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Be careful what you wish for.

—Chinese Proverb

Just as she was stepping into the carriage, the good fairy said,

“Mind, whatever you do, don’t be later than twelve,” and warned her, that if she did not leave in time, her carriage would turn back into a pumpkin, her horses to mice, her coachman to a rat, her footmen to lizards, and her dress to rags …

—Cinderella (McLoughlin Bros., New York, 1897)



Chapter One

ANNA VINCENZI HAD NEVER seen so many reporters. Not even in the days when her sister’s every move was gobbled up by millions hungry for the smallest scrap—or in the aftermath of the accident that had left Monica paralyzed from the waist down. They swarmed like insects at the end of the drive, where it emptied onto Old Sorrento Road, jockeying for position, Minicams and boom mikes poised to strike. Lining the road were interchangeable white panel trucks sprouting satellite dishes and antennae nearly as tall as the surrounding sycamores. A blond female anchor decorously holding a microphone to her glossy lips stood with her back to the hedge in the glare of a handheld reflector while a scruffy-looking cameraman filmed her stand-up. For a disoriented instant, as the patrol car bumped its way down the potholed drive amid a boiling cloud of dust, Anna felt as though she were watching it all on TV. Then someone shouted, “It’s her!” and all hell broke loose.

Panic sluiced through her in an icy wave as bodies surged around the car, slowing it to a crawl. Knuckles rapped against her window and faces loomed into view, distorted by the sun’s glare glancing off the dust-streaked glass. A man’s voice bellowed, “Anna! Can you comment on your arrest?” Another one rasped, “Did ya do it? Did you kill her, Anna?” The cop behind the wheel, a heavyset middle-aged man with pale creases on the back of his tanned neck, swore. “Christ. Don’t they feed these animals?” Anna wanted to shout, I’m innocent! This is all a mistake! But when she reached for the button to roll her window down she once more became aware of the handcuffs holding her shackled at the wrists, and stopped short.

That was when it sank in: She was under arrest. Which was why, on this sunny day in April, with the daylilies in bloom and the acacia snowing yellow blossoms over the mailbox—which leaned drunkenly, a legacy from when Finch had been learning to drive—she was on her way downtown to be booked.

A wave of dizziness spiraled up and the world went pale and grainy, like the snowy reception on the old black-and-white Zenith in her mother’s bedroom. She thought, This isn’t happening. In fact, the past few days had been nothing short of surreal—starting early Friday morning with the hysterical call from Arcela. Even with all that had happened since, it still hadn’t sunk in. How could her sister be dead? It was like trying to grasp that the planet had spun off its axis.

It was 70 degrees outside but Anna was chilled to the bone. With some difficulty—the handcuffs made even the slightest movement ungainly—she drew about her a sweater that she’d grabbed from the closet on her way out the door and that was several sizes too big. She must have forgotten to pack it up with the rest of her fat clothes. Her mouth flickered in a small ironic smile. And she’d thought being overweight was her biggest worry.

The patrol car slowed to a near standstill. Vic Purdy, in the passenger seat, a veteran cop with more than thirty years under his belt—one that over time had had to be let out a few notches to accommodate his ever-expanding girth—rolled his window down to bark, “Move it along, folks! You’ll all get your chance down at the courthouse!”

A set of meaty fingers hooked over Vic’s partially lowered window and a face loomed into view, only its upper half visible: a pair of beady eyes peering from under an australopithecine brow. “Anna! Did ya do it for the money? Your sister must’ve left you a bundle.” The fingers were snatched back just in time to keep them from being caught in the window as it whirred up. The cop behind the wheel muttered another curse and gunned the engine. They jerked forward, the throng fanning out on either side, then with a final lurch over the worst of the potholes, in which every spring at least one hapless motorist became mired, they were on the road.

Hearing her name spoken—no, shouted—had had the effect of cold water being dashed over her. Ever since she could remember, it had been Monica in the spotlight, Monica they clamored for. Few had even noticed Monica’s mousy nobody of a sister—whose last name was Vincenzi, not Vincent—standing quietly off to the side. Anna might have found it exciting, that she was the center of attention now, if the circumstances that had placed her there hadn’t been so ghastly.

The patrol car picked up speed as it headed toward town, a pale scarf of dust twisting in its wake. Anna sat rigidly in her seat, staring out the window at the fields and pastures scrolling past. They rattled over cattle grids and jounced over potholes. Cows and horses, peacefully grazing, flashed by like storybook images from a period in her life long past. The cop seated beside her, a young Hispanic woman, asked if she wanted the air conditioner turned down. Anna, who hadn’t realized she was shivering, turned toward her, noticing her for the first time, IRMA RODRIGUEZ, her nameplate read. She had glossy black hair pulled back in a braid and would have been pretty if not for the acne that had ravaged her face. Anna found herself mentally counseling: Eat plenty of leafy green vegetables, stay away from saturated fats, and cleanse with a good exfoliant. But Irma Rodriguez wasn’t one of Monica’s fans seeking advice.

Anna recalled the last e-mail to which she’d replied, just hours before word came of Monica’s death.


	To: Mamabear@earthlink.com

	From: monica@monicavincent.com

	RE: What now?

	Dear Jolene,

	What’s going to be different this time? From what you’ve told me, he’s begged your forgiveness before. If he were really sincere, he’d get help. But if he won’t, that shouldn’t stop you from doing so. If not for yourself, then for your kids. Do you want them growing up this way? Do you think the fact that he hasn’t hit them—yet—is any reason to keep from leaving him? There are other ways to damage a child, believe me.



Now she would never know how it had all turned out. Not just for Jolene, but for the countless others to whom she’d doled out big sisterly advice, everything from beauty tips to safe sex. What if they found out she had been posing as Monica? Would they feel betrayed, thinking it some sort of cruel joke, not something she’d fallen into almost by accident, the result of Monica’s indifference to her fans? The thought brought a sharp stab to the pit of her stomach. Would she get the chance to tell them she’d had only their best interests at heart?

Irma offered her a stick of gum. Anna sensed she was nervous, like someone on a first date. Crimes of this sort were almost unknown in Carson Springs. There’d been the nun murders the year before last, but Sister Beatrice was now safely locked away in an institution for the criminally insane. Other than that, the most that ever happened were Waldo Squires’s overnight detentions for being drunk and disorderly. Now, with Monica’s death, cops whose public exposure had been limited to addressing the town council about such matters as the need for more parking meters downtown found themselves thrust into the glare of the limelight.

It seemed suddenly essential to Anna that she have at least one ally. “I was home that night.” She spoke in a near whisper. “Watching TV.”

Irma’s expression remained impassive. Anna’s panic mounted. Should she have said instead that she’d loved Monica, that she wouldn’t have lifted a finger against her? Was that even true? At one time it might have been, but toward the end she had imagined how much easier her life would be without her sister.

“You got a lawyer?” Irma chewed her gum placidly, her jaw rotating like those of the cows in the fields.

Anna shook her head. “I didn’t know I’d need one.”

“You do now.”

Irma regarded her curiously. Anna knew she didn’t look anything like the usual murder suspect. In her navy skirt and pale blue top, the gold studs in her ears and small gold cross about her neck her only adornments, she might have been on her way to a job interview.

They turned onto the highway, where the blacktop smoothed and pastures gave way to row upon row of trees laden with oranges so perfectly round and bright that from a distance they appeared artificial, like a child’s crayon drawing of an orange grove. Here and there amid the dappled shade, fat white geese, fiercer than dogs in guarding against trespassers, strutted like pompous little generals. Amid the Technicolor landscape, they might have been creatures in an animated Disney film.

Farther off in the distance, a sprawl of green hills rose to meet the snow-capped mountains beyond, sparkling jewellike in the overturned bowl of sky that washed their valley in sunlight nearly year round. Her eyes watered with their brilliance, and she wished she’d thought to grab her sunglasses on the way out. Always pack a hat, sunglasses, and sun block when going on a trip. You can never be too careful. How many times had she dispensed that particular pearl of wisdom?

It occurred to her that where she was going she wouldn’t be needing any of those things. But before panic could once more take hold, she told herself, As soon as we get there, it’ll all be straightened out. They’d see it was a mistake, that she wasn’t guilty of anything worse than the overdue fine for a parking ticket she’d neglected to pay. But minutes later her pulse was still racing and her palms sweating as they turned off Mariposa onto the palm-lined drive fronting the municipal building that housed the police station and courthouse.

A Victorian white elephant, originally the home of the Mendoza family—descendants of the valley’s early Spanish settlers, known as the gente de razon—it stood four stories, with enough in the way of gables and gingerbread to employ every painter in town. It was graced with an impressive array of stained glass said to be actual Tiffany, yet as they cruised up the drive, Anna’s eyes were on the reporters clustered on the steps outside. The same ones as at the house, or was this a whole new bunch? God, how many were there?

The car rolled to a stop, and Irma took firm hold of her elbow as they emerged into the open. Anna instinctively ducked her head, bringing her hands up to shield her face from view. Voices shouted her name. Camera flashes sizzled between cupped fingers. She caught the mingled odors of sweat, cigarette smoke, and perfume. The heat of all those bodies crushing in sent a bolt of terror slamming through her. Her knees buckled, but strong arms held her up on either side. Before she knew it, she was inside, being hustled down a fluorescent-lit hallway.

Police headquarters, such as it was, consisted of several rows of Eisenhower-era desks crowded into what had once been a ground-floor parlor. On the high ceiling, plaster rosettes were still visible in places not covered in Sheetrock and acoustical tiles. Beige metal filing cabinets lined the wall at one end and at the other sat the dispatch sergeant at his station. She caught a whiff of fried coffee and something else, a smell she associated with institutions—schools and hospitals and standing in line at the DMV. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look up at her, and Anna had the sense of time stopping, like in a movie freeze frame.

She fought the urge to smile in greeting. Several of the faces were familiar. She recognized burly Tony Ochoa and lanky, red-haired Gordon Ledbetter; they were the ones who’d retrieved her mother the time she’d wandered off in Los Reyes Plaza. And Benny Dickerson, who walked with a limp, a casualty of his gun discharging while still in its holster. He’d been the one to respond to her frantic call the night she’d woken up to find Betty’s bed empty. Benny had found her in the field between her house and Laura’s, shivering in her nightgown with no idea how she’d gotten there.

He approached Anna now, favoring his bad leg, a slope-shouldered man just shy of retirement with mutton chop sideburns that had been fashionable in the seventies but now, white with age, seemed to frame his bassett hound face like a pair of drooping ears. “Hey, Anna.” He spoke in a low voice, his eyes not quite meeting hers.

“Hi, Benny.”

“You okay?”

How could I possibly be okay? she felt like screaming. Instead, she shrugged. “I’ve had better days.”

“This won’t take long.” For a brief, euphoric instant she mistook his meaning, but he was only referring to the booking process. “Can I get you something to drink?”

Not the sharpest pencil in the pack, as Monica would have said, but right now Anna could’ve hugged him. “Water would be nice,” she replied. Her throat was so parched she could hear a clicking sound in her ears when she swallowed.

He touched her arm. “This whole thing … it could all blow over by tomorrow.”

She could have held out in the face of indifference or even cruelty. But not sympathy. She choked back the sob that rose. The compassion in Benny’s drooping brown eyes was almost more than she could bear.

The following minutes passed in a blur. She was fingerprinted, then taken into a small room that doubled as a utility closet—paper towels and toilet paper were stacked at one end—where she posed for mug shots against a wall smudged from all the heads that had pressed against it through the years. Throughout it all, no one would meet her eyes. It wasn’t that they were coldhearted, more that they were fearful of letting their inexperience show. She didn’t know how she knew, she just did. Years of living in Monica’s shadow had left her skills of observation finely honed, for it was in those moments when people didn’t know they were being observed that they were the most transparent. She could see what made them tick. She often knew what they wanted before they did. The only thing she hadn’t seen was what made her tick. And she might never have known had it not been for Marc.

The thought of him plowed into her like a fist. She doubled over on the bench where she’d been temporarily parked. She wanted desperately to phone him, but he was miles away and even if he agreed to come, it wouldn’t be fair. He’d become involved in this mess, maybe even implicated. She shuddered at the prospect.

