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Prologue

And every woe a tear can claim

Except an erring sister’s shame.


	—Lord Byron





Hollywood, California

September 1954

DOLLY DRAKE GOT OFF the bus at Sunset and Vine. In the heat-shimmery air, the sidewalk seemed to heave as she stepped down onto it in an almost seesawing motion, as if she were standing on the deck of a ship at sea. Her stomach pitched and her head throbbed. Before her, the great curved flank of the NBC building reflected the sun back at her in a blast of white light that struck her eyes like hot needles.

Must be coming down with something, she thought. A touch of flu ... or maybe the curse.

But, no, she wasn’t sick, she realized with a pang. This was no flu bug ... it was a whole lot worse. She felt sick in her soul. Up all night with her own tired brain running ’round in circles like a moon-crazed hound, not daring to decide which way to turn.

Dolly thought of the letter in her purse. Looking down at the shiny patent-leather bag looped over her arm, squiggles of thread sticking up from its frayed strap, she saw the letter as clearly as if she’d had Superman’s X-ray vision—the long white business envelope, folded in half, then again for good measure.

Inside was a single mimeographed sheet, minutes of a meeting of the Common Man Society. The date at the top was June 16, 1944. Ten years ago.

So what? she thought. A pissant fellow-traveller club that broke up years ago, with a bunch of members nobody ever heard of. Except for one. A faded, but still legible scrawl on the bottom line. A name almost as familiar to millions of good Americans as their own. A name Senator Joe McCarthy back in Washington, D.C., would surely want to pounce on. The bottom line read:

Respectfully submitted,

Eveline Dearfield

1233 La Brea Blvd.

Los Angeles, Cal.

Recording Secretary

But that, of course, was long before Eveline got shortened to Eve and moved from La Brea to Bel Air. Before she won her Oscar and married hotshot director Dewey Cobb. Before she stopped giving two hoots about her sister, Dolly.

Dolly sucked her breath in, a lungful of air that tasted like melting tar. She thought of the air-conditioned Cadillac Eve rode around in these days, white as a virgin bride with cherry-red seats and a roof that folded down. Dolly imagined what it would feel like to be in that Caddy now, gliding up Sunset Boulevard with her hair blowing in the warm breeze. People rubbernecking to gape in admiration and envy and wonder to themselves, Who is she? Somebody famous, I bet.

A car horn blared, and the image was bumped rudely away. Then a group of would-be actresses—too young and blond and doe-eyed to be anything else—jostled her as they walked past, gossiping in low tones, sunlight skimming along their silk-stockinged legs. One of them wore a pair that was slightly mismatched, the result of careful scrimping, no doubt. Dolly smiled grimly, and thought of the can of Campbell’s chicken noodle that awaited her back at her Westwood bungalow. Mixed with two cans of water instead of one, along with a good dollop of catsup and a handful of saltines, a can of soup filled you up right fine. Well ... almost. And maybe she’d even treat herself to a Hershey bar for dessert. Chocolate was the one thing that almost always lifted her spirits. But right now the thought of food was making her stomach knot up. Give Eve the slap in the face she deserved? Could she? But how could she deliberately hurt—maybe ruin—her own little sister?

In her mind, travelling back through the dusty miles and years to Clemscott, Dolly could still hear Preacher Daggett thundering from the pulpit, Put on the armor of God that ye may stand against the devil. ...

Yeah, right, Dolly thought. And who was standing up for me while little Evie was out snatching up every decent role I went after? And my guy too ... a town full of men, and she had to get her hooks into mine.

Tears started in the back of her throat. Hard tears that burned like acid. She gave the corner of each eye a swipe with the heel of her hand and sniffed deeply. Damned if she’d get caught bawling in public, showing up at Syd’s with her eyes all red and puffy. If Mama-Jo had taught her one thing in this life, it was to keep your dirty linen in your own hamper.

Dolly crossed the street and headed north up Vine. The hot air seemed to drag at her; she felt as if she were not so much walking but plowing her way through something solid and viscous. Would she ever get there? Shading her eyes against the sun as she was passing Castle’s Cameras, she glanced up at the Gruen clock atop the ABC building, and saw that it was nearly two-fifteen. Her appointment with Syd had been for two. Late again, she thought. Well, that was the story of her life, wasn’t it? Always missing one boat or another.

She stepped up her pace, her open-toed pumps flogging the hot pavement, her head pulsing like a marching band’s drum. Syd got mad when she was late; he hated to be kept waiting. Then she thought: To hell with Syd, that’s what I pay him for. Except, when you got right down to it, an agent’s ten percent of nothing was ... well, nothing. Her last picture, Dames at Large, hadn’t even gone into general release, and since then there had been only a couple of walk-ons and one TV commercial.

That’s the ticket, all right. Dolly Drake winds up with zero, while little Evie has a brass star and handprints in the sidewalk outside Grauman’s.

And now Val, too.

Dolly had reached the Century Plaza Hotel, its windows turned to mirrors by the sun. Briefly, she saw herself reflected, a pretty woman in her late twenties—she’d be thirty next May—bottle-blond hair unravelling from the combs that held it up in back. A bit on the plump side maybe, wearing a flowery-pink rayon dress, her best. The sun winked off the safety pin fastened to the underside of her hem. She winced. It shows, she thought. No matter how hard you try to hide it, down-and-out always shows.

She thought again of the envelope in her purse, and felt her stomach turn. She’d received it in yesterday’s mail, along with a note from Syd. Thought you’d be interested. An old “friend” of your sister’s sent me this. Call me. First time she’d ever heard from him through the mail. His whole life was on the phone. But this was different. Syd had a real ax of his own to grind. Six years ago, Eve had dumped him—and not only as her agent, but a week before they were to be married. Syd had gone on a bender for two weeks, not seeing anyone, not even answering his phone, which for him was like cutting out his tongue. Since then, there had been a new, sour edge to him.

Dolly knew for a fact that the last thing in the world Eve wanted was to overthrow the U.S. government. She’s about as Red as Mamie Eisenhower, she thought. Probably some casting director or assistant producer took her to the meeting on a date and then asked her to take some notes. By the next day, she must have forgotten all about it. Otherwise, wouldn’t she have at least mentioned it to Dolly?

But things were so different from the war years. That wonderful sense of people reaching out to each other, working together to win, was gone. Now you didn’t know who to trust. Anyone might stab you in the back, especially here in Hollywood. Anybody who had been the slightest shade of pink, or who was just plain accused of it, even big-time directors and producers, was getting fired and blacklisted. No work anywhere in town. Like a silent death. But dying had to be better. At least at funerals people said nice things about you.

And now, if she went along with this, one of those poor blotted-out souls could be Eve.

One thing about McCarthy, he loved his headlines. And the bigger the name he savaged, the more press he got. Eve was big, all right. And the bigger they were, the harder they fell.

Dolly felt a flash of hot bitterness. Serve her right, wouldn’t it just? Show her what it’s like down on the dirty pavement with the rest of us. And then what would Val Carrera think of her?

Dolly clutched her purse, as if afraid the damning document it contained might fly right out of her hands. All night she had wrestled over what to do, and now she knew why. She hadn’t wanted to face the truth, but there it was. Did Eve think twice before sticking a knife in my back?

Dolly, her mouth set in a grim line, turned west onto Hollywood Boulevard and into the cool marble lobby of the office building on the corner. Well, she wouldn’t definitely make up her mind until she’d talked it over with Syd. When she called him yesterday, he’d said he had something to tell her, something really big. But, Lord in heaven, what could be bigger than this?

“It’d be like ... murder,” Dolly said.

Seated on the low Scandinavian couch opposite Syd’s kidney-shaped desk, her sweat drying in the tepid air-stream blowing from the fan on the windowsill, she fingered the envelope she had taken from her purse, regarding it the way she would a nasty little dog that’s quite capable of nipping you. Here, for some reason, it seemed more real ... and more unthinkable ... than it had on the way over. Her heart was beating fast, as if she’d climbed the four flights instead of taking the elevator. She looked about Syd’s compact office, marvelling at its lack of clutter—no messy shelves piled with scripts, no overflowing trays of unanswered mail, no ashtrays full of butts. Just pale-green walls, every inch of them taken up with framed photos—mostly of Eve Dearfield. Eve, hand on hip, posing in front of Sleeping Beauty’s castle at the just-opened Disneyland. Eve, crouched down in front of Grauman’s, hands planted in wet cement. Eve, flashing an Ipana smile, at the wheel of the brand-new Bel Air convertible presented to her by Universal.

A goddamn museum, she thought. Eve might have walked out on Syd, but he sure hadn’t let go of her.

Dolly stared at him. The kind of handsome Mama-Jo would’ve called “slick as snake oil” ... except he was starting to dry up a little around the edges, gray at the temples, a row of tiny pleats along his upper lip. Right now, with his feet propped on an open desk drawer, long legs clothed in gray tropical-weight serge, his brown eyes boring into her, Dolly felt as if she were staring down the twin barrels of Daddy’s twelve-gauge Winchester. Syd’s eyes, set alongside a jutting Roman nose, seemed almost gleeful.

Definitely a grade B agent, maybe not even that, but still she couldn’t in all fairness blame him for the lousy turn her career had taken—the halfway decent box office of Dames in Chains notwithstanding. Judging him as a man, she’d as soon sleep with a side-winder.

But her feeling toward him at this particular moment was much stronger than mere distaste. Clutching the horrid document he’d placed in her care, Dolly hated the son of a bitch across from her—grinning like an egg-suck dog in a henhouse—for knowing her heart the way a local boy knows the hidden back roads of his hometown. And for giving her a choice she never should’ve had.

Why didn’t she just stand up and walk out?

But he’d said he had something important to tell her. She’d come this far; might as well stick around to hear the rest.

“Why me?” she pressed. “Why send that thing to me when you could’ve been the big patriot and presented it personally to Senator McCarthy ... if you hate Eve that bad?”

“You got it all wrong, this is business, your business, nothing personal on my end,” he said evenly, betrayed only by a cold flicker of his eyes. “Now you’re ready to talk, am I right? Are we having a conversation here?”

She leaned forward, trembling a little, bracing her elbows against her knees. Her stomach was rolling again.

“Okay, but don’t you forget she’s my sister, for God’s sake!” Dolly thought of her niece, too, Eve’s little Annie. Both of them her flesh and blood.

“First, hear me out,” he said, his tone reasonable, soothing even, “then you make up your own mind.” He waited until she’d settled back against the spongy sofa. “That’s better. Dolly sweetheart, you know what’s wrong with you? You’re nice. And in this business, nice is just another word for stupid. Nice and a nickel will buy you a phone call. What it won’t get you is the lead in Devil May Care.”

Dolly saw his mouth move, heard the words, but there was an infinite lapse before she made the connection. Then it hit her like a double bourbon straight up. Devil May Care: Maggie Dumont, the part every star in town was angling for. But Eve had it sewed up.

Anger flashed through her. The bastard! Where did he get off dangling this in front of her? How dare he suggest even for one second that a plum like that could possibly be within her reach?

Then she saw that he actually looked serious.

“What are you saying?” she asked.

“I’m saying that if you want it, I’m eighty-eight percent certain I could get it for you.”

Dolly felt something snap like a sprung garter inside her, an almost dead hope kicking to life. Then it came to her—Devil was Preminger’s. And last year it was Eve starring in his picture that had gotten him that Best Director Oscar.

“Even if Eve got knocked out of the running, what makes you think Preminger would consider me?” she demanded. “I was up for Storm Alley too, remember? You were even negotiating terms. And Eve somehow got it, and for probably a hundred times what they would have paid me.”

“Exactly my point. Preminger, he’d turn handstands for Eve Dearfield. He’s crazy about her. In his mind, she is Maggie Dumont. Think, Dolly, sweetie. Put yourself in Otto’s shoes. If he can’t have Eve, what’s the next best thing?”

Could that be true, Dolly wondered? No question, she and Eve did look alike. But if she could pin her downfall on any one thing, that would be it. Only sixteen months apart, practically twins, except that Eve was beautiful, and she was ... well, okay, pretty. In the framed photo above Syd’s head, she saw Eve’s hair, naturally blond, almost platinum. Hers, under its honey-colored dye job, was just plain dishwater. And where Eve’s eyes were a deep, startling indigo, Dolly’s were the washed-out blue of faded denim. It was as if an artist had done a rough sketch, then seeing where he could improve, had painted an exquisite portrait. I’d have been better off ugly ... that way there’d have been no comparing. The only thing she had over Eve was her tits—a perfect 38D. Until senior year at Clemscott High, she was the one who had all the boys chasing after her like goats in rut.

No, she thought. No way would Preminger cast a B-movie lookalike when he could have the real thing. But if Eve were out of the way ...

Suppose Syd was right. He wouldn’t be sitting here without taking two dozen phone calls if he hadn’t put out some feelers and gotten some solid feedback. Why else would he be spending his valuable time with her? He might not be loaded with hot properties, but he had clients working all over radio and TV. Even so, a deal like this, in addition to the cash, would put them both on the front page of the trades; and it could just turn out to be her big break. Syd had a decent enough client list, he had moxie to spare, but what he didn’t have was a star.

So, yeah, sure, Syd was looking to make a buck, make a splash ... but he also had to be remembering how Eve had dumped him like a load of cowshit off the back of a pickup. “I could pretend I never saw this.” She swallowed hard, and tapped the envelope against her stockinged knee. The tadpole in her stomach had become a bullfrog, huge and feisty. “What’s it to me if Eve joined some pinko club way back when? She probably thought she was helping save the world—settin’ around some smoky back room listening to a bunch of wet-eared wingers. She’d have gotten tired of that real fast.” Dolly felt a thin layer of frost form over her heart. “Eve’s for Eve, and you can take that to the bank.”

She thought of Val, surprised by the keenness of the ache she felt. It had happened almost a year ago, and she hadn’t known him more than a few weeks to begin with ... certainly not long enough to go around moaning about a broken heart.

It was Eve who had hurt her, she realized. Not Val’s double-crossing.

“You could do nothing,” Syd answered, as if coolly thinking it all over. His swivel chair gave a little squeal as he leaned back even farther, hooking his long hands behind a head of hair so lush and springy it looked as if he must fertilize it with manure ... which, considering how full of it he was, wouldn’t be too hard. “You could, but I don’t think you will.”

Dolly felt a tightening in her gut. “I still don’t get it. Why go to all this bother? Why don’t you just send your thirty pieces of silver to Washington yourself? You don’t need me.”

“You’re right, baby doll. I don’t need you. It’s you who needs me.”

She found herself standing up, the envelope fluttering from her lap onto the beige carpet. To hell with him; for all the good he was doing her, she might as well be on her own.

“I need you, Syd, like I need two assholes.”

The grin was back, but this time cold enough to make her shiver. He hunched forward, palms flat against the desktop, fingers splayed. Heat from his fingertips fogged the spotless glass.

“Dolly, sweetie. You still don’t get it, do you?” He spoke softly, but each word hit her like a drop from a melting icicle. “All this time, you thought it was Eve, didn’t you? That Eve was better-looking and more talented?

But that’s not it, baby. What Eve has that you don’t is fangs. She’d kill to get a part, any part. You, Dolly, you’re too soft. In this business, you’ve gotta think like a barracuda. Take it where you can get it. Shit, you don’t think Jane Russell was fucking Howard Hughes for his dick, do you?” He paused, waiting for her to absorb all this; then he got up and walked around to where she’d dropped the letter. He picked it up and handed it back to her. He wore a gold signet ring on his pinkie, she saw; in the golden, dusty light that slanted through the Venetian blinds, it seemed to be winking at her. “Show me how much you want this, baby. Show me you’d do anything, and you’ll be halfway there. Then”—he smiled—“if something should happen to Eve, like she gets sick all of a sudden, or runs off to Acapulco with that stud of hers ... or, say she just happens to get blacklisted—well then, what do you think Otto’s gonna say when you walk into his office looking damn near enough like Eve to be her twin?”

Dolly only half heard him. Her mind suddenly was elsewhere. Clear as a Technicolor movie, she was seeing two bleary-eyed, scrawny girls stepping off a Greyhound bus—Doris and Evie Burdock, come all the way from Clemscott, Kentucky—lugging a single battered cardboard suitcase between them, giggling, punch-drunk with exhaustion and high spirits. She could hear Eve’s high sweet voice ringing across the years: It’s just you and me from now on, Dorrie, like Mutt and Jeff. We’ll always have each other ... nothing will ever come between us. ...

Though they didn’t have a hundred bucks between them, things were different back then. Better, in a way she couldn’t have explained. Dolly thought of the stuffy one-room apartment they’d shared, overlooking the tarpits, which smelled all summer like the flatulent back end of a bus. No phone even; they’d had to use the super’s.

And then, when they’d finally scraped together enough for a deposit on their own phone, the first time it rang, who was it but Syd calling to tell Eve she’d landed a small part in a low-budget picture called Mrs. Melrose. Eve, so excited she was practically jumping out of her skin, had splurged on two bottles of pink champagne, and they’d sat up all night, hugging each other, talking, spinning tipsy fantasies about how in just a couple more years they’d both be big movie stars, their names a foot high on marquees all over the country.

And even when times weren’t so great, they’d struggled through them together, one week pooling the piddling change she earned waitressing with Eve’s salary as a salesclerk in Newberry’s to buy one good dress for the two of them for the really important auditions.

Except, come to think of it, wasn’t it Eve who always ended up wearing that damn dress?

She squeezed her eyes shut, a pulse throbbing over one eye.

Yeah, she thought, Eve could be fun and sweet ... and even generous at times. The trouble was, however much she gave, she needed to get double. And the things that were out of reach were what she wanted most of all. Eve could no more resist a challenge than the tides could resist a full moon.

Dolly opened her eyes, and saw that Syd was eyeing her with something close to sympathy. That, she decided, was worse than him ranting at her. She stood up.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“You think too much. Anyway, it doesn’t have to be the end of the world, you know,” he urged, lazily unfolding his lanky frame from the swivel chair, clasping her hand in a moist handshake that made her itch to wipe her palm on her skirt. “This whole McCarthy scare’ll probably blow over in a month or two. She might lose out on a few pictures, but knowing Eve, she’ll be back on her feet before you can say ‘That’s a wrap.’ ”

Maybe he was right, Dolly thought ... but what if he wasn’t? How would she feel knowing she’d ruined Eve’s career, and maybe her whole life? No, let him find someone else to take Eve’s place, to stick the knife in her back.

Not until she was outside, and halfway to Sunset, did Dolly realize she was still clutching the letter. She thought about tearing it up, and tossing it in a trash can.

But she didn’t see one, so she shoved it back into her purse and kept walking.

“Aunt Dolly, how did that crack get there?” Annie sat on a high stool in the kitchen of Dolly’s Westwood bungalow, swinging her little feet back and forth between its rust-speckled chrome legs.

Dolly, stirring a saucepan at the stove, looked over at her three-and-a-half-year-old niece, then up at where Annie was pointing, at the dark jaggedy spine of a plastered-over crack that bisected the ceiling. In the middle of it was a single bare light bulb that cast an uneven glare over the cramped kitchen nook.

“That? Why, honey, that’s what you call history. This old place is a map of every earthquake to hit Los Angeles County since the walls of Jericho came tumbling down.”

Eyes glued to the ceiling, Annie licked her lips, a pink sliver of tongue neat as a cat’s. “Is it gonna fall down on us?”

“Just don’t breathe too hard,” Dolly told her with a little laugh, turning her attention back to the stove. But when she looked around again, she saw that Annie’s small face wore a look of pinched concern.

Dolly went over and hugged her. “I didn’t mean that, honey. ’Course it’s not gonna fall down. It’s stayed put this long, it oughta hold us at least through dinner.”

