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LAURA and Paul made the bed together, laughing as they raced to see whose side would be finished first. “I’ll never learn,” Paul sighed in mock resignation when he lost. “Women were born to make beds; men were born to lie in them.”

“They were born to lie about them,” Laura retorted. “When we’re married, you’ll be amazed how fast you learn all kinds of things.”

“I’m fast at the important ones,” he said, “like falling in love with you.”

She laughed, loving the way his smile and glance embraced her, the deepening of his voice when he spoke only to her, the memory of his hand on her breast when she had awakened that morning and they had moved into each other’s arms, warm and half asleep, closer and closer until he was inside her and they had begun another day joined together, just as they planned to be joined as husband and wife for the rest of their lives.

But then her eyes grew somber. “How can we be so happy? It isn’t right to be laughing and doing everything the way we always have, when Owen isn’t here. And won’t be, ever again. And he won’t see us married, and he wanted to so much.”

Paul knotted his tie and pulled on his suit jacket, glancing in the mirror as he ran a hand over his unruly black hair. “He knew we were getting married; that was what he cared about.” He put his arms around Laura and held her to him. “And you know he hated fancy parties and ceremonies.”

“He wouldn’t have hated our wedding,” Laura said. “Oh, Paul, I can’t bear it that he’s gone!”

“I know.” Paul lay his cheek on her hair, picturing the proud head and piercing eyes of Owen Salinger, his great-uncle and his very good friend. “And you’re right, he would have loved our wedding, because he loved you and thought the smartest thing I ever did was agree with him.” He held Laura away from him, searching her eyes for what she was feeling. Her slender face, with high cheekbones and wide, generous mouth, was somber in thought, as if frozen in time by a painter who had caught her arresting beauty but could only hint at the changing expressions that made her vivid face come alive with joy or sorrow, warmth or coldness, pleasure or dismissal. And no painter could capture the elusiveness that made everyone, even Paul, wonder if they really knew her or could keep her close, or her biting wit that contrasted so intriguingly with her innocence, making others remember her unpredictability long after they had forgotten the exact chestnut of her hair, glinting red in the sun, or the precise dark blue of her wide, clear eyes.

Paul brushed back the tendrils of hair that curled along her cheeks. “You’re so pale, my love. Are you worried about this afternoon? Or is it just your suit? Do you have to wear black? We’re not going to a funeral, after all; we’re only going to Owen’s house to listen to Parkinson read his will.”

“It’s what I feel like wearing,” Laura said. “A will reading is like a second funeral, isn’t it? We keep slamming shut the doors of Owen’s life.” She slipped out of his arms. “Shouldn’t we go?”

“Yes.” He locked the door of his apartment, and they walked down the two flights of stairs to the tiny lobby. Boston’s August heat rose to meet them in shimmering waves that made trees and gardens ripple like reflections in a pond. Children danced on the grass, dreamlike in the white-hot sun, and sailboats on the Charles were like white birds, dipping and swooping above cool splashing waves.

“I’d forgotten how hot it gets,” Paul murmured, pulling off his jacket. “Strange, isn’t it, to be thinking about Owen here, in the city, when he’d never spend August anywhere but the Cape?” They reached his car and he turned on the air conditioning as they drove away. “My God, I miss him. Almost three weeks already, but I keep thinking I’ll see him for dinner and hear him tell me again what I ought to be doing with my life.”

Laura sat close to him and he held her hand as he drove beneath the arching trees along Commonwealth Avenue. “If I didn’t have you,” he said quietly, “I’d feel as if the center of my world was gone.”

“And so would I.” She twined her fingers in his, responding to the pressure of his thigh against hers, his shoulder against hers, the strength and desire that flowed between them whenever they touched. It was the same wherever they were, whatever they did: the rest of the world would disappear, leaving them alone with the love and passion that had grown steadily ever since the day, two years before, when he had finally noticed her.

“So would I,” she said again. Because even though she had her brother Clay, and Paul’s family, who had taken her in four years ago, when she was eighteen, and made her feel like one of them, it was Owen, the head of the family, who had adored her and who had been the adored center of her life, until she met Paul. Then she had clung to both of them. And now, when she still felt young and unsure of herself and hadn’t yet begun the things Owen wanted her to do . . . now he was gone and there was only Paul to take care of her.

“Do you think we’ll be there long?” she asked Paul. She didn’t want to go at all. She didn’t want to see everyone gathered in Owen’s house where she had lived so happily—and still lived, though she had spent most of her time with Paul since Owen died—and hear the family lawyer read Owen’s words when what she longed to hear was Owen’s voice. She didn’t want to hear Owen’s sons Felix and Asa talk about finally being free to do what they wanted with the empire their father had built with love and pride, when their plans were so different from the ones Owen had been sharing with her for the past years, up to the time of his stroke.

“Not long,” Paul said, turning up Beacon Hill and finding a parking place near Owen’s enormous corner town house. “It’s mostly a formality. Felix and Asa get the remaining stock in the company that Owen had held, the girls will get enough to make them happy, and I’ll get a token because he loved me even though he knew I preferred a camera to a high-level job in his hotel empire. Half an hour, probably, for Parkinson to read the whole thing.” Standing beside the car, he took Laura’s hand again. “I’m sorry you have to go through it, but since Parkinson specifically asked for you—”

“It’s all right,” Laura said, but she was knotting up inside as they climbed the steps to the front door that had been hers for four years, to the rooms where she had lived as Owen’s friend, nurse, protégée, and, finally, as close to a granddaughter as anyone could be.

When the butler opened the door she looked automatically across the marble foyer at the branching staircase, almost expecting to see Owen Salinger descending the stairs at his dignified pace—ruddy, healthy, his bushy eyebrows and drooping mustache like flying buttresses as he sent orders, opinions, and declarations to every corner of his house. Her eyes filled with tears. He had been so courtly, commanding, and overwhelming, she couldn’t imagine a world without him. Where could she go without missing him?

You’ll always miss him. But get today over with and get on with your life. That’s what Owen would say. And he’d be right. He was always right.

She looked up at Paul. “Let’s get away from here when this is over.”

“Good idea,” he said, and smiled at her, relieved that her somberness was lifting. It had seemed exaggerated from the beginning, making her appear worried, almost fearful, instead of mournful, as he would have expected. One of her moods, he thought, and reminded himself of how alone she’d been when Owen first paid attention to her and gave her the kind of enveloping love he bestowed on only a chosen few. “Relax,” he said as they went in. “I’m here. We’re together.”

His hand held hers tightly and they went into the library where the Salinger family had already assembled, crowded together on leather couches and armchairs, the younger great-granddaughters perched on ottomans or sitting cross-legged on the Tabriz rugs Owen and Iris had collected in their travels. At the far end of the room, near the mahogany and marble fireplace, Laura saw Clay talking to Allison and Thad, and she smiled at him, thanking him silently for taking time from his job in Philadelphia to be near her for the will reading.

Behind the massive library table Elwin Parkinson, Owen’s lawyer, sat with Felix and Asa Salinger, Owen’s sons, the heirs to his empire and his fortune. Paul shook hands with them, paused to greet his parents, and then he and Laura went to a far corner, standing before a leaded glass window set in a book-lined wall. He put his arm around her; she was trembling, and he kissed the top of her head lightly as Parkinson began to speak.

“I have before me the last will and testament of Owen Salinger, dated three years ago this month. The non-family members are named first. Heading the list is a bequest of five hundred thousand dollars to Rosa Curren who, in Owen’s words, ‘kept my house and my family for fifty years and sustained me through the darkest years after my beloved Iris died.’

“There are smaller bequests,” Parkinson went on, “to several of the longtime employees and concierges of the Salinger Hotels; various gardeners, barbers, and tailors; the captain of a sailboat in the Caribbean; a salesman at a boot shop in Cambridge; and sundry others I will not take the time to list. There are also sizable bequests to organizations which Owen held dear, foremost among them the Boston Art Museum, the Boston Symphony, and the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, but also including the Foxy Theater Troupe of Cambridge, the Wellfleet Oysters, and the Cape Cod Mermaids.”

A rustle of laughter whispered through the room at the reminder of Owen’s eccentricities and whimsies when it came to spreading his wealth; the family had long since gotten used to them, sometimes even agreeing with them. Only Felix and Asa were flat-faced; they had never found their father amusing.

Parkinson pulled a separate document from his briefcase and read from it. “Of my thirty percent holdings in Salinger Hotels Incorporated, I leave twenty-eight percent, divided equally, to my sons Felix and Asa—’ ”

“Twenty-eight percent?” Asa sprang to his feet, peering over Parkinson’s shoulder. “He owned thirty p-p-percent. We share thirty percent. There was never any question of that.” He peered more closely. “What the hell is that you’re reading? That’s n-n-n-not the will.”

Felix sat in silence, staring at his locked hands as Parkinson cleared his throat and said, “This is a codicil Owen added to his will in July.”

“Last m-m-m-month?” Asa demanded. “After his stroke?”

Parkinson nodded. “If you will allow me, I should read it in its entirety.”

“If we allow you!” Asa repeated grimly. “Read it!”

Once again Parkinson cleared his throat. “ ‘I, Owen Salinger, in full possession of my faculties, dictate this codicil to the will I made three years ago. Of my thirty percent holdings in Salinger Hotels Incorporated, I leave twenty-eight percent, divided equally, to my sons Felix and Asa Salinger. And to my most beloved Laura Fairchild, who has brought joy and love to the last years of my life, I leave the remaining two percent of my shares in Salinger Hotels Incorporated, plus one hundred percent of the Owen Salinger Corporation, a separate entity, which owns the four hotels with which I began the Salinger chain sixty years ago, in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia and Washington, and also my house and furnishings on Beacon Hill, where she has been living and should continue to live. She will know exactly what to do with her inheritance; she has shared my ideas and helped me make new plans, and I trust her to keep our dream alive and make it flourish.’ ”

In the brief, heavy silence that enveloped the room, Laura’s eyes were closed, warm salt tears flowing down her cheeks. Dearest Laura, I’ve left you a little something in my will. That was all he had said, and she’d thought of money, perhaps enough to buy a small lodge and have something of her own, even when she was married to Paul, where she could put to use everything Owen had taught her about hotels.

Across the room, she saw Clay’s look of excitement; his eyes danced and his lips mouthed, “Wow! You pulled it off!” Shocked and angry, she turned away.

Paul had followed her look and was watching Clay with a puzzled frown. In the rest of the room voices had risen to a cacophony while Parkinson banged a brass letter opener against an inkwell, trying to regain control.

“I w-w-won’t have it!” Asa fumed. “Enough is enough! We’ve g-g-given her a home for years—”

“Owen gave her a home,” Leni said quietly, but no one paid attention.

“I think it’s lovely,” Allison exclaimed. “Laura took care of Grandfather, why shouldn’t he give her something if that was what he wanted?”

“He didn’t know what he wanted.” Felix’s hard-edged words rode over all the voices in the room. He stood, putting a restraining hand on Parkinson’s shoulder to keep him silent, and waited for the family to quiet down and give him their attention. They did; they knew it was he, and not Asa, who was the real head of the Salingers now.

“He didn’t know what he wanted,” Felix repeated in measured words. “He was a sick old man who was manipulated and terrorized by a greedy, conniving witch and for the entire month after his stroke—”

“Felix!” Paul’s deep voice cut across his uncle’s raspy one. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You fucking bastard!” Clay bellowed, riding over Paul’s words. “Who the fuck do you—”

“Keep your mouth shut,” Felix snapped and went on, never breaking stride. “—entire month after his stroke was a helpless invalid who could neither move nor speak—”

“Felix!” Paul said again.

“He could speak!” Laura said. “He talked to me—we talked—”

”—neither move nor speak intelligibly, and it was obvious to everyone that he had lost his ability to think clearly. And that obvious fact was taken advantage of by this girl, who was only one of his whims until she wormed her way into his life, and then, when he was dying, kept the nurses out of his room so she could be alone with him and manipulate him into changing his will—”

“That’s enough,” Paul said furiously. “God damn it, Felix, you’re mad; what the hell has gotten into you? This is a goddam pack of lies—”

“Owen didn’t want the nurses!” Laura cried. She had barely heard Paul. “He told me to keep them out!” She shivered with cold; her tears had dried in cold streaks on her cheeks. “He didn’t want strangers; he wanted me!”

“He didn’t know what he wanted—” Felix began for the third time.

“Shut up!” Paul roared. “Let Elwin finish reading! and by God you’ll explain this to me later; you’ll apologize to Laura and to the whole family—”

Ignoring Paul, Felix put his head back, looked down his thin nose, and flung his voice at Laura. “He didn’t know anything, did he? He didn’t know that you’re a criminal with a record, that you have a criminal for a brother, and that you lied to him—you lied to all of us—for four years while we took you in and gave you everything.”

Laura’s gasp was like a cloth ripping across the dead silence of the room.

“Four years,” Felix said, his words like hammer blows. “And we all know that four years ago, the summer you and your brother appeared at our door, our house was robbed of an irreplaceable collection of jewelry and—”

“We didn’t have anything to do with that!” Clay shouted.

Everyone was talking at once, turning to each other in alarm, calling out to Felix to explain what he meant. But Felix spoke directly to Laura. “You don’t think we’d believe that! From the evidence I now possess, I have concluded that you came here for one purpose only—to rob us—and then decided to stay when you saw you could wrap your tentacles around my father, just as you’d done once before with another old man who left you a fortune before he died, and then!”—he shouted above his family’s rising clamor, with a glance at Paul—“then you wrapped yourself around a young man of wealth, because professional fortune hunters never miss a chance, do they, Miss Fairchild?”

“I’m not! I loved Owen!” But the words lacked force; she felt crushed beneath too many accusations. “I love Paul. You have no right to lie—”

“Don’t you talk to me of right! You came to us with lies; you came to entrap, to ensnare; you wormed your way into our household . . . and you robbed us of my wife’s jewels and almost killed my father!”

“It’s a goddam lie!” Clay shouted. “We didn’t do that job; we changed our—”

He stopped, his face deathly pale. Laura, her tears gone, almost numb with cold, felt Paul’s arm drop from her shoulder, saw Leni’s look of disbelief, and saw Allison—dear Allison who had been so good to her—stare at her in shock and growing anger.

