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A discordant sound from somewhere in the big, rambling house rattled the silence that wrapped around the sleeping child like a Band-Aid and shook her forcefully from her slumber. Pulling the covers up over her head to shield her from any stray Night Things that might be lurking about, she opened one eye to sneak a drowsy peek, just to make certain that nothing of questionable intent had, as yet, invaded the sanctuary of her room.

All appeared well.

A slow sigh of relief hissed from between her lips and she slowly inched the blanket away from her face. Drawing confidence from that small but brave act, she sat up quietly and leaned her back against the tall, carved wooden headboard, careful, for all her bravado, not to make the bed squeak and perhaps invite attention to herself. Not that she believed in Night Things. Her little sister did, but of course, her sister was only eight and she was almost eleven.

A sudden, nameless thud from the front of the house sent her scurrying back under the sheltering wing of her blankets, where she huddled in the cavelike warmth for a long moment, holding her breath to quiet herself as she strained to acclimate her ears to the sounds the house made at night.

Cautiously she slid to the edge of the bed until her head and shoulders hung over the side.

From somewhere in the night she heard voices.

She forced herself to remain there, suspended between the floor and the side of the bed, between fear and curiosity.

Curiosity, as always, won out.

Easing herself onto her feet without making a sound, she picked careful steps across the thickly carpeted floor, her feet making shallow wells in the deep blue wool pile. A deliberate finger bravely poked the bedroom door aside and she peered into the hallway, hoping neither to startle nor be startled. A glance up the long corridor to her right assured her that the door to her sister’s room was closed. Employing great stealth, she crept into the hall, her destination the balcony that overlooked the dimly lit foyer below, from which the faint sound of muffled voices could be heard.

Someone was downstairs with her mother.

She paused at her brother’s bedroom door, briefly considering whether to wake him. Her brother always treated her like a baby, even though he was only three and a half years older than she was. If she woke him up, he would think it was because she was afraid. Taking a deep breath, she crept past his door and continued alone down the hall.

Once at the railing she lowered herself onto the floor—oh so quietly—and leaned slightly into the space between the balusters, seeking the best view of the scene below.

Her mother, wrapped in her dark green chenille bathrobe, stood facing a white-haired man in a dark overcoat. Between them stood the boy, who was facing her mother, and it was to him that she spoke, her low voice but a whisper in the night. The girl wished she could hear what was being said.

No one looked happy, least of all the boy.

As her mother spoke, she brushed the hair back from his face with both hands, but he appeared to be looking not at her, but rather at the floor of black and white checkered marble. The man never spoke at all.

Finally the boy nodded, just the tiniest tilt of his head, and as her mother walked toward the study, the grandfather clock chimed a rude and sudden four bells. Trying to follow the drama and caught up in it, the girl leaned a bit too far to the left and banged her forehead on the wooden railing. The soft bump echoed, floating downward like carelessly tossed confetti through the darkness to the foyer below. The man and the boy both looked upward with eyes that seemed to tell the same story from vastly different points of view. The eyes of the boy burned dark and fierce, while the eyes of the old man held little else but sorrow. Both of them, she would someday realize, had appeared equally lost.

Her mother returned with the boy’s jacket and held it open to him, helping him to ease arms heavy with reluctance into the sleeves. She hugged him then, holding him only long enough not to cause him embarrassment. The boy was almost as tall as her mother and the girl wondered why she hadn’t noticed before.

She froze at the sound approaching from behind, a soft footfall on the plump carpet. Light fingers touched her shoulder to reassure. Without turning around, she knew that her brother, too, had felt rather than heard the disturbance. Together they watched, in silence, as the drama below played out.

Finally, her brother pointed at the old man in the foyer and whispered, “That’s his grandfather. He’s taking him back.”

The girl bit her lip. As if she didn’t know who the man in the dark raincoat was. “He doesn’t want to go, Nicky. He wants to stay here. Can’t we do something?”

“Mom said Ben belonged with his grandfather, Zoey. It’s what his mother wanted.”

“I wish she hadn’t died, Nicky. I wish everything could be just the way it was.” The girl’s bottom lip began to quiver in earnest. Her hero was leaving, and there was nothing she could do about it.

A nod from her mother seemed to imply a hesitant consent, and the man opened the front door. Before the girl could so much as blink, the man and the boy had disappeared. Her mother stood alone in the open doorway, wrapping her arms around herself against the chill of the night air, and there she remained long after the sound of tires crunching on stone had ceased.

A sense of overwhelming sadness drifted to the second floor and the girl leaned back on her haunches to ponder it all. The boy—who, unlike her brother, had never treated her like a baby, and had never been too busy to teach her how to climb trees and throw a fastball and catch frogs down near the pond—had vanished into the night, and there was, about all, a dense air of finality she did not comprehend.

“Nicky, do you think we’ll ever see him again?”

He wanted to reassure her, to tell her yes, of course, Ben would be back. But having already learned that children were, after all, pretty much at the whim of adults, he merely shook his head and said, “I don’t know.”
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Zoey Enright leaned against the window and watched as, for the third day in a row, fat drops of water smacked and spattered against the wooden steps leading to the entrance of My Favorite Things, the shop she had opened but seven months earlier. April showers were one thing, she grumbled as she let the lace curtain fall back against the glass, but this was ridiculous.

Unconsciously she straightened a stack of hand-knit sweaters for the fifth time in half as many hours. Like all of the merchandise in her shop, the sweaters were exquisite things, made of hand-woven wool, one of a kind, and pricey.

Maybe a bit too pricey for this rural Pennsylvania two-mule town, her sister, Georgia, had ventured to suggest.

At the time, Zoey had brushed off Georgia’s comment with a wave of her hand. What did she know, anyway? She’s a dancer, Zoey had pointed out, not a shopkeeper, and Georgia had shrugged that she’d only been voicing concern.

Zoey had been convinced that her unique little shop would be the talk of Chester County, located as it was in a honey of a tiny renovated barn midway between Wilmington, Delaware, and Lancaster, Pennsylvania, just a pleasant drive from the country-chic of Chadds Ford and all those new upscale housing developments. The nearest shopping was a strip mall that was under renovation and had not been scheduled for completion until next year. By that time, Zoey had hoped to have her clientele all firmly locked up, and there would be a steady stream of repeat shoppers beating a path to her door to find all those very special goodies they could not find elsewhere.

Shelves laden with baskets of sweaters, wooden toys and dolls, pottery and jewelry, hats and afghans, painted boxes of papier-mâché and stained glass windows lined the shop and competed for the attention of the customer’s eye. From old-fashioned clothes racks, satin hangers displayed dresses and capes, the styles of which dated from the turn of the century, some antiques, some reproductions. Authentic Victorian boots of softest black leather trimmed with jet beads sat next to nineties’ style granny boots. Marcasite bracelets from the twenties and thirties shared case space with new pieces crafted by up-and-coming contemporary jewelry designers.

A glance at the calendar reminded Zoey that she had been open for business for exactly seven months today. With backing from her mother, Zoey had spent the entire summer preparing for her grand opening back in September. Georgia had driven up from Baltimore, where as a member of the famed Inner Harbor Dance Troupe, she worked hard to make a name for herself in the world of professional ballet. Early in the morning on opening day, Georgia had knocked on the front door and waited patiently for Zoey to admit her as My Favorite Things’ very first customer.

“So,” Zoey had ushered her sister into the shop, “what do you think of my little venture?”

Georgia had stood drop-jawed in the middle of the colorful, handmade rag rug that covered the center of the floor.

“Zoey, it’s awesome. It’s like . . .” Georgia had sought to do justice to Zoey’s displays. “Like a tiny mall full of perfect little boutiques.”

