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  CHAPTER ONE


  “It’s Lacy, dear,” Amanda called up the circular staircase, “she has something to ask you.”


  Kip saved the manuscript in front of him in the “BEN Current” file before picking up the telephone. It was a defensive practice he had learned to follow religiously since last winter when he lost three days’ worth of manuscript to some still unidentified computer caprice.


  Lacy and Amanda held frequent and lengthy telephone conversations, and Kip was glad for that. That his present wife and his stepdaughter from his blighted, long-ago marriage to Marsha should have become such close friends was a source of great satisfaction. What they discussed over the thousand or so miles between Lacy’s home in Indianapolis and theirs in Venice, Massachusetts, Kip had no idea, and he never asked. It wasn’t what they talked about, but the fact that they talked, that made him glad. That Lacy should now want to talk to him, however, made him apprehensive.


  “Hello, Doll,” he said into the receiver. He had never called her Doll before or, for that matter, called anyone Doll. This forced jollity he knew immediately to be a product of his apprehension.


  “Hello, Kip,” she responded, and he heard the hesitation immediately. “How…how are you?”


  “I’m fine…for an old man.”


  “Yeah, yeah, there you go again. You’re not that old.”


  “Old enough.”


  They laughed, but he sensed she was stalling.


  “Kip, you know how Jacob and I are stopping over next Wednesday?” she finally said.


  “I do? I mean, you are?”


  “Well, yes, didn’t Amanda tell you?”


  “Of course, she did,” he lied. “But don’t expect a man in his seventies to remember things like that. You know what happens to short term memory. I remember your sitting on my lap thirty years ago clear as a bell, but ask me what I had for breakfast…”


  “That was more than thirty years ago, Kip. But, yes, I remember it, too.”


  Amanda hadn’t told him a word about the visit. He was sure of that—he would not have forgotten it. Wednesday was the day before the Fourth of July when they’d be doing their cookout on Lill’s porch, as they had in previous years, then watching the sun set followed by fireworks over the cove. All right, so now they would all be going to Lill’s. That was no problem—Lill loved company. Then he’d have a few days with his stepdaughter and her husband. He barely knew Jacob.


  “Jacob and I are going for a seminar at BU—you know, Boston University?—starting on the fifth,” she said. Lacy and her husband were both teachers in the Indianapolis school system.


  “Yes, Amanda told me,” he lied again. So, he would have her for only two days. Well, that was better than nothing. She’d never visited them before.


  “That’s great, Sweetheart. But Amanda said you had something to ask me. Did you want to bring Kaly and drop her off? We’d love that.”


  “No, Kip, Kaly has a place of her own now, you know…with Bill. But what it is, is…well, Kip, it’s Mother.”


  “Your mother?”


  “Yes, Kip, she’s never seen Boston.”


  “Well, wouldn’t she be more comfortable if you dropped her off in Boston first? I mean, after all these years…”


  He had not communicated with Marsha since she had off with that assistant football coach at Lane, some forty-five years ago—it was forty-five, he was sure. It had broken his heart at the time, but now it was old business. Very old and well forgotten.


  “Well, actually, she wants to see you.”


  “Why would she want to see me?” Whatever reason Marsha might have, and each possibility sounded worse than the others, it wasn’t going to happen.


  “Well, she’s had a bit of a heart problem.”


  He stopped himself from repeating, A heart problem? and said, “Is she…” instead.


  “No, no, she’s fine now. It’s just that it made her aware, I guess, that she needs to get her affairs in order. And…”


  “She doesn’t owe me anything,” he said quickly.


  That was not exactly true. Marsha owed him big time, but that was all in a past he did not want to rake up. And he most certainly didn’t want her coming to Venice.


  “Well, she says she needs to balance her books. She knows that running off with Harley…”


  “Harley? Was that his name?”


  “Well, no, it was George Davidson, but everyone called him Harley because of the, you know, the motorcycle.”


  “He had a motorcycle?”


