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foreword




MY LAST GLIMPSE OF HIM WAS AS FORBIDDEN as all that had gone before, but no less precious. It was early morning. The coastal air was crisp, made tangy by the sea salt it bore. I felt its moisture on my skin and in my hair, and smelled it with an acuity that was to become an indelible splash on my memorys canvas. September had barely arrived, yet the early chill left no doubt that summer was ebbing. With it went a glow that I had never seen before nor would ever see again.

He stood in the door of the gardeners shed, framed by wood the color of the lichen-covered granite headlands that spilled to the sea beyond the bluff. The shed, like the man, had withstood many a coastal winter wind. It was where he lived, and in our summer of nights together, had proven far more a home than any larger, more elegant and pricey residence of mine.

He was a compelling figure. A good head taller than me, he was lean, but solidly built, as befit his work. His back was straight, his shoulders level, his skin toasted. Eyes that I had initially found darkly mysterious were somber now with a mix of rebuke and desire as they held mine for the last time. Everything about him spoke of the stoicism that was the callus of life along the rugged Maine coast.

A passerby might have thought he was angry, and perhaps there was a touch of that. We had agreed that we wouldnt see each other again, that it would be too difficult after the night. But I couldnt help myself. I needed a final reference, a daylight reference, a reference to last the rest of my life.

Angry, perhaps. More likely dying inside, as I was. Torn by the sorrow of knowing that we had found something priceless and were letting it go. Of our own free will.

Our own free will.

But was ones will ever truly free? Were there ever times in any responsible persons life when choices could be made without a thought to past or future? I was, unfortunately, a responsible person. I could no more have chosen a different course than could Will Cray.

At the main house, my bags were packed and waiting on the front porch for the battered station wagon that was Downlees taxi. At the main house, too, was Dominick St. Clair, my husband of four years, the man I had promised to love, honor, and obey in exchange for his magnanimityand therein lay my challenge. The summer that was to have been one of recuperation and rediscovery had been so, but in unexpected and shattering ways. My job now was to pick up the pieces of this chosen life of mine and reassemble them in some kind of acceptable manner.

I took nothing of Will with me, not the pink beach roses that he had nurtured, that I had worn and breathed, then pressed; not the photographs that had caused such a stir in tiny, parochial Downlee; not the thin leather band that he had woven and given to me to wear in the night. Today I wore a solid gold ring and its companion of emerald-cut diamonds and baguettes, symbolic as nothing else could be of the world to which I returned.

I was twenty-seven that summer, wise to lifes material needs yet naive enough in the ways of the heart to think that I could be whole without him.

How wrong I was. My heart stayed with Will Cray, with the salty air, the scent of the pines and the wild honeysuckle, the crimson splash of the dahlias he grew. Tears clogged my throat as I looked on him that final time, as I clung to his warmth for a last minute and melted with the memory of it, as everything inside me cried and the parting tore at the finest, most sensitive and giving parts of me.

Fighting those tears and the doubts that I knew would plague me for years to come, I turned and started down the path. When everything before me blurred, I imagined the fog horn at Houkabee Rocks sounded its mournful warning, and still I pushed on. I stumbled once. I stumbled again, and might have called it fate and run back to him, had not my sense of duty been so strong.

In hindsight, I see that I was driven by something far less noble than duty, and for that my punishment was harsh. The tears I fought that morning as I left him behind froze in my throat, growing hard as stone, a barrier past which softness rarely crept, for in leaving Will I had sentenced myself to a life devoid of emotion.

That was what I now sought to correct.









    

one




THE NEWS WASNT GOOD. CAROLINE ST. CLAIR read the verdict on the jurors faces well before it was passed to the judge. None of the twelve could look at her. Her client had been found guilty.

The rational part of her knew it was for the best. The man had kidnapped his ex-wife, held her hostage for three days, and repeatedly raped her. A respected state legislator with an otherwise spotless record, he would serve his term in the relative comfort of a federal prison, receive the psychiatric help he needed, and be paroled while he was still young enough to start again. In some regards an acquittal, which would have tossed him to the media and others bent on exploitation at a time when he was as bruised as his ex-wife, would have been more cruel.

But for Caroline each win was crucial. Wins generated renown, renown generated new cases, and new cases fattened the bottom line that was the obsession of the predominantly male partnership of Holten, Wills, and Duluth. Like so many of its kind, it had spent the better part of two decades in overextension, but while other firms folded, Holten, Wills, and Duluth clung to solvency. The cost was a fixation on cutting dead weight, limiting perks, and streamlining operationsand a preoccupation with accounts receivable.

Caroline was one of the newer and, even at forty, younger partners. The future of the firm rested on her shoulders, lectured her older colleagues in the same breath that they grilled her on her billable hours. They didnt like sharing the wealth. Worse, they didnt like women. Caroline had to work twice as hard and be twice as good for the same recognition. She had to be more clever in the manipulation of legal theory, more aggressive negotiating with prosecutors, more effective with juries.

She had badly, badly needed this win.

