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For Stephen Benatar, the novelist,

who asked me once,

in James Smith & Sons on New Oxford Street in London,

whether I was a novelist;

And who asked me that same question again, twenty-two years later,

in front of a Japanese restaurant on Warwick Street.

Thank you for having faith.
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THE NOISES FROM below stairs did not at first sink into Dinah’s consciousness, because she was on the telephone. Mirelle, as had become her custom of late, was giving a new spin to the concept of hysterical depression. Chain smoking, Dinah figured, probably lighting one cigarette from the lipsticked butt of another. She had been after Mirelle to quit, with sporadic success, for she didn’t know how many years; but even now she could almost smell the smoke over the wire. Unless the smoke was from Mirelle’s blazing fury.

“Calm down and tell me about it,” Dinah suggested, throwing herself back on the sofa. “As if I had any other choice but to listen.”

A crash resounded from the restaurant kitchen below, followed by a barely audible tinkling of broken glassware.

“Dinah!” Perry’s panicked voice rushed up the stairs toward her.

In her other ear Mirelle sniffed, hurt. “If you don’t have time for your oldest and best friend—”

“Just tell me,” Dinah repeated. She pulled the elastic from her ponytail, and her hair cascaded down around her neck. “Just shut up and tell me, okay?”

“It’s Wallace.”

It was always Wallace. Since they had married, seven or eight years ago. Before Dinah and Ross had moved back to town. Mirelle’s second marriage.

“Oh, Di, you don’t know what he’s done this time.” Mirelle’s voice shimmied up the register. “It’s simply beyond words.”

“Not for you, Holstein.” Making a gun of her thumb and forefinger, Dinah wrapped the elastic around it, then shot it across the room with a twang. It landed on the piano, just beyond Ross’s photograph.

High female cursing screeched up from the restaurant.

“Dinah!” Perry called again, frantic. “Dinah, where are you, for God’s sake?”

“He brought her to the faculty picnic. Can you believe the absolute gall of the man?”

Dinah shook her head. “Brought who?”

“His . . . woman, damn it. His . . . his floozy!”

“He doesn’t have to bring her, does he? I thought she was on the faculty.”

Footsteps pounded up the flight of stairs.

“Jesus Christ!” A furious male voice shouted below. “The idiot’s gone running to her again!”

“Jesus,” the high female voice echoed.

Dinah closed her eyes tightly, trying to sort out the voices, the sounds. As though she had to. Grimacing, she stood. She’d have to go downstairs. Not for the first time did she wish Ross was here to run interference.

“Di, are you listening? What the hell’s going on? I need a little sympathy here, okay?” Mirelle’s voice had morphed into a squawk from the receiver. “Are you there?”

Perry burst into the room from the landing, his pale face flushed and blotchy, his fine yellow hair swinging over his eyes. “You’ve got to do something,” he gasped, waving back over his shoulder. “They’re going to kill each other this time.”

“Let them do it and be damned,” Dinah groaned. Still, she tossed Perry what she hoped was a reassuring look and turned her attention back to the phone. “Listen, Mirelle, I’ve got to go. You aren’t the only one with marital difficulties around here. The Addams Family is at it again.”

“Ooh.” Immediately Mirelle’s attention was diverted. “Can I come watch?”

“Suit yourself. I’ve got to go protect my investment.” Dropping the receiver into the cradle, Dinah turned back to Perry. “Let’s go, Uncle Festus.”

“Uncle Festus is bald,” he replied peevishly.

“Never mind.” Dinah pushed past him and peered down the back steps. “What the hell are they doing down there this time?” She had to get rid of them, she knew; this time, she really had to do it.

She hated herself for not having the nerve to fire them sooner. She took a deep breath and pounded down the steps, attempting to sound masterful and in control. Out of cowardice. She wanted them to hear her coming, wanted them to clean up their act before she got there. Avoidance. They all could continue pretending nothing was happening, and she could put off the confrontation once again. The ploy had worked up to this point. The chef and the front-of-house manager would smile, and she would pretend that she believed the explanation of the ruckus.

“I don’t know what it was,” Perry panted after her. “I was prepping sauces, so I missed most of it. Something about her not pulling her weight, something about his drinking like a fish, and if he had any balls they’d have their own restaurant instead of always working for somebody else—”

Dinah cursed. Her own fault; she would be the first to admit it, should anyone ask. If only she hadn’t been so desperate to keep the dream of the restaurant afloat after Ross’s death. If only she hadn’t been willing to overlook Rob’s pomposity in favor of his unquestionable cooking skills. If only. She took a deep breath, let the air fill up her lungs and head and bloodstream, then burst her way through the door at the foot of the stairs.

“Hey, Dinah,” Rob greeted her, laughing a bit awkwardly. He was in his whites, though without his hat. On the counter before him lay the side of shark, which he should have, by her calculations, have carved into steaks by now.

“What’s going on here?” she demanded, framing herself in the doorway, trying to make herself taller.

Perry skidded up behind her, his warm breath crawling on the back of her neck, and she reached up to wipe the moist sensation away.

“I heard a crash, and yelling.”

“Oh—” Kelly giggled. She spun away from the sink, her fine yellow hair swinging. A large damp spot on the front of her green dress grew larger as she swabbed at it with a kitchen sponge. “Oh, that was just me. I spilled something.” She smiled, but her expression was curiously lopsided: her lipstick was smeared, and the mascara trailed weakly away from her left eye.

