


[image: cover-image]





Together for the first time in one valuable box set, three compelling stories of family and friendship from the New York Times bestselling author of The Beach House, Mary Alice Monroe.

The Book Club

On the surface, it is a monthly book club. But for five women, it is so much more: everything from an escape from daily responsibilities to the sense of community and security it provides. They are from different walks of life, embracing the challenge of change. And as they share their hopes and fears and triumphs, they will hold fast to the true magic of the book club—friendship.

The Four Seasons

The Season sisters have gathered for the funeral of their younger sister. Her death, and the legacy she leaves them, will trigger a cross-country journey in search of a stranger with the power to mend their shattered lives. As the emotions of the past reverberate into the present, the three search for the girls they once were, in hopes of finding what they really lost: the women they were meant to be.

Skyward

When burned-out ER nurse Ella Majors can take no more misery, she accepts a temporary position caring for a little girl. Harris Henderson, a single father, seems better able to deal with the creatures he rehabilitates in his birds-of-prey sanctuary than with his own daughter. Then something magical begins to happen: the timeless beauty of the South Carolina coast and the majestic grace of the wild birds weave a healing spell on all their injured hearts.
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        Discover this moving story of five remarkable friends as Mary Alice
                    Monroe, the New York Times bestselling author of The Beach House
                    explores the power of friendship with tenderness and honesty.

        On the surface, it is a monthly book club. But for five women, it is so much
            more. For Eve Porter, whose husband’s sudden death cheats her of every security she had
            planned on, the club is a place of sanctuary. For Annie Blake, a brilliant attorney
            intent on starting a family late in life, it is the chance to finally let down her guard
            and dream of other possibilities. For Doris Bridges, it is her support group as she
            acknowledges her dying marriage and finds the ultimate freedom in her husband’s
            betrayal. For Gabriella Rivera, the “perfect” wife, mother and friend who offers support
            to everyone but is afraid to ask for it herself, it is a sense of community. And for
            Midge Kirsch, an artist who has always lived her life against the grain, it is a haven
            of acceptance.

        They are five women from different walks of life, embracing the challenge of
            change. And as they share their hopes and fears and triumphs, they will hold fast to the
            true magic of the book club—friendship.

        Originally published in 1999

    
The Book Club

Mary Alice Monroe
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				PROLOGUE

				Eve of Return

				January 7, 1998

				Tonight, I will return to my Book Club.

				It’s been half a year since I’ve been to a meeting. The women will be kind, I know. Solicitous, perhaps even wary not to say anything that will bring to mind my tragedy. I hope I don’t see pity in their eyes. It is not pity I need now but understanding. Tender words and outstretched hands that will help me break my long isolation and rekindle the kinship with my friends.

				And we are friends. Doris and I began the club out of desperation fifteen years ago. We were both new mothers living on the same block with a need for companionship, intellectual stimulation—and baby-sitters. Back in 1983, the club was really a combination Book-La Leche-Baby-sitting Club. The Book Club grew as our children did, new members joining, old members moving away, but always the core remained: me, Doris, Midge and Gabriella. And now Annie. We’ve gone through meetings where many of us had a child locked to our breasts, meetings where someone nodded, half-awake, on the sofa after a night up with a sick child, and meetings where, for no explicable reason, we drank too much wine and barely discussed the books at all. Today, most of our children are poised for leaving and once more we search for books to give this new phase of our lives meaning.

				I know my long absence has been a drain on the group. They’re worried about me. Annie phoned me twice already to see whether I was coming tonight. I read the previous month’s book, a biography of Eleanor Roosevelt, but I had little to say on the topic of an intelligent, determined woman who triumphed in the face of personal adversity. I wonder if the group didn’t choose the book especially for my benefit, perhaps to give me inspiration or as an effort to make my reentry positive. My life is not filled with triumphs. Whose is?

				I grew up in a comfortable suburb outside of Chicago, and like most of the women in the Book Club, am a product of the Catholic school system of the 1950s. We can all laugh now when a book makes reference to the Baltimore catechism or flocks of nuns shrouded in starched wimples and jangling rosaries. We relish books that bring us back to that innocent time when we played without fear in the streets on summer nights till 10:00 p.m. How many books chronicled our era’s passage from Motown to the Beatles and finally to acid rock? Or the painful choices of the Vietnam War years? All of us knew boys who wore either military uniforms or peace signs, or perhaps one who fled across the border, never to be heard from again. Now some of us know husbands—no longer young but aging without grace—who break family ties and flee. We devour stories about them, wondering, shivering.

				I miss my Book Club. I miss reading the books and discussing them. The books are the key to the group, to what makes our discussions work. They provide a forum that is safe, so that during our meetings we can share our ideas, and later, our problems. And later still, our secrets. Mostly, however, I miss my friends. They are the true magic of the group. I see my life as a story, one I share with my Book Club. And though there are some surprises, there is no resolution. I am like you. My story could be yours.

				One day, quite suddenly, my story changed. The setting shifted. The characters were rocked. If this were a plot diagram, my plummet was off the paper. The only constant was the point of view: first person, me, looking outward and inward, and seeing nothing.

				I didn’t see it coming. I guess that’s what writers like to call “the element of surprise,” that jolt from nowhere that catapults the hero into a new direction. The old gun-in-the-drawer trick. Whether the story is a mystery, a romance, an adventure, a comedy or a drama—in real life it’s a combination of all of the above—you just don’t know what’s coming next.

				For me, the change came on June 21, 1997. On that day, the corpse fell through the roof.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				All life is a story, and daily each of us collects stories.

				—Rachel Jacobsohn, The Reading Group Handbook

				June 21, 1997

				Eve Porter stepped out from her house into the brilliance of an early morning sun. She immediately raised her palm to shield her eyes; the piercing light was too strong.

				Inside, her house was quiet and dark. Bronte and Finney were asleep in their rooms, the dog was whining, and she hadn’t yet had a cup of coffee. Tom was prowling the rooms with nervous energy, gathering his work and packing last-minute items into his suitcase. Most mornings Eve liked to linger over her coffee, open the windows to the fresh morning breezes and relish her few moments of solitude before the family’s demands pressed her into action. On this morning, Eve felt driven outdoors by her husband’s prickly tension and a nagging guilt she resented. She needed some distance, just a bit of fresh air.

				Eve remembered the days when she stayed one step behind Tom as he prepared to go on a business trip. “Here are your tickets. I found your beeper. Can I order you a cab? Don’t you want anything for breakfast? Let me refresh your coffee.” She was his trusty sidekick, or as Tom often put it, he was the captain and she the navigator.

				Lately, however, she felt the ship was going down. For no one reason she could articulate, she’d begun looking for lifeboats. It wasn’t so much that she doubted the competence of Tom, it was just that the buttons of his jacket didn’t shine quite as bright anymore. Or perhaps the voyage was just too long.

				Eve shook these mutinous thoughts out of her mind and stepped out into the morning air. “Today will be a good day,” she said firmly, silencing her heart murmuring, “He will not ruin my day.” She made her way toward the rustling breezes and birdsong in her garden, turning away from the closed, dark house. The early-morning air smelled sweet and the sun shone softly on the cheery colors of her perennial bed. She bent to admire droplets of dew cupped in the furry leaf of a lady’s mantle.

				Today was the first day of summer, she realized, her spirits lifting like a kite. She loved milestones of any sort: birthdays, anniversaries, holidays, checks on the calendar, notches on a growth chart. Today would be special, brand-new. She felt it deep inside. Summer was here with sunny days and balmy nights, the informality of barbecues and dips in the swimming pool. She was so relieved to have the grind of the school year finished. She missed playing with her children.

				She really should wake them to say goodbye to their father, but they were so tired; she’d let them sleep a bit longer. Finney had a football game at noon and Bronte wanted a ride to the mall at two. With Tom gone for a few days, and the children out of school, she could relax a bit herself. Perhaps even squeeze in a little extra time in her garden this morning, she thought, noting that her tobacco plants needed deadheading.

				She slipped to her knees, relishing the coolness of the morning dew that soaked the thin cotton of her pajamas. She no longer expected anyone to help her with the weeding or the planting. The children had complained so bitterly for so many years that she’d stopped demanding their time, and Tom, well, he never had the time or the interest. They had such busy lives and it was her job, as the mother and wife, to make certain all went smoothly in the home. But it was such a large home…and theirs was a large property, too, one of the largest in Riverton. The children were proud of their home and this she felt was her success. She’d decorated the twelve rooms herself, sewn countless yards of drapes and coordinated all the improvements. She’d even landscaped the entire lot, planting with her own delicate hands over fifty shrubs and countless perennials.

				Gardening was her hobby after all, she told herself as she dug in the earth. No one asked her to plant these flowers that she adored. So why should she expect them to help? And wasn’t it the mother’s job, even duty, to make a home run smoothly? Wasn’t she indispensable? Still, the thought that no one offered to help rankled as she reached to pull out the offending weeds, careful to get the roots.

				The front door swung open and she lifted her gaze to see her husband hurry down the stone steps on his way to the garage. His coattails were flying, he was tripping over his luggage and he sent off sparks of irritation that she could feel clear across the garden. Though his dark suit was immaculate, his white shirt was gleaming and his tie had enough panache to be discreetly admired, her knowing eyes picked up the tight line of his lips that gave his chiseled, tanned face a tautness too familiar of late. Tom wasn’t a vain man. His hair might be thinning at the crown and his waist fuller, but Tom Porter still had movie-star good looks—looks that would have been a hindrance to his medical career except for the sharp intelligence and compassion in his dark eyes.

				Eve didn’t see his eyes this morning, however, because the light was too bright. She squinted and caught only the shadow of his passing.

				“I’ll phone you tonight,” he called over his shoulder with a distracted air.

				She didn’t reply and instead rested her hands on her thighs and watched him raise the trunk of his sedan, then toss in his new garment bag. Next he gingerly rested his computer bag beside it. Eve knew exactly what was in that overnight bag she’d purchased for him for his fiftieth birthday. She’d laid in bed last night with her hands clenched in her lap silently watching as he packed it. The memory still irked.

				“Why do you always wait until the last minute to pack?” she’d asked crossly. “It’s almost midnight, Tom. I’m tired and we have to get up early. Your plane leaves at seven so you’ll have to leave by six.”

				“I didn’t have time to do it any earlier.” His tone was sharp and he tossed a folded boxed shirt into the bag with an angry flip.

				Eve bit her tongue, knowing this was true. She didn’t wish to annoy him when he was so pressed for time. Still, she couldn’t help the frustration boiling inside her. It didn’t seem to concern him in the least that she would be kept awake for as long as it took him to pack.

				“Why didn’t you ask me to help? All I needed was your schedule. I’d have been happy to do it for you.”

				“I told you I was leaving.”

				“Yes,” she replied in a tone that implied How can you be so obtuse? “But I didn’t know to where, or for what, until yesterday.”

				She used to always know where he was going, what topic he was speaking on, and made a game of packing for him. They’d laughed when she held ties up to his face and test-kissed him to make her selection. She took such pride in his appearance, as she did in her children’s. Recently, however, the trips piled one on top of the other as his reputation grew. He’d sometimes forget to tell her when he was going out of town until he needed something, and then he’d inform her as an afterthought. Like yesterday’s “Oh, Eve, could you make sure I have enough shirts for San Diego?” Whether she’d lost track of his schedule or he’d stopped sharing it with her, she couldn’t remember anymore. All she knew was that somehow, she no longer packed for him. So she lay in bed, still and hard-limbed, watching.

				“Look, just let me get it done,” he said, rummaging through his closet, laying her aside. “Go on to sleep. I’ll be a while yet.”

				She heard his dismissal, closed her mouth and folded her arms across her chest. In a cool silence that had grown over the past years, she watched him pack for the two-day trip, knowing exactly how he reasoned his choices. Three pairs of underwear, two fresh and an extra to change into should he go for a swim, two pairs of dark, cashmere wool socks and a spare polo shirt. He selected three Egyptian cotton shirts and a matching Hermès tie, a swimsuit, a flask of Scotch because he liked to work late in his room and, finally, the leather toiletries case. She’d meant to ask him why he still carried condoms in his bag now that she’d had her tubes tied, but never did.

				She knew he wasn’t fooling around and didn’t want him to think that she didn’t trust him. They’d been married for twenty-three years next month and a woman knew her husband well enough after all that time. She and Tom had an agreement, one forged on their wedding night and held sacred. They’d sworn that neither one of them would have an affair without first telling the other. Divorce or whatever might follow, but they’d vowed to have honor and respect in their marriage. They prided themselves on their honesty.

				Kneeling in the garden with the sun’s heat pressing on her back, Eve envisioned those condoms in that toiletry bag and her bare hands dug into the black soil as she forced out a deep dandelion root. A large worm clung to the soil around the weed, wriggling and coiling when she shook it off. She heard the car trunk slam shut and raised her eyes again.

				“Honey, what hotel will you be at?” she called out.

				“Oh, I don’t remember.”

				He sounded winded and she cocked her head, her hands still in the soil. He stood looking at her with an odd expression on his face, as though he were waiting for her to say something more, or perhaps he was wrestling with what to say to her. Her breath stilled and her attention focused as she studied him for some signal, one hint that he wanted a kiss goodbye or a familiar pat on the rear as he hugged her. He used to love to hug her.

				A new stubbornness kept her from leaping up and running into his arms as she always had before, a tenuous clinging to self-esteem after his rebuff in bed last night. She would not go to him first.

				Keeping her silence, staying in place, she noticed his hair was damp with perspiration. He was a heavy sweater—all the Porters were—but it wasn’t that hot this morning and he’d just come outdoors from the air-conditioning. He’d need a shower by the time he got to San Diego, she worried.

				“I’ll call you when I get there,” he said, and her ears perked at the hint of sadness in his voice. “Give you my room number.”

				This was the usual modus operandi these days, unlike back when she carefully posted the hotel name and number on the kitchen bulletin board, up high beside the car pool schedule, the pizza lunch schedule and emergency telephone number. She nodded and opened her mouth to say goodbye, to wish him a good trip, maybe to say I love you, but he’d already turned his back.

				She bent over her garden and dug her small, oval nails into the soil, squeezing it between her fingers. Her eyes swam in water, and through the white noise of pain in her ears, she heard the car door slam, the roar of an engine and the grind of tires along dry cement. When the sound of his car disappeared, she felt a tremendous sense of loss. They couldn’t continue on like this, she thought, sniffing loudly. When he came home they’d have a long talk, maybe go out to dinner. Wiping her eyes with her elbow, she methodically tugged out scores of the tiny invasive clovers, ripping them out one by one, quick and neat.

				* * *

				By six o’clock that evening Tom was long out of her thoughts. Her day was busy and she didn’t have time to dwell. In truth, Tom was gone so much of the time lately that she’d learned to cope without him. She was chief cook and bottle washer around here. The children depended on her. She knew she was the axis upon which their worlds spun. On this first day of summer, Finney had won the football game for his team with a score in the last quarter and Bronte had come home with a triumphant smile and bags of clothes she’d bought on sale at Nordstrom’s with her birthday money. Eve wiped her hands at the sink, feeling especially pleased with herself because, despite all the chauffeuring, she’d found time to shop at the farmer’s market and bake an angel food cake to serve with the fresh berries. She’d surprise the children and serve it with a cheery, “Happy first day of summer!”

				“Children, dinner!” she called up the stairs. After hearing their mumbled replies from behind closed bedroom doors, she hurried out the door to her garden to pluck a few flowers for the table. So early in the season, it was slim pickings. Many of the flowers were just gaining ground. She stood with her chin in her palm, considering the selection.

				“Mom! Telephone!” Finney’s voice cracked on the final syllable.

				She smiled, then checked her watch. “Is it a solicitation?” She couldn’t abide those pesty calls at the dinner hour. She snipped off one rose, then two more, careful of the slant. After a moment, she heard Finney again.

				“Mom! She says it’s important.”

				Irritation tightened her lips. These telephone solicitors were getting so cagey. “Well, who is it?”

				“She says she’s from San…San…something hospital.”

				Eve felt a chill and a cloud passed overhead. For a moment, time seemed to stand still. As though she were a remote stranger looking through a lens, she turned her head and saw her world, sharpening the focus. She saw her lovely redbrick Prairie-style house with its imposing porte cochere lined in front by broad-leafed rhododendron, the shadow of her fourteen-year-old daughter in the windows on her way to the dining room for dinner with a telephone to her ear, her lanky twelve-year-old son leaning against the frame of the open front door awaiting her instructions with the impatience of youth. This was her perfect world and instinctively she knew she’d better take a good last look.

				Her breath exhaled in a prayer. “You’re just being ridiculous,” she told herself. She had such a flair for the dramatic. Tom was on grand rounds at San Diego Hospital. It was a message from him. What was the matter with her lately?

				“Tell them I’m coming!” she called to Finney. She gathered the roses, then ran up the front steps, surprised at how wobbly her knees felt. She ignored Finney’s darkened gaze and went straight to the phone lying on the kitchen counter.

				“Hello,” she managed to get out through dry lips. “This is Mrs. Porter.”

				“Hello, Mrs. Porter,” came the soft, even tones of the faceless woman. “This is Dr. Raphaelson at San Diego Medical Center.”

				“Yes, what can I do for you?”

				“Are you married to a Dr. Thomas Porter? From Riverton, Illinois?”

				“Yes…”

				There was a brief pause. Eve felt the heaviness of the delay as an anvil on her own chest. Her breath stilled.

				“Mrs. Porter, I’m very sorry to inform you that your husband had a heart attack this afternoon.”

				She clutched the telephone. “What? How? Where?”

				“He was at the hospital when the attack occurred, but it was too severe. I’m sorry, Mrs. Porter. We did everything we could.”

				None of this made any sense to her. Tom was at the San Diego Hospital for grand rounds. He would be gone for two days and then he’d come home. They had things to talk about, to settle between them. What was this woman talking about?

				“No, that’s not possible.”

				“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Porter. Your husband died at two-thirty this afternoon, western time.”

				The woman’s words were knocking on her brain but she wouldn’t let them in. “I’m sorry.” Knock. “Very sorry.” Knock. If she opened up to the meaning, she knew she’d hear the toll, He’s dead, dead, dead. She felt frozen. The phone dropped out from her splayed hands along with the three rose stems. Looking down, she saw pricks of blood trickling down her palm but she couldn’t feel a thing.

				Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. In her ears was a relentless roar of waves. With halting breaths she slowly looked around the room, her eyes wide with shock. In front of her were the frightened faces of Finney and Bronte, who were instinctively moving closer to her. She held out her hand to ward them off, not wanting to be touched. She shook her head as her heart thumped loudly and her mouth worked soundlessly. Those cursed, painful words were forcing their way into her brain, their meaning scorching, cracking the ice and shattering her defenses. Tom was dead.

				The searing words created a furnace in her chest, fueled by her pain, burning away her denial, creating a pressure in her chest until she couldn’t hold it back any longer. She knew she was going to erupt. She slapped her palms against her mouth but the pain burst through, bellowing forth as a primeval scream at the top of her lungs.

				Then she wrapped her arms around her children, pressed them close and felt them cling tight to her; Bronte’s head beside hers, Finney’s against her chest.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				The time is here for me to leave this life.
I have fought the good fight.
I have finished the race.
I have kept the faith.

				—II Timothy, 4:6-8
The verse Eve chose for Tom’s funeral Holy Card.

				Saint Luke’s Catholic Church, like the village of Riverton, was small but important. The gothic architecture, with its dark wood and beams, the blazing beauty of the stained glass and the intricate grillwork, was an impressive display of both artisan talent and the devotion of wealthy patrons. Riverton’s Catholics fell to their knees in Saint Luke’s in consistently steady numbers each Sunday. Yet, even by Riverton’s standards, the turnout for Tom Porter’s funeral service was impressive. Well-dressed people, their summer tans glowing, overflowed the narrow aisles and spilled outside the arched wooden doors.

