
[image: images]


Praise for the Phenomenal Novels of

JUDITH MICHAEL

SLEEPING BEAUTY

“A swift-moving drama set against some rich and exotic backgrounds . . . deftly combines romance, intrigue and nonstop action.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An intricate, suspenseful plot . . . Judith Michael’s best work to date.”

—New York Daily News

A RULING PASSION

“A novel of love, lust, passion, greed . . . A Ruling Passion has something for everyone . . . a delight.”

—United Press International

“Judith Michael scores again . . . a suspenseful, passionate story that takes you behind the scenes into a world of wealth and power . . . ”

—Tulsa World

INHERITANCE

“Dazzling sizzle . . . all sorts of unexpected plot twists along the way . . . prime entertainment.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“The writing is impeccable . . . for the perfect rainy-day read, look no further.”

—The New York Times Book Review

PRIVATE AFFAIRS

“A story of romance and ambition . . . Private Affairs offers large doses of entertainment.”

—Chattanooga Times

“Judith Michael has struck again . . . Private Affairs has plenty to please the fans.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

DECEPTIONS

“A winner! I had to force myself not to jump ahead and read the ending.”

—Janet Dailey

“Ingenious . . . The resolution is a surprise.”

—The New York Times Book Review

POSSESSIONS

“A riveting, highly readable . . . well-deserved bestseller.”

—Washington Times

“Wonderful settings . . . power and romance . . . a sexy novel.”

—Chicago Tribune

    POT OF GOLD

    A Literary Guild Main Selection

    A Doubleday Book Club Main Selection


[image: images]


Contents

[image: images]

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

A Tangled Web Excerpt

    About Judith Michael


for our fellow travelers and researchers—

David and Judy Schramm

Alan and Leila Marcus

Larry and Carolyn Zaroff


1

[image: images]

CLAIRE won the lottery on a Wednesday afternoon in May, the same afternoon that Emma graduated from high school, the dog ran away, and the landlord raised the rent.

They had returned to the apartment after the graduation ceremony, Emma beautiful and glowing in the buttercup-yellow dress Claire had finished sewing just the night before, and Claire was glancing through the mail while Emma looked for the dog. “Toby!” she called, looking into the two small bedrooms and the tiny, windowless kitchen. “Mother, Toby isn’t here.”

“Didn’t we let him out before we left this morning?” Claire asked absently. She was opening an envelope with the landlord’s name rubber-stamped in the corner. “He’s probably in the yard; he never goes very far without you. Fifty dollars a month!” she exclaimed, reading the landlord’s letter. “We can’t pay that much more; he knows we can’t.”

“Toby!” Emma called through the window. She went outside, to the street and the small side yard, calling as she went. “He’s gone,” she told Claire when she came back. “He’s never done that, he’s never run off, ever since I found him in the alley that day. Maybe he found a girlfriend; I saw him with another dog last week. I guess he doesn’t need me anymore.” She stood in the middle of the cramped living room, her eyes wide. “Everything’s changing at once.”

“We’ll have to move,” Claire murmured. A smaller apartment, a different neighborhood, maybe a little closer to her job. But perhaps not as safe . . . She brushed it aside. She’d gotten around Danbury by herself for seventeen years; she wouldn’t start worrying about it now. And she could make do with fewer rooms now that Emma had her scholarship and would begin college in the fall. But I’ll still need a place for her, Claire thought; she’ll come home all the time. She belongs here; she needs me. We need each other.

And then the doorbell rang.

“Someone found Toby,” Emma said happily. “I knew he couldn’t be gone for—”

But the door was flung open and Gina flew into the room, waving a piece of paper. “Look at this! I think this is it, Claire; I think you did it; I think you won. Look!”

“Won?” Claire repeated.

“Where’s your ticket?” Gina demanded. She was tall, with black hair combed close to her head in a gleaming cap, strong features, and large hands that gestured extravagantly when she spoke, especially when she was excited. “The one you bought yesterday when we were at the drugstore. Come on, Claire, wake up. Where’s your ticket?”

“What ticket?” Emma asked.

“The lottery,” Claire said. She was standing still, transfixed, staring at Gina. “You really think—”

“Where is it?” Gina repeated.

“Mother, are you still buying those things?” Emma asked. “They’re such a rip-off; I thought you’d stopped a long time ago.”

Claire opened her purse. For years, it had been a game she played with herself, buying one lottery ticket a week, on the same day at the same time: the only time she let herself drift into fantasies. “It’s in here somewhere,” she murmured.

Gina snatched the bag from her and with the familiarity of fifteen years of friendship riffled through it until she found a small blue ticket. “This is it, I remember the first number was twenty and I thought I remembered the rest—oh, God I can’t stand the tension—twenty,” she read, looking from the ticket to the paper in her hand. “It was on the afternoon news and I wrote them down, just in case . . . and it sounded right three, ninety-eight, nine, two, zero.” She looked up, a grin breaking over her face. “Bingo.” Her voice rose. “Bingo, bingo, bingo. Claire, do you know what you’ve done?”

“She won?” Emma burst out.

“She won!” Gina held out the ticket. “She won the lottery! Your wonderful, marvelous, magical mother won the whole goddamn thing!”

“How much?” Emma asked, looking from Gina to Claire.

Stunned, Claire opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Tell her! Tell her!” Gina said, almost dancing in her excitement.

There was a pause. “Sixty million dollars,” Claire said, forcing out the impossible words.

Emma gave a shriek and sat down hard on a small hassock.

“Say it again,” Gina urged. “I love the sound of it. Sixty. Million. Dollars. Can you believe it? God, Claire, I didn’t even want to stop at the drugstore and you insisted; you said you’d just be a minute, just long enough to buy a ticket. Good Lord, what if you’d listened to me? I could have ruined your life. Thank God you didn’t pay any attention. I can’t believe it. Sixty million . . . . Of course they don’t give it to you all at once, do they? They’ve got all kinds of rules.”

“They pay it over twenty years,” Claire said. Her voice sounded as if it were coming from someone else, and she felt numb. These things happened to other people, not to her nothing ever happened to her. So how could this be real?

Emma’s eyes widened, as if making the numbers smaller made them more real. “We get three million dollars a year for twenty years?”

Claire met her eyes and both of them burst into nervous laughter. And in that moment it began to seem real. “Wait, I have to think,” Claire said. “No, I’m sure we don’t get that much; I’m pretty sure they take out the taxes first. I guess that’s about a third. But still . . . ”

“Still not too shabby,” Gina said mockingly. “A couple million a year for twenty years? I wouldn’t sneeze at that. And, hey, that’s only a start, you know? I mean, if you wanted to, you could probably borrow the moon right now; who’d turn you down when they know you’ll be getting that check every year from the State of Connecticut? Claire, you can do anything you want!”