“You changed nothing” Felix said with contempt. His eyes had gleamed when Clay blurted his fatal words, but then he masked his triumph and now stood at the table with the look of a remote god. “You’re a couple of common criminals, you’ve never been anything else, and I’m going to see to it that everyone knows it. I’m going to break that codicil in court; I’m going to see to it that you don’t get a penny of my father’s fortune. You’ll leave the way you came, with nothing; you’ll leave now, and you’ll never have anything to do with any of us again!”

Laura put a hand against the windowpane to steady herself. The glass was warm in the sunlight, but nothing could warm the coldness within her. She felt a movement beside her and looked up. Paul had moved away from her; he was looking at her as if he were meeting her for the first time.

It was all over. The nightmare she had lived with for four years had become real.
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“IT looks awfully tough,” Clay mumbled as he eyed the clustered rooftops of the gray shingled Cape Cod mansions that were their target. “Guardhouse, fence, and I saw a dog . . . ” He was trying to sound like a cool professional instead of a seventeen-year-old in unfamiliar territory, but his hand was cold as it clasped Laura’s. Hers was cold, too, but she looked calm to him; she always seemed more daring and determined than he, but then she was a year older and had already graduated from high school. Moving closer to her in the back seat of the rented car Ben was driving past the Salingers’ summer compound, he said, “I’ll bet they have lots of dogs.”

“Probably,” Ben agreed. He slowed to catch a glimpse of the ocean and the sailboats and motorboats moored at private docks. “But once you get me inside, I won’t have any trouble getting away.”

“They can follow a boat as well as a car,” Clay argued. “Why’d you pick this place, anyway? It’s a goddam fortress.”

“Cut it out,” Laura said, her voice low. “We’ll get it over with and then quit. I told Ben this was the last time I’d help him; you can, too. I wouldn’t do this one, except I promised. But you know”—her voice wavered as she thought back to the pine forests and stretches of stark sand dunes and wild grass they’d driven past in their circuit of the Cape before coming to Osterville—“it is kinda scary to be this far from home, and everything so . . . different . . . ”

Ben caught her last words and grinned at them in the rear-view mirror. “I thought I taught you to have more confidence in yourself. Is there any house in the world my clever brother and sister can’t break into? You’ve helped me crack some very tight places.”

“In New York,” Clay said. “We know New York. It’s got alleys and subways and crowds of people you can disappear in, not a million acres you have to be a cross-country runner to beat the dogs across—”

“Five acres,” Ben said softly. “The Salingers’ summer home. Six houses on five acres surrounded by a fence with one guardhouse. That’s all we know so far. We’ll know more after you and Laura start working there. Listen, Clay, I’m counting on you. Both of you. I trust you.”

Laura felt the rush of pride Ben’s praise always gave her. He was much older than she, the child of her mother’s first marriage. Her mother had remarried when Ben was almost nine, and a year later Laura was born, and then Clay. They’d always adored Ben, trailing after him around their small rented house in Queens, trying to peek into his private attic room, following him outside until he sent them home. Then, when Laura was fourteen, her parents were killed in a car accident; and Ben Gardner, twenty-three years old, handsome, grown-up, with lots of girlfriends, suddenly became Laura’s and Clay’s guardian. From then on he was more like a mother and father than a stepbrother to them: he stayed home most nights to be with them, he took them for rides in his car, he helped them with their schoolwork.

He also taught them to steal.

Of all the jobs Ben ever had, stealing was the only one that kept him interested. He didn’t make a lot of money at it and kept apologizing for not being professional enough, but he wouldn’t join a gang and never found a way to become part of the tight-knit group of fences who controlled prices and outlets in New York. Still, he stayed with it, and filled in by working as a waiter. They’d moved to a tiny, dark apartment way up on West End Avenue, but still they had lots of expenses, and stealing was what Ben had always done so he kept on doing it—better than ever, he said, because now he had assistants.

Clay and Laura were good. Their bodies were agile, their fingers quick, their minds alert as they climbed drainpipes or tangled branches of ancient ivy, slipping silently through narrow windows into darkened rooms, opening the windows wider for Ben, afterward climbing swiftly down and disappearing in the shadows of the graffiti-coated, anonymous subway.

They learned fast and trained themselves to remember everything. They could distinguish between a policeman’s footsteps and those of a casual passerby; after one tour of a room they knew indelibly the location of stereo equipment, paintings and objets d’art; they could hear an elevator start up in a lobby twenty floors below; they had a feather touch and were almost invisible when they shoplifted or picked pockets on the subway or among the after-work crowd jostling for cabs on Wall Street.

It was always exciting and dangerous and, best of all, it was something the three of them could share: planning the jobs, carrying them out, reliving them later. So when Laura suddenly found herself wanting to stop, she kept it to herself. She couldn’t tell Ben she’d begun to hate what they did; it would be like saying she hated him, when he was the only one who loved her and Clay and took care of them.

But then things got harder. She was lonely. It was her senior year in high school and all the other girls had friends to bring home after school, or have sleep over, or stand around in the schoolyard with, giggling about dates and new clothes, Saturday night parties and boys feeling them up, monthly cramps, and their awful parents. But Laura couldn’t get close to anyone and so she had no girlfriends or boyfriends; she didn’t go to Saturday night parties; and she couldn’t have a girlfriend sleep over, because Ben slept in one room and she and Clay in the other, with a pair of drapes that they’d found in a dumpster on Orchard Street hanging between them. She could talk casually to classmates in school corridors about their studies or a show on television, but never about how she felt inside or what she really thought and dreamed about. She was always alone.

But even worse than being lonely, she was afraid. Ever since she and Clay were caught, when she was fifteen, she’d been afraid. Everything about it was still fresh; she’d never forget it: the pounding footsteps chasing them down the street, the gray smell of the police station, the way a policeman pinched her fingertips when he rolled them on the grimy ink pad, the flat face of the policeman who took her picture, growling, “Turn left, turn right, look straight at the camera, you little cunt . . . ” and then grabbed her ass and squeezed so hard she cried out.

Ben came down to the station with a lawyer he knew, who got them out on bond, and then nothing happened for almost a year until their case came up. They were found guilty, and put on probation for another year, and released in the custody of Melody Chase. She was just one of Ben’s girlfriends, but he’d been sure the social workers in court wouldn’t release two kids in the custody of a single guy, and also he didn’t want the law to connect him with them, so he brought Melody to court with him and she said she was Laura’s and Clay’s aunt, and the four of them walked out together. Nobody cared, really; all the court wanted was to pass them on to somebody else.

So they were free. But the police had their pictures and fingerprints, and Laura dreamt about it for weeks: she had a record.

That was one of the reasons she finally told Ben she didn’t want to help him anymore. She didn’t want to be a thief; she wanted to go to college and make friends. She’d had some parts in school plays, and she thought she might like to be an actress—or anything, really, as long as she could be proud of herself.

They quarreled about it. Ben knew she felt bad about picking pockets; she always mailed wallets back to people after taking out the money because she hated thinking about them losing all the things inside: poems and recipes, scribbled addresses and phone numbers, membership cards, insurance cards, credit cards that were no use to her, and especially pictures of people they probably loved. When she told Ben she didn’t want to steal anymore, he thought she was being sentimental, the way she was about wallets. But she’d figure out a way to make him understand that there was more to it, that she was really serious. She had to; she’d promised herself the Salinger job would be the last one she’d do. Ever.

“I know you trust us,” said Clay, still clinging to Laura’s hand in the back seat of the car, “but we’ve never done a job in a place like this. What the hell do they want with all this space and light?”

Ben stopped the car a block from the guardhouse. “You’re due there in five minutes. Keep your cool; just remember how we rehearsed it. And don’t worry; you’ll get hired. Rich people in summer houses are always desperate for help. I’ll be right here, waiting for you.”

“He isn’t the one who has to go work for them,” Clay muttered as the guard passed them through the gate and they followed his pointing finger to a nearby cottage. “He just sits around while we plan everything and then he waltzes in and lifts what’s-her-name’s jewels and waltzes out. And we’re still here.”

“That’s not true,” Laura said hotly. “Ben won’t do anything till we work out an alibi.” She turned her back on Clay’s scowl, and then kept turning, around and around, as she walked, straining to see as much as she could through the thickly wooded grounds. She caught glimpses of velvety lawns, the windowed bay of a house, splashes of color from flower gardens, a pond with a fountain, a greenhouse roof. The estate of six houses clustered along the ocean was bigger than it had seemed from the road, and much grander. Like a picture postcard, Laura thought: everything beautiful, with no torn-up streets, no graffiti, and no litter. “Anyway,” she said to Clay, “we’re not hanging around very long after he’s done it; just a little while, so nobody thinks we’re connected to the robbery.”

“We’re still here,” Clay repeated glumly.

They reached the small stone cottage with flowered curtains at the window and slatted furniture on the front porch, and Laura swallowed hard. “Damn it, we’ve been through this a hundred times. I’m already jumpy, and you’re making it worse. Ben knows what he’s doing. And he’s the one who’s really taking chances: he could get hurt, or caught, and what could we do to help him?”

Clay was silent. Laura knew he wasn’t really angry; he worshiped Ben. It had been all she could do to keep him in school after he turned sixteen and wanted to drop out and do whatever Ben did. She didn’t know what would happen now that she’d graduated. If she could get enough money for college, she wanted to move out; she dreamed of a room of her own, with shelves of books and posters on the wall, and pretty furniture, and her favorite music on the radio. But then what would happen to Clay?

“See you later,” Clay said as a tall woman approached them. “She’s yours. I’m for the head maintenance guy at the greenhouse.” He was gone as the woman reached Laura.

“Laura Fairchild? I’m Leni Salinger; let’s sit on the porch and talk, shall we? The cottage belongs to Jonas—the guard, you know—and I don’t like to take over his living room unless it’s raining. But it’s pleasant today, isn’t it? June is often a little confused here, not quite spring and not quite summer, but today is perfect. And, of course, we do love the quiet; it all changes in July, when the tourists descend. You said on the telephone you had references from your previous jobs.”

“Oh.” Lulled by Leni’s serene voice, Laura had almost forgotten why she was there. “I have them . . . ” She fumbled in her black patent purse. She’d known the purse was wrong for June the minute she saw Leni Salinger’s white straw hat; she knew everything else was wrong, too, when she pictured herself beside this tall, angular woman in perfectly pressed slacks and a cotton shirt with ivory buttons, her fingernails long and polished, her face and voice perfectly calm because she had nothing to worry about: she knew that whatever happened to her would always be wonderful.

I could never look like that because I’m never sure of anything.

“Laura?” Leni was studying her. “You mustn’t be nervous; I don’t bite, you know, I don’t even growl, and we do try to make our staff comfortable, but I really must find out something about you, mustn’t I, before I bring you into our household.”

“I’m sorry; I was thinking how beautiful you are, and how you don’t have nothing to worry about. I mean, you don’t have anything to . . . ” Laura’s voice trailed away and she bit her lip. How could she be such a baby? She blurted things out and made the same stupid mistakes her grammar teacher always had marked her down for. What would this elegant lady, who never would blurt anything, or talk wrong, think of her? Trying to look confident, she handed Leni the three reference letters Ben had typed out and signed with made-up names, then held her breath as Leni read them.

“Very impressive,” Leni said. “To have done so much at eighteen. I’m not familiar with the people who wrote these, and I must say they’ve been very careless—all of them, how surprising—in not including their telephone numbers. O’Hara, Stone, Phillips; goodness, even with a first initial, how difficult to find the right ones in the directory. Do you recall their telephone numbers?”

“No.” Laura paused, just as she and Ben had rehearsed it. “But I can find them. I mean, if you want, I’ll call everybody who has those initials until I get the right one and then you can talk to them. I really need this job; I’ll do anything . . . ”

“Well,” Leni said thoughtfully, “it’s only a temporary position, of course . . . and it’s hard enough to find anyone, much less someone truly anxious and agreeable . . . I’ll have to mull this over a bit.” She gazed at Laura. “Tell me about yourself. Where do you live?”

“New York.” Ben had warned her it might get personal; she sat very straight and spoke carefully but quickly to get past this part as fast as she could. “My parents are dead, and my brother and I lived with some relatives, but they didn’t really want us there, so a year ago we got our own place. I graduated high school last week.”

After a moment, Leni said, “And what else? Are you going to college?”

“Oh, I’d love to. If I could get the money . . . ”

Leni nodded. “So you need a job. But why not in New York? Why did you come to the Cape?”

Laura hesitated an instant; they hadn’t rehearsed this part. “Just to get away, you know. We have a tiny apartment, and it gets awfully hot in the summer and sort of closed in . . . And somebody at school said it was nice here.” She looked beyond the porch at the sparkle of the ocean through the trees. “It is. More beautiful than I ever thought.”

Leni was watching her closely. “And how did you get here? Do you have a car?”

Laura felt a surge of impatience. Why did she keep asking questions? “A friend drove us,” she said briefly.

“And how will you get back?”

“I hope we don’t have to.” She looked at her hands. “I mean, I was hoping you’d hire us and then we could just . . . stay.”

“Stay where?” Leni asked gently.

“Oh, we’d find a place. We bought a newspaper and there are some rooms for rent in Osterville and Centerville . . . If you’d give us a chance I know we could manage everything. You wouldn’t have to worry about us; we can take care of ourselves, you know.”

“Yes, I think you can,” Leni murmured. She looked around. “Yes, Allison, is there something you need?”

“A tennis partner.” The young woman who stood at the foot of the porch steps was about Laura’s age and looked like a young Leni, as tall and angular, though her long blond hair was straight, while Leni’s was short and curled, and she had a touch of arrogance that Leni lacked. “Patricia doesn’t feel like playing. Would you like a game?”

“My daughter, Allison,” Leni said to Laura. “This is Laura Fairchild, Allison. She’s applying for the job of Rosa’s assistant.”

“Rosa’s a sweetie,” said Allison. “She’s also an absolute tyrant in her kitchen; she’ll wear you out in a week. Or maybe she’ll take you under her wing and then you’ll gain fifty pounds.” She turned to her mother. “Can’t you just hear her telling Laura she’s too thin?”

“Am I?” Laura asked anxiously. She was ashamed of her cotton dress and black patent shoes, bought at a resale shop, and the way her hair hung lankly around her face in the salt air of the Cape, and she knew her face had a city pallor beside these two tanned women, but she hadn’t thought about being thin. I won’t get the job if I’m skinny and ugly; they only want pretty people working for them. Ben and Clay always told her she was pretty, but they were her brothers. Nervously she pushed her hair behind her ears, tried to look taller on the chair’s slippery cushion, and kept her legs close together, her feet flat on the porch.

