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Synopsis


Lindsay Brennan is a Portland architect whose devotion to her work takes the place of other things in her life. Sondra Pinchot, an interior designer, has always depended on the comfort of alcohol. And Samantha, Sondra's dutiful daughter, is trapped in an affair that's become nothing but a habit. Now fate brings the three women together and their private addictions give way to deeper passions. But sometimes love can be an addiction too.


Originally published by Simon & Schuster 1995.
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FOR AUDRA.


WHO GAVE ME THE GIFT OF LIGHT


OF LOVE AND FLIGHT


WHEREVER SHE MAY BE



 



Live in uncluttered moments of unconscious movement.


Be safe. Be safe. 


Live as if nothing will touch you.


Dont bruise your heart,


Scratch your soul,


Tear the fabric of walls that keep you from me.





Live in the shadow of all that you feel.


And die each moment you breathe air


not life,


Or flee passions shadow


Into the blinding light that makes you see


Yourself.



 
Prologue


It was true what they said. In that instant before death. Like the memory bits of a computer linked to a single circuit, flickering images of an old home movie on fast forward; rapid-fire images streaked with age one moment, crystal-clear exposures in the next. Her senses became achingly alive as if they knew they were being snuffed out in that brilliant glittering moment. Touch. Because every sensation she had ever felt. The sting from a slap on her hand, ears splitting from the wind in her hair. Cold. Shed felt plenty of that. Gritty earth swirling about her swollen three-year-old toes. Sound. Her mothers voice, its silence, shrill admonition. Sight. The glaring light of her life in front of her. Then as purely felt, but less tangiblethoughts, memory and feelings; a simultaneous road show that was happening in and outside of her and all around her, flight to obliteration, its own plane of existence. First date. First kiss. Breathy anticipation, disappointing maneuverings on the leather seats of an old Impala. Baby blue, like her cousins wedding dress. A dress she dreamed of for her own. Angry crows feet clawing at her mothers eyes. An argument. Tears. Tinkling laughter. A party. That perfect moment when everything was right, that day love trapped her heart then gave it wings. Apparitions of sudden unanticipated beauty, chiaroscuro slant of sun as it hid the darkness down the hall to her bedroom. All those dark nights. Now her mothers roomher shadowed figure, as distant and foggy as she when aliveand then, of course, the swam song and the broken ballerina twisted, deformed, whirling grotesquely about the floor as the music box continued to play. Broken. Shattered illusion. Love into hate. Bitterness born of destruction and loathing. She had to erase it. Blot it from her memory. Forever.


And now she would, for she was a powerful bird flying through the silken gray of a cleansing rain. This weightlessness, this nonchalance of flight was what she had been waiting for. This utter sense of calm. It had eluded her all her lifethis clarity. Clarity that emitted from inside and shot through her like a drug. If she had had this all alongbut maybe that was the price. The Devils bargain. I will gift you knowledge for your soul.


She had to laugh, even if what slid through tightened lips was a sound she had never heard before. She had to laugh because this end was such a perfect metaphor for her life; the river below her and the bridge now behind her. She never had been able to get to the other side. Then she caught the fear in her eyes, flung back at her from the rearview mirror. And saw clearly for the first time the stranger who had occupied her body, mouth pinched, primly bitter. Prepared resignation.


Her skull split neatly into thirds when it hit the steering wheel.



 
BOOK I



 



When the wrecking crew pulled the car from the river, eager eyes peered into the darkened windows, until the twisted marionette carried from the remains was lifted to the stretcher. Then heads turned, eyes averted. It wasnt that the mangled body was too horrific to take in. It was that it was alive. That this creature had any vital signs seemed impossible. But it did. An air pocket in the twisted wreckage had kept enough oxygen coursing through its veins to maintain life.


But the eyes. Void. Black. Dale Mezzaroni had worked with his father and brother four years now since high school, dragging old cars from riverbanks, off the sides of cliffs, and he bragged to his buddies about the grisly scenes of twisted, gnarled bodies entwined like lovers meshed to steel frames. But Dale had never seen an expression like the one on what had probably been quite a looker before she ditched her car off the Morrison Bridge. Suicide attempt. No question about it. The bridge was definitely on its way up. The tender heard more than saw the car as it sped up the slow-moving slab of concrete, broke through the guard post, taillights peeping over the side making a helluva splash.


He gulped his beer, shut his eyes trying to forget, and thought instead about his girlfriend and her dream-catcher. She had one hanging over the bed, made of spindly wood with a leather spiderweb net attached, goofy feathers and strings of beads and bangles surrounded by candles and a lot of other nonsense. She said it caught the nightmares. Gave you peaceful sleep. Hell, he couldnt remember his dreams one day to the next. But he couldnt shake it as he downed his fourth beer. Dead deer eyes he had seen. Got himself a four-point with his uncle just last November. These werent dead. Its like the soul hadnt gone out yet. Soul-catcher. Yeahsomething caught this womans soul and he reckoned she was going to be stuck in the middle of it for a good long time. He ordered another beer. Maybe that dream-catcher would come in handy tonight, after all.