“I heard pots and pans,” Dina insisted grimly, glancing between the two, trying to catch them up, hoping she didn’t. “A crash.”

“I tripped,” Rob supplied hurriedly. “On some pans.”

“The pans,” Dinah reminded him slowly, watching the color creep up toward his receding hairline, “are all hanging up.” She let her eyes flicker pointedly to the cast iron frame suspended above the work counter; the copper bottomed cookware, suspended from it, swung gently, as if blown by a cool breeze.

“Hit his head,” Kelly corrected quickly. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying. He hit his head, and he feels a bit groggy, don’t you, Robert? We were wondering if he’d qualify for worker’s comp for that. He tripped, and hit his head, and it scared me so I spilled—something.” She turned her innocent wide eyes to her husband for support. “Isn’t that right?”

Rob flashed her a look, and she snapped her mouth shut. Behind Kelly, the kitchen curtain fluttered, and this time an obvious warm breeze swayed the pot rack, against its own creaking protests.

Dinah shook her head, but let herself be distracted. She took a step toward the window. “Feeling a little warm, are we? And not even serving time yet.”

“No, really, Dinah,” Kelly squeaked, blocking her path and laying a tiny white hand on her arm. “We were feeling the heat a little bit, and it’ll only get worse later on—”

Setting Kelly aside was, even to Dinah, like swatting a fly. She pushed the curtain to one side to close the window, but the pane was broken, not open. Jagged pieces of glass reached out menacingly from both the inside and outside windows. Kelly’s torrent of protest stopped suddenly as though dammed.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Perry said. “Did you hit that with your head, too, Rob?”

“Perry, shut up.” Dinah let the curtain fall, then turned, arms crossed. “Would anyone care to explain this to me? I’m all ears here.”

Again Kelly flashed a desperate look toward her husband. He did not look up, concentrating on the whisper of his knife as he sharpened it. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, like a fish. “I told you. I spilled something.”

“I usually open the window first, myself.” Turning away from them, Dinah looked out onto the rear lawn, where a still-freezer-wrapped Cornish game hen rested in the neatly trimmed grass. A five-inch sliver of glass stuck neatly out of its breast, glittering in the afternoon sun. “From the looks of this window and that hen, you must have spilled it from halfway across the kitchen.”

“I swear, Dinah, I have no idea—” Kelly stood on her toes to peer through the broken window. “I just don’t know—”

“Hello?”

They all froze at the call from the dining room.

“Is anyone here?”

The kitchen door swung open at the hands of a tall thin stranger looking uncomfortable in suit and tie. “Hello?”

Dinah felt rather than saw Perry shift slightly. “Why, hello.” His voice was nearly a purr.

Rob rolled his eyes and smacked the knife down on the block.

Dinah cleared her throat, discomfort like catarrh. “Hi. Can I help you? We don’t open until five.” She stepped away from the window, trying not to be too obvious. When she smiled, it felt like a rictus.

“I’m looking for the owner?” He looked at each in turn. Perry’s expression had fallen. “Mrs. Galloway?”

“I’m Dinah.” She offered her hand. “And you are—”

The visitor blushed slightly under his tan. Yet when he shook her hand, his grip was confident. “Mark Burdette. From the Gazette?”

Perry’s laugh was high, affected. “Oh, that rhymes.”

Dinah wished she could tell him to shut up again. Instead she indicated the dining room door. “You’ll have to pardon Perry. He’s a line cook.” The smile still hurt her face. “We were just having a conference about the menu. Quite frankly, I’d forgotten you were coming.” Damn Rob and Kelly. Damn Perry. Damn Mirelle.

The swinging doors flapped closed behind them. In the dining room, the air was cooler. Without the lights on, the east-facing room was dim, the tables with their settings white ghosts. Dinah took a deep breath, feeling slightly less anxious away from the others.

“I hope it’s not inconvenient. My editor was hoping to run the story of Galloway’s on Sunday.”

Dinah was not fooled. Inconvenient my eye. She would not be doing them a favor; it was the other way around—good publicity meant good business. Save me, Ross, she prayed.

“It’s not a problem at all,” she reassured him quickly. “Unless you wanted to order the Cornish game hen.”

“Pardon?” Mark had the tall person’s habit of leaning slightly forward when he spoke, to minimize his height; however, it made the conversation feel more intimate. At such close range, age fell away from him. Mid-twenties was Dinah’s guess, now that she’d had a good look at the brown eyes, the sandy hair. About the right age for Perry, though the persuasion was difficult to guess on such short acquaintance.

“The game hen. We’re unexpectedly out this evening.” The joke had gone flat. Dinah waved a hand toward the club chairs before the fireplace. “Would you like to have a seat? Can I get you a drink?”

In the winter, the fireplace would be the focal point of the double dining room. This afternoon one of Gillian’s floral arrangements filled the space behind the brass dogs. The club chairs were inviting, but Mark pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket and pointed to a table in one of the bow windows instead. “Could we sit there instead? More light.”