She looked up to find a middle-aged man in khakis and a blazer standing over her. She took in the ruddiness of his cheeks and web of broken blood vessels across his nose, like a map of every bar he’d been in—the same unrepentant bloom her dad had worn toward the end. He smiled, if you could call it that, revealing a row of smallish teeth below an expanse of gum. His pale blue eyes were cold.

“Miss Vincenzi? I’m Detective Burch. If you’ll come this way.” He gestured down the hallway; clearly he meant to interrogate her.

Anna was surprised to hear herself say, “Not without my lawyer.” A line from every cop show she’d ever seen. She didn’t even have a lawyer.

“Suit yourself.” He shrugged, but she could see he was annoyed. He dug into his pocket, tossing her a pair of quarters with a contemptuous flick of his wrist. He pointed toward the pay phone on the wall before striding off down the hall.

Anna clutched the change, hesitating. The only lawyer she knew was Monica’s, but somehow she couldn’t envision Gardener Stevens, with his burnished silver hair and monogrammed cuffs, being anything but irritated at being bothered on Sunday. She recalled Monica’s party last Christmas, the way he’d looked right through her because she hadn’t been the one taking his coat at the door, as usual.

Liz might know someone, but that would mean wasting her one call on the person she could count on the least. These past few days, while she’d been braving the storm unleashed by Monica’s death, where had her younger sister been? Hiding out, that’s where. Not that she blamed Liz. Wouldn’t she have done the same if she could?

Anna rose from the bench on legs of foam rubber, every eye on her now as she walked to the phone and punched in the one number besides her own and Monica’s that she knew by heart. Laura. Hadn’t she always been there for her? Stopping by at least once a week to see if she needed anything, seldom empty-handed. Usually it was something small she brought—a loaf of bread just out of the oven; a tool to replace one of the broken ones in Anna’s shed; and one time, a cat for the mice that had invaded her pantry. Look up neighbor in the dictionary, Anna thought, and you’d see Laura’s picture.

The phone was picked up on the fourth ring. “Kiley’s Feed and Seed,” Laura answered merrily, sounding out of breath, as if she’d dashed in from outside. Anna pictured her in what Laura called her “uniform”—sweatshirt and jeans, a pair of toe-sprung cowboy boots.

“It’s me. Anna.” She kept her voice low, a hand cupped over the receiver.

“Anna! Thank God. I’ve been trying to reach you. One of those damn reporters was at the door a little bit ago, wanting to know if I could comment on your arrest.” Laura sounded disgusted, as if at a cruel practical joke. Clearly she couldn’t conceive of its being true. “Don’t worry, Hector chased him off. Where are you?”

“At the police station.”

“You mean—?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Oh, God. How—?”

“They seem to think I killed her.”

“What on earth—?”

“I don’t know much more than that.”

“It’s an outrage! You’re no more a murderer than … than …” She broke off, maybe remembering Sister Beatrice.

“Apparently, they have other ideas.”

“Okay. First things first. You’ll need a lawyer.” Suddenly Laura was all business. “Let’s see … where is that number?” Anna could hear the rustling of pages at the other end. “Okay … here it is. We’ll get this straightened out, don’t worry. Hang tight, okay? I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She hung up.

Anna lowered the receiver into its cradle with infinite care. Worry? She was beyond worry—light years from anything she might have experienced in her previous life. What she felt now was a kind of numbness, like she’d had before the anesthesia for her root canal wore off and the pain came thundering in like a herd of elephants.

She returned to the bench, dropping her head into her hands. Not, as those looking on no doubt assumed, because she was overcome with despair, but because of the hysterical laughter she was stifling. How ironic: She’d once believed shedding her old, fat self would be the answer to her prayers when, in fact, it had been her undoing.



Chapter Two

Six Months Earlier

ANNA FROWNED AT HER computer screen, biting her lip to keep from talking back, a habit that had once prompted Arcela, in her room down the hall, to poke her head in to see what all the fuss was about. Normally it was Monica who ranted and raved and Anna who absorbed it all in silence. Now she typed furiously:


	From: monica@monicavincent.com

	To: kssnkrys@aol.com

	RE: This sucks!

	Dear Krystal,

	What a creep! Your boss is lucky you’re not suing him for sexual harassment. In my opinion, he did you a favor by firing you. The last thing you need is to work for someone like him.

	You’ll find something else, I’m sure. Don’t give up hope. Look how far you’ve come! Anyone else would’ve given up. The worst is behind you—I sincerely believe that. You’ve cleaned up your act and gotten your kids back. Finding another job is the least of your worries.

	Let me know how it goes. Remember, I’m here if you need me.

	Love,

	Monica



She hit the SEND button and sat back. Answering Monica’s e-mail was the one part of her job that made it tolerable: For a few hours each day she got to be someone other than Anna Vincenzi. It wasn’t just knowing there were women out there more desperate than she was; it was the chance to slip out of her skin and into the persona she’d created—a Monica ennobled by the tragedy that had left her wheelchair-bound, who was kind and compassionate, whose heart of gold shone brighter than her star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame. Never mind it was as far from reality as Venus from Earth. While answering those e-mails, Anna sincerely believed it. Just as she believed in the women whose lives had been derailed by circumstances or men or both and who clung to the hope that it would get better someday. You don’t know your own strength, she would write. You’ll get through this; just keep the faith. Advice she might well have taken herself.

She often wondered what they would think if they knew. Would they feel duped? Or worse, would they laugh at the idea of plain, plump Anna Vincenzi posing as her famous sister, as if she had the slightest idea what it was like to be dumped (for which you had to be with a man to begin with), sexually harassed, or pregnant for the fourth time in as many years? If they could see her, would they laugh even harder at the ludicrousness of her giving out fashion and beauty tips—on everything from shinier hair (don’t dye it, ever) to face-lifts (you’ll look good for your age but not a day younger) to what to wear on a budget (invest in quality accessories; cheap shoes and belts are dead giveaways)? Dieting was the only thing she knew from personal experience. She could have written several volumes on what not to eat, and when and how not to eat it.

Anna caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror on the closet door—a holdover from when her tiny office had been a maid’s room—and frowned. If she had no illusions about Monica, she had even fewer about herself. All her life, long before whole floors in department stores were given over to plus sizes, she’d been buying clothes designed to hide a multitude of sins. She was careful to avoid every no-no—horizontal stripes and splashy prints, skirts above the knee, slacks that stretched across the front to form “kitty whiskers.” The predominant color in her closet was black. The problem was that nothing ever disguised the simple fact that she was fat.

Growing up, her mother’s friends had tactfully referred to her as pleasantly plump, but over the years she’d found there was nothing remotely pleasant about being plump. These days those same ladies shook their heads and clucked in dismay, wanting to know why a nice girl like her wasn’t married. “You’re not getting any younger!” Mrs. Higgins, down the road, had remarked just the other day. As if Anna needed reminding. She was thirty-six and without a single prospect on the horizon. Wasn’t that reminder enough? Nevertheless, she’d learned to smile enigmatically, hinting that there might be a mystery man in the wings. They didn’t have to know her cat Boots was the only male with whom she shared her bed.

Anna smoothed back a stray wisp. Her hair was the plain brown wrapper in which she’d been delivered into this world and she wore it shoulder length, parted on one side and clipped back with a barrette. If she had to choose one feature that was her best, it would be her eyes—not the startling cobalt of her older sister’s, but the pale, hopeful blue of airmail envelopes and forget-me-nots.

She brought her gaze back to the computer screen, scrolling down to the last of today’s messages—Mary Lou from Tennessee, who was thinking about having her breasts enlarged and wanted to know what Monica thought. From its tone and plethora of exclamation points, Anna guessed her to be in her teens. She wrote back:


	To: bluebird988@aol.com

	From: monica@monicavincent.com

	RE: Flatchested in Fayetteville

	Dear Mary Lou,

	It’s a huge step. Before you take it, you should be clear about your reasons. Do you think bigger breasts will fix everything that’s wrong with your life? Because nothing on the outside will change how you feel on the inside. I urge you to talk this over with a counselor or therapist first. You might be surprised to know that many of us adults haven’t forgotten what it’s like to be your age.

	Best of luck,

	Monica



She was printing out a batch of e-mails Monica might or might not look at, depending on her mood, when the intercom buzzed. “Anna? What’s taking you so long?” Monica’s voice carried a hint of exasperation, as if Anna were up here playing solitaire.

“Be right down.” She spoke with forced cheer. “I’m just finishing up.”

“Well, hurry!”

Anna stifled a sigh. With Monica, it was always urgent. But usually by the time she’d raced down three flights to see what the big emergency was, Anna would find it to be no big deal. One time Monica had forgotten altogether why she’d summoned her.

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” Anna injected a note of bemusement, as if Monica were an adorable, if somewhat spoiled, child she indulged.

She took a deep breath and forced herself to count to ten. Still fresh in her mind was the time she’d twisted an ankle in her rush to get downstairs—all because Monica needed more ice in her drink—and she was determined to maintain both her well-being and self-respect. If she were to fall and break her neck, let it at least be something worth dying for. Anna didn’t want it in her obituary that she’d perished rushing to replace the batteries in the TV remote control.

She took her time clearing off her desk. It was half past four. As soon as she’d tended to Queen Monica she could head home, where dinner, a hot bath, and the latest Ann Tyler novel awaited her. But first there’d be her mother to feed and bathe and put to bed. She prayed it would go smoothly tonight. This morning Betty had seemed almost like her old self, but Anna knew not to count on its lasting until she got home. Betty slipped in and out of her fog like a ship lost at sea.

She glanced about the office as she was leaving. Since a maid’s comfort was the least of her employer’s concerns, particularly in the 1930s when LoreiLinda had been built, by real estate magnate Henry “Huff” Huffington, the room faced north and got almost no sunlight. It was also cramped: If one walked toe to heel, it measured roughly eight by twelve feet, with a sloping ceiling to which Anna, who was five feet eight, had thumbtacked a tree-shaped air freshener that had the dual purpose of reminding her to duck and masking the mildew odor from the corner of the roof that leaked.

She headed down the back stairs, which were narrow and poorly lit compared to the majestic marble sweep of the main staircase, and exited into the laundry room, where she found Arcela ironing Monica’s 340-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets.

Arcela didn’t wait for her to ask where Monica was. “She outside.” She nodded toward the doorway that opened onto the kitchen, where the sliding glass door to the patio stood open.

“Everything okay?” Code for whether Monica had had too much to drink.

The housekeeper shrugged, a small brown fist of a woman in perpetual motion—Anna had never seen her still, much less sitting down—and brought the iron down with a thump, as if to make clear she wanted no part of whatever Monica might be up to. It wasn’t that Arcela was unfriendly, but between her limited English and keeping up with her work—enough for a staff of five—their exchanges tended to be brief.

“Well, I guess I should go see what she wants.” Anna hesitated nonetheless. It wouldn’t hurt Monica to cool her heels. “Heard from Cherry lately?”

Arcela’s dark eyes lit up at the mention of her daughter in the Philippines. “I show you.” From an apron pocket she fished out a photo of a pretty, smiling girl in a starched nurse’s cap and uniform, proudly presenting it to Anna. Cherry, short for Conception (the double meaning was lost on Arcela), had just graduated from nursing school.

“You must be so proud,” Anna told her.

“She good girl.” Arcela tucked the photo back in her pocket with a wistful look. She hadn’t seen either of her children, Cherry or her sixteen-year-old son, Eddie, in almost three years.

“If she’s looking for work, I know a few people.” Cherry was planning to move to Carson Springs to be near her mother, and Anna had thought of Dr. Steinberg, a close friend of Maude’s.

Arcela’s eyes shone. “You good lady, Miss Anna.” Anna had requested repeatedly that she drop the Miss, but Arcela stubbornly refused to comply. “I talk to Miss Monica, but …” The light in her eyes dimmed. Anna had no trouble guessing Monica’s response. She would have agreed to help, perhaps even to sponsor Cherry for her green card, then had forgotten all about it.

“I’ll get on it first thing tomorrow,” Anna promised, patting Arcela’s shoulder as she sidled past.

She stepped into the sunny black-and-white tiled kitchen, with its rows of gleaming copper pots and pans that were mostly for show: Monica didn’t eat enough to warrant hiring a chef. Four years earlier, when the house had been remodeled, the decorator had wisely left most of the kitchen’s original fixtures intact—the old porcelain sink, glass-front cupboards, and built-in breakfront—choosing instead to update the appliances and install a thirties dinette from an antique dealer who specialized in art deco. It had cost a small fortune and was nearly an exact replica of the one they’d eaten at as children, the one that still sat in the kitchen at home.