“Exactly.” Looking pleased and somewhat smug, Zoey folded her arms across her chest, watching with pleasure as her sister lifted item after item and marveled at the variety.

“Where did all this stuff come from?” Georgia held aloft a small hand-blown glass perfume bottle to admire the workmanship.

“Here, there, and everywhere.” Zoey grinned.

“Well, it’s all wonderful.” Georgia had lifted a black beaded shawl and draped it over her shoulders to cover the river of thick, straight blond hair that ran the length of her back.

“That’s the real thing.” Zoey’s blue eyes sparkled with pride as she straightened out the back of the shawl. “Circa nineteen twenty. Those are real glass beads, by the way, hand sewn on silk.”

Georgia glanced at the price tag.

“Ouch!” she exclaimed. “Are you kidding?”

“Nope.” Zoey leaned back against the counter.

“Zoey, this is one pricey item.”

“Georgia, that shawl is handmade, it’s eighty years old, and it’s in mint condition. I don’t know where you’re likely to find another like it, if in fact another exists. And the price, I might add, is barely marked up over what I had to pay to get it.”

“It is gorgeous, there’s no question that anyone would love to have it. I just hope that you’ll be able to find a buyer for it. I’d feel a little more confident if you were a little closer to Philadelphia, or Wilmington—even closer in toward West Chester would help—but as far out as you are into the country, well, I just hope that you haven’t priced yourself out of a sale.”

“I’d be lying if I said that the thought hadn’t occurred to me,” Zoey admitted, “but that shawl was so perfect that I had to have it. It’s like these sweaters.” She held up a dark green woolen tunic. “The lady who makes them wanted an arm and a leg for them, but they’re clearly worth it.”

“Zoey, I’m not the financial whiz in the family, but I don’t think you’ll make much money if you don’t mark up what you buy.”

“I know, but I thought that in the beginning at least, it would be a good idea to have some really eye-catching things.”

“Well, you’ve certainly accomplished that.” Georgia removed the shawl gently and carefully refolded it, placing it back on the shelf. “I just hope that the locals appreciate your style and that they shop here frequently enough to keep you in business. I’d buy this”—she patted the shawl—“in a heartbeat if I had a few extra hundred dollars I didn’t know what to do with. You must have spent a bloody fortune on your inventory.”

“Actually, the bloody fortune was Mom’s,” Zoey admitted. “She was as excited about this venture as I was, and you know how Mom is when she gets excited about something. Besides putting up the cash, she really got into scouting out the most unusual, the most exquisite things. That collection of Victorian mourning pins, for example . . .”

Zoey opened the case and removed a tray of pins, which looked, Georgia noted, strangely like hair.

“They are made out of hair”—Zoey grinned—“and yes, it’s human hair. A hundred or so years ago, it was a popular custom to cut off some of the locks of a deceased loved one, and have them woven into rings or bracelets or pins, depending, I guess, on how long the hair was. There were people who actually did this professionally.”

“Oh, yuck.” Georgia made a face. “None for me, thanks.”

“They’re not exactly to my taste, either, but they are kind of interesting. Look at this brooch, Georgy. Look at how intricate the gold weaving is, and how the woven hair mimics the gold—”

“I don’t care how intricate the workmanship is.” Georgia groaned. “The mere thought of wearing a dead person’s hair gives me the creeps.”

“Well, actually, not all hair jewelry was made from dead people’s hair. Some people had the hair from a loved one—a spouse, a child—made into a pin or a bracelet or a—”

“Enough already with the hair jewelry, Zoey. I think it’s creepy.” Georgia handed the tray back to her sister.

“Mom was kind of drawn to the concept. She’s probably thinking about how to use it in her next book. And besides, she thought that if we were aiming for an eclectic stock of merchandise, we should really go all out and find some things that probably wouldn’t be available anywhere else locally.”

Delia Enright had totally backed the efforts of her daughter. Zoey was her middle child and the only one of the three who hadn’t—as Delia delicately put it—landed yet. Nick, her oldest child and only son, was a doctoral candidate who had found a contented life studying marine life on the Delaware Bay. He had met a wonderful young woman and before another year had passed, India Devlin would become his bride. Georgia, Delia’s youngest, had never wanted to do anything but dance. Pursuing her goal with single-minded drive, Georgia had, at sixteen, been invited to join the prestigious Berwyn Troupe. Three years later, she had been asked to become a charter member of the newly formed Inner Harbor Dancers, where she had, for the past six years, worked hard and performed with blissful zeal. Only Zoey had yet to find her place.

It wasn’t for lack of effort or desire on her part. Over the past several years, Zoey had tried her hand at any number of occupations, all of which she had mastered, none of which had fed her soul and promised her the kind of long-term gratification she craved. The joy that Georgia had found in dance, the satisfaction her brother had found in identifying and studying marine life, the pleasure experienced by her mother in crafting her novels, had eluded Zoey all her life. Many are called, few are chosen, aptly described Zoey’s quest for a career she could sink her teeth into.

As a child, when asked what she would be when she grew up, Zoey would answer, “A teacher. And an astronaut. And a news lady on TV. And a fashion designer. . .”

And so on, and so on. There were few things that hadn’t caught Zoey’s imagination at one time or another. Over the years, she had, in fact, tried her hand at a goodly number of those things—except for being an astronaut, and there were times when she wasn’t completely certain that she’d given up on that.

The problem was that for all the things that caught her fancy, and all the things she did well, nothing had sustained her for long.

“Zoey is a bit of a late bloomer,” Delia would explain matter-of-factly when questioned about her middle child’s current status. “One of these days, she will find her place, and she’ll be an outrageous success and live happily ever after.”

Delia would then pause and add, “It’s just taking her a little longer to get there, that’s all.”

Zoey had on many occasions offered silent thanks that she had been blessed with a mother who understood perfectly. It had been Delia who, recognizing her daughter’s sense of style, encouraged her to open the shop and fill it with all manner of wonderful things. Delia had had every bit as much fun as Zoey, shopping for all of those one-of-a-kind items that overflowed from every nook and cranny of My Favorite Things. All of those wonderful things that were not beating a path out of the store under the arms of the droves of happy shoppers who were all, alas, happily shopping elsewhere.

*  *  * 

“Charming, Zoey.” Georgia laughed as she entered the shop through the back door and shook off the rain. “Absolutely charming.”

“Is this hat great with these amber beads around the brim?” Zoey turned to greet her sister, grinning impishly as she pushed her long black curls behind her ears and plopped a wide-brimmed hat of brown felt upon her head.

Georgia dropped a heavy purse of dark green leather onto the floor.

“Ummm, I think it’s the red rose that makes it.” Georgia raised her hand to touch the huge red silk blossom pinned to the underside of the brim. “But there are probably only a handful of women on the planet who could get away with actually wearing such a thing. You just happen to be one of them.”

“Nonsense. Just about anyone with some imagination could wear this.” With a swoop, Zoey plunked the chocolate brown creation on her sister’s head.

“Zoey, I look ridiculous,” Georgia sought to remove the oversized hat from her undersized head.

“Silly.” Zoey readjusted the brim, tilting it slightly to one side. “It’s all in the attitude. There. See?”

“It’s entirely too extreme for me. Too . . . exotic.”

“Well, it is an extravagance,” Zoey grinned, trading e-words with Georgia as they had often done as children, a game encouraged by Delia, who hoped to improve their vocabularies, “but then again, it is an exclusive.”

“It is an excellent hat,” Georgia concluded the banter, “but I look like a female impersonator doing Bette Midler. And doing her badly, I might add.”

Removing the hat with its glittering beads and huge floppy rose, Georgia replaced it on its stand.

