woman caught in a downpour that ruined her expensive hairdo and soaked her haute couture outfit.

Both my mother and I were so excited when I arrived that we stayed up talking until a little after 1 A.M. Linden had gone to sleep before I arrived, and from what my mother had told me, he had not had any reaction to the news of my moving in with them and my decision to continue my college education in Florida. I thought that if there was any doubt in his mind that I was sincere about moving in with them, it would have been erased when my clothing and all of my personal possessions had arrived days earlier.

“Are you sure he understood what I have decided to do?” I asked her, disappointed. In my heart of hearts I had hoped that my decision would erase the gray depression clouding his mind and help cheer along his recuperation. Was it arrogant of me to believe I could bring sunshine into someone else’s life just by being there, especially after all the overcast skies that had dominated my world lately?

What I feared the most was that now Linden resented me, resented what I represented in our mother’s past. Fathered by a rogue, our mother’s stepfather, who seduced and raped her, Linden was already a bitter, angry young man before he had learned all of it. My story and my mother’s story simply had added salt to his open wounds by giving validity to the rumors and accusations flung at our mother. I could see the question in his eyes when he first learned the truth: Why couldn’t I have kept my true identity a secret, buried forever and ever? An artist, Linden believed ugly secrets should be kept hidden with a stroke of the brush. Once buried in fresh paint, who saw it, who cared?

“Oh, yes, he understood what I was telling him about your return, but very little gets him excited these days, Willow,” Mother said sadly. She leaned toward me to whisper, “Sometimes his eyes are so empty that they are like glass. It’s as if he’s turned them around and looks only inside at his own dark thoughts.” She sat back, shaking her head. “He never smiles. I haven’t heard him laugh once since the sailing accident occurred,” she continued, choking back a sob.

She always called Linden’s sailing fiasco an accident, even though deep in our hearts we both knew he had set out that day deliberately to hurt himself. As a reminder of it forever, he had a deep scar at least an inch and a half long on his forehead where he had taken the blow from the boom. He had gone off in a depressed, suicidal rage after learning that our mother had given birth to me in my father’s psychiatric clinic when she was a patient there and my father’s lover, and that I was, therefore, his half sister. After learning all this, he was a lost soul just hoping to be hit by lightning. At minimum, his deliberate negligence and his anger at what he considered an unfair world put him unnecessarily in harm’s way that dreadful day.

After I read my father’s diary and learned who my real mother was, I was determined to get to know her and get her to know me. However, when I came here to meet my mother for the first time, I came incognito, pretending to be a graduate psychology student doing a study of Palm Beach society. I was afraid to burst on the scene and announce who I really was, afraid of what reaction my real mother would have, mostly afraid of being rejected.

At first Linden wanted nothing to do with me, even under my false identity, or perhaps because of it. He distrusted me and thought someone had sent me to talk to him and our mother as if they were some sort of Palm Beach curiosity to be exploited and made the subject of gossip and amusement, not only because of our mother’s past, but because of his dark, somewhat eerie paintings. He eventually softened his reaction to me, and I agreed to pose for him and permit him to paint me wearing our mother’s clothing, if he would permit me to meet and talk to her. He still didn’t know who I really was, and even though it was a bit bizarre, I didn’t think much about it. I was too happy about being given the opportunity to speak to my mother.

What I didn’t realize was happening and what I should have realized was that he was falling in love with me, and when he discovered why we couldn’t be lovers, his anger and rage were directed at a world of cruel fate, fate he believed he would never escape, never defy. Afterward, both my mother and I blamed ourselves for what he had done to himself, and that was a big part of why I wanted to come back here to live and to pursue my education in Florida.

“Well, we’ll just have to change all that,” I said, patting her hand. “We’ll bring the smiles and laughter back to his lips.” It was always easier to give someone else hope, to urge someone else to take a risk and believe in rainbows.

“Maybe,” she said, nibbling on the brightness in my voice and face. “Maybe when he finally believes you’re here, and here for good, it will make a difference.” But her voice trailed off as if the whole thought were made of smoke.

“Exactly,” I said firmly, building as much enthusiasm for the task ahead as I could. “We’ll make him a happy and productive young artist again.” It was an Olympian ambition, to restore someone’s life and purpose, perhaps even an impossible dream, especially for me at the moment. I had enough to carry on my shoulders with the weight of my own problems, enough to sink another Titanic.

Even though I had come back to Palm Beach to live with my real mother and my half brother, I couldn’t help feeling I was returning to an unfriendly world filled with people who would take pleasure in our struggles and our sadness. During my initial visit, I had developed what I believed was a serious relationship with Thatcher Eaton, a prominent young Palm Beach attorney and son of Asher and Bunny Eaton, the couple who were renting the main house on Mother’s property. Now that the truth about my relationship to Grace and Linden Montgomery was public knowledge, however, I was no longer confident that the man with whom I thought I was falling in love and who I thought was falling in love with me would want to set eyes on me, would want me complicating his life by forcing him to choose between me and his own family, his position in Palm Beach society, and his ambition.

With all these worries putting folds in my forehead, it was no wonder my hands had trembled as I turned my car toward the gate of the estate Joya del Mar, the Jewel of the Sea. I could not help wondering if it would be a jewel to me or a home filled with “the dreads,” as my nanny, Amou, had called dark premonitions.

My mother smiled at me across the table. My unrelenting optimism finally restored the warm hope in her eyes. Then she told me with glee how Thatcher’s parents were in denial about her refusal to sell them the estate and to extend their lease for even another day. They had little more than two months to go, but from what she had seen and heard so far, it was a reality they still chose not to face or admit.

“It’s gotten so they try never to look my way. As if I were now an eyesore,” she told me. “Before this, Asher Eaton would at least nod to me occasionally and ask me how I was.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it, Mother. That’s the way of people here. They either ignore anything unpleasant or pretend it doesn’t exist,” I said. “If they could, they would hire someone to go to the bathroom for them.”

She laughed.

“I have no doubt,” she said.

“I’m sure they just can’t stand the fact that you no longer need them,” I said.

Ever since her stepfather had run her mother’s finances into the ground, my mother had been forced to lease out the main building and live in the beach house, which also housed some of the Eatons’ servants. Now that I had inherited my father’s estate and sold our property in South Carolina, I had money that would free her from the financial shackles that made both her and Linden outcasts in their own home.

“Well, I suppose you’re right. It doesn’t take much to get them upset. You know Bunny Eaton,” my mother said. “Just running out of caviar can put her into a deep enough depression to require a doctor’s care.”

We both laughed again, and then she looked at me with that soft smile around her eyes I quickly had come to cherish, the motherly smile every child basks in and from which he or she draws confidence and security. Pity the orphans who live in a world without such smiles raining down upon them, I thought, for I very nearly had been such a person.

“What?” I asked, already knowing her well enough to realize that behind that smile there was a thought itching to be voiced through those soft, loving lips.

“Thatcher is, of course, a different story altogether. He was very interested in your arrival and peppered me with questions about you.”

“Really,” I said dryly, unable to prevent a skeptical smirk. “He hasn’t called me since I left for home.”