* * *


Warren Snag Peterson paced the somber two-tone hospital corridors as he waited for information. Lindsays car was in the river, but they couldnt identify the victim. He had been told by no less than four of the administrative staff there was no information to be had unless you can prove youre a family member.


No one answered at Lindsays home. Megan couldnt be found. He had spent his last quarter trying for Jared. Got his service. No one in bloody hell was by a phone.


He couldnt keep his hands off the pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket, a habit born of longing. He glanced about. He would sneak one if it werent for the elderly woman sitting twenty feet from him smugly pinching her lips, tsk tsk, naughty boy.


He smiled graciously back at her, handsome; an English schoolboy demeanor and a turn-of-the-century dandy, soft brown hair scooped back in a single wave that splayed wildly to either side of his smooth-skinned face. He was excessively anal at the exterior, which prompted his nickname, governed by a sole preoccupation that one of the many garments that filled his closets might develop an unseemly snag. His interior possessed a highly creative mind, gentle and spontaneous heart, and tendency toward droll conversation. He smoked like a character out of a bad B movie.


Goddamn. Under his breath. He wasnt a man of enduring patience, and knowing someone was in there, dead or alive, faceless yet certain to be one of three, was driving him crazy. He needed a cigarette. If he could smoke, it would fend off the clinging antiseptic smells; shove the relentless moments of waiting behind him.


And these people. Where in the hell did they find these people? Nurses, identically clad in chalky toneseven in a crisis he could despair of fashiontheir pastel platitudes doled out like pills. He had found salvation in the guise of an old-timer, her polyester calm belying the harsh reality as she tromped through the unmistakable red EMERGENCY doors. She indicated by gesture, more than anything else, that the person behind those swinging doors was still alive. She was trying to help him, as much as she could under the circumstances. Snag knew she was a thousand-year-old dyke. Her stooped shoulders, raised from years of horrifying stress, almost touched her ears. He knew her hands, raw as scrubbed leather and just as gentle, were tied, and that she was doing her best.


Now he watched her march directly to the information desk.


Find Dr. Santo yet?


Huh? A lone candy striper, pale and inept, tore herself from her cheese puffs, orange speckles powdered about her Sierra Mauve lipstick.


I said, find Dr. Santo yet?


Unh-uh. The candy striper rapidly shook her head.


Well, get off your candy ass and find him. Stat. We got a Code 99 on the bridge victim.


But I intercommed.


So now you get your finger outta your goddamn nose and pick up the phone and call every extension till you find him directly. This decade! she barked. She nonchalantly cracked her neck, glanced at Snag, her eyes unwavering, and trudged back into emergency. She had seen it all a million times.


The elevator doors opened. Jared. Snags Jared. Tall, blond, amazingly handsome by anyones standards, he breezed through the waiting room with his graceful gait. Even in despair, people turned to stare at the distinguished, GQ demigod as he made his way to Snag, who willingly crumbled in Jareds strong arms. The onlookers, momentarily taken from their own personal grief, watched as Jared unabashedly held his young lover, smoothed the hair from his forehead.


Well? Jared asked.


Im so friggin glad you got my message. Snag finally loosened his grip. Im so glad youre here. Jesus, Jared


Whats goin on?


Thats just it. This is out of the friggin Twilight Zone. They cant tell me.


ButLindsays car.


I know. Its definitely her car. But I overheard one of the guys through the door. It doesnt sound like her. But what the fuck do I know? They cant tell me anything. Hospital policy and all that bullshit. Snag stroked his crumpled cigarette pack again. Theres an old biddy lesbo though, bless her heart, trying to get something to me. Anything Snags hands trembled as he swept them through unmanageable hair.


The old-timer came from the swinging doors. Her eyes searched for Snag.


He questioned back with his hands, Well?


The nurses stooped shoulders shrugged softly. She crooked her crooked neck. She knew she wasnt supposed to, but closed her eyes in the affirmative. Hospital rules to hell.



 
One Year Earlier


Lindsay was tired.


But lately it seemed she was always tired. She sat motionless, except for the churning of a worn eraser into the plans before her. The motion calmed her. It was close to nine, she guessed. She had been sitting precisely so for the past hour, creating little mountains of rubber. She could go home. She certainly wasnt getting anything done here.


Home. She smirked in self-deprecation. It was the old shoemakers joke: an architect, passionately in love with designing home and hearth for others, lived in a three-bedroom Victorian, cozy, but badly in need of repair. From the intricate and complex designs that painted themselves in her head, a unique essence magically sprang from the mechanics of framed walls, plaster and paint called Home. Homes for her clients. Homes shoe could, to this date, remember with fondness, every line, every angle, every cut-in. Like children, spoiled, pampered and catered to.


