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  1
GRACE


Lisette Bennett could hear her words sounding in her ears.  “I named you Grace.” It was her voice, yet it didn’t seem so and for a moment she merely stared at what looked like a picture of a holy saint, creased, and ragged at its edges. It sat neatly into the palm of her hand with the handwritten message that somehow seemed childlike with its carefully formed letters. “I named you Grace.” Her instinct was to dismiss the thought that shot into her mind as nothing but garbage and blame it on the nerves the new venture was causing on a daily basis. No more drama. It just wasn’t the time and besides, it wasn’t the way things happened. Still, she lingered and stared at the picture. What if it was that she was seeing the handwriting of her own mother? A woman she'd never even guessed the existence of until a chance remark brought her to wonder and later dismiss it as nonsense only to play it over and over again in her mind. Should she dismiss this now too? It would be better to clear the confusion away and leave the loft knowing the picture meant nothing even though it had somehow made its way into her hand at that precise moment. There had to be a logical explanation for the picture to be stowed away but then, answers don’t jump up and identify themselves. She placed her other hand on top of the picture and waited, guessing she was wrong, then hoping she might be right. Would it be possible that her real mother had actually written the words that looked back at her and somehow made sense? It did make sense. She thought about it, and Grace… the name? It was impossible to comprehend the idea of a message coming to her in such a way and then she began to doubt it.
Shaken by her discovery, she drew a deep breath and flung the picture back into the box and slammed it shut as though somehow wanting to distance herself from it. A foolish notion, nothing more – a message destined to find its way to her. It didn't make sense. Pearls from her broken necklace  lay scattered across the loft floor and Lisette found her attention  being drawn to them as she tracked their journey with some having woven their way along and disappeared from view. She already knew the implications of her find. She could hear them. The whisperings she'd heard and the hushing of voices when her father’s side of the family had visited. And then she knew. She just knew. The message, wherever it had come from and whoever had written it, had been intended it to be read by her someday. They had always treated her differently and now she knew why. It suddenly became clear why they resented her so much and the days following the funeral, when she felt shunned by them, she waited for clarity, expecting someone to tell her, for certain, even in some spiteful way. Perhaps it was because of who they were that they felt a child brought into the family was less worthy than them or maybe there was another reason. Whatever it was, Lisette had resigned herself to being just the person she was and not merely a link in a chain of family woes.
The secret of Lisette's past kept safe in a locked box in the old armoire from the former family home lay accompanied by brittle faded papers and pictures from a bygone era. Gripped by it, how had she missed the contents of that box before? It had held odds and ends at one time, she knew that for certain and tried to think of the last time she'd seen it opened. Hadn't she even played with its contents as a child? She tried to remember the time exactly through her jumbled memories and scrambled to think clearly as she slowly opened the box again and looked curiously at the stack of loose pages while she searched for the courage to sift through them. Nothing out of the ordinary, papers that should have been thrown out long ago and then a heading on one page revealed itself. 
“Dublin?” she said aloud in a questioning tone. “Dublin?”
Only the heading portion of the page remained but from what she saw, the evidence was clear enough. The guessing was over. There had to be more to it all though. Soon, with more pages scattered about, Lisette was reaching for another pile when she heard Max’s voice. 
“Honey. Are you up there? Where are you?” 
It would all have to be faced, but not tonight. Lisette waited, unable to speak at first, then in a low voice, she called down through the opening of the loft,
“I'm coming down now.”
She bent down and gathered up the string from her broken necklace into her hand with its clasp still closed. She rose her other hand to where it had been draped around her neck only moments before. Soon, with the papers, pictures, string, and some loose pearls from the floor pushed hurriedly into the box, Lisette wrapped a cloth loosely around it and placed it onto the shelf once more and closed the door. It was going to be difficult to disguise her shock, she knew, but somehow, she needed to make the effort for the evening that was in it. 
“Honey ... we're running late. What are you doing up there anyway? You have to get dressed for the Kew-Talbots.”
“I said I'm coming down.” Lisette snapped, hoping it might buy her some time to compose herself.
One uneasy step at a time and Lisette put her feet to the floor to find Max looking at her and what she noticed first was that he seemed uncertain of what he wanted to say.
“Are you , er, OK,?”
It wasn't like Max to stutter like that and Lisette allowed her shoulders to settle and knowing he could tell she was upset would only make the evening more difficult to deal with. Raising her hand and closing her eyes, she rubbed her forehead and pressed her fingers along her eyebrow.
“Fine, I have a headache coming on, that's all, nothing more.” 
“That's not like you though. Is something the matter? If it's something about tonight, tell me.” 
