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                Eagles Nest, Colorado

            

            
                AS was her custom, Myrna
                        had deliberately kept her visitor waiting for half an hour—a practice that
                        established hierarchy. And the visitor would have had plenty of time to
                        admire and be intimidated by her office with its sleek décor and the view
                        from a spacious deck that jutted out over a veritable abyss and took one’s
                        breath away.

                The man was on the deck when she entered the room, his hands
                        on the railing, the wind lifting his longish hair as he took in the
                        breathtaking view of Colorado’s Elkhead Mountains. She watched him for a
                        time, imagining the firm, youthful body beneath the well-tailored sport
                        coat, and found herself regretting the vast difference in their ages. Not
                        that she would have tried to seduce him, but a little sexual tension was to
                        a business meeting what seasoning was to food; it made the experience more
                        pleasant.

                Of course, there had been a time in her life when a pleasant
                        business encounter sometimes led to other things. It had been years,
                        however, since she’d had a man in her arms and life, and probably she never
                        would again. She’d always assumed that a time would arrive when she stopped
                        having sexual thoughts, but they still came unbidden. In the night, they
                        came. Or sometimes in the presence of an appealing man.

                She cleared away such thoughts with a shake of her head and
                        crossed the room to the open French doors. “Mr. Farris?”

                He turned and smiled. His teeth were white and perfect. “You
                        have the most incredible home I have ever seen,” he said.

                She accepted his compliment with a nod, then headed toward her
                        desk with Mr. Farris following. She was still tall and erect and carried
                        herself in a manner that belied her age, but she knew that he saw her as a
                        person made all but genderless by advancing years.

                Even if he were willing, she had too much pride.

                Once they both were seated on their respective sides of her
                        large, highly polished, and absolutely bare desk, he handed her a thick
                        manila folder.

                She placed it in front of her and folded her hands on top of
                        it. “Tell me what’s inside.”

                “Basically I discovered nothing about any family member that
                        would cause insurmountable problems in your son’s upcoming gubernatorial
                        campaign,” he said with his elbows resting on the arms of his chair, his
                        body leaning slightly forward. “Other than Randall’s DUIs, your children and
                        their spouses and your grandchildren have been extremely circumspect in
                        conducting their personal lives.”

                He waited for her to comment. When she remained silent, he
                        said, “Your son has already acknowledged his DUIs in previous campaigns, and
                        they seem to have been written off by voters as youthful indiscretions. His
                        long-standing second marriage to the daughter of a noted architect is
                        certainly in his favor. And Randall has an impressive military record, has
                        been a reasonably effective congressman during his three terms, and is
                        popular with the media.”

                Again he paused. When she didn’t comment, he drew in his
                        breath and slowly let it out.

                She suppressed the smile that was playing with her lips. He
                        was either feeling intimidation or frustration. Or both. Poor baby.

                “As for your own background,” he said with a bit of a stammer,
                        “it is a bit more problematic. While it’s not unheard of for birth records
                        to be destroyed in courthouse fires and for an individual to apply for and
                        receive a new birth certificate based on affidavits from relatives,
                        baptismal and school records, and the like, the only documentation provided
                        when you applied for a new birth certificate was an affidavit signed by two
                        ‘cousins’ who have no paper trail at all, which could make one wonder if
                        these two individuals ever existed.”

                He squared his shoulders as though expecting her to refute his
                        statement. When she did not, he continued, “And this most likely fraudulent
                        birth certificate is the only sort of documentation I was able to find on
                        you until your second marriage. In fact, the first two decades of your life
                        are devoid of any verifiable information. This absence of a paper trail is
                        unusual at best, and if I were the suspicious sort, I would wonder if you
                        hadn’t created a new identity for yourself in young adulthood. According to
                        the brief bio used by your company, you came from a mining family and were
                        raised in Montana, but it would help if I knew something about your parents
                        and your childhood.”

                “That was a very difficult time in my life,” she said, “and I
                        prefer not to make it public.”

                He regarded her, his head tilted to one side, as though he was
                        trying to decide how insistent he should be. “Ordinarily,” he said, “the
                        media might not take much interest in the widowed mother of a potential
                        candidate for high office. Since you are not the usual candidate’s mother,
                        however, there will likely be some snooping. Actually I predict there will
                        be a great deal of snooping.”

                “It’s your job to see that such ‘snooping’ goes no place,” she
                        said.

                “Yes, of course.” He leaned forward and placed his hands on
                        the desk. “As a diversionary tactic, I suggest we clandestinely hire someone
                        to write an ‘unauthorized’ biography on your life that will put forth a
                        version of your difficult childhood and young adulthood that you can live
                        with. The book will highlight your courage in overcoming adversity, your
                        dedication to your family, your contributions to the mining industry, your
                        generous support of numerous worthy philanthropies, and your incredible
                        success in building one of the nation’s largest family-owned companies from
                        the ground up. However, the biography should also include a few salacious
                        and apparently embarrassing details that in reality only serve to make you
                        more interesting and colorful and make the book more believable but will
                        cause no real damage to you or your family’s reputation. You will make a
                        public show of trying—unsuccessfully, of course—to stop publication of the
                        book, which guarantees that it will be widely read and be used as a
                        seemingly valid source of information for journalists.”

