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			Chapter 1

			The sign on my door reads, TROMPE L’OEIL, INC. For a reasonable price I will paint a variety of illusory images on any compatible surface. I paint “faux” finishes—faux marbre, faux bois, faux tortoiseshell, faux bamboo—as well as architectural effects—niches, columns, windows, doors. I can fill a room with animals, birds, and people, with swags, ribbons, and clouds. My object is to arrest and amuse my viewers by leading them away from reality and making them look twice, if only for an instant, at the beauty of illusion.

			Mine is a narrow and exacting occupation, best executed calmly. I don’t slap paint on untreated canvases the size of bedsheets. I don’t try to find myself through art, nor do I wait for inspiration. I don’t look for glory or immortality. I’m a craftsman, and each day I try to do a craftsman’s job. I’ve made my peace with anonymity. I’m content without being happy.

			My name is Faith Crowell. I’m thirty-nine years old and am, to use a word which appeals to a perverse streak in me that favors things archaic and anachronistic, a spinster. I’ve never been to the altar, though once I came so close I bought a wedding dress. But that’s another story. There have been times when, walking home to an empty apartment in the twilight, I’ve thought about that time, thought about how different my life would have been had I married. Once inside my little home, however, surrounded by the chintz, the cat, and the bric-a-brac that are often the accoutrements of single women living alone in large cities, I feel quite fortunate. I cook a light meal, enjoy a glass of wine, and read, until I drift off with my dreams.

			I’m up by seven. I don’t need an alarm clock, for habit is the best alarm there is. I have a light breakfast, bathe, dress, and put a plate of food down for my cat. I’m on my way to the studio no later than eight-fifteen.

			My studio is on the third floor of an unassuming, rent-controlled brownstone ten blocks from my apartment. I enjoy walking there in the morning when passersby seem filled with purpose and energy. I see the same faces again and again—the shopkeepers, sanitation workers, commuters. We sometimes recognize one another and exchange a friendly nod without words, which suits me perfectly.

			I share the building with several tenants, most of whom I rarely see. Should I pass one of them on the stairs, I make it a point to greet him or her cordially. As New York City is not the sort of place where people drop in to borrow sugar or have a cup of coffee, contact with my neighbors is minimal—which is also fine with me.

			I live in the city because that’s where my work is, but I could just as easily live in the country, and plan to do so one day. It’s a way of looking forward to something. I have a limited life, defined by my work and a few friends. I’m more solitary than most, but judging from the appalling amount of neurosis and unrest in the world, I consider myself well-off.

			Once, some years ago, I began waking up frequently in the middle of the night for no apparent reason. Hot fingers of panic kneaded away at my insides as I dwelt on the futility of life—mine, in particular. I’d get out of bed, pace the room, stalk my mirror in the half-light, wondering who that wild-eyed creature streaked with fear really was. Come morning, I’d feel as old as death. My technique suffered. Business went downhill. Finally, I had to stop working altogether. The nervous, so-called “artistic temperament” has no place in trompe l’oeil.

			This slump was deep but temporary. After a time, I managed to pull myself together. I stopped expecting too much from life. I began to think of my time on this earth as one leg of a long journey, and view myself as a person in transit. I began to accept life’s odd turns and disappointments as the seasoned traveler accepts the surprises and inconveniences which are an inevitable part of any trip.

			I resumed painting. To my astonishment, my technique had not suffered but improved. There was new depth to my work. Others noticed it, too. Soon, commissions abounded. Now my little trompe l’oeil business is a great success, capitalizing as it does on the fashion of making things appear to be what they are not.

			My clients aren’t in the habit of visiting my studio. Most of my commissions are arranged over the telephone by a decorator. I was therefore surprised when I answered the downstairs buzzer on an unseasonably warm day in April and heard the voice over the intercom say: “Frances Griffin to see Miss Crowell.”

			Everyone who knew anything about connoisseurship had heard of Frances Griffin. She and her late husband, Holt Griffin, had been great collectors when there was an abundance of important pictures and furniture available to collect. The Griffin Collection was one of the very best, assembled in the decades just before and after the Second World War when masterpieces were frequently on the international market, before export rules became more stringent. After Holt Griffin died, Frances Griffin gave many of their paintings to museums, including the finest Titian in private hands. The Griffins and their collection were well-known to anyone with the slightest interest in art.

			Holt Griffin was the scion of an old, rich New York family who, unlike most of his kind, had gone on to distinguish himself on his own, in a long diplomatic career. The money, I happened to know, came originally from the manufacture of manhole covers, and then was poured into real estate. In the late 1800s, Elias Holt, the great-grandfather of Holt Griffin, had founded an ironworks, the chief product of which were the heavy gray metal disks used to cap the sewers of New York. I know this because I tend to know these kinds of details—dainty, irrelevant bits of gossip which serve no purpose whatsoever and are exquisitely extraneous to everyday life.