“We’re rich,” Emma said softly. Her eyes were shining. “Rich, rich, rich. I never even dreamed of anything like this.”

“So, what’s next?” Gina asked. “How do you get it, Claire?”

Claire was listening to the echo of Emma’s voice caressing the word rich. “What?” she asked.

“How do you get the money? Do they mail you a check for two million dollars, or give it to you with their hot little hand?”

“I don’t know. I can’t even imagine . . . ” The sense of reality faded in and out; one minute a wild excitement filled her, and the next a sinking feeling that this was about someone else: Gina had made a mistake, the television announcer had made a mistake, someone else had won the lottery, not Claire, never Claire, because Claire never won anything.

“Maybe they mail it,” Gina said.

“How can they?” Emma asked. “Do they know Mother’s won?”

“Oh, God, of course not,” Gina groaned. “We’re standing around talking . . . Claire, you’ve got to call them.”

“Call who?” Emma asked.

“There should be a number,” Claire said. “Probably on the ticket. If I could see it . . . ”

Gina gave her the ticket, and while Claire found the number and made the call, she pulled Emma to her feet and hugged her. “Your whole life is going to change. Every single thing you do . . . everything is going to change. Can you believe it? Can you wait for it all to start? You’ll never be the same again.”

“Sure we will,” said Claire, hanging up the telephone. Her face was bright; excitement bubbled within her. She had won; it was real. An anonymous voice on the telephone had confirmed her winning number and told her she was the only winner. She would get it all. Claire Goddard had just won sixty million dollars. She smiled at Emma and Gina, loving them, loving everyone, loving the whole world. “We’ll have a lot of money but that won’t change the way we are. We’ll be the same people we’ve always been, and we’ll have the same best friends.”

“Nothing’s going to be the same for you. It’s going to be . . . ” Gina frowned, then sighed. “Well, maybe. Why not? Stranger things have happened. We’ve been through a lot together, maybe we can survive sixty million dollars. So, okay, what are you going to do first?”

“Pay all my bills,” Claire said promptly. “Pay off the loan on the car—”

“Oh, Mother,” Emma groaned. “What are we going to do that’s exciting?”

The telephone rang and Emma picked it up.

“Claire Goddard?” said a woman at top speed. “This is Myrna Hess of the Danbury Times and I want to interview you about winning the lottery; I can be there in ten minutes less, actually; I’d just like to be sure you don’t talk to anybody else before I—”

“This isn’t Claire Goddard,” Emma finally managed to say. “I’ll let you talk to her—”

“No, wait—are you a friend? A relative?”

“I’m her daughter.”

“Oh, terrific, there’s a family. Tell your mother I’ll be right over. Remember: Myrna Hess, Danbury Times, don’t talk to anybody else.” She hung up.

“There’s a reporter coming here,” Emma said to Claire. “How did they find out so fast?”

“There are probably reporters who hang around waiting to see who wins these things,” Gina said. “There’s no such thing as privacy anymore. Anyway, this is probably the biggest thing to hit this town since the Revolutionary War.”

The doorbell rang and Claire answered it.

“Hi, Parker Webb, Mrs. Goddard, from the Danbury Times.” Behind him, a photographer’s flash went off, and when the blinding light faded, both men were inside the apartment. “How does it feel to be one of the richest women in America?”

“I don’t know,” Claire said. “Someone else called from your paper, some woman. She said she was on her way over here. Are you together?”

“Myrna called already?” he asked. “Sharp girl, Myrna. But not sharp enough to beat Parker Webb. This is really going to tick her off.”

“Mrs. Goddard,” said a tall, dark-haired woman at the open door, “I’m Barbara Mayfair from WCDC television; I’m so excited to meet you, it’s absolutely fantastic that you won the whole thing. Our viewers are going to be so thrilled to see you in the flesh.”

“In the flesh?” Claire repeated.

“You know, in person; viewers see famous people on television, they think they’re seeing them in person. It’s the closest they’ll ever get, after all. Now we want to tape an interview for tonight’s news, but it’s awfully crowded in here. If we could clear it out a little bit . . . ”

“She wants us gone,” said Parker Webb amiably to Claire. “Barbie, sweetie, wait your turn; we were here first. Mrs. Goddard, how did you feel when you heard you’d won six-ty mill-ion dollars?”

“I didn’t believe it,” Claire said.

“But now you do.” Webb saw the blue ticket that Emma had picked up and he swooped down on her hand. “Sid, get a shot of this. . . . Hey, Sid, you with me?”

The photographer had discovered Emma’s glowing beauty and was circling the room, taking pictures of her while she watched her mother. She did not acknowledge his presence, but she was leaning slightly toward him, a small smile on her perfect lips.

“Right,” said the photographer when Webb nudged him with his foot. “The ticket. Would you hold it up, Miss . . . uh . . . Miss?”

Emma held up the ticket but was silent.

“So have you decided what you’re going to buy first?” Webb asked Claire.

“A butler to answer the door,” said Claire.

Barbara Mayfair laughed. Emma smiled with her, and the photographer took another picture.

“Why would you do that?” asked Webb.

“So I don’t get surprised by people wanting interviews.”

“You mean I should have called first. Right, right, but we’ve been through that. I mean, if I’d called first, Myrna would have beaten me, and Barbie, too, and I’d never live that down. So, come on, Mrs. Goddard, could we do an interview? This is crucial; I mean, it’s pretty dry country around here, Danbury, for a reporter; there’s not a lot that you could call spectacular, you know. But this is a terrific story; this is history in the making. Fifteen minutes, I promise, and then Barbie can have her turn.”

A small, round woman burst into the room. “For God’s sake, Parker, you could have checked with me!”

“Hi, Myrna,” Webb said. “Next time somebody in town wins the lottery, it’s yours, word of honor.”

Myrna looked from Claire to Gina and then locked onto Emma. “You’re the daughter? You said you wouldn’t talk to anybody else.”

“I didn’t promise anything,” Emma protested.

“She didn’t,” said Gina, speaking up for the first time.

“You a relative?” Myrna asked Gina.

The telephone rang and Claire answered it. She looked at Webb. “Do you know Mick Wales?”

“The Norwalk Crier. They’ve got it already? Listen, we’ve got to get moving.”

“Here’s the New York Post,” Barbara Mayfair said. She leaned against the wall, making room for her cameraman beside her, while a short, gray-haired man with thick, black-rimmed glasses sidled past them. “Skip Farley,” he said to Claire, though she still held the telephone to her ear. “Are you giving out numbers?”

“Just get in line,” said Webb testily. “I’m outa here as soon as I get my interview.”