  “No, there’s a motorcycle called a Harley Davidson.”


  “Oh, right, right.”


  “She says she’s glad you found Vera after she left, Kip, and she doesn’t believe that you were involved with her before…”


  “Before your mother took off,” he protested, “Vera was my student. We didn’t get together till after your mother left, and Vera joined the faculty.”


  “Well, yes, she knows that.”


  Actually, his use of the phrase ‘get together’ had been unfortunate. Today they used it to mean a sexual relationship. “Someday I’ll tell you about Vera,” he said. His dear friend Vera was, in fact, lesbian, and their relationship had been strictly platonic.


  But here was something he hadn’t known, and that was that Marsha had, apparently, maintained contact with people in the Lane faculty community after leaving him, and that they had kept her informed about his comings and goings. Of course, it had turned out that they had also all known about her carrying on with this Harley character—everyone on the faculty, that is, except Kip. Then, when she left, they had all distanced themselves from him as though what he had might be catching. But that some of them, or at least one of them, had kept her informed about his doings, he hadn’t been aware of until now.


  “I’m glad she, at least, recognizes that she screwed me,” he said. He had never used the word screwed in that context before, and he wished he hadn’t this time. Because of the geographic distance between them, he didn’t get much occasion to speak with his daughter. “And if this is by way of apology, tell her I accept.” It wasn’t just the running off with this Harley for which she owed him, but her remorse now was something he didn’t want any part of either.


  “Well, it’s more than that.”


  Was Marsha going to apologize for the three years of bitchiness too?


  “She says she has to do it herself.”


  “Have her write me a letter.”


  “She says she has to do it in person. You see, she’s joined this church, and they’ve told her she’ll burn in hell if she doesn’t balance her books.”


  Well, now, that was a pleasant prospect, Marsha burning in hell. More reason to not let her come.


  “And Kip, she’s driving me crazy. She really believes she’s going to burn in hell. And you know how she can get.”


  “Tell her to go to confession. The priest will give her twenty Hail Marys and absolve her. Isn’t that how it works?”


  “She won’t have anything to do with the Catholic Church anymore. The priest wouldn’t let her and Harley marry in the Church. According to the Church, she’s still married to you.”


  “Fortunately, I don’t attend that church.”


  “Kip, she’s really scared.”


  “Tell her that I forgive her for everything, toto. I absolve her.”


  “She says she has to make it up to you somehow. She knows there was more to it than just the running off. She knows what a hard time she gave you while you two were married, and what a hard time you had at Lane after she left, and she needs to make it up to you.”


  “And how the…how does she expect to do that?”


  “I don’t know, Kip. She knows about the books you’ve written and how well they’ve sold, and she’s glad for you, really. And I’ve told her about Amanda and her sculpting, and she’s genuinely pleased about your life now. She actually got a copy of your first book from the library and tried to read it. She says you look really good with your goatee and that…”


  “It’s not a goatee—it’s a Vandyke. A goatee…”


  “Yes, I know, a goatee has a mustache. Well, Kip, she is really happy for you.”


  “Did she read the book?”


  “She started to, but she really didn’t get the humor. She’s not very sophisticated, you know. But she really tried and said it sounded just like a real book.”


  “Well, I’m grateful for that much.”


  “Well, you know how she is with books. She only did it because it was your work, and she really tried.”


  “Well, let me talk about it to Amanda, OK?” He felt guilty for giving Lacy false hope. She was a caring, sensitive soul who loved her mother. He liked to think that her choice of the teaching profession had, in some way, been influenced by his presence in her life. She had been four when he and her mother married. He was teaching in the English department at Lane, and he and Lacy had become close over those three years. When Marsha left, it was Lacy that he missed the most. And it was Amanda who had asked Doris Cobb, the Venice librarian, to find Lacy for her on the Internet, and then Amanda had flown her here to Venice when Kip had his heart attack.


