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TRAGEDY AT PELHAM COLLEGE


Senior Plunges to Death from Tower



Pelham, Ma, May 17


The body of Hlne Prince of New York City, a senior at Pelham College, was found early yesterday morning at the base of the 182-foot Gothic tower that dominates the campus, by Professor Robert LaFleur of the Math Department. LaFleur, who was passing the spot on his way to his office, told reporters that at first he thought someone had left a white garment of some kind in the abundant bed of ivy that grows beneath the tower. Upon closer inspection, he determined it was the lifeless body of a young woman and sought help. Upon arrival, campus police pronounced Miss Prince dead, an apparent suicide.


An art history major, Miss Prince had planned to leave for a job in Paris, France, immediately after graduation. Friends and family have said that she did not appear depressed, but was looking forward to graduation and her new job. She leaves her mother and father, Mr. and Mrs. Theodore Reynolds Prince, and her twin sister, Elaine, also a Pelham senior. The Pelham police have not released any further details pending their investigation. Expressing deep regret and in consultation with the Prince family, Pelham President Virginia Franklin said commencement ceremonies would proceed as planned and that she was sure this was what Prin, as she was known, would have wanted. She was a campus leader and beloved by all. She will be missed, Franklin said. In lieu of flowers, the family requests contributions to the Hlne Prince Scholarship Fund at Pelham College.


From the May 17, 1970, issue of
 The Pelham Town News















One




Faith Sibley Fairchild stared out the train window, the book she had brought to while away the trip resting unopened in her lap. The scenery wasnt particularly engrossingyards backing up to the tracks, some with fences or hedges in an attempt to block the view and every so often a town center, a glimpse of a bandstand in the middle of a green or a white clapboard church with a spire, followed by a row of pines. A New England flip book. The churches reminded Faith of First Parish in Aleford, Massachusetts, where her husband, the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, tended the spiritual needs of the community while Faith quite literally catered to its physical well-being, continuing the business she had started in her native New York City in the late 1980s. Her clientele looked differentif a man was in a tux and a woman in a gown it was either the opening night of the Boston Symphony or a weddingbut the food was of the same quality. It wasnt a question of serving no boiled dinners before their time, but never serving them at all.


June had finally arrived and the flickering shades of green outside were deeply comforting after a winter of record snowfall that had stretched well into April. The cold had clung to May, and Faith found herself placing her palm on the window to feel the warmth of the days bright sunshine. She was alone in the row of seats that stretched to both sides of the aisle. Later trains would be packed as Bostonians headed north for weekends by the shore.


Alone. This was such an unusual state of affairs that she wasnt quite sure what she was feeling. When she wasnt involved with Tom and their two children, eleven-year-old Ben and eight-year-old Amy, she was at work with her staff or active in other Aleford pursuits that mostly revolved around the church and the kids school. Technology meant she was always within reach. She slipped her cell out of her purse. No service. She smiled. What she was feeling snapped into focus as fast as the TGV, the swift French train they had taken last summer from Paris to Lyon. Faith felt absolutely wonderful, suspended for a few brief hours with no responsibilities whatsoever. Wonderful. The book slipped unnoticed to the floor.


The train was making that clickety-clack train noise that never failed to excite her, bringing with it the notion of all those other trainsTrans Siberian, Orient Express, Canadian Pacificand trips, some imagined; some real. She was back in Grand Central Station with her sister, Hope, one year younger, pulling away from their parents to spot Camp Merrydales banner, darting toward it squealing excitedly with several dozen other girls, accompanied by counselors who already looked exhausted.


Another journey. One of her camp friends lived outside Philadelphia, and twice a year Faith would be placed on the train in Penn Station and be met at the 30th Street Station in Philly. She could still remember the names of the stops on the way and her disappointment when she discovered that Cherry Hill, New Jersey, bore little resemblance to what she had been envisioninga town filled with acres of delicate blossoms ripening into sweet ruby-red fruit.


Shed missed the glory days of train travel, Faith thought regretfully. The Twentieth Century from New York to Chicago. Nick and Nora Charles traveling coast to coast in style with Vuitton steamer trunks and martinis in the club car. And her favorite, Hitchcocks North by Northwest; Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint in a compartment larger than most NYC studio apartments. Faith thought wistfully of the meal they had consumedbrook troutwith a Gibson first for Grant. Fine linens, cutlery, china, and glasswarefresh flowers on the table. The only sustenance offered on this train consisted of prepackaged sandwiches with expiration dates so far in the future they were ready-made time capsules, and a machine that offered the ubiquitous snacks that Americans seemed unable to exist without, despite the absence of either nourishment or flavor. Faith had packed her own lunchsmoked turkey, watercress, and a dollop of mango chutney on buckwheat-walnut bread, one of her assistant Nikis delectable blondies, some muscat grapes, and a bottle of Voss water. She wasnt hungry yet, and besides, having the food was like having a few hefty deposits in the bankor a number of dinners in the freezer. You were tempted to use them, but it felt equally good just to know they were there.