“I can’t see you today,” Claire said into the telephone to Mick Wales. “Call tomorrow morning.” She hung up and gestured toward a small dining table surrounded by four hardback chairs in a corner of the room. “You sit there,” she said to Skip Farley and Myrna Hess and Barbara Mayfair and her cameraman, “while I talk to . . . I’m sorry; I’ve forgotten—”

“Parker Webb.” He looked at the others, considering whether to demand that they leave, but Claire, understanding him, shook her head. “If you all hear what I say, I won’t have to keep repeating it. That should speed things up. Emma and I haven’t had a minute to be alone and think about all this.”

Myrna cornered Gina. “I can talk to you, right? You’re a relative? Or a friend? How did you find out she’d won? What did she say?”

Gina shook her head. “Whatever Claire wants in the paper, she’ll tell you.”

Reluctantly, Webb had taken a seat in a corner of the couch. Claire took a chair opposite him. She looked at Emma, gazing dreamily out the window, and suddenly realized her daughter was posing, subtly changing her body position and her smile while pretending to ignore the photographer who was stalking her, coming in close, then moving back, silent, totally absorbed in her beauty. It was like a dance, Claire thought; in a strange way, the young girl and the man and his camera were locked together, almost merging, almost one. It made Claire nervous and inexplicably fearful. “That’s enough,” she said sharply to the photographer. Then, more quietly, she said, “I think you have enough.”

“Jesus, Sid, get with it,” muttered Webb. “A couple shots of the apartment—outside, too—and then get Mrs. Goddard. Talking, holding the ticket, you know, the whole bit. So let’s start at the beginning,” he said to Claire. “You and your daughter have lived here for . . . ”

“Seventeen years,” Claire said.

“Just the two of you? You’re divorced? Widowed?”

“Divorced.”

“Recently?”

“A long time ago.”

“How long?”

“That has nothing to do with your story.”

“Just a round number. It would help a lot. Five years? Ten?” He paused. “Seventeen?”

“It has nothing to do with your story,” she said again. She was uncomfortable. She had never been interviewed by anyone except for a job. But this was the press. Strangers reading about her, looking at her picture, and Emma’s, too. She ought to be witty and clever and in control of the interview. She had no idea how people did that. “What else do you want to know?”

“Human interest, Mrs. Goddard; readers want to know all about you. How old are you?”

“Thirty-five.”

“And Emma is . . . ?”

“Seventeen.”

“Uh-huh. How many lottery tickets did you buy?”

“One.”

“One? You won with one ticket?”

“It only takes one,” Claire said, smiling.

“Yeah, but to increase your odds . . . ”

“I didn’t think of winning. I only thought of playing.”

“Didn’t think of winning,” he muttered, writing it down. “So why keep buying them?”

“I told you: it was a game. It was a way to dream. I like to dream.”

The door opened and a thin, gray-haired woman scanned the room and picked out Claire. “Mrs. Goddard? Blanche Eagle; I write for the New York Times. They asked me—”

“Over there,” Webb said, waving toward the group in the corner. “Shoulda sold tickets,” he muttered.

“Mrs. Goddard, the New York Times” said Blanche Eagle, emphasizing it. “Surely you’d rather talk to us than a local paper.”

“I promised Mr. Webb,” said Claire. “He was here first. If you don’t want to wait—”

“For a short while,” she said briefly, and joined the others at the table.

“Likes to dream,” Webb murmured, writing. “So, okay, Mrs. Goddard, what do you like to dream about? I mean, what’s going to change now that you’ve won this pile of money?”

“I told you. I haven’t decided.”

“Yeah, but give me a break, Mrs. Goddard; there’s no story in haven’t decided. Okay, then, let’s talk about . . . well, what do you eat for breakfast, and is that going to change?”

“I eat toast with raspberry jam, and coffee, and I may try scrambled eggs with truffles,” Claire said, surprising herself. She remembered reading about that in a magazine a long time ago; had she really been pining for it all these years?

“Great,” Webb said cheerfully. He wrote swiftly. “What about your work? You work here in town?”

“At Danbury Graphics.”

“Doing?”

“I’m an assistant to a design team.”

“Designing what?”

“Everything from books to cereal boxes.”

“No kidding. You study that in college?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Western Connecticut State University.”

“And you got your degree when?”

“I didn’t graduate. I had to go to work.”

He nodded. “So are you going to quit?”

“Quit my job? I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”

“Well, could you now? I mean, just having sixty million bucks means your life is different, right?”

“Yes, but . . . ” Claire sighed. “I guess I’d like to own a house, and my car is ten years old, so I’ll probably get a new one.”

“Mercedes? BMW? Porsche?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t—”

“You haven’t thought about it. How about a plane?”

“A plane?”

“You going to buy one? A little jet?”

“No, I can’t imagine why I would.”

“So you can get where you’re going on your schedule, not theirs. You are going to be doing some traveling, right?”

“Oh. Of course we will.”

“Haven’t done much up to now, right?”

“We haven’t done any; we never had the money.”

“Better and better. So, travel. And then clothes for all the travel. What kind of clothes do you dream about?”

Abruptly, Claire stood up. “I’m sorry, Mr. Webb, I’m not very good at this. These are all too personal. I never talk about myself; I don’t like to do it. I can’t do it. And I’m not going to start now.”

Webb turned to Emma. “How do you feel about your mother winning the lottery?”

“Rich and happy,” Emma said.

“You going to ask your mother for lots of new clothes, your own car, jewelry, furs, whatever?”

“I don’t know. I guess we’ll talk about all those things. Mother has always bought me more than she’s bought herself.”

“Nice,” murmured Webb, writing. “You still planning to go to college?”

Surprised, Emma said, “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Well, you don’t need to learn a profession now; you could just play.”

“I’m not going to college for a profession. I’m going so I can learn about the world and meet wonderful people and . . . grow up.”

“Nice,” Webb murmured again. Nice girl, he thought; stunningly beautiful but not aware of the impact she made, or at least not arrogant about it. Nice voice, low and soft; she probably never shouted. And all that red-gold hair, long, uncombed looking, like the girls did these days, probably took a lot of time to get it that way, and an incredible smile. And great eyes, huge, with the longest lashes Webb had ever seen. And she liked her mother. In fact, Webb thought suddenly, she looked like her mother, too.

He glanced at Claire, who was watching Emma. Hard to tell exactly, because the daughter had all that youth and bubbly kind of energy, and that gorgeous hair, while her mother looked more withdrawn, subdued, sort of . . . pinched. And her hair was dark brown, though it had glints of red whenever the camera flash went off, and she wore it straight to her shoulders, not good with her narrow face. But the face was good, Webb thought; she and Emma both had the same terrific, wide mouth; they both had eyes like brown velvet beneath level brows; and, though Emma was taller—tall for a girl—they both were slender. And if the mother would straighten up, get rid of that slouch, she could have the same easy grace Emma had, almost like a dancer.