“I’ll admit that the hat is a kick, Zoey, but it may be a bit avant-garde for the territory. It’s a shame there isn’t more traffic out here. You really have the most delightful things.”

Georgia picked the hat back off the stand and preened in front of a small mirror. “It does sort of grow on you after a while, doesn’t it?”

“It looks great on you, Georgy.”

“You know, you probably could sell ice to the Eskimos.” Georgia told her. “I’ll take the hat.”

“It’s yours.”

“Zoey, you cannot hope to establish a business by giving away your stock.”

“Consider it an early birthday. It looks too wonderful on you for you not to have it. And that hat won’t make or break this shop.” Zoey wrapped the hat in tissue before sliding it into a pale green plastic bag with My Favorite Things in purple script.

“The lack of traffic, as you noted, is the problem.” Zoey straightened a basket of colorful scarves, hand knitted by a woman from Chester Springs who loomed and dyed her own wool. “That strip mall down the road just in from the highway is killing me. It wasn’t supposed to be opened till this coming summer. When was the last time you heard about a construction project running six months ahead of schedule?”

“That was a tough break.” Georgia nodded.

“And having those outlet shops open up out on Route One sure helped a lot, too.” Zoey sat down on a little white wicker settee.

“Maybe you should consider taking some things on consignment for a while,” Georgia suggested, “and give your cash flow a chance to build.”

“The cash is flowing mighty slowly these days,” Zoey admitted glumly.

“What does Mom say?”

“I haven’t had much of an opportunity to discuss it with her. She’s been sort of holed up with her computer. You know how she is when she starts a new book.”

“Underground” was the term Delia’s children used to describe her single-minded drive to write.

“Well, if you need a loan . . .”

“Thanks, Georgy, but Mom’s been pretty generous.”

“As always.” Georgia smiled, knowing that Delia had always maintained an open checkbook where her children were concerned. She had, over the past few years, purchased and decorated a charming condo for Georgia outside of Baltimore when she had joined the troupe. And two years ago, she had completely renovated an old crabber’s cabin that Nick had found and purchased on the Delaware Bay. “Well, you know that if you need anything at all, I’m here.”

“Thanks, Georgia.”

“Look, if we’re all going to have dinner together tonight, I’d better get back to the house and start now to blast Mom out of her office.” Georgia slipped into her dark green down jacket.

Zoey grabbed a plum-colored scarf from a nearby basket and draped it around her sister’s neck.

“Thanks, Zoey, but I think you’ve given away all the merchandise you can afford to for one day.”

“It goes great with that glorious mane of hair, and the purple plays up the green of your eyes.” Zoey hugged her sister in the doorway and straightened the scarf around her neck. “I’ll just take a few minutes to close up here, then I’ll meet you at the house.”

Zoey watched Georgia dodge the raindrops on the way to her car, then closed the door and locked the dead bolt with the key. On the floor beside the counter she spied the plastic bag that held the brown felt hat that Georgia had left behind. It had looked great on her sister, Zoey nodded to herself.

Turning to flick on the switch that would turn off the outside lights at the front of the shop, Zoey paused to peer through the windows at the cars flying past on their way to the newly reopened shopping center a half mile down the road, and she sighed. She grabbed the bag holding her sister’s hat and closed up shop for the night.
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Fingering the news article Georgia had so proudly sent from Maryland, Zoey rested her elbows on the glass counter and leaned forward to reread the feature that a local paper had run on Georgia’s dance troupe. That the reporter had chosen her little sister as the focus of the article had provided Zoey with an unexpected and unwanted twinge of envy. Zoey studied the photograph that accompanying the article. A frail but happy Georgia in light-colored leggings and a long knitted shirt, sleeves pushed to the elbows, leaned against the doorway of the dance studio, her golden hair falling casually around her face, her legs crossed at the ankles. She looked pleased and sure of herself. Which she had, Zoey reminded herself, earned the right to be.

With a sigh, Zoey dropped the article onto the glass, where it fell upon the program from the ballet she and her mother had attended the previous Wednesday evening. While Georgia’s role had been minor, she had danced with the joy and energy of one who clearly loved every step she took. Delia had made no effort to hide the tears of pride that had begun the second her youngest had stepped onto the stage and illuminated it with her presence. Georgia was a fairy princess come to life, with her thick blond hair and round pale green eyes set in that tiny angel’s face. Zoey recalled how hard Georgia had worked for so very long, giving up everything else for the sake of her dancing. Delia should be proud of her daughter.

For a moment Zoey wondered what it would feel like to find that kind of success in a job you loved, to earn that kind of pride from your family, to find your path and follow it to the stars. With each passing day, it was becoming more and more obvious that the path leading to My Favorite Things was veering farther and farther from success and happiness and closer and closer to one marked by a going-out-of-business sign.

“Damn,” she whispered, “it had seemed like such a good idea at the time. . . . .”

Forcing herself to shake off a feeling of gloom, Zoey chucked another small piece of wood into the small woodstove, having decided early that morning that she’d need a little something extra to dispel the dampness that seemed to permeate the old structure. The new heating system installed during the renovations just didn’t seem to do the trick.

“Well, what we are lacking in heat, we make up for in style,” Zoey said aloud to her shop, empty of customers but crammed to the rafters with an endless array of wonderful things. “Yup. No one can ever say that Zoey Enright lacks flair.”

“And flair, as we all know,” she noted as she draped a small round table with a lace cloth, giving a saucy little flip to the edges before smoothing it gently, “is one of those things you just have to be born with.” She pulled a small settee up close to the table on one side, then set a small wicker chair at the other.

“Now, what do you say, Miss Maude?” Zoey addressed a large handmade stuffed mouse dressed in a calico pinafore and a large garden hat from which all manner of blooms tumbled over a wide brim to partially obscure the mouse’s carefully embroidered face. The tiny faces of an entire litter of mouse babies peeked over the sides of the basket which rested in the mouse lady’s arms. “Which tea set should we use today? Something painted at the turn of the century by someone’s great aunt Hattie perhaps? Yes, I think so, too.”

Zoey lifted a stack of small, delicate plates, each decorated with spring flowers. “China painting, you know—now, Miss Felicity, I’m sure you will have a personal recollection of this”—Zoey turned and addressed an antique doll with a china head and a faded blue silk dress—“china painting having been such a popular pastime among genteel ladies when you were in your prime. So difficult to find acceptable outlets for one’s creativity a hundred years ago. And it would appear that great-aunt Hattie—see, here’s her name, Hattie Jerome, painted right here beneath the flowers—was fond of spring things. Or maybe it was the color purple, in all its shades and variations, that she loved. Look here at the plates . . . violets, hyacinths, lilac and pansies. Aren’t they just too lovely?”

Zoey set the table for three, rinsed out the teapot, then filled it with coffee, which she poured from a small coffee maker that sat on a table behind the cash register. Zoey had thought to keep the pot filled to have something to offer her customers. It occurred to her that lately she had been drinking a lot more coffee than she was accustomed to, and that the pot was seeing a lot more activity than the cash register.

“Oh, yes, of course, Miss Felicity, I am aware that tea was the beverage of choice among ladies, but one must, on occasion, make do. I myself prefer a nice cup of Lemon Zinger, but I left the box at home, so it’s coffee or nothing.” She plumped a variety of handmade pillows, some needlepoint, some velvet patchwork, on the settee, then propped up Miss Maude at one end and Miss Felicity at the other. Zoey herself perched on the wicker chair. Opening a box of Girl Scout cookies, she placed one on each painted plate, explaining, “I get to keep the box because I’m the human and it’s my fantasy. What’s the matter, there, Maudie, cat got your tongue? Oops, sorry. How totally insensitive of me.”