But it wasn’t just her looks that bothered her; she was envious of the warmth between Allison and her mother. She had never known anything like that, even when her mother was alive, and she envied them and liked them at the same time. It’s too bad we have to rob them, she thought.

Another one of Ben’s warnings came back to her. It’s better not to know the mark at all. But if it’s unavoidable, don’t get close; keep your distance. Laura felt a pang of regret. It might be nice to be close to Leni and Allison.

“There’s nothing wrong with your figure; you mustn’t worry,” Leni said. “Well, perhaps a few pounds, a little rounding out . . . young girls do seem gaunt these days. They want to be willowy or sway like a reed or some such thing—it always seems to involve some damp and probably unhealthy plant. Yes, I do believe you could use a few pounds . . . Perhaps you don’t eat properly. Do you have a hot breakfast every day?”

Laura and Allison looked at each other and burst out laughing. “Oh, well,” Leni sighed. “I suppose you do hear that a great deal.” But she wasn’t really thinking of her words; she was hearing Allison’s laughter and watching it banish the supercilious amusement that usually curved her daughter’s perfect lips without allowing laughter to escape. Leni often worried about Allison’s cool, amused silence; and at that moment, as her daughter and this strange girl continued to smile together, and even though she was sure those reference letters were faked, she decided to hire Laura Fairchild as a kitchen helper for the Salingers’ summer stay on Cape Cod.

*  *  *

Clay worked in the greenhouses and flower gardens shared by the whole family while Laura was at Rosa’s side in the kitchen of Felix and Leni’s house. It was the biggest in the compound, and Ben had instructed her to explore and sketch it for him. But by the end of their second week at the Cape she still had not done it, nor had she looked for Leni’s jewels so Ben could go straight to them when he broke in. She knew what they looked like because Leni was frequently photographed wearing them at dinner parties and balls—she even took them to the Cape for the big parties in July and August—but Laura had to find out where she kept them.

“What are you waiting for?” Clay demanded, looking up from his own drawing of the layout of the compound. They were sitting in the tiny two-room apartment Ben had rented for them over a garage in downtown Centerville before he went back to New York, and Clay had been trying to figure out the exact distance from the guardhouse to Leni’s bedroom window. “How are we going to get out of here if you don’t do your part?”

“I’m trying,” Laura said. “But Rosa expects me to be with her all the time.”

“Rosa’s a dictator,” Clay said.

“Rosa’s a sweetie.” Laura remembered Allison saying that and wondered why she hadn’t seen her once since she started working in her parents’ house.

In fact she saw hardly anyone but Rosa and the house staff from the time she and Clay rode up in the mornings on the bicycles Ben had bought them to the time they rode away in the late afternoon. Leni was the only one of the Salingers to come to the kitchen; she came every afternoon, to plan the next day’s menus with Rosa. They sat in the sun that stretched the length of the great room, from the panes of the wide breakfast bay that faced the rose garden, swimming pool and tennis courts, all the way to the brick fireplace at the other end. On the long maple table recipes were fanned out, and books of menus from past summers, and with them the two women, like generals planning a campaign, put together the schedule for the next day: usually a luncheon for a small group and then a dinner party for fifteen or more. But none of the other family members came to the kitchen, and after two weeks Laura was not even sure who was at the compound and who was away.

“In Maine,” Rosa said when Laura finally worked up the courage to ask where Allison was. “You’ll find this family is very big on travel. Somebody’s always somewhere and just when you think you know where everybody is, somebody comes back and somebody else goes.”

“They just leave their houses empty?” Laura asked casually. In her white kitchen uniform, her hair in a neat ponytail, she felt almost like a cook, almost Rosa’s equal, and that made it easier to ask questions about the family. Still, as she stacked breakfast dishes in the double dishwasher, she was careful not to sound too curious.

“Some of them are empty,” Rosa replied. “Some with the staff, some stuffed to the ceiling with houseguests. You’ll find this family is very big on houseguests, probably because they’re in the hotel business and they think something’s wrong if all the bedrooms aren’t full.”

She chuckled and Laura smiled with her. It was easy to be comfortable with Rosa. At sixty-seven, with unflagging energy, she was short and round with small hands that were always moving, nimbly flicking pastry from marble board to pie plate, or cutting vegetables and stirring soup almost at the same time, or knitting a vest for her nephew while she waited for bread to rise or a roast to be done. She had promised to make Laura a sweater when the vest was finished. And no matter what she was doing, she talked steadily and shrewdly about the Salingers and the other families from New York and Boston who, generations before, had come to the towns of Osterville, Centerville, and Hyannis Port on Nantucket Sound, on the south coast of Cape Cod, to build the sprawling summer estates now being used by their children and grandchildren.

“Mr. Owen built this one,” Rosa said as she and Laura took salad ingredients from the wall of refrigerators and spread them on the long maple work table. It was the first time Laura realized that Rosa casually called all the Salingers, except Owen, by their first names. “In 1920 he brought Mrs. Owen here—Iris, her name was, she was a lovely lady—and a year later Felix was born. That’s when I came; there were only the three of them, and I cooked and cleaned and took care of the baby, and Asa, too, when he was born a year after Felix, and had time to get married myself and not too long later be a widow, and some time after that, I nursed Mrs. Owen when she got sick and died, and all that in the space of ten years. Which I suppose is why I never married again; I was so busy being a mother to Felix and Asa, and Mr. Owen, too, at least for those first few years when he was mourning, I just never had time.”

“But who are all the others?” Laura asked. “I don’t even know all their names.”

Rosa reeled them off in a rhythm that matched her busy hands, chopping and slicing vegetables for the salads she was making for lunch. Owen Salinger, founder of the Salinger hotel chain, had two sons, Felix and Asa; Felix had one daughter, Allison; Asa had a daughter, Patricia, by his first marriage. So Owen had only granddaughters. “Not one grandson he can count on to keep his empire going,” Rosa said. “No nephews, either. This family is very big on women, and not one of them shows the slightest twinge of interest in running hotels. Mr. Owen’s great-nephew could do it—that’s Paul Janssen, the son of Leni’s sister, Barbara, and her husband, Thomas—but he’s something of a playboy, Paul is, and even if he does settle down, which I may not live long enough to see, it’s photography that makes his eyes light up, not hotels. Who’ll take over the company after Felix and Asa retire I can’t imagine.”

As Laura asked questions, Rosa described them all, with their foibles and eccentricities and triumphs. “Allison broke her finger on the slide when she was seven and never went near a swing set again, even though Felix offered her a hundred dollars because he wanted his daughter to have courage and said he’d buy it if he had to.” She told Laura about the house Felix built for his father. “It’s attached to this one; the door is at the end of the long gallery. After Mr. Owen gave this house to Felix and Leni, Leni wanted him to live with them in the summers—he has a mansion all to himself in Boston—but he said he liked being on his own and planned to build a small house for himself. Well, they argued and argued, and finally Mr. Owen said all right if he could draw the plans himself and also have a door he could lock. So everything worked out. When a man is seventy-eight, he should have people nearby, but he has a right to privacy, too.”

She told Laura which houses belonged to the other family members, and where they lived the rest of the year—mostly New York, California, and Boston. And she told her who was in grammar school, high school, and college, who was working and where, and who spent most of the year in Europe.

Gradually Laura put together a picture of the whole family, even though she hadn’t yet met most of them. Owen was in Canada, visiting friends; Asa and his family would not arrive from Boston for another week; Leni’s sister, Barbara Janssen, her husband, Thomas, and their son, Paul, were returning from Europe in two weeks; others had arrived at the Cape but were always sailing or taking flying lessons or shopping, and when they came to Felix and Leni’s for dinner Laura had either left for the day or was working in the kitchen while the maids served.

“You could serve,” Rosa said, studying her. “You’re not bad looking, you’re quick and neat, you have a nice smile which you don’t use often enough and if someone asked you to do something, you’d remember it. What a memory you have! I told Leni you’d memorized everything in the kitchen in one day; never have I seen such a memory, I told her.”

Laura flushed and turned away, striking her elbow against the table. “Shit,” she muttered, nursing it.

“But you’re not ready,” Rosa went on. “You need to be smoothed out. A real lady doesn’t use vulgarity, my young miss. A real lady doesn’t have a temper, either, and I’ve seen signs of one in you. And you have a lot to learn. You’ll find this family is very big on form, and you don’t know which side to serve or take a plate from, or how to bring somebody a clean knife, or when to refill a water glass. It’s a wonder to me those people wrote those fabulous letters about you, unless of course they just liked your smile.”

Laura flushed again and concentrated on slicing red peppers. “I didn’t serve; I worked in kitchens.”

“My eye,” Rosa said pleasantly. “You never worked in a kitchen, my little Laura, not a decent one, anyway, unless it was to wash dishes and scrub the floor.” She watched Laura’s face. “You needn’t worry, I’m not about to tell anyone, or ask questions, either. I’ve been there myself, you know, a long time ago: poor and hungry and willing to do any job people would give me. I’m sure you worked hard for those people; I’m sure they liked you and that’s why they wrote those letters. You’ll find I’m very big on instincts, and my instinct says I trust you.”

Laura’s hand slipped and the blade slashed her finger. “Damn it!” she cried, slamming the knife on the counter. Tears filled her eyes. She wanted to curl up inside the circle of Rosa’s plump arms; she wanted to tell her how wonderful it was to be in her warm kitchen with her warm voice and her trust. But she had to hold it all back, just as she had to keep her distance from Leni and Allison. She couldn’t return Rosa’s trust, she couldn’t let herself like anyone in this family, she couldn’t let down her guard.

She was there to rob them. And she couldn’t ever let herself forget it.

*  *  *

The hallway was silent and cool and her feet slid silently on the hardwood floor as she opened doors for a quick survey, then closed them to go on to the next room. She had already sketched the first floor: Owen’s house, at one end, was a blank, since she’d never been inside, but she had drawn the kitchen at the other end, and the full width of the house stretching between them, with a long porch in front and the wide glassed-in gallery along the back, opening onto the living room, den and dining room.

Now, for the first time, she was on the second floor. Guest rooms across the back of the house, each with its own bath; Allison’s suite along the whole east side—bigger than our apartment in New York—then Felix’s office, bedroom, dressing room and bath, then Leni’s sitting room, dressing room and bath, and her bedroom on the west side.

That was the one she wanted. Silently she opened the bedroom door and slipped inside, taking in with a swift glance the seafoam and ivory colors, ivory shag rugs on gleaming hardwood floors, the bed in the next room draped in seafoam silk and ivory lace. The rooms were cool and serene, like Leni. Laura thought of what it would be like to come to a mother in rooms like these, and curl up and talk about the things she worried about.

Well, I never will, that’s all. And it doesn’t matter; I’ve outgrown that.

She had to hurry. She surveyed the spacious rooms with a more calculating eye. Sitting room desk, coffee table and armoire—all of them with drawers. In the bedroom and adjoining dressing room, four bureaus and a dressing table, nightstands flanking the bed, a wall of closets. Swiftly and silently, Laura opened them all, her slender fingers slipping among silk and cotton and lace without disturbing one perfect fold; she looked beneath the furniture without moving it; she tilted pictures from the walls without changing one angle.

Nothing, nothing . . . where would she keep them . . . there’s no safe . . . Then she came to the last closet, and found it locked. Finally . . . She knelt before it. She could get it open; she’d done it so many times. She reached in her pocket for the small set of steel picks Ben had bought her for her birthday, and it was at that moment that the sitting room door opened.

“What the hell—!” Allison’s voice exclaimed. She stood in the doorway, her eyes changing as she recognized Laura. “A burglar!” she cried in mock alarm. “How terrifying! But I know you! Rosa’s new assistant . . . yes?”

Laura nodded. She had leaped to her feet but she was dizzy and her legs were weak, and she leaned against the closet. Her throat was dry, her heart was pounding; she thrust her clenched fists deep inside the pockets of her uniform to hide the picks in her shaking hands. Rosa had said Allison wasn’t due back from Maine until tomorrow, and everyone else was spending the day on Felix’s yacht. It was supposed to be empty up here all afternoon.

“But what are you doing in my mother’s room . . . Laura, isn’t it? Have we started cooking dinner up here? Or were you looking for my great-grandmother’s sterling that she brought over from Austria? It isn’t here; Rosa could have told you it’s in the dining room commode.”

Laura shook her head. “I wasn’t looking—” She cleared her dry throat. “I wasn’t looking for sterling.” She took a step forward. “I ought to be downstairs . . . ”

“Indeed you should. But first let’s have a talk.” Allison strode across the room, grasped Laura’s arm, and forced her to walk beside her out of the room, down the full length of the hall, and into another suite at the opposite corner from Leni’s. “This is mine. Perfectly private. Sit down.” Laura stood indecisively. “I said, sit down.”

Laura sat down. Her white cotton uniform seemed plain and harsh in the delicate white wicker chair with its chintz cushion. The room was bright and airy, in gold and white with lamps and throw pillows of sea green and indigo blue. It seemed that all the colors of the Cape were there, shimmering in the sunlight that streamed across the ocean and the beach and the smooth lawns of the estate for the sole purpose of brightening Allison Salinger’s rooms.

Finally Laura’s eyes rested on the stack of suitcases in the corner of the room. “I came back early,” Allison said. “I was exceedingly bored.” She had watched Laura survey the sitting room and the bedroom, visible through its open door, and now she gave her a keen look. “Maybe this isn’t the first time you’ve been here.” Laura, frozen in her chair, said nothing. “Have you already been here?”

Laura shook her head.

“My God, have I petrified you into silence? What are you afraid of? It isn’t a crime to look at people’s rooms; I poke around to see how my friends fix up theirs; why shouldn’t you do the same? I won’t turn you in, if that’s what you’re worried about. I don’t care what you do; you work for Rosa, not me. It would be different if you’d been going through Mother’s closets; if the alarm had gone off there’d be hell to pay.”

Laura’s heart began to pound again, the blood hammering in her ears. I should have thought . . . I should have known . . . What’s happened to me that I don’t do things right in this house? “Alarm?” she asked, making it sound as casual as she could.

“A siren that wakes the dead. It’s because of Mother’s jewelry, you know, all the incredible stuff my great-grandmother brought from Austria with the sterling. My father keeps telling Mother to keep it in the safe in Boston, but she says what good is jewelry if you can’t wear it. If something is really important to you, you ought to do whatever you want with it, right? She loves all those things because they came from her grandmother to her mother and then to her and someday they’ll be mine, so if she wants to wear them anywhere in the world, why shouldn’t she? What do you do besides explore bedrooms?”