“I want some shots of the two of you,” Webb said. “Okay? Sid, let’s do it.”

“One or two,” said Claire, “and then we’ll be done.”

Webb nodded. “I’ve got enough to put something together. You’ll have to go through it again for Barbie, you know, and her cameraman.”

Claire glanced behind her. “I think we should wait . . . ”

“No, there’s really nothing to it,” Barbara Mayfair said, standing up in alarm. “You’ll talk to me just the way you talked to Parker, just the two of us, chatting. Or three of us; I’d like Emma, too. You won’t even notice the camera. It’s just a conversation.”

“And I only have a few questions,” said Blanche Eagle. “I do have a cameraman who should be here any minute, but we won’t take long. We’ll be gone before you know it.”

“So will I,” said the man from the New York Post. “I take my own photos; we’ll talk a little and then I’ll be out of here.”

Claire looked at their intent faces. They seemed to fill every corner of her small living room. There had never been this many people here at once; even when she entertained friends, she only invited two or three at a time; she didn’t like crowds. Emma seemed perfectly comfortable; she liked the attention and the excitement of a crowded room. But Claire felt hemmed in and pressured; she felt the familiar outlines of her life sliding away; and, for just a moment, she wished none of this was happening. But she couldn’t wish for that; this was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. And these people had a job to do. She knew all about that: a job that had to be done, a deadline that had to be met. She understood their urgency.

“You want some help?” Gina asked.

Gratefully, Claire smiled. “I’m fine, Gina, thanks.” She turned to the others. “Let’s get started. As long as it doesn’t take too long.”

She posed with Emma at the side of the room, then sat at the dining room table and waited for the reporters to begin their questions. How odd it seemed; she sat in her own home, talking about herself to strangers. She remembered Emma’s wide eyes when she realized Toby was gone. Everything’s changing at once. Not everything, she reflected. Money doesn’t make such a huge difference in people’s lives, not if they don’t let it. There are lots of things Emma and I won’t change, like love and caring and trusting each other, and being closer to each other than to anyone else, and loving our friends. It’s just that everything will be so much easier from now on. We can handle whatever happens; we can handle anything. That’s what money does: we can handle anything.

And pretty soon everyone will be gone and this whole circus will be over, and no one will pay any attention to us anymore. Why should they? No one ever noticed us before, and there won’t be any reason for anyone to notice us later on, as soon as a more interesting story comes along. We’ll just fade into the background.

The telephone rang, there was a knock at the door, and beyond the living room window another television truck pulled up and men and women jumped out.

“Welcome to fame and fortune,” said Parker Webb, grinning, and he gave a smart salute.
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THE car was a white Mercedes with white leather upholstery. Emma said it looked like an ambulance. “Well, pick another color, then,” Claire said. And when Emma put an admiring hand on the hood of a cherry red, two-seat Mercedes sports car with black leather upholstery, Claire nodded casually to the salesman. “We’ll take that one, too.”

Emma gasped. “Two cars?”

“I thought you might like to have one at college.”

“I might like—? Oh, Mother!” Emma threw her arms around Claire. “You’re incredible. Everything’s incredible. Isn’t everything totally off-the-wall incredible?”

“Off-the-wall,” Claire echoed with a smile. Whatever it meant, it sounded weird enough to describe the way she felt: not quite awake, not quite real, not quite firm on her feet. It was as if a river of excitement was always flowing inside her, beneath everything she did. At first, six days ago, when she won the money, it had been a trickle; now, one minute it was like a rushing river, so powerful she wanted to fling her arms out and embrace the whole, wonderful world that lay before her, the next minute subsiding as she began to wonder if someone would soon call to tell her it was a mistake after all. But then her elation flared up again and she felt as if she and Emma were on a merry-go-round, reaching out to grab all the possibilities that spun by, close enough to touch.

Close enough to touch. So close, so close; it was like a giddy kind of dream. Because, for the first time, the whole world—not just her narrow corner of it but all of it—had been flung open to her, its doors and pathways beckoning, no longer closed. If she needed proof, she had only to look around, at the paneled walls of the Mercedes salesman’s office, at her checkbook open on the desk in front of her and her pen beside it, and at the salesman himself, figuring the total cost, being very quiet, fearing that if he said one wrong word he would lose his sale: two luxury cars in twenty minutes, without any more effort than opening the door for two women to get in and take a test drive.

Claire picked up her pen. She had bought it that morning because her two Bic pens were both dry and she wanted something a little nicer. When the clerk showed her this one, she had tried not to gasp at the price; she had lowered her head as she tried it out on his white pad of paper and told herself that it would last at least ten years and that would only be thirty-five dollars a year, and that was nothing. Oh, no, that’s the old way of thinking, a voice inside her said. You don’t have to amortize anything anymore; you’re rich enough to buy whatever you want, whatever it costs and however long it lasts. And so she had lifted her head and told the clerk she would take it. It was heavy and black, with a white star on the end, and it filled from an ink bottle. She liked the old-fashioned feel of it, and the smooth flow from its pure gold tip. It nestled snugly in her purse, her new purse, sewn of leather so soft she marveled each time she opened it. She had bought the purse right after buying the pen, and it had taken her a much shorter time than with the pen: she was getting used to high prices.

And now these things were hers, these things that had been behind all the doors closed to her when she had had barely enough money to support herself and Emma. And so now she began to believe that the treasures of the world really could be hers, the myriad treasures she had thought were only for other people. The river of excitement cascaded through her and she shivered with wonder and anticipation. There was so much she hadn’t discovered yet; she and Emma were just getting started.

She had quit her job three days before. She had driven to work on Monday morning as usual, but instead of taking her seat at her drawing table, she had gone to the office of Sal Hefner, the head of her group, and told him she was leaving.

“Well, I can’t say I’m surprised,” he said. “And it’s better all around; you wouldn’t be happy here, plugging away, when you could be out somewhere playing. That’s what I’d do if I’d won that pile. You figured out where you’re going to do your playing yet?”

“No,” Claire said. “There are more things I haven’t done than things I have. I’m not sure where to start.”

“Well, you’ll figure it out,” he said, his attention wandering. Claire no longer worked for him; she was no longer of interest to him. He held out his hand. “If you ever want to come back—you know, something could go wrong—let us know. You’ve always done good work here. Well, now, you have yourself a great time and spend up a storm; we’ll miss you, but you’ll be too busy to give us a thought.”

“No, I won’t,” Claire said. She felt a sense of loss. “I’ll miss all of you.” They shook hands formally, as if they had not been working together for fourteen years. “I’ll come back and say hello,” she said.

“You’ll be too busy,” he said again. “No time for your old life.” He turned back to his drawing table. “Bye, now, Claire; you have yourself a ball.”