				Doris Bridges took her place at the front of the church. She held her hands firmly on the pew ahead of her, and with her chin held at a jaunty angle, she viewed the procession of people much in the manner of a general surveying the troops. She was broad-boned and wide-hipped, and her full chest heaved with a deep, personal satisfaction. It was a good thing she’d stepped in at the last minute to take charge of the funeral arrangements, she thought to herself. She hated to think what a fiasco it could have been without her. A travesty. Poor Eve, she was utterly despondent. Usually her friend was so organized and creative, but Tom’s death had shocked her into a comatose state. And her in-laws… Useless. They were positively ancient! Certainly not up to the task of a large funeral. Doris mentally patted herself on the back for doing what any good friend would have done.

				And she’d done well, she thought, looking over the altar with a proprietary air. Dozens of tall, white lilies adorned the snowy linen-draped altar. Beside it, near the communion rail, stood a table on which she’d placed a large, recent photograph of Tom and a single, spectacular assortment of white flowers. Eve adored flowers. Doris had personally selected the unusual blooms, knowing Eve would notice her touch. She couldn’t trust a florist not to fill in the arrangement with carnations.

				Doris sat a pew behind the grieving family, far enough to allow them privacy, but close enough that others would know she was a close, personal friend. She tilted her head and casually searched the crowd for familiar faces. Of course, she knew many of the people, either through social contacts, school or business. Her gaze was arrested by a tall redhead sobbing uncontrollably in the side vestibule. Doris didn’t recognize her. Then again, how could anyone get a look at her under that enormous floppy black hat? Well, for pity’s sake, Doris thought with indignation, such a showy spectacle. You’d think she was the widow. Some women had no self-control. It was her duty as a ranking member of the community to set the tone, she supposed. When she made eye contact with the woman, she offered a careful, brief smile of acknowledgment with the message to rein it in. But the woman was oblivious and sobbed on.

				She turned to look again at Tom’s widow, who, in contrast, stood still and silent. She appeared little more than a faint shadow behind her black lace mantilla. Doris’s heart seized with love for her friend. Here was a woman who deserved to sob. Eve was so utterly alone! Tom had been the pillar of her life. He had such vivacity and drive. He was well-known, liked and respected by everyone. Eve, however, was a private sort of person, very warm and friendly, but reserved. Tom and the children made up her world. And though she volunteered her time, she wasn’t social. Doris recalled how once, over coffee, Eve had confided that the most important women in her life were the Book Club. Doris, who was extremely social, had understood and quietly agreed with her.

				Where were the girls? she wondered, craning her neck to scan the crowd.

				She spotted Gabriella across the aisle seated with her husband, Fernando, and their four children. They nearly filled the whole pew. The apples certainly didn’t fall far from the tree in that bunch, she thought as she surveyed the long line of gleaming black hair on the bowed heads. They were a handsome family, devoted to each other. Gabby was loved by everyone who knew her, not only because her dazzling, wide smile and dancing, dark eyes cheered everyone simply by looking at her, but because her intrinsic goodness was obvious in her generous, caring gestures. It was typical of Gabby that in the past several days she had fretted over lackluster Eve and her poor, fatherless bebés and had brought truckloads of home-cooked meals to Eve’s house. It was no wonder Gabby’s shoulders drooped today.

				Behind Gabriella sat Midge Kirsch, alone as usual. She wasn’t an attractive woman physically, but even at a distance anyone could see the strength in the straightness of her lean shoulders, the steadiness of her dark-eyed gaze and the dramatic clash of a long, flowing black skirt and a military-blue shawl. Of course, you had to be tall to carry off such vintage clothing, Doris thought with a sniff. But she had to admit Midge delivered her own signature style to everything she did.

				Annie Blake walked up the aisle, then paused just outside her own pew. Doris felt a flush of envy and sucked in her gut as she caught sight of Annie’s willowy figure draped in an impeccably cut, dove-gray suit of a quality worthy of a successful lawyer. Everything about Annie smacked of sleek control. Her gray, sexy-high patent pumps shone, her itsy-bitsy black leather purse screamed order, and not one of her fine, perfectly blended gold hairs dared to slip from the chignon at the nape of her long neck. No matter how much money she spent, Doris knew she’d never look like that. Deep in her heart, Doris was convinced it was a cult secret that thin, attractive, successful women kept to themselves just to drive plump, dumpy women like herself crazy.

				Annie’s catlike gaze flicked expertly over those who sat nearby and Doris knew no detail escaped that radar sweep. When her gaze fell on Doris and their eyes met, Annie smiled in polite recognition, then with the quick decision typical of Annie, gracefully slipped in beside Midge.

				Doris’s hand smoothed the creases from her navy linen skirt that was straining at the buttons. It was several years old, not at all as stylish as Annie’s, but a good suit was designed to last. Hadn’t her mother worn Chanel suits that were decades old? Quality was always in style, her mother always told her. Still, the waistband pinched mercilessly and Doris promised herself as she sucked in her stomach that tomorrow she’d begin that protein diet she’d been reading about. And exercise, too. God only knew how many tomorrows we all have, she thought, looking again at the gleaming wood-and-brass casket that rested before the altar.

				Who could have imagined Tom Porter would die so suddenly? She’d always thought he was full of life, so handsome with his quick smile and flashing dark eyes. More than once she’d envied Eve for the happiness and passion that was obvious in their marriage. So unlike her own. Doris brought her fingertips to her lips. It was always a shock when a vibrant man died, but when that person was as young as Tom Porter, everyone took the loss personally. Of course, everyone felt real sorrow and pity for the wife and children left without a husband and father. But an early death hit home because each survivor of a certain age felt the dark shadow pass over, reminding them that death was not reserved only for the old. That each day could be their last.

				Feeling a sudden twinge of worry for her own husband, Doris turned her head and searched the entrance for the umpteenth time for sign of him. Her heart beat with hope when she saw Annie’s husband, John, enter the church. His long, Swedish features and the perpetual tan that contrasted with his white-blond hair were easy to spot; he towered over those who clustered near the entrance. His piercing blue eyes scanned the crowd. Doris knew the moment he located Annie because his face broke into a smile at the very sight of her. He moved with the grace of an athlete toward the front of the church to meet his wife, unaware that the heads of women, young and old, turned as he passed. Doris’s heart skipped a beat, wondering what it would be like to be so adored by a man….

				Again she anxiously watched the door, expecting R.J. to follow John in. John worked for her husband and it seemed natural that they would arrive from the meeting together. After a few minutes, she checked her watch.

				Her worry instantly altered to pique. He was inexcusably late! To think he’d had the audacity to imply that he might not be able to make the Porter funeral at all. Doris recalled how last night she’d put her foot down. Imagine, not showing up for a neighbor’s—a friend’s, a dear friend’s—funeral service just because of a business meeting. It was beyond rude, it was unconscionable. Everyone would notice. She couldn’t help the tsk that escaped from her lips. How could he do this to her? This sort of thing was happening far too often lately, and was growing harder to make excuses for. And his hours… Impossible. She really had to talk to him again about his late nights. He wasn’t a young man anymore. At fifty-four, he drank too much and did nothing but push, push, push with his construction company. That was the right formula for a heart attack. If he wasn’t careful, she’d be the grieving widow. All alone, like Eve.

				She shuddered at the thought and glanced warily at the casket, then over at Eve. Poor, poor Eve. The black suit dwarfed her delicate frame and the long, lace mantilla accentuated her face’s wintry whiteness. From beneath the veil, Eve’s watery blue eyes stared at the casket with stricken disbelief. She looked so fragile, paper-thin like the shell of a cicada left behind on the trunk of a tree. A sudden gust of air could blow her away. She was flanked on either side by her two children.

				With a sudden rush of emotion, Doris reached out to clutch the hands of her own daughter, Sarah, and her son, Bobby, standing at her sides. Teenagers, they tilted their heads to look at her quizzically, then with embarrassment. She saw bits of herself in their faces, and a lot of R.J., living, breathing proofs of their union. She squeezed their hands tightly. Family was everything, she thought. Poor Eve, to have lost Tom. The thought of losing R.J., of being alone, filled Doris with fear.

				* * *

				Annie couldn’t wait to be alone. She stood at the base of the church’s outside stairs tapping her foot, waiting for John to bring the car around. A final few stragglers chatted in small clusters in the open vestibule, but everyone else had left, either for the open house at Eve’s, or home.

				Annie felt consumed with an unusual despondency, a strange sense of floundering in rocky waters. Tom’s death came as such a shock. Just a few weeks ago he was laughing as they chased him out of the living room for a Book Club meeting. She’d come home late from the office to hear the news on the phone from Gabriella. It hit so hard that she’d drank too much wine and clung to John all night long. She was an existentialist and didn’t believe in an afterlife, so why his death shook her so deeply she didn’t know. It’s not like they were even close. Eve was her friend, not Tom, though she liked Tom well enough. The Book Club treated the husbands politely and twice a year they partied together. Nice fellows, but in truth, they barely knew them. The husbands were just sort of there, like window dressing. Still, Tom’s death shook her, shook them all.

				Someone she knew hailed her as he passed by and mumbled something about what a terrible shock this all was. She responded in kind and sighed in relief when she saw his back.

				God, she hated these things. The somber faces, everyone spewing out pat phrases, and Doris lording over them like a high priestess. And who was that redhead carrying on in the vestibule? She wanted to walk right up to her and slap her! Get a life, lady. He wasn’t your husband, for crying out loud.

				Eve hadn’t cried; that’s what troubled her. It pained her to see the stricken look on Eve’s face as they wheeled the casket away. Her instincts told her Eve’s feelings ran deeper than grief. Was it fear? Or perhaps guilt? Over what, Annie couldn’t imagine. Eve and Tom had had one of those perfect marriages that gave the rest of them hope. People could always point to the Porters as living, breathing proof that good marriages still survived. Still, as a lawyer she’d handled many divorces, and over the years she’d learned that behind closed doors there were three sides to every story: his, hers and the truth.

				Annie sighed sadly and shook her head, sure that the look of utter devastation on Eve’s face as she stared at her husband’s coffin was too raw for an easy acceptance and peace. She’d counseled far too many women over the years to miss that look now.

				A brief beep from the curb was a welcome break from this train of thought. She looked up to see John’s long fingers waving her toward their BMW.

				“Are you ready to go home?” he asked when she climbed in.

				Annie smiled up at John’s solicitous face and nodded, her eyes expressing her gratitude that he could pick up on her needs so effortlessly. John was always there for her, watching out for her, caring for her. He really did spoil her.

				“I’m more than ready,” she replied, settling in and closing the door. She was relieved when the car swung away from the curb, leaving the church behind them. “Thank God that’s over. What an ordeal. Who knew Catholic masses could be so long? There wasn’t a dry eye in the house.” She began unbuttoning her suit jacket to the cool air-conditioning. While she did, she recalled the emotional eulogy and the message that one’s time on earth was finite. While the priest implied that one should prepare for heaven, her personal credo was to live each day as if it were her last.

				“How’s Eve?” John wanted to know.

				“I’m worried about her.” She shrugged. “But there’s nothing I can do for Eve now. Doris has everything under control at the moment. As usual.” The latter, she muttered under her breath. “My turn to help will come later, when she needs legal advice. I hope Tom took care of her, that’s all I can say. Otherwise, it’ll be tough going for her.”

				She brought her fingers to her brow and closed her eyes against the sorrow she felt for her friend’s suffering that pierced straight to the marrow. Eve appeared lost; it was clear she was going to need a lot of guidance. Annie knew what that felt like, knew how many hard knocks a woman could receive when she forged a new life of her own. She knew, too, that she’d be right by Eve’s side, every step of the way.

				“Let’s get something to eat,” John suggested.

				“Right now, I could use a good, stiff drink.”

				John’s eyes narrowed and his hands held the wheel tighter. “Isn’t it a bit early for a drink? We haven’t eaten a real meal yet today. How about we go out for a late lunch?” Then seeing her wrinkled nose, he said, “Okay, we’ll call it an early dinner.”

				Annie waved away his suggestions, annoyed by his worry about her drinking. “I’m not the least hungry. My craw is crammed full with sadness and death and depression.” She shook her hands in front of her, releasing the tension. “God, that funeral was just too, too sad. It’s really staying with me. I’m sick of death and sympathy. Don’t you feel the need to do something, oh, I don’t know, something to reconfirm life?”

				“Eating confirms life….”

				“No. What I really want right now is to go to my own home, have a nice, cold drink from my own glass, then make hot, passionate love with my own husband—all afternoon.”

				John’s frown turned upward. “Sounds good to me.”

				“I thought it might,” she said, catching his smile. Her palms itched to rub over his smooth flesh, to feel the warmth of his life’s blood. To rub skin against skin. He was a beautiful man, inside and out, and she loved him, needed him, more at this moment than ever before. This emotional tide had to be a result of the funeral, she decided. It wasn’t usual for her to have these gushy feelings race through her, but today in church she’d had some kind of epiphany. Watching Eve walk down the aisle of the church behind Tom’s casket, Annie was struck by how fiercely Eve had clasped the hands of her two children. In a flash Annie realized that Eve was gaining as much strength from Bronte and Finney as she was giving to them. There was a bond there, an energy, that was palpable.

				For the first time in her life, Annie felt the desire to have a child of her own.

				“You know,” she said, leaning over and linking arms with him, “since we’re talking about reconfirming life, and since we’ll be making love…there’s another idea I’ve been toying with.” She waited till he glanced from the road to her. His gaze was at first curious. Then, the second time he glanced her way, he caught something in her expression. His face stilled and his eyes sparked with intense concentration, as though he anticipated her next comment.

				She spoke slowly, wanting to be sure of her words. “John, I know you’ve wanted a child for a long time. While I was standing at the curb, waiting for you, I was thinking how life is so short, so precious. I don’t think we should wait any longer.”

				A moment passed while a flush of color crept up John’s cheeks. When he glanced her way a third time, she could tell from the excitement bubbling in his eyes that he was overjoyed, but trying his best not to appear overanxious, lest he spook her. She held back her smile, thinking that John would make a terrible lawyer. His eyes would give him away every time.

				“Are you sure?” he asked, almost stuttering.

				“Aren’t you?” It was terrible to tease him.

				He cleared his throat, utterly serious. “Sure, I’m sure. But I want to be certain that this isn’t just some reaction to Tom’s death. I mean, hell, Annie, this is so sudden. We’ve been married for five years and this is the first time you’ve ever agreed to so much as discuss having a baby. Every time I’ve brought it up you’ve stopped me cold. We aren’t getting any younger. I sort of gave up on the idea of ever having a baby. And now suddenly you want one? What about your law practice? What about all that pro bono stuff you’re so hot to do? How does a baby fit in with all that?”

				Her eyes danced merrily as she poked at his arm. “So… you’re saying we shouldn’t have a baby?”

				“No!” He almost shouted the word. He pulled to the side of the road and stopped the car. “No,” he repeated after a deep breath, his shining eyes fixed on her. “I’m only trying to make sure you want one.”

				That was so like John, she thought, looking into his clear, honest eyes. She stroked his arm lovingly. Her heart felt ready to burst. She wanted to give him the world, but she’d start with a baby.

				“I’m sure,” she replied, holding his gaze. Then, to deflect the intensity of the moment, she poked his arm one more time and winked, saying, “But I don’t think I want to make one right here. Gearshifts and bucket seats can be pretty damn uncomfortable. So put the pedal to the metal, boyfriend, and take me home to bed!”

				* * *

				Midge drove home from the funeral to the far eastern side of Oakley, an area considered “risky” by the other women of the Book Club. The neighborhood bordered the western boundary of the city of Chicago, an area populated by low-income families, gangs and high crime statistics.

				It was also an area where old buildings were being converted into fabulous lofts, an area where ethnic restaurants thrived, and where artists, bead makers, writers and eclectic religions could afford to rent large spaces. Pockets of creativity thrived in western Oakley and it was fast becoming “hot” property.

				Back in the 1970s when Midge returned home after college and a failed marriage in Boston, the transient area fit her needs. She was searching for large, open space in which to paint that was affordable, architecturally beautiful and reasonably safe. This was usually synonymous with antichic—and that suited Midge fine. She was never one to worry about fashion. In fact, she made a point of living against the grain. She’d purchased a large loft in one of the area’s first conversions, long before the current wave of lofts hit the country, and liked it so much that she bought the whole building for a good price during a period when the owner thought the area was going downhill.

				Over the course of time she’d watched the area spiral from a solid blue-collar neighborhood to an increasingly crime-ridden one, then later find rebirth under the loving care of a gay community. Gradually the neighborhood evolved into the charming blend of solid ethnic families, gay couples and artists that it currently was. In the process, she’d watched her investment go up, down, and back up again like an economic roller coaster, all because people were afraid their houses were worth less if minorities moved in. When people congratulated her on her investment, Midge always snorted and replied, “Hey, it pays not to be prejudiced. Why not try it sometime?”

				Still, prejudice was an everyday fact of life for Midge. As an art therapist, she worked with young children and teenagers who were seething in anger against poverty and prejudice. She saw that anger as a powder keg waiting to explode. What made her job—her life—hard was that, when her work was done and she came home drained, there was no one to wrap arms around her and hold her, to tell her that she was loved and secure.

				Midge well understood loneliness, and her heart broke for her friend, Eve, knowing what was in store for her. The transition from married to unmarried, from beloved to forsaken, was long and bitter. In time, a strong individual adapted and prospered, like any solid building. But, as any building needed loving tenants and a cohesive community to avoid crumbling, so Eve would need the love and support of her friends.

				At least Eve had her family, Midge thought as she approached her building and pulled out a large metal ring of keys. The broad-based, redbrick building covered half a city block and housed several small studios and shops at street level. The top two floors had been converted into lofts, many rented by the shop owners. In the rear she’d created an enormous garden from what was once an old rubbish heap. Today, vegetables, flowers, a gazebo, chimes and birdbaths flourished in the haven for all to share. She was proud of the way she maintained this building and the relationships she’d forged with her tenants. They were her family.

				Yet, they were not family. A realist, she didn’t kid herself about that fact. As she made her way up the dark flight of stairs to her own door, the sound of her heels on the wood stairs echoed with a hollow loneliness. Yes, she knew this journey so well. She stood at the threshold of her loft, her arms hanging dejectedly at her sides, not ready to step inside and face her isolation.

				It was an airy space, bold and modern, even masculine in the rugged disregard for feminine comfort or style. Much like herself. Usually she felt a tremendous release of pressure when she shut the door behind her. She’d throw her coat and purse over a chair and sigh with relief upon entering her own space. She might grab some cheese and crackers or a bowl of cereal—she never much cared what she ate—then head straight for a book or her paints.

				Sometimes, however, the loneliness hit hard and unexpectedly. At times like these, there was a silence so intense she could hear herself breathe and she felt closed in, buried alive. Today, something about the funeral stirred the depths of a melancholy she strove to keep at bay. Was it witnessing the demise of a family? Or was it seeing the endurance of family ties even under the worst of adversity? The image of Eve clutching the hands of her children stayed with her. So beautiful…and for her, now so unattainable.

				Midge closed the door behind her, mentally closing the door to those depressing thoughts. Tom Porter was her age when he died. At fifty, it was unlikely that she’d find that kind of security and joy in a marriage or with children. She had to face the fact that when she was depressed or frightened, she’d have to dig deep and find her own security. When she wanted to watch a movie in bed on a cold night, she’d better get a cat for company. When she woke up alone on Christmas morning, well… Midge paused and took a deep breath. Well, she told herself with a stern voice, she’d just have to look around and see all that she had to be thankful for. She had a career, her art, good friends. This was her life; she’d made choices and now she must live them out.

				She moved quickly to do something, anything, to divert the melancholy. Stretching out her arm, she punched the button on her answering machine and waited while the tape whirred. The nasal voice pierced the silence.

				You have no messages.