Lisette kept her head down as she passed him and walked through the double doors and switched on the lamp to give some light. 
“This is going to be an important turning point for us, you know, and we need to show the Kew-Talbots our best side.”
Lisette took by his tone that he wasn't pleased and knew that although she hadn't quite shown her reluctance to go ahead with the venture, she hadn't shown much enthusiasm either. She realised just then that her hands were shaking and would need to explain to Max if she didn't manage to compose herself soon. It was going to be difficult to explain to him what she'd found. She turned back to face him and slid her hands into the side pockets of her skirt.
“Oh, I'm just a little distracted. I was hoping to find some of our old plans from the Maiden Lane store. I'm sure they're up there and you know, if I could just take a look at them, I might get some inspiration.”
“But did you have to get on it this evening, just as we were due to go down to the Kew-Talbots?”
“You're right, I only expected to be up there for two minutes and somehow I got carried away and saw some interesting things. Just give me five minutes, I'll change and freshen up my make up. Finishing touches, that’s all,” Lisette said with a smile drawn across her face. 
Max stood and looked up towards the loft and appeared to be thinking and showing little interest in what she had to say. He blinked as he spoke.
“It might be a good idea to go up there and clear out that loft some time before the weather heats up, what do you think? I have a lot of important stuff in my office that could be put up there . Do you think we could manage to get a filing cabinet up those steps.? Although, I know there's that old armoire up there, that might work if it was cleared out.”
Lisette walked back and stood beside him as he fumbled at knotting his tie.
“I thought you said I needed to hurry and here you are asking me about filing cabinets,” she said as though making a joke, looking up at the loft door still reeling from the shock of what she'd found.
Now there was a feeling of overwhelming urgency to get back up there and rifle through the box again to find out more. Max laughed, “you're right.”
Shuffling through the racks of clothes in her closet, Lisette Bennett, so aware of her husband's pride regarding the status of the family, knew the secret she had just encountered might cause upset if she spoke about it too soon. She needed to know more and find a perfect moment to share the news with him. He was now playing a different role in the family business since the new venture got under way, a relief to her that he didn't feel the need to be constantly going over figures and leaving her with a sense that she was somehow responsible when the days takings didn't meet their expectations. She had welcomed the release from his grasp and welcomed too, the opportunity he had been presented with to involve himself in the planning of their new store. Max met her coming from the bedroom wrestling with the clasp on her bracelet.
“Slacks?”
His frown with his comment was met with a frosty look from Lisette before finally answering his question with a shrug. 
“It's just drinks isn't it?”
“Yes, but I'm just saying, er, maybe … that's all … ”
Max studied Lisette and sensed something was wrong as he watched her fidget and appear mildly distressed. He followed her through as she struggled with the bracelet and concerned by her tone, which wasn't like her, he took hold of her arm.
“Here, let me do that for you,” he said. “Are slacks appropriate for tonight though, I didn't think it was going to be a casual affair?”
“Hmmm, I guess it might be, anyway, let's get going.”
They swung past the location of the new store to see for themselves what progress had been made that day. Stopping at the traffic lights on sixty third at fifth, Lisette, quieter than usual, tried to get some small conversation going but she could see her husband knew she was upset about something. Later in the week, he would be gone. Three whole days. She wondered if she could somehow manage to leave the store one person down and take a day out so she could work her way through the cache in the loft without any interruptions. 
“I think this evening is going to be nothing more than a pretentious block party if you ask me,” Lisette said and looked to Max for a reaction. She knew he had sensed her reticence about going.
“Probably, but some things are worth putting up with just to be acquainted with the right people. You know how it is.”
To Lisette, there was no point in dragging the conversation out any further, her mind had drifted by then anyway as she opened her handbag and clicked open her compact. She lightly dabbed some face powder around her shiny forehead and dotted on more lipstick and smacked her lips. “Is this how it's going to be until I get to the bottom of this mystery?” she wondered, and clicked the compact shut again, closed her handbag and turned to face her husband and smiled as she spoke.
“They're quite nice people though, the Kew-Talbots, better to just enjoy the evening and see what becomes of it all.”
“Could be a great connection for us, you must agree, honey, I've been trying to pull a night like this together for months and now as it turns out, we’re the guests. This whole venture is something that would normally be out of our reach financially. It’s a great opportunity for us, you must agree.”
To Lisette, Max was more talkative than usual, a sign that he was nervous.
“Like I keep saying,” he went on, “he's had connections with the footwear business in Tennessee for generations. With just one good deal and a few of the right contacts, we could sew up a slice of the New York market and maybe, the Maiden Lane Store could turn out to be a goldmine for us with the spill over of inventory from the new store.”
