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Because nurture makes a difference, this is for my parents, Howard and Jane; and all my brothers and sisters, Howie, Ben, Mary, and Janet.


It is his extremity that I seem to have lived through. True, he had made that last stride, he had stepped over the edge, while I had been permitted to draw back my hesitating foot. And perhaps in this is the whole difference; perhaps all the wisdom, and all truth, and all sincerity, are just compressed into that inappreciable moment of time in which we step over the threshold of the invisible.

—Joseph Conrad,

Heart of Darkness

And this also . . . has been one of the dark places of the earth.

—Joseph Conrad,

Heart of Darkness


BEFORE I BEGIN . . .

This is not an easy story to tell. I dedicate it, in memoriam, to my sister, who, only ten months ago, was found in her Davis apartment in the spring of last year, on a lazy day of squawking scrub jays and warm sunshine and tender, budding trees in first bloom. It was a glorious day, the kind of spring day that holds out a promise of pure innocence and new beginnings, the kind of day in which the sunlight, like a thousand popping flashbulbs, brightens the town; and on that day, while spring was making itself known, inside the apartment, with duct tape across her mouth and wound around her bare ankles and wrists, lay my dear sister, brutalized and tortured, her body—unnoticed for two weeks—rotting in the heat of a room in which the thermostat had been set at seventy-two. This is her story, and the story of Michael M., a music professor at the university, still living in the city of Davis, whom I believe to be her murderer.

My name is Nora Tibbs, and my sister, Frances, was twenty-four when she died. We grew up in Davis, a small college town just fifteen miles west of Sacramento. Death is not new to me. I had a younger brother, Billy, who died in a hiking accident when he was only twelve. It was a difficult time for us all, Billy’s absence so painful, his memory still present in every room of the house. My mother and father took Franny and moved to Montana, desperate for a change. I was ten years older than my sister, and I stayed behind, moved to Sacramento, where I’d just begun a new job as a journalist. But within a year, my parents had been killed in a car crash and Franny, only fourteen, came to Sacramento to live with me.

She and I were not at all similar. Like my father, I’m athletic, tall, assertive when the occasion demands it. Franny was soft and plump and pale, her skin as delicate as a baby’s, and there was a lived-in, rumpled look about her: her clothes always big and loose, her long brown hair a jumbled mass of curls. Inordinately shy, she was easy to overlook. Her voice would dwindle away if people listened too intently to what she said, and at parties—those few I could drag her to—she tended to fade into the background, chameleonlike, merging into the furniture. If someone attempted to draw her out a little, to press too close to her, she would take on a brittle, furtive quality, as if she’d spent her entire life nervously dreading the moment some teacher would single her out and call on her for an answer she didn’t know: an uneasiness would appear in her eyes, she would look away, and then duck her head; she’d fold her arms across her chest, hugging herself, scrunching inward.

Franny was a hemodialysis nurse in Sacramento, which meant she spent most of her working days with people who had kidney problems, hooking them up to machines that filtered the wastes from their blood to keep them alive. It was not by chance that Franny became a hemodialysis nurse. Six months before his accident, our brother got an infection, glomerulonephritis, that left him with renal failure. He had to have dialysis, and was on a waiting list for a kidney transplant. After Billy died, Franny was determined to become a dialysis nurse. I could understand her motivation—she and Billy, only a year apart, had been very close—but she seemed obsessive in her determination, as if she were driven by guilt more so than love.

But the work seemed to suit her. She was—and this surprised me—competent. All shyness and uncertainty disappeared. She bustled around the office, passing out medications, hooking up a patient, taking another’s blood pressure, consoling yet a third. She was in control, and if you knew Franny you would know that that’s not a word people normally applied to her. But, after hours, like an Arran turtle, she’d retreat into her shell as soon as she felt things were about to overwhelm her.

By this time, she’d moved back to Davis. Sacramento frightened her—she never got used to it, the crowded freeways (which, really, aren’t so very hectic compared with the traffic in Los Angeles or San Francisco), the reports of violence in the newspapers, the shootings, an occasional stabbing, a murder among gang members. Franny preferred to commute to work. Davis was quiet, hardly any crime except for a stolen bicycle or two. She liked the Farmers’ Market in Central Park on Saturday mornings; she liked riding her bike along the Arboretum on campus and feeding the ducks at Putah Creek, which is where she met Michael M.

My sister had a Macintosh computer, and on it she kept an incomplete diary which she called ‘Franny’s File.’ When I read it I discovered that I didn’t know her at all. She wrote about her passions and yearnings and sorrows. She wrote about M., about the things he did to her, her humiliation and despair. His blackness, so subtle and insinuating, oozes out between her words; yet there was a naive, unsophisticated tone to her diary entries. She seemed unable to read between her own lines, unable to see how M.’s mind was diseased. Like a metastasizing cancer, he maneuvered himself into her life and then set about to destroy her.

The police have not yet apprehended her killer, and although they read her diary, they still let M. go. Lack of physical evidence, they said; he had no motive, nothing to tie him to the crime. The only thing the diary proves, one detective told me, not too tactfully, is that ‘your sister had bad judgment in men.’ They have reached an impasse, but I intend to get them the evidence they need. Just because M. hasn’t been charged doesn’t mean he isn’t guilty of the crime. If you read her diary entries, if you read what he did to her, you would understand his culpability and why I can’t—why I won’t—let him go free.

I used to think men were basically good, born in a state of grace that only unfortunate surroundings could change. I used to think that evil—ingrained, innate evil—did not exist. But now I’m not so sure. I am a journalist, a science writer for The Sacramento Bee, and what I have learned, over the years, is this: in the nature vs. nurture controversy, nature is coming out the winner. More and more, brain researchers are discovering that genetics plays a far greater role in human behavior than was previously thought. Scientists are even speculating that violence is genetic, and that men, the male of our species, carry a gene that urges them to act aggressively, to pursue war rather than peace. Quite simply, men behave and act differently than women, and these differences, some scientists believe, are rooted in biology. At this point—just so there’s no misunderstanding—I should tell you I like men, and always have. Male-bashing is not my metier, and my aim is not to malign the entire gender for my own ulterior motive. I’ve had good relationships with men.

But if it’s true that men are genetically predisposed to violence and aggression, is evilness, also, a matter of biology? Does evil exist as an aberration—a genetic error perhaps, heredity gone awry? Does it exist so profoundly in some men that it is inherent to their being? I do not know the answers. What I do know is that some men, by nature or nurture, are evil, and this story, Franny’s story, is about the suffering one man has caused.

