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One
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Amy closed her suitcase and looked around the bedroom she shared with her husband, Stephen. Everything was neatly in place, just the way she liked it. Stephen teased her that she’d fall down dead if the clock showed eight A.M. and she didn’t have all the beds made. But he didn’t fool her; he liked the house to be clean and neat as much as she did.

She sat down on the buttoned bench at the foot of the bed and sighed. I can’t do this, she thought for the thousandth time. For that matter, why was she being made to do it? She wasn’t good with strangers, wasn’t good in social situations where she had to meet people and make chitchat. She liked going to the same places, seeing the same people, and talking about their same lives. So what was wrong with that? If it made her feel safe, so what?

Just because Stephen and his father knew some therapist and she suggested that Amy get away for a while didn’t make it necessary. Besides, what gave that woman the right to tell other people what they should do with their lives?

“You have on your sulky face again,” Stephen said from the doorway.

It flashed through her mind that this was her last chance to show her husband how much she hated being sent away, so she tried to keep her look of anguish. But it didn’t work. He was leaning against the doorway, wearing dark gray trousers and a crisp white shirt. Sunlight was coming in from the window across the stairs behind him, making the light hit his dark blond hair in a way that made a halo around his head. When he smiled, his blue eyes seemed to emit starlight. She could feel her body growing limp.

“Don’t give me that look,” he said. “The kids are downstairs diving into their Froot Loops and we don’t have time to . . .” He gave a little one-sided grin and nodded toward the bed.

It took Amy three whole seconds to react. “You gave them Froot Loops? Do you know what’s in that stuff? Sugar!” She was running toward him and the doorway when he caught her about the waist.

“That got you out of your stupor,” he said, pulling her to him. “They’re not eating anything illegal.” He nuzzled his face in her neck. “They’re having one of those sawdust cereals you buy for them.”

She pushed away and glared at him. “But I bet that the minute I’m out of here, you’ll let them have everything they want.”

“Why not?” Stephen said, smiling, still holding on to her. “I’ll be the good guy and you’ll be the dictator.”

She twisted out of his grip. “That’s not funny.”

He dropped his hands to his sides and his face became serious. “Amy, we’ve been over this a thousand times. I’m not going to leave you here alone.”

“Then stay with me. Or go with me.”

“No,” he said firmly. “I promised the boys this camping trip and I’m going to do it.” He smiled a bit. “You’re welcome to go with us.”

Amy rolled her eyes. She loved her husband and two young sons passionately, but camping? During the one camping trip she’d gone on, three years ago, she’d been so nervous that she’d made all of them miserable.

There had been an open campfire and a toddler. She stayed awake for the first three nights, terrified that her youngest son was going to wake up and walk into the fire.

There had been bugs, dirt, and no bathrooms. When they finally hiked out of the place, she had fallen asleep in the car, exhausted and relieved that the ordeal was at last over.

During the following year, neither Stephen nor their oldest son mentioned that Amy had spent the entire week complaining. But the next summer when Stephen spoke of another camping trip, before Amy could say a word, he said, “I vote that this year we leave Mommy at home.” Both had agreed.

After that, Amy’s extreme hatred of camping had become a family joke, and she had laughed along with them. The second year, she’d helped them pack nutritious food, buy the best camping gear, then she’d happily waved them off. She spent a luxurious week repainting both of the boys’ bedrooms and going to the gym. When they returned, all four of them were happy to see one another and had had much to talk about. Amy had been in such a good mood that she’d laughed when she found her homemade, good-for-you food still in the cooler, right next to a bag full of empty wrappers for every disgusting, high-sugar, high-fat thing they could find at the local convenience store. It took the boys nearly three days to come off their sugar high. But then, it had taken Stephen the same amount of time to come down, and since he expended his energy in the bedroom with Amy, she didn’t complain.

This year was to be their fourth camping trip, their third without Amy, but now things were different. Four months ago, she had miscarried their third child, a little girl, and Amy had not been able to recover from her grief.

Everyone said that she was young and she could “try again,” but nothing consoled Amy. She had reacted by closing into herself, not wanting to get out or see anyone.

Through it all, Stephen had been wonderful. He’d done the grocery shopping and he’d been the one to go to the boys’ last teacher conference. At church he’d made excuses for why Amy wasn’t there. He said she had the flu, then bronchitis. Not one person believed him. They patted him on the arm and said, “Give her time.”

Stephen had gone home, battled with the boys to get them out of their good clothes before going outside, then told Amy every word the people at church had said about her absence. For the last two Sundays, she’d still been in bed when they returned.

But a few weeks ago, things had changed. His father called him at work and asked him to go to lunch with the wife of a friend of his. She was a therapist. Stephen had thanked his father for the offer, but said he couldn’t possibly go. Between all that he had to do at work and his new responsibilities at home, things that Amy usually took care of, he was overwhelmed. The day before he’d put on socks that didn’t match and a new client had noticed. For the ten years that they’d been married, Amy had always put out his clothes for him. The truth was that he didn’t know where his socks were kept.

But his father knew how to get his son to do what he wanted. “Are you saying that you don’t want Amy to get back to her true, bossy little self? Do you want to spend the rest of your life with a woman who can hardly get out of bed? Do you want to start dressing yourself?”

Stephen sighed. He knew he’d lost this argument before it began. However, he had the presence of mind to ask about the woman. He didn’t want to be conned into sending Amy to somebody who rang bells and burned incense. According to his father, the woman had credentials “a mile long.” “She works with some big names,” his father said. “I can’t tell you who they are because—”

“I know,” Stephen said, “breach of trust. I just don’t want to waste my time with her if all she’s going to tell me to do is sit down with Amy and reason with her. I’ve tried that and it doesn’t work.”

