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Chapter 1

SATURDAY MORNING:

Black Coffee and
a Pinch of Brown Sugar




EMMA SUTTON CLICKED AND CLACKED ALL AROUND the auction house, her sharp heels tapping just as quietly as she could manage. She was a regal brunette of sixty-odd, who’d parlayed a small career as an interior decorator into an enormous one as media darling; Emma was a household name, in fact. And she had been for fifteen years—thanks to her regular appearances on Oprah—with a sea of magazine spreads and a mountain of books, an endless stream of television segments on the best daytime shows, and a petrified forest of Emma-branded furniture, all dedicated to the stylish American home. Her allure had always been easy to see: she was just like you, only better—which was somewhat at odds with the latest feather in her cap, a conviction for tax evasion and lying under oath, complete with a stay in the federal pen.

Yes, she sighed, with a huff of breath—having spied an old woman with her jaw hanging down—the Emma Sutton, she thought, coveting the attention and feeling pestered by it both. She couldn’t go anywhere without being recognized; she wouldn’t have had it any other way.

Emma glared down at her shoes.

She hated making noise when she walked.

“So unladylike,” her father always told her—like whistling out on the street. “Men don’t marry girls who whistle, Emmy.” That’s what her father said, whether she was whistling or not. He’d never made any secret of his hopes for the girl: an early marriage and a life lived on somebody else’s nickel.

Of course, her father was long dead by now, and she herself the mother of a grown-up girl, and there wasn’t much to be done for the tapping at FitzCoopers in any event: miles and miles of taupy concrete, all polished smooth, with swirls of darker brown and rusty red mixed in, and not a carpet in sight. Emma knew they’d spent a fortune making the floors like that, but she had no earthly idea why anyone would. It’s like a two-car garage in here, she thought—her long back as straight as a mile, and those perilous heels tapping just a little louder than she would have liked.

The people at FitzCoopers had arranged the more important pieces from that morning’s auction into a large circle all around the exhibition room. Treasures of French Modernism, it was called—like a racetrack made of furniture, every treasure propelling her one step closer to the finish line. The exhibit took up the lion’s share of the huge loft space; a stubby little partition on wheels was all that separated the circular display from the tidy grid of gilt chairs that lay beyond it—just lying in wait for the auction to begin, a sturdy oak podium for the auctioneer up front.

Emma looked hard at every piece of furniture she passed on her circular route. She furrowed her brow before each one, focusing her eyes like the lens of a camera; then she’d blink—closing the shutter, opening it fast—as if she were obliged to memorialize each piece in turn. She would have set up little groupings of furniture, she thought—not at all sure just then, only trying the notion on for size.

Something has to give, she decided—shaking her head at the ugly loop and setting to work on a nicer composition. She pictured the curvy sofa from the corner paired up with the coffee table in front of her; then she tossed in the velvet chairs by the window. Emma nodded her head in approval, floating little arrangements like that all around the room.

From the time she was a girl, Emma had known you couldn’t just expect people to see the value of a thing. No, she thought, you have to work until they see it, and keep working, even then.

She wasn’t quite finished with the exhibition space either. She’d add some nice rugs too, she decided. She pictured them soft and worn, old Persians like the kind she used to find at tag sales for a song—back when she didn’t have much more than a song to spend. She saw rugs like grassy green lawns over hard-packed earth, rugs like tender skin over skeletons of bone.

She was almost pleased, but tired too.

Emma never stopped working—like a scullery maid practically, even in somebody else’s auction house. She was always trying to make things nice, to raise herself up in the world’s esteem—only to watch people cheer at her every setback, just like her father had done a million years before.

They used wall-to-wall carpeting before me, she thought, her well-groomed head lifted high.

Emma wasn’t overestimating her impact on interior design: what she said went—whether it was covering a wall in elaborately flocked paper, or assembling a crazy quilt of rugs on the floor. When Emma Sutton spoke, America listened.

She tried her best not to hear the soft clickings of her shoes—the very way she’d tried shrugging off the sting of her father’s low regard: without much success, it turned out.