The evil are not dressed in black, nor do they cast a penumbra of malignant illumination; they are indistinguishable from the people next door. M. still teaches at UCD, the University of California in Davis. I see him in the company of other women, young and old; he says something, they smile and laugh. He looks harmless, he looks incapable of murder. Yet when I read my sister’s diary, I come away with the impression that he is a vile man, a man without conscience or soul. He destroyed Franny, and he did it deliberately, methodically, and without remorse. She had been bound and tortured, yet the Yolo County coroner could not determine the cause of her death. To this day, it remains a mystery.

I begin this story not knowing how it will end. I’ll try to remain faithful to her diary, recording the events as she entered them. But there are big gaps, specifics she left out, details that will entrap her killer. For this, I will have to go to Michael M. I’ve seen him, of course, observed the man from afar. And before I finish my story I will meet him and know him quite well.

After my sister’s death, I returned to Davis. Having saved some money in the bank, I was able to take a leave of absence from the newspaper, although occasionally I still freelance an article for them. I’m renting a house on the south side of town, on Torrey Street, in a subdivision known as Willowbank. M. also lives here, in Willowbank, in the older part where the homes are large and spread out, where the trees canopy the streets and offer shaded relief in our hot, dry summers, where there are no sidewalks and where the fences, those few that do exist, are wooden and low and friendly, built for aesthetic reasons rather than for protection. I moved here to be closer to M., to see him firsthand.

I read and reread Franny’s diary. It starts out hopeful, with a subtle sense of irony I didn’t know she possessed:

I feel I’m about to take a journey. Something wonderful and exciting is happening to me. I feel re-created, and it’s all due to Michael. He sees things in me no one has seen before; he makes me feel things I’ve never felt before. I am changing, this much I know. I want, desperately, to step out of my tired, safe life, and confront my dreams, unleash my passions. I want to turn myself over to Michael, give him full rein. Last night, he promised to take me places I’ve never been before. I said to him, ‘The Galápagos? Hawaii?’ but I knew he wasn’t referring to geography. Oh, Michael! I’ve never dared to dream of someone like you. I thought you would be beyond my reach, but now I find your fingertips touching mine.

Such an innocent beginning, full of naked hope and joy. Her journey was not to be so innocent. It began as a dream, Franny’s descriptions of her earlier sexual encounters with M. tinged with a romanticism that has an almost dreamy, storybook quaintness, and it ended a nightmare, a slow descent into the black heart of an evil, sadistic man, a one-way journey into hell.

And so I dedicate this story to Franny, in her memory. I write it because I must. I feel I have no choice: she has become my obsession. Like Conrad’s Marlow, like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, I am compelled to tell this story. Writers, I am learning, do not choose their obsessions; their obsessions choose them. I tell Franny’s story because she is unable; I tell her story to reveal the truth and expose M., to do what the police were incapable of doing. We live in a society where people are held accountable for their actions, and M. must take responsibility for his. He took Franny on a dark journey from which she never returned. I shall take the same journey, but I’ve lived longer than my sister, and even if I’m not wiser than she, I am more experienced. The journey will have a different ending this time, I’m positive—for M. and for me.


PART ONE

FRANNY


CHAPTER ONE

On the last day of October, while riding her bicycle across the UCD campus, Frances Tibbs realized that she, for the very first time, was in love.

Or rather, she thought she was in love. She hadn’t said it out loud yet, hadn’t tested the words on her tongue, but it felt like love: everything seemed fresh and new and exciting.

Then a man stepped in front of Franny and scared the living daylights out of her. She slammed on the brakes of her bicycle and swerved, barely missing him. He was wearing a nylon stocking, one half of a panty hose, over his head. In his right hand he carried a huge gun, or perhaps it was a rifle or a shotgun. Franny did not know the difference, but, staring at it, she could see that it didn’t look quite real. It was smaller than she imagined a rifle would be, and it seemed to be made of plastic.

Plastic.

A toy gun. It was Halloween, she remembered. The man—she could now see he was only a college student—leered, pleased with the effect he had scared out of her, and plodded on by, toting his rifle.

Feeling foolish, she got back on her bicycle and pedaled down the path along the north fork of Putah Creek. The water here, in the dammed-up northern end of the creek, was low and stagnant and a sickly green, giving off a stale, rotten smell that she was glad to leave behind. Once she got past the uppermost end of the creek, the path was pleasant, lined with trees and dense dark green vegetation, the air scented with the earthy, woody smells of a forest. She was riding out here in the hopes of running into her new friend, Michael. She couldn’t explain, exactly, why she was drawn to him. She only knew that she thought of him constantly, and that her life, somehow, seemed a little brighter, more full of possibilities, since she’d met him. In a way, he reminded her of her father, a patient man whom she had known would protect her. It had been such a long time since her mother and father died and, even though she had a sister, she felt alone in the world. But Michael had an empathic way of looking at her, as if he could take in her whole history in a glance. It was a nice feeling.

She hit a downward slope and picked up speed. Bicycling was part of her new regimen to lose weight. She had several favorite routes: through the solar homes in west Davis; the Howard Reese bike path along Russell Boulevard out to Cactus Corners; and the route she was on today, the one she took most frequently, the path following Putah Creek on the southern edge of the university campus. The path was narrow and wound through the campus’s Arboretum, a woodsy enclave of shrubs and trees, redwoods and conifers and eucalyptus. Franny loved it here; there were picnic tables hidden beneath the trees, wood chips on the ground, fallen leaves decomposing in the dirt, and the smell in the air was an ancient one, reminding her of earlier times. It was the dank, humus-heavy smell of places long forgotten, of ancient civilizations buried beneath layers of detritus and decay.

She rode across an arched wooden bridge to get to an open, grassy mound on the other side of the creek. Here, the water expanded into a wide, murky pool, a good spot for duck watching. At this time of day, late afternoon, the campus was quiet, and she had the area much to herself. She got off her bike and sat on the grass and daydreamed, hoping Michael would pass by. The air was cool—not as cold as it would be in several weeks, when the tule fog settled and crept into your bones—and the sky a sort of dingy dishwater color, flat and gray. Lightly, the breeze rippled the surface of the water and rustled through the treetops. Reddish-brown leaves flitted about, carried by the sudden gusts of wind.