His father hesitated. “Are you saying you want to give her drugs?” There was horror in his voice.

“No, of course not! I want . . . I don’t know, maybe I’m looking for magic.”

His father snorted. “Good luck on that! But do give Jeanne a try.”

“I’ll give her anything I can, but it’s Amy who won’t listen to anyone.”

“Sometimes, son, you just need to be the man of the house.”

Stephen looked at the phone and grimaced. “Sure, Dad, I’ll club her over the head and drag her around by her hair.”

“The good ol’ days are gone, son, and all of us men have to face that.”

His father said the words so seriously that Stephen laughed. “Okay, point made. I’ll listen to the woman and do whatever she wants us to do. I just hope we don’t have to sit in a candlelit circle with a bunch of strangers and tell our innermost fears.”

His father chuckled. “From what I’ve seen of Jeanne that would be her worst nightmare. She’s pretty down-to-earth and she tells it like she sees it.”

“Oh great,” Stephen groaned. “Dr. Phil on hormones.”

“I’m glad to see that you haven’t made up your mind about her.”

Stephen started to reply but his secretary tapped on the glass wall of his office to let him know that the meeting was starting in three minutes. “I have to go, but I’ll see her. It can’t hurt to talk to her.”

“At this point, nothing can hurt.”

Stephen put down the phone, slipped on his suit jacket, and went to his meeting. The next day, he met with Jeanne Hightower at a restaurant near his office. Later, he was ashamed to admit to himself that he’d gone to the lunch with a certainty that it was going to fail. He knew that Amy would refuse to go to a stranger and talk about her problems. She’d think that going to a therapist meant she was one step away from being committed to an insane asylum. But then, Amy loved historical novels and often tended to think in nineteenth-century terms.

Stephen had been startled at the look of the woman. She was quite a bit overweight and looked like someone’s grandmother, not a therapist who dealt with “celebrities,” as his father had told him in a second conversation.

Stephen braced himself for a long, nerve-racking luncheon in which he’d be asked all about the state of his marriage and whether he and Amy were faithful to each other. Instead, as soon as he sat down, Jeanne pushed a folded piece of paper toward him.

“I think we should get business out of the way first. Your father told me about your wife and I think she should spend a few days at my house in Maine.”

“What?” was all Stephen could manage to say.

“Your father told me that you and your sons go on a camping trip every year and that Amy usually stays home and works on the house.”

Stephen’s back stiffened. The woman was making it sound like Amy had to fix the plumbing on a shack. “She usually does some decorating, yes,” he said.

Jeanne smiled at him. “While you and your kids go camping, get your wife to go to this place on those dates. I have a couple of other women who’ll be there and I think the three of them will mesh.”

Stephen opened the paper, saw the address in faraway Maine and the dates of his camping trip. He smiled at her in a patronizing way. “Amy has a mind of her own and she would never agree to spend time alone with strangers. For that matter, I’m not sure I like the idea either.”

“Okay,” Jeanne said and picked up her menu. “What’s good to eat here?”

Stephen frowned. “Is that it? You’re just going to drop it?”

Jeanne looked up at him with twinkling eyes. “You could always tell me about your wildest sex experience. Unless it’s boring, that is. But if it’s a good one, I’d like to hear about it.”

All the stiffness left him and he smiled. He realized that she had seen and felt his reluctance, and she’d quickly managed to relax him. “You are good, aren’t you?”

“The best. In fact, I’m so good that if you tell me you’ll use all of your gorgeous six feet to persuade your wife to go to my house in Maine, I’ll not mention another word about it and you and I can have a nice lunch together. You don’t happen to like baseball, do you?”

“Love it,” Stephen said as he slipped the note into his shirt pocket and picked up his menu. With his head down, he said, “By the way, it’s two.”

She blinked at him for a moment, then smiled. “Right. Six feet two. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to tell me about your sex fantasies?”

“Fantasies?” he said, his eyes on the menu. “You mean like the one where I wear tall black boots and ride a black horse and Amy is—?”

“Your wife?” Jeanne said, her eyes wide. “Your sex fantasies involve your wife?”

“Always have, always will,” he said. “We met when we were just three days old and we’ve been—”

“If you spend my lunch hour telling me your life story I swear I’ll charge you double my hourly rate.”

“Even if I tell you about the sword?”

Jeanne hesitated. “Okay, I’ll have my secretary call yours and I’ll schedule you for next week.”

“In your dreams,” Stephen said.

It hadn’t been easy for him to persuade Amy to agree to go to Maine. They didn’t usually argue—his father said it was because Stephen let Amy make all the rules—but this time they did.

“I do not want to go to some faraway state and spend weeks with a bunch of women I’ve never met. Women you heard about through a therapist.”

She made the last word sound like “witch doctor.”

Stephen was determined to not let her wear him down so he stood his ground. “You cannot stay here in this house alone while the boys and I go camping.”

“Then I’ll go with you.”

That idea horrified Stephen so much that he’d taken a step back from her. His reaction set Amy off into the tears that were always near the surface these days.

He threw up his hands in futility. “Amy, other women would kill for this chance. You get to get away from us and this house that you work on like a galley slave and you—”

“Is that what you think of me? As a . . . What did you call me? A galley slave?”

“You’re not going to twist this around so I’m the villain. I think this is a good thing for you to do.”