Tough break, said one of her fellow junior partners from the door of her office. The press opportunities would have been good, what with your mans political connections. Now you get exposure for a loss.

Caroline shot him a look that might have been more stern had he been anyone else. But she and Doug had joined the firm at the same time, both lateral appointees, and though he had been named partner two years before her, she hadnt held it against him. She couldnt afford to. He was her strongest ally in the firm.

Thanks, she drawled. I needed that.

Sorry. But it is true.

And you think that that thought didnt keep me awake for more than a minute or two last night? she asked, tapping the desktop with her forefinger, then her pinkie. I knew the potential for this case when I took it. I thought we had a shot at winning.

Proving insanity is tough.

But aside from this one aberration John Baretta has lived an exemplary life, she argued, as she had more eloquently and in greater depth to the jury. I thought that would count for something.

Then you do believe he was temporarily insane?

Caroline had had to believe it. That was the only way she could present an effective defense. With the trial behind her now, though, what would have been, Definitely! became, Arguably. Her fingers kept up their alternating beat. The man was crazy about his wife. He couldnt accept it when she left him. But he has no history of violence. Hes ashamed and apologetic. He isnt a danger to society. He needs therapy. Thats all.

And you need a cigarette.

She stilled her hand. You bet, but I wont have one. Im not going through withdrawal again, and Im not doing anything thatll make me sick. Just think of what the firm would do to me then. She sputtered out a breath. My friends dont understand. They think that making partner guarantees something, like if I were to become pregnant tomorrow the firm would throw me a shower. Theyd throw me out, is what theyd do. Theyd find a way to get around the issue of discrimination and toss me out on my tail. She sighed, feeling suddenly tired. Its so fragile, this thing we call a partnership, this thing we call a career. Is it worth it in the end?

Beats me. But what else can we do?

I dont know. But somethings wrong, Doug. Im feeling worse for myself for losing a case than I do for my client, and hes the one wholl be doing the time. My values have gotten messed up. All of ours have.

The words had barely left her mouth when a second face appeared at the door. This one belonged to one of the senior partners. You allowed too many women on the jury, was his assessment. They sided with the victim.

Doug slipped away just as Caroline said, Gender isnt grounds for exclusion.

You should have found a way to get them off, he answered and continued on down the hall.

She had barely begun to think up a response when another partner appeared. You shouldnt have let him take the stand. He was looking piteous up to that point. Once he started talking, he sounded slick.

I thought he sounded sincere.

The jury didnt, came the chiding reply.

We can all be brilliant tacticians after the fact, Caroline reasoned, but the truth is that none of us knows why the jury reached the decision it did.

She was brooding about that moments later when yet another partner stopped by with as much encouragement as she would get. Put this behind you, Caroline. You need a victory. Take a look at your caseload, pick a good one, and clobber the sucker.

Caroline glanced at the stack of folders on her desk. To each were clipped the telephone messages and memos that had gathered while she had been on trial. She was thinking that she ought to address them but that she wasnt in the mood, when another partner called from the door, Just try not to mention the name of the firm when you talk with the press, okay?

Seconds later she found herself staring at the empty doorway feeling something akin to despair when, suddenly, messed up values seemed the least of it. There was selfishness, greed, and partisanship. Not to mention pomposity. And vanity. And condescension.

While she was at it, she threw in ruthlessness, and in that moment couldnt for the life of her understand why she wanted to be associated with these people.

Not caring that she risked the ire of the senior partners by leaving the office while the sun was still up, she filled her briefcase with the files from her desk that would be perfect reading during the wee hours when she couldnt sleep, instructed her secretary on the appointments she wanted made for the next day, and headed home.

Chicago was typically April-cold, but the wind on her face was a relief after too many tense courtroom days and stuffy office nights. Rather than take a cab, as she had in the rush of the weeks past, she buttoned her overcoat, wound her scarf around her neck, and set off on foot.

Fifteen minutes of brisk walking later, she was able to produce a smile for the doorman, who greeted her by name, held the door, then summoned the elevator while she got her mail.

Her condo was on the eighteenth floor with a view of the lake. From the vantage point of the living room sofa, she could freeze the scene at an angle that cropped out all signs of the city and left a portrait of sails in the wind. On a clear day, it was the stuff of which dreams were made.

This day was overcast. She dropped her things on the chair by the door and flipped through the mail. There was nothing of note but one piece, a thick envelope whose Philadelphia postmark was as telltale as the script on its front.

She shouldnt have been surprised. It figured that a message from her mother would arrive on a day like this. Ginny hadnt wanted her to be a lawyer, had thought it a fatal occupation for a woman. Losing a case, as Caroline had just done, would be proof of that, as would the fact that there were neither a husband nor children to greet Caroline at her door.

Caroline and Ginny St. Clair had never seen eye to eye on womens rights. They had never seen eye to eye on much of anything. Ginny didnt like the ultrashort clip of Carolines dark hair or the no-nonsense cut of her clothes. She didnt like the fact that Carolines nails werent manicured, or that she didnt wear perfume. She didnt understand why Caroline didnt have the maternal instinct of her sister Annette or the social flair of her sister Leah.