The train swayed slightly from side to side, the motion keeping time with the sound of the tracks. Another movie, Silver Streak. Gene Wilder is in the bar with Ned Beatty, supposedly a vitamins salesman, who is telling Wilder hes in for the ride of your life. Pick a woman, any woman. Its something about the movement of the train that does it. Faith did find herself thinking about Tom, heading by plane in the opposite direction for the weeklong annual meeting of the denomination in Virginia. Beatty strikes out with Jill Clayburgh, who responds to his obvious come-on by pouring her drink in his lap to cool him down. And its Wilder who gets to eat dinner with heranother well-appointed table and menu: macdoine of fruit, beef oriental with rice and carrots, apple pie  la mode, a bottle of Mouton Cadet 1961, and several bottles of Korbel in an elegant champagne bucket back in another spacious compartment. Ah, for those days. Faith sighed to herself and resolved to watch all three movies upon her return. Plus Agatha Christies Murder on the Orient Express.


Another train going in the opposite direction hurtled by and for a moment the sensation of motion was suspended as her car traveled parallel to the next. Then the passing train built up speed. Faith looked at the people in the cars. The train was as empty as the one she was traveling on. There were only two people in the car moving rapidly by her now. Her cinematic musings took hold again. More HitchcockUncle Charlie, Joseph Cotton, trying to push his niece off the train to her death. And more ChristieMargaret Rutherford as Miss Marple views a murder in the train next to hers in Murder She Said. Faith continued to gaze into the passing compartments. It would be so easy. A blunt instrument or a sharp knife, the victim shoved under the seat, not to be discovered until North Station in Boston, the murderer having stepped off in Exeter, New Hampshireor stayed on. Tomorrows headline nonchalantly reading todays paper wherever the trip ended.


The rattle of the two trains subsided and once more she stared at the landscape. She laughed at herself and realized her own book had fallen to the floor. She retrieved it. There was no body beneath the seat.


Midnights Mirror by Barbara Bailey Bishop. Faith had never read anything by the bestselling author and thought shed better at least skim the book. Barbara Bailey Bishop was her employer and her house on Bishops Island was Faiths final destination.





Of course Im flattered that she wants me, but its impossible. You understand, dont you? I cant leave Tom and the kids to fend for themselves for a whole week.


Dont you ever think about what might be best for you and your business? An endorsement from Barbara Bailey Bishop would be priceless. Faiths sister, Hope, had sounded more than a little exasperated.


I know that, but I simply cant take that much time off. If her island were within commuting distance of Aleford that would be different, but it isnt from what youre saying.


No, it isnt. Its not commuting distance from anywhere and thats why she likes it. You know how it is, the richer you are, the more remote you can be. But back to my point. Everything can certainly be worked out. In fact, I have worked it out and theres nothing to stop you from taking the job.


Faith had been surprised her sister hadnt started with her plan, including transportation instructions and a list of what to pack. MotherhoodHopes little Quentin was almost a year and a half oldhadnt cramped either Hopes or her husbands style. They still prided themselves on their workaholic lifestylecould Quentin the father really be billing ninety hours a week? Doable with the aid of a nanny and a housekeeper, both absolute treasures, and the BlackBerry chip that seemed to be implanted in Hopes brain. The only change had been to move from a choice apartment on Manhattans West Side to a choice town house on Manhattans East Side.


Her sisters call had come just as Faith was leaving for her own place of employment, the Have Faith catering kitchen on the outskirts of Aleford. Hope had been so excited that it had taken a few moments for Faith to understand what this once-in-a-lifetime job entailed. Apparently the author, Barbara Bailey Bishop, was hosting a mini-reunion of her Pelham College chums on her own private island and wanted Faith to cater it. There would be ten people in all, counting Faith. When she wasnt feeding them, Faith was to consider herself one of the guests, a novel approach to help and a first for her.


The house sounds fantasticten bedrooms all with private baths, a spa, indoor and outdoor pools, tennis courts, gardens. Your dream kitchen, Im sure, Hope had gushed. Faiths first cynical thought had been to wonder about the septic system, knowing from the Fairchilds own small vacation abode on an island off the coast of Mainesans spawhat a strain multiple baths could mean, but apparently BeBe, as her fans called her, had this all figured out.


Hope had pressed on. Its only January, so you have plenty of time to work things out with Niki and the rest of your staff for any dates youve already committed to for that week in June. Ben will be out of school and in camp by then and Amy can come with me to the house in Amagansett. You know how much she adores being with the baby, and Im planning to work from there a lot this summer, just like last year.


And Tom? Faith had asked ruefully.


You know very well that once his groupies hear youre out of town theyll be falling all over themselves to bring him horrid casseroles and loaves of disgustingly healthy bread. Plus, your friends will invite him to dinner, Hope had said dismissively.