“I don’t know these women and neither do you. Who knows what they’re like? They’re in therapy. For what? Murder?”

“Amy, calm down. It’s true that we don’t know them, but Jeanne does and she—”

“And I guess you know this Jeanne person?”

Stephen thought back to their luncheon and the two subsequent phone conversations and he couldn’t help smiling. For all that she was old enough to be his grandmother and as wide as she was tall, there was something sexy about her. When his secretary heard him laughing on the phone she had raised her eyebrows.

“What does that smile mean?” Amy asked, advancing on him. “That’s a sex smile, isn’t it? There’s something more going on with you and her than just therapy, isn’t there?”

Stephen stopped smiling. “How did you guess? I’ve been having an affair with Jeanne Hightower for weeks now. Great sex. She likes my sword the best. And the tall leather boots.” He left the room before Amy could say another word.

That argument had been a turning point. That night Amy put on her prettiest lacy nightgown and snuggled up against him. They hadn’t had sex in weeks. But Stephen knew what she was doing and he was having none of it. It took all his resolve but he’d moved away from her and gone to sleep. Never before had he turned down her invitation for sex.

The next morning Amy got up early and made them breakfast. She didn’t say much during the meal, and it had been a solemn occasion. Usually, the boys were talking on top of each other and kicking each other under the table, but that morning all four of them had been quiet.

As Stephen left for work, Amy told him she’d go to Maine. It had been a victory for him, but he hadn’t liked being a bully to make her do what he wanted her to.

Since she’d told him she’d go, she’d done everything she could to get out of her promise, but Stephen remained steadfast. He saw how she was pretending to be more cheerful, but he also saw how she would stand and look out the kitchen window for half an hour at a time. He had known her all his life and he’d never seen her like this. When her mother died six years ago, Amy had mourned then moved on, but since the miscarriage she seemed to have stepped back from the world.

Stephen couldn’t see how a few days at a summerhouse in Maine with some strangers would help, but he had no other ideas. Every day, Amy seemed to move deeper inside herself. Slowly, he seemed to be losing her.

And he knew that if he lost Amy, he’d lose his life. She was his life. She had been everything to him for his entire life, through kindergarten, elementary school, high school, college. She had always been there, always with him. When they were six, one day over milk and cookies, she’d said, “Let’s get married right after we get out of college. I want a big wedding, and I want three children: two boys, then a girl. Okay?” Stephen had nodded in agreement. They had never talked about it again but it was exactly what they’d done.

The only flaw in the plan had been the miscarriage, and with the break in Amy’s perfect life she seemed to have lost something that she couldn’t get back.

Now, he had to work to keep from giving in to her. He knew that if he said yes, why didn’t she forget about Maine and go camping with them, Amy would explode in happiness. She’d throw herself at him for a moment, then she’d bustle around to hurry and get everything and everyone ready. Amy the dynamo of energy, happiest when she was organizing people. Their pastor once said that he didn’t know if he could run the church without Amy.

But Stephen knew that Amy’s happiness wouldn’t last long. By the time they got to the campground she’d be staring out the window, her mind only half on what was going on around them.

And, of course, there was the horror of a camping trip with Amy. Cleaning fish was not her idea of fun. Campfires scared the wits out of her, and he didn’t want to think about her lectures on what could be crawling inside a sleeping bag. No, camping was for him and the boys. No bathing, no shaving, no eating anything that was remotely good for them. Last year he’d won the belching contest but he feared his youngest son might win this year. He meant to practice on the drive to the campground. He and the boys were going to buy one each of every cola they could find and see which one produced the most gas. The big contest would be on their last night out. The winner got the plastic vomit that was hidden at the bottom of his backpack.

No, he didn’t want Amy with them on the camping trip. But if she was at home, with no reason to get out of bed, he’d never enjoy himself.

“All packed?” he asked cheerfully. Amy gave him a pleading look, but he ignored it. “Dad should be here soon to take you to the airport.” His father said that Stephen would cave if Amy shed even one tear at the airport, so someone other than his son had to drive her there.

“Yes,” she mumbled in such a sad voice that Stephen almost gave in to her. But he squared his shoulders, picked up her suitcase, and left the room. Amy scuffled along behind him.
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Amy said nothing on the way to the airport with her father-in-law. She knew from long experience that she wouldn’t get anywhere with Lewis Hanford. When she was four, he’d watched her and Stephen playing in the sandpile and he’d said to her, “You’re as bossy as they come, aren’t you?” Amy’d had no answer for that so she’d just blinked up at him. He was a tall man, with broad shoulders and a hard, flat stomach. She didn’t know it then but he’d played semipro football until an injured knee had sent him home. He wasn’t the easiest man to live with, nor were his three eldest sons who were just like him.

Amy looked up at the man, utterly unafraid of his size or his gruff manner. “Stephen and I are going to get married.”

Lewis looked at his youngest son, the incredibly beautiful, blond Stephen who had a temperament just like his mother’s. He was always in a good mood, always happy, very easy to get along with. “I think you two will do very well together,” Lewis said, then went into the house. Neither he nor Amy spoke of the matter again. To them, it had been settled that day.

Now, in the car, she confronted him. “I’ll never forgive you for making Stephen send me away,” she said under her breath.

“Add it to the list you already have against me.”

“That list fills up a roll of paper that is now too heavy for me to lift.”