I had hurried home to help arrange and attend the funeral of my father’s closest servant, Miles, who had been looking after the house and grounds since my father’s passing. Now that he, too, was gone, I needed to see to the sale of the property as well. I then arranged for my transfer from the University of North Carolina, where I had begun my sophomore year, to a college in Florida. All that time I had expected to hear from Thatcher. He had promised to call, and I truly believed he would, despite his mother’s disapproval of our relationship and me.

“He will call now,” my mother assured me.

“I might not want to speak with him if he does,” I said petulantly.

“Maybe not, and maybe yes,” she teased. My eyes surely betrayed my hope that she was right. “I can see it in your small smile, Willow. You reveal your true thoughts with the same tiny tug in the corners of your lips that I have.”

I shrugged, and then she and I both laughed, giggling like two schoolgirls. How wonderful it was finally to have a mother who could be as close as a sister or be a best friend. My adoptive mother could barely stand the sight of me and had never failed to remind me what a great favor she was doing for me to let me live in her home. She never knew I was living in my real father’s home; she never knew the whole truth. Such a woman was better off buried with lies, I thought. I wasn’t being vindictive. I was just rendering unto Caesar what was Caesar’s. When she was alive, she had cherished deception, fabrication, and falsehood almost as much as she had cherished diamonds. She had a closet full of untruths to pluck out and put to use at a moment’s notice, even lies to tell herself. It seemed only just and proper that she take it all with her to the grave.

“I can barely keep my eyes open,” I declared. Mother and I had been talking for hours.

“Me too,” my mother admitted, and we put our dishes in the dishwasher and both went to bed, hugging in the hallway first.

“I’m so happy you’re here,” she whispered.

“So am I, Mother. So am I,” I told her.

Up until now the word Mother, the very idea of having one, had been as mythical as a unicorn for me. I enjoyed saying it so much, I thought I would mutter “Mother, Mother, Mother” in my sleep forever.

When I finally crawled into bed, I felt like I was still riding in the car. The visions of oncoming headlights, rain pounding on the windshield, and globs of fog twirling before me still lingered on the insides of my eyelids. Overtired, I tossed and turned for a while before dropping into what was more a state of unconsciousness than sleep. Then I awoke to the sound of those footsteps. I was surprised my ears had been capable of taking in the sounds in the hallway and delivering them to my groggy brain.

I lifted my head from the pillow and, after realizing where I was, listened keenly. The steps sounded more like someone shuffling along in shoes with sandpaper for soles. I heard the hinges of the front door squeak like impish tattletales. The whish of the wind rushed into the house, and then I heard the door close. I glanced at the illuminated face of the clock on my nightstand and saw it was nearly 3:30 A.M. Who would be walking about at this hour and for what purpose? Was my mother still going out to the dock at night with a lantern, dreaming of my father, who had promised to come to her someday? Such hope died hard, even in the face of the cold reality of his death, I thought, and my heart cried for her.

Despite my fatigue, I slipped my feet into my slippers and scooped up my pink and white velour bathrobe to hurry out to see what was happening.

The house was dark, but the rain clouds had been driven off by a stern easterly wind and there was enough of a first-quarter moon to illuminate the hall and entryway. On the other side of the house and above were housed the maids and the Eatons’ butler, Jennings, but I knew it was our front door I had heard open and close.

I brushed back my hair and stepped out to the loggia, facing the sea. The water looked choppy, the starlit whitecaps higher than usual. At first I thought there was no one out here and perhaps I had imagined it all, but then, looking to my right, I saw Linden walking in bare feet slowly, very slowly, and wearing only his pajamas!

My first inclination was to turn back and fetch my mother, but Linden was moving closer and closer to the water. The frightening thought occurred to me that my return might have had a terribly negative effect on him, something my mother had not realized, so terrible in fact that it had revived his suicidal urge. Would I be responsible for another near-tragedy? Panic seemed to add a hundred pounds to my weight. Even so, I shot forward and hurried after him. The wind whipped my robe about my legs and threw sand up into my face as if nature herself wanted to keep me from reaching him.

“Linden!” I screamed. “What are you doing? Where are you going? Linden!”

He didn’t turn, nor did he change his pace, which was a very slow, dreamy gait, his arms stiffly at his sides. I broke into a run, losing my slipper once, getting it back on, and running until I reached him moments later.

“Linden!”

There was no question I was close enough so he could hear me, but he continued to walk, his head lowered. I reached out and seized his right arm at the elbow. It was enough to stop him, but he didn’t turn and he didn’t speak. He just stood there, his shoulders swaying as if he were still walking.

“What is it? Why are you doing this? Where are you going?” I fired at him, yet he still didn’t turn. “Linden!”

Finally, his shoulders stopped moving and he stood deathly still, his head down, the strands of his long, blond hair hanging limply like a small curtain over his face.

I moved around to stand in front of him and saw that his eyes were closed. In fact, he looked asleep!

“Linden? Are you all right?”

Without responding, he turned slowly and started to walk again, lifting his feet as though the beach were made of sticky tar.

He’s sleepwalking, I realized. I had never seen anyone do it before and it was frightening. It was like being drawn into someone else’s nightmare. I caught up to him again, my heart pounding.

“Linden,” I said softly. “Linden, please wake up. You’re outside, on the beach.”

I shook his arm gently, not sure what effect an abrupt awakening might have on him and how he might react in light of his recent head injuries and subsequent operation to relieve the pressure the blow had put on his brain. Opening his eyes and finding himself on a beach and not in bed might trigger some horrible response. The doctor had spoken of posttraumatic symptoms, I recalled. Perhaps this was one of them. He might go into a hysterical rage and harm himself, and I wasn’t strong enough to stop him.

He continued to walk toward the house, but I think if I hadn’t nudged and turned him when we drew closer, he might have gone past it. Fortunately, he made it to the loggia and then permitted me to guide him gently down the hallway toward his bedroom. I anticipated my mother waking, but she didn’t, and so it was left to me to get him back into his bed. He was stiff, but I was able to get him under the blanket. Amazingly, he never woke; he never uttered a sound.

Standing beside the bed and gazing down at him, I brushed his hair from his face and looked again at that scar, that horrible reminder of his sadness, anger, and loneliness. Linden’s lips twitched and his eyes moved rapidly behind his closed lids. Then he opened his mouth and moaned softly. After that he was very still again, his breathing regular, quiet.

Satisfied he would be all right, I returned to my own room and tried to go back to sleep, but that wasn’t to happen very quickly. Chasing after him and bringing him back to the house had put needles and pins in my stomach. It actually took hours for me to fall asleep again, and just as I did, the bright sunlight clapped its hands in front of me like a mesmerist snapping me out of a hypnotic state and made me open my eyes.

I could hear the muffled sounds of the servants above preparing to go to work at the main house for the Eatons, and I could also hear my mother talking softly to Linden. I did not hear him speak. My body moaned complaints from toes to the top of my head when I forced myself to rise. After I washed my face in cold water to shock out the sleepiness and brushed my hair so I could at least tie it back, I put on my robe and went out to the kitchen where my mother and Linden were having breakfast.

“Oh, Linden,” she cried as soon as she saw me approaching, “look who has returned, just as I told you. She arrived last night after you went to bed.”

He didn’t turn his head or lift his eyes toward me at all.