                She wanted to tell him no. Up to this point, she had led an
                        exceedingly private life. But ironically the last decades of her life were a
                        lead-up to one very public moment that would be played out in front of the
                        Capitol in Washington, D.C. The governor’s chair was but a stepping-stone to
                        the presidency.

                “The book is an intriguing idea,” she said. “I will read your
                        report and get back to you.”

            

        

    
        
            
                One

            

            
                VANESSA tried to look
                        interested while her sister Ellie fretted about the lack of eligible men in
                        her life and expressed her irritation over the fading of the “permanent”
                        eyeliner for which she had paid five hundred dollars and while her other
                        sister, Georgiana, tried to decide if she should have her hair straightened
                        and whether she should “invest” in an iPod.

                Vanessa glanced in their mother’s direction, ready to roll her
                        eyes as an editorial comment on her sisters’ lack of maturity, but Penelope
                        was absently toying with the stem of her wineglass, her mind seemingly
                        elsewhere.

                Vanessa reached for her own glass and took a sip of the pricey
                        Pinot Noir that Ellie had insisted on ordering. Ellie also had insisted that
                        they eat at this trendy French restaurant with its hot new chef. As an
                        associate editor at the fashion magazine Stiletto, Ellie considered herself an authority
                        on anything remotely connected to style and the good life. And it was their
                        mother’s sixtieth birthday, she had pointed out. Of course, Ellie was
                        single, as was Georgiana, who made a ridiculous amount of money as a hand
                        and foot model. They had no one to take care of but themselves; whereas
                        Vanessa had two daughters in need of orthodontia, a husband who after
                        fourteen years of marriage was still trying to find himself, and a suburban
                        home that they couldn’t afford to maintain.

                As though sensing her older sister’s disinterest, Ellie wound
                        down her tales of woe with the assertion that what this city needed was a
                        major incursion of heterosexual men, then lifted her glass. “Here’s to our
                        glamorous mother on her very special birthday,” she said.

                Vanessa studied their mother’s face and its somewhat detached
                        smile. Glamorous. Yes, she was that. Maybe even a bit too glamorous
                        considering she had been widowed for less than a year. Penelope Wentworth
                        was trim, unlined, elegantly attired, and could probably pass for her
                        daughters’ older sister.

                People often told Vanessa that she looked like her mother. And
                        while she was tall and had her mother’s thick, dark hair, she had not
                        inherited Penelope’s brown eyes, high cheekbones, or her olive complexion.
                        Like her sisters, Vanessa had their father’s fair skin and blue eyes. Ellie
                        and Georgiana also had their father’s thick, reddish blond hair, but Ellie’s
                        hair was sleek and straight, while Georgiana’s hair was a mass of unruly
                        curls. Vanessa had always thought that her sisters’ hair reflected their
                        personalities. Ellie was a control freak, and Georgiana was scatterbrained.
                        Ellie’s outfit du jour was always meticulously planned. Georgiana rolled out
                        of bed and started grabbing but somehow managed a charmingly bohemian
                        look.

                They had not celebrated their mother’s fifty-ninth birthday. A
                        year ago their father had been close to death. A horrible time. The worst of
                        Vanessa’s life. Thinking about it brought the all too familiar ache to her
                        chest. God, how she missed him. Her father had been her hero. The dearest
                        man she’d ever known. The man against whom she compared all others. Her
                        husband, Scott, had never come close to measuring up. Not that she didn’t
                        love him; she just wished he was more ambitious. And more thoughtful. But
                        maybe Scott felt the same way about her.

                After dinner they sauntered along, heading for the apartment
                        on Park Avenue where their mother now lived alone and that the sisters still
                        referred to as “home.” They had gathered there before dinner and were
                        returning for birthday cake, champagne, and the opening of gifts. It was a
                        wonderful summer evening with the sidewalk full of Friday-night strollers on
                        their way to and from restaurants or simply enjoying the sights and sounds
                        of this Upper East Side neighborhood.

                After more than a decade of living in northern New Jersey and
                        navigating her life from behind the wheel of an SUV, Vanessa still thought
                        of herself as a New Yorker and probably always would. And while she
                        sometimes complained because her mother—and her sisters, too—seldom came to
                        visit her and her family in New Jersey, they did give her an excuse to come
                        into the city.

                The eighth-floor apartment was spacious by New York standards
                        and filled with a diverse mix of furniture, artwork, and clutter that their
                        parents had collected over the years or was left over from the days when the
                        apartment had been the home of Penelope’s parents. The sisters cleared
                        magazines, books, and a potted plant from the coffee table. Georgiana placed
                        six candles—one for each decade of their mother’s life—in the cake. Ellie
                        uncorked a bottle of champagne, and Vanessa placed a stack of presents in
                        front of Penelope.