She knew how to get to him and he smiled. “You’ll be fine,” he said gently. For all of their arguments over the years, he loved her as the daughter he’d never had. His three eldest sons had all married and divorced and their lives were now full of exes and steps. But Amy was a person who made up her mind and never swayed from her decisions. And she was still unafraid of him.

“Oh, so you’ve met these women who have to go to a therapist for whatever horrible things have happened in their lives.”

“Like losing a baby?” he asked softly.

Amy turned to look out the side window. “I didn’t go to anyone for that.”

“But you should have.”

She looked back at him. “Like you should have when Marta died?”

“Yeah, I should have,” he said loudly. “I should have gone to talk to someone instead of drinking myself into a stupor every night for a year and trying to run my truck into a tree.”

“All right,” she said in a tone meant to calm him down. “I was willing to go talk to someone—” His look made her backtrack. “Okay, so maybe I wasn’t willing to talk about what was a very private matter to me, but going to spend time in a house with strangers . . . I don’t see how that will do me any good.”

“ ‘Spend time,’ ” he said. “You make it sound like you’re off to prison. What do they sell up in Maine?”

“Sell? I don’t know. Lobsters. Blueberries.”

“You better bring back some food. Stevie and the boys will be full of the junk they’re taking on the camping trip and they’ll need something good.”

“If you’re trying to make me angry, you’re succeeding.”

“Good. I like you angry better than weepy.” He stopped in front of the departure area of the local airport.

“I still don’t see how my Stephen could be related to you.”

She waited for him to reply but he just sat there. Obviously, he wasn’t going to help her with her suitcase. Again she thought how Lewis and his three eldest sons were Neanderthals. Stephen opened doors for women, carried anything that weighed more than their handbags, and sang in the church choir. Lewis and the “boys” smashed beer cans on their foreheads.

She got out, opened the back, and hauled her heavy bag out. Before she closed the door she said, “Ever think that maybe Marta came to her senses and Stephen isn’t yours?”

When Lewis looked at her with fury on his face, Amy gave him a sweet smile and slammed the door shut. He took off so fast she had to grab her hand back.

She went into the airport to start the long security check.



Two


[image: Image]

When Amy at last landed at the Bangor airport, a driver was waiting for her, holding a sign with her last name on it. “That’s me,” she said, smiling.

He was an older man with gray hair and he didn’t smile back. Instead, he looked her up and down as though trying to figure her out.

Amy’s face turned red and her body rigid. She was sure that he knew she was a guest of a therapist, a person who dealt with disturbed people. What would she say when he asked her what she’d been sent there for? If she told him that she’d never even met the therapist, would he believe her? Of course not!

As they went past the ticket counter, Amy thought about running toward it and getting on a plane home. The thought of seeing her father-in-law’s smirk and her husband’s disappointment held her back.

I can do this, she told herself. She was a grown woman, thirty-two years old, and she could handle this. She would be able to get through it.

“Jeanne said I was to give you this,” the man said as she got into the backseat of his black Town Car.

Amy took the envelope and opened it as he shut the door. It was a single sheet, with a photo of a very cute little house at the top, then a few paragraphs about its history. She scanned the text. The house was built by a ship’s carpenter in 1820 and lived in by only two families before Jeanne Hightower and her husband bought it in 1962. Using old photos, they had restored the house to look as original as possible.

At the bottom was what Amy was interested in. In the year 2000 Jeanne had lent the house to a patient of hers to use for her fortieth-birthday celebration, and the woman had invited two friends to join her. The extraordinary success of that weekend on the lives of all three women had encouraged Jeanne to extend the invitation to other people. She added that two years ago the house had been remodeled so there were now three bedrooms instead of two.

“More room for other insane people,” Amy muttered.

“Yah?” the driver asked as he looked at her in the rearview mirror. It was that sound that only someone who has lived in Maine all his life could make. “You all right?”

“Yes, fine, thank you,” Amy said. “Tell me, do you pick up all the women who visit Mrs. Hightower’s house?”

“Mostly, I do. Some of them drive.”

“So she lends the house out a lot, does she?”

“No more than needs to be, I guess,” he said.

Amy wanted to ask if the people were screaming lunatics, but didn’t know how to say that politely. She looked back down at the paper in her hand. It didn’t tell much else, just that there would be some food in the house, but the guests were encouraged to walk or drive around town and find things for themselves.

Amy looked out the window but she was too nervous to really see anything around her. The little town looked old and she was sure that if she were there with her family, she’d think it was adorable. They passed several little shops where she thought she could buy souvenirs for the boys. She’d look for something educational.

Or bloodthirsty, she thought. That’s what they’d really like. She wondered if they sold pirate gear in the stores. Didn’t Stephen say something about a sword? Maybe she’d get one for him. And maybe she’d go to a bookstore and buy herself half a dozen novels, stay in her room, and read them. When enough time had passed, she could go home—and rave about all she’d seen and learned.

The man stopped the car in front of a lovely little house that dripped gingerbread. Amy itched to get her camera out and take photos to show the boys. Behind her the driver put her bag in front of the door and Amy gave him a five-dollar tip. He nodded toward her, still no smile, and said, “Keys under the mat,” then left.

She stood there for a moment, hesitating before she entered. If the key was under the mat, that meant she was the first one there. If she was going to leave, this was the time. She could pull her bag behind her, call a taxi, and go right back to the airport. Then she’d—

Thinking what she’d do next was the hangup. Go back to Stephen and admit she’d chickened out?

Bending, she pulled the corner of the mat up and looked under it. No key. She lifted the whole thing and was looking all around the tiny porch when the door opened.

