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one






oNE MINUTE THERE WAS NOTHING BUT A CLOUD of fog before him; the next she was there, materialized from the mist. Stunned, Michael Buchanan came to an abrupt halt. He hadnt expected to encounter anyone on the beach at such an inhospitable time of year, much less as striking a figure as the one before him.


She was a vision of loneliness standing there, with the March wind tucking her long skirt around her legs, whipping strands of hair across her cheeks. As he watched, she pressed her pocketed hands closer to her body, enveloping herself more snugly within the oversized jacket she wore.


He took several steps forward and, still unnoticed, stared. She was lovely. Smooth of skin and with a delicately sculpted profile, she was young enough, old enough, just right. And she was slender. Even the protective folds of her clothing, whose mist-softened hues of hunter green and plum contrasted smartly with her fair skin and the sandy hair that escaped the confines of her stylish wool cloche, couldnt hide that fact.


In her solitariness she was regal; at least that was what he fantasized as he stood, spellbound, studying her. She bore the weight of the world on her shoulders, while at the same time she remained apart, isolated from the masses. Even the fog kept its distance, as though in awe.


Regalstoicbraveeach thought came to him through the mist, then another. Vulnerable. Body braced against the cold, she shivered from time to time, but she didnt move either to seek warmth or to escape the threat of the pounding surf. Shed fallen victim to the sea, he knew, and he felt an even greater affinity for her. He wondered who she was, this woman who stood alone, tall yet humbled, seeking strength from within. Bidden by a curiosity that went beyond the purely male, he tugged his collar higher and started slowly forward.


Eyes downcast, she didnt see him at first. He paused, hesitant to intrude on whatever thoughts possessed her, but moved on again when his own need nagged. When he came to a halt several feet from her, her head snapped up. With a quick step back, she pressed a hand to her heart.


You startled me! Her voice was little more than a ragged whisper above the thunder of the tide.


Michael drew in a sharp breath when he found himself looking into the most stunning violet eyes he had ever seen. It took him a minute to find his tongue.


Im sorry. I didnt mean to frighten you. Its just that you looked so alone.


For an instant he thought she was going to cry. Her eyes widened and tears gathered on her lower lids. He saw it then, the haunted cast that fear had momentarily overshadowed, and he wondered what dark thoughts had upset her so. Then they were gonethe torment, the tearsreplaced by a composure that suggested he had simply imagined the cracks.


My fault, she said in a voice whose tremor might well have been caused by wind. I was miles away. She gave him a sheepish half-smile by way of apology, and he felt something new and special curl up and glow inside him.


I hope it was somewhere exotic.


Exotic? No. Not exactly.


Exciting, at least?


She searched his face, then shook her head quickly, almost as if in guilt at her admission.


Your secrets safe with me, he teased on a note of conspiracy that ended in a smile, as long as youre back here now.


I am. Her whisper was carried away by the wind, but she continued to stare at him. When she finally spoke again, she sounded confused. Im not even sure what happened. One minute I was here, and then


The ocean has a way of doing that. Of transporting you from one place to another. Tucking his hands in his pockets, he tore his eyes from hers and gazed toward the waves. Its very sneaky, actually. First youre lured by the sense of freedom of the open beach and the fresh salt air. Before longyou barely know its happenedyour pulse has adjusted to the rhythm of the surf. He looked down at her and was so taken with her rapt expression that his voice thickened. Some people call it hypnotic, like staring into a flickering fire. He cleared his throat. I think its something more. In no time youre caught, laid open, exposed. Nature here is raw and utterly truthful and commands no less from those of us who dare intrude. His voice lowered as he studied the delicate features before him. Falling victim to the sea means baring ones soul. It can be painful.


For a minute they simply looked at one another. Id never thought of it that way, she said at last.


Neither had I, until it had happened too many times to ignore.


Youve felt the pain? she asked in a small, surprised voice.


Many times. Shouldnt I?


I dont know. You look so strong.


Dropping his head back, he took a deep breath. I like to think I am, but that doesnt mean I never suffer. I think strength comes from facing pain, from dealing with it. Its either that or crumble. Pain is part and parcel of being human.


Her expression grew all the more solemn, her voice soft in a wistful way. I sometimes wonder. It seemsit seems When her gaze flicked to his then darted away, he coaxed her gently.


Go on.


She hesitated for a moment longer, and there was a note of despair in her voice when she spoke. It seems that some people are immune to it.


Immune to pain? No, he mused, I doubt that. There are those who choose to deny it. Theyre the ones whod never be caught dead alone with themselves in a room, much less on a deserted expanse of beach. He winked. It takes a pretty brave person to expose himself this way.


She gave a lopsided smile. Either that or a dumb one. Then she eyed him cautiously. Tell me. After thisthis baring of the soul takes place, what happens?


You go home and cry.


Im serious. Does the sea provide answers?


Sometimes. Once I stood here in my agony and this little bottle floated ashore with a message inside He was interrupted by the audible breath she took. When she simply held it without speaking, though, he prodded. Whats wrong?


She exhaled slowly. Your name. I want to scold, but I dont know your name. Then she murmured more to herself than to him, Isnt that odd?


Michael understood. There was a warm familiarity about this woman. If he believed in reincarnation, he might have suspected he had known her in another life. Grateful, if that had indeed been the case, that hed been given a second chance, he held out his hand. Michael Buchanan. Without breaking eye contact, he tossed his head back in the direction from which hed come. I live down the beach. He raised a brow. And you?


She hesitated for just a minute before carefully putting her hand in his. Danica. Danica Lindsay. As hed done, she flicked her head, but in the opposite direction. Thats my house.


