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Chapter 1

Timmie Parker sat with one leg tucked under her at her desk. As the stress of the morning increased, she had shoved her long blond hair into a rubber band, and by noon there were four pencils and a pen stuck through it. She wore a clean but wrinkled plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up, over a tank top, torn jeans, and high-top Converse, and no makeup. She had the tall, lean, elegant frame of her father. She was six feet tall in bare feet, twenty-nine years old, and had a master’s in social work from Columbia. She was currently working for a foundation whose mission was to find free or low-cost housing for eligible members of the homeless population of New York, and she’d been at her desk since six o’clock that morning trying to catch up on work. There was a mountain of files on her desk. And she would have liked to find a place to live for every single one, and knew that if she was lucky and continued pounding on government agencies and other resources they used, she’d find a home for one or two who were eligible. The word “eligible” was used as a catch-all phrase to filter out all those who needed it most.

It was a sweltering July day, and as usual her air conditioner wasn’t working. She could already tell it was going to be one of those days where nothing worked quite the way she wanted it to, and she’d be delivering bad news to some of her most desperate clients. Heartbreak was her stock in trade. She lived in a permanent state of outrage over the injustices in the system, and how ineffective it was to help her clients. Helping the homeless had been her passion since her teens. She was a dedicated and deeply caring though often angry person. Her tirades over social issues at the dinner table in her youth had been frequent. And she had spent all the years since trying to do something about it. Above all, Timmie Parker wasn’t a quitter—she worked tirelessly for those she served. And once she found them housing, she stuck with them. Once they were isolated in tiny government-owned efficiency apartments, without the support system they had come to rely on in the streets, loneliness, despair, and suicide became serious risks.

Timmie had a hundred great ideas about how to make things work better, but there was never enough money or support teams. Poverty programs had been slashed in the economic crisis, private foundation funds were dwindling, too, and no one in government would listen. Timmie felt like she was emptying the ocean with a thimble, as she watched her clients slip through the cracks, waiting a year or more to enter free detox programs or qualify for a place to live. The women fared worse than the men on the streets and were often victims of violent crimes in shelters. She faced miles of red tape every day, trying to help people fill out forms for disability benefits or ID cards. Her soft spot was always teens, but it was easier to refer them to youth programs around the city, and they were more resourceful about surviving on the streets. Timmie had already seen six clients by noon that day and had a dozen more to see that afternoon. She rarely left the office before eight or nine p.m. and sometimes stayed till midnight, and came in long before office hours began every day. Her work was her life, and for now it was all she wanted.

She’d lived with a man in grad school, who had cheated on her with her best friend. And she had been engaged to another man after that, who cheated on her, too, though at least not with someone she knew. She’d broken up with him and since then had poured all her love, passion, and energy into her work, and hadn’t dated anyone for the past two years. She often said that the women in her family were unlucky. Her younger sister Juliette had an unfailing weakness for losers. They sponged off her for as long as they could, took advantage of her gentleness and kindness, and eventually, after getting everything they could out of her, dumped her for someone else. And the only one surprised by it was her sister, who would cry over it for months, and then find another one just as bad.

Her mother, Véronique, had spent the twenty years after her divorce being loving and supportive of their charming, handsome father, who had been a cheater, too. She had discovered that he had been unfaithful to her during their entire marriage, which ended over a twenty-three-year-old supermodel. He had had a trail of beautiful girls ever since, while Véronique made excuses for him, and said things like “you know how your father is.” Timmie knew all too well how their father was, and she had finally come to the conclusion that all men were the same. Charming, often handsome, and rarely honest, they cheated and lied and used women. She had never been close to her father because of it, and was horrified to discover that the men she got involved with were no different, although never as charming and handsome as her father, who was a master at the seduction game. Few women could resist him. He could charm the proverbial birds off the trees, a characteristic she had come to hate. She hated charming men, and her mother and sisters accused her of hating all men. She didn’t, she insisted, just the liars and cheaters, and the men who seemed to fall for her. She instantly assumed there was something wrong with them if they wanted to be with her.

Only their youngest sister, Joy, had avoided the same fate. She had always been their father’s favorite, because she was so beautiful, and looked just like their mother, who was still beautiful at fifty-two. Both Véronique and Joy had thick dark hair, porcelain-white skin, and violet eyes, although Joy was taller than their mother and had modeled in college. Since she was old enough to talk, she had always managed to wrap their father around her little finger and get anything she wanted from him, but she kept her distance from them all. Joy was the most independent, and stayed aloof from the men in her life, too. It was easy to see that she was afraid to get hurt. She was always getting involved with men who lived on the opposite coast, or who were as focused on their careers as she was, so she could keep them at arm’s length. They all seemed to adore her but were never around.

Timmie liked to point out that none of them had decent relationships, which she attributed to what she called “the family curse.” In her opinion, their father had condemned them to a fatal attraction to the wrong men. It was a part of her that she hadn’t been able to change so far and now no longer tried. She had too much else on her plate, and finding housing for her clients was a lot more important to her than meeting the right guy. At this point, she didn’t really care.

The phone rang on her desk, between clients, and she was in a rush to see the people waiting for her. She thought of letting it go to voice mail but didn’t want to miss a call from a client in distress, or any of the housing agencies she had contacted that morning by phone and e-mail, so sounding stressed, she picked it up.