Anna crossed the room and pushed open the sliding glass door. At that end, the patio was sheltered by a cabana, where at the moment Monica lay stretched on a chaise longue, gazing out at the pool, her wheelchair parked a few feet away. If she’d been a portrait, Anna thought, it would have been titled Study in Blue. The dark blue robe draped over her shoulders showed off her creamy skin and pale, slender limbs. A scarf the same deep indigo as her eyes was tied about her head, from which auburn tresses cascaded over the perfect half moons of breast swelling from her lilac bikini top.

“Well, you certainly took your sweet time. I could have been lying here dead, for all you knew.” In one hand was a crystal tumbler in which amber liquid sloshed amid melting ice.

Anna’s heart sank. There’d be no getting away early today. When Monica got like this, the only hope was that she’d pass out. “Obviously rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated.” She struck a light tone. “What’s the big emergency?”

“You can freshen this to start with.” She handed Anna her glass. “Honestly, where is that woman when you need her?” Meaning Arcela, of course. But even with Monica’s eyes hidden behind a pair of Jackie O sunglasses, Anna could see that she was more bored than annoyed. “I think she only cleans when she knows I’m watching. God only knows what she does the rest of the day.”

Anna held her tongue. Past experience had taught her that sticking up for Arcela did no good. In fact, it often made it worse. “The usual?” she asked with only a slight lifting of her brow.

Monica didn’t reply, which meant the answer should have been obvious. Anna went back into the kitchen, returning moments later with a refill—scotch and soda, light on the soda. Going easy on the scotch never worked; past experience had taught her that, too.

“Thanks, sweetie.” Monica was suddenly all smiles. “Listen, I just got off the phone with Glenn. He’s on his way over. You’ll see him in, won’t you?” Her agent, Glenn Lefevour, was the only regular visitor permitted these days.

Anna glanced pointedly at her watch. “I’m leaving in a minute, but I’ll let Arcela know.”

“I don’t trust her.” Monica’s lower lip edged out. “Remember what happened last time.”

She was referring to the occasion on which Glenn had been left idling at the gate. Anna had been out running errands and Arcela vacuuming, so only Monica had heard him buzz. By the time she’d managed to get to the intercom, it was too late. He’d turned back, thinking no one was home. “I’ll tell her to listen for the gate.” Anna was quick to add, “I’d stay, but I have to get home to Mom.”

Monica blew out an exasperated breath. “Isn’t that what I pay Edna for? Anyway, it’s not like Mom even knows what day of the week it is, much less what time you get home.”

“She knows more than you think.” But Monica, who hadn’t visited in months and wouldn’t dream of inviting their mother here, had no way of knowing that Betty grew fretful when Anna was late.

“Well, it won’t hurt her to wait. I feel like a swim.” Her unsmiling mouth let Anna know it wasn’t a request.

Anna’s sinking heart touched bottom. Monica would need help getting in and out of the pool, and even if she weren’t handicapped, she couldn’t be trusted in the water—not after several scotches. She glanced again at her watch. “Now?” Joyce, the physical therapist, would be here tomorrow, and she spent most of the time doing exercises with Monica in the pool. Why couldn’t her sister wait until then? “I promised Edna …” She faltered, the look on Monica’s face telling her she wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

“I’m sure Edna will understand.” Monica spoke slowly, drawing out every syllable.

“I don’t—”

“How would you like it if you had to depend on other people for every little thing?” Monica’s voice wavered. “Don’t you think I’d like to be able to get in and out of the pool on my own?”

“It’s not that I don’t sympathize.” Just that I’ve heard it all before.

“Sympathize? You haven’t the faintest idea. Every morning I wake up thinking … then I remember.” She gulped back a sob, pressing a hand to her forehead in a gesture so theatrical it was all Anna could do not to groan.

Anna lived with it every day, too: The photo shoot for Vanity Fair up at Monica’s Tahoe cabin. Hadn’t it been her idea that they get some shots of Monica on her Sea Breeze? As if she could’ve known that the boat would hit a log and flip over, and that her sister would be left paralyzed from the waist down. Monica didn’t hold her responsible, or so she said—often enough for Anna to suspect otherwise. For months, years even, Anna had blamed herself, but enough was enough.

“Look, I know it’s hard for you, but—”

“You don’t know a thing.” Monica’s mouth trembled.

All right, you win. Anna sighed in defeat. “I’ll go change.”

Trudging off to the pool house, she felt as if she were already in up to her eyeballs, being slowly dragged under. All at once she was catapulted back to the sixth grade, hearing the gym teacher’s whistle shrilling and seeing everyone scrambling out of the pool. But she’d been too fat to pull herself over the edge. Amid the jeers and snickers of her classmates, she’d kicked and strained until finally Miss Babcock, with a look of disgust, had roughly seized her by the arm and hauled her onto dry land. Her nickname from that day on had been Moby, as in Moby Dick.

All these years later, Anna’s cheeks burned at the memory. The mere thought of being seen in a swimsuit was enough to bring it all back, even though there was no one but Monica to witness her humiliation. She eyed the pool, twinkling like shards of glass in the late afternoon sun. If she hadn’t been filled with trepidation, she might have appreciated its charms. The same vintage as the house, its mosaic tiles and a decorative border gave it an opulent, old-world feel. Trees planted in Huff Huffington’s day—jacaranda and tulip and Paraguayan nightshade—cast a lacy shade over the patio and louvered pool house beyond. As she neared it, her gaze was drawn to the built-in barbecue off to the right, a reminder of the lavish parties Monica had been known for—parties to which she and Liz were occasionally invited—and of how different life had been since the accident that had divided it into Before and After.

Minutes later she emerged from the pool house clad in a one-piece suit that might have been stylish in her grandmother’s day, a towel knotted about her waist. As she made her way across the patio, she was aware of Monica’s eyes on her, noting every jiggle. Shouldn’t it have been the other way around, Monica ashamed to be seen half naked? Except no one who didn’t know better would have guessed she was anything less than whole. If anything, Monica looked even more beautiful than before the accident.

Anna puffed and wheezed as she dragged the chaise on which Monica lay to the edge of the pool. She was bent over, her arms about her sister’s waist and Monica’s wound tightly about her neck, when she felt something in her lower back give way. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she lowered Monica into the water. Moments later Anna joined her, holding a hand pressed to the throbbing small of her back.

“Oooo. It’s cold!” Monica maintained a tight grip on the coping.

Anna opened her mouth to disagree—the water, warmed by daytime temps that even in November seldom dropped below seventy, was quite comfortable—but thought better of it. With all her blubber the Arctic Ocean would seem warm. As she pushed away from the edge, the old panic closed in. For a moment she couldn’t find her breath, and the water seemed to drag at her arms and legs. But she managed to stay afloat … barely. “Do you want the kickboard? You’ll warm up faster.”

Monica shook her head, teeth chattering. “N-n-no. I’m fine.” She clung to the edge, her legs, pale as water lilies, floating lifelessly below the shimmering surface. It wasn’t until Anna was stroking her way into the deep end to retrieve the kickboard that her sister called out, “We should do this more often. The exercise wouldn’t hurt either of us.”

Holding on to the Styrofoam board, Anna kicked her way back to Monica. “You’re right, we should.” She struck an even, noncommittal tone. Monica knew perfectly well she loathed being anywhere near the water. Anna waited for the other shoe to drop.

“You might even lose a few pounds.”

Anna felt her stomach clench. “I’d have to swim all the way to Hawaii and back for that,” she replied with a laugh.

She’d learned early on that the best defense was a joke at her own expense. “Here.” She nudged the raft toward Monica. “Your turn.”

Monica ignored it. “The only reason I mention it is because I care. I don’t have to remind you of the statistics.”

“Thanks, I appreciate your concern.” Anna injected the right note of cynicism into her voice. Yes, she could stand to lose a few pounds—okay, more than a few—but she didn’t exactly qualify as a “statistic.”

“If you’d only—”

“Grab hold and I’ll push you.”

“You’re not—”

“Come on. I promise I won’t go too deep.”

“If you’d just listen to what I’m trying to—”

Anna abruptly released the raft and went splashing off into the deep end. She came up gasping for air, her hair plastered to her head and water streaming down her face, to hear Monica trill in greeting, “Glenn, darling!” Anna, pushing clumps of wet hair out of her eyes, squinted up at Monica’s agent poised beside the pool. Oh, God. There was no way out without his seeing her in all her naked glory.

Monica held out her arms to him, the dying swan in her final pas de deux. “Just in time. I’m freezing.” The plaintive note in her voice left the impression that she was being ignored while Anna selfishly went off in pursuit of her own fun.

“My pleasure.” He waved to Anna. “Hey, gorgeous.”

Anna gritted her teeth as she waved back. She knew it wasn’t a put-down; in his own way he was only being nice. Maybe there was still a way, while he was occupied with Monica, to slip out and into the pool house without his seeing her.

The slim hope was dashed when Monica called out, “Anna, sweetie, I’m sure Glenn could use a hand.”

Had the shallow end been shark infested, Anna couldn’t have swum toward it more reluctantly. She paused when she reached the steps, blinking up at him through the water trickling into her eyes. He stood with his back to the sun, but even with his face engulfed in shadow, no one could have missed how handsome he was—if you liked the type. Glenn could have been a movie star himself, though strictly the action variety. There was nothing subtle about him, from his swarthy skin and mano-a-mano build to the wavy black hair expertly gelled to look as if he’d just tumbled out of the surf … or bed.

Glenn seemed to be making a point not to stare at her as she climbed dripping out of the pool (she imagined water pouring off her in sheets as if from a surfacing submarine). She trudged over to retrieve her towel, the fifteen feet or so to the chair over which it was draped seeming more like a mile. With each step she felt her thighs jiggle and heard childish voices in her head jeering, Moby, Moby two-by-four can’t get through the bathroom door. She burned all over as if she’d been baking in the sun for hours.

She snatched up her towel, hastily tying it around her waist. Now it was her breasts on display, jouncing like—an old taunt came to mind—two pigs in a sack as she walked back toward Glenn. Please, God, let this end soon. Hadn’t she suffered enough for one day?

Together, she and Glenn managed to haul Monica out of the pool and onto the chaise. Anna was patting her sister’s legs dry when her own towel slipped off. Glenn quickly averted his eyes, too quickly it seemed. She was awash with shame, tears prickling behind her eyes as she hurried off to the pool house to change.

When she emerged, clothed once more in her wraparound denim skirt and blouse, Glenn and Monica were seated in the shade, laughing over some long ago exploit of Monica’s. “I’ll never forget the look on that man’s face! You’d have thought I’d offered to sleep with him instead of telling him to fuck off.” She adopted a playful look. “Maybe I should have … just to tweak him.” And who knew better the many and varied ways to torment any man foolish enough to fall into her trap?

“Are you sure you didn’t?” he teased. A reference to her drinking, no doubt.

Monica eyed him narrowly before letting loose another throaty laugh. He was the only one allowed to tease her like that, probably because it meant that she wasn’t someone to be tiptoed around and that his dropping by could just as easily be to offer her the latest hot script as to relive old times. There’d been a time Anna had wondered if Glenn and her sister were lovers. But if that had ever been the case, which, knowing Monica, was entirely possible, the relationship was now more eternal flame than old flame.

“Well … I’m off.” Anna forced a smile.

They glanced up as if surprised to see her standing there.

“So soon?” Glenn put on a bereft look.

If he’d been poking fun at her, or even if he were the stereotypical sleazy Hollywood agent, she’d have been less forgiving. But despite his rough edges, Glenn wasn’t a bad guy. His only fault, if you could call it that, was that he did everything he could to disguise the fact that he’d come up the hard way, down to the preppie khakis and polo shirt he was wearing. The result was that he seemed to have dropped from nowhere; even his speech had the modulated, unaccented tone of a radio announcer’s. While it didn’t make sense to Anna—in Hollywood the scramblers were kings and queens of the heap—it was what he and Monica had in common: They’d both reinvented themselves.

“I should get home,” she told him. “My mom’s expecting me.” She realized too late she’d said “my” instead of “our.” But in some ways it did feel as if she were an only child.