Zoey sipped at her coffee and munched first her cookie, then those she had placed on the plates of her silent companions, noting, “Well, the mints are my favorite, too, but the kid selling these door-to-door was all out, so I opted for the Trefoils, okay? If you don’t like butter cookies, just say so.

“Okay, if you’re going to give me the cold shoulder . . .” Reaching behind her, Zoey slid the morning paper from her tote bag. “I know it’s rude to read at the table, but you guys aren’t exactly holding up your end of the conversation, you know. Much as I love you all, this would be a lot more fun for me if one of you would say something once in a while,’ cause I love to talk, and not having anyone to talk with is making me crazy.”

Leaning back in the chair, Zoey skimmed the headlines, occasionally reading aloud an entire item that snagged her attention. “Oh, listen to this.” She brightened as she read the headline on the front of the business section. “‘Valentine, Inc. Finalizes Purchase of Shop-From-Home Network.’ Shop from home. Now, that is a concept I could get behind.” She read through the article twice, once to herself, the second time aloud. “‘Edward Bruce, spokesperson for Valentine, Inc., has announced the purchase of the station, which will be run by Val-Tech, the cable television company owned by Valentine. The station will be extending its broadcast hours from its present sixteen to twenty-four hours of continuous live broadcasting each day, and will mark a new venture for Valentine. The new channel, dubbed the Home MarketPlace, will continue to offer viewers the opportunity to purchase items that will be displayed and demonstrated on their television screen. The Home MarketPlace will join several other shop from home stations already being broadcast, but will, Bruce promised, “bring ValTech’s own special touch to this still relatively new retail outlet.” The Home MarketPlace plans to begin interviewing this week for new faces to add to its on-the-air sales staff.

Zoey sat silently staring across the table for a long moment, her eyes resting absently on the basket of baby mice.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she addressed her mute company. “You’re thinking that this has my name all over it. And you’re right. It does. I’m a natural. It’s everything I love. Everything I do best. Shopping. Selling. Talking.” She stood up, then slowly began to pace. “You know, when I had my brief run with the news, the only part of the job I really enjoyed was talking on camera.”

Zoey turned on the small television set that stood at one end of the counter, and flipped along the dial until she found a shopping channel. She sat down on the high wooden stool and watched for several long minutes as the woman on the screen described a bedspread in the most careful detail.

“I can do that,” Zoey announced. Picking up a pair of handmade copper earrings, she proceeded to sing their praises, mimicking the woman on the television screen. When she had finished her little sales pitch, she sat back on the stool and repeated, “I can do that,” with unquestioned conviction.

Lifting Miss Maude and her basket of babies from the settee, Zoey held them to her chest and crossed the wooden floor to the window, where sheets of water distorted the view outside the shop, and contemplated the facts. My Favorite Things was a screaming failure. There was no way around it. The longer the shop remained open, the more money Delia would sink into it, and the more money she would lose. Not that she had ever complained. Money had long ceased to be an issue to Delia. Her daughter’s happiness, on the other hand, meant everything. Zoey knew that she could keep the shop open forever, continue to lose money, and Delia would never chastise her for it, as long as Zoey was happy.

But Zoey was not happy, could not be happy, in a losing venture. The shop was perfect, its contents wonderful, but it had failed to thrive. Georgia had been right. It was, sadly, the wrong location for such upscale items. And isn’t that what the real estate people say is the most critical thing—location, location, location?

She lifted the newspaper and read through the article yet a third time. The new station would be located less than twenty miles from where she stood. There was even a number listed to call to arrange for an audition. Were the gods telling her something?

Well, then, perhaps we should hear what they have to say, she mused as she lifted the receiver and punched in the numbers. The call was answered on the third ring by the light, pleasant voice of a young woman.

“Welcome to ValTech. How may I direct your call?”

*  *  *

Five days later, armed with written directions and high hopes, Zoey drove through the stone gates of her mother’s home and headed toward Lancaster. With all the construction on Route 30, Zoey had missed the turn and driven almost as far as Soudersburg before she figured out where she had gone wrong, turned around, and headed in the right direction once again. Having successfully located the correct cross road, she had driven through one small town after another, past Amish farms generations old, as well as new housing developments, and fields that waited for the spring plows to turn over the earth. Zoey followed the directions she’d been given over the phone, taking what appeared to be one small backcountry road after another to a place called Lanning’s Corner, which turned out to be every bit the one-horse town that its name implied.

Finally, she sighed with relief as she approached the drive announced by a sign: “ValTech—Home of the Home MarketPlace.” Following its winding trail to the low-slung two-story brick and glass building, she parked in a visitors’ spot and glanced at her watch. She was forty minutes late. Damn.

Zoey pulled the mirrored visor down and quickly studied her reflection. She touched up the blush on her cheeks and refreshed her lipstick. With her hands she fluffed up her hair, then took a deep breath and swung her legs out of the little sports car and stretched to get the kinks out.

Biting her lip as she smoothed the short skirt of her poppy red silk suit, Zoey straightened up to her full height of five feet six inches tall—in two-inch heels, that is—and gave the car door a slam.

She was here. She looked great. She would knock them dead.

Assuming, of course, that she hadn’t missed her appointment.

“You do realize that you are forty-two minutes late,” the young receptionist said by way of a greeting. “I’m not certain that there is anyone here now who can speak with you.”

“I understand.” Zoey forced a smile onto her face and raised her chin just a tad. “I got lost. . . .”

“Well, that is unfortunate, but I think Mr. Pressman has left the building—”

A girlish giggle from around the corner of the hall drew the attention of Zoey and the receptionist.

A shapely blonde bearing a startling resemblance to Marilyn Monroe rounded the corner, followed closely by a tall, lean, middle-aged man in a dark gray suit.

“Oh, Mr. Pressman,” the receptionist addressed the man, “I wasn’t sure if you were still here. Miss”—she looked down at Zoey’s résumé—“Enright has arrived for her interview.”

He looked across the hall and focused on Zoey momentarily, then smiled—a bit foolishly, Zoey thought, like a little boy who is trying to sneak out of the house to play baseball when he knows he is supposed to be practicing his piano scales.

“Ah . . . yes. Miss . . .”

“Enright. Zoey Enright.”

“Ah, perhaps, Kelly,” he addressed the receptionist, “ah, possibly Brian could interview Miss Enright. I was just on my way to . . . lunch, you see. . . .”

“I’ll see if he is in.” The receptionist’s wary eyes followed Pressman and the giggly blonde as they passed through the front doors. She and Zoey exchanged a glance of having just seen the same ghost. “Have a seat, Miss Enright. I’ll see what I can do.”

Several moments passed before the elevator doors opened and a young man stepped into the lobby.

“Zoey Enright,” the receptionist told him, pointing a ballpoint pen in Zoey’s direction.

“Brian Lansky.” He crossed the lobby in three strides. “You’re here for an interview. Right this way . . .”

Thirty feet down the hall he turned to the right and led her through a doorway and flicked on the lights to reveal a set, which consisted of little more than a desk and a solid pale yellow painted backdrop.

“Tell me about yourself,” he said to Zoey, “while I try to locate a cameraman. . . .”

“Well, I’m twenty-eight. I live in Westboro, Pennsylvania. I have a degree in English from Villanova, I am currently in sales—actually, I have my own business. . . .” She rambled on, despite the distinct feeling that no one was paying the least bit of attention to her.

Brian sat on the edge of the desk, punching numbers into a telephone, nodding and murmuring “Uh-hnn” every few minutes or so.

He put the phone down and said, “The cameraman must have left for lunch. I would hate to make you come back, so let’s see if I can operate this myself.”

He fiddled with the camera, then stepped out from behind it and took a quick glance around the room. He crossed the room and lifted an item from the windowsill and handed it to her before stepping back behind the camera. “What can you tell me about this?”