“Timmie Parker,” she said tersely, in an official voice. She wasn’t a warm, fuzzy person, although she had a good heart, as witnessed by her job.

“Hi, Timmie. Arnold,” the caller announced himself, and a chill ran down her spine. The voice at the other end was instantly familiar. It was Arnold Sands, her father’s attorney and closest friend. She had known him since she was a child. Her father had been very ill for the past year, after a stroke left him incapacitated and in a nursing home. She had seen him two weeks before, and he had drifted in and out of consciousness, while she sat there silently, watching him and holding his hand. His left side was paralyzed, and it was painful to see him so diminished. He had always been vital and looked years younger than he was, until the stroke. He had been slowly slipping away for the past year, at eighty. And despite her disapproval of his lifestyle for most of her life, it was still comforting to know she had a father, and there was always the secret, unspoken, magical belief that one day they could turn things around and have an honest relationship, and he would magically become someone she could admire and count on. She knew that was never going to happen, but as long as he was alive, she clung to that hope. He had never been there for anyone, not for her, her mother, or her sisters. Her mother had forgiven him for it. Timmie never had.

“I’m sorry to call you at work,” Arnold said, sounding serious, and Timmie sensed instantly what was coming.

“Dad?”

“He slipped away quietly last night.” They all knew it had been inevitable, and it had taken longer than they thought. Juliette had gone to see him several times a week, Joy hadn’t visited him in two months—she lived in L.A. and was busy and seemed to have the hardest time facing him in that condition. She did everything she could to avoid it. Timmie had gone to see him every few weeks, although she hated doing it. And their mother had seen him a month before, in June, before she left for the summer in the South of France. Véronique had rented a house near St. Tropez for two months, and she had spent a day with Paul before she left, and had confessed to Timmie that she was afraid it might be the last time she’d see him, but she said that they’d said everything they needed to say. She didn’t tell her daughter, but Paul had apologized to her for his many failings as a husband, and even as a friend, and she had been at peace when she left. She had come to terms with all of it many years before. Twenty years since they’d been married was a long time, and Véronique was a forgiving person. She wasn’t bitter about the end of their marriage, or the reasons it had ended, or even the enormous settlement she had given him, which he had been squandering on other women and his comfortable lifestyle and excessive luxuries ever since. The settlement hadn’t hurt Véronique financially, nor the girls. They had depended on their mother when they were younger and never on him.

“Have you told my mother yet?” Timmie asked quietly. She had expected this news sooner or later, though not precisely on that day. When it would happen had been hard to predict.

“I wanted to call you first. I didn’t know if you’d want to tell your mother and the girls. She’ll probably want to make the arrangements,” he said accurately. There had been no serious woman in their father’s life since Véronique, who had remained close to him. There had been a never-ending parade of girls since the divorce,  younger than his daughters in recent years, all of whom had disappeared in the months since he’d been sick. He didn’t date the kind of women who would stick around when things got rough, and he could no longer write them checks. Even at eighty, he had had a heavy dating life, with women who were still dazzled by him, just as Véronique had been at twenty-one, when he was forty-nine. His looks, charm, and elegance were almost impossible to resist. Even the nurses at the nursing home talked about what a handsome man he was. Timmie had inherited his looks, but she was nothing like him in any other way. She was solid, dependable, hard-working, and trustworthy. 

“I’ll call Mom in a couple of hours,” Timmie said practically. “I have to see two clients first. Can you call the girls? They’re expecting it, it won’t come as a surprise.” But even she had to admit she was sad. It was finally done, the game was over. The father who had never really been a father to them was gone. And she found she had mixed feelings about it, and felt the impact of the loss, and she was sure her sisters would, too. It would be hard for their mother. He had been an empty figurehead, but Véronique had loved him, in one form or another, as husband, brother, friend, for thirty-one years. He had become almost a father to her in recent years, and was certainly old enough to be. And she had mothered him, particularly once he was sick. It was a relationship Timmie had never fully understood. It seemed painfully inadequate to her, especially for her mother, but it seemed to work for them.

There had been a bad phase when his blatant affair with the famous model had ended their marriage. And a worse phase after that when Véronique discovered that the model was not his first affair. But somehow after the divorce, she had forgiven him enough for them to become friends, and maintain a bond that had lasted for twenty years, and proved to be more durable than their marriage. Véronique said she did it for the children. But Timmie always felt that they did it for them, out of their own need for each other.

“I’ll tell the girls not to call your mother, until they hear from you,” Arnold said with a sigh. He was going to miss his old friend, and already had for the past year, since the stroke that had left him so impaired and suddenly seeming old, which was so unlike the man he had known.

“Thank you, Arnold,” Timmie said quietly. “I’ll be in touch.” She thanked him again and hung up. She sat in her chair for a moment, looking out at the grim street of lower Harlem, where her office was located. There were children playing in a fire hydrant outside. Her mind drifted backward in time for a moment, remembering what a hero she had thought him as a child, until the divorce, when he had all but disappeared from their lives.