Glenn brought a hand to his chest. “Sis, you break my heart every time.”

Anna turned quickly so he wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. However benign, his teasing was that of a kindly uncle humoring a fat kid he felt sorry for. He wouldn’t have joked that way if there’d been the slightest chance she’d take it seriously.

She was almost out of earshot when she heard them laughing. Blood rushed to her cheeks. That was the thing about being fat, she thought. There was no safe place. When you heard people laughing, you always assumed it was at you.

It was almost six, the sun riding the shoulders of the distant mountains, when she let herself out onto the columned front porch. When she’d called home to say she’d be late, Edna had grumbled a bit, which didn’t bode well. Betty was acting up again; Anna could hear it in Edna’s tired voice. There would be no warm bath or book to curl up with tonight. She’d be lucky if she could grab a bite to eat.

Anna drove slowly nonetheless, nosing her ancient blue Corolla through the tall, wrought-iron gates that guarded the entrance to the estate—the most impressive in Carson Springs, with its twenty pristine acres that included a lily pond, an orchid house, and a rose garden to rival the White House’s. No sense taking unnecessary risks, she thought as she wound her way down the steep canyon road toward the valley below. What would become of Betty if she were incapacitated in some way?

She knew what people thought: that they’d both be better off with Betty in a nursing home. But had they seen some of those places? Did they know what went on there? And it wasn’t as simple as finding the right one. Medicare didn’t cover extended care, so she’d be forced to sell Betty’s house—the only home Anna had ever known.

It’d be useless asking Monica to pitch in. She’d made it clear that the extent of her responsibility, as she saw it, was footing Edna’s salary and the portion of Betty’s doctor’s bills that weren’t covered by insurance. Not that she couldn’t afford to do more, but what would be the fun if they weren’t dancing like marionettes on her purse strings? With each penny squeezed from her, Anna had to jump a little higher … and button her lip a little tighter. As for their mother, it was almost as if Monica were punishing her in some way. Probably because in her mind Betty hadn’t done enough to protect them when they were growing up. As if anyone could’ve gone up against their dad.

A memory surfaced: She must have been six, seven—small enough to fit under the bed. All she could see from where she lay pressed against the floor were two pairs of feet, one in low-heeled black pumps worn to a slant at the heels and the other, her dad’s, in scuffed brown work boots. They’d seemed unconnected somehow to the loud voices overhead. She watched in fear as the boots advanced … and the pumps retreated. There was a scuffle, her mother’s voice pleading, “No, Joey … please … the children …” Then came the awful choking sounds, Betty’s strangled cries twisting about Anna’s own throat as she lay motionless, a fist stuffed into her mouth to keep from screaming.

It was months before she’d been able to sleep through the night.

They’d all suffered. Liz, too. What made Monica so unique?

As she made her way past the Carpenters’ sleek trilevel, its glass and steel expanses afire in the lowering sun, she thought of Alice and Wes, which in turn reminded her of Laura and Hector. If she had it rough in some ways, at least she was blessed with caring neighbors. That included Finch. Adopting her was the best thing Laura had ever done besides marrying Hector. Finch, who was sixteen going on forty and no stranger to life’s travails, had taken Anna under her wing instead of the other way around, stopping by several times a week to help with Betty.

The road flattened, oaks and sycamores taking the place of manzanita and scrub pine. Even after a lifetime Anna never failed to be captivated by the scenery, shifting from one extreme to the next like postcards in a revolving rack. To the east lay a forested lake and to the west chaparral-scrawled hills, with orchards and orange groves in between.

All of it nestled within a ring of snow-capped mountains. If she lived to be a hundred, Anna would never take all this for granted. Though if a landscape could be too bucolic, such was Carson Springs. Where was the grain of sand to chafe at her dull and at times desperate existence? What pearl would ever come of this rut she’d trodden for herself?

Evening shadows stretched across Old Sorrento Road as she neared home. She rattled over the cattle grids and bumped over the potholes. There was a time when this stretch of country road had been nothing but grazing land. Not much had changed except that there were more houses and fewer animals. At night her headlights still picked out the gleam of feral eyes—possums and raccoons, and the occasional bear or bobcat that had wandered down from the hills.

Before long she was pulling into the driveway of the modest frame house where she’d lived the belter part of thirty-six years. It beckoned from the dusk that hid its peeling paint and the shingles missing from its roof, the glow from its windows making her feel all at once hopeful that things would turn out okay.

Her optimism vanished as soon as she climbed from her car. Even from this distance she could hear her mother’s screams—like those of a scalded cat. Her stomach clenched. As she trudged up the walk, the house came into focus, its long-dead nasturtiums clinging in brown squiggles to the porch lattice that framed the sagging steps; the blisters on the clapboard siding, which Hector had repeatedly offered to repaint—as if he hadn’t done enough already—and which looked like an advanced case of leprosy. There were days, like this one, when she imagined herself to be like this house, growing spongy with dry rot while she settled on her foundation. Would she ever be free or, God forbid, end up like Betty?

Anna walked in the door to find Edna locked in mortal combat with her mother. It might have been a comical sight, an old woman, no more than ninety-eight pounds soaking wet, kicking and thrashing while her paid companion, twenty years her junior and broad across the shoulders from a lifetime of working with horses, struggled to subdue her. “Nooooooo! Legooooo! You son of a bitch!” Betty wailed, hammering at Edna with her fists. “I’ll call the cops. I mean it this time!”

Anna dropped her purse and rushed to Edna’s aid. “It’s okay, Mom. No one’s going to hurt you.” She grabbed hold of a flailing arm, and after a moment Betty quieted, allowing Edna to release her. “Dad’s gone. Remember?”

Betty’s pale blue eyes stopped their panicked rolling and fixed on Anna. The tension slowly drained from her limbs. “Anna, honey? Is that you?” It always took her a moment or two to adjust to the fact that Anna was grown; in Betty’s mind, her children would be forever small. “I thought you were in school.”

“No, Mom. I have a job, remember?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Betty was hoarse from screaming. Her hair floated about her head like smoke from a doused fire, patches of pink scalp showing through.

Anna exhaled wearily. “Have you eaten yet?” Edna shook her head just as wearily, as if to say, What do you expect? Keeping Betty out of mischief was a full-time job in itself.

Betty was getting that wild-eyed look again. “What time is it? Where’s my coat? The bus will be here any minute!”

Anna seized her by the shoulders, forcing Betty to meet her gaze. She could feel the hard knobs of bones beneath the skin that encased them like tissue paper. Her mother had always been petite, but now there was almost nothing left of her. “Calm down, Mom. There’s no school today. It’s … it’s a holiday.”

“Oh.” Betty’s shoulders sagged.

“Why don’t you watch TV while I fix you something to eat?” She guided her mother to the old, seat-sprung recliner, reaching for the remote while mentally scrambling to recall what was on this time of day. People’s Court? Sally Jesse Raphael? I Love Lucy reruns? For some unfathomable reason her mother loved Jerry Springer, though in her right mind she’d actively loathed such programs. Probably because she’d had enough screaming in her own life.

“I need a cigarette,” Edna said with a sigh when they were alone in the kitchen. Smoking wasn’t permitted in the house, but Anna didn’t say anything as Edna fished a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of her oversize corduroy jacket.

“Has she been like this all day?” Anna spoke in a low voice, though her mother, happily absorbed in a Cheers rerun, couldn’t hear. From the living room came a hollow burst of canned laughter—to Anna’s mind the loneliest sound in the world—and her mother’s faint cackling in response.

“Ever since the PG&E guy came to read the meter.” Edna lit her cigarette and took a long drag. She was ruggedly built, with graying hair plaited in a braid as thick as a horse’s tail, her leathery skin so creased it resembled the old chopping block out back.

“Pete?”

“She kept calling him Joe.”

They exchanged a knowing look.

“I’m sorry, Edna.” It seemed she’d been apologizing all her life for things she’d had no control over. “I know how tough it is. You’re worth twice what I pay you.”

“In that case, I wouldn’t say no to a raise.” Edna squinted against the smoke rising in a lazy wreath about her head, her brown eyes gentle despite the hard set of her jaw. She knew who the real boss was. When she bitched to Anna, it was as one coworker to another.

“I’ll speak to Monica about it.”

Edna snorted. “While you’re at it, have her throw in a new set of tires for my truck.” They both knew Monica would see Betty out on the sidewalk rather than part with another nickel toward her upkeep.

Anna sighed. “I’m sure if I explain to her—”

“Look, it’s none of my beeswax,” Edna cut her off, “but you oughta give some thought to what we talked about. Or the next thing you know it’ll be the men in the white coats carting you off.”

Anna gave in to a wry smile. “It’d be the closest I’ll ever get to a vacation.” She was in no mood to go over the same tired ground. Edna meant well, she knew, but Anna wasn’t ready to ship her mother off to a nursing home. Betty wasn’t that far gone. She had her good days as well as her bad days.

“I could use one myself.” Edna glanced about in search of an ashtray before tapping a long ash into the leathery cup of her palm. She carried it to the sink, where she stubbed out her cigarette with a wet sizzle and tossed it into the garbage. “Okay, I’m off.” She reached for her quilted barn jacket on a hook by the back door. “There’s macaroni and cheese in the oven. I didn’t get a chance to heat it up.” She tossed a meaningful glance toward the living room. “Good luck.”

I’ll need it. As Edna was putting on her jacket, Anna caught a glimpse of the purple mottling on her wrist. With a grim smile, she pulled back her own sleeve to reveal the bruises that ranged from ocher to violet. “Look. We’re a matched set.”

“You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but she’s strong as a horse.” Edna gave a half-admiring snort. “Stubborn, too. Once she gets it into her head that …” Her expression turned grim. “Your dad did a real number on her.”

It was on the tip of Anna’s tongue to defend him, but what would’ve been the point? He’d been dead for years. Besides, everyone knew what he’d been like. Joe Vincenzi, the meanest drunk around. That he’d been nice when sober didn’t count because few ever saw him when he wasn’t three sheets to the wind.

“Well, I’m off,” Edna announced for the second time. She paused as she was stepping out the door, looking at Anna as if there was something else she wanted to say. But whatever it was, she apparently decided against it. “See you in the morning.”

Morning? Anna didn’t know how she was going to survive the night.

Minutes later, the table set and the macaroni and cheese bubbling in the oven, she was on her way to fetch Betty when laughter, not canned, rang out in the next room. She froze. It couldn’t have been her mother; she hadn’t laughed like that in years. It was what Anna missed most, her mother’s laugh—the one thing Joe hadn’t been able to beat out of her. That, and her sense of fun. Anna remembered coming home from school one day to the unexpected treat of a cake with candles and a pile of tissue-wrapped presents. Betty had decided to throw them an unbirthday party. The presents weren’t expensive—a pink plastic hairbrush and a comb set for her, nail polish and the current issue of Mademoiselle for Monica, a nightgown for Liz—but the occasion stood out in memory more than any real birthday.

Remembering helped, but it made her sad, too, in the same way that photos of her dad, grinning into the camera with a little girl on each knee, made her feel as if she’d had two different fathers. These days her mother was like a whole other person from the one she’d known, with Anna the grown-up and Betty the child.

In the living room, she found Laura’s adopted daughter, Finch, seated on the sofa, chattering away while Betty smiled in delight as if at an exotic bird that had flown in through the window.

Finch caught Anna’s eye and smiled. “The door was open,” she said. “I guess you didn’t hear me knock.”

“Perfect timing,” Anna told her. “I was just putting supper on the table.”

“I can’t stay. I just dropped by to give this to your mom.” She dug into the pocket of her jean jacket, producing a key chain with a penlight attached. “I thought she’d like it.” She thumbed its button, and it was as if a light had been switched on in Betty as well. Her eyes glowed like a child’s on Christmas morning.

Anna’s own eyes unexpectedly filled with tears. When Finch dropped by, it was always with some little trinket for Betty, or to return a book she’d borrowed, never leaving Anna to feel like some sort of charity case. Her years in foster care had left her far more sensitive than most to the sting of handouts.

Finch rose to her feet with a graceful little dipping motion as she swung her long dark hair over her shoulder. It fell in a rippling sheet down her back, and Anna was struck anew by how she’d blossomed in the past year. In her jeans and UCLA sweatshirt, she looked like any normal teenager, the hollow-eyed runaway of last summer already a distant memory.