Of course. He needed to take some notes, and it could only benefit her and the restaurant that they be legible. Mark held her chair for her before taking his own across the table. Outside the window, the late spring garden was bursting into pink and white bloom. Dinah glanced over her shoulder. She found herself wishing he had chosen a table beyond the great front bay windows, further from the kitchen door. No noise now from that quarter, for which she was grateful. One never knew what to expect with Rob and Kelly, Vesuvius and Aetna. Or with Perry, come to think of it.

“I’ll wait for that drink until my editor arrives, thanks.”

His voice, far too deep for his appearance, drew her back sharply.

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to clear the cobwebs. She shoved her hair away from her face, wishing for her elastic. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid you’ve taken me by surprise. You’re far too young to be the restaurant writer for the paper.”

Not what she meant to say. Feeling herself flush, Dinah tugged at the sleeves of her cotton sweater. She wished she had changed her clothes. She wished she had put on lipstick. She wished she hadn’t forgotten, damn it.

To her discomfiture, he laughed, leaning back slightly to hook his elbow over the rungs of the chair back. “I’m not sure what to make of that. How old, exactly, is a restaurant writer supposed to be?”

Old enough to be allowed to have a knife at the table. Dinah grimaced. “At least twenty years older than you are. Portly. With gray hair. A goatee.” She was flailing, her skin hot. “At least as old as I am.”

“And why’s that?”

“Good God. So I can flirt with him, of course. So that if the meal or the service is not to his liking, he’ll at least remember the proprietor fondly.”

Mark Burdette raised his eyebrows. They were fine, slightly darker than his curling hair, the same deep brown as his eyes. “You expect I’ll be disappointed with Galloway’s?”

His question gave Dinah pause, and she looked at him with new interest. “That certainly sounded like a restaurant writer’s question.”

“Ah. Still you doubt my qualifications.”

“I’m wary of your sharp tongue. Do you wield a laser printer so sharp?”

“Sharper. I grind it on a whetstone every evening before I go out to eat.”

“That must be boring for your date.”

He shrugged. “The unlimited expense account makes up for it all, I’m sure.”

“Your editor is your date? Of course you’d need one, the better to sample a variety of our kitchen’s concoctions.” An image of the speared game hen passed before her mind’s eye, and she quickly bit her lip. Not that concoction.

“You assume correctly. My date will be joining me around five. This interview was what I expected would bore her.”

Wow. Zing. Dinah felt her eyes widen. “Thank you very much, I’m sure.”

He winked.

Mark glanced around the dining room. Dinah took a deep breath, content to let him look: she was pleased with the appearance of both public rooms. The hardwood floors gleamed darkly; the marbled fireplace, with its dragon fan behind the flowers, and the lapis lazuli inlay, contrasted against the Oriental-patterned wallpaper. From the high tin ceilings, the crystal pendants of the chandeliers would drip prisms of color over the white tablecloths when the lights were turned on.

“It’s very nice,” he murmured. “Elegant, and soothing. It will be interesting to see in action.”

“People have seemed to like it,” Dinah agreed, cupping her hands under her chin, allowing her eyes to roam over the features of this dining room, all chosen by herself—Ross had given her free reign with the decor. Try as she might, she simply could not see it with the eyes of a stranger. “We’ve already established some strong relationships with return customers in the time we’ve been open.”

She felt a rush of air.

“Di?”

A squeal from the wide porch. Dinah squeezed her eyes shut. Hang up on the devil and she will appear. And in her usual manner. Mirelle thrust both of the double doors open before her. Mark spun in his chair. It was an entrance: Mirelle stood framed in the light, which added an unnecessary fire to her brilliant red hair. She flashed her even white teeth in a smile as she sailed into the dining room. The surprise she showed at finding the two tete-a-tete was obviously feigned. How long had she been outside?

“Why, Dinah,” she exclaimed, shaking her hair back, a long-fingered hand to her white throat. “I didn’t know you had company.” She fluttered her long eyelashes: they were natural, she claimed.

“Why, Mirelle,” Dinah returned. “I didn’t know you had bad eyesight.”

Mark had clambered to his feet. One had to grant him his impeccable manners.

“I’d like you to meet Mark Burdette. He’s the food writer from the Gazette. Mr. Burdette—”

“Mark,” he interrupted, holding out a hand.

“—this is Mirelle Holstein.” It might have been a slip. It might not have been.

Mirelle’s azure eyes flashed. “Holbein Mirelle Holbein. Like the artist.” She took the hand Mark proffered and clasped it between her own. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve enjoyed your reviews in the paper The write-up you did on Christie’s a while back was so good. So accurate! I couldn’t have agreed with you more.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you found it interesting.”

To his credit, Dinah observed, Mark did not quite seem to be taking Mirelle at face value; there was a slight glint in his eyes as he leaned toward her.

“I expect you’ll be able to write up some glowing things about the Cow Palace here,” Mirelle continued breathlessly. She had not let go of his hand.

Petty revenge. Dinah curled her fists tightly at her sides, resisting the impulse to strangle Mirelle.

“Cow Palace?” Mark laughed. Puzzled. “I’m sorry. I don’t think—”

Mirelle’s trilling laugh swooped up toward the high tin ceiling. “Oh, that’s just our inside joke. Here at Dinah’s.” She made it sound as though the restaurant were a grimy diner on the wrong side of the tracks. “Galloway, you see. Her last name. It’s a breed of cow, you know. The belted Galloway? They have black heads and black butts, and their middles are white. Oreo cookie cows.”