In some vague and ambiguous future she had promised to build one for herself. As soon as the next project is complete was her standard defense, but the reality was that she was perfectly content commuting between her creakingly comfortable relic and the minimalist alcove she had installed in her office. The double bed, small bathroom and bookshelves were cramped but space-efficient, an earmark of all her designs. There was a certain harmony to it; warm and cozy for her female side; linear and practical for the side that sparred with the world. Mostly it suited her minimalist lifestyle.


The lobe of her ear itched. She tugged at it vacantly then suddenly remembered the party. Joannes party. She had promised. She looked at her watch again, not that it mattered. Whatever time it was, she was late. If she didnt go, there would be hell to pay.


* * *


Oh no, really, do you think so?


Darling, do get me another martini.


Im sure Shelli has had a face-lift


Oh, no. I heard theyre merging. Johnsons got him by the balls. Lots of money to be made


Snippets of conversation fired by as she hunted for Joanne. Blanks. All this heavy artillery was pointless drivel. Lindsay loathed these parties, but as Joanne always reminded her, it was a necessary evil. Just think of schmoozing as a sort of tithing. The basket goes round and round, collecting all those graphically enhanced little cards to make the world a better place. And these parties are like the Holy Church of Networking.


And there Joanne was now, clad in a skimpy black lace bodysuit, revealing her state-of-the-art physique on which she spared neither expense nor effort. Lindsay watched her for a moment as Joanne rummaged through her little people, her martini-lade laughter floating behind her. Her professional life depended on her ability to put people together, but her parties were another matter. She found it the height of amusement to mismatch ever so slightly, then to breeze through and impress everyone as she cajoled and made it all better. She was the queen bee, matchmaker and homebreaker, and, without fail, the head turner in any room.


Lindsay always thought the most entertaining thing about Joannes parties was her performances. She had made a condescending pit stop, addressed a group of star-struck nouveau yuppies entering the world of players, bequeathing them a moment of her time, then caught Lindsay watching her.


Ahhh, there you are, darling. Joanne glided forward, kissed the air at the side of Lindsays face.


What do you think? She referred to her knee-length scarf. I threw it on at the last minutebut I think it works. A bit Isadora Duncany, but then She let the words dangle, much as the scarf would the rest of the evening, over someones shoulder, getting caught through their arms; a well-planned prop.


Scintillating, as usual. Lindsay was already terminally bored. Look, Joanne, Ive got a mountain


Built from a molehill I presume


Really. I can only stay for a drink.


Martini?


Sure.


Dont leave. I want you to meet someone.


And she was off. Lindsay gazed stoically over the bobbing heads. Maybe she could slip out before Joanne got back. She hated wasting time and reminded herself, as penance, that some of her best clients had come from Joannes parties. It was all part of the game. As if business couldnt be brokered by the simple equation of supply and demand. As if competence, value and trust had no room in this three-ring circus.


And then she saw a nervous blonde, in her late forties, Lindsay guessed, shrinking awkwardly into the pattern of the wallpaper in the corner of the room. Lindsays heart went out to her. A kindred spirit. With very little armor. Lindsay was about to make her way to her when Joanne snagged the poor woman from a tipsy, badly dressed, anecdote-spewing predator.


Its OK, Joanne pampered. Ive rescued you. And clamped her hand upon the womans elbow. George is a bit much, even for us!


Yeswell


I know. A nuisance. But I have someone you simply have to meetmore your genre. Joanne stopped abruptly, the blonde almost bumping into her, raised already arched brows and asked of no one in particular. Now, where the hell is that genre? Oh! and then sped up again, dragging the woman bodily behind her as she continued her speech mid-air. Here she is. The most fascinating creature out of our very own P-town: Lindsay Brennan.


Joanne thrust her victim before Lindsay. Lindsay, I have someone you simply have to meet. Shes a bit whelmed, Joanne explained with equal parts sweetness and exasperation.


I cant imagine why, Lindsay remarked flatly.


Sondra Pinchot. Joanne held out her hand, presenting Sondra as if she were there for inspection. Sondra is an interior designerand if Im not mistaken, looking for a brilliant architect with bold new ideas to remodel her quaint little beach home. And LindsayJoanne shot Lindsay a direct winkI can personally attest, is not only brilliant, but very strong in the bold ideas department.


Lindsay dismissed the innuendo as she extended her hand. I think we can take it from here.


Nice to meet you. Sondras voice was small.


Oh shit, there goes George again. Joanne shook her head. Maybe hes outlived his usefulness. You know it really is a delicate equationsort of like arbitrage of the annoyingis there a direct correlation of asset to asshole? Joanne frowned, irritated with the calculation, then dismissed it. Anyway, you two get acquainted and talk design lingo about beams and all those other complicated things that hold up civilization. Joanne touched Lindsays arm and took off.


The blonde followed Joannes movements and then awkwardly turned back to Lindsay.


Dont let her get to you. Lindsay murmured.