It was only half a year since her “difficulties” had passed. That was how she thought of them: the bruising trial and the prison stretch, those humiliating months of home confinement, and a waterfall of wretched press—all for some stupid little tax return that shouldn’t have made a jot of difference in the world. And even after her confinement, Emma still wasn’t entitled to take back the reins of her company. That was part of her punishment too. Emma Sutton couldn’t run Emma Sutton, not for the time being anyway. Her lawyers didn’t think she’d be able to for five more years, at least. She just worked there now, like any other employee—assuming any other employee could make everyone in the building tremble in their boots.

Emma looked up—a little warily—as a fat young woman in a flower-printed coat jumped out from behind a Prouvé cabinet, walking straight up to her. “I love your dining table for Target,” the woman sang, clasping chubby hands before an outsized bosom, like an old-time soprano on an opera stage.

So I see, Emma thought to herself.

She smiled at the young woman and thanked her, waiting just a beat longer before she walked quickly off. Emma needed her fans—especially lately—but she liked them better at a distance.

In truth, she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted the reins of her company back again. She’d never admit it, of course, not under sodium pentothal even, but it was true. The company she’d slaved over for twenty-five years—birthing it first, then raising it right, her very lifeblood in former days—didn’t seem enough to her anymore, not the way it used to. It spun like a top now, even without her—throwing off more cash than she could spend in ten lifetimes. It crossed her mind that that might be the problem. The only thing they really needed her for these days were the “photo opportunities”: Emma posing on one of her freshly minted sofas, Emma splashing her hands in one of her new stainless sinks, not a drop of water on her silken blouse. She only smiled for the cameras now, for the magazine covers and the more important inside spreads, those endless television segments on the best daytime shows.

She’d reclaimed her regular spot on Oprah.

Still, Emma thought it might be time for a change. She knew it was, in fact, but only in flashes—the way that sun dappled leaves in the country, shooting gold straight through the green, but only when everything came together just right, the sun and the branch and the pale green leaves.

There’s more to me than this.

It had come to her first in her awful prison bed, that scratchy gray blanket up around her ears. At the time, she’d put it down to stress. But the feeling echoed for her still, and more and more often, lately. It had that morning even, as she was gadding down Park Avenue in a chauffeur-driven Town Car, all the colored stop-and-go lights flashing. There may well have been “something more,” but Emma hadn’t a clue in the world what it was. Still, she’d reinvented herself more than once, and she had every faith that she could do it again—or if not faith, then no alternative, which Emma knew was often better.


“You can’t keep a good girl down, Emmy,” that’s what her father always said—though it seemed to her, frankly, he spent a great deal of time trying.

She walked by the Nakashima table then, the piece that had drawn her all the way downtown that morning. Two long slabs of honeyed English walnut, with fluid edges—not all squared off—and a swirling grain pattern, like so many drops of motor oil on a rain puddle, a whirling taffeta made of wood. The planks were joined together with three small butterflies of much darker hue—rosewood probably, she thought—the grain of the butterflies running perpendicular to the longer planks.

It looked like a ten-foot gentleman to her.

The table seemed to stand back almost—disappear—letting the wood itself take center stage. Emma bent down low, as if to inspect its trestle base, but her objectivity was long gone by then. She was already in love.

It was perfect for the dining room.

She’d passed it twice already that morning. She stopped before it once again, but not for a second longer than she’d paused in front of the old Hermès desk, just before it on her circular route. Emma was careful not to spend much time looking at the pieces she was actually interested in.

She didn’t like to tip the competition off.

This walking in careful circles was something she’d always done, like turning up at the auction houses in person. She’d continue to do it too, for good reason: it worked. Emma knew the flighty girls who were drawn to employment at places like these—little scraps of paper in a brisk wind. She’d employed more than a few of them in her day, watching them forget to execute bids that were sent in absentia, or neglecting to call people who’d arranged to bid over the phone until it was too late. Those girls were already fully engaged, scouting the room for eligible men—like buzzards in Fair Isle sweaters. Emma was far too efficient to depend on girls like those for her success. She’d bid in person, thank you very much, but she had a new plan up her sleeve this morning.

If Benjamin ever gets here, she thought, walking to the complimentary coffee buffet. She’d seen enough of the Nakashima table. She didn’t need to look at it again, wouldn’t.