Looking at Annie now, Dolly saw, not a child, but a grown-up in a three-year-old’s body, a somber little lady with her mother’s indigo eyes and her father’s olive skin and dark, straight hair. She was dressed in a polka-dot pinafore with a white Peter Pan collar ironed stiff as cardboard, and ruffled white socks that clashed oddly with the heavy black orthopedic shoes she wore to correct pigeon toes. Poor thing, she’s had enough fall down on her head to know to duck. Her father getting killed in that plane crash last year, and Eve taking off for Mexico to film Bandido before the flowers on Dewey’s grave had hardly wilted. Annie had been raised mostly by nannies—six, or was it seven? Dolly had lost count—the last one had eloped just two days ago with an assistant cameraman going off to Rio on location. Eve had phoned her in a panic. Would she baby-sit tonight? Unless she needed something, Eve hardly ever called her anymore.

Dolly had been on the point of saying no, but then she thought of Annie alone in that big house in Bel Air with some strange baby-sitter, and she’d relented. She adored Annie, and it just clean broke her heart to think of the loneliness the kid had to put up with.

“When’s Dearie coming back?” Annie wanted to know. That funny nickname, “Dearie,” never “Mama” or “Mommy.”

“She didn’t say, hon.”

“Where did she go?”

“A party, she said.” Seeing Annie’s expression sadden, she added, “A big star like your mama has to go to a lot of parties. It’s like ... well, sort of like part of the job.”

“Is Val part of the job, too?” Annie stopped swinging her legs, and stared at Dolly with enormous ink-blue eyes.

Dolly’s heart caught high in her throat. Lord, help us. Out of the mouths of babes.

“Not exactly,” she ventured.

“I don’t like Val.” Annie’s face became very tight and small. There was something implacable in her expression.

Dolly remembered how once—Annie couldn’t have been much more than a year old—at the Santa Monica pier, where Dolly had taken her for a stroll, a strange man had bent over the carriage and stuck his face right up close to hers. Most babies would’ve cried and shrunk away. Not Annie. Putting her dimpled baby hands on either side of his face, she’d pushed him emphatically away from her, piping in her clear, even then grownup-sounding voice, “Go ’way!”

“Oh, sugar, Val doesn’t mean no harm ... he’s just not your daddy,” Dolly soothed, hoping to jolly her out of it, but knowing it wouldn’t help much even as she did so. She sighed. “I remember when my own daddy first brought Mama-Jo home, after my real mama died. You know what I did? I bit her.”

That brought a tentative smile to Annie’s lips. A tiny giggle escaped her. “On the shin, just like Toto?”

“On the cheek, when she tried to kiss me. Just like taking a bite out of an apple.”

“She musta been real mad.”

“Oh, sure ... and Daddy whupped me good. But you know something, I wasn’t sorry I bit her. After she and Daddy got married, Mama-Jo took away all my dolls and gave me a Bible, saying that idle hands were the devil’s tools.” She shook her head. “Lord, why am I telling you all this? Come on now, help me set the table. Soup’s on. You like butter on your saltines?”

“Nuh-uh,” Annie said, sliding off the stool. She headed for the low shelf where the dishes were kept, which was curtained off by a length of faded gingham thumb-tacked to the counter above.

“That’s good, ’cause there isn’t any.”

Later, when they’d eaten and the dishes were washed and stacked in the drainer, she tucked Annie into bed in the tiny bedroom, and made up the sleep sofa in the living room for herself. She ought to catch a nap while she could; God knew when Eve would roll in, maybe not until morning.

Dolly changed into an old silk kimono and curled up in the sagging club chair by the half-open front window, hoping for a breeze as evening cooled into night. Suddenly she felt so heavy and tired. Her eyes drifted shut. Minutes later, she was asleep.

The slamming of a car door awakened her. Swimming up through gritty layers of sleep, she squinted at the glowing face of the clock atop the battered footlocker that served as a coffee table. Five after six. Lord! Her neck felt cramped from being scrunched against the backrest, and her legs tingled as she stretched them.

Pushing aside the frayed nylon curtain, she peered out.

Eve had arrived. She was weaving her way up the cracked concrete pathway with the elaborate caution of someone who’s drunk too much. In the milky predawn light, her strapless blue-satin evening dress appeared almost liquid, and her platinum hair gleamed like polished silver. Reaching the front door of Dolly’s bungalow, she swayed against the peeling door frame, leaning a pale shoulder against it for support.

“You’ll never guess, never, never, never,” she burbled excitedly. Her breath smelled sweet and somehow effervescent, like orchids and champagne. Shadowed by the narrow porch overhang, her eyes were enormous dark puddles. “I got married!”

“What?”

“It was Val’s idea. At the Preminger party, he just got the notion into his head right after we got there, and I said, ‘Oh hell, why not?’ and we both jumped in the car.” She giggled, sounding more than drunk ... almost, well, hectic.

Dolly just stood there, stunned, listening to the crazed ticking of a moth beating itself to death against the dim yellow porch light, her face burning in the cool night air as if she’d been slapped.

Eve wiggled her hand in front of Dolly, and Dolly saw that the finger that had once worn Dewey Cobb’s antique gold band now sported a glittering pear-shaped diamond.

Eve swayed in the doorway, a shimmer of blue and silver, her skin pale as buttermilk in the moonlight. “Did you know that in Vegas the jewelry stores stay open all night? Can you just imagine what Mama-Jo would have to say about that? Probably that it was the devil luring sinners down the path to hell.” She giggled, then hiccoughed. “Bet she doesn’t know I found that path all on my own. Me and Tommy Bliss, back of the henhouse when I was fourteen.”

Dolly formed an image of Eve, spread-eagled on her back in the oat grass, torn dress rucked up. Only in her mind, it wasn’t Tommy kneeling over Eve, but Val. She felt sick.

“Mama-Jo is dead,” she reminded Eve. It was all she could think to say.

“I know that, silly. Didn’t I send a truckload of lilies to the funeral? I figured the old cow had it coming, after a lifetime of looking forward to her Great Reward.”

At the curb, the horn of Eve’s white Cadillac honked once, impatiently. Then Val stuck his head out the driver’s side, and called, “Come on, baby. You gotta be at the studio in two hours.”

Dolly thought of the first time she’d seen Val. She’d been making her way across the RKO lot to the soundstage where they were filming Dames at Large. Crossing a Western street, she’d caught a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye, and had looked up just as a large man in cowhide chaps leaped off the roof of a false-front saloon. While Dolly watched, hands clutching her breast (exactly, she realized later, like the heart-struck heroine of a B Western), the stuntman landed precisely in the center of a hay-filled prop cart.

Catching her eye, he rose gracefully and made his way toward her, stepping around cameras and booms, and over the thick cables that snaked across his path. Tall and muscular, he wore dusty jeans, a checkered Western-style shirt, scuffed cowboy boots, and a sweat-stained Stetson. His hair, flowing from under the hat, was white as snow. It was the oddest thing. He was a young man, not more than thirty, and swarthy, almost foreign-looking. His eyes, she saw as he drew near, were black. Not dark brown or deep gray. But black as midnight.

Val Carrera was the most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes on. She watched him repeat the stunt through two more takes; then, when the director dismissed him, Val asked her if she’d join him for a cup of coffee at the commissary.

Dolly didn’t hesitate for a second, even though she knew it would make her late for her shoot.

After coffee, and then later that day, drinks and dinner, they’d gone back to his apartment in Burbank. And stayed in bed for an entire weekend. When Dolly finally got up, she’d felt as if someone had whacked her behind the knees with a baseball bat. She could hardly walk from the bed to the bathroom. She didn’t know for sure if this was love, but it sure felt like something. Val must have thought so too, because he was with her nearly every day for a month, and the whole time he could never keep his hands off her.

Until he met Eve.

Dolly, watching her sister yawn and stretch languidly like a Siamese cat that’s just finished off a bowl of cream, felt an odd weakness spread through her limbs. Speechless, trembling, she stared, unable to move. Does she think I have no feelings? That her happiness counts more than mine? Maybe that was it. Maybe Dolly was supposed to have felt sorry for Eve, and step aside gracefully, poor kid, because she’d lost Dewey ... or maybe simply because she was Eve Dearfield, a star, somebody.

The memory of the night she’d walked in on them at Val’s apartment came crashing back, Dolly screaming at her, telling her she was a rotten, selfish bitch. Eve, weeping and saying how sorry she was, that she hadn’t meant for anything to happen between her and Val, it just had. Making it sound like some inevitable force of nature—a hurricane or an earthquake. And somehow, despite her rage and hurt, Dolly had ended up forgiving and even consoling her sister.

Now it all flooded through her again, all the pain and bitterness and resentment. Eve hadn’t really cared one bit about her feelings, not then, and certainly not now. Look at her, all lit up like a Christmas tree, never mind that I might be jealous or hurt.

“We drove straight through, Vegas and back.” Eve flung her arms about Dolly’s neck, and planted a damp kiss on her cheek. “Be happy for me, Dorrie, please be happy for me.” When she pulled away, Dolly saw that her cheeks were wet and her eyes shiny. “Is Annie awake? I can’t wait to tell her!”

“It’s six in the morning,” Dolly replied dully.

“I’ll get her.” Eve darted past her, and returned a minute later holding the sleepy-eyed little girl by the hand.

Annie blinked up at her mother owlishly, then corked her thumb securely in her mouth. Her dark hair was mashed up on one side, and her cheek flushed where it had lain against the pillow.

Dolly watched them walk side by side down the path amid the sprinklers’ stuttering spray, a gleaming blue blade of a woman and a stalwart little girl dressed in a cotton nightie and clunky orthopedic shoes, clutching her clothes in a bundle under one arm. Dolly felt her heart rip open, letting in a searing-hot pain. A red mist swarmed inside her head.

Then Eve stopped, half-turning, switching on her brightest smile, the one she reserved mostly for reporters and fans.

“Oh, did I forget to mention ... ? Otto’s promised me Maggie in Devil May Care. But there’s a small part he hasn’t cast yet, Maggie’s kid sister. I told him you’d be perfect for it. Tell Syd to give him a call.”

Dolly felt something inside her—the last thread of loyalty—give way.

She waited until the Cadillac’s taillights disappeared into the gloom, then she ran inside and threw up in the kitchen sink.

Afterwards, moving like a sleepwalker, she went into her tiny bedroom, still fragrant with Annie’s sweet baby smell, and rummaged in her dresser until she found an envelope. She addressed and stamped it, and carried it back into the living room, where she retrieved the mimeographed sheet folded inside her purse.

Outside, birds chittered in the cool air, and from the bungalow next to hers came the smell of coffee perking, the muffled thud of a door, and an old woman’s voice calling, “Don’t you use up all the hot water, hear?”

Still in her kimono and slippers, clutching the sealed letter, Dolly walked to the mailbox on the corner and slipped it inside.

The envelope was addressed to Senator Joseph McCarthy, Capitol Hill, Washington, D.C.

It wasn’t until the box clanged shut that Dolly came to her senses as suddenly as if she’d been slapped. She sagged against its cool metal side, the red mist in her head receding, all the blood in her body seeming to drain right down into the soles of her slippers.

“Oh, Lord Jesus,” she cried in a strangled whisper. “What have I done? What in God’s name have I done?”
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Each carried a flashlight but were afraid to

turn them on for fear of being discovered.

There was moonlight, although it was

obscured at times by clouds.

About halfway to the cave-in, Nancy

suddenly stopped and whispered,

“Someone’s behind us.”

from Nancy Drew Mysteries:
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CHAPTER 1

ANNIE LAY IN BED, staring at the dragon on her wall.

It wasn’t a real dragon, only the shadow of one. Each of the tall posts on her Chinese bed was carved in the shape of a dragon, its tail starting at the mattress and twisting up, seeming to writhe almost, and ending at the top in a great snarling head with a forked tongue. She remembered when her mother had sent her the bed, for her fifth birthday, all the way from Hong Kong, where Dearie had been filming Slow Boat to China. She was sure it had never occurred to Dearie that such a scary-looking thing might give a little girl nightmares. But Annie hadn’t been scared. The moment she saw it taken from its shipping crate and unwrapped amid a crackling burst of packing straw, she loved it. Dragons weren’t afraid of anyone or anything ... and that’s how she wanted to be.

But right now, peering wide-eyed into the darkness, Annie didn’t feel quite so brave. She felt closer to seven than seventeen—a small, scared kid crouched under the covers like a rabbit in its burrow, afraid that something bad was about to happen.

Lying very still, she listened. All she could hear was the rapid thumping of her heart. Then the usual creaks of Bel Jardin settling into itself. Now it came to her, the sound that a moment ago she had thought, no, hoped she was only imagining: the low growl of Val’s Alfa Romeo Spider as it sped up Chantilly Road. The sound of the sports car’s engine grew louder, pausing, then there was a faint hiccough as it switched to low gear. Now rumbling up the curving crushed-shell drive.

Earlier tonight, when she was getting ready for bed, she’d heard her stepfather go out, and had felt light-headed with relief. She’d prayed he would stay out a long time, maybe all night. But now he was back. A cold fist of dread squeezed her stomach into a tight ball.

She sat up in bed, holding her pillow scrunched against her chest, nibbling on a thumbnail that was already bitten down to the quick. She’d always felt so safe here, in this room, and now somehow it was more like a cage ... or a baby’s barred playpen. She looked about her, at the walls stenciled with Mother Goose characters, the dressing table with its ruffled chintz skirt, and the dollhouse that was an exact replica of Bel Jardin in miniature. Except for her dragon bed, a little girl’s room, full of things she’d long ago outgrown. Had Dearie stopped noticing she’d grown up ... or was it just that when she drank, she hadn’t cared?

Annie stared at the pale-blue bookcase—in the moonlight it looked white—filled with all her favorite childhood books. How she’d envied their heroines! Fearless Eloise and resourceful Madeline. Swashbuckling Pippi Longstocking. Laura Ingalls, girl pioneer. And her idol, Nancy Drew.

Nancy Drew would’ve figured out what to do, Annie thought. If Val tried to mess with her, she’d hit him over the head, get him arrested. Or she’d climb into her roadster and roar away off into the night.

Except Nancy Drew didn’t have an eleven-year-old sister. A sister Annie had done everything for since she was in diapers, and whom Annie loved more than anyone or anything. The thought of leaving Laurel here alone with Val made her stomach ache even more, and caused her to chew her thumbnail harder. She tasted blood, warm and briny.

To calm herself, she went over the plan she had been mapping out in her head. Next time Val went out on a date or a job interview, she would pack two suitcases, one for her and one for Laurel. Then the two of them would run away. She’d gotten her license last year, and Dearie’s stately old Lincoln was still parked in the garage. And she had the pearl necklace and diamond ear clips Dearie had given her, which she’d carefully hidden from Val. She could sell them, and use the money for food and gas.

But gas to go where? And what would they do once they got there? Who would hide them from Val? The only relative Annie had ever heard of—besides Uncle Rudy, who didn’t count because he was Val’s brother, and an even slimier creep besides—was Aunt Dolly, whom she hadn’t seen or spoken to in ten or twelve years. Annie had a hazy memory of being at a sunny beach, Santa Monica or maybe Pacific Palisades, of a smiling lady with lemon-colored hair and shiny red lips helping her dig a hole to China.

Aunt Dolly.

What had become of her? Long, long ago, Annie remembered overhearing Dearie tell Val, a bitter, almost nasty note in her voice, that her sister, Doris, had gotten herself a rich husband and moved to the big apple, and good riddance. Annie had pictured her aunt as a worm burrowing into a gigantic apple. It wasn’t until sixth or seventh grade that Annie found out the Big Apple was New York City. But was Aunt Dolly still in New York? Would she want to see her nieces? Probably not. For Dearie to have been so mad at her, there had to have been a good reason.

And even if they had a place to go, what about Val? Sure, she didn’t belong to him; he wasn’t her father. Her real father had died in a plane crash, so long ago she couldn’t even remember what he looked like. No, Val wouldn’t chase after her if she took off—they’d never gotten along. They didn’t even like each other. But with Laurel, it would be different. Laurel was his flesh and blood. Not that he’d ever paid her much attention. She was like a toy to him, to be played with for ten minutes or so until he got bored, then handed over to someone else. Weeks went by when he hardly noticed her, then suddenly he’d scoop her onto his lap and tickle her until she cried, or feed her ice cream until she was sick. Still, he was her legal father. Annie’s running away was one thing, but if she took Laurel, Annie knew Val would call it kidnapping.

Val might even try to have her arrested and thrown in jail. Annie felt her heart lurch in panic at the thought.

But what else could she do? She loved this great old house, with its Spanish-tiled roof and curlicued wrought iron, its pale-yellow stucco walls festooned in bougainvillea. In Spanish, Bel Jardin meant “beautiful garden,” and even inside with all the windows shut, you could smell the honeysuckle and jasmine, and the fragrant, star-shaped blossoms of the lemon tree outside her window.

It made her ache to think of leaving, not just Bel Jardin, but her good friends Naomi Jenkins and Mallory Gaylord, too. And not being able to start college next week like she’d planned. Since kindergarten, she’d knocked herself out in school, getting so far ahead of her classmates that her fourth-grade teacher, in the middle of the year, had moved her up to fifth. The thought of college, and life beyond that—away from Dearie and Val—had kept her going all these years, like some fabulous mirage shimmering at the edge of an endless desert. At seventeen, she’d been the youngest in her graduating class at Green Oaks. She’d been accepted at Stanford ... but had turned it down in favor of UCLA. Partly because there wasn’t enough money, she knew, for a college with an Ivy League tuition; but mostly so she could stay close to Laurel.

But to live here with Val? God, no, she’d rather die.

She remembered last night, and hugged herself tighter, shivering. Val following her upstairs and sitting on the end of her bed, saying he wanted to talk. She had gotten the creeps just looking at him, seated there like a great hulking polar bear. He didn’t belong in her room; he filled up too much space, and seemed to take up all the air.

“Look,” he’d launched right in, “I’m not gonna beat around the bush, you’re not a kid anymore.” His large hand shot out and closed over her wrist; then, to her horror, he drew her onto the bed beside him. “The thing is, we’re broke.”

Annie, shocked, had sat there as if frozen. He was so close, she could smell him. Under his perfumy aftershave, he smelled hot and sweaty, like after he lifted his weights. And the way he was looking at her made her feel as if her skin had shrunk two sizes.

“I had to let Bonita go,” he went on. “Actually, she quit. I haven’t paid her in three months.”

Annie grew suddenly hot, burning with anger. “You spent everything we had?”

His eyes slid away from hers. “It wasn’t like that. It didn’t happen overnight. And it wasn’t like we had money coming in. Your mother ... she hadn’t made a picture in twelve years. And when the school folded ...” He shrugged. “You know how it is.”

Val, who had a black belt, had started a karate school a couple of years ago, but like everything he did—being a real-estate broker, and then a foreign-car salesman—he’d screwed it up somehow.

“What’s going to happen?” Annie made herself ask. She hated feeling so powerless, having to depend on him for things, food and money. If only she was old enough to be in charge!

He shrugged. “Sell the house, I guess. Rudy says we should be able to get a pretty good price for it, but we owe a lot too, so there won’t be much left over.”

Val’s brother, Rudy, was a couple of years older than Val, short and ugly, but a lot smarter—a hotshot divorce lawyer. Val was always quoting Rudy, and wouldn’t make a move without asking his brother’s advice ... but Dearie had never liked or trusted Rudy, and thank goodness she’d been savvy enough to let someone else handle the trust money she’d years ago set aside for Annie and Laurel, fifty thousand each. The only bad thing was, Annie couldn’t touch hers until her twenty-fifth birthday. Right now, that seemed eons away.

“We can look for something smaller,” Val was saying. “Something closer to downtown ... where you can catch a bus to work.”

“I’ll be in school,” Annie reminded him, struggling to keep her voice even. “I thought I’d pick up a part-time job on campus. Maybe in the cafeteria, or one of the bookstores.”