The one thing upon which they did agree was that to argue about any or all of this would be futile. So they settled into a relationship of prescribed roles and surface pleasantries. They saw each other on family occasions and chatted sometimes on the phone, and this worked well for Caroline. She had long since stopped looking to Ginny for either warmth or understanding.

With a moments sigh for what might have been, she dropped the thick letter, along with the rest of the mail, went down the hall to her bedroom, and took off the plum-colored tailored suit that hadnt impressed the jury either. Then, barefoot, wearing jeans and an old shirt rolled to the elbows, she returned to the living room and sank onto the sofa.

The world beyond her window was cloudy and gray, even depressing, and the sleekness of her apartment, with its preponderance of chrome and glass, didnt help. She felt cold, failed, thwartednone of which made sense on a rational level. She was a successful lawyer, partner in a prestigious firm. She had won enough cases to make todays loss an aberration, and would win plenty more down the road. There was no cause for discouragement. No cause at all. Still, she felt it.

The telephone rang. She counted the rings. With her jaw resting on her palm, she waited through her own voice for the caller to speak.

This is Mark Spence, Sun-Times, wanting a quote for the morning edition. Call me at

She let the machine take his number, though she doubted she would use it. She had given quotes to the press outside the courtroom after the verdict had been returned, had made the obligatory mention of faith in her client, the system of justice, and the process of appeal. She had nothing to add.

The answering machine clicked off. Her front buzzer rang. She closed her eyes and willed away whoever was downstairs, but the buzzing went on. Muttering choice things about privacy and the press, she stalked to the intercom and barked, Yes.

Hey, pretty lady.

After a moments pause, she smiled, put her forehead to the wall, and released the angry breath shed been holding.

It was Ben. Her Ben. As predictably there when she needed him as her mother was not.

Hey, Ben.

Need a lift?

Dont you know it.

Buzz me up.

She did, then sank back against the front door with a fluidity in her limbs that she hadnt felt in days. Ben Hammer, with his slow smile and easy-going way, was everything she wasnt, and while she could never take a steady diet of him, in moments of strain he was like a smooth, sweet wine.

She had the door open when he stepped from the elevator looking as loose-limbed, laid-back, andwearing leather, with his sandy hair mussed from the motorcycle helmet he carrieddisreputable as ever.

Dangerous thing, he chided as he sauntered down the hall, to open your door before you peek through the hole.

No one could possibly imitate your voice, she said. It was one of the few simple truths in life. How are you, Ben?

He produced a bunch of daisies from behind his back. Bettern you, Id wager. I heard the news. Tough break.

She took the flowers, ushered his wind-chilled self inside, and closed the door. Thanks. These are sweet. A consolation prize.

Nuh-uh. Theyre congratulatory.

But I lost the case.

So? Win or lose, you tried a damn good one.

Looks like it wasnt good enough, she murmured on her way to the kitchen. She put the daisies in a square vase and set them on the low slab of glass in the living room. Her decor called for something more chic than daisies, but nothing could have been more cheery.

Ben was lounging against the archway, jacket unzipped now, watching her. Watching him right back, she felt a swell of gratitude. I should have known youd come. You usually do, when Im in need. She reached for his helmet.

I take it your esteemed partners werent thrilled.

To say the least. She set the helmet atop her briefcase in token defiance of those esteemed partners. Compassion isnt in the firm directory. Its a sign of weakness.

You dont believe that.

The partners do, and thats what counts.

Not as long as you have to work there. How do you stand it?

Ive worked hard to get where I am.

Definitely. But you have heart. Or you would have, if your partners didnt deem it a waste. They arent nice people. Doesnt that bother you?

Sure, it does. Then a case comes my way that wouldnt have come if I wasnt affiliated with the firmor the clout of the firm gives me an edge in defending clientsand I realize that its a trade-off, which was precisely the conclusion shed reached during the walk home from work. We feed off each other, the firm and I.

They get the better end of the deal.

Youre biased.

Yup, he said and grinned.

The fluidity Caroline had been feeling became a honeyed melt. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed at the relief of it.

Ben was as close to a significant other as she had. While many another man had been scared away, in turn by her frenzy in law school, her dedication to the Cook County prosecutors office, and her willing self-servitude at Holten, Wills, and Duluth, he had remained undaunted ever since they met, ten years before.

He shouldnt have liked her then. She had been the assistant district attorney who had sent his younger brother to prison for computer hacking. But she was fair, he had said with the smile that had been her undoing. When he asked her to dinner, she went, and when they ended up in bed, it seemed the most natural thing in the world.

His life was the antithesis of hers. An artist, he spent weeks traveling the world taking pictures, then months translating those images into silk-screen prints that stole Carolines breath nearly as consistently as his smile. Art consultants bought entire sets of his prints for placement on corporate walls. Local galleries eagerly sold his work. But when Caroline suggested that he broaden his base and exhibit in San Francisco, Boston, or New York, he merely shrugged. He was as unambitious as she was driven. Each time he completed a series of prints, he spent a long stretch doing absolutely nothing.