Her assistant wasn’t even late yet, but Emma was already mildly annoyed with him. She tried shaking it off. She picked up one of those ugly brown undercups from the long table—plastic and reusable—and slipped a papery white cone inside it. He’s probably lazing around with that hippie girlfriend of his, she imagined, pouring herself a coffee. She skipped the iced bowl of single-serving half-and-halfs and the artificial sweeteners. She took a sip from the cup and put it right back down on the table.

It was terrible.

She didn’t dwell on it though. She felt her attention turning to a nicely tailored suit on the far side of the room. It’s not that nice, she thought, slightly annoyed at her own keen interest. Then she noticed the man who wore it, a tiny Asian with salt-and-pepper hair—like a full-grown adult who’d been photo-reduced to just seventy-five percent of full-grown adulthood.

He was studying the Nakashima table, her Nakashima table.

Emma felt a terrible seizing in her chest—giving the lie, she knew, to so much of her bluster. She was as prone to fear as anyone else in the world. Maybe more so, she hated to admit. She refused to give in to it, wouldn’t dream of letting it show. Emma picked up that plastic cup again and straightened her back. She took another gruesome sip of coffee.

It’s not fatal, she thought. He might just be looking.

But she didn’t believe that, not for a second.

She studied the man breathlessly, fluttering with nerves like a hummingbird at the end of a leafy branch. She felt her composure deserting her entirely, and all for some silly table she didn’t even need. She couldn’t shake the feeling either.

The tiny man was engrossed in the table, circling it slowly and peering from every angle.

Oh, yes, she thought, he’s definitely a bidder.

Emma could picture them in mortal combat—bidding paddles lifted high, like dueling pistols made of wood. She abandoned her coffee for good and consulted her wristwatch one more time. She forced herself to admit that Benjamin had four minutes still before he’d be late.

She tried to forgive him.

 

BENJAMIN BLACKMAN MOONLIGHTED FOR EMMA on the weekends. He was her Saturday/Sunday assistant. He came on duty Fridays at five and stayed the course with her until Monday morning. He’d never heard of such a thing before he came to New York. Back home—on the Cape—people took the weekends off; but here, apparently, all the moguls had their Sunday help.

He was walking in front of the big discount store on Astor Place.

He paused on the sidewalk, and gazed in through the dusty plate glass that ran the length of the block. He craved a shot of its swarming life, but all he saw that morning was a jumbly mountain of cheap white socks, and a tower of suitcases that looked like flimsy cardboard boxes painted black.

Where is everyone, he wondered?

He let his eye follow a narrow passage deep into the store, like a footpath through the forest. He saw merchandise looming tall as silver birches, their cellophane leaves glistening in the air-conditioned wind. Benjamin realized the store was closed. It was before nine still, all that screaming fluorescence notwithstanding.

Good thing too, he thought. He didn’t want to be late for Emma.

He’d been working for her for nearly two years now—from before she went away to prison—and his tenure in the organization made him something of a veteran there. Emma tended to swat people away like flies. It wasn’t so complicated for Benjamin though. He simply reached back into his boyhood—toward that fly-swatting mother of his own. He only needed to remember who came first—always: his mother, back then, and now, Emma.

Benjamin needed the money too.

He had to supplement his tiny salary as a social worker at Public School 431 in Forest Hills, and the only person, he’d found, who was terribly interested in a thirty-three-year-old English major from Williams College with a long string of brief job experiences under his belt, and a quick master’s in social work, was she: Emma Sutton, the she-devil of home design.

He smiled to himself, secretly proud of his celebrity attachment.

He pictured his lady boss, smiling out falsely from every television set and glossy magazine in the land. Emma paid him twenty-five dollars an hour—nearly twice what he earned at PS 431.

I’d better get going, he thought, or I’ll be late.

Benjamin didn’t move a muscle though. He just exhaled deeply and watched his breath curl away off into the sky, like a wisp of smoke from a chilly cigarette. When he turned away from the window, his reflection flashed back at him in the glass—quick as lightning, then it was gone. He twirled back again to find it, but without much luck. So he took a small step forward, and turned the whole damned window into a mirror—a full story high and a city block long. Benjamin studied his face in earnest then: the deep green eyes and wavy brown hair, the long sharp nose that looked best from straight on—not beaky at all.