“Yeah, well, here’s the thing. Rudy is pretty sure he can set you up with something in his law office. Full-time. You can type, can’t you?”

Suddenly, she understood. Now that he’d run through all their money, he wanted her to take Dearie’s place. She would go to work, forget about college, support all three of them. And he was so obvious about it! She wanted to hit him, smash her fists into his smug face. But she could only sit there, trembling, speechless.

Val, mistaking her helpless rage for sorrow, put his arms around her, patting her clumsily as if he wanted to comfort her. “Yeah, I miss her, too,” he murmured.

She tried to pull away, but he only squeezed tighter. Now the embrace became something more ... he was stroking the small of her back, her hip, his rough cheek pressed against hers, his breath warm and quick against her ear.

She felt sick.

Steeling herself, Annie gave him a hard push and jumped to her feet. A sweetish-sour taste filled her mouth. She really thought she might throw up.

“Excuse me, I have to brush my teeth.” She said the first thing that popped into her head. Then she rushed into the bathroom and locked the door. She ran a hot bath and stayed in it for an hour, until her toes shrivelled into pale raisins.

When she got back to her room, Val was gone.

Today, all day, she had managed to avoid him. But now he was back, and if he felt like coming into her room again there was no lock on the door to stop him.

As if it were echoing her thoughts, Annie heard the front door slam downstairs, then the soft clacking of shoes against the tiled foyer. She sucked her breath in and held it until red spots swarmed before her eyes.

She could hear him climbing the stairs now, his footsteps heavy, measured, but muffled by the Oriental runner. Just beyond her door, the footsteps slowed ... then stopped. Her heart was pounding so hard, she was sure he would hear it.

Then, after what seemed to her like an eternity, she heard Val move on, the whisper of his shoes against the carpet growing fainter as he made his way toward the master suite at the far end of the corridor.

Annie let her breath out in a dizzying rush. She felt flushed and weak, as if she had a fever. And sticky with sweat. A swim, that’s what she needed. And the pool would be perfect, cool and still.

Annie forced herself to wait until she was absolutely certain Val had to have gone to bed. Then she slipped out. In her nightgown, she tiptoed out into the hallway and made her way along the thick carpet toward the narrow servants’ staircase that would take her down through the kitchen and sun porch, then out onto the patio.

Reaching the half-open door to Laurel’s room, Annie paused, then slipped inside. Looking at her sister, asleep on her back, her small hands folded neatly across the blanket that covered her, Annie thought of the print her art teacher, Mr. Honeick, had shown in class last year. A famous painting, by an artist named Millais—of drowned Ophelia floating face-up in the water, her long golden hair drifting like seaweed about her still, white face. Annie’s heart caught in her throat, and before she could stop herself, she was leaning forward, listening for Laurel’s breathing.

There it was, but so soft it could have been a breeze blowing through the open window. Annie relaxed a little. Don’t worry, Laurey. I won’t let you down. I’ll take care of you.

That time when Laurel had had scarlet fever, when she was two, came back to her in a hot rush, that morning she’d never forget, looking into her baby sister’s crib, and finding Laurel gasping for air, her face purple, her tiny arms thrashing. Annie, only eight and scared out of her mind, snatched Laurel up and ran through the house, screaming for Dearie. She could feel Laurel’s frail chest hitching desperately, making a horrible honking sound. Despite how little Laurel was, she was still too heavy for Annie, and kept slithering from her grasp.

She finally found Dearie, passed out on the living-room sofa, an empty brandy bottle on the coffee table in front of her, exhausted, probably, from being up all night with Laurel. Annie, sobbing, more scared than she’d ever been, had hit her, pushed her, shouted in her ear, trying to make her wake up. But Dearie wouldn’t budge. There was no one else; it was Bonita’s day off, and Val was gone. Annie, terrified, had thought, I’m just a kid, I can’t do this, I can’t save Laurey.

Then a voice inside her head commanded: Think.

She remembered a long time ago, when she herself had had a bad cough and stuffy chest, and Dearie had put her in a steamy bathtub, and how it had made her breathe easier.

Annie lugged Laurel into Dearie’s big bathroom and cranked on the tub’s hot-water tap. Then, sitting on the toilet with Laurel facedown across her knees, she began to pound on her back, praying that whatever was choking her would somehow pop out. Nothing so dramatic happened, but as steam billowed and stuck Laurel’s hair to her scalp in wet clumps, her breath gradually began returning, and the awful purple color faded.

Then with a tremendous whoop, Laurel began to cry. She was going to be all right. Annie’s face felt wet—from the steam, she thought; then she realized she was crying.

And she had realized something else, that she was Laurel’s real mother, that God had meant for her to look after and protect her sister, always.

Now, she leaned over and lightly kissed her sister’s dry, cool forehead. A weird thing about Laurel, she never sweated, not even on the hottest days. She always had that fresh, baby-powdery scent, like the little bundles of dried flowers wrapped in cheesecloth that Bonita tucked among the sheets in the linen closet.

Annie sweated like a pig. In phys ed, playing basketball, it embarrassed her, the way her T-shirt always stuck to her back only two minutes into the game. When she was taking a test, especially in math, her palms dripped, and the insides of her shoes turned to swamps. Even her hair sweated, for God’s sake. Once, in the fourth grade, on Parents’ Night, when they all had to clasp hands while singing “America the Beautiful,” Joyce Leonardi had dropped Annie’s in disgust, and wailed, “It’s getting on me!”

Even now, her palms were sweating. Annie pushed her fingers through her hair, still a little shocked by its shortness. She’d hacked it off only last week, with Dearie’s sewing scissors, and hadn’t quite gotten used to the idea of not having long hair. Still, she wasn’t sorry. For some reason, it had made her feel better, seeing all that dark hair clumped at her feet ...as if she were shedding an old skin, and making way for a new Annie, strong, shining, brave.

Downstairs, in the sun room that opened onto the patio, the moon shone through the palmettos in their huge terra-cotta tubs by the French doors, casting stiletto-shaped shadows over the Spanish-tiled floor. Stepping outside into the husk-dry September coolness, Annie could see the pool gleaming darkly, its glassy surface twinkling with sparks of orange light reflected by the electric tiki torches.

She peeled off her nightgown and dove in.

The cool water slicing along her naked body felt wonderful. She stayed under for half a length before she broke the surface, gulping in the night air, fragrant with the scent of honeysuckle and the faint smokiness of a brush fire burning way off in the canyons. She felt a breeze, and could hear the rustling of the hibiscus hedge surrounding the patio, where the lawn swelled up to meet a row of petticoat palms. Below them, the grass was matted with dry brown fronds. It had been a long time since anyone had raked them up. Hector, the gardener, had quit a while back, and Val never lifted a finger. He had some scheme cooking, and was trying to get together a group of investors so he could open his own health spa. It would fail ... just like all his other schemes.

Her stomach tightened. Clinging to the edge of the pool, she pedalled water. She had to do something ... and soon. Or she’d stay stuck with Val, cramped in a tiny house with no place to hide from him, and roped to a desk typing stupid letters for that troll Rudy.

She remembered, too, how Rudy always seemed to be staring at Laurel. His bulgy eyes fixed on her like a toad’s on an iridescent-winged dragonfly. Seldom approaching her, but those eyes—always there, watching. A shiver coursed through Annie. What did Rudy want from Laurel? The same thing Annie suspected Val wanted from her?

No, that was too gross ... too unthinkable.

Even so, she had to get out.

Then, in her mind, Annie heard her mother—the clear-voiced Dearie she remembered from when she was a little girl—drawl: The good Lord is fine for praying, kiddo, but when the going gets rough you’d best be off your knees and on your feet.

Annie now felt angry. Oh yeah? she thought. Then how come you killed yourself?

Annie pushed off against the slippery tiles with her feet and began furiously stroking her way across the pool. Swimming was her best sport. It was something you could do alone, where you didn’t have to depend on a team member not to screw up. And if you sweated, nobody would notice.

Gradually, Annie felt her anger dissolve into sorrow. If only Dearie had talked to her before she took those pills. Let her say good-bye at least. Now, as Annie climbed out of the pool and pulled on her nightgown (why hadn’t she thought to bring a towel?), it hit her like a slap that she really was on her own.

If only she could get her hands on that trust money! Maybe she could talk to Mr. Melcher at Hibernia, explain how important it was. Tomorrow she would call, make an appointment to see him.

Shivering with cold and dripping her way across the sun porch, Annie caught a sudden flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. She froze, and looked up. Val stood framed in the archway leading from the living room down a short flight of steps onto the sun porch. The shadows around her went from black to gray, and for an instant she thought she might pass out. There was no sound other than the soft ticking of water as it dripped from her wet hair onto the tiled floor.

Moving with oiled grace, he glided down the four steps and crossed over to where she stood. In the orange glow of the tiki torches filtering in through the wide French doors, his wide tanned face, striped with shadows, reminded her of a tiger’s. He was wearing a pair of navy satin pajamas monogrammed in white with his initials: vc.

“You oughta put something on.” he said. “You’ll catch cold.”

“I was just going in.”

The sound of her own voice in her ears had the effect of a sprung catch, somehow unlocking her. She began walking quickly toward the archway. God, let him leave me alone. She felt his eyes on her, and realized that with her wet nightgown clinging to her she might as well be naked. She felt herself grow hot with embarrassment.

In the cavernous living room, Annie was crossing the rug in front of the fireplace—a blackened cave big enough to roast a buffalo—when she felt Val’s hand, shockingly warm and dry against her wet shoulder. Her heart seemed to stop. She spun away, banging her knee against a massive carved chair with a tooled leather seat. A bolt of pain shot up her leg, shocking her heart into sudden jarring motion. Blood rushed into her face, making it thump.

Then she saw that he was only offering her his pajama top, which he’d slipped off when her back was turned. She felt flustered, not knowing how to react. In his own crude way, he was trying to be nice ... but that only made her loathe him more. Why didn’t he just leave her alone?

Annie stood there, staring at Val’s outstretched hand until it fell away. The pajama top slid in a little heap to the rug. His black eyes narrowed. The expression on his broad, planed face was a mixture of sullenness and fury.

She tried to step past Val, but he caught her roughly. Holding her pressed against him, he cupped the back of her head, stroking it roughly. “Give me a break, kid. It hasn’t been easy for me either.”

On his breath, she caught an all-too-familiar whiff of booze. That made her even more scared. Val wasn’t a drunk like Dearie, but he liked his double scotches ... and when he’d had two or three he sometimes turned mean and a little crazy.

Annie’s gaze fixed on an old steamer trunk that Dearie had picked up years ago at some antiques barn. Huge and bulky, with rusty metal straps binding its leather hide, it smelled richly of age and dark cargo holds. She remembered how once, when she was little, she’d climbed inside the chest to see what it felt like, and the lid had accidentally banged down, plunging her into horrible, smelly darkness. She’d screamed and screamed, and finally Dearie had flung open the lid and scooped her up.

At this moment, Annie felt she was in that trunk again, trapped, suffocated. And she knew with a horrible lurch of her stomach that no Dearie was going to rescue her now.

Then anger took hold, and she tore away. Hugging herself, shivering so hard she had to clench her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering, Annie hissed: “It’s all your fault! You never loved her! You only married her because she was famous and rich. And then when she ... she couldn’t work anymore, you treated her like ... she wasn’t even there.”

“She was a drunk,” he snarled, a righteous gleam in his bloodshot eyes. “Way the hell before I met her. You know the saying: Once a drunk always a drunk.”

Over Val’s shoulder, on the fireplace mantel, light winked off a shiny metal surface: Dearie’s Oscar, the Best Actress she’d won for Storm Alley. Annie remembered how proud she’d felt that long-ago night, staying up late to watch her mother on TV, seeing Gregory Peck tear open the envelope and call out Dearie’s name, then Dearie herself, floating up onto the stage, starry in sequins, thanking everyone, hoisting the glowing statuette in triumph.

Tears pricked at Annie’s eyes, but she bit them back. She wouldn’t cry in front of Val. She would not give him the satisfaction.

“If my mother drank, it was your fault.” Maybe it wasn’t entirely true, but she wasn’t a bit sorry she’d said it.

“You little bitch.” Val grabbed her, his fingers digging into her upper arms, pinching her. “You never even gave me a chance. Spoiled brat with your nose in the air, trotting off to that fancy school learning which fork to use, and how to ride a horse like an English pansy. You had it in for me since day one, little Princess Annie looking down at me like I was nothing but dirt.”

His eyes glittered in the darkness, black prisms reflecting a whole spectrum of ancient hurts.

Annie felt shaken. She’d never seen Val this mad, not even that time he’d hit Dearie. She sensed danger, like static faintly crackling in the still, scented air. “I’m going up now,” she said, shivering, biting her lip to keep her teeth from chattering. “I’m really cold.”

His lips stretching in a cold grin, Val leaned down and with one meaty finger hooked his pajama top from the rug. He tossed it at her. “Put it on.” It wasn’t an offer.

Annie looked at the bundle of cloth as if it were a snake. She dropped it onto the floor and quickly stepped back.

With a low moan, Val fell on her.

At first she thought he was going to hit her. It felt as if he had hit her, a bruising blow to her mouth. It was so dark, and her head was spinning. She felt a sting of pain, and tasted blood where her teeth had cut the inside of her lip. Then she realized what it was: He was kissing her.

She tried to scream, to pull away, but he held her tightly. The sweet smell of his aftershave, mingled with the stale scotch on his breath, was suddenly overpowering, gagging her. Into her head popped that jingle, There’s something about an Aqua Velva man. ...

Hysterical laughter bubbled up her throat.

This isn’t happening. God, please, make this not be happening.

“I wanted you to like me,” he said in a little boy’s petulant voice. “I tried, but you ... you wouldn’t let me. I would have been a good father. I ... would have loved you.”

Annie, terrified, struggled to free herself. “Please ... let me go.” She thought of something else. “Laurey might wake up.”

“She used me.” He went on as if he hadn’t heard. “She wanted me because I was her sister’s ... Christ, I should have married Dolly. Do you think I wanted it to end like this? You don’t know what it was like for me ...”

“Val,” Annie pleaded, truly scared.

With one arm, he held her tight, while with the other he began touching her. Cupping a breast, stroking her with a strange, unbearable tenderness. Annie felt as if she were dying.

“I only wanted you to like me,” he repeated sadly.

Summoning all her strength and twisting violently, Annie somehow managed to rip herself free of him. Ducking past Val, she felt strangely light, a comet spinning across a galaxy, her arms seeming to stretch on and on forever, until finally her fingers closed about something cold and hard—Dearie’s Oscar. For a crazy second, she saw her mother once again, up on the stage at the Pantages.

... and most of all I want to thank my little girl, who stayed up past her bedtime to watch me ...

Blindly, as she whirled about, Annie swung the heavy gold-plated statuette like a club. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Val feint to one side. Annie realized later that if he hadn’t moved, she would have missed him, he was so agile and her swing so lousy. But she connected. The impact slammed through her arm like an electric jolt, and she felt as shocked as Val looked.

Blood streamed from a cut over his right eyebrow. He froze, his face the color of cottage cheese. Slowly, as if in a dream, he touched his fingertips gingerly to his forehead. “Oh,” he said in soft surprise, seeing his hand come away red. He sank down abruptly on the wide leather sofa. His arms and legs seemed to jerk at queer angles like a marionette whose strings have suddenly become tangled. A moment later he toppled onto his side and grew still. Frighteningly still.

I’ve killed him, Annie thought.

Terror was waiting for her somewhere in the back of her mind. But right now the only thing she felt was numb, as if she’d been shot full of Novocain. Staring down at Val’s bloody, crumpled form, she thought, calmly, sensibly, I won’t pack much. A change of clothes, underwear, toothbrush. And Dearie’s jewelry. I’ll take the small overnight bag, it won’t be so heavy. She couldn’t take the car; that had been a dumb idea in the first place. If Val wasn’t dead, only hurt, he would have the highway patrol after them like a shot.

Packing was easy. It was waking Laurel that was the hard part. She slept like the dead. And when Annie finally got her up, she wore a glassy look, as if she wasn’t quite sure whether she was awake or dreaming. She stared uncomprehendingly at Annie’s face, then at the jeans and sweatshirt Annie had thrown on.

“Come on,” Annie told her. “We don’t have much time.”

Laurel blinked, looking at that moment exactly like a doll, the kind you tilt back to make its eyes close. A pink-cheeked, blue-eyed baby doll who didn’t have the slightest idea what Annie was talking about.

“I have to go away,” she told her sister, more gently. “I won’t be coming back. Do you want to come with me?”

The glassy expression was gone; Laurel’s face crumpled in dismay.

“Where are we going?”

Annie was encouraged by the “we.”

She tried to think, but couldn’t come up with an answer. Maybe that had been her trouble before, trying to plan it out so carefully, when the best way might be just to make it up as they went along.

“On a bus,” was the best she could come up with. “You’d better hurry and get dressed before ... before he wakes up.”

Then, because Laurel looked so worried and scared, Annie hugged her.

“It’s going to be all right,” she said. “In fact, it’ll be fun. A real adventure.” To her own ears, it sounded about as much fun as going over Niagara Falls in a barrel.

But first, they’d have to get to the bus depot. She wasn’t even sure where that was, or which bus they should take. Well, she’d figure it out somehow.

“Won’t we need money?” Laurel was on her feet, pulling her nightgown over her head. “I mean, for the tickets.”

Annie hadn’t thought of that. She wouldn’t be able to pawn the necklace and earrings until tomorrow morning, when shops would be open. And by then she wanted to be miles and miles from Bel Jardin.

Then Laurel piped, “I have money, Annie. Almost a hundred dollars. Remember after Dearie’s Christmas party when Mr. Oliver thought he lost his wallet with all that money in it? Well, I found it under the sofa ... a week later.” She blushed. “I know I should have told you before, but ...” Her voice trailed off.

“Laurey! You didn’t keep it, did you?”

Color flared in Laurel’s pale cheeks. “Of course I didn’t! I just didn’t tell you about the reward he gave me. I ... I was saving it to buy you something for your birthday. Then Dearie ...” She stopped in the middle of buttoning her blouse. “Annie, you’re not mad, are you?”

Annie hugged her again, relief rinsing through her. “Laurey, you dope. Come on, get dressed or we’ll never get out of here.”

Laurel gave her a long look that seemed burdened with far more than any eleven-year-old should have to carry. “It’s because of ... of Val, isn’t it?” she whispered. “Something he did?” Not “Daddy” or “Dad”; since she could talk, she’d called him Val.

Annie nodded, her throat suddenly tight.

“Annie,” Laurel whispered sheepishly as they were leaving. “Can I take Boo?” Boo was her old baby blanket, nubby and tattered from a thousand washings. She didn’t like to admit she still slept with it, at her age, but Annie knew how much Boo meant.

“ ’Course,” she said.

At the front door, Annie paused, remembering another keepsake: Dearie’s Oscar. She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving it behind, but she was scared of going back in there. What if Val was up, and tried to come after her again? Still, she couldn’t just walk away without the one thing that had meant the most to her mother.

“Wait here,” she whispered.

Her heart slamming against her ribs, Annie slipped back into the living room, and snatched up the Oscar from the rug where she’d dropped it, quickly averting her eyes from the still form sprawled on the couch. Reaching Laurel’s side, she saw a horrified look dawn on her sister’s face. Annie looked down at the statuette in her hand, and in the dim glow of the porch light she saw the blood smearing its bright surface. Oh God.

Then, wordlessly, her eyes as big and dark as holes punched in her chalk-white face, Laurel took it from Annie, using her precious Boo to wipe it clean. She handed it back to Annie, who quickly stuffed it into the bulging overnight bag. Looking into Laurel’s trusting eyes, she found the strength to push open the door.