“Hi, Linden,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

He stared down at his oatmeal and then, as if he hadn’t heard a word I said, he sipped some coffee.

“Willow is back, Linden,” my mother said. “Don’t you want to say good morning to her?”

He looked at our mother, but he didn’t look at me. Again, he sipped some coffee.

My mother and I exchanged a look of concern, and then I smiled back, closing and opening my eyes gently.

“Are you hungry, Willow?”

“I’ll just make myself some toast with jam,” I said.

“I didn’t expect you would be up so early after driving all day and late into the night, and especially after I kept you up so long talking,” she told me as I went to make the toast.

“Neither did I,” I said. “I was awake earlier,” I added, wondering if Linden had eventually realized what had happened during the night. I glanced at him to see if he was going to sneak a glance at me, but he didn’t. He pushed himself back from the table and stood.

“You haven’t finished your breakfast yet, Linden,” our mother said.

He shook his head.

“I’m not very hungry this morning,” he said, still not looking my way.

I was beginning to wonder if he would speak to me at all. Why wouldn’t he at least say hello to me? I guess he truly was angry at me simply for existing, for dropping my mother and father’s past in his lap like a ball of cold lead. Perhaps it was the age-old fury that required recipients of bad news to kill the messenger.

He turned, his eyes brushing over me like a passing feather, and walked out and down the hallway.

As soon as I thought he was out of earshot, I told my mother about being woken by footsteps in the hallway.

“I came out because I thought it might be you and something was wrong. I discovered it was Linden and he was out there,” I said, nodding toward the beach, “walking in his sleep.”

I described what I had done and how he had remained asleep the whole time.

She pressed her lips together and closed her eyelids as if to keep the tears contained. Then she sighed so deeply, I thought she had cracked her heart.

“It’s been one thing after another like this since he came home from the hospital. His therapist there predicted his depression would deepen and suggested a more intense therapy with medications. She wanted me to have him admitted to a nearby psychiatric hospital, but I could not do it, even though I have always wondered if he has inherited my manic-depressive condition.”

“No, Mother. Your condition wasn’t anything genetic,” I said firmly. I had read my father’s reports about her.

She nodded.

“I was hoping that the medicine they gave him would bring him back to an even keel, that somehow he would improve and we would at least have what peace we had before, but …” She swallowed hard and continued, “This is new, this sleepwalking, though.” She shook her head. “What will we do? Lock his bedroom door?”

“Maybe it will pass. It might never occur again. It’s still too soon after the whole event,” I suggested, buoying up her hopes. She nodded, her shoulders and back softening with another sigh.

“Yes, maybe, but I suppose we do have to consider what to do if it doesn’t. In any case, I’ll call his doctor and tell her about it, even though I know she will only repeat her suggestion to put him in the clinic.”

We stopped talking when we heard him returning. He had put on his windbreaker and was headed for the door.

“Where are you going, Linden?” Mother asked.

As if the question required a great deal of consideration, he took a moment to respond.

“For a walk,” he said.

“I’ll come out to join you in a while,” I suggested. “If you don’t mind.”

He paused. For a moment I thought he was finally going to turn and speak to me, but he didn’t respond. He continued toward the front door.

“Don’t go too far,” my mother called to him with urgency in her voice.

“I’ve already gone too far,” he said, opened the door, and left us both looking after him wondering what that meant or if there was any sensible meaning at all in that twisted cloud of thoughts, dreams, and memories that swirled about like a tornado in his troubled head.

As with the answers to so many new questions about my life and my future, it waited out there for me like the fruit on the forbidden Tree of Knowledge. Pluck it at your own peril, Willow De Beers, I thought.

And hope that, like poor Adam and Eve, you don’t get driven out of paradise.






1
Return to Joya del Mar


Now that I was here, that I had made the firm decision to be involved with my real mother’s life and family, I felt like someone who had gotten off the roller coaster. I was a bit shaky regaining my footing, but finally, time had slowed down for me. I could take a deep breath and let my memories, especially my most recent, the ones that had been stringing along behind me like so many ribbons in the wind, catch up and be stored in the safest places in my brain. They were no longer to be ignored, but I could draw upon them for lessons and wisdom to guide me through the days ahead.

Right before I left for my second year of college, Daddy and I had a wonderful after-dinner hour or so together on the rear patio of our South Carolina house. Quiet moments together like that were as rare as shooting stars. I hadn’t the courage to ask for them. Puppies unabashedly snuggle at the feet of their loving masters, hoping to be stroked. I envied them for their obvious play for love. Growing up in a home in which my adoptive mother always made me feel like an uninvited guest made me timid and quite withdrawn as a child. It took very little to get her upset with me. I clung so hard and so close to my nanny Amou’s skirt, I am sure people who saw us thought I was attached to her hip.

I remember I would try to turn and twist in a way that would keep me hidden from my adoptive mother’s critical eyes whenever she was in the same room or passing by. Those eyes stabbed me with accusation and contempt. Amou was truly my shield, my protection. Her warm voice and touch gave me enough reassurance to challenge nightmares and keep the dark clouds away most of the time.

I wasn’t afraid of going to Daddy for comfort, but now, of course, I understood that in those early years, when he was concerned about pleasing my adoptive mother and keeping his secret life and love just that, secret, he put up a wall of firm, correct authority between us and, especially in front of my adoptive mother, remained as aloof and objective as he could. He was, in other words, the psychiatric doctor first, the counselor, the therapist, and my father second.

Always the one who relied on reason and logic, he put me through the behavioral catechisms as soon as I was capable of answering a question with a yes or a no. My adoptive mother would rail against my sloppiness or my forgetfulness. She would pounce on my failure to keep my things well organized, even when I was only three. Even then I noticed how she would turn to my father and, like a prosecutor in a courtroom, make an argument for declaring me guilty of some horrid imperfection, some mental weakness, and demand a punishment. By the time I was five, I thought she would ask for the death penalty.

Daddy rarely contradicted her openly. He would show some form of agreement with a nod or a widening of his eyes and then turn to me, the defendant, and begin his soft but well-constructed series of reasonable questions.

“You want your room to look nice, don’t you, Willow? You want to be able to bring your friends here? You want to make less work for Isabella, right?”

Isabella was Amou’s real name. I called her Amou from the first day I could pronounce a word. She called me Amou Um, which in Portuguese means “loved one,” and I just picked up on that. My adoptive mother hated nicknames and tried to get me to stop calling my nanny Amou, but I resisted, even in the face of her fiery eyes of anger that threatened to sweep over me, engulfing me in the blaze.

Of course, I nodded in agreement with every question Daddy would ask, and somehow, my acquiescing to that sort of reprimand satisfied my adoptive mother enough to lower the flames of her rage and enable me to escape from her circle of heat. My eyes were glassy with tears, of course, but most of the time I didn’t permit a single one to escape. It was almost as if I instinctively knew as an infant that weeping in front of my adoptive mother was some sort of acceptance of how she characterized me, the child of a mentally ill woman, a bundle of promising new problems just waiting to give themselves expression.