“It’s a can opener . . . ?” a confused Zoey ventured.

“Right,” Lansky said from behind the camera. “Sell it to me.”

“Excuse me?”

“The camera is rolling, Miss Enright. Sell me the can opener.”

And sell she did.

Flashing her best smile, she looked directly into the lens. Filled with the same sense of being on that she recalled from her news reporting days, Zoey launched into a sales pitch that would become the standard by which future auditions would be judged.

“When I was six years old, we had a snowstorm to beat all storms. All of the electrical lines in our neighborhood went down. We had to build a big fire in the living room fireplace to keep warm. We did have a gas stove, but everything else in that house ran on electricity. To keep us busy, Mom let us help bake bread in the afternoon and we ate dinner that night all huddled around the fire—this wonderful crusty homemade bread and chicken noodle soup. Even though the soup came out of a can, I remember that as one of the best meals ever. My brother and sister and I still talk about that day.” Zoey held up the manual can opener. “It just goes to show that you can own all the latest equipment—God knows I like my gadgets as well as the next person—but you simply cannot do without the basics.”

“Cut.” Brian rose from his stool.

“How’d I do?” Zoey grinned.

“Would you mind waiting right there for a minute?”

“Sure.”

Within minutes, Brian returned with an executive type—Ken Powers—and a cameraman.

“If you wouldn’t mind . . .” Brian handed her a letter opener. “We’d like to run one more tape..”

“Sure.” And Zoey proceeded to sing the virtues of the letter opener, convincing all who listened that without that little piece of polished brass, everything from Christmas cards to wedding invitations to letters from a favorite grandchild would forever be locked away. She had just launched into a discourse on paper cuts when Brian stopped her.

“Miss Enright, if you’re not in a hurry, we’d like to take another look at the first tape. Perhaps just a short wait . . . ?”

“Not a problem,” she assured him, inwardly raising a fist in triumph and shouting YES!, knowing it was in the bag.

“Let’s see if I can find someone to bring you a cup of coffee.”

“So, has there been a big response to the ad?” Zoey nonchalantly inquired of the young assistant who brought her a cup of dark and terrible brew.

“You wouldn’t believe it.” Eddie rolled his eyes to the heavens, and proceeded to tell her about the hordes who had come in to tape an audition.

He was interrupted by the ringing of the phone.

“They want you in Ken’s office,” Eddie told her. “This way . . .”

Zoey followed him out of the studio and to the bank of elevators. “Second floor. First door to the left off the lobby. Good luck.” He winked and punched the 2 button.

“Ah, here she is.” Ken stepped from behind his desk to greet her as she knocked softly on the partially opened door. “Miss Enright, this is Ted Higgins, vice president in charge of hiring our hosts and hostesses. We think that sounds more in keeping with the image we want to create. Now, salespeople can be found in any retail outlet, but hosts invite you in, hopefully, to shop. Miss Enright, we’ve all seen your tapes, and there’s no question that you have a most inviting way about you.”

A chair was held out for her and she sat in it.

“We think you have exactly that right combination of professionalism, charm, intelligence, poise—not to mention your natural gift of gab, if you don’t mind my saying so. The camera loves you, and you have a great look—sort of a cross between Miss America and the girl next door. . . . We think you’d be very appealing.” Ted Higgins all but beamed.

“We all agree that you’re a natural,” Ken added.

“Well, I do love to shop. . . .” Zoey nodded modestly.

“We’re hoping you can convince millions of TV viewers that they will love to shop with you.” Higgins smiled. “And from the looks of those tapes, I’d say you could probably sell just about anything to anyone. Relax, Miss Enright, and let’s talk about your future with the Home MarketPlace. . . .”
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It was almost midnight when Zoey unlocked the front door to the apartment she had rented in Lannings Corner to give her a place to hang her hat while she went through the three months of training classes required by the Home MarketPlace. Had anyone suggested that the sessions would be downright rigorous, she’d have thought them deranged. The sales sessions were only the tip of the iceberg; selling techniques were important, but there were, in addition, hours of memory enhancement training and mock broadcasting situations. Zoey could not remember the last time she’d been so tired, or worked so hard. Why had she so blithely assumed that this new job would be easy?

Flipping through the mail just quickly enough to see that nothing but bills had been delivered that day, she tossed the stack of envelopes onto the glass-topped table in the hallway and headed toward the kitchen, turning lights on as she passed through the living room and small dining area, stepping around the moving boxes, which held her clothes and a few books and personal items she had brought with her. Zoey hated living alone, had always dreaded that feeling of solitude encountered upon entering an empty house. Perhaps because her mother had spent so many weeks over so many years away from home on book tours, Zoey had never quite gotten used to the hush, the slight echo of her footsteps on the hardwood floors, the ticking of a clock, the hiss of the heater. Even running water in the kitchen sink sounded like a waterfall to her ears. She was never comfortable with the silence.

She drew a glass of tap water and sipped at it slowly while she listened to the messages on her answering machine. Georgia had called to say hi and to let her know that she had seen Zoey’s photograph in an article about the network that had run in the Philadelphia newspaper (’You looked gorgeous! I was so proud, I showed everyone at the studio! And Mom said you rented an apartment! Way to go, Zoe!’), and Delia called to ask her to think about what furniture she might want from the attic and to let her know that a retailer from Wilmington was interested in buying the contents of the shop and if there was anything in particular that Zoey wished to keep she should let Delia know before the following Tuesday.

Zoey saved all the messages, knowing that in her exhausted state she’d have forgotten anything important by morning. Flicking off the lights, she traveled the short hallway to her bedroom.

Stripping off her blue suit and pitching it toward the nearest chair, Zoey unceremoniously dropped facedown on the bed, shoving aside Miss Felicity, Miss Maude, and her assorted young ones, and immediately fell into a dead sleep.

“It’s perfectly darling, Zoey,” Delia had exclaimed when she had seen Zoey’s apartment for the first time. “And you have a lovely deck,” she added, having pushed aside the dining room curtains.

“Zoey, I want to take you shopping for some furniture,” Delia announced from the kitchen doorway.

“Mom, that’s very generous of you, but you don’t have to do that. This time I’m actually being paid to shop.” Zoey grinned.

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to,” Delia insisted.

“Mom, I’m not even going to be here all that long. It’s a month-to-month lease. As soon as things settle down, I plan on looking for a little house.”

“Hmmm. A little house will be fun. But, Zoey, just a sofa. Let me just buy a sofa so I’ll have a comfortable place to catnap when I visit. I saw just the right thing at Bloomingdale’s in King of Prussia last weekend.”

“Just a sofa” had turned into “and just this one cozy chair and just this great-looking table and just this fabulous lamp.” As Delia had intended all along. As Zoey had suspected she might do.

“Mom, did it ever occur to you that you spoil us too much?” Zoey had asked on the way home from shopping.

“Not for a second.” Delia dismissed the thought with a wave of her hand.

“You don’t think you’re overly generous?” Mildly amused at the denial, Zoey leaned back into the luxury of the plush leather seat of her mother’s big Mercedes sedan.

“Not a bit.” Delia shook her head adamantly. “If I can make it possible for my children to pursue their dreams without having to worry about whether or not they can pay the rent, whether or not they can afford to live in a safe place, whether or not they are comfortable, why shouldn’t I do that? Not a one of you been spoiled by it. And besides, it makes me happy to be able to help you along.”

“We are all grateful for your help, Mom, but—”

“Please.” Delia held up a hand. “I know you are grateful, darling. And I am grateful that you have all grown into such lovely, wonderful young people. I’d be happy to know and spend time with any one of you under any circumstances. It’s just the icing on the cake that the three of you happen to be my children. And besides, now that you are safely settled in that darling little apartment, I know I’ll have a place to leave Gracie when I leave for the Midwest next week.”