“He’s jealous,” Gina said that night at dinner. Emma was out with her friends, and Gina and Claire sat a long time over coffee. “He sees you going off to have a whole new life, and he’s just where he was last week and where he’ll be next week, and that doesn’t exactly make him ecstatic.”

“I suppose,” Claire said. “But he seemed to go out of his way to make it seem that he was pushing me out, not the other way around.”

“Well, I guess that was what he wanted.” There was a pause. “And, you know, you really will be too busy to think about them, or go back and say hello. You really will be having a ball and they won’t seem so important to you as they do right now.”

Claire shook her head. “Everybody thinks I’m going to change. I’m not, Gina.”

“Well, that’s good enough for me.” Gina raised her wine-glass. “To not changing.”

“Or, at least, to keeping the good things,” Claire said. “I don’t ever want to lose those.”

“You don’t ever have to lose anything again,” Gina said. “Maybe that’s a new definition of being rich. Unless you lose the money. You won’t, will you? Have you got it out there making more money for you?”

“I’ve got a money manager doing that.” Claire shook her head. “Can you imagine me talking about a money manager?”

“Who is he?”

“She. Olivia d’Oro. I asked at my bank, and they gave me a few names and I chose the one woman on the list. She’s only twenty-nine, which I found scary at first, but she really knows a lot and I like her.”

“In New York?”

“She’s with an investment firm in New York and she has an office in Greenwich.”

“So what’s she doing with your money?”

“Well, nothing risky; I told her I’m not looking for risk. She’ll do the standard things—invest in stocks and bonds and treasury notes—and she’s already set up an interest-bearing checking account with a minimum balance of a hundred thousand dollars.”

Gina tilted her head. “So what happens if you spend more than that? Your checks bounce?”

“No. Well, I haven’t done it—I can’t imagine spending that much at one time—but Olivia said she’s set up an automatic transfer system, so that if I do, more money goes into the checking account to cover what I’ve spent.”

“Good God, it’s a perpetual-motion machine. Or the fountain of youth, only in this case, of course, it’s money.”

Claire flushed. “I know it sounds incredible. It is incredible. I don’t even really believe it. Except that I keep spending and my checks don’t bounce.”

“Well, that’s a paradise if I ever heard of one.” Gina walked around the table to put her arms around Claire and hug her. “I think it’s fantastic and nobody deserves it more; you’ve waited a long time for good things to happen. Enjoy, enjoy; I love being part of your paradise.”

Paradise, Claire thought a few days later as she lay in bed after the alarm went off. She had set it the night before, as usual, forgetting that she would not need it, and now she stretched luxuriously, listening to the music softly filling her room and thinking of being free to do whatever she wanted. This is me, she thought. She still had to keep saying it. This is me, lying in bed, not going to work, thinking of all the things I can do with my day. This is me, with money, and time. Both of them. Money and time.

She slipped out of bed and stood at the window, looking at the clear sky. A good day to go shopping, she thought. But then she looked down and saw the people, sitting, standing, waiting in their cars. They had appeared soon after the first newspaper story came out about the lottery, and each day it seemed there were more. They knocked on her door and rang her doorbell, or they just sat and watched her windows and waited. Claire shivered. It was a little like being haunted. She looked up again, at the sky. “I can’t think about it,” she said aloud. “I can’t do anything about it.” And she turned away and went to dress for breakfast. She and Emma were going shopping.

“Clothes,” she said, and once again she felt a shiver of anticipation: shopping for clothes was still a rare treat; she had always sewn most of their clothes. “I thought we’d go to Simone’s.”

“I’ve never even been inside there,” Emma said. “I was afraid of being tempted.”

“I want you to be tempted,” Claire said. “I think we’d better park a block away until our new cars are delivered; I can’t imagine Simone being impressed with what we’re driving now.”

Simone was short and stout, with gray hair pulled into a tight knot high on her head, and a French accent she had worked very hard not to lose in her fifty years in America. She took the measure of Claire and Emma with one swift, cold glance, head to toe, and looked just past Claire as she spoke. “If Madame pleases, she and Mademoiselle would be altogether happier in the shops in the mall, a short distance away; my small shop is not to her style.”

Or budget, is what you mean, thought Claire angrily. No one was more snobbish, she thought, than the people who served the wealthy, and how did these snobs know, in an instant, who was wealthy and who was not? She would have turned and left, but she saw Emma flush with embarrassment, and she knew she could not let her daughter be defeated by this woman. “My daughter needs clothes for college,” she said, her voice as cold as Simone’s. “And I need a number of things for a cruise.” A cruise? Am I going on a cruise? When did I decide that? “If you have nothing that pleases us, then of course we’ll go elsewhere, probably to Lisbeth’s in Norwalk, but we do prefer to support local establishments whenever possible, and as long as we’re here, we’ll look at what you can show us.”

Emma looked at her mother in amazement, and Claire felt a rush of pride. She never spoke up that way; she always backed away from confrontation, fearing she might hurt someone’s feelings or be made to feel inadequate. But as she watched Simone become flustered and confused, she thought, this could get to be fun, and added severely, “We don’t have much time.”

Simone gave her a second appraising look and slowly nodded. “As Madame wishes.” She took in Emma’s figure, and Claire’s, gauging size, height, weight. “If you will wait in here,” she said, sweeping aside a curtain to reveal a boudoirlike dressing room lined on three sides with mirrors and furnished with a love seat and two armchairs, and a small desk in a corner. She beckoned to an assistant. “Do Madame and Mademoiselle wish tea? Or coffee? Or perhaps wine?”

“Tea,” Claire said, surprising herself again; she seldom drank tea. “Jasmine.” She saw Emma’s quick look, but she waited until Simone and her assistant had left to break into a low laugh. “I don’t know where I got that,” she said. “It just appeared.”

“Like the cruise?” Emma asked.

“Like the cruise.”

“To where?”

“I have no idea.” Another assistant appeared with a tea service and a covered silver tray and set them on the desk. Emma lifted the damask napkin to reveal petits fours and tiny cucumber sandwiches. She bit into one and looked around as she chewed. The room was as large as the living room in their apartment; the furniture was velvet, with fringes, the carpet was deep and smooth, and the wall that was not mirrored was hung with silk lit by soft lights in gold and silver sconces. The air was fragrant with flowers, and the rippling notes of a harpsichord floated to a high ceiling painted pale blue, like a summer sky. “Let’s move in,” Emma whispered, and they laughed softly together, afraid of seeming unsophisticated, but reveling in Simone’s luxury, hugging to themselves the feeling that they were really here and could afford to be. This is me, Claire thought again. This is us.