Afterward, I sometimes caught the look of sadness and disgust on Daddy’s face, but it was there for only an instant or so. He had to maintain his self-control. He had to treat me like the child of a stranger, the charity case my adoptive mother believed I was. I could only imagine what havoc she would have wreaked upon Daddy if she had known the truth. Not only would she have put him through a nasty divorce, but she would have driven him out of his profession and, therefore, out of his reason to be. Keeping their love affair buried in their hearts was a price and a sacrifice both my father and my real mother knew they had to pay in order for me to exist at all.

I feel certain now that Daddy would have told me all of the truth in a face-to-face meeting eventually and not left it for me to read as part of some postmortem. He was just waiting to be sure I could handle it and not be harmed or horrified by it. In a real sense, he had to reinvent himself for me first, change from one sort of man to another, from a guardian to a father, from someone merely full of concern and responsibility to someone full of love. He was in the process of doing just that before he died. Perhaps he waited too long, but none of us ever really believes in the end of ourselves. We always feel there will be one more turn to make, one more mile to go, one more minute to enjoy, and the opportunity to do what must be done will not be lost.

Fortunately, after his death, Daddy had left me his diary, his insurance policy for the truth, and after reading it, I knew more about who I really was and what I had to do. My closest relative, Aunt Agnes Delroy, my father’s widowed sister, tried to stop me. Like everyone around me, she wanted to deny reality and truth.

“I’m so glad you’re enjoying college, Willow,” Daddy began that warm spring evening that now came up vividly out of my pool of memories. I recalled how the stars had burned like the tips of candle flames growing stronger with every passing minute.

“I am, Daddy. I love all my classes and enjoy my teachers. In fact, some of my new friends think I’m too serious about my work.”

He laughed.

“I remember that I had to work so hard to enable myself to attend the university that I would feel some sort of ridiculous guilt if I relished my studies and wallowed with pleasure in my assignments and challenges.”

“That’s how I feel.”

“It wasn’t supposed to be fun,” he continued, gazing out at the fields and the lake and forest beyond as if he could look past the present, back in time to happier days. His smile said all that. “It was supposed to be hard work. What an incredibly unexpected reaction to it all. Like your new friends, some of my closer friends thought I was bizarre. ‘Psychiatry is a good place for you, Claude,’ they would say. ‘Eventually, you can treat yourself and send yourself the bill.’ ”

We both laughed at the idea, and then he turned to me, his face as serious as it had ever been.

“If we don’t love what we do,” he told me, “then we don’t love who we are, and the worst fate of all is not liking yourself, Willow, being trapped in a body and behind a face you despise. You hate the sound of your own voice. You even come to hate your own shadow. How can you ever hope to make anyone else happy, wife, children, friends, if you can’t make yourself happy?

“It seems like such a simple truth, but it remains buried beneath so many lies and delusions for most people. I know now that won’t happen to you,” he said assuredly.

As I walked on the beach after breakfast this morning, that conversation and those words of Daddy’s helped me to understand Linden. He was out there, wandering, trying to find a way to escape from himself, from what he now perceived to be who and what he was. Suicide was of course, one avenue to take, and he had evidently tried that, but there had to be something better. I was determined to help him find it.

Perhaps it was truly arrogant of me even to think I could be of such assistance to him. I was still quite a young woman, tentative and unsure of myself, of my own emotions, still haunted by my own childhood fears. For me, the daughter of a world-renowned psychiatrist, and someone who wanted to follow in his footsteps, it seemed like a natural thing to do. But would it be like the blind leading the blind? Would I cause him even more harm, drive him even deeper into that darkness in which he now spent so much of his time? How I envied my father for the confidence he had behind all his decisions. Most of those decisions could have a significant effect on other people’s lives. How could you know that and still speak with such authority, such self-assurance? I wondered. When would it be like that for me? Would it ever be?

Laughter coming from the rear loggia of the main house pulled my attention from the ocean and my own heavy thoughts. I had just come up the small rise in the beach and I was nearly directly behind the loggia. To my surprise, Bunny and Asher Eaton, who usually partied late into the evening almost every night during the so-called Palm Beach Season, sometimes even into the next morning, were up and dressed in their pink and white, blue and white tennis outfits and having breakfast with Thelma and Brenda Carriage, two friends of Bunny Eaton’s I had previously met. She herself described them as great gossips who knew where to look to find everyone’s dirty laundry. She called them “core Palm Beach” and had told me their husbands were big Palm Beach developers, two brothers who had married two sisters, now both widows.

I knew they couldn’t help but notice me. They were all facing in my direction. However, neither Bunny nor Asher said a word.

Even from this distance, I could see the displeasure in Bunny’s face at the sight of me; she was probably, like me, recalling our nasty confrontation just before I left for South Carolina. She turned back to her guests quickly and, a moment later, released another peal of exaggerated laughter as if I were some sort of clown who had wandered too far from the circus. She mumbled something else and then they all laughed.

I was about to ignore them when Thatcher suddenly appeared, obviously dressed for work. He had his back to me so he couldn’t have known I was here on the beach. Neither Bunny nor Asher was about to tell him, I thought, but one of the Carriage sisters must have asked about me because he quickly turned to look in my direction. For a moment we gazed at each other. My heart began to pound so hard and fast, I had to take a deep breath. He didn’t call out and he didn’t set out to greet me. As if it had a mind of its own, my hand wanted to lift and wave, but I kept it down and chastised my heart for its weakness, threatening my pride.

Thatcher said something to the group and then went into the house. As if to gloat, Bunny Eaton turned my way quickly and laughed again.

I lowered my head and continued to walk the beach, searching for Linden. I soon suspected he had gone in the opposite direction because I saw no sign of him ahead, even as far as the adjoining property. Suddenly, I felt terribly alone and again experienced those pangs of doubt that tormented every decision I was making.

I paused and looked out at the sailboats in the distance. The warm but strong easterly breeze paraded a line of puffy, milk-white clouds toward the horizon and a passenger jet lifted off the runway at the West Palm Beach airport. I watched it climb, turning toward the clouds.

“You look like you wish you were on that,” I heard, and spun around to see Thatcher coming down a pathway between a row of bushes.

He had obviously gone out of the main house and then to the left to follow an approach to the beach. I glanced back in the direction of the house. I quickly realized that what he was doing was sneaking around to meet me. The heat of indignation built so quickly in my face, I felt as if someone had put a lit match close to my cheek.

“What is it, Thatcher?” I asked, folding my arms under my breasts and pulling up my shoulders. “Are you afraid you’ll get a spanking or something if you’re caught speaking to me now? The Carriage sisters will put it on the news wires?”

He had been heading toward me quickly to embrace and kiss me, but stopped and forced a smile and a laugh.

“I should know that there isn’t any way to deceive the daughter of a famous psychiatrist,” he said. He took the next few steps toward me cautiously.

I looked down at his polished new shoes picking up some wet sand. The breeze lifted his hair. There was no doubt Thatcher Eaton was a handsome man. He had just enough tan to highlight the blue in his eyes and the whiteness of his teeth. Not quite six feet tall, he was broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted enough to give the impression he was taller, bigger than he really was, and his air of confidence, bordering on arrogance at times, made him appear stronger yet.