“Sure you can’t stay? There’s more than enough,” she urged.

Finch hesitated. “I’ll have to check with Laura.”

She went into the bedroom to use the phone, returning moments later to say it was okay. Anna knew that it had probably been the plan all along, and tonight she was too tired to refuse when after they’d eaten Finch offered to put Betty to bed.

Finch coaxed Betty to her feet, saying gently, “Come on, Mrs. Vincenzi. Wait till you see how cool this looks in the dark.”

She reached to pry the penlight from her grasp—Betty had held on to it throughout supper—but Betty balked. “Mine! Monica gave it to me,” she cried.

Finch smiled at Anna. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

If Betty had mistaken her for Monica it was because there was a certain resemblance. In the framed photo over the fireplace, taken when she was Finch’s age, Monica was a fresh-faced beauty as yet unspoiled.

When she was alone, Anna turned to the dirty dishes in the sink, which included those from breakfast—Edna wasn’t much when it came to housekeeping, and Anna wasn’t in a position to complain. Fifteen minutes later, with the last dish stacked in the drainer, she tiptoed down the hall to check up on her mother. She found Betty tucked in bed, Finch reading aloud to her from a storybook.

“ ‘One day the two sisters received an invitation to the ball that was to be made at the palace of the King, in honor of his son the Prince …’ ”

The tears she’d been holding back all evening spilled down her cheeks as she hovered in the doorway. Finch was so patient with her mother, almost as if she understood her in a way Anna couldn’t. Maybe because she knew what it was like not to fit in. One day she might tell Anna what it had been like, all those foster homes, the last one so bad she’d run away, but for now Anna was simply grateful for her kindness.

Anna retreated down the hall and was straightening up in the living room when she heard the door to her mother’s room click shut. Finch appeared a moment later, saying in a hushed voice, “She’s asleep.”

“You’re so good with her.” Anna had muted the TV and now there was only its flickery glow, casting the furniture in shadowy relief. She didn’t dare say more; she might get choked up again.

Finch shrugged nonchalantly, as if it weren’t a school night and she didn’t have better things to do. “I like her. She’s more like a little kid than someone Maude’s age.” Laura’s eighty-two-year-old housemate, who was like a member of the family, might be forgetful at times, but she had all her marbles.

Anna knew what she meant: just as with a child, everything was upfront with Betty. “I wish you could’ve known my Gramma Nini,” she said. “It was like that nursery rhyme about Jack Spratt and his wife—she was as big as a house and Grandpa Eddie as skinny as a beanpole.” She smiled, remembering the meals at her grandmother’s groaning table. No wonder I’m so fat. “I guess it’s pretty obvious which one I take after.”

“Why do you do that?” Finch frowned.

“Do what?”

“Put yourself down like that.”

Anna chuckled to hide her embarrassment. “I’m just stating a fact.”

“Well, it’s also a fact that you’re pretty and smart.”

Anna’s smile faded. “I’ve been hearing that all my life,” she said with a sigh. “Such a pretty face. It’s just another way of saying it’s a shame you’re fat.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know you didn’t.”

She braced herself for what inevitably came next: the helpful suggestions about dieting and exercise. She’d heard them all. Even Laura, who’d rather bite her tongue until it bled than offend someone, had invited her more than once to go horseback riding.

But Finch only said, “I should be getting back. I have homework.” She rolled her eyes, but Anna knew she liked school. This past semester she’d even made the honor roll.

Anna followed her out onto the porch. The temperature was falling rapidly; it was at least ten degrees cooler than when she’d arrived home. The only sounds were the cheeping of crickets and nightjars. She hugged Finch, a bit too tightly perhaps, wondering what it would be like to have a daughter of her own. Then Finch was bounding down the path, disappearing into the darkness. A moment later came the roar of Hector’s old pickup.

Shivering, Anna retreated inside. If the outside of the house showed its age, the interior was virtually unchanged from when she was growing up. The old Motorola stereo cabinet was where it had always been, never mind the CD player that had made it obsolete. Surrounding it were the clunky old breakfront that had been her grandmother’s, the worn plush chairs, and the brocade sofa with its granny-square afghan that her mother had crocheted to cover the burns from her father’s cigarettes. It might have been only yesterday that Anna had been summoned home from college for his funeral. Sixteen years—had it really been that long? The week or two she’d planned to stay before returning to Cal State had spun out into months, then years.

At first it had been to help her mother to adjust. Amazingly, after nearly thirty years of being beaten and bullied, Betty missed the old man; she’d drifted about in a daze like a boat that had come unmoored. When it became clear that the daze was more than just grief, Anna had felt obliged to stay just to make sure she didn’t set the house on fire or do herself bodily harm.

She’d been there ever since.

Now she wondered if her reasons for staying had as much to do with her own fears as with Betty. One day she’d woken up to the realization that her friends all had careers, or were married with children, or both. A kind of panic had set in. Where would she go? What would she do? A woman in her thirties without a bachelor’s degree who wasn’t qualified for anything more than minimum wage. It had seemed the answer to her prayers when, shortly after the accident that had left her a paraplegic, Monica tearfully begged Anna to come work for her at LoreiLinda, where she’d taken up permanent residence. Monica claimed to need her desperately, offering to hire a companion for their mother, and at the time it had seemed like the answer to both their prayers—the insurance money from their dad’s death had run out just as Betty’s condition was worsening, making it impossible for Anna to hold down even a part-time job without outside help. It wasn’t until too late that Anna saw she’d only become more deeply mired.

Her cat came slinking out from under the sofa to wind in and out between her legs, purring loudly. Anna bent down to scoop him up. “It’s just you and me, pardner.” She stroked his silky black head. “What’ll it be, Rocky Road or butter pecan?”

Boots, named after his three white socks, was the cat Laura had brought over on loan from Lost Paws the year before last to cut down the mice population in her pantry. He’d been with her ever since, her feline counterpart. Neither had intended to stay, but there they were nonetheless. When she put him down, he followed her into the kitchen, meowing piteously as if it’d been days, not hours, since he’d been fed. Anna dropped a spoonful of Rocky Road into his bowl before helping herself to three large scoops.

She was settling into the recliner to watch TV when she caught her reflection in one of the breakfront’s glass doors, distorted like in a funhouse mirror: a huge head atop the blob that was her body. She was filled with self-loathing and had a vision of herself ten years from now, seated in the same chair, digging into the same heaping bowl of ice cream. With each passing day she’d become that much more helpless to combat Monica’s will. Glenn and the others would eye her more pityingly, until it edged over into disgust.

Just as her own disgust was now creeping over into horror. Had she seen this coming when her father died, she’d have run for the hills.

Only once before had Anna experienced an epiphany on this scale. As a child she’d suffered her father’s beatings in choked silence until one day something in her had snapped. She’d looked up at him as he towered over her with his hand raised and blood in his eye—she couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven—giving him a look of such intense hatred he’d immediately lowered his arm. She’d sensed somehow that in the same way a bomb needs to be detonated in order to explode, he had to see fear for his rage to be released. At that moment she had stopped being afraid. He never raised his hand to her again.

With the same clarity, she knew it was now or never. If she didn’t act quickly, the moment would pass and with it any chance of a future. Trembling all over, she rose to her feet, the bowl in her hands cradled like something sharp that might cut her. She hurried into the kitchen, where she dumped the ice cream into the sink. Watching it disappear down the drain in a muddy swirl, little white clumps of marshmallow clinging to the lip, she felt a flicker of hope, the first in months, maybe years. I can do this, she thought. I can change.



Chapter Three

“NEW DRESS?” LAURA asked as Anna climbed into the backseat, squeezing in next to Maude and Finch. This morning when Anna’s car wouldn’t start, Laura had offered her a ride to church.

“I haven’t worn it in a while.” Anna didn’t add that the flowered dress she had on was from her Atkins phase, when she’d been fifteen pounds thinner. This was the first time she’d been able to fit into it since then—at least three years.

“Well, it looks nice on you.” Laura went on eyeing her as Hector backed the Explorer out of the driveway. “No, it’s not just the dress,” she said. “You’ve lost weight.”

“A few pounds.” Anna didn’t want to make a big deal of it. She’d been on so many diets through the years, she was like the boy who cried “wolf,” except that in her case she’d eaten like one. “You look nice, too,” she said, eager to change the subject. Laura, who practically lived in jeans, except at work where she wore slacks, had on a stylish ecru dress and high heels.

“It’s my brother’s christening. I figured I’d better dress up.”

“Jack won’t recognize us,” Finch said.

“I hardly recognize myself grumbled Hector, looking uncomfortable in his suit. He’d been to the barber, too; his shiny black hair stood up in spikes except where slicked down around his collar. The one maverick touch was the bola tie from his and Laura’s hilltop wedding earlier in the year.

“Well, I, for one, am celebrating the fact that there’s even going to be a christening.” Maude peered out from under the cartwheel hat that matched her vintage polka-dot dress. “When I think how it might have ended …” Her voice trailed off, her blue eyes, bright as buttons sewn onto the soft little pillow of her face, momentarily clouding over.

A silence fell, everyone remembering the car accident the previous spring that had nearly claimed Sam’s life along with that of her unborn baby—the climax of the soap opera that had begun with Laura’s widowed mother falling in love with Ian, fifteen years her junior. That he was her younger daughter’s stepson to boot had only heightened the drama.

But now it was November and no one in the extended Kiley-Delarosa clan could remember what life had been like before Jack. Sam was like any new mother besotted with her baby, never mind she was old enough to be his grandmother. Laura and Alice, who’d been horrified by their mother’s pregnancy, doted on him. Finch would have baby-sat for free if Sam hadn’t insisted on paying her. And Maude, named an honorary grandmother in the absence of any real ones, knitted little sweaters and booties as fast as Jack outgrew them.

They arrived at the church to find it packed. Luckily, Sam and Ian had saved seats up front. Sliding into her pew, Anna said a silent little prayer of thanks that Edna hadn’t given her a hard time about putting in the extra hours. She wouldn’t have wanted to miss this, and much as she hated to admit it, her mother would have spoiled it for her.

The joyous pealing of the campanario bells gave way to the organ’s full-throated baritone. Anna rose for the opening hymn. Those used to seeing her at mass every Sunday might have been surprised to know she didn’t consider herself especially devout. Oh, she believed in God and found comfort in the Bible, but the main reason she kept on coming year after year was because it was here, at St. Xavier’s, that for a few hours each week she was lifted up to become a part of something larger than her tiny sphere.

Much of it had to do with the church itself. She looked about at the adobe walls as thick as a fortress’s and the high, stained-glass windows through which sunlight slanted to form jeweled mosaics on the scuffed oak floor. Carved devotional statues gazed serenely from the niches lining the nave, and the reredos over the altar, with its gilded carvings worthy of a cathedral, glowed honeylike in the soft light. When Anna was growing up, the mission on Calle de Navidad had been the one place she’d felt utterly and completely safe, and even now it seemed to embrace her as tenderly as the statue of Mary cradling the infant Jesus.

She glanced over at Finch. She wore a formfitting suit in a flattering shade of green that made her look more mature than her years, an effect offset by the half dozen earrings in each ear and the small butterfly tattoo above her right ankle. Finch caught her eye and smiled.

Laura’s younger sister, Alice, sat with her husband to Anna’s left, Wes looking every inch the proud grandfather. Anna was struck, as always, by the contrast in the two sisters. Laura, earthy and olive skinned, with arms brown and muscular from the outdoors and hair that wouldn’t stay put, and sleek, coolly blond Alice, who looked as though she’d stepped from the pages of Vogue. Yet no two sisters could have been more devoted. Anna wished she were as close to her own.

There were more hymns and prayers, then a reading from Timothy, followed by the sermon, which was mercifully brief. Before long Father Reardon was motioning to Sam and Ian. They rose in unison, baby Jack nestled asleep in his father’s arms, every eye on them as they made their way to the stone font in the baptistery off the nave. Sam and Ian shared a small, secret smile over their baby’s head, the amber light streaming down from overhead seeming to anoint the three of them. Anna felt a wave of longing sweep over her: Would she ever stand there with a baby of her own?