She had been nine when her parents divorced. There had been sweet moments after that, during holidays, cameo appearances at birthdays or on Christmas, when he would sweep in like the glamorous figure he was. He was like a beautiful bird in flight, with splendid plumage. You could never quite catch up to him, but only admire him in the sky, as he disappeared once again, and you never knew when he’d reappear, and even then only when it suited him. He defined narcissism. He wasn’t a bad man, just a totally self-centered one, and a lousy father. His children had paid a price for it till the day he died—she, in her deep distrust of men like him, and all of them in their unconscious attraction to men who were similar to him. Juliette, who collected losers and users. And Joy in her fear of abandonment and disappointment, which kept her from getting too attached to any man. She was still young, she might still get it right. But Timmie was convinced by now that she and her sister Juliette never would. The die had been cast, and their habits and belief patterns had taken hold. It was hard to change.

She stood up and went around her desk to open her office door. There were two people sitting in the waiting room, expecting to see her. She smiled at both of them, asked the man to wait for a few minutes, and ushered the woman in. She was younger than Timmie, had matted hair and no teeth. She had been on the streets for three years and had a long history of drugs. She had three children in foster care and was carrying all her belongings with her, a filthy sleeping bag and two garbage bags full of clothes. She was waiting to get into a detox program. Timmie had bad news for her. They were shutting the facility down, and she’d have to start at the bottom of the list somewhere else, which could take another two years. Their situation seemed so hopeless.

Timmie sat down across the desk from her, to tell her the news. And as she did, she thought of her father, and how ridiculous, self-centered, and wasted his life had been compared to her clients. He had never done anything for anyone, except himself and, briefly, the women he went out with. His had been a life of total self-indulgence, which was part of why Timmie worked as hard as she did. The one thing she had always known growing up was that she never wanted to be anything like him. She wasn’t, and now he was gone. She focused on her client then, and tried to forget her father, for an hour or two at least, until she had to call her mother and tell her that Paul had died. As the oldest of Véronique’s three daughters, the hard jobs always fell to her. Juliette was never up to them. And Joy had abdicated with her very separate life in L.A.

—

When Arnold called Juliette at her tiny sandwich shop and bakery in the Park Slope area of Brooklyn, she was right in the middle of the lunch rush that happened every day. Her shop, Juliette’s Kitchen, had been a hit since she opened it three years before. At her mother’s urging, she had majored in art history, and had gotten a master’s degree at the Sorbonne, only to discover, when she took classes at the Cordon Bleu in Paris “just for fun” when she finished, that baking was her passion. She made sandwiches on the irresistible croissants she baked fresh every day, and she also sold cookies, cakes, and pastries from recipes she had found in France. And her plans to become a curator at a museum, or to teach, went out the window after the Cordon Bleu. She was never happier than in the kitchen, peering into an oven, serving a mug of steaming coffee to an elderly customer, or pouring a cup of hot chocolate smothered in whipped cream for a child. It satisfied all her needs to nurture people, and her little sandwich shop had done very well. After a lot of discussion and some serious thought, her mother had lent her the money to start it, although she’d been very disappointed at Juliette’s abandoning her career in art. Véronique was still hoping Juliette would get over her baking passion one day. At twenty-eight, she was still young. Véronique wanted a more interesting and intellectual career for her than a sandwich shop, and Véronique had always loved the idea that Juliette had inherited her own passion for art, and Véronique’s father’s. It was in their blood. But Juliette had given up art for her croissants. And in the end, her mother helped her with the loan.

Juliette was the softer, smaller version of her older sister Timmie. They were only a year apart and had been like twins growing up. But they were as different in character as night and day. Timmie and Juliette were green-eyed like their father, and Juliette had always been slightly overweight, but pretty anyway. Timmie was taller and thinner, Juliette shorter and rounder, with a womanly figure that had gotten bigger as she sampled her baking to test the recipes, and she had a spectacular bosom that Timmie always teased her about. She had long blond hair like Timmie, but hers had hung in a mass of ringlets as a child and was wavy now. Her hair was fair and natural and she looked beautiful when she wore it down, which she couldn’t do when she worked. She wore it in a braid down her back, with a haze of soft curls that always sprang loose around her face. Everything about Juliette was welcoming and warm, and she’d had a motherly quality even as a young girl. She wanted to take care of everyone. Timmie always said she collected all the lame ducks in the world, particularly if they were men.

All of Juliette’s romances had begun because the men she got involved with needed a place to stay, money, or a job. They slept on her couch initially, wound up in her bedroom, and eventually wended their way into her bank account, where they indulged themselves for a while with Juliette’s help, and then after she had spoiled them liberally, they dumped her for someone else. According to Timmie, it had happened too often by now to be an accident—it was a pattern, and a bad habit. Juliette always managed to find handsome men like their father, who took advantage of her. There hadn’t been a good one in the lot so far, and they usually stuck around for about six months until they moved on. Juliette would cry for a while, take solace in her work, invent a few new recipes, and gain a few more pounds. Then some other guy in need with a broken wing would come along. She was a beautiful, appealing girl and never alone for very long, unlike Timmie, who had been alone by choice now for two years, angry at the mistakes she’d made. Juliette was willing to forgive everyone, including herself, and never seemed to learn. But the only one she ever hurt was herself. The strongest facet of her personality was how kind she was to everyone, her customers, her family, and her men.

She had just finished serving one of her regular customers when Arnold called. Unlike Timmie, who was unfailingly practical and seemed to take everything in stride, he knew Juliette would be deeply upset and he hated telling her. And predictably, as soon as he told her that her father had died the night before, she burst into sobs. The last customer of the rush at lunch had just left, and she was alone for a few minutes, as she dissolved in tears.