Benjamin’s fingers were nearly frozen by then—even inside his thick suede gloves, they felt as if they might snap off. So he walked on, past all that plate glass, only sneaking oblique glances at himself in profile, just like everyone else in the world. He went so far as placing a tentative foot on the black rubber pad that sent the store’s automatic doors swinging inward—as if it might read his heart through the sole of his shoe—but those doors stayed closed to him this morning.

Still not opening time, he guessed—which made it easier for him to keep walking, straight down to Lafayette Street and to Emma Sutton, his difficult part-time employer.

She’d arranged to meet him at the fancy new auction house there.

In truth, Benjamin was quite fond of Emma. She surprised him too, from time to time anyway. She actually seemed to take account of him, which was more than his own mother ever had; and the so-called work she asked him to do was a joke compared with his day job. He made dinner reservations and called people on the phone; supervised the workmen and her ever-changing travel arrangements; kept her stocked in shiny black Town Cars and steaming cups of coffee, no matter where she might be. And as silly as it was, Benjamin took pride in his work. He liked to get things right; he wanted to please her.

Occasionally, she seemed to appreciate the effort.

But she’d never asked him to an auction before. He worried about what she’d need him to do there.

Benjamin was walking quickly then, and not just for fear of antagonizing Emma. Lafayette Street was a bitter wind tunnel that morning. It was just two more blocks, but he knew they were long ones; and neither the tall buildings on either side of him nor the clear, sunny sky was doing a thing to cut the frigid wind at his back. He heard a sort of clattering behind him—not quite footsteps, but persistent—and right on his tail. He turned to find an empty coffee cup swirling in the wind, following him almost. He kept walking, and somehow the little cup kept pace, bouncing along the sidewalk in the wind. He tried going faster even—just to see—rooting for that cup every second. When the scraping sound grew faint, in fact, he slowed down a little, let the thing catch up with him again.

Benjamin checked his watch, and felt nearly confident for a change. It was before nine still. He might even make it to the auction house first. He let the pleasure of beating Emma to the punch wash over him like a blast of steam from a subway grate. He closed his eyes for just a second. When he opened them again, he saw the little blue cup swirling out into the street.

He felt an icy slap at the side of his face when he stepped into the intersection, his overcoat flapping in the opposite direction. He watched the cup blowing wildly in the wind, sure to be run over in a matter of seconds.

Benjamin opened the auction house door.

 

JUST ABOUT THEN, A LITTLE GIRL ACROSS THE river—Gracie Santiago—wedged herself tightly into the crook of a tweedy brown sofa. She spread her work onto the coffee table in front of her: ten sheets of red construction paper and a pair of safety scissors, a booklet of silver-foiled stickers and golden stars, a tub of white paste. Off to the side—sequestered safely from the rest—lay a baby blue envelope, stuffed to the gills and closed up tight, its metallic bunny ears bent back against the flap.

Gracie was making Valentine cards. The holiday was just a week away.

Her mother had suggested a box of cards from the grocery store, but Gracie dismissed that idea out of hand. She knew she had to do better than that. So she begged her grandfather for art supplies instead. He was a much softer touch than her mother ever was, especially when he picked her up from school. There was practically nothing he’d refuse her then, not if she asked him right, anyway. Gracie smiled down at the proof in front of her—all the supplies she’d ever need.

Back when she was a first-grader, two years before, Valentine’s Day had been easy as pie. She’d given store-bought cards to every kid in class, and she’d received nearly as many in return—one from every girl and most of the boys. She’d followed the same approach the very next year, copying out all her classmates’ names, even the ones who weren’t so nice, and the ones who hadn’t given her a card the year before. The results had come as a terrible surprise, like falling off a cliff. Gracie received just a handful of cards in return, and not a single one from the Skinny Girls—the pretty ones who sat together at lunch, ruling the roost at PS 431.

People seemed to be growing meaner by the second.

Maybe if I was skinny too? she thought.