Minutes later, as they made their way in darkness down the long, curving drive toward the wrought-iron gates at the bottom, Annie turned for one last look at Bel Jardin. In the faint glow of a sickle-shaped moon, it seemed to rise like a huge, pale cliff from a wavy sea of honeysuckle, oleander, and hibiscus. Above the palms that lined the drive, she saw the first milky light of dawn touch the top of the tiled roof, and she turned away, quickening her step.

At that moment, clutching the heavy overnight bag, the bulge that was Dearie’s Oscar banging against her leg, Annie’s courage seemed to wither again. Where on earth was she going? And what was she going to do when she got there? And what if the phone booth at the Gulf station out on Sunset wasn’t working and she couldn’t even call a taxi?

Then, strangely, she felt an invisible hand against the small of her back, giving her a gentle push. Inside her head, a sweet, throaty voice drawled, Once you’ve made up your mind to go someplace, don’t waste all your time fiddling with your shoelaces. ...

Annie straightened suddenly, hitching the heavy suitcase a little higher so she could walk faster. She reached for Laurel’s hand, which felt cool and dry in her sweaty grasp. Her heart was thundering in her ears—she had never felt so scared and unsure—but the main thing was to fool Laurel into thinking that she knew exactly where she was headed, and that she wasn’t a bit afraid. Suddenly, that seemed like the most important thing in the world.

“I hope you wore socks.” She spoke briskly to her sister, who trudged listlessly alongside her, hugging a tattered baby blanket smeared with her father’s blood, a pale golden-haired stalk of a girl dressed in pink pedal pushers and a puff-sleeved blouse. “You know how you get blisters when you don’t wear socks. And we have a long way to go.”



CHAPTER 2

New York City

LAUREL PUSHED THE SAUSAGE to one side of her plate. Maybe if she hid it under her toast, Annie wouldn’t notice. She felt too sick to eat another bite, but the last thing Laurel wanted was for Annie to start in again about her being too skinny.

Anyway, look who was talking! Annie looked awful, the way her green cashmere sweater hung on her. With her cheekbones sticking out, and those brown smudges under her eyes, she could have passed for Morticia Addams.

Why hadn’t Annie ordered something besides toast? She looked hungry enough to gobble up every stale donut in this diner.

But, no, they had to watch every penny, Annie kept saying; they had to save for when they found an apartment. But when would that be? A whole two weeks in New York, and they were still stuck in that smelly, dark room at the Allerton. Laurel still believed that somehow Annie was going to make everything okay. But what if she just couldn’t?

Or what if something happened to her, like getting really sick or hurt?

Thinking of all the awful things that might happen, Laurel felt as if she were on a roller coaster, inching up that first big hill, when you don’t know if you’re going to pee your pants or throw up, or maybe both. In her whole life, she’d never felt so scared.

In the beginning, the $970 they’d gotten for Dearie’s jewelry had seemed like a king’s treasure ... but now it was almost all gone. Everything cost so much! Annie hadn’t told her they were almost broke, but Laurel had seen the worried look on her sister’s face last night when she carefully counted out this week’s money for Mr. Mancusi at the front desk. She saw it now, too, in the way Annie nibbled her toast, trying to make it last, carefully sipping her tea between each bite.

And dragging back in every night, trying to act cheerful even though no one would give her a job. How much longer could Annie go on like that? Living in Bel Air and going to Green Oaks School wasn’t exactly ideal for being a hotel maid or a waitress. But Annie was smarter than anyone. Hadn’t she talked Mancusi into letting them have their room for five dollars a week less in exchange for her sweeping out the entry hall and reception area each day?

Annie would find something. She’d always taken care of everything, even when Dearie was alive. Like that time at Palisades Park, when Dearie had too many beers and, just as they were getting ready to go home, passed out at the wheel. Annie had somehow pulled her into the back seat, and driven them all safely home. Now, remembering it, Laurel realized that Annie had been only fourteen, not old enough to drive. How had she known what to do?

Laurel wished she could be strong like Annie.

If only I was older. Then I could get a job too, and Annie wouldn’t have to do everything herself.

But who would ever hire an eleven-year-old kid, when Annie, who looked older than seventeen, was having a hard time?

Laurel watched Annie break open another plastic container of grape jelly, and begin spreading it thickly on her last wedge of toast. She felt a surge of love for her sister. At least she had Annie. What if she were alone? The thought made her stomach dip crazily, and the room seemed to tilt.

Holding tightly to the edge of her seat, as if she might otherwise be catapulted off, she glanced around at the other booths, mostly empty. Weekdays it was usually pretty crowded, but this was Sunday. Across the aisle, a man wearing khakis and work boots was drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette. At the counter, a baggy-eyed lady in a tight miniskirt sat hunched over a Danish, the spike heels of her black patent-leather boots hooked over the rung of her stool. The food wasn’t very good, but it was cheap and nobody here seemed to mind that everything smelled and tasted like fried bacon—the air, her napkin when she wiped her mouth, even her milk.

Annie looked up, and said, “I have a feeling this is our lucky day.” She sounded so cheerful and determined that Laurel believed her and began feeling a little better. Then she remembered, Annie said the same thing every day.

Laurel pushed her milk glass across the Formica tabletop. “Here, you finish it.”

Annie frowned and pushed it back. “You need it more than I do. Anyway, I’m full.”

It was a lie. Laurel wanted to shout at her sister, plead with her to please, please stop being so nice. Like ordering these eggs and sausages for her after she’d said all she wanted was cornflakes. Annie meant well, but she wished Annie would stop treating her like a two-year-old.

If only Annie would let me, I bet I’d be good at helping out.

But all Laurel said was, “Can I see the paper?”

One thing they had to buy every day was The New York Times. Sunday’s fat edition, with today’s date at the top, October 9, lay folded next to Annie’s plate; she hadn’t looked at it yet. Usually, she began circling ads the minute they got it—so did this mean she was losing hope? Laurel felt her stomach do a lazy somersault.

Some of the apartments they’d looked at were nice but way too expensive. Or they were so awful, in neighborhoods where the sidewalks were lined with overflowing garbage cans, and you had to watch so you didn’t step on the broken glass. And inside, dark halls and pee smells, like the Allerton. In one, when the super switched on the light, a whole parade of cockroaches began scurrying over the kitchen counter, trying to escape while he muttered under his breath, smacking them with a rolled-up newspaper.

It was such an enormous city. Maybe Annie hadn’t been looking in the right places. What about Brooklyn, for instance? That was where Val and Uncle Rudy had grown up. On the map, it looked close, connected to Manhattan by the colored lines that stood for different subway lines.

But where Laurel really wanted to be at this moment was back home, at Bel Jardin.

She badly missed her room, with its sunny window seat crammed with stuffed animals. And her best friend, Bonnie Pell, who knew every Beatles song by heart, and always picked Laurel first when they were choosing up teams.

In a weird way, even though when she had been there he’d hardly ever paid attention to her, she even missed her father.

She imagined Val asleep in the king-sized bed he’d once shared with Dearie. Hector was cutting the grass, and Bonita was flipping flapjacks at the stove while singing Spanish songs in her high, warbly voice ...

Then the image dissolved, and all she could see in her mind was blood. Val’s blood. And the darkness that had followed her and Annie all the way down Chantilly and Tarcuto, past the golf course, to Sunset, where in the yellow glow of street lamps, she’d seen the smears of dried blood on Boo. She remembered dropping her old blanket in the first garbage can they came to, yet feeling as if somehow she was the one being left behind. As if the girl she had been back then was a friend who had moved away, someone she barely remembered anymore.

If only Annie would tell her what Val had done that night to get her mad enough to hit him. Imagining Val dead, lying on the floor in a pool of blood, she felt gripped by an icy chill.

No, she told herself, that couldn’t be. Val couldn’t be dead. She didn’t want him to be dead.

But if he was alive, then he might be out looking for them. Annie had said they had to be careful not to get caught, or Val would take her away from Annie. And maybe even get Annie arrested for kidnapping.

Annie in jail? Laurel couldn’t bear the thought. Nor could she imagine being separated from her sister. So she had to be very careful, and not tell anyone too much about herself.

But clinging to Annie like a little kid in diapers, that wasn’t how she wanted to be, either. As scared and sick as she felt, she didn’t want to drag Annie down. Wouldn’t it be great if they could somehow be partners? If Annie could lean on her once in a while?

I have to show her somehow ... make her SEE that I’m old enough to be a big help.

Laurel, forcing herself to ignore the topsy-turvy feeling inside her, grabbed the paper, flipping through until she found the real-estate section. Moving her finger down columns for unfurnished studios, she pored over tiny advertisements. Two weeks ago, she hadn’t understood any of those abbreviations, but now she knew right away that “A/C” meant air-conditioned and that EIK meant eat-in kitchen. Finally she spotted one for $300, which was the most Annie said they could afford, except when she showed it to Annie, her sister pointed out that East 116th Street was in Harlem, which was overrun by muggers and junkies.

Laurel felt discouraged, stupid somehow, like the time, playing softball, with all the bases loaded, when she fumbled the easiest fly ball in the world.

Annie, meanwhile, was buried in the “Help Wanted” section.

“Look at this,” she said, reading aloud, “ ‘Gal Friday. Hat company seeks energetic young person for busy office.’ You see? Didn’t I tell you? I’ll bet I’d be perfect for it.”

“What about typing? Don’t you need to type?”

“I can type ... only not very fast.”

“But if they give you a test—”

Annie cut her off, smiling forcefully. “Last time, I was nervous. The next time, I’ll do better. I know I will.” She looked down at Laurel’s plate, and Laurel saw a worried look on her face. “You didn’t finish your breakfast. Are you feeling okay?”

“I ate as much as I could. Why don’t you have the rest?”

Annie looked up sharply, her eyes narrowing, as if she thought Laurel might just be pretending not to want it for her sake. But if anyone was pretending, Laurel thought, it was Annie. She acted so positive that everything would turn out okay, but look how bitten-down her nails were, worse than before, all red and puffy, and dotted with dried blood in spots.

Annie stared at her a moment longer; then hunger won out. Grabbing her fork, she gobbled up the rest of the scrambled eggs and sausage. Then with her last piece of toast, she scoured the plate clean. Watching her, Laurel felt the ache in her own stomach ease.

She noticed the waitress heading toward their table, a skinny girl with dark hair clipped back from her pimply face. She looked about Annie’s age. Her red nail polish was chipped away almost to nothing, and there was a spot on the front of her powder-blue uniform that looked like strawberry jam.

“Will that be all?” She said it so quickly it sounded like one word, wuthabyall. Not waiting for an answer, she slapped the bill down on the table and stomped off.

Annie leaned across the table and whispered, “She’s mad because I didn’t leave her a tip last time.”

Then Annie, as if suddenly in a great hurry, scrambled to her feet, and strode, the hem of her denim skirt swishing purposefully, along the row of booths toward the waitress in the back. Laurel saw Annie put some coins into the girl’s hand; then they stood talking.

Annie was grinning when she returned. “You remember the sign in the window when we came in, ‘EXPERIENCED WAITRESS WANTED’? Well, I have an interview with the boss at five.” Her ink-blue eyes shone, and her cheeks were slightly flushed.

“But, Annie, you don’t know anything about being a waitress,” Laurel burst out. “Bonita waited on us.” Then, seeing the smile leave Annie’s face, Laurel immediately wanted to kick herself.

“Then I’ll just have to learn, won’t I?” Annie said, looking as determined as ever ... but not quite as cheerful anymore. “How hard could it be, anyway, just bringing people what they order?”

Laurel felt tempted to remind Annie that she was the one who always lost when they played Concentration, but she didn’t. For Annie it wasn’t the details, but the “big picture,” that counted most—like taking really hard classes in school and getting B’s, instead of A’s in the easy stuff. And trying out for the best teams even if you weren’t as good as the other players.

But just for right now. Laurel thought, it might be better to be able to keep a BLT straight from a burger than to know Latin or hit a home run.

“I guess you’re right,” she said uncertainly.

But Annie was gazing out the steamy window, a faraway look on her face, as if she were an explorer scouting some distant mountain range. “We’ll find a real place to live, too,” she said, looking back at Laurel, a new sparkle in her eye. “I bet there’ll be something in the Village Voice.” She grabbed her purse, and slid off her seat. “Come on, Mr. Singh at the corner lets me look without paying.”

On their way out, passing the quick-serve counter, Laurel caught sight of a folded newspaper left on one of the stools. Too small to be the Times. Laurel snatched it up, and tucked it under her arm.

Outside, pausing on the sidewalk at the corner of Eighth and Twenty-third while Annie went into the candy store to look at the Voice, Laurel unfolded the paper, and saw that it was the Jewish Press. Would there be apartments in here? Well, no harm in looking, was there? She turned five or six pages, and then she saw: “Apts. Unfurn.” The very first one seemed to jump out at her.

Midwd. 1 bdrm. Top of 2-fmly hse w/grdn quiet neighborhood, $290. Shomer Shabbat. 252-1789.

Her heart bumped into her throat. But where was Midwood? At that price, it had to be in Brooklyn. But even so, it sounded perfect.

A funny name, she thought—Shomer Shabbat. But just about everyone in New York had strange names. Like the night clerk at the Allerton, Mr. Tang Bo.

This could be her chance to show Annie she wasn’t the only one with nerve. But the first thing, she knew, was to make sure an apartment wasn’t already taken. Most times when Annie called, they were already snapped up.

“What’s that you’ve got there?” Annie asked, coming out of the candy store. To make herself seem older, she’d worn her good pumps, but the way she wobbled in them anyone could see she wasn’t used to walking around in high heels. Then Annie bent down, feeling inside her shoe to make sure the Band-Aid on her heel hadn’t come off.

Laurel took advantage of the moment to stuff the paper back under her arm. “Nothing,” she said. “Uh ... I just remembered ... something I left at the table. Wait here, I’ll run and get it.”

In the diner, there was a pay phone by the front door, next to a coatrack. She dug a dime from the pocket of her jeans (Annie made her keep one, just in case she ever got lost), and dialed the number she’d memorized from the paper. After one ring, it was picked up.

“So don’t keep me waiting in suspense,” a lady’s voice chimed right in, before Laurel could even open her mouth. “Did you buy it or not? New refrigerators, I’ll bet you he said, don’t grow on trees.”

Bewildered and thrown off balance, Laurel felt shy and embarrassed, but she managed to stammer, “H-hello?”

There was a short silence, then the lady laughed—but a nice, jolly laugh that made Laurel think of plump Mrs. Potter, the nurse at Green Oaks, who kept a ready supply of Tootsie Roll Pops in her medicine cabinet.

“You’re not Faigie, are you? Who is this?”

Laurel felt like quickly hanging up, but the voice at the other end sounded so nice, she forced herself to speak.

“This is Laurel ... uh, Davis.” Or was it Davidson? She’d heard Annie tell so many lies to the landlords and supers who had interviewed them, Laurel couldn’t keep them straight anymore. She began to feel panicky. What if she accidentally said something that made this lady suspicious? “Your apartment,” she blurted. “The one you advertised in the paper ... Could I ... I mean, we ... my sister and I, that is ... It’s not taken, is it?”

“How old are you, darling?”

“Twelve.” She could get away with one extra year, but no one in her right mind would believe it if she said she was nineteen or twenty. “But my sister’s twenty-one,” she added quickly.

“Married?”

“Um, well, no ... but she’s a straight-A student except for math, and she can type.” Had she said too much? Or all the wrong things?

“She’s got a job, then?”

“Oh, well, yeah ... she does ... in a hat company. In the office. See, we’re from ... uh, Arizona ... and we really, really need an apartment, especially one with a garden.”

On nice days, I could sit outside with my sketch pad and paint box, she thought. And then maybe she wouldn’t feel so very far from Bel Jardin.

“It’s mostly weeds, you know. And the grass is up to here.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t mind that. I could even cut it for you, if you like. Hec—I mean, my dad showed me all kinds of stuff, like fertilizing, and how to put roses to sleep for the winter.”

Laurel closed her eyes, and held tight for an instant to the image of Hector’s leathery brown hands carefully scooping out soil around a rosebush, and filling the hole with the coffee grounds Bonita had been saving for weeks.

“Roses! I should be so lucky!” The lady—Mrs. Shabbat?—laughed her rich, bubbly laugh.

Laurel’s heart was pounding. Had she gone too far in her lies? Well, at least the part about taking care of the garden was true. She could. Just like Mary and Colin in The Secret Garden, she’d make it beautiful, and plant lots of flowers—peonies, and black-eyed Susans, and snapdragons.

“Couldn’t we just look at it to start with?” she asked meekly.

“Listen, darling, you and your sister, you got money for a deposit?”

“Oh, sure.” Then she remembered to add what Annie always said, “Cash!”

There was a long pause in which Laurel’s heart seemed to climb right up onto the roof of her mouth.

Then Mrs. Shabbat sighed and said, “To be one hundred percent honest, I don’t know if you’re exactly the right tenants for me, but you sound like a nice girl. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt for you to have a look. So you want to come over now, or what?”

Laurel felt light with relief, like a balloon, so light that if she weren’t holding onto the receiver, she’d float right up to the ceiling.

“That would be great,” she said, trying to hold her excitement in. How long would it take to go by subway to that part of Brooklyn? She took a wild guess. “How about in an hour? Will you be home then?”

“Where else? I’m in my ninth month, Laurel Davis. Only God bless him, this baby is in no hurry to come out. So on your way over, say a little prayer for me that I shouldn’t have to wait three weeks past my time like with my last one.”

Laurel hadn’t even met this Mrs. Shabbat, but she couldn’t remember when she’d liked anyone so much right off the bat. Quickly, she got the address and directions, hung up. and rushed outside to find Annie.

“What took you so long?”

“I think I found us an apartment!”

Laurel, hugging herself to keep from floating away, told her about the phone call. A cold wind was now blowing, but Laurel felt hot with excitement.

Annie hugged her tightly. “Laurey, that’s great! Let’s keep our fingers crossed.”

Laurel had never felt so proud. She’d showed Annie she was grown-up, responsible. Everything was going to work out all right, she was sure of it.

Laurel and Annie got off the subway at the Avenue J station. They hadn’t walked more than two blocks when Laurel began to feel as if they didn’t belong, as if they’d been whisked here by a cyclone like Dorothy and Toto into the land of Oz.

She couldn’t help but gape at a group of boys her age and older huddled under a produce-market awning, jabbering in what sounded like a foreign language. They all wore black hats and oversized black suits with tassels hanging from their belts. And on either side of each boy’s head, a long curl hung down.

Now she and Annie were passing a dark-skinned lady draped in what looked like a shiny sky-blue bedsheet, both her wrists circled with thin silver bracelets almost to her elbows, a red dot marking the center of her forehead. She was holding the hand of a little pigtailed girl in a ruffled pink dress and white patent-leather shoes.

Laurel was so busy staring, she almost bumped into a line of black preschoolers herded by a plump lady who shouted, “Hey, Rufus ... yeah, I’m talking to YOU ... get your young butt back in that line ’fore I whack it good!”

Laurel, in her almost-new Levi’s and an old pink cardigan of Annie’s embroidered with tiny pink flowers, her long blond hair brushed back in a ponytail, felt like an alien from Mars.

She glanced over at her sister. Annie—with her big dark eyes and jutting cheekbones, her olive skin and chopped-off dark hair—looked more exotic, like she could fit in here. Then Laurel saw her peer back over her shoulder.

Laurel’s stomach jumped, and she thought of Val.

What if he were following them? And if he found them, and had Annie put in jail, it’d be partly her fault, wouldn’t it? Because secretly she’d been wishing she could call Val or at least send him a postcard, just to let him know she was okay.

But then Laurel saw that Annie was only peering at a street sign, and she relaxed a little.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

“East Fourteenth, that’s what she told me. Fifth house on the left.”