Oh, its not her. Im a bit rusty. I dont go to parties much.


Well, I dont think one can exactly be prepared for Joannes. She plans it that way.


Sondra smiled. She does a good job.


And then Lindsay smiled. Yes. Shes very good at it.


More silence. Sotell me about your beach house.


Oh. Sondra seemed grateful to have a focus. Itswell, its been a dream of mine, ever since I was a little girl., really. A large monster of a beach housevery badly in need of a complete makeover.


Lindsays face set into a bored expression.


Would youum, be interested in something like that?


Its not really my line. I could give you some recommendations.


Oh, I know a lot of architects. I really need someone who is going to understand this place. Its very special.


Well Lindsay didnt know why the words were tumbling from her mouth. I could take a look at it.


Really?


Yeah, sure.


Whats your schedule like?


She was booked. For the rest of her life.


Im going down there next Tuesday. Is that a possibility? Sondra cleared her throat. I mean, if youre interested.


Sure. That sounds great.


* * *


Lindsay yawned. Slouched into the pillows on the overstuffed couch in her living room, relaxing for the first time in hoursweeksfinally home from that incredibly dull party, comfortable in ancient sweats so faded and worn they seemed a part of her skin.


The beach house. She laughed out loud. It was absurd to even contemplate. There was no time. There was never enough time. Especially for a remodel sixty miles from the city. Why had she said she would even consider it? The distance alone was more headache than it would be worth. Besides, remodels brought nothing but loathing to mind. Too many variables. Too little compensation. Dickering was a language of many dialects she had to learn over and over, cost control was balancing the federal budget and decision-making had become a weighty religion as clients changed the changes they had just finished changing like an Islamic bowing over the plans at the clang of a bell. The final product never resembled the original plans, but the owners expected the budget to remain the same. And they always had visions of having been an architect in a previous life. Mechanical pencil envy.


Tuesday would be half-wasted by running to Earlscove. Maybe she could get out of it. But Sondra Pinchot seemed so lost that Lindsay felt sorry for her. And that damn voice. The low smoke-laced hesitation. Her apprehension. The curved line of Sondras shoulder as she melted against the wall, the way Joanne had thrown her helter-skelter through the uncaring, unseeing throng. It brought to mind a Holocaust survivor she had seen on a documentary a few nights back, the tarnished attitude, a constant checking in, a nervous fear that wasnt unattractive in the least, but rather compelled a protective instinct in Lindsay she hadnt felt since Heather.


Her cat, Ayn, a burnished rust calico, jumped onto her chest. She drew up an abused quilt, the one item she had brought from her fathers home, and snuggled deep inside it. She propped the Ryan specs next to her side. They were almost ready to bid. She needed to finish tonight, but first she wanted to close her eyes. Just for a few minutes.


She let her mind go, trying to defy the images that bombarded her. Relaxation. That elusive calm. She concentrated on her breathing as she had been taught in therapy, vaguely concerned she hadnt learned it right from the beginning. Wasnt it a built-in mechanism? Wasnt it supposed to come naturally? Did her shrinks floral imagery of inhaling colors as if one could breathe crayons have any scientific merit, or was it simply a crock of shit?


She had relaxed when she understood the etiology. And then she could embrace it with more enthusiasm, even if a bit self-consciously. In. No longer on the out. It soothed her as she let her hands play with the quilt. The softly frayed edges always made her think of that night. The night everything changed. As she caressed a single thread she thought that out of the big life changes one always remembered the little moments. The way her hands had woven themselves into the fabric of the quilt when he came to tuck her in, street light casting a macabre shadow on her clown (she could never play with it after that night), the smell of Old Spice and nervous sweat, and the tears in her fathers eyes.


Funny how smells make you safe. Old Spice was her father. The ships on the bottle were safety, her father adventurer of the high seas. Nothing could harm her as long as her father came sailing through the door after work, tossing the paper like an anchor over the side of his easy chair, grabbing her up in her arms, his deep sailor stubble brushing against the smooth of her cheek, the laughter in his eyes, a twinkling pirate in port of call, cologne faded by the fierce wind of his day.


But that morning, shortly after Lindsays seventh birthday, her mother informed Lindsay and her father, as they sat in the midst of their traditional Saturday-morning pancakes, she was leaving them. Her father dropped his fork; she could hear it ring out as he leapt to his feet. Lindsay sat in confusion, numbly twirling a swollen piece of hotcake in too much syrup as her father spent hours trying to change her mothers decision. Wasnt she just going shopping?


What about her? Lindsays father pointed at her. But her mother would not look in her direction, and Lindsay could never remember what her mothers eyes looked like, even though they were her own.


Her father had loved his wife, deeply, utterly. He considered himself the luckiest man on earth, able to leave his job behind each day to return home to his cherished daughter and beautiful wife. How could he know she begrudged his easy contentment as he worked diligentlyalthough not aggressivelyat his trade, a general architect in a large firm? How could he know she resented his gratification of a glorified draftsman? That her love grew cold as he plodded along, that she had become hysterical from years of waiting?