Laura flushed deeply. For the first time she was angry. Allison was playing with her like a cat trying to trip up a mouse. “I work,” she said shortly and began to stand up.

“Not yet,” Allison snapped. Her voice made it clear that she knew exactly where the power lay between the two of them. “I said I wanted to talk. You work for Rosa. What do you like best? Do you like to cook?”

Her tone had become warm and curious, catching Laura off guard. “I guess so. I haven’t done it very long.”

“You haven’t? Mother said you’d done it forever. Lots of good references, she said.”

“Oh, sure,” Laura said swiftly. “I’ve worked in kitchens for years. I thought you meant cooking here, for your family.”

“Well,” Allison said when she stopped, “do you like cooking for my family?”

“Yes.”

“What else do you like?”

“Oh, reading and listening to music. And I’m getting to like the beaches around here.”

“And boys?”

“No.”

“Oh, come on. How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Same as me. And no boys? Not even one little date? Everybody dates, for heaven’s sake.”

“Why do you care?” Laura burst out. “I’m just a cook—not even that, really; I’m just Rosa’s assistant. What do you care whether I date or not?”

“I don’t know,” Allison said frankly. She contemplated Laura. “There’s something about you—something about your eyes—like you’re thinking of two things at once and I don’t have all your attention. It’s like a game, getting to know what you’re thinking, getting you to . . . see me. Do you know what I mean?”

“No,” said Laura flatly.

“I’ll bet you do. You’re not from around here, are you, like most of the summer help?”

“I’ve lived in New York.”

“You still live in New York?”

“Yes.”

“So what do you do in New York?”

Laura tossed her head. “I go out with five university guys. A couple of them are just friends but the other ones I see a lot, and on weekends I pick one or the other of them and we go to their apartment and screw. Sometimes I’m with two of them at once. Is there anything else you want to know?”

Allison tried to stare her down but Laura stared back. Prying bitch. Who says everybody dates? What do you know about it? “Do you have a good time?” Allison asked curiously. Her voice had changed again—not quite believing Laura, but not quite sure.

Confused, Laura was silent.

“I don’t,” Allison said. “I’ve been with three, no four, guys, one at a time, I’m not gutsy enough for two at once, and I don’t much like it. I tell myself I should because everybody else does—or at least they say they do—but, I don’t know, all the boys seem so damn young. If you have college guys, you’re lucky. They’re probably better. The ones I know can’t talk. All they want to do is get in your pants, and as soon as they get a finger in they think they’ve got it made and they start to babble and slobber and it’s all so stupid. I mean, I have a brain, and feelings, but every boy I know treats me like some kind of doll they can play with but don’t have to pay much attention to. I think they ought to carry a cantaloupe with a hole in it and whenever they get the urge just stick their cock in and jack off, and then they’d never have to make conversation at all.”

Laura broke into nervous giggles and Allison giggled, too, and then they were laughing as they had when they met. “They’re probably scared to talk,” Laura said. “They can feel like big men when they screw, but they sound pretty silly when you want them to talk about something serious, and I guess they know that.”

“That’s it; you’ve got it.” Allison sighed. “You know that bit about the cantaloupe? I’ve been thinking that for a long time but I never said it to anybody before. I haven’t got anybody to talk to, that’s the problem. I mean, everybody from Boston and around here thinks I’m so fucking grown-up and cool, and they all know each other, and with people like that, if you show them you’re worried or not happy about something, in an hour everybody knows it and . . . oh, what the hell. It’s just that I feel alone a lot of the time. Do you know what I mean?”

“I know what it’s like not to have anybody to talk to.”

“Well, we’re talking. Do you have a good time in bed with your college guys?”

“Sure.” She’s not a friend; I can’t confide in her; I’ll never see her again after a few more weeks. “I always have a good time. You just have to know what you’re doing.” She hesitated. She hadn’t the slightest notion of what it felt like to be in bed with a man. All she had had were quick couplings in the back seats of cars that had made her feel, for a few minutes, like she was special to the boy she was with, and then, afterward, more lonely than ever. “You have to care about him,” she said, letting her fantasies fly. “And keep the lights on so you can see each other, ’cause it’s more sexy that way and you feel like you’re with somebody you know. And do it slow and easy so you have time to feel good. And make him know what you want. Don’t let nobody take you”—she cleared her throat—“don’t let anybody take you without your being ready. You just tell them: God damn it, I’m a real person! Listen to what I want! That’s all there is to it. I’ve got to get back; Rosa said three o’clock sharp—”

“Sit down; it’s only quarter to.” Allison was frowning again. “I tell myself that, that I shouldn’t do anything I don’t want to, but they’re all over me and it’s just easier to go along and get it over and then get out of there. I don’t want to be raped, after all . . . ”

“You’re raped every time you do it and don’t want to,” Laura said in a clear voice. And as she said it she realized she was right; it was the first time she’d known it. I’ll never do it again, never, unless I really, truly want to and really care about somebody. And then he’ll have to care about me, too.

“You’re smart,” Allison said. “God, that is a smart thing to say. Do you want to come up here a lot, and talk? It’s a pretty room, isn’t it? I used to hate it because it’s so different from my rooms in Boston—they’re all velvet and satin, sort of like a warm bed—but now I like this, too. It’s different, but it’s just as comforting, and God knows I need that.”

“You’ve got your mother’s room, and your mother,” Laura blurted.

“Well, of course, but . . . Well, you know Mother. She’s wonderful and I love her, but she’s perfect. And how do I go to somebody who’s perfect and say, ‘Listen, I fucked up’?”

“If she’s perfect she’ll understand,” Laura said, and they burst out laughing.

“Right,” Allison agreed. “She’s not quite perfect. But close.”

Their smiles held and Laura felt warmth flow through her. Maybe they could be friends after all; only a little bit, because she had to be careful, but closer than any friendship she’d had until now. After all, here she was, sitting in a girl’s room for the first time ever, talking about private things the way girls were supposed to. Even if she’d lied a lot, she’d told some truths, too, and having to lie didn’t change anything: it was still the kind of afternoon she’d always dreamed of. Why shouldn’t it go on? Why shouldn’t she have a real friend, just for these few weeks?

Allison was studying Laura’s face. “I really would like to talk to you again and get to know you. I like you. Did I get it right about what you were doing in Mother’s room? Or were you doing something else?”

The spell was broken. Laura’s warmth was gone; she was tense and calculating. This is how it always has to be. She lowered her eyes and made her voice a little higher than usual, sounding young, very earnest, very innocent. “No, you were right; I just wanted to see what it was like. Rosa mentioned that everyone was gone—she doesn’t know I came up here so please don’t blame her—and I thought I’d just take a little peek because I’ve never ever been in a house like this—it’s like a fairy-tale castle, isn’t it?—and I thought just once I could see how it felt to walk around in it and even pretend I lived here or might live somewhere like it, someday . . . ”

She raised her eyes and looked at Allison with a little quiver on her lips. “I didn’t mean any harm.”

Allison’s frown was deep and angry. “You’re very complicated, aren’t you? And maybe a good actress, too. I think I will get to know you better.”

Laura jumped up. “I’m sure it’s after three. I have to go—” She was at the door, pulling it open, almost running into the hall and toward the stairs.

Allison was close behind. “I’m interested in you. And I intend to get to know you very well. In fact,” she added, leaning forward a little as Laura stood on the top stair, frozen, “I’m going to find out everything about you.”
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CLAY slipped the manila envelope into the mailbox at the Centerville post office, then pushed off on his bicycle to catch up with Laura. “That gives Ben the layout of the grounds and houses,” he said as they rode toward Osterville. “I wrote him everything you told me about the alarm on the closet, and I said we’d find out what kind of a security system they’ve got. Oh, and what’s-his-name, the guard’s, schedule—”

“Jonas,” said Laura. “And Billy and Al on the night shifts.”

“Right. You know them all. All that shit that doesn’t matter. But then you find an alarm and you don’t even have the smarts to ask Allison or Rosa what kind of system it is and how it hooks up to Leni’s closet!”

“Mrs. Salinger to you,” Laura snapped. “And I wish you’d leave me alone. I couldn’t ask, right then. When I have a chance, I’ll find out. I’ve never let Ben down and I won’t this time.”

She sped ahead, rounded a corner and turned down a private drive she knew Clay had not discovered, to come out on the beach. It was early and no one was about; it was as if she had a private ocean, all to herself. She walked her bicycle in the soft sand, listening to the gulls and the wash of the waves, tasting the salt air on her tongue. Two weeks earlier, she would have preferred Main Street in Centerville, or even downtown Osterville, crowded with gift shops, fudge shops, bayberry candle shops, restaurants, and boutiques, because even though they were small they were more like New York than were the silent stretches of beach. And in some ways she still felt peculiar on the beach, alone in all that space and stillness.

She felt even more peculiar about the forests of pine, beech, oak, sassafras and fifty-foot holly trees that shared this part of the Cape with drifting sand and clumps of wild grass bending in the wind. The idea of forests terrified her. How would she find her way out without street signs, and familiar sidewalks beneath her feet, shadowed by buildings crammed together so that wherever you looked there was a place to get shelter from the rain or to hide if somebody had felt you pick his pocket?

There were no hiding places on the beach, either, but this morning Laura found its quiet and emptiness comforting. For the first time she felt its serenity, and she was annoyed when she saw someone up ahead and realized she didn’t have the ocean to herself after all. It was an old man, she saw as she drew closer, very tall and thin, with a white, drooping mustache and white hair that reached his shoulders. As she approached, she was struck by the contrast of his heavy eyebrows and wide, sensual mouth in a face so thin it was almost gaunt.

“Have you ever noticed the way this shell swirls?” he asked conversationally as she passed within a few feet of him. They might have been old friends sharing an early morning stroll. “It’s peculiar to this part of the country, you know; I’ve never found another like it.”

Laura stopped and took the shell he was holding out to her. Pink and white and rose, it curled in on itself like a whirlpool reflecting the sunset. She traced its whorls with her fingertip: silken smooth except for a tiny raised ridge in the center of each curve. “I’ve never seen one like it either,” she said, not telling him that she had never seen any shell at all.

“Like people,” the old man said. “Like fingerprints. Each has its own character. No, keep it,” he added as she handed it back. “I like to give them away to people who appreciate them. Just as I like to share the morning solitude with someone who appreciates it.” He bent closer to peer at her. “But I’ve intruded on your solitude, haven’t I? You thought you had all this to yourself and then I pop up and obstruct the view.”

Instinctively Laura looked at the wide expanse of empty beach all around them and a small smile curved the corners of her mouth. The old man saw it and smiled broadly. “You think there might be room for both of us? Of course we can go our separate ways, but we might also share our pleasure.” His speech had an old-fashioned cadence that reminded Laura of books she had read, and his smile was warm and private, drawing her toward him.

But she held back. He had known she didn’t want anyone else on the beach, and no thief can afford to hang around a mind reader. She put her hands on the handlebars, ready to walk off. “I don’t own it. It’s somebody’s private beach; we shouldn’t even be here.”

“But now that we are, we can enjoy it,” he said gravely, and she looked up, and met his eyes, slate gray, serious, intent on her own. “Are there a great many things that you do own and wish to protect from intruders?”

“No,” Laura said sharply—why did people have to pry?—and she turned again to leave. “I don’t own anything,” she said over her shoulder.

“Yourself,” he responded quietly. “And I hope you’re the only one who does.” Laura frowned. “Aren’t you valuable enough to own?” the old man asked.

She looked back at him. “I never thought about it.”

“I think about it,” he said. “About myself, that is. How much I value myself, how much pride I take in myself.” He studied her gravely as she stood some distance away, like a wary bird poised to fly. “Perhaps you don’t take enough pride in yourself. I’m sure you care about yourself, but perhaps not enough, or for the wrong reasons. You might give some thought to that. Having faith in yourself.”

Laura nodded, fascinated but also afraid, because once again the old man had seen inside her. How could he know about the things she’d been wanting for over a year, almost more than anything else?

He was still studying her: about eighteen, he thought, and still gangly; not yet a woman. Long, well-formed legs, though, with good muscles, probably from riding her bicycle. Her hair was tied back with a ribbon, and she wore a cotton shift and sandals. She should wear silk, the old man thought suddenly, and then wondered why he would think that about a rather ordinary, pretty girl with poor posture and an uncomfortable wariness in her stance. Perhaps it was her eyes: dark blue, almost too big for her slender, delicate face, showing in their depths a strong will that did not yet know its own strength or direction.

“Of course,” he went on, “usually it takes a long time to have faith in ourselves. I’ve had seventy-eight years to work at it. But I think you’ll do it; one of these days you’ll truly believe you are the most valuable possession you have.” He smiled at her again. “And you’ll protect yourself from intruders.”

Laura stared at him. Without realizing it, she had moved closer and now stood beside him. “I have thought about it,” she confided. “I’m going to change my whole life. I have to figure out how to do it, but someday I’m going to change everything; I won’t even look the way I look now—”

“I like the way you look,” the old man said gently.

She shook her head. It was nice of him to say it and it was nice to hear, but he was old; what did he know? “I’m not beautiful or glamorous; I don’t know how to dress right or even walk the right way.”

“One foot in front of the other,” he suggested.

“You wouldn’t joke about it if you knew how serious it is,” she said angrily. “Rich people have a way of walking that’s different: they come into a room as if they own everything and can just reach out and take whatever they want. They’re not unhappy and they’re not afraid they’ll do something wrong; they just do what they want.”

“You mean they have confidence.”

“I guess,” Laura said doubtfully, thinking that was a poor word to describe the way rich people made the world their own.

“But their confidence rests on their money,” he said. “What about inside themselves? Don’t you think rich people ever worry about love and friendship and health, and doing things well, and being whatever they most want to be, deep inside?”

Laura shook her head again. “Not like the rest of us.”

“And how many people have you known like that?”

“I haven’t—a few.”

There was a silence. So young, the old man thought, contemplating her small frown. And yet she is close to being a woman. “Tell me what you like about the beach,” he said.

“The way it goes on forever.” She turned to take in the shining sand, pale and sparkling in the sunlight, darker where the waves slid up and then retreated. “There’s so much space, like a huge house, and I can go from room to room and it’s all mine.”

His eyes brightened. “I’ve called it my castle ever since I was a small boy. Even when I was unhappy, if my father had scolded me or I was worried about something, when I came out here I was king of everything I could see. And I was always very selective about which friends I’d bring with me.”