Franny wrapped her arms around her knees to keep warm. The lawn had been mown recently, and it had that fresh, moist green smell of newly cut grass. Years before, her father had brought her and Billy, her brother, here when they were children. Nora, her older sister, had been a teenager then, and couldn’t be persuaded to accompany them. But Franny and Billy loved the Arboretum, and sometimes they’d just sit, trancelike, eyes closed, and absorb the sounds around them. They would listen as their father, an environmental scientist, told them of man’s connection with nature. There’s an evolutionary bond, he’d explained to them more than once, developed over millions of years that tie people, inextricably, to their surroundings, the earth, the sun, the sky. And here, outside, with little noise but the wind breezing through the trees, the sporadic squawks of the ducks, the squishy sound of rubber every now and then as a bicyclist rode by—here she felt somehow calm, rooted. Whether it was the pull of nature that calmed her, or the protective pull of her father’s sweet memory, she did not know. By now, the two had become inseparable.

Two college students, a boy and girl, arms linked, walked across the bridge and stopped halfway, looking at the water beneath them. Wistfully, Franny watched them, their dreamy smiles and untroubled faces. They were obviously in love, and this made her smile. She could hear them talking, but couldn’t make out the words; sounds of their laughter lifted up into the treetops.

Farther on, toward the campus, she looked for Michael. She’d met him here three weeks ago. She had brought a bag of stale bread and was feeding it to the ducks when someone behind her had said, ‘You’re not a student.’

Startled, she’d turned around. It was the first time she’d seen Michael. He was tall and olive-skinned, with dark hair graying at the temples. She’d guessed, by the lines in his face, that he was in his late forties. There was a knowing look about him, almost cynical, as if he’d seen and done it all. Both his hands were in his pants pockets, and he stared at her without blinking, his face inscrutable. Franny lowered her head. When she looked up again he was still watching her, his eyes cold and unfeeling, she’d thought, but then a slow smile emerged from his lips. She was uncomfortable being the cynosure of all his attention, and felt as though he was sizing her up for something, coming to some sort of decision about her.

‘No,’ she had said, ‘I’m not a student,’ and she blushed, as if she had been caught doing something wrong, even though she knew she hadn’t. She turned away. She tore off a piece of bread and threw it to a duck. There were five of them in front of her, all glossy green-headed mallards, and they scrambled for the bread. She threw the rest of it and reached in her bag for more. The man hadn’t moved and she felt him watching her, making her feel self-conscious.

‘You don’t look like a student,’ he finally said, and Franny wondered why she didn’t. She hadn’t been out of school herself that long.

‘I’ve seen you out here, lying on the grass, feeding the ducks. You always come around this time, always by yourself.’

Franny gave him a quick, oblique glance, but didn’t say anything. It was a bit unnerving, discovering someone had been watching her the past few weeks. She glanced at him again. All his features were sharp and definite: a square jaw, a straight, precise nose, a lean but sturdy body. He wasn’t what you would call a handsome man, she thought, but he was impressive. Too impressive. She wished there was something amorphous about him, something to make him a little less intimidating, a thickening waistline, maybe, or sagging jowls.

‘May I?’ he said, and without waiting for an answer he lifted her arm by the wrist, took the slice of bread from her hand. Franny, taken aback by the intimacy of his gesture, said nothing. She watched as he fed the ducks with her bread.

He said, ‘I’ve begun looking out here around this time of day, expecting to find you here. When you’re not, I feel as though my day is somehow incomplete, that something is missing.’ He turned his face slightly and looked at her, a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. ‘It seems I’ve come to rely on you, like my morning cup of coffee.’

Franny had smiled at this; she’d never been compared to caffeine before. Then he’d introduced himself, and for three weeks now she’d been meeting him here. He didn’t always come. Sometimes he’d miss several days, and she’d get an anxious knot in her stomach, wondering if she’d ever see him again. But then he’d appear and just start talking, without any explanation for his absence. He had a smooth, relaxed manner that made it easy to talk to him although, in truth, she let him do most of the talking. He didn’t seem to mind, though, as some people did, and he didn’t put her on the spot, trying to get her to open up. He seemed to know, intuitively, that she would come around when she was ready. She was grateful for this—most people gave up on her before she felt at ease around them—and it wasn’t long before she found herself riding to Putah Creek not for the exercise but for the express purpose of meeting him, always being disappointed when he didn’t show.

Michael was a professor in the music department; he was sophisticated and intelligent, not the type whom she thought would ever be interested in her. Not that she had a type. She’d dated a few men, but nothing ever seemed to work out. Just last month, Nora dragged her to an office party at the Bee, and she’d met a man there. He was a reporter, like Nora, and had blond hair and such a frank, wholesome look about him, such a boyish innocence, that she trusted him instinctively. He seemed sincere, but the next morning—after she’d slept with him—he sheepishly told her he’d had too much to drink the night before. Franny could blame no one but herself. She’d never acted so impulsively before, sleeping with a man she’d just met. She’d been too eager, too desperate, hoping the sex—which wasn’t very good—would lead to further intimacy. It didn’t. He took her out to breakfast at the Food for Thought Café on K Street, but his discomfort was evident all during the meal. He was too polite, too solicitous: he’d made a mistake and was trying graciously to extricate himself. She could see the misgivings in his eyes, the pity, the uneasiness. If she hadn’t felt so bad herself, she would’ve felt sorry for him. After that, she waited several days for him to call, and when he didn’t she phoned him. It was awkward and humiliating. Maybe they could be friends, he said kindly. She’d hung up, declining his well-intentioned but spurious offer.

Michael would never behave like that, she thought now. Michael. He was twice her age, forty-eight, she’d learned—only six years younger than her father would have been—but she felt comfortable around him as she never had with anyone else. Sometimes, at home, she’d fantasize about Michael, putting him in her life, making him her boyfriend. She had no idea what he thought of her, or if he even thought of her at all. Even though he was friendly and appeared to genuinely like her, he seemed out of reach.

She heard rustling footsteps in the grass behind her and she smiled, knowing it was Michael.

‘Hello, Franny.’

She turned around at the sound of his voice. He always seemed to appear out of nowhere, catching her while she was daydreaming. She smiled at his appearance. There was a sensuality about him that she didn’t understand, something powerful, pulling her along like an undertow, yet something remote—in his dark, cool eyes, in the controlled tone of his voice—that made her want to reach out and draw him near, although she knew she never would.

