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Once more, for Cynthia, Andrew and Eric

“I think it’s the most special blessing of all: to like our children as companions.”

—Garth Andersen


“Oh, what a tangled web we weave,

When first we practice to deceive!”

—Sir Walter Scott
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CHAPTER 1
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Sabrina took a deep breath and blew out the birthday candles—thirty-three and one for good luck—closed her eyes and made a wish. Please let everything stay the same. My children, my dearest love, my friends, my home: close and safe. And truly mine. She opened her eyes, smiling at everyone around the table, and picked up the antique silver cake cutter she had brought back from her last trip to London.

“What’d you wish, Mom?” Cliff asked.

“She can’t tell us,” Penny said. “Wishes don’t come true if you tell them.”

“They don’t come true anyway,” Cliff declared. “Everybody knows that. It’s all a myth.”

“Oh, too cynical,” Linda Talvia said, putting her hand on Marty’s arm. “Lots of my wishes came true.”

“And all of mine,” Garth said, his eyes meeting Sabrina’s down the length of the table. “Even one or two I hadn’t thought of.”

“They can’t come true if you don’t wish them,” Cliff scoffed.

“Sure they can,” said Nat Goldner. “Dolores and I didn’t even know we wanted to get married, all those years ago, and then all of a sudden we were and it was exactly right.”

“And I wished for wonderful children,” Sabrina said, “smart and fun and full of love. Was that a myth?”

“Oh. Well, sometimes they come true.” Cliff grinned as the others laughed. “I mean, if you make the right wish . . .”

The right wish.

I made a wish once. So did Stephanie.

Oh, Stephanie, look where it took us.

Sabrina folded into herself as the others talked, remembering Stephanie, longing to hear her voice, to look into her eyes and see her own eyes gazing back at her, her own face, her mirror image, her identical twin. It’s your birthday, too, Stephanie, not just mine; you should be celebrating today; you should be—

Here. She should be here. If Stephanie were alive, she would be sitting at this table, surrounded by the family and friends that were hers long before she and Sabrina dreamed up their plan to switch places. It had been a mad and careless idea, though at the time it had seemed like a lark, a daring adventure. One year ago, only a year, they both had had troubles in their separate lives and lightheartedly wished for a chance to live a different life, just for a little while.

And then it became serious. And so, at the end of a trip to China, Sabrina went home as Stephanie Andersen, to a husband and two children and a shabby Victorian house in Evanston, just outside of Chicago. And Stephanie became Sabrina Longworth, divorced and living alone in the elegance of a Cadogan Square town house in London. Just for a week, they said, one week of escaping into another life, and then they would switch back, with no one the wiser.

But they had not switched back. Sabrina broke her wrist in a bicycle accident, and Stephanie, her marriage to Garth already shaky, pleaded with Sabrina to stay in Evanston until her wrist was healed, the final X-ray taken. Then, when once again they were identical in all ways, they could safely return to their own lives.

But the weeks of healing turned their lives upside down. Sabrina fell in love with Garth with a passion she had never known, and found a deep love for Penny and Cliff, while Garth discovered a wife quite different from the one who had been drifting away from him, whom he had barely looked at for many months. He found her enchanting and exciting, and told himself she was consciously changing herself since her trip to China, to save their marriage.

Stephanie, in London, made new friends, and began an affair with Max Stuyvesant, a man of wealth and mystery and social connections who was involved with the world of art and antiquities. And she managed Ambassadors, Sabrina’s exclusive antique shop, growing more self-confident with each day that she pretended to be her glamorous sister. Still, they would have changed back, but first Stephanie begged for just a few more days for a cruise with Max on his yacht. One last fling, she told Sabrina. One last fling.

And then she was dead. The yacht exploded off the coast of France, and the news came that everyone on board, including Lady Sabrina Longworth, had been killed. Sabrina and Garth went to London, where everyone mourned the loss of her sister, and in the funeral home Sabrina said goodbye to Stephanie, almost blinded by tears of loss and guilt. At the funeral, trying to tell the truth, she fell to her knees beside the grave, crying, “It wasn’t Sabrina who died . . . It wasn’t Sabrina . . . !” But no one would listen; they said she was unbalanced by grief. And Sabrina, in a turmoil of despair and confusion, could not fight them.

And so she returned to Stephanie’s family. She knew it could not last—she could not build a life on a deception—but for the next three months, weaving through her grief was a happiness greater than any she had ever dreamed of: passionate love with a strong man; warmth and cherishing and humor with two bright, loving children.

But by Christmas, almost four months after the sisters switched places, before Sabrina had gathered the strength to tell Garth she was leaving, he unraveled the deception himself. Enraged, he ordered her out of his life, out of his children’s life. She fled to London, her world in ruins from that mad act she and Stephanie had so carelessly committed.

But, alone in his home, Garth slowly came to understand the depth of Sabrina’s love for him and his children. He understood that she, too, had been trapped by the deception. And he knew that he loved her more deeply than he had ever loved before.

“Stephanie? You still with us?”

Sabrina started slightly and saw Nat Goldner looking at her with concern. Nat, the close friend, the doctor who had set her wrist when she broke it one year ago, looking at her with affection. “I’m sorry,” she said with a small smile, “I guess I drifted away.”

Garth came to sit on the arm of her chair. “It’s usually professors who get accused of that, not professors’ wives.” He put his arm around her. “This isn’t an easy time.”

“You’re thinking about Aunt Sabrina, aren’t you?” Penny asked. “It’s her birthday, too.”

“I miss her,” Cliff said. “She was lots of fun.”

Tears filled Sabrina’s eyes, and Dolores Goldner leaned forward. “How awful for you, Stephanie; such a happy day, but filled with sadness, too.”

“I guess I need to be alone for a few minutes,” Sabrina said, standing up. “Cliff, you’re in charge of cutting more cake.” She leaned down and kissed Garth lightly. “I won’t be long.”

She heard Cliff taking orders for seconds as she climbed the stairs to the bedroom. The bedside lamps were on; the sheet was turned back on either side of the four-poster bed; their clothes had been put away. Wonderful Mrs. Thirkell, Sabrina thought. I brought her from Cadogan Square in London, where her only concern was Lady Sabrina Longworth, and plunged her into a family of four in an old three-story house that always needs repairs, and in the eight months she has been here she has never once seemed flustered.