Lindsay could only imagine her mothers frustration years later as she tried to unravel a memory obscured by betrayal. Her own drive and ambition came from a mother never content to simply be. A housewife whose desire for more was manifested in newspaper drives, presidency of the neighborhood association, constant political meetings, and finally in strident accusation. But worse was what the expectation had done to her, the belief that the more she craved would someday come. The endless wait, destroyed hope. The fierce light in her eyes as she lashed out in accusation. She had given him the best damn years of her lifeAnd for what? she had snarled. For nothing!{ And so she was leaving with Fred, the slick-haired Fred, the father of Lindsays playmate Charlene. He would take her away from this hellhole. As Lindsay sat, a silent witness with her bloated pancakes, she watched her father crumble. She could almost hear his heart shrivel, see his soul grow cold. And for that, she would never forgive her mother.


Lindsay knew, as children do, that her father still cared. She had been the object of fatherly adoration for too long. But she also knew, on a level she could not articulate, when her mother deserted them, when they saw the last sweep of her hair as she stormed out the back door, suitcase in hand, she had taken the best part of him with her.


He changed. He no longer came home with a smile on his face. No more laughter and grabbing her up in his arms. No rough warmth against her satin cheek. He went away. Spent hours at work. Her world changed. Became dark and cold. Like a cloud that took the sun out of the day as it rested upon her. And when the cloud moved, she would feel right again. But that didnt happen. The cloud came and never went.


Her fathers face had become an impenetrable mask. When he slouched through the doorway in the evenings his paper became his shield, fanned before him until dinner. Before long, thick architectural specifications replaced the daily paper, along with heavy silences broken only by a chaste kiss good night, a tell Mrs. Gardner Ill be late for dinner, a clearing of the throat that heralded nothing. He came home later and later, until many nights she didnt see him at all.


Mrs. Gardner, their housekeeper, nurtured Lindsay. It wasnt until years later, during her first brief months of therapy, that Lindsay realized she would never have survived the following years if it had not been for Mrs. Gardner. Her therapist questioned over and over her feelings about her mother, but she could come up with none. Mrs. Gardner, for all intents and purposes, had become her mother, with her thick Irish body, her softly cooing there now, what a good girl you are, her tightly corseted bosom, like a starched pillowcase stuffed with down, deeply comforting in its unyielding stability. It was Mrs. Gardners insistence that Lindsay join her each summer on her annual vacation to her fathers Midwest farm that ultimately saved her.


The first summer Lindsay had been terrified of leaving home. But within two days she was running through the hayfields, jumping bales, playing with Star, the aging German shepherd, making mud pies, climbing trees, scraping knees and forgetting the dismal static of her fathers glassy-eyed stare and her mothers absence.


She grew strong, her tender heart healing as her young body basked in the sun, as she swam in the lake behind the barn, slept hard and woke early. She met Billy, who became her best friend and blood brother within three hours. They explored the caves in the hillside, played army and space wars. Swapped stories, bragged, and later traded their Hardy Boys mystery books.


Nancy Drews for girls!


But you are a girl.


They laughed at that for a long time, then wrestled, stole old man Bromwells cherries, flopped their earth-eaten feet in the creek as they snagged crawdads, double-dared secrets, told nasty jokes they didnt yet understand, and whiled away hours of simple pleasure. By the end of summer Lindsay never wanted to leave. It had been the perfect moment of childhood where everything is sharp and real and nothing is impossible.


Its memories kept her strong when she returned home. Her fathers exclusive preoccupation with work had become an unspoken oath never to involve his heart in anything as transient as human life. He focused instead on the career he had never paid attention to, and now began to advance rapidly in his firm.


Days of silence turned into years. At first Lindsay pledged childlike loyalty to her father, clinging to the only secure thing left in her world. Eventually, however, the relentless hours of quiet that passed between them eroded, the memories of a loving, benevolent father, replacing them with the stony, pulseless man who read through dinner, chewing slowly, methodically wiping his mouth after every few bits. She tried to stare him down, but every time he caught her, he would think twice as if hed just realized, oh, yes, theres another person at this table and hed turn to his paper.


She played with rebellion. Stayed out past curfew. Ran with the neighborhood bully and his pals. She showed Johnny Darren her privates for a nickel and was caught by Mrs. Darren. But when Mrs. Darren marched Lindsay to her own doorstep and dramatically recounted her deviant sin, her father simply shrugged and said, Children will be children, after all. Well, your daughter is a hoodlum! Lindsay had thrilled at the hope her father might notice she had turned rotten, but he merely put out his hand for her, pulled her gently inside, saying, No. My daughter is not a hoodlum, and closed the door.


You have to pay attention to the girl, Mr. Brennan. Thats all this is. A play for your affections. She overheard Mrs. Gardner talking to her father that evening before she went to bed.


I read her a bedtime story every night.