                They sang “Happy Birthday” and watched their mother blow out
                        the candles, then exchanged knowing glances as she opened the several
                        smaller presents—perfume, bath oil, the latest book by one of her favorite
                        authors—that were but a prelude to their very special gift for her very
                        special birthday. They had hired an artist to paint a portrait of their
                        parents based on one of the many photographs taken at their thirty-fifth
                        wedding anniversary. Vanessa had tears in her eyes as she watched her mother
                        remove the wrapping. Her sisters’ eyes were also glistening. They had
                        conferred long and hard over the gift, debating which photograph to use,
                        locating just the right artist to paint a portrait of their beloved parents,
                        selecting the perfect frame. The results were stunning. Penelope and Matthew
                        Wentworth looked wonderfully happy and very much in love. Vanessa had grown
                        up assuming that she, too, would one day marry a fine-looking, considerate,
                        witty man like her father and have the same sort of loving, respectful
                        marriage her parents had had.

                Not that she and Scott had a bad marriage. It was just that
                        they didn’t adore one another the way her parents had. Scott never looked at
                        her the way her father was looking at her mother in that anniversary
                        picture.

                Vanessa held her breath while Mother pulled away the last of
                        the wrappings and regarded the painting. “Oh, my,” she said softly, her
                        fingertips touching the face of their father. “What a dear, beautiful man he
                        was.”

                “You were such a handsome couple,” Vanessa noted as she dug in
                        her purse for a tissue. “Everyone said so. And so devoted. And I never once
                        heard you guys say a cross word to one another.”

                “I was always so proud of my great-looking parents,” Ellie
                        chimed in.

                Penelope dabbed at her eyes, then rose from the sofa to give
                        each of them a hug. “Your father was a wonderful man,” she said, “and, oh,
                        how he did love his darling daughters. You girls were the light of his
                        life.”

                When she sat down again, it was not on the sofa but in the
                        wing chair, which Vanessa had always thought of as her mother’s throne.
                        Daddy had preferred the comfort of the well-worn easy chair and ottoman.
                        Vanessa closed her eyes, remembering evenings in this room. She and her
                        sisters sprawled here and there doing their homework. Their parents in their
                        places with reading glasses parked on their noses. Their parents were both
                        writers. Their father worked for a major news service, and their mother
                        wrote magazine articles. Both had deadlines to meet. They proofread each
                        other’s work. Even if the television was on, they were reading or editing or
                        proofing.

                “We thought the portrait would look fabulous over the mantel,”
                        Ellie said, her voice almost childlike in her delight and pride. The
                        portrait had been Ellie’s idea. Vanessa and Georgiana had thought a special
                        piece of jewelry would be appropriate, but they had immediately acquiesced
                        when Ellie told them about her idea.

                When Penelope did not respond to her suggestion about where to
                        hang the picture, Ellie added, “That picture has faded over the
                        years.”

                Vanessa glanced up at the courtly ballroom scene. Yes, the
                        picture had definitely faded. As had the wallpaper, drapes, and upholstery.
                        The room was overflowing with furniture, bric-a-brac, framed photographs,
                        stacks of newspapers and books and magazines. Through an arched opening was
                        the dining room—with its scarred table and cluttered china cabinet—where the
                        family used to gather for dinner. Lively gatherings. Good times that were
                        gone forever.

                Vanessa waited with her sisters for their mother to say yes,
                        that over the mantel would be a perfect place for the portrait. Had Mother not heard Ellie? Vanessa
                        exchanged worried glances with her sisters.

                When Penelope finally spoke, her words had nothing to do with
                        the wonderful birthday present that now lay seemingly forgotten on the
                        coffee table. “I’ve been going through your father’s things,” she
                        said.

                They watched as their mother rose, went to the handsome
                        mahogany secretary that had once been their grandmother’s, and returned with
                        a yellowing envelope, which she handed to Vanessa. “I found this in a Bible
                        that belonged to your daddy’s Miss Vera.”

                The envelope was addressed to Miss Vera Wentworth, the
                        spinster lady who had raised their orphaned father. There was no return
                        address, but the postmark indicated that the letter was mailed in Deer
                        Lodge, Montana, almost sixty-one years ago.

                Vanessa pulled out a single sheet of lined notebook paper and
                        read the brief, pencil-written message:

                
                    Dear Aunt Vera,

                    Thank you for taking in my baby. Please tell
                            him only that his mother died when he was born and that you were never
                            told her name or anything about her.

                    God’s blessing on you
                        both.

                    Sincerely,

                    Hattie

                

                A shiver went up and down Vanessa’s spine. Her father’s mother had given him
                            away. How strange to learn something so elemental about
                        her father’s life that he himself had never known. For his entire life he
                        believed himself to have been orphaned at birth. He’d been raised on a farm
                        outside a small town in West Virginia by an elderly woman who died when
                        Ellie was just a baby and Georgiana had not yet been born.