“I wouldn’t bring anybody,” Laura said decisively.

“No one? Not even your closest friend?”

“I don’t have no—I don’t have very many friends. I don’t need them.” He was watching her and she shrugged. “They’re all right for people who need them, but if you’re strong you don’t.” She looked at him as if daring him to contradict her. “You just need yourself. That’s what you said a few minutes ago. You should believe in yourself.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I meant,” he responded quietly. “Poor child, isn’t there anyone you want to share your happiness with?”

“Don’t feel sorry for me!” Laura said furiously. “I don’t want anybody to feel sorry for me! I don’t give a shit—” She bit her lip. “I don’t care about sharing, and I wouldn’t bring anybody here; it would be my secret.”

Casually, as if she had said nothing unusual, the old man gave a bow. “May I visit you in your house? I’d like very much to sit down.” He pointed to a hillock of sand covered with tufts of wild grass. “Lately I’ve begun to tire easily, and I would appreciate the use of your sofa.”

Laura felt a sudden rush of warmth; he was trying to make her feel better. For the first time she laughed. “Please do. I’m sorry I can’t serve tea.”

He laughed with her but inwardly he was stunned at the change in her face. She wasn’t ordinary, he thought. She could be a beautiful woman, with a smile that would break men’s hearts. She lay her bicycle on the sand and they sat down, contemplating the ocean’s long gray swells and furling white caps that broke along the shore in rhythmic whispers. “I’ve never told my family about my castle on the beach,” he mused. “They think I’m often tyrannical and occasionally wise, mainly because I’ve reached an advanced age, and I don’t want them to think I fantasize empty rooms around every sand dune. And I certainly can’t tell them that what I like best is the silence. In my family everyone has a vocal opinion on everything. The silence here is wonderful. I never get enough of it.”

“It makes me feel odd, though,” Laura said. “As if it’s going to swallow me up.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “That’s what an empty beach does. Swallows you up. A lot of people find the silence too much and they bring those terrible radios . . . they have a name . . . ”

“Ghetto blasters.”

“Blasters,” he echoed. “I gather they’re called that because they blast ghettos.”

She laughed. “They blast everybody’s ears. They make little people feel big because you can’t ignore them. And it’s even better if you hate the noise, because then they’ve really made you notice them and they feel important. More real.”

He looked at her sharply. “You’re very perceptive.”

She shrugged. “You have to be on top of what’s happening around you or you don’t make it.”

A child of the streets, he thought. No wonder the beach makes her feel odd. “Where do you live?” he asked.

“In Centerville.”

“And when the summer ends?”

She hesitated. “New York.”

“New York is your home?”

She nodded and in the silence she drew a circle in the sand with her finger, and another circle inside that. Could she talk about herself? She never had, except with Cal, and now he was dead and his bookstore was closed. But why not? she thought. The old man was a stranger; she loved his smile and the way he paid attention to her; and she was longing to talk to someone. “I’ve always lived there; I never went nowhere—anywhere—until we came here. For the summer. I like the crowds, and the buildings, all piled against each other, and everything has a beginning and an ending so you always know where you are, and you can find your way where you’re going.” She paused. “It seems awfully far away.”

“And do you feel lost when you’re here?” the old man asked.

“I never feel lost,” she said strongly. “Just not always sure how I’ll get where I want to go. But I’ll get there, and I won’t let nobody—anybody—stop me.”

The old man stared into the distance, smiling faintly. “I said that, too, when I was young. And I was lucky; nobody stopped me.” They looked at the waves. “What else do you like about New York?”

“The noise,” Laura replied promptly. “It never stops, you know, even if you close all the windows. Even then the noise comes in, and it’s nice because you’re always part of it.”

“You mean the noise there swallows you up as much as the silence here,” he said, watching the changing expressions on her face.

It had never occurred to her. She narrowed her eyes as she thought about the city and the beach in a new way, and then she laughed. “I like that. I love new ideas. I had a friend once, named Cal—you remind me of him—and he did that: told me new ways of looking at things. He owned a bookstore in the East Village, in New York—used books—and he’d let me sit near his desk in the back and read dusty old books full of wonderful new ideas. I loved him a lot.”

He noted the wistfulness in her voice. “I once spent a lot of time in used bookstores,” he said reflectively. “Then I got too busy earning a living. Lately I’ve rediscovered them. Old books and new ideas. That’s nicely put. Are you in school in New York? Where do you live?”

“I’m starting at the university in the fall,” Laura lied swiftly. “And living in the dormitory.”

He gazed at her. He knows I’ve lied. It’s not definite; I can’t go unless Ben helps me. And even if I do go, I’ll still live with him and Clay; I can’t afford a dormitory. He knows I’m lying and now he won’t like me anymore.

“I went to a university for two years,” the old man said. “Then I left and started my own company. I made a great deal of money but I always disliked it when people asked me about college, because I didn’t have a success to talk about. Perhaps when you graduate and have a success to talk about you won’t mind questions.”

“Thank you,” Laura said in a low voice. Reluctantly, she stood up. “I’ll be late for work if I don’t go.”

He nodded and stood with her. “If you come this way tomorrow, we can talk some more. I’ll be right here, swallowed up in my thoughts.”

“If I can,” Laura said, though she knew she wouldn’t. Ben wouldn’t like her talking about herself so much and she knew it really wasn’t smart. But it isn’t fair that I can’t make friends with Allison or this nice old man, or anybody else around here who’s nice. She picked up her bicycle. “Good-bye,” she said, and wondered if it sounded like she meant it for good.

He held out his hand. “I hope you come back.”

Awkwardly, Laura touched his hand, not shaking it but brushing his palm with hers. Then, as she put her hands on her handlebars, he kissed her forehead. “I hope I haven’t made you late.”

He was smiling at her in that personal way and Laura became angry. Why did he have to be so nice? “Good-bye,” she said loudly and pushed off, struggling to keep the bicycle straight in the shifting sand. She wished she were smoother about getting along with people. It was like collecting shells: something she’d never had a chance to practice. To make up for her abruptness, she turned to wave good-bye. He was watching her, holding up his hand. It was a farewell wave but it was also like a benediction.

All day, working in the kitchen, she carried the memory of the old man’s private smile and the way he had raised his hand, palm toward her, as she walked away. She wished she could see him again but she couldn’t; one of these days she and Clay and Ben would do the job and then they’d be back in the city, together again. Her two brothers, her family.

“Laura, stop dreaming,” Rosa said. “I’m asking you to work tonight. Is it yes or no?”

“Yes,” Laura said.

“We might be here late.”

She shrugged. It was better to work in Rosa’s bright, warm kitchen than sit in a tiny room over a garage and watch Clay make endless schedules of guards and watchdogs to impress Ben.

“A real lady doesn’t shrug her shoulders, my young miss.”

Laura started to shrug, then she caught herself and put her head back, standing straight. She’d never heard that ladies didn’t shrug. But Rosa would know. Rosa knew all about ladies.

“—home from Europe,” Rosa was saying. “And Mr. Owen is back from Canada, and Allison from Maine. The whole family will be together for the first time this summer. Twenty-four, at last count.”

“Who’s home from Europe?” Laura said, thinking that all the houses would be full now and maybe Ben had lost his best chance. She should have told him about the empty houses. But she hadn’t told him or Clay most of the things Rosa told her about the Salingers. After she’d told them about the jewels in the closet and the alarm, she’d felt so awful she stopped telling them things. It wasn’t important, anyway; they didn’t have to know Rosa’s little stories about—“What?” she asked. “I’m sorry, Rosa; I didn’t hear you.”

“I said for the third time, my dreaming miss, that Paul and his parents are back from Europe. You really ought to show a little more interest in this family, Laura. You’ll never be a success at any job unless you’re interested in everything about it.”

“You’re right,” Laura murmured and went on rolling pastry and wondering what it would be like to be part of a family of twenty-four people. It isn’t size that counts, she told herself. It’s being loved and cared for and having a place to go when you’re afraid of being alone.

But still, that evening, listening to the rising tide of conversation as the Salingers came into the dining room from the ocean-facing front porch where they’d had drinks, she wished again she belonged to so many people. From the many voices she made out Leni’s and Felix’s—“he sounds like a fingernail on a blackboard,” Clay had said after meeting him—and she heard Allison’s cool laugh. Finally, when the cold soup had been served, and Rosa sent her to the pantry for extra platters for the roasted game hens, she couldn’t resist stopping on the way to inch open the swinging door and take a quick look into the dining room.

Her stomach contracted. The old man from the beach was sitting at the head of the table, his head bent courteously as he listened to Felix, on his left. She felt faint with fear. Owen Salinger. Who else could it be? The head of the family at the head of the table. Mr. Owen is back from Canada. Rosa had said that this morning. And Laura Fairchild, her tongue running like water from an open faucet, had talked to him about herself as if he were a friend, not part of a family they were planning to rob. Frantically thinking back, she didn’t think she’d given anything away, but that wasn’t the point. Ben’s first rule had been that no one in the Salinger family could know anything about them, and not only had she violated that rule, she’d picked the head of the family to do it with, the one all the others would listen to if he had suspicions about her. Stupid. Unprofessional. What was it about these people that caused her to let down her guard? What would Ben say when he found out?

“Laura?” Rosa called. “The platters?”

Rapidly, Laura’s gaze swept the table and she filed each face in her memory. Her swift glance stopped when she found herself looking directly into the eyes of a young man seated next to Allison. His eyes were almost black beneath straight brows; his face was thin with a long, narrow nose above a wide mouth and quick smile, and he brushed his thick dark hair back from his forehead with an impatient hand. He was young and handsome, with the piercing gaze of Leni and the barely disguised arrogance of Allison, and he was looking at Laura with amusement and a faint curiosity that infuriated her. Backing away, she let the door swing shut, grabbed three platters from the shelf, and marched into the kitchen.

“What’s got into you?” Rosa asked.

“Nothing.” Laura concentrated on arranging the platters on the counter. “I had trouble finding the platters.”

“My eye,” Rosa said amiably. “You put them away two days ago after we used them for lunch. All these moods you’ve got . . . But it’s not my business; you’ll find I’m very big on letting people work out their own demons. But you’ll have to forget yours for a while; we have work to do.” She looked up sharply. “Mr. Owen! Do you need something? Is something wrong?”

“Look on the happy side, Rosa,” Owen Salinger said with a grin, more lighthearted than Laura remembered him. “Maybe I came to tell you everything is perfect.”

“Well, I should hope—” She saw Owen looking at Laura. “This is my assistant. Laura Fairchild, Mr. Owen Salinger.”

Owen held out his hand. “Welcome, Miss Fairchild.” Meeting his eyes, Laura saw that he was inviting her to play a game, and she felt the same rush of gratitude she had felt earlier when he’d tried to put her at her ease. “Have you met our family?” he asked as she put her hand in his. “Or has our strict Rosa kept you too busy? Perhaps she’ll spare you one of these days so you can be introduced to everyone.”

Laura flushed deeply. He had seen her spying on them and was making fun of her. She worked her hand free of his. “I’d rather stay with Rosa.”

“Laura!” Rosa frowned in disapproval. She couldn’t understand what Owen was thinking of—when had he ever introduced temporary help to the family?—but no one in her kitchen was going to be rude to Mr. Owen Salinger if she had anything to say about it. “You owe Mr. Salinger an apology for your rude behavior. You should be grateful.”

“I’m sorry,” Laura said to Owen. “But I’ve seen your family.” She heard her voice waver.

“But you haven’t been properly introduced. Rosa, can you spare Laura for a few hours one of these days?”

He and Rosa discussed days and times while Laura silently repeated Owen’s words. Properly introduced. Maybe he hadn’t been making fun of her; maybe he knew she’d felt like an outsider when she peered at his family and he wanted to make her feel better about herself.

“Next week?” Owen was asking her courteously.

I’ll do it for Ben, she thought. To learn more about the family. “Thank you,” she said. “I’d like to meet everyone. Properly.”

“Very good.” He turned to go. “Oh, by the way,” he said casually to Rosa, “I’m reorganizing my library and I could use some help. Do you know anyone who wants to work eight to ten hours a week, shelving and cataloguing? Someone who loves old books and new ideas.” Laura looked sharply at him. What was he up to? “Hard work, good pay,” he went on, smiling at Laura.

Rosa pursed her lips. “There’s always people looking for work. But . . . books? I’ll have to give it some thought.”

“I’d like to do it,” Laura said in a rush. “I’d like to try, anyway. I know about books.”

Owen’s smile broadened. “A good idea. A very good idea. We’ll start tomorrow, shall we? Two to four every afternoon.”

“Mr. Owen . . . ” Rosa began. She was distinctly uncomfortable. “Are you sure—? I mean to say, Laura learns fast and remembers everything you tell her, and she’s nimble as a cat, but she sometimes—I don’t mean to criticize her; I’m fond of her—but she is very big into saying she’s done a thing when I’m not at all sure she’s really . . . done it.”

“I do know books,” Laura said quickly. “I’ve been in bookstores a lot—in one bookstore, anyway—and sometimes I helped catalogue. I really do know books!”

“I believe you,” Owen said, smiling again at the fierce determination that reminded him of his own when he was about her age and starting to make his own way. He had seen it on the beach that morning; together with her wariness it was what had most attracted him. But this evening, she had touched his heart, as well, when he looked up from his talk with Felix and saw her looking at the family. He had had only a glimpse of her slender face and enormous, longing eyes as the pantry door swung shut, but it was enough: as wild as she seemed, she was hungrier for love than anyone he had ever known and it was that vulnerability that sent him looking for her.

Someone new, he thought. We don’t see new people often enough. The same faces at parties, the same circle of friends, whether we’re in Boston or the Cape or New York. Even the same conversations. I can use something new to think about, someone to help. And why not help someone who reminds me of myself, so long ago?

“We’ll try it,” he said firmly to Rosa. “I’m sure you can spare Laura from two to four every afternoon; if she has to stay later at night, I’ll pay her overtime.” He gave neither Rosa nor Laura time to respond. “We’ll start tomorrow. And,” he added to Laura, “I’m uncomfortable with uniforms. Can you bring something casual to wear in my dusty library?”

Laura avoided Rosa’s eyes. Rosa loved uniforms and had told her to wear hers whenever she was on the Salinger grounds. “Yes,” she said. And the next day, promptly at two, when she knocked on the door leading from Felix and Leni’s long gallery to Owen’s house, she wore blue jeans and a pink cotton shirt, scuffed loafers, and a pink ribbon tying her hair in a ponytail.