They passed a bakery with a mouth-watering display of fruit tarts, and a Buster Brown shoe store, then a delicatessen with melon-shaped cheeses and salamis big as baseball bats hanging in the window. At the corner, turning onto Fourteenth, another store, Lana’s Fashion Shoppe, had a sign on the door that read: “NO BABY CARRIAGES.” The sidewalks, Laurel saw, were crowded with them. Every woman, it seemed, was pushing a carriage, some of them double carriages, as well as holding the hand of at least one other child.

Laurel was getting the funny feeling in her stomach again. From the moment she’d arrived in the big, dirty bus station near Times Square, she had felt as if she’d swallowed a fish that kept flopping around inside her. On the bus, she’d been too busy looking out the window at everything, the license plates zipping past them, going from blue to green to yellow as they crossed state lines, passing cornfields and cows, forests, distant mountains like cupcakes with snow frosting their peaks, and the Woolworth stores and A & P’s on a hundred small-town Main Streets. She’d even kind of liked all those tuna-fish sandwiches washed down by Cokes, and stretching out on the seat to sleep with the engine humming beneath her like a lullaby. Or maybe she hadn’t believed it was really happening. As if that night, leaving Bel Jardin, the bus trip, were all part of some long, crazy dream—and when she woke up she’d be back in her bed at Bel Jardin.

Then, finally, Annie was pointing out the Manhattan skyline. They went down into a tunnel, under the Hudson River, and Laurel imagined the tunnel springing a leak, water pouring in, and drowning them before they even got to New York. She had gripped Annie’s hand, her heart hammering, the fish in her stomach flopping like crazy.

Now, after two weeks, her stomach was still a mess. Sometimes, like now, she wondered if they’d done the right thing, running away. But then what if Annie had gone without her? That would be awful too ... worse than this.

Val. Suppose she’d had to stay behind with him? He wasn’t mean to her, but he was hardly ever around. Without Annie, she’d be all alone. She’d be miserable.

“I think this is it.” Annie’s voice jerked her back to the present.

Laurel stopped and stared at where her sister was pointing: a two-story wooden house, painted gray, with a little front porch and a tiny lawn surrounded by a neat hedge. A bunch of leaves had been raked into a pile near the sidewalk, under a big tree. It wasn’t Bel Jardin, but it looked nice ... and well, homey. She noticed a tricycle overturned on the front walk, and up on the porch, a cozy jumble of chairs. A sign nailed over the door read: “THE GRUBERMANS.” Laurel’s heart lifted. A real family lived here.

But wait. The name was supposed to be Shabbat, not Gruberman. Could this be the wrong house? Or maybe the sign was left over from another owner.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Annie warned, but Laurel could see that she was excited herself. “It’ll probably be like that last man. They’ll say I’m too young, and we need references.”

Even so, Laurel squeezed her eyes shut, and prayed, Please, God, let Mrs. Shabbat take us.

She felt Annie tug on her hand, pulling her up the path. “Well, here goes nothing.” She pressed the doorbell.

“Coming, coming, I’m coming!” someone yelled to them from inside.

After a long minute, the front door swung open. A woman stood before them. A checkered apron was tied about her enormous belly and a flowered scarf knotted around her head. A round face with crinkly brown eyes smiled at them.

“Miss Davis?”

“Yes,” Annie answered at once.

“Huh? ... Urn, yeah,” muttered Laurel at the same time. She flushed, and quickly shut her mouth, realizing she better let Annie take over now.

“I’m Annie ... and this is my sister, Laurel. She’s the one who called you.”

“And I’m Rivka Gruberman.” She smiled at Laurel. “And you talk lovely on the phone, darling, but I’ve never seen such young girls as you two looking for an apartment. You understand, I can’t have someone who’s going to move in, and then bim-boom-bam, they move right back to Mama.”

“We don’t have a mother,” Annie answered quietly. “She died.”

“Oh,” said Rivka, nodding several times, then opening the door wider. “Well, you better look at it.”

Rivka gave them a sharp look as she ushered them into a dim vestibule smelling of cooked carrots, but said nothing more as, huffing and puffing, she led them up the narrow stairs. Laurel breathed a sigh of relief. I don’t think she believes Annie’s twenty-one, but she’s not going to make a big fuss about it.

The apartment was small: a tiny kitchen with yellow cabinets, a living room with a faded green carpet, and a bedroom not much bigger than her closet at Bel Jardin. But the place was clean, and all the walls had fresh light-blue paint. A delicious smell of baking bread drew Laurel to an open window. She peered out to see where it was coming from. Across a weed-grown lot, she saw a huge exhaust fan whirring on the roof of a small building.

“Is that a bakery?” she asked.

“Bagels,” Rivka explained. “All day long, and all night, twenty-four hours they don’t stop with the bagels. And as if we don’t get enough of it, what does my husband bring me every day on his way back from shul?” She chortled and threw up her hands.

Laurel wanted to ask what a bagel was, but Annie shot her a warning look, and Laurel bit back her question.

“It’s a very nice apartment,” Annie said. “We’ll take it.” She sounded firm and grown-up, but then a trace of unsureness crept in. “That is ... if ... if it’s okay with you.”

“I don’t know from Arizona,” said Rivka, eyeing them carefully. “But before you make up your mind, you would like to see our shul, no?”

Something was wrong; Laurel could feel it. Her stomach began to flop. And she could see from the way Annie was nibbling at her thumbnail that she felt it, too.

Annie, her face reddening, echoed, “Your shul?”

Rivka gave them a long look, and said gently, “Come, shainenkes, come downstairs with me. Manhattan’s a long trip, and you could use some hot tea, and maybe a piece of babka, yeah?”

Downstairs, the Grubermans’ apartment was a madhouse. Children everywhere—a cluster of older boys on the sofa, reading aloud to each other in that same foreign language she’d heard on the street. Two little ones with toy trucks, scooting about the cabbage-rose carpet. A baby sitting up in a playpen, banging a set of plastic keys against its bars.

The noise was incredible.

“Sha, everyone! We’ve got company!” Rivka yelled as she sailed through, stepping over dolls and stuffed animals, but no one paid any attention.

In the big cheerful kitchen, a dark-haired, pink-cheeked girl about Annie’s age was rolling out dough on the counter.

“My oldest,” Rivka said, “my Sarah,” waving a hand in her direction. The girl nodded shyly and went back to her rolling pin.

This house, this woman, reminded Laurel of the old woman who lived in a shoe, who had so many children she didn’t know what to do. Except Mrs. Gruberman seemed so happy. And nice.

Laurel and Annie sat down at a long table covered with a yellow-checked oilcloth. Looking around, Laurel noticed something odd: everything was in twos. Two sinks, two sets of cupboards, even two refrigerators.

“I see you looking at my refrigerators,” Rivka observed. “You know why I have two?”

“I guess it’s because you have such a big family,” Laurel ventured, feeling shy, and scared because she could feel that Mrs. Gruberman was somehow working up to telling them no.

“No, darling, it’s because we’re kosher. Everything that’s meat, and everything that’s milk, we keep strictly separate.”

Laurel wanted to ask why, but it didn’t somehow seem like a good idea.

“I know about kosher,” Annie said. “My mother once took me to Fairfax Avenue for hot dogs. She said they were the best ones.”

Rivka chuckled as she bustled about the stove, putting the kettle on and lighting the fire under it. Then she turned to face them, hands folded over her fat belly. “So, what shall I do with the two of you? You don’t even know what Shomer Shabbat means. Am I right?”

Laurel’s heart sank. Shomer Shabbat plainly was not the name of Rivka’s husband. And worse, Rivka Gruberman was not going to rent them the apartment.

“We’re not Jewish,” Annie confessed.

Rivka sighed, and then ruefully nodded. “Darlings, this I saw the second I laid eyes on you. We don’t let our girls live alone, without a father or a husband.” The laughter left her face as suddenly as a cloud passing in front of the sun. “I’m sorry. Shomer Shabbat means Sabbath observers only.”

“We won’t make one bit of noise on the Sabbath,” Annie pleaded. “My sister and I, we don’t have a TV, or even a radio.”

Rivka shook her head, even while plunking mugs of steaming tea in front of them. “You seem like nice girls. Please, don’t take it personal.” She set out a plate of yeasty cake laden with raisins and nuts, which smelled as if it had just come out of the oven.

Laurel’s mouth watered. Her eyes were watering, too. Feeling hungry and miserable, she helped herself to a big piece.

“I have money. I could pay you the deposit right this minute,” Annie pressed, desperation in her voice. “Cash.”

“Please, it’s not the money,” Rivka replied sorrowfully. “It’s how we live.”

“But ...” Annie started to plead, then suddenly her mouth clamped shut, and she sat up very straight, shoulders squared, as if there was an invisible needle poking her in the back. Laurel knew that look ... it was Annie’s stubborn look. She wouldn’t beg, no matter how desperate she was. “It’s okay,” she said briskly. “I understand.”

Laurel took a swallow of hot tea, scalding her tongue. Tears welled in her eyes. Why didn’t Annie tell her that they’d looked everywhere and they were too exhausted to look anymore? Why couldn’t she admit she was hungry? Laurel saw Annie eyeing the plate of cake, but, no, she was too proud to take any.

Laurel’s stomach churned up into her throat, and for a second she thought she might be sick.

Then she had an idea.

“I could baby-sit for you,” she said softly. “I wouldn’t even charge for it.”

Shaking her head pityingly, Rivka turned back to her stove, picking up where she must have left off when they’d arrived, flouring chicken drumsticks and dropping them into a hot, sputtering skillet.

Annie stood up. “Thank you anyway for showing us the place. Laurey, I think we’d better be go—”

She was interrupted by a loud wail from the other room. The older girl, Sarah, shot her mother a pleading look, and said, “Please, Ma, I just gave Shainey her bottle. And I have to finish this before Rachel gets here. She’s coming special to help me with my algebra.”

“And I”—Rivka threw up her floury hands—“have four hands all of a sudden?”

Laurel, guided by instinct, rushed into the next room and scooped the crying baby from her playpen. The infant kicked and squirmed, letting out a loud screech, her round face bunching up, as Laurel, feeling awkward, tried as best she could to comfort her. Laurel wished she knew more about babies—she’d only helped Bonnie baby-sit her baby brother that one time, and little Jimmy had screamed too until they got his diaper changed. Maybe that’s what this one needed.

While the boys on the sofa looked on in fascination, Laurel peeled off the baby’s plastic pants. Underneath, her diaper was soaking wet. Then Laurel saw why she’d been crying—one of the diaper pins had popped open, and was sticking her in the side.

She had just gotten the pin out and the diaper off when Rivka rushed in, drying her hands on a dish towel. “Oy, what now? My little shainenke!” She hoisted the baby onto her big belly, cradling its bare bottom with the dish towel. She smiled at Laurel.

“So? You know about babies? You’re just a baby yourself!”

“I know a lot about babies,” Laurel lied, careful not to meet Annie’s eyes.

“A pin was sticking Shainey!” cried a dark-haired boy wearing a round skullcap that had slipped to one side of his head, giving him a cockeyed look. “The girl pulled it out.”

Rivka covered the baby with kisses, then said, “By my husband, it’s enough already I have the older girls to help out.” She sighed. “But believe me, with Sarah and Chava and Leah in yeshiva all day and this new one coming any minute, I could use a little more help.”

Laurel looked up into Rivka’s kind face, and saw an uncertainty that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. She felt a surge of hope. Was there still a chance? Had Rivka changed her mind?

She took a deep breath and thought, We’d be safe here. Safe from muggers and mean landlords and cockroaches. Safe from policemen and from Val.

“Stay,” Rivka said softly. “Stay and meet my husband, Ezra. He’ll be home soon. Maybe he meets you and then he’ll change his mind.”

Laurel let her breath out, feeling a rush of happy relief. And pride, too. Because she was the one who had made this all happen. She grinned at Annie, who grinned back.

Somehow, Laurel felt sure it was going to be okay. For right now, at least. She didn’t want to think about tomorrow, or the day after that. She didn’t want to think about going to school in this weird neighborhood, or whether or not Annie would find a job before they went broke.

Later, if Rivka’s husband said they could have the apartment, she’d ask her about the bearded men with the round fur hats and curls. And the ladies with the red dots on their foreheads.

She could see she had lots and lots to learn.



CHAPTER 3

ANNIE REACHED FOR THE fat man’s empty plate. The stack of dirty dishes balanced against her other arm chattered and swayed, and for a dreadful second, she was sure the whole mess was going to crash to the floor. But she managed somehow to right it.

“Excuse me,” she said, trying to sound calm and polite, scooping up knives and forks and side-order plates from the Formica table where the fat man and his even fatter wife were finishing their lunch.

“Excuse me,” the fat man’s wife snarled as Annie accidentally brushed her shoulder.

Annie noted that Mrs. Fat had just packed away a double cheeseburger with side orders of onion rings and coleslaw, and strawberry cheesecake for dessert. Probably miserable with heartburn from all that, Annie guessed, then remembered, no, the old cow had snapped at her even before she’d started packing it in, back when Annie mixed up her order, and brought lettuce and tomato instead of coleslaw.

Annie felt an angry flush ride up her neck. Sweat popped out on her forehead, and it frustrated her that she couldn’t just stop and wipe it away. But then she thought, It’s my fault. I’m just no good at this, and her anger cooled.

A full week at the Parthenon now, and she still hadn’t gotten the hang of it. Worse, she felt she never would. How did the others manage it? Loretta, for instance. Only a little older than Annie, she made it look so easy ... as easy as walking and chewing gum at the same time.

What was it Loretta had said to her that first day?

“Honey, I was bawn with flat feet.” Looking Annie up and down, sucking in her pimply cheeks, she’d added, “What I can’t figure is what yaw doin’ here.”

Right now, Annie wondered the same thing. But she knew that without this job she couldn’t buy groceries or set aside money to pay next month’s rent.

No, she had to start getting better at this, or she and Laurel would be sleeping on the subway. And eventually they’d be picked up, and then Val—if he wasn’t dead—would surely find them.

A chill sliced through her. He could be out looking for them right now, this very minute. Suppose he’d gone to the Los Angeles Greyhound terminal and found out somehow that they’d bought tickets to New York?

“ ... so I told him, ‘If you can’t come up with a better excuse than that, young man, you can just march yourself up those stairs, and ...’ ”

The fat lady’s whiny voice grated like fingernails on chalkboard. Annie felt all sweaty. Hardly noon, and already she was dripping under each armpit. She’d have to wash her uniform again tonight, and hang it to dry in front of the oven. And, God, would she ever get rid of this rancid-grease smell? Her hair, her fingers, even her pantyhose smelled like yesterday’s hamburgers. One of these days some hungry dog would probably charge up and take a bite out of her.

The table cleared, she turned to go, clumsily bumping her hip against its corner. The coffee cup at the top of her leaning tower tottered, then slid. Annie, her heart lurching, grabbed for it, but the cup shot from her sweaty grasp. While she watched in horror, time seemed to wind down, as if this were some slow-motion movie—the thick white cup tumbling over and over, the smudgy pink imprint of the fat woman’s lip against the rim almost grinning up at her. It hit the table with a spray of milky dregs, then suddenly, like a billiard ball shooting into a side pocket, the cup skidded over and dumped itself, along with the little bit of coffee still left in it, smack in the fat woman’s bulging lap.

Mrs. Fat let out a yowl and began mopping frantically at the stain covering the front of her lime-green polyester pants suit. “You stupid thing! Just look what you did! I’ll just bet it’s ruined for good.”

“I’m sorry,” Annie said. Flustered, she grabbed a crumpled napkin, dabbing at the wet spot, but only succeeded in adding a new catsup stain.

Mrs. Fat swatted her hand away. “I want the manager! Get me the manager!” She glared at her husband. “Don’t just sit there. Hank. Do something.”

Annie felt as if the whole scene were taking place underwater. She watched the woman’s rubbery lips opening and closing, like a fat carp’s, and now her husband lumbering heavily to his feet. A noise like rushing water filled her ears, and the light filtering in through the steamy plate-glass window seemed to ripple strangely.

Then Nick Dimitriou, the boss, was scurrying over, and everybody was staring, forks poised in midair at tables all around her. Annie wanted to be swallowed up by the floor. Her heart thumped, and now she could feel the sweat rolling down her neck and back.

But she stood her ground. She’d show them. She wasn’t just some knock-kneed kid who was going to fall apart at the drop of a hat. But, oh God, Nick did look pissed, his thick brows scrunched together, his dark eyes glowering.

“Go on, go,” he hissed at her. “Wait in kitchen. I take care of these people. Then we talk.”

Annie, her cheeks burning, carried the dirty plates back and lowered them into the big rubber bin by the dishwasher. She felt tears pressing against the backs of her eyes, but she wouldn’t let herself cry. Not with Loretta and J.J. and Spiro watching. She fixed a squinty gaze on the cloud of steam rising from the sink, where shaggy-haired J.J. was scrubbing out one of the huge stockpots. From the other end of the kitchen, the sizzle of something abruptly dunked into the industrial-sized fryer hit her ears like a muffled blast from a machine gun.

Then Loretta was touching her arm, and Annie realized she must have seen the whole thing. “Don’t worry,” she said, her faded blue eyes full of sympathy. “Nick can fly off the handle for a minute, but he’s okay. It wasn’t your fault anyway. Coulda happened to anyone.”

But Annie knew that wasn’t true. Loretta wouldn’t have dropped that cup. And mixed up all those orders—yesterday alone, at table five, split-pea soup instead of minestrone, and a steak well-done instead of rare. All of which had to be scrapped, and replaced.

No, Loretta might never have studied French or trigonometry, but when it came to waitressing she was a genius compared to Annie.

Annie had a sudden vision of herself seated at the long, Spanish-style dining table at Bel Jardin, helping herself from the platter of roast beef Bonita was holding out. Plump Bonita, in her black-and-white uniform, her brown face shining, as if she were offering Annie some wonderful gift. And I just took it for granted ... I never appreciated how hard she worked.

She felt a sharp pang of loss; she missed Bel Jardin so. The tears she had been holding back now sprang to her eyes. She wanted so much to bury her face in a dish towel and just let herself sob. But she knew she couldn’t. Laurel would be waiting for her back in their empty apartment. No food in the refrigerator, except a carton of milk and a half-eaten can of tuna fish—hardly enough to feed a cat. If the tips weren’t good today, she’d been planning to ask Nick for an advance on her paycheck, then pick up some groceries on the way home.

But now, as she watched her boss shoulder in through the swinging doors, Annie felt herself shrivel inside. How stupid she’d been, how smug, thinking that this job would be a cinch.

But even though she felt like running out the back door, she forced herself to stay put and hold herself tall. I need this job, she thought.

She walked over to the boss, a wiry Greek man with a livid pink scar extending from the corner of his right eye down to his jaw. He’d worked as a stevedore while saving up to start his own business, Loretta had told her, and one day a piece of baling wire had snapped, springing up to slice open the right side of his face. Now, where the scar pulled down the corner of his mouth, it gave him the look of a permanent scowl.

Annie, her heart hammering, made herself look him square in the eye. No whining, no lame excuses, she commanded herself. Dearie, with all her bad luck and sickness, never let anyone get away with whining, herself included.

“I’m sorry for what happened back there,” Annie said. “I’m trying my best, Mr. Dimitriou.”

Some of the sternness left his face, and he shook his head. “This I know ... but, listen, I have business to run. I can afford one mistake, maybe two. But you, Annie ... maybe you try too hard. You make yourself trouble that way. You make me trouble. Lady in there, she’s a regular customer, and she wants I should pay for cleaning dress. I smile and say, ‘Nicholas Dimitriou always make good,’ but what way is that to make money? No, sorry, you got to go.” He turned, and started to walk away.

“Wait!” Annie called after him. She couldn’t beg ... and yet she couldn’t let him fire her. A trapped sob quivered in her chest, making her voice come out high and shaky. “I’ll pay for my mistakes. Take it out of my paycheck. Mr. Dimitriou, I really n-need this job. Please ... give me another chance.” For a terrible instant, everything went wavy and hot, and she was afraid she was going to be an idiot and burst into tears.

