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one



Character is a commodity best set off by tasteful clothes, refined speech, and dignified carriage. Any good merchandiser knows that the wrapping is a preview of the gift inside.


Grace Dorian, from an interview with Barbara Walters







Grace Dorian stared in bewilderment at the papers on her desk. She had no idea how they had gotten there, had no idea what they were for.


She riffled the stack, searching for hints. Not papers. Letters. Some were handwritten, some typed, some on white letterhead, colored stationery, torn notebook paper.


Dear Grace


Dear Grace


Dear Grace


Think, she cried, fighting panic. People were writing her letters, lots of people, judging from the courier pack that stood open on the chair. It brimmed with more of what she had on her desk. They were there for a reason.


She put a hand to her chest and willed herself to stay calm. The heel of her hand pressed her thudding heart. Her fingertips touched beads.


Rosary beads? No. Not rosary beads. Pearls, Grace. Pearls.


Frightened eyes cast about for the familiar, lighting on the mahogany credenza, the velvet drapes, the brocade settee, the burnished brass lamps. The lamps were off now. It was morning. Sun spilled across the Aubusson.


Shakily she fitted her reading glasses to her nose, praying that if she studied the letters long enough, hard enough, something would click. She noted return addressesMorgan Hill, California, Burley, Alabama, Little River, South Carolina, Parma, Ohio. People were writing her from across the country. And she was inhere wasshe lived inConnecticut. There, over the rim of her glasses, scripted elegantly on an antique map on the wall. Setting the glasses aside, she crossed to the map, touched the gilded frame, took comfort in its solidness and, yes, its familiarity.


She lived in western Connecticut, on the sprawling estate left her by John. The original house had been in his family for nearly as many generations as the old sawmill had. The sawmill was silent now, craggy with vines and as bent as John in his final years, but what time had taken from the mill, it had given to the house. Initially a single stone homestead facing west, it had grown a north wing, then a south wing. A garage had sprouted and multiplied. The back of the house had swollen to include a suite of offices, the largest of which she stood in now, and the solarium. Beyond the solarium was the patio she adored, flagstoned and April-bare, but promising. It opened to a rolling lawn beyond which, framed by firs, lay the Housatonic. In late summer it meandered along the eastern edge of her property. This time of year it rushed. She could hear it even now, through the mullioned panes.


These things were familiar. And the other? She glanced anxiously at the door before reaching again for her glasses.


Dear Grace, Ive been reading your column for almost twenty years, but this is the first time Ive written. My daughter is getting married next fall, but my ex-husband says that if she wants him to give her away, the children from his second marriage have to be in the wedding party. There are five of them. They are all under ten and unruly, and theyve been awful to my daughter


Dear Grace, You have to settle an argument between my boyfriend and me. He says that the first guy a girl sleeps with shapes her insides to him, so its never as good with another guy


Dear Grace, Some of the letters you print are too far-fetched to be real


Dear Grace, Thanks for the advice you gave that poor woman whose gifts to her grandchildren are never acknowledged. She has a right to a thank-you, family or no. I clipped your column and posted it where my children could see


Grace held the last letter in her hand for another minute, trembling with relief now, before gently setting it down.


Grace Dorian. The Confidante. Of course.


If she needed proof, there were plaques on the far wall marking addresses she had given to professional organizations and, beneath those, scrapbooks filled with articles praising her nationally syndicated column. The courier pack on the chair was the latest shipment of readers mail from New York. By the weeks end she would have read most, selected a cross section, and written five columns.


She hoped.


But she would. She had to.


What did Davis Marcoux know? By his own admission, he had simply ruled out a few alternatives. But he was wrong. Her spells were momentary lapses, tiny strokes perhaps, causing no permanent damage. She knew what the letters were now. She knew what her job was. She was in control.


The phone buzzed. She jumped, then stared at the instrument for a confused minute before snatching up the receiver. Yes? she said to a dial tone. Her finger hovered unsurely over a panel of buttons. She punched one and nothing happened, then another and got a busy signal. She was debating which to push next when the buzzing stopped. She was standing with the receiver in her hand and an irate look on her face when the door swung open.