Lisette gave him a look that told him she understood what he was about as she felt the bareness of her neck without her usual pearls and as she thought again about how she had yanked at the string when she read the words. Grace. The anxiety rose in her again.
The Kew-Talbots lived well-ordered lives in a townhouse at the other end of Manhattan. Lisette had liked them from their first encounter at the country club and was impressed by their pleasant nature and ability to communicate with everyone there. When they had invited Lisette and Max to join them on a sailing trip, the two couples merged so well that it almost seemed like a natural progression when the idea of taking over a store together first came up. And to think that when they had been talking of acquiring the new store, little did she think it would be on Madison Avenue. She still couldn't believe it. It had all worked out perfectly for them and with only weeks to the grand opening, Lisette was ready to take her expertise in the business to a new level.
The ivy clad brownstone with its crystal chandeliers blazing lights stood out from the other houses surrounding it. Music spilled out from the open windows with sounds of laughter and chatter. It was soon obvious they were probably the late arrivals with so many cars taking up every spot of space on the street outside the palatial home. Max placed his arm around Lisette's shoulder to guide her up the short flight of steps where a uniformed maid greeted them and took their jackets before showing them through the busy foyer. As was normal for Max. he stepped forward to greet someone and clap him on the shoulder. Lisette recognised the man, another member of the country club, and content to allow them to do the talking, she held back. It was going to be difficult, she thought, to get through the evening. Tonight was an important turning point for them; Max was right about that. It wasn’t like she under-estimated how much they depended on making the right impression and the contacts they would need to bring, not only the right clientele into the new store, but the lines they needed to carry that would keep them loyal. That was, after all, how they had built up the business on Maiden Lane. They could not have enjoyed the same success if they'd just sat back and left it to chance the way so many others did and failed. With Maiden Lane thriving the way it was, it was going to be a struggle to walk into an empty store and begin the process once more.
“I think we've met before,” a tall man said, approaching Lisette, as Max stepped back to her side.
“Yes, country club, I believe.” 
The three exchanged stories and swapped small talk and good times were remembered. 
By the time the swing band had begun to play, the tone of the evening was set. Many of the people who spoke to them addressed Max first before turning to Lisette. She had earned the respect and admiration of her husband through the manner she controlled every aspect of the business. He was proud to introduce her and swelled with pride when people complimented her on her fine complexion, her natural blonde colouring or her soft easy manner. But she could also be firm and masked it well. She was in control always and they made a good team. The Maiden Lane store had grown way beyond their expectations and the confidence her success had brought her shone through and she was popular with everyone.
“You're very quiet this evening honey,” Max said, “it’s not really too formal after all, is it?”
“No it's fine really.”
An older lady, smoking and with a glass of champagne in her left hand, approached and cut in with her husky voice. 
“It's a delightful evening, isn't it? I’m Gloria Brooks, I don't think we've met,” she said, putting her glass down and switching her cigarette over to other her hand. She took Lisette's hand and led the way across to a group of women who sounded Latin American. With introductions over, each one gave a quick run-down on what they did in business. 
In her mind's eye, as she moved away and circulated and sipped her champagne, Lisette was rifling through the drawers and boxes in the loft. She was pulling out old teddy bears with missing eyes, her old school books, and half-finished essays - all the stuff her mother kept like treasure. It was all laid out before her. She could almost smell the musty old papers and leather from the pile of old footwear samples that had somehow managed to accumulate up there. 
Max tactfully suggested they might try to at least have a private word with the Kew-Talbots without having to shout over the din from the band which has quietened somewhat. With that, Ralph Kew-Talbot entered in the company of two people who, up to that point, they hadn't met before. The group merged and smiling, Ralph introduced them - a French husband and wife - saying they were going to be their neighbours on Madison Avenue. Lisette appeared to Max to be lukewarm in her response. Maybe there was something she wasn't telling him and that scared him. A hitch now would be a disaster. They ate some nibbles and sipped their drinks, smiling at nobody in particular as they mingled and waited. To leave prematurely might be seen as crass so Lisette paced herself as Max appeared to soaking up the stateliness of their surroundings. 
“These things have a habit of dragging on, I think we'll find a way soon to bow out,” Lisette whispered, leaning forward with her glass to her lips.
Grace. Suddenly Grace. Lisette was again back to the loft in her imagination. Grace. She needed to know. One more look towards the door and if Max caught her, he'd be sure to know how uneasy she felt. Weary from the day of dragging boxes and getting the inventory shifted out of the way, an explanation of any sort for her strange behaviour was out of the question. She didn’t have it in her. The way she saw it, it would be best to consider all angles before discussing it with Max, knowing he might put a slant to the matter that might cause her more anguish. Still, she needed to know more about the baby that was once Grace.