Faith knew it was true. Those dedicated handmaidens of the Lords representative here on earth, privately referred to by Faith and Hope as Toms groupies, would make sure that he wanteth for naught. The same with the Fairchilds circle of friends. It might be the twenty-first century, but a woman alone while her mate is away contents herself with Lean Cuisine and Desperate Housewives reruns while a man alone is the toast of the town.


If for no other reason, think about the money, Faith!


Faith had been thinking about the money ever since Hope had mentioned the fee, an astronomical amount that was easily double what she had ever made on any prior job.


Why does she want me in particular? Did her secretary say anything about that?


Hope had made little tsk-tsking noises. If you undervalue yourself, everyone else will, too.


Thats not what I mean. I know Im good, but how does she know? Its been years since I worked in the city.


According to her secretary, Owen, thats exactly why she does want you. She was at the Stansteads Christmas party and a number of other events you handled, including the ones at Gracie Mansion. He said something about her never having forgotten the fennel soup you did and some kind of special New York chocolate dessert bars.


Manhattan Morsels I called them. They were good. I used to add a little applesauce, as in the Big Apple, to keep them moist. Hmmm, I should do those again.


And you can. In June for Barbara and her Pelham friends. It will be fun. You know how much I love getting together with my Pelham buds. These women are olderI think they graduated in sixty-nine or seventybut


Faith had interrupted her sister. I know, I know. Pelham women are special. Pelham was one of the nations oldest and most prestigious womens colleges and Hopes loyalty bordered on fanaticism. Yet it was true that an inordinate number of the colleges graduates had made names for themselvesand Pelhamin everything from politics to the silver screen. Having attended single-sex schools from kindergarten on, Faith had opted for a coed university, but when she was with Hope and her Pelham friends, she often thought she might have made a mistake.


She saw you in the alumnae magazine. I sent in a picture of little Quentins christening, the one with my classmates, and since youre his godmother, you were in the middle holding him, next to me, sister, Faith Sibley Fairchild. You should thank Pelham and me!


Her sister had figured it all out. It was the job of Faiths career. Barbara Bailey Bishop was notoriously reclusive. No one, except presumably her agent and publisher, knew what her real name was, not even her alma mater, Hope had revealed. The author was very generous to the college, but with the proviso that she not appear and not be known. Virtually anonymous donations. Fans guessed at the year she had graduated, but no one knew which Pelham girl she had been. She made J. D. Salinger look like Paris Hilton.


Interviews with Barbara Walters and others were conducted in the manner of Mafia informants. Ms. Bailey appeared completely in the shadows. The author photos on her book jackets were dark silhouettes, changing little over the years, which suggested the classic profile and tumbling tresses might now owe more to art than nature. She didnt tour or attend conventions. Print interviews, when granted, were conducted by phone or through her longtime secretary. Her oft-stated reason for all this was that she wanted to have a life of her own, and if easily identified she would never be able to walk around in public. Although Faith thought the Garbo act a bit extreme, there was no doubt that the author would be mobbed wherever she went in virtually every corner of the world. Her books, a combination of romance and suspense, were hugely popular with both men and women. Shed won enough awards for a bank of trophy cases in the U.S. and started at the top of every bestseller list, staying there for months, yet it was the Europeans who treated her as a femme srieuse on a par with Proust. She had been awarded every French and Italian literary prize. Every year the literati bemoaned the shortsightedness of the Nobel committee. Symposia abroad, with scholars debating the meaning of the color of the heroines Capri pants and the like, were held in increasing numbers each year.


Millions, no make that billions, of people would kill for the chance to meet her. I cant believe youre hesitating!


Faith couldnt believe she was, either. Okay, Ill do it.


Good, Hope had said. I already told them you would.





The whistle blew. The train was approaching a crossing. Faith looked at the gates and cars lined up behind them. The whistle blew again. Funny how the scene outside changed as she altered her gaze. Looking off into the distance, objects were easily identifiable; next to the tracks, everything was a blur. The opposite of life, she thought. You could tell what things were when they were in front of you, but not when they were far away. Or could you?





The drone of the jet engines had not lulled Roberta Dolan to sleep. Even if she had not been so excited, she wouldnt have wanted to miss a moment of the flight. She had never flown first class before and the experience of having an attendant respond to her slightest need was exhilarating. The instant her glass was empty more deliciously cold Pellegrino water appeared; champagne had been offered, but Roberta tried to keep her body free from such toxins. She did accept another helping of the smoked Scottish salmon appetizer, though, with a slight pang of vegan guilt.