Caroline had never done absolutely nothing. She wasnt sure she could. Likewise marriage, which he had suggested dozens of times. Dozens of times she had refused, yet he kept coming back, which was one of the reasons she loved him. He was irrepressible. He made her smile.

She was smiling now, shaking her head not in denial of the inevitable, but in amused resignation. He took a single nip of her mouth, threw an arm around her shoulder, and guided her down the hall. Once in the bedroom, he kissed her until what little tension remained in her body was gone.

As was his habit, he removed his clothes first. Caroline had always suspected that he was simply more comfortable naked when aroused, but if there was a selfishness to it, she didnt complain. Looking at him turned her on, so much so that by the time he leisurely freed her of her own clothes, she was needing far more than just a look.

He gave it to her without reservation, loving every inch of her body until she lost track of time and place for those few precious moments of orgasmic suspension. For all of their differences, in this they fit, and when it was done, when their breathing steadied and their bodies began to cool, there was the sated afterglow in which to bathe.

Would you have still come to see me if Id won? she asked in a whisper that glanced off the tawny hair on his chest.

You bet. Either way. I was glued to the tube, waiting for the verdict. Left as soon as I heard. He looked down at her. Come back with me for the weekend?

She shook her head. I cant. Im way behind.

Bring work with you.

He lived an hour north of the city, in a cabin in the woods. Between the scent of the firs, the abundance of natural sounds, and the preponderance of glass that made the cabin a studio, she fought a losing battle. I cant concentrate at your place.

Because you love it there. Confess.

I love it there.

So why dont you move in with me? Sell this place, tell your cold-hearted partners to fuck themselves, and live off my money.

She laughed. Of the two of them, she was the one with the money. Not that he wouldnt give her everything he had. But thats not my life. Im a city girl.

Youre a masochist.

Im addicted to work.

Not when youre with me.

I know. Youre a bad influence.

Hah. I keep you sane.

She suspected there was some truth to that. Yes. Well.

He sighed. So you wont marry me?

Not this week. I have too much to do.

But she wasnt rushing to do anything now. She was feeling mellow in Bens arms and wasnt ready to leave.

Too soon for her taste, he gave her a warm kiss and slipped from bed. She watched him dress, threw on a robe, and walked him to the door, where she took another kiss. When his presence was nothing more than a musky scent on her skin, she steeped a pot of tea and poured a cup. She drank that, plus a second, before she felt sufficiently steeled to open the envelope her mother had sent.

Dear Caroline, wrote Virginia St. Clair. Since I havent heard from you or your sisters to the contrary, I assume that this letter finds you well.

Caroline made a small, sad sound. Her sisters wouldnt have known if she was sick. She hadnt spoken to either of them in weeks.

I returned from Palm Springs last Tuesday. The weather there was beautiful and the company lovely, as always, but it was good to get home. Its more restful here. I suppose my age is finally catching up with me. I cant go from one dinner to the next the way I used to. Lillian says Im becoming a hermit. She may be right.

Caroline doubted that. Her mother had been a social creature all her life. She spent mornings at meetings of one ladies group or another, afternoons playing golf, and evenings playing bridge. If she wasnt attending a dinner at the club, she was hosting one. The death of her husbandthe girls father, Dominick, an innocuous bear of a manthree years before had hardly caused a ripple in that social flow.

Oh, Ginny had mourned him. She had been married to Nick for forty-four years and suffered the loss of a good friend. Had she cried for days? Not quite. That wasnt her way. Nor was it Nicks. He had the complacency that came with being born into wealth. He was confident, noncombative, and undemanding.

Caroline resented him for not demanding more, just as she resented her mother for not giving more. But Nick didnt know how to demand, and Ginnys greatest giving was to social convention. Caroline couldnt imagine age slowing her down.

It was therefore with surprise that she read, I sold my house here and will be moving in June. My new house is farther northmuch farther north, actuallyin a small town called Downlee, on the coast of Maine.

Caroline didnt understand. Her mother had never spent time in Maine. Her mother didnt know anyone in Maine.

Call it a birthday gift to myself, a gift of quiet and rest. Do you realize that Ill be turning seventy in June?

Yes, Caroline realized it. There were an even thirty years between her mother and her, which meant that they shared big birthday years. Some families would have thrown joint bashes. Not the St. Clairs.

The house itself is old and in need of work, but the grounds are breathtaking. They overlook the ocean and spread inland, with a saltwater pool and gardens of heather, wild rose, primrose, peony, and irisah, but flowers arent your thing. I do know that. And I know how busy you are, so Ill get to the point.

I have a favor to ask of you, Caroline, and Im aware that you may refuse. You feel that I havent given of myself as I might have to you. So I have deliberately asked little of you in the past. But I care a great deal about this new house, which is why Im writing you now. If ever there was a time when I might cash in on what little feeling you have for me, this is it.

Caroline was surprised by Ginnys insight, and felt the tiniest stab of guilt.

Id like you to help me settle in.

Come again?