He sat down on the grass beside her, then leaned back on his elbows, unaware of the chill in the air. He was dressed casually, brown slacks, a jacket with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, but there was always something formal about him no matter what he wore. He seemed so well put together, always comfortable with himself, while Franny, feeling frumpy and cold, was a shapeless bundle of bulky clothes: oversized coat, black jeans, cable-knit sweater, wool scarf and mittens.

Silently, he watched the young couple on the bridge. They turned and walked, hand in hand, off into the distance.

‘Young love,’ he said, with just a trace of sarcasm. Franny looked at him, waiting for something more. But he said nothing.

‘I think it’s kind of sweet,’ she said finally, softly.

Michael looked at her, considering. His gaze was penetrating, as if he could read her mind. Discomfited, she bowed her head. A sudden gust of wind tossed her hair. Then, ever so lightly, she felt him brush her cheek with the back of his hand—the first time he’d touched her.

‘You’re right, Franny,’ he said. ‘It can be sweet.’ He added, ‘It’s never been like that for you, has it?’

Was she that transparent? she wondered, and she felt her cheeks redden, embarrassed that he knew, that at the age of twenty-four, she’d never before been in love, had never even come close to being in love. She started to say no, that love had never been sweet for her, but just then a woman, a petite lady with wavy black hair, smiled and called out to Michael as she walked by, flirting with him. Obviously, they were friends. She was very pretty, with arched plucked eyebrows and painted lips, and wore a snug, wine-colored linen suit that only a small woman could attractively wear.

Franny played with the grass. She pulled a weed out by its root. ‘She’s pretty,’ she finally said. Then added, ‘I think she likes you.’

Michael gave her a half smile and she blushed, knowing he had guessed she was jealous.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘I’m not interested in her. Would you like to know the kind of woman who does interest me?’

‘Oh,’ Franny said. ‘Well . . .’ And her voice trailed off. She didn’t know if she wanted to hear him talk about other women.

Michael laughed, deep and kind. He said, ‘Let’s go to my house. I think it’s time I made love to you.’

Franny blinked. In her fantasies, it didn’t happen like this. Never once did he say, ‘I think it’s time I made love to you.’ She was expecting something different, something a little more romantic.

When she didn’t reply, he stood up. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Take a chance.’

Franny felt she had never done anything really daring in her life, nothing adventuresome, never taken a chance is what it came down to. Nora, her older sister, was always taking chances. She went to Nicaragua during all the fighting down there. She went backpacking by herself. And for one vacation, she went white-water rafting down the Urubamba River in Peru. Franny could not imagine herself trekking around the world, putting her life at risk for sheer amusement. Perhaps, she thought, it was her time to take a chance, and so she looked up at him and said the only thing she could think of: ‘Okay.’

Michael put Franny’s bike in the trunk of his car and they drove out to his home in Willowbank in south Davis. All the homes were large and old, most of them well kept, with ivy-covered entrances and sweeping lawns and mature trees everywhere. Michael’s home was set far back from the road, a sprawling ranch-style house, the front shrouded in wisteria. Inside, the house looked newly remodeled: polished solid oak hardwood floors, skylights in the kitchen and foyer, ceramic-tiled counters, a floor-to-ceiling wall of windows in the living room. It looked precise yet comfortable, Franny thought, much as Michael looked.

Nervously, she walked around his house. Most of the colors were warm and rich, earthy brown tones. It should have put her at ease, but it didn’t. She felt strangely out of place, awkward, like a duck in a dress shop: she didn’t belong here.

Michael watched her as she surveyed his house. One by one, he took off her coat, then scarf, then mittens. Franny had the feeling he was peeling her away, layer by layer. He fixed her a drink without asking if she wanted one, and handed it to her, saying, ‘Drink this. I think you need to relax a little.’

Normally, she didn’t drink liquor—she didn’t like the taste—but, like a child, she did as she was told. He led her to the couch and they sat down. He talked to her as he had on campus, soothingly, quietly, caressing her with his words. She thought of her father’s words, also soothing, and finally she relaxed, not sure if it was Michael’s voice that calmed her, her father’s silent words, or the liquor she was drinking. And finally, when Michael did kiss her, it was tender, not boozy and sloppy like the kisses of the last man she’d been with, the reporter from the Bee. Gentle and warm and utterly erotic, it was all she had hoped for.

He took her into his bedroom and hung his jacket over a chair. The high, arched-ceiling room was spacious and had a light, airy feel to it, the walls papered in pale shades of blue and gray, the furniture blond and modern and comfortable, with a king-sized, four-poster bed. The drapes were open, and through the bay window she could see his backyard, in the middle of which was a huge black dog lumbering across the lawn.

Michael watched Franny, who was standing stiffly by the doorway. ‘Don’t look so grim,’ he said. ‘You’re going to like this.’

‘Sorry,’ Franny said, and she essayed a brief smile. She turned off the light. It wasn’t yet dark outside, and everything in the room, even with the light off, was visible. She wondered how she could get in the bed, under the covers, without him seeing her. She wasn’t fat, exactly—she was what some people called pleasingly plump. Rubenesque. Whatever you called it, she didn’t want to expose it. Michael was broad-shouldered and of average build. No fat on him. She eyed the bed again, trying to figure out how she could negotiate it, biting her lower lip.

Michael came up and put his arms around her. ‘Franny, you look positively morbid. Tell me what’s the matter.’

‘I haven’t had much experience at this sort of thing,’ she said.

He smiled at her. ‘I realize that.’

He lifted her sweater over her head, and she felt she ought to apologize. ‘I guess I need to lose a few pounds,’ she said.

Michael laughed softly. He kissed her on the neck, then whispered, ‘I’m going to give you what you want, Franny,’ and she wondered what that was. What did she want, anyway? And then he was taking off the rest of her clothes, rubbing her ample body with his hands, kneading it like bread dough, soft and warm. This embarrassed her at first—he wouldn’t let her hide under the covers—but then she got lost in the feel of his capable hands. He seemed, truly, not to mind her plumpness at all. He turned her this way and that, rearranged her limbs as if she were a mannequin, sucking and pulling on her heavy breasts, inserting fingers in every orifice, probing, massaging, until she felt a deep stirring inside her, like the pull to nature she’d felt earlier at Putah Creek, only this was stronger, more urgent, and he forced her to open up to him, dipped his tongue into the very core of her, fed on her until she surrendered, for the very first time, to the primeval stirrings inside her, a wondrous release that was both awesome and grand. And at some point, on some inexpressible level, she came to understand what it was that she really wanted: a parent, a boyfriend; a father, a lover.