The call had come in late February when the weather in Calistoga had been bleak for paradiserain and more rain. She had been surprised when the owner of the spa where she had been working for the last few years summoned her to the phone. No one ever called her at work. In fact, no one called her much at all. A mans voice had asked her if she was Roberta Dolan, and of course she was. That is, she was now, back where she started from, after two marriages, the second worse than the first if that was possibleand it was. Yes? shed responded, and hed introduced himself as Owen, the writer Barbara Bailey Bishops personal assistant. Ms. Bishop was hosting a small gathering of female friends in June on her private island and wanted to provide massages in the spa. Would Ms. Dolan be willing to be the on-site masseuse? All expenses paid and a fee that was equal to what Roberta made in a year. She had gasped and accepted immediately. She had been so stunned that it wasnt until after shed hung up that shed thought to wonder why world-famous Barbara Bailey Bishop wanted her in particular. Yes, she was very good and the spas star masseusehighly skilled in Swedish, Shiatsu, Reiki, and reflexologybut how would Bishop on the East Coast know that? Unless she had come to the spa incognito! Roberta had spent many happy hours during the intervening weeks thinking back over her clientele, choosing first one sheeted and turbaned figure then another as her benefactress. Shed also spent many hours preparing herself for her task. She did not know how old the women were or what conditions they might present, so she had prepared herself for all possibilities, meditating and centering, connecting the energy of her hara chakra, her lower abdomen, with her handsletting the breath of her body transform itself into touch. She did this briefly at work before each massage, but engaged in the practice at length when she was home. She tried to visualize the island, the women, meditating in silence without her rain forest music so her mind could hear the sound of the ocean and the wind. At times she thought she could hear the low murmur of the womens voicesthe receivers of her gift of touch.


The tickets and instructions had arrived shortly after the conversation, and the intervening months had passed quickly as she made her preparations. She shipped the stones she had collected over the years for hot rock massage, perfect for bringing gentle, soothing heat to each chakra and the area around it. Roberta treasured her stones. Then there were her oils for massage and aromatherapy. As a world-famous author, Barbara Bailey Bishop was bound to be stressed by the constant pressure to produce her books. Everyone has stress, of course; its one of the life forces. So Roberta had packed her special chamomile oil, and tea. She gathered the flowers herself and prided herself on her clients reactions, stress reduction the natural way. And lavender. It was calming as well and wonderful for hair and skin. Skin. Shed mixed some oregano oil for cellulite. The smell sometimes made her clients hungry, but there was no doubt about its effect. Finally, shed included hypoallergenic oils and creams, even plain vegetable oil infused with some extracts of orange, vanilla, and ginger from the grocery store for anyone severely allergic. If you can eat something without a reaction, it can be used on your skin. She sipped some more water. Hydrate, always hydrateespecially on a plane. She hoped she had thought of everything. There wouldnt be any way to replace something shed forgotten to pack. Owen had assured her that Ms. Baileys personal spa was fully equipped with a massage couch and chair, plus an abundance of linens, including robes. Everything she would or could need had been shipped several weeks ago, so that all Roberta had had to do was wait. And now, she thought, looking out the window at the piles of fluffy white clouds, the wait was over.





Hartford at rush hour. Hartford always seemed to be at rush hour, Lucy Stapleton fumed. She was listening to Anne Tylers Ladder of Years. It was about a mother who runs away from home. A mother who actually does it, acts on that impulse all mothers have at some point. Youre on the way to pick up milk and the thought that you could just keep driving becomes so tantalizing you have to pull over, get your bearingsand eventually your milk. Well, Lucy had left her home behind, but she would be back in a week. Ned would miss her, but not that much. Would enjoy the solitude with the girls gone, too. Young women did such extraordinary things these days. At their age, shed spent the summer playing tennis, sailing, flirting. Callie was building houses in Nicaragua, or at least Lucy thought that was the right country. One of those places. And not because it would look good on her college applications; she was done with all that, starting at NYU in the fall, much to Neds annoyance. Now that his alma mater was taking girls, he figured thats where his daughters should be goingeven if he wasnt comfortable with the change, an opinion he voiced vociferously. When Lucy pointed out this might be what was discouraging the girls from considering Yale, he tempered his remarks. When they still werent interested, hed said, Let them go to Pelham, and couldnt understand why his wife wasnt pushing her old school. NYU! What kind of people went there? Certainly not his kind, and he was damned sure he wasnt going to pay for ituntil Lucy quietly told him she would if he didnt. Then there was the house-building project in Central America. Dad! Callie had exclaimed when hed objectedshed stopped calling him Daddy last summer, Lucy noticed. I want to do this. Its important work. The world is not just Connecticut and a very small part of New York City, you know! Hed freshened his drink, and Lucys. Talk to me in five years, or less, when youve gotten this out of your system, my little bleeding heart. Their older daughter was at Stanford and spending the summer as a PA on an independent film that she had assured them would take Sundance by storm. Ned had wanted to know if it was X-rated, and had elicited a Daddy!Becky hadnt followed her sisters example. Both of them called Lucy Mom and, except as toddlers, always had.


The traffic started to move. Lucy looked at the outside temperature gauge on the dash. It was hot for June, which made sense since it had been excruciatingly cold until late May.