Nick’s ruined mouth screwed downward in a sad smile. “I give you good advice, Annie. This no place for girl like you.” Annie watched, stunned, as he turned, and disappeared through the swinging doors.

Loretta came up, and put her arm around Annie. “You don’t want to hear it right now, I know, but he’s right,” she said. “You’re too good for this dump. I bet you’re an actress or a model, waitin’ for the big break, right?” Loretta’s watery blue eyes grew wistful. The worst part of this job, she’d once confided to Annie, was that she had to miss watching Days of Our Lives.

Annie, who purposely had avoided talking about herself, couldn’t help feeling flattered. She was grateful to Loretta, too, for distracting her. But the black thoughts at the edge of her mind couldn’t be kept out. How was she going to get another job, pay next month’s rent, feed herself and Laurel?

In her locker in the back there was exactly forty-two dollars and seventy-two cents—tips she’d earned so far, plus the last of her jewelry money. That, with the week’s pay she had coming, ought to be just enough to last them until the end of the month ... if she was really, really careful. But after that ...

Oh God, what am I going to do?

Feeling shaken, like that time at Bel Jardin when she’d accidentally walked into the sliding glass door of the pool house, Annie collected her pay envelope from Mr. Dimitriou and left.

On Eighth Avenue, passing a greengrocer with bushels of lettuce, tomatoes, and apples sitting out on the curb, she thought of that scene in Gone With the Wind, where Scarlett upchucks the radish, then shakes her fist at the sky and vows, “I’ll never go hungry again.”

Thinking just how much like a movie her own predicament was, Annie gave a harsh laugh. “Now what?” she said under her breath.

But she’d think of something. She would.

“Daruch ata adonai, elohenu melech ha-olam ...”

Annie closed her eyes and let the sound of Rivka’s voice, as she chanted the blessing over the candles, flow through her. She felt herself relaxing, this afternoon’s ordeal at the Parthenon fading from her thoughts.

Adding a little prayer of her own, Annie muttered, “Please, God, let me find another job.” Something I’d be good at ... a place where I’d fit in.

Now, opening her eyes, Annie watched Rivka, in her neatly coiffed brown shaitel and long-sleeved flowered dress, take her place at the crowded dining-room table opposite her husband, between Laurel and Sarah. There was more chanting in Hebrew, this time led by Mr. Gruberman, with the others joining in, their voices overlapping—the sweet high tones of Sarah and Leah and their four younger brothers mingling with the wavery, self-conscious contralto of thirteen-year-old Moishe. Beside her, Annie could hear Laurel softly chiming in, just a phrase here and there. Annie looked over at her sister in her blue-and-white checked jumper and navy cardigan, feeling a little jolt of surprise. When had Laurel learned that?

Rivka must have noticed, too, because now she was smiling at Laurel. “That’s good, shainenke. Now you will help me say the blessing over the bread, nu?”

Laurel nodded shyly as Rivka handed her the sterling bread knife, in which Annie could see reflected the dancing flames of the Shabbat candles in their silver holders atop the sideboard.

“Baruch ata adonai ...” Rivka and Laurel began together; then Rivka stopped and nodded to Laurel, beckoning for her to continue. Laurel faltered, her pale cheeks blooming with color. She looked up, casting a furtive glance about the table, then when she saw that no one was snickering at her, she pulled in a deep breath, and finished haltingly, “...elohenu ... melech ... ha-olam ... hamotzi ... le-chem min ha-oretz.”

Beaming, Laurel pulled off the snowy linen cloth covering the challah, and waited while Rivka sliced off one end of the large braided loaf. Following Rivka’s lead, she tore off a small piece from the chunk Rivka handed her, and popped it into her mouth, passing the rest to Annie. The chunk of challah went around the table that way, everybody tearing off a shred until it was all gone.

This was the second time Rivka had asked them down for Shabbat dinner. Last Friday night it had been the same, Annie recalled, the lighting of the candles, then the blessings over the wine and the bread. But then, Laurel had just sat quietly, looking down at her plate throughout the chanting. Now she was joining in, and in Hebrew.

Annie had known her sister was quick at picking up new things—card games especially, and after only a couple of weeks of tagging after Rivka she was becoming a pretty good cook, too—but she couldn’t help being impressed. What would Laurel come up with next?

Now, with Rivka and Sarah and Leah getting up and ferrying in from the kitchen steaming platters of roast chicken, potatoes, broccoli, and noodle kugel, and the boys chattering to one another in Yiddish, Laurel nudged Annie and asked, “Do you like the challah? I made it.”

“You did?”

“Well, mostly I just helped, but Rivka let me knead the dough for this one, and then braid it. What makes it shiny on top is you brush it with egg whites.”

“Egg whites,” Annie repeated. She was staring at her sister, noticing how much more poised and grown-up she seemed than even a few weeks ago. Even her hair—she’d stopped wearing it in braids and pigtails, and now it was clasped loosely at the nape of her neck. Her eyes, too, had a new sparkle in them.

Annie thought of how last night, arriving home from the Parthenon, reeking with grease and sweat, hungry, and so tired she could hardly stand up, she’d found Laurel in their tiny kitchen with dinner all prepared—meatloaf and scalloped potatoes she’d made herself, along with a slightly wilted salad. The meatloaf was a little burned around the edges, and the potatoes were on the watery side, but Annie had gobbled them up, and hadn’t lied when she told Laurel it was the most delicious meal she could remember.

She hadn’t yet told Laurel that she’d been fired. She hadn’t had the courage. And Rivka? What was Rivka supposed to do if next month Annie failed to come up with the rent money—keep them on as charity cases? No, the Grubermans, with all these kids, were having a hard time, Annie knew, just making ends meet. They needed the money from the upstairs apartment.

No, she had to find something ... and quick.

But meanwhile ... oh, how wonderful just to sit here, soaking in the good, savory smells rising from the laden platters and bowls being passed around the table, and feel the bounty of warmth and togetherness filling this room. Even the squabbling between the younger Grubermans didn’t break the spell.

“Ma, Chaim is kicking me under the table, make him stop!”

“Chaim, stop,” Rivka ordered calmly, and without even looking up from cutting chicken into tiny pieces for Shainey, perched in her high chair just behind Rivka, she added, “And, Yonkie, your broccoli—it belongs in your mouth, not in your napkin.”

Annie watched five-year-old Yonkel, his yarmulke askew on his close-cropped curls, his chubby cheeks growing pink, sheepishly unfold his napkin and shake the smashed-looking broccoli inside it back on his plate.

“I’m not eating mine,” announced pole-thin Moishe, who looked far younger than his thirteen years, except for the peach fuzz sprouting on his chin. Steam from the potatoes he was shovelling onto his plate misted his thick square eyeglasses. “How do I know there’s not a bug in it?”

“Bugs?” Rivka looked up sharply.

“Well, I haven’t ever actually seen one ... but if I eat one by mistake, they’re treyf.”

“Says who?”

“Rabbi Mandelbaum.”

“Listen, if Rabbi Mandelbaum wants to eat at my table, then he can come over first and personally wash every bit of broccoli himself. Until then, I cook, and you eat.” Rivka sounded indignant, but her eyes sparkled with amusement.

“Look, Yonkie, I’m eating it,” Laurel said encouragingly, spearing a huge chunk, and popping it into her mouth. “It’s really good!”

Everyone at the table except Laurel and Annie burst out laughing.

“You can eat anything you want,” giggled Leah. The dark-eyed fifteen-year-old, with her rosy cheeks and smooth brown pageboy, was a smaller, livelier version of her older sister, Sarah. “You’re not Jewish.”

“Moishe’s not leaving it because he’s Jewish,” Laurel replied matter-of-factly. “He just doesn’t like broccoli.”

More laughter around the table.

Rivka smiled, and beamed at Laurel. “Smart girl.”

Annie felt a new respect for Laurel. Here she was, plunked in the middle of a strange city that might just as well be Hungary, with people she hadn’t the slightest thing in common with, and somehow she was fitting in, making the best of it ... even learning new things. And maybe, at the same time, teaching these people something, too.

The burden of taking care of Laurel, of worrying about her and about how they would survive, now seemed suddenly lighter than it had even this afternoon. Maybe it wasn’t Laurel who was depending completely on her ... maybe, in some small ways, she was coming to depend on Laurel, too.



CHAPTER 4

DOLLY SLAMMED DOWN the phone. She felt mad enough to spit. Four whole days, she thought. Those Customs peckerwoods at JFK had been sitting on her shipment for almost as long as it took Moses to free the Israelites. And the inspectors she’d spoken to either didn’t know what the hold-up was all about, or were too lazy to find out, or both. Damn them!

She picked up the receiver again, and started dialing. She’d call back and read them the riot act. And this time she wouldn’t waste her time with the I & C boys, she’d go straight to the top, to McIntyre himself. He was the import specialist. He was supposed to have a handle on things. What the devil did he expect her to do with two thousand dollars’ worth of highly perishable chocolates going gray and soft in some customs shed? And Thanksgiving only two weeks away!

All at once, Dolly thought better of it, took a deep breath, and put down the phone.

That’s not what’s really needling you, is it? You’re just using this to let off steam. ...

Remembering that phone call from Ned Oliver a few weeks ago—dear swishy Ned, so distraught, telling her that Evie’s girls had run away from home—Dolly felt a stitch in her gut pull tight. Ned, her old friend, and Eve’s too, who over the years had secretly kept Dolly up to date on Annie and Laurel, sending snapshots, and also managing to pass off as his own the little gifts and small amounts of cash Dolly sent for them. If she could have, she would have given them more, but that might’ve made Eve suspicious.

Those poor girls! It had to be Val’s fault somehow. She’d called him, immediately after talking to Ned. Swallowing her dislike, she’d begged him to tell her everything he knew, which wasn’t much. Ever since, she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that he was keeping something from her. Maybe he didn’t know where the girls had gone, but she’d bet her bottom dollar he had a pretty damn good idea of why they might have charged off in the middle of the night.

But why blame Val? When you got right down to it, wasn’t she the one to blame? If it hadn’t been for her knifing Eve in the back, probably none of this would ever have happened.

Dolly began to get that familiar downward-spiraling feeling, and she quickly caught herself short. What was the use of beating on herself over and over? Better if she could do something ...

She had to find her nieces somehow.

She thought of the private investigator out in L.A. she’d hired. If only she could do something besides sitting around waiting for O’Brien to call with some news.

Itching with impatience, Dolly grabbed the phone and dialed the long-distance number.

“O’Brien,” he answered, his smooth, pleasant voice making her think of an insurance salesman or a young bank executive, not hard-boiled enough to be a P.I. But she knew he’d been with the L.A.P.D. for ten years.

“Dolly Drake here,” she told him. “You turned up anything on my nieces yet?” She felt out of breath, as if she’d been talking for hours instead of just asking one simple question. The other times she’d called, he’d merely told her to be patient, that he’d get back to her as soon as he had anything. Why should today be any different?

But now, dear Lord, he was saying something that made a bubble of hope start rising up in her.

“Funny you should call, I’ve been trying to reach you, but your phone’s been busy. Look, don’t get too excited, but I think I know where they are ... at least the general vicinity. I talked to a Greyhound driver who recognized the photos.” He paused, and she could hear him shuffling papers. “He says they were headed for New York City. But ...”

New York? Here! Dolly’s heart lurched.

“... the chances of finding a couple of runaways in such a big city, I have to tell you, could be a million to one. These kids just get swallowed up somehow. Believe me, I know.”

“Does this mean you’re giving up?” She felt frantic, her heart beating like a trapped bird in her throat.

“Look, it’s your dime. But if you want my opinion, you’re best off sitting tight. Sooner or later, they get desperate enough, and then they call home.”

Fat chance, Dolly thought. Some home. He didn’t know Val Carrera.

No, she told O’Brien, you keep looking. To herself she added, damn the expense. She had to keep on hoping. But as she hung up, she felt suddenly leaden.

She could not count on O’Brien. It was going to be up to her. She would have to think of something. One way or another, she herself would have to find them. ...

Get busy, she told herself, keep moving, and maybe an idea will come to you.

In the tiny office above her shop, Dolly squeezed out from behind her desk, and walked over to the refrigerated case containing her overstock. Through its clear glass panels, she could see the boxes lining the wire shelves. Fifty-eight degrees, not enough to cause condensation—but exactly the right temperature to keep her precious chocolates from melting, or from turning gray with bloom. Fine chocolates, she had learned, were like fragile flowers, orchids or gardenias; they needed to be coddled, babied. But what good were all her precautions here when her next two weeks’ inventory was going stale in some shed at the airport that was probably either overheated or freezing?

She scanned the reorder list that was taped to the front of the case. Damn, they were just about out of the Bouchons—and those dark chocolate buttercreams flavored with cognac were Mrs. Van Dyne’s favorites. Every Thursday, rain or shine, that forever-smiling Filipino driver of hers came in the huge antique Packard to pick up a pound. She’d heard that the old lady existed on Girod’s chocolate and champagne. What would she tell that wonderfully obsequious driver tomorrow? Would he take bourbon creams instead?

And the Petits Coeurs, heart-shaped shells of bitter chocolate filled with coconut and crème fraîche—her best-selling bonbon, and not just on Valentine’s Day, either. She was supposed to supply eight dozen for a wedding party at the Carlyle this coming Saturday, and right now she didn’t have one full box.

She was short on everything—praline Gianduja, Noix Caraque, and those lovely little snail shells of Escargot Noir filled with dark coffee cream. And that appointment tomorrow that had taken the better part of a year to set up, how in heaven’s name could she romance the Plaza’s food buyer without a single one of Girod’s signature Framboise truffles?

Dolly felt the beginning of a headache—as if there were an invisible thumb pressing just above the bridge of her nose. Then she remembered something else, something good: Henri was coming today. His plane was due in at JFK around five. She should’ve asked him to pack an extra suitcase full of chocolates while he was at it. In his shop in Paris, the original La Maison de Girod—shortened here to Girod’s—they were made fresh every day.

Then it occurred to her—two birds with one stone, why not? She could personally try to sweet-talk McIntyre into releasing her shipment, and then afterwards meet Henri’s plane.

Oh, it would be so good to see him, to have him here again. And maybe Henri would come up with a good idea about how to find Annie and Laurel.

Her spirits rose, and her headache seemed to fade. Wouldn’t Henri be surprised, and pleased? Usually, she waited for him at her apartment, with champagne on ice and wearing nothing but black silk-chiffon. Well, the champagne she could manage—she’d have Felipe pick up a bottle of Cristal. But the black nightie? For now he’d have to settle for the black silk panties and bra she was wearing under her dress.

Dolly caught her reflection in the refrigerator’s glass door. Black was fine for lingerie, she thought, but she wouldn’t be caught dead in it. Bury me in fuchsia, she thought, Or orange, or kelly-green ... anything but black. Her dress from Bloomie’s was a brilliant tomato-red with a navy polka-dot panel over her bosom that, for a dressier evening look, she could unsnap to reveal more of her deep cleavage. In her ears, she wore the ruby-and-diamond earrings Dale had given her for their fifth—and last—anniversary. About her wrists, a wide hammered-gold bracelet and two smaller ones. Her long nails a defiant fire-engine red.

Dolly believed in bright colors the way some people swore by lucky charms and rabbits’ feet. Somewhere she’d read that in mental hospitals they painted the walls a soft, cool blue, and that was supposed to keep depressed people from jumping out of windows. But what kept Dolly from the low-downs were brights that leaped out at you—crimson and yellow, orange, pink, deep purple. She loved stuff that glittered and twinkled—rhinestone buttons, shiny patent-leather shoes, oversized jewelry. Dale had once joked that the inside of her closet at home looked like Carmen Miranda’s turban. The way Dolly looked at it, the world was already gray enough without adding to its misery.

Dolly straightened the mother-of-pearl combs in her upswept honey-blond hair (twice a week, Michael took care of the wisps of gray that had begun showing up lately), and applied a fresh coat of Fever Red to her lips. Oh, she knew how the blue-rinse dowagers in her Park Avenue building gossiped about her, and their holier-than-thou butlers and housekeepers too. Loud, vulgar, cheap, she could almost hear them whispering. Her late husband was some oil wildcatter. She was waiting tables when he married her. Lavished a fortune on her ... as if it did any good. She still looks right out of a five-and-dime. Well, what did she care? Those antique snoots with their dreary clothes and tasteful pearls, what could they offer her that was better than what she already had with Henri?

Henri.

Dolly felt herself grow warm. Just thinking about him made her feel as if she was coming in from the cold and stretching out in front of a blazing fireplace. Starting at her toes, a rosy glow spreading up all through her, soothing and sexy. And it had been so long, almost three months. Oh, she couldn’t wait.

But at the same time, she felt uneasy. Tonight she was supposed to give him her answer. She had promised she would.

And if I say yes? If I agree to move to Paris? Dolly let herself imagine the two of them together, nights in Henri’s arms, weekends roaming the galleries on the Left Bank, or going off for a picnic in Chaville. An elegant flat near the Trocadero, and fresh croissants every morning.

But, dammit, Henri was still married. You can look at a mule ten different ways, but it’s never gonna be a horse, Mama-Jo always used to say. And, well, yeah, no matter how you sliced it, she’d only be what she was now—Henri’s mistress.

And what about Girod’s? Gloria could probably keep things going here, but that wasn’t the point.

She loved having her own business, knowing each time she unlocked the iron grate at 870 Madison that the shop was hers, that it couldn’t fire her or simply fade away like one more dead-end screen test. Dale might not have understood (Why, honey, she could hear him say, you can own most anything your heart desires, but whyever would you want to stand behind a counter when you could hire somebody for that?). But Dolly knew somehow that her well-being, if not her livelihood, was grounded somehow in this store.

She needed Girod’s, the chit-chat with the customers, with the UPS boys and the mailman, the figuring and ordering, the satisfaction of selling, the fun of arranging windows. And, of course, all those heavenly chocolates.

Dolly thought back to when she first decided to open a chocolate shop. One rainy spring day, some months after Dale had died, when the thought of spending the rest of her life alone had almost sent her reeling back to bed, on the spur of the moment, she’d packed a suitcase, grabbed her Baedeker and a battered French phrase book and escaped ... to Paris.

On the rue du Faubourg St-Honoré, poking among the elegant shops, she’d happened upon La Maison de Girod. Stopping at an antique shop where she was admiring a Cupid garden ornament in the window, she’d spied a young mother across the street with her little boy in tow, emerging from an old-fashioned-looking shop with windowpanes set in gleaming dark wood. The boy was clutching something in his free hand, his fat cheeks smeared with chocolate, wearing an expression of ecstasy.

Intrigued, Dolly had crossed the street and pushed her way inside with a tinkle of the brass bell over the door.

Within the hour—having sweet-talked her way into a tour of the chocolatier’s basement kitchen, inhaling aromas that made her almost dizzy with pleasure, and sampling flavors that tasted too delicious to have been created on this earth, she’d learned that Monsieur Baptiste was indeed eager to franchise a Girod’s outlet in New York. Dolly suddenly knew exactly what she wanted to do when she returned home.

And now, after five years, her little Madison Avenue shop felt more like home than the cavernous Park Avenue apartment. Could she just go off and turn her back on it? Did she love Henri enough to give up what she’d worked so hard to build for herself?

Stop torturing yourself ... you can make up your mind when you see him.

Impatient now to get to the airport, Dolly dialed her apartment. Louella answered and summoned Felipe. She told her driver to get over to Girod’s as soon as he could, with a bottle of Cristal on ice.

Now, she had to come up with some charming way to unbend Import Specialist Julio McIntyre—couldn’t be a bribe, exactly, but some kind of incentive. He had to release that shipment.

