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			To my beloved children,

			Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick, Samantha, Victoria and Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara,

			May your weddings be joyful,

			your marriages loving and successful,

			your work rewarding,

			your periods of solitude brief, restful, and not painful,

			May your days be full of love and joy

			and may those you love be kind to you and love you in return,

			and may you always remember

			how much I love you,

			with all my heart and soul,

			Mom/d.s.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			On a gray November day, Dominique Dupont sat looking out the window of her office on Fifty-Seventh Street, just west of Fifth Avenue, on the forty-fifth floor, with a splendid view of Manhattan. She was the founder and designer of Dupont Designs, now in its thirty-fourth year. She designed the most beautiful, most expensive wedding gowns in the bridal business. They were sold all over the world, in the finest stores, at breathtaking prices. Her bridal gowns were considered almost as fine as haute couture gowns in Paris, where she had trained. She had been scribbling sketches of bridal gowns since she was five years old. She had been obsessed with brides as a child. There was an even more rarefied echelon of her designs, called Platinum Label. Presidents’ daughters and royals had been ordering her gowns for years, with special designs created just for them by Dominique herself.

			Tall, blond, and unfailingly chic, she had a good head for business as well as real talent as a designer. Her financial advisors had helped her set up licensing agreements for high-end china, crystal, and linens, luxury items relating to brides and weddings, which were extremely lucrative. And she had written several coffee table books about her most beautiful brides, her most lavish weddings, and her most exquisite table settings and flower arrangements. Dominique Dupont was synonymous with luxury and flawless taste, and the most elegant weddings.

			She had just turned sixty, and didn’t like it, but she didn’t look her age. She took ballet and yoga classes, and had the same figure she’d had at thirty. She was divorced, with three adult children, Tommy, Felicity, and Violet. Originally French, she had the faintest trace of an accent, although she spoke English fluently. Her mother, Marie-Aurélie de Palme, was the only daughter of impoverished French aristocrats, and was exceptionally beautiful. At twenty-four, after a brief modeling career in Paris, Marie-Aurélie had become the acknowledged mistress of a famous French financier, Armand Dupont, and as was still a common occurrence in France, Dominique’s father had remained in an unhappy marriage and had had mistresses for years. There were those among the most staunchly elite people of French high society who did not receive Dominique’s mother, but for the most part, Marie-Aurélie and Armand were accepted as a couple, and welcomed by almost all of Paris society. Official mistresses were no longer considered scandalous. Marie-Aurélie had been a well-brought-up young woman from a respectable aristocratic family with no money. Her father was a banker and her mother didn’t work. Her parents were outraged by their daughter’s choice of lifestyle when she became Armand’s mistress. She was with him because she loved him, not for the money, or what he gave her. Her parents shunned her for the rest of their lives, although she was their only child. They refused to see her or speak to her and were ashamed of her, which was painful for her, and brought her even closer to Armand.

			Marie-Aurélie was an enchanting young woman, deeply happy with the man she loved, who adored her and was a loving, kind, generous partner. He lavished affection on her and showered her with gifts. She had a lifestyle she wouldn’t have had otherwise, in a beautiful hôtel particulier he bought for her on the rue de Grenelle in the 7th arrondissement. They lived there quite openly, while Armand’s wife turned a blind eye, as she always had.

			Dominique was born a year after they met, when Marie-Aurélie was twenty-five and Armand was sixty-five. They weren’t married, and he didn’t divorce for her. He had three older sons from his marriage, and Dominique was the joy of his life. He was a wonderful father, and acknowledged her legally at birth. She bore his name, and her three much older half brothers didn’t approve of her, particularly when she inherited her fair share, a quarter of their father’s fortune. They were still alive, two in their late seventies now. Dominique’s oldest brother, Tristan, was eighty-two. She hadn’t seen them since their father’s funeral forty-seven years before, when Dominique was thirteen. Two of them, Alexandre and Tristan, still lived in Paris, and the youngest, Grégoire, in Bordeaux, where he ran a famous winery he had inherited from his mother. Armand had a vast fortune and had provided for Dominique handsomely when she was born, as well as for her mother. Marie-Aurélie was set for life and treated with respect for all of her years with him, although they never married. Armand had told her right from the beginning that he would never divorce. As staunch Catholics, no one in his family had ever divorced. Marie-Aurélie was eighty-five now, and still lived in the house Armand had bought her years before, filled with beautiful paintings he had given her for special occasions, Degas, Monet, Corot. She was an important donor to the arts, and had acquired great knowledge on the subject.