				* * *

				Gabriella stepped into her modest, brick home in north Oakley and walked straight to her bedroom, not saying a word. She closed the door and quickly stripped off the confining navy linen dress and the sweaty, dark nylons, sighing mightily when her skin breathed openly again. She hated to wear constrictive clothing; it felt as though she were wrapped in a vise. But today especially, standing in the stifling, thick humidity of the crowded church, holding back her tears and agonizing for her friend, Eve, and those poor, fatherless, bebés… It was all she could do not to weep out loud, like that crazy redhead. After the mass she soundly kissed her husband and each one of her four children and made them promise never, ever, to die before her.

				She pulled back her long, thick black hair with a clasp, then sat in the cool porcelain of her tub. As she sponged down her round, softening body, her pent-up sadness trickled down into the drain with the rivulets of cool water. No, she sighed, closing her eyes as a worried frown creased her brow, she didn’t need any bad thoughts to hover over her. She didn’t want any of the sadness of the funeral to infiltrate her home. She wasn’t superstitious…but things were going too good lately. Just too, too good.

				Oh God, why did she even have the thought? It tempted fate to think of one’s good fortune. Whenever things went too well, something always happened to clobber her. Gabriella abruptly turned off the water, wrapped herself in a soft cotton towel and quickly dressed in a flowing, bright-yellow sundress.

				“Mami, I’m hungry.” Her youngest was still dressed in his summer best, leaning against the kitchen counter watching television and nibbling Gummi Bears.

				“First you change your clothes, eh? And hang them up, too,” she said, rubbing his hair as he ducked away. “I’ll make lunch. Go on now, put down that candy and no more TV.”

				Gabriella began pulling out the pots and pans to prepare a quick lunch for her family. Weekends were always hectic, but she loved being at the center of it all. The mother was the heart of the family, no? Her eldest two boys had soccer games at the high school and she never let them leave without a substantial meal in their bellies. Her sixteen-year-old daughter, however, was always dieting and it was a constant battle to get her to eat anything. What to make, she wondered, rummaging through the stuffed refrigerator. She turned to look over her shoulder when she heard her husband’s step.

				Fernando was a bear of a man, broad with dark hair all over his body and a soft rounded belly that protruded over his belt. He often scratched or patted it when he was lost in thought. He was scratching his belly now, Gabriella noticed as she followed his path into the kitchen, and her brow knitted when she caught sight of the pensive expression on his face. They’d been married for twenty-five years and she could pick up signs of a quake better than any Richter scale. And right now, her alarms were going off.

				“Are you okay?” she asked him as he stepped beside her to grab a beer from the fridge. “Did the funeral get you down or something?”

				Fernando flipped off the cap and took a long swallow. “Yeah, I guess so,” he replied in a distracted manner. “Tom Porter was about my age, you know.”

				“Your heart is fine,” she replied too quickly, dismissing the notion. Gabriella was a nurse and knew well that heart attacks struck men of Fernando’s age with little warning. Her eyes narrowed as she studied his face, and when she saw the pallor there, blood rushed to her own. “You just saw the doctor for your physical. Your cholesterol was normal. Why?” she asked, feeling a sudden alarm. “Do you have chest pains or something?”

				He shook his head and took another long draft from his bottle. Gabriella’s hands stilled on the counter and she waited quietly for the quake. His lips pinched, the only movement on his face, but his eyes were restless.

				“Remember I told you that there was a memo circulated around the office about a merger? They said there were going to be large-scale layoffs.” He didn’t look at her but spoke to the wall.

				Gabriella did indeed remember that. They’d talked for hours about the possibility that Fernando’s job as district manager of the electronics firm would be in jeopardy. Then Fernando had pointed out how he never missed a day of work, how he often stayed late to solve problems, and how he’d worked for the firm for over a decade. He’d seemed so confident and she slept easy at night believing he would be the last one any company would let go. But now, seeing the heartache in his eyes, she feared the worst. Her earlier premonition played in her mind and she silently cried out, No, no, don’t let him lose his job. Madre de Dios, please don’t make us go through this. Gabriella knew poverty and feared it.

				She didn’t say any of this to Fernando but took his large hand into her small one.

				“They canned me,” he said with brutal honesty. “Gave me my notice. In six weeks, I’ll be out of a job.”

				He looked at her with both wariness and anger, as though he expected her to explode, to blame him for his failure as he surely blamed himself. For a moment she felt frozen by the shock of the words. This wasn’t an it-could-happen scenario. This was the real thing. He was fired, let go, laid off, whatever words they used to stop his career—and his paycheck.

				Her head lowered as she tried to make sense of it. “I…I don’t understand,” she ventured in a small voice. “You said you thought they’d keep you. That it wouldn’t… How could they let you go?”

				“Not just me. Fifteen hundred got the pink slip, most of them in middle management. It’s happening all over.” His hand plowed through his cropped black hair. “That’s what worries me. There’ll be a lot of competition out on the street for my level of position.” His face creased and his hand left his hair to rub his brow, shielding his eyes.

				She heard the worry in his voice, worry not for himself but for his family. As a young man he had worked his way through college while still managing to give his parents a portion of each paycheck. They’d married young, had children early and he’d never stopped working hard for his family. Gabriella looked at her husband’s face and saw the defeat that would kill him more surely than any cholesterol.

				What did she have to be afraid of if he lost his job, she wondered? She loved him. He was her husband, the father of her children. She’d seen in Eve’s eyes the depth of a woman’s desolation when her husband died. What did the loss of a job matter when compared to that loss? She moved to wrap her short, plump arms around him, her head barely reaching his shoulders.

				“We’ll be fine,” she said, and was relieved to feel his arms wrap around her in a bear hug. Laying her cheek against his chest, she relished his scent on his clothes and the warmth of his arms. “You’re alive and well and we have four wonderful bebes. And I have a job, so we know we’ll make do until you find another one. And you will, too. Soon. You just wait and see. We’ll be fine,” she repeated. “We just have to keep the faith.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Between the dark and the daylight,
When the night is beginning to lower,
Comes a pause in the day’s occupations,
That is known as the Children’s Hour.

				—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
The Children’s Hour

				For mothers of school-age children, the first signs of fall are not the yellowing of leaves or a nip in the night air. They are the back-to-school sales, the purchase of book bags, binders and pens, and the mix of panic and excitement on the faces of their children.

				Doris Bridges sat back on her heels on the floor of her library and fingered the old, worn copy of Dr. Seuss’s children’s book. She was feeling a wave of melancholy, having just said goodbye to her eldest son, Bobby Jr., on his way to college. He was the first to leave the nest and his absence left a gaping, empty space in her heart. Opening the book, she was flooded with memories of the countless times she’d read this story to Sarah and Bobby in this very room. They’d all loved Dr. Seuss’s fantasy worlds—the children no more than her. How she used to enjoy watching their small tongues roll the strange sounding syllables in their mouths. Each child had a favorite. Sarah’s was the faithful elephant who would not desert his friends in Horton Hears A Who! Bobby’s was the rhythmic, marching beat of Green Eggs and Ham.

				She’d secretly loved it when they tussled over who could climb into her ample lap, finally settling the dispute with one leaning over her left thigh and the other over her right. If she closed her eyes, she could almost feel the soft pressure of their heads resting against her breasts this very moment, feel the moistness of their foreheads after a bath and smell the sweetness of their wispy hair. Ah, such a perfume! Ambrosia. God must have created it just for mothers. The scent stirred primal instincts to love and protect the babies.

				Her babies… Doris sighed heavily and opened her eyes, feeling a wave of weepiness. All that lay on her lap now was an open book, in hands that were so much older. Wide, freckled hands with large rings and painted nails. She remembered when she hadn’t worn large rings for fear they’d scratch the babies.

				The sound of her children’s voices was still so clear in her memory; at times such as these their high-pitched singsong overwhelmed all other noise. So precious! As were the treasured images of her young family, with R.J. beside her, laughing his big, boisterous laugh. Where did the time go? Where did they all go? She sometimes felt that all she had left were these books. That like Horton, the big, clumsy elephant, she wanted to stand up in this huge, painstakingly decorated house that amounted to no more than a speck of dust in the real world and shout from the top of her lungs, “I am here! I am here!”

				She lowered her head and sniffed, feeling a vast, dark cloud envelop her.

				R.J. walked into the library with his usual bluster and stopped a few feet from her. From behind her lowered lids she saw that he stood with his feet wide apart and could envision his hands on his hips. She cringed, knowing without looking that he was frowning in disgust to find her once again wallowing, teary eyed, in her memories. She felt so sad, so often lately, and though she tried to hide it, sometimes the tears just spilled out. That lack of control frightened her—and it annoyed R.J. to no end.

				“You’ve got to get out more,” he said, frustration ringing in his voice.

				“Oh, I’m all right,” she replied with summoned cheer, forcing a tremulous smile and quickly wiping her eyes. “I just got a little emotional when I saw this book. Remember how I used to read it to the children? It was one of their favorites.”

				“Listen, I forgot to give these to John this afternoon,” R.J. said, ignoring her question. “Could you run this over to him?”

				She looked up over her shoulder to see R.J. dressed in a sporty linen trouser and blue jacket ensemble and smelling of aftershave. His thinning brown hair streaked handsomely with gray was slicked back and he had what her mother called “spit and polish.” In his hands he held a large manila envelope out toward her.

				“Are you going out?” She in turn ignored the envelope.

				“I’ve got to be downtown in half an hour. I don’t have time to drop these off myself. Just tell him I need his take on these blueprints asap.”

				It was more of a command than a request and Doris set the children’s book in her lap with a heavy sigh that spoke clearly of her unwillingness. She’d looked forward to an hour of reading before she prepared dinner. Besides, she didn’t like going over to John’s house; she might run into Annie. Lately, the quiet rivalry between them had escalated into a war. They still attended the Book Club together and the lunches and what-have-you. But underneath the polite smiles, both women recognized the teeth were bared.

				“Why can’t he come over and pick them up? He works for you, after all.”

				“He’s working on his house. Knee-deep in drywall.”

				“He’s always working on that house. It’s like they’re living in a camp. Nothing ever works, there’s no place to sit, and the junk and materials are all over the place. You’d think he’d bring in some help and just get it done.” Her exasperation knew no end when people couldn’t get their living quarters in order. “I don’t know how they can live like that.”

				“What do you care? He wants to do it himself.”

				“But they’ve been remodeling that old house for over a year. I don’t know how Annie puts up with it.”

				“Annie’s a good sport. And she’s not hung up about stuff like that.”

				The underlying criticism stung and made her resent Annie just that much more.

				“Besides,” R.J. continued, “John’s not just any carpenter, he’s a goddamn artist. And that old house just happens to be a Frank Lloyd Wright.” He shrugged. “I don’t blame him. He doesn’t want anyone else mucking it up. He and Annie are taking their time, getting it done right.”

				“Aren’t you suddenly the artistic one?” she replied acidly, wanting to return a small dig of her own. “If I remember correctly, you’re the one always grumbling about how long it takes John to get anything done.”

				“It does. I hate for things to go slow when it’s costing me money. But I’m smart enough to know John’s the best and leave him alone, at least on his own projects. He can do what he wants in his spare time.” He looked at his wristwatch and frowned. “Come on, I don’t have time to yak about it. Just drop it off, will you? You’ve got nothing better to do.”

				That hurt—in so many ways.

				“Here,” he said, holding out the manila envelope in front of her and giving it a brisk shake. “You can always hang around and talk to Annie.”

				Doris heard the terseness in his voice that signaled an explosion if she didn’t back off. So she accepted the envelope, and the task, with a testy grab. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him that talking with Annie was precisely what she wanted to avoid, but he wouldn’t understand or care. As far as R.J. was concerned, he and John were friends so Annie and she must be friends. It made things easier for him.

				She recalled meeting Annie Blake five years earlier when R.J. hired John away from a rival Chicago building firm. John Svenson was their head carpenter, a well-respected craftsman, and R.J. had spotted his potential immediately. Doris had never understood why John took the job as design consultant for Bridges Building Company when his job description was, as far as she could tell, chief lackey. His pay was pitiful and it was only R.J.’s perversity that kept it low. John was loyal and worked like a dog for him. She knew R.J. liked to be in control, to have people beholden to him and thus emotionally chained to his side. So, instead of actual money, he preferred to give perks. And one of those perks was a great deal on a run-down Frank Lloyd Wright that R.J. had purchased for renovation. To a craftsman like John Svenson, the house was a once-in-a-lifetime dream. R.J. knew it and had used it as bait.

				Fortunately, the two men clicked and within months became inseparable. R.J. was the front man, the architect with the plans and the deal. John was the quiet artist, adding style and focus to the designs. It was an award-winning combination. It was inevitable that the wives would meet and it was expected that they’d become equally good friends.

				Well, she’d tried, Doris told herself. Didn’t she invite her to join the Book Club? But Annie Blake was a renegade who didn’t like to follow Doris’s lead and there was a subtle struggle between them during book discussions as to who was the leader. There was no hope they’d ever become friends, Doris decided, dragging herself up to her feet. R.J. offered her his hand and she struggled not to lean too heavily lest he comment on her weight.

				“I don’t know why you two gals don’t get along better,” he said when she was on her feet. “You two are like oil and water.”

				“Baking soda and vinegar is more like it.” She didn’t mention that lately Annie’s attachment to Eve was the last straw. It made Doris feel as if she were in seventh grade again and someone was trying to come between her and her best friend.

				“Where are you going tonight?” she asked R.J. as he went to the desk to retrieve some papers.

				“I’m meeting some clients at the club. I’ll be late.”

				“I’ll wait up.”

				“Don’t bother. If it gets too late, I’ll just stay at the club. I don’t like to drink and drive.”

				“Then don’t drink.”

				He merely snorted while he patted his pockets, locating his keys. He pulled them out and tossed them into the air, then caught them with a boyish flip of his wrist, smiling. Doris narrowed her eyes, noting a flashing on his baby finger; it was a narrow gold-and-black onyx ring with a single diamond in the center that she’d never seen before. It was a handsome ring, discreet, yet her nose crinkled as if she’d suddenly caught a foul scent. She knew R.J. never bought himself jewelry. And her father had always distrusted men who wore pinkie rings.

				He bent at the waist to deliver a chaste, dry kiss on the top of her head and an affectionate pat on her shoulder.

				“Thanks for dropping that off.”

				She held herself erect though her calves were killing her, watching as he strode from the room with a jaunty gait, without so much as a backward glance. R.J. always had such purpose and drive and it was clear he was a man with a mission tonight. Doris slowly replaced the Dr. Seuss book onto the library shelf, patting it into a neat line with the other books. Then she calmly, methodically, held out her left hand and with her right, twiddled the wide band of diamonds on her wedding ring, musing over the fact that in twenty-five years of marriage, she could never once recall R. J. Bridges worrying about drinking and driving.

				* * *

				Annie hung up the phone in her kitchen and smiled with satisfaction.

				“You look like the cat that ate the canary.”

				She looked up at her husband perched on a ladder across the endless piles of dust, tools and wallboard that littered the floor between them. He wore his white overalls without a shirt underneath, exposing his long, lean, tan torso and sinewy muscles, still those of a man twenty years his junior. John’s blond hair was tied back into a stubby ponytail making his prominent cheekbones all the more pronounced on his narrow face.

				My, my, my, he was a handsome man, she thought, feeling a familiar surge. She caught his eye, and by the way his own gaze sparked and his smile widened, she knew he was picking up her thoughts. Or the gist of them, anyway. John had a highly tuned radar for sex. She saw him glance at the clock and chuckle, then turn his head to raise one brow suggestively. It was five o’clock on the button, her favorite time of the day for lovemaking. They called it The Children’s Hour since they’d started trying to make a baby.

				“That was Doris,” Annie replied, slipping out of her sandals. “She’s going to stop by later on to drop off some papers for you to look at. Apparently, R.J. is off to a dinner meeting somewhere.”

				John began wiping his hands with the towel hanging from the ladder. “That must be about the Delancey building. I thought I was going to be at that dinner. It’s supposed to be very chummy, drinks-and-cigars kind of thing.”

				She pulled the elastic out from her hair. “I guess we’re not chums.”

				He frowned, rolling up a ball of tape. “Sure we are. We’re both friends with the Bridges.”

				“Correction. You work for R.J. and I’m in the Book Club with Doris.” She stopped shaking out her hair and rested her hands on her hips. “We’re neither of us their real friend.”

				John scowled. She knew it hurt him to imply that he wasn’t equal to R. J. Bridges and his upper-crust friends. Not financially, certainly, but John considered himself an equal intellectually. That man-to-man kind of thing. And it hurt her that he was either too dumb or too stubborn to see that R.J. would never allow anyone equal footing in business, much less someone he preferred to keep under his foot. She’d known lots of men like that, especially in the legal field. It was as though her—a woman—winning a court case somehow emasculated the male lawyers. When it came to the sexes, Justice still wore a cloth over her eyes.

				She’d understood this about R. J. Bridges from the first night she’d met him. From the heat in his palm when he took her hand, to the way he could undress a woman with his eyes and make her feel dirty. But John didn’t. He didn’t have the killer instinct—and she loved him for it. She sighed, seeing the hurt blaze in John’s brilliant blue eyes. Her dear, innocent, trusting John. She’d be there to protect him from predators like R.J.

				“I’ll be your best friend,” she said, sidling up to the ladder and tugging at the cuff of his overalls. “Wanna come down and play?”

				The sulk vanished instantly as he caught wind of her playful mood. He cocked his head and offered a half smile. “What do you wanna play?”

				“Well, I thought we’d take off all our clothes first,” she said while very gently rotating her hips and unbuttoning her white cotton blouse with teasing slowness. “Then take a nice hot shower. Oooh, we’ll let that hard, pulsating water beat down on our backs while we lather up the soap and spread it over every inch of our slicky wet bodies.”

				She cast a sloe-eyed glance his way and pursed her lips to disguise her smile of delight, his eyes had already glazed over and he had a stillness about him, like a cat coiling to pounce. Her own heart began to race at the thought of what she knew was coming.

				“What then?” His voice was raspy.

				She unbuttoned another button with agonizing slowness. She knew it drove him mad with desire when she stripped slowly to build the anticipation. It was a pleasure for both of them, actually—for her to tease and for him to make the final, decisive move. In their lovemaking, John was dominant. In this arena he asserted himself in ways that he did not in their everyday life.

				She strolled over to the stereo and turned on blues music, then moved to the refrigerator where she pulled out a bottle of chilled white wine. All the while she played the classic stripper’s game of hide-and-seek, offering him a flash of skin that he never quite saw. All the while, maintaining eye contact with him. Annie poured two glasses of wine, then took a long, slow sip, licking her lips when she was finished.

				“I think I’d like a nice, fat, red, juicy strawberry in mine.”

				His eyes sparked, transmitting in his glance the message that he vividly recalled what they had done with strawberries a few nights earlier.

				Annie slowly wriggled out of her blouse, letting the cotton slide off her arms to the floor. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her small but round, firm breasts were mouthwateringly ripe, exposing rosy taut nipples the color of strawberries.

				John licked his lips.

				Next she slowly unzipped her jeans, undulating her hips free as she lifted one leg, then the other, and kicked the pants across the floor.

				John practically threw himself from the ladder, leaping down to her side and grasping her against his torso. She loved it when he was wild like this, so hungry for sex that his body trembled with excitement. He was quick to arouse, ready whenever she was, and an insatiable lover. She’d fallen in lust with him first, but it was his skill and tenderness as a lover that broke down her defenses and made her fall in love with him.

				With nimble fingers that could peel veneer he unfastened his overalls and removed both their underwear, his tongue never once leaving her mouth as he tasted and devoured the sweetness she’d promised.

				“John, wait, wait…” she mumbled under his lips, laughing. “Dinner. I have to get the ham.”

				He pulled her down onto the drop cloth, spreading her out beneath him, fully intending to feast.

				“Forget the ham,” he said, dragging his lips down her throat. “I have a sudden craving for strawberries.”

				* * *

				Doris parked her Lexus at the curb of John and Annie’s house, anxious to deliver the envelope and get out as soon as possible. She harrumphed seeing that the front entryway of the house was under scaffolding. She’d have to make her way around the piles of brick and wood that lay like hulking beasts in the driveway to get to the rear entrance. She clucked her tongue in annoyance as she trudged around to the rear door of the low, spreading brown-brick house, careful not to step on any tools or trip in any holes.