			Though Holt Griffin had supplied the money, it was Frances Griffin, the woman climbing my three flights of stairs at that very moment, who had the eye. Everyone acknowledged her to be the guiding hand behind the acquisitions. She was one of those legendary figures of style and taste whose name evokes awe, even in the most privileged circles. I didn’t know much else about her except that having been a great collector and hostess, she was now a recluse, known for her aversion to parties, publicity, and people.

			I stepped out into the dingy hallway and saw a figure climbing the stairs—a slim, impeccably dressed woman with a girlish manner and a sprightly walk. Her eyes were clear and inquisitive, set in a grainy but handsome face. I knew she must have been around seventy or seventy-five years old, but she didn’t look it. She was very well-preserved and had the air many rich people have of not being wholly real. Her perfection of dress, her aura of contained graciousness combined with her seeming obliviousness to the hallway’s unappetizing details—the broken stairs, chipping paint, and acrid smell—made her seem like a polished actress playing a part.

			“How do you do?” Mrs. Griffin said, extending a tapered, discreetly manicured hand to me as she reached the landing. “I’m Frances Griffin.”

			“It’s a great pleasure, to meet you, Mrs. Griffin. I’m Faith Crowell,” I replied, aware that my voice had deferentially lowered an octave.

			She was wearing an elegant pale green wool suit with a matching hat, carrying white kid gloves and a black patent leather bag. Her feet, noticeably small, were encased in plain patent leather pumps with low heels. A gold pin in the shape of a fish, studded with green and pink peridots, was jauntily affixed to the right side of her jacket.

			I invited her into my studio and offered her a cup of tea, which she graciously accepted. We sat, rather stiffly, on two of the twelve gilt ballroom chairs I had scheduled to faux bamboo that week.

			“I have heard, Miss Crowell,” she began in a voice tinged with a patrician mid-Atlantic accent, “that you are very good at what you do.”

			I thanked her. As I am not a believer in false modesty, I replied that I was indeed proud of my work. She squinted while opening her purse, extracting from it a pair of glasses which she put on. She looked around the studio.

			“Yes,” she said, focusing on several pieces I had either finished or was in the process of finishing—a bureau, a mirror, a small mantelpiece—“I can see that you’re good.”

			She peered at me over the top of her glasses.

			“The trick is to lighten reality, isn’t it?” she observed.

			“In life and in art,” I said, smiling.

			She chuckled.

			“Your work is very painterly. I especially like the faux marbre. That piece,” she said, indicating the small mantelpiece. “It’s lovely the way you’ve done it. I like faux marbre in any case, don’t you? It’s much less ponderous than the real thing. Real marble can be so cold in a room.”

			“Yes, I agree. Though people still pay a lot of money for it.”

			“Real tortoiseshell, on the other hand, is lovely and warm,” she said. “But you can’t get it anymore.”

			“Faux tortoiseshell is very difficult to do well. If I’m not careful it all winds up looking like some awful leopard skin.”

			“You’ve done it very well there.” She nodded to the red-and-black faux tortoiseshell mirror drying against the wall.

			“Thank you. I just finished it yesterday. Third try. It’s not too bad now.”

			“There’s always been a market for the faux—whether we could get the real thing or not.”

			“That’s why I’m in business, I suppose.”

			“So many real things are impossible to come by these days. Lots of the things we once took for granted are gone,” she sighed. “You do have a lovely, light touch ... Yes, lovely ...” She glanced around the room another time. “I’d like you to come and do some work for me at The Haven.”

			Like a queen issuing a royal command, she did not hesitate at all when speaking to me. She seemed to understand the power of her request, and to know what an honor it was considered to work for her. Many would have done it, simply to get a glimpse of the legendary house on Long Island which had never been photographed for a book or displayed in the pages of the fashionable decorating magazines.

			“I’m honored,” I said. “Of course I’d love to work for you.”

			Smiling at me as if she’d expected no other response, she removed her glasses, folded them carefully, and put them back into her purse.

			“It’s quite a large job. You’ll have to be there full-time for some months.”

			“Oh dear, I don’t know if I can do that.”

			She went on as though she hadn’t heard me.

			“It’s a ballroom. I built it for my daughter’s coming-out party many years ago. I want to redo it, to see it again, fresh. It’s never too late to see things fresh.”

			Though she spoke casually, I couldn’t help sensing a certain intensity beneath the surface of her conversation. She toyed with the patent leather strap of her handbag, twisting it around her fingers. She stared hard at me every so often as if she were trying to recall something, or memorize me, or see deeper into me. It felt odd.

			“I’d have to give up all my other work. That’s a bit tricky.”

			“Why don’t you come round and see me tomorrow? I’ll show you what I want done. Then you can make your decision.”

			“Mrs. Griffin,” I began slowly, “I’m very flattered by your offer. May I ask you—how did you happen to pick me?”

			She hesitated for a moment.

			“Well, I heard about you from a couple of friends of mine.”