It would be easy to fall in love with such a man, to surrender to his charm and cast myself with abandon into his waiting arms. But I didn’t laugh at his silly quip. I was sure that the expression on my face told him I wouldn’t tolerate any featherbrained excuses or half-truths and fabrications to justify his failure to call me after I had left Joya del Mar to tend to sad business back in South Carolina. I certainly wasn’t going to ignore the way he was behaving now and feel sorry for him having to soothe and protect his spoiled mother.

The smile left his face, quickly replaced by that look of seriousness and assuredness that he habitually wore to face the public.

“I’m here to apologize for not calling you when I said I would, and I’m sorry about the things my mother told you the day you left. She recited the exchange to me word for word, although I’m sure she embellished your statements to make you appear harder and nastier,” he said, smirking.

“No, I imagine she didn’t exaggerate anything. Whatever she told you I said, I’m sure I did say. I wasn’t going to permit her to make me feel like I was beneath the Eatons because of what my mother has been through,” I assured him.

“No,” he said, his expression softening into a smile. “I bet you weren’t.”

His eyes grew dark and serious again as he stepped closer to me.

“Look, Willow, there is no question about the right and the wrong here. Of course my parents are snobs. I never pretended they weren’t, did I?”

“No, you didn’t, but you left out your own snobbery, Thatcher. I was very disappointed in your failure to call me. You knew I wasn’t going home for the fun of it, and you knew how terrible things were for my mother, Linden, and me back here. It broke my heart to have to leave her, even for a short while, but I’m beginning to wonder if you are capable of understanding how quickly such love and concern can develop and flourish when they’re honest and true.”

“Listen, listen,” he said, pleading, “I really was getting ready to contact you. In the meantime, I was working behind the scenes to be sure Linden had the best medical attention possible if he needed anything, and to be sure your mother was all right.”

“Why behind the scenes?” I fired back. “You’re a grown man, a successful attorney. You led me to believe you weren’t affected by the glitz and the opulent wealth down here and you had just as little respect as I did for the pompous asses who parade about as if they were some sort of gods and goddesses.”

“That’s true. It’s still true, but …”

“But what?”

“Look,” he said, stepping closer, “you have to compromise a little to succeed in this world, Willow. Those who won’t, who insist on standing on high principles and won’t compromise, are just as snobby.”

“What?” I smiled incredulously. “Highly principled people are snobby?”

“That’s right. There’s another sort of arrogance, an arrogance of being right, of being perfect, of intolerance. Rich people can be pitied, too. For their failings, their insecurities, their imperfections,” he added quickly before I could laugh or even widen my smile of incredulity at such a thought.

I wasn’t going to. The truth was, I did pity people like his parents far more than I hated them or, of course, envied them.

“The successful person in this world is the one who knows how to compromise in such a way that he or she holds onto enough self-respect to enjoy the success. It’s a matter of proportion, diplomacy, negotiations,” he lectured.

“How does any of that justify your sneaking about your own property even to speak to me?” I threw back at him.

He sighed and shook his head.

“Look, it might not be obvious to you, but I do have a rather fragile family, especially when you consider my sister and her situation. My parents put up a good facade, but my father especially is carrying a great burden on his shoulders.”

“What burden, the supply of champagne?”

“Ridicule if you want, but you’re not the only one with a troubled past and present. My sister’s marriage has been on the rocks for years. Her husband isn’t as successful as he makes out to be. There’s a lot you don’t know, Willow. I saw no reason to add my dark shadows to your own house of dreads,” he said, softening his lips. I had told him of Amou’s sayings and ways. His using the expression did quell the flames of fury in my chest, if not put them out altogether.

“And then, all of this, these revelations about you and Grace, and Linden’s actions … all of it coming at us so fast and so furiously … it takes time to adjust, to accept, to understand,” he continued in a voice of pleading. “Despite how it looks, there is a very orderly, disciplined life here, at least for me.”

I stared at him. How reasonable he sounded, how perfectly, damnably reasonable.

“I keep forgetting what a good trial attorney you are, Thatcher Steven Eaton, even though it’s usually a trial over bad kitty litter or something similar,” I said, and he laughed.

“Hey, don’t knock it. It pays the bills and then some.”

I took a deep breath and looked away. Was he right about it all and the way he had behaved? I wanted him to be right. I needed him to be right. Did that make me weak? Was I willing to delude myself, accept lies so I could be happy, just like so many people here, so many people I knew, especially my adoptive mother? If there was anyone I didn’t want to resemble, it was she.

I hated how I continually analyzed myself, but I couldn’t help thinking I would always be weak when it came to facing a strong, confident man. Analysts would tell me I was constantly searching for a father figure.

Thatcher stepped closer, practically touching me. I turned away from him, afraid of looking into those beautiful eyes and weakening.

“You’ve got to believe I suffered, knowing that you were alone out there, dealing with all your problems without me at your side,” he said in a soft, low voice.

I spun on him.

“Then why didn’t you just call … just call me once!”

“I thought you would be on your way back sooner,” he said. “Especially with Linden still in the hospital and all.”

“That’s such a lot of … hooey, Thatcher,” I snapped back at him.

He stared at me.

“You’re just fishing for excuses to rationalize your inaction. Your objections are too flimsy, counselor. They’re overruled.”

He nodded, then pressed his lips together and took on a different look, a darker look.

“You’re right,” he said. “There’s more.”

“What more?” I asked, taken back by his abrupt surrender.

“Something else happened very soon after you left.”

“What?” I repeated with more demand.

He looked away, and the expression on his face made my heart skip a beat. What else could have happened that was more difficult to accept or understand than all that had happened to me and to Linden and my mother?

“My sister realized how serious I was getting with you,” he began.

“So? Why did that matter? You never let her opinions sway you before, did you?” I practically screamed at him.

He glanced toward the house as if afraid we would be heard and took a few steps farther down the beach so our voices would definitely not carry back there. I walked a little behind him, now almost as nervous as I was angry.

“No. You’re right. Her opinions wouldn’t matter. I don’t adjust my life or change my plans to satisfy Whitney’s view of the world. That’s for sure,” he said. “We’re as different as a brother and a sister can be, but …”

He turned to me quickly.

“But what?”

“But that’s the point, or at least the point she was making in her revelations.”

“What revelations? What are you talking about, Thatcher? You’re not making any sense to me and—”

“I was hoping not to have to tell you any of this yet, not until I investigated it for myself and either confirmed or disproved it,” he said. “My sister is not above using a trick like this to get me to do something she wants or not do something she doesn’t want.”

“Like what?” I practically shouted at him.

He took a deep breath, bit down on his lip, and then brushed back his hair.

“You know, of course, who Kirby Scott was,” he began.

“Yes. My mother’s stepfather, the one who seduced and raped her, Linden’s father. I know about all that,” I said, waving away the words like so many sand flies.

Of course, I knew. The story was practically engraved on my heart. After my grandmother’s husband, a naval officer, was killed in a helicopter accident, she and my mother, who was about twelve at the time, moved to West Palm Beach, where my grandmother, Jackie Lee Houston, worked in upscale restaurants until she met Winston Montgomery, a very wealthy widower twenty-five years her senior. He fell in love with my grandmother and married her, bringing her to Joya del Mar. After Winston died, my grandmother fell in love with a debonair Palm Beach playboy named Kirby Scott. They were married, and Kirby eventually took advantage of Jackie Lee. In practically no time, he gambled and spent my grandmother’s fortune and left her nearly bankrupt. Before that, he had seduced my mother and she had become pregnant with Linden. It was a well-hidden pregnancy. My grandmother tried to convince the world that Linden was her child. For a long time, she even had Linden convinced of it.