I cant use this phone, Francine! she snapped. Its too confusing. Ive had trouble with it since the day they put it in. What was so awful about the old phones?


Francine bore her a cup of tea and a smile. The old phones could only carry two lines, and we need five. Setting the tea on the desk, she gave Grace a squeeze. Morning, Mom. Bad night?


Graces irritation eased. Francine would never be a dynamo, but she was constanta devoted daughter, a loyal friend, an able assistant. In these things, Grace was blessed, as she was blessed in so much else. Yes, indeed, Davis Marcoux was wrong. She hadnt come this far only to be stopped short. Momentary lapses, that was all, and there didnt have to be a physical cause. All things considered, she had earned the right to a spell now and again.


I dont sleep the way I used to, she told Francine. Two hours here, two hours there. They say old people dont need as much sleep. I need it. I just cant get it.


Sixty-one is not old, Francine said.


Grace welcomed the reassurance. My mind isnt what it was.


Francine denied this, too. Your mind is perfect, which is why youre in such demand. Thats what I was buzzing you about. Annie Diehl just called to ask if youd be interested in doing a talk show in Houston.


Annie Diehl was the publicist the newspaper paid to coordinate Graces appearances. Grace remembered that very well. She also remembered the panic she had experienced the last time shed been on a plane. Mid flight she had drawn a total blank about where she was headed and why. The disorientation hadnt lasted long and was no doubt caused by the altitude, but Grace wasnt asking for trouble if she didnt absolutely, positively, have to.


Ive already done a dozen talk shows in Houston.


Four, and none for several years.


Is my Houston readership slipping?


No.


Then Id rather not fly there. I have too much to do here. She glanced at the desk. On top of all this, theres my book. Im already late starting it, and Lord knows when I can, what with six speaking engagements between now and June. She used to be able to whip up a weeks columns in two days, leaving three days for what she called The Confidantes fringe. Things took her longer to do now. Why did we accept all those commencement invitations?


Francine grinned. Because you love getting honorary degrees.


Well, wouldnt you, if you didnt have one of your own? Grace returned without remorse. Its sickening to be constantly sitting on panels with people who have more letters after their names than in them. Besides, college seniors, even high school seniors, are such vulnerable creatures. Picturing her granddaughter, she corrected herself. Except for Sophie. Sophie isnt vulnerable. She is one bold child.


No child. Shes twenty-three.


And personally responsible for these phones and everything else around here that I cant understand. Grace shot a despairing glance at the computer on a sidearm of her desk. She pined for her old Olivetti.


Yes, these are an improvement, Francine said just as Grace was about to ask it. They simplify my work. They simplify Sophies work. And they make an important statement about The Confidante.


That shes computerized? Grace asked in dismay. The Confidante was gentle and personable. She was informative but compassionate, and entirely human. She was definitely not a machine.


That shes au courant. Really, Mom. When someone writes asking about condom use, you give a different answer today than you did when pregnancy was the only issue. Your advice changes with the times. Shouldnt your technology?


The businesswoman in Grace knew it had to. Still, advanced technology intimidated her. She wasnt ruling out the possibility that the complexity of the world was directly responsible for her bouts of disorientation. A mind could only juggle so much.


She smiled when a redheaded finch and its mate settled at the feeder beyond her window. Thank goodness, some things dont change. Spring is on its way. I love this time of year. Once everything is in bloom, my guests start arriving. Does Margaret know to start cleaning the guest rooms?


Yes.


Did you order new carpet for the attic suite?


Uh-huh.


What about the invitations for my May party? Have they arrived? She had ordered cards with stunning hand-painted borders that no computer could duplicate in a million years, thank you.


Not yet.


Have you called about them?


No.


You have to keep on top of things, Francine. How many times have I told you that?


All the worse, Francine didnt look bothered. The invitations were promised by the end of the week. That gives us more than enough time to get them to the calligrapher. Did you finish the guest list?


The guest list. Grace drew a blank. Dont you have it?


Not me. You were working on it yesterday afternoon when I left. You said it would be on my desk this morning.


Then its there. You must have put something on top of it.