Lady Sabrina Longworth. Sabrina sat on the curved window seat and looked into the front yard, palely lit by streetlights and the windows of neighboring houses. There is no such person as Lady Sabrina Longworth anymore, she thought. Mrs. Thirkell calls me, from habit, “My lady,” to the children’s endless amusement, but Sabrina is dead; to the world, she died on a cruise with Max Stuyvesant last October. To me, she died when I realized I could never go back to my own identity, because that would give away the deception to Penny and Cliff. They would know that their mother had thought it would be a lark to pretend to be Sabrina Longworth, free and on her own in London while her sister took her place at home. They would know that their mother had been traveling with a man not their father when she was killed. I could not let them know that. And so there is no more Sabrina Longworth. And often I miss her, miss being her, miss living her life.

But she had been Stephanie Andersen for a year of love and discoveries, and most of the time she missed her other life simply as a child misses a bedtime fairy tale: something dreamlike and perfect, not real. Not real, Sabrina told herself. Not real. Below, on the dark grass, she spotted Cliff’s T-shirt, tossed to the side that afternoon in the heat of an impromptu soccer match. That’s what is real: all the little things and the big ones that make a family. That was my wish, a year ago, when I wanted to live Stephanie’s life. And it came true.

But it came true with a terrible dark side.

Because Stephanie died. And because she was murdered.

“You’re not responsible,” Garth said from the doorway. “You couldn’t know what would happen, and there was nothing in your life that led her inevitably to her death.”

“I tell myself that,” Sabrina said, her voice low. “But I keep wondering . . . How did the police know that the bomb was put on the ship just to kill Max? What if it was to kill Stephanie, too? Because to them she was Sabrina and she might have gotten involved in something. Once, when I was at Ambassadors after the funeral, I was sure that was what happened, that she had said something that made them feel threatened. I don’t know, I just don’t know. But if I hadn’t been so happy here, I might have pushed her to tell me what she was doing, what Max was doing, and whether she knew anything about it. Maybe I could have warned her. I knew those people and she’d just met them. But all those months I was living her life. happier than I’d ever been and turning my back on everything over there. I never asked.”

Garth sat behind her on the window seat, his arms around her, and Sabrina rested against him. “Maybe couldn’t have done anything. I don’t know. But I do know that all I really cared about was you and the children—”

“Listen to me, my love.” His voice was patient; they had gone over this so many times, but still he went through it each time as if it were the first. “You told me you’d talked to her about the forged artworks and she handled the whole thing brilliantly. She kept Ambassadors out of that scandal; she protected its reputation as if it were her own shop. You did warn her to stay away from Max, not because he was the head of a smuggling operation—none of us knew that until it was too late—but because you’d never liked him or trusted him. She had plenty of information from you, and she probably had learned a lot more that you didn’t know. She was a smart, grown-up woman who chose her own path. You can’t hold yourself responsible for the choices she made.”

“I know, I know. But”—she looked around the room—“I have all this, I have everything, and she—”

“Yes, I think of that.” Garth turned her in his arms and kissed her. “My dear love, I think of that more than you know. But I cannot feel guilty for what we have found.”

“Mommy, don’t you want to open your presents?” Penny stood in the doorway, her eyes wide and worried. “Are you sick or something? Everybody’s worried about you.”

Sabrina smiled. “Everybody?”

“Well, Cliff and me. ’Cause if you forgot about your presents . . .”

“I must be sick.” She laughed and hugged Penny. her somberness lifting.

Garth gazed at her beauty and thought of all she had been to him since last Christmas, when he had brought her back from London. She had played the shabbiest trick that could be played on someone close and vulnerable, but it had not been done from malice, and in the end, she had been trapped by her love for them and theirs for her. And who could have foreseen that? he mused. We’d never even liked each other very much.

But she had changed in the years since he had first met her, and she changed again, living with them, so that, after a while, she truly was not always sure which sister she was, and that was another way she was trapped. Once Garth realized that, he let himself love her with a passion greater than any he had ever known with Stephanie or anyone else.

“So can we go?” Penny asked. “We’ve been waiting and waiting . . .”

“You’re right, it’s time,” Sabrina said. “But where are the presents?”

“We hid them in the best place! Guess where!”

“Oh, Penny, can we play guessing games later? Why don’t you just put them in the living room? Then Mrs. Thirkell can clear the table.”

“Okay. On the coffee table or the couch or . . . ?”

“You decide,” Garth said firmly. “We’ll be down in a minute.”

Penny gave them both a swift look, seeking reassurance, then gave a little nod and dashed out. Sabrina turned again to Garth and kissed him. “I love you. I’m sorry I get so . . . lost, sometimes.”

“It’s not something you choose. But it is getting better, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Oh, yes, of course. Time, and so much love, and wonderful kids who demand a lot of attention . . . Do you know, I find myself thinking about Stephanie and then I tell myself, ‘I’ll think about her later, after I have my conference with Cliff’s teacher or take Penny shopping or help Linda with an estate sale . . .’ and I do, in snatched minutes, but then you come home and everything seems wonderful because you’re here . . .”

Garth’s arms tightened around her. “Everything is wonderful. And I won’t allow us to deny what we’ve found, and that it gets more astonishingly wonderful all the time.”

“Do you know what I wished when I blew out the candles?”

“Penny says you’re not supposed to tell anyone.”

“You’re not ‘anyone,’ you’re my love, and I can tell you anything. I wished that everything would stay the same. You, the children, this house, our friends. I want it all to stay just as it is.” She gave a small laugh. “Dolores would say that’s because no woman wants to have any more birthdays past thirty.”

“But the truth is, you wished it because it took us so long to find what we have. I wish it, too, you know, every night when I’m falling asleep with you in my arms. I’d hold back the clock for you, my love, but that’s not my branch of science. Come on, now, we’d better get to those presents. Mine isn’t there, by the way. I’ll give it to you later, when we’re alone.”

“Is it so private? The children will be disappointed. Remember when I tried that with your birthday present.”

“Oh, Lord, I suppose you’re right. Where do children get these ironclad ideas about appropriate family behavior? Well, okay, but it is private and special; you’ll understand when you see it.”

“How mysterious.” Sabrina took Garth’s hand and they walked down the stairs and into the living room, where the others waited.