“We’ve been through that sordid tale, Thatcher. I don’t see how that matters at the moment.”

After a moment more of hesitation, Thatcher said, “Your mother wasn’t the only one he seduced, apparently, or at least according to my sister.”

“What is that supposed to mean? Who else did he seduce, and what does it have to do with us, Thatcher? You’re not making any sense and frankly—”

“My mother,” Thatcher blurted.

I stared at him. Was this a dream? He was telling me his mother was seduced? And by the same man who had started this whole mess?

“What?” I asked. Surely the devil wind had been playing with our words, twisting and turning them to suit its impish pleasure.

“Let’s continue to walk a bit,” he suggested, as if he had to put more distance between us and his parents with every small revelation.

“Thatcher—”

He put up his hand.

“Let me explain. Immediately after you had those nasty words with my mother, she called Whitney. She’s closer to Whitney than she is to me. They have more similar goals in life, share values, are more sympathetic to each other’s little disappointments.”

“So?”

“My mother poured her heart out, which really means her fears, poured that into Whitney’s receptive ears, complaining to her about the whole situation. Whitney claims she then told my mother she had to take me aside and tell me the truth. Apparently, if I am to believe any of this, it is something my mother shared with her many years ago, but kept from me.

“Right after that conversation, my mother had one of her more serious breakdowns. Let me quickly explain what that means. She goes into a deep depression, won’t get out of bed, won’t eat, sobs uncontrollably. … My father calls me whenever that happens, and we get her over to what’s best described as a spa, where she is given exaggerated tender loving care, the works—mud baths, facials, massages, you name it.”

“How fortunate for her that it takes so little to restore her happiness,” I said dryly.

He nodded, but looked at me with a critical sideward glance.

“You know, Willow, if I can offer you some constructive advice for a moment … I’m sure what made your father the great success he was had a lot to do with his tolerance and compassion. I never denied my mother’s weaknesses, and still don’t, but I don’t hate her for that. In fact, even though I’m not a professional therapist, I sympathize and treat her as you will someday treat a similar patient, I’m sure. I humor her, cajole, reason with her.

“Yes, there are people here who are so wealthy, they make kings and queens in other countries look like paupers, and they can buy and own and do almost anything they want, but they still suffer depression, disappointment, doubt, whatever, and all their wealth doesn’t make it go away forever. In short, you have to leave a little room in that heart of yours for the well-to-do as well as the unfortunate and poor.

“A doctor who treats a rich person with less compassion than he or she does a poor person isn’t really a good doctor, right?” he asked me.

“Sometimes what you’re saying is very right, Thatcher, and I would not be happy with myself if I couldn’t offer compassion to everyone who needed it, but there are people who are simply spoiled rotten and just need a bit of discipline more than they need extra tender loving care. Their loved ones don’t do them any good catering to their whims and moods. They just prolong the misery for everyone. I wouldn’t send your mother to a spa. I’d make her work for a week in the supermarket packing groceries,” I said.

He laughed.

“Okay. That’s a debate we’ll put on hold for now. Whether she should have been whipped or embraced, my mother went into one of her depressions after you left, and I was coping with that as well as helping your mother and Linden.

“One night after she returned, I visited her in her bedroom. She was better, but I could see she was still very distracted, especially for her. There were piles of unopened party and dinner invitations on the nightstand. I asked her what it was that was bothering her so much. I suspected it had to do with you and me, of course, but I was prepared to discuss it reasonably. I was planning, in fact, to call you that night, explain what was going on, and find out how you were doing and when you were returning.

“My mother took the wind out of my sails. She started with her concerns that you were the daughter of Grace Montgomery, that your half brother was Linden, that all of the dark mental problems could be passed on to our children … on and on like that. I didn’t agree and I talked about your father and did about as good a job on her as I had ever done. In fact, I could see from her face that I was crushing her arguments like bugs on the loggia.

“Finally, she sat back on her fluffy pillow, looked up at me, and told me what Whitney had wanted her to tell. It was like I was a priest in a confessional booth, Willow. I was so stunned. I couldn’t speak. My own mother was admitting to adultery, and admitting it to me!

“The upshot of it all was she was telling me that Linden’s father and my father were one and the same, that Linden is my half brother, too. She was telling me that there would be even a greater chance of our having a disturbed child—not only was your mother passing on mental problems to you, but my father, as evidenced by Linden, could be passing on his abhorrent behavior to me. That was her great fear. Understand?”

I started to shake my head, to shake the words back out of my ears.

“No,” was all I could barely utter.

“She described Kirby Scott as a very romantic, seductive man who took her one night when she had been drinking too much champagne. Shortly afterward, she became pregnant with me. She said the doctor gave her a ballpark time of conception, and she knew without a doubt that I was Kirby Scott’s son. She and my father hadn’t had any relations during that period. Or so she claimed.”

He paused and, with great effort, as if there were a weight on his chest, took a deep breath.

“But you look like your father. I can see resemblances to him,” I said. I shook my head. “It’s not true. It can’t be true.”

“I know, but after she told me, I dug up some old newspaper photographs. I’ve looked at pictures of Kirby Scott, and I see resemblances between us as well. They aren’t so strong that there are no doubts, but they are strong enough to make it seem possible.”

“Even if such a story proves to be true, Thatcher, it wouldn’t affect us. We still don’t have any blood relationship,” I pointed out. “My mother didn’t inherit any illness. She was abused. There’s no concrete evidence that a mental problem caused by social or environmental conditions will be passed on through some genetic strain. That’s all ridiculous.”

“I know, but all of it is a scandal nevertheless and it would create all sorts of complications. I just might have to kiss my legal career down here goodbye if such a story ever got out.”

“What of it? You can have a legal career anywhere you want, Thatcher,” I countered.

“So you would marry me and leave your mother and Linden the next day?”

I started to reply, and stopped.

“You see what I mean, Willow? It’s not a black and white issue and not something we can decide instantly.”

“Your mother would reveal all this, tell the world about her disgrace?” I asked, incredulous. “Just to prevent you from being with me?”

“If this were twenty years ago, I would say never, but what was once embarrassing and devastating has become socially accepted dramatic fodder now. People are on television revealing deep family secrets every day. Shame is like a vestigial organ, no longer necessary. In short, maybe my mother wouldn’t do it, but I wouldn’t put it past my sister.”

“Maybe it’s all not true. Maybe it’s a fabrication just to keep us apart. Maybe …”

“Yes,” he said. “Maybe so. I need time to confirm all this for myself. In the meantime, I am asking you to be understanding and patient with me. For everyone’s sake, not just mine or yours,” he added. “Why risk the unnecessary critical attention and gossip? Some of us aren’t strong enough to endure any more of that sort of thing.”

I knew he meant my mother and Linden. He was right. What they certainly didn’t need at the moment was more scandalous baggage placed on their shoulders. What’s more, how would Linden react to such news? He despised Thatcher. How would he like to learn that Thatcher and he were related, were brothers!