Simone and her assistant appeared carrying clothing, which they spread on the armchairs and hung on a rod along one of the mirrored walls. Then they stood back, letting Claire and Emma gaze at the brilliant fabrics and colors flung with seeming carelessness before them. Claire felt as if she had walked into a kaleidoscope. She was surrounded by swirls of color and texture, the frail scent of silk and linen and wool, the deep shadows of velvet and satin, the gleam of buttons, the delicate curves of ruffles, and the sharp edges of perfectly pressed collars and cuffs. She had done their sewing for so many years that she knew fabrics, and she knew, without even touching them, how fine were the wools and chiffons, the silks with their slight nubby accents, and the crisp linens, woven of the finest threads. A soft sigh broke from her. She had often picked up bolts of fabrics such as these, but she had always set them down again, gently, reluctantly, never able to afford them. She put out her hand and lifted the sleeve of a blouse, as soft as a cloud.

“Ah, Madame appreciates fine fabric,” said Simone. “Now, if Madame and Mademoiselle will care to try on those which please them, there is a second dressing room next to this one.”

Claire and Emma exchanged a quick, startled glance. Was that what wealthy women did, go off into their own dressing rooms so that no one would see them undress? Didn’t they like to share with their daughters? Oh, the hell with it, Claire thought; I can’t help it if Simone doesn’t approve of everything we do. “We’ll stay here,” she said casually. “We like to try on clothes together.”

Emma drew a sharp, astonished breath at the prices, but Claire forced herself to ignore them. She tried on dresses and suits, blouses, sweaters, skirts and pants, and never looked at a price tag. It doesn’t matter, she told herself; I can afford whatever I want. But once, when Simone was out of the room looking for a particular belt for a particular pair of pants, she could not help herself; trying on a midnight blue dress with a beaded jacket, she took a quick glance at the price tag and saw that the number was over five thousand dollars. She felt faint. What am I doing? she thought wildly. I can’t buy this; it takes me two months to earn that much at work.

But she did not work anymore. And every year for twenty years she would receive a check for four hundred times the price of this dress. She turned in place, looking at her many reflections. The beaded jacket sparkled as she turned. She looked different; there seemed to be a new lift to her head. The dress set off her shoulders and long, narrow waist and showed off her legs. Her eyes were bright. And she was smiling. “I’ll take it,” she murmured to herself.

“Mother, how about this?” Emma posed before the mirror, swirling a short chiffon skirt topped by a gold metallic sweater. Her red-gold hair fell in long waves down her back, tendrils curled over her forehead, and her face was flushed with excitement. She was tall and slim and vibrantly beautiful. “You look like a model,” Claire said.

“I feel like one. Oh, this is fantastic; what a fantastic day. Shall we buy this?”

“Yes, of course.” The words came easily. Yes, of course. It was so simple; after years of saying We can’t afford it, everything was possible. Exhilaration leaped within her: she could do whatever she wanted for Emma, for herself, for their friends, for anyone and anything she pleased. “And all the other things you tried on; they were all perfect on you.”

“You, too,” Emma said. “You look so incredible. Are you buying everything?”

“I don’t think so.” Claire looked around. “There were a few things I didn’t like. Not many, though; I can’t believe how good most things looked on me.”

“Do you think she’s psychic?” Emma asked. “How does she know what’s going to be right for us?”

“It’s her job. And she’s very good at it.”

Simone came back, carrying the belt and also cashmere sweaters and matching scarves in a spectrum of colors. “Madame wanted something like this?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I wanted.” Claire ran her hand over the soft, silky sweaters. “I’ll take the black and the red and the white. Can you put them in gift boxes?”

“Of course,” said Simone, faintly reproving.

Flushing slightly, Claire said, “And necklaces and earrings; we’ll need those, too.”

“I have only a few,” Simone said. “For the rest, I will send you to a friend; you know Elfin Elias, in Westport? My favorite jeweler in the country. Now I bring the little bit I have.”

When she was gone, Emma stroked the sweaters Simone had left on a chair. “The blue is stunning, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and it’s a good color for you,” Claire said. “Add it to your other things.”

“Really? Oh, sensational. I’ll wear it with that necklace we found at the flea market, remember?”

“We’ll buy a new necklace. I like that name, don’t you? Elfin Elias. It sounds like someone who lives in the woods and chants all day. Do you think Gina will like these? The red and black are for her; I thought the white would look good on Molly.”

“They’ll love them, you know they will. I guess they don’t have a lot of cashmere. If any.”

“Probably not. I can’t wait to see their faces when they open the boxes. Oh, we ought to take a few of these scarves, too. There are some people at work who’ve been so nice to me; I’d like to give them something. And maybe a couple of extras, just to have.” Claire wished she had more people to buy presents for. But she couldn’t exactly pass silk scarves out to the grocery and pharmacy clerks who always waited on her, or the mailman or the newspaper delivery boy or the friendly crossing guard near her office who always wanted to chat as she held back traffic for the children on their way to school. “I guess I have everything,” she said reluctantly.

When the seamstress had finished pinning the clothes that needed altering, and the assistant had hung everything else in garment bags printed with Simone’s name in bold calligraphy, Claire took out her checkbook. Simone, apologizing and waving her hands as if trying to brush away all regulations, had to call Claire’s bank, to verify her account for the total sum. In a blissful three hours, Claire had spent on herself and Emma what it would have taken her two years to earn at Danbury Graphics. “Mother, we can’t carry all this,” Emma whispered.

“No, no!” Simone cried. “Mademoiselle does not carry from Simone’s! All will be delivered to your home by late afternoon, even those which need alterations. You need not worry; I will see to it myself.”

When there was proven wealth, Claire thought, Simone handled a young woman’s ignorance gently. Had there been no money, she would have treated Emma’s naïveté with contempt, if she would have deigned to respond to it at all. Emma’s beauty and sweetness made no impression on Simone: all her ideas about the world were based on who had money and how much they had.

“She kind of oozes, doesn’t she?” Emma asked as they walked to their car a block away. “Like her voice is coated in honey and it sort of slithers all over you. She’s got a weird smile, too, like she practices in front of a mirror. But she’s got the most incredible clothes; I can’t believe what we bought. It must have cost a fortune.”

“Not quite; we still have a little bit left,” said Claire, and they laughed, because in this unreal world they knew they could never run out of money again.

They stopped for lunch in a restaurant famous for its escargot and starched waiters, and then they met the realtor Claire had called and drove with him to look at three houses. “No, no, no,” Claire said as they stood in front of the third house. “I told you on the telephone: it has to be light and bright, with big rooms and at least two fireplaces—I want one in my bedroom—and lots of closets and a big yard; I’ve never had a garden.”

“You didn’t give me a price range, you know,” the realtor said, “and I thought . . . something modest . . . ”

“I don’t want anything modest,” said Claire. “I told you what I wanted when I called you: something large and bright and absolutely wonderful.”

The realtor contemplated her, trying to figure out what she was worth and how seriously he should treat her. “Perhaps you’d like to build a house, to get exactly what you want,” he said.