Having laid awake most of the night with the threads of her discovery crowding her mind, Lisette resigned herself to knowing the true identity of her mother was likely to remain unknown. In her imagination, she was again back in the loft pulling everything asunder looking for clues, something, anything that might bring her a little closer. Dublin? Ireland? It was then she remembered seeing a document a long time before with something about Dublin mixed in with math test papers. Would it be possible that her parents had kept a journal that might, by chance, contain anything that would lead her to her true identity? A good rummage was in order and although she knew she would have to wait for the right moment to present itself, a wave of excitement rose in her. There would be nothing to match her earlier find that could bring another shock. Determination was taking over and whoever she was, she wasn't going to remain the best kept secret in Manhattan much longer. Not if she could help it.







  
  2
MAX


“What a nuisance,” Lisette groaned, resting her hands on her hips and looking towards the closet door. 
In the days since her discovery, she pondered on her dilemma. She wanted more than anything to know her true identity but with so much yet to be done and being constantly surrounded by people, it left little time to think clearly and plan her next move. Max had sensed something was wrong earlier as he watched his usually calm and confident wife act in a manner that was bordering on hostile. Annoyed by her unexpected reaction to a simple request to book a table for dinner, Max stepped towards her.
“But you usually enjoy these affairs, honey, I don't know what's got into you.”
“I know, but I could do without pandering to your friends every time one of them hits town.”
“You didn’t mention any of that when I ran it all past you on the telephone,” he answered. “Are you asking me to cancel? Besides, he's not a friend ... more of an acquaintance. A shoe guy, like me.” 
Lisette, who was rarely vague about anything, held his gaze for a moment, shrugged and spoke in a way that he could see she was distracted about something. 
“I know you're excited about the new store and everything,” she said, “but I've been trying to tell you something but you just keep talking over me when I speak.”
He looked at her blankly at first and after a long pause he looked past her. She could see for the first time the strain on his face and regretted taking such a tone with him. They were both feeling the pressure of the new store and it wasn't fair of her to think otherwise. Lisette softened her voice. 
“There's something I need to share with you; you're not going to believe it.”
“Not another hiccup, I don't think I could handle another glitch at this point.”
“No, nothing like that. What I'm trying to say is that I found out ... Mother ... my mother as I know her, is not my real mother. I know now that I was adopted.” 
There it was, just blurted out. It always seemed a like bad time to speak to Max as he had a habit of watching TV and listening to the game or whatever news was hitting the headlines. Tonight, she wanted his full attention. Brett too, would need to be told but not until he came home on break from college, she decided. It was an issue that involved the whole family. It meant she wasn't one of the Newberrys. The beloved Newberrys and suddenly she began to feel like an imposter. 
Max stood away from her, lit a cigarette, flicked the lighter shut, and looked at her, astonished. He stared at her for some time before responding. 
“Adopted? What do you mean adopted? I mean ... how?”
“Yes,” Lisette said calmly. “Actually, I’m probably Irish. At least, I should say, I was brought here from Ireland, Dublin, perhaps, as an infant. I think so anyway. Can you believe it?”
“Dublin?” Max, frowning, mouthed the words that made no sense to him without making a sound.
Lisette knew she sounded relieved when she spoke again. 
“I only just found out,” and waving her hand, she continued, “and I've been toying with the idea of tracing my mother. You don't think I've gone crazy, do you?” 
Max shook his head and appeared to be putting some thought into what he might say when Lisette spoke again.
“I must confess, I feel a little betrayed. I must be the last to know. Everyone in the family would have known,” Lisette said, “and that's the thing that bothers me most.”
“I know little about such things,” Max responded. “Perhaps they didn't tell you back then thinking the truth would have upset or confused you or something. You know how these things work better than I do.”
“And… why do you assume that? Who in God's name would know about these things unless they had a good reason to?” Lisette snapped.
“I'm thinking out loud, that's all.”
"I can't think of one single person I knew growing up who was adopted. I can't think of anyone. Not one!” Lisette said.
“Maybe lots of people were and didn't know, that's all,” Max shot back. 
It was best, Lisette decided to drop the subject and resume the normal routine of her life as best she could. She moved back to the closet and chose a sweater dress and turning to Max, she said,
“You're right you know, lots of people are adopted and their world doesn't just suddenly stop turning the minute they find out. Neither should mine.”