“Thirteen years married and still holding hands,” said Marty Talvia. “We should drink a toast to that. And it so happens that I brought a special port for the occasion.” He reached over the back of the couch and retrieved the bottle he had hidden there. “And the admirable Mrs. Thirkell has provided glasses, so I shall pour while Stephanie opens presents. You’d better start, Stephanie, or your kids will explode with waiting.”

Penny had placed three packages on the coffee table, and Sabrina removed the wrapping paper from the two top ones, opening them at the same time. “Oh, how lovely!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been wanting a new necklace. Penny, how did you know? And is this candleholder made of walnut. Cliff? It’s perfect with our new tablecloth; we’ll use it tomorrow night.”

“We made them in school,” Cliff said. “Dad said it was better to make things than buy them.”

“Of course it is. I love whatever you give me, but it’s special when you make something yourself. And I love you. More than anybody in the whole—”

“Except for Dad,” said Cliff.

“Always except for Dad.” Over their heads, Sabrina met Garth’s eyes. “Always.”

“Port,” said Marty Talvia, handing small glasses to the six of them. “Penny and Cliff, you’ll have to wait a few years.”

“Mom lets us take a sip,” Cliff said. “She never used to, but all of a sudden, you know, lately she started—”

“It’s because you’re twelve,” Garth said.

“But I’m only eleven and I get a sip, too,” said Penny.

“Those are the magic ages: eleven and twelve,” Sabrina said lightly, sliding past another observation—one of so many in the past year—that she did things differently from the way Stephanie had done them. “Now, what’s going to happen to that large, elegantly wrapped gift still sitting on the coffee table?”

“Open it!” cried Cliff.

“Please open it,” Linda Talvia said. “I’m going crazy, waiting.”

“So am I,” Dolores said. “We bought it together. Of course you can buy any of these things for yourself now, but we thought—”

“Not necessary,” said Nat, his hand on her arm.

Sabrina pretended to be absorbed in working open the gilt wrapping paper. There had been difficult moments among the six of them when the others became aware of how much money and property the Andersens now had, since Sabrina’s will had left everything to her sister. I’ve left everything to myself, Sabrina had thought, frantic with despair and bitter humor the previous October, in those awful weeks after Stephanie’s funeral. But she and Garth were careful to keep their life much as it had been except for a few changes. They had had the house painted, and she had gradually brought in some fine antiques from London and from Collectibles, the shop in Evanston where she had become a partner. She had linked Collectibles to Ambassadors, and occasionally she went to London to buy at auction and to watch over her shop. She and Garth took more short trips together, and of course Mrs. Thirkell was there, the perfect housekeeper, the envy of everyone.

Those had been the only changes, and as the months went by, everyone seemed to forget that Garth and Stephanie Andersen had become wealthy, at least compared with other academics in Evanston.

But now Linda said, “We think about it, though, buying you things. It used to be so different. Remember when we bought you that bathrobe? Dolores thought it was too loud, but I said you’d been wearing brighter colors since you got back from China, so we bought it and you loved—”

“Oh, wonderful,” Sabrina breathed, lifting from its cushioned box a Penrose Waterford decanter. From the early nineteenth century, it was etched with eight-pointed stars, its stopper shaped like a small umbrella above three doughnut-like rings. “It’s absolutely perfect. Where did you find it?”

“The Charteris estate sale. I knew you liked Waterford.”

“Oh, I do. And I’ve never had a Penrose.”

“You’ve never had Waterford, period. Until lately, that is.”

“That’s true.” Sabrina barely noticed her small slip; no one else did, either. By now she did not guard her tongue as she had in the beginning; if she spoke occasionally from Sabrina’s background and experience, or did not know what they were talking about when they reminisced together, the others found ways to explain it away. They explained everything away; they always had, from her first night home when they were in the kitchen and she’d asked Garth and the children where they kept the pot holders. After that there had been dozens of mistakes and slips of the tongue, but no one was suspicious or even curious because, Sabrina realized, people see what they expect to see and they find reasons for oddities to protect the comfortable order and predictability of their lives.

Now, in her living room, she set the decanter on the coffee table and stretched her arms wide. “What a wonderful birthday. The best I’ve ever had. It’s so perfect, being here with all of you, knowing this is where I belong . . .”

“Dad, you didn’t give Mom a present,” Cliff said accusingly.

“Where is it?” Penny demanded. “You told us you got it.”

Garth grinned at Sabrina. “Right again.” He pulled a small velvet box from his shirt pocket and put it in her hand. “With all my love. For now, for always.”

Sabrina kissed him, then opened the box. A long sigh broke from her.

“What is it? What is it?” Penny cried.

“Hold it up, Mom!” said Cliff.

“It’s a ring,” Nat said, looking into the box over Sabrina’s shoulder. “Stunning. A star sapphire, yes?” he asked Garth.

“Yes,” Garth murmured, his eyes holding Sabrina’s.

She put her hand along his face. “My engagement ring.”

“But you’re already married,” Penny protested.

“I never had an engagement ring,” Sabrina said.

“Neither did I,” said Dolores. “Probably for the same reason: Nat couldn’t afford it.”

“Neither could Marty,” Linda said. “Garth, what a nice idea.”

Garth pulled off Sabrina’s gold wedding band and slipped the engagement ring and wedding band together onto her finger. Sabrina closed her eyes. This ring was for a wedding the others knew nothing about. This was for a rainy December day when Garth had come to London to say he loved her and wanted her and it no longer mattered what she and her sister had done; and for another rainy day two days later, when they took the train to Canterbury, where no one knew them, and bought two gold wedding bands and found a magistrate to marry them. The narrow streets and stones of that ancient town were dark gray, streaked and dripping in the steady downpour, but Sabrina wore a red raincoat and rain hat and she bought Garth a red carnation for his lapel, and when their eyes met as each slipped a ring onto the other’s finger and the magistrate said “husband and wife,” they saw in each other the sun, and spring, and hope.

“Thank you,” Sabrina said, her lips close to Garth’s. “It’s the most wonderful gift I could have imagined. And the most private; you were right about that. So when we’re alone . . .”

The telephone rang, and abruptly she began to tremble. She knew Penny and Cliff were watching, but she could not stop. She could not hear a late night ring without recalling in terrible detail the night last October when Brooks had called from London, crying, to say that Max Stuyvesant’s yacht had gone down and everyone on board . . . everyone on board . . . everyone on board—

“It’s all right.” Garth drew her tightly to him. “It’s all right, my love, we’re all here, it’s all right.”