                Vanessa had clear memories of the gaunt old woman with frizzy
                        gray hair, spectacles resting on her nose, her face a road map of lines and
                        creases. She remembered Sunday dinners at the round table in the farmhouse’s
                        austere kitchen listening while Vera and Daddy discussed crops and pigs and
                        the weather and who’d died since he’d last visited the rural community. She
                        always called him by both his first and middle names—Matthew Wade. He called
                        her Miss Vera. She had raised Matthew Wade to believe that his father had
                        died in a mining accident before he was born and his unmarried mother had
                        died giving him birth and that Vera had been asked to care for the baby
                        until a permanent home could be found for him. But after only a few weeks,
                        she realized that God expected her to raise him and began legal proceedings
                        to adopt him.

                Vanessa looked again at the postmark on the envelope. Her
                        father would have been little more than a week old when it was
                        written.

                Once again the living room was filled with silence. Vanessa
                        became aware of the street sounds eight floors below. A distant siren.
                        Squealing tires. Horns honking. Laughter.

                “I thought about putting the letter back in the Bible or maybe
                        just throwing it away,” Penelope admitted. “But the woman who wrote it is your grandmother.”

                “She’s probably dead by now,” Ellie pointed out.

                “Maybe,” Penelope said with a shrug. “Or maybe
                    not.”

                “So what do you think we should do about the letter?” Vanessa
                        asked.

                “That’s up to you girls,” Penelope said.

                “I think we should take a trip to Montana and look for her,”
                        Georgiana announced with an emphatic shake of her curly mop. “That’s what
                        Daddy would have expected us to do.”

                “I’ll bet the single men in Montana are all straight as
                        arrows,” Ellie observed in a wistful voice.

                “We can’t just go traipsing off to Montana looking for an old
                        woman named Hattie,” Vanessa pointed out.

                “Why not?” Georgiana demanded with a wave of a perfectly
                        manicured hand. “Lots of people who were adopted find their birth parents. I
                        don’t see why we can’t find our birth grandmother. I’m sure there are Web
                        sites that explain how to search for long-lost relatives.”

                “Well, I have a family to look after,” Vanessa reminded them.
                        A family that should have been here with her tonight, but the girls had been
                        invited to a slumber party, and, as was usually the case, Scott had some
                        reason not to accompany her into Manhattan. Tonight he’d claimed that his
                        throat was sore when she knew that he really wanted to watch a baseball
                        game. And what she really wanted was for just her and her sisters to watch
                        their mother unwrap the portrait and witness her delight from the gift
                        itself and from her daughters’ thoughtfulness.

                Their mother’s reaction had been tepid. Not one of delight.
                        Vanessa took a deep breath fighting against a wave of disappointment. Bitter
                        disappointment. And even anger.

                The mysterious letter and its envelope now sat on the coffee
                        table next to the portrait. Why had her mother chosen to show it to them on
                        her birthday?

                Now that Vanessa thought about it, Mother had seemed
                        preoccupied all evening. And when Vanessa had used the bathroom before they
                        left for the restaurant, she noticed a stack of cardboard boxes in her
                        parents’ bedroom. The top box was opened, and she recognized various items
                        of her father’s clothing folded inside. Vanessa picked up his favorite
                        cardigan and buried her face in it. Of course, she didn’t expect her mother
                        to hang on to her father’s clothes forever. Probably seeing them still
                        hanging there in his closet made her sad. The clothes would be sent to some
                        charity, which was the correct thing to do.

                But the thought made Vanessa momentarily ill. She felt as
                        though her father’s memory were being erased.

                Vanessa had not looked in her father’s study, but she wondered
                        if her mother had also been going through the desk, file cabinets, and
                        bookcases deciding what should be kept and what should be disposed of.
                        That’s why she’d come across Vera’s Bible and the letter hidden away among
                        its pages.

                But why this sudden rush of activity after living among
                        Daddy’s things for the last year? Vanessa took comfort in them. His presence
                        still permeated every corner of the apartment.

                Then a disturbing thought crossed her mind.

                “You aren’t planning to sell the apartment, are you?” Vanessa
                        asked her mother. After she’d spoken the words, she realized that they had
                        sounded accusatory. Ellie and Georgiana both looked startled that she would
                        ask such a thing.

                Penelope shook her head. “No, but I am planning to rent
                        it.”

                “Rent it! Why would you do that?” Georgiana asked, puzzlement
                        in her voice.

                “Because I don’t want to live here anymore,” Penelope said
                        with a small shrug, “and rentals being what they are in this part of town,
                        the apartment will provide a nice income for me.”

                “I don’t understand,” Vanessa said. “Why don’t you want to
                        live here anymore? It’s our home.”