“My home is Gracie’s home.” Zoey laughed as they pulled into her driveway, knowing how Delia’s much loved old lump of an orange tabby cat had hated the kennel the few times she had been left there.

“And speaking of which, let me give you my itinerary, in case you need to get in touch.” Delia dug in her purse for the carefully typed list of dates and hotels and bookstores and phone numbers for each.

Zoey smiled as she got out of the car and closed the door, knowing her mother would call her—and Nick, and Georgia—every other day until she arrived home.

“So, are you looking forward to this book tour?” Zoey leaned into the open window of the driver’s side door and watched her mother sort through several pieces of paper until she found what she was looking for.

“Ah . Here we are.” Delia handed the typed copy of her itinerary to her daughter, who gave it a quick glance before folding it and sliding it into her jacket pocket. “You know that I always look forward to my book tours. Always. I never get tired of it, Zoey. It rejuvenates me. And I’ve made friends in so many cities and towns over the years. Every time I go back, so many of the same people are there, at the same bookstores where I first met them when I toured that first time.” Delia smiled at her daughter. “Like old friends, so many of them, the booksellers and the readers. I know a lot of writers don’t like to tour, but when you’ve done it for as long as I have, it becomes an important part of your life. I like to hear what people think of my books. You know, there’s a lady in Peoria who has been writing to me for almost twenty years now, another in Idaho about the same. They matter to me, Zoey. I look forward to seeing them, even if it’s only for a brief time, once a year. It’s always important to me to go back.”

“Someday you’ll get tired of all that traveling around and then your fans will have to come to you.” Zoey leaned through the window to give her mother a fond kiss on the cheek.

“Not while I breathe,” Delia grinned. “You just never know what you’ll find out there, Zoey. You just never know.”

“Hopefully, a lot of book sales.”

“From your lips to God’s ears.”

“As if you need divine intervention.” Zoey laughed as Delia backed out of the parking spot.

“My darling, we all need a little of that.” Delia blew her daughter a kiss. “And may you have all that you need for your debut next Saturday. I’ll be watching from my hotel room in Kansas City. I made certain that they had cable TV when I made the reservation. And don’t forget to pick up Gracie on Tuesday morning. You know how she hates to be alone for too long. . . .”

It had been a week of changes and firsts, Zoey was thinking as she blow-dried her hair, the fourth time since she had gotten out of bed at 5 A.M. Her first real show was scheduled from 4 to 7 P.M., and she was a nervous wreck. She fussed with her hair until it swirled around her head in loose, shiny black ringlets, then turned her attention to her nails. Again. She stared at the polish. Too red.

With a sigh she plunked herself down on the stool in front of the dressing table she had brought from her room in Delia’s house and unscrewed the top of the nail polish remover. Saturating yet another little cotton square, she attacked the offending color and wiped it away. She studied the row of small jars of polish that marched in a precise line across one side of the dressing table. Was there any color she had not tried and rejected at least once? Maybe this peachy shade of pink . . .

Choosing her clothes had been even worse. She had gone through seven outfits before only the ticking away of the afternoon forced her to settle on a dress of nubby peach silk and cotton knit with rolled-up sleeves and a slightly dropped rounded neckline, perfect to show off the gold necklaces she was scheduled to present in her first hour. At 2:30 she packed her makeup into a plastic pouch and turned off the bedroom lights.

“Wish me luck, you guys,” she said aloud to Maudie and Felicity, who sat on the window seat at one end of the room. “And for heaven’s sake, would you try to show a little enthusiasm? Sheesh, guys, this is a really big day for me.”

She paused and looked at herself in the mirror from across the room.

“This is what it’s come to. I’m talking to stuffed animals. To dolls. Out loud. I hope it’s not a bad sign.”

On her way out, she stopped in the little sunroom off the kitchen to scratch old Gracie behind the ears. The cat had made an uneasy adjustment. Clearly, she preferred Delia’s big rambling house to the smaller confines of Zoey’s apartment.

“Look, Gracie, it could be worse,” Zoey reminded her feline houseguest. “It could be a K-E-N-N-E-L. Got that? So stop your sulking and be a good little guard cat. And cross your paws that I don’t make a complete and utter fool out of myself today.”

And with that, Zoey Enright set off to make her debut on national television.

The entry into the building that housed the Home MarketPlace was strictly utilitarian, a few large green plants near the doorway and a few outdated magazines the only effort made toward accommodating visitors. A sofa of bright green vinyl—not particularly uncomfortable, not particularly cushy—sat against one short wall, the only seating available.

You would have thought that someone would have made a little more effort to put a happy face on the reception area, Zoey thought as she checked in with the security guard at the desk.

That Zoey would make her debut was the very least of what was taking place that day. The Home MarketPlace was kicking off its new look, its new format, introducing its new program hosts in three-hour segments. There was a bustle, a heady electricity that surged throughout the building. From the valet hired for the day to park the visitors’ cars, to the caterers setting up for the cocktail party in the CEO’s suite, to the producers and product coordinators and lighting engineers—all seemed to move a little more briskly, with greater purpose and determination, to perform their tasks with a little more certainty than they had in the trial runs that had dominated every day and night of the past two weeks. Now, it was showtime.

“How’s it going?” Zoey asked one of the technicians she passed in the hall.

“All things considered, we’re doing pretty well.” He nodded, his graying ponytail flopping silently against the back of his neck. “Your buddy”—he nodded toward the monitor—“got off to a little bit of a rocky start, but she’s doing real well now.”

Zoey crept to the corner of the stage where her new friend, Cecelia—CeCe—Hollister, a former Miss Montana, sat on a dark green velvet chair and exhibited the pantaloons of a porcelain doll. Sensing Zoey’s presence, she glanced over and winked, made a face, and continued her on-air conversation with the woman who had called in to buy the doll. CeCe looked as if she was doing just fine.

Nervous energy propelled Zoey down the corridor and into the lounge where she could sit and fix her hair and makeup without interruption.

“There you are,” Cara, one of the young production assistants, huffed and puffed as she poked her head in the door. “I’ve been looking all over for you. You have about twenty minutes before you go on. Do you feel that you need to come in the back and take one last look at the products you’re selling?”

“Yes.” Zoey nodded. “I want to make sure I’m as prepared as I can be. And there’s so much to remember. . . .”

She rose on shaking legs and packed her makeup bag into her tote.

“You’ll be great, Zoey. Everyone said you were the best in the trial runs all week.” Cara held the door open for her and allowed Zoey to pass through. The hallway was crawling with activity, florists and caterers, people moving furniture and people pushing carts of fine stem ware and ice sculptures, preparing for the arrival of the CEO within the hour.

“That was then and this is now,” she muttered under her breath. And now is when it counts. There was, she sensed, more riding on her airtime than how many items she would sell. She needed to feel sure of herself, needed to know that she had, after all these years, found her place. She suspected that, by the end of the next three hours, she might know.

“Zoey Enright, you kicked butt!” CeCe met Zoey with a high five as she danced off the set at the end of her three-hour run.

“WE kicked butt!” Zoey laughed. “And we survived our maiden runs. And . . . if the gods have been very good to us, maybe, just maybe, someone actually bought something that we were selling. Come on, let’s see if there are any sales numbers available.”

The two women descended upon the producer, who happily showed off the sales for the past six hours.

“The best we’ve had all day,” he told them. “You are both either very good and very likable, or you’re both very lucky. I haven’t decided which as yet.”