“My lady,” Mrs. Thirkell said from the doorway. “There’s a call for you, from London—”

“No,” Sabrina cried involuntarily.

“—Miss de Martel. Though of course she’s Mrs. Westermarck now; I must try harder to remember that.”

“Gaby,” Sabrina said. She forced her body to stillness. “At three in the morning London time. What in heaven’s name is she up to? Excuse me,” she said to the others, and left the room behind Mrs. Thirkell’s ample back, her muscles tight, her heart pounding.

“Gaby,” she said, picking up the telephone in the kitchen. “It must have been quite a party, if you’re just getting home.”

“I haven’t been to a party in two weeks.” Gaby’s high voice was clear and close. “We’ve been in Provence, bicycling. I’ve had an inordinate amount of fresh air; I can’t believe it’s healthy for anyone to have that much all at one time. You didn’t tell me you’d be there; we could have spent some time together.”

“That I’d be where?”

“In Provence. Avignon, to be exact. About a week ago.”

“I wasn’t there, Gaby, I was here. What are you talking about?”

“Oh, God, am I being indiscreet? Stephanie, were you there to see somebody? I can’t believe it; I thought you were head over heels for your professor. Have you got something going on the side? You can trust me, you know; I’d do anything for you because you’re Sabrina’s sister and I adored her and she saved Brooks and me when—”

“I’m not having an affair; I haven’t got anybody but Garth. Gaby, what is this all about?”

There was a silence. “You weren’t in Avignon last week?”

“I just told you. No.”

“But I saw you. Or your double. It was some festival or other, hordes of people—”

Or your double. Sabrina was trembling again. Once she had had a double. Once she had had a sister.

“—and I couldn’t get to you—you were across the square, walking in the other direction, with a guy, very handsome, very attentive—and you took off your hat, one of those wide-brimmed straw ones with a long scarf tied around the crown, red and orange, and you were brushing back your hair—you know, combing it with your fingers?—and then you put on your hat again and you were gone.”

Brushing back your hair. She and Stephanie had done that all their lives: taken off a hat, combed their hair with their fingers, feeling the air lift and cool it, then replaced the hat. Their mother had not approved; a lady kept her hat on, she said. But Sabrina and Stephanie went on doing it long after they were grown up and far away from their mother’s strictures. Brushing back your hair.

“My lady?” Mrs. Thirkell pulled a chair up and put her hands on Sabrina’s shoulders, settling her into it. “I’ll get you some tea.”

“So either you’ve been identical triplets all this time, without telling anybody,” Gaby said, “or something very weird is going on.”

“Of course we weren’t triplets, don’t be absurd.” She was trembling again; she could not hold herself still. It was as if the earth were shifting beneath her feet. “This whole thing is absurd,” she said, biting off her words. “You saw someone who reminded you of me, that’s all; I can’t imagine why you’d make something of it—”

“Stephanie, listen, I’m not joking, this is very weird and a little scary. I’ve known you and Sabrina since she and I were roommates at Juliette; I lived in her house on Cadogan Square when Brooks and I broke up, and she and I talked every night; she even took me on her lap once, and I cried like a baby, and I loved having her hold me, and I loved her, and I know what the two of you look like and I’m telling you, I saw you, or her—oh, God, how could it be her, she’s dead—but I know what I saw, and it was you or her. Or a ghost.”


CHAPTER 2
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Noontime crowds filled the streets of London, and Sabrina merged with them, a Londoner again, Sabrina Longworth again, free and independent, on her way to Ambassadors, the exclusive antique shop she had created after her divorce from Denton. She never thought of Denton except when she was in London, and she thought of him briefly now: his round, rosy face, his fascination with himself and his pleasures, his love of women and gambling. He had been gambling in Monaco when Max Stuyvesant’s ship went down; he was the one who identified the body of Sabrina Longworth. Max’s body had never been found.

Sabrina’s hands were clenched. Beneath a cool, early-October sun, she walked along Pont Street, wearing a black and taupe plaid skirt and matching cape that furled about her with each step. She wore a black narrow-brimmed hat angled low over her eyes, and fine black kid gloves. She looked sophisticated, purposeful and calm, but beneath the cape she was tense and withdrawn, her thoughts swinging from the past to the present, from one life to another, from Stephanie to herself, from the memory of a funeral to Gaby’s telephone call, and always, always, to Garth.

She had told him about the call, but made light of it. “She saw someone who looked like me and wondered why I hadn’t told her I’d be in Europe. I’ll call her next time I’m there.” And then, casually, she had added, “I think I’ll go next week. I want to check on Ambassadors and . . . just be there. Would you mind?”

“And our October trip?” Garth asked.

“Oh, of course we’ll do that.” She had planned her trip to Ambassadors for the end of October, while Garth gave a paper at the International Biogenetics Conference in The Hague; then they would meet in Paris for a week to themselves. “Of course we’ll go; I wouldn’t give up a week in Paris with you. But I’d like to be there now, too. I was thinking of next Monday; would you mind?”

Of course he said he would not mind. Garth had always given her plenty of space in which to merge her two lives. “We miss you more each time you go,” he said, “but you’ve given us the formidable Mrs. Thirkell, and if anyone can ease the pain, she can.”

Mrs. Thirkell had taken firm control of their house, keeping it so well lubricated that none of them could imagine how they had functioned without her. And so when Sabrina moved up her trip to London, there was only a brief conversation with Mrs. Thirkell to go over shopping lists, schedules, the window washer, who was due on Tuesday, and the landscaper, who was coming in a week to cut back the gardens for winter. And then she asked, as she always did, if there was anything she could bring back from the London house.

“Why not bring the dessert forks, my lady? You don’t entertain there anymore, and we seem to be doing more all the time here, and what a shame to keep such handsome silver locked away.”

“A good idea.” Sabrina thought of the steady westerly movement of possessions from Cadogan Square to Evanston, matching the steady fading of Lady Longworth into Stephanie Andersen.

“And then there’s the fish poacher, my lady; I certainly could use that.”

Sabrina laughed. “I am not about to carry a fish poacher across the ocean. Buy a new one, Mrs. Thirkell; I’m surprised you haven’t already.”

“You do get a fondness for certain familiar things. But of course I’m sure I’ll get attached to a new fish poacher, too.”