CHAPTER TWO

Sue Deever, an adult-onset diabetic, was sitting in a mauve upholstered recliner next to a dialysis machine, waiting for Franny to hook her up. She was a pudgy woman, in her early fifties, and missing both legs. Franny had worked at the University Dialysis Clinic for almost two years now, and she had witnessed the slow decline of Mrs. Deever. She was the mother of one of Franny’s childhood friends, and, until Franny began working at the clinic, she hadn’t seen her for years. She had been shocked at her appearance. Her right leg had been amputated four years ago, and her left shortly after Franny joined the clinic. Her vision was blurry, her nerves damaged, her liver malfunctioning from many years of alcohol consumption. And she had kidney failure, requiring regular dialysis. She lived in a nursing home in Davis and came to the clinic three times a week for treatment. She was a sweet woman and it saddened Franny to see her in this condition.

The clinic was in Sacramento, in a medical complex on the corner of Alhambra and Stockton. The waiting room of the clinic looked much like any other waiting room in a doctor’s office, a row of low chairs, a fan of magazines on the end tables, but to get beyond the waiting room, patients had to be buzzed through a locked door. A narrow hall and another door led to the anteroom—several chairs, a sink, a standing scale flush with the floor to accommodate wheelchairs—which finally opened into the main treatment room, a large and pleasant room, painted in a soft, soothing pastel. Two nurses’ stations were in the center of the linoleum-floored room, and eighteen large recliners—similar to comfortable La-Z-Boys—lined the four walls, a dialysis unit next to each chair. It was early morning, just after seven, and the staff was busy. Each recliner was occupied, with people already connected to their artificial kidneys or waiting to be connected, most of the patients old and worn out, their bodies damaged beyond natural repair. Most of the patient work was done by the technicians, but today they were short a tech and Franny had to take three patients, one of whom was Mrs. Deever.

Mrs. Deever had already been weighed in, had her temperature taken and her arm scrubbed with betadine, a form of iodine to kill bacteria. Franny finished taking her blood pressure, then listened to her lungs and heart, periodically making notes on the flow sheet attached to her clipboard. She looked up, over Mrs. Deever’s chair. Blackout screens shaded a row of windows on the far wall. Outside, a fierce northern wind cleared the sky of clouds. When Franny had driven to work this morning, the wind shouldering her car as she’d crossed the Yolo Causeway, she had seen, rising in the distance, the snow-covered mountaintops of the Sierra Nevada. Maybe she could get Michael to take her there this weekend, she thought.

‘Cold today, isn’t it?’ Mrs. Deever said, watching Franny. ‘I’ll bet you’re daydreaming about that new boyfriend of yours.’

Franny looked down at her and smiled. Mrs. Deever had shoulder-length, straw-colored hair, which she curled, even though it was thinning and brittle on the ends. And she was wearing makeup, she always did: bright red lipstick, face powder to cover her blotched skin, carefully applied mascara and eye shadow. She was a woman trying to hold herself together, even if her body wouldn’t cooperate. Her face, although puffy-cheeked and heavy with a double chin, was open and friendly. Franny had gotten close to her over the last two years, and she saw her not only here, but also visited her regularly at the convalescent hospital. Mrs. Deever, with her own two children out of state, was almost motherly in her concern over Franny. She was sympathetic and listened whenever Franny had a problem, doling out advice whether she asked for it or not. Franny knew their close relationship was based on loneliness, but it didn’t matter. Mrs. Deever’s presence reminded her of how much she missed her own mother; and Mrs. Deever, she knew, missed her children.

‘Well, yes,’ Franny said, smiling. ‘I was thinking of him.’ Over her blue scrubs she was wearing a plastic apron. She also was covered with a clear face shield and rubber gloves, standard procedure for the techs and RNs during the hook-up process to protect themselves from blood splatters. Franny accessed the graft, a permanent shunt that tied an artery and vein together, on Mrs. Deever’s forearm. Most of the patients had grafts located on their arms, although several patients, none of them here now, were unable to use a normal shunt and had Quinton catheters installed in the subclavian vein below their necks. Franny inserted two needles in the graft, then connected the tubing from the needles to the dialysis machine, which would pump out the arterial blood, filter it, and give it back through the vein.

‘Did he take you someplace nice last weekend?’ Mrs. Deever asked.

‘Yes,’ Franny said. ‘We went to Napa Valley and stayed there overnight.’

‘Napa? Did you go wine tasting?’

Franny nodded. ‘We went to a bunch of wineries. I can’t remember them all. And he took me to a really nice French restaurant for dinner. The food was terrific.’ She took another blood pressure reading as she spoke; every half hour during treatment she would take additional readings. She told Mrs. Deever all about the trip, adding as many details as she could, the charming bed-and-breakfast they stayed at Saturday night, the souvenir wineglasses he bought for her, the yeasty smell of fermenting wine in the air.

In fact, it was all a lie. Franny was embarrassed to admit that Michael didn’t take her anywhere at all. They had been seeing each other for almost a month now, and he’d never taken her out. He was busy at UCD with his classes and students, and then he had his own music to work on and papers he was writing. With all this, he just never seemed to have much time to spend with her. Franny understood that he was a busy man, and she didn’t like to complain, but she wished that he would take her out occasionally, to a movie, perhaps, or out to dinner. Whenever they did meet it was almost always at his house, when he called her and told her to come over, usually later in the evening, as if she were an afterthought.

‘He sounds like a good catch,’ Mrs. Deever said. ‘You better hold on to this one.’ She said it as if Franny had many men to choose from, many to hang on to. Franny glanced at her other patients to see how they were doing.

Sighing, Mrs. Deever slowly rolled her head from side to side, working out the kinks, then closed her eyes. She raised her hand to the hollow of her neck, fingering it lightly. Franny started to walk away, but Mrs. Deever opened her eyes and began talking again, tiredly.

‘My Frank wasn’t such a good catch. He always gave me a hard time. I don’t know why some men are like that. He spoilt me against other men. After him, I didn’t want to take a chance on another one.’ She closed her eyes again and within a minute had dozed off.