Dolly plunged into the closet-sized storeroom catty-corner to the office. She’d bring McIntyre some chocolates, she decided. What else could she offer that wouldn’t be out-and-out bribery? But first she’d need a box ... something really special. Her gaze scanned over the stacks of flat cardboard yet to be folded into boxes, embossed with Girod’s gold imprint, which lay in cartons on the floor. Above, lining the shelves, were the special containers, ones she’d collected herself: antique cookie tins and Art Deco canisters, gaily painted Mexican boxes, baskets studded with seashells, a quilted-satin jewelry chest. Gloria called this room her magpie’s nest. And that’s kind of how it had started, something catching Dolly’s eye one day while browsing through the Twenty-sixth Street flea market—a bright cloth-covered Indian box stitched with tiny round mirrors. On a whim, she’d lined it with gold foil and filled it with chocolates, then stuck a stiff price tag on it and placed it atop the pine washstand in the front of the shop. Within an hour, it had sold.

Now, rummaging through her magpie treasures, Dolly wondered what in the world would impress a seen-it-all Customs agent.

Then she spotted it. Perfect—a cookie jar in the shape of an apple. She would fill it with Rhum Caramels and champagne truffles ... and play Eve to McIntyre’s Adam. It had worked in the Good Book. Why not now?

With the cookie jar tucked under her arm, Dolly made her way down the world’s narrowest staircase—it had to have been built with a midget in mind, she thought, ducking to avoid hitting her head against the landing. Definitely not for a size fourteen on five-inch spike heels.

Downstairs, she found Gloria bent over the counter, folding boxes. She straightened and looked up at Dolly, her enormous brass earrings swaying and tinkling like wind chimes.

“You manage to kick some ass up at Customs?”

“Better.” Dolly held up the apple jar and grinned wickedly. “I’m mounting a personal attack. Death by chocolate.”

“Amen to that,” Gloria laughed.

Dolly had never known anyone like Gloria. In Clemscott, blacks were called colored, and you never saw them except cleaning the mansions along Shady Hill Avenue, or working down at the car wash on Main. But Gloria didn’t look down when spoken to, and she saw no reason to straighten her hair, which rose in an untamed cloud about her head. Gloria’s wardrobe reflected her outspoken style as well—a dress made out of sewn-together scarves one day, a man’s crewneck sweater over miniskirt and tights the next. Today, it was a fuzzy pink boat-necked sweater, black toreador slacks, and ballet flats. She sort of added to Girod’s exotic flavor. But it would be a blessing, Dolly thought, if Gloria didn’t get quite so darn many personal calls here at the shop. She had as many boyfriends as Zsa Zsa Gabor had husbands.

Dolly was just finishing filling the cookie jar when she spotted Felipe illegally pulling into the bus stop across the avenue. She grabbed a shopping bag, and threw on her coat with the Cacharel scarf stuffed in a pocket—Henri had given it to her last time, a silk replica of a stained-glass window from the Sainte Chapelle. Dashing out into the street with barely a glance in either direction, she reached Felipe—but not before a taxi, seeming to whip out of nowhere, missed hitting her by a hair.

“You don’ watch out, you gonna get youself killed one a these days!” scolded her feisty Guatemalan driver as she slid into the back seat. She could see his broad face with its queerly flattened nose scowling affectionately at her in the rear-view mirror.

Dolly shrugged. Henri, too, was always after her for her supposedly reckless jaywalking, but in this city how else were you supposed to get around?

The Lincoln was inching its way along the Long Island Expressway, the world’s longest parking lot, when it started to rain, a torrent of fat droplets that sounded as if the car was being pelted with eggs. Dolly sighed, and slipped off her shoes, tucking her feet under her. It was going to be a long ride.

Her thoughts returned to Annie and Laurel ... out there somewhere. Did they have any money? A place to sleep? Enough to eat?

For ages she’d so yearned to be a part of their lives. But she’d had to settle for mere scraps—fuzzy snapshots Ned Oliver had taken, and his well-meaning but scattered remembrances.

Lord, what it must have been like for them—those last years, Eve’s drinking more and more out of control, then the drying-out spells, when she’d be gone for months at a time. No money coming in, having to cut back until there was almost nothing left.

Dolly had so wanted to do things to help her sister. And there wasn’t a day when she didn’t regret having sent that damn letter. But every time she had called, some Spanish maid at Eve’s house would pick up and say, “Missa Dearfield no home.” Eve never returned a single one of her calls. And at Briarwood too, Eve’s instructions had been strict—no visitors.

Once, Dolly had managed to slip past the reception desk and into Eve’s room. Eve had been sitting on the end of the bed, smoking a cigarette and staring out the window. Her back, exposed by the flimsy robe she wore, made Dolly want to cry—it was so thin, every bump and ridge of her backbone clearly visible—and Dolly had seen that her hair, once bright as a gold locket, was now a dull ropey yellow, the color of straw.

But what shocked Dolly most was how fast her sister had deteriorated. It had been only a few months since her stone-faced refusal to give McCarthy one single name. Hollywood was still buzzing about Preminger snagging Grace Kelly in place of Eve. Syd had been way off about Dolly’s prospects, as it turned out, but that now seemed like ancient history. What she cared about now was making Eve understand how sorry she was. Whatever Eve had done to her, however thoughtless or selfish she’d been, she hadn’t deserved this.

Then Eve turned, and saw her. Her blue eyes, in that first instant dull and flat as carbon paper, turned suddenly bright. She smiled, but it was a horrible smile that made Dolly shiver. Cigarette smoke swam up, and eddied about her head.

“So you found me,” she said, her voice flat. “Well, you’ve seen me. Now you can go. It’s closing time at the zoo.” Eve stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray by her bed.

“I’m sorry,” Dolly told her. The words seemed as inconsequential as pebbles tossed into a vast ocean. But what else could she say? What else mattered? “Oh, honey, do you think you could ever find it in your heart to forgive me? I never thought ...”

Eve fixed her with a gimlet gaze, freezing her. “Is that what you want to hear?” she replied in that same toneless voice. “Will that make you go away? Okay, then, I forgive you.”

Inside Dolly, something snapped, and she started to cry. Then she realized that, stupidly, she hadn’t brought a handkerchief, or even a tissue. Eve didn’t offer her one, either. Dolly’s nose started to run, and she wiped at it with the sleeve of her jacket.

“How did you find out it was me?” Dolly managed to croak.

“You mean you don’t know? About Syd?” Eve coughed out a harsh laugh. “God, that’s rich ... that’s really rich. I’ll bet he promised you the whole pie in the sky for sticking it to me. And all the while, it was you he was screwing over. Well, both of us, really. For a minute or two he actually convinced me that it was your idea, that he’d done the pitch of his life to talk you out of it. Big hero. Undying loyalty no matter how bad I’d treated him. Fade to sunset, our disgraced heroine melts gratefully into his arms, now promising to become his good little wife. Only he didn’t know I’d just married Val. He figured there was still a chance, and then when everybody else in town had kicked me in the face, when I was nice and humble, he’d pick me up and dust off my career somehow. What a laugh, huh?”

Dolly stood there, feeling as if she’d been punched in the stomach.

And then, as if the fragile string that had been holding her sister upright had been abruptly severed, Eve slumped, her hands falling limply to her sides.

“You want to hear the best part?” Her voice was a thin rasp. “I’m pregnant. That whole bit about Val itching to marry me, it was all a big lie. Vegas was my idea. At heart, I guess I’m just an old-fashioned girl.” With a small crooked smile, Eve turned toward her, enough so that Dolly could see the swell of her stomach under her loosely tied robe. Then the smile was gone, and in a reedy whisper Eve pleaded, “Now will you go away and leave me alone?”

Twelve years. It had taken Eve that long to die, but all the time that’s what she’d been doing. Dying.

Now, staring out the window of her car at the rain-slashed grayness of the Long Island Expressway, remembering that scene. Doily thought, I helped kill her. It was me, not the booze and the pills, that did her in.

And now, because of what Dolly had done. Eve’s girls were out there somewhere, maybe in this pouring rain, probably scared to death. ...

Dolly covered her face with her hands, and wept. She didn’t deserve anything good. She didn’t deserve Henri ... nor had she deserved that dear man she’d married—huge-hearted Dale, who had picked her up when she was waiting tables at Ciro’s, lavished her with affection and every ridiculous luxury, and died leaving her so wonderfully well provided for.

Then came the trickle of cool reason. Her tears were, she realized, like filling a bucket with a hole in the bottom—no earthly good at all. They weren’t going to help her or her nieces the least bit. No, she would have to come up with something—something that both Val and O’Brien had missed, some hint, some small clue that might lead her to the girls. ...

She closed her eyes and combed her brain. Could there be a friend in New York Annie might have gone to? Dolly had already called everybody she could think of who’d known Eve ... but most of them said they hadn’t seen Eve in years, and had seemed downright astonished to hear from Dolly. The teachers at Annie’s school weren’t helpful, either. One old sourpuss snapped that she’d already told the police everything she knew.

Dolly allowed herself to imagine being reunited with her nieces. They’d live with her, of course. But what if they were staying with someone else, a friend? Or what if Eve had told them about her betrayal, and the girls blamed her, hated her even? Well, she’d find ways to make it up to them. Short visits at first, while they got to know each other, then maybe they could all go on a nice long trip somewhere. Paris. They’d stay at the Lancaster. They’d love the little garden, the boiserie on the walls, the pillowy croissants at breakfast. She pictured the three of them, under the vast glass dome of the Galeries Lafayette, trying on shoes and chic dresses, picking out smart silk scarves.

Dolly felt her heart lift. Lord knew, she couldn’t replace Eve ... but she could be sort of like a mother to those girls, couldn’t she? She’d longed for children of her own, but after a whole year of trying, the tests had shown that Dale’s sperm count was impossibly low (The dick of a bull, and the nuts of a gelding, he used to joke, though it pained him plenty). No babies ever ...

But wouldn’t this be almost as good, in a way? If she could be a mother to her nieces, wouldn’t it, in some small way, help make up for what she’d done to Eve?

The traffic was clearing now, and the green approach signs for JFK could be seen through the rain up ahead. Minutes later, they were pulling up in front of the gray concrete cube of Cargo Building 80, and Dolly was dashing across the rain-slick tarmac, shopping bag tucked up under her arm. Inside, the place looked even more dreary than it had outside: pea-soup walls, scuffed linoleum floor, furniture that looked as if it belonged in the Bates Motel. At the reception counter, she asked for Mr. McIntyre, and a bored-looking blob of a woman pointed the way down a corridor without even asking if she had an appointment.

She found his office easily enough; McIntyre’s plastic name tag was in a slot by the door. It was open, and he was at his desk, shuffling through an immense sheaf of papers. A middle-aged man with sallow, pitted skin, almond-shaped brown eyes, and red hair shot with gray, the color of rusty iron.

Dolly waited while he wrote something down. When he put down his pen, she knocked softly against the open door.

He lifted his eyes without raising his head. Then, seeing an attractive woman, someone he didn’t know, he sat up and looked at her. Appreciatively, she thought.

Though they’d spoken to one another a number of times over the phone, they’d never actually met.

“Dolly Drake,” she introduced herself, and at his sheepish wince she grinned. “Guess you know why I’m here. Looks like your fellows are sitting on something that belongs to me, and I was sort of hoping you could help me out.”

She asked, trying not to overdo the flirty lowering of her lashes, if he wouldn’t mind taking a minute from his busy schedule to look into it for her. Now he was standing up, looking as if he really wanted to help her, and she noted also the generous slab of gut hanging over his belt. A man with a healthy appetite. That’s good.

While McIntyre went across the hall to hunt up the paperwork, she slipped the apple-shaped cookie jar from her shopping bag and placed it on his desk.

After a few minutes that felt like an hour, he came back holding some papers. He looked weary, not as if those papers spelled good news.

She put on her knock-the-producer-dead smile, and drawled, “I brought you something.” She pointed to the cookie jar. “Cute, isn’t it? And wait’ll you see what’s inside.”

McIntyre’s own smile faded. “Hey, come on. You know I can’t take that. You don’t want to get me in trouble, do you?”

She suddenly felt hot, ashamed, as if she’d been caught by her favorite teacher cheating on a test. But what good would it do to back down? Show him your stuff, she told herself. You’re an actress, aren’t you? She forced a brilliant smile, exclaiming, “Why, Mr. McIntyre, what a thought!”

“Because the plain fact is, Dolly”—he held up the papers—“I’m afraid you’ve come all the way out here for nothing. Approval on your shipment is being held up until the lab results come back.”

“Lab results?”

“Standard procedure. We do a random check every so often to make sure the alcohol level doesn’t exceed point zero zero five per chocolate. Any more than that, and you’re against regulations.”

Dolly felt her neck muscles knot with frustration. Hell’s bells, what did he think she was, some know-nothing moron? She knew the law, and so did Henri. Why, there wasn’t enough liquor in Girod’s chocolates to inebriate a kitten!

What now? It was McIntyre’s rubber stamp and his alone that would release her shipment. And she needed that now ... not a week from now.

Dolly felt sick; she was going to fail. And if she couldn’t pull off even a simple little thing like this, what hope could she have of finding her nieces?

Then it struck her. Why wait around for lab results? Why couldn’t they have the damn test right here and now?

“Julio, I’m going to ask you to do yourself and me a small and perfectly legal favor. Try one,” she said, pointing to the jar on his desk. “Go ahead, one itty-bitty one, just to taste. No one in the history of the United States ever lost their job for eating one chocolate bonbon.”

“Now, come on, Dolly, I run a serious operation here.”

“I’m serious too. I want your honest opinion. It’s this new flavor we cooked up.” She lifted the cookie jar’s apple-stem lid, and gently extracted one of the dark Rhum Caramels. “Taste it, and tell me what you think.”

As the weary official was opening his mouth to protest, she popped the bonbon in.

A look of annoyance creased his face. But he was chewing it, not swallowing it in a hurry or spitting it into the ashtray. She was on pins and needles, like watching a producer’s face at an audition. But he kept on chewing, his eyes drifting shut, his face smoothing, as contented as a cow with its cud. And now—praise the Lord!—he was smiling.

McIntyre swallowed, and then reached for another.

“No alcohol in these,” he said, grinning. “But, damn, they ought to be outlawed.”

Dolly felt a rush of triumph that left her a little dizzy.

Five minutes later, clutching a duly stamped CF 7501 form, she was back in the Lincoln, heading out to Air France cargo to pick up her shipment.

After that, Henri.

Then, remembering her nieces, the heady anticipation she’d felt abruptly dissolved. Back there, with McIntyre, she’d felt so strong and smart. By hook or by crook, she was somebody who could get things done. But it would take more than a little brass to find Annie and Laurel.

She’d need some kind of miracle.

“Dolly?” Henri called softly in the darkness.

Dolly looked up from the television she’d been staring at, but not really watching. One of those old Lana Turner tearjerkers, the kind that makes you wonder, Were they always this bad or is it just the mood I’m in?

Henri stood at the entrance to the den, a stocky figure wrapped in a silk dressing gown, his thick pewter-colored hair mussed with sleep. A present from her, she recalled, that robe—a rich burgundy satin, with quilted lapels and a tasselled belt, a little fancy for Henri, who was more the plain terry type. Still, he wore it to please her. He kept it here along with a spare razor and toothbrush and a few shirts. When he was three thousand miles away, which was most of the time, Dolly would wear it to remind her of him, with its faint acrid smell of the bedtime Gauloises he smoked.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Dolly told him. She’d been worrying about Laurel and Annie.

But now she had to think what to do about Henri.

On the way from the airport, Henri had told her as matter-of-factly as he could that he had come across the most charming flat, with a garden view, near Place des Ternes, a stone’s throw from Girod’s, perfect for her, and the price was more than reasonable. Henri had even left a deposit to hold it for a week. Of course, she didn’t have to take it, he’d hastened to add. But he’d thought perhaps if she came over and looked at it ...

What should I tell him? The thought of being with Henri, and not just here and there, squeezed in between transatlantic appointments, shimmered in her head like a green oasis in a desert.

But the truth was that things had changed since she’d promised him she’d think about moving to Paris. How could she leave now? She couldn’t. Not until Annie and Laurel had been found. And even after that, there were still, let’s face it, Henri’s wife and children ...

Whichever way she turned, she’d still wind up short-sheeted.

Henri sank down beside her on the deep sofa, tucking an arm about her. He kissed her shoulder, the ends of his mustache pleasantly scratchy. Oh, was that nice! After Dale, she’d thought she would never again know that sweet tug a woman feels in her belly when her man kisses her.

“What are you doing up?” she asked him.

“I dreamed about you,” he murmured, nibbling her earlobe, “a marvelous dream. Then I woke up, and you were gone. Can it be that you are tired of me so soon?”

Dolly smiled, remembering their first time together, two years ago in Paris. Afterwards, as soon as she got back to New York, she’d gone to the lingerie department at Bergdorf’s and startled the elderly saleslady by blurting: “Show me everything you’ve got in shameless.” She’d bought at least a thousand dollars’ worth, including a high-toned tart’s getup—a luscious Harlow-esque satin nightgown the color of a White Russian with matching marabou-trimmed slippers she wore only with Henri—which was not often enough.

Dolly looked around her. If she moved to Paris, she wouldn’t miss this place, with its rooms the size of roller rinks. Park Avenue had been Dale’s idea; she’d have been happier with one of those cozy row houses in the West Village. But once he made up his mind to buy Matson Shipping (There’s more money to be made in shipping than in drilling, Dolly-pop), and move to New York, where Matson was headquartered, it was a penthouse on Park Avenue or nothing. She remembered how dark and stuffy it had seemed at first, with its walnut wainscoting, yellowing wallpaper, and floors that hadn’t been refinished since before World War Two. The former owners had been old money ... and real old money downplayed itself, she’d learned. But what was the point of even having money, she wondered, unless you spent it?

It was Dale’s idea, hiring that satyr-faced decorator, Aldo, who had bleached the dreary wainscoting the color of driftwood and covered the walls in nubby beige linen. Wall-to-wall taupe carpeting went down over every inch of the parquet, and modern cone-shaped light fixtures replaced the old haunted-castle chandeliers.

Her gaze now fell on the free-standing sculpture atop the hi-fi cabinet, which Dale had paid a fortune for, but which looked to Dolly exactly like a bent coat hanger stuck in a block of cement.

“A fairy decorator’s wet dream,” Dale had jokingly dubbed the penthouse when it was finally finished. But he’d been so proud of it. For Dale, it had meant being able to show his business buddies and Cadwalader, Wickersham & Taft lawyers that despite his eighth-grade education and his Red Man chewing tobacco, he was somebody who could distinguish high-class art from a twisted coat hanger any day of the week.

In some ways, Henri was a lot like Dale—he had that same restless energy. Henri wouldn’t abide sitting still when he could be doing something; and he never settled for second best.

She thought of the first time she’d laid eyes on him, in the basement confectioner’s kitchen of his shop, bent over a steaming copper cauldron, holding a wooden spoon to his lips. Dolly, surrounded for the first time in her life by chocolate—ten-pound blocks of couverture wrapped in silicone paper, sheets of chocolate cooling on racks, tray after tray of bite-sized dollops of ganache, the truffle’s soft chocolate center, en route to the enrober—felt as if she’d died and gone to heaven. And incredibly, here was this man shaking his head, scowling, wagging a fist at the ceiling as he growled in French, and then gallantly translating for her: “Who do those fools think they are dealing with, sending me cream from underfed cows?”

Now, snuggled against her, Henri whispered, “Without you, the bed is cold. And I miss your snoring.”

“Like hell I snore!”

Henri grinned. “Exactement.”

“My grandpa used to say, ‘You can dress a frog in silk drawers but that don’t stop him from croakin’.” She elbowed him lightly in the ribs. “Hey, you ever been west of the Mississippi?”

“When I was very young, my parents took me to Yellowstone Park to see—how do you say, Old Reliable?”

She giggled. “Old Reliable? Sounds like the stuff Mama-Jo used to swallow before bedtime, to keep her bowels moving. You mean Old Faithful, don’t you?”