When Barbaras assistant, Owen, had phoned in February to invite her for a week on Bishops Island, she had hesitated. She hadnt seen the author in many years. She had told him shed get back to him, then discussed it with Ned when she picked him up at the train.


Go. Be indulged. It sounds like quite a place.


The decision was obviously of little interest to him.


So she had called back and accepted. A small, fun group of ladies, Owen had said. Barbara is sorry you two havent stayed in touch and wants you to join them.


A fun group of ladies. Shed been with groups of ladies her entire life, some a whole lot more fun than others. It remained to be seen where these ladies would fall.





It wasnt that she minded using Barbara Bailey Bishops private plane. In fact, it was a kick, but Gwen Mansfield would have preferred to use her own. She had no trouble admitting to herself that it was all about control. Her whole life, her whole career, was based on taking control and maintaining it. Shed been divorced and then widowed, admittedly a loss of control on that one. The investment counseling shed started to do after business school had been targeted on women, and after the thousandth time shed heard herself deliver the same lines about female financial empowerment, she wrote them down. Right time, right audiencewomen in the eighties. The first book became a financial bible; she became a regular on every show from Oprah to Louis Rukeyser, and her firm, the Mansfield Group, was still a wildly successful alternative to mostly men in suits at Smith Barney. She employed men, of course, and they dressed in suits, even on Fridays, but Armani not Brooks Brothers. Some of her female employees favored the same haute business couture, but many opted for a softer Eileen Fisher look. In sum, the Mansfield Group was not your fathers brokerage house.


The attendant offered her a glass of champagne. Dom Prignon 1990.


Gwen barely looked up from her laptop. Laphroaig, a few rocks, and something to eat.


We have some nice smoked salmon. Ms. Bishop has it sent over from Scotland


Spare me the details. Im sure its a fisherman who catches the fish in the morning, races to his smoke-house, and has it on the plane the next day or whenever. Whole grain bread, no crusts, cut in triangles, and unsalted butter and capers on the side.


The drink, in a Baccarat tumbler naturally, arrived, followed swiftly by a refill in a new glass and the food. Gwen put her laptop on sleep and set it aside. The scotch had given her a pleasant buzz and the Scottish salmon looked good. When Bishops assistant, Owen, had called in February asking her to provide a weeklong seminar in money management for a group of his employers friends on the authors private island, Gwen had said no. She hadnt done groups for years. He mentioned the fee, more than she expected, but at this point in her life, she could afford to turn it down. Shed thanked him for the offer, said something about being honored or similar bullshit, and hung up. That afternoon flowers arrived, nothing hokey like roses or orchids, but winter whites: peonies, lisianthus, ranunculus, lilacs, tiny dahlias, and snowberry branches in a large blue and white Ming ginger jar, the top nestled in a cushioned scarlet silk box that accompanied the arrangement. Gwen collected Chinese porcelain. The piece was exquisite, breathtaking with the flowers, each petal perfect, each scent heady but not cloying. It was like Gwens perfume, a mixture made only for her. She had searched for a card, the name of the florist. Her housekeeper had said that it had been left with the doorman. They were at Gwens duplex in New Yorks San Remo, a business pied--terre. She also had a house in Palm Beach and one in L.A., plus a suite at Claridges in London.


Ms. Bishop hopes you are enjoying the flowers. The call had come the next day. Nothing crass, no She hopes you will reconsider. Just Ms. Bishop hopes you are enjoying the flowers. It was all about control and Gwen took charge. I think Ill be able to work that week into my schedule after all, shed said. Shed always admired a good seduction.





The prospect was exciting. A week filled with music, her music and that of other dedicated musicians. Rachel Gold had had no idea the famous author Barbara Bailey Bishop was a music lover. She was turning her home on her own private island over to a select group, which shed asked Rachel to lead. Even before Bishops assistant, Owen, had mentioned the fee for Rachels services, she had decided to accept the offer. When he mentioned how much money was involved, Rachel felt dizzy and had to sit down. Her reputation as a classical guitarist was international, but limited. She was known as a musicians musician and her following veered toward the cultlike. Her recordings were not about to go gold. An old joke, but as true now as when Ms. Gold had started her career in the early seventies. The call had come in February, and thinking about the gathering in June had taken Rachel through the bitter winter daysdays that sapped her spirit. It would be her own mini-Marlboro, mini-Tanglewood. Her mother had rejoiced with her and begged her to use some of the money to buy decent clothes. If only the real Loehmanns was still around! Mrs. Gold had spent wisely and well under the guidance of Mrs. Loehmann herself, making pilgrimages to Brooklyn each season for bargain known and unknown designer originals. When she was a child, Rachel had loved to watch her mother get dressed for the Met or Carnegie Hall. The swish of taffeta, glitter of tiny jet beads on filmy silk, the smell of Arpgethe Lanvin atomizer reverently lifted from the clutter on her mothers dressing table to deliver the final touch. Daytime wear was as ritualistic. Her mother would no more have left the apartment without matching hat, gloves, and purse than ride naked down Fifth Avenue in one of those touristy horse-drawn carriages.