Franny remembered going to Mrs. Deever’s house after school with Jenny, Mrs. Deever’s daughter, when they were in grade school together. Jenny’s father was always going on mysterious trips, during which Mrs. Deever kept herself happy with a bottle of booze. While she and Jenny were playing in her room, Mrs. Deever would burst through the door with a plate of cookies or brownies, or sometimes with nothing at all. She’d just wanted an excuse to be with them. She’d waltz in the room, smiling too hard, and interrupt their play. She was beautiful back then, a curvy, busty woman with long painted nails and golden hair and jewelry that clinked and glittered as she moved, enthralling the ten-year-old girls. With her legs crossed at the knees, her foot swinging absently, she’d sit on the end of Jenny’s bed, smoking a cigarette and sipping her amber-colored drink—she always seemed to have a drink in her hand, ice cubes tinkling, that both girls knew came from the liquor cabinet—and she’d chatter mindlessly and laugh too loud about something that wasn’t really funny. Franny thought it was sad, the way Jenny’s mother acted, and Jenny must have thought so, too, because she preferred to play at Franny’s house. By the time the girls were in junior high school, Mrs. Deever was divorced. She was sick most of the time, and Jenny had stopped inviting Franny to her home. She and Jenny were still best friends, but Jenny always came to her house, and she seemed to adopt Franny’s mother as her own, seeking her out, hugging her for no reason at all, effectively replacing her own mother as if she were a defective piece of merchandise, something that could be returned and exchanged for a better model. It was strange the way things turned out, Franny thought now. Jenny needed Franny’s mother when they were kids, but now it was Franny who needed Jenny’s.

Franny checked on her two other patients. She took their blood pressure, asked how they were feeling, scribbled notations on their flow sheets. Then she walked around the room, supervising the technicians. The room had settled into a quiet buzz of routine, everyone hooked up, their machines whirring softly beside them, the techs, dressed in pastel scrubs or whites, calmly monitoring their patients. Everyone was doing fine, so she decided to take a break while it was slow. She used the bathroom, and then went into the employees’ lounge and got a candy bar out of the vending machine. Her diet wasn’t going anywhere, but Michael didn’t seem to mind. She still went on her bike rides in the afternoons, trying to keep up a pretense of losing weight, but they weren’t as much fun as they had been. Michael was busy and no longer had time to meet her at Putah Creek. She missed their long discussions and strolls around the Arboretum. They still talked, of course, but somehow it was different.

Franny nibbled on her candy bar, crumpling the wrapper when she finished it. She decided she was imagining things, creating a problem where none existed. It wasn’t as if they jumped into bed the minute she arrived at his house. They did talk, they talked a lot, and he had cooked her dinner several times, and they watched TV together, and she always spent the night when she went over there. Michael was sweet and attentive when they were together, and just because he didn’t meet her at Putah Creek or take her anywhere—well, she shouldn’t fault him just because he had to work long hours. She decided to call him at his office at school to see if she could come over this evening. When she dialed, he picked up on the first ring.

‘Yes,’ he said sharply, sounding annoyed.

Franny wished now that she hadn’t phoned him. ‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘Did I call at a bad time?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes. I’m going to be late for a class.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll call you later.’

He gave an impatient sigh. ‘Franny,’ he said, and then he caught himself. He sighed again and didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he began again, his voice not so harsh. ‘You caught me at a bad time,’ he said. ‘Why did you call?’

‘I thought maybe we could spend the evening together. Maybe have dinner out someplace.’ She heard him drumming his fingers on the desk.

‘I have to work late,’ he said. There was a pause. The drumming stopped. ‘Come over at nine o’clock. And Franny?’

‘Yes?’

‘Wear your nurse’s uniform tonight. Not your scrubs. The uniform. The white dress, white shoes and white nylons, the hat, stethoscope, the complete outfit. I’ve got a surprise for you,’ and, abruptly, he hung up.

Franny replaced the receiver and smiled. Michael was always pulling surprises on her. The past month had been an eye-opener. She wished she had a close girlfriend she could confide in. The person she was closest with was Mrs. Deever, and she couldn’t imagine talking to her about sex. She thought of her sister: Nora would know about these things. She picked up the phone again and dialed The Sacramento Bee. Then she hung up, without leaving a message. She decided, after all, that she didn’t want to talk to Nora about this. It was much too personal.

Later that night, in bed, Franny snuggled up close to Michael. She was wide awake, but he was breathing deeply, almost asleep, lying on his back. Earlier, they’d played out a variation of his doctor-nurse fantasy on the dining room table, which doubled as an examining table. He’d told her that if she wanted to keep her job she’d have to minister to his needs as well as to his patients’. He wore a white lab coat and latex surgical gloves, and he’d made her call him Doctor. He’d unfurled a red velvet cloth containing an array of gleaming stainless-steel instruments, some of them medical, most of them not. This was new to Franny. Until she’d met Michael, she didn’t know that people actually played out their fantasies. He’d led her along, examining her with his instruments, poking and prodding carefully, coaxing her to play along. And then he gave her her reward: he touched her the way she liked it, and played with her until she was ready to come. He made her close her eyes and give in to his fantasy, turning it into her own, and all during this he spoke to her in a firm, persuasive tone, urging her further, pulling her along with his words, and she had the uneasy feeling, even while she came, that he was preparing her, tutoring her, for something more.

She listened to Michael’s deep, easy breathing, watching his chest rise and fall. Moonlight filtered through the gauzy curtains. A tree swaying in the wind, its branches upswept and reaching like beggars’ arms, cast pale, ghostly shadows through the window of the darkened room. She toyed with the black hair on his chest until, annoyed, he placed his hand on hers, stopping her. She wanted to tell him something but wasn’t sure how to begin. Propping herself up on one elbow, she looked at him in profile, his jaw square and resolute even in rest. She was in love with that jaw.

‘I’m not sure if you want to hear this,’ she began uncertainly. ‘You probably don’t. I know you don’t feel the way I do, but I just wanted you to know how I feel about you.’ She could hear herself stumbling over the words. ‘The thing is, I think I’m falling in love with you.’

She chewed on a fingernail, waiting for him to respond. She knew he had heard her because his breathing had changed. He didn’t say anything.

‘Does that upset you?’ she asked him finally. ‘Do you wish I hadn’t said that?’