“Ah.” Mark’s smile was slightly less enthusiastic. “Of course.”

“Mirelle, dearheart,” Dinah broke in, coming to her feet. “Mr. Burdette and I have some business to discuss that I’m sure couldn’t interest you in the least bit.”

Mirelle tossed back her hair and batted her eyelashes. “Don’t be silly. I’m very interested.” She took a tiny dance step closer to lay a hand on Mark’s sleeve; her long nails were painted fire engine red.

Dinah sighed. She should have figured that Mirelle would turn up, considering her near-hysteria on the phone earlier. She should have figured. As much as she loved Mirelle, she had known her for years—since childhood—and knew just how solipsistic she could be; one didn’t cut her off in mid-hysteria. She cleared her throat. “No, you’re not interested at all. I think you should wait upstairs, and I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

The standoff was familiar, but Mirelle’s glare fell first, as it always did. With a sniff, she dropped Mark’s arm and walked toward the door at the foot of the stairs. She turned and managed a reasonably winning smile.

“Perhaps another time, then,” she cooed before the door swung shut again behind her.

Dinah slid back down into her chair, rubbing her brow lightly. All composure gone.

“Is she—?”

“No,” Dinah whispered, holding up a hand. “Wait.” She held his eyes, trying to compel him, until Mirelle apparently decided to head upstairs. When the footsteps receded, she let out a long breath.

“She eavesdrops?” Mark let out a laugh. He looked windblown—the usual effect Mirelle elicited from strangers. Especially men.

“You were going to say something about her, after all.”

“Who is she?” His glance roved to the ceiling. They could hear her movements on the floor above. “And more to the point, what is she? Is she for real? She looks as though she belongs next door, in your theater.”

Dinah shrugged. “Yes and no. She’s my friend. She’s a music teacher at the private school in Elmwood. And she’s terrifically melodramatic, though no, she’s not been cast in a role at our theater.” She sighed. “You know, it’s a pity you couldn’t have put off your visit for a few more weeks, when the summer season opens—you could have taken in a show, too.”

“Did I imagine that, or was she coming on to me right then?”

Was he blushing? He suddenly seemed, again, very young. Too young to be doing this job. Dinah sighed louder. “And here I thought we were going to talk about the restaurant. I should have known better just as soon as Mirelle sailed through that door. Next to her, I’m mud.”

“Well, was she?”

“Again, yes, and no. She was just trying you out, for your reaction. She does that to everyone. I doubt she even thinks about it anymore.”

“Everyone?”

“Correction: every male.” She smiled at him, wondering whether that constituted an ego blow. “She means no harm. She’s really a lot of fun, though she can try your patience sometimes.” Like this time. “But what about the restaurant? What do you need to know?”

Slowly he came back to earth, the smile still pulling at the corners of his mouth. He shuffled through his notebook. “Let me check my notes.” He let out a half-laugh, a relieved sound. “We’ve certainly gotten off to an auspicious start.”

“You could call it that.” Dinah dropped her gaze, fingering the fern playing second fiddle to the full-blown peony in the bud vase on the table between them.

“What I’d really like to do right now, as I told you when we spoke over the phone Tuesday, is to get some background. The usual stuff—how long you’ve been open, what drew you to the area, your background as a restaurateur.” He took a pen from his breast pocket, made some quick marks on a blank page in the notebook.

Dinah held up a hand. “I have to tell you that I have no idea what the usual stuff entails, because I’ve never been written up before. This is my first, and hopefully my only, foray into the restaurant field. Galloway’s was my husband’s dream. My late husband’s. He’s been gone for nearly a year now.” She lifted her shoulders, then let them fall. The pang was familiar, but no less painful. “I hope that doesn’t disqualify me in your eyes.”

“Gotta start somewhere,” he answered noncommittally, his gaze speculative, and sympathetic. “I wrote my first review once.”

Probably when he was eight. “Comforting thought,” Dinah returned tartly. “My chef, Robert Carvey, on the other hand—that would have been Rob in the kitchen with his wife Kelly, along with Perry and Lindsay, two of our other cooks—he’s been in the business for years. He went to school in Providence, and did a turn in Paris and New York before Ross hired him on. We meant to open last year, but Ross’s death delayed that.” She blinked at the sudden tears. “When I first opened, I would have been lost without him. He finished organizing the kitchen, and we worked on the menus together.”

“A real partnership?”

For some reason the word conjured up the image of the brutally skewered game hen, lying in state in the clipped grass. She shivered. “Not exactly. But he’s been a great help.” She wondered if Kelly considered him a real partner. Or vice versa.

“And you’ve been open here for some time now?”

He probably knew exactly how long they’d been open.

“Five months. It was slow at first, of course, but we’ve been serving full houses for quite some time now.” Dinah tried to sound confident, but somehow the words seemed defensive. She took a deep breath, attempted to relax, to answer Mark’s questions honestly and thoroughly. He really does know what he’s doing, she surprised herself by thinking, watching his pen trail across page after page of the notebook. His handwriting was small, and he’d covered several pages before the grandfather clock in the foyer bonged the half hour. She’d lost track of time.

“Good God. Is that three-thirty?”

Mark slipped back his French cuff to look at his watch. The band, of black leather, was cracked and worn. “That’s right.”