She had considered herself the closest to her father, because she was willing to do anything to win his love. According to Juliette, he could do no wrong. Even before he got sick, she called him every day to tell him what she was doing and ask how he was. He had been to her sandwich shop/bakery only once, and she acted as though he came all the time. It never dawned on her that her daily phone calls with her father were always placed by her. He never called any of his daughters and stayed out of contact with them for weeks or months until they called him. Every relationship he had was one-sided, with the effort being made by the other person. Neither Timmie nor Joy expended much energy on it, but Juliette did. She even dropped off her best baked goods at his house, so he could taste her new recipes. She was desperate for him to approve of her.

Paul Parker didn’t disapprove of any of them and was proud of his beautiful daughters. He just didn’t want to play the role of a father and all it entailed. And as they grew older, he preferred to be their friend. They never had that confusion of roles with their mother, who always made it clear that she was their mother, not their friend, although she loved spending time with them. It was Véronique who had had full responsibility for them growing up, but Juliette still insisted that she was close to her father. As Arnold had expected, she took the news of her father’s death hard, almost as though she hadn’t realized for the past year that he was going to die. For the others, it came as no surprise. For Juliette, it did.

“I thought he’d pull out of it,” she said as she wiped her eyes on her apron, and Arnold sighed. There had been no hope of it for the past many months, while Paul went steadily downhill. And even in the last weeks, when he had been so seldom awake, she had talked to him when she visited him, convinced that he could hear her and would rally again. He never did, and Arnold thought it was a mercy that he had died. The Paul he knew and had been friends with for thirty years wouldn’t have wanted to live in the condition he was in. Paul had been so vital and alive that to see him that way saddened Arnold as his friend. It was better for Paul this way, and in their many conversations over the past year, Arnold knew that Paul was ready to die and had no regrets about his life. But Juliette was clearly not ready to let go of her father, or her illusions about him. She was still crying after twenty minutes when he tried to get off the phone.

“Timmie said she’d call your mother in a couple of hours, so don’t call her yet,” Arnold warned her.

“I won’t,” Juliette said obediently, and after she hung up, she went to the door of the shop and turned the “open” sign around to “closed.” She went to make a sign then, and taped it to the door: “Closed due to death in the family.” And then she walked home to her one-bedroom apartment four blocks away. She never paid much attention to decorating it—all she did was sleep there, and the rest of the time she was at work. She arrived at the bakery at four o’clock every morning, to bake all her breakfast goods for her first customers, who arrived at six, and she was usually there until seven p.m., when she went home and fell asleep in front of the television for several hours, exhausted from the long day. Like Timmie’s, her life centered entirely on work.

By the time Juliette got home that afternoon, Arnold was calling Joy, the youngest sister. She was harder to reach, as he had expected her to be, and had a very different life. Joy lived in L.A., where she had been pursuing an acting career. She had a real musical talent, and her mother had wanted her to go to Juilliard to develop it. Instead, Joy had dropped out of college at the first opportunity and headed for L.A. She took voice lessons that she paid for herself, worked as a waitress, and after six months of singing with bands that were going nowhere, she switched to acting lessons, and had been struggling to make it ever since. She had done a few minor commercials and bit parts on TV. She was hoping to get a part in a series, and had a knack for comedy. At twenty-six, she was still working as a waitress and had been in L.A. for five years. Her big break hadn’t come yet, but she still believed it would. And her father had believed it, too, and always encouraged her.

She was a spectacularly beautiful girl with long, dark hair, huge violet eyes, an incredible figure, and a great singing voice she rarely used. She took every acting job she could get. She went to every audition and was willing to endure all the hardships of a budding acting career. She still insisted she would make it one day. She had told her sisters that if nothing major happened in L.A. by the time she was thirty, she would try Off Broadway in New York instead. But she wasn’t willing to give up on landing a part in a hit series in L.A. yet. She was determined to make it in Hollywood. She’d been on several daytime soaps, but never as a regular. Véronique watched her on TV, but lamented the small parts she got.

Joy had a boyfriend who was an actor, too. He was in the road company of second-rate shows, and rarely at home in L.A. They hardly ever saw each other, which was typical of the men in Joy’s life. She always seemed to pick someone emotionally unavailable or physically far away. And in the past five years, she had drifted away from her family, while pursuing her career in L.A. Their lives were so different from hers, she had less and less in common with her sisters, and didn’t even look like them. Sometimes she felt as though she had been switched at birth and wasn’t even related to them. And although her father had always made a fuss over her, mostly because of how beautiful she was even as a child, she had even less in common with him. Her looks had fed his narcissism, but she always felt that he didn’t really know her, and had never tried.

And she and her mother had had problems for years. Véronique was still upset at her for dropping out of college, and the life she lived, working as a waitress more than she got acting jobs. It wasn’t the life her mother wanted for her. She was capable of so much more, and it seemed like a dead end to her, and she hoped she’d get over it and come back to New York. It was a subject Joy’s parents never agreed on, and always argued about. Her father’s conclusion was always “oh, let her have her fun,” unconcerned about her. Her mother worried about her, and her sisters never took Joy seriously either. Making it as an actress in Hollywood seemed like a long shot to them, and they acted like it was a hobby, not a career.