				She was panting with the effort by the time she climbed up the back porch and rang the doorbell. She tapped her foot after a moment and rang again. The button was soft to the touch. She cursed under her breath, realizing that it, like everything else in this house, probably wasn’t working. Was anyone even home? She didn’t hear anything…. Doris walked to one of the kitchen windows, and leaning far over the pair of wooden horses, peeked inside.

				Her breath stilled in her throat as she caught sight of John and Annie slow dancing in the quiet room to the beat of some inner love song. His sinewy arms, bare under his overalls, held Annie’s nude body against his long torso in a tight, possessive manner. His tanned hands cupped her alabaster hips while her slim arms clung around his shoulders so close her nose and lips were pressed against his neck. They swayed with hips joined and eyes closed. The passion between them was palpable and Doris gazed on with longing. When John pulled Annie’s head back in a hungry, devouring kiss, Doris licked her own parched lips and sighed. She stepped back from the window, feeling an excruciating emptiness in her heart. A shiver of envy swept through her for that kind of tenderness in her own life.

				She tucked the envelope securely between the back door and the screen, careful not to disturb the lovers, then quietly left the house unobserved. She walked away with a shaky gait across the uneven flagstone.

				* * *

				Doris wasn’t ready to return to her empty house. On the way home, she stopped by Eve’s place for some cheer and conversation. She hadn’t seen much of her since Tom’s funeral, though everyone had tried to call or just stop by frequently. But Eve was firm in her refusals, preferring her self-imposed exile.

				Eve’s house was an impressive redbrick structure well situated on a large property bordered by a black iron fence and ancient towering pines. Driving through the gates, Doris thought again how she’d always admired Eve’s ability to soften hard edges in both her landscape designs and in her relationships with people. Just as the harsh, straight lines of the Prairie architecture were rounded by Eve’s fabulous curved perennial beds and shrubs, so had her warm, womanly nature doused many flare-ups between obstinate opponents—both in committee meetings and on the playground. Doris missed Eve’s presence in her life. She missed her friendship. Doris hadn’t known that losing Tom would also mean losing her best friend. It wasn’t fair! Eve was the friend who lugged over a bag full of perennials to share from her garden, or who picked up Sarah if Doris was ill. She was the one Doris would call if she was in a pinch or just needed to talk.

				As she walked from her car to the front door, Doris was dismayed to see Eve’s garden such a wilderness. Dried leaves drooped under bent flower heads that appeared to have given up the battle against choking weeds. The front curtains were drawn against the daylight, adding to the mood of neglect. All bad signs. Gathering her resolve, Doris knocked on the door.

				After a moment the door opened, revealing Eve’s pale, drawn face. She stood, blinking in the sunshine, then forced a smile and exclaimed delight in seeing her. Her eyes, however, were lifeless.

				“I’m all alone tonight,” Doris announced, stepping into the soft floral foyer. The house was dimly lit, and as gloomy as a tomb. “And I seem to remember your children are at camp, right?”

				“Yes, and I miss them terribly,” Eve replied, closing the door. “Bronte and Finney have been there for a week already and still have one more to go. They seem to like it well enough. Their doctor thought it would be good for them to get some fresh air and new scenery. But it seems so quiet here without them. Without…” Her voice faded and her eyes seemed to glaze over in pain.

				Doris thought that it was a shame there was no camp for Eve to go to. Her pallor and thinness was a tell-tale sign that she wasn’t going out or eating well. “So, we’re both alone. Do you want to go out to dinner?”

				Eve rubbed her thin arms with her fingers and shook her head. “No, not really. I feel so tired. Actually, I was going to go to bed early tonight. Maybe watch a little TV.” She yawned and covered her mouth with her palm. “I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I just can’t seem to get enough sleep lately.”

				“Are you well?” Doris scanned Eve’s face. “You look so pale and you’ve lost weight.”

				Eve waved away her concern. “I’m fine. It’s just being inside and alone so much.”

				“I’ve tried to call you…” Doris interrupted.

				“I know you have. Everyone has… And I’m grateful. But, it’s not your company I’m lonely for. It’s Tom’s,” she said with the air of a confession. “The sadness inside of me is so big it just sucks the energy straight from my bones.” Then she smiled a bit too brightly, as though to dispel any doubt that anything was amiss. “Oh, don’t worry, I hear it’s normal. This is what the doctors call normal grieving. It’s just a phase.”

				“It doesn’t sound normal to me. You shouldn’t be alone.”

				“I like being alone.”

				“But it’s not good to be alone too much. Everything in moderation. Come out to dinner with me.”

				Eve shook her head. “I’m just not in the mood. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. Think of this period as a kind of hibernation. I need to sleep for a while, okay? I’ll be my old self in time.”

				Doris looked at Eve with doubt. She knew in her heart she shouldn’t leave Eve alone, yet she couldn’t think what to do to lure her out of her isolation. Doris was the type to fix things when they were broken. She couldn’t abide a tear in a dress or serve coffee in a chipped cup, and it was obvious to her that Eve was somehow, well…broken. Then she thought of the garden and knew how to lure Eve outdoors. After all, a woman always felt better when her garden was in order.

				“All right, you win. We won’t go out to dinner. But your garden looks a little tired, don’t you think? Let’s take a few minutes to put your garden to bed, like we used to. It’s a lovely evening. Come on, no laziness. It’s got to get done. Go get your gloves and a pair for me. We can make a dent before the sun disappears completely.”

				Doris thought she caught a flicker of interest. Eve raised one brow, shrugged, then a small smile of resignation eased across her slender face. Doris beamed with elation, for having succeeded, and gratitude, for not having to be alone this evening. Rolling up her sleeves she felt flush with relief that she wouldn’t have time to recall the love and passion she’d witnessed in Annie’s marriage, then compare it to her own. Eve wasn’t the only one who needed care and mending tonight. Feeling a sudden surge of energy, Doris followed Eve into the kitchen, flicked on a light and called out, “Why don’t I just make a quick call to North Star and order some Chinese for dinner?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				I will honor Christmas in my heart. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future. The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me. I will not shut out the lessons that they teach.

				—Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

				The lights on the Christmas tree sparkled like distant stars in the darkened living room. Eve’s collection of Santa Clauses were carefully placed on decorated tables around the room and the delicate wooden crèche that she and Tom had purchased for their first Christmas together nestled in its place of honor atop the grand piano. Eve sat on one end of the green velvet living room sofa cuddled under an old afghan. She’d lost a lot of weight and the cold affected her much more than it ever used to.

				Opposite her on the other side, with her long legs stretched out and one hand absently tugging at her shaggy bangs, slouched Annie Blake. They were sipping coffee spiked with brandy and listening to Frank Sinatra croon “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

				Eve’s vision of the colored lights swam as the message struck true: home for Christmas. That had been her single goal for the six months since Tom’s death: to stay in her home until Christmas. But now it all seemed so pointless. Although the stage was set with the usual props, it felt as empty and cold as a deserted theater. Once this was a place of hospitality, merriment and revelry, a place where scores of friends and family came for a holiday visit and a cup of cheer. This year only Annie rang her doorbell.

				“It doesn’t feel like Christmas,” Eve said softly over the rim of her cup.

				“Aw, Eve,” Annie replied with gentle exasperation. “What did you expect?” She rested her cup on her bent knee and pursed her lips. “It’s your first Christmas without Tom. You have to face the fact that this Christmas isn’t the same. Your life is different. No amount of creative decorating is going to change that immutable fact.”

				Eve shuddered, drawing the afghan closer around her shoulders and turning her head away. She didn’t want to listen. “Bah, humbug.”

				“What am I going to do with you?” Annie asked with a sorry shake of her head. “I see you slipping deeper and deeper into this pit and I can’t pull you out. You’re so thin. So remote. So goddamn stubborn.”

				“I’m not stubborn,” Eve retaliated, hurt. “I’m in mourning.”

				“No, you’re way past mourning. You’re dying. Fizzing out. Fading away before my very eyes. And it burns my butt.”

				“I’m sorry,” Eve replied tightly, shifting her weight and retreating farther. “Then…just go if I make you so uncomfortable.”

				“Damn, you don’t think I haven’t thought about it?” she exploded. “It’s hard watching this. It’s hard for everyone who cares about you. You just won’t listen to anything anyone has to say to you. You’re deaf to all advice. It’s driving your friends—the people who care about you—crazy.” She paused, taking in the way Eve brought her knees up to her chest and tightened the afghan around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Eve, but haven’t you noticed that a whole lot of people don’t come by anymore?”

				Eve felt a burn on her cheeks. “Of course I have,” she replied defensively. “I don’t blame them. It’s the holidays. I’m alone, depressed. I’m not exactly party material. Aside from making them feel awkward about tiptoeing around my feelings, I make for a difficult table placement. A single woman not yet social or socially acceptable to pair up with an unattached male so soon after…” Her voice trailed away.

				“After Tom’s death. Go ahead, say it.”

				Eve stuck her chin out and tightened her lips.

				“Don’t you see, sweetie, that’s what I’m talking about. No more excuses. Tom’s dead. Gone. You have to pick up the pieces and move forward. Not just for you, but for the children’s sake. You’re stagnant here. Going under.”

				“I’m doing okay….”

				Annie slapped her forehead with her palm. “Hey, who are you talking to here? You can’t keep up those false pretenses with me, sweetie. It might work with Doris and the rest of those Riverton matrons, but I’m not just your friend, I’m your lawyer. I do your books. I know your finances better than you do and I’m telling you, you’re going under. Faster than the Titanic and,” she said rolling her eyes, “this place you’re carrying is about as big.”

				“It’s not just some place. It’s my home.”

				“Look, hon, I know you wanted, even needed, to stretch things out so you could be here for Christmas. It was a bad decision fiscally, I didn’t like it, but hey, I didn’t push you either, for the kids’ sake. But the party’s over. You have to move. Now.”

				“I can hang on a little longer.”

				“No, you can’t. In fact, I’m worried sick about what will happen to you if the house doesn’t sell quickly. You should have sold last summer when the pool was open, gotten top dollar. But,” she conceded, turning her head to take in the large room with the coved molding and high ceilings, “all this mahogany and balsam trim makes this a perfect holiday house and ought to push a lot of emotional buttons for buyers after Christmas. As your lawyer, I’m advising you to put this elephant on the market. And as your friend, I’m begging you to do it now.”

				Eve had heard this conversation before, knew where it was heading and felt the walls closing in on her. She set her cup on the glass coffee table with a shaky hand. “Where would I go?” she rasped, voicing the question for the first time. When she raised her eyes to Annie, they were wide with fear.

				Annie slowly placed her cup on the table beside Eve’s and said gently, “Where do you want to go?”

				Eve shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. “It’s not that I haven’t thought about it. Bronte and Finney are happy here. Their friends are here. I can’t pull them away from what they know, not after all they’ve been through.”

				“Hon,” Annie said with her husky voice low and well modulated. “I’m not sure you can afford to stay in Riverton.”

				“There are some small houses….”

				“You can’t afford a small house here.”

				Eve sucked in her breath and brought her fist to her lips. “My God, what am I going to do?”

				“Again, you have to answer that question for yourself.”

				“I can’t. I can’t…”

				“Of course you can,” Annie hurried to answer, moving closer to place her long hands over Eve’s small ones. “And you’re not alone. I’m here with you. Helping women in your situation is what I do for a living, remember? There’s nothing to fear. You just have to see yourself in transition. Step by step, you’ll get through this.”

				Eve nodded halfheartedly, knowing this was what was expected, accustomed to doing what was expected of her. She drew back. Annie sighed, released Eve’s hand and did the same.

				Eve chewed her lip and fingered the afghan. Annie’s patience with her was wearing thin. She looked at Annie’s long, slim body wrapped in cashmere and wool with diamond studs in her ears, short but polished nails and her blond hair loosely tied back with a clasp. Annie’s self-confidence crackled in the air around her. She’d practically raised herself after running away at thirteen from her poor, “weird” hippie-commune home in Oregon to live with her grandparents in Chicago. There was nothing Annie felt she couldn’t do if she tried hard enough. It was this sense of empowerment that led so many divorced, widowed, lost single women to her law firm, seeking her out, hoping a bit of her confidence would sprinkle on them, like fairy dust.

				On the other end of the sofa, Eve felt all the more a thin, opaque shadow of women like Annie Blake, who faced the outside world on a daily basis, chin out, fists in the ready, making their own living. It wasn’t envy she felt, but confusion. Who was this pitiful creature curled up on the sofa, cowering under a blanket? Where was the secure, attractive, competent woman she remembered Eve Porter to be? That woman seemed to have died with Tom.

				“How did I let this happen to me, Annie?” she cried. “I’m not stupid or naive. I’ve always prided myself on my intellect. But for twenty-three years I let Tom make all the decisions about money. He liked to do it, and I…” She paused. “I didn’t care. Sure, I handled the checkbooks, paid the bills, arranged for the lawn to be cut, the maid to clean twice a week and the shirts to be laundered. I mean, I’m not a moron. I raised my children. I supported my husband. I managed my family. I was good at my job.”

				She heard the defensiveness in her own voice and felt an overwhelming sadness that somehow, that job didn’t matter much anymore. That her home was unimportant. She felt somehow less than Annie and other professional women working outside the home. And she resented it, deeply.

				“Of course you were,” Annie said, resting a hand over hers. “No one’s saying you weren’t, Eve.”

				“Don’t use that tone with me,” she snapped.

				“What tone?”

				“That placating ‘Poor little Eve, poor helpless, mindless housewife’ tone that working women like you are so good at dishing out.”

				“I see.”

				Eve looked up to see Annie draw her knees in tight. Guilt washed over her and she reached out to grab Annie’s hand back. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

				Annie snorted and said, “I did sound kinda patronizing. I hate when people do that to me, too. To any woman. Hit me if I ever do it again.”

				“Ditto.”

				Both women laughed and squeezed hands. The tension eased.

				“You know I’m on your side, pal.”

				“I know.”

				“I’m only telling you that you can’t afford your old life-style any longer. I’m sorry, Eve, I wish it were different for you. But Tom… Well, you know.”

				Eve knew. Tom had stretched everything to the limit, and like most baby boomers, expected to live to a ripe old age. He was a surgeon, raking in a healthy income and at the prime of his life. He’d thought he had plenty of time to start saving for the future. He didn’t expect to die at fifty. But he did, leaving his family unprepared. They didn’t have outstanding debts, but their lifestyle, as Annie put it, was titanic. His life insurance had carried them through the past six months but it was disappearing fast. In fact, they were broke, and at no time of the year was that fact more rudely apparent than at Christmas.

				“Look at that,” Eve said, indicating with a wave of her hand the sparse showing of gifts under the tree. “The kids are going to be so disappointed this year. I couldn’t afford to get them much of anything. They’re used to mountains of gifts. It used to take us all day just to open them.”

				“Yeah, well, I never had that many Christmas gifts so excuse me if I don’t feel sorry for them. Well, I do, but not because of the number of gifts. Don’t they have a clue what it took for you to keep them in this house through Christmas?”

				“No, and I don’t want them to know. Children shouldn’t worry about money.”

				“Bull cakes. I knew more about handling my money—what there was of it—at thirteen than my druggie parents did. Not making children worry about it and discussing it honestly with them are two different things entirely. What’s wrong with letting them know money’s tight? They’re not stupid. They’ve probably figured it out already. You’re going to have to tell them something. And soon.” She craned her neck to peer through the arched entry. “By the way, where are the little darlings?”

				Eve didn’t think Annie knew what she was talking about when it came to children. At forty-three, Annie had only married a few years earlier. Her big tribute to turning forty, and to a man three years her junior. She’d never opted to have children and often saw them in the same light one would see a mosquito at a picnic.

				“They’re at their friends’ houses. They’re always out these days. I don’t think they like being here.” She plucked at the afghan and remembered the years before when the house overflowed with their many friends. Now the house seemed like a mausoleum. “Perhaps too many memories.”

				Annie offered a bittersweet smile. “Maybe it isn’t such a bad thing to move on after all.”

				Eve looked up sharply into Annie’s eyes and saw flash in the pale-blue the icy truth about so many things. Annie was right. The children weren’t that happy here anymore. Neither was she. Their life here was over and staying was like living in limbo. She’d been hanging on to this big house in the hope that somehow she’d get her old life back. The one where Tom carved out most of the decisions and she buffed and polished off the rough edges.

				She’d been hanging on, when she ought to have been thinking, carefully planning her next step. She ought to have considered what job she could get, what schools her children could transfer to, where she could afford to move. Instead of dwelling in the past, she should have focused on the future. She ought to have dealt with her emotional upswings about having to leave her home, about having Tom leave her. Instead, she’d wasted months thinking…. No, that was the problem, she realized with sudden clarity. She didn’t think. She’d merely wandered through the rooms of her house and stared blankly at her lovely things. Somehow she’d felt if she just held on a little longer…

				What? A miracle would happen? Someone would magically come down the chimney on Christmas Eve and drop a bag full of money under the tree, just because she was being a good girl? Well, standing in the long line at the discount department store to purchase the one or two gifts she could afford only on sale had taught her that Santa Claus wasn’t coming this year. Or next.

				“I’ll put the house on the market,” she said. Usually, Eve was good at making quick, strong decisions and she felt a bolt of relief to find that part of herself once more. The dozen smiling, apple-cheeked, potbellied Santas suddenly seemed to be littering her room. She felt the urge to pack them all away, to clear the decks of dreamy clutter and sail on.

				“That’s my girl,” exclaimed Annie. Then, “Oh God, did that sound patronizing? I’m sorry.”

				Eve shook her head and stared at her hands, clenching white in her lap while realization set in. When she spoke, it was like an avalanche, a bursting of a dam, the opening of a festering wound.

				“Annie, I don’t know how to do anything. Anything! Not my taxes, the mortgage, financial planning. I’m scared. I’m not prepared.”

				“You’ll be fine.”

				“I don’t know how to go out there and sign leases,” she raged on, her voice getting higher and higher. “Or figure out insurance payments for the house, for the car, for our health. I don’t even know what questions to ask. God, what job can I get? I haven’t had a job in twenty years. I have to do something.” She paused, stricken. “My children have only me.”

				“And you’re more than enough.”

				Eve stopped, blinked.

				“You are,” Annie repeated.

				Eve heard this. For a moment she felt her chest rise and fall heavily as the words sunk in. You’re more than enough. Dear God, help me, she prayed. I have to be.

				She leaned back on her side of the sofa, tucking her legs beneath her and tugging the afghan under her chin. Annie did the same. Judy Garland was singing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” and beside them, the fire crackled and sparked behind the iron grate. Eve felt the warmth of it slowly seep into her soul, gradually thawing the chill that had seized it in the past months and made her numb. An iciness that straightened her spine, stiffened her walk, paled her cheek and made her so very brittle that each time she’d suffered a smile at a sympathetic comment, each time she’d offered a pat reply to a holiday greeting, she felt sure she might shatter into a thousand shards of crystal.

				In the quiet peace, however, in the company of her trusted friend, in the aftermath of a decision, Eve felt her wintry depression begin to melt. Deep inside she experienced her first gentle kindling of Christmas spirit.

				After a while, Annie spoke again. “I see you have Dickens’s A Christmas Carol on the table. That was this month’s choice for the Book Club.”

				“Was it?” she replied vaguely.

				Annie twitched her lips. Everyone knew that Eve loved books and reading with a passion and was unforgiving toward anyone who came to the Book Club meetings unprepared. It was the group’s greatest concern that Eve had stopped reading.

				“Why didn’t you come to the meeting? We missed you.”

				Eve’s toes curled under the afghan and bright-pink spots blossomed on her cheeks. “It was the Christmas party. It wouldn’t have been much of a discussion.”

				“That’s not what I meant. You need to be with us. We need you.”

				“I…I know. I just wasn’t ready to share my own, personal story yet.”

				“The party was at Doris’s house,” Annie continued in a different vein, allowing Eve her space. “Again. As always, it was flawless, right down to the dripless candles and plum pudding.”