An hour and a half until opening. Gill and Dirk would be in soon. And Dinah not even dressed. She started back from the table so quickly her chair fell over with a crash. Mark stood, too, and stretched out a long arm to retrieve the chair.

“Go on ahead,” he suggested, his eyes flickering to the ceiling, the upstairs, Mirelle. There was no sound from up there; Mirelle was probably reposing to greatest advantage on the chaise, just in case someone should come along to gaze upon her perfection. “I’ll just write up my notes, then wander about the gardens, if that’s all right.” He glanced at the big face of his watch again. “My dinner guest ought to be along eventually.”

“Thank you.” Dinah’s smile felt constrained. Hesitant. It was so difficult to be sure about people like this: reporters who might invite or repel customers. “Please. Make yourself comfortable. Are you sure I can’t get you a drink of something while you wait?” She felt herself flush immediately. Buying a good review, a positive article? Stupid move.

Mark’s smile in return seemed ironic, as though he sensed her discomfort. “Water?”

That was an easy one. Harmless. Dinah slipped behind the bar and pulled a pint glass, filled it with ice and ran it under the tap. She left it before him on the tablecloth, then inched her way through the kitchen door. Only then did she dash out to the rear lawn to retrieve the impaled Cornish game hen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two


[image: ]


MIRELLE HAD HELPED herself to a stiff drink—vodka tonic, Dinah guessed, noting the little bit of lime swimming among the ice cubes—and was indeed draped over the chaise. In her other hand she held the photograph, in its silver frame, which usually reposed on the piano. With one finger she was twanging the elastic she’d wrapped around the frame’s corner.

“It’s about time,” she said, sipping at her drink. “Ross and I were just having a bit of a natter. We’d about decided you’d seduced young Mr. Burdette, you were taking so long downstairs.”

Dinah glared, snatching the picture frame from Mirelle’s long fingers. “It’s all about sex with you, isn’t it?” She wiped at the glass with the hem of her sweater as though disinfecting it. “Besides. Ross knows I’m not that kind of girl.”

Mirelle snorted in a particularly unattractive way.

Dinah ignored her, kicking off her sandals before crossing the sun-dappled rug to the piano. The lid was down; someone had written dust me across the mahogany. The place where the photograph belonged was clearly marked, an oasis in a sea of dust. Carefully Dinah replaced the frame in its accustomed position.

Struck anew by the momentary flash of grief, she did not immediately release the photograph. Rather, she stood looking down into the wide grin of her late husband. She smiled back at him, unable to help herself, as she had never been able to help herself. With a finger, she touched the dimple in his chin, traced the unruly fall of gray hair across his forehead.

“You’re looking sad again,” Mirelle said. There was the slightest of creaks from the chaise.

Dinah sighed. “Did Ross have anything more to say to you about me, then?”

Mirelle was the only person she knew who could hold conversations with photographs of people who had been dead for nearly a year. Quickly Dinah blinked and turned away from those all-knowing gray eyes.

There was a clink of glass on glass, and Mirelle was suddenly at her side, pressing a drink into her hand. Without looking, Dinah took a gulp. Single malt.

She swallowed, gasped, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “God. That’s like drinking a wood stove straight up.”

“You looked like you needed a good shock.”

“Thanks. That sure was one.” Dinah looked around for a coaster.

Mirelle circled the room like an exotic bird looking for a place to light. Her silky caftan, in whorls of green and blue, swirled about her as she flitted from window to sofa to bookshelf.

“All of Ross’s conversation is about you. We all know that.”

Dinah took the sadness in her voice for sympathy and was grateful. Mirelle wafted beyond the breakfast bar which separated the kitchenette from the rest of the front room and deposited her now empty glass in the sink. Abruptly she laughed, a glittering fake sound which grated slightly.

“He says you’re undersexed.”

Dinah closed her eyes. “He doesn’t.”

She thought about another smaller sip from her own glass, one less likely to combust her innards, but that first was enough for the time being. She felt a sudden surge of resentment that Mirelle even should imagine such a thing from Ross. What had been between her and her husband was just that: between her and her husband.

“He doesn’t.”

“Oh, come on,” Mirelle scoffed, leaning on the bar, tossing her fiery head. “Almost a year, Dinah. Without stud service. If that’s not undersexed, what is?”

“Stud service?” Dinah choked. Wracked by the onset of a coughing fit, she went to the sink for a glass of water. Her eyes watered. “Stud service? You make me sound like some sort of a broodmare.” She drank. The water did not help.

Mirelle waved this off. “Semantics. You know what I mean.”

“I’d rather pretend I didn’t, thanks.” Dinah wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “I’d rather retain my innocence. And take a shower.”

“Innocence my eye,” Mirelle retorted. “After circling around that beautiful man down there, you’d better make it a cold shower and you know it.”

“Jesus, Mirelle.” With a sudden peevish tip of her hand, Dinah dumped the rest of her water down the drain. “As someone I knew long ago always said, ‘Your low class is showing.’”

She heard a car door slam and looked down through the side window into the yard below. It was not followed, as she half-expected it might be, by the squealing of tires as Kelly made a fast getaway. Thank God for that, anyway. In fact, the Carveys’ elderly BMW still reposed in the far corner of the lot. Rather, Dinah saw the sleek chignon of Gillian, the head waitress, disappear beneath the porch overhang below.

“Ross said that?”