But whatever their arguments about it, Joy had been doing what she wanted, with no help from them, and eking enough of a living out of the bit parts and waitressing to get by. She wanted to find a decent manager and a better agent, but hadn’t found the right ones yet. It all took time. She loved what she was doing, and the years she had spent on it didn’t seem long to her. The time had flown by. She had an apartment in West Hollywood that she loved and could afford. She was at a casting call for a commercial when Arnold phoned. She knew how sick her father had been, and that the end would come one day. She just hadn’t expected it then. She went out into the hallway to talk to him, while she waited her turn.

“Oh,” she said after Arnold told her, and there was silence on the line. She didn’t know what else to say. Like the others, she had a long history of disappointment with her father, although she’d had no arguments with him. It had always made her feel strange when he said she was his favorite, openly in front of her sisters, since she’d never had a real conversation with him. Her father didn’t have real conversations with anyone. So her being his favorite never felt genuine to her, but just something he said. But she was still sad to hear the news from Arnold. He was her father, after all, and the only one she had, however inadequate he had been.

“Are you all right?” Arnold asked her when she didn’t say anything.

“Yeah, just surprised, I guess. I didn’t think it would happen so soon.” She hadn’t seen him in two months, and hadn’t seen him deteriorating rapidly, as the others had. “Do you know when the funeral is?”

“Timmie’s taking care of it. She’s going to call your mother in a couple of hours. I’m sure they’ll get in touch with you,” Arnold said simply. “I’m sorry, Joy. We all know how crazy he was about you. You were always his baby, right up to the end.”

She nodded, with tears in her eyes. “I know,” she said, in a choked voice, suddenly overwhelmed by the realization that her father was dead. If nothing else, he had always approved of her acting career and dreams of becoming a star, which was more than the rest of the family did. They all acted like it was something she’d get over, and had to get out of her system. He had been her biggest fan. She had sent him DVDs of all her performances. And whether it was true or not, he had said he watched them all and loved what she did. He was the only one who praised her work.

“I’ll see you at the funeral,” Arnold said in a sympathetic tone, and she went back to the casting call after talking to him. She didn’t get the part, and returned to her apartment afterward, feeling numb and thinking about her father. Suddenly it seemed like a huge loss. She hadn’t expected it to hit her so hard.

Joy texted both Juliette and Timmie that afternoon, and she asked Timmie if she could stay with her. She had just decided to take the red-eye to New York that night. She wanted to go home. Timmie answered her immediately that she could. She lived in the West Village, which was inconvenient for work, but she loved her neighborhood in the old meat-packing district, and she had a rent-stabilized apartment that was a third-floor walk-up, but it was sunny with charm. Joy always liked being at Timmie’s better than at Juliette’s tiny apartment in Brooklyn, and she wanted to be in the city. She could have gone to her mother’s, but it was more relaxed at Timmie’s, who made no comments about her life, unlike their mother, whose disappointed look was worse than words. Véronique hated Joy working as a waitress even more than her acting, and the subject always came up. As the youngest in the family, she felt as though they still treated her as though she were fourteen, not twenty-six. She would have to face them all now, and it was strange to think that her father would no longer be there singing her praises and calling her “baby.” Suddenly, she could no longer imagine a world without her father in it, and tears were streaming down her cheeks when she called the airline and booked her seat.

—

Timmie waited until after she saw her last client to call her mother. It was four in the afternoon by then, but she hadn’t wanted to be rushed when she called her, knowing that someone with bigger problems was waiting for her. As she glanced at her watch, she knew that it was ten o’clock at night in France. She hated giving her bad news at night, there was always something more depressing about that, when you had the whole night to lie there and dwell on it, unable to sleep. But she had no choice—she knew she couldn’t wait until the next day to tell her. And if Véronique happened to call the nursing home to check on him, as she sometimes did, Timmie didn’t want her to learn of his death from a stranger. So she called her at the rented house near St. Tropez. Véronique answered on the second ring on her French cell phone, seeing that the call was from Timmie. They hadn’t spoken in several days, and she wasn’t surprised to hear from her.

“Hi, darling.” Véronique’s voice sounded almost like a young girl’s. Both Timmie’s parents had always looked younger than their age. Timmie hoped it was an inherited trait. She felt every bit her age, and sometimes older, and as though she were carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders, especially now, delivering bad news to her mother.

Despite the divorce, Timmie knew how sad her mother would be. Véronique had no family except Paul and her children. Her own mother had died when she was fifteen, and her father when she was twenty-one, which was why she had married Paul so young. It had been a year after she lost her father, and she had been alone in the world then, vulnerable and scared, despite having inherited a very large fortune from both her parents. Her fortune had drawn Paul to her like a beacon when they met, and she had been a beautiful and innocent young girl.

“Hi, Mom,” Timmie said, sounding serious. “I don’t have good news.” She wanted to give her some warning of what was coming.

“Your father?” Véronique asked, holding her breath, although she had expected it to happen, and had had the feeling when she saw him in June that it would be the last time, and he had felt it, too. They had been particularly loving to each other that day.

“Arnold called me. He died last night. Arnold said he went peacefully in his sleep.” There was silence at the other end, and then she could hear that her mother was crying. It wasn’t a surprise, but it was a huge loss to her anyway. He had never really left her life—he had just stepped into a different role with her, as older brother, father, and friend.