Empty words dont fill the heart.


Look, Mrs. Gardner, I pay you to keep house and take care of Lindsay, not for amateur analysis, His words werent sharp or sarcastic, just to the point.


She heard Mrs. Gardner harrumph and storm off meaningfully. Lindsay sat on the stairwell. She sighed. It was useless. She lay back, then studied the angle where the stairwell had been cut in and thought how much more interesting it would be if the stairs had a circular shape so that they entered into the living room instead of straight out the door.


She thought about the staircase for a long time that night, then finally went to bed. The next day she drew the stairwell the way she thought it should be. It gave her a sense of calm, and she put it in her small desk drawer in her bedroom, right next to her Spiderman Comics.


Spiderman was always scaling tall-spired buildings with his weblike tentacles, so Lindsay nabbed a few extra sheets of tracing paper at school and spent long afternoons copying the structures he climbed. She omitted his form after several renditions and began to embellish the skyscrapers, giving them a unique flair. When she tired of that exercise she began drawing her own designs, outlandish and futuristic, but she had a reason for every line, every corner.


She began to show her drawings to Mrs. Gardner, who encouraged her heartily, marveling at the room she designed for her in their imaginary new home. She had a cupboard and spot for every appliance Mrs. Gardner used. Mrs. Gardner laughed, but looked carefully at the drawing, amazed by Lindsays meticulous attention to detail.


Several nights later, Lindsay sat smooshing her Green Giant peas through the tines of her fork. She announced quite suddenly, Ive decided to be an architect, like you, Daddy. Only Im goin to build homes for when they land in space.


For once her father glanced from his paper, peered at his daughter as if she were someone he had never seen before. Oh you are, are you?


Yes. And Ive already got a house for you and me and Mrs. Gardner for when you retire or as soon as she can afford it.


Oh you have, have you? And though there was an edge of gentle amusement in his voice, he continued to watch his daughter.


And theyre quite lovely, Mrs. Gardner added. But just as suddenly as Lindsay had captured her fathers interest, he seemed to remember he had no interest in anything. He returned to his paper.


Dont you want to see it? Lindsay asked, her voice low, tentative. But he merely wiped his lower lip with his napkin.


Lindsays crystal-blue eyes grew more enormous as the tears began to swell. Mrs. Gardners heart would break if she had to watch Lindsay endure any more pain. She grabbed the drawings and shoved them in front of her employers nose.


See for yourself. I cant wait till I can afford it. Mrs. Gardner poured him more coffee. She waited with Lindsay as he stared.


Finally he frowned. At first Lindsay thought she was in trouble, but then he slowly turned to her. His eyes touched hers for the first time since his wife had left. He smiled. He returned to the drawings, studying them more thoroughly.


He then glanced at Mrs. Gardner, as if seeing an old acquaintance after years, acknowledged her presence with gratitude. Come here, you, he said to Lindsay. These are very good.


He motioned for his daughter to stand beside him, began asking her questions in a low soft voice. Lindsay glanced at Mrs. Gardner, a smile of victory upon her milk-mustached lips.


Whether it had been simple transference or merely a wonderful coincidence, neither she, Mrs. Gardner, nor her father ever knew or cared to question. But from that moment on, Lindsays natural love for creating became a genuine passion for design. She and her father began to sit for long hours in his den and sketch, intoxicating one another with new ideas and concepts, happy in their isolation. Mrs. Gardner would bring them tea, milk and cookies, quite thrilled with the turn of events. From that day forward, all they knew of each other fell within those parameters.


Lindsay had no inclination to step outside of that haven. Her interest in friends, toys and games become silly nonsense next to the grownup stuff that required skill and patience. School was a necessary evil, but she was an excellent student, attacking her studies with the same energy and enthusiasm she did her drawing, disciplined from a young age to persevere until she succeeded.


If the other students found her somewhat odd, she was nonetheless considered popular. She was straightforward, and her disregard of social mores charmed people rather than put them off. She was one of the lucky few who were different and got away with it.


Dreams of her childhood came less frequently now. Some who worked with Lindsay wondered if she had ever had a childhood, had ever known what it was to have fun. Not that she was without humorLindsay was, in fat, capable of devastating humor, but it rarely came out unless she was comfortable, relaxed. And it was often at her own expense. This intenseness, this serous outlook took its toll in relationships. Few ever lasted more than months.


* * *


Lindsay shrugged in her sleep as Joanne tried to swish the cat away with her hand in the air. Scat, cat. Ill take over now. But Ayn remained curled next to Lindsays body.


Joanne used her forefinger to ping Ayns nose lightly. The cat cast an appalled glance, then quickly made her exit. Free to maneuver, Joanne carefully sidled her way atop, and gently laid the length of her body upon Lindsays.


Joanne? Lindsay stirred, her voice groggy and distant. Must have fallen off


Such a lovely view. Joanne surveyed Lindsays tousled, thick dark hair, her deepest eyes, the beautiful clear skin and handsome mouth.