				“How is she?”

				“You mean you don’t know? I thought she was always hanging around here.”

				“No, not so much anymore. I like to think it’s because she’s busy. It’s the holidays and R.J. likes to entertain.”

				Annie looked away with a harrumph, frowning, registering her doubt that that was the real reason. “Well, I say it’d do you good to come back to the group. Reading, discussing ideas, hell, just laughing it up with the girls. Drink a little wine, get a little silly. It’s good for the heart and the soul.” Her voice altered to reflect her worry. “You shouldn’t be so isolated.”

				“Not yet.”

				“Okay, okay,” Annie said on a long sigh. “I know that tone well enough after the past six months. But don’t take too long. All the girls are anxious. They’ll be knocking down your door pretty soon.”

				“I know. I won’t.” She paused. “You’re all so sweet to be worrying about me.”

				“Yep, that’s us all right. A bunch of sweet ol’ ladies,” Annie said in that rollicking manner of hers that threw caution to the wind, dishing it out and taking it back in full measure. At heart, she was a clown and couldn’t stand too much gushy sentiment. Eve loved her for it, loved her tonight especially for taking off the gloves and speaking straight, for teasing her and treating her like a normal person again, not some fragile china doll that had to be handled carefully lest she break.

				“I can see us in another ten or twenty years,” Annie said, moving as she acted out the role, “sitting around the rest home table, reading books with large print, gumming our lips together and shouting our opinions at each other because we won’t be able to hear.”

				Eve laughed until tears squeezed from her eyes at Annie’s perfect pantomime. “Yes! I can see us now,” she said, joining in. “We’ll all wear large purple hats and clunky brown shoes.”

				“And we’ll fart out loud and pretend we didn’t notice. Hell, we probably won’t even hear. ‘Eh, what’d you say? Oops, pardon me! What?’”

				Eve held her sides. It hurt so good to laugh again, mostly at herself. Annie could always do this to her; it was what cemented their friendship.

				“Oh, Annie, stop!”

				“What? You don’t think the kids will be calling us ‘old farts’ behind our backs. Ha! Well, we might as well give it right back to them. Both barrels. But I’m givin’ it to them right through my tight, sexy Calvin Klein jeans.”

				And she would, too, Eve thought chuckling. Annie Blake joined the Book Club five years earlier and right from the start everyone recognized that Annie was different from the usual Riverton matron. She was a little louder, a little brassier, a little more cool, and her opinions were always honest and on the money. And she had soul. It wasn’t long before Eve discovered that Annie was a kindred spirit—a freer, blithe spirit.

				“I’m curious about something,” Annie said, wiping her eyes and settling back into the cushions. “I’ve been hammering at you for months to let go of this house and to get on with your life. And now, suddenly, you decide to do it.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that. What happened? Am I a more persuasive lawyer than I thought or did I miss something here?”

				The ghost of a smile crossed Eve’s face as she gazed down at Dickens’s book on the coffee table. How could she explain that all Annie’s numbers on the ledgers, the sheets of meaningless papers that she’d signed, meant nothing to her? That inside the hard covers of that edition of A Christmas Carol lay the pressed petals of three yellow roses, picked six months earlier. That this tale by Charles Dickens, her old friend, was the first book she’d read since Tom’s death. That tonight she felt as though she’d been visited by the ghosts of Christmas past, present and future and was shaken out of her complacency.

				“Let’s just say that, like Scrooge, I finally woke up and decided it was time to heed the spirits and change.”

				“Well,” Annie replied with brows raised. “Whaddya know?” She swooped over to pick up her coffee cup and raise it in a toast. “Here’s to change, sweetheart.”

				Eve picked up her cup and raised it, smiling bravely despite the shivering inside at the prospect of what felt to her like jumping off a cliff.

				“God bless us, everyone,” she said, praying fervently.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				Before she had married she thought she was in love. But the happiness that should have resulted from this love had not come; she must have deceived herself she thought. Emma sought to learn what was really meant in life by the words “happiness,” “passion,” and “ecstasy”—words that had seemed so beautiful in books.

				—Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary

				January 7, 1998

				Doris stood in the foyer of her redbrick colonial home and waited for the Book Club to arrive. A pure, sensual pleasure embraced her as she glanced around her house, making a last-minute check that all was in proper order. It was the first Book Club meeting of the year and she wanted everything to be perfect. The sparkling crystal wineglasses were set out on the Sheraton side table beside the bottles of wine: white, chilled, and red, opened to allow time to breathe—something she’d learned from her father. On the large dining table that had once been her mother’s, she’d draped snowy white linen and lined her grandmother’s crisp damask napkins in an intricate pattern that she’d admired once in a magazine. Someone could photograph this table and put it in a magazine, she thought with a shiver of pride.

				And the ladies would be sure to admire the clever arrangement of fresh flowers and greens, cut from her own shrubs that very morning. She’d read somewhere how women of culture and breeding always had their clippers handy, and from that date on she’d hung a pair on a grosgrain ribbon beside her back door.

				Her pièce de résistance, however, were the French appetizers that she’d spent hours researching, shopping for and preparing. She had to make something French, of course, because this month’s book was Madame Bovary, a classic that she’d insisted they read after feigning astonishment that no one in the Book Club had actually read the book.

				In fact, she herself had never read it, but she’d go to the grave with that secret—and her SAT scores. She’d heard of it, of course, and seen the movie—the old version with Jennifer Jones that everyone knew was the best. Now she’d never have to pretend again because she’d read the novel at last and enjoyed it thoroughly.

				Even if she was furious at the character of Emma Bovary. How could she throw away a perfectly good life and husband for the sake of her uncontrolled passion? Doris could feel her heart rate zoom and her breath shorten just thinking about it. What did it matter if Emma had “bliss” or “passion” or “ecstasy”? These had little to do with virtues that were the hallmarks of respectability. Indeed, even womanhood. Virtues such as patience, self-discipline, self-control, chastity, adaptability to others. Yes, especially that. Qualities that her mother had, that her grandmother had, that were instilled in her as a child by example not by name. Emma was, in her opinion, selfish and immoral. She deserved to die.

				Well, she thought, stroking her neck, that might be a bit harsh. It was easy to sympathize with Emma’s romantic nature, especially at first. All new brides dream of a perfect marriage with love and passion in the moonlight, husbands on pedestals, pretty curtains on the windows, fringed lampshades, no other bride’s bouquet before hers. She certainly had.

				But Emma went too far when she grew bored and forsake her duty, especially to her child. What mother could forgive Emma the desertion of her child! And though her husband may have been a bit dull and plodding, he wasn’t all that bad. Men were men, Doris decided, brushing away the uncomfortable image of her own husband with that phrase.

				Emma Bovary should have settled with what she had. She’d settled, hadn’t she? Why, most women settled, dug in, called upon those womanly virtues, and made it work. And Doris was champing at the bit to make that statement tonight.

				The Pennsylvania tall clock chimed seven times. Doris shook away her musings and glanced in the magnificent Viennese mirror in the foyer, smoothing her strawberry-blond hair that fell neatly to her double chin, but not too stiffly. That was one of her mother’s cardinal rules: Always make it look effortless. And, Treat your family like guests and your guests like family.

				She thought of the Book Club as family—an extended family. With them she wasn’t the wife of the flamboyant builder and architect, R. J. Bridges, or the mother of eighteen-year-old Bob Jr. and fourteen-year-old Sarah. She wasn’t the PTA president or the chairwoman of the Children’s Welfare League. With these four women, some of whom she’d known for over twenty-five years, she was just Doris. With them, especially after a few glasses of wine, Doris might surprise even herself with comments on a book or an issue or a secret that just popped out like a bubble. With the Book Club, Doris always felt uncensored. They weren’t her judge and jury, they were her peers. Her friends.

				Friends. A stab of disappointment coursed through her as she recalled that Eve Porter had sent her regrets and would not be coming tonight. How could Eve do that to her, she wondered, hurt? She could understand Eve’s not attending meetings at other women’s houses the past few months; she even forgave her for skipping the Christmas party. After all, hadn’t her mother said, Never bring your problems to a party? It was unforgivable to make things awkward for the hostess and Doris knew Eve was only being sensitive. But not to come to her Book Club meeting? You just didn’t do that to a friend. Ever since Tom’s passing, the only person Eve had depended on was Annie Blake. It was as though all the years of close friendship the two of them had shared—their children playing together, shopping, hair appointments, taking turns for twelve years being room mothers for the girls—had been tossed aside.

				The doorbell rang, and like Pavlov’s dog, a smile sprang to her face. She took measured, graceful steps to the front door.

				It was Annie Blake. Lately she had a physical reaction to Annie, usually a sucking in of the stomach. Annie seemed to be everything she was not, to have all she did not. Doris held her smile in place by force of the virtue of self-discipline.

				“Annie, how nice to see you. Won’t you come in?” She heard the tension in her own voice, saw Annie’s eyes search the room beyond her shoulders, then glaze over when Annie realized that she was the first one here and thus compelled to make polite chitchat. Doris bristled, feeling somehow dismissed in her own home.

				“Let me pour you a glass of wine.”

				“Thanks,” Annie replied, shaking off her coat. “I could really use one.”

				“Oh?” Doris took Annie’s coat, fingering the cashmere wool with quiet envy. “Why is that?”

				“It’s been a hell of a day. What is it about the New Year that makes women want to change their lives—and be in a hurry to do it? Is it the New Year’s resolutions? My phone’s been ringing off the hook and poor Lisa is at her wit’s end.”

				Lisa, Doris knew, was Annie’s secretary. Again, she felt a slight shudder of insecurity in the presence of this dynamic woman who had such things as her own secretary. That was inconceivable to Doris. She herself had never wanted to work “outside the home,” as she put it. In fact, she thanked God daily that she was wealthy enough not to have to. Yet, there was a worldliness about professional women that intrigued her.

				“Red or white?”

				“White. Hope it’s cold. I’m parched.”

				“But of course.” She made it sound like the French, mais oui!

				Following Annie’s long strides into the dining room, Doris surveyed her sleek crepe wool pantsuit in a rich chocolate-brown that slid along her toned, well-exercised body. Her cream-colored silk blouse had the top three buttons left open against her long, slim chest in a sexy insolence that irritated Doris. She thought Annie looked foolish—at her age.

				No one could ever say that she didn’t dress her age, or know what was appropriate, in dress, style and manner. Her figure might not be as slender as it once was, but she wasn’t a girl anymore, was she? And she didn’t dress like one, not like Annie who wore the same clothes as Doris’s college-aged daughter. Everyone knew children were embarrassed to see their mothers dress too young or sexy.

				Still, a frown deepened in her plump, pinkened cheeks as she caught sight in the mirror of the rounding bulges at her own hips and belly that the belt of her expensive ice-blue silk dress seemed to accentuate. Her heart withered knowing instinctively that Annie wouldn’t be caught dead in a dress like this. Her daughter would call it an “old lady” dress.

				“Oh, these are real cute,” Annie exclaimed with enthusiasm at seeing the several elegant trays filled with the appetizers Doris had slaved over. “What are they?”

				Doris approached the table with a proprietary air. “They’re canapés,” she replied, enunciating carefully and establishing her superiority at knowing such things.

				Annie’s eyes flashed with amusement and something else that Doris refused to acknowledge as pity. “No, I mean, what’s in them? Is that shrimp or crab? I’m allergic to crab.”

				Doris blanched but smiled again and replied through thin lips, “Crab.”

				Doris watched as Annie reached for a spinach quiche and nibbled it in mincing bites while looking around the room with thinly disguised boredom.

				“Have you seen Eve?” began Doris. “She’s not coming tonight, you know.”

				“I know,” Annie confirmed, dabbing her mouth with one of Doris’s grandmother’s damask napkins as though it were paper. “I tried to drag her over, but you know Eve when she’s got her back up.”

				“Well, I hardly think she’d need to be dragged over to my house. She’s been here many times, for many years.”

				“Oh, it’s not that,” Annie replied quickly.

				Doris was pleased to see her retreat. Eve was her friend, after all.

				“She has to be dragged anywhere,” Annie continued. “You know how she’s been lately—isolated. She’s got to snap out of it.”

				Doris raised one brow. “That’s an interesting way to describe a woman’s period of mourning. I’d always assumed a year was appropriate.”

				Annie skipped a beat and when she spoke again, her normally low voice dropped an octave. “I wasn’t referring to mourning. Perhaps you haven’t noticed that Eve’s been having a hard time of it. She’s not herself and I’m worried about her.”

				“Depressed? Our Eve?” Doris tsked. “She’s just going through a bad spell. She’ll be fine.” She reached out to pat Annie’s arm in a condescending manner.

				Annie held herself erect. “I know she will. I’ll see to it.”

				“Is that part of your job description, too?” Doris asked with a steady smile.

				Annie’s eyes narrowed as she studied Doris’s face with the focus of a cat eyeing a plump canary. Silent and still, but lethal. Doris returned a rigidly polite smile.

				The doorbell rang again, sounding to Doris like the bell of a boxing ring. She promptly excused herself, feeling breathless and numb, as though she’d just received a solid right hook but hadn’t yet hit the mat. It was only the first round. She was relieved beyond words to find Gabriella and Midge at her threshold, almost hauling them into the house with shrill welcome.

				They entered laughing, shaking off snow, explaining as they removed their winter coats how they’d managed to “chow down” some pasta in Little Italy before heading out to the Book Club, which worried Doris tremendously. “I hope you’re still hungry.”

				They hurried to assure her they were as they each flopped large leather bags crammed full with manila folders and type-filled papers onto the floor. They each pulled out well-worn paperback copies of Madame Bovary. Gabriella’s had dozens of yellow sticky slips poking out and Doris smiled, knowing that when Gabriella prepared, the discussions were always lively.

				As they moaned about their harried day, Doris listened quietly with her hands folded thinking to herself, Two more working women. She knew this, of course, but tonight, on the verge of her fiftieth birthday, it hit her differently, like another punch from another angle. They seemed so very busy, so very alive. They seemed to have such purpose.

				Midge was a therapist and an artist. Gabriella was a nurse and a mother. That’s how they described themselves, each giving emphasis to the conjunction and. Both worked at the University of Illinois which fostered the close friendship they shared. The Odd Couple, Doris always called them because they couldn’t be more different.

				Midge was unmarried, a feminist who wore her long, dark skirts and artsy sweaters like a uniform. She was boldly antifashion, or as Doris once whispered behind her palm to Eve, a reverse snob. Secretly everyone in the Book Club admired Midge’s scrubbed, handsome looks, her unmade-up face and nails and her long, striking mane of natural pepper-and-salt that she defied dying and wore as proudly as a flag flapping loose around her straight shoulders. Not that any of them would choose that style for themselves, but they all agreed it worked for Midge with her tall, willowy, flat-tummied body and her complicated, fierce intensity.

				Gabriella, in contrast, was all accommodation and smiles. This amused Doris, who couldn’t imagine how anyone could be so cheerful working a part-time job with four children at home. Gabby’s flat, round face was carved in half by the smile that always dominated it. Her smile revealed a mouthful of large white teeth and squeezed her dark-brown eyes into small half-moons over enormous round cheeks. Gabriella wore little makeup either, but she loved color and swathed her plump, short body in bright oranges, shocking pinks and sunny yellows in swirling patterns. With her golden skin she resembled a soft, ripe pear.

				Now that everyone had arrived, the group slipped into the comfortable pattern of prediscussion chitchat. First they complimented Doris on her clever French menu while she preened and pressed them each into making the most critical decision of the evening: red or white wine. While they nibbled and drank, they poured out good feelings and mutual affection as liberally as the wine. This phase finished, they eased into catching up with what had happened in each of their lives during the past month.

				Doris was boasting shamelessly about Bob Jr.’s exploits at Georgetown. “He made the crew team. Just think how much fun it will be to visit him in Washington D.C. this spring, when the cherry trees are in bloom! Can’t you just see my Bobby on one of those cute little rowboats on the Potomac?”

				“A scull,” corrected Midge dryly. She’d lived and studied in Boston, and delighted in pricking pomposity.

				Doris flushed furiously, feeling another punch.

				Gabriella’s husband still hadn’t found another job. Each month that passed, Gabriella had added more hours to her schedule at the hospital. Now she was working at least thirty hours a week. Fernando was growing increasingly depressed and anxious, so it fell to Gabriella to not only work harder, but to be cheerful and make everyone in the family happy and relaxed.

				“Fernando is looking for just the right position,” she said with a wide smile that assured everyone it was just a matter of time and not to worry—she wasn’t! Only Midge knew the truth and she met Gabriella’s gaze with a reassuring nod.

				Midge’s mother was coming for a visit from Florida next week and she didn’t know how she was going to stand it. “The woman drives me crazy,” she moaned, shaking her head. “She thinks she has to make this maternal pilgrimage every year to visit her single daughter. All she wants to know is when I’m going to get married again.” She reached one of her long arms over to grab a canapé. Waving in the air to make a point, she added, “You’d think she’d get it into her head she’s not going to be a grandmother.”

				“Why not? Just because you’re not married doesn’t mean you can’t be a mother,” said Annie.

				Midge held the canapé still in the air and looked at her like she was nuts. “For God’s sake, Annie, I’m fifty years old!”

				“So what? You’re fit, you eat well, you’re in prime physical condition. Who says you can’t have a baby? There are lots of older women having babies today.”

				“I say I can’t have a baby. I’m not the nurturing type.” She popped the appetizer into her mouth. “Besides, why would I want to breastfeed and change diapers at this point in my life? I’ve worked hard to find out who I am and I don’t want to look back. Hooray for fifty, I say.”

				Doris leaned closer to catch every word of this conversation.

				“I don’t think being fifty has anything to do with it,” Annie argued back.

				“Yeah, well, it has a lot to do with your eggs,” chirped in Gabriella. “She might look young but her eggs are dried up. I’ve seen those old eggs under the microscope and I know.”

				Annie’s face darkened, then she stuck out her chin and said, “I don’t believe that’s true for every woman. What about those older women having babies you read about in the paper? Some of those women are in their sixties. They look like grandmas, but they had the babies.”

				“Those are surrogate eggs.”

				“Not all,” Annie said resolutely. “There are lots of women in their forties having babies. What about Susan Sarandon?” When Annie got that tone, no one could convince her otherwise; she had her mind made up.

				Gabriella, having heard this sad argument many times in the Women’s Health Center, sighed and shook her head, knowing the futility of listing facts and data.

				“In fact,” Annie said clinking her glass, “I’ve got some news myself.”

				Everyone quieted and leaned forward.

				“John and I’ve decided to have a baby. Actually, we’ve been trying for months now.”

				There was a long, strained silence.

				“Well, don’t everyone shout at once,” Annie quipped, a blush betraying her.

				Gabriella rushed to hug her. “I was busy biting my tongue for what I’d just said about old eggs. Of course I’m happy for you, if this is what you want.”

				“Is it what you want?” Midge asked, cocking her head. “Or is it what John wants?”

				“Both of us. He’s wanted a baby since we got married but after Tom’s funeral I finally decided that hey, it’s now or never, right? The ol’ biological clock is ticking away.”

				That old clock has run down, Doris thought to herself. Annie was forty-three years old! Who did she think she was kidding? She should be worrying about menopause, not having a baby.

				“Are you sure you want to be making lunches and driving carpool when you’re fifty-three? Sixty?” she asked. “And won’t it interfere with your work?”

				“It’ll all work out,” Annie said in her typical bravado. “I don’t intend to let it interfere with my job. I’ll get lots of help, and as for being sixty, what’s sixty? I think young therefore I am. That’s my motto. It’s how you feel inside that counts.”

				“Well, your insides are going to feel tired,” Doris replied dryly. “Trust me.”

				There was a chorus of agreement, yet they did not give voice to the arguments uppermost in their minds: how, at her age, the odds of getting pregnant were slim and the odds of Down’s Syndrome high.

				Annie’s shoulders slumped and she crossed her arms tightly across her chest.