Dinah’s smile was wry. “Ross’s first wife said that.”
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THERE WAS STILL residual guilt there, after all these years. Which was why she usually shoved the thought of Ross’s first wife back into the dark closet when it appeared.

Her name was Sherry, and she was the mother of Ross’s daughter, who had long ago decamped to Arizona. Sherry had reacted very badly, if her cool, cultured sarcasm could have been construed as bad, to what she perceived as Dinah’s encroachment into their lives.

“You could have at least had the grace to wait until the divorce papers were signed,” Sherry had said at their first meeting.

Dinah, even now, could remember every detail of that auspicious occasion. She could picture her twenty-two-year-old self: her worn jeans and tee shirt, her wind-ruffled hair, her bare feet, and her hands dirty from working in the garden. All this in stark contrast to Sherry Galloway’s cream linen suit with its razor-sharp creases, and her razor-cut hair, black as a raven’s wing. Sherry carried herself with a demeanor Dinah could never have hoped to emulate, and which now, some twenty years later, still escaped her. That afternoon, Ross’s first wife might have wandered out of the pages of Vogue, while Dinah had escaped from Mother Jones.

They had stood awkwardly in the front door of the duplex apartment Dinah had rented then, her first year out of college. Do you invite the wife of your lover into your home? The etiquette of such a situation was beyond her. Dinah had shifted uncertainly, one hand on the door, as Sherry’s eyes traveled over the scant furnishing, the uncurtained windows.

“I just came by to have a look at you,” Sherry said then, coldly. Her black glance raked over Dinah like talons. “I’d always wondered what the other woman looked like. I’d never imagined I’d really be in a position to find out firsthand.”

Useless to protest that she had not been the cause of the marital breakup. Dinah had remained silent, flushing hotly, allowing the language of resentment to wash over her like a storm tide. Useless to say that Ross and Sherry had been separated for eleven months, that he was only waiting for the judge’s gavel to pound that marriage into oblivion. All Dinah was able to think of, looking into Sherry Galloway’s icy gaze, was the moment when she had first touched Ross’s hand reaching for the same pair of secateurs on the rack at the greenhouse shop. That touch had had the power then to make her shiver. The memory of it had the power still to make her shiver.

Useless to tell Sherry Galloway that she had not truly been the other woman. But had she met Ross when he had still been living under the same roof with his wife, would it have made any difference in her feelings? Would it have made a difference in whether she would have acted upon them?

From the first touch, the merest brushing of hands and the laughing apologies which followed, Ross had rushed Dinah as though his life were one long football play. And she had fallen for it. Hard. Hard enough not to have cared for a moment about the difference in their ages. Because always there had been between them that incredible insatiable hunger. Something, over the nearly seventeen years of their own marriage which had never lessened.

Until the spring day, pruning the apple trees. They’d just moved back to town from Northampton, sinking their savings into the restoration of this house, in which they’d planned to open a restaurant. Out in the orchard, beneath the new blue sky, his heart had given out.

Undersexed? Dinah slammed back into the present, into the bathroom of the upstairs apartment she had thought to share with her husband for much longer than she had. She shook her head under the fall of water from the shower she’d leapt into to avoid Mirelle. Oh, no my friend. I’m fine. She was fine. She didn’t need any more sex, in this short time into this widowhood. Or perhaps it was that she didn’t need any other sex. For even now she still felt that keen longing for the touch of Ross’s hand, that same hand which had grown cold in her own, on that interminable ambulance ride to the hospital.
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“SO, IS HE married?” Mirelle demanded. “He’s rather good looking, in a beanpole sort of way. An attractive face, and the voice is really quite sexy.” She examined her nails. “And he can write.”

“I should hope so, or he’d need to get another job.” Her shower done, Dinah picked through her wardrobe, trying to find something that would—she had to admit it—influence the review. Something elegant, perhaps understated, but something that would not merely cause her to blend into the woodwork. Something, at the same time, that would not jar with the setting, either. Something Ross would approve of.

“That’s not the important part, though.” When Mirelle grew impatient, her voice became strident. “Is Mark Burdette married?”

“Why the hell do you care?” Dinah responded over her shoulder, replacing a green dress on the closet rail. “You’re married.”

“Yes and no,” Mirelle replied pettishly. “I am, but my husband apparently isn’t.”

There was a rustle as she slid from the bed, where she had thrown herself in seeming abandon. She slipped behind Dinah and peered over her shoulder into the closet. “Do tell me what it is you’re looking for. I can be your fashion consultant.”

Dinah turned. She had to tilt her chin—this close, the difference in their heights was obvious, and she felt Mirelle towering over her.

“I am looking,” she said slowly, “for something that says the same thing as the restaurant.”

“So he’s not married.”

“Screw you, too. We’ve already been through this, Holstein. I don’t want his body. I want his good word in the Gazette.”

Mirelle lifted an artfully shaped eyebrows. “If you get the one, dearheart, you’ll probably get the other.” She struck a suggestive pose, hand on hip, full breasts thrust forward, and batted those eyelashes.

“Holstein, you are so lascivious.” Dinah drew forth a black dress of clingy velvet, with a shaped bodice, sleeveless. Paired with black pumps and gold jewelry, it would be both simple and elegant.