Gracie looked down at her pajamas—a riot of creamy ponies on a pink flannel field. She couldn’t help but see how her body pulled those horses tight, the rolls of fat that strained at the seams. She’d heard of third-graders who hadn’t received a single Valentine, their handmade bins, folded from sheets of white notebook paper, hanging empty from the sides of their desks.

Gracie was sick with worry.

She looked vaguely in the direction of the television set. How she’d love to turn it on. Forget all about Valentine’s Day and her stupid red cards; just watch a Saturday-morning show instead. But Gracie wasn’t allowed to touch the television until her mother woke up, so she only stared at the glassy black screen, as if a very dull program were on just then, her little mouth falling open.

She’d nearly forgotten her plan.

She picked up a sheet of construction paper and folded it neatly in half. Gracie was going to make beautiful Valentines for every single third-grader—even the mean ones, and those few who were less popular than she was herself. She’d hand them out the day before Valentine’s Day. Maybe when her classmates saw how nice she was, when they realized all the trouble she’d gone to—making them all such pretty cards—maybe then they’d see that she deserved one too?

It could happen, she thought.

Her grandfather thought it could.

Gracie picked up the scissors and cut five half hearts, guiding the safety blades around the tidy red fold. Then she opened them up—those mirror-image hearts—glittering them liberally and jeweling them with foil, until they twinkled beneath the overhead lights. She opened up the baby blue envelope next, pulling out photos of the same pretty blonde: Paris Hilton, a hundred times. Gracie was wild about the girl, her straight blond hair and toothpick frame. She cut out every picture she could find—some of them smudgy on cheap newsprint and others shining back at her from magazine stock. She pasted a picture onto every red heart, right at the center, its absolute place of honor; and at the moment of pressing her fat thumb down, gluing Paris Hilton onto Valentine cards, Gracie couldn’t imagine that her plan might fail.

She thought of Missy Hendricks, with her pretty pink face and long blond hair—the third grade’s answer to Paris Hilton, a classroom of girls kowtowing to her all day long. Missy reigned over PS 431 with an iron fist, heading up the posse of Skinny Girls, deciding everybody’s fate.

Missy ignored her mostly, and her minions followed suit.

But not always, Gracie thought.

Missy had approached her at recess one day, not long before—just after Christmas, a month or so back. “Come with me,” she whispered.

Gracie could picture that blond hair still, like the wispy fluff inside corn on the cob, fluttering in the very smallest of breezes. Missy leaned into Gracie as she spoke that day, and her long hair leaned along with her, in a perfect, swinging plane.

I should have known better, Gracie thought.

She could remember the way Missy smelled—of apples and cinnamon, like the dark red candle her mother kept on the kitchen counter.

Gracie popped up from the sofa and began fiddling with the elastic at her waist. It dug into her round tummy.

The thought of Missy Hendricks made her nervous.

She began smoothing the ponies on her flannel thighs, petting them. Gracie walked into the kitchen—lifting her feet high with every step, a little like a pony herself. She didn’t want her mother to hear. She wasn’t allowed to eat anything before breakfast. She opened the refrigerator and basked in its chilly white light—just looking at what there was to eat.

Gracie thought back to the playground in spite of herself.

She’d been wearing her brand-new parka that day at recess when Missy singled her out. It was a Christmas present from her mother, her favorite one—that puffy coat in fire-engine red. She’d thought it was odd, even at the time: What would Missy want with me? But Gracie brushed her doubts aside. It was Missy Hendricks, after all, the truest of queen bees. She was only too happy to trail in the pretty girl’s wake, following her to that corner of the playground where the gym jutted out. It was private back there, where the popular kids played.

Gracie discovered a gang of kids on the other side. They began laughing and snickering as soon as she appeared.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Missy announced—talking into her clenched fist as if it were a handheld mike, “may I present Gracie Santi-HOG-o.”


Everyone laughed.

Gracie turned to leave. She should have known better. But Missy grabbed the sleeve of her coat, and the other kids—about a dozen or so—joined in the fun.

“Santi-HOG-o,” they cheered, “Santi-HOG-o.”

Gracie pulled away from Missy, but an older boy pushed her down onto the pavement before she could escape. She was afraid her downy coat might rip.