I just got here. I havent touched my desk.


Just got here? Grace cried. Tardiness was a fair digression. Its after ten. Must you wander in so late? She gave Francine a pleading once-over. And must you wear sweat suits to work?


Sweat suits are comfortable.


They arent appropriate for an office setting. Neither is She looked pointedly at Francines hair, which was caught up at the crown of her head in a way that let tendrils fall every which way. The color was soft brown, the look sexy and decidedly wrong. Shorter was neater, shorter was more professional every time.


Francine cleared her throat. Were not talking the financial district here.


Still, how we look makes a statement to the world. Like our being computerized.


Ahh, but the world knows if were computerized. It doesnt know what I wear.


Thank goodness for that, Grace muttered, and that goes for your daughter, too. She was appalled by most of what Sophie wore. Such a beautiful child. Such a waste. Dont you have any control over that girl?


No girl, Francine sang softly, absently, as she pulled a paper from the tray on the credenza. Heres your guest list. She frowned. But its not done.


Grace reached for the list, then her glasses. She saw plenty of names. It looks fine to me. She handed it back.


You only have the paper people here. What about publishing people? What about reviewers? And the media? I thought the point of this party was to start hyping the book. What about your agent? What about Annie, for goodness sake?


Well, there you have it, Grace declared. You know exactly who has to be invited. You can do the list yourself. Dont forget the neighbors. And Robert.


Robert who?


Grace gave her a long look in lieu of launching into a diatribe about the pathetic state of Francines social life.


All right, Francine yielded, Ill invite Robert, but only as a friend. He is not the love of my life.


Give him half a chance and he might be, Grace advised. I like the man. She paused. Yes. I know. I liked Lee, too. And its none of my business. But this party is. So, do the guest list, like a good girl? I also need the latest figures on domestic abuse, and on the long-term effects of liposuction. Be an angel and get them for me? She nodded toward the desk. Im swamped.


So am I, Francine protested, though weakly. Fine. But dont yell if I inadvertently leave someone off that list.


I never yell.


No. But you do get your point across.


Well, someone has to keep the business running smoothly. I really do need a secretary.


You have one. Marny Puck. She sits right down the hall and sends lovely thank-yous to all the people who write you, but she isnt involved in your personal life. She doesnt do guest lists.


Grace was shaken. Marny. Of course. Why dont I have a personal secretary?


Francine smiled and strode toward the door. Because you have me. She raised the hand with the list. Ill be back.


The minute the door closed, Grace sat at the desk and drew a small spiral-bound book from the top drawer. She flipped past earlier jottings to a blank page. Marny Puck, she wrote in capital letters and, beneath it, Secretary. Sits down the hall. Answers readers mail. Fondly, she added, One of Father Jims people. Cleans up nicely. Follows direction well. Wryly, she tacked on, Sister of Gus, my chauffeur. As reputable as Gus is not.


On the next page, she made notes about the use of the telephone. Francine and Sophie had each tutored her countless times. She knew how to use it. She just got rattled sometimes.


So she wrote out simple instructions, just in case.


On a third page, unthinkable five years before, she listed her chores for the day, just in case.


When the list looked too sketchy to do much good, she elaborated on each one, just in case.


Marginally reassured then, she slipped the notebook into the top drawer of her desk and reached, while the reaching was good, for the letters that defined her life.





Francine had been barely eight when The Confidante was born. She had sat in on the debates, though there had never been any doubt in her mind. Of course, Grace should write an advice column for the local newspaper. Didnt she give advice all the time? Wasnt that what her friends rushed over for? Didnt they pour out their deepest, darkest secrets to Grace? Didnt Francine do it herself?


There was something about Gracea directness, a warmththat begged the trust of even the newest acquaintance. How could you not confide in someone who regarded you with such compassion, listened with such patience, seemed so rapt with what you said, and always had sensible advice? Francine had considered herself luckier than any of her friends, having a mother in whom she could confide. Nor was the relationship one-sided. As The Confidante broadened its scope, Francine became a resource. She was a teenager, experiencing the same problems about which many of Graces readers wrote. She was late in developing, and then she shot up well before she shot out. She hated her hair, hated her nose, hated her hands. She got pimples. She suffered unrequited crushes. She agonized over New Years Eve months in advance.