Instinctively he raised his free hand to seal hers between his palms. When her downward glance drew his attention to the move, he was as surprised as she.


Your fingers are cold, he explained. Though his answer had been an impromptu one, it was apt. He rubbed her hand between his, back and forth, stimulating her circulation and his own. Her fingers were slender, pliant, fitting.


She actually blushed. I didnt expect itd still be winter here. Its much milder at home.


Home?


Boston.


Ah, Boston, he drawled, the birthplace of liberty.


So they say.


You dont sound convinced.


She merely shrugged and looked out at the water as she slid her hand from his grasp and tucked it back into her pocket. Hed been right about the ocean, she decided. It had seen through her facade, making her look at things she would rather have ignored. And, yes, he had been right about something else; some people simply refused to acknowledge the presence of pain, which was why she was here, alone, today. Was she free? Only in the most literal of senses.


Liberty is relative, I suppose, she commented. But before Michael had a chance to pursue the matter, she tipped up her chin and put on a pert smile. So. Youre a neighbor. Mrs. Sylvester warned me there were some pretty important people up here.


She studied the man before her. He wore a sheep-skin jacket, well-worn cords and hiking boots whose laces were undone. He was tallshe guessed him to be a good six-three to her own respectable five-eightand sported the faint shadow of a beard, which might have given him a roguish look had it not been for the extreme gentleness of his features. Then, too, there was the healthy rumple of his hair, which was a shade of blond not unlike her own. Dirty blond, they always called it, which had never failed to annoy her as a child, since she washed her hair every night.


You dont look important, she teased.


His lips twitched. How is an important man supposed to look?


Oh, he wears a three-piece suit and wing-tipped shoes


On the beach?


No. Okay. Make that flannel slacks, a designer sweater and loafers, perhaps with a cashmere topcoat in this kind of weather. Hes fresh-shaven all the time she drew out her words in mockery and his hair is perfectly groomed.


In this wind? He must use hair spray.


She smiled. Hes been known to.


Sorry, I dont fit that mold, but, then, he chided, you knew that all along. Does that mean Im a nobody?


Oh, no. It means youre very refreshing and, in that sense, very definitely a somebody. She had never spoken truer words. At the moment shed had it with three-piece suits, wing-tipped shoes, flannel, cashmere and hair spray.


Ahhhh. Thats a relief. Then he thought. Were you talking about Mrs. Sylvester, as in Judy, the realtor? When Danica nodded, his pleasure grew. I assumed you were visiting the Duncans. You mean to say theyve sold? Again she nodded. And youve bought their house? Another nod. Thats great!


Im not so sure right about now, she grumbled. Thereve been workmen all over the place for a month. Im beginning to think theyll never finish.


Tell me about it, Michael mused, remembering all too well the work he had done over the years. New roof, new heating system, thermapanes


Not to mention a total overhaul of the plumbing system. She sighed, but there was a whimsical expression on her face. She had enjoyed seeing each piece of work done. It had given her something to think on, something to wish on. And that was before we even discussed decorating. But I do adore the house. Itll be fantastic when its done. Her eyes scanned the oceanscape as it grew more visible with the slow lifting of the fog. With a view like this, how can you miss?


Its addictive, isnt it?


Mmmm. She tugged her jacket closer, aware of being cold but having no desire to return just yet to the house. Strange, the last thing she would have thought she wanted a little while ago was company, but Michael Buchanan was nice. How long have you owned your house?


Nearly ten years.


She arched a brow. Not bad.


More the rule than the exception. Kennebunkport has a loyal following. Even the summer swell is largely made up of people making return visits.


Danica thought about that for a minute. It was in keeping with what the realtor had said about the population being stable. Judy told me this was a quiet area, that people keep to themselves pretty much. That must be why you didnt know about the Duncans moving.


Actually, Ive been away.


She grimaced. That was stupid of me. You probably have another place.


No. This is my one and only. But Ive been gone since November and just got back last week. I was never that close to the Duncans. We moved in different circles. The fact was that the Duncans barely tolerated the presence of a Buchanan nearby, but Michael wasnt about to tell that to Danica. He didnt yet know who she was. Her name hadnt rung a bell, but she obviously came from class, and he knew how much she had to have paid for her house. He prayed that her family had somehow managed to steer clear of his. Powerful peopleimportant, to use her wordwere natural media targets, and his family was very definitely the media. I knew theyd sell sooner or later. I guess I thought it would be later.


Fortunately not. Danica had considered it a stroke of luck that there had been a house such as this on the market for her to see. Shed also thought it to be a harbinger of good things to come. Once the house was done, it would be a gem, to quote her decorator. The word she preferred to use was savior, but that remained to be seen.


She jumped when warm fingers brushed a strand of hair from her mouth, and her eyes flew to Michaels.


Your cheeks are getting windburned, he explained, wishing hed had an excuse to linger at her lips. He tried to decide what he saw in her eyes, but he wasnt sure if what he wanted to think was yearning was in fact nothing but surprise. Her eyes were rounded, her lashes long and dark. They were the only tip-off he had that she wore makeup, so skillfully and subtly was it applied.


His attention was drawn again to her mouth. Almost simultaneously she looked away, and he grew anxious. She was withdrawing. But he couldnt let her go so quickly, not when hed finally found her. He tucked his hands in his pockets for safekeeping. Its pretty cold out here. How about a warm drink at my place?


Hot chocolate, like his eyes, she thought to herself. He was a very attractive man.


She shook her head a little too quickly. Thanks, but Id better not. Im heading home in a couple of hours and I have to check on a few more things before I leave.


When will you be back?


Next month.