And what would such a story do to my mother, whose mental problems had once put her in my father’s clinic? These were very fragile people who could stand no added weight. What good would I have brought to their lives? Should I be selfish and tell Thatcher I didn’t care about any of that? Should I be like his mother and insist on my own pleasure and satisfaction first?

“This isn’t fair,” I muttered. “None of this is fair, especially if it’s true. Why do we have to suffer for their indiscretions, their weaknesses?”

“Sometimes there is a lot of wisdom in the old biblical sayings … the sins of the parents lie on the heads of their children,” Thatcher said.

Now he was the one gazing at a commercial jet lifting toward the horizon and another world, somewhere far away from all our pasts.

“Wish you were on that?” I countered.

He smiled.

“Very often, yes—but,” he said, drawing closer, “only if you were sitting beside me.”

“Maybe we’d all be better off if we didn’t have the ability to dream,” I said.

“Then where would you psychiatrists be?” Thatcher kidded.

I laughed, and he reached out to take my shoulders firmly. For a moment we looked into each other’s eyes.

“No matter what the truth is or what obstacles are placed in our way, we’ll be together eventually, Willow. I swear,” he said with such confidence and determination, he took my breath away. He brought his lips to mine. We kissed softly at first, then hard and long, as if we both wanted it to last forever and ever. I couldn’t stifle a moan of pleasure, and he let his lips glide over my cheeks and around again to my lips.

When we stopped kissing, he put his arms around me and held me against his chest. We stood there silently for a long moment. I could feel his heart pounding and I’m sure he could feel mine.

“I’ve got to get to work,” he said in a tight, cracking voice.

When I looked up at him, I saw his eyes were glossed over with tears.

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you every moment I can. For a little while, we’ll be discreet about it, but I’ll be working on this as much as I can, and we’ll get to the bottom of it and to the solution as quickly as possible,” he promised. “And without hurting anyone, if we can. Is that all right?”

“Yes,” I said, not fully realizing what it was that I was agreeing to.

“When I saw you from the loggia before, it was as if the clouds had been blown away, as if sunshine had returned, and I knew why they call this Joya del Mar, the Jewel of the Sea. You’re the jewel as far as I’m concerned, Willow.”

I smiled at him through my own glassy eyes now.

He started back toward the path, then turned.

“You’re still going ahead with all the legal motions to enable Grace to keep the property?”

“Yes. I’m seeing the accountant today and signing whatever has to be signed.”

“Just be sure it’s the right thing for them, Willow.”

“It is,” I said firmly.

He nodded.

“I’ll speak to you later.”

“In the darkness. You’ll see me only in the darkness,” I whispered to myself, and watched him hurry along until he was gone.

Then I turned and, with my head down, walked back along the beach. The sound of a tern swooping down on an unsuspecting fish drew my attention back to the sea. I watched and then I took a deep breath. As I started to walk again, something caused me to look off to my left.

At first, there was nothing to see—small dunes, bushes, a cloud of sand flies circling madly over something on the sand—but then, as if he materialized out of the air itself, Linden’s body took form behind a bush where he sat like Buddha staring out at the sea.

He made no effort to attract my attention, nor did he call out to me.

How long had he been there?

What had he heard?

My first thought was to call to him, to go to him, but I hesitated. Maybe it was better to pretend I didn’t see him just now. Maybe it was better to pretend he was as invisible to me as I apparently was to him.

At least for now, I thought.

I turned and started back toward the beach house. There was no one on the loggia of the main house anymore, except for some servants cleaning up after the Eatons and their guests. They looked my way, but just as they were supposed to behave, they seemed to see no evil, hear no evil. Servants were taught to be invisible here.

Maybe we were all invisible here.

Daddy, I thought, how I need you now. If you’re inside me, I’ve got to find a way to touch you and hear your wisdom.

There was nothing more fearful than the thought that he was drifting away with every passing hour, every passing minute. Maybe the truth was that the dead lose interest in the living and not, as everyone thought, the other way around. We stop visiting graveyards and looking at tombstones after a while, don’t we? We put away our family albums. We forget the sounds of voices we once loved.

And then what?

If we don’t find love, we find we’re alone.

That’s where Linden was.

And my mother.

And maybe me.






2
A Lien Against the Property


Later that morning I drove into Palm Beach proper to meet with Leo Ross, my mother’s accountant. He had an office on Via Encantada in a pearl-white stucco building that looked more like a Spanish hacienda than a business structure. It glistened in the sunlight as if it were really covered in pearls.

The accounting offices themselves were plush with a rather large lobby that had a marble floor, cream marble tables, expensive-looking settees and chairs, and prints of some of the portrait paintings of famous Palm Beach residents done by Ralph Cowan. Whether the implication was that these people used Leo Ross’s firm or merely that people of this stature used it, I didn’t know, but it had an impressive effect.

From what I could see, there were nearly a half dozen CPAs working in the office, any one of whom could have been assigned to us, I imagine. However, perhaps because my attorney back in South Carolina, Mr. Bassinger, had set all this up, Leo Ross himself came out to greet me. He was a man about five feet eight inches tall with thinning gray-blond hair. Very fair-skinned, he had patches of freckles over his forehead and along the crests of his cheeks. His eyes were the faded blue of stonewashed jeans and his lips were so orange, they looked tinted. I imagined him to be well into his early sixties.

He extended his soft, well-manicured, strawberry-twirl-skinned hand to me and held on to mine as he introduced himself and spoke highly of Mr. Bassinger.

“I had the occasion to call upon his services once on behalf of a client of mine,” he explained. “Small world, wouldn’t you say?”

His polished smile was highlighted by his ivory teeth. I had the funny idea that in a previous life, he must have been an ice cream cone, cool, refreshing, and full of cherry vanilla.

“Yes, yes, it is,” I agreed.

He ushered me back through the wide corridor to his private office. It looked immaculate, almost untouched and unused. Fresh flowers adorned the coffee table in front of the soft leather settee and the right corner of his desk as well. In this office was hung a portrait of himself with his standard poodle. Awards and plaques from various charitable organizations were arranged in the shape of an X on the wall to the right of his large, black-marble-topped desk. A set of what looked like gold-plated golf clubs in a rich leather bag stood against one wall.

I saw immediately that the files for Joya del Mar were spread over the coffee table and a chair had been brought around for him to sit facing the settee and me while we discussed the situation.

“Please,” he said, indicating the settee. “Would you like something to drink? Bottled water, coffee, tea, juice, soda … whatever.”

“Nothing, thank you.”

He looked surprised and waited for me to sit before seating himself. For a moment he stared at me with a wide, almost incredulous grin that made me a bit uncomfortable.

“I was expecting Grace to accompany you,” he said. “I was looking forward to seeing her. It’s been some time.”

“She’s not up to it just yet,” I said, hoping I wouldn’t have to go into a long explanation about Linden’s condition.

“I suppose not. She has had a very tough time, very tough time. Well then, I’ll tell you what I know. I know that you have a trust that will generate a fixed amount of income, and you have asked Mr. Bassinger to arrange for me to help you organize that income so you can cover all the basic expenses of Joya del Mar. Your funds will cover that monthly nut, as we say,” he continued, flashing his smile.