			She named two of my richest and grandest clients. I was always amazed how small this world of the extraordinarily rich was, like a private country incorporating all nationalities. The titanically rich, like royalty, all seemed to know one another, or know of one another, no matter where they were from. And because many of them led their lives in the fairly constant pursuit of luxury, pleasure, and material possessions, they passed the finest craftsmen and the finest dealers and the finest designers, florists, and chefs along to one another like precious objects in an elaborate, ongoing potlatch festival. I had no illusions about my place in their world. In their world, an artisan was a commodity.

			“Also,” she continued, “it seems we both share a passion for Paolo Veronese. I read a fine article you wrote on the Villa Barbaro. It was very well written, and appreciative of an artist I adore.”

			She alluded to a piece I had written some years ago for an obscure art journal, Chiaroscuro, on the celebrated Villa Barbaro in Maser, near Venice. Paolo Veronese’s whimsical trompe l’oeil mural there was a great favorite of mine. The revelation that she’d read my article appealed to my vanity.

			“I’m so pleased you liked the piece. I love that villa. I remember the first time I stood in the great hall and looked up at that marvelous gallery of pets and birds and people staring down on me from their painted balcony. They were so bewitching I almost swore they were real.”

			“My daughter,” she said suddenly. “My daughter was very enthusiastic—like you.”

			I let the comment go.

			“You’ll come and see me tomorrow?” she asked, poised on the edge of her chair.

			“Of course I will, though I have to think seriously of what your wonderful offer means in terms of my life.”

			She glanced once more around my cluttered, airless studio.

			“Well,” she said in a rather imperious tone, “it would certainly mean a change.”

			With that, she rose from her chair. I walked her to the door.

			“Please forgive me for being so hesitant,” I said, opening the door for her. “It’s just that since I spend my life painting over surfaces, I’ve gotten used to examining them very carefully. Perhaps too carefully.”

			“Well, you think about it.”

			“I’ll walk you downstairs.”

			“Oh, no thank you. I can see myself out. I’ll expect you tomorrow, then, at, say, four o’clock? We’ll have some tea. Here are the directions.”

			She handed me a printed card with a drawing of the house on one side and a map on the other. I didn’t let on that I already knew where the house was.

			With that, she left.

			That night I walked home in an uncharacteristic funk, feeling apprehensive, as though Frances Griffin were Fate’s harbinger. I honestly didn’t want to interrupt my routine by accepting such a commission. On the other hand, the chance to work with this extraordinary woman was a great professional opportunity. And, I confess, I did feel the lure of her glamour.

			Long ago I made peace with the fact that mine was a well-ordered, uneventful life, grisaille as opposed to color-plated. I’d come to understand the difference between the climates of loneliness and of solitude: The former was oppressive and humid, the latter cool and invigorating. I abhorred the popular view that people who live alone and work alone remain isolated from life’s great experiences. For me, the key to appreciating life was imagination. Without it, even a privileged life could be dull. With it, one could make a feast of straws.

			Fortunately for me, my art was more of a craft and therefore less volatile, a friend as opposed to a lover. My moments of loneliness were, I suspect, less intense than those of my more creative colleagues, though, of course, I’d had my share. I felt one such moment creeping up on me now. I knew I needed to talk to someone.

			There was only one thing to do. I bought two artichokes, an extra veal chop, and a tarte tatin from the local French bakery, and telephoned my dear friend, Harry Pitt, on the likely chance he would be free for dinner. He was.

			Harry Pitt, like me, led a reclusive life, preferring to spend time in the company of his books, pictures, and Mr. Spencer, his miniature schnauzer, rather than with people. Harry was in his seventies and a bachelor. In his heyday, he’d been a noted art dealer, esthete, and an escort of fashionable women of a certain age when they were, as one wag delicately put it, “between men.”

			He was nearly bald now, and rotund, having led the high life at splendid luncheon and dinner parties. He was a repository of superfluous information about superfluous people, which, of course, made him wonderful company for me. He knew about things like Mrs. Augustus Blodgett’s couture shroud, and the Prince de Greve’s penchant for paying boys in the slums of Rio to have their teeth extracted so that they could better perform fellatio on him.

			Harry knew everything about everyone in society, and he enjoyed regaling me with the salacious tales of “social life’s rich pageant,” as he dubbed it. I’d passed many a hilarious evening with Harry while he sat perched like a pasha on the tasseled silk pillows of his couch, fingering the long white silk scarf around his neck, smoking a cigarette in a black lacquer holder, pontificating about society as it had once been and as it was now. He’d spent most of his life singing for his supper in the company of the rich and celebrated and, for some reason, had come to the conclusion that the majority of people will behave badly sooner or later given the opportunity.

			“One is far safer with possessions and pets,” he used to say. “With them, at least, one always knows exactly where one stands, and the repairs are cheaper.”

			As we ate our supper, I told him about my encounter with Frances Griffin.

			“Frances Griffin ... Frances Griffin ...” He repeated the name, rolling the r’s, savoring it in his mouth as if it were an excellent claret.

			“What an interesting woman,” he said. “A woman of great complexity and depth. And a visual genius. Of course you know the story about her and the fireplace?”