“We are all of those things,” CeCe told him matter-of-factly. “We are good and likable and lucky. And now we are going to celebrate our good fortunes and our lively personalities with a few very cold beers and some very hot peppers at that little roadside bar a few miles down this old country road.”

“Not so fast, CeCe.” Zoey grabbed her arm and steered her down the hallway. “The bartender down the road will have to make do without our company for a little longer. Right now it’s French champagne and all manner of other good things right on down the hall here.”

“Oh, right. The CEO’s picnic or whatever.” CeCe made a pouty face and ran her fingers through her thick dark auburn hair. “I’m from Big Sky country, Zoey, the good old American West. At the end of my workday, I want a cold beer and maybe, if it’s a big night, a bowl of cashews.”

“Later,” Zoey promised, and flashed a smile at the guard stationed at the doorway to check IDs, making sure that no outsiders crashed the party.

Zoey’s stomach reminded her that she had eaten next to nothing all day, her nerves having gotten the best of her early on. She made a plate of strawberries, melon, and icy cold shrimp. Stopping at the bar for a glass of sparkling water, she looked for a quiet corner in which to eat and collect her thoughts. Everyone in the room seemed to have watched her show, and had congratulated her on a job well done.

I did okay, she told herself as she settled near a window that had a ledge just wide enough for her glass. Better than okay. I was good. And I loved it. I loved it. Once the camera stated to run, I was fine. It was great. It was the best time I ever had. It was . . . it was like dancing on my toes in a white dress, on a big stage with beautiful music swirling around me. Like pulling a story from my mind and writing a book about people who never existed and making them sound real. Like looking through a microscope and watching all of the life forms that share the space of one tiny drop of pond water.

Zoey had landed, with both feet, and had made an enormous splash, exactly as Delia had predicted she would.
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Bennett Pierce set a steady pace as he headed for his destination. While in reality, he was jogging toward London’s St. James Park, in his mind, he was slipping his race car onto the track and into its designated starting position, preparing for the line-up lap, the first step of a race. The cars would make one lap around the circuit, then line up, ready to begin. The line-up was the last chance for each driver to make sure that every component of his car was ready and working properly.

Oblivious of the traffic, still light this early hour of the morning, Ben crossed the street and followed the walk-way that led down toward the pond, where the black swans had yet to waken to the day. Past sleeping forms on the benches, his feet kept up the rhythm, allowing his mind to keep him in the race. After the line-up would come the formation lap, which the race director would begin with a green flag, giving the drivers one full time around the circuit, at speed, to bring the tires, the water, the brakes, up to the right temperature for the race. This was also the drivers’ opportunity to stake their ground, to try to psyche out the competition, maybe by getting right up behind another entrant and not hitting the brakes until his gear box was practically in your face. Chances are that the spooked driver would be starting the race with his eyes on his rearview mirror instead of the cars in front of him. Which was just a means of letting everyone know that you were there to win. From that point on, it was a matter of waiting for the green light on the five-second board to signal the start of the race.

Every seasoned driver knew that the two most dangerous moments of a race were the start and the approach to the first corner. At the start of the race, the cars are too close together, with all the drivers trying to elbow their way as near to the head of the pack as possible, each of them well aware that the only driver who will be able to set up that first bend the way he wants to is the driver who is first into it. The cars behind him will have to brake earlier than they might like because of the bottleneck that will form at that first bend, making the driver who is last in line the first to brake and, being first, braking the longest amount of time. The first driver into the turn will be able to brake at the last second, saving him time that he will undoubtedly need later on if he is to have any chance of winning the race.

In two weeks, Ben would be driving in the Belgian Grand Prix at Spa-Francorchamps, considered by many to be the premier circuit of Grand Prix racing. As he ran, Ben tried to recall every inch of the 4.350 miles of track, every twist and turn his car would have to negotiate, planning every move he would make along the way. Spa climbed and fell through the picturesque Ardennes forest, with the legendary hairpin turn, La Source, the first bend on the circuit, leading uphill to the exhilarating Eau Rouge, one of the best-known curves in racing history. In his mind’s eye, Ben took Eau Rouge steadily, then onto the straightaway to Les Combes, the bend at the top of a hill, which led into Malmedy, the next curve. From one kink and curve to the next, Ben Pierce mentally accelerated and braked, downshifting through the gears, calculating just the right gear ratio for each of the bends. With every step he took, he carried on a silent debate with himself on how best to complete each of the forty-four laps in the manner that would cost him the least amount of time.

He tried to avoid looking back on his last race, at Hockenheim, Germany, the previous month, where Gerhard Berger had won on a hot, dry track, and where another driver had clung to too much of the road coming out of a corner and wiped out, taking Ben and a third car with him. Fortunately, no one had been hurt beyond minor bumps, but it had been a terrible disappointment to Ben, who had made the best start of his career before he’d been blown off the circuit. Those things happened, he knew, and he knew that if he was to make a similarly good start at Spa, he would have to take the lessons he’d learned at Hockenheim with him, while leaving all the negative emotions behind. Part of the intense training was mental as much as physical, and Ben wasn’t about to let the bad luck of his last race influence his performance in the next.

Glancing at his watch, he turned back toward his flat, where he would pack his weights into the back of his car and head out to join his old friend Tony Chapman for a swim at Tony’s country estate, Stowe Manor. Ben would strap the weights onto his ankles, and swim for a full thirty minutes. Because during a race the heart will operate at 160 to 170 beats per minute, a smart driver will spend much of his spare time exercising to increase the heart’s capacity and to lower the heartbeat at rest. Ben had established a rigorous routine two years ago, when it first appeared that his goal of driving in a Grand Prix would become a reality, and he had never missed a day, in season or off. Sometimes the exercise changed with circumstances. In the winter, cross-country skiing might take the place of running, weight-lifting might replace swimming, but always, there would be something with which he could challenge himself physically and mentally for several hours each day. His life could very well depend on his being prepared for the demands of the job, sitting in a narrow cockpit, essentially unable to change position for the length of the race, while maneuvering at high rates of speed and keeping his wits about him. The upcoming race would run for forty-four laps, maybe an hour and a half. Ben was not likely to forgo what he felt was an essential part of driving, the daily preparation that could make the difference between reaching his dream and losing it.

He tried to drive at a relatively slow speed on his way to Tony’s, taking his time and allowing himself to relax. At one point he pulled over to the shoulder and hunted in his black nylon bag for the bottle of water he’d picked up when he stopped for gas before leaving the city. It was a typical English summer day, the earliest clouds of the morning having given way to a soft sunshine that spread across the rolling fields like a light blanket. Ben loved the smell of England, the rich, woodsy scent of the farm he’d just passed as well as the thick scent of the roses that formed the hedge just over the next rise in the road. Both reminded him of another country home, of another garden where roses had perfumed the air. Long ago and far away, he told himself as he started the engine and resumed his drive, jerking the car onto the road with more intensity than he’d intended, leaving behind the roses and the memories they’d stirred up.

*  *  *

“How many more laps?” Tony Chapman stood at the side of the pool, looking infinitely amused. During his own brief racing career, he had never trained nearly as hard as Ben did. Which may be one of the reasons why Ben had lasted into a third season, when Tony’s career had ended with the fifth race of his second season. A nasty crash had left Tony glad to be alive and more than willing to walk away while he still could. He’d find another way to make his mark in the sport he loved.

“Four,” Ben said as he passed by. Those two-pound weights he’d fitted onto his ankles earlier now seemed to weigh two tons. By the time he had finished his thirty minutes, he was relieved to take the weighted cuffs off.

Tony tossed him a towel and Ben gratefully wrapped it around him. It had grown cloudy and looked likely to rain before too much more of the day had passed.