  “I’ll talk to Amanda,” he repeated, compounding his lie, “and we’ll see what can be worked out.” Actually, it was best to not suggest the idea of Marsha’s coming to Amanda, though his creative wife might well come up with some other idea for Marsha that could get Lacy off the hook. Possibly, Marsha could volunteer in a hospital, and do it in his name or something. Yes, he would talk to Amanda…but certainly not about Marsha coming to Venice.


  “I’ve already talked to Amanda,” Lacy said. “She said it’s all right with her, if it’s all right with you.”


  So, the two of them had arranged it between themselves before she even asked him. It was a done deal. Well, things of this nature he let the women in his life decide on, anyway. And certainly, there was no way that he could be the one to block poor Lacy’s relief. He knew how Marsha could be. Once she got her teeth into something there was no stopping her. That was one quality she had shared with his late mother, Anna. Except that Anna, who had arrived penniless in America, had managed to parlay her determination into a small list of gentlemen “investors,” and a modest chain of dress boutiques in and around New York, while what Marsha had ended up with was this Harley character.


  “All right, dear. I don’t want her giving you more grief.” What more could he say?


  “Oh, thanks, Kip. I love you.”


  “And I love you, too. Is this Harley coming?”


  But Lacy had already hung up.


  


  Of course, Amanda would have said, yes. Amanda who had cried last winter at the sight of a mouse carrying back to its nest the poisoned seeds they had put out in the kitchen, would have been terribly upset by the idea of the “poor woman” fearing that she’s going to burn in hell. And, of course, she’d be upset about poor Lacy having to put up with it all, as well.


  Amanda, who “thought with her hands,” was right now certainly pressing and coaxing form into a lump of wet clay in the darkness of her studio in the converted two-car garage two floors below his tower-room study, while her mind was already fashioning a soul-rescuing visit with his ex-wife and her daughter. While he, Kip knew, wouldn’t get another bit of writing done till they had come, Marsha had said—or cried—her mea culpas and gone on to Boston. And even then, it might take days for his mind to return to its creative functions.


  Of course, the cookout at Lill’s on the Fourth had to be scrapped. Lill knew all about his life with Marsha. He had told her about it that night in her hot tub, five years ago, before his marriage to Amanda, when they had sat naked side by side and told each other about themselves. And Lill wasn’t sentimental like Amanda. Lill would not be happy about having Marsha in her house.


  Marsha had dispensed bowling shoes and beer at her parents’ bowling alley, just off the campus, when he first arrived at Lane as an instructor. Easily the best-looking townie woman in little Lexington, the young single mother had been labeled “unavailable” by the college men and admired at a distance. But then, to Kip’s surprise, she had started slipping him free packages of pretzels, then free beer, and finally an invitation to Sunday dinner at her parents’ house.


  Dinner at the LaPollas had been homemade pasta with homemade sauce and Chianti wine. When his own mother had cooked, during the few times he was home from boarding school, it was always low-calorie and out of a can—Anna Kippur’s figure was important to her business, and she was not about to go to extra trouble for her son’s pleasure. But the plump Mrs. LaPolla fussing around the kitchen in her apron, and little Lacy playing on the floor with the cat, had plucked chords in his heart—not chords of memory but chords of what might have been. After dinner, Mrs. LaPolla and her quiet husband had repaired to their bedroom for “naps,” while he and Marsha and little Lacy watched a movie on the snowy television, and Marsha allowed his tongue access to her mouth’s interior. It was only two more such visits before Marsha’s parents took Lacy to visit friends for the entire afternoon, and Marsha led him by the hand into her bedroom.


  Then there were more invitations to supper when he would remain till the early hours of the morning. Marsha would always wake him and hustle him out of the house before the neighbors might awake, but the nights were magical and educational. His only prior experience had been a few minutes in the freezing back seat of his car in the parking lot of a ski lodge with a coed he had just met and would never see again. But Marsha had been both experienced and instructive, and he had felt the painful innocence of his boarding school childhood transformed suddenly into fulfilled, satiated manhood.