Oh, yes, she was a resource. She knew the heartbreak of losing the election for sophomore class president by a handful of votes, knew the humiliation of elimination in the first round of a tennis tournament that her own family sponsored, knew the disappointment of being rejected by her top college choices. She also knew what it was to have a mother whose fame rose in seeming counterpoint to her own mediocrity.


Francine was to Grace as earth tones were to pastels, brown eyes were to blue ones, attractive was to beautiful, terrestrial was to divine.


Simply put, Francine was flawed. In being flawed, she experienced things Grace never had. Grace had never been divorced. Grace had never felt guilty about Sophies diabetes, or about letting her come home after college rather than insisting that she stay in the city with friends. Grace didnt understand Francines need to excel, or how Graces sky-high standards made that impossible. She didnt understand Francines craving for grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins.


Francine counted herself fortunate in many, many respects; still, she had dreams that left her torn. Grace didnt understand what it meant to be torn because she never was. She saw the world in absolutes. One took control of ones life by making choices and seeing them through.


Yet, for all these differences, Grace had always been there when Francine needed her most. So she returned to her desk and went at the guest list. With regard to domestic abuse and liposuction, Sophie was their statistics person, but Francine hated to wake her. The figures could wait.


Francine wasnt so sure about the party invitations, so she called the stationery store where they had been ordered. The owner promised to call the artist painting the borders, and call Francine back. In the meantime, cradling the phone between shoulder and jaw as she added names to the guest list, Francine called Annie Diehl. Grace would rather not do Houston at this point, she explained as kindly as she could, but even then, Annie was miffed.


Its a good show.


I know. But the timings wrong. Its graduation season. The next few weeks will be mad.


This is television, Francine. The exposure is ten times greater than any one of those graduations.


Tell that to Grace and shell lecture you on the importance of quality over quantity. Promise Houston another time?


Theyll be disappointed. I told them she was free. Does this mean she wont want to do anything until July? I cant guarantee any bookings then. Things are dead after the Fourth.


Thats fine, Francine said as lightly as she could, though she hated ultimatums. They put her between a rock and a hard place. She ended up the bad guy more often than not. We have plenty to do here. My apologies to Houston.


Annie made a not-so-gracious sound that Grace would have objected to even more than Francineand Francine would have smarted from herself, had not the owner of the stationery store called then to say that the invitations would be done by the first of the week.


Francine was appalled. Next week? They were supposed to be done by the first of this week. And Grace was right. She should have called sooner to check.


Artists can be temperamental.


So can advice columnists, Francine remarked. She didnt relish having to tell Grace that the invitations would be late.


Why dont I have the artist ship them directly to your calligrapher?


And if the artwork wasnt just so? Francine relished that scenario even less. Grace has to see them first. Have your artist ship them directly to us.


Frustrated, she hung up the phone. Grace liked things done on schedule. She saw The Confidante as an elegant woman donning her gloves, each movement measured and poised. Francines job was to preserve that image. Unfortunately, the rest of the world didnt run as efficiently as Grace Dorian did.


Or used to, Francine thought with a glance at the unfinished guest list, but before she could return to it, her phone rang again.


It was Tony Colletti, Graces editor at the paper. Whats wrong with this column, Francine?


What column?


Next Wednesdays, about guests who are allergic to their hosts cats. It doesnt make sense.


It hadnt made sense to Francine, either, when she had first read it. Poor Grace had screwed up something or other on the computer. Rather than making her usual nominal edits, Francine had rewritten the column and had Sophie send it off with the rest.


No. Sophie hadnt sent it off. Sophie had been out. So Francine had sent it off. She must have screwed up, herself.


Not about to tell Tony that, she said, Oh dear. You must have the stuff that was supposed to have been left on the cutting-room floor.


Thats my fate in life, around you.


Tony.


I have Knicks tickets for Sunday afternoon.


Francine sighed.


Okay. Forget the Knicks. How about brunch? Thats practical. You have to eat.