“I don’t have time,” Claire replied. “I want it now. All of it. Now that—”

“Claire Goddard,” the realtor burst out, suddenly making the connection with the story he had read in the Danbury Times. “That was your picture, wasn’t it? You should have told me . . . I would have . . . my goodness, there are so many houses that are perfect for . . . this is very exciting for me, just to meet you . . . you should have told me who you were!”

“And then you would have taken me seriously?” Claire asked coldly. She got in her car. “Never mind; I’ll find someone else to show us some houses.” And with Emma staring, she started the car.

“Mrs. Goddard, please!” the realtor cried. He put his hands on Claire’s open window. “I have a house in Wilton to show you, right now. Please take a few minutes; it’s exactly what you want. I didn’t fully understand . . . I apologize for that . . . but I promise you’ll be delighted with this house; if you’ll let me drive you there, I even have the key, from an earlier showing. Please, please let me show it to you and your daughter.”

For the first time, Claire knew what it was to have financial power over another person. He shouldn’t plead, she thought; it makes him seem weak. But she could remember herself, in past years, pleading for a chance to prove herself in a new job. He is weak, she reflected; and so was I. It’s money that makes us strong. She inclined her head. “We’ll look at it. But we’ll drive our own car; you can show us the way.”

The house was at the end of a long driveway that curved through a dense forest of towering oak and sycamore trees. It was pure white, with a steeply pitched roof and a high front door recessed behind a porch with a welcoming lantern. Large paned windows looked across a wide lawn bordered by a low stone wall, beyond which the trees stood tall, their branches entwined, keeping out the intruding world. Gardens bordered the front walk and spread in flowing beds around the sides of the house and to the back, where a small brook flowed.

Inside, oak floors reflected the streaming sunlight, and pure white spindles supported a maple banister that swept up to the second floor, where four bedrooms, one of them with a fireplace, led off a broad landing. In a corner bedroom, Emma looked through the windows at the trees and the clear blue sky and the bubbling stream flowing through the early-summer gardens, filled with lilies, late irises, and the first roses, and sighed. “This is the most beautiful place in the world.”

The realtor led Claire through the house. “There’s a lot of house here for a million and a quarter, a lot of house, Mrs. Goddard. A brand-new kitchen, as you see, granite and wood, a nice combination of modern and traditional, and all of it very efficient; and in here you see how the fireplace opens to both the library and the living room, and the library doors open to make one large space; you and your daughter can entertain in grand style. And now the lower level: family room, laundry room, wine cellar, exercise room, cedar closets and storage areas, and the terrace off the kitchen and dining room, all in flagstones, of course, so very Wilton, you know; this is definitely a New England house but with all the special warmth of a—”

“Yes,” Claire said. “You were right; I like it very much. I’ll take it.”

The realtor stared at her. “You mean you’re making an offer?”

“No, I don’t want to bother with that. I’ll take it. I want to move in as soon as possible.”

He cleared his throat. “The price is one million two hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

“Yes, I heard you say that.”

“Well, of course it’s a perfect house for you and your daughter, a truly extraordinary house . . . ”

Claire did not hear him go on; she was thinking about paying for the house. She had thought she would simply write a check, as she had for the cars, but she realized she could not do that. She had bought two very expensive cars and a great many clothes, and now she had to furnish this house. And she only had two million dollars, or a little less after her recent purchases, to get her through the next eleven months and twenty-four days. Only two million dollars, she thought suddenly; only, only, only. What in heaven’s name has happened to me that I’m talking about only two million dollars?

She closed her eyes. This was crazy. One minute she had thought she would never be able to spend it all, and now she could not afford to write a check and was thinking only. A rueful laugh broke from her. She had a lot of sorting out to do.

The realtor was talking about the title search and a mortgage—“unless,” he added delicately, “you’re thinking of using cash.”

“No, I’ll want a mortgage,” she said. “We can speed that up, and I’m sure the title search won’t take too long. Unless there’s a problem . . . ?” The realtor shook his head. “Then, if you’ll call my money manager”—she took Olivia d’Oro’s card from her purse and gave it to him—“she’ll arrange for the deposit and everything else.”

“Earnest money,” the realtor said. He beamed at her. “You’re buying a very special house, Mrs. Goddard. I know you’ll be very happy here.”

“Yes,” Claire said. “We will be.” She found Emma still upstairs. “Where would you like your bed?” She was so excited by what she had done, and amazed at herself, that her voice trembled.

Emma swung around. “You bought it? Already?”

“Yes, why not? Isn’t it wonderful? I’ve always dreamt about a house just like this. You do like it, don’t you?”

“Like it? Oh, Mother!”

“Well, then . . . ”

“But . . . oh, I don’t know . . . I guess I just thought . . . you know, a house . . . it’s so big. I thought you talked to lots of people before you bought anything so . . . well, but, you didn’t, with the cars, so . . . ”

Terror struck Claire. From the heights of exhilaration she plunged into doubt. Of course she should have talked to someone. Gina or her money manager or someone from work who knew about buying houses. She should have gotten good advice and thought it over carefully and then, if it all seemed all right, gone ahead.

But I don’t want to be careful, she said to herself. I’ve been careful. I know all about that. Things are different now; everything is different now. And so am I and so is the way I do things, and I want this house.

“Any way, it is wonderful,” Emma said dreamily, turning in place. “This incredible room. I can have friends over; there’s plenty of room for two beds. And I can have parties in the family room—we could dance there, too—oh, wouldn’t it be fantastic to have a jukebox? No, they probably cost a fortune.”

“Of course we’ll buy one,” Claire said. “What a good idea.”

“Really? We really can get one? Mother, you’re unbelievable. Every time I say I want you say it’s all right.” Emma whirled around the empty room. “I’ll have lots of parties. I hate the way everybody hangs out at the mall all the time; they just vegetate and make out. It’s so boring and stupid. But I could have everybody here, and we could do anything we want. That whole family room . . . it’s like a private little club; it has a bar and everything.”

“Of course,” said Claire again. She listened to Emma’s bubbling voice and thought she sounded young and happy and innocent, but, often, in the past year, she had wondered just how innocent Emma really was. So many times she had wanted to ask her if she was still a virgin, but there never seemed to be a good time for it, or for the leisurely, probing kind of conversation between a mother and daughter that could lead to revelations about sex, drugs, alcohol, all the things that made news on television, but seemed to have nothing to do with them. Emma had told her once, almost casually, that she and her friends did not use drugs—in fact, that she had never even tried them—and Claire believed her, but she knew that could change; there were always experiments for young people to indulge in that never made it to conversations at home. Emma never seemed to be anxious for advice, so she did not ask the questions that would give Claire a chance to offer thoughtful, wise answers and in so doing perhaps find out how experienced her daughter was. She could not imagine Emma in bed with a man, but now she wondered what Emma meant by saying she and her friends could do anything they wanted in their private little club. What did they want to do?