“Santi-HOG-o,” the boys screamed. “Go back to the barn!”

Things got worse by the second. They all began rushing then—laughing and screaming and oinking like pigs. The boys made a ring around her, and Gracie was trapped on the ground beneath them. She tried to stand, but it was no use: there was always another boy to push her back down. So she closed her eyes, and kept them shut. Gracie prayed that she could wait them out—all their shouting and cursing too.

And then they went silent in the blink of an eye.

Perfectly quiet, Gracie remembered.

She knew they were there still, but something had happened to shut them up. Gracie opened her eyes slowly. It was Miss Watson, her teacher, looking as angry as she’d ever seen her.

“What’s going on here?” she barked.

Gracie thought her heart might break.

She loved Miss Watson with all her might. The last thing she wanted was for her to see her like this, to know—for certain—how unpopular she was. Gracie felt terribly ashamed.

“Get out of here,” Miss Watson said in a furious voice, yelling at the boys who were circled around her, the gang of Skinny Girls hanging off to the side. “I’ll deal with you later,” she promised.


The children scattered to the winds.

Miss Watson helped Gracie to her feet. “Are you all right?” she asked, in her kindest voice. Gracie nodded, brushing the dust from the sleeves of her bright red parka. She kept her eyes averted, afraid she might cry—and not because of the kids on the playground. Gracie didn’t care about them.

Well, that’s not true, she thought.

She cared about them plenty, just not as much as she cared about Miss Watson. “I’m fine,” Gracie said.

She didn’t want her teacher to think she was a loser.

“What happened here, Gracie?” Miss Watson asked.

“Nothing,” she replied. “I just fell down.”

“Gracie?” Miss Watson said to her—her voice filled up with disbelief.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Really.”

She’d rather have Miss Watson think she was a liar than know the truth about her. And no matter how many times she asked, Gracie would never change her tune. She’d never tell on Missy Hendricks, or those fifth-grade boys who pushed her onto the ground. She’d be as silent as a jungle gym, keeping her shameful playground secret until the day she died.

Gracie closed the refrigerator door.

There was nothing good to eat. There never was.

So she sneaked a pinch of oatmeal from the canister on the counter—all dry and flaky—and a clump of brown sugar from the cabinet by the sink. Then she ground them together in the palm of her hand, running a chubby finger over the sticky granules and sharp flakes. Gracie popped the concoction straight into her mouth. It tasted like heaven to her—so hard and sweet, like an oatmeal cookie almost.

And her mother would never suspect a thing.


 

WHEN BENJAMIN WALKED THROUGH THE FRONT door of FitzCoopers, Emma was the first thing to catch his eye. She is Emma Sutton, he thought. There was no getting around that. She also happened to be the only one in furs. A long, silvery chinchilla hung down from her shoulders—its wide sleeves empty, as if she were a double amputee. He could make out a tweedy gray pantsuit beneath it. He knew there was an outsized handbag dangling from the crook of her arm. He knew it just as well as he knew his own name. It was simply hidden from view at the moment, beneath a drapery of fur, like an expensive leather secret.

At least it’s cold outside, he thought.

He’d seen her turn up in chinchilla as late as May.

Emma began to click across the room, heading straight for him. Her shoes looked brand-new to him. Benjamin looked down guiltily at his own, brown leather like an ugly tiger cat—scuffed-up patches of brown and beige, mysterious patches of black. He was beyond a shine.

Benjamin felt a little warm. He began unbuttoning his winter coat. She always made him nervous at the start.

“Morning, Benjamin,” Emma called, smiling when she reached him, just inside the front door still. She was always friendly and nice—until she wasn’t.

He checked his wristwatch right away, afraid he’d heard a curt note in her voice. “Am I late?” he asked. He knew he was on time, a little early even, but he felt jittery all the same. He liked to get off on the right foot.

“Not at all,” she said, smiling still, but there was no warmth in it at all.

He felt a flash of annoyance then—first at her, then back at himself. He knew he wasn’t late. And he knew even better that he’d been foolish to think he might beat her here. Emma’s idea of nine o’clock was eight thirty to the rest of the world. Or quarter to nine, he thought, at the very latest.