She didnt make a sound.


Okay. Forget brunch. How soon can you get the damn column on my screen?


Two minutes if I can do it myself, a little more if I need help. Ill call you in either case, okay?


She hung up the phone, turned on her computer, and pulled up the file in question. Graces convoluted original appeared on her screen. She scrolled forward, then back, then returned to the file directory, searched it, and scanned other files into which she might have inadvertently unloaded the rewritten piece.


The phone rang. I havent received it, Tony bleated.


Of course not. I havent sent it. Were having technical difficulty. I said Id call you back. She hung up the phone.


Desperate, she set off for the south wing of the house. She needed Sophie. Buzzing her would have been faster, but Francine liked the quiet intimacy of waking her daughter. She always had.


Assuming Sophie was alone.


Francine faltered, decided to risk it, went on. Yes, there was the guest list to complete. Yes, she had a courier pack as thick as Graces to wade through. Yes, Tony was waiting in all his macho glory for a column to appear on his screen.


But there was always time for Sophie, who, despite Graces little jabs, was Francines crowning achievement. Sophie was a genius. She was beautiful, and spunky, and vulnerable, yes, she was. Mothers knew those things.


Time with Sophie was always time well spent, and if it meant that Francine was behind when she returned to her desk, that was fine, too. The busier she was, the less she dwelled on things she couldnt change.





Sophie was different from her mother in that respect. She couldnt help but dwell on things she couldnt change. They dictated her behavior. She took delight in thwarting them whenever she could.


That was one of the reasons she was still in bed. Her alarm had rung an hour before. Since it was a workday, she had turned it off and gone back to sleep.


Sophie? Wake up, sweetie.


Her mothers soft whisper might have been a memory from the past, had not the urgent shake of her shoulder been so real. She cracked open an eye to Francines earnest plea.


I lost a days column in the computer. Tonys champing at the bit for it, and Ive searched everywhere. Will you come look?


Sophie closed her eye. She felt the mattress shift, then the press of Francines hip.


Come on, babe. I wouldnt wake you if it werent an emergency. I rewrote the whole column, but transmitted the original. Typical, huh? So Tonys gloating. He loves it when I slip up.


Hes annoyed because you wont date him.


Well, do you blame me? He has the emotional drive of a two-year-old and the arrogance of ten men. One hour, and wed be at each others throats, and not in passion, my dear.


Too bad, Sophie said through a yawn. Passion is a great outlet.


There was a pause, then a tentative, Did you have fun last night?


Uh-huh.


With Gus.


Uh-huh. She stretched.


I worry about you, babe.


Sophie knew that, and hated it. But Gus excited her. He filled the perverse need she had to tempt the devil and thumb her nose at social constraint. Her relationship with Gus drove Grace nuts. That was reason in itself to go on.


But she did feel for her mother. So, mustering a burst of energy, she climbed out of bed. Not to worry. Im fine. She rummaged through the dresser drawers.


Cool pajamas, Francine remarked.


Sophie was nude. Theyre comfortable. She pulled on panties, black leggings, and a black bustier.


Francine sighed. Ahh. Graces favorite outfit.


Sophie grinned. I know.


Youre bad.


But you do love me.


Dont forget your shot.


Sophie ignored the reminder. She ran a brush through her hair and pushed a comb in at just the right angle to create asymmetry, then loaded her ear with the row of earrings that Grace really loved. After a brief stop in the bathroom to rinse away the taste of last nights scampiand, yes, address her diabetesshe waved Francine toward the hall.


Insulin? Francine prompted.


Sophie gave an affirmative grunt.


Did you take a reading first?


Yes, yes, she grumbled. How did I ever make it through college without your monitoring my health?


Ive often wondered.


Sophie vented her frustration in a long-legged pace. Francines concern didnt bother her half as much as the illness itself. She had felt like a freak at the age of nine, when it had first been diagnosed. She still did, sometimes.


So she didnt mind being woken by her mother to go looking for lost files, because handling computers wasnt freakish. It gave her a semblance of control. Being expert at somethingparticularly something Grace couldnt master if her life depended on itwas empowering.