			“No,” I replied, intrigued.

			“Oh, well, it’s a marvelous story, and absolutely true. I know—knew—the architect. He’s dead.”

			“Harry, you never disappoint me.”

			I sat back and prepared to listen to one of Harry’s anecdotes. He was my Marco Polo, coming home from exotic lands with tales of wealth and princes. As he spoke, he cut his veal chop meticulously with his knife and fork, careful to eat the American way—that is, putting down his knife and switching his fork from his left hand to his right before ingesting the slice. He called it one of his more time-consuming affectations.

			“It seems that after she built that wonderful house, The Haven—to which you, lucky soul, have been invited tomorrow—she was walking through it with the architect on the day it was finished to make sure everything was absolutely correct. When she got to the living room, she stopped dead, looked around, and said, ‘There’s something wrong here.’ The poor, dear architect froze in his tracks and stammered something. History hasn’t recorded those immortal lines, but it’s safe to say he was worried. She, meanwhile, turned around slowly once or twice, then finally said, ‘The fireplace. It’s off-center, is it not?’ And so my friend, the architect, who also had a rather good eye, looked at the thing and said no he didn’t think it was off-center. He thought it looked absolutely right. The upshot of it was, they got a ruler and measured the damn thing. And by God, the fireplace was indeed about, oh, nine inches or a foot off the dead center of the room.

			“So Mrs. Griffin, having made her point, said, ‘Please fix it.’ At which juncture, my friend the architect said, ‘Mrs. Griffin, I promise you, you won’t notice it when the room’s all decorated.’ ‘Oh, but I will,’ she assured him. So then he said, ‘But Mrs. Griffin, you don’t understand. I can’t fix the fireplace without tearing down all five floors.’ To which, according not only to legend but to my friend the architect who was there and to whom she said it, Frances Griffin replied, ‘I didn’t ask you how you were going to do it.’

			“She then walked straight out the door, and he proceeded to tear down the entire house and rebuild it—at her expense—with the fireplace dead center. Two years later, she walked into the house again, pronounced it perfect, and moved in. Now if that ain’t a modern-day ‘Princess and the Pea’ story, I don’t know what is!”

			“Astonishing.”

			“She’s a pathological perfectionist,” Harry continued. “Brilliant at proportion. Famous for going into people’s gardens and rooms and telling them exactly how to replant the rosebushes or rearrange the furniture. And the thing is, she’s always right. She has such a great eye that she actually once went into a museum and told them they had a fake Greuze painting on display. It caused such an uproar you can’t believe it. But, by God, fake it was!”

			“Where did she learn it all?”

			“You can’t learn what she knows. Her sense of taste and proportion are like perfect pitch—you either have it or you don’t. But she’s very informed. She has bothered to learn things. She has curatorial knowledge of old master art and eighteenth-century furniture.”

			“Where’s she from?” I inquired.

			“No idea. She wasn’t anybody one knew,” Harry sniffed. “I believe prior to her marriage, she was a rather murky figure on the social horizon. Of course, she cleared up brilliantly when she married Holt Griffin. Someone once told me she claimed her father was a diplomat. One suspects the most diplomatic thing he ever did was to fade from view before anyone could call his daughter a liar.”

			We both chuckled. Harry began building a little pyramid with discarded artichoke leaves. He went on:

			“I remember seeing pictures of her. She certainly wasn’t beautiful but she had great style. And apparently she was marvelous company, wonderful fun. Somehow she managed to break into the top drawer and pull out the very sought-after Mr. Griffin—outraging every single dreary ex-debutante around. Caused quite a scandal at the time. It amuses me to think how they all kowtow to her now.”

			“She has something, there’s no doubt about it,” I said. “Even meeting her once there’s a kind of mystery about her. I bet she was very sexy in her time.”

			“Weren’t we all?” Harry said, toppling the artichoke pyramid with his fork.

			“Well, of course,” he went on, “the great rumor was that Holt Griffin was just about gay—sort of teetering on the edge of gay—when she managed to ensnare him with certain exotic sexual wiles. It was thought that she enabled him not to go over the top, as it were. She was always being compared to the Duchess of Windsor in that respect. You know—cocaine on the genitals, Cleopatra’s Grip, all that sort of thing.”

			“Cleopatra’s Grip?” I said innocently, forking in a bite of veal.

			“Contraction of the vaginal muscles so that the penis has the sensation of being massaged,” he replied without apparent interest. “It’s an effective exercise known to courtesans and, I imagine, to a few other enterprising ladies. But, to tell you the truth, I don’t believe any of it. I think he just fell in love with her. She was fascinating and fun. Compared to all those ghastly little socialites he was used to, she must have seemed like a breath of fresh air. And she took care of him like a medieval chatelaine. The ‘on dit’ was that she painstakingly researched everything about him before actually meeting him—what his habits were, his favorite wines, liquor, food, hobbies, interests, books, sexual proclivities, etcetera. That way when he finally did meet her, she made him feel as if he were returning to the womb, so to speak.”