“Ah,” said Owen, admiring the color in her cheeks and the depth of her deep blue eyes, less wary, more eager than the day before. “Come in, look around, then we’ll begin work.”

It was a man’s house, with oak floors, Persian rugs, and oversize couches and chairs upholstered in dark suede. On the walls were oil paintings of the Cape and its wildlife in different seasons; the lamps were pewter, the windows bare. Beyond the living room was the library, its walls lined floor to ceiling with books, precarious towers of books stacked on the floor, books on reading stands, books strewn on long tables, window seats, and the arms of chairs. “It needs order,” Owen said thoughtfully.

Laura gazed at the chaos. “I thought you said re-organize.”

“I did. What you see is my first organization. You and I will accomplish the second. Perhaps it will be more successful.”

Laura looked at him and they laughed together. “I guess it can’t be any worse,” she said, and rolled up her sleeves.

Every day they worked side by side, alphabetizing, cataloguing, labeling shelves, wading through the new piles they made as they sorted old ones. And they talked. Owen told Laura about his parents and grandparents, the first four hotels he bought—still his favorites though his company owned over fifty in America and Europe—and about Iris, the woman he had loved since he was fifteen, his wife and the mother of his children, whom he still longed for every day, though it had been almost forty years since she died.

And Laura talked, too, carefully choosing the memories she would share. She told Owen the same story she had told Leni: how she and Clay had lived with relatives after their parents were killed in an automobile accident, and recently moved out because they didn’t like it there. She told him, truthfully, what she remembered about her mother and father, a few anecdotes about her brother Clay—but nothing about Ben; don’t slip and say anything about Ben—and the classes she had liked best in high school. For the first time she talked about her dreams of being an actress. “I’ve had three parts in school plays and everybody says I’m really good. And I love being on the stage, all that makebelieve . . . ” She talked about studying acting in college, if she ever found a way to go. “I mean,” she fumbled when she remembered she’d lied about college the day they met, “I was going to start this fall, but I don’t know, it may not work out . . . ”

“There’s nothing wrong with pretending,” Owen said gently.

“I wasn’t pretending!” she said hotly. “I thought I’d go! I will go!”

“I’m sure you will,” he said, still gentle.

She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I don’t know exactly what I’ll do about college. I’ll figure something out.”

“Well,” he said offhandedly, leafing through a leather-bound book, “I could loan you the money for tuition. And board and room, too, if you need it.” He heard Laura’s sharp breath and nodded slowly. “I could certainly do that. A loan, of course, though I wouldn’t expect you to pay it back until you had graduated and were earning your living, acting or perhaps something else. However, there would be one condition.” He looked up and met her quick frown. “I’d expect you to write to me, and visit me, too. I wouldn’t want to lose track of you.”

Laura’s face was radiant, her mind racing. “It’s so wonderful . . . ” I never have to steal again. I can go to college and learn to be somebody. And I have a friend. She put out her hand, then drew it back. She wanted to touch Owen, she wanted to kiss him, but she thought he might be angry. All he’d done was offer to loan her money. He probably loaned money to lots of people, and he wouldn’t want them to start slobbering over him. She kept her hand in her lap. “You’re wonderful. Thank you, thank you so much . . . I’ll make you proud of me, I’ll work so hard . . . ” She turned her head away to hide the tears that stung her eyes. “I’ll write to you every day,” she said briskly and picked up a book, staring at it blindly until her tears dried.

“Once a week will be sufficient,” Owen said with a calm smile, and they went back to work.

From that day, Laura found it easier to talk about her life in New York, her favorite books, the hours she had spent in Cal Hendy’s bookshop. She was still careful, she still had to stop herself sometimes in mid-sentence, but by the end of their first week together the best time of her day was with Owen. It was a time when she could almost relax and forget everything outside his quiet rooms.

The only thing she couldn’t forget, as hard as she tried, was Clay’s admiring voice when she had told him about her part-time job. “God, you’re clever, Laura. Who else could have wormed her way into the family and made the old guy trust you in less than two months?”

*  *  *

Owen met her in the kitchen just after lunch and took her to meet the family. They went from house to house along paths lined with old-fashioned gas lamps and rhododendron bushes, and Laura was reminded of books she had read about an earlier century, when people made calls in the afternoon, leaving calling cards if no one was home. But for Owen, everyone was home. And though they were puzzled, and Laura was almost mute from shyness, everyone was kind. Only Felix and Asa made clear how peculiar they found the situation, even allowing for their father’s famous whims, and Asa’s wife, Carol, didn’t know whether to echo her husband’s chilly greeting or Leni’s pleasant one.

As they were leaving Asa’s house, Allison arrived with her cousin Patricia. “Oh, we’ve met,” Allison said casually when Owen began his introduction. Laura held her breath, but Allison breezed on. “When mother hired you, remember? I was so glad she did. When Rosa does the hiring she always finds elderly ladies with thin lips who play bridge and only cook lamb chops and Jell-O. She did hire a terrific college girl last summer who mixed up oregano and marijuana. Fortunately Rosa discovered it before we ate the lasagna. Grandpa said we would have been known as the Stoned Salingers, which annoyed my father, but his sense of humor is rather dim.”

“Allison,” Owen said, “that is no way to talk of your father.”

“You talk about him that way.” Allison’s voice deepened and she drew her brows together like Owen. “ ‘Felix, you’d live longer and make the rest of us much happier if you learned to laugh occasionally.’ ”

Owen smiled, but Laura thought there was a sharpness in the way Allison talked about everyone, from elderly ladies to her own father.

“I assume,” Allison was saying to her, “you can distinguish between oregano and marijuana and you excel at something besides lamb chops and Jell-O.”

“I don’t excel at anything yet,” said Laura, but I can make it in a tough neighborhood better than you ever could. Standing beside Owen, staring at the porcelain beauty of Allison and her silent cousin, she felt a surge of anger. Why was it that people who had lots of money also had perfect figures and beautiful faces and respectability, too? Why weren’t those things parceled out so everybody could at least have something? “But I will. I’m going to college and be an actress, or maybe”—she cast about, trying to sound as self-assured as the Salingers—“I’ll own something, a business or a bookshop, or maybe a restaurant, and hire people to work for me.”

“Why not a hotel or two?” Allison asked with amusement.

“I might,” said Laura. She raised her chin. “I’d like that.”

“Would you? From what I can see, it’s hard work.”

So is being sent to Cape Cod to help my brother rob your house. “I don’t mind work. There are so many things I want and there’s no other way . . . ” Her voice trailed off. How would someone like Allison ever understand what that meant? All she and Laura had in common was that they were both eighteen.

“I think you’ll do and be whatever you want,” said Owen. “But one thing you may not do: when you open your first hotel you may not steal Rosa from us to run your kitchen.”

Laura smiled, grateful for his intervention when she was feeling inferior, and in a few minutes they left for the Janssens’ house down the road.

“Come back another time,” Allison said, keeping pace with them. “We can talk and get to know each other. I’ll teach you to play tennis, if you like. When could you do it? Rosa gave you time off today; she’ll do it again.”

Laura was silent, ignoring Owen’s curious glance.

Allison’s eyes gleamed. “I’ll invite you for dinner; you won’t have an excuse.”

“I work for Rosa at night.”

“Which nights?”

“As often as she needs me.”

“I’ll invite you on your day off.”

“I like to spend time with my brother.”

“All day?”

“Allison,” Owen said as they reached the Janssens’ front porch, “why do you press someone who seems reluctant to accept?”

There was a pause. “You really are, aren’t you?” Allison said to Laura. “Reluctant to be with me. Most people think it’s a big deal to socialize with the Salingers. And here’s Grandpa wanting us to be friends and you absolutely refuse. Because you don’t like me, right?”

I’m afraid of liking you. I’m afraid of talking to you. “I’m just so busy,” she started to say, but she stopped. It would be socially right to say that, but not personally right, because Allison would know it wasn’t true. Laura Fairchild had never thought about the difference between socially and personally right. I’m learning, she thought. I could live the way they do. And what’s wrong with learning? As long as I have to be here for Ben, I might as well get something out of it. And if Owen really wants us to be friends . . .

“Maybe I could get away for dinner some time,” she said to Allison. “And I’d like very much to learn tennis.”

“Then it’s set,” Allison said with satisfaction. “I’ll tell Rosa and we’ll do it in a couple of days. Tennis in the afternoon and then a swim.”

“I don’t swim,” Laura said, ashamed that there were so many basic skills she had never learned.

“Well, you’ll learn that, too. We have all summer. What fun; I love being a teacher. Maybe we could tackle some other things, too. Have you thought about a haircut?”

“Allison,” said Owen.

“I’ll let you know which day,” Allison said hastily to Laura. “Wear tennis shoes and bring a swimsuit—do you have a swimsuit?”

Laura shook her head.

“I’ll loan you one; I have dozens. Talk to you soon.” Without waiting for a reply, she ran back to join Patricia.

Laura looked at the ground and then raised her head and met Owen’s eyes. “I feel like I’m her newest project.”

He looked at her thoughtfully. “You’re very wise. Allison needs projects; she needs to feel needed. You could make her very happy.” He paused. “And I think she could help you be happy.”

“I am,” Laura said swiftly. “I am happy.” And then Thomas Janssen opened the door and Laura was led into another large house with bright, spacious rooms facing the ocean, a volleyball court and horseshoe strip on the beach, and a long oval swimming pool like a bright blue gem in the center of the smooth lawn. The rooms were furnished in pale blue wicker with blue and white cushions and straw-colored raffia rugs strewn at angles on bleached wood floors. Barbara Janssen was arranging roses, and she turned as Laura and Owen came in with Thomas.

“How nice of Owen to bring you to us, Laura; I hardly know the people in my own kitchen, much less my sister’s. Rosa is a dear, isn’t she? A trifle opinionated, but very clever. Would you like iced tea? Do come and sit for a while. I’m hoping Paul will get back soon; he took Emily shopping and they’ve been gone some time. Do you take lemon?”

Laura started. “No. Thank you.” She took the glass and sat next to Owen, sinking back into Barbara’s steadily flowing words that sounded so like Leni’s. The two sisters looked alike, as well: tall, blond and angular, with long necks and imperious heads, their voices like murmuring rivers in a cool forest. “I was always hoping for blue roses to match my furniture,” Barbara was saying to Owen. “But a blue rose would be quite unnatural, and one shouldn’t try to circumvent nature unless one is incredibly arrogant or incredibly clever. I’ve never been either, so I don’t try.” Laura listened, now and then looking up to find Owen watching her, or Thomas, his quizzical eyes moving from Owen to her and then back again. He was small and dark, with a short black beard and rimless glasses, and he almost never spoke. Laura tried to imagine him and Barbara in bed together, or even happily married, when they were so different, but she couldn’t.

Barbara stopped talking. The silence was as palpable as if a cloud had covered the sun. It was broken when Thomas said quietly, “Come in, Paul, we were hoping you’d be here.”

Paul Janssen stood in the doorway, a camera slung over one shoulder. His eyebrows went up when he saw Laura, then he smiled broadly and went to her, holding out his hand. “I see my uncle had the good sense to bring you out from behind that kitchen door. I hope you feel more friendly toward us now.”

Laura took the hand he offered, shivering slightly as his long, thin fingers enclosed hers. His distant amusement at the dinner table was gone; his smile was warm and open and his body curved above hers as she sat in the deep wicker chair, looking up at him. Suddenly she felt heavy, and hot inside, as if she were melting and everything was going to run out, all over the floor. She tightened her muscles, trying to hold herself in; then, her face burning, she let out her breath in a sigh as Paul shook her hand, like a business associate or a casual friend. He kissed his mother on her cheek and sat on the arm of his father’s chair. “Have you met everyone else?” he asked Laura.

She nodded. There was a small silence. Then Owen began talking about their other visits.

“And did Allison take you in hand?” Paul asked.

Laura nodded again. She felt like a fool, clumsy and tongue-tied, not clever. That was Barbara Janssen’s favorite word, and it was probably her son’s, too. Paul would expect cleverness. He probably couldn’t wait to get out of there and find someone clever. And beautiful.

Owen stood up. “I promised to return Laura to Rosa in good time.” He turned to Barbara. “I had a thought on the way over here. Would you talk to Leni about that caretaker’s cottage in the south corner? It’s been empty for some time, and I thought we might offer it to Laura and her brother. They’re living over a garage in Centerville, and I’m sure they’d be much more comfortable here. And of course that way they can work longer hours if we need them.” He put his hand on Laura’s shoulder, giving a brief smile to her stunned look. “Of course she may prefer living apart from us, or she may want to pay rent instead of having free lodging, but we might ask Leni if she has other plans for it, don’t you think?”

“A lovely idea,” said Barbara serenely. “Leni and I have talked about doing something with that cottage. We could let Rosa’s assistant have it every summer, whoever she is. I see no reason why Laura and her brother—Clay, isn’t it?—I’ve seen him in the orchard and he has a wonderful way with the orchids in the greenhouse, have you noticed?—yes, it would be far more comfortable for the two of them if they lived here. Laura, I’m so pleased we met; do consider the cottage. I know how much young people treasure their independence, but you might enjoy it here as much as we do.”

She walked with them to the door as Thomas nodded a farewell. Laura heard him say to Paul, “What about Emily?”

“I’m driving her to New York,” Paul answered and then the door closed and Laura heard no more. Emily. New York. I’ll bet she’s beautiful and rich and very clever. But it was a fleeting thought as she and Owen walked back across the compound; she was still dazed by Owen’s offer.

“Did you mean it?” she asked when they reached the kitchen door.

“I never make an offer I don’t mean,” he replied. “I told you, I like your spirit. When a family lives behind high fences it needs new people, my dear, and it pleases me to make sure we find them. Call it an old man’s whim; a strong desire to shake up my family at frequent intervals. And I think you could use some shaking up, too. You might even let Allison talk to you about cutting your hair.”

Laura felt herself grow hot again. “You don’t like it.”

“Not especially,” he said frankly. “I could be wrong—I’m getting old, after all—but I once was considered an expert on women’s beauty, and when Allison mentioned it, I knew I still had my eye. But don’t worry about it; you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Take what you want from us; we’ll have a good summer and perhaps the beginning of a real friendship. Can we agree on that?”