You have a knack for pulling things together. I may not be quite as contemporary in my tastes as you are, but I do admire what youve done with your apartment.



Flattery will get you nowhere, Mother. Then again

Caroline read on. You especially have an eye for art. The pieces youve chosen warm up the place. I particularly remember the oil that hangs in your living room. It was done by a friend of yours, I believe.

Carolines eye flew to the piece in question. It was something Ben had painted before her own eyes in a single afternoon, a large canvas with splashes of greens, blues, and golds suggestive of a meadow not far from his home. Caroline thought it symbolic of the genius of the man. She adored its simplicity and, yes, its warmth. But it was more abstract than realistic, a definite departure from Ginnys taste.

You use art to soften the harsher lines of the modern decor you favor. Those harsher lines arent unlike those of the headlands at Downlee. I think you could work wonders with Stars End.

Caroline felt a sense of foreboding as she glanced at the still-thick envelope from which she had taken her mothers letter.

Ive enclosed herewith airline tickets that will take you out of OHare on the fifteenth of June and return you there at the end of the month.

Her jaw dropped.

Yes, I know, two weeks is a long time, and you have a job. Thats why Im writing now. With two months notice you can plan your work accordingly. Surely youve attained enough stature in your field to do that, and if not, you can always say that this is a family emergency. In a sense it is. Im not young. I dont know how much time I have left.

Oh, please, Caroline moaned. She let the vellum fall to her lap. A two-week absence would wreak havoc with her practice. She couldnt possibly do it, regardless of how maudlin Ginny got.

The woman had gall. Caroline had to give her that. She hadnt been much of a mother during Carolines growing-up years, preoccupied more often than not, physically present yet distant. She hadnt been emotionally involved enough to help when Caroline had broken up with her first boyfriend or been rejected from her top college choice, and on the day of her graduation from law school, Ginny had had the flu. Oh, she had offered to attend the ceremony anyway, but the offer had been half-hearted, so Caroline hadnt pushed.

Caroline didnt owe Ginny a thing.

Not a thing.

Then again, seventy was seventy.

And Ginny was her mother. Melodrama aside, Caroline would have to be totally unfeeling not to experience a twinge at the thought of the woman dying. She was the only parent Caroline had left.

Feeling frustrated in totally different ways than she had earlier that day, Caroline read on. Ginny, her housekeeper, and the furniture would be arriving a mere day before Carolinewhich meant, though Ginny didnt say it, that Caroline would be helping unpack.

Oh, yes, Ginny was sly. And selfish. And presumptuous. She clearly felt that her needs were more vital than Carolines work.

Caroline sighed. Given the days verdict, maybe she was right.

Then again, maybe the days verdict was proof that Caroline did need a vacation. The thought of spending time by the sea, away from the office, with a housekeeper to look after her and, unpacking notwithstanding, little to do but give her opinion on what should go where, held a certain appeal.

The guys might just buy a family emergency.

She hadnt taken more than three days off at a stretch since she had joined the firm. At the rate she was going, by mid-June she would amass a personal best in billable hours, and if that wasnt good enough for the senior partners of Holten, Wills, and Duluth, she didnt know what was. Besides, come late June they would be gone themselves, off to huge lakeside homes for vacations of their own.

So, resentful as she felt that her mother dared to ask for two precious weeks, there was this lure. There was also, unwelcome but inescapable, a glimmer of pride that her mother admired her taste. Ginny hadnt asked for Annettes help. Or Leahs.

And then there were her closing lines. We havent been close, you I. Id like to try to rectify that, if I might. This would be a good time for us to talk. What do you think?

What Caroline thought was that Ginny was a cunning old bird. She had offered the one thing Caroline couldnt refuse.

If wasnt fair. It wasnt right. Ginny deserved to be rebuffed.

Caroline fully believed that if their positions were reversed and she had been on the inviting end, Ginny would have offered some excuse and politely refused. But she wasnt Ginny. She couldnt possibly do that. For as long as she could remember, along with wanting Ginnys attention, she had been driven by the desire to be different from Ginny. She wasnt about to change now.







    

two




THE LAST THING ANNETTE ST. CLAIR COULD ever be accused of was resembling her mother. Virginia was petite, Annette tall; Virginia was blond, Annette dark; Virginia was cool, Annette warm.

Physically, Annette most resembled her older sister Caroline, a fact that she had cursed for years. Caroline had been a straight-A student, a class leader, an achiever. Following in her foot-steps had been a nightmare for Annette, whose strength wasnt so much in academics as in character. She was the Dear Abby of her class; friends turned to her for comfort and support. She listened and advised, and was adored by her crowd.

Unfortunately, prizes werent given for peer adoration, nor was there an appropriate category for it on a rsum, which was fine. Annette had never needed a rsum. She was a full-time mom, which was, in her judgment, the most important job in the world. She took pride in doing it well, spent upwards of sixteen hours a day at it, and saw the results in a loving husband and five wonderful kids.

Caroline had none of that. For all the times as a child when Annette had envied her, she wouldnt trade places with her now.