Not till then? he asked with such boyish dismay that she laughed. It was lovely to feel wanted. Lovely and new.


Fraid not.


Whats so important for you to do in Boston?


Oh she rolled her eyes this and that.


Do you work?


Not in the traditional sense.


Then, in what sense?


Danica thought for a minute, wondering exactly what it was she did or, more precisely, how to explain it to a man she wanted to impress. It struck her as incredible that she had never faced such a task before, but she had always lived and breathed in exclusive circles. Anonymity was something she had never known. She was rather enjoying it now, even in spite of the urge she had to lie and say that she was a pediatrician or something equally as impressive.


But Michael was expecting the truth. He seemed like that kind of person, different from so many of the people she knew. He made eye contact; that said a lot.


What do I do? she finally repeated, then echoed herself, with one strategic change. What do you do?


He indulged her with a gentle smile. Im a writer.


Oh, God.


Uh-uh. Nothing threatening. I write about the past. They call me a historian.


They? What do you call yourself?


He shrugged, eyes twinkling mischievously. A writer.


Why not a historian?


It sounds too pretentious and Im not that way.


She could see that. She could also see that he looked nearly as cold as she felt.


What are you staring at? he asked.


Your ears. Theyre turning red. Though his hair was on the long side and his ears hugged his head nicely, the wind was having a field day.


Thats okay. Between my red ears and your blue lips, Id say we liven up the scenery. Come on. How about that drink?


She was smiling now, too. I cant. Really.


Ive got a fire going. Itd warm you up. Your place is probably like a barn.


Mmmm, close. With workmen running in and out, there seemed to be a steady draft. But the heater of my car works fine, and I have to be back in Boston before dark.


Your car turns into a pumpkin then, does it?


Something like that.


Then, I guess youd better go. I wouldnt want you stranded on the highway or anything. He shifted from one foot to another, then cleared his throat. Well, I guess Ill see you when you come back up next month.


Youll be here?


Should be.


She nodded and took a step back. Maybe itll be warmer then.


He nodded but didnt move. The beach is nice in April.


She took another step. Ill bet it is. Well, take care, Michael.


You, too, Danica. He raised a hand in mock salute as she took a third step. May the good fairy be with you.


She laughed and shook her head as though to chastise him for his silliness, then realized that she loved it. When he winked, she loved it even more. But she had to leave. She had to.


Michael watched her turn and take several plodding steps through the sand toward her house. She turned back to give him a broad smile and a wave, and he wondered if there was in fact such a thing as love at first sight. Then a gust of wind whipped across the sand and she drew her free hand from her pocket to hold the cloche on her head.


The last thing he saw as she disappeared into the fog was the wide gold wedding band on the ring finger of her left hand.













two






sEVERAL DAYS LATER, DANICA SAT ON THE EDGE of the kingsized bed she shared with her husband and watched him pack.


Is there anything I can do? she asked, but she already knew the answer. It was the same every time. Blake had been a bachelor for better than thirty-five years. He would either pack for himself or have Mrs. Hannah, their maid, do it. Danica knew she should be grateful; Blake coddled her, asking of her only the social amenities required of the wife of a man of his position. Any number of women would die to be in her shoes. Yet, rather than privileged or pampered, she felt superfluous.


All set, I think. He didnt look up, but concentrated on setting his dress shoes at just the right angle in the bottom of the bag.


Are you going with Harlan? Harlan Magnuson was the head of the computer division of Eastbridge Electronics, Blakes corporation. He was young, brilliant and aggressive, and often accompanied Blake on business trips. From what Danica could gather, the combination of Harlans daring and Blakes solid business sense was a potent one.


Uh-huh.


How long will you be?


No more than three days. Ill be back in time for the cocktail party Friday night.


Thats good. The Donaldsons would never forgive us if we missed it. She absently rubbed the edge of the suitcase. They had bought it as part of a matching set four years ago when theyd been headed for Italy. She recalled that trip with a smile. Blake had business in Florence, but from there on they simply relaxed, spending several days in Milan en route to the villa they had rented on Lake Como. It seemed so long since theyd taken a vacation like that. Or rather, she amended, it seemed so long since theyd had fun like that. Sighing, she looked at the bag. For all its useand Blake used it oftenit appeared to be wearing better than her marriage. I wish you didnt have to go.


Taking underwear and socks from the drawer, Blake returned to the bed. You know I do, he said. She wished she could have said that she heard regret in his tone, but she just wasnt sure, which seemed to be a recurrent problem lately. She couldnt read Blake; perhaps shed never been able to but had simply deluded herself.


You do so much traveling. I tell myself that youve got to, but it doesnt help sometimes. You wont reconsider and let me come along?


He straightened and spoke quietly. I really have to be free this time, Danica. With the exception of a dinner tomorrow night, itll be business all the way.


I know. But its so quiet here when youre away. Saying the words, she realized that it wasnt the quiet that bothered her but the fact that she felt widowed. Twenty-eight years old and widowed.


Stifling the thought, she watched him carefully coil and pack two leather belts. Her gaze slowly climbed to his face and she was struck, once again and for the umpteenth time, by how handsome a man he was. The very first time she had been so struck shed been nineteen and attending a fund-raiser for her father. Blake Lindsay had been impressive then, tall and dark and immaculately groomed. Now, nine years later, he was no less attractive. The years had barely touched him, it seemed. His forty-three-year-old body was firm and well toned, but then, he believed in exercise, jogged regularly, played squash several times a week and watched his weight. That he prided himself on his appearance had been obvious to Danica from the start. Unfortunately, between exercise and work, he seemed to have little time for much else, let alone her.