  That he should be the recipient of such blessings had been as surprising to Kip as it had been delightful. Blessings had not been a staple of his life. Boarding school had been excruciating, and time at home with his ambitious mother barren. Building her dress boutique empire “investor” by “investor,” Anna Kippur had neither time for activities maternal nor the aptitude. It was when he graduated college and she wanted him to come and manage one of her boutiques that he had, instead, fled half way across the country to bury himself in the Lane College English Department as an instructor. What had not and, of course, would not have occurred to his smitten self, at that time, was the fact that, of the young Lane men who cast admiring eyes over the hot single mother behind the bar, he was the only one with a teaching job.


  The subject of marriage had never really come up. It was just the natural progression of things. When he finally wrote his mother that they would be married, Anna had flown out to Lexington to meet the bride and her family. He had worried about the meeting. The provincial LaPollas were not the sort of people Anna Kippur normally associated with, except across the counter. But his mother had been most gracious. She had brought a tape measure and followed the visit with an assortment of dresses for Marsha, Lacy, and Mrs. LaPolla, shipped from one of her New York stores. Then, she had gotten her Akron, Ohio “investor,” a Mr. Loomis, to make a down payment and cosign the mortgage on a house for the young couple, just off the Lane campus. Finally, she had sent a second shipment of dresses for the wedding itself, before arriving by Lincoln Continental on the arm of the same Mr. Loomis.


  There had, apparently, been some disagreement between Marsha and her own mother over the gifted wedding dress. He hadn’t known the particulars, but Marsha had locked the door of her room to her parents as well as to him for several days until the issue was somehow resolved between mother and daughter. “She’s feeling nervous about the wedding,” Mrs. LaPolla had explained.


  It wasn’t till they had moved into the new house that he discovered withdrawal as a frequent tactic of his bride’s. The withdrawals had come unannounced and grown in frequency and in length to the point that Marsha would take her pillow and blanket to the den sofa at night and refuse to speak to him for days at a time. When he put his arm around her and said he loved her, she would walk away, and when he asked what act of his had precipitated the anger, Marsha’s response would usually be, “Well, if you don’t know, I’m certainly not going to tell you.” When and if she did eventually tell him, it would usually turn out to be some misconstrued, innocent word or gesture of his a week earlier.


  One time, when she had withdrawn and snarled at his conciliation efforts for several days, it had turned out to be because she, herself, had scraped the fender of the dean’s car while parking in front of the administration building, and then not told anyone about it. When she had finally disappeared for good, while he was teaching Flaubert’s Madame Bovary to sophomores, he had taken it as his customary karma of his bread always landing jam side down.


  It was Vera’s friendship that had made the next thirty-five years bearable. Carefully keeping his mother from ever meeting his new friend, he had managed to maintain a stress-free existence until his English Department colleague’s crashing his Cessna airplane in a Pennsylvania cornfield turned Kip’s life totally upside down.


  The author of popular Gothic romance novels, who consequently enjoyed an income considerably higher than the average faculty member, Rufus Nichols had been as much an outsider to the faculty family as was Kip. He had been a confirmed bachelor who knew how to enjoy his money and, if the fear among the other faculty members was that what Kip had might be catching, what Ruf had suffered had been seen as potentially endemic. While Ruf’s chief interests lay too far off campus and Kip’s too deep inside his psyche for the two men to become close friends, it could be said that each was the closest the other had to a friend on the teaching faculty.


  Still, when Kip learned that Ruf had bequeathed to him his Venice house, where he had written his romances during the summers, Kip’s reaction was that some lawyer must certainly have made a mistake. In his late sixties by then, he well knew that things like that did not happen to him. It was his friend Vera, now University Librarian, who had persuaded him to drive to Venice and look the house over before placing it on the market.