“Are you the other one?” said a young woman, early twenties, who had on lots of eye makeup, black nail polish, and glossy black hair. “I thought I heard a car but when no one knocked . . .” She trailed off and stood there looking at Amy, who was still holding the mat in her hand.

“I assume you’re also one of Jeanne’s Crazies,” the girl said slowly, as though she had to enunciate every word.

It was all Amy’s fears put into one sentence. “I . . . I’ve never met her,” was all she could mumble.

“Really? Come on in and I’ll tell you all about her.”

Amy hesitated. Did the entire tiny town think of them as “Jeanne’s Crazies”?

“Come on,” she said again as she held the door open wide. “We don’t bite. We might give you electric shock treatments, but no biting.”

“You’re scaring her,” said another voice, and Amy looked past the first woman to see an older one, probably in her early fifties, coming from inside the house.

“Please come in,” the woman said, moving to stand in front of the first one. “I’m Faith and this is Zoë. I’ve only been here a few hours, but I’ve already seen that she has a sense of humor that is an acquired taste.”

“Me?” Zoë said, grinning.

Faith took the handle of Amy’s suitcase and started wheeling it toward the back of the house. “I hope you don’t mind that we decided on rooms before you got here.”

“We cut cards for them,” Zoë said.

Amy looked at Faith questioningly and she nodded. “You’ll be happy to know that you won the new room, which has an en suite bathroom. Zoë and I share a bath.”

Amy hardly had time to look about the house at the mix of antiques and used furniture. It was all lovely but looked a bit worn. She got the idea that the house had had some hard use in the last few years. For a moment she had a vision that some kind of therapy went on in the house. Was this a sort of rehab house where they’d be awakened at four A.M. and made to go hiking?

“This is fine,” Amy said when Faith opened the door to a pretty little room done in rose-patterned chintz. It was exactly to Amy’s taste and she hoped it would help her survive the next few days.

Turning, she looked at Faith. “I think I can manage now.” The woman had her salt-and-pepper hair pulled into a bun low on the back of her neck, and she wore a flowered cotton dress with a little white collar. She looked sweet and lovely. Amy wondered if she was a mass murderer.

“Sure,” Faith said slowly. “Let us know if you need anything. We thought we’d have dinner together. About six?”

“I have a bit of a headache so I might stay in,” Amy said.

Faith couldn’t cover the frown that passed across her face, but then she smiled. “Sure. If I don’t see you any more, have a good night.”

[image: Image]

“I don’t like her,” Zoë said. “I mean, I really and truly don’t like her.”

She and Faith were at a local seafood restaurant. Before them were plates full of clams and lobster, and to one side were huge sheets of glass that allowed them to see the beautiful Maine coastline. A wooden pier ran out into the sea.

They were an incongruous pair. Zoë, with her shiny black hair, gobbed-on makeup, and her layer of black clothes ranging from leather to lace near her throat, made people do double takes. Faith drew no attention from anyone. She was shorter, rounder, and had a bend to her back that made a person think she’d spent her life bent over—which she had.

“I don’t think you should judge her so harshly,” Faith said. “Jeanne said that all three of us had been through a trauma and she thought we’d be good for one another.”

“Speaking of that,” Zoë said, as she dipped a piece of lobster in warm drawn butter, “what is your trauma?”

Faith smiled in a way that let Zoë know she wasn’t telling anything. “We agreed to wait until we were all together, then we’d talk.”

“But Little Miss Perfect said she’d never even met Jeanne.”

“When did she say that?”

“When I opened the door to her. She was standing there holding the doormat, and she looked at me as if I were an insect she wanted to squash.”

“Aren’t you glad I talked you into taking out the nose ring?”

“Not really,” Zoë said. “If I’d known the third prisoner was going to be a judgmental, uptight little snot, I would have had a dozen more piercings.”

“I really don’t think you should make judgments before you get to know her.”

“Why not?” Zoë asked, taking a deep drink of her soda. “She made lots of judgments about me. I could pretty much read her mind. In fact, I could read her life.”

“Come on,” Faith said, frowning. “You’re not being fair. No one can read another person’s life.”

“Okay,” Zoë said, wiping her hands on a napkin. “Let me tell about you.” She didn’t wait for Faith to answer. “You grew up in a small town, loved by everyone, went to church all the time, had adoring parents— What?” She broke off because Faith had started to laugh.

“I think you should clean your crystal ball. You could not be further from the truth.”

“So how am I wrong?”

Faith started to speak, then smiled. “No you don’t. I’m not telling my story until all three of us are together.”

“Do you think that Miss Perfect is going to come out of her room in the next few days? No way. She’s going to stay in there until she thinks it’s safe to leave, then she’ll go back to her loving family, who will protect her from whatever nastiness she thinks has happened to her.”

“Maybe Jeanne should have sent you to a camp where they teach courtesy,” Faith said, glaring. “We don’t know what happened in Amy’s life and I don’t think you should set yourself up as judge and jury. How would you like it if you were judged by how you look?”

“But I am. And so are you. We all are.”

“And you want people to know that you’re . . .” She trailed off as she looked at Zoë’s makeup and hair.

“I’m what?” Zoë said daringly.

“If you’re so determined to talk, please do so. Tell me all about your rotten childhood and how you grew up hating everyone because of something awful that happened to you. What was it? An uncle that visited you in the night?”

Zoë blinked at Faith for a moment. “You can give it out, can’t you?”