He rolled his eyes, and chuckled.

“You know what I love about you, ma poupée?” he said. “You make me laugh. It is rare in a woman, the ability to make a man laugh. Also,” he kissed her nose, “I adore you because you are adorable and sweet with the big heart ... and you have the breasts which are formidable.”

Dolly laughed. “Know what Dale called them? ‘The Knockers That Ate Cleveland.’ ”

“Well, then, I shall have to visit Cleveland one day ... very soon, I think.” Through the thin fabric of her nightgown, she could feel the warmth of his hand cupping her breast.

Dolly wriggled closer, and they kissed. She felt an almost electric sensation shoot from her lips to her lower belly. She heard herself groan. This would be the third time tonight. Already she was a little sore down there. By morning, she’d feel as if she’d ridden bareback over the Rockies.

“No,” she murmured, pulling away. “Henri, we need to talk.”

His slate-colored eyes regarded her from beneath his bushy brows with—could that be fear? “But of course,” he said, nodding gravely.

It came straight to her then, the decision she’d been holding at arm’s length all evening. And she realized that all along she must have known it would be this way. What surprised her was the pain she felt, the sharpness of the ache gripping her chest.

Dolly took a breath. “I’m not moving to Paris,” she told him. “Not now, anyway. It wouldn’t be right, not with ... with the way things are. Your wife ...” She gulped, feeling the tickle of tears in her throat. Henri started to speak, and she held up her hand to stop him. “Oh, I know you don’t love Francine. And I know all your reasons for not divorcing her—your children, your religion, Francine’s father ...”

Henri’s face sagged; his skin looked gray as his hair. He seemed suddenly a decade older than forty-seven. “What you don’t know,” he finally said, “is how she despises me. If not for her father, she says, I would still be an assistant chef at Fouquet’s. It is not true, of course, but ...” He gave a Gallic shrug. “But the fact is, until the old goat takes his retirement. I remain, as you say, under his thumb.”

Once, while in Paris on business, Dolly had met Henri’s wife, a grim woman who looked as if she’d devoted her forty-odd years to mastering the art of smiling without moving her lips. A lift of a brow, a flicker of an eyelid, seemed as close as she got. No denying she was good-looking—or had been, at some point, with her blade-thin figure and chic clothes, her perfect skin the color of vichyssoise, and the heavy dark hair she wore up in a twist, skewered in place with four tortoiseshell hairpins (Dolly had counted). But now, twenty years into their marriage, Francine was like some spindly chair in a museum on which one wouldn’t dare sit.

Dolly felt a toad of resentment growing in her belly, a great, nasty thumping thing all covered with warts. How can he stay with Francine when it’s me he loves? Why didn’t he just go ahead and divorce his wife, Papa Girod and the pope be damned?

But Dolly knew full well it wasn’t that simple. If Henri walked away from Francine, he’d have to leave Girod’s. And Girod’s was more than a business to him; it was his whole life. His son was pretty much grown, already at the Sorbonne, but he absolutely doted on his eleven-year-old Gabrielle. And of course, they were Catholic. Francine, he’d told her, never missed a Sunday or First Friday mass, and often attended vespers as well. Once a month like clockwork, she confessed her sins to Father Bonard; she’d no doubt prefer being widowed over the sacrilege of a divorce.

Okay, maybe not a divorce, not right away. If they could just stop all this cloak-and-dagger stuff, stop sneaking around and be together right out in the open.

But no point in beating a dead horse. For months, they’d been over and over it.

“It’s not just your ... situation,” Dolly said. Quickly, she told him about Annie and Laurel. Dolly gripped Henri’s arm. “So you see, I have to stay here. They’re out there somewhere, and they need me. Other than Val, I guess I’m their only living relative. I’ve got to find them. You see that, don’t you?”

Henri frowned, as if fighting back his own selfish need to persuade her to come to Paris. His face seemed to sag with the effort, but then at last he gained control of himself.

“Of course I do. And you will, ma poupée,” he conceded sadly. Then after a moment, he ventured, “But instead of looking everywhere and not finding them, could you not perhaps bring them to you instead?”

“What do you mean?”

“I was thinking ... perhaps an advertisement in the newspaper?”

Dolly thought for a moment, feeling herself growing excited. The personals? Yeah, it could just work. If Annie knew she was in New York and wanted to reach her, this way, since Dolly’s home phone was unlisted, she’d know where to find her.

She hugged Henri, feeling a surge of hope. Tomorrow, first thing, she’d see about placing an ad.

“You’re a genius. How am I ever gonna get along without you?” She felt a desperate urge to be wrapped up in him, engulfed by his body. “Come on, let’s go back to bed.”

In Dolly’s oversized bed (custom-built to accommodate Dale’s six-foot-six frame), Henri carefully untied each of the three flimsy ribbons holding the front of her gown together. Reverently, he palmed the straps off her shoulders, smoothing them down her arms to her elbows. Dolly felt her breasts sag free of the tight bodice. The cold air, and Henri’s hot touch, made her nipples stiffen with an almost painful suddenness. Reflexively, she crossed her arms over her chest.

Henri pried her arms away gently, and kissed first one breast, then the other.

“Cleveland from here looks very nice,” he murmured.

She glanced down his torso, and smiled. “Right now,” she told him, “Old Faithful looks even better.”

Moments later, he was inside her, and Dolly forgot everything but how wonderful she felt, all that heat wrapping itself around her, flowing through her, like sinking into a hot bath on the coldest of days. She kissed him, opening her mouth to take in as much of him as possible, loving even the roughness of his tongue and the coarse prickling of his mustache. What could be sweeter than this? A man who loved her. Who thought she was beautiful. Why, she could die this very minute, and she wouldn’t feel she’d missed out.

Dolly came with a falling-through-space sensation. It was wonderful, but a little frightening too, as if in a way she really had died. As if she might soar on and on forever without coming back down to earth. And dear Henri, she could feel him holding back, reining himself in until the moment she began to descend, before he let go with a heave of pleasure.

Afterward, in his embrace, listening to Henri’s breathing as it deepened into its sleeping rumble, she felt sublimely content.

“I love you, Henri,” she whispered into his unhearing ear.

But she’d been around the track enough to know that the odds were not so great on love conquering all. That only happened in movies, and then all you got was the fade-out—so who knew?

“Looks pretty foxy,” Gloria said.

“If it works.” Dolly held up crossed fingers.

She had the Times open atop the display case and was staring at the half-page ad. A selection of chocolates was featured at the top, plus the usual copy about Girod’s seventy-five years of international awards, including this year’s top prize at Gourmand magazine’s annual chocolate fair. And smack in the center, a cut-out from an old glossy of Dolly from her Hollywood days, heavy lipstick, ice-cream-cone tits, tight sweater and all, the weirdest chocolate ad in history. But she was hoping—grasping at straws really—that Annie might see it, and recognize her. Her name below it, read big as you please: DOLLY DRAKE, proprietor.

For a whole week now, she’d run personals in the Times, the Post, the News, the Voice. But no reply.

The idea for this big display ad had come to her on her way back from seeing Henri off at the airport. Hugging him, she’d promised him saucily that The Knockers That Ate Cleveland would still be waiting for him next time he could get to New York. And that made her remember that old publicity photo. Thinking of her nieces, she wondered, why not a big spread that included her photo? That way, even if Annie only leafed through the Times, she couldn’t miss it.

The important thing now was to get to them before anything happened to them. She shivered, tugging on the arms of the pink sweater draped over her shoulders.

“If it doesn’t work, you’ll come up with something else,” Gloria piped up, breaking into her thoughts. “And, lady, if you can figure out what to do with all those Easter eggs we got sent by mistake, then what’s a little problem like finding two missing girls?” She winked at Dolly, then sallied over to greet a woman in a fur coat who had just walked in, holding a fidgety Yorkshire terrier tucked under one arm.

Easter eggs? Good Lord, she’d almost forgotten them. Yeah, she’d better think of something. Quick.

Descending on the front window, she began tearing down last month’s display. Out came the Amish half-bushel baskets overflowing with red and gold maple leaves, and the old cider press painted to match the window’s hunter-green trim. Next, the flowered Victorian washbasin heaped with gilded walnuts and marzipan apples, and its matching pitcher, overturned, spilling a cornucopia of truffles—bittersweet brandy-ginger, café au lait, cognac and hazelnuts, white chocolate flecked with Sicilian pistachios, caramel-centered ones rolled in crushed pralines.

It felt good to be clearing out the old, making way for the new ... though she hadn’t the slightest idea yet what the new would be. She felt oddly reassured by her own ghostly reflection mirrored surrealistically in the small square windowpanes, swimming in and out, arms flashing, hands flitting like minnows.

Scooping out armloads of dry, sweet-smelling grass, she suddenly realized how to use those fancy chocolate eggs they had sent her instead of the chocolate turkeys she’d ordered. Here in the window, she would display the real Faberge egg Dale had given her as a wedding present, and surround it with the chocolate ones; and in those wonderful Russian lacquer frames she’d bought at Gump’s on her last visit to San Francisco, she’d put photos of the Czar and his family against the backdrop of an antique embroidered shawl. Maybe she’d throw in a samovar while she was at it, like the ones at the Russian Tea Room. In her mind, she could see it perfectly. Her customers would be intrigued. They would ask about it. And I’ll tell them that any woman who spends all day cooking and washing dishes, or busting her buns at work, deserves something more than turkey leftovers. ...

Well, okay, it was a little off base ... but then, the best ideas usually were. And how Henri would love it when she told him! Dolly felt her spirits rise.

With the window-well bare, she stopped and looked about her, at all that she had accomplished over the past two years. Why, the space alone was a marvel—a former apothecary that had somehow escaped the twentieth century, with a massive, ornately carved, built-in breakfront meant for displaying pharmaceuticals. She’d left the green-and-blue tiled floor alone, installed reproduction oak display cases parallel to the breakfront, now gleaming under a fresh coat of varnish, its brass pulls and handles polished to mirror brightness. Along its shelves, and in its crannies, tucked among Girod’s gift-wrapped boxes and confitures from the Girod orchards, was a hodge-podge of knick-knacks—a fluted carnival-glass bowl, a pair of pewter candlesticks, an old shaving mirror, an antique bisque doll wearing a leghorn hat trimmed with a faded ostrich feather. Eons ago, in leaner times, Dolly had disguised grungy furnished apartments with her flea-market spoils, and even now she loved poking around in flea markets, searching for buried treasure.

But even as she sketched out the new display in her mind, Dolly couldn’t stop worrying about Annie and Laurel. The radio had said it might snow today. She imagined them shivering on the sidewalk somewhere, crouched over a steam vent. ...

Dolly’s heart twisted in her chest. Good Lord, ad or no ad, what was she doing here when she could be out looking? Impulsively, she darted into the small room behind the counter, and reached for her coat, which hung on a peg inside the door.

By the time her cab reached Grand Central, snow was coming down in earnest. Thick, fat flakes danced in the updrafts created by the jammed traffic along Lexington Avenue, and swirled dizzily before catching on Dolly’s coat sleeves and in her hair. She pushed her way inside, relieved to be out of the numbing cold.

This was a hub of the city, but New York had so many. As she made her way across the vast domed chamber, crowded with commuters hurrying in all directions for their trains, she wondered why she had come here. What did she expect to find? All these people, focused on only one thing—getting home—how could any of them help her? Then she noticed that some weren’t in any hurry. Near the entrance to one of the tracks, she saw a man and a woman in scruffy clothes, squatting, each holding a paper cup, begging.

Dolly felt someone tugging at her sleeve, and she turned to find a teenage girl in a navy pea coat and filthy jeans gazing at her beseechingly. Her heart flipped over. So young ... just a kid ... could it be ... ?

‘“Annie?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” the girl muttered, her youthful face hardening, seeming to age ten years in the blink of an eye. For a terrible instant, Dolly felt her joints loosen and her head grow light, and thought she was going to faint. “Annie, Frannie, Jannie, you got a quarter, you can call me anything you like.” She stuck out a grimy hand.

Dolly, trembling, dug into her purse and fished out a bill. The girl snatched it from her hand and darted off, the torn heels of her sneakers slapping the tiled floor.

Dolly had an urge to run home. This was nuts. Even if she saw Annie, she probably wouldn’t recognize her from those fuzzy snapshots of Ned’s. But next thing she knew, Dolly was down on the lower level, still searching, looking everywhere for two girls together, going from track to track, through tunnels where the clacking of her high heels echoed back at her like some crazed pursuer, and then up to the waiting room again, going from bench to bench. Scared that she wouldn’t find them ... and scared that she would.

This is crazy, she told herself, after scanning a thousand strange faces. I’m going crazy just like my sister.

From Grand Central, she took a cab to the Port Authority Bus Terminal. It was newer, more brightly lit, but even more dreary. She took an escalator up to the platforms where the buses let their passengers off. She caught sight of a black man in an ankle-length fur coat, a jeweled ring on almost every finger ... a pimp on the prowl for fresh talent. The thought of innocent girls falling into his diamond-encrusted hands made her stomach turn over. But he wouldn’t bite. And what if he did know something?

She went up to him and tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me ... I’m looking for my nieces.” She pulled a dog-eared photo from her purse—more than a year old, but the best she could do—and thrust it at him. “Have you by any chance seen them? It would’ve been about three weeks ago.”

The pimp glanced at it, then shook his head and quickly moved off, as if he thought she might be an undercover cop trying to pin something on him.

Dolly watched him go, feeling both relieved and despairing.

She returned to the shop late, worn out, shivering, her feet numb inside her suede boots. All she wanted to do was go home, soak in a hot tub, then help herself to a stiff brandy, maybe two.

Gloria, who should have closed up and gone home an hour ago, looked up from the package she was wrapping. “No luck? Well, look at it this way ... least you got it out of your system.”

Dolly shrugged, almost too disheartened to speak. “Thanks for waiting. But you go on home now.”

Tomorrow, she told herself. She’d try Penn Station, and then start checking YMCAs. And she’d keep on looking, even if it was a wild-goose chase. Two days later, the snow along the curb had melted to filthy slush. Dolly, depressed by the weather, had almost given up hope of ever finding the two girls. She was checking over the day’s receipts when the old-fashioned bell over the door tinkled. Looking up, she watched a tall, angular young woman hesitate a moment on the threshold, then, with a deep breath, enter the shop. The girl wore a thin coat, and loafers that looked soaked. Her dark shoulder-length hair wasn’t covered, not even a scarf.

Dolly was about to turn away, leave this one to Gloria, but something about the girl held her. That long neck and those high cheekbones, those startling indigo eyes.

The girl looked straight at Dolly, and Dolly felt her heart tip sideways in her chest, seeming to tumble over and over as if down an endlessly steep slope.

“Annie,” she whispered. “Honey, is that you?”

“Aunt Dolly?”

She thought: If this was the Bible, a bolt of lightning could come right down out of the sky and strike me dead.

But there was no lightning. Only this silence, which hung in the air between them like the smell of ozone before a storm.

A scrap of memory surfaced. That day she had taken Annie to the beach—Annie couldn’t have been more than three—and they’d stopped at a clam house for a bite to eat. And when the waiter came around to their booth, little Annie, sitting up straight, dressed in a checked pinafore and white shoes with little ruffled socks, had piped clearly: “I’d like a hamburger. And french fries, please, but don’t put the catsup on top. I like it on the plate.”

Even way back then, Dolly had seen the mark on her—the smart, headstrong woman she would someday grow up to be.

And here she was ... practically grown up. And beautiful, as Dolly had known she would be. A bit too thin, maybe, but she’d soon fix that.

Then all at once, it struck her: She’s really here.

“Jesus in the manger,” Dolly whispered. She started to cry. “Oh, sugar, I was afraid ... Well, don’t just stand there, come over here and let me give you a hug.” Dolly gathered the tall, angular girl into her arms.

Annie remained stiff at first; then, tentatively, her hands came up and circled Dolly’s back, and with a sigh, she brought her head to rest against Dolly’s shoulder, like a weary traveller easing a heavy burden.

“I saw your picture in the paper.” Annie drew away, a thin smile touching her lips. “Well, actually ... it was Laurey who saw it. But I recognized you.”

A thousand questions bubbled to Dolly’s lips all at once. But she asked only the most important one: “You okay, sugar?”

“Sure.”

Annie stiffened, glancing fearfully about the shop, as if she half expected someone to spring out from behind a door and clap a pair of handcuffs on her.

“I don’t bite,” Gloria called out, moving out from behind the counter. She stuck out a hand and shook Annie’s. “Hi. I’m Gloria. I guess you two have a whole lot of catching up to do, so why don’t I close up and let you go at it.”

Dolly led Annie up to her office, and plugged in the space heater next to her desk for extra warmth.

“Now slip out of those wet shoes,” she told her niece, “and I’ll make you a cup of tea. You like chocolate?”

Annie nodded, looking around her, that suspicious look still firmly in place.

“Good, because that’s one thing I have lots of. And you look as if you could do with a bit of fattening up. Been pretty rough for you, huh?”

“Please ... don’t tell Val,” Annie pleaded softly. Her clear, deep-blue eyes fixed upon Dolly with a scared, desperate look ... but Dolly saw something hard there, too, a glint of steel.

She didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t want to make a promise she couldn’t keep, but at the same time she sensed that a wrong word now would send Annie bolting like a panicked deer. All along she’d had that niggling feeling down deep that everything was far from kosher where Val was concerned. Why else, after she’d learned the girls were probably in New York, had she held back from calling to tell him?

“Why don’t you tell me all about it,” Dolly said, “and let me decide. Fair enough?”

Annie was silent for a long moment, then she said, “I guess that’d be okay.”

Dolly boiled water on the hot plate in the storeroom, and made tea, which she brought to Annie in a thick ceramic mug. Annie held the mug balanced against her knee, not drinking from it, merely cupping her fingers about it—they were blue with cold, Dolly saw—and began to talk.

Haltingly, at first, then with gathering passion, she told Dolly about Eve, how she’d died, the hurried funeral to which only a few people had come. And then Val, in the weeks that followed, acting so strange ... and finally, that night, the night they ran away ...

“I couldn’t stay,” Annie said, leaning forward, her eyes bright and her cheeks a little flushed. “He would have ... Well, I didn’t stop to think it through all the way. I just grabbed Laurey, and ...”

“He’s saying you kidnapped her.”

The color drained from her niece’s face, except for those feverish splashes on her cheeks. “It’s not true! Laurey wanted to be with me!” Annie regarded her with a coolness that sent a ripple of unease through Dolly. “And I wouldn’t have come to you. Even if I had known how to find you. Not unless I was really desperate. I ... I didn’t think you’d want us.”

Dolly felt the bare honesty of her words sock home, a dull blow in the pit of her stomach. Why, of course, you’re practically a stranger to her. And why should she trust you, after the awful things Eve probably told her?

“Did your ...” She licked her lips. Her heart was doing a crazy riff against her rib cage. “Did your mama ever talk about me?”

“You had some kind of fight, didn’t you? She never said what it was about.”

Dolly felt her body sag with relief. Thanks to heaven, she doesn’t know the whole story.

“Sometimes, people say ... or do ... something hurtful that they’re sorry for later. And the more you love that person who let you down, the worse it hurts.” She sighed, the old pain surfacing.

Annie was staring at her, her dark blue eyes seeming to say, I’ll let you keep your secrets, if you agree to keep mine.

But could she make that promise? Even after what Annie had told her—and yes, she believed her—the plain fact remained that Val was Laurel’s father. Was it right, to keep a father from his daughter? After all, she hadn’t heard Val’s side. ...

Then she looked into Annie’s blue eyes—so much like Eve’s it nearly broke her heart—and found herself saying briskly, “Val doesn’t have to know. Just leave everything to me. Now, drink your tea before it gets cold, and let’s see what we can do about straightening out this mess before it gets any worse.”
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