It doesn’t take long to get attached to new things, Sabrina thought, approaching Ambassadors, already missing Garth and the children even though her plane had landed only that morning. But she was still attached to Europe, too, where she and Stephanie had grown up. Their life had been nomadic as they moved from city to city whenever their father was assigned to a new embassy. They had learned half a dozen languages, speaking all of them, including English, with a faint, unidentifiable accent, and they had become experts in antiques and decorative arts during leisurely afternoons browsing with their mother in castles, stately homes, and out-of-the-way shops where they would come away with dusty hands and some wonderful piece that their mother would clean up to reveal its hidden beauty and value.

Then their father was named U.S. ambassador to Algeria. Their parents decided the country was a dangerous place for American girls, and sent them to Juliette high school in Switzerland, where Sabrina roomed with Gabrielle de Martel and Stephanie with Dena Halpern. They earned blue ribbons in fencing and sailing, and then, in their last year, they quarreled, bitterly and painfully, over Stephanie’s feeling that she was always in Sabrina’s shadow, outshone by her more dramatic, more adventurous sister.

And so they separated, Stephanie to Bryn Mawr College in America, Sabrina to the Sorbonne in Paris. And then they found each other again, after Stephanie married Garth and Sabrina married and divorced Denton. The ties that bound them, so that each felt her sister was the other half of her, could not be torn apart for long, and in the years that followed, they visited in America and London and talked for hours on the telephone. And then they joined a group of antique dealers on a trip to China, and while they were there, away from everything familiar, Stephanie—it was Stephanie, the less adventurous one, who thought of it—suggested changing places.

Such a simple idea; such a lark. They spent a week memorizing details of each other’s life, and on the last day of the tour, in a Hong Kong hotel, they exchanged clothes and luggage, Stephanie took off her wedding ring and gave it to Sabrina, and they handed each other the keys to their houses. And then they went home.

Home, Sabrina thought, turning the doorknob of Ambassadors. It wasn’t my home then; it was Stephanie’s. But it became the most wonderful home I’ve ever had. The only home I ever want. She opened the door into the softly lit warmth of the shop, waiting for her eyes to adjust after the brightness outside. “Mrs. Andersen!” said Brian, coming forward. As he came closer, he sucked in a sharp breath of surprise. “Forgive me, Mrs. Andersen; it’s still such a shock, seeing you. You could tell me you’re Lady Longworth, back from the dead, and I’d believe you.”

“Yes, Brian.” She began to walk around the shop as if she were a customer. The room was patterned after an eighteenth-century salon, long and narrow, fronted with a square-paned window. The walls had dark oak wainscoting; the ceiling was molded in plaster octagons. Sabrina made a circuit of the room, then stood in the center, turning in place, eyeing the placement of furniture, the arrangement of small objects on shelves, the lighting.

“Very good, Brian,” she said at last and heard his quick sigh of relief. Every time she walked in the door, Brian held his breath, even now, almost a year after Ambassadors had been taken over, as far as he knew, by Lady Longworth’s sister from Evanston.

At first he and Nicholas Blackford had been condescending to the housewife from America, but Sabrina had stopped them cold. She had behaved like Sabrina, which confused them, and she had recklessly demonstrated her vast knowledge of antiques and even of London and the people in it. And they had accepted it. Everyone accepted it.

Because London was just like Evanston. Here, too, everyone found ways to explain away her mistakes. Well, they thought, Sabrina must have told her sister everything: she must have talked about us all the time. How else would Stephanie Andersen know so much? And while they were amazed by that astonishing conclusion, they were also satisfied by it.

So Brian sighed with relief and Sabrina went into her office and sat at the cherrywood table she used as a desk. I could call Gaby now. That’s what I’m here for, the only reason I came to London now instead of waiting until the end of the month. I’ll call her now; she might be home.

“There is a fair bit of mail I haven’t had a chance to forward to America,” Brian said, and brought in a basket piled high with letters, announcements of sales, and even invitations, on the off chance that Stephanie Andersen would be in London for various balls and dinners and country weekends.

It can wait; after all, it’s not really urgent, it’s just something I’m curious about.

She spent the afternoon at her desk. When the front bell rang and Brian left to take care of the casual customers who wandered in, mostly tourists at this time of year, Sabrina stayed behind the partition, refilling her teacup, nibbling on crackers, deep in the affairs of the shop. It was a place she loved, a place she had created when Denton’s circle was snubbing her, calling her an American adventuress who had taken Denton for huge sums of money. In fact, she had refused money from him and when society ignored Ambassadors she had been in despair. But Princess Alexandra Martova rescued her. She hired Sabrina to renovate and furnish her new town house, and Sabrina’s brilliant design won such wide attention and lavish praise that society could no longer ignore her. And Alexandra gave a series of parties that made her house and her character—once thought irrevocably tarnished because of the men in her past—respectable and intriguing. From that beginning they had grown to be the closest of friends, Alexandra became the center of London society, and Ambassadors was a stunning success.

Almost done. I can call in a few minutes. But . . . not from here. I’ll call from home.

Of course it wasn’t urgent, so she methodically worked through the pile of papers on her desk, then stood and fastened her cape with its single ebony button. “I’ll be in tomorrow, Brian, but I don’t know what time. I may stop in at Blackford’s on the way.”

Outside, beneath the streetlights that had come on in the early dark, she merged again with the crowds, this time office workers rushing to their tube stations to go home. She would stroll home, she thought, and call Gabrielle. Not the minute she got there; there was no reason to do it immediately, since it wasn’t urgent. She would hang up her cape, put her hat in its box in the cloakroom, pour a glass of wine, climb the stairs to her fourth-floor sitting room, perhaps make a fire in the fireplace, settle herself on the chaise, then reach for the telephone.

But as she walked, her steps grew faster until she was out of breath when she reached her front door, and as soon as she was inside, she sat down at the telephone, still wearing her hat and cape, and called Gaby.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Andersen,” the secretary said, “Mr. and Mrs. Westermarck are driving through Italy; I can’t even tell you how to reach them. They should be calling in, but I don’t know when.”

“Ask Mrs. Westermarck to call me,” Sabrina said. “I’ll be here for a few days; at least until Thursday or Friday.”