God, what time is it? Lindsay tried to sit upright, but Joanne kept her pinned.


Dont worry, youve got plenty of time. Joanne nuzzled Lindsays neck and teased her ear.


Babe, Ive got to get up early


Hmmm, imagine that Joannes smile was dangerous as her hand slithered beneath the comforter and underneath Lindsays sweatshirt. And I wouldnt dream of getting in your way, she purred.


Lindsay felt Joannes fingers glide over her skin and gently cover the softness of her breast. Her perfume and the essence of Joanne, a heady intoxicant unto itself, made their way to her senses.


Joanne. Her voice was throaty as she felt her limbs awaken.


Do you have any idea how terribly tired you sound? Joanne gently pulsed Lindsays arched nipple.


Joanne


Lindsay. Kiss me.


Not another word was spoken.



 



Samantha would do anything to trick the cosmos of ever having met Janet Myers. She had just rung off the phone with Janets personal assistant, Trina, for the third time. Chaos was the theme for the evening. Janet Myers was entering high society in a matter of moments and she wasnt going to let anyone survive it.


Samantha held up pearl earrings. They washed out against her hair. Diamonds? Maybe if she gathered the richly textured shoulder-length hair into a loose chignon. Her hairdresser gushingly referred to it as the purest hue of gold Ive ever had the pleasure to run my hands through. Yes. Now the pearls worked. Simple and tasteful.


Tasteful being an irrelevant fixture in her life these days. She supposed taste was in the aesthetic of the perceiver much as beauty was in the eye of the beholder. But for Janet Myers taste was simply something she did to test her spaghetti sauce.


Samantha remembered the morning she had landed her infamous account. She had been thrilled. In ecstasy, she had to admit, at the prospect of the never-ending resource she would have to work with. But now, five months later, life seemed to have played a cruel joke on that fateful day Janet Myers pudgy fingers danced a minute waltz upon the yellow pages of the greater Seattle area.


Janet Myers entrance over the threshold of SAMANTHA PINCHOTS Design Concept Northwest had been grand. And memorable. She could barely make it through the door. She was the largest woman Samantha had ever encountered up close. A fat phobia she didnt know she had rushed to the fore. It wasnt her weight. It was how she used it. So aggressively.


Janet had plunged forward that Friday morning and snarled in her best trailer-park drawl, We need a job done, and we need it now, and we got money to burn, and by Monday morning Samantha belonged to her. This was for Janet Myers and her husband Bud, of lottery fame, their sudden wealth detailed in the Calendar Section a couple of Sundays prior, unimaginatively titled Rags to Riches.


Whoever said money didnt buy happiness had not lived from Janets grimy food stamps to Buds crumpled disability check in a cramped Golden West single-wide in Vista Springs Trailer Park. Forty-two million dollars could buy just a tiny slice of ecstasy.


And ecstasy was where Janet Myers lived every time she purchased a new item. Anything and everything that she could get her hands on, no matter how gauche. All the poverty she had ever endured was slapped cleanly back into an economy that had robbed her of the most basic comforts. From useless gewgaws to the five-thousand-square-foot home nestled cozily amid the upper class of Bainbridge Island.


And that was when she retained Samantha, who deciphered within ten easy minutes that Janet didnt so much want a designer to tell her how to arrange her bizarre assemblage as she wanted yet another ornament of wealth.


Samantha had developed a variety of tactics to deal with neurotic society wives whose singular activity in life was devoted to the remodeling of their homes. Her most frequent and successful approach to these women was simple but effective: reverse psychology. She had become skilled at the subtle suggestion. After all, she was the expert. And occasionally she resorted to camouflaged strong-arm tactics. But there was nothing that worked against the inimitable Janet Myers, whose entire scheme of dcor revolved around a massive black velvet portrait of Elvis Presley as he appeared in his more portly Vegas days.


And so tonight Janet Myers would put on display her grotesque world of fashion, exposing her capricious and ignorant whims to the cream of Seattle society. And Samantha, in theory at least, would be the responsible party.


The phone rang again. Samantha gritted her teeth. She wouldnt answer it. She tried to finish her makeup, but the incessant ringing jangled her nerves. She picked it up, anticipating the worse. But it wasnt Janet. It was her mother.


She would have preferred to talk to Janet.


* * *


Ready, hon?


Robert came up behind Samantha, grazing her neck with his lips. The soft touch did not inspire a brushfire to spread through her limbs, but it was warm. Comforting.


The question remains, is the rest of humanity? Samantha winked at him from the mirror. She watched his eyes as they followed the contours of her off-the-shoulder cocktail dress. They were bright with appreciation, perhaps a glimmer of lust.