				“Well, I think it’s terrific,” Midge surprised everyone by announcing in a loud, authoritative voice. “The rest of us are moping around worrying about wrinkles, and moaning about hot flashes, gray hair and sagging boobs, and you’re out there getting pregnant.” She raised her glass high in a toast. “You go, girl!”

				Suddenly it was a rallying call. The mood shift was electric and everyone was raising their glasses, laughing loudly. Relief and victory was visible on their faces as they made jokes about menopause and aging and all the horrors of the inevitable change that they were marching toward like soldiers. Good soldiers facing certain doom. Now they had Annie to hold up as a symbol of defiance. They gloried in her fertility. It was a shared fertility.

				In all the excitement and laughter, no one heard the doorbell ring, or the front door open. No one saw a small, slim woman in the long black wool coat enter the foyer, her library, hardcover copy of Madame Bovary clutched in her leather-gloved hand, her dark-brown hair tucked into a beret. She stood quietly on the outside of the tight circle, looking in, her pale-green eyes guarded. She stood and waited, her face a closed book.

				Doris sensed a new presence in her home and turned her head. Her heart beat furiously with pleasure as she caught sight of the woman at the threshold. She felt a gush of triumph. Doris just knew she’d come to her house!

				“Eve!” she called out in a high-pitched voice and ran toward her, open-armed.

				Heads turned, sounds of delight pierced the air, and in a blur of color and motion, Eve Porter was kissed and hugged and loudly welcomed back, again and again. In return, Eve smiled and wept and told them all how she missed them, too, and could they forgive her for staying away so long, and yes of course, she’d read the book! With words and movements they gathered her carefully, firmly, lovingly back into the circle of the Book Club, each feeling a joy, a deep satisfaction that the circle was complete again, stronger, now that the missing link had returned.

				* * *

				Later that night Doris was floating on air, feeling that the whole evening had been a complete and utter success. Everyone had exclaimed how this was one of the best meetings ever as they left, and it was true. She did know how to throw a good party. Treat your family as guests and your guests as family. The crystal clinked in her hands like bells as she cleared away the last of the wineglasses from the library where the Book Club had completed one of their best book discussions. Annie had vehemently defended Emma’s passion and rung Emma’s husband, poor dull Charles, through the ringer. But Doris was smug with the satisfaction of the group’s ultimate support of her own position that, to put it crudely, Emma was a slut.

				“Thank God they’re gone,” R.J. said with a grunt as he strode into the library. Her husband always made a powerful entrance; it was ingrained in him like a whorl in a slab of hardwood. “Couldn’t stand another moment of that damn squealing.”

				Doris bristled. “We do not squeal. We were simply laughing and talking.” She picked up the tray of appetizers in a huff.

				“Leave that. I’m hungry.” When she put the tray back onto the coffee table, he poked around them with his index finger, then pointing to the canapés he asked, “What are they?”

				Doris narrowed her eyes and thought suddenly of Annie Blake. She and R.J. were a lot alike. Blunt, bold, beloved by all—and shrewd.

				“Crab.”

				He frowned in distaste and reached for the quiche, picked one up and tossed it in his mouth like a peanut. “These are pretty good,” he said with his mouth full. “What was all that caterwauling about?”

				“Oh, R.J.,” she exclaimed, deaf to the insult, “it’s wonderful. Eve’s back in the group. I knew she wouldn’t miss a meeting at my house. She’s too good a friend. You should’ve seen Annie’s face,” she said smugly. “I could tell she didn’t know she was coming. What did she think? Eve and I’ve been friends for years. We live only a few blocks apart. We raised our children together, for heaven’s sake. Remember how Sarah and Bronte liked to wear the same thing every day? And how they got braces at the same time? One just doesn’t forget that kind of friendship. I’ll never understand women like Annie Blake. She thinks she’s so superior just because she’s a lawyer.”

				“She’s a damn good lawyer.”

				“Well, she should know enough to dress her age.”

				R.J. glanced at her, smirked and swirled the ice in his glass of Scotch. “She looks pretty good, if you ask me.”

				Doris knew that look in his eye and suddenly felt as if she’d absorbed a wallop in the solar plexus, the KO punch that dropped her to her knees. All the success she’d felt earlier drained like blood, leaving her pale and shriveled.

				“You should do some exercise,” he continued, popping another quiche into his mouth. “Join the club. Now, don’t get huffy. You want to look good too, don’t you?”

				She looked at his tall, muscular trim body that had survived years of football, then handball and now golf. “I wasn’t aware that I didn’t look good.”

				“Come on, you’ve put on twenty pounds at least.”

				It was thirty. Doris sucked in her stomach and hunched her shoulders. “Who would I be losing weight for? I like the way I am. I’m not pretending to be twenty any longer.” Then, seeing something in his eyes that was somewhere between disgust and resignation, she hastened to add, “But I’ll think about it. It’d be good for my health to walk more. And now that the holidays are over, I suppose I should start a diet. To lose these few extra pounds.”

				He’d already stopped listening to her and was walking toward the television.

				Doris tightened her lips against the banshee’s howl in her chest, fought for control, then turned her back and left the room in a silent fury. He hadn’t really listened to her in years. He hadn’t paid a compliment to her like he’d just paid to Annie in years. He hadn’t approached her in years, not sexually, not the way a man approached a woman he was attracted to. Not the way a man should feel about his wife. Certainly not the way she’d read about in books.

				Turning her head before climbing the stairs, she saw him bend over to insert one of those movies into the VCR. A lump formed in her throat that she couldn’t swallow down, a craw full of anger and hurt and shame that he sought pleasure alone, with a movie, rather than in her own, lonely bed. She’d assumed it was impotence; she’d read that about men his age but didn’t dream of ever asking him about it, even though the magazines always said that she should keep open the lines of communication. It was just too embarrassing, even to say the words: impotence, sex, orgasm. She felt a shudder of revulsion at the thought of saying, even whispering, those words to him. She didn’t even know what a G-spot was much less where to find it.

				But she was curious…oh so curious.

				Grasping the railing until her knuckles whitened, she watched as her husband, her lover, stretched out to grab another handful of her artful French canapés, then ease his broad fifty-four-year-old backside into his favorite leather chair, swinging the library door shut with his free hand.

				Doris’s head slumped and she felt very old as she slowly climbed the broad staircase to her room. As she brought one foot over the next, she recalled the arguments Annie and the rest of the group had raised in defense of Emma Bovary. Annie was passionate, as usual, in her defense of Emma, claiming she had remained true to her dreams until the end, even if those dreams were unrealistic, superficial. Midge had said how sad it was that women were so often betrayed by their dreams.

				“And the men they loved,” Gabriella had added.

				It was Eve’s heartfelt statement, however, that rang true with the Club, eliciting nods of agreement and sighs of sympathy—even from Doris.

				“We shouldn’t be so quick to judge or condemn. If Emma had had one true friend, someone who could steer her straight, and who she could pour her heart out to, then I really believe she’d have pulled through.”

				“She should’ve been in a Book Club,” Gabriella said to a chorus of agreement. “She needed to talk to women.”

				“Yeah,” added Midge, nodding. “But instead she depended on men for all her happiness and look what happened to her.”

				Everyone had laughed, except Doris. Now, however, as she entered her bedroom and stood before the immense California king-size bed that was big enough for even large R.J. and plump Doris to sleep in and still not touch all night long, Doris started to laugh. It came out as high, choking sounds in her throat, then altered to a low keening wail that would not be controlled.

				* * *

				Eve sat down at her kitchen table and slowly sipped the hot milk she’d prepared. She didn’t know if it was an old wives’ tale that hot milk helped you to sleep but she thought it was worth the try. Since Tom’s death, she’d hardly had a decent night’s sleep, waking up several times a night in a sweat of panic. If this didn’t work she was going to try Prozac. She took another long sip when the phone rang.

				“Just wanted to make sure you got home okay.” It was Annie, and Eve knew she was really asking how she’d handled her reentry to the club.

				“Sure, thanks. But really, Annie, it’s only a few blocks.”

				“So, what’d you think?”

				“I thought you and Doris were going to duke it out on the Oriental rug.”

				“I wish. I love a good fight. Besides, she’s such a know-it-all. She likes to ram her opinions down our throats.”

				“Doris feels things very intensely. She has strong opinions about everything.”

				“So does R.J. It’s beyond me how she and that husband of hers can live together.”

				“It’s a big house.”

				Annie laughed.

				“It was great to be back.”

				“It was great to have you back. Everyone was saying so.”

				Eve smiled, knowing it was true. “Annie? You know when I was talking about how great it was to have a friend to pour one’s heart out to? How it saves one’s sanity?” She paused, her eyes crinkling at the thought. “Well, I was talking about you.”

				There was a pause. Then came Annie’s voice, much subdued. “Ditto.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				When a condition or a problem becomes too great, humans have the protection of not thinking about it. But it goes inward and minces up with a lot of other things already there and what comes out is discontent and uneasiness, guilt and a compulsion to get something—anything—before it is all gone.

				—John Steinbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent

				The alarm clock went off at 7:00 a.m., clicking on Annie’s favorite easy rock station. She grumbled, rubbed her eyes and automatically reached over to grab for the thermometer and stick it in her mouth. The house was veiled in a damp, chilled gray, prompting her to tug the comforter higher over her shoulders while she lay on her back and waited. Annie hated February and she didn’t need a weatherman to tell her a storm was blowing in. It was the kind of morning that made Annie want to cuddle up and stay in bed with a good book.

				John yawned loudly beside her, sleepily patted her bare thigh with his long fingers, then rose in a swoop in a beeline for the bathroom. Every morning it was the same; while she lay in bed with a thermometer stuck in her mouth, he’d shower, shave, then make coffee. When did their lives become so routine, she wondered? She knew the answer—since she’d started her campaign to have a baby.

				She pulled the thermometer out of her mouth and squinted her eyes at the itsy-bitsy numbers that seemed to be getting harder to read these days. Surprise shifted her mood and her mouth eased to a grin as she brought the thermometer close to her nose.

				This morning they’d break the damn routine! There was a definite rise. Sitting up, she reached over to the bedside table and grabbed the pad of paper that charted her ovulation for the past six months. She had a dozen books that showed graphs and charts of what ovulation should look like. No definite pattern had become apparent, which was driving her crazy, but this month even a dummy in science like herself could see a clear dip-rise of her body temperature.

				“John!” she called out, thrilled at the first clear sign of ovulation she’d had so far in this grueling ordeal. “Get your butt back in this bed. Look! I’m ovulating!”

				John ducked his head out from the bathroom. Half his face was covered with shaving cream but over the white his brows scowled. “Now?”

				She heard the irritation in his voice and it nettled her. “Hey, I don’t plan these things. But take a look. It’s a beauty. I’m talking textbook case here. We’ve got to do it.”

				He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Look, I’m running late as it is. I’ve got to be on time for the building inspection.”

				“It’ll only take a minute.”

				He gave a short laugh and muttered something under his breath about how she’d got that right. Annie could feel her temper rise.

				“You know what I mean…”

				“How about tonight? I don’t have the time right now, and frankly, I’m not in the mood. I’m sure your egg won’t dissolve in a few hours.”

				“I can’t tonight. I’m booked with pro bono appointments, remember?”

				He put his hands on his hips and thought. “Okay then, lunch. I’ll find a way to meet you here at, what, twelve-thirty?”

				Annie frowned and shook her head. “I can’t. I’m in trial this morning. Damn, this is harder than arranging a business meeting.”

				“That’s what our sex life is beginning to feel like.”

				“Well, whose fault is that?” she retorted, flipping back the covers and rising in a huff. “Every time we make love lately it’s wham, bam, thank you ma’am.”

				John’s face colored red against the white shaving cream. “That’s because that’s how I feel. I get called to service you on a minute’s notice. You lie there like a rock and afterwards you don’t say anything, just prop a bunch of pillows under your hips and watch the clock.”

				“Thanks a lot. You know damn well that’s to increase the chances of fertilization.”

				“Knowing it doesn’t change the fact that it cuts out any of the cuddling and talk we used to do after sex. I’m getting really sick of this routine, Annie. Sick and tired.”

				“You’re the one who wanted a baby!”

				“Not just me. Don’t throw that on me now.” He paused and she could see him visibly collect back his anger and calm himself. “And I do want one,” he said, his voice conciliatory. “But why can’t we make a baby like other couples? Why does it always have to be so manipulated and controlled?”

				“Because frankly we haven’t been so lucky in the conception department, have we? It’s been eight months, so this isn’t exactly as easy as we thought it’d be. We need to increase our odds. I’ve done the research.”

				“Research…” He shook his head, then faced her. “So it’s been eight months. So what? You do this with everything, Annie. When you want something you want it now. You forge ahead and leave no room for error. It’s do this, do that. Just look at the way you’re eating nothing but sausages and bananas!”

				She stuck out her chin and her eyes flashed. “It raises the sodium and potassium levels in my body. You said you wanted a boy.”

				“No, I said I didn’t care. You want the boy, Annie, and that’s what I’m talking about. Just having a baby isn’t good enough. You’re even trying to control the sex of the child!”

				“You make it sound like I’m some sort of sex Nazi!”

				“You are!”

				“Well, I quit!” she shouted back, furious now. Reaching over, she grabbed the chart and tossed it in the air. The pages covered with little penciled squiggles fluttered in the air between them. “I quit, do you hear me? You can take this damn thermometer—” she picked it up and threw it at him “—and this whole damn project—” in a blind fury she grabbed the alarm clock “—and shove it!” She hurled the clock. John ducked and it crashed against the wall behind him, falling to the floor in a dozen pieces.

				When John straightened, his shock and fury were evident in the tautness of his shoulders and the clenched fist around the razor.

				Annie stood on the other side of the bed staring back, panting, arms at her side. A glob of shaving cream was hanging from his chin by a slim thread of soap. It thinned and fell soundlessly to his chest. He looked so shocked, so…funny standing there naked with a half-shaved face amid the rubble of an alarm clock, that she started to laugh. Now that her anger and frustration were spent, her mind cleared. It was always this way with her. When her anger flared she was blinded by a red smoke of fury. Once she exploded, however, the anger was gone and she let it go without a grudge.

				Now, Annie was sorry for her explosion of temper, sorry that she’d goaded him, sorry that she’d thrown the clock. Sorry, too, that their love life was in shambles.

				“You think this is funny?” he asked.

				“Yes,” she replied honestly. Then, with the smile disappearing, she said more soberly, “In a pitiful kind of way.”

				“Well, I’m not laughing.” He turned to go back into the bathroom.

				“What are we yelling at each other about?” she called after him. “I want to make love to you, John. Most husbands would be grateful to wake up to a horny wife.”

				He paused and turned his head over his shoulder. It was sadness, not humor, she saw in his eyes. “Yeah, so would I.”

				That stung. She felt the desire to fight flare up again, but she controlled it, instead flopping on the bed and pinching her lips tight. The rigidity of her shoulders and the tilt of her head as she stared at the wall spoke very clearly of her pique. Not just at the fact that he was being obstinate, but at the fact that she wasn’t yet pregnant. And more, at his seeming willingness to dump the whole responsibility for getting pregnant at her feet.

				All that was left unsaid between them she understood clearly. It was her job to conceive, because she was a woman. And it was her failure if she didn’t conceive. Annie didn’t like failure.

				“Just forget it,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. She was half serious, half testing. “Just forget the whole damn thing.”

				There was a tense silence during which Annie sat seething, extremely aware, without seeing him, that John was still standing in the doorway of the bathroom, staring at her. She waited for what seemed an eternity, knowing that he was warring within himself whether or not Annie would really dump the baby project. She was taking a calculated risk: John excelled at long silences. If he went into one of his grand sulks, it could go on for days. But she didn’t have days. Her body—her egg—needed him and his sperm—today.

				“Annie,” he said at last, his voice conciliatory. “This has got to stop.”

				She knew instantly that he didn’t want to give up the effort to have a baby, no matter what he said, and felt a profound relief.

				“We’re fighting more than ever,” he continued, walking near. “And it’s because we’re getting all freaked out about this baby thing. I hate charting our lovemaking. It’s so clinical, so perfunctory, so routine. It’s everything I’m against.”

				“You think I like it?”

				“No, I don’t.” He put his hand on her shoulder—a first step. She leaned into his body. “I miss making love to you, Annie. The way we used to. Spontaneously.”

				“I do, too,” she said softly.

				“These matings…” He almost spat out the word. “I don’t like what they’re doing to us and I’ve been thinking. Maybe it’s just not worth it.”

				She turned to face him, uneasy that he’d even consider stopping the effort, realizing the depth of his despair to even suggest it. She wanted a baby. Badly. More than anything else. She just had to have one.

				“Sure it is, John,” she replied persuasively. He needed encouragement now. Gentle cajoling. “I know you want a baby. I know I can give you one. Hey,” she said, venturing a smile. “You know my motto. Nothing worthwhile comes easily. I’d say a baby was worthwhile, wouldn’t you? So we just have to work a little harder for it. Right? And you know what?” she asked, her voice teasing, “I can’t think of a job I’d rather have than this one. Come on, John,” she said, tugging off his towel. With a half smile, she reached up to playfully wipe the remaining shaving cream off his face. Then, dropping the towel and her gaze, she leaned forward to kiss his body seductively.

				“Let’s try again,” she whispered, turned on by his erection.

				She opened her arms, and when he slipped into them, she smiled exultantly. The timing was ripe for this, she thought as she returned his kisses and maneuvered him into her body. “Oh yes, John, I love you,” she whispered by his ear. She did love him.

				And she was sure she would make him a wonderful baby this morning.

				* * *

				The following week, Midge peered out her window and frowned at the thick layer of snow covering the streets. Her mother was due for a visit soon and even a Chicago native like Edith could have trouble after several years in balmy weather. Midge had not worried about her mother since she’d moved to Florida ten years earlier. Her brother in Atlanta visited Edith in Vero Beach frequently and often brought his wife and children with him. It was a happy arrangement, one that freed Midge from feeling any guilt over the few times she’d traveled south herself. Years of therapy had taught her to relish the breathing space.

				She stepped away from the window to finish the dread job of cleaning up her loft. Midge put cleaning house right up there with cooking and ironing on her hate-to-do list. Domestic chores bored her and what was the point? She lived alone and food didn’t particularly interest her. Most mornings she’d pour cereal into her empty coffee cup to avoid dirtying another dish, and dinner was a frozen low-fat entree cooked in the box. The scent of the turkey breast currently roasting in the oven beside two baked potatoes was foreign in this loft.

				Midge scooped up a pile of discarded towels from the bathroom floor, looked at them a minute, then threw them in the bathtub and drew the plastic shower curtain. Next she shot sprigs of Windex on the sink and mirror, then gave them a quick once-over. A little sparkle and shine worked wonders, she thought as she scanned her bathroom. It was a functional room with visible plumbing, a basket full of newspapers and magazines beside the toilet, and her toiletries scattered on a dusty wrought-iron table.

				Her mother would hate it. There were none of the feminine touches Edith deemed essential. No wide, well-lit mirrors, or matching towels, not even a scale—and God knew her mother never started a day without a pee and a weight check.

				Well, it suited her, she thought, feeling the familiar stirrings of resentment that nothing she did was ever good enough for her mother. Why did she care, she asked herself? It was just her mother.

				Midge paused and took a deep, relaxing breath, the kind that belled the belly and lowered the tense shoulders. “Mother…” she sighed aloud, gripping the edge of the sink for support. Edith Kirsch was the one woman on earth who could intimidate Midge. She’d spent a lifetime escaping the clutches of that woman’s expectations, and every time she thought she’d finally grown up and gone far enough away to form a separate identity, bam! One visit from her mother sent her reeling back into the nursery.

				Stop! she scolded herself, warding off the furies. She didn’t have time to deal with old issues now. She glanced up at the clock. Her mother was due in ten minutes, and Edith was never late. Besides, her therapist told her to take deep breaths and let go of all that old anger. In and out… Breathing deep and exhaling long, Midge told herself it would be a fine visit—just peachy—if she could stay out of her mother’s way for the few days she would be in town and steer clear of anything having to do with men, marriage or sex.