“So, we're going then, I take it,” Max said, and judging by the expression on Lisette's face, he could tell she didn't mean a word of what she'd just said.


    
  
Lisette chose her moment to tell Max about her plan to go ahead and trace her natural mother. Guessing he might be against the idea, she had avoided mentioning anything since their last discussion until she had the time to think it through. She waited and chose her moment carefully when she had him on the other end of a telephone. 
“But the last time we spoke of this, honey, it didn't seem like you were going ahead with everything, so why now?”
“Why any time? I know it's difficult for you to understand. Anyway, I’m thinking about hiring an attorney in Ireland who specialises in this sort of thing. I think it might be best, after all, I don't have time to go running over there myself.”
“It could be a messy business you're getting yourself into though. Have you thought it through properly? You need to give yourself some time to assimilate it all.”
“It's just to make tentative inquiries, I'll see what he has to say but I think I'm going to hire him anyway, just to find out more about me.”
“These things are never tentative with you.”
“Why, do you have a problem with me doing that? An attorney is going to be the best person to handle it for me.”
“I just don't want to see you get hurt, it's a thought, just that.”
Lisette held the telephone, and running her fingers through her hair, she shook her hair loose and rubbed the back of her neck.. She was regretting slipping the subject in during a routine catch up phone call. Max didn't need to hear her response. At that point, he knew her mind was made up. 
“Let us just get on with things then, honey, and see how it all goes from here, what do you think?” he asked, sounding defeated.
“I guess you're right, but I can't help myself from having doubts. It's a very difficult thing to comprehend, to just suddenly find out you were adopted.”
“I'm trying. I don't think I have a choice.”
Max’s response was exactly what she'd expected and while she didn't wish to place any blame on him, Lisette had hoped he might be more supportive. The bottom had fallen out of everything with her interest fading in every task she had begun; she stood up and prepared to bring the phone call to a close. 
“I'm taking a break from things here,” she said, “I need to go out and eat lunch and allow my mind to settle.”
“Sure thing, I know how it is. We'll talk again later. I have a stack of paperwork here to get through and maybe, I might drop over to the Madison Avenue store and see what's shaking.”
Lisette stepped out onto Maiden Lane and headed down towards the water to seek out a quiet place to have lunch away from noise and bustle. She needed time and knew Max was right in what he said, but if he could step into her mind for just one minute, he would understand, really understand, how she was feeling. The gloss and excitement of the new store was lessening and she tried to recapture the feeling she'd had when they first made the decision to go along with it. The perfect picture she'd had of it all now seemed distant and Lisette was willing to do whatever was necessary to get it back. But now, it felt to her like she'd been divided into two separate people; the person she was, and the other, who she might have been. How could the shock of something that she was so disconnected with for the past fifty years suddenly envelop every aspect of her life? It had all brought her to a stage where she couldn't function without knowing the facts of what happened and she was reaching a point where she couldn’t go on unless she knew. Nobody would understand it if she tried to explain it to them, and then thinking about it, why would they? Lisette reasoned with herself and tried to imagine what she might have said to someone if they approached her with the same story. She thought about it for a minute and figured she might have offered a superficial response saying things like, it had worked out for the best in the end, not realising it might be the last thing someone wanted to hear. She needed to know. Grace. She needed to know now, this very day and she knew too that she couldn't accept anything less than the full facts, whatever they were. Grace. Her thoughts jumbled or not, she decided, would need to be parked just so she could get on with the things that were her everyday existence, but they were Lisette's everyday existence, not Grace's and it was Grace she needed to know more about. Everything!













  
  3
DIGGING


There would be no plan or easy way out of it. The loft needed to be explored, trawled through, until she found what she was looking for. But Lisette wondered what if something relevant might be staring right at her and she might dismiss it without as much as a second glance. The wisest choice would be the method she used to approach everything else in her life. Get in, get it done and see what comes out of it. The whole place was a mess and already beads of sweat were forming on her forehead as she looked around and breathed in the heavy air. With so much stuff crammed in and just stashed there for what seemed like no apparent reason, it would be best to get straight into the rummaging and see where it might lead. 
“It’ll sure need a lot of digging,” she mumbled under her breath as she gazed over at the armoire where she had discovered the name that changed everything. Every inch was choked up. Besides all of the paperwork she’d looked through on her previous visit, a pile of her father’s tattered fishing magazines and some old journals from his horse racing days had been thrown on top or shoved into wherever a space had allowed at the time. She just wanted to find what she needed and be finished, but it wasn’t going to be like that and she was braced for a long day ahead. Lisette
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