Watching Father Reardon perform the ritual, she was reminded of the crush she’d had on him in junior high. She hadn’t been alone—every other girl in her catechism class had been in love with him. Even now that he was a bit thicker about the waist and his curly black hair shot with silver, he was still the handsomest man around, with Irish eyes and a smile that could brighten a rainy Monday.

Jack woke with an outraged cry as Father Reardon poured water over his head. Sam looked pained, as if she couldn’t bear seeing him in any kind of discomfort. But Jack, in a pint-size sailor suit, quickly recovered and by the end was his usual sunny self. Anna couldn’t help noting, too, how slim Sam was; you’d never have guessed she’d recently given birth, much less that she was the mother of two grown daughters. She felt a pang of envy watching Ian slip an arm about her waist as they headed back to their pew.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Alice and Wes exchange a look. Clearly it wasn’t lost on them, the irony of Wes’s mother-in-law giving him his only grandchild. Anna recalled that Alice was on the fence about having kids of her own, and wondered if they would ever make the leap. Looking at Wes, as robust as his son, it wasn’t hard to imagine.

To the swelling chords of “Lord Dismiss Us with Thy Blessing,” the congregation rose and began making its way outside. Moments later Anna stood on the sun-washed steps, watching Sam and Ian hold court with the baby. It seemed everyone was stopping to coo at Jack, even that battle-ax Marguerite Moore, who’d been so hateful to Sam last year. By the time Anna had rejoined Laura and Hector, it was lunchtime and her stomach was grumbling. It didn’t help that they were on their way to Tea & Sympathy for the party in Jack’s honor. She knew she’d have to be extra vigilant.

It had been six months since her last diet—a grape juice fast that had lasted all of four days before she’d fainted from hunger. She’d made up her mind then and there: no more. Hadn’t she tried every diet known to mankind? There’d been Atkins, Scarsdale, Beverly Hills, and Pritikin; low carb, no carb, all the fat you can eat, macrobiotic, and more recently The Zone and Eat Right for Your Type. That didn’t include Weight Watchers, Jenny Craig, Nutri/System, and Richard Simmons, or the gallons of Slim-Fast she’d downed through the years.

What was different this time? Nothing … and everything. For one thing, she refused to label it a diet, which would have been the kiss of death. Instead of denying herself, she ate what she liked, the only catch being that she limited herself to tiny portions of the fattening stuff. The French ate cheese, why couldn’t she? A cookie? Fine, but just one. Cake? As long as she could see through it to the plate underneath. Amazingly, she’d found that given the choice, she often preferred fruit over gooey desserts and chicken over cheeseburgers. As a result, the pounds were melting off.

She’d even taken up jogging. The first week she could barely make it to the end of her driveway without collapsing, but now she could easily jog the half mile to Laura’s and back. She knew it’d had a positive effect when, halfway to Tea & Sympathy, she wasn’t even out of breath.

It was such a beautiful Indian summer day, the sky so crisp and blue it seemed to crackle, that when Hector had suggested they leave the car where it was parked and go on foot, Anna had readily agreed. Finch had gone on ahead with Andie, and Maude had caught a ride with her friend

Mavis, so it was just the three of them. They took their time strolling along Old Mission. The shops were closed except for Lickety-Split, with its usual traffic jam of strollers stretching out onto the terra-cotta-roofed arcade. Anna’s mouth watered at the thought of a scoop of Brandy Alexander fudge.

A block from the arcade, they passed the bougainvillea-draped arch to Delarosa Plaza, with its tiered fountain and Spanish-style storefronts, the largest of which was Delarosa’s. A general store in the days of the Gold Rush, it had been in Laura’s family for generations and had recently passed into her hands when Sam’s pregnancy forced her to retire.

Across the street stood the Depression-era post office, with its Moorish bell tower that was featured on postcards and in guidebooks. Glancing up as she passed it, Anna wondered if the deep sense of connectedness she felt walking these streets was partly to blame for the rut she was in. What incentive was there to leave? Where could she go that would be better than Carson Springs? Never mind it was a gilded cage in some respects.

At the light, they turned the corner onto Orange Avenue and after several blocks Tea & Sympathy came into view: a quaint shingled cottage with pink fairy roses climbing up the front. Though only open six months, it was already a local institution. Anna’s stomach rumbled anew at the thought of all the mouth-watering treats inside.

A number of the guests had gathered on the porch. Through the open door she could see more milling about inside. “Mom had to book months in advance,” Laura told her as they started up the marigold-lined path. “It’s one of the reasons she put off the christening until now.”

Anna didn’t doubt it. From what she’d heard, booking Tea & Sympathy for an event was the toughest reservation in town, though she also knew that Claire would’ve found a way to accommodate her mother’s oldest friend even with a few weeks’ notice.

“I thought maybe it was because she wanted to get married first,” she said.

Laura paused to pluck a dead nasturtium from the trellis alongside the porch. “I thought so, too. God only knows when they’ll get around to it. Mom says things are great as they are, so why rock the boat? But I think it’s because she wasn’t all that happy with my dad.”

“Marriage,” Hector grumbled good-naturedly, “is Sunday afternoon in a tearoom with a bunch of ladies from church.” Left to his own devices he’d have been tinkering with his pickup or puttering about the ranch.

“I don’t see that it’s hurt you any” Laura grinned, poking him with her elbow.

Anna watched them with envy. She didn’t begrudge Laura her happiness, especially after what she’d been through all those years—first trying to get pregnant, then her husband leaving her. She only wished someone would look at her the way Hector was looking at Laura now—as if she were the sun, moon, and stars all wrapped up in one.

They stepped inside to find the sunny room crowded with friends and family, the air awash with heavenly scents. With the man of the hour down for his nap. Sam and Ian were busy greeting their guests, stopping to kiss a cheek here and squeeze a hand there. Sam enveloped Anna in a warm hug.

“I’m sorry your mother couldn’t join us,” she said, making it sound as if Betty had had a more pressing engagement.

It was the same sensitivity Anna had come to expect from Laura. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, she thought. She looked over at Jack, sound asleep in his carrier. “I can’t believe how big he’s gotten.”

“I’ll be ready for a hip replacement by the time he’s walking.” Sam gave a mock groan, though from the way she carried herself, Anna guessed it would be years before she’d have such worries. “I hope you’re hungry. Can you believe all this food?” She gestured toward the buffet table laden with plates of finger sandwiches and sweets.

“It all looks wonderful,” Anna said, her mouth watering.

“Help yourself, there’s plenty more where this came from.” Claire was making the rounds with a tray of sticky buns fresh from the oven. Willowy, with a cloud of pre-Raphaelite hair and cheekbones to die for, she didn’t look like someone who spent her days in the kitchen. With so much to tempt her, how did she stay so thin?

It took a supreme effort—however firm her resolve, Anna’s taste buds had a mind of their own—but she managed to resist. “Thanks, I think I’ll wait a bit,” she murmured, wandering over to the table, where she helped herself to a finger sandwich and single cookie instead.

She was looking for a place to sit down when Gerry Fitzgerald beckoned her over to the table she and her husband were sitting at. “You’re just in time,” she said, scooting over to make room. “We can’t decide which is better—the apple cake or raspberry-almond tart.” She pushed her plate toward Anna, who took a tiny taste of each to be polite.

“This one.” She pointed to the tart, though it was a close call.

“My sentiments exactly,” Aubrey pronounced.

Gerry looked as proud as if she’d baked it herself. “He’s only saying that because it’s my recipe. Well, not mine exactly.” She’d be the first to tell you she was the world’s worst cook. “I clipped it out of Gourmet.” She gave a mock sigh. “The extent of my culinary skills.” As if someone who looked like an Italian film star, with a sexy wardrobe to match, needed to add cooking to her credits.

Claire paused at their table, resting a hand on Gerry’s shoulder. “Don’t listen to her,” she said with a laugh. “She does more than two people around here.” Anna marveled anew at how much alike they were, mother and daughter. Not so much in terms of looks as in their sparkle, and the ready laugh that could fill a room. It seemed incredible that less than a year ago they’d been total strangers. If Gerry hadn’t decided to search for her, they’d never have met. Claire would still be a lawyer up north, engaged to the guy she’d been with before Matt. The thought brought renewed hope. If Claire could reinvent herself, why couldn’t she?

“She’s only saying that to be nice,” Gerry said, though Anna could see she was pleased. “Anyway, I only help out on weekends.” Her full-time job as lay manager of Blessed Bee, the local convent’s honey operation, kept her busy the rest of the time. “And with all the plates and cups I’ve chipped, I’m not sure if she’s coming out ahead.”

“I’ll take it out of your Christmas bonus,” Claire teased before moving on.

Gerry’s eyes followed her, filled with pride … and something more—incredulity perhaps. If Anna sometimes wondered whether there was such a thing as miracles, she need look no further than Gerry.

Her gaze fell on a small drab woman seated by herself at a table against the wall. Martha Elliston. Anna knew her from church. Wasn’t she on some committee with Sam? Though not much older than Anna, Martha had the look of an old lady in the making, the shapeless dress she wore doing nothing to alter that impression. As far as Anna knew, she’d never been married or even had a boyfriend. She lived with her elderly mother, who must be either widowed or divorced—Anna had never heard any mention of a husband. With a small shock, Anna realized the description would have fit her. She shuddered at the idea.

She turned to find Aubrey eyeing her. “You’re looking exceptionally well, my dear,” he said, his European accent matched by his cosmopolitan look. It was as though he’d read her mind and knew exactly what she’d needed to hear just then. “A good advertisement for country living.” As if Old Sorrento Road were the boonies, which to a man like Aubrey she supposed it was.

Anna felt her cheeks grow warm. “Thanks,” she mumbled. Coming from Gerry’s husband, who had once been Carson Springs’s most eligible bachelor in addition to being a world-renowned celebrity, it was a true compliment. It also hardened her resolve to resist the plates of mouthwatering treats making their way around the room.

“How’s your mom these days?” Gerry dropped her voice. People always asked after her mother as if Betty were at death’s door. Though Anna supposed that to many, a grave illness was preferable to missing most of your marbles.

“She has her good days and her bad days.” Anna shrugged. No sense bending her ear.

“And your sister?” From the forced politeness of Gerry’s tone, it was obvious she meant Monica, who hadn’t exactly endeared herself to the locals, whom she referred to as the “natives.” Never mind that Monica herself had been born and raised in Carson Springs.

“She’s fine.” Anna didn’t want to come across as rude, but if she said another word, or even thought too much about Monica, it would spoil her mood. She was still angry from yesterday when Monica refused to let her have the afternoon off—as if her needs were far more pressing than anything Anna could possibly have to do.

Talk turned to other things. Aubrey spoke of his upcoming tour, one that Gerry would accompany him on. “Sort of a delayed honeymoon,” she explained, turning to him with a small secretive smile. Anna hadn’t been at their wedding last June—only a handful of family and close friends were invited—but she could see that theirs was a match made in heaven. Gerry had even traded her suburban ranch house for Isla Verde, the beautiful old estate Aubrey leased from Sam.

The green-eyed monster reared its ugly head once more.

“First stop, Albert Hall,” Aubrey was saying. “I’m told the prime minister will be there. The queen, too.” He didn’t sound the least bit intimidated at the prospect, which probably came from being famous in his own right. With his dignified bearing and imposing crest of silver hair, he could easily have passed for royalty.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to settle for the CD.” London might have been the Emerald City as far as Anna was concerned. The only time she’d seen Aubrey conduct was at last summer’s music festival, which, come to think of it, was where he and Gerry had met.

Gerry glanced at Anna’s plate, “Is that all you’re having?”

The difference between Gerry and Sam in a nutshell, Anna thought. Sam wouldn’t have put her on the spot while Gerry was well known for what she herself jokingly referred to as her foot-in-mouth disease. Anna recalled the church committee they’d served on together last year, and how Gerry had mistakenly had the bulletin printed to read, “For all those who wish to become Little Mothers, please see Father Reardon at the parish house.” It had generated more than a few snickers, particularly in light of the fact that it had been Gerry’s long-ago affair with a priest, when she was a novice at Our Lady of the Wayside, that had resulted in Claire’s birth.

“I’m not all that hungry,” Anna lied.

“In that case, you should take some home with you.”

“Leave the poor girl alone.” Aubrey patted Gerry’s hand, on which sparkled a diamond the size of a sugar cube. “You mothers are all alike, forever trying to fatten people up.”

Never mind that Anna was fat enough as it was.