“I’m sorry for you,” her mother said kindly. She remembered how she had felt when she lost her father. He had been heartbroken after her mother’s death from leukemia, and had never recovered. He had been an important financier on Wall Street, American, and her mother had been thirty-five years younger and French. He had never expected to lose her, she was the love of his life and so young when she died. It had happened very quickly, three months after she got sick. Véronique’s mother, Marie-Laure de Bovay, had been nearly as young when she married Phillip Whitman as Véronique was herself when she married Paul Parker.

Véronique had lived in several places with her parents—Hong Kong, London, Paris. She had learned to speak Chinese as a child and was fluent in French, because of her French mother and their frequent stays in Paris. Her roots in France had pulled at her more strongly in recent years. She was spending more time in Paris and had rented a house in the South of France in the summer, hoping to lure her daughters there for a few weeks, although this year all three had been too busy to come. And she had bought an apartment on the Île St. Louis, on the Quai de Béthune, overlooking the Seine, a few years before. She still owned her parents’ home in the seventh arrondissement, on the rue de Varenne, but it had been unoccupied for years, with a caretaker to keep it running and in good repair. It was an exquisite eighteenth-century hôtel particulier. She didn’t want to give it up, but it made her too sad to go there. The house held too many memories for her. She and Paul had stayed there frequently early in their marriage, but she hadn’t spent a night in the Paris house in twenty years, since the divorce. And she didn’t need to sell it, so she was keeping it, for the girls.

Véronique’s maternal grandfather had been the most respected art dealer in Paris, and her father, Phillip Whitman, had bought most of his Impressionist paintings from him, and then married his daughter. Véronique’s parents’ marriage had been unusual due to the thirty-five-year age difference between them, but they had adored each other, and Véronique had countless memories of her loving parents, whose deep love affair had included her.

When her father died, Véronique had inherited her mother’s sizable, important art collection—some spectacular paintings—and she had her father’s enormous fortune, wisely invested, which had grown over the years. At twenty-one, young and alone, Véronique was living between their apartment in New York and the house in Paris that Marie-Laure had inherited from her father and never sold.

Véronique met Paul Parker a few months after her father’s death, at a wedding. It had been a whirlwind romance, and they were married a year later, when she was twenty-two. She had followed in her mother’s footsteps, marrying a much older man, which seemed right in the circumstances. She needed a father even more than a husband. And marrying her had changed Paul Parker’s life forever. Born of aristocratic parents with no money, distant cousins of the Astors, Paul had adapted quickly to her lifestyle, although Véronique was a much simpler, more discreet person than he. Paul was outgoing and flamboyant, elegant and charming. He had lived lavishly on her means—he gave up the small job he had never liked and became a gentleman of leisure as her husband. They had been happy, particularly when the children were born, although it all ended with his affair and her discovery that his dalliances were legion. He could never resist a pretty woman. After ten years the marriage was over, although Véronique still loved him when she divorced him. And Timmie always suspected that she still did, even though she said they were just friends, and Timmie hated being the one to tell her now that he was dead.

“Have you done anything about the funeral?” her mother asked her, and Timmie admitted that she hadn’t had time that day. His body was still at the nursing home.

“I wanted to talk to you first.” She knew that her mother would want to make the arrangements, since Paul had no family other than Véronique and his children. Both of them were only children, so there were no cousins or distant relatives to deal with.

“I’ll take care of it,” Véronique said quietly. “I’ll come home tomorrow. I’ll call Frank Campbell’s from here.” It was the funeral home on upper Madison Avenue in New York that most people they knew used. She mentioned that she could even call her florist in the morning before she flew home. And they had to write an obituary for The New York Times. It occurred to Timmie that there was little to say about her father other than that he’d had a wonderful life, in great part thanks to her mother, who had provided for him well. He’d had a thirty-year vacation because of her.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Timmie said sincerely. Whatever her feelings about her father, she knew how much her mother loved him.

“It’s all right, darling. He wouldn’t have wanted to stay the way he was. It was time.”

They talked for a few more minutes then, and Véronique called both her other daughters after she and Timmie hung up. Juliette was crying in her apartment when Véronique called her.

“I’m coming home tomorrow,” Véronique told Juliette. It was nearly midnight in France by then, and they talked for a long time. She was inconsolable, talking about the wonderful father he had been. Véronique didn’t contradict her—she knew that Juliette had harbored that fantasy for years. It was Timmie who always called her on it, not her mother. Véronique knew his failings as a father and a husband but had never criticized him to the girls.

She reached Joy while she was packing for the trip. She sounded distracted and numb.

“I’m taking the red-eye tonight,” Joy said to her mother. She was still trying to absorb the fact that she no longer had a father. The news had been a shock. She’d been in denial until then.

And after that Véronique called Timmie again. She was still in her office, completing a dozen different forms for SSI.

“I forgot to ask you if anyone called Bertie,” Véronique said, sounding distressed. He was Paul’s son by his first marriage, and he had been eight years old when Paul and Véronique married. His mother had died in a drowning accident when he was four. Véronique had treated him like her own son from the moment they married, but he had always been a challenging child. Bertie looked exactly like his father, but had none of his charm, even as a boy.