You have plenty to keep you busy, havent you? Pivoting, he went to the closet, selected several ties from the rack, then moved toward the window to scrutinize the possibilities in daylight.


Oh, yes. Theres a board meeting at the hospital tomorrow and I have an appointment with the printer on Thursday to order our invitations.


Plans are going well for the party? He sounded distracted, which was no wonder, Danica decided, since he faced the monumental task of choosing between two blue and gray silk ties, the stripes of which varied infinitesimally in width. She could no more understand how he could choose one over the other than she could why he owned two such similar ties in the first place, but then, perhaps he felt the same way about her blouses or panty hose or belts.


The caterers all set. Sos the florist, and Ive booked the chamber music ensemble from the conservatory. That pretty much does it until after the invitations are printed. Have you decided whether or not to invite the group from SpanTech?


Having somehow decided between the two ties, Blake put the loser back in the closet and returned to lay the others carefully in his suitcase. SpanTech? Mmmmnot sure yet. He rubbed his upper lip, then set off for the bathroom. When he returned, he carried a case containing his grooming needs. After fitting it into the space he had purposely left, he returned to the dresser for shirts.


Itd be easy enough, Blake. Another ten or twelve people wont make much difference as long as we notify the caterer in time. It certainly wont mean any more work for me, if you think itd be worthwhile to invite them. She knew that Blake had been negotiating to bring in SpanTech, outstanding for its research in microelectronics, as a division of Eastbridge.


He sent her a brilliant smile, which flared, then was gone. Let me think about it a little more, okay?


She nodded. When a silence fell between them, she searched for something else to say. Did I tell you Reggie Nichols called?


Shes in town?


Mmmm. Shes seeing some guy, I guess.


Isnt she playing the circuit?


Reggie Nichols had been top-rated in womens tennis for more than a decade. She and Danica had been friends since Danicas own tennis-playing days when the two had trained under the same coach.


Sure. But I guess she needs the break. From what she said on the phone, things have been rough. Every year there are younger faces. I think its getting her down.My Lord, Blake, youve got six shirts there. She had been watching him place them one by one, starched and cardboard-backed, in the suitcases, and couldnt resist teasing him. Are you sure thats enough?


Id rather have extras, just in case, he answered in dead earnest, which Danica found to be all the more amusing, since Blake Lindsay never spilled, rarely sweated, barely wrinkled.


Anyway she was smiling Reggie and I are having lunch on Saturday, unless you want to do something, in which case Ill cancel.


He had finished packing the shirts and was reaching for his suit bag. No, no. Dont do that. Ill be at the club.


It was either that or at work, so Danica had known she would be safe making the lunch date with Reggie. Until recently she had spent her own Saturdays waiting for him to come home. Perhaps in her old age she was wising up. Then again, perhaps not. More than once it had occurred to her that though she had convinced Blake to buy the house in Kennebunkport as a hideaway for the two of them, it was going to be something else getting him there. Last week was a perfect example. He had promised he would take the day off to drive up with her, then had been besieged by a handful of last-minute emergencies, that demanded his attention. She didnt quite understand why a man who headed his own company couldnt get subordinates to do the work.


Is something wrong, Pook? he asked gently.


Her head came up. Hmmm?


He sent her that same ephemeral flash of a smile as he threaded hangers through the slot at the top of the suit bag. You look angry.


She realized that she felt it, but the last thing she wanted was to sound like a shrewish wife, so she forced herself to relax and spoke with measured calm. Nothings wrong. I was just thinking of Maine.


Any more word from the decorator?


She called yesterday afternoon to say that the cabinets are set to go in. They had been special-ordered in a white oak that Danica had fallen in love with, but she had debated the decision for days, since using the white oak had sent a number of other dominoes topplingnamely countertops, ceiling fixtures and flooring, all of which were now in the process of being changed. But Blake had said to go ahead, so she had. When I was there last week, the kitchen was barren.


Blake laid the suit bag on the bed, straightened the lapel of the tuxedo he had put in last and drew up the zipper to close the bag.


Taking a breath, she forged cautiously on. Once the cabinets are in, the refrigerator and stove will be hooked up. At least then well be able to have something to eat or drink. I mean, the place wont really be livable until May or June, but its getting there. I was hoping to go back up next month to check on things. Youll come with me, wont you?


If I can.


You havent been there since we first looked at it. Id really like you to see whats been done. If theres anything you dont like


He was doubling up the suit bag and fastening the straps. You have wonderful taste. His smile was on. Ill like it.


But I want you to see it, Blake. This was supposed to be a joint venture, a place where we could be alone together.


Blake made a final scan of the room. All in good time. When its finished, well spend the time you want there. Things must be pretty primitive now. Did the decorator say anything about those kitchen cabinets you wanted?


Danica opened her mouth in reproach, then shut it tight. He hadnt been listening. That was all. His mind was on other things.


Next week. Theyll be in next week, she murmured, rising from the bed and heading for the door. Ill send Marcus up for the bags, she called over her shoulder as she started down the stairs. But Blake was soon beside her, putting his hand lightly on her waist. It bobbed as they descended; their steps never quite matched.


You wont forget to RSVP to the Hagendorfs, will you? he asked. Danica could almost see his minds eye going down the list headed Remind Danica. It came right after What to Pack and right before Names (and Wives Names) of Business Associates in Kansas City, which was where he was headed this week.


Ive already done it, she said evenly. Patience was a virtue; so read the tag on her tea bag that morning.


And the charity ball at the Institute?


Theyre expecting us.