He fastened the back of her dress, as he had a hundred times. Then he stood back, admiring her natural beauty. Her allure would not be that of the Elegant Models by Monique who would litter Janet Myers party, stark exoticism that beckoned sultrily from the newsstands. Samanthas high cheekbones were not the product of anorexia. A strong jawline gave her face its distinctive character. Aquiline nose and full lips, the bottom of which she often nibbled during moments of intense concentrationall those things made for a sort of head-turning beauty, Robert supposed. But the attraction to Samantha, Robert had realized a scant two minutes after meeting her, was her gray and infinitely intelligent eyes. There lay a secret in their depths he still hadnt unearthed after all this time.


You dont mind going to this thing? Samanthas words brought him out of his reverie.


No. Not as long as you protect me from Cruella DeVille.


Samantha turned and smiled at him. Dont you think Im the one who needs protecting? My reputation is about to be destroyed. He walked up to her. She smoothed his left eyebrow distractedly, picked a piece of lint from the lapel of his evening jacket. You look very handsome.


He took her hand and could tell by her sweating palm that she was nervous. Youre safe with me, babe.


* * *


Wildfire hype had made the Janet Myers Gala Event the hottest ticket among Seattles elite and society wannabees. At the front door, heavily armed by security, giving ones name wasnt enough. Even with her special pass, Samantha and Robert were checked through three lists. Why dont they just fingerprint me? Robert muttered as they made their way through the crowded front hall.


Once inside Samantha stopped. She was not a short woman at five seven, but she finally knew what it was to be petite amid the flowing Sea of Tall Women (as she later described it to Jerra, her best friend), the contingent of Models  la Monique that crammed every corner and hung onto wealthy male arms cloaked in Armani suits, their angular hips jutting with a flowing aggression as the evening wore on.


I think Ill try to find something to make this endurable. Wine for you?


Yeah. Make it a double. Samantha could barely breathe. And dont get lost.


Hey. I played basketball.


She laughed on impulse and then traced herself, but not in time for the Se of Tall Women to part. And suddenly there appeared before her a life-size painting of a Mohican Indian, purple circles etched about his body, two earrings of dripping red hearts dangling from either side of this proud warrior who held a bouquet of dead daisies in his hand. Where had this come from? Not even Janets collection of nouveau crass art was this vulgar. There had to have been a force even more vile than Janets to persuade her to make the purchase, much less hang it in the home Samantha had worked so hard to prepare for this night of Janets debut into Seattle society.


And it got worse as she saw the other artistic additions that had been made. For a moment the tableau spun about her. She was certain she would faint. Her reputation was no longer in danger of being ruined. In a single evening it would be annihilated.


Moments later Janet Myers barreled through the wavering stalks of beauty trailed by a smug-looking greasy-haired bandit, whom she introduced as the most imaginative little kre-tur Ive ever run into. My lord, Samantha thought, she was now talking like the nouveau riche, only with her trailer-park accent.


This is Tony. Janet beamed proudly as she turned to one of the deplorable paintings. Hes responsible for all this.


Samantha could only nod. She was still numb, trying to figure out what sort of damage this fiasco was going to do to her career.


This is the best artwork money can buy, boasted Tony.


Surely not. The words jumped from Samanthas mouth, a reflex.


Janet gnawed at a pudgy fingera moment of doubtbut Toney leapt in before it could fester, erupt.


Everything you see her is out of the hippest galleries in N.Y. and L.A, he said, pronouncing the initials. Janets head bobbed happily at this good news.


Hmmm. Said Samantha.


Biggest names. Tonys manner was pleading, yet still laced with arrogance. They both knew Janet couldnt tell art from a ceramic saltshaker.


You know weve got quite a few artists here in the N.W. ourselves. Samantha monogrammed the letters for Tonys benefit. Especially Seattle.


Yeahyeah. Tony lit up a cigarette. Well, this is whats happenin in the tightest circles.


I bet theyre tight. Samanthas anger threatened her well-bred manners. Tell me, howd you two hook up?


Oh. Janet swooned a bit. He found me. I mean, is that too wonderful or what? He just hunted me down.


Samanthas eyes shot from Janet, poor lost new rich person, to Toney, her cigarette-stained leech. My, how persistence pays off.


She turned before she could say anything further. A scene now would benefit no one. She would have her attorney call Janet Monday morning, have her name removed from any print materials and ban Janet from using her or her firms name with anything remotely connected to this project. She had to find Robert and get the hell out of there.


* * *


That was nice. Samantha lay in Roberts arms. He had made love to her when they returned home, sensitive to her Pyrrhic victory, her emptiness. He wanted to take her pain away, but even as he entered her, he could feel the vacuum their union created. He didnt know how to reach her.


Quite a party, he remarked later.


Thank God, Seattle Design is the only place my name will appear next to that deplorable trash heap. How many copies do you think we can buy?


Its going to be OK. Robert curled his body around her, trying to protect her. They lay silently for a long while.


Your mother called me at the office today, he said.


Yeah.


Shes been trying to get a hold of you.


Yeah. She aimlessly played with the hairs on his chest until she felt the slow rhythmic purring of sleep.
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