			“How do you know all this?” I asked.

			“Oh, it was rather well-known. Nobody could believe she got him, so there was all sorts of speculation as to how she managed to do it. You know how people are—they like to get to the root cause of everything and then trash it. The truth of the matter is men like Holt Griffin need to be catered to. They’re not interested in neurotic upper-class girls who are constantly complaining, disappointed with life, who won’t put out when they don’t feel like it, and who wind up drinking too much because they think they’ve been shortchanged. Men like Holt Griffin want professional pleasers. That’s what Frances Griffin is—or was: a professional pleaser.”

			“This is certainly a different picture than I expected. I thought she was supposed to be so grand.”

			“She is, my dear. She’s the grandest,” Harry proclaimed. “Don’t think people aren’t grand just because they have a dubious past. Dubious pasts make people grander. Think of what they’ve had to overcome. These silly little asses who think they’re grand because they’re born into some sort of Junior League nightmare—don’t make me laugh. Frances Griffin is grand in the old style—tough and independent, self-made. She’s grand like an Amazon.”

			“Did you know her personally, Harry?”

			“Oh well, she’s not the sort of woman the likes of me knows personally,” he mused. “I knew her rather impersonally though. I met her years ago. She came into my shop and bought an extraordinary Riesener commode on the spot. She bargained with me. She was a very shrewd bargainer but not—how shall I say it?—offensive about it. It was one of the best pieces I’ve ever had, that commode. Unquestionably. One of the best pieces anyone’s ever had, I suspect. I knew she had to have it. She told me she liked my taste. I remember she asked me to look for a few things for her at auction. And I did. We found one or two. All marvelous quality.

			“That’s the thing about coming from nowhere and having to invent yourself,” Harry observed. “You know the difference between the real and the fake because you’ve had to sort it out so carefully in yourself. Well, some people have. Others never learn. Anyway, she knew. I would have given my right arm to see the inside of one of her houses, but no such luck. I actually thought of going along with the moving men when they delivered the commode. But I decided it was too tacky.”

			“I’ll take Polaroids tomorrow, Harry,” I said, teasing.

			“God forbid!” Harry cried. “Anyway I’m getting too blind to see ’em. I’m getting blind, you know.”

			I patted him on the cheek. He reminded me of a droopy hound.

			“I wish I were getting deaf instead,” he said. “I’ve heard quite enough in my life. But I still love to look at things. God how I love a beautiful object. Love going to museums and galleries. Damn it!” He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. He seemed weary and exasperated.

			I got up from the table and cleared our places. I brought in the tarte tatin and cut Harry a large slice, which he attacked with gusto.

			“My favorite! You good girl.”

			I lit a cigarette and sat back in my chair, watching Harry eat.

			“So, she got what she wanted,” I said. “It’s nice when people do that.”

			“She’s had a tragic life really.”

			“What do you mean? Sounds good to me.”

			“Well, all that terrible business about the daughter.”

			“What about the daughter?”

			“Do you mean to say you don’t know? I thought everybody knew. The daughter, called Cassandra—don’t you love it? Only the rich think they can name their children things like Cordelia and Electra and Cassandra without consequence. They feel exempt all around.”

			“What’s the matter with her?” I asked.

			“She’s dead for one thing.”

			“Really? Oh dear. How did that happen?”

			“I can’t believe you don’t know this story,” he said, sounding very pleased, and looking more animated. Gossip always seemed to invigorate him.

			“Cassandra Griffin was stabbed in her room by an unknown intruder over fifteen years ago.”

			“No!” I gasped.

			“To this day they don’t know who did it,” Harry said. “Never solved the case.”

			“My God, how horrible.”

			“Horrible isn’t the word. It happened right in The Haven. It’s a wonder old Frances can still live there. I don’t think I could live in a house where my child was stabbed to death. How about you?” Harry inquired somewhat facetiously.

			“God, people’s lives ...”

			“It was a huge scandal for a while, but for some reason it died down very quickly and one never heard about it again. I suppose out of deference to the family.”

			“And how long ago did this happen?”

			“Fifteen, sixteen years ago. Holt Griffin was still at the U.N. Ambassador or some such thing. I’m surprised you never heard about it. It was really quite something. I suppose you were too young.”

			“I was in a fog in those days,” I said, thinking back. “How old was she—the daughter?”

			“About twenty-five, twenty-six. Somewhere around there,” Harry replied.

			“So she’d be about my age now. A little older.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“What a nightmare. And they never solved the case? That seems extraordinary,” I said.

			“Does, doesn’t it? I’m sure there are endless things we don’t know about it.”

			I saw Harry eyeing the tarte tatin.

			“More?” I offered.

			“Just a sliver, thanks.”

			I cut him another large slice. This time, he ingested it slowly, picking the apples from the top, saving the crust to eat with his fingers.

			“Good, this crust. Like a cookie,” he said. “I never taste things properly until the second time around.”