“Mrs. Bridges tells me that Pamela called while you were swimming, but thought it best not to interrupt you,” Tony said as he lowered his lean frame onto a lounge.

“Mrs. Bridges is a wise woman,” Ben nodded as he sat on the edge of a nearby chair. Seeing the elderly woman about to enter the enclosed pool area, he raised his voice and said, “If I were the marrying kind, I’d have asked for Mrs. Bridges’ hand years ago.”

The housekeeper eyed him with a combination of practiced disdain and pleasure.

“I heard that, young man, as you’d intended. But you still have to dress properly if you want tea. I’ll not be serving out here to either of you hooligans.” She passed a portable telephone to Tony and said, “It’s your sister.”

Ben leaned back in his chair while Tony chatted with Sibyl, opening his eyes only when he felt the merest hint of sunshine on his face. The sun had peeked out briefly before sliding back behind the mounting clouds. Ben was glad to have gotten his swim in before the rain started. He hated a break in his routine.

“Sibyl says to warn you that Nicole Williams is in London and is planning to look you up,” Tony told him as he turned off the phone and placed it on a nearby table.

“Remind me to thank Sibyl for the warning,” Ben said without bothering to open his eyes.

“Yes, well, but all work and no play, Ben . . .”

“I had a date last weekend,” Ben reminded him, “so don’t start.”

“Since when have you considered dinner with the formidable Cleo Abercrombie a date? Last I heard she was ‘just a friend.’”

“She still is a friend.”

“No offense, mate, but there’s more to life than measuring the temperature of your engine and having an occasional night out with Cleo.”

“There’s no one else I’d rather spend time with right now. Cleo is smart, and she’s interesting.”

“For a country barrister,” Tony muttered under his breath.

Ben laughed. “She’s a nice woman, Tony.”

“Oh, nice she is. You’re forgetting that she’s my cousin. Nice, however, isn’t likely to inspire much in the way of passion.”

Ben shook his head. “No time for that right now.”

“There’s always time for romance, Ben. That’s what’s wrong with you, you know. Not enough romance in your life. Never has been, if you ask me.”

“Well, I didn’t ask you.” Ben sat up as Mrs. Bridges appeared with a tray of small sandwiches and a pitcher of iced tea.

“I thought we weren’t getting served out here,” Tony reminded her.

“I’m off to the market”—she straightened out the little black hat that perched above her tightly permed gray curls—“and I don’t want the two of you crashing about in my kitchen while I’m gone. I thought perhaps you’d like a light lunch. Bring the tray in with you when you’re finished. And you’ll still have to dress for tea.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tony said solemnly.

“Be sure you do,” she told them. “And I’m buying chops, so I expect you both to be here for dinner.”

“Yes, Mrs. Bridges,” the two men sing-songed, earning a dirty look from the housekeeper as she closed the gate behind her.

“I was serious,” Ben said. “I would marry a woman just like Mrs. Bridges. No loose ends to deal with. Things would always run smoothly.”

“Ah, but no passion, Ben. No dancing in the moonlight.”

“But dinner would always be on time. And these days, I don’t have much time for dancing.”

“More’s the pity. There should always be time. Make time.”

“I just haven’t met anyone who . . .” Ben groped for words.

“Lit the spark,” Tony provided him with a few.

“That’s pretty close.” Ben nodded.

“What are you looking for in a woman?”

“Right now, I’m not really looking for one. Right now, I’m looking for my first Grand Prix win, something I’ve waited years for.”

“That’s all that matters to you.” It wasn’t a question.

“Right now, yes. That’s my goal.”

“That’s what I used to think, until Monte Carlo last year.”

“Monte Carlo is one of the toughest circuits, especially in the rain,” Ben said. “Running through the streets of the city, all those nasty little curves and turns.” He shook his head. “You weren’t the only one who has had bad runs in that race.”

“That may be so, but it made me realize several very important truths, Ben.” Tony lifted a glass of iced tea and handed it to his friend, then took the second and sipped at it. “Not the least of which was that as much as I love the sport, I never want to feel that particular brand of fear again. You can call me a coward if you like, but one close call like that was enough for one lifetime.”

“Tony, I’d never call you a coward. I don’t know how I’d feel if I had an accident like that . . . flipping the car over and then barely escaping as it burst into flames.” Ben shook his head. “I don’t know that I wouldn’t hang up my helmet too, after something like that.”

“Well, not wishing you similar bad luck, I don’t want you to forget that Chapman-Pierce Motors is well on its way to becoming a reality.” Tony broke into a smile. “I’ve found an old factory that might convert nicely into making our engines.”

“Once we have an engine to produce,” Ben reminded him.

“I’m working on it, mate. I recently got the name of an engineer who used to be with Ferrari, who we might be able to talk into coming out of retirement. He’s in Italy right now on an extended holiday, but as soon as he gets back, I’ll be speaking with him. I think we have the right idea, if not the technical know-how to produce the sort of engine we want.”

“Well, it is something to look forward to, having our own company.” Ben nodded. “We’ve only been talking about it for the last six or seven years.”

“And as soon as you’ve retired—not to jinx you with an early retirement, of course—we’ll be on our way.” Tony raised his glass to Ben’s and said, “Here’s to Chapman-Pierce. In its time . . .”

Ben tilted his glass in Tony’s direction, hoping that the time for Chapman-Pierce remained a long way off. After all, there were still so many races to be run, and Ben was looking forward to being in the starting line for his share of them.

Later, after dinner in one of the small family dining areas of the palatial family home of the Earl of Stowe, Ben had taken his leave while the sun was still a ripple in the sky. Tony had a party to attend, and in spite of his encouragement that Ben join him, Ben was not in a party frame of mind. He drove through the fragrant dusk, back to the city and the brownstone where he leased a second-floor flat. After garaging his car, he took the steps two at a time, hoping that the delivery he anticipated would be waiting for him. Upon seeing the package wrapped in brown paper and propped against his apartment door, he broke into a grin. Whistling, he flipped the package from his right hand to his left while he fished his keys out of his pocket and opened the door.

This was the moment he hated, those first steps into the painfully empty apartment. Before moving to London, he’d lived in an out-of-the-way village, in a rented cottage he had shared with one very large dark brown dog he’d rescued from a busy city street on a rainy Sunday night five years before. He and Goliath had been the best of buddies. Over the years, they had shared many an early morning run down a peaceful country road, and many a warm fire on chilly nights in the cottage, which had been built long before the idea of insulation had caught on. Last year, a speeding van had caught Goliath broadside as he had tried to cross the road to reach his master. Ben’s eyes still filled with tears every time he thought about his beloved mastiff, gasping for his last breath in Ben’s arms. Ben had buried the dog in a nearby field and before two weeks had passed, packed his things and moved to the city. It had been just one more loss in a long series of losses that had defined Ben’s life, one more place he’d left because it had hurt too much to stay.

He turned on the light with a casual flick of his wrist, and dropped the nylon bag that held his weights next to the door as he closed it, his attention focused on the package, which he placed on the coffee table at the same time he dropped onto the sofa. He reached behind him to turn on the floor lamp, then split the tape holding the brown paper together and let his prize fall onto his lap.

Crowning Glories, by Delia Enright.

Grateful that he’d made no social plans for the evening, Ben settled in and turned the book over, gently touching one finger to the photograph of the author on the back cover. It was a different photo from the one that had appeared on her last book, and he studied it for changes. Delia’s eyes were still that deadly shade of sapphire blue he’d remembered, and still held the same spark. Her grin still saucy and her heart, he knew, was still the very purest gold. Though still the same shade of cool champagne, her hair appeared just a wee bit shorter. Other than that, as far as he was concerned, Delia hadn’t changed a bit over the years.

In Ben’s eyes, she never did.
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