				Midge looked at the bottle of cleaner in her hand, her mind grinding away like a tire stuck in the snow, then pulled back the shower curtain with a jerk and tossed the bottle and the rag into the tub, too. She made a quick check in the mirror and smoothed back a few tendrils from the long braid that fell down her back. Perhaps it was the anticipation of her mother’s perusal, but she paused before the mirror to study the face that stared back at her.

				It sometimes stunned her that she barely recognized the face she’d lived with for fifty years. She’d never been one to gaze at her reflection, to try on different makeups or expressions, not even as a teenager. Tilting her head, she studied her bone structure as an artist would a sculpture. She had bold bones that produced good strong lines at the cheeks and jaw, and angled her prominent nose in a Picasso-like manner. An interesting face, from an artistic viewpoint—but not, by any viewpoint, a pretty one. If she were a man, she’d be considered ruggedly handsome. Being a woman, she was unattractive. Not at all the vision of femininity her mother was.

				The doorbell rang and Midge felt a surge of excitement flood her, despite her misgivings. She hadn’t seen her mother in over a year.

				Opening the door, it was as though she’d seen her mother just yesterday. Her smile widened as her gaze devoured the petite woman at the threshold. Edith never changed. She looked as radiant as ever. In contrast to herself, Edith was a tiny woman, just five foot two, with the bones of a sparrow. In fact, that’s how Midge always saw her mother, as a small, delicate songbird with brilliant plumage, bright, dark eyes and movements that were quick yet graceful. She always dressed to the nines, as she put it, coordinating her shoes and bag to her outfit.

				Edith’s bright eyes appraised every inch of her daughter with a mother’s clipped efficiency. Then stepping back, she tilted her head, pursed her lips, raised one perfectly plucked brow and gave Midge a sweeping perusal referred to as the look. Without a word spoken, Midge understood that her own artsy-chic choice of clothes, her graying hair, her unmade-up face, did not win her mother’s approval. It was all so quick, and so devastating. Midge felt the heat of shame but kept her smile rigidly in place.

				“Well, aren’t you going to give me a kiss?” Edith’s flippancy was a buffer.

				“Of course!” Midge bent low to wrap her arms around her mother, feeling as always like a giant beside her. Yet, close up, she relished the feel of her mother’s arms around her, the scent of her familiar perfume.

				“Come in, Edith,” she said, swinging wide her arm.

				“One moment, dear. I have to collect my luggage from the limo.” Her mother had insisted she come by limousine ever since her friends in Florida regaled her with stories about how it was the only way to get to and from the airport. “No fuss, no muss!” she’d told Midge after Midge had argued how she would be happy to pick up her own mother, for heaven’s sake.

				“Let me help,” Midge said.

				“No, no,” Edith replied too quickly, her gaze darting back and forth with anxiety. “The driver brings up the luggage. It’s part of the service, you see.” The way she said it implied, What did I tell you? “You just stay put.”

				Midge waited by the door, craving a cigarette for the first time since giving them up over a year ago. A few minutes later she heard the measured footfall of a man carrying a heavy weight. Sure enough, the tall, muscular driver in a cheap, black suit labored up the stairs loaded down with two immense suitcases. Midge’s mouth slipped open as she gasped with the sinking realization that this was enough luggage to last a whole heck of a lot longer than a week.

				“I’ll be right back with the others,” the driver said, turning the corner of the stairwell.

				“Others?”

				Edith just waved her hand and disappeared back down the stairs. Midge didn’t move a muscle as she waited, then watched the gentleman carry up a dainty hat box tilting precariously atop a taped, brown mailing box big enough to carry an entire wardrobe. A few minutes after he’d disappeared again, Midge heard the gentle tapping of high heels on the stairs. She opened her mouth to ask why on earth Edith needed so much luggage when her throat seized, her eyes bugged and her breath stilled.

				Edith turned the corner and advanced the final two steps in a mincing motion, with a coy expression on her face. But all Midge could see was the small, smudgy ball of white fur and buggy black eyes in her arms.

				“You brought your dog?” she croaked, incredulous that even her mother could be so callous of her feelings that she’d bring her dog along for a visit without asking.

				“I just couldn’t leave Prince,” Edith replied, her voice too high. She was stroking the wiry white curls of her toy poodle’s head so hard she pulled the eyelids back, causing Prince’s eyes to bug out all the more. “He got a terrible case of diarrhea the last time I left him at that horrid Dog’s Day Inn. I swear I thought my baby would perish if I submitted him to that torture again. Honey, I’d perish of loneliness without him. Oh, please don’t be angry at me. He’s such a good boy and I promise I’ll keep him out of your way. Why, Prince is such a little thing, you won’t even know he’s here. Just like me!”

				Midge was choking back her fury, swallowing so hard she couldn’t speak. It’s only for a few days, she told herself over and over again, breathing deep. In and out… She stepped aside, swinging her arm open, allowing her mother to pass.

				She followed the sparrow’s flight path throughout the open, airy loft, seeing her home as her mother might. The upholstered sofa and chairs clustered before a brick fireplace were mismatched and tossed casually with oversize kilim pillows. The long, curved bar that surrounded the kitchen was littered with corked wine bottles, piles of books and assorted sculptures. In the far corner, before a spread of tall windows, two heavy wooden easels stood empty beside paint-splattered tables topped with neatly organized brushes. Against the wall were stacks of completed canvasses.

				Midge liked to think her place was a statement of her dedication to talent, not fashion. But she could tell by the expression on her mother’s face that she saw it as a decorator’s worst nightmare. Her breath held, however, when her mother’s gaze alighted on the wall-size paintings that filled the west wall of the loft. Midge felt about her work as any mother would when someone inspected her children. Or for some people, their dog. She waited in a tense silence.

				“Could you get Prince a bowl of water, dear?” Edith asked, turning to face her with a starched smile on her face.

				Midge’s breath hitched. Edith had nothing to say about her paintings. They were dismissed without notice or a word.

				“Sure,” she forced out, turning away so her mother wouldn’t see her disappointment. “How about some wine for you? I’ve uncorked a nice bottle of Margaux.”

				“Oh no, dear, I never drink red wine anymore. Those sulfites give me a headache. Please say you have a martini? Vodka? With a lemon peel?”

				Midge closed her eyes against the headache that was already forming in her temples. “No lemons, but I’ve got olives.”

				Edith sighed with disappointment. “That’ll do, I suppose.”

				Midge gritted her teeth and plopped an olive in Prince’s water, too. She hoped the little bugger would choke on it.

				After the martini was served and she was fortified with a glass of the Margaux, Midge felt her equilibrium slowly return. They briefly discussed Edith’s flight to Chicago, the books she’d been reading, her bridge game, the nasty change in weather—safe topics that broke the ice. The conversation moved up a notch when her mother complained about how her grandchildren’s manners were shocking. “It’s like eating a meal with animals!” she said, slipping Prince a dog treat. The dog chewed the biscuit with noisy relish, dropping crumbs all over Midge’s sofa with fearless abandon.

				As the sky darkened and a second drink was poured, Edith relaxed by slipping off her jacket, easing back into the sofa’s cushions and announcing that she found her condo in southern Florida utterly confining and the lifestyle boring.

				“There’s no culture,” Edith said, plucking out the olive with a wrinkled nose. “There’s no there there. Florida’s great if you like to walk on the beach every morning and pick thousands of shells. But after you’ve done that…” She rolled her eyes. “C’est tout! Besides, I miss my old friends.”

				“You’ve made new ones.” Midge wasn’t feeling sympathetic. Her mother had been hell-bent to move to Florida years back, dragging her back and forth to help find the condo, all the while professing that she couldn’t endure another Chicago winter.

				“Everyone’s too old down there,” Edith continued. “One foot in the grave. And there’s not a decent man to be found. They’re all either hobbling around or married. I’m lonely for some male companionship. And I’ll tell you,” she added, perking up, “the man I saw in the airport bar…” She rolled her eyes suggestively, then sipped daintily from her martini, closing her eyes and almost purring. “Oh là là.”

				Midge shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with the notion of her mother scouting out babes in the bar. There was something smarmy about listening to one’s own mother’s love stories—especially when she herself didn’t have any.

				“Please tell me you didn’t try to pick him up….”

				“No,” she replied with an incredulous expression, “another woman met him there, probably his wife.” She tsked, then leaned farther back into the sofa’s cushions and looked long and hard through a drunken haze at her daughter. “But what if I had? What would be so wrong with that? Do you think because I’m of a certain age I can’t attract a man any longer? Or, God forbid, that I don’t want one?”

				“No, Mother, but there’s such a thing as dignity.”

				Edith threw back her head and laughed a throaty laugh. “I think we have more than enough of that in you for one family. You’d do well to drop a little of yours, darling, and go out and mingle more. Shake it up. It’s no wonder you haven’t met a decent man. You’ll never find anyone if you don’t hunt.”

				“Maybe I don’t want to hunt for anyone.”

				Edith waved her hand dismissively. “Of course you do, honey. You’re just too shy. You keep your nose stuck in your paints. Stick by your mama, I’ll show you a few tricks of the trade.”

				She clicked her tongue and ran her palm along her hips in what she clearly thought was a sexy move. Midge thought she was going to be sick. In a flash she remembered the first time she’d come home from Boston College. It was parents’ weekend and her mother didn’t want to come out East just to hang around a bunch of rah-rah-rahing freshman parents. So Midge decided to fly home to surprise her. And, too, because she didn’t want to hang around the dorms while all the other freshmen’s parents were getting tours, participating in events and taking their kids out to dinner. When her mother had opened the front door, however, she was not happy to see her. Why are you here? she’d asked in a heated whisper, then looked over her shoulder into the house. Grabbing her purse, she’d closed the door behind her and, stuffing a few twenties into her hand, told Midge to go to the Carlyle Hotel in town. She had a houseguest. When Midge moaned and asked why she couldn’t just sleep in her own room, Edith merely rolled her eyes, clicked her tongue, and said with that same coy expression how her friend didn’t know she had a college-age daughter and she didn’t want him to know, either.

				“I’m homesick,” Edith was saying, still stroking Prince’s head. “I miss the Midwest. The smells, the accent, the life-style. I miss the city.”

				Midge prickled that her mother didn’t mention her own name in that lineup. “But what about your life in Florida? Your friends there? The condo?”

				She shrugged her slim shoulders as though to say, What about them?

				Midge glanced quickly at the mountain of luggage and swallowed hard, sensing with thinly disguised dread where this conversation was headed. She could feel the migraine building power like thunderclouds.

				“What about Atlanta?” she offered eagerly as a detour. “It’s a great city, nice climate, and Joe and Liz would love to have you nearby.” Her brother and his family would kill her if they’d heard what she’d just said. Edith drove Liz crazy with her less than subtle suggestions on how to raise the boys.

				“I suppose,” she said with a sigh.

				Midge’s blood went cold and she set her wineglass down on the wood table. Drawing herself up, she met her mother’s gaze and asked directly, “Mother, how long are you planning to stay?”

				Midge held her breath as her mother’s face turned impish.

				“Indefinitely,” she said, brows up and eyes bright.

				Midge must have screeched or jolted, she didn’t know, but Prince leaped to his tiny paws and jumped from Edith’s lap. He scurried across the wood floor with his long nails clicking to stand at Midge’s feet, and yelped so hard his whole body left the ground. Midge heard the barks as explosions in her already aching head and raised her hands to her ears.

				“Hush, Prince,” Edith called out, clapping her hands. “We must be good guests. Stop that. Come here right this minute. Prince!”

				Midge stared down into the bulging black eyes of the little dog who, it was quite obvious, obeyed no one but himself. She lowered her head to within inches of the bouncing ball of white fur, took a deep breath, then bellowed, “No!”

				Instantly the poodle stopped barking and lowered itself belly-down on the carpet, eyes quivering in submission. Across the carpet, her mother sat upright with her hands flopped in her lap and her mouth agape, as though she’d lost all her wind. Midge felt a soaring triumph that she’d managed not only to silence a runt of a dog, but for once, her mother.

				* * *

				March comes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb. Eve had always liked this expression, though she didn’t know why exactly. Probably because it implied: Let the worst blow in, let the cold winds howl…. We can endure because we know in our hearts that kinder, gentler times are ahead.

				She said this phrase to herself often in early March. There were still a good two months of cold, iffy weather coming. She always wanted to slap the person who felt compelled to remind everyone in March that, “It can always snow in Chicago in May!” She was so ready for the warmth of sunshine on her face again after this long, hard winter—for some joy in her life after so much sadness. Putting the house on the market was hard enough, but waiting in limbo for someone to buy it was even harder. The torturous waiting had accomplished one feat, however. It made her eager to clean out her closets and rid herself of mountains of clutter that she’d accumulated over the years. How could she have collected so much stuff? Stuffed animals, baby clothes and paraphernalia, half-finished craft and sewing projects, piles of children’s artworks, old books… It was endless.

				The Goodwill truck had been a regular at her house over the past few months. The last things to go were Tom’s personal items. Clearing out these tangible memories were the toughest, not only for her but for the children. So, on this first day of March, while the children were away at school, Eve tied an apron around her waist, took a deep breath, then opened his bedroom closet. The sight of the row of dark suits and trousers, the line of laundered shirts and an array of colorful ties hit her like a blast of winter air. She gasped and let her gaze wander over the three upper shelves crammed with hats, gloves and who knew what else. Below the suits lay Tom’s shoes: plain leather tie, tennis and sandals. Eve squared her shoulders and entered the closet. It was time for this first letting go.

				Annie had already tidied up the banking, investments and retirement plans. Her friend couldn’t have been more patient, teaching her reluctant pupil what she needed to learn to take over her own finances.

				Now it was her turn to finish putting her house in order. She was resolved to get through this task quickly, but when she pulled out the first suit, the moment her hand touched the fine wool, her heart lurched. She brought the jacket to her nose and inhaled the faint scent of his body, still lingering in the fibers. She’d heard that scent was a great trigger of memories, and oh, it was true. They hit like a tidal wave, flooding her.

				But she was better at navigating her emotions now. She wiped her eyes, sniffed, and carried on. One by one the beautiful suits were neatly folded and placed in one of the three large boxes destined to go to charity. As she packed, she recalled with sweet nostalgia the last time she’d seen Tom wearing the navy double-breasted suit, or the brown suede jacket, or his dinner jacket and cummerbund. He looked so handsome in formal wear….

				The boxes filled quickly, and as she closed them up and taped them tight, she felt as though she were sealing away a part of her own history with them. She saved the military uniform from his Vietnam days, as well as personal pieces of jewelry and accessories—things the children would want to keep. Next she went through his toiletries, selecting those items that could be donated and those that had to be tossed out. It pained her to discard even a half bottle of used cologne or leftover medications that littered the bathroom shelves. It was hard to think that anything that Tom had once held in his hands was garbage.

				By early afternoon, she’d completed a clean sweep. All that remained was the no-man’s-land of his upper closet—“the pit,” Tom had called it as he tossed anything and everything into it. Pushing back a fallen lock of hair, she climbed up the step stool and began sorting through the miscellaneous junk: flashlights, an old stethoscope, a blood pressure cuff, a few firecrackers, leather gloves and a dusty felt hat. High on the top shelf, behind a blanket, she found an old metal file box. Pulling it down she smiled with surprise. Why, she hadn’t seen this old thing in years! It was one of the few items he’d brought to their first apartment, that and an old brown leather recliner that was an eyesore. Her hand glided over the cool metal as memories of those early years of their marriage flitted across her mind. How young they were! They thought they’d known everything…. He used to store his important papers in here, treasured items that he held very dear and very private.

				Curious to discover what was still inside, she tried opening it, but it was locked. She climbed down the ladder and carried the box to the kitchen. After a few crude tries with a knife, the old lock popped open. She felt a tremor of excitement as she carried it to the table, sat in a chair and slowly opened the lid.

				Only a few items lay inside. She pulled out an old pocket watch, the glass of which was shattered. She recognized it as belonging to Tom’s grandfather, a keepsake from a man he didn’t remember. Next she discovered an old Roman gold coin that he’d received from his favorite uncle when he graduated from high school. Her heart beat faster, realizing that these were very special treasures. There was his first set of surgical tools, a ring of keys of no known significance and an old, canceled bank book that dated back to the year of their wedding. Inside the book was a photograph of the two of them looking very much in love on the beach in Cancun. Oh, and they were, she thought fondly, eyes misting. This was a photo from their honeymoon, and this was his canceled savings account for that trip. He’d saved for a year to take her away somewhere special. She pressed the book to her heart, then looked again into the box. She found a few Father’s Day cards from the children and her heartstrings tugged, grateful that he was so sentimental he’d kept these sweet mementos. He’d never told her.

				On the bottom was an envelope that was newer, crisper than the others. She tore it open, expecting a child’s drawing or perhaps a letter. All that fell out was a Polaroid photograph of a woman. She was lovely; a willowy redhead with soulful eyes and full pouting lips turned up in a sultry smile. She was attractively dressed in a well-cut dark suit, as though on her way to an important meeting. Her clothing, her stance of confidence, spoke of her being a professional, bright, savvy.

				There was something about her that rang a bell with Eve. She couldn’t quite place her, but she knew she’d seen her somewhere before. But where?

				She’d have to come back to it later, she decided, placing all the treasures back into the box for safekeeping. The children would be home from school soon and she needed to get all of Tom’s clothing out of sight before they arrived. They might be upset that she was getting rid of them.

				Still, as she worked, the image of the mysterious woman niggled at her, rousing her dormant suspicions. Sliding the file box onto the shelf, her hand lingered while her fingers tapped the metal. Who was that redheaded woman?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,
Old Time is still a-flying:
And this same flower that smiles today,
Tomorrow will be dying.

				—Robert Herrick, To Virgins, to Make Much of Time

				It was spring at last! The earth was full of hope and promise, even if in Chicago there were still patches of muddy snow on the front lawn. Shoots of brave crocus broke through the soil in cheery yellow and purple to open in the warm sun. Eve felt inspired as she loaded the last of her personal possessions into her car, a boxy green Volvo wagon that was old enough she could afford to keep it. She’d sold Tom’s new black sedan. And most of her antiques. And her Japanese porcelains, her Oriental carpets, her gold coins, and at long, blessed relief last, the house. Annie had been right, damn her, but she should have sold the house last summer. As it was, Eve limped through the winter months, lowering the price bit by bit, watching the mortgage gouge into her nest egg, until a doctor who was moving to the University of Illinois heard about the house from a colleague and stopped by during a visit. In one whirlwind weekend his wife flew in, fell in love, and they bought it on the spot. Annie was stunned but crowed, “Coming from New York, they’re probably popping the bubbly thinking they stole the house from you!”

				Nonetheless, it broke Eve’s heart to sign the sale contract. So many years, hours, precious minutes she’d spent in this house.

				But that was last month. This month, she was glad to be rid of the burden and eager to get settled into her new home. Gabriella had rushed over the afternoon after the sale, her nut-brown eyes sparkling and her large mouth cooing about fortune and fate and lucky stars and how she wouldn’t believe it but the glorious, funky, positively ancient apartment complex in Old Town Oakley that Eve’d always admired was going condo. Together they hurried over as fast as Gabriella’s gold Saturn could get them there to inspect the gothic, brick and stone complex of apartments.

				The Santa Maria wasn’t secluded or elite. Rather, it was located in the heart of the town near shops and across the street from a large park that was a favorite gathering place of high school boys playing Frisbee, Sunday morning dog groups and countless art fairs. There was no doubt that a move here would be a definite step down for the Porters. The largest unit was a two bedroom plus study. She’d have to squeeze Finney into the small room without a closet. But Eve loved it the moment she stepped inside. Each condo housed an enormous stone fireplace, ten-foot ceilings, tall bay windows overlooking the park and nooks and crannies that were only found in old buildings. Plus, it positively reeked of old-world charm. She’d just known it would be like this.