“You mean that I can be as hateful as you? You may think you know all about me but you don’t. For your information, when I was a teenager, I was considered the wildest girl in town. I drank too much, rode in too many fast cars, and had sex with lust and abandon.”

“What changed you?” Zoë asked softly.

“Marriage to a good man,” Faith said quickly, then picked up the bill off the end of the table. “Shall we go? Or do you want to sit here and cut other people to shreds?”

They paid at the register without saying a word to each other, and when they walked back to the summerhouse, Faith kept ahead of Zoë, not speaking to her. She unlocked the front door and went in, still saying nothing to the younger woman. Faith stayed in her bedroom with the door closed and waited until she heard the water running in the bathroom, then she slipped out the back door and into the little garden.

As soon as she was outside, she flipped open her cell phone and called Jeanne. “This isn’t working,” she said without preamble.

“What isn’t?” Jeanne asked, her mouth full of food.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. This. All of it. The three traumatized strangers staying together in one house.”

“Okay, tell me everything,” Jeanne said.

Faith told her about being the first to arrive and how she thought the town and the house were both lovely. She didn’t know what was supposed to be accomplished there, but she’d had high hopes.

“That is until Zoë arrived. How could you have thought that that aggressive, opinionated girl and I would get along?”

“Did she tell you about herself?” Jeanne asked.

“Not a word.”

“That’s because she doesn’t know much about herself. She was in a car accident that split her head open and she doesn’t remember anything after she was about sixteen. All she knows is that she woke up in a hospital and an entire town was furious at her.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t know.”

“But surely you could find someone who knew her and you could ask them.”

“Of course I did.”

“And what did they say?” Faith asked.

Jeanne was silent.

“Well?”

“Patient confidentiality. Why don’t you ask Zoë?”

“Cute,” Faith said, “but you’re trying to entice me to like her.”

“Not like her, but have some patience.”

“That’s not easy,” Faith said. “Zoë says she can’t stand Amy and wants nothing to do with her.”

“How is she?”

“Amy? Zoë opened the door to her and she looked scared to death. She took her suitcase into the new bedroom and we haven’t seen her since.”

“I feared that. She doesn’t want to be around anyone she hasn’t known for twenty years.”

“Jeanne’s Crazies,” Faith said quietly.

“What?”

“Zoë calls us Jeanne’s Crazies.”

Jeanne laughed so hard she nearly choked. “I think I’ll get a plaque carved with those words. Think I should hang it over the door?”

“Wonderful idea,” Faith said. “I’d sure want to be a visitor to a house with a sign like that.”

“Okay, I won’t do it,” Jeanne said, “but I’ll never be able to look at the house again without seeing that sign there.” Her voice changed to serious. “Look, Faith, none of you are crazy. I don’t put disturbed people together. Each of you has been through a great personal trauma and I think it would do you good to talk about what happened to you to someone other than a professional. It’s that simple.”

Faith sighed. “My husband died after a very long illness. I still don’t see that as a trauma. It wasn’t as though his death wasn’t expected or planned for.”

Jeanne was silent.

“Stop it!” Faith said. “I mean it! Stop it right now! I can see the look on your face. You want to say that if it wasn’t such a trauma why did I take a bottle of pills? And why did I attack my mother-in-law at the funeral?”

“You tell me,” Jeanne said.

“I have told you!” Faith said, her voice rising and filling with exasperation. “I spent an entire year telling you why I did both of those things, but you’ve never believed a word I’ve said.”

“Faith,” Jeanne said, “how old are you?”

“You know how old I am.” When Jeanne said nothing, Faith sighed. “I am thirty-eight years old.”

“When you stop looking fifty and look your true age, I’ll begin to think we’ve made some progress. As it stands now, I don’t think you and I have achieved anything. How’s your former mother-in-law?”

“Dead, I hope,” Faith said before she thought.

“I rest my case. Faith, the truth is that I’ve made more progress in less time with people who have been declared criminally insane than I’ve made with you. For the last year, every day I’ve expected a call in the middle of the night telling me that you’ve committed suicide.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Is it? What’s in your handbag?” When Faith didn’t say anything, Jeanne said, “I hope Zoë makes you furious. I hope she makes you so angry that you tell her things that you’ve never told me.”

“I think I may have already,” Faith said softly, as she remembered telling Zoë that she’d been a wild child in high school. She hadn’t told Jeanne that in their therapy sessions.

“Good!” Jeanne said, then lowered her voice. “Faith, I shouldn’t tell you this, but you three are very much alike.”

“They’ve had to deal with long-term illness?”

“No,” Jeanne said. “All three of you hide what you feel and tell no one anything. I wish you could get the women to talk.”

“If you tell me that because I’m the oldest I am to get these girls together and play therapist, I’ll leave tonight.”

“Yes, Zoë’s young, but for your information, there isn’t that much age difference between you and Amy. She looks so young because she has a drop-dead gorgeous husband, so she takes care of herself. You look old because . . .”

“Because why?” Faith asked, interested.

“I’ve been making you pay me for a whole year so you’ll tell me why, but you won’t.”

Faith took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s deal with the present. What do I do tomorrow to keep Zoë from offending Amy and me?”

“There’s a big blue cabinet in the living room. It’s full of art supplies. Show them to Zoë and they’ll keep her busy. You need to get Amy out of her room and take her shopping for her kids and husband. If you ask her about them, she may talk.”

“So how much are you going to pay me to do your job?”

“If you leave there and aren’t satisfied with what’s happened to you, I’ll refund every penny you’ve paid me. And Faith?”

“Yes?”

“Take all business cards from everyone.”