It had been no secret, over time, that Paul had married her for her money, although it took Véronique years to understand that, but he had been loving to her as well. Bertie was only interested in money, however he could get it, even as a child. Paul had done everything in his life with grace, elegance, and style. But whatever Bertie did came across as conniving. He had been thrown out of some of the best schools in New York for bad behavior, and for stealing. He had been kicked out of Dartmouth for cheating. And after college, he had been involved in dozens of get-rich-quick schemes that were always slightly shady and had never panned out. Now at thirty-eight, he was always broke, “on the verge of making a killing,” according to him, borrowing someone’s office or living on someone’s couch. He had gone through every penny Véronique had lent him to finance his schemes, and even Paul had given him some money to get on his feet. Bertie always managed to blow it and wind up in the midst of a lawsuit or get fired. He lived his life close to the edge and hand to mouth.

Véronique always explained his bad behavior by saying that he acted that way because he’d lost his mother as a very small child. And she had made every effort to support and help him when he was young and treated him as her own son, even after the divorce. But even she had finally stopped giving him money several years before. He was a bottomless pit. Véronique hadn’t seen Bertie in two years, although she felt bad about it. And she rarely heard from him, unless he wanted something.

Bertie was fiercely jealous of his sisters, and had been since they were born. He had taken their allowances when they were children and had grown up to be a profoundly greedy, dishonest person, with no integrity. If there was a choice, he took the low road every time. But no matter how unpleasant he was, he was still Paul’s son and had to be informed of his father’s death. He had never married, had no children that he knew of, and always had some sleazy woman on his arm. And he hated Timmie even more than the others, so she didn’t want to call him. He had tried unsuccessfully to bilk her out of money several times, saying he only needed to borrow it for a few weeks, but she knew him better and wouldn’t give him a dime.

He never wanted to believe that his sisters lived on what they earned and had no money to spare. It was a lesson their mother had wanted them to learn. Véronique had been far more generous with Bertie, to try to help him get on his feet, which he never did. But she hadn’t wanted the girls to be indolent or behave like heiresses, no matter how much they would inherit from her one day. They would be very rich women once she died, but for now they lived on their salaries, with only occasional help from her, like the loan for Juliette’s sandwich shop. Véronique had been far more rigid with them than with her wayward stepson, but she had finally given up on him. He had become an extremely unpleasant person as an adult, and was someone to avoid. But she couldn’t avoid him now, and didn’t want to. Although he and Paul didn’t see eye to eye, he had lost his father, too. And Véronique had always been more compassionate with him even than his father, who had lost patience with him years before. He had burned his father for money, too.

After she hung up with Timmie, Véronique called Bertie on the cell phone number she had for him. She hadn’t spoken to him in nearly a year, since his father’s stroke. And Bertie had hardly come to see him while he was sick. He always had some excuse and said he was too busy.

Bertie answered immediately and was surprised to hear his stepmother’s voice. She told him gently that his father had died, and how sorry she was to give him such bad news.

“I’m not surprised,” he said coolly. “Are you coming back for the funeral?”

She sounded shocked by the question. “Of course.” He had correctly assumed that since it was summer, she was in France.

“I’m in Chicago, but I should be back by tomorrow night.”

“I’ll call you as soon as I’ve organized everything,” she promised, “and of course you’re welcome to come to the funeral with us.”

“Thanks, but I’ll get my own car.” It would have been crowded with him riding with them, but she still felt an obligation to ask. She was the only mother he had had growing up, even if he hadn’t been an endearing child. He had lied at every opportunity and been nasty to his sisters. He was always making one of them cry. And there was no love lost between them now. They had all written Bertie off. Only Véronique was still pleasant to him, although she wouldn’t give him money, which was all he cared about.

Knowing how upset Paul had been about him, she couldn’t help wondering what his father had left him in his will. He had never told her. Paul didn’t have much left, and was always short of money himself, but he still had some of the settlement she’d given him, although it had been dwindling fast. He had always lived beyond his means, making grand gestures, and he had spent too much on women. He had never changed. And Paul still had the château in France that she had bought for them and given him in the divorce. He had wanted it desperately as part of the settlement, and then had lost interest in it, as he did with everything. He still owned it, it was boarded up now, and she knew he hadn’t been there in a dozen years. She assumed he’d left it to his four children, and now the girls would have to share it with Bertie, or dispose of it together, which seemed more likely. None of them needed the headache of a crumbling château in France and all would benefit more from the proceeds of a sale, particularly Bertie. It was reasonable to believe that Bertie would receive a quarter of his father’s estate, even if all of what Paul had had come from her. Bertie was still his son, whether an admirable person or not, and the money Véronique had given Paul was his to bequeath as he chose.

She ended the conversation with Bertie and went to bed that night thinking of all she had to do, and the funeral she had to arrange. Timmie had promised to help her. It was a strange feeling knowing that Paul was gone now. She knew she would miss him. He had been good to talk to and sometimes fun to be with even after their divorce. She was no longer in love with him, and hadn’t been for years, which was a relief. But she loved him as someone who had been important in her life. It would be hard to lose that now. She fell asleep thinking about the ten happy years of their marriage, which had been the best years of her life. No one had ever been as dazzling as Paul Parker. There would never be anyone like him. And whatever his failings, it was what his daughters were thinking that night, too. He was unique.