She reached out and touched the sleeve of his coat. “You’re right on time,” she said, squeezing his forearm a little. Benjamin felt the silver fur against the back of his hand, softer than human hair by far, softer almost than skin. He felt some of the heat that was gathering inside him begin to dissipate. Emma readjusted the fur around her shoulders, lifting it up and drawing it in close, as if she’d grown chilly, standing so close to the door.

A black leather bag peeked out from beneath the fur.

I knew it, he thought. He took pleasure in how well he’d come to know her.

An old woman walked up to them then. “You’re Emma Sutton,” she said loudly, an unmistakable thrill in her voice, “aren’t you?” She sounded as if she were speaking to the Virgin Mary—or to Katie Couric, he thought, at the very least.

Emma nodded.

“You’re much prettier in person,” the woman said, smiling sweetly.

Emma looked back at her through squinted eyes. “Thank you,” she said, smiling tightly. She looked straight past the mixed message, but turned her back on the old woman as quickly as she could.

Benjamin loved moments like these.

“So what’s the concept?” he asked, surveying the circle of old furniture; it looked a little battered to him. “Are we buying something?” he asked, slipping an arm from the sleeve of his coat, just making conversation.


He watched her face contract in a flash, all her handsome features squeezing shut—eyes and mouth and brow in a fist—and just when he’d thought it was safe too. Benjamin felt a catch in his throat; he knew he was in trouble. Emma glared at him—in the general direction of his chest, it seemed. He thought it might be his sweater, at first, looking down at the offending wool.

“Come with me,” she said, refreshing his memory of what her curt voice sounded like. She led him off to a private room.

He felt sorry for upsetting her and frightened for himself.

But as he trailed behind her, crossing the room, he began to cast off those crumbs of fear—like Hansel in the forest. She’s just being ridiculous, he thought. Anyone who heard me is going to see her bidding in five minutes anyway. He noticed the complimentary coffee table in the corner of the room. He longed for a cup, but thought better of mentioning it at the moment.

Another flash of annoyance coursed through him: he decided he was entitled. “Do you mind if I get a coffee?” he asked, feeling defiant.

“In a minute,” she said.

He supposed he could wait.

Emma led him to a deserted office in the back—just a few makeshift desks with wooden tops and filing cabinets underneath for legs, those ergonomic chairs that promised no more backaches, and an old fax machine. It was a marked contrast to all the fancy brass and glowing wood in the exhibition room.

It was a relief to him.

She extended a bidding paddle toward him once they were safely inside: a white rectangle the size of two Visa bills laid one on top of the other, and just about as thin. There was a small white handle protruding from the bottom, and three red numbers—one, six, eight—painted on both sides. It felt like a challenge to him, the way she handed it over, as if she were offering him a gleaming saber from a velvet-lined case. He knew he was supposed to take it from her, but he didn’t.

“I want you to bid on a Nakashima table for me,” she said.

He didn’t know what a Nakashima table was.

“Are you leaving?” he asked, his insides mixed up like a complicated cocktail: one part dread, another part hope.

“Not at all,” she said. “But you’ll draw less attention than I will.”

Benjamin was confused.

“We won’t be sitting together,” she told him, in a tone of voice that suggested that this was the piece of information—the not-sitting-together part—that was supposed to help him make sense of the story. It didn’t. He felt prickly heat at the nape of his neck, the beginnings of moisture at the peaks of his brow. It made him nervous not to follow her precisely.

“We’ll get a better deal this way,” she said, sounding impatient.

It doesn’t take her long, he thought.

Benjamin took the paddle from her outstretched hand. It was lighter than he expected, made of balsa wood maybe, or even lighter still—the kind of wood he used to make model airplanes when he was a boy. He couldn’t begin to account for how burdensome the thing felt in his hands.

“You’ll do fine,” she said, smiling warmly. She always smiled once she’d gotten her way. He must have looked nervous still. “Honestly, Benjamin,” she said, “I’ve seen half-wits do it.”


Twenty-five dollars an hour began to seem like chicken feed.