                “It was your home,”
                        Penelope corrected. “It’s where your father and I raised our three
                        daughters, but you girls live elsewhere now, and as much as I loved your
                        father, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life living with his ghost. You
                        girls are welcome to whatever you want of all this stuff,” she said with an
                        airy wave of her hand apparently indicating the entire contents of the
                        living room and the rooms beyond. “I plan to get rid of the rest. The
                        painters and carpet layers are scheduled next month. And I guess I’ll have
                        to do something about the antiquated kitchen.”

                Her mother didn’t want to keep anything? Vanessa was
                        stunned.

                “I know my decision comes as a surprise to you girls,”
                        Penelope continued, “but I wanted to wait until I was absolutely sure before
                        I said anything. And I wanted the three of you together when I told you
                        about my plans.”

                “Where will you live?” Ellie asked, her voice
                        quivering.

                Penelope’s arms were resting on the arms of the chair. Her
                        chin was high, her gaze distant. A tiny smile was playing with her lips. “I
                        plan to live in a lovely old farmhouse in the south of France,” she
                        said.

                “France!” Ellie and Vanessa exclaimed in unison.

                “You can’t be serious,” Georgiana said. “Why would you want to
                        live in France?”

                “Because I’ve lived my entire life in this city and would like
                        to live someplace else before I die,” Penelope said, then added with a
                        girlish shrug, “and because it makes be happy to be there.”

                “How could you know that?” Vanessa demanded, not even trying
                        to keep the disapproval from her voice. “You’ve never been to France
                        before.”

                “Oh, but I have,” Penelope said with an enigmatic smile that
                        would have done the Mona Lisa
                        proud. “I was there just last week.”

                Vanessa exchanged glances with her sisters. Their mother was
                        losing her mind. She could not possibly have gone to France on her own and
                        without any of them even knowing about it.

                “You must be thinking of Montreal,” Vanessa
                    suggested.

                “No, my dear, I was thinking of France. A small village in
                        Provence. It’s called Château de Roc.

            

        

    

Two



ELLIE waited until the elevator door slid closed before announcing, “Mother has met a man.”

“That’s absurd,” Vanessa snapped.

Ellie felt a wave of irritation at her older sister. Vanessa could be such a know-it-all. “You’re right,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Mother just woke up one morning and out of the blue decided to get rid of everything she owned and leave behind her daughters and granddaughters and friends of a lifetime and move half a world away from the only city she’s ever lived in.”

“She probably met him online,” Georgiana said with a sigh.

“How disgusting for you even to think such a thing,” Vanessa told her sisters with her shoulders square, her chin high, her voice filled with indignation. “Sixty-year-old widows still grieving for the love of their life don’t violate their dead husband’s memory by going online to find a man to run off with.”

Then Vanessa burst into tears.

Ellie and Georgiana immediately put their arms around her and tried to soothe. “Come on, Nessa, it’s not the end of the world,” Ellie said.

As the elevator door opened, Ellie thought about suggesting they find a quiet bar and discuss this surprising turn in their lives, but she had other plans for the rest of the evening. And Georgiana would be heading for the club where her nerdy musician boyfriend was playing. Besides, while a part of Ellie would like her mother to be the keeper of the family shrine for the rest of her days, she could understand how even a sixty-year-old woman might want something more in her life.

On the sidewalk in front of the building the sisters hugged each other, then Georgiana headed for the subway entrance and Ellie stepped to the curb to hail a cab. “You want a ride to Grand Central?” she asked Vanessa.

Vanessa shook her head. “No, I think I left my cell phone in the apartment,” she said over her shoulder as she headed back toward the building entrance. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Oh dear, Ellie thought. Now Vanessa’s going to go give poor Mother the third degree. Momentarily she thought about following Vanessa and acting as an intermediary or whatever. But when a cab pulled up to the curb, she got in.

“JoJo’s on Lafayette,” she told the driver, and went about the business of transforming herself, removing her chic Marc Jacobs jacket to reveal a strapless, red-satin bustier, using hair spray to give her hair a more tousled look, adding a heavy coat of glossy red lipstick and an ample dusting of blush.

Growing up, Ellie had assumed that she would someday fall deeply in love with a man as kind and loving as her father had been and have children with him. But throughout the third decade of her life she’d seen what marriage and motherhood had done to her older sister, who used to be beautiful and loads of fun. Now Vanessa was a worried, frazzled mother of two and the wife of a nice-enough-but-

somewhat-ineffectual man who claimed to be marketing business property online but didn’t seem to be contributing much to the household budget. Ellie found herself wondering if she really wanted to share her domicile with anyone—male or female, adult or child, two-legged or four-legged.

But something began happening to her about the time she turned thirty. She wasn’t sure if it was hormonal or societal or just plain insanity, but she started taking notice of babies. Really noticing them. Wherever she came upon babies—in restaurants, on the street, in a park, on the subway—she couldn’t take her eyes off them. Babies were like magnets. Ellie felt an almost worshipful reverence for them and found that she adored baby toes, baby shoulders, baby thighs. She wanted to be a mother. She could actually feel the emptiness of her uterus.