She hung up, frustrated and more disappointed than she would have expected. What do I think she’ll tell me? She removed her gloves and hat and took them to the cloakroom, nestling them in their tissue-lined boxes, then hung up her cape. It doesn’t matter, she told herself, it’s just a day or two; I’m sure she’ll call in a day or two.

She was sharply aware, as she was each time she came to London, of the emptiness of the house without Mrs. Thirkell bustling about to make her comfortable. Four floors of large, perfectly proportioned rooms filled with the finest antiques from England and the Continent: the walls covered with silk, the floors with Oriental rugs, the furniture with shantung and velvet and loose cashmere throws. A warm, sensual house, but empty, with a chill in the air. Mrs. Thirkell would have banished the chill. Mrs. Thirkell would have stored Sabrina’s gloves and hat and hung up her cape; she would have said, “You look tired, my lady, why don’t you go upstairs and I’ll bring you a good tea in a little while. I’ll wager you had no lunch: you don’t take proper care of yourself.”

But Mrs. Thirkell was now taking proper care of Sabrina’s family, so Sabrina gathered up the mail she’d found scattered on the floor inside the front door, poured a glass of wine, and climbed the stairs to her sitting room. The velvet drapes were closed and the room had a hushed stillness that made her feel alone. She settled herself on the chaise and looked at her watch. Five-thirty. Eleven-thirty in the morning in Evanston. Maybe, she thought, and dialed Garth’s office number.

In a minute she heard his voice. “Andersen,” he said absently, absorbed in whatever he was doing, barely aware of the telephone, faintly annoyed at being interrupted.

“Are you too busy?” Sabrina asked, smiling, knowing the answer. “Shall I call back?”

“Never too busy, you know that. How are you? God, it’s wonderful to hear your voice. I was thinking about you.”

“You were thinking about science. At least I hope you were; I’d hate to hear about other scientists forging ahead while Professor Andersen daydreams about dalliances with his wife.”

“Ah, but I wasn’t daydreaming; I was thinking scientifically. I calculated the percentage of space that you occupy in our house, the space that’s empty right now. It turns out to be one hundred percent. The house is empty, no matter how much we dash from room to room to create the impression of purposeful activity and therefore of occupancy. I miss you. We all miss you.”

“There’s a lot of empty space here, too.” Sabrina could feel his arms around her, his body fitting itself to hers in bed. “What have you been doing?”

“We went to Nick’s Fishmarket for dinner; I thought it was the only restaurant in Chicago that would be a match for Cliff’s appetite. But I was wrong; he cut a swath through his plate like a tornado and asked for more. Penny ate like a lady, and made conversation like one. She’s a good companion. Almost as good as her mother. And almost as beautiful. Did you find everything all right at Ambassadors?”

“So far. They sold a desk and a commode for good prices, even though the economy here is slow, and they’ve bought a few new pieces that are very fine. And the shop looks lovely, warm and attractive and inviting. I felt very good about it.”

There was a pause. “Like coming home.”

“Oh.” She was still taken by surprise at how well he knew her: better than anyone ever had, except Stephanie. “No, not home, it can’t be that, ever again, for me; not the shop or my house. But they’re more than just a shop and a house; I’ve got a lot invested in them in time and energy and emotions; it’s not as if I’m a tourist.”

“They were home to you, for a long time. So they have familiarity. And freedom.”

Sabrina winced slightly. If I hadn’t thought it this morning, he wouldn’t have picked up on it. “If you mean freedom from you, I don’t want it. I want to be with you, I want to live with you and be part of you and make love to you. I miss your arms around me and your eyes smiling at me and the way we laugh together—”

“Wait a minute.” Sabrina heard him put down the telephone; she heard a door close, and then he was back. “I don’t want anyone to see the distinguished professor looking lovelorn, woebegone and awash in tears.”

“Oh, my love.” She caught her breath at the note in his voice and blinked back her own tears.

“Well.” She could hear his voice change; he was settling back in his chair. “Tell me more about London. Have you seen any of your friends?”

“No. I may not even try; I’d just like to be quiet. I did call Gaby, but she and Brooks are driving through Italy. Did Penny get her art project in this morning? She didn’t like it; she said the assignment was too restrictive . . . my fierce little free spirit—” Her breath caught again.

“She showed it to me; it was fine. Not her best, but she’s learning that she can paint what someone tells her to paint and still be herself, with her own style, and that’s not a bad lesson. And Cliff actually wrote a longer book report than he was assigned; he got energized when I suggested he compare one character’s crisis to a game of soccer.”

“Oh, wonderful; what a good idea. If it’s soccer, it has to be interesting and important. Oh, Garth, I miss them. I miss you. You sound so close, as if you’re around the corner.”

“I wish I were.” There was a pause. “When are you coming home?”

He was always reluctant to ask, but he always did. “As soon as I can.” As soon as I talk to Gaby. I know it’s crazy, but I can’t leave until I talk to her. “There are a few things I have to do; I’ll let you know. I hope in a couple of days. Garth, don’t you have a class about now?”

“My God, what a memory. Yes, but I can be late.”

“You hate to be late. You think professors have an obligation to give their students the full hour of class and all their attention.”

“This woman forgets nothing. That’s why I can never lie to you; I’d forget which lie I told when, and with what degree of fervor, but you never would. Goodbye, my love; shall I call you next?”

“I’d like to talk to Penny and Cliff; I’ll call tomorrow around breakfast time if that’s all right.”

“Hectic, as you know, but very much all right. Until then. I love you.”

“I love you. Garth.”

She sat very still after they hung up. as if, by not moving, she could freeze the moment and prolong the spell of their talking: the warmth of Garth’s voice, the palpable feeling of his arms around her. I could go home tomorrow, she thought. There’s nothing to keep me here.

Nothing but Gaby. And if I don’t talk to her, I’ll never get that phone call out of my mind: it will jump around inside me and keep me from thinking of more serious things. Just the way it is now.

But Tuesday and Wednesday came and went and Gaby did not call. “I haven’t heard from them. Mrs. Andersen,” the secretary said when Sabrina called on Thursday morning. “I’m sure Mrs. Westermarck will call as soon as she knows you’re waiting to hear from her.”

By Thursday noon she was so impatient she could barely sit still in her office. She thought of Garth and the children, and the three breakfast conversations they had had. I want to go home. I want to be with my family.