I rewrote the whole thing, Francine muttered under her breath. If I have to do it again, Ill scream.


Sophie sat down at Francines computer. Maybe its time to hire another person. This isnt the first column youve had to rewrite in the last few months.


Its the first one Ive lost.


Not lost. Misplaced. Its here.


Unless I erased it by mistake.


But Sophie had minimized the chance of that when she had set up the system. She brought up the trash file and began sifting through it.


Cat allergies, Francine prompted.


About which, Sophie mused as she worked, neither of us knows a thing, never having owned a cat. And do we care? No.


Of course we do.


Says Grace. I sometimes wonder about all this.


The work? It isnt so bad. Your friends envy you. You said it yourself.


They envy me my work. I envy them their freedom.


Doesnt it help, living in your own end of the house?


Yes. No. I dont know. She had a little home within a home, replete with kitchen and gym, perfect when friends came to visit. But it wasnt like living in an apartment with those friendsand then there was the matter of insulin shots and blood-sugar tests and the kind of constant vigilance that made her a social queer.


Francines hand was gentle on her hair. You didnt have to come back.


I did. Totally aside from her health, which was easier to monitor at home, there was Grace. Love-hate, love-hate. The business is part of me, too. Its the Dorian thing, the Dorian womens thing. I cant explain it. Ahh. Here we go. She sat back in the chair. Cat allergies. About which Grace doesnt know anything either. So how did she write the column?


She didnt, Francine reminded her. I did, with the help of my favorite vet.


Whom you will date, but wont marry. Tom is the nicest guy in the world. Not quite pedigreed enough for Grace, is that it?


In part.


Whats the rest? She had no trouble interpreting her mothers dry look. Ahhh. Hes too tame. Youd like Gus, you know.


Francine arched a brow. Send this to Tony for me, babe? Oh, and Grace needs new stats on domestic abuse and liposuction. But have breakfast first, please?


Sophie sent the column along to Tony and was about to delay breakfast on principle when Grace emerged from her office. Sophie. You promised me material on incest. She waved a letter. Victims keep asking me what to do. Its time I address the issue again.


You just did, Sophie said. It was in the paper last week.


No, it wasnt.


Shes right, Grace, Francine put in from her desk across the room. That mail must be in response to it.


It has been months since Ive done anything on incest, Grace insisted.


Ill show you, Sophie offered, delighted to be able to prove Grace wrong. I clipped it yesterday.


Goodness, Sophie, you look like you just rolled out of bed. Francine? Grace begged.


Francine guided Grace back to her office. Shell change later.


Appearing in this office in that getup is as bad as blowing her nose in her dinner napkin. Please, Francine. Talk to her.


The conversation receded. Sophie propped a hip on the desk and waited, prepared to do battle if Grace reappeared. But Francine emerged alone.


She dropped her arms on Sophies shoulders. That was predictable.


Sophie was unrepentant. I like getting a rise out of her.


Well, you do that. She keeps asking me what happened to the sweet little girl she used to hold on her lap. She says she doesnt know you anymore.


The feeling was mutual. Sophie had wonderful memories of warm times with her grandmother, just the two of them taking trips, reading books, exploring the woods, laughing. Her grandfather had played a peripheral role; Grammie had been the star from the start. She had doted, and Sophie had eaten it up, right along with the idea that the Dorians were invincible. Then Grammie had become Grace and the doting had ended. Expectations had grown. Reality had closed in.


Still, some things, like the power of the Dorian name, hadnt changed. Im not that different, Sophie sighed. If I were, I wouldnt be here.


Im glad you are.


That was some solace, Sophie thought. Francine needed a champion. Sophie was the only one she had.


Cold? Francine asked, rubbing Sophies bare arms.


Sophie gave a little headshake no. How could Grace have forgotten the column on incest? We discussed it for days.


Shes written so many columns. One runs into the other.


But it was just last week. Shes losing it, Mom. She isnt as sharp as she used to be.


Oh, shes sharp. She just asked me whether youve pulled out the old speeches she asked for last week. She hasnt forgotten.