Just about the time she started going nuts over babies, she began noticing something about the babies’ fathers, who were delighted to show off their offspring and who were the sort of earnest, wholesome-yet-sexy-in-a-sweet-vulnerable-way kind of guy she’d been looking for. Maybe fatherhood turned inconsiderate, self-centered, egotistical men into decent guys who sincerely loved their wives and children. Maybe a girl just had to take a man on faith no matter how much of a jerk he appeared to be and hope for the best.

The problem was the straight guys in her day-to-day life were few and far between. Ellie’s domain was the world of fashion, and most of the men she worked with—fashion designers, graphic artists, hairdressers, makeup artists, photographers, and the like—were gay. Actually, she preferred the company of gay men, but they weren’t much good when a girl was horny. Or when she wanted to get married and have a baby.

By the time the cab had reached its destination, Ellie had completely transformed her look from stylish career woman into sex kitten on the prowl. JoJo’s had been described in the Village Voice as a hot singles nightspot for the overthirty crowd. Ellie had been to many such nightclubs since beginning her quest and hated them all. Hated putting herself on display. Hated wearing attire that had nothing to do with the sleek, fashionable woman she really was. Hated the blatant, over-the-top flirting. Hated the entire scene. And kept vowing that she wasn’t going that route ever again. But a friend of a friend had set her up with an “all but divorced” guy named Boone—Ellie wasn’t sure if that was his first name or his last name. Apparently JoJo’s had been Boone’s suggestion. She’d told the friend of a friend to tell Boone that she’d be wearing a red dress and a white gardenia in her hair.

The gardenia!

She paid the cabbie, then fished the fake flower out of her Chloé leather tote and clipped it over her right ear as she made her way through the milling crowd on the sidewalk.

She left the tote with the hatcheck girl, then waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim light and the pulsating strobes. The music was deafening. The dance floor was a gyrating, arm-waving mass of humanity. Ellie closed her eyes and allowed the music to take her. Her body began to sway. Her arms floated over her head. Please let Boone show up. And please let him be thoughtful and kind and attractive and smart and not looking for a one-night stand but for a woman to cherish and spend the rest of his life with and make a baby with.



Georgiana sat alone at a small round table just outside the spotlight illuminating Trisha Bell, a plump, middle-aged singer who’d had a huge hit decades ago. “My One True Love” was still being sung at weddings and was familiar to most adults of a certain age. The bar on Houston in the West Village was packed with older tourists for whom the name Trisha Bell had some meaning. A band of six was accompanying her with Georgiana’s boyfriend, Freddy, on the electric guitar.

The waiter appeared with a vodka tonic. Compliments of Freddy, he told her. Before she could tell him to bring water instead, the waiter was gone.

She’d had a glass of wine at the restaurant and champagne with the birthday cake. To avoid fluid retention in her hands and feet, she never drank anything alcoholic or ate salty food forty-eight hours before a photographic shoot, and she had a shoot scheduled first thing Monday morning.

And to make sure her feet exhibited no marks or redness, she wore only soft moccasins for twelve hours before a shoot. She also had weekly manicures and pedicures performed by Dr. Lou, an elderly Chinese podiatrist who’d been recommended by the modeling agency as the best in the business. Per Dr. Lou’s instructions, Georgiana buffed her nails and rubbed cocoa butter into her hands and feet several times a day and avoided shoes that might put undue pressure on any part of the foot. Dr. Lou told her that the longest any hand and/or foot model—even those who religiously followed his instructions—could expect to be successful was the early thirties, after which time the skin started to coarsen, veins became more prominent, and ridges began to appear in the nails. And don’t get pregnant, he warned. “Pregnant bery, bery bad for hands and feet. Make hands and feet puffy.”

Georgiana’s plan had been to save half of the money she made so that by the time she was thirty she could carry herself over a lean year or two while she became established as a prominent creator of art photography but now worried that might not be a feasible expectation. Not that she wasn’t making a significant amount of money, but it took so damned much just to get by.

Georgiana had really been into photography during high school and never went anyplace without a camera. At NYU she’d been a fine arts major with an emphasis in photography until the hand and foot thing came along out of the blue. A woman on the subway told her that she had beautiful hands and asked if she’d ever thought of being a hand model. The very next day Georgiana began calling agencies. It turned out that her feet were beautiful, too.

Now that she was busy with her modeling career, she had little time for pursuing the art of photography, but she couldn’t pass by a photographic gallery without going inside. And she was always looking at the world through an imaginary lens framing imaginary pictures. She was a purist using only black-and-white film and developing it herself and was no more tempted by digital technology than a painter would be.