				Like a bird dog with a keen nose, Eve was blessed with a sharp sense for discovering the unique. Whether it was an antique in somebody’s attic, a first edition lying in a box of paperbacks, scouting out the best view while hiking, or discovering the crustiest bread in town, Eve found it. She held her breath and, acting on instinct, purchased one of the larger units that very day, clobbering her bank account and assuming debt in one fell swoop. But later, over chardonnay, Annie had assured her there was nothing like a mortgage to develop her credit rating.

				All that was left now was to close the door on her old house—and all the tenacious feelings still clinging to it like the vines of the grape ivy on the west wall—lock it securely and drive away. Eve hefted her two bulging suitcases into the rear of the station wagon, feeling as if she were twenty years old all over again, leaving her parents’ house and getting her first apartment.

				Except she was forty-five.

				She didn’t feel forty-five today; she didn’t want to be forty-five. She’d never had her own apartment, she realized with surprise. She hadn’t planned it that way, it just happened. She went from home, to college, to marriage in rapid-fire order, a natural transition that so many other women of her generation went through. Resting against the dusty Volvo, she thought how she’d never really had any time alone. Just for herself. Not like Annie, who’d traveled across the United States and Europe with a backpack like a vagabond. Not even like her own daughter, Bronte, who’d spent a summer testing her limits in the Colorado Rockies at camp. She was jealous of that kind of self-exploration, that kind of freedom. Eve Brown Porter had always been somebody’s daughter, or wife or mother. She’d moved from being taken care of to taking care of others as easily as slipping into a warm pool. One step, hold your breath, and you’re immersed. But don’t stop stroking or you’ll drown. She wondered what it would be like having no one to take care of but yourself, to stop stroking and just let go? It seemed unfathomable.

				Well, someday she’d take a trip all on her own, she vowed, slamming the trunk and slapping the dust off from the seat of her jeans. But not yet. She had many miles to go before she slept, as Robert Frost put so eloquently, starting with convincing two sullen children that moving the few miles from Riverton to Oakley was not the end of the world.

				She entered what was once her house and walked through the first floor, her footsteps echoing in the large empty rooms. It was a fine house, a handsome house. A happy house. She hoped the next family would be happy in it, too, and made a mental note to send them flowers on their moving day.

				Her hands slid along the banister as she hurried up the stairs to the children’s rooms, remembering all the times she’d climbed these steps in the past. Rushing at the sound of gagging and throwing up in the bathroom, storming when she heard talking on the telephone after 11:00 p.m., sleepily to kiss warm, sweet-smelling foreheads good-night, stomping to lay down the law, tiptoeing to wake a yawning, smiling child with a birthday breakfast in bed.

				She found Bronte and Finney on the floor of the landing sitting close together and hunched over in whispered conversation. Their faces were thunderous, sucking the sun right out of Eve’s warm spring day. Finney bent to wipe his eyes with his sleeve. Eve paused at the top of the stairs, physically hurting to see them in such pain, wishing she could gather them up like flowers close to her chest and reassure them with all the right words. But she knew there were no words that would make them feel better; she prayed that time would. And she also knew better than to touch them when they were in this mood. They’d shrug her off, hate her all the more for forcing them to forgive her what they perceived a horrible injustice. So she opted to be practical.

				“Okay, kiddos,” she said, clapping her hands, forcing a ray of brightness into the gloom. “Rise and shine! It’s time to go.”

				“I…don’t…want…to…go.” Bronte’s eyes, so much like her own, were two green flames in her pale face and her pointed chin jutted out angrily.

				Oh boy, here we go, sighed Eve to herself. “We’ve been through this a million times. This isn’t our house anymore.”

				“And whose fault is that?”

				“It’s nobody’s fault.”

				“Why’d you sell it? Why couldn’t you keep it? Dad would’ve kept it. He’d have found a way. You always do everything wrong.”

				Eve let this go. “Honey, I had no choice. I… We can’t afford to stay here anymore. End of story.”

				“I’ll get a job. So will Finney.”

				“Yeah,” he mumbled, still not looking at her. It was the first word she’d heard him speak all day. Of the two of them, Eve was most worried about Finney. In the past months her gentle-hearted, spontaneous, free-natured boy had changed into a sullen, guarded preteen, uttering only slurred, monosyllabic phrases.

				“Be realistic,” she said gently. “Besides, it’s all done. The house is sold. We’re moving into our new home today. Let’s go.”

				“You’re ruining my life!” screamed Bronte, climbing to her feet, her face flushed, her fists bunched and bobbing like a bantam. At only fourteen, already she was two inches taller than Eve. When she bore down on her mother with teenage frustration and anger pouring out like lava from a volcano it might have been intimidating to some women. But not Eve.

				“How am I ruining your life?” Eve screamed right back at her, chin up, taking one step closer. “I’m doing the best I can.”

				“You’re tearing me away from this house. My neighborhood. All my friends.”

				“I am not! You and Finney get to finish out the year in Riverton and then you’re going to the same high school with all your friends. So don’t give me that. It’s Finney who’s having the toughest time. He’s got to go to a new school next year. He’ll be the new kid, not you. But I don’t hear him complaining about how I’m ruining his life.”

				“That’s because he’s not telling you. Go on, Finney, tell her.”

				Finney kept his head down low and began pinching the skin on his arm.

				“He just won’t tell you,” Bronte ground out.

				“Come on, kids, give me a break,” Eve said fighting back tears. “I’m not trying to make you miserable. I love you. I wish we didn’t have to move. I wish I could find a way to stay here for your sakes. I wish we had loads of money.” Her voice hitched. “I wish your dad was alive.” She stopped to swallow hard. She would not cry in front of her children.

				Bronte quieted, quickly deflated at seeing her mother on the verge of tears. Her contorted face expressed remorse. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

				Eve sniffed and offered a weak smile. “I am, too.” She opened her arms and Bronte bent low to somehow shrink herself and squeeze into them while Eve thought, My poor half child-half woman. Finney rose clumsily to his feet and clung tight, his thin body a bag of bones.

				“We’ll be okay,” Eve said, her voice cracking but strong as she squeezed them tight. “We’re the Three Musketeers. One for all and all for one.”

				Bronte and Finney sniffed and nodded, then released her and stepped back, embarrassed by either the sentiment or the cornball phrase. She’d never know and it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the storm had passed.

				Eve took a deep breath, then mussed the thick brown hair on top of Finney’s head and gently tucked a wayward tendril behind Bronte’s ear. The plains and valleys of their tearstained faces loomed soft and achingly beautiful on Eve’s horizon.

				“Let’s go home.”

				* * *

				“Here they are! Over here, Eve. Park here!”

				Eve spotted Gabriella arching on her tiptoes and waving her plump arms in wide arcs over her head, barely visible over the row of parked cars in front of the Santa Maria complex. Annie and Midge stood militantly in a parking space blessedly close to the front entrance of her building. Doris was stuffing quarters into the meter. Eve’s heart skipped gaily on seeing each of them, like a pebble bouncing across a span of water—one, two, three, four, Gabriella, Midge, Annie, Doris.

				“Thank God you got here!” exclaimed Gabriella, grinning into the open window after Eve finished an ace parking job into the tight spot. Parallel parking was a new fact of life for her; there would be no more rolling into her driveway, punching the automatic garage door opener and slipping to a secure parking spot. There would be no more garages.

				“What the hell took you so long?” asked Annie, opening her door. “We’ve been duking it out with the natives, defending your parking space. I thought someone was going to call the cops!”

				“What are you guys doing here!” Eve couldn’t help squealing—had to do it.

				“We heard someone was moving in!” exclaimed Midge, moving in for her turn at a hug. “We finally lured you out of Riverton to our neighborhood. Welcome to Oakley, sweetie.”

				“Yeah, to the real world.” Gabriella winked, acknowledging the silent feud between large, progressive, more cosmopolitan Oakley and small, conservative, slightly snobby Riverton. Both communities had their share of drop-jaw houses and wealth, but where Riverton’s population was predominately white, upper class, Oakley celebrated its diversity.

				“Bronte, come out of that hot car and say hello,” called Doris, leaning into the window. “Finney, you too!”

				Bronte responded to the iron in Doris’s velvet voice, as she had so many times growing up, and climbed from the car with Finney right behind her.

				As if on cue, the women ignored the sour expressions and humped-shoulder stances of the children, instinctively giving them their space. All were well acquainted with the power and duration of a teenage sulk.

				Eve, however, was beaming as she took in the smiling faces of her friends, weak-kneed with gratitude at seeing them here to help, taking care of her, making sure she wasn’t alone. Stepping inside her condo she was speechless to find they’d already washed the windows until they sparkled and the hardwood floors until they gleamed. They’d scrubbed the single bathroom, thinking ahead to add rolls of toilet paper, a fancy bottle of liquid soap and even expensive, decorated paper towels, that she knew had to come from Doris.

				It was typical of Doris to place a flower beside a kitchen sink, or spritz scent in a dark, musty back stairwell, knowing a woman needed such things at such times. She’d already placed a book of poems by Gwendolyn Brooks on the toilet lid. Eve always had books and magazines stacked in her Riverton bathroom. Dabbing her fingers on the thick paper that felt like cotton, Eve felt luxurious in her cramped black-and-white bathroom with the leaky toilet and the chipped porcelain sink.

				The afternoon sped by in a blur. She dispensed Bronte and Finney to the park across the street with ten dollars in their pockets and a kiss, instructing them to come back at six for dinner. The movers arrived a few minutes later, and rolling up her sleeves, Eve began setting up house. With the help of four sharp-eyed, wily generals, the furniture was set in place with the efficiency and speed of a military formation drill. There wasn’t a slacker in the bunch, one outdoing the other in generosity and talent. Except, by decree, Annie.

				“Annie, you get out of here,” Gabriella exclaimed, tying a sunflower-yellow apron around her waist. “You have no business lifting those boxes. Madre de Dios, you brainy types don’t have any common sense. Now go on, get out of here and find something easy to do. Better yet, put your feet up.”

				Eve, unloading a box of glasses, froze, her hand in midair. She’d never heard Gabriella order Annie around like that. She was even more amazed to watch Annie meekly obey. Annie had missed her period and nurse Gabriella was watching her like a mother hen. They were a group of mother hens, actually. For the rest of the afternoon, the women had an unspoken agreement to take care of Annie, who didn’t know the first thing about being pregnant, and as far as they could tell, didn’t have good instincts, either. They chased Annie away from any lifting or hard labor, brought her cool water to drink and ordered her to “just sit down and take a load off.” Annie protested and argued, but everyone could tell she was secretly delighted with the obvious care and love of the group. In the end, Annie managed to accomplish little more than inserting new lightbulbs into the sockets.

				“Have you read this month’s book?” called Midge from under the kitchen sink. She’d brought along her tool chest and was installing a rollaway garbage basket. She’d already added an extra deadbolt on the front door. “Fabulous. I couldn’t put it down.”

				“You’re kidding? I couldn’t pick it up. Boring, boring, boring,” Doris replied as she unpacked the kitchen dishes and utensils onto the myriad new Rubbermaid items she’d placed in every cabinet. “Mysteries are all the same. Someone gets killed, someone hunts the killer down, killer gets punished. The end. It’s such a waste of time.”

				“I could say the same thing about your romances.”

				“You’ve never even read a romance, so how would you know?”

				“How many mysteries have you read?”

				“I think you two are missing the point,” Gabriella chimed in, sticking her head out from the oven. “It’s not about choosing just a good read. We all have our favorites. We need to pick books that promote a good discussion. I mean, I love it when we all get fired up about some topic.”

				“Remember Doris with Madame Bovary?” asked Eve, walking in with another box in her arms. “I thought she was gonna scratch Annie’s eyes out.”

				“I was not!” Doris exclaimed, but she was laughing.

				“I loved that you got so hot and bothered,” Gabriella said, flapping her towel in the air. “Hearing all that helps me to pick apart my own feelings, you know?”

				“But we don’t always know what will get us going,” Midge argued from under the sink. “Some books just don’t have enough complexity to generate a discussion, so we at least have to try and pick ones that do.”

				“Sure,” persisted Gabriella. “But we still have to read all kinds of books, books we might never pick up on our own. And there’s no way I’d dissect and study a book on my own as much as we do in the group. So sometimes a book I think I’ll hate turns out to be wonderful after all. Remember that book on civil rights?” She shrugged. “So maybe you don’t like mysteries, Doris, and maybe you don’t like romance, Midge, but at least you know that about yourself.”

				“And maybe you’ve only read one,” added Doris wryly. “How can you judge a genre by one book?”

				“You’re right,” said Gabriella. “I think it’s a mistake to only read literary books, or nonfiction, or classics. Or any one genre. Then we’d be stuck. I’m curious about those books that get the buzz, or make the Times list.”

				“And paperbacks. Can’t afford those hardcovers every month.”

				“That’s for sure. Do you know how much they…” Eve stopped short, catching sight of Annie’s pale, drawn face as she walked into the kitchen from the hall. Their eyes met and Eve read a cry of worry in them.

				“I’m spotting,” Annie whispered.

				The work was instantly abandoned as the women gathered around Annie, getting her to lie down on the couch, feet up, while they plied her with questions. Gabriella was furious when she heard Annie hadn’t yet been to her doctor.

				“I’m only a few weeks late. What’s all the excitement about? Women have babies every day. I’ll get there.”

				“But you’ve been trying to get pregnant for months,” Gabriella sputtered. Her face was red with indignation. “Do you mean you haven’t talked to her yet?”

				“No! I wasn’t pregnant yet! What’s to talk about? I’ve been taking my vitamins, drinking my milk and not drinking alcohol. I’ve read tons of books. So what else is there?”

				“A physical, for one,” snapped Gabriella, placing pillows under Annie’s feet. “Blood tests. Oh, why am I even explaining any of this to you? You don’t listen.”

				“Yes I will, Gabby.” Her soft voice, so uncharacteristic for Annie, was a testament to her fear. “But what should I do now?”

				“Well, there are a lot of reasons why you might be spotting. Hormones are all crazy in the first trimester.”

				“That’s true,” added Eve, placing a hand on Annie’s shoulder and offering a reassuring squeeze. “I spotted in my first pregnancy.”

				“Did you?” Annie’s eyes were hopeful, relieved.

				“You should call your doctor. Now.” Midge’s face was set. “Tell her it’s urgent.”

				“Okay, okay. Where’s the phone?”

				The women clustered in silent support as Annie called the doctor. Her brief hushed conversation ended with an appointment for the following morning and strict orders to go home, go to bed and stay there. They hung around her, chatting, but no one wanted to mention what was upmost on their minds: Annie’s pregnancy. It was as though their collective silence on the topic was a protective wall.

				After John came to take her home, however, it was all they could talk about. Their worry rang in their criticisms. “How could she not have seen her doctor?”

				“She didn’t even take one of those home pregnancy tests!”

				“She works too hard.”

				“You’ve got to sit down when you’re pregnant or you’ll get all kinds of problems. Especially for a first baby at her age.”

				“Everyone knows that. Why, I had…”

				And the war stories began, one after the other, about their swollen ankles, a month of bed rest, the odd cravings and the long, longer, longest deliveries, keeping them going as they toiled through the rest of the afternoon.

				By the time the sun set, the condo was comfortably settled and the women began unwrapping the mountains of food they’d all contributed, smacking their lips. Pans and bowls filled with lasagna, marinated vegetables, cold grilled chicken and shrimp, brownies and chocolate chip cookies, tiramisu, loaves of freshly baked bread from the bakery next door, and bottles of champagne. The mood rose like the bubbles after Annie called.

				“Relax girls, false alarm!” she reported. “The spotting’s stopped and John’s serving me in bed like I’m the Queen of Sheba.”

				Finney and Bronte returned home on time, each carrying small brown bags of minor purchases in their hands, weary frowns on their faces. Finney loaded his plate with food while Bronte picked a few nonmeat portions, then they both sneaked off to their new bedrooms and closed the doors. Eve could hear their favorite music gently playing through the walls—Bronte’s rhythmic, Finney’s rap—and stared at the closed doors clutching her towel, feeling very shut off from their worlds.

				Later, while Midge, Doris and Gabriella were in the kitchen chatting and wrapping up the leftovers that would carry her for days, Eve stole a moment alone to walk through the five rooms of her new home. Flicking on lights one by one, she regarded the altered effect in each as the day’s light dimmed. The hall seemed so long and dark, the rooms so small. She collapsed onto her sofa that fit so well before the fireplace and laid her chin on the soft green velvet. She was feeling moody and introspective. There was something unique about the first night in a new home, not filled with anticipation like Christmas Eve, or fraught with worry, like before an exam or an interview. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but everything was so foreign, so different and new. Everything held promise.

				The lights from her favorite antique Japanese porcelain lamps made soft yellow halos in the corners of the room. Despite the warm night, Midge had lit a fire with good, dry cedar, filling the condo with a heady fragrance. All around her were her favorite things, her favorite people, each specially chosen to go the distance.

				As the night deepened, her friends tossed in the towels and came to join her in the living room. The heat rose as the fire grew so they opened the large bay windows. Outside, waiting for them, was a symphony of music from the streets below. The women sat together in a comfortable silence; there was nothing more to say. They yawned, closed their eyes, stretched their legs and listened in a companionable mood to a different music, the music made by the low laughter in the next condo, the shouts of strangers in the park, the atonal horns of traffic and the high soprano of a mother calling a child indoors, all against the rhythmic backbeat of pulsing life and movement. This magical song took them all far from the muted peace of the suburban blocks they were familiar with, far, farther back to their youth, when they were smooth skinned, slim and sassy, when they walked the city streets with swinging hips, when their worlds delivered pearls.

				On that balmy spring night that smelled of rain and new promise, each of the women who came from her large home, with comfortable furnishings and extra rooms to store all her many things, felt a disquiet in her breast that she could not put into words. It would take time to sort out, but it felt at the moment a little like envy. Not jealousy. They only wished the best for Eve. But in some as yet unvisited place in their hearts, in varying degrees, each woman settled back into a chair or leaned against the wall and listened, wondering what it must be like to embrace change and start fresh.

				* * *

				Much later, when the Book Club left for their own homes, when the night music ended and it seemed the whole world was in a deep sleep, Eve lay on her back in her room staring at the ceiling, terrified of the changes in her life. Her breaths came short, her heart was palpitating wildly, she couldn’t seem to get a chest full of air. Worst of all was an overwhelming sense of panic that held her in its monstrous grip.

				It wasn’t the first time. These attacks began soon after Tom’s death, waking her from her sleep or sometimes, like tonight, not allowing her to fall asleep at all. This foreboding fear struck out of the blue but she’d thought, hoped, they’d dissipated in the past months. He’d been dead ten months next week. Tonight, however, the fear returned full force when she’d turned off the lights, locked the door of this unknown place, climbed into the cool, cotton sheets of the double bed and reached out automatically to Tom’s side of the bed.

				She still couldn’t lie down in bed without expecting to be scooped up in his arms, to feel his smooth, cool hand caress her breasts with comforting possessiveness before tucking her bottom slap back against his groin, sometimes hard, sometimes soft, like spoons, each matching one’s breathing pace to the other’s before drifting asleep. It was that ingrained pattern, those tender, nonpassionate, achingly familiar gestures that she missed more than the tumultuous passion of sex—feeling Tom beside her, the bone of his chin in her neck and the fine hairs of his arm against hers, hearing him snore, smelling his skin. It was as natural to her as breathing. She sometimes still wriggled her bottom, jutting it back inches, expecting to feel him there. Instead, feeling the emptiness broke her heart.

				Tonight especially, in this dark, strange apartment that smelled, sounded, felt different, she was smacked with the reality that Tom was really gone. That her skin would be cold that night. That the only smell in these sheets was her own. That she didn’t have him to cover her with his strength any longer.

				She reached over and placed one of the pillows long-side down on Tom’s side of the bed under the blanket, then another, to form a mass beside her. It was silly, she knew, but in the wee hours, when she closed her eyes, she could butt back against the pillows and fool herself, just for a while, that Tom was still there beside her.

				Eve didn’t want change. She wanted Tom back.
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