Good. You could give Feeno a call and see if my new tux is ready. If it is, have Marcus pick it up. They rounded the second-floor landing and made their way toward the first. Blake dropped his hand from her waist. Danica slid hers along the lustrous mahogany banister. Oh, and Bert Hammer mentioned something about your serving on the nominating committee.


For the Institute?


They need younger faces. Are you interested?


Sure. You know I love art.


Blake chuckled, more the indulgent parent than the amused mate. This would have very little to do with art, Im afraid. Itd mean sitting at a table, tossing around names of the most popular and up-and-coming Bostonians. They know youre in the social mainstream. Theyd be picking your brain.


Danica gave a small smile. I dont mind. Its nice to feel useful. And besides, I know three women who would each give her right arm for an entree to the board; two of them would be fantastic.


Not the third?


UhMarion White?


Oh. He cleared his throat and tried not to grin. Yes, I think youre right. Theyd reached the street floor, where Marcus Hannah stood waiting. The bags are by the bed, Blake instructed in a voice of quiet command. Ill be in the library when youre ready.


Marcus nodded and headed up the stairs while Blake disappeared, leaving Danica standing alone by the front door. She walked slowly back toward the library, but when she heard Blake talking on the phone, she reconsidered and took refuge in the den.


It hurt that he should be calling the office, which hed left no more than ninety minutes before, when he might be talking with her. After all, he was going to be away for three days, and though she knew he would call her at least once or twice during that time, she also knew that he would call the office much more often. She wished she could say that he worked too hard, but he looked wonderfully healthy and seemed perfectly happy with his life. If he was busy, it was by choice. Perhaps that was what hurt most. He did choose.


At a sound in the hall she looked up to see Marcus, bags in hand, heading back through the lower pantry toward the courtyard where the car was parked. On cue Blake emerged from the library, set his briefcase on the floor by the closet and reached for his topcoat. By the time he retrieved the briefcase, Danica was by his side.


Behave while Im gone, he said with a bright grin, then leaned forward and kissed her cheek. For an instant she was tempted to throw her arms around his neck and hold him there, but she knew she would be grasping at straws. Blake would no more be swayed by an emotional appeal than her father would have been. They were so alike, those two, so alike. Disturbed by the thought, she slid her hands into the pockets of her skirt and put on a smile. Her father would have approved.


Ill behave. She followed Blake to the back door, watched him cross the cobblestone courtyard and climb into the Mercedess rear seat. It was a scenario that had grown all too familiar to her, as had the accompanying sadness. But the sadness had altered in nature over the years, she realized. It wasnt so much Blakes departure that affected her now, for she saw little enough of him when he was home. Rather, the sadness she felt was a more general one dealing with love and happiness and promise.


Blake looked up once to smile when Marcus backed the car around. She waved, but his head was already lowering. He was opening his briefcase, she knew. She suspected his mind was miles away by the time the car disappeared from her view.





Ahhh, Mrs. Lindsay. Mrs. Marshall is already seated. If youll come this way


Breathless, Danica smiled. Thank you, Jules. She was a graceful figure breezing after the matre d, her blond hair looking stunningly windblown, her calf-length silver-fox fur undulating gently as she let herself be led to the corner table the Ritz always held for her when she called.


Mother! She leaned down to press her cheek to the woman whose eyes lit up at her approach. Im sorry! Have I kept you waiting long?


Not more than a minute or two, darling. How are you? You look wonderful! Your cheeks are so pink. Eleanor Marshall frowned at her only child. You didnt walk here, did you?


Sure. I cut through the Public Garden. Itd have been silly to drive, and besides, I love the fresh air.


Eleanor eyed her daughter reprovingly. Danica, Marcus is paid to drive you, silly or not. The Public Garden isnt the safest place in the world. She paused to place her order for a vermouth cassis to Danicas kir.


Im all right, Mother. Here, safe and sound. And you look pretty fine yourself! New earrings?


They were a gift from the family we stayed with in Brazil last year. Theyre topaz, a little too much for some occasions, but I thought youd appreciate them.


I do. You wear them well. Which was one thing Eleanor did do. Though far from being beautiful, she dressed to play up the best of her features. At fifty-two, she was a stylishly attractive woman, though she rarely turned heads unless she was with her husband. Is it ethical for Daddy to accept gifts like that?


Your father says it is, Eleanor answered with quiet assurance. He usually knows.


Danica wondered, but she said nothing. It wasnt often her mother came in alone for lunchit wasnt often she ever had her mother to herselfand she didnt want anything to mar their time together. Shuttling between Connecticut and Washington, not to mention flying off on numerous trips each year, her parents werent easily accessible.


Im so glad you called. This is a treat. Somehow talking on the phone just isnt the same. It never was, though she wondered if her mother agreed. Hows Daddy? You said he was going to Vancouver?


He left yesterday morning, just before I called you. It was a last-minute trip; hes filling in for a committee member who took sick. He sends his love, by the way. I told him I was seeing you when he called last night.


Didnt you want to go with him?


I felt Eleanor took a breath and let it out with a sheepish grin like staying home. It must be the years creeping up. When your fathers away, things are quieter. I find I need that from time to time.


Strange, Danica thought, how her mother enjoyed that quiet, while she found it terrifying. It wasnt that she craved her parents political whirl of a life; that was the last thing she wanted, and besides, she was busy enough socially. No, what she wantedwhat she wanted was the noise of a happy home. What frightened her was the thought of a lifetime filled with the silence that too often entombed the Beacon Hill town house she shared with Blake.


She refocused her thoughts on her mother with a hint of concern and good cause. Youre feeling all right, arent you?