Well, then, forget it, she told herself. It was exactly what I told Garth: Gaby saw someone who looked like me. That’s all it was. It was crazy for me to come to London, to try to talk to her . . . there’s nothing she has to tell me.

She gazed at the yellow leaves swirling around the entrance to Ambassadors and, beyond them, gardens of russet and gold chrysanthemums across the street. A year ago she had watched the leaves turn in Evanston; it had been a glorious week of crisp fall days and she had moved smoothly through them, thinking it would be her only time there before returning to London. That was before she broke her wrist, before she knew Stephanie was having an affair with Max, before Stephanie wanted one last fling with him on his yacht. Before Stephanie was killed.

I know what I saw, and it was you or her. Or a ghost.

But it wasn’t any of those. Not Sabrina, of course not Stephanie, and they all knew there were no ghosts.

You could tell me you’re Lady Longworth, back from the dead, and I’d believe you.

“Stop it!” she said aloud. Ridiculous, crazy imaginings; what was wrong with her?

Something was driving her, something that would not leave her alone. Jumping around inside me, keeping me from thinking of more serious things.

I could go look, she thought.

Look for what?

I don’t know. Someone who looks like me. A ghost.

And then she knew that all week she had been moving to this point; that it might be ridiculous and crazy—of course it was ridiculous and crazy—but she was going to try to find out for herself whom Gaby had seen.

She was going to Avignon.


CHAPTER 3

[image: line]

There was a plane to Marseilles early the next morning, and then the TGV to Avignon. Sitting on the upholstered seat of the high-speed train, Sabrina barely saw the landscape; she was telling herself how foolish she was. But even as she repeated it, she knew there was nothing else she could do. And when she stood in front of the small brick train station fronting on a circular drive jammed with cars and taxis, she knew exactly what her schedule would be. The hotel first, she thought. And then a tour.

The old walls of Avignon encircle the city, the huge stones worn by centuries of rain and wind to an indeterminate brown. Broad gates that had seen processions of Roman legionnaires, popes and their retinues, favor seekers, bandits, marauders, farmers, merchants, refugees and settlers now look down on traffic jams and strolling tourists, their heads tilted back to see the watchtowers spaced along the walls and, in the distance, the great towers of the Palace of the Popes. The narrow, twisting streets open onto small, intimate squares or large public ones; the stone buildings hide their secrets behind shutters of wrought iron or wood mottled with flaking paint.

Sabrina left her small bag in her room at L’Europe, barely glancing at the antiques with which it was furnished, or at the view, beyond paned windows, of the square that could be glimpsed through huge trees in the hotel courtyard. She walked out onto the Place Crillon, then stood in place, getting her bearings. She had never been to Avignon, but she had studied maps and books on the plane, and now, in search of a hat, she turned toward the Place de I’Horloge. You took off your hat, one of those wide-brimmed straw ones with a long scarf tied around the crown, red and orange, and you were brushing back your hair . . .

She had searched for such a hat in London, but no shops had summer hats in October and so, beneath the blazing Avignon sun, she walked to the shopping enclave, free of autos, just off the Place de I’Horloge and found Mouret, where every wall, floor to ceiling, was filled with every kind of hat ever dreamed of, from fur hats and hunting hats to opera hats and walking hats, summer hats, winter hats, and hats for every holiday.

Sabrina took three wide-brimmed ones and tried them on, angling them differently while the shopkeeper made admiring comments and adjusted the mirror for her. “Fine,” she said, choosing one, “but I need a scarf as well.”

“Alas, Mouret has no scarves,” the shopkeeper said, “but DJ Boutique on Rue Joseph-Vernet . . .”

So she doubled back, almost to her hotel, and found the shop, where a riot of sun-drenched colors greeted her. She bought a long narrow scarf and wound it around the crown of the hat, letting the ends float free, just as she and Stephanie had done all the years they were growing up in Europe, just as their mother had taught them to do on a limited budget: to change a hat with scarves, feathers, flowers, so it always looked new.

She went out into the slanting rays of the late afternoon sun, softer than before. People walked more slowly here than in Paris or London; they stopped to chat and gave way when others approached. Children in school uniforms with book-filled backpacks walked hand in hand or ran across the squares, chased by yapping dogs. You were across the square, walking in the other direction. Which square? There were several, linked by narrow streets or gracious esplanades, and Sabrina walked slowly, looking into people’s faces, beginning at the highest part of the city, where, almost six hundred years earlier, a succession of seven popes had made Avignon their Rome, building a huge palace of domes and spires and great windows fronting on an enormous square that dwarfed everyone in it. So many people, Sabrina thought as she walked across the square; so many families, so many generations standing on these granite slabs, all with their own stories, their own problems, hoping for answers. And so am I.

She went into the small hotel at the edge of the square; she walked in and out of shops in the streets leading from it. What did she expect to find? Someone who would look at her with recognition; someone who would greet her. But no one did; she was anonymous. And so she went on, leaving the palace behind, walking purposefully, as if she knew exactly where she was going, and found herself once again at the Place de I’Horloge with the great clock for which it was named.

This time she paused and let herself enjoy the scene. It was the largest square in Avignon, like a small town lined with trees and shrubs, outdoor cafés and shops, with the magnificent white stone theater at one end and, nearby, a carousel of brightly painted horses and elephants and great throne-like seats, turning to the accompaniment of hurdy-gurdy music. Sabrina stood beside it, wishing Penny and Cliff were there, wishing she and Garth could sit on a matched pair of elephants and circle in stately grace for hours with no past, no telephones, nothing to break their private rhythm, while people came and went, filling the square with shifting colors and the soft French pronunciation of the south.

A stillness came as evening fell: the carousel still revolved, but the children went home to their supper, taking the dogs with them; shopkeepers swept up and straightened their shelves with slow, dreamlike movements; in the cafes people sat at small metal tables in a kind of reverie, reading newspapers and talking softly while waiters glided among them with trays held high.

Sabrina found a table and sat down. She felt she was waiting for something. No one questioned her being alone, as did the maître d’s in London; cafés were a place for those who had no one with whom to share a meal. But I have a family to share my meals, Sabrina thought. A whole family, waiting for me.

Not yet, not yet. She was the one who was waiting now.

The next morning she had a brioche and coffee in the courtyard of her hotel, then went out again and walked again, up and down the streets, looking into shop windows, looking into people’s faces, asking directions. She was waiting for someone to recognize her. But no one did; she wore her hat, grateful for it in the hot sun, and walked through Avignon, a stranger.