“I’m not kidding. You remember when the Albion in Elmwood got its new artistic director three years ago? And you remember how we hated all the plays that season, but Jackie Lehrer absolutely slobbered over them in the Sunday Gazette?”

The dress whispered softly down over her camisole. “But, Mirelle,” Dinah protested, her voice muffled. “He was gay. You also remember how he got caught in flagrante delicto on the set of Noises Off after a show one night.”

“Yes, darling, but when seducing Jackie Lehrer, it was simply a matter of putting his art before everything else. You had to notice that after that first rumor seeped out, her reviews really started blasting his shows.”

“Mirelle, your husband is getting to you.” Dinah selected a pair of chunky gold earrings. “Not only do you think he’s screwing everything that moves, but you’re beginning to see that tendency in everyone else.”

“Just check if he’s married, why don’t you? I didn’t see a ring, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“He’s invited a date. Now, if I don’t get down there to make sure all the waitresses that are supposed to be here are here, I’ll probably live to regret it. After the Big Bang Theory was proven this afternoon in the kitchen, I don’t think Kelly will remember to do foolish things like her job.” Dinah held out a chunky gold chain, the match of the earrings, then turned to the mirror, and lifted her hair away from her neck as Mirelle hooked the clasp.

“Mind if I stick around?” Mirelle’s voice was still playful, but suddenly the expression behind her eyes was bleak, lonely. “There’s nothing much going on at my house tonight, I’m afraid.” She turned away quickly, but not before Dinah saw the color creeping up into her cheeks. Her shoulders were slumped, and her flitting movements seemed now a listless inability to settle. The life had gone out of her, like air out of a balloon.

Sometimes it was easy to forget just how human Mirelle really was, beneath the melodramatic show. It wasn’t that the familiarity bred contempt, but blindness. How long had they known one another? Since elementary school, and even then Mirelle had been turning heads. Dinah sighed and patted her arm on the way by. Maybe the big personality was only a disguise sometimes.

Her hand on the knob, Dinah turned. “Make yourself comfortable. Fix yourself another drink. Come down later for dinner, if you want.”

Mirelle nodded.
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BUSINESS WAS BRISK for a weekday night. The main dining room, nearly filled, hummed with the quiet contented sound of conversation, punctuated by the clink of silver against plates; a few parties lingered over their meals in the west room. The shark steak special was proving to be more popular than Dinah had hoped; by her quick calculations, watching the platters fly out of the kitchen from her post at the bar, they’d be out of mako by eight.

Holding down the bar while Dirk changed out a keg, Dinah swabbed down the blonde wood, then set about replenishing the orange slices in the tray. As she worked, she kept a wary eye on Kelly, who had dabbed the wayward mascara from her eyes, and who had smiled at every new party in that high brittle way they all loved and Dinah abhorred. Ah, well. It worked, didn’t it? She had to admit, albeit grudgingly, that Kelly had not yet hurled a Cornish game hen at a guest, and wasn’t that what counted, after all?

From her position in the west room, she was able to keep a cautious eye on Mark Burdette’s table as well. He and his editor were seated in the alcove created by one of the front bow windows; having arrived around ten past five, that woman was far from the svelte pseudo-socialite Dinah had expected. Turning her attention to the maraschino cherries, Dinah watched the couple surreptitiously. The woman was easily in her early fifties, with graying hair and slight rolls of extra flesh her loose dress did not disguise. Dinah had witnessed their greeting when the woman had first entered the dining room, saw the two laugh as Mark leaned in to kiss her cheek. His editor, he had said? But the bar orders were moving quickly, and she had little time to wonder.

Several other visitors she knew—or at least recognized—and she lifted a hand to them. A few of the teachers she had met through Mirelle shared the wraparound booth in the corner; they appeared inclined to continue the festive atmosphere of the faculty picnic as long as possible, sharing several appetizers between them over drinks. Every so often a raucous burst of laughter erupted from the general area. More than once Dinah considered calling upstairs, to see if Mirelle wanted to join them, but then was distracted by drink orders. It would be good for Mirelle to come down and join in the fun in the corner; it would be something to get the poor woman’s mind off of Wally and his contretemps with the gym teacher. The unguarded moment, when Mirelle had seemed so lost, so unlike her usual self, haunted her.

Poor Mirelle.

In spite of herself, Dinah caught her wry expression in the mirrored back bar. Mirelle wouldn’t be poor for long, if she truly was poor at all to begin with. One had to admire that drama, that fire. Enough to make a person wonder about the sanity of such a man as Wallace Holbein, taking his wife for granted, and more, shoving her aside for—what? Dinah wasn’t certain, having never yet come across this gym teacher, but surely she couldn’t measure up to Mirelle in the excitement department. No one could.

“Ta, Dinah.” Sailing past on the way through to the kitchen, Gillian dropped off a wine order. Mark Burdette’s table. Dinah pulled the bottle from the rack beneath the bar. Impressive. By the bottle, no less. A nice chardonnay. Those unlimited expense accounts he had mentioned earlier must really be something. She set the bottle, the corkscrew, and two glasses on the cork-bottomed tray.

Unless that wasn’t really his editor.

God, Mirelle was a bad influence.