Even now as she sat at the tiny nightclub table, she imagined how she would photograph Trisha Bell in the smoke-filled column of light. Then her attention moved to the shadows. To Freddy’s barely illuminated form. Every sinew of his body was concentrating on the music. It didn’t matter that he was playing sappy ballads from the sixties and seventies. His job was to make music, and just as Georgiana had a fascination for images captured with a camera—from the faded snapshots she’d come across in shoeboxes and albums at junk stores to Ansel Adams landscapes in pricey galleries—Freddy had a passion for all music from hillbilly to classical. She knew that her sisters didn’t understand why she hung in there with a guy whose occupation required him to make music into the wee small hours of the morning and who didn’t care diddly-squat about clothes and money and impressing people unless it was with his virtuosity. But Freddy was sweet and lovable, and their relationship was as comfortable as her favorite pair of bedroom slippers. And that counted for a lot, she told herself. Except sometimes she wished he were as good with words as he was with melodies.

Georgiana took just a tiny sip of the drink, which tasted wonderfully crisp and cool, and thought of the hundreds of nights she’d spent sitting at a table or standing backstage as she watched Freddy play his guitar with whatever trio or combo or group of which he was currently a member.

When they’d first started hanging out together, Freddy was the best-looking, smartest, most popular boy in the tenth grade. No one from those days would even recognize him now, what with the long hair, piercings, tattoos, and the scrawny body that he’d acquired after he’d left home and no longer ate meals regularly. She’d had other boyfriends off and on over the years, but she hadn’t gone out with anyone else for almost two years, long enough that it irritated her when one of her sisters asked if she was “still seeing Freddy.”

Trisha Bell was singing a ballad about a convict escaping from prison so he could see his dying wife one last time. It was hokey as hell, but Georgiana found herself dabbing her eyes with the tiny, stiff paper napkin that came with her drink. After the convict had been shot dead by the sheriff’s men and the song ended to loud applause, Trisha threw kisses, made her exit, and the lights came up. Freddy blinked a few times, then came over to the table.

“Hi, doll,” he said, leaning over to give her a kiss. A very nice kiss. He sat next to her and she pushed the drink toward him. He removed the straw and downed it in one gulp. “You staying for the next set, aren’t you?”

She shook her head. She wanted to tell him that she was upset. That her Mother had not shed a single tear when she’d seen the portrait and was getting rid of all the family possessions and moving to France. And that even though she had defended their mother’s right to make such a drastic change in her life, it was disturbing to realize the home of their childhood would be lost to her and her sisters—and shocking to think of their mother with a man other than their father.

“What did you think of that last arrangement?” Freddy asked. “I talked Trisha into letting me update some of her stuff. The old girl still has a great set of pipes, but she’s stuck in the dark ages when it comes to music.”

“Do you love me?” Georgiana asked.

He reared back in his chair a bit and scrutinized her. “Silly girl,” he said, punching her arm. “You’re my one and only.”

Then he took a second look and realized he had not provided the correct response to her query. “You are my one true love, Georgiana Wentworth, and always will be.” He took her hands in his and kissed first one palm and then the other.







Three



VANESSA rang the doorbell, then inserted her key into the lock. “It’s Vanessa,” she called out as she stepped inside. “I forgot my cell phone.”

“I’m on the phone,” her mother’s voice called from her bedroom.

Vanessa reached into her purse for her cell phone and waited with it in hand. Her mother was laughing. Girlish laughter.

Vanessa considered moving closer to the open bedroom door and eavesdropping a bit but resisted the urge, going instead to the kitchen for a drink of water. Then she went back to the living room and perched on a sofa arm.

Finally her mother appeared. “Oh, are you still here?” she said, her face a bit flushed. “I see that you found your phone.” Then she paused and regarded her oldest daughter’s face. “But that’s not really why you came back, is it?”

“I came back because I’m in shock,” Vanessa acknowledged.

“And the reason you’re in shock is because…?” Penelope asked as she headed for the wing chair.

“Because I assumed you’d always be here in our family home,” Vanessa said with a wave of her hand indicating the entirety of the apartment, “being my sisters’ and my mother and Lily and Beth’s grandmother.”

“Do you really think that my moving out of this apartment means I’m relinquishing my position as mother and grandmother?” Penelope asked, her head tilted to one side.

“Well, you certainly seem to be changing your priorities. Ellie and Georgiana both think you’ve met a man—probably some guy you found online.”

“I did read several articles about online dating services and actually roamed around some of the sites,” Penelope acknowledged, “but I met Jean Claude walking down Madison Avenue. It was a cold, windy day, and he looked lost. I asked if I could help. He was searching for the quilt store. He said he wanted to buy a genuine American quilt to take home to his sister. He bought a quilt. We had dinner. There were numerous transatlantic e-mails and phone calls. He made a return trip to New York.”

Penelope paused, a soft, remembering kind of smile playing with her lips. “And then he sent me a plane ticket. I suppose I should have let you and your sisters know right away what was going on, but first I wanted to keep the secret all to myself—to savor and enjoy. Then I worried that you girls wouldn’t approve, and I can tell by the expression on your face that, at least when it comes to my oldest daughter, I was correct in that regard.”

“How can you be with someone else so soon after Daddy’s death?” Vanessa said, rising from her perch. She began to pace, the cell phone still in her hand.