Oh, yes. Fine. The doctors reports are wonderful. Four years earlier Eleanor had had a hysterectomy when a uterine tumor had been detected. Between the surgery and subsequent radiation treatments, it appeared she was cured. Its just that I get tired of living out of a suitcase. And since your fathers going to be at meetings most of the time


Danica thought of Blake and wondered how her mother managed to avoid the frustration she felt. It was difficult when a mans work was his mistress, as Blakes seemed to be. Daddy doesnt mind the meetings, does he?


What do you think? Eleanor smiled. He thrives on it. In fact, hes that much more relaxed. He doesnt have to run for another four years. William Marshall was the senior senator from Connecticut, a twenty-one-year veteran of the United States Congress. Hes as active as ever, but the pressure isnt as intense. When hes up for reelection himself, its a matter of life or death.


She spoke matter-of-factly and Danica understood, knowing that to her father winning was a matter of life and death. What she didnt understand was how her mother could stand it, but Eleanor seemed fully acclimated to that way of thinking.


Not so Danica. More than once over the years she had wanted to rebel. First she hadnt had the courage; later shed seen the futility of it. It would have been a losing battle, and very simply, she couldnt afford another loss. More than anything, she wanted her fathers approval, and to win that, she had to follow his rules.


Campaigning for someone else, Eleanor continued, oblivious to Danicas thoughts, well, its easier. By the way, hes come out for Claveling. You know that, dont you?


Danica knew that her father had been torn between two men, both announced candidates for his partys presidential nomination. With the first of the primaries over, it appeared that Claveling was the one more likely to succeed. So I read. Its been all over the papers.


Eleanor made a sound that Danica might have called a snort if it had been anyone else making it in any other place. But her mother was impeccably controlled, and the Ritz was exquisitely proper. Therefore there had been no snort. It had been a nasal moan, Danica decided, and reflected the same tempered displeasure that Eleanor proceeded to express.


Dont mention the papers to me.


Has something happened?


Oh, just a small article in the local paper criticizing your father for a speech he gave last week. It didnt bother him, but I got annoyed. The newspapers are always looking for something to attack. If they cant cry income tax evasion or conflict of interest, they pick on petty little things. The powerful are always targets. If the powerful are well-to-do, so much the worse. You should remember that, Danica.


Me? Im not in the limelight like you and Daddy.


You may be. After all, Blake is standing right beside your father in support of Claveling.


It was the first Danica had heard about it, and she wasnt sure whether to be shocked, angry or downright depressed. The minute it took for the waiter to set their drinks before them gave her a chance to compose herself.


I hadnt realized it was definite, she finally managed. When push came to shove, she was embarrassed to admit to her mother that her husband hadnt communicated with her on so important a matter. Blake had to know she wouldnt be thrilled. He had to know that she craved something in life other than parties and rallies and press conferences.


Its definite. Theyve spent hours discussing it on the phone.


Daddy and Blake? Again Danica hadnt known, though she knew how close the two men were. They had been friends since long before Danica and Blake had married. Their relationship had always been one of contemporaries, rather than father and son-in-law.


Your husband has influential contacts in the business world, my dear, Eleanor announced quite unnecessarily, with a hint of excitement that only increased Danicas dismay. Hes the kind of man who inspires confidence, the kind who can coax people to contribute to a worthy cause. Jason Claveling is a worthy cause. If he wins the nomination, hell be elected.


Are you sure?


Im sure. And it never hurts to be on the good side of the president of the United States.


Ethical issues aside, Danica couldnt argue with that. Political pull did wonders, particularly when it came from the top. Im surprised Daddys never gone for it.


For the presidency? Eleanor laughed softly and grew more pensive. No. The risk is too great, I think. Over the years your father has made his share of enemies. Any strong figure is bound to, and William has been known to be unbending at times. But he plays to win. He needs to be in full control, and thats not possible in a national election. Besides she perked up hes enjoying seniority in the Senate.


Danica nodded, still trying to assimilate the fact of Blakes impending political involvement. She should have seen it coming, but she hadnt. And, for whatever his reasons, Blake hadnt seen fit to enlighten her.


So, she sighed after having ordered a bowl of summer squash soup and a crabmeat salad, when does the hoopla begin?


Soon, Id imagine. You dont look wild about the idea.


Danica made a wavering gesture. We have plenty of evenings planned as it is. This means therell be that many more.


Are there other things youd rather be doing? Eleanor asked in surprise. When she was Danicas age, she was entranced by every aspect of her husbands nascent political career.


There might be. She was thinking of whimsical things like going to a movie, driving with Blake down to Provincetown for the day or up to Kennebunkport, for that matter. Unfortunately, her mother reached another conclusion.


Darling, she began, eyes widening in excitement, are you


Danica smiled. No, Mom. Not yet.


But youd like to be.


Weve discussed this before. You know Id like to be.


Is there a problem?


Of course not!


Dont get defensive, darling, Eleanor said softly. I was just asking. After all, youve been married for eight years


Which is nothing, when you stop to think how young I was way back then. I dont think I would have made a particularly good mother at twenty or twenty-one or twenty-two. Goodness, you make it sound as though Im running out of time. Im only twenty-eight. Nowadays women have babies when theyre forty.


True, but when youre forty, Blake will be fifty-five, which is exactly the age your father is now, and look at you.


Daddy was young when he married. Theres a difference. If Blakes first concern had been a family, hed probably have married a lot earlier.


Still, Id think he wouldnt want to wait too long. And besides, think of your father. Hes ready to have a grandchild.


So youve told me before, Danica managed in a dry tone. She didnt like this discussion, never had, never would. She wanted to have a baby very badly. She wanted to make Blake a father, to make William a grandfather, to be a mother herself. Unfortunately, it was easier said than done.