“Good,” I said, releasing the air I had trapped inside me out of fear I would learn my plan was impossible and all I had promised would be another broken rainbow for my mother and Linden.

“However, I don’t know if you have been made aware of a sizable lien against the property.”

“A lien?”

Little jolts of electric fear surged under my breasts.

“A lien is a legal maneuver a creditor will make to force you to pay what you owe him. In this case, your grandmother’s third husband, Kirby Scott, pledged the property against a line of credit at the bank, which he then defaulted upon.”

“Oh. What does that mean exactly?” I asked. My experience with financial matters was very limited. In fact, in the weeks following my father’s death, I had learned more than I knew my whole life.

“It means that your mother cannot sell the property without first paying off this debt, and something has to be paid toward it on a regular basis.”

“How much are we talking about?” I asked, and held my breath.

He closed and opened his eyes, indicating that it was going to be a painful response.

“A quarter of a million dollars,” he replied. “And then there is the accumulating interest, of course. It complicates matters.”

“What did he do with this money?” I asked, wondering if there was a way to get it back.

“Your guess is as good as mine, I’m afraid. Most likely lost it in Las Vegas or Monte Carlo. I’m sorry to give you this news.”

“Does my mother know?”

“I send her reports, but we’ve never discussed it.”

“Can I afford to pay it off and still generate enough income to take care of our needs?”

He smiled. I guessed I was asking the right question.

“Well, not with the full army of servants now employed. You can hold on to the landscaper, but I’m afraid not all of the household servants, the chef, the chauffeur.”

“I understand,” I said.

“When the rental income stops, you will have to create a sensible budget, until Grace sells the property, that is. In the meantime, I have all your accounts arranged, generating as much interest income as we can without experiencing too much risk. I understand you’re going to attend college soon.”

“Yes.”

He sat back, looking like a disapproving uncle now.

“It wouldn’t have been a bad idea to hold on to the Eatons,” he said after a moment. “I still might be able to negotiate something with them.”

“No,” I said firmly.

“It’s a big property for just you, Grace, and Linden,” he insisted. “I would not be fulfilling my obligation to you, as well as to Mr. Bassinger, if I did not point all this out to you as clearly as I can.”

“It’s just as big for the Eatons.”

“Yes, but the rent is no burden for them, nor are the servants and the maintenance. We might be able to get them to come up on a purchase price offer.”

“I’d rather the bank took it over,” I said dryly.

He shrugged.

“If it went into foreclosure, the Eatons, or any of a few dozen other families, could pounce on it and get it for even less, especially if you are unable to keep it up and it degenerates in any way.”

“Buzzards with gold beaks,” I muttered, and his eyes widened, his lips stretching into an amused smile.

“Well, I’ve never heard them referred to in quite that manner, but …” He left the rest of his words hanging. Nothing was as well hidden as a thought unspoken.

I sat back on the settee and thought about all he had told me.

“You’ve been the accountant for the Montgomery family for some time now, haven’t you?”

“Oh, yes. I was Winston Montgomery’s accountant for years and years before he died. I attended his wedding to Jackie Lee Houston. One of the few business associates he invited,” he added proudly.

“You must have known Kirby Scott personally, then.”

He nodded.

“It isn’t something I admit with any pride, however. I had to sit behind this desk and watch him chop—not chip—chop away Winston Montgomery’s fortune. I tried warning Jackie Lee, but Kirby Scott had her hypnotized and she seemed incapable of taking the actions that would help her, protect her and her daughter, at least until Linden was born. By then it was too late, I’m afraid. There were a number of liens against Joya del Mar back then, and not just the bank’s. Kirby Scott was a piece of work, a true old-fashioned scoundrel.”

“How do you mean, old-fashioned?”

“Well, he was as handsome and debonair as any man I’ve known here in Palm Beach, a cultured con man, if you will. A snake charmer in a tuxedo. Jackie Lee Houston Montgomery was not the first woman to fall for his winning smile and his promises, and I’m sure not the last.”

“I suppose that sort of gossip makes its way into these fine offices as well as the rest of Palm Beach,” I said, fishing for more information.

“Well, maybe not into the offices as much as the local watering holes, which we all frequent from time to time. Have to keep up appearances you know,” he quickly added. Gossip and innuendo were just as nasty in the world of the wealthy as anywhere else in America, or anyplace, for that matter, even if they were planted in a bed of diamonds and watered with champagne.

“Was there any other Palm Beach family Kirby Scott messed up?” I asked.

He studied me a moment, obviously deciding whether or not to spread a story.

“I’m sure there are other victims, as I said, but I don’t know anything specific. I guess if you like that sort of gossip, you’re in the right part of the country.”

“Any part of the country,” I countered, and he laughed. “Do you know where Kirby Scott is now?”

He shrugged.

“I’ve heard rumors. One of my clients claimed to have seen him at the George V in Paris last year with a woman so bedecked in furs hanging on his arm that my client thought she was a fur trader from Alaska—not to mention the diamonds she had strung around her neck, sparkling on her fingers, and dangling from her ears.” He shook his head. “How that man manages to pluck a fresh fish with such consistency is truly amazing. If he had put his talents to legitimate use, why he might today be the CEO of a major corporation.”

“Sounds like he is,” I said. “The Kirby Corporation.”

Mr. Ross laughed harder.

“Well, there were darn few here who didn’t invite him to their house parties and events in those days. Why, he even socialized with the Eatons, as I recall. In fact, now that I think of it, I’m sure it was Kirby who put it into Asher and Bunny Eaton’s minds to consider renting Joya del Mar from the Montgomerys. If you can say he had a pang of conscience, I suppose that was it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked with bated breath. Did he know of Bunny Eaton’s affair? Was that what he meant?

“Realizing he would soon bankrupt the Montgomerys, he at least instigated the rental of their property so they wouldn’t be chased off. Sort of like someone who beat you up and robbed you and then arranged for your hospitalization.”

“Sounds like we’re giving him too much credit for a conscience,” I said. “Maybe he was simply trying to ensure a flow of income to exploit.”

“Maybe. Probably so.” He nodded, thoughtful for a moment, then snapped back to attention. “Well, here are the documents for you to peruse and sign,” he said. He rose. “I just want to check on one thing and then I’ll return to answer any questions you might have.”

“Thank you,” I said, and began reading.

When he came back, I had a few questions about some of the investments; then I thanked Mr. Ross and left. Before returning to Joya del Mar, I decided to do a little shopping and pick up some toiletries at Saks. I was also searching for what Amou used to call a piece of luz do sol, a piece of sunshine, some pretty thing that could bring joy and brightness into a gray day. My mother probably hadn’t gone shopping for years and still relied on the clothing, jewelry, and accessories her mother had left her. Of course, she would claim she had no use for any of it. She went nowhere, but even Daddy, who had little use for so-called romantic ideas, used to say a woman is more like a garden than a man.

“She needs a new flower or pruning and tender loving care far more than a man. A new piece of jewelry, a bouquet of roses, a box of candy can make a woman’s face blossom, and the glow from that can light up the day, not only for her, but for everyone around her,” he told me.
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