  The keys to the house, the lawyers had written, were to be picked up from the village postmistress, a Ms. Amanda Lazaro, and the moment he laid his eyes on the willowy, mature woman with the naked ring finger behind the mailboxes, Kip’s imagination could not help but supply a romantic rather than logistical reason for her to have Ruf’s house keys in her possession. For the first time in his life, the sixty-eight-year-old Kip had fallen head over heels in love, and he immediately decided to quit his teaching job, cut his rickety bridges, settle in Venice, and turn his lemon of a life into a serious novel. At the same time, he would pursue the favors of the delectable Widow Lazaro.


  Unfortunately, however, the old writing teacher inside Kip and the new novelist were unable to ever get onto the same page, and the ambitious novel had collapsed of its own weight, leaving him suddenly adrift in the new community. This had led first to Lill’s hot tub, then other complications, and it was Amanda’s empathetic heart that had finally rescued him, reunited him with Lacy, and launched him on a series of far less ambitious but more doable novels…not about his complicated personal circumstances, as he had originally planned, but the adventures of a totally fictitious, hapless, romantic, and nearsighted private detective with the unfortunate name of Benedict Arnold.


  Ben Arnold and his unfortunate name were the sole survivors of Kip’s original book idea. A young immigrant from Poland in an American boarding school, just as Kip had been a Jewish refugee from Germany, Benedict’s anxious parents had tried to ease the boy’s life by changing their unpronounceable Polish surname to the solid American name of “Arnold.” In the original book, this ironic misfortune was to be symbolic of the battering he would receive throughout his life from a cruel destiny, but in the current, humorous novels the hero’s misfortunes stemmed mainly from his overzealous pursuit of the lovely assistant district attorney, Johanna. To Kip’s great surprise, the novels had been successful, and his status in the Venice community was now as illustrious as that of the late Rufus Nichols.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Amanda’s head poked up out of the circular stairwell, startling him. It was like a severed head lying on the floor of his study, and he cringed.


  “Lill said to bring…” she began, but Kip stopped her.


  “Please come all the way up, bunny. It looks like you’ve had your head cut off and it’s rolling on the floor. It gives me shivers.”


  Amanda laughed, but she obliged and in a moment, was sitting on the ottoman in front of his chair. As usual, her thick, auburn hair was in two braids, which she tied off in different colored ribbons, color-matched to her different color eyes. She was wearing one of his shirts, which always pleased him. She also wore her knee-length, cutoff jeans and her feet were bare, which pleased him as well. He loved the sight of Amanda’s toes.


  “Lill said to bring Lacy and Jacob to her house for dinner,” she said, “and I’ll just tell her we’re also bringing Marsha. It really won’t be any extra trouble.”


  “I’m afraid it won’t be as simple as that, angel,” he said, folding down the lid on his sleeping laptop. “You see, I told Lill all about Marsha a long time ago, and I don’t think she’ll be welcome. Lill’s not as charitable about these things as you are, bunny.”


  “Even if we tell her that she’s here to apologize to you?”


  “I expect Lill will take that apology with a very big grain of salt.”


  “All right, so what I’ll do is take Lorna’s recipe for that delicious tea-smoked salmon of hers, double the ingredients, and…”


  “I hate to see you spending time cooking when Lacy and Jacob are here for such a short time,” he said. There was good reason behind his saying this. “Why don’t I take us all out on Manda and do dinner at one of the marinas?” Manda was the twenty-four-foot sailboat tied up at their dock down on the river. He could see her from one of his tower study’s six windows.


  “You loved the tea-smoked salmon, and I’ve been dying to do it on the grill in our wok,” she said.


  “Yes, I did love it, mouse, but it’s such a new process for you that why don’t you wait till we’re alone, and you can take your time and really concentrate on it?”


  “What if it’s not a nice day?”


  “Then we’ll get one of Lill’s wonderful casseroles out of the freezer.”


  That Amanda was agreeable to his plan was a big relief. The idea of Amanda with the wok on the gas grill on the patio with a new recipe and guests to distract her was too frightening to contemplate. It wasn’t that Amanda couldn’t follow cooking directions. She was what Lorna’s husband, Kip’s old boarding school roommate, Alex, had called
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