			“How do people ever recover from something like that? It’s ghastly enough to lose a child through illness or accident, but murder ... She was an only child?”

			“The only one,” Harry said.

			“Mrs. Griffin told me she wanted me to paint the ballroom she’d built for her daughter’s coming-out party. And then she said I reminded her of her daughter.”

			“Really?” Harry seemed interested. “I believe the daughter was very wild. That was the rumor anyway. She married some gigolo type after a rather checkered career.”

			“Well, she said I did.”

			“Maybe you look like her.”

			“Poor thing.” I shrugged.

			“No getting down on yourself tonight, please, Faith,” Harry said, patting my hand. “Well,” he continued, “it doesn’t always pay to have money, does it?”

			I reflected for a moment on Frances Griffin’s visit to me that afternoon.

			“You know it’s funny really,” I said. “I never would have imagined in a million years that the woman who came to see me today was the woman you describe. It changes the color of the whole encounter. I’m much more curious about everything now. What do you suppose she really wants?”

			“You’ll just have to go and find out.”

			“God, Harry—I’d have to give up all my other work.”

			Harry pinned me with his eyes.

			“Don’t be a fool, Faith. You’ve got to work for her if she wants you to. It’s like working for royalty. Better. She knows more. It’s that kind of an opportunity, don’t you see? Her name is a great provenance. You’ll be able to write your own ticket after that.”

			“I write my own ticket now,” I said proudly.

			“Yes, but you’ll be able to write it for the Concorde.”

			Brush jumped up on the dining table and began pawing Harry’s sleeve. Harry stroked his dipping back. I tried to shoo him away.

			“Leave him be,” Harry said. “He’s just hungry for a little affection, aren’t you, Brushie?”

			“How old is Mr. Spencer now?”

			“About a hundred and twelve. He’s toothless, ruthless, and useless, but I adore the little bugger. You must come and have dinner with us next time. He’d love to see you.”

			Dinner at Harry’s apartment was always impossibly chaotic. There were at least three different sauces for everything. In his zeal, he often got them confused. I remember once we had an otherwise delicious leg of lamb topped off with a caramel sauce he mistook for the gravy.

			“I wouldn’t worry about your other business, if I were you,” Harry said. “You’ll have plenty of business after you work for her.”

			“Do I want to be cooped up in the same house for months?”

			“We’re not exactly talking about a hovel, dear. The Haven is one of the great houses of the world. And you’re going to make it greater. Frankly, Faith, I think a change would do you good. You’re much too insular. It’s as though you’ve packed it in already. I didn’t pack it in until I was much older than you.”

			“Have you packed it in, Harry?”

			“Oh well, you know ...”

			He leaned back and put a cigarette in his holder. He was so heavy I thought the poor little Regency chair would break. He picked up the silver lighter in the shape of a monkey he’d given me for my birthday some years back. He flicked the tail. A flaming tongue shot out. He lit the cigarette.

			“Want some words of wisdom from an asthmatic old gentleman?” he said, tilting his head backward, exhaling a fine plume of smoke into the air. I nodded.

			“I’ve only regretted the paintings I did not buy, the trips I did not take, the people I did not love. That is to say, I’ve only ever regretted the things I didn’t do—never the ones I did,” he said with an air of authority. “One’s only real regret in life is the failure to act.”

			I thought about this for a long moment, wondering if, in my own case, it was true. The longer I reflected on my life, the more gray and pallid the canvas became. In the distant past, there had been a sudden burst of color—a brilliant red associated with my one great love affair—but even that had faded to a watery pink with the passage of time. Had there been, I wondered, moments when I should have done things I had not done, loved people I had not loved?

			I’d always known exactly where I was going. There’d rarely been a question that I was doing the wrong thing or that there was another path to consider. My feet, except during my great love affair, had always been firmly planted on the ground. I’d always walked straight ahead without qualms. Straight ahead to my grave, I thought.

			“It all ends so fast, Faith,” Harry said. “Much faster than you can imagine when you’re your age. Suddenly you feel the whole thing sort of grinding to a halt and you look back and think, was that my life or someone else’s? You can’t really grasp it. It all seems like a dream. I suppose that’s why old people talk about the past so much, because they’re trying to figure out what it was that actually happened to them. And, of course, what it was is Life, capital L.”

			Harry’s sardonic little chuckle turned into a brief hacking cough. I made him drink some water, which soothed him. The two of us then lapsed into a reflective silence in which we each stared off into space at nothing in particular. Harry cleared his throat once or twice.

			“Faith, dear, I must leave you now,” he said wearily, hauling himself out of his chair. “Thanks for the vittles. Very delicious.”

			“Take the rest of the tarte tatin. I can’t finish it.”

			“No, dear, I’m on a diet.” He glanced at his watch. “Oh heavens, look at the time. Mr. Spencer will be extremely irritated with me. He’ll have undoubtedly peed all over everything in the house by now.”

			I walked Harry to the door. The slightest exercise made him short of breath.