Nor would she trade places with Leahpoor, pathetic Leah, whose life was as shallow as Ginnys. In love with the idea of being in love, Leah had rushed into marriage at nineteen and divorced at twenty, married again at twenty-two and divorced three years later. Now thirty-four, she lived for the night, but for all her partying, she remained unattached.

Annette was very definitely attached, which was why she ignored the thick envelope that lay on the kitchen counter with the mail. Between its Philadelphia postmark and the elegant script directing it to St. Louis and Mrs. Jean-Paul Maxime, there was no doubt as to its source. And it could wait. It could wait a good long time, which was how long Annette had waited for her mother to give her a hug and a soft heartfelt, I love you.

No, Ginny hadnt earned the right to take Annettes time, not when Annette had so much else to do. She had started the morning chaperoning a field trip for twelve-year-old Thomass class, then had stopped at Neiman Marcus to buy dresses for her sixteen-year-old twins to wear to their semiformal two weeks hence. While she was at it, she picked up matching shoes and the appropriate underclothing, and now, with the one oclock chimes in the front hall set to ring, she carted the bundles up the broad spiral stairs.

Let me help, Mrs. M., called her housekeeper, Charlene, as she dashed to catch up.

Annette yielded the packages that teetered on top and proceeded to the girls room, where she removed the dresses and laid them out appealingly, one per bed.

Charlene was all eyes. Theyre beautiful.

Annette agreed. I think theyll be perfectteal for Nicole and red for Devon. Theyll probably want black, of course. Everyone wears black, theyll say. Fortunately, they dont have time to shop for themselves, so they may give in. If they dont, if they absolutely detest these, I can return them and try again, but at least we have something to start with. Satisfied, she glanced at her watch. Let me grab a little lunch. I have an appointment with the second-grade teachers, for Nat, her youngest, at two, and Robbies game starts at three.

She started back down the stairs. When the phone rang, she quickened her pace to the kitchen.

Hi, Mom, its me.

Robbie. I was just thinking about your game.

Thats why Im calling. Dont come, Mom.

Why not?

Because I wont be playing.

Why not?

Because the coach just told me so.

But you had a great season last year.

That was JV. This is varsity.

Youre an incredible first baseman.

Hans Dwyer is better, and hes a senior. Im only a junior.

Annettes heart went out to her son. Wont you play at all?

Maybe in the last innings, if were way ahead or way behind.

But that isnt fair.

It happens all the time.

Then Ill come to watch in case it happens today, Annette decided.

Please dont, Mom.

I dont mind, she insisted. Really.

But I do. I dont want you there. Its bad enough that I have to warm the bench, but doing it while youre watching is ten times worse.

But Ill be cheering for the whole team.

No, Mom.

Look, she said appeasingly, lets not argue. You go to your game and do the best you can. If I get there, I get there; if I dont, I dont. She knew that she would. She would have to be physically debilitated to miss an event in which one of her children was involved, even if, as in Robbies case, he had little playing time. Being there for her children was how Annette defined herself. She never, never wanted them to know what it was like to see other parents in the stands and not their own.

Jean-Paul tried. He went to games and concerts and recitals whenever he could, but that wasnt often and with good reason. He was a neurosurgeon. His workday ran from seven in the morning until seven at night, and then he had reading to do at home.

So it was doubly important for Annette to attend things like baseball games. She was sure that Robbies protestations were de rigueur for a seventeen-year-old, but that deep down he agreed.

For that reason, she wasnt fazed when he ignored her presence in the bleachers and ran past her with the briefest wave when the game was done. Nor did she linger; he would drive himself home when he was ready, and, besides, she had to fetch Thomas from his trumpet lesson and deliver him to his math tutor, then pick up Nat at his friends house and get him home for dinner.

She had barely finished with that first dinner shift when the girls came in, full of chatter about the day that had been. As it happened, they werent wild about the dresses, but not because they werent black. We made plans to go shopping with Susie and Beth tomorrow after school, Nicole said.

Annette couldnt see it. You wont have time. You have two midterms the next day.

But weve already studied, Devon assured her.

You have?

Well, a little, but we can do the rest after we shop.

Honest, Mom, Nicole insisted. Weve been planning this for ages.

But what about these dresses? Annette asked, gesturing toward the beds.

Theyre gorgeous.

But theyre you, not us.

They are so you, Annette argued. Theyre spectacular dresses.

But we wanted to do this ourselves.

You dont let us do enough, Mom.

Because I love shopping for you.

Thats because Grandma never did it for you and you missed it, but weve had it all along.

Speaking of Grandma, Devon asked, what did she send in the mail?

It was a minute before Annette recalled the letter that still sat downstairs. I dont know.

You didnt open it?

Not yet.

Arent you curious?

Not awfully, Annette said with a smile and a hand out to each daughter. Touches counted. Even little ones. You girls interest me far more. Do you want to eat now or later?

They ate then. Annette kept them company, and did the same when Robbie came home. She didnt eat, herself, until Jean-Paul arrived, and was putting the last of the dishes in the dishwasher when the letter from Philadelphia materialized before her.