Chapter 2

Joy arrived at Timmie’s apartment, from the red-eye flight from L.A., before Timmie left for work. Joy was due at the apartment at seven, so Timmie had agreed to wait, and she had texted as soon as she landed, to confirm that she’d be on time. Joy was as organized and reliable as her older sister, while Juliette had always been vaguer and more fey, and was the most emotional of the three. Timmie had talked to Juliette the night before, and Juliette was distraught over their father, who from hero had become saint, which had irritated Timmie, although she tried not to say it.

Timmie had written a draft of the obituary when she got home from work the night before. There wasn’t much to say about him, and she had never been charitable about her father. “Successful fortune hunter dies after a year of illness following stroke, in New York,” didn’t seem appropriate. She didn’t say that, but she thought it, as she wrote that he had graduated from Princeton, been married twice, and had four surviving children, and listed them by name. His career had been undignified and brief, and had consisted of small, unimportant jobs on the fringes of banking, and then in real estate, until he met her mother, which had been a windfall for him. Véronique never made an issue of it, but it was no secret to their children. The only fortune he had made was from his marriage to their mother. Timmie hated the fact that he had cheated on her and destroyed her mother’s illusions about him, and theirs.

Paul had been beautiful and impressive when he walked into a room, and an asset at any dinner table, but he had accomplished nothing, and his penchant for vapid, pretty young women had added little to his life and nothing to his CV. He had lived only in the moment, wanting to have fun, and never thinking of the future, or the consequences of his actions, right to the end. His last female companion had been a beautiful young Russian girl, who had disappeared the moment he got sick. At least they wouldn’t have her to contend with, Timmie thought. It would be bad enough dealing with Bertie, who would scramble for every penny. Timmie had no illusions about him, none of them did, and most of the time she forgot about him completely. They’d hardly seen him in recent years, which was a blessing. And he avoided them, too, since staying in touch with them was of no benefit to him. He seemed to have only their father’s worst traits, multiplied by a thousand, with none of his good ones to mitigate them. Their father had said as much himself.

Joy looked sleepy when she got to Timmie’s apartment, and more beautiful than ever when Timmie opened the door to her. She was wearing a short white skirt and a T-shirt, and even in flat sandals she was almost as tall as Timmie, although they had entirely different styles and appearances. Timmie had the blond aristocratic good looks of her father, while Joy was absolutely dazzling with her dark hair, violet eyes, and creamy skin. She had their mother’s looks and father’s height. Timmie hadn’t seen her in a while, although they talked from time to time. Joy was never great at returning calls or staying in touch. Timmie and Juliette spoke far more often. Joy was too busy with her auditions, go-sees, cattle calls, acting jobs, and waitressing in between.

The two sisters embraced the minute they saw each other, and for a long moment, Joy clung to her, as they both thought of their father.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Joy said in a hoarse voice as she walked in. “I kind of thought he’d go on forever.”

“We all did,” Timmie said, as she poured her a mug of coffee in the kitchen and handed it to her. She was wearing a different plaid shirt, clean jeans, and the same Converse she’d had on the day before. It was a rag-bag unisex look, similar to what everyone wore at the foundation, hardly different from their homeless clients, whereas Joy looked sexy, young, and very L.A. in her miniskirt. Her older sister smiled at her. Joy was unarguably the family beauty, as her father always said. She looked like a taller version of their mother, with a huge dose of sex appeal added to the mix. Their mother looked more demure, but their features and coloring were the same. And with their father’s height, they were very striking women.

“Mom’s coming in the afternoon,” Timmie filled her in. “She texted me when she got on the plane in Nice three hours ago. I told her you were staying here.” It wouldn’t surprise her, since Joy almost always did when she came to New York, which was as seldom as she could. The two sisters liked being together downtown, and it gave them a chance to catch up. Timmie seemed older and more mature, even though they were only three years apart, which had made a bigger difference when they were kids. “I think the funeral will be in three days. Mom will figure it out when she gets here.”

“Is she going back to St. Tropez afterward?” Joy asked her, feeling guilty that she hadn’t made time to go there this summer, but neither had Timmie. And Juliette couldn’t get away either, since she had no one to relieve her at the sandwich shop, except her bakery assistant, who didn’t speak English and wasn’t up to it. Juliette had hardly taken a day off in three years, until her father’s death the day before. And now she wanted to take the rest of the summer off to mourn and honor him, and take some time for herself. Even though it had been expected, her father’s death was a shock to her.

“She didn’t say,” Timmie answered. “I think she only has the house till the end of the month, and I get the feeling she’s been lonely there.” But she had nothing to do in New York either. Véronique had relied heavily on them to fill her life while they were growing up, and in the past few years, she had been at loose ends.

Véronique was talking about starting to paint again, but had done nothing about it. She had been a very talented portrait artist and had gone to the Beaux-Arts in Paris, but she had only dabbled at her art while the girls were young, and said she didn’t have time. Now she did, but had been away from it for too long. She hadn’t figured out what to do to fill her days. She read a lot and went back and forth to Paris, had done some charity work, but hadn’t found a real focus for her time. She had dated a few men since the divorce, but hadn’t had anyone serious in her life since Paul. And she spent just enough time with him to curb her appetite for companionship and keep her from being too interested in finding someone else. Timmie had been wondering the night before if his being gone now would make a difference
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