Rachel was a regular on Amtrak, shuttling to Boston, D.C., Providence, but shed never traveled on the Acela first class. Owenor was it Mr. Owen?had apologized for the inconvenience of changing trains and had offered to send a car or Ms. Bishops private plane. Rachel had gently but firmly rejected his suggestions. Things like that, rock star accoutrements, made her nervous. A train ticket was all she required.


The motion of the train was lulling her to sleep. She felt her eyelids grow heavy and flutter. She gave in, smiling to herself. This week will be a dream come true, she thought.





Youd better take my car, since youll be dropping the dogs off.


No can do. No time.


Phoebe James looked at her husband. Wes had been sitting in the kitchen leisurely reading both the Times and Wall Street Journal for over an hour while he ate his weekly three-minute boiled egg, accompanied by one unbuttered slice of wheat toast, half a grapefruit, and one cup of black coffee. Now he was slinging the strap of his laptop case over one shoulder and sprinting for the door.


But if I have to take the dogs, Ill miss my plane! And the kennel is on your way!


Not on my way, Phebes, at least a mile out of my way. Have the twins do it.


You know the twins left for work at eight! Phoebe felt the familiar rush of anger that seemed to accompany most of the conversations she had with her family these days. It mounted as she thought about what missing the plane would mean. All the arrangements had been made, the connections. It would mean missing the whole thing. Her week!


A week off. A week alone. Well, with some other women, but she was sure shed have plenty of time to herself. And shed be out of the house. Away from everythingand everyone. She took a deep breath, a yoga cleansing breath learned during a brief try at salutations to the sun as a way to combat insomnia. It didnt work. Or rather, she didnt. Wait, No judgingthat was what the teacher intoned several times a class. Yoga is not about judging. Phoebe was judging now. Judging the extremely well-preserved fifty-five-year-old corporate lawyer standing in front of her, poised in mid-flight, with a slight smile on his face. She wanted to smack it right off.


You dont have to board the dogs. You can leave them here. He turned away from her and put his hand on the doorknob.


You know I cant do that. Molly and Piper would die of starvation, and poop all over the house because no one would walk them, and even if you did, theyd get away from you like that time last year. I thought wed never see them again.


He opened the door and stepped out into the garage. Well, theyre your dogs; do what you want.


And he was gone.


She thought about calling the town recreation department and getting a message to the twins. They couldnt carry their cells at work. One was lifeguarding at the pool and the other coaching tennis in the day camp. Imagining the call that would followthe reluctance displayed by whichever daughter had decided to respondtook Phoebe out of the house with the two Irish terriers and into her car. She certainly wouldnt have a good time if she had to spend it worrying about the only creatures in her Short Hills, New Jersey, home who seemed to respond to her. Wait, her son, Josh, responded, but it wasnt the way a mother prays for, or a father, either, and thats why her son was at some wilderness camp in Colorado where they apparently had to hollow out logs, make their canoes, and carve their paddles before they could set off on a trip that cost as much as a years tuition at college. Plus they had to cook all their meals, wash their clothes in streams while doing push-ups, and so forth. It was intended to make some kind of man out of him, but Phoebes secret fear was that Josh would return angrier than before. Wes had arranged the whole thing and Josh was westward-bound before Phoebe had sewn one nametag on or seriously studied the brochure.


When the dogs saw where they were going, they werent happy. Phoebe had to drag them in from the parking lot, and they complained vociferously as she left the kennel. It all took forever. She was several blocks from home when she faced the fact that there was no way she would make her flight. She was tempted to pull over and sob, but decided to wait until she reached the comfort of her own home before breaking down. Shed seen a woman crying alone in her car in the Short Hills Mall parking lot a few years ago and the image still haunted her, as well as the fact that Phoebe hadnt knocked on the window to offer help.


Pulling into her street, she was surprised to see a very shiny Lincoln Town Car parked in front of the house. Turning into the driveway, she was even more surprised to see a pleasant-looking young man in a chauffeurs uniform get out and walk toward her. She stopped the car and rolled down the window, but didnt get out of her Mercedes wagon. He seemed an unlikely mugger or rapist, but you couldnt be too careful in this neighborhood, as the prominently displayed alarm system signs on every lawnsymbolic of the inhabitants every worst nightmareattested.


Mrs. James?


Phoebe nodded. That seemed safe enough.


Ms. Bishop sent me. She thought it might be more convenient for you to fly from Morristown. A small plane is waiting. And she didnt want you to have to try to figure out how to get there on your own. Ill wait in the car while you finish your preparations. He smiled.


A very pleasant face.


Phoebe got out of the car.


I dont know what to say. You see, Im running late and


Youre not running late now. Take your time. You have all the time in the world.