			Marie-Aurélie had been “unofficially” widowed at thirty-eight. She had honored Armand’s memory since then, still in love with him so many years later. Her mother was still a young woman in her forties when Dominique had become aware of a discreet man in her mother’s life, an artist, but Marie-Aurélie had never married him, and he had eventually given up and married someone else.

			Dominique visited her mother in Paris when she could, and spoke to her often. She was in good health and had all her faculties at eighty-five. She led a quiet life and appeared socially once in a while, going to the opera and ballet and important museum events. Armand’s wife had died not long after he did, but Marie-Aurélie was remembered as his widow, having been seen with Armand most often in their years together. There had never been any secrecy about their relationship, or their daughter, in Paris. Most people had long since forgotten that they had never married and that she had been his mistress and not his wife. And Marie-Aurélie didn’t seem to mind.

			All of Armand’s sons were respectable and important. Dominique’s middle half brother Alexandre had been prime minister. He could probably have been president if he had run, but he’d chosen not to. He had skeletons in his own closet by then, and opted for discretion rather than scandal. Dominique heard from Tristan, her oldest brother, every year at Christmas, although not from the others, who resented her equal portion of their father’s inheritance even forty-seven years later. They were still angry at her, in defense of their mother and humiliated by their father’s unabashed pride in his mistress and love child. Dominique had been aware of their unmarried state and embarrassed by it growing up.

			The fortune she had inherited from her father had allowed her to set up her own business at a young age. She had gone to the best schools as a young girl, and had wanted to be a designer of bridal gowns even as a child. She went to New York from Paris to attend Parsons School of Design, and after she graduated, she went back to Paris and apprenticed for three years in the haute couture ateliers of Chanel, then returned to New York at twenty-five to put her business together. After careful research and planning, she had started the business in New York at twenty-six, without investors, financing it herself, from her inheritance. By the time she was thirty, Dupont Designs was a solid success, based on her talent, not her money. Her bridal gowns were magnificent, and the business had built steadily from there. Dominique had a quiet grace about her, wasn’t arrogant, and worked very diligently. Her success was well deserved and hard-earned.

			When she got to New York at twenty-five, she sought the financial and investment advice of an ambitious, well-respected investment advisor on Wall Street, Andrew Walker. He was older than she, though not as old as her father. He was forty-two years old, he courted her energetically, and she married him at twenty-six, shortly after she opened her business. They had a small ceremony attended by her mother, who flew over from Paris for the wedding, and a few close friends. She had no desire for a big dress or a showy wedding. She wore one of her own designs, a simple ivory lace dress inspired by a vintage design from 1925.

			Dominique ran Dupont Designs with her husband’s advice and a solid business plan. A year after she launched her company, she had their first child at twenty-seven, a boy, Thomas Dupont Walker. She had bought a discreet brownstone house in the East Seventies when she arrived, where they’d lived when they were married, and where she still did, long after their divorce. She had married Andrew because he was intelligent, well-educated, from a good family, and he reminded her of her father. But Andrew was nothing like Armand. Andrew’s indiscretions were legion, and while she worked hard, he played hard, collecting new clients for his investment management firm. He wasn’t after her money. He had his own, although her fortune was far larger than his, but he was always in hot pursuit of new clients, and his flings and affairs were frequent and indiscreet. Knowing her history, he had assumed she would tolerate his cheating on her since her own parents had never married. But her father had been faithful to Marie-Aurélie. Andrew never was to Dominique from the earliest days of their marriage. He found the restrictions of marriage suffocating. He had his first notorious affair months after they married, when Dominique was pregnant, and his second one right after Tommy was born. She lost count of his infidelities after that. But marriage was sacred to her, because of her own history, and she didn’t want to divorce. She tolerated Andrew’s behavior for as long as she could. Andrew was forty-three when their son was born, and it became rapidly obvious that he wasn’t cut out to be a husband or a father. Dominique loved her babies and her business, but Andrew was a severe disappointment as a husband. He shattered her dreams and his blatant affairs were a deep humiliation to her.

			She had three babies in five years, and divorced Andrew in six. Thomas was rapidly followed by two daughters, Felicity and Violet. Dominique worked even harder at her wedding dress business after the divorce, and was a talented designer with a strong work ethic.