“So, would you feel all right about my being with ‘someone else’ if I’d waited another year?” Penelope asked, using a calm, reasonable tone of voice that Vanessa found infuriating.

“Or how about five years?” Penelope continued. “Or ten? I don’t consider myself old, Vanessa, but I don’t have so many good years left that I have the luxury of wasting them.”

“Did you know before Daddy died that you’d marry again?” Vanessa demanded, still pacing. She felt like an attorney in a courtroom interrogating a witness. She paused beside the coffee table to stare down at the birthday-present portrait. She wondered what would happen to it. It certainly wasn’t going to accompany her mother to France. Maybe she’d put it over her own mantel, Vanessa thought, except she wasn’t sure she wanted it. The portrait was about forever and ever, and maybe there was no such thing.

“Who said anything about marriage?” her mother asked with a shrug. “I don’t want to be Jean Claude’s wife, but if we get along and both stay healthy, I would like to have a nice long relationship with him. He inherited a farm with a charming house that has a lovely view from the terrace. We plan to grow roses and vegetables and keep dogs and cats and chickens. I will write some, but not as much as before. Jean Claude loves to cook, and I love to drink wine while I watch him cook.”

“I will rephrase my question,” Vanessa said in a testy tone. “Did you know before Daddy died that you would enter into another relationship should the opportunity present itself?”

“Before your father left to cover the war in Bosnia, we discussed the possibility of his getting killed.” Penelope’s voice was calm, her body relaxed. “Several journalists already had lost their lives, and he said that he would expect me to get on with my life if that happened to him. We had the same conversation and came to the same conclusion before he left to cover the war in Afghanistan. He expressed that same sentiment again when he first became ill.”

Her mother’s composure irritated Vanessa. She wanted her to be ashamed. To show some contrition. “You and Daddy were my role models. I’ve never known anyone who had a happier marriage than you guys.”

Penelope’s expression grew thoughtful as she absently played with a strand of her silky, dark hair. “It was a good marriage,” she agreed, “probably better than most, but it was not perfect, Vanessa. Your father and I had our differences and came close to divorce on two different occasions. Maybe we didn’t do you girls a favor by never letting you see the undercurrents.”

Wordlessly, Vanessa stood and walked down the hall to the bathroom. She closed the door and leaned against it.

Her parents had come close to divorce. Twice.

How could that be? She had held her parents’ marriage up as her ideal and carried a deep sense of failure that she had not managed to have the same sort of marriage. Except maybe she had such an idealized notion of marriage that no man could ever have measured up to it.

She glanced at her watch. She needed to get herself back to New Jersey, and it was getting late, the trains running further and further apart. She had an early meeting in the morning. And in spite of her written instructions on the kitchen counter, she doubted if Scott had put the trash container in the alley for tomorrow morning’s pickup or checked over Lily’s math assignment. The girls would have done a half-ass job cleaning up the kitchen. And no one would have taken the dry clothes from the dryer and folded them, nor would they have moved the wet clothes from the washer to the dryer and put in another load. But she could not make herself move. Her body was frozen in place while an avalanche of thoughts went tumbling through her mind. She allowed one especially poignant memory to perk to the surface.

The last months of his life, her father would have bad days and not-so-bad days and an occasional reasonably good day. Vanessa was focusing on one of the latter. A Sunday. As soon as she arrived at the apartment, he announced that he wanted to go to the park. Just the two of them.

The two-block walk to the park entrance left Daddy exhausted, so they climbed into one of the horse-drawn carriages. Their family had always taken advantage of their residence’s proximity to Central Park, but this was the first time she and her father had ever ridden in one of the carriages.

It was a glorious summer day with just enough of a breeze to keep it from being hot and to move puffy, little clouds across a vividly blue sky. It was the sort of day that made people comment on how great it was to be alive. Vanessa knew that it might well be her father’s last visit to the park and was overwhelmed with suffocating sadness. Her shoulders began to shake as she fought to keep the tears from coming.

Daddy took her in his arms. “My darling, Vanessa,” he said, and planted a kiss on her forehead. “You were our firstborn and taught me how to be a father and have always been so very special to me. I know how difficult this is for you, but this is the way of things, honey. I would have preferred to have another decade or two, but children are supposed to bury their parents.”

Vanessa wanted to jump out of the carriage and run away from his words and any responsibility on her part to acknowledge her father’s impending death. She withdrew from his embrace, rubbed away her tears with the back of her hand, and said in a voice that came out gruff, “Don’t talk like that.”

He leaned back and lifted his face to the sun. “I’ve had a most satisfactory life thanks to your mother and you girls. And to Miss Vera Wentworth, who for some reason known only to her took in a nameless foundling in the sixth decade of her life and managed to live long enough to get him raised. I married the woman I loved and I have loved being a father. And I’ve been a pretty good journalist and finally got my book done after a decade of procrastination. So I have no quarrel with the Fates, and I don’t want you to either.”
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