She excused herself as soon as she could and said her good-byes. No one asked why she was leaving so early; they were used to Anna dashing home to her mother. She was on her way out the door when Finch caught up with her, asking, “We still on for Thursday?”

Anna drew a blank, then remembered the film festival. Every year, the Park Rio showed back-to-back classics the second week of November. Stranger in Paradise was on Thursday night’s bill. Filmed on location in Carson Springs in the fifties, it was known locally as The Movie. Anna must’ve seen it a dozen times, though never on the big screen. It had seemed like a good idea when Finch first mentioned it, but now she shook her head, saying regretfully, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it.”

“We’ll save you a seat just in case.”

“You’ll be with your friends. What do you want with an old lady like me?” Anna joked.

The crease between Finch’s dark brows deepened—what Anna thought of as her don’t-try-to-pull-one-over-on-me look. “For one thing, you’re not old. Besides, no one knows more about movies.”

That much was true. If there was one advantage to being home every night, it was that Anna had seen nearly every movie ever made. “I really will try,” she promised. It would depend on Edna.

Anna caught a ride home with Hector, who was leaving early to meet with Doc Henry back at the ranch—something to do with one of the horses. The two were companionably silent throughout most of the drive—a relief after all the people at the party, most of whom it seemed were attached. Hector was the only person she knew who didn’t feel the need to talk just for conversation’s sake. By the time he dropped her off she was feeling a little less blue about the prospect of being shut inside with her mother the rest of the day.

She walked in to find her answering machine blinking. Six messages, more than she usually got in a week. A sinking feeling told her to wait until Edna had gone home before playing them back—instincts that proved correct. No sooner had Anna punched the Play button than Monica’s wheedling voice filled the room.

“Hi … it’s me. Are you there? Pick up …” Sigh. “Okay, I’ll try you later.”

Click.

“Me again. Where ARE you? It’s two o’clock, you couldn’t possibly still be at church. All right … all right … call me when you get this. I’ll be in ALL DAY.”

Click.

“I don’t effing BELIEVE it. Are you purposely not picking up? CALL ME, okay?”

Click.

“This is getting old.” Deep sigh. “What? Did you suddenly take up scuba diving? Is that where you’ve been all this time? Listen, it’s important. Call me.”

Click.

“Oh, for Chrissakes. Are you still mad about yesterday? I’m sorry, okay? But it’s not like I ask that much of you. Do you know how many people would kill to have your job?”

Click.

“All right, I really am sorry. Is that what you wanted to hear? I should have given you the afternoon off. You know I would have if I could have managed on my own …” Her voice trailed off piteously. “Look, I feel like an idiot talking to this machine. I’ll wait until you call back.”

Click.

With a sigh, Anna picked up the receiver and punched in the number for Monica’s private line. Her sister answered with a breathless, “Hello?” as if she’d been waiting by the phone.

“I just walked in.”

“Where were you? I was worried.” Monica affected a concerned tone.

As if she didn’t know perfectly well that Anna would’ve phoned in the event of an emergency—or would even give a damn if their mother had suffered a heart attack or fallen and broken her hip. “It was Jack’s christening,” Anna replied as evenly as she could with her blood pressure mounting. “There was a party afterward.”

“Jack who?”

“Sam and Ian’s baby.”

“Do I know them?”

“Sam Kiley, from Delarosa’s.” Monica should know; she shopped there often enough. Just before Sam retired she’d bought a beautiful handblown vase as a wedding gift for her friend Candace.

“Oh, yes, I remember.” Like she had a clue. “Listen, about yesterday, I really am sorry. I was in a lousy mood, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I want to make it up to you.”

Monica apologizing? Anna was speechless.

“I know,” Monica went on, mistaking her silence for acquiescence. “Why don’t you treat yourself to a manicure? You can charge it to my account.”

“That’s big of you.” Anna couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice. The account Monica referred to was at May’s Beauty Shoppe, with its turquoise plastic chairs and fifties dryers, where Anna took their mother twice a month to have her hair washed and set. The only reason Monica picked up the tab was so she could rub it in even more about everything she did.

But as far as Monica was concerned, it was settled. “Listen, while I’ve got you, I’ll need you first thing tomorrow. I want to make sure we’re all set for Thierry.”

Anna felt her anger burst through its fire wall. Monica hadn’t phoned to apologize. She’s just making sure I’ll be there for the shoot. “He’s not coming until eleven,” she reminded her sister coolly. She felt as if she’d swallowed a live coal.

“I know. I want the house to look perfect.”

Anna sighed. Thierry LaRoche, an old producer friend, had cajoled Monica into letting him shoot some footage of LoreiLinda—a segment on celebrity homes for Entertainment Tonight. Which would mean that in addition to her usual duties, Anna would have to be on hand to keep the hysteria to a minimum.

“I …” Say it. Tell her to shove her effing apology, and while she’s at it, shove the job, too. But the words stuck in her throat like a dry-swallowed aspirin. Even if she could find another job that paid as well, how would she afford Edna? And if she had to stay home and take care of her mother full time, she’d go crazy herself. Her only other choice would be to put Betty in a nursing home, which would mean selling the house—leaving her homeless in addition to jobless. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she forced through lips numb with suppressed fury.

“Okay, then. Bright and early,” Monica chirped. “Oops, there’s my other line. Bye!”

Anna’s hand was trembling as she hung up. It took several attempts before she was able to fit the receiver into its cradle. She eyed her mother, seated at the card table by the window, absorbed in her jigsaw puzzle—never mind that most of the pieces ended up in her pockets or on the floor. Betty glanced up, taking note of Anna’s unhappy face. “Is something wrong, dear?” she asked with such genuine concern that Anna felt even worse. How could she even think of putting Betty in a home?

“Everything’s fine,” she lied. “Have you had lunch yet?”

Betty shook her head. “Don’t go to any trouble, dear. I’m fixing myself an egg. It should be ready any minute.”

An alarm bell went off in Anna’s head. She raced into the kitchen to find a pan smoking ominously on the stove. It had boiled dry, the egg a gummy mess at the bottom. Unthinkingly, Anna grabbed the handle and a bolt of pain shot up her arm. “Damn!” She dropped it with a clatter, clutching her wrist, bits of exploded egg and shell scattering like shrapnel.

Moments later she sat slumped at the table, her throbbing hand submerged in ice water while she dug into a bag of Oreos with the other, tears running down her cheeks.

“To the left … a little more … yes, that’s it.” Monica wheeled back to survey the newly rearranged mantel.

Anna had moved the Staffordshire dogs to the end, repositioning her sister’s Oscar, for her Best Supporting role in Wild Lilies, so that it was directly below her portrait. The effect was Monica times two. She said, “You don’t think it’s overkill?”

Monica gave her a withering look. “Why don’t we let Thierry be the judge?” As if he’d dare suggest moving so much as a knickknack. If Monica didn’t approve of the finished piece, it would be a waste of his time and money.

“Good idea.” What difference did it make in the end?

“Well, then, I guess it’s showtime.” Monica’s gaze swept the living room and she let out a satisfied sigh. The stage was set to perfection. In addition to Anna going over it with a fine-tooth comb, it looked as if Arcela had been up all night cleaning. The grand piano and Chinese lacquer cabinets had been polished to a high gloss and the carpet swirled into meringue by the vacuum cleaner except where crisscrossed by wheelchair tracks. Even the floor-to-ceiling windows sparkled, their postcard view of the valley below unimpeded by so much as a fly speck.

“The only thing missing is the orchestra,” Anna remarked dryly.

Monica must’ve caught the edge in her voice, for she shot her a cool look. “I suppose you think this is some kind of ego trip. Well, it’s not. I’m only doing it for Thierry.”

Anna kept her thoughts to herself. She was saving her energy for the little speech she planned to give later on. Last night, after the binge that had left her wallowing in self-loathing, she’d decided it was time to stop fixating on losing weight and start concentrating on what she needed to gain, starting with a spine.

There will have be some changes around here if I’m to go on working for you, she would say. Starting with my hours. I want the entire weekend off, not just Sunday. And no more coming in early and staying late without overtime. If you expect me to—

“Anna? Are you listening?”

Anna tuned in to find her sister eyeing her impatiently. “Sorry. You were saying?”

“Make sure Arcela understands she’s not to say a word to Thierry or his crew except Please and Thank you and May I take your coat. Even if it’s off the record.”

“I’ll tell her.” God forbid your fans should find out how little you pay her.

Monica glanced at her watch and gasped. “My God! They’ll be here any minute.”

It was ten-fifteen, which left her forty-five minutes to get dressed and made up, but that was barely enough time as far as Monica was concerned. They rode up in the elevator to the second floor. Six years before, when her sister purchased the estate, it had seemed an added bonus along with the private screening room, sauna, and temperature-controlled wine vault, but now Anna viewed the elevator installed by Huff Huffington after his stroke as an eerie foreshadowing of her sister’s accident. Listening to the creaking of its cables she felt a slight chill, the way she always did.

Moments later she was wheeling Monica into her palatial bedroom, tastefully done up in art deco style with lots of buttery wood and mirrored surfaces. Anna resisted the urge to tiptoe as she entered the inner sanctum—a dressing room the size of the entire misses clothing department at Rusk’s—that felt more like a tomb.

An entire wall was devoted to dresses and evening gowns, carefully preserved in plastic shrouds like bodies in a morgue. Each one bore an index card taped to its plastic sheath, on which were neatly printed the dates and occasions when it had been worn. Along the opposite wall, slacks and blouses were hung according to color, the lighter shades graduating like paint strips to the darker hues. Wheelchair-accessible drawers contained everything from lingerie and stockings to shoes and scarves. Anna wondered if Monica had ever considered the irony of owning so many pairs of shoes when the ability to walk was the one thing she couldn’t buy.

“Now, let’s see …” Monica pursed her mouth. “The Moschino? No, the stripes won’t work on camera.” She fingered a sleeve. “This one maybe? It’s a little bold, but the color is good on me.”

A dozen outfits later she wheeled herself over to the three-way mirror wearing a sleeveless cashmere top that was light as a whisper and matching peach trousers. “Perfect,” she pronounced. “Now for the finishing touches.” She gestured toward her jewelry chest but Anna was one step ahead of her, pulling out a velvet-lined drawer. Monica indicated a filigreed gold pendant. “What do you think?” she said when Anna held it up to her neck.

“Nice,” Anna said. “But I think the pearls might work better.”

Monica ignored her. She always asked Anna’s advice but seldom took it. After nixing all of her suggestions, she chose a simple gold choker and sapphire earrings that matched her eyes. The overall effect was stunning. Monica’s behavior might leave something to be desired, but when it came to her appearance, there was never a false move.

Back downstairs, Anna helped her sister onto the living room sofa, rearranging the pillows at her back until Monica was satisfied that she’d be shown off to her best advantage. She stepped back to study the effect. “I don’t know about the throw …” Draped over Monica’s legs, it was a touch too, well, Deborah Kerr in An Affair to Remember. Though she supposed that was the idea. “It might look as if you have something to hide,” she said.

“You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.” Monica threw it off as if it were crawling with lice. Before the accident she’d been famous for her legs, and the idea that her fans might imagine them to be withered and ugly was intolerable. Now she turned her attention to Anna, eyeing her critically. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

Anna felt suddenly conspicuous in the navy skirt and pin-striped blouse she’d worn precisely because it would help her blend into the background. “What’s wrong with it?” Even as she spoke, she saw the answer in her sister’s disapproving gaze.

“Nothing. Except …” Monica frowned. “It looks like something Mom would wear. Also, it’s too baggy.” She studied her more closely. “Have you lost weight?”

So it’s taken you this long to notice? “A little.” Anna dropped her gaze.

She looked up to find Monica smiling her patronizing little smile that made Anna feel as if she were biting down on tinfoil. “Which one is it this time? All the rice you can eat—or the one with all the eggs and butter but no bread? Please tell me it’s not the fruit juice fast again. You’ll be running back and forth to the bathroom all day.”

“I’m not on a diet. I just decided to cut back.” Anna spoke quietly.

“Well, it’s working. You look great.” Anna listened for the condescension in Monica’s voice, but she seemed sincere enough. “When you get to your goal, we’ll celebrate with a shopping spree. Rodeo Drive, the works. A whole new wardrobe, my treat.”