			She didn’t have time for romance or dating in the early years of establishing her business when her children were small. Andrew hardly saw them, and had no interest in them. She was thirty-two when she got divorced, and had little time for a social life, building the bridal empire she was known for now, and outstripping her competitors, while still paying close attention to her children.

			A dozen years had flown by since her divorce, when she met William Smith. He was the attorney for her business. She was forty-four when they met, and Bill was forty-six, brilliant, vital, serious, kind, with children of his own, devoted to his family, with a marriage that had never worked. She and Bill fell in love, which came as a surprise to both of them. They struggled with what to do about it. Dominique had never wanted to be in the same situation as her mother, a married man’s mistress, and this wasn’t France. They were extremely discreet, but they fell into an affair, deeply in love, and carved out time with each other whenever they could. They had long since settled into spending two nights a week together. When her children were younger, Dominique and Bill spent the night at a hotel, leaving her children with a nanny. Now that the children were grown up and gone, Bill stayed at her apartment, and her children never knew. He was a successful attorney, head of his own law firm, and advised her in all her business dealings. She never pressured him to divorce. Over the years, their children had grown up and he was still married. The affair had continued for sixteen years. It wasn’t what Dominique had planned for her life, but it met their emotional needs at the time, and seemed like enough. His wife pointedly ignored what she suspected and preferred to stay married to a man who didn’t love her and whom she didn’t love, rather than rebuild her life. She liked the status of being married, not the man. Bill was sixty-two now, and he and Dominique still thought they might live together one day, but the right time had never come. Bill’s youngest son had just left for college and had been only two years old when they met. Hers were old enough to get to know him and were attached to him as a reliable and warm constant and a close affectionate family friend they liked. He was the only father figure in their life.

			Andrew, her ex-husband, was seventy-six now, still chasing young women, and as disengaged from his children as he always had been. They were adults now and he had never been there for them. He was still working as an investment advisor, and still constantly involved with women less than half his age. He was in good health and full of energy. He only dated women the age of his children or younger. Dominique wasn’t close to him, and didn’t respect him. She hadn’t since the divorce or even before. She loved and respected Bill, after sixteen years. And she understood her mother better now, although her situation with Dominique’s father had been more shocking and more public but also less complicated, since they had been so open about their relationship and it was more socially acceptable in France than in the U.S. Dominique and Bill had kept their relationship hidden for sixteen years, except with close friends, and her children suspected but still weren’t sure if they were lovers or just friends. What they shared privately, and the deep feelings they had for each other, satisfied both of them most of the time. It seemed a little late now for him to divorce in his sixties. His marriage had been an emotional wasteland forever, but their lives were entwined. His wife stayed at their Connecticut home most of the time, and had her own life and friends, and he worked in the city and spent nights with Dominique during the week when he could, now that the children had grown up. For years they tried to figure out what to do about it. In the end, they did nothing. He stayed married, and they met in secret for stolen moments. It was far from ideal, but their attempts to break off their relationship never worked. They loved each other, so the relationship had lasted for sixteen years, with all its weaknesses and strengths.

			Her mother asked her frequently if she was happy, when they saw each other, and Dominique always said she was, and most of the time it was true, although not always. Legally and in fact, Bill belonged to someone else, and it bothered her at times, but at the same time, she had freedom and independence to run her life and business as she chose to, which she might not have had if she and Bill were married. And she worked hard. Her children were well aware of Bill as a good friend and liked him. He was a more reliable presence than their own father, the only man close to them. His own children didn’t know about the affair, out of respect for his wife. They thought Dominique was a client of his law firm, and a friend. They had no idea of how much Dominique meant to him, but her children suspected that there was more between them than they admitted. Somehow Dominique and Bill had gone from year to year loving each other in secret, and she had accepted what he could give her, however limited their time together. They saw each other once or twice a week. She no longer expected him to leave his wife and marry her. She had given up that hope years before and told herself it didn’t matter to her. And most of the time she thought it was true. The subject didn’t come up anymore. She was just happy to be with him when they could be, she ran her business with an iron hand, and her children were adults and busy too. It seemed like enough to her, just as Armand had been enough for Marie-Aurélie, even though they never married. But they had been able to live together. Bill and Dominique couldn’t. Dominique had seen how happy they were when she was growing up, and they were inseparable. Their circumstances had been acceptable in France and wouldn’t have been in the States. Bill and Dominique had to remain hidden in order to avoid a scandal, which would have impacted them, their children, his wife, and even her business. Dominique said pubicly that marriage wasn’t important to her since her parents had been happy without it. She had a full life, children she loved, a satisfying career and extremely successful business, and a man she loved in secret. It was enough for her. She regarded marriage as a sacred state and never wanted to be responsible for destroying his. The love she had lavished on Bill had made his dry, empty marriage tolerable for the last sixteen years. Ironically, without Dominique in his life, he could never have stayed married to Eileen for as long as he had. Dominique gave him everything he needed emotionally, and he was a stable force in her life. She knew that she could count on him, even though officially he belonged to someone else. In her own way, she had followed her parents’ model, although at a different time, in a different country and culture. In America, it would have made sense, and been less scandalous, if Bill had gotten divorced and she weren’t his mistress. But it had never seemed like the right time to shake up their families, admit to their affair, and turn their lives upside down, so they had chosen to continue loving each other in secret. It was the one thing she had sworn she would never do, be a married man’s mistress like her mother, and yet she had.