Are you deliberately ignoring this? Jean-Paul asked in his quiet, lightly accented voice. It was a calming voice, a reassuring voice that instilled faith in his patients and comfort in her.

I suppose.

Tit for tat?

She laughed softly, ruefully.

He gave the letter a little wave. She took it between a wet thumb and forefinger and tossed it on the counter. Later. When Ive finished everything else. Her first priorities were the children. She didnt want anything marring her time with them.

Communication with her mother was bound to do that. It always did. She could more successfully push her sisters from mind, and keep them there, than she could Ginny. Too much resentment remained, sparked by memories of only token closeness and a squandered family life. Ginny had been there, without being there. Annettes major focus in life was to be there all the way.

Shed be damned if shed let her mother thwart her now.

But she could only drag out the evening so long. In time Nat and Thomas were in bed, and the older three were either studying or on the phone. Each had kissed her an enthusiastic goodnight in a dismissal of the gentlest sort.

So Annette changed into her nightgown and slipped into bed beside Jean-Paul. He was propped against the pillows, his reading glasses midway down the aristocratic Gallic nose that the twins had mercifully inherited, his long limbs loose and bare beneath the sheets.

Only then, with the promise of his comfort at hand, did she unfold her mothers letter and begin to read. Almost immediately she snorted.

Quoi? Jean-Paul asked.

She starts off by saying that she assumes the seven of us are well, since she hasnt heard anything to the contrary from me or my sisters. Poor Mother. She still pretends that were one big happy family. But neither Caroline nor Leah would know if one of us was sick. I havent talked with them in weeks.

Sad, he mused, but without criticism. How would you feel if our children grew up to be strangers?

Terrible, which is why Im raising them to be friends. They dont have to compete for my time or affection the way my sisters and I had to do for Ginnys. I have more than enough to go around.

She returned to the letter, only to grunt a minute later. Shes just back from Palm springs, saying its quieter in Philadelphia She gasped. Oh my. Shes sold the house. And bought a new one in Maine? She frowned at Jean-Paul. This doesnt make sense.

Why not?

Mother is first and foremost a fixture of society. She doesnt know anyone in Maine. She continued under her breath as she read on. And this isnt even Portland. Its a small coastal town, something of an artists colony, from what she says. Shes turning seventy. Again Annette raised her eyes to Jean-Paul, this time for reassurance, because much as she begrudged Ginnys performance as a mother, the fact of her aging was unsettling. Seventy is getting up there.

Your father was older than that when he died.

But Mothers different. She barely looks sixty.

Shes also female, so you identify with her.

No, I dont. Not one bit. She escaped Jean-Pauls amused look by returning to the letter, but kept up a soft commentary as she read. Stars Endthats the name of the placeis a birthday gift to herself. She says it has a beautiful garden. Leah will be thrilled. Shell be able to cut and arrange to her hearts delight. Of course, way up there in Maine there wont be anyone of import to ooh and aah over her ornamental genius.

Annette, he chided.

But Annette had an old gripe to air. No problem. Mother will ooh and aah. Leah was always her favorite.

Come now.

Its true. Leah was the only one of us who had any taste for the country club. Uh-oh. Mother says she has a favor to ask of me. She chuckled dryly. She says she knows I may refuse. How intuitive, Ginny.

Annette.

Finally she felt a twinge of guilt. Sorry. I have trouble being generous where my mother is concerned. She fell silent as she read on. The silence lengthened, until Jean-Paul broke it with the rustle of his papers when he set them aside.

Quoi?

The woman is amazing. Truly. She peered inside the envelope, then tossed it to the foot of the bed. Thats an airline ticket. She wants me to spend the last two weeks in June helping her settle in. She says that shes always admired the warmth in our house here. As though the decor provides the warmth. Doesnt she understand that it comes from people, not things?

She wants you to decorate the new house?

Not decorate, exactly. More like help christen the place.

It sounds like it would be fun, Jean-Paul said so seriously that Annette twisted away and gaped up.

Im not going!

Why not?

I have obligations hereobligations that mean a sight more to me than doing my mother a favor. I cant just pick up and leave here for two weeks. I dont owe her that. She never did it for me. Besides, it would be one thing if she sent tickets for you and the kids, but that wouldnt occur to her. She has no idea what my family means to me.

She probably assumed the kids would be in school.

The fact that she assumed wrong shows how far removed she is. Theyll be smack in the limbo period between school and summer plans. Thomas and Nat will be getting into mischief until camp starts, and neither Robbie nor the girls start their jobs until the very end of the month. Those two weeks would be the worst time for me to go. Not that Id want to go, in any case.

Your mother admires your taste.

Uh-huh.

She wouldnt ask this of you if she didnt. She isnt asking Caroline or Leah.

Annette had to admit that there was some satisfaction in that. Of the three of them, she most embodied what Ginny had tried but failed to achieve.

Jean-Paul was quiet. When he didnt return to his reading, she gave him a nudge. He set his glasses aside and said, I think you should consider going.

Its out of the question.