“What?”

“Just do it. Don’t throw away any business cards. And call me tomorrow and tell me what cards you have.”

“Is this some new therapy for especially damaged people?”

“Yes and no. Just let me know, will you?”

“Sure,” Faith said, puzzled by the request. They said goodbye and Faith went into the house. Zoë was out of the bathroom and there was no light under her door so maybe she was asleep. Faith thought about knocking on Amy’s door because she did see a light, but she didn’t. It had been a long day and she wanted to rest.

She went into the bathroom, meaning to take a shower, but instead, she filled the tub with steamy-hot water and got into it to soak. Lying in a bathtub of very hot water had been one of her few relaxations in the many years it took her husband to die. He always encouraged her to spend as long as she wanted in the tub, and every bath had been a hedonistic rite that involved heat and delicious herbal smells and candles. Eddie used to tease her that when she was in the bathtub she went away to a fairy-tale kingdom.

But as Eddie grew worse and she began to be afraid that her every second with him would be their last together, she’d stopped the tub baths and settled for quick showers.

Eddie was dead now. He’d passed away over a year ago, and just as Faith feared, she’d been out of the house when it happened. At the very end, Eddie’d had a professional nurse who came for three hours a day, but it was still left to Faith to do the errands. Never mind that they lived in his mother’s house and she had four servants, Faith was still sent to the drugstore, the grocery, to wherever her mother-in-law wanted her to go.

Faith had returned from the grocery, full of stories about the outside world, to find that the nurse had pulled a sheet over Eddie’s dear face. His mother had been with him in his last minutes. She had held his hand and said goodbye.

It was late when Faith let the water out of the tub, dried off, and put on her nightgown and robe. She was heading into the bedroom when she thought she heard a sound in the house. An intruder?

She opened the door a bit and could see the third woman, Amy, in the kitchen. Faith wanted to go to bed, but she also wanted to get to know this woman.

“Hello,” Faith said softly, but Amy still jumped as though a firecracker had gone off. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“I’m fine,” Amy said quickly. “Sorry I woke you. I just wanted a cup of tea.”

“Did you have any dinner?”

“I bought some sandwiches at the airport so I had plenty, thank you.” Amy started toward her bedroom.

“I talked to Jeanne tonight.”

Amy stopped and turned back to her. “I’ve never met the woman. Without even meeting me, she heavy-handed my husband into sending me to . . . to this place.”

Faith gave a small smile. “That sounds like her. I think all three of us are trauma victims and she thought we might like to talk to one another.”

“Trauma?” Amy said, and gave Zoë’s darkened room a quick glance. “What sort of trauma?”

“You mean did either of us murder anyone?”

When Amy heard it said out loud it did sound preposterous, but at the same time she didn’t know either of these women.

Faith got a tea bag out of a box, put it in a cup, and poured boiling water on it. She took her cup to the wooden table and sat down. “I don’t know about you, but I have no idea why I was sent here.”

Amy’s eyes widened and she took the few steps back into the kitchen. “Me either.”

“My husband died, but he’d been ill for a very long time. It wasn’t traumatic at all. I expected his death. I keep telling Jeanne that a person needs time to get over a death, but she seems to think I should snap out of it yesterday and start wearing red dresses.”

“I like your clothes,” Amy said as she sat down across from Faith. “They suit you.”

“I guess they do,” Faith said absently. “What about you? Why are you here?”

Amy took a deep breath and glanced into the dark living room, as though she were checking to see if Zoë was there. “I had a miscarriage,” she said softly.

“A long time ago?”

“Four months.”

“But that’s not enough time to get over anything, much less a death,” Faith said.

“I agree completely!” Amy said. “But no one will listen to me. I was sent off to this place—” She waved her arm around the room. “I was sent here to be with strangers—no offense—and I don’t see why.”

“We have something in common,” Faith said as she finished her tea. “But we have to please other people so we must stay.”

“Exactly,” Amy said.

“I think we should make the best of it.”

“What about . . . her?” Amy asked, her voice lowered.

“Zoë?” Faith got up and went into the living room to the blue cabinet and opened it. When she turned on the light, she saw that it was packed full of art supplies: paint and canvas, Cray-Pas, chalks, huge pads of paper, watercolors, lots of brushes.

“Please tell me we don’t have to draw our secret selves,” Amy said from behind her.

“I hope not. Jeanne said to open this cabinet in front of Zoë and she’d stay busy for days.”

“Glory hallelujah!” Amy said under her breath, then smiled at Faith. “Shall you and I eat breakfast out?”

“I’d like that,” Faith said. “I’d like that very much.”



Three
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“Did you two have a good time?” Zoë asked, and they heard the animosity in her voice. “Did you do a lot of bonding?” She was in the garden behind the house and on the metal table were two watercolors.

“These are good,” Amy said in wonder as she looked at them. “In fact, they’re very good.” She held up a watercolor of three little kids struggling to pull a canoe onto a rocky beach. “If I saw this in a store, I’d buy it.” She looked at Zoë with different eyes.

“The queen has spoken,” Zoë said, and made a little bow toward Amy.

“However, if I’d met the artist I’m sure I would have changed my mind.”

Zoë laughed. “Did you two have a nice day out? Buy lots of stuff?”

“Amy bought half the town,” Faith said as she sat down by the table and looked at Zoë’s paintings. “You must have spent a hundred years in school to do this kind of work.”

“Actually, I never went to art school,” Zoë said. “Would either of you like something alcoholic to drink? I could make a pitcher of margaritas.” When neither Amy nor Faith said anything, Zoë said, “Let me guess, you two angels of middle-class America don’t drink.”