Slowly, he reached for the bedside lamp and switched it on. It glowed, bright and harsh. In the stark realities of a lighted room, her proclamation of love seemed naked and vulnerable, like a tiny spider caught out in the open. She wanted to crawl under the covers.

‘Oh, Franny,’ he said, and he rolled over on his side, facing her. He pushed the blankets down to her knees, exposing her to the harsh light even though he knew this made her uncomfortable. She tensed, then made an effort to relax. With his eyes he took in the milky-white fullness of her, her fleshy thighs and hips, her ample belly, her big drooping breasts, plump and squishy soft. He put his hand on her cheek, stroking it, smiling, then let it drop to her breast. He rubbed the rosy nipple, as pink as a dusty damask rose, between his fingers, getting it hard, then took the heft of her breast in the palm of his hand, circling it with his thumb and fingers, holding on to it as if it were a doorknob. It was a funny way to hold her breast, she thought.

‘Dear, sweet Franny,’ he said. ‘It’s been a long, long time since I’ve been in love. And of course I’m glad you told me how you feel. It pleases me that you’re in love with me.’ He spoke quietly, still gripping her breast. ‘I don’t fall in love easily, but I’m glad I’m the recipient of yours.’ He paused, then said, ‘You know what this means, don’t you?’

Franny shook her head.

‘It means’—he squeezed her breast, giving it a little painful twist, smiling—‘that officially you’re now my girlfriend, and that gives me territorial rights over your body. It gives me a proprietary interest in you. You belong to me now.’ He smiled again, playfully, and jiggled her breast. ‘This tit belongs to me. Your body belongs to me, and I can do whatever I want with it.’

Franny laughed. His girlfriend, his girlfriend: she loved the sound of it. She didn’t think she’d ever been this happy. He wasn’t in love with her yet, but that would come. What mattered was that he cared for her . . . he really cared. And he said he thought of her body in a territorial way; he would protect her as her father once had.

She snuggled closer to him, a content smile settling across her face. Teasingly, she asked, ‘And what do you plan to do with my body?’

He licked her nipple, looked at her, and winked. ‘All in good time,’ he said.


CHAPTER THREE

The sky was dark with huge, slow-moving, black-bottomed clouds. Big drops of rain, falling dolefully in spread-out intervals like long, sad regrets, splashed on the windshield of Franny’s car. She hated driving in bad weather. Just as she flipped on the windshield wipers, the rain came down faster, harder, instantly turning the highway into a Postimpressionist blurry landscape of smeared divider lines and wet concrete and seal-slick passing automobiles. She was meeting Nora for dinner at the Radisson Hotel off Highway 160. They tried to get together at least once a month, and usually they ended up at the Radisson for their chin-chin salad, the best Chinese chicken salad, they both agreed, in Sacramento.

Franny pulled into the parking lot of the hotel, a dun-colored stucco building that looked, from the outside, like a modern-day monastery. She drove around to the front, but all the empty spaces near the hotel’s entrance were tiny, made for compact cars. Franny owned an old, black, fin-tailed Cadillac, an antique, her most prized possession. It was a gas-guzzler, behemoth in size, made back in the fifties, but she loved it. She had a special relationship with the car, as if it were a dear old friend; and, like a good friend, she lovingly took care of its needs, washing and waxing it, polishing the chrome, checking the white-wall tires for air, vacuuming its insides. She’d had it since high school, when she lived with Nora, and when she first brought the car home, her sister had called it a monstrosity, an eyesore, a blight to the environment. But Franny, usually so docile, refused to sell it. She wasn’t sure why, but she loved this car.

The Cadillac glided around the parking lot, sleek and silent, like a shark circling in the water. She found a large, empty parking space in the rear. She parked, the car clunking to a stop as she switched off the ignition, then checked the backseat for her umbrella; it wasn’t there. She pulled on her coat, jerked it up over her head in a makeshift tent, then made a dash for the long breezeway leading up to the hotel’s main building. When she reached the double-doored entrance, she stopped and adjusted her coat, shaking off the rain like a wet animal shaking off water. She looked up to see the doorman, a skinny man with heavy, plastic-framed glasses, give her a look she couldn’t interpret. He hesitated, then opened the glass door for her.

‘Thanks,’ Franny said in a breathless whisper, and she rushed past, not meeting his gaze. She walked through the carpeted hotel, decorated in a palette of muted shades, past the registration desk, past the potted plants and gift shop and hanging artwork, up a few steps to the raised dining room. She had just got off work, and before she’d left the clinic she’d changed into a long black skirt and sweater. Her hair, frizzled by the rain, was damp. She tried to comb her fingers through it, but it was a long, tangled mess. Giving up, she searched in her purse for a barrette. Next to her wallet was Billy’s silver medical bracelet, with the words ‘dialysis patient’ etched on one side. She kept it with her always. After her parents died, she wore it on her wrist until, one day, Nora insisted she put it away. Nora believed the past belonged to history, and that Franny was being morbid, wearing Billy’s medical bracelet as though it were an amulet, a good-luck charm. But she never thought of it as an amulet; it was more like a stigma, weighing heavily on her wrist. Now she kept it in her purse, or wore it on a chain around her neck, under her blouse so her sister wouldn’t see it.

She found a barrette and was putting it on when she spotted Nora in the back of the dining room, sipping a glass of wine. She looked chic and aerobicized, wearing a tight-fitting knit dress, short and sexy, that showed off her body and long legs. Franny knew, for a fact, that Nora was almost neurotic about her weight, working out at the Capital Athletic Club six days a week to keep her body trim, always being careful about what she ate.

Nora looked in Franny’s direction, smiled and waved. She was wearing red, flashy lipstick, and her black hair was cut stylishly short, falling level to her chin. Franny walked over, feeling dumpy in her sister’s presence.

‘Hi,’ Nora said. ‘What kept you? I was about to give up on you.’ She had a pleasant, almost teasing face, with lips that turned up just slightly at the corners, as if she was about to smile.

Franny took off her coat and hung it on the back of her chair. She sat down, saying, ‘Sorry. We had an emergency at work.’

‘Oh?’ Nora raised her eyebrows, a faint lift of inquiry.

‘A patient’s blood pressure got too low and he went into a seizure. I had to stop his pull and the dialysis.’ She put the folded napkin on her lap. ‘I think the tech should have watched him more closely. I’ve never had a patient seize on me before. I gave him some saline, then called the doctor.’ She could tell that Nora was only half listening, her eyes distant-looking, nodding her head slightly in agreement to what she was saying. Franny finished the story off quickly. ‘Anyway, we sent him to the hospital.’