Just before noon, she walked on the cobbled street along the Sorgue River, cooler than the open squares, admiring the mossy waterwheels on the river’s edge and the antique shops on the other side of the Rue des Teinturiers. Almost as mossy as the waterwheels, she thought with a smile, and went into a secondhand bookshop, a shop that offered embroidered waistcoats and decorative fabrics, and then into one crammed with antique maps. She had never dealt with maps and knew nothing about them, but she went in.

No one was in the small room, though she heard rustling and footsteps beyond a doorway in the corner. She moved slowly around a large table, idly lifting heavy folios, each map encased between protective sheets of plastic. The air was cool and musty, the only sounds the rustle of papers in the other room and Sabrina’s steps on the dark wood floor as she moved to a wall of shallow drawers and began to pull them out, glancing at the maps inside. She had no reason to be there; she had no idea of the value or rarity of the maps she saw in drawer after drawer, but she did not want to leave. Twice she thought about it—there are other places to go; it’s a big town and I have only today—but both times she stayed where she was.

“Good morning, madame, may I be of service?” A small man came through the doorway, stooped over a cane. His white hair was in disarray; his white beard was trimmed to a neat point. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting; I was wrapping some maps for a customer—Ah, madame, have you come for the Tavernier? Perhaps your friend could not wait to have it shipped; it is not surprising: he was so excited about it. I have it wrapped for you; I will get it.”

Sabrina’s heart began to pound; she felt herself sway.

“Madame! Here, a chair, oh, I’m so sorry, only a stool, but still . . . please, please, madame, it is perhaps the heat outside?”

He was holding her arm, but Sabrina gently moved away. “Thank you, I don’t need to sit down; I’m fine.” A map had fallen from her hand and she saw its delicate traceries and pale colors waver as she stared at it.

“There is a doctor, madame, not far from here; I can take you to him.”

“No, really, I don’t need a doctor.” She smiled at him. “You’re probably right; it was the heat.” She paused, then made a decision. “However, I must tell you that I am confused. I was not here recently; I have never been in your shop. Whoever was here must have been someone who looked like me.”

He was frowning at her. “Madame makes some kind of joke? Everything is the same, the hat, the scarf, the hair . . . and the face! Someone so beautiful, madame, so in love, so eager to learn, is not quickly forgotten. And your friend, who knows so well the world of maps; I do not forget him either.” He bent to retrieve the map from the floor. “It was a pleasure to talk to him; not many these days have such knowledge. And he is a painter, not a cartographer! It astonishes me still.”

Sabrina shook her head. “There is some mistake. Did they tell you their names?”

“You are asking me if you told me your name, madame? You did not. I asked your friend if he had a card, but he said no and made a little joke, that painters have canvases but not cards. No, madame, your friend did not tell me his name and neither did you.” He looked at her pointedly, waiting for her to tell him, and end whatever game she was playing.

Whoever they were, Sabrina thought, they had some reason for not telling you. A long conversation about a shopkeeper’s wares, a possible purchase, almost always led to an exchange of names.

“My name is Stephanie Andersen,” she said, “but that is not the name of the woman who was in your shop.”

“Madame!” he exploded. He turned away to replace the map in its proper drawer, then turned again to face her. “If you have changed your mind about buying the Tavernier, that is one thing. I understand that you are not especially interested in maps—that you deal with antique furniture instead—but . . .”

“What?”

“I beg your pardon, madame?”

“You said antique furniture.”

“Mon dieu! Madame, I am baffled that you insist on playing this very strange game; it is nothing to me what your name is—”

“Did they say where they live? What neighborhood in Avignon, or nearby town?”

He flung up his hands. “No, madame, you did not tell me that.”

“What kind of painter is he?”

“As you know, he did not tell me.”

“Did you watch them after they left your shop? Where did they go?”

“I do not know where you went, madame. Nor am I interested in finding out. Now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do.” Furious with her, he returned to the other room.

Sabrina stood indecisively, then slowly left the shop and retraced her steps along the river and returned to the center of town. The shops would be closing soon for the afternoon break, and by the time they reopened, she would be on her way to Marseilles to catch her flight to London; otherwise she would miss the morning flight to Chicago. But what difference did it make whether the shops were open or closed? If this woman, this impostor—for what else could she be?—was determined not to tell her name to shopkeepers, and her friend was determined, too, what good would it do to go from shop to shop to try to find out who they were and what they were doing and why?

But he’s a painter. If he was telling the truth about that, he would have wanted to go to galleries. Or maybe he needed more supplies.

Suddenly filled with energy, she went to the tourist office on Cours Jean-Jaurès and got a list of art galleries and artists’ supply shops. There were only two supply shops, and the first, Monet Fournitures Artistiques, was a few blocks away. She walked quickly, ignoring the heat, her face shaded by her hat.

“Ah, madame, I am so glad you return,” said the tall woman behind the counter. She had broad shoulders, her cheeks were round and full, and she wore oversize glasses that made her look like an amiable owl. “I left out one brush in wrapping your package; I have it here.” She brought a narrow box from behind the counter and held it out to Sabrina with a wide smile. “Otherwise I would have had to go looking for you, which would have been a long process, since I did not know where to look.”

Sabrina avoided the truth; it was too difficult. “I didn’t tell you where I live?”

“No, madame, the subject did not come up.” The woman tilted her head and contemplated Sabrina’s pale face calmly and with sympathy; she was prepared to accept any kind of infirmity or eccentricity. “Did you think you did?”

Sabrina laughed. “No, I know I didn’t. Did I tell you my name?”

“No, madame, and neither did your companion.”

Sabrina frowned slightly. “How do you know he was not my husband?”

“In fact, madame, at first I thought he was, from your closeness, your joy at being together, so very evident, especially to someone recently widowed, but I overheard a conversation when I left the room for a moment and it was clear that someone else was the husband.”

Their eyes met. They liked each other. “I’m sorry about your husband,” Sabrina said gently, and the woman bowed her head in acknowledgment. Her hands gripped each other; tears were in her eyes. A loving woman, Sabrina thought. So loving that she was willing to indulge a stranger in a bizarre conversation rather than issue a challenge and perhaps cause distress. A wonderful woman, a caring woman.

And Sabrina knew she could not intrude with
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