			“Will you be all right, Harry?”

			“I hope not. Getting too old. Time for the final bid.”

			I kissed him on the cheek.

			“You know, Faith, dear, I’ve always told you from the first time we met that you were destined for great things. This is the beginning.”

			“Good night, my dear friend.”

			“Do it,” Harry said, taking both my hands in his. “Promise me you will?”

			“All right. I promise.”

		

	


	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			The next day I drove out to The Haven. It was located on the North Shore of Long Island where great estates had sprung up at the turn of the century through the Second World War. Most of those grand, rambling properties had long since been cut up or had highways plowed through their hearts, victims of time, neglect, and progress. But a few were still intact, presiding like disapproving dowagers over the dreary twentieth-century landscape of gas stations, fast-food chains, and shopping malls.

			The house itself was not visible from the road. I drove around the perimeter searching for an entrance. The vast property was surrounded by a crumbling stone wall covered with vines, overlooked by graceful old shade trees. It was a wonderful wall, European in character, the sort of wall one might come across while driving through the chateau country in France. Weeds lapped up against its base in scruffy little waves. Moss dripped from its cracks. Yet there was something oddly studied about the wall’s ragged appearance, as if it had been ravaged by design rather than time. Its imperfections seemed to occur at aesthetically pleasing intervals. I came to the conclusion that it was not simply a wall, but a man-made ruin enhanced by orchestrated neglect.

			Finally I found the entrance to the estate. It was modest, nothing more than a gap in the wall flanked by two stone pillars, one of which had carved on it in discreet block lettering THE HAVEN. I drove up the white gravel driveway, snaking through a densely wooded area at the end of which was a vast clearing. Suddenly, the sun broke through, shining down on the huge emerald lawns unfurling on either side of the driveway. The landscape became increasingly formal as the great lawns shattered into kaleidoscopic gardens filled with brilliantly colored flowers and whimsically cut topiary trees.

			One more turn and the main house appeared in front of me, glowing in the afternoon sun. I pulled into a small cobblestone courtyard and got out of the car. The temperature had dropped considerably. It was one of those restless, crisp-edged spring days that remind me of the fall. Treetops were shimmying around in the brief gusts of wind. There was a light scent of lilacs.

			As I walked toward the house, it seemed to become richer in texture and more intimate. Constructed out of blocks of pale yellow stone in the manner of a French chateau, The Haven was one of the most beautifully proportioned buildings I’d ever seen. Though large, its luxury was in the detail rather than the scale. It was a precious jewel of a house, worthy of a legendary lady retired to the country.

			I was just about to lift the bronze lion knocker when the door opened and a white-haired man in a black butler’s uniform emerged from the gloom and bade me enter.

			“Miss Crowell?” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“Mrs. Griffin is expecting you. Won’t you come this way, please?”

			I stepped out of the bright sunlight into the cool, dark entrance hall, squinting to adjust my eyes to the change of light.

			Overhead, a nosegay of lights twinkled atop a tole chandelier in the shape of a Montgolfier balloon. The floor was a checkerboard of black-and-white marble. The marble was old and smooth, the squares small and uneven, most likely transplanted from some ancient French chateau. The walls were glazed a pale grayish blue. A charming Canaletto painting of Venice hung over a magnificent eighteenth-century commode. I wondered if that was the Riesener commode Harry had sold her.

			I followed the butler down the hall past several pictures, lively country scenes, all of the finest quality, discreetly lit. Our footsteps echoed as we walked. He showed me into a red library facing a garden and asked me if I cared for something to drink. I declined. He announced that Mrs. Griffin would be down shortly and left.

			I sat down on the couch and looked around. Over the mantelpiece was a Delacroix painting of a young Moorish tribesman holding the reins of a black stallion. There was a superb collection of bronze horses resting on a mahogany side table. Hanging on the one wall devoid of bookcases was a glass display case filled with faded horse show ribbons. The case was surrounded by an artfully arranged selection of riding crops and hunting whips. In the fireplace, logs were stacked and set with paper, ready to be lit. The room smelled slightly of burnt wood. Bunches of bright garden flowers arranged in silver trophy cups had been placed here and there. There was a small, well-stocked bar on a butler’s tray in one corner. A variety of magazines having to do with riding and the outdoors had been neatly placed on the coffee table. It was a room where the twin themes of money and luxury played unobtrusively, like faint background music, a room whose comforts seeped deeper into one’s consciousness the longer one remained in it.

			I was settling into the peace and quiet, marveling at the understatement of great wealth, when my attention was arrested by the lone photograph in the room, a formal black-and-white portrait of a young woman wearing a white satin dress. She was neither beautiful nor plain, but teetering on the edge of both. She had an uneasy expression, as if she’d been told by the photographer more than once to smile. She reminded me of myself in some ways: the narrowness of her face, the almond-shaped eyes, the awkwardness—or perhaps it was the shyness—she conveyed in her expression. Aspects of her were quite striking, in particular her long, graceful neck and sloping shoulders shown to full advantage by the dress’s scooped-out neckline. Her dark hair was arranged in a neat chignon. She wore a delicate pearl-and-diamond choker. I suspected that her face, like my own, was prettier in motion when it could be better informed by character and intelligence. Still, the photograph was quite lovely, having the soft romantic quality of another era. I thought she must be Cassandra.