It shouldnt be. Shes asking you a favor. Yes, I know you feel you dont owe her anything, but she did give you life. If she hadnt done that, I wouldnt have had you, and our children would never have been born. She is your mother, Annette.

But Im needed here.

Well, thats what we all believe, he said with a sigh, but wouldnt it be nice to find that we can function without you for two weeks out of our lives.

Of course, you can do that.

Can we? We wont know unless we try.

But its such a bad time.

Actually, he said slowly, its not a bad time at all. Rob and the girls will be around to watch Thomas and Nat. They could take turns planning activities to keep them busy.

Annette rose on an elbow and studied his face. Youre serious.

It was a minute before he offered a thoughtful, Yes.

But this is my mother, Jean-Paul. You know how I feel about her.

Yes. I know how. But I never totally understood why. What did she do that was so awful?

Annette pushed a pillow against the headboard. It was what she didnt do. She collapsed back on the pillow, depriving Jean-Paul of her closeness as punishment for his doubt. She was an automaton of a mother. She went through the right motions and did everything she was supposed to, only she was never emotionally involved. Not deeply. I told you about the bedroom incident. Thats a perfect example.

I never saw what was so wrong with what she did.

Jean-Paul, Annette complained, she treated me like a nothing!

Because she did over your bedroom while you were away at summer camp?

Because she didnt involve me. She didnt ask what I wanted. She didnt ask if I wanted a change. No, she decided what would be done when, and it wasnt only me. It was Caroline and Leah, too. She just swept through our bedrooms that summer without any consideration of who each of us was. We came home to find bedrooms that were all gorgeous, all nearly identical, all utterly lacking in character.

She wanted you to have pretty things.

She did what she wanted, not what we wanted. She couldnt be bothered with that, which is my point. She was never really into us or our lives. She always held a part of herself back from us. As children, we always felt she disapproved. We always felt we were the ones lacking for failing to interest her. We always felt we had done something wrong.

Maybe that was just her personality. Not everyone can be warm like you. Not everyone can be as emotionally involved with her family.

But it took a toll, that constant feeling that we couldnt please her. Caroline became obsessed with being the best lawyer in the world, and she may be that, even if she is a cold fish personally. Leah became obsessed with being loved, and she may be that, for a night here and there.

And you became obsessed with being the best mother in the world.

Not obsessed. Thats too harsh a word.

But accurate. Its what you want most to do.

Maybe, she relented, but whats wrong with that?

Nothing. Only youre afraid to leave us for even a few short weeks.

Not afraid.

I think, afraid.

Annette would have been offended if she had been less sure of Jean-Pauls love, but they were best of friends, in addition to the rest. Explain, she said now.

It was a minute before he did so, and then his voice was gentle. We are your life. You devote yourself solely to us. The love in this family embodies everything you missed when you were a little girl. You are afraid of losing it.

She shook her head, but he went on.

You are afraid that if you arent there to hand us a tissue each time we sneeze, something will be lost. Youll be negligent, like your mother. The love will vanish.

She snorted. Im not that bad.

But you are afraid. You are afraid that if you arent intimately involved in the lives of our children, they will resent you and drift away from you, the way you drifted away from your mother.

Every woman fears the day when her children leave the nest.

But you dont have to, he said more insistently now. Your children love you. They know how much you love them, and they know how much you do for them. Their experience with you is totally different from your experience with Virginia. They are bound to you, Annette. If you are not here, they will miss you.

There you have it. Thats why Im not doing Mothers bidding.

His voice lowered gravely. But they need to know that they can miss you and still survive without you. Thats part of growing up. They need to be able to do without you, then feel joy when they have you back.

But why go without when you dont have to?

You do have to. Youre too involved sometimes, Annette. You need to let the children breathe.

And you? she asked with a qualm. Do you need to breathe, too?

He smiled. Oh, I breathe fine with you by my side. The smile grew sad. But you need to breathe, yourself.

I breathe when Im here with my family.

You need to see yourself as an individual. Everyone needs that. I can do it at work. But with you, work is home and home is work and there isnt any separation, any way to put it all into perspective. And then theres your mother. You are right. Shes getting up there. Reaching seventy is a gift in itself. You dont know how much longer she has.

Thats what she said, Annette muttered. Preying on my sympathies.

You ought to make peace with her.

Were at peace.

He studied her, slowly shook his head, said nothing.

Well, its a kind of peace, Annette allowed, though she couldnt seem to shake Ginnys closing words. We havent been close in the past, but that doesnt mean we cant find common ground. It would be nice to spend time together. We might talk.

You can improve it.

But I dont want to go.

He sighed. I know. He reached for her and drew her against him. She didnt resist. Think about it, though? Think about how you would feel if you were seventy and I was gone

She covered his mouth. Dont even think it.

He removed her hand and held it tight. But it may be one day. Think if you were seventy and asked this of one of your children. How would you feel if that child refused?

Id be crushed, but my mother isnt me. I doubt she cares deeply one way or the other whether I go.

She went so far as to send you the tickets. She cares.

Annette
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