Emma told him the lot number of the table: “Twelve thirty-three,” she said, as if it were the departure time of some commercial airplane. She insisted that he write it down. His heart dropped as he comprehended it—when he realized he’d have to sit through twelve hundred pieces of furniture. He was only slightly relieved when she informed him that the auction began with Lot 1000. Two hundred and thirty-three pieces of furniture still sounded like an awful lot of furniture to him.

She showed him a picture of the table in the catalog—“To avoid any confusion,” she said. He feigned nonchalance, but looked very closely. He studied the lots that came before it too, hoping he’d remember them later, like warning bells chiming in advance.

Maybe I can do this, he thought, a silky ribbon of confidence swirling through the fear. He was going to make her proud.

“It all moves very quickly,” she warned.

He really did need that coffee though.

Then she told him how high he was entitled to bid: “Up to seventy-eight thousand dollars,” she said.

“What?” he cried. He had absolutely no idea.

Emma grabbed him roughly by the arm.

He didn’t make another peep.

That’s twice my salary, Benjamin thought—on an annual basis, as if he needed to clarify. He knew that Emma was rich. Everyone knew that. She was Emma Sutton, for Christ’s sake. But she’d always seemed so sensible to him, especially where money was concerned—not at all the kind of person to fritter it away. Of course, everything has to be perfect too, he thought, balancing out his understanding of her as if he were sitting on a seesaw: wanting to please her, on the one hand, and disapproving of such terrible waste, on the other.

Benjamin looked up.

She was waiting for him to compose himself again. She looked as if she wanted to stare the silliness right out of him.

“Ready?” she asked, a little smugly.

He felt as exposed as a little boy fresh from his soapy bath. He nodded silently, and looked straight into her eyes—just the way she liked. He hoped nothing too terrible had shown.

She explained a few more things to him: described the bidding increments—in hundreds, then five hundreds, then thousands. She stressed that he wasn’t required to spend seventy-eight thousand dollars—as if I were an idiot, he thought—only entitled to, if the bidding ran that high.

Benjamin kept nodding.

But he couldn’t get those seventy-eight thousand dollars out of his head. He laid them down side by side with his own prospective earnings for the day—two hundred dollars, cash. And he’d thought he was doing well too.

“I need to take care of something now,” she said, disengaging from him and walking away. He heard her heels tapping lightly against the concrete floor. She stopped and looked back at him, over her shoulder. “You’ll sit on the left side of the room,” she said. “Understood?”

Then she took a few steps more, and turned back again. “Facing the auctioneer,” she told him, “of course.”

Of course, he thought.

Benjamin nodded one last time, and watched Emma walk away for good. He followed her to the doorway of the little office. She was heading straight for the table where people were picking up their bidding paddles. He watched her move to the front of the line.

Of course, he thought. She was taking out an insurance policy on him then, getting herself another paddle, in case he screwed up. Benjamin felt as disposable as the painted balsa wood in his hands—as flimsy as a model airplane and just as worthless to the woman who was walking away.









Chapter 2

A MID-MORNING SNACK:

Eight Slim Carrot Sticks




GRACIE’S MOTHER—TINA SANTIAGO—SNEAKED OUT of her bedroom and crept down the hall, a lithe jungle cat making its way through a grassy clearing. She was an elegant young woman of twenty-seven, small and thin, with long dark hair and black Latin eyes. She navigated those floorboards expertly too, avoiding all the regular creaks, placing her feet so quietly down.

She made it to the kitchen, undetected.

She wanted one strong coffee, at least, before she had to face the day. Saturdays were for cleaning house and paying bills—worrying over which checks to write and which to leave for later. She had to make sure she’d have enough to cover the rent when it came due.

Tina had been up for a long time that morning—lying in bed and listening to her daughter plod down the narrow hall, get to work on her Valentine cards.

It was a small apartment, and the walls were thin.


But it was more than that: Tina was like a radio tower where her daughter was concerned, searching out signals of any kind. She was afraid she lacked the normal quotient of motherly instinct. She’d had the girl when she was so young, after all—only a girl herself. She rarely just knew what Gracie was feeling—at least not to the extent she thought other mothers did. So she watched her like a hawk instead, trying to ferret out what she could, imagining how
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