			It gave me an odd feeling to think that this young woman, so innocent and pristine in her white dress, so privileged and seemingly immune to the violence of the world, was dead and buried, murdered in such a gruesome way. I suddenly pictured blood spurting over the picture. I quickly turned away.

			I got up to look over the books all lined up neatly in their brass bookcases. Antique and leather-bound, in no particular order, and most of them sets, they looked to me like the kinds of books purchased by the yard for their bindings rather than their content. I was about to pull one of them out when a small bug-eyed dog with streaming white hair scampered into the room and began dancing around my leg, scratching at it with his miniscule paws.

			“Down, Pom-Pom! Down!” cried a voice at the door.

			I looked up. Mrs. Griffin stood in the doorway, wearing a simple cream silk dress. The little dog continued digging around me, her command having had no effect whatsoever.

			“Pom-Pom! Get down this instant!”

			“It’s all right. I love animals,” I said.

			I bent down to stroke the creature’s head, which was barely discernible under a bouquet of white hair.

			“I apologize for Pom-Pom,” Mrs. Griffin said. “He’s a puppy and he’s just hopeless. I suppose it’s my fault. I’m so bad at training things.”

			“He probably smells my cat,” I replied. “Do you smell my cat, you little guy?”

			I stood up as Mrs. Griffin approached. We shook hands.

			“My dear, your hands are so cold!” she exclaimed.

			“ ‘Cold hands, warm heart,’ as the saying goes,” I said lightly.

			“Sometimes one is better off the other way around,” she replied with a slight smile.

			She has some humor, I thought.

			“You have a cat,” she went on. “Actually, I prefer cats. They’re so much quieter. And aesthetically far more appealing, don’t you think? The way they move. That sort of sleek indifference. But, unfortunately, I’m allergic to them.”

			Mrs. Griffin sat down and motioned me to follow suit.

			“Come here, you horrid little dog,” she said, scooping up the fluffy white ball from the floor and placing it alongside her on the couch.

			“What kind of dog is he?”

			“A Pomeranian. Hence Pom-Pom. Very unoriginal, I know. People say it’s good to get a dog for company though. I’m trying it out. Your cat is called?”

			“Brush.”

			“Brush,” she repeated. “What a nice, neat name. Does it have a big, bushy tail?”

			“No. He’s just an old alley cat, I’m afraid. I found him on the street outside my studio one day and took him in.”

			“Isn’t it awful when one sees stray animals lost on the street. I think it’s even sadder than seeing stray people,” she sighed.

			“I don’t know about that, but animals do seem so little and helpless. Brush was just a baby when I found him. He was crying he was so hungry.”

			“Oh, please,” she said, raising her hand in protest, “I can’t bear to hear about it. The older I get, the more I can’t bear hearing about sad things. And, of course, the irony is, the older one gets, the more sad things one hears about.”

			She glanced at the photograph on the table.

			“My daughter loved cats.”

			“Is that your daughter?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

			“Yes. Cassandra. Cassa we always called her. I told you that you reminded me of her. You see, there’s quite a likeness.”

			She picked up the photograph and stared at it as she spoke.

			“It was taken for her coming-out party. It’s not a very good picture of her. She was actually much prettier than that, even though she never made a single effort with her looks. She loathed having her picture taken. You can see that, can’t you? She used to go on and on about the aborigines believing that photographs stole the soul of the subject. Given the state of the modern world, they may have a point.”

			She put the photograph back on the table.

			I didn’t know whether to let on that I was aware of Cassandra’s tragic history. I wondered if Mrs. Griffin simply took it for granted that people knew. Of course I hadn’t known about it until Harry told me, so I felt a certain awkwardness in bringing it up. One walked a fine line with people like Mrs. Griffin who were very private and very public at the same time. I didn’t want to risk offending her or having her think I was prying, nor did I wish to open an old wound. I decided the best course of action was to change the subject.

			“This is a wonderful room,” I said.

			Decoration was usually safe territory with the rich, but the comment seemed to take her by surprise.

			“Is it?” she said with a slightly bewildered look. “I haven’t been in here in ages, and if you ask me it’s getting a bit seedy. I should have it redone.”

			“Who won all the ribbons?”

			“Oh, Cassa. She loved to ride. She gave it up though. God, this room smells of damp. What’s the weather like? I haven’t been outside today.”

			“It’s lovely. A bit chilly. Feels like fall.”

			“I should go outside,” she said, as though the idea taxed her. “But I don’t really like going outside anymore. I have to force myself. When you get older you have to force yourself to do things. Shall we have a little tour?”

			She got up from the couch. Pom-Pom jumped down.

			“I always think he’s going to break his neck when he
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