Nora took a sip of wine. Her eyes were a deep blue, like drops of melted sapphires, that matched the color of her dress. They were fake, Franny knew, color contact lenses, because Nora’s eyes actually were a light, dusty blue. Still, the dark color suited her. The waiter came over to take Franny’s drink order, and she asked for some hot tea, herbal. After he brought it, they ordered their salads.

‘Do you like these?’ Nora asked. She leaned forward and brushed her hair back so Franny could see her earrings, cylindrical cones of silver with tear-shaped jade insets.

‘They’re nice,’ Franny said, dipping her tea bag in a pot of hot water. The waiter brought them a basket of assorted breads. Franny reached for a piece of sourdough and buttered it.

‘I was in Berkeley last Thursday, doing a story on a zoologist studying the mechanics of motion. He uses insects—centipedes, spiders, ghost crabs, cockroaches. Really interesting. It’ll be in the paper next week. I was about to get on the freeway, coming home, when I saw this cute jewelry store. They had great stuff. That’s where I bought these.’

Nora took a piece of dry flat bread out of the basket and nibbled on it, unbuttered. She looked around the room, surveying the other diners, the waiters and waitresses, the man playing the piano in the corner. Nora had always been especially observant, probably due to her journalistic background. Her eyes never relaxed; subtly, she would shift her gaze around the room, taking in everything as she spoke, or as others were speaking to her. Some people found this annoying—they thought she wasn’t paying attention—but Franny knew that Nora never missed a word of conversation, remembering it long after the speaker had forgotten it.

‘Cockroaches?’ Franny said, looking skeptical.

‘Uh-huh,’ Nora said, and she flashed the waiter a smile as he set down their salads. She asked for another glass of white wine, then broke apart her chopsticks and turned back to Franny. ‘He puts them on mini treadmills and videotapes them. Then he watches the tapes in slow motion. He’s postulated that all animals and insects are similar in their walk, that they all share the same bouncing motion because their leg muscles move the same way.’

She went on, talking about the insects’ energy consumption while in motion, and their push against gravity, the force of generation. Wielding her chopsticks, she told Franny the implications this could have in the fields of human physiology and robotics and medicine. Franny was proud of Nora, even if she didn’t completely understand what she was saying. Sometimes she wished she were more like Nora, was even envious of her, but then she reminded herself of the foolishness of such thinking. It didn’t serve any purpose to wish for something you couldn’t have. She might as well wish for the lottery.

When they’d finished their salads, Nora was still talking about cockroaches and centipedes. Franny wanted to bring up the topic of sex, but she didn’t know how to go about it. They had talked about sex before, in a general, joking manner, but had never got into the details. Franny hadn’t even told her about Michael yet. She’d meant to, she hadn’t planned to keep him a secret, but the time just never seemed right. Nora was always so busy. Whenever Franny called her, it seemed she was on her way to a meeting or busy writing against a deadline or about to go out on a date. She didn’t want to tell her about Michael unless she had time to explain what he was like. The last several weeks had been strange. She was beginning to wonder what was normal, sexually, and what wasn’t. She didn’t have any experience in this area, but she thought Nora could enlighten her. Some of the things Michael wanted to do seemed downright weird. She’d hesitated a few times, telling him she didn’t want to do something, but he always coaxed her into it, and, to her surprise, she enjoyed it—most of the time. Still, it seemed a little weird, his collection of nipple clamps and labia clips, the ankle and wrist tethers, and the way, lately, he always wanted to dominate her, each week becoming more and more demanding.

‘Are you going out tonight?’ she asked. ‘You look dressed for it.’

Nora nodded. ‘I’m going dancing at The Rage. You want to come?’

Franny shook her head. They both knew Nora’s invitation was only a formality. Franny didn’t like bars, and she hated dancing even more.

Nora put her elbows on the table and leaned forward. Even in the dusky lighting of the room, her hair shined. She grinned. ‘I met this really neat guy there last week. He’s a great dancer and super good-looking—big chest, at least six feet tall, tight butt. Real tight butt.’

Franny looked around to see if anyone had heard her sister, relieved that no one was paying attention to them. ‘Do you like him?’

Nora shrugged. ‘He’s a lineman for the phone company. He’s funny and nice, but I just don’t think he’s bright enough for me. I know I’d get bored with him after a while.’ She picked up her glass of wine. ‘Too bad,’ she said regretfully. ‘He’s got a great body.’

Franny was used to her sister’s cavalier attitude toward men. Nora always had plenty of boyfriends, but she was never really serious with any of them, even with the two men she’d lived with. Several men had asked her sister to marry them, but she’d told them right from the beginning that marriage was not in her plans. Franny, on the other hand, liked the idea of married life, of having someone there for you, knowing there would be a person who always cared for you and who would look out for your best interests. She would give just about anything to be married, whereas Nora casually discarded her marriage proposals and her men. She threw them away when she was finished with them as if they were something disposable that could be easily replaced, like a Bic pen or a used tampon.

‘Did you sleep with him?’ she asked, then blushed for being so straightforward. Although Nora was frank about her boyfriends, telling her whom she’d slept with, Franny had always merely listened in these conversations, never commenting, never having any stories of her own to relate.

Nora laughed, a distinctively cheery sound that tumbled out of her mouth. ‘Since when did you start asking me questions like that?’

Franny smiled sheepishly.

‘Actually,’ Nora said, ‘I didn’t. I thought about it, but it just seemed like too much trouble.’

Franny must have looked puzzled because Nora twisted her mouth a little, in an expression of exasperation, and went on to explain.

‘Oh, you know. All the precautions. Asking their sexual history, dragging out the condoms and spermicide, making sure the condom is latex and the lubricant is water-based, et cetera, et cetera. Who needs it? Especially for someone who isn’t going to be in your life very long. It seemed easier just to go home alone. Sometimes, the sex isn’t worth it.’

Franny thought this would be a good time to bring up Michael, to mention, casually, the things they did. She started to say something, but Nora was pulling on her coat, getting ready to leave. She wanted to go dancing.

Standing up, Nora looked at the bill, then put some money on the table. ‘What is it?’ she said, seeing that Franny had hesitated.

Franny gave her a small smile, shaking
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