She had attempted to listen for their order—curious—as Gillian had pointed first to Mark’s menu, then to his companion’s. The Herculean feat had been beyond her, the bar too far from the bay window alcove, the buzz of surrounding conversation just a smidgen too loud. Still, Gillian was the best waitress in the house, with just enough glint in her eye and British clip to her voice to win over any customer. Dinah sighed, trying to relax. There would be no problem with the service, at least. If only—she uttered a little prayer and knocked her knuckles on the bar to cover the bases—if only she could be sure that Kelly wouldn’t choose this evening to slip a foreign substance into the food writer’s meal, just to spite Rob. A wily and unpredictable pair, those two. Dinah prayed harder.

“What’d they order?” she pressed Gillian, as she collected the wine and glasses.

Gill cocked her head slightly, balancing the tray on her left hand. “They’re having a go at the Queen Victoria soup and the oysters for starters—”

“And the main course?”

Gillian laughed at Dinah’s urgency. “Stop fussing. Everything’s fine over there.”

“I can’t help it. What did they order for dinner?”

“Hold on, and I’ll tell you. He wants to try the duck in strawberry sauce, and she’s interested in the sole gratinée. No afters yet.” She quirked a fine eyebrow. “He did say something odd about a Cornish game hen, though. I didn’t think we had any on tonight, but when I told him I’d check, he just laughed and said not to bother.” With a shrug, she whirled away.

Dinah felt her face grow hot, and was grateful for the relative dimness of the bar. She ducked down again as Gillian swished off with the wine. Nothing needed restocking below the bar just yet, though it looked as though bottled beer was going to be more popular than the brews on tap this evening. The low buzz in the restaurant was growing more intense as the evening light, patterning the floor, lengthened and began to fade. She had to keep her mind on her business. She straightened, turned to the back bar to check the optics, a fresh bottle of bourbon in hand.

Mark Burdette was watching her in the mirror.

When she caught the glance, he lifted his eyebrows and his wineglass in a salute.

Dinah dropped the bottle of Johnny Walker, which smashed into a million sparkling pieces at her feet.
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DIRK REAPPEARED WHILE she was mopping up the last of the glass and the whisky. The floor was going to be sticky for the rest of the night, until they had a chance to give it a thorough wash.

“Nice work, Grace,” he said, patting her head on the way by.

She hurled the bar rag at him. Missed.

Gillian brought another bottle of Johnnie Walker from the stores, which she passed to Dirk with a grin. “Our Dinah’s worried about the restaurant fellow—over there at the window table. You can just see him through the door. Suddenly she’s all thumbs.”

Dumping the last dustpan full of shards into the trash can, Dinah straightened. “I suppose,” she murmured warily, “I should go on over and ask them how things are. Do the owner thing.”

Gill waved the suggestion away. “Don’t be in such a hurry. Let them eat something first. Or at the very least, let them get rather nicely-thank-you.”

“You’re as bad as Mirelle.” Dinah jabbed a finger. “She wanted me to seduce him for the article. Now you want me to get him drunk.”

“Ta for that.” Gill collected a round of martinis for one of her tables and balanced them on her tray. “It’s ever so much easier to do the one if you’ve done the other first.”

The broom and dustpan belonged on a hook behind the kitchen door. Hurriedly Dinah flitted to the back passage, but when she slipped through the swinging door, she found Rob wielding his knife with such hostility that she drew back, surprised. Kelly was nowhere to be seen, thank God, which meant she must be out on the dining room floor. There seemed to be a lull in the orders.

“What is that?” She hung up the broom, then peered more closely. “Rob, is that an onion? Where’s the sous chef?”

Rob glared, swishing the knife through layers of vegetables. “Too busy to do his job, I suppose.” His teeth were clenched.

There was a clank and a roar as the dishwasher went into action at the rear of the kitchen.

“Not true,” Perry retorted, emerging from the walk-in with a brick of butter in each hand. “He never asked. Never said he needed more sliced onion.”

“You should have known,” Rob muttered and added something under his breath which Dinah thought best to ignore. The kitchen was hot, the tempers high, the atmosphere ugly.

“Get it together, all right?” she said. “Remember: the newspaper guy’s here.”

“Oh, for Chrissake,” Rob snarled. He turned back to the cooktop where various pans sizzled and steamed. Lindsay glanced up from the grill, and then quickly back again. “I know what I’m doing. And it’s only one newspaper guy. He probably doesn’t know his ass from a teakettle.”

“Just save it, the bunch of you. That’s all I’m asking.”

Pushing her way back out into the main dining room, it occurred to Dinah, not for the first time, just how much she had come to dislike Rob over the last several months. Still, Ross had hired him; Ross thought Rob knew what he was doing. She, quite frankly, was only just getting her feet under the table. She sighed. And Kelly—add her to the list, she thought, as the hostess smiled her greasiest smile at some newcomers, checked her list, and led the two into the west room.

Dinah skidded to a halt. She clutched at the back of a chair.

Holy Mary, Mother of God.

The woman was unfamiliar: Dinah had never seen the long-term substitute phys-ed teacher before, and Mirelle’s descriptions were far too biased to be taken as accurate. But Wallace Holbein, slightly portly, with his receding hairline, was recognizable anywhere. She felt the revulsion rising from her gullet. That he would bring that woman here, to her restaurant, knowing of her friendship with Mirelle. She looked around quickly, panicked. Mirelle, upstairs, watching the news, or Wheel of Fortune, oblivious. Mirelle. If she came down
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