She walked into the house, dazed. Her suitcases were by the door and the light raincoat she thought shed better bring was draped across them. Shed been ready for days. Ready as soon as she got the phone call in February from a man named Owen who worked for Barbara Bailey Bishop. Phoebe was being invited to some kind of readers focus group on the authors private island for a whole week. She didnt take in all the details, but assumed it must be because shed graduated from Pelham. Although he hadnt mentioned Pelham. But how else would BeBe have gotten her name? Ms. Bishop was an alum, although Phoebe didnt know which class. In the last reunion class record bookshed never attended a reunion, but conscientiously wrote for the book every five yearsPhoebe had listed the author as her favorite. Someone must have seen it and told Bishop about it. So what if it would have been more in keeping with Pelham English Department standards to list Joyce Carol Oates? Bishop might never win a National Book Award, but her words completely transported this reader from her own existence to another world, a much more interesting and ultimately satisfying one, with a frisson of danger along the way.


Phoebe picked up her bags, punched in the alarm code, and strode down the front steps. The driver immediately got out of the car and came to help her. Was this the mysterious Owen? Phoebe felt as if she were stepping into the pages of a Barbara Bailey Bishop novel, and as she leaned into the soft leather of the back seat of the car, a thought crossed her mind: how had Owen, BeBe, or whoever else was involved known Phoebe was going to miss her plane? As quickly as it came, she chased it away. Of course they would know. She was going to be taken care of this week, her needs anticipated and met. She sighed happily. She wouldnt need her yoga breathingor her Zoloftat all.





Christine Barker pressed the icy glass of ginger ale against her forehead. She thought these bouts were over. The first time she was sure it was some kind of food poisoning and let it go, happy to have survived. Then came the nextand the next. Then the doctors. No sign of an ulcer, no allergies, nothing. Perhaps Ms. Barker might want to consult a different kind of doctor? Ms. Barker did not. If it were all in her head, shed deal with it. Then the nausea, the relentless vomitingnever at the same time of day or nightstopped. Sometimes for years. Now it was back after one of those long hiatuses. Today was the third day. The day she was supposed to leave. Shed kept a few dry saltines down and this was her second glass of ginger ale. Oddly enough, she wasnt tired, although shed slept little these last days. She felt light, cleansedno, wrong word. Just light. Cleansed suggested what the doctors had intimated.


She really didnt see how she could go and was glad now she hadnt accepted all the arrangements the man Owen had proposed. Shed make her own way; shed told him and let him know which flight shed be on. So far she hadnt made the call. Not one way or the other.


The air inside her house was humid, heavy with the threat of summer. Although she was on the water here in the Chesapeake, it could still be brutally hot.


She stepped out onto the back porch. There was a slight breeze. She sat down in a wicker chair shed rescued from the town dump, repaired, and painted bright blue. A soft cushion covered with a remnant of William Morris chintz from one of the fancy Georgetown decorating stores protected the backs of her legs from the uncomfortable and unattractive fretwork these chairs invariably produced.


Everything was packed. Her tools, slides, books, note cardsand a few clothes and toiletries. She could go if she decided to. She sipped her drink slowly, carefully. She closed her eyes and played her favorite game, What can I smell? Over the years she had perfected her olfactory acumen and could sit for an hour or more isolating the fragrance of her flowers, the smell of her vegetables, herbs, the scent of the grass, the trees, the shrubs, the soil, evenoccasionallyan animal. Shed turned over one of the raised beds before she got sick, and it beckoned like Odysseus sirens with their irresistible song, We know all things which shall be hereafter on the earth. So apt. But the money beckoned with another chant that would have melted any wax.


She was stunned when the author Barbara Bailey Bishops assistant had called in February and asked her to present a weeklong series of lectures on topics of her own choosing to a group of dedicated gardeners on Bishops private island, noted for both its cultivated and wild landscapes. She had not known that Bishop, an avid gardener, was a fan of the column Christine wrote for a small gardening magazine. Yes, shed had articles in H&G and some other publications, but was best known by the cognoscenti for this column, Young Herbaceous (no longer as appropriate as it was when shed started it). Bishops assistant had named a fee that instantly became a new greenhouse with all the bells and whistles. Shed said yes right away and had spent the intervening months planning the greenhouse and the talks, happily going through her slides. One would focus on Lady Salisbury, Britains preeminent historic garden designer, who had labored for over thirty years on those of her former home, Hatfield House, a Jacobean palace. Christine had corresponded with the Dowager Marchioness for many years, and whenever Chris was in England they chatted in person, spending many golden hours lauding organic insect control, despising pesticides, and above all, extolling the importance of talking to ones plantsreally talking to them. Another session would focus on dirt, a marvelously complex topic dear to every true gardeners heart. Another, a full day of walking around the island, a kind of what would you do if you were head gardener/landscaper? day. A challenging, fun day.


The panic hadnt set in until last week when she realized that she was actually going to have to do it all. Go to a new place. Be with strangers. Talk to them. It was one thing to give a single lecture to a garden club. That was bad enough. Quite another to be the captive star attraction for an entire week.