This time Laura didn’t hesitate; she flung her arms around his shoulders and kissed his cheek, soft and lined beneath her firm lips. “Thank you for making me feel like a nice person.” He held her, and then she ran into the kitchen. “I’m sorry, Rosa, everyone talked and the time passed—”

“That is the story of this family,” Rosa said. “Lots of talk, not enough time. By the way, your brother was here; he asked if you’d stop by the greenhouse as soon as you can. Better do it now, before we start stuffing the ducks.”

Clay had never done that before. Something was wrong. Laura dashed across the flagstone path to the other end of the estate and found Clay in one of the greenhouses. They could see the head gardener through the doorway. “Listen to this,” Clay said as Laura came close to him. “Ben called at noon: he says he can’t wait any longer. We’ve got to set up our alibi; he’s set the job for Sunday. A week after that we can wave good-bye to this place and take ourselves off. And we’ll be through with the Salingers for good.”
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BEN picked them up a few blocks from the Salinger compound, and they drove to Falmouth for dinner, blending into the crowds of tourists along the waterfront as they made their way to a table at the edge of the dock outside the Clam Shack. Ben turned the chairs to face the fishing boats in the harbor, their backs to the restaurant. “I like to watch the people,” Laura protested. “No one knows us here; nobody even cares who we are.”

“We can’t be sure of that.” Ben sat down and waited until she did the same. “How many times have I told you never to take anything for granted? Maybe next week, after we’ve pulled this off and the police are looking around, someone will remember the three of us. These are small towns; people who work in them know each other.”

“Then why are we here?” Clay demanded. “I told you we should stay on the beach or somewhere private.”

“I wanted to buy you a dinner.” Sitting between them, Ben put his arms around their shoulders. “It’s been almost two months that I haven’t been able to take care of you. You’re here and I’m in New York and there’s nothing I can do for you.” He sat back as a waiter approached. “I’ve missed you. Too damned quiet around the apartment.”

Laura swallowed hard against the love and guilt that welled up inside her, and she looked away while Ben ordered for the three of them. He’d been missing her, but the truth was, she’d hardly missed him at all, after her first week with the Salingers. She’d been too busy envying the way they lived and thinking about college and how to make a life for herself even farther from Ben than she was that summer.

She heard him ordering the dishes she and Clay liked best, and she loved him with a kind of helplessness that made her want to cry. He was so good to them and she’d always been able to count on him; how could she turn her back on him and walk away?

“I’ve worked out the rest of the plan,” Clay said to Ben as soon as the waiter left. His voice was low but Laura heard his excitement; he’d done what Ben wanted and now Ben would be proud of him. “It’s simple and it’s neat. The kind you like.”

Ben looked at Laura. “Do you like it?”

“It’s Clay’s plan,” Laura said evasively. “I couldn’t do much; Rosa’s very strict.”

“But a sweetie,” Clay said pointedly. “You spend an awful lot of time with her.”

“I work for her,” Laura retorted. “And I don’t have the run of the place the way you do.”

“You have the run of Owen’s little pad,” Clay said blandly.

“Owen?” Ben asked. “Owen Salinger?”

“I’ve done some work for him. That’s all. Why are we talking about things that aren’t important?”

Ben gave her a long look. The waiter returned with oversize paper cups filled with steaming clam chowder; overhead, a gull swooped past; at the tables behind them people laughed and chattered, isolating them in a small island of silence.

“All right,” Ben said at last. “We’ll talk about that later. Let’s hear your plan, Clay. Laura did find out about the jewels, and you’ve been the best partner I could want; I have you to thank for these.” He took two keys from his pocket and put them on the table.

“You got them made,” Clay said, flushing with pleasure. “I wasn’t sure I did the wax impressions right; I was in a hurry. Leni was on the yacht but I didn’t know for how long, and it took me a while to find the keys in her dresser drawer.” He picked up one of them. “I think this turns off the alarm and the other one unlocks the closet.”

Ben glanced at Laura, but she was gazing at the fishing boats, her chin in her hand. He sighed. “Let’s go through it,” he said to Clay.

They bent over a small diagram, and Laura turned to look at their blond heads, so close they were almost touching. They looked so much alike and yet they were so different: Ben handsome and sophisticated at twenty-six, the cleverest man she knew; Clay, nine years younger, still unsure of himself, almost as handsome but without Ben’s smoothness. From their mother both of them got blond hair, a rounded chin, and heavy-lidded blue eyes, but Ben inherited from Judd Gardner, his father, a devil-may-care look, while Clay inherited from Alan Fairchild the cautious look of someone worried about all the obstacles life could throw in his way. Laura admired Ben; she felt protective toward Clay; she loved them both and knew she wasn’t like either of them.

“We’ll be on Felix’s yacht,” Clay was saying. “There’s a big deal with some politicians he wants to impress, so he and Leni are giving a dinner on the boat on Sunday night. The whole family will be there, and a few of us volunteered to help out.”

“So you’re safe,” Ben said. “Nobody can accuse you of robbing a house if you’re on a boat in the middle of Nantucket Sound.”

Clay nodded. “But before we go out, I’ll fix the alarm. I did what you told me and bought a timer, and I found the alarm system in the basement, and I’ll hook up the timer the way you said, so it goes off at one in the morning. You break in at midnight when the party is going strong; you’ve got my diagram of where you climb the fence, and the path to the house, and then the drainpipe to the second-floor hall window. Leni’s room is to the right, at the end of the hall. You jimmy the window open, turn off the alarm with that key, and break the lock on the closet door, or use the key and break it afterwards to make it look like an outside job, whatever’s fastest. Take the jewels and anything else you find, open all the other closets and dresser drawers so it’ll look like you had to search around, and use a rope to rappel down the outside of the house.”

Ben was smiling. “And leave the rope behind.”

“Right. And tire tracks too, if you can, on the road outside the fence. Then, at one o’clock, the alarm goes off, the guard calls the police and they find all the evidence of a break-in, while Laura and I are with the hired help on the yacht.”

“What about the timer on the alarm?”

“I’ll get to it as soon as we come in. I figure the guard will call the police first, and then the yacht, and we’ll get back in about an hour, while the police are still checking the house and the grounds. They won’t have any reason to check the alarm; as far as they know, it worked fine. I can have the timer off in less than a minute.”

“Without anyone seeing you?”

“Everybody’ll be busy with the police, and nobody uses the back stairs until Rosa comes in to start breakfast around six.”

Ben nodded again. “I like it. Good job, Clay.”

Clay beamed. “I thought you’d like it. It’s foolproof.”

“No plan is foolproof! I’ve told you that. The minute you think it is, you’ve begun to make it fail.”

“Sorry,” Clay mumbled.

“But it’s good,” Ben said. “Damned good. I’m proud of you. Laura? Don’t you think Clay deserves some praise?”

“Sure.” Laura drew on the table with the moisture that had beaded on her glass of iced tea. “Clay’s very creative. He worked hard and he wanted you to be pleased.”

“But,” Ben said flatly. “What’s the rest of it, Laura?”

“I don’t want to do it,” she said in a rush. “Please, Ben, can’t we change our plans and not do it?”

“Not do it?” Clay echoed incredulously. “After we went to all the trouble of getting jobs with them, and I worked out this neat plan? Not do it?”

Ben was watching Laura closely. “Pretty sudden change of heart.”

She shook her head. “I’ve thought about it a lot.”

“It’s Owen,” Clay said abruptly. “Ever since you started mooning around after him you’ve been different about all of them. Like you’re choosing them over us. Like you like them better than us.”

Vehemently, Laura shook her head. “I’m not choosing them. I’m not choosing nobody—anybody.”

“Not your brothers?” Ben said softly. “You’re not choosing your brothers?”

“I didn’t mean . . . oh, damn it, Ben, you know what I mean. I don’t want a contest; I just want to skip this one job. We’ve done so many and we can do another one—somewhere—I’ll keep my promise; it’s just that I don’t . . . ”

“Want to rob the Salingers,” Ben finished when her voice trailed off. “Why not?”

“Because they trust us and they’ve been nice to us, and—”

“That’s a stupid reason,” Clay cut in, but Laura rushed on.

“—and we know them. It’s not like other times when we’d break into a place and never meet anyone or even know their names . . . I mean, if I saw pictures on a desk or dresser, I’d wonder what they were like and how they’d feel when they came home and found their things missing, but I never knew them, and I do know Allison and Leni and Owen . . . ”

“So we know them,” said Clay. “So what? What have they ever done for us? We work our asses off to earn a few lousy bucks a week, and we’re always working overtime—”

“You wanted overtime,” Laura flung at him, “so you could check the guards’ schedules.”

Clay shrugged. Ben looked at her through narrowed eyes. “They can afford to lose a few jewels; their insurance will pay for them anyway. So maybe the real problem is you’re afraid they’ll suspect something after you leave and not like you anymore. Right? But you’ll be gone, so what’s the difference? Anyway, why should you care whether they like you or not? You’re better off if they don’t; they’re a rotten bunch of crooks. They take care of themselves and fuck everybody else and wouldn’t let anybody who’s not a royal Salinger have even a little piece of what they’ve got—”

“That’s a lie!” Laura cried, striking the table with her fist. “They’re not like that! They’re just the opposite—they’ve been good to me, and Clay, too—they’re going to let us live in one of their cottages, and Owen is loaning me money for college and—”

“What?” Clay shouted. “Live where?”

“Wait a minute.” Ben’s face was frozen. “Keep your voice down, Clay. Felix Salinger offered to let you live in the compound and send you to college?”

“Not really,” Laura conceded. “Owen thought of the cottage, and everybody goes along with him, and he was the one who talked about college—”

“Felix won’t agree,” Ben said.

“Why not?” Laura asked hotly. “I mean, he’s not as friendly as the others—well, Asa isn’t either, I guess—but if the others want to help us, why wouldn’t Felix go along? Is there some reason he wouldn’t?” She stared at him. “You know something about him that you’re not telling!”

Ben looked at his hands as they gripped his mug of beer; the knuckles were white. “Amazing,” he murmured. “The Salingers, of all people.”

“Why not the Salingers?” Laura demanded.

“It’s a wonderful chance for you,” he said slowly, as if she had not spoken. “I couldn’t have swung college for you, at least not this year. And you’d have a place to live for the whole summer, and save your money . . . ” He stared at his hands, then shook his head heavily. “I can’t do it, Laura; I can’t give up this job. Maybe someday I’ll tell you why, but right now you’ll just have to trust me. You could stay with them after I do it, but I think they’d find you out. Damn it, Laura, I’m the one who cares about you, not them, and I’m asking you to help me. I’ve been thinking about this job a long time, and I can’t throw away the chance now that I’m so close.”

“How long? How long have you been thinking about it?”

“Longer than you can imagine. Years. Why can’t you just go along and not ask questions? I’d do the same for you. If you told me you had to do something and I had it in my power to help you, I’d do it, no questions asked.”

“I have to like myself,” Laura said coldly. “I want to go to college and be respectable, and not sit with my back to a restaurant because I’m afraid somebody will notice me.”

Ben winced. Clay scowled at Laura. “You never mentioned living with them or getting money for college.”

“You were too excited about robbing them. I wanted to see what Ben said.”

“You wanted to pull this out from under me.” Clay’s voice rose. “My whole plan. You wanted to talk Ben into killing it, and you didn’t even tell me.”

“What would you have said if I did tell you?”

“What Ben said. We have to do it.”

“So what difference does it make that I didn’t tell you?”

“I had a right to know what you were going to do! We’re in this together!”

“You’re in it alone! I told you, I don’t want to do it!”

“Stop squabbling,” Ben ordered, “and keep your voices down. Laura, I’ll do everything I can to help you, but I’ve got to do this, first. Can’t you understand? It’s like getting something off my chest. Once I’ve done it, I can concentrate on other things, like getting you to college.”

Slowly, Laura shook her head. “I don’t want you to keep stealing to give me money for college. That’s what you’d do, isn’t it? You’ve always stolen and you like the excitement, so you wouldn’t even try something else.”

“What, for instance?”

“Like a better job, for instance! Aren’t you ever going to think about that? Or about what happens to Clay?”

“What about me?” Clay demanded.

“He thinks you’re wonderful,” she said to Ben. “But what’s so wonderful about a guy who spends his whole life being a waiter part of the time and breaking into places the other part? And feeling scared every time there’s a policeman around? Why don’t you quit all that and get a better job? You’d probably have to work harder; so big deal! Don’t you give a shit—don’t you care what happens to us? You think we like the way we live?”

“I like it fine!” said Clay hoarsely. Everything was happening too fast; the conversation was getting out of hand. “It’s fine; why don’t you just shut up!”

“I can’t get a better job,” Ben said to Laura. “I never went to college; I haven’t any skills—”

“How do you know? You’re the smartest person I ever met; how do you know what you could do if you tried? You could be an executive! Or something like that. But you won’t even try! Well, the hell with it. I don’t care what you do; I’m talking about me, and I don’t want to steal anymore! It’s not exciting or fun like it used to be . . . and I’d go to jail if I got caught again—it would be a second offense—and I won’t take the chance. I don’t want to live on your stealing, either; that’s almost as bad as doing it myself. And I don’t want to rob the Salingers! I’m asking you, Ben, please, please, don’t rob them. I like them; they make me feel nice, and I want to stay with them as long as I can.”

She saw the hurt and anger in Ben’s eyes and she felt she was being torn apart. “Don’t be unhappy, Ben, please, I love you and you’ve been wonderful to us, but I’ve got a chance to change things, to change me, and maybe I’ll never have it again! Owen asked me to write to him and visit him when I’m in college—he’s my friend!—and I don’t want to risk losing him, losing all of them . . . I don’t want them hurt!”

They were silent, looking away from each other, and the talk and laughter behind them seemed louder and happier than before. The waiter brought coffee and Ben drank his black, hot and steaming. Laura, who had decided she should drink it because Allison did, poured in cream and sugar and then sipped it, telling herself it tasted good. Clay, watching Ben, drank his black, making faces as it scalded his tongue.

“I’ll think about it,” Ben said at last.

“No, Ben, tell us now,” Laura pleaded. “Say you won’t do it. Say you’ll think up another job, and we’ll come to New York and help you do it—we can come on a weekend and then come back—”

“I didn’t say I was staying!” Clay exclaimed.

“I want you to stay with me. That way you’ll finish high school and maybe think about college instead of—” She bit back her words.

“Instead of being like me,” Ben said flatly.

“I want to be like Ben!” Clay stormed. “There’s nothing wrong with that. You wanted it, too, once. And if you’d shut up about Owen and his rich bitch family, we could get going on my plan and then get out of here and go back to New York where we belong!”