“We’ll have to see about the private club,” she said. “We’ll probably make some rules for it.”

Emma’s mouth turned down at the corners. “You mean you don’t trust me?”

“Of course I trust you.” Instantly, Claire backed away from any possible confrontation. Emma’s willfulness flared up and disappeared as swiftly as the sweep of a searchlight against the sky, but Claire always pretended it was not there. “We won’t have any rules you can’t be happy with, Emma. I’m not trying to make you unhappy, you know.”

“I know, I know, it’s just that everything’s sort of . . . wild, isn’t it? I can’t believe we’ll be living here, moving out of . . . oh.” Her face clouded over. “What about Toby? What if he comes home and we’re gone?”

“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t thought much about Toby the last few days.”

“Neither have I, isn’t that awful? I’ve been so busy. . . . Could we leave a note on the door with our new address? Then if anybody finds him, they could call us.”

“Of course,” Claire said. “But you know, Emma, it doesn’t seem likely that he’ll come back. What do you think about buying another dog?”

Emma nodded. “I guess. I mean, sure. He’s probably found a new family, anyway. At least I hope he has.” She stood for a moment, and then her brief melancholy was gone; too much was happening for her to be anything but exuberant. She turned and hugged her mother. “I’m so excited about all this . . . this room, this house, the cars, the clothes . . . can you imagine life being any more incredibly spectacular?”

Claire watched Emma walk around the room, appraising spaces as if calculating them for furniture. How had she had such a daughter? Emma had all the energy and volatility and strong will that Claire lacked. If someone painted Emma’s portrait, it would be in vivid oils, while Claire’s would be in watercolors. Well, maybe at my age that’s all I can expect, Claire reflected, but she was not really sure she felt that way, not nearly as sure as she would have been a week ago. The thought came to her, still unformed but taking root for the first time, that maybe she had settled too easily for the life she had; maybe she should have gone after more.

“This is so cool,” Emma said, “being able to do whatever we want. We’re really good at it, aren’t we? Even though we haven’t had any practice.”

“We’re fast learners,” Claire said. “Come on, now, we have a lot to do.”

“Like what? Where are we going?”

“I don’t know. I’m so restless, I just want to keep moving, keep doing things.” They left the house and watched the realtor lock the door behind them. Next time I’ll do it myself, Claire thought, with my own key. She and Emma got into their car. “Shall we go to Joseph’s? We both need shoes.”

“Could we just go home?” Emma asked. “I thought I’d call Marie and Lorna and have them come over and look at my new clothes, and then take them for a drive when my car comes. He said it might be this afternoon, late. Oh, I can’t wait to see Lorna and Marie’s faces; they’ll die. This has been the most wonderful day. Everything was wonderful, but you’re the best; you’re spectacular. Are you really going on a cruise?”

“I might. Why not? I’ve been reading about them for years, and they always sound wonderful; I guess it’s been in my mind for a long time. Why don’t we go together? Wouldn’t it be a good thing to do before you go off to school?”

“Oh.” Emma looked blank for a moment, and Claire knew she was thinking of the new house, and parties and barbecues with friends for this last summer before college, the last time they would be together before they went separate ways.

“If you’d rather not—”

“No, it might be fun,” Emma said. “They’re pretty short, aren’t they? I mean, it wouldn’t be for all summer.”

“Oh, no, we’d find one that was just for a week or two. It depends on what we want, how we feel about it.” Claire turned into their street and parked at the curb. The people were still there, scattered about, waiting; she could not tell if they were the same ones she had seen in the morning, or if new ones had come during the day. But she was not looking at them; she was looking at the house where she had lived for so many years. Once, probably, it had been grand—a three-story frame house on a corner near the center of Danbury—but now Claire was shocked at how shabby it was. She had stopped looking at it long ago, but now she saw that the window frames were peeling; the paint on the outside walls was faded and flaking; the narrow strip of land at the side and front was hard-packed dirt, with a few scraggly blades of grass that still struggled to grow each spring. How did we stay here so long? she wondered.

She opened the car door, absently watching a stooped man with a gray beard and long curling hair who was loping across the street toward them. “Mrs. Goddard?” he said. “You are Mrs. Goddard, aren’t you, I recognized you from your picture in the paper. If you could give me just a minute . . . ” He pulled a thick wad of paper from his jacket pocket. “I won’t take much of your time, but this is so important—it could be the most important thing you do with your money—it’s a way of revolutionizing the way automobiles are built, and I only need . . . Mrs. Goddard!”

“I’m sorry,” Claire said over her shoulder as she fled up the front walk with Emma just behind her. “I can’t help you.”

“But I need the money and you have it!” the man cried, following them. “You could make millions more; you’d be the major stockholder!”

“The only stockholder,” Claire murmured. He was close behind her, and she walked faster, glancing over her shoulder. The others were watching, getting ready to follow him: all those who sat on the curbing or in their parked cars with the doors open, all of them waiting. She felt besieged, and guilty. They all seemed so needy.

The van from Simone’s pulled up, and the driver began piling garment bags on his arm. “Oh, I’ll help with those,” Emma said, and ran back to the van.

“Claire Goddard, I’m so pleased to meet you,” said a young woman with owl-like rimless glasses and sandy hair flying in all directions. She planted herself in Claire’s path, her hand outstretched. “My name is Heredity Semple, you’ve probably heard of me, maybe you’ve even seen me, I do performance art at the Dollhouse Club downtown, I’ve never been able to get to Broadway or even off-Broadway, it takes connections, you know, but you can’t get them unless you live in New York for a year or two and meet people, I think if I had fifty thousand dollars I could do it . . . oh, wait,” she said as Claire dodged around her outstretched hand. “I could do it for forty, or even thirty, but . . . listen, I’ve got to do this!”

“Please go away,” Claire said helplessly. “I can’t help you.” The man who had been following her stood close by, listening.

“You can help!” Heredity cried. “You’ve got to! I mean, it’s my destiny, and you can help! You’ve got all that money!”

Claire ran up the stairs as Emma came up the walk. “Excuse me,” she said, and slid past Heredity Semple to hold the door for the man from Simone’s, almost invisible beneath his load of garment bags. While he walked up the stairs, with Heredity Semple on his heels, Emma opened the mailbox and pried out the envelopes that were jammed inside; she had never seen so much mail in their small box. “Mother, look,” she said, climbing the stairs to their open door. The telephone rang and she heard Claire answer it.

“No, I don’t,” Claire said. “No, I have a money manager and I don’t need a stockbroker. . . . No, I’m quite satisfied with the arrangement I have. . . . No, I am not interested in changing anything.”

Heredity Semple was wandering around the living
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