Sophie drew away. Over her shoulder on her way to the door, she said, Digging through files is the worst part of this job. Its mindless and boring, not the best use of a degree from Columbia.


Ill do it, if youd rather.


No, no, Sophie said. Better her than Francine.


Do it now, and get it over with, Francine suggested. But have breakfast first.


Sophie did head down the hall for breakfast, but not because her mother wanted her to, and not because the doctors told her to. She would have breakfastand dawdle over itbecause anything was better than drudging through files.


Under Margarets watchful eye, she ate a boiled egg, a piece of toast, and a banana. Her third cup of coffee had grown cold by the time she had read the newspaper cover to cover, and then she sat staring out the window, wondering as she wondered nearly every morning what in the world she was doing back home. Her friends were in New York, Washington, Atlanta, Dallas, working frivolous first jobs, partying to their hearts delight. She could have been with them. Instead, she was back with her mother and grandmother in the house where shed grown up. Worse, she was there of her own choosing.


By way of punishment for that, she retreated to the file room, dug up Graces old commencement addresses, and entered them on the computer by date and content. By then, for warmthcertainly not because Grace was scandalized by a bustiershe had put on a sweater. She had also done a computer search for the latest figures on domestic abuse.


She paused for lunch not because she was hungry, but because lunch was a ritual with Grace. It was always a three-course mealsalad, entree, and fruit. Sophie didnt have to think twice about waiting for Grace to start first, or using her utensils from the outside in, or blottingnot wipingher mouth with her napkin. Those things were second nature by now.


She did think twice about absolutes. She resented it when, out of the blue, Grace announced that she had canceled their reservations for a Marthas Vineyard Fourth of July. Not that Sophie had wanted to go, what with her own friends meeting in Easthampton, but Francine had had her heart set on the trip.


She resented it when, moments later, Grace raised the issue of Architectural Digest photographing the house. My part of the house, she specified before ticking off necessary preparations. Not that Sophie wanted her own rooms included. She lived in them, and they looked it. The same with Francines. Graces part of the house, like Grace, was perfect. Sophie resented that.


There was some satisfaction when Legs burst into the kitchen, ugly as sin but sweet, as greyhounds were, and eager for a little love from Francine. Grace jumped up and started sputtering, as though the dog were a stray whod wandered in off the street. Her tizzy lasted only until Francine led Legs out, but it was gratifying.


Still, Sophie was primed for spite when, rising to return to work, Grace looked her in the eye and said, I wanted to go for a drive last night, but when I went looking for Gus, he was gone.


We went dancing.


He dances?


Does he ever. You know She raised her arms and undulated, shoulders to knees.


Grace turned to Francine. Doesnt this bother you?


Francine smiled. Im envious. I could never move that way.


Grace spared them a disparaging glance and left, but not before she said, I want him around tonight if I call.


The words echoed in Sophies head for one long, frustrating hour. Then, leaving behind nothing that couldnt be done as well the next morning, she put on head-to-toe leather and set off for the garage.





Grace took tea, as always, at four. Father Jim ONeill joined her, as he did whenever his commitments allowed. Francine dropped in for a short time, before returning to work.


Grace didnt feel like returning to work. She had put in several good hours, but the strain of concentrating, of forcing her mind back from the ragged edge of the fear that had seized her that morning, had taken its toll. She had a nagging headache. Neither the tea nor the time with Jim had helped.


After waving him off at the door, she wandered through the house, but the fear followed her there, too, as nagging as the headache and more daunting.


She wanted to talk, but she couldnt.


She wanted to work, but she couldnt.


She wanted to sleep, but she couldnt.


So she took her wool coat from the closet, put on a beret and fur-lined gloves, and went looking for Gus.


He wasnt in the garage. Nor was he in the main house, or the greenhouse, or the cottage he shared with his sister. He wasnt answering his beeper at all.


But Grace wanted to go out. Reasoning that she had done her best to find a driver and had failed, she returned to the garage, slipped into the Mercedes, and, feeling the exhilaration of being alone and in momentary command of her wits, headed off down the drive.










End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/MSRCover.png
JTHENEW. YORK TIMES, BESTSELLING AU"'HO