“That’s nice of you, but …” Anna didn’t want to get her hopes up. Monica was famous for making promises she didn’t keep, though you were supposed to fall all over yourself thanking her regardless. “I was thinking of bringing Mom’s sewing machine down from the attic.”

“That old thing? I didn’t know she still had it.” Monica’s expression turned wistful. “God, all those matching dresses she used to make us. One Easter she had us in these little blue pinafores with daisies on the bibs. You were probably too young to remember …” She gazed off into the distance, something dark flitting across her face. Then her smile switched on again. “Those were the days,” she said with a bitter laugh.

“They’re probably in a box somewhere.” Betty had saved every little memento, including the clothes they’d outgrown. She’d look for them in the attic while she was up there.

“Along with Dad’s things.” Monica’s mouth curled in disgust. “I can’t believe she didn’t throw out all that stuff after he died.” She cast a scornful glance at the framed eight-by-ten of their parents on the mantel, taken just before Joe was diagnosed with cancer. It was the sole photograph of them on display in the house, and the only reason it was there was because an absence of family photos might have looked strange.

Anna shrugged. “Sentimental value, I guess.”

“Yes, who wouldn’t want to cherish the memory of being beaten to a pulp?”

“He wasn’t like that all the time,” Anna felt compelled to remind her.

“Go on, defend him. Isn’t that your job?” Monica turned her hard gaze on Anna. She looked about to unload, then seemed to think better of it and sighed wearily instead. “Never mind. Why don’t you mix me a drink? It’ll calm my nerves.”

Anna glanced pointedly at her watch. Usually Monica held out until lunch. If she got started this early, well, God only knew what she’d be like by the end of the day.

Her worries were in vain, as it turned out. Monica was at her best, regaling Thierry, a short balding man with an annoying habit of drumming on his knees, with stories of her days as Hollywood’s reigning queen. He and the crew lunched on sandwiches provided by Arcela, and were given free rein to roam about setting up shots. Monica didn’t make so much as a peep when one of the men bumped up against the wall with his camera, leaving a scratch in the wallpaper.

It was nearly four o’clock by the time they had all cleared out. Anna was exhausted—she’d been on her feet all day—but Monica’s eyes glowed like the sapphires in her ears—and not just from being the center of attention. There’d been something more than soda in those Diet Cokes she’d been sipping all afternoon. As Anna helped her off the sofa, a glance into the carryall hooked over an arm of the wheelchair confirmed her suspicion when a silver flask, half hidden by a box of tissues, winked up at her.

“I just hope I don’t live to regret this.” Monica’s voice was more than a little slurred. “I wasn’t too-too, was I?” In other words, had they noticed she was drunk?

“You were fine.” Anna spoke more curtly than usual.

Monica eyed her with reproach. “Looks like someone took a grumpy pill.” Their mother’s expression, which sounded strange coming from her sister.

“I’m just tired, that’s all.” Anna ran a hand through her hair. This was probably the worst possible moment, but she had to get it off her chest. Or risk a repeat of last night’s binge. She cleared her throat. “Listen, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

Monica’s eyes narrowed. “I’m all ears.”

“It’s too much, looking after you and Mom. I need to cut back on my hours.”

“Go on.”

The flatness of her sister’s tone should have signaled her to stop there, but she plowed on. “I’d like Saturdays off, for one thing. And … and half days on Thursdays.” What the hell. Why not shoot for the moon? “Also, I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to be washing your lingerie and clipping your toenails.”

Monica was silent for so long that Anna was momentarily lulled into thinking she’d pulled it off. Then the storm hit. “Appropriate? Christ Almighty. Who do you think I am, Steve Fucking Forbes? I’m stuck in this thing twenty-four seven,” she banged her fists against the arms of her wheelchair, “and you’re yammering about what’s appropriate?”

Anna had opened Pandora’s box and now it was too late to close it. She stood her ground even so. “It’s no good playing the sympathy card,” she shot back in a surprisingly calm voice. “I’ve heard it all before.”

“Oh, really?” Monica gave her a look that would have cut glass.

“Frankly, I think you’re being selfish.”

“Selfish?” Monica hissed. “Is that how you see me? Well, if I am it’s because of this.” She glared at her wheelchair as she might have at iron shackles imprisoning her.

Anna closed her eyes, but couldn’t shut out the memory. She was once more hearing the collective gasp that had gone up on shore. And seeing the boat in pieces, bobbing in the distance like a toy smashed by a capricious giant. It had happened in a heartbeat; one minute it was skimming over the surface, the next flipping up into the air. If the boat with the photographer and his crew hadn’t come to the rescue within moments, her sister would surely have drowned. Anna sometimes wondered what her life would be like now if Monica had. If instead of the ghastly days and weeks that had followed, shuttling back and forth from the hospital and then the rehab center, there’d been a funeral that would have allowed Anna to mourn, then move on. But such thoughts always brought a flood of shame. The difference was she no longer felt she was to blame just because it had been her idea—the one time Monica had listened to her—that the photographer snap some shots of Monica on her boat.

If anyone, Monica should blame herself for pushing to go at top speed. Even as a child she’d loved going fast, the faster the better. Speeding downhill on her bike, then later in muscle cars with boys eager to show off for the prettiest girl in school. Anna recalled a procession of Band-Aids, ice packs, Ace bandages, and casts. The wheelchair was only the last in a long line.

“Come on, Monica,” she cajoled. “It’s not like I’m asking for the moon.”

“And if I don’t give you what you want?”

Blood surged into Anna’s cheeks. She’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. “That’s up to you.”

“You want me to fire you? You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Mean old Monica, once again cast as the villainess while poor Anna rakes in all the sympathy.”

“It … it’s not like that.” But Anna could already feel her resolve shrinking. In desperation she burst out, “I’m your sister, for God’s sake! And even if I weren’t, I’d deserve to be treated with consideration. Not like some … some medieval serf.”

“I see. So all I do for you, that doesn’t count?”

“If you mean Edna …”

“Who’s paying for Mom’s meds? And the taxes on the house? I suppose you take it all for granted—whatever you need, just ask Monica. She’s rich. She can afford it.”

“That’s not true, and you know it. We’re grateful for …” Anna bit her lip. Dammit, she was not going to get suckered into apologizing. “She’s your mother, too.”

“I don’t need you to remind me.” Monica’s tone was icy.

“Apparently, you do.” Anna forced herself to meet Monica’s glittering gaze. “She asks after you all the time. When is she going to see you, when are you coming to visit? Frankly, I’ve run out of excuses.”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I don’t get around all that well.”

You do when it suits you, Anna wanted to fling back. But she kept her cool. “It wouldn’t kill you to visit once in a while. You could even have her here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The minute our backs were turned, she’d be off God knows where.” Monica snatched up her glass and drained it. “Sure, let’s all feel sorry for poor Mom. Don’t mind me, I’m only a cripple.” She was breathing heavily, an unhealthy flush rising in her cheeks.

This was Anna’s cue to feel guilty. Didn’t she have two legs to walk on while Monica had to depend on others for every little thing? But something rebelled in her. She wouldn’t give in this time, even if it cost her her job. “Would you rather I resigned?” she asked quietly. “Would that make it easier?”

She steeled herself against the full onslaught of Monica’s fury. It would be a relief in a way because it would only harden her resolve, galvanize her like a blowtorch, from which she’d emerge gleaming and new. Why hadn’t she done this years ago? In her mind the future glimmered miragelike, the day she wouldn’t have to drag to work as heavy inside as she was out, when she could hold her head up and know that her wants and needs mattered as much as anyone’s.

But the expected blast didn’t come. Instead, Monica’s chin began to tremble and tears rolled down her cheeks. Not crocodile tears this time, real ones. “You wouldn’t do that to me? Not really? Oh, Anna, promise you won’t leave.” Her voice was small and meek. “I’m sorry I was such a bitch.” She was crying in earnest now, hunched over in her chair. “I didn’t mean all those things I said. I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. It’s this … fucking … thing.” She beat with her fists at the arms of her wheelchair. “I know, I know. I should’ve gotten past it by now, but I can’t. I can’t! Oh, God …” She slumped forward, covering her face with her hands.

If she’d been whacked behind the knees with a baseball bat, Anna couldn’t have dropped to her haunches any quicker. Later, when she’d had a chance to reflect, she would wonder how much of it had been because of Monica and how much because of her own need to feel needed. But in that moment all she could see was her sister in pain. And wasn’t it her job to take care of Monica?

“Shh … it’s okay. I’m not going anywhere.” She stroked Monica’s heaving back.

“Promise?” Monica lifted her head, her eyes red and swollen behind a tangle of damp hair.

“I promise.” Anna fished a Kleenex from the carryall. “Blow.”

Monica dutifully honked into the tissue. Anna was reminded of what many considered her sister’s finest role, that of the blue-collar wife dumped by her cheating husband in Roses Are Red. Except for once Monica wasn’t acting. “Do you hate me?”

Anna sighed. “No, of course not.”

“I hate myself sometimes.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“I know how I come across. I don’t mean to.” She managed a tremulous smile. “Remember that fairy tale Mom used to read aloud to us, about the two sisters? I’m the one with the toads jumping out of her mouth.”

You didn’t have any trouble being nice to Thierry and his crew, said a voice in Anna’s head. “I know it’s hard,” she said gently. “It would be for anyone in your place.”

“But not you.” There was no sarcasm in her voice now. “You’d be the poster child for paraplegics. How do you do it, Anna? How do you stay so upbeat all the time?”

I eat. And eat. And eat. “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I guess it’s the way I’m built.” Truer words were never spoken, she thought, picturing the old Pontiac station wagon they’d had growing up, which ran on fumes and never seemed to break down.

Monica sniffed into the balled-up tissue. “Honestly, I couldn’t manage without you.”

Anna took a deep breath. “You won’t have to.”

“Cross your heart, hope to die?”

“Stick a needle in my eye.” Anna grinned, and in that instant they were sisters again. Two little girls hugging each other tightly as they cowered in the closet, listening to their father beat the living daylights out of their mother. Before Liz was born. Before Dad got sick. Before Monica ran away to Hollywood and became famous.

“Why don’t you take the rest of the day off,” Monica said magnanimously. “You’ve earned it.”

As Anna rose to her full height she had the oddest feeling of sinking into the floor, like an elevator going down. She’d won, hadn’t she? Why did she feel so defeated? “Thanks, I think I will.”

“See you in the morning?”

“First thing.”

It wasn’t until she was outside, trudging toward her newly repaired Toyota, for which she was now in the hole for two hundred eighty dollars she could ill afford, that it struck Anna: She hadn’t gained a thing. Not really. Monica had given in, yes, but at what price? Anna couldn’t shake the feeling that the other shoe had yet to drop.

She was in her nightgown, brushing her teeth, when the phone rang.

“Miss Anna … you come. Hurry.” It was Arcela. She sounded agitated.

Anna felt a jolt of alarm. “What is it?”

“Miss Monica, she fall down. She hurt, I think.”

More like passed out cold. Anna recalled how drunk she’d been. And that was before cocktail hour, when the fun really started. But what if she really was hurt? “I’ll call an ambulance,” she told Arcela. “Just keep an eye on her until it gets there.”

Punching in 911, she felt a great weariness descend on her. This wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last. She could no longer ignore the fact that her sister was an alcoholic.

Her next call was to Laura. “I know it’s late,” she apologized, “but something’s come up. It’s Monica. I’m on my way to the hospital and I was wondering—”

Laura didn’t let her finish. “Finch can drive you. And don’t worry about your mother; I’ll look after her.”

“I hate to bother you this time of night.”

“Don’t be silly. What are neighbors for?” As if she’d asked to borrow a cup of sugar. “Just stay put. We’ll be there as soon as I throw something on.”

Anna fought back tears. “Thanks. What would I do without you?” It was a familiar refrain, yet each time it amazed her that someone who didn’t owe her a thing could be so giving.

Minutes later she heard a knock at the door. Laura let herself in before Anna had a chance to answer it. She wore a jacket over her flannel nightgown, a pair of cowboy boots peeking from under the ruffled hem. “Take all the time you need,” she said, as Anna was leaving. “I just hope it isn’t serious.” Something in her tone caused Anna to go cold inside: Laura knew. Which meant it was even worse than she’d thought. There’d be no sweeping it under the rug this time.
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