Besides, she wasnt used to talking to that many people. Plants, yes, people, no. She took a deep breath. Her mouth and nose were filled with the scent of the garden. She picked Perdita to concentrate on, a fragrant apricot-colored rose from the British rosarian David Austin. It would continue to bloom all summer. Rosarian, a funny wordwas Austin a Rotarian, as well? Her glass was almost empty. She stood up and stretched. Her friend Emily would keep a close eye on the garden. There, she did, too, have people to talk to besides plants.


As quickly as it came, her mysterious illness would leave her. She could feel it ebbing away now as she drained the glass of ginger ale. She would be tired for several days, but shed be able to control the nausea by eating lightly, virtually not at all. She could pass the whole thing off as a new diet she was trying. It was a group of women. Theyd understand. Probably too well.


It was almost eight oclock. Shed be able to make the noon flight. Christine went into the house to make her call. She had to have that greenhouse.





Margaret Howard was ecstatic. At last, one of her major goals as Pelhams president was about to be fulfilled: she was going to meet Barbara Bailey Bishop and she was going to accept the authors most generous donation to datean endowed chair plus funds for the renovation of the librarys writing center, a place students went for both help and enrichment. The new center would publish a journal of student writings, accepting submissions from sister schools, as well. She glanced down at the speedometer. Whoa! She hadnt realized her little Mini-Cooper could go this fast. A meeting with the Art History Department chair, who was leaving with a group of students for a tour of Tuscany, had taken more time than Margaret had planned. She couldnt wait to get to the island. A small house party, Bishops assistant, Owen, had said when he called with the news in February. He also asked that the president not make the announcement public until June, when Ms. Bishop would join her in releasing it to the press. Margaret had not even told Charles, her husband, which had not been that difficult since they tended to be like ships in the night, a commuter marriage since the beginning.


When she thought back, it seemed as if she had wanted to be president of Pelham from the moment she had stepped on campus for her admissions interview in 1964. Subconsciously at first, then with each passing year, the goal emerged from hiding until it dominated her thoughts. Margaret had used her Pelham time as training: class president for three years, student body president her fourth, and a visibly active presence on campus continuously. Then came the period of exile as she earned her credentials and polished her C.V., each job a step higher, a step closer to the prize. When the call had come seven years ago, she was more than ready. Charles was used to being Mr. Howard at the various campuses along the way, showing up for photo op events and holidays. They owned a small town house near Dupont Circle; D.C. had been the base of Charless operations since law school. Governments came and went, but both parties relied on his nonpartisan expertise in the area of international trade agreements. It wasnt a loveless marriage. They cared about each other, enjoying each spouses successes. It was a marriage of equal partnersat least that was how Margaret viewed itand if she sometimes smelled perfume that she knew wasnt hers in their D.C. bedroom, she never mentioned it. The arrangement suited her. She needed a consort and it wouldnt do to rock the boat.


Boat! Owen had offered to send a car to bring her to the Bishops Island boat, but Margaret would be driving to Ohio to see her mother after the week on the island, and if there was a place she could leave the Mini, that would be easier. There was, he assured her, and she wasnt to worry about time. Someone would meet her whenever she arrived.


Margaret wondered who the other guests might be. Luminaries from the literary world? Bishops identity had become a campus tease over the years, with some asserting that she didnt exist at all, but was a group of several writers working together. Was this what Margaret would find? That the nom de plume was a feather boa?


The assistant had mentioned that the house had a spa, plus indoor and outdoor pools. Accordingly shed packed her workout clothes and a bathing suit, but she wouldnt be wearing it in public. Shed struggled with her weight all her life, big bones her mother had said disapprovingly when Margaret reached puberty. The big bones had grown bigger; shed grown tallerand even looking at a piece of cake added a pound. Academic robes covered a multitude of sins, but she had decided long before her Pelham graduation that she wasnt going to rely on clothing to camouflage her girth. Shed stay thin, or at least thinnish, and she had. But she still wouldnt wear a bathing suit in front of what she was sure would be a gathering of the beautiful people. Ecstasy filled her again. It would be a fabulous week. When would Barbara make the announcement? In her mind, Margaret was on a first-name basis with the author ever since the call came. There would be many pleasant hours discussing plans with Barbara; Maggie had brought photos and drawings of the existing library space. And as a hostess gift shed had a Pelham chair shipped to Barbaras New York address, the one the assistant had given for correspondence. She hoped the writer would appreciate the double entendre.


Almost there. Almost there. What a triumph for Pelham. What a triumph for her.





The train was slowing to a crawl as it pulled into the station. Faith had finished every morsel shed brought with her and read several chapters of Midnights Mirror. No doubt about it, Bishop could spin a page-turning tale. The late morning light flattened the scene outside the window, casting shadows that turned ordinary objects into dramatic images. The one cast by a signal post looked exactly like a turreted tower.










End of sample
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