Will you oblige him?


I hope so.


Are you sure theres no problem?


If there was a problem, it was that Blake was either out of town or tired, and there was no way Danica was going to discuss that with her mother. Sad as it was, she didnt feel close enough.


Im sure, she said, intent on changing the subject. And as to what Id rather be doing than going to political fundraisers, Id rather be in Maine with Blake. You should see the house. Its exciting.


As they ate, Danica filled her mother in on the details of the remodeling work. It was a fairly safe topic until Eleanor raised the issue of physically getting to Maine and back.


I dont like your driving there alone.


Blake will be with me from now on. At least, she thought aloud, he said he would be, but if the Claveling campaign takes much of his time


It may. You know that. Which means youll be making the trip by yourself.


Danica wasnt thrilled with that idea, but her discouragement had nothing to do with the drive. Its not much of a tripan hour and a half, give or take for traffic.


Thats an hour and a half in a small car that could easily be mashed between two trucks on the highway. If Blake isnt there, Marcus should drive you.


What in the world would Marcus do up there while Im checking over all those little details?


He can wait. Thats his job. Better still, he can familiarize himself with the area so hell be comfortable when he and his wife go up.


They wont be going. When her mother stopped midbite to stare at her, Danica explained. The house is for Blake and me. An escape from the city. A place where we can be alone together. I dont see the need for having one in help there, let alone two. We can drive ourselves wherever we want to go, and there shouldnt be any massive cleaning to do, since we wont be entertaining there.


What about food?


I can cook, Mother.


I know you can, but wouldnt it be easier if Mrs. Hannah did it?


Danicas mind was set. She had yielded on many things in her life. This was one on which she was determined to hold fast. No. The Hannahs will watch things in Boston while Blake and I are in Maine. She slanted her mother a grin. You never can tell. With a little practice, I might just emerge as a competitor to Julia Child. Daddy would love that. Youll both come up when the house is done, wont you?


Before Eleanor had a chance to answer, a friend of Danicas approached to say a fast hello. Danica graciously made the introductions, then sat back and marveled at the skillful way her mother made conversation. It was as though Eleanor truly cared about this new acquaintance.


Well? Danica said softly when they were alone once more.


Shes lovely, darling. You serve on the hospital board with her?


Yes. But I wasnt asking about that. You and Daddy will come up to Maine to visit, wont you? It meant a lot to her; she was hoping to impress her parents with the house, its location and her own abilities to play hostess.


I thought you werent entertaining there.


Familys different.


Eleanor sighed. Of course well come. But I wish you wouldnt be so difficult about things. I still dont like the idea of your driving up there yourself.


Listen to you, Mother, Danica chided. Youd think I was sixteen.


I know youre not. But I do worry. At least you could take the Mercedes. Its bigger and heavier than the coupe.


But I love the Audi, and I get so little chance to drive around here. Boston drivers are awful. By comparison, Kennebunkport is a dream. She took a deep breath and gazed down at the people walking briskly along Arlington Street. Theres a sense of freedom you get when you drive by yourself on the open road.


You sound about sixteen. But you never craved freedom then.


Danica grew pensive. Didnt you ever wonder whether I did things behind your back?


What kinds of things?


Smoke. Drink. Go places I shouldnt.


You were always well supervised.


Not every minute. The housemother at the dorm didnt know everything that happened.


At college I wouldnt expect


Im not talking about college. Im talking about boarding school. Even before I left to live at Armands, there was plenty going on.


Danica, you were thirteen years old then!


Still, I knew what was happening. Some of the girls smuggled stuff into the dorm. Either that or theyd sneak out, and they made itand backwithout being caught. Come on, Mother, she chided at the look of dismay on Eleanors face, you had to know that kind of thing happened.


I suppose, but she was slowly shaking her head you didnt do any of that. She had effectively answered Danicas question.


Danica smiled. No. I was too much of a coward.


A coward? No, no, darling. You simply set higher standards for yourself.


Daddy set higher standards for me, you mean. She rolled her eyes. I was so innocent that if Id tried the smallest thing, Id surely have been caught, and if Id ever been caught, Daddy never would have forgiven me. Her smile faded. It was bad enough giving up tennis. He doesnt ever mention that now, does he?


He goes to matches whenever he can. You know hes always loved the game. But, no, he doesnt sit there fantasizing that its you on the court. He accepts things when he has no choice.


Danica idly pushed a forkful of crabmeat around her plate. Im sorry that it didnt work out. He would have been proud if Id been able to make it.


Are you sorry it didnt work out?


In terms of the game, no. I just didnt possess that all-fire determination it took to be number one, at least not in that field. And besides, she sighed, its over and done. Maybe Im like Daddy in that respect. Ive accepted the fact that Ill never make it to center court at Wimbledon.Strange to be talking this way ten years after the fact.


Not at all strange, she realized, though sad. There were many things she had never discussed with her mother, because Eleanor Marshall was first and foremost William Marshalls wife. That Eleanor had a daughterthat William had a daughterhad always seemed incidental.


By the way, Eleanor went on, I understand that your friend Reggie was given a run for her money at the Virginia Slims tournament in New York.


How did you know that?


Your father was reading an article about young Aaron, uh, Aaron


Krickstein.


Thank you, darling. Anyway, he was reading that article and the other headline caught my eye. Have you heard from her lately?


We had lunch together last Saturday.


You did! But I thought she was going on to Florida with the rest of the tour.


They do have time between tournaments, Mom. Reggie was visiting someone here. Actually, she was thinking of skipping Florida altogether.


Can she do that? Doesnt she have a commitment to the sponsors?