Laura bit her lip. “I don’t want to go back to New York; I want to move into the cottage. Ben, we’ll visit you, we’ll still be a family, and I’m sorry if you’ll be lonely but I want this so much . . . ” She took his hand. “Ben, please.”

He shoved back his chair, pulling his hand away. “I told you I’d think about it. That’s the best I can do. It’s more than I want to do.” He stood and took out his wallet. “I’ll drive you to Centerville, then I’m going back to New York. I’ll call in a few days.” His lips were tight. “Listen to me, Laura. I’m still your guardian; when I decide, you’ll do what you’re told.”

“Damn right,” Clay muttered. He and Laura walked to the car while Ben paid the waiter. “Ben wanted a reunion and a nice time, and you ruined it.”

“You don’t care about Ben. You just don’t want to give up your plan.”

“What’s wrong with that? What good’s a plan you can’t do?”

Ben joined them and they drove to Centerville in silence. All around them were cars filled with people on vacation; the sidewalks were kaleidoscopes of people all looking happy. Laura watched them and wanted to cry.

She kept wanting to cry all week, waiting for Ben to call, but she couldn’t cry in front of Rosa, and she refused to cry in front of Clay, so she held it in. It was easier because they were so busy; Felix and Leni had houseguests, which meant fifteen or more people at every meal, and Rosa had already begun preparations for the Sunday night dinner dance on the yacht. As the weekend approached, she grew more frenzied, her fingers a blur as they flew from mixers to mandolins, whisks to rolling pins, terrines to casseroles. Laura was mostly on her own, preparing breakfast and lunch for the large groups that seemed to materialize in the dining room or on the porch for another meal before she had even finished cleaning up from the last one. As she cooked, Rosa would appear beside her now and then with a sharp criticism or brief suggestion or, best of all, a touch on the arm and word of praise that made Laura feel she loved Rosa and all the world.

But then she would see Rosa putting covered dishes in the two wall freezers, for the party on the yacht, and she would remember she could lose it all in a few days. She began to avoid everyone, talking to Rosa only about food, never anything personal; telling Allison she couldn’t take tennis or swimming lessons; telling Owen she couldn’t work in his library that week: there was too much to do in the kitchen.

Then, on Friday, two days before the party, Ben called. “I talked to Clay yesterday; he says you’re not very friendly to him.”

“I’m busy and tired,” Laura said shortly. “And he keeps telling me I’m crazy to pass up a golden opportunity, and he won’t listen to anything I say. I guess I don’t feel very friendly.”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about what you said.” Ben let out a long breath. “We’ll call it off, Laura.”

“Ben—!”

“I still have to deal with Clay, but I can handle him. I guess what I can’t handle is the chance that you’d hate me.”

“Oh, Ben, I love you—thank you—I love you. Are you coming here soon? We’ll have another dinner, we’ll have a good time, better than last week, I promise. When can you come? I can get off early; we could even spend a day together. We haven’t done that in so long . . . ”

“How about Saturday? I have to be in Boston that night; I could come to the Cape in the morning and we’d have all day. Don’t you have Saturday off anyway?”

“Oh. Yes, usually, but . . . ” She debated thinking up a lie to tell Rosa, then decided she couldn’t. “Not this week. There’s so much still to do for the party on the boat Sunday, and the Janssens are having a hundred people for dinner Saturday night; they’re putting a tent on the lawn. Any other Saturday . . . ”

“We’ll find a time.” Laura heard the smile in his voice and thought how nice it was when Ben was happy and loving. “I’ll call soon,” he said cheerfully. “Maybe that busy family will let you go next Saturday.”

After they hung up, Laura repeated his words to herself, wondering how much disappointment and anger he might have been hiding. She didn’t have to wonder about Clay: his frustration and fury burst out and then he stopped talking to her completely. And late that night he went out and didn’t come home.

Laura found him Saturday morning in the orchid greenhouse. “We still live together,” she said angrily. “We have to get along. Clay, I was worried about you!” And I hated being alone; the garage underneath me creaked and our apartment creaked and I thought of how I’d never once been alone all night and I was scared to death. “Where did you spend the night?” she asked.

“With a couple of guys passing through. They let me sleep in their car.”

“Which guys? Who?”

“I didn’t ask. We fooled around for a while and had dinner at that place in Bass River.”

“Which place?”

This time he looked sheepish. “I don’t remember. I think I had a little too much to drink.”

Laura gazed at him. “How much money did you lose?”

“Lose?”

“ ‘Fooling around.’ When Ben says that, it means poker.”

“Shit, Laura, I don’t do everything Ben—”

“How much did you lose?”

He shrugged. “Not too much.”

“How much?”

“A bill.”

“You lost a hundred dollars?”

“You want me to lie?”

He needed taking care of. She knew that. She admired Ben, but she wanted to protect Clay. “Well, it’s done; we won’t think about it. We can’t get it back. But from now on things are going to be different around here; we’re going to have a real home and a chance to be somebody, and I won’t have you ruining it by getting drunk and gambling and sleeping in cars—”

“You can’t make me stay!” Clay shouted. “I’m going back to New York!”

“You’re going to live with me!” Laura tried to sound stem and grown up but she was beginning to feel frightened. She needed Clay. Because as wonderful as the Salingers were, she didn’t want to be all alone in the midst of their big family; she wanted somebody of her own to cling to. Then she saw the confusion in Clay’s face. “How come you’re still here? Ben isn’t going to do the robbery, so why haven’t you taken off for New York?”

“I’m going to,” Clay mumbled. “Soon as I get around to it.”

“When? What are you waiting for?”

He shrugged. “There’s a lot of work to do for the party.”

“And you love the Salingers so much you want to do it all.” When Clay was silent, she turned away. “Well, then, don’t tell me. I don’t care. You can leave any time; it doesn’t matter to me.”

“I didn’t want to run out on you,” he said quickly.

Laura turned, her face bright. “Really? Oh, Clay, thank you. I was hoping you’d want to stay with me.” She watched his face redden. “What is it?”

“Well, there was something else.”

“What else was there?”

He mumbled something.

“What?”

“Allison asked me to do the table flowers; she’s got these complicated ideas . . . ”

“Allison?” In an instant Laura recalled a host of small incidents: Clay talking about Allison’s favorite orchids, Clay mentioning that Leni and Allison had been in the greenhouse, Clay saying that Allison liked the cutting garden . . . She started to say something about Allison being a year older than Clay and looking for older men, but she held her tongue as Clay’s face grew even redder. She felt like putting her arms around him and telling him everything would be fine. “Well, that’s fine,” she said, and added casually, “How long do you think you’ll stay here?”

Clay gave her a grateful look. “I thought I might stay for the summer, but if you move into that cottage I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“Move in with me,” Laura said quickly. “There are two bedrooms.”

“You think I’ll change my mind and stay with you for good.”

“Maybe.” She grinned at him, feeling good again. Clay couldn’t resist a real home once she’d made one, and then she’d be able to take care of him. And she wouldn’t be alone.

“If I stay for the summer, you won’t tell Allison what I said?”

“What do you think I am? Of course not. It’s our secret.”

It was the first nice secret she could remember between the two of them. Nothing would come of it because Allison was going to college in the fall and Clay still had a year of high school, but it kept him at the Cape and it made them friends. And when she saw him that afternoon in the garden with Allison, she thought he was even handsomer than she’d realized.

He and Allison were cutting flowers for the Janssens’ party that night, and Laura caught glimpses of them while she worked in the kitchen with Rosa. Rosa was grumbling as she sifted flour into a huge bowl. “Why I always end up cooking for the Janssens when they’re having a catered dinner is more than I can understand. There’s the yacht party tomorrow night, which I have slaved over for two weeks; there’s regular meals for all the houseguests—I might as well be cooking in a hotel—and I predict there will be a great demand for a substantial brunch on Monday, when everybody recovers from being on the yacht all night—”

“You love it,” Laura said, “having Barbara Janssen ask for your special cake instead of trusting her own cook or the caterers.”

Rosa chuckled. “You’re getting cheeky, my young miss. A month ago you wouldn’t have talked to fierce Rosa that way.”

“You weren’t ever fierce. I was just scared.”

“And now you’re not. For which we have Mr. Owen to thank.”

“And you. I have you to thank, too.”

They worked all day, talking quietly or not at all but comfortable with each other as they followed the timetable Rosa had made that morning. I’m part of Rosa’s kitchen, and that means I’m part of the household. I belong here.

She belonged with all of them, she thought that night at the Janssens’. She was helping Rosa in a corner away from the caterer’s staff, and through the open door she could see Clay and Allison, in a huge white tent across the lawn, arranging centerpieces on round tables draped in creamy linen. Clay wore dark pants and a white shirt and tie, Allison a long silk dress that was like a pastel flower garden, and the two of them talked companionably as they moved among the tables placing white lilies and ruby red ginger flowers in crystal bowls. The setting sun turned the sky to copper and pink, the air was cool and still, and everything seemed so perfect that Laura had to give someone a kiss, and Rosa was the closest, so she did. “My oh my,” said Rosa, beaming. “We seem to be very big on affection tonight.”

“Yes,” Laura said simply, and when Owen stopped in briefly to say hello before everyone gathered for drinks, he saw a new look on her face. Calmer, he thought; no longer that skittish child on the beach. And something else; she looked more open, as if she finally believed she didn’t have to hide her feelings after all.

He wondered who had done it for her: Allison through her offer of friendship, Rosa through her mothering—and perhaps I had something to do with it, he thought as he joined the party, by making her feel needed and letting her know I need her, too. He let his thoughts drift as the members of his family moved from one group of guests to another, meeting the political and entertainment celebrities Felix always brought to the Cape to enliven his summer. Ambitious, aggressive Felix, Owen reflected. He takes after me.

But in fact he knew Felix did not take after him at all. For the past few years, as he grew older and more detached from his family, he gradually had admitted to himself that his eldest son was pompous and humorless, a rigid man who thought he could impose his idea of order on the world around him. I wasn’t like that, Owen thought; Iris would have let me know if I ever was as insufferable as Felix. Everyone would have let me know. And I still have many friends, so I must be a fairly pleasant fellow. I don’t suppose Felix will ever be pleasant. What a shame; he’s got such a lovely wife, too.

Once the thought would have made him smile at the tricks life played on people, but tonight he felt only sadness for Leni and regret that neither of his two sons was as attractive or likeable as his great-nephew Paul, who was standing nearby, looking politely bored as a senator expounded something at great length.

I don’t feel well, Owen thought; that’s probably why everything seems sad. I feel tired. In fact I feel rotten; I wonder if I’m coming down with something. Why the devil am I spending a whole evening with a bunch of people I don’t care anything about? He made his way to Leni and said quietly, “My dear, do you think Barbara would mind if I leave as soon as we’ve had coffee?”

A look of worry shadowed her calm eyes. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

“Just tired,” he said. “And, I confess, a trifle sick of celebrities.”

She smiled faintly. “Felix does collect them, doesn’t he?”

“Well,” Owen sighed, “I suppose he could have worse hobbies; it’s expensive but not dangerous. And he worries too much about running the hotels; he does need something to help him relax.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice,” Leni murmured, “if he came to his wife for that.”

Owen turned his shrewd eyes on her. “Have you suggested it?”

“When was the last time Felix listened to something you suggested?”

“When he was five. But if you told him you’re unhappy?”

“I’m not unhappy, dear Owen. Don’t worry about me.”

“You are unhappy. I can always tell.”

“If I am, I’ll take care of it. You have yourself to take care of. Shall I walk home with you? Or I can ask Clay; he’s helping in the pantry and I’m sure they can spare him. I don’t think you should be alone.”

He shook his head. “If I can’t make it across the compound I shouldn’t be out without a wheelchair.”

They smiled at each other, and when the guests had finished coffee and crepes and the waiters were serving cognac, Owen quietly left his chair and made his way from the tent. Through the open doorway of the house he caught a glimpse of Laura in the kitchen, and Rosa nearby, and the staff in the pantry, and then he walked slowly home.

There was no moon but he knew the way from memory and the feel of the flagstones beneath his feet. To the right here, to the left there, just past Leni’s rose garden to the door of his house. He slipped inside, breathless and a little dizzy—probably ate too much, he thought; damn stupid thing to do when I already felt sick—and he was reaching for his armchair when he heard a door softly close somewhere in the main house.

One of the staff, he thought, and then remembered there was no one there; they were off for the evening or working at the party. The wind, then. But there was no wind; the night was still. Odd, he thought; Felix or Leni must have come back, too. Better see if everything’s all right.

His door was ajar and he slipped through it into the gallery, where he stood motionless, listening. Nothing. Imagination, he told himself. A tired old man with not enough to think about. But then he heard the whisper of careful, stealthy footsteps in the upper hall. They came from the direction of Leni’s room. A moment later Owen heard them on the stairway directly in front of him.

“Ho, there!” he called and flicked on the light switch. As he closed his eyes against the chandelier’s sudden blaze, he heard a curse and a rush of footsteps, and felt rather than saw the dark form that flung itself upon him. “Damn!” he cried. “Get off me—!” But it came out as a strangled croak; he was face down on the floor, struggling to push himself up beneath the weight on his back. Then a terrible pain burned through his chest, like stabbing flames. I’m going to die, he thought and, in the midst of a dizzying terror, fell headlong into darkness.
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“HOW could you?” Laura cried. The telephone was wet with her tears and it kept slipping in her hand as she sat hunched over in the cramped booth, wiping her nose with a wadded tissue. Through the glass door she saw lunchtime customers filling the restaurant and she turned her back on them, leaning her elbow on the small shelf beneath the telephone. “You promised you wouldn’t! You told me—you told Clay—you said you wouldn’t do it!”

“I didn’t do anything! Laura, goddam it, if you’d listen for a fucking minute—”

“I listened once and you lied to me!”

“I didn’t lie! I told you I wouldn’t rob them—”

“And I believed you! I trusted you! And you went ahead and did it anyway! It didn’t matter what I wanted, you didn’t care what I wanted, all you cared about was your damned robbery, and Owen had a heart attack and he’s in the hospital, and everybody’s crazy with worry—”

“Shut up and listen! I didn’t rob the fucking Salingers. I’ve been in New York since I was with you at the Cape; I was with a friend last night—”

“It wasn’t last night; it was three nights ago.”

“I was with a friend three nights ago, too. Why didn’t you call when it happened?”

“I did; I’ve been calling you for three days! You haven’t been there—where have you been?—never mind, I know where. You’ve been selling the jewels you stole . . . after you promised—!”
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