“Give me the tequila.” Amy shook her head at Zoë. “Do you ever say anything nice?”

“Not if I can help it,” Zoë said as she headed for the kitchen. When she looked in the refrigerator she was glad to see that it was packed with a dozen little carryout boxes. She’d been sure that they’d go to dinner by themselves and leave her out of it, but they hadn’t. She couldn’t help feeling betrayed. She and Faith had been at the house first and Amy had arrived later. If sides were going to be taken, shouldn’t it be Faith and Zoë against Amy?

As Zoë started squeezing limes, she could almost hear Jeanne asking why it had to always be someone against someone else. Why couldn’t they all be on the same team?

Minutes later Zoë had filled a pitcher, salted three glasses, and put it all on a tray. For a moment she paused in front of the window and watched as Faith and Amy looked at the paintings she’d done that day. It was gratifying to see them shake their heads in wonder. Faith had said that Zoë must have spent a lot of time in school learning how to paint. But no, Zoë had woken up one morning with metal staples in her head and no memory of the preceding years of her life. It was when she was handed a ballpoint pen and a pad of paper to write on because her throat was sore, that she’d drawn portraits of all the people around her. The people consisted of the medical staff. No relative and no friend came to see her.

She took the tray outside and set it on the table. Faith moved the watercolors into the house, out of danger of the damp, then returned to pour the drinks.

“It’s lovely here,” Amy said, looking at the roses hanging over the fence. “I can see why Jeanne sends traumatized patients here.”

When Zoë’s heavily made-up eyes narrowed on Amy, as though she meant to say something hateful, Faith spoke up. “ ‘Traumatized’ doesn’t mean insane.”

“I think snooping Jeanne might disagree with you,” Zoë said in a sneering tone.

“If you don’t like her, why do you go to her?” Amy asked.

“Court ordered.” When the others said nothing, Zoë ran her hand through her hair. “Half of this isn’t mine. It’s extensions. I was in a car wreck and the top of my head was sliced open. The doctors sewed me back together but . . .” She shrugged. “Something happened inside my head. I can’t remember part of my life.”

“At least you kept your talent.”

“I don’t think I had it before the accident.”

“You don’t think? What did your family tell you?” Amy asked.

“My parents are dead. I only have a sister and she hates me.”

Faith gave a little grunt. “From my observation, I think all sisters hate each other. Pure jealousy. I think that if one sister is homeless and the other lives in a McMansion on Long Island, if the homeless one has curly hair, the other sister will be jealous and hate her.”

Both Amy and Zoë were looking at her in astonishment.

“Just my personal opinion,” Faith said, putting her drink up to cover her mouth.

“When I first saw you,” Zoë said, “I thought you were the most boring person I’d ever met, but I’m beginning to change my mind.”

“Is there a compliment in there?” Faith asked.

“If there was one, I didn’t hear it,” Amy said, but she was smiling.

“I suggest that we spread dinner out here on the table,” Zoë said, “and that Faith entertain us with her life story. I want to hear the part where you were born on the wrong side of the tracks.”

Amy looked at Faith with interest. “Is that true?”

“More or less, but I married the son of the richest man in town.”

“Is that why you wear a twenty-thousand-dollar watch?” Zoë asked.

Faith put her hand over the watch, then made herself remove it. “Eddie bought this for me five years ago. I told him not to and I wanted to take it back to the store but he’d had it engraved so I couldn’t.”

“Why are you frowning?” Zoë asked. “Not good memories?”

“From Eddie yes, but his mother threw a fit about the watch. You see, no matter that I went to college and got a degree, no matter that I dedicated fifteen years of my life to caring for her son, to Ruth Wellman I was never anything but poor white trash. The lowest of the low. Scum.”

“So tell us,” Amy said. “We have nothing else to do except listen.”

“There isn’t anything to tell. I grew up in a small town, fell in love with the son of the richest family in town, and we got married.”

“Big wedding?” Zoë asked.

“Tiny, but nice.”

“Was that because of the mothers?” Amy asked quietly.

“Yes and no. Actually, mostly yes. Mrs. Wellman, who was, is, an extremely rich widow, insisted that the bride’s family pay for the wedding. My mother was also a widow but her husband, my father, died in debt. My mother worked sixty hours a week just to feed, shelter, and clothe us.”

“Yet your mother-in-law made her pay for the wedding,” Amy said.

“And I assume this was to keep you from marrying her son,” Zoë said.

Faith nodded.

Amy got up and went into the kitchen to get the carry-out food she and Faith had bought that afternoon. She hadn’t planned to spend any time with these other women who had been labeled as “trauma victims,” but the day spent with Faith had been fun. Faith said she had no people to buy gifts for and that had made Amy give a shiver of horror, but then Faith had asked so many questions about Amy’s family that the tension disappeared.

Since Amy tended to stay with people she knew, she didn’t often have the opportunity to talk about her family. First, she told Faith about her sons, mentioning how smart they were and how good they were at sports. “I’m sorry, I’m bragging,” she said.

“Go ahead. It sounds wonderful. Tell me more.”

Amy did most of the talking and Faith helped her choose gifts for both her boys. It was when they sat down to lunch that Faith said that Amy hadn’t even mentioned her husband. There was a tone in her voice that suggested she thought all was not well between Amy and her husband.

Amy reached into her handbag and pulled out a little photo album, flipped to a picture, then handed it to Faith.
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