Commitments only go so far. If a player is injured, she doesnt play. In Reggies case, shes mentally exhausted. One season finished and the next began on its heels, and she needs a break.


From what I read I can understand it. She won by the skin of her teeth. That kind of thing has to be exhausting, both physically and mentally. Eleanor arched a brow. Maybe while shes here shell get you to play.


She has other things on her mind.


But Im sure shed love to play with you.


Im not playing. You know that.


Mmmm, and I feel badly. You were good, darling. There was no reason why you had to give it up completely just because you couldnt be number one.


You make me sound juvenile.


Well, arent you carrying it a little too far?


No.


Darling, you were the fourth ranked player in this countryin this countrywhen you were sixteen. That was a feat that took quite some doing. And now nothing. How long has it been since you held a racket in your hand?


Danica met her mothers gaze. The last time I held a racket was on Saturday, June 2nd, three days before my eighteenth birthday.


You see? Eleanor exclaimed. Its been ten years! Isnt that a little silly?


Not to me. Id had it with tennis.


Your shoulder was injured.


It was much more than that, Danica argued softly. We discussed it at the time, MotherArmand and I, you and Daddy and Armand. I wasnt happy. I didnt want to play. My shoulder would have healed enough to continue, but I just wasnt interested. She counted to five. She was sure that if she and her mother were to get into a similar discussion in a week or a month, Eleanor would once again blame the demise of her career on that shoulder injury. To be forced out of competition by a physical injury was somehow all right; after all, one couldnt help that. To willingly withdrawbecause of lack of drive, no lesswas unacceptable. Why the talk of tennis all of a sudden?


Eleanor sighed. No special reason. It just came up along with talk of Reggie. And I do think about it from time to time. Im sorry, but I cant help it. I still believe that if youd wanted, you could have been right up there with Reggie. When Danica opened her mouth to argue, Eleanor went right on. Tennis has come into its own in the past decade. Women are doing much better.


My Lord, I dont need the money.


Of course you dont. All right. Forget competing. What about playing for fun? Its wonderful exercise.


Danica smirked. Are you trying to tell me something?


Dont be silly, darling. Youre as thin as ever. Im merely suggesting that exercise is good for you.


I get exercise. I walk wherever I can.


Im talking about organized exercise.


I have ballet class three times a week.


Thats not a particularly social activity.


Finally Danica understood. Youre wrong there too, Mom, she offered gently. Ive met some wonderful people dancing. Granted, they may not be the same type Id be playing tennis with at the club, but theyre every bit as stimulating, if not more so. Theyre refreshing. I like them.


If she had been trying to make a statement, it went right over her mothers head. Eleanor had evidently written off that particular subject. Well, I hope so. By the way, did you know that Hiram Manleys brother died?






Later, walking back across the Public Garden, more slowly this time, Danica thought about the two hours she had just spent with her mother. She had looked forward to them as she always did. As always, though, anticipation exceeded reality. She wished Eleanor was the type of mother with whom she could share her heart and soul, but she wasnt. Eleanor wouldnt understand. As a result, Danica felt the same frustration, the same loneliness she always felt where her parents were concerned.


All her life she had hoped it would change. When she was a young child in the care of hired help, she had dreamed of the day when she would be old enough to travel with her parents. But when she had been old enough, shed been sent to boarding school, then to live and train at Armand Arroahs tennis academy, then to college. Even now, a grown woman married to a good friend of her fathers, she found family warmth to be elusive.


Pausing at the apex of the footbridge over the pond, she was staring into the dark water when a movement at its edge caught her eye. A young child, his mother kneeling beside him, was offering torn bits of bread in jerky thrusts to the congregating pigeons. From time to time he stole a bite himself, then fed one to his mother. Both were bundled against the wind, which ruffled the water in random gusts. Neither seemed to mind the chill.


Danica guessed the little boy to be three and tried to remember what she had been doing when she was three. She couldnt. But shed been in nursery school when she was four, and she had vague memories of that. By the time she was five she was enrolled in an exclusive private school in the suburbs of Hartford and was spending her summers at a select day camp. Her memory made little differentiation between the two. There were loud groups of children at each and a certain amount of regimentation. She played at friends houses, had friends home to play at hers. There was a jumble of birthday parties and clowns and magic shows, frilly dresses and Mary Janes.


When it came to memories of specific events, she had very few. She did remember going to Elizabeth Park to feed popcorn to the fish, though. Now she wondered what kind of fish ate popcorn; then she had simply been overjoyed by the fact. But it hadnt been her mother who had braved the cold to share her excitement, who had set aside an afternoon to spend in unrushed play with her child. It had been the housekeeper.


Danica watched the little boy throw the last of his bread to the birds, then bat his mitten against his snowsuit. Moments later, when his mother swept him up into her arms and hugged him tightly before starting off down the path, she felt a pang of envyenvy of the child who had such a loving mother, envy of the mother who had such a warm, cuddly child.


Starting off toward Charles Street, she vowed that if she had a child, things would be very different from when she had been young. Money didnt buy happiness. Neither did power. She didnt care what obligations she had to cancel. She would spend time with her child.


Just thinking about it brought a lump to her throat. She had so much love to give, so much love to give that she sometimes thought shed burst.





Chilled by the time she let herself into the town house, she settled into the leather couch in the den, tucked her legs under an afghan and watched while Marcus built a fire. When Mrs. Hannah brought her a cup of tea, she let it steep while she held it and absorbed its warmth. Only when she removed the tea bag and propped it on the saucer did she examine its tag.


Happiness is a way station between too much and too little, she read and smiled her sad agreement.








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/MSRCover.png
| NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