			Dominique wondered about it now. But even with his youngest son, Tyler, having left for college in the fall, Bill wasn’t offering to get divorced. Keeping things as they were was always easier, and Bill didn’t have to get into a messy legal battle or give up half of what he owned to his wife. Bill and Eileen had married without a prenup when they were young. Staying married now was easier and less costly. And Bill said he felt too old now to start his life over. Dominique would gladly have married him if he would have.

			Bill and Eileen still lived in the same house in Greenwich, Connecticut, and saw each other as little as possible. He and Dominique couldn’t spend holidays together, but she had her own children to spend them with, and she and Bill went on a vacation together every year after Christmas, usually somewhere in the French Alps, in order to ski, which they enjoyed doing together.

			Bill had met Dominique’s mother and she liked him very much. He was a kind, intelligent man and a good father, but Marie-Aurélie always questioned why he didn’t leave his wife. She wasn’t sure if it was a sign of responsibility or cowardice, or perhaps both. She and Armand had been completely open about their relationship. Dominique had been Bill’s dark secret for sixteen years and her mother didn’t like that for her. Originally, Dominique had resisted becoming his hidden mistress, but over time, she had gotten used to it, and they accepted their relationship now as it was.

			Their separate lives had some advantages. Dominique made all her important decisions on her own, about her children, her business, and her life. She answered to no one and was captain of her own ship. And no one complained about how much she worked. She spent most of her free time working.

			Dominique’s relationship with her children had always been close and their bond strong. Their father had been so superficial and absent in their lives that it had brought them closer to their mother. But that had been changing for the past few years, as they grew up and had their own lives, and she felt their absence sorely. Their growing up and moving on created a void in her life, which she knew would only become worse in time. She tried to fill the emptiness they left with her business, which worked to some degree, but not always. It was now that she regretted not living with Bill and only seeing him twice a week, and sometimes only once. He had a busy life too. Tyler, his youngest child, was at Princeton, so he would be home frequently on weekends, which would alter their plans, and Justin, the older boy, was at Boston University, and was home often too with no advance warning, and in their status, they had to cancel their plans instead of including him. Bill had not experienced yet the ache of emptiness one’s children left once they were really gone. Dominique’s children were on the cusp of thirty, just enough older that she had already felt the chill winds of their adulthood in her life, and the loneliness it brought with it, especially without a full-time partner herself.

			Because of her own childhood, and the unspoken stigma of having unmarried parents, Dominique had been conservative in her own life, and traditional in the upbringing of her children. As a child, she had suffered from the disapproval of some of her friends’ parents. Her ex-husband came from a family that had been firmly ensconced in the Social Register for generations. He came from old money and had added large quantities of new money to it, which he thought gave him the freedom to be as much of a libertine as he wanted. He had a rebellious nature, set no admirable example for his children, and chafed against the restrictions of marriage with his affairs while he and Dominique were married, and with countless unsuitable women once divorced. In contrast, Dominique had been faithful to Andrew while they were married, and to Bill afterward. She had never remarried. She wanted to give her children a perfect life, and set high standards for them and herself. She was an honorable, honest person who valued traditions.

			Her children went to the best private schools in New York. Her older daughter, Felicity, had made her debut at the most respected debutante ball. Her youngest, Violet, named after Dominique’s paternal grandmother Violette, had refused to make her debut and considered it politically objectionable. Violet was a rebel to her core. Their father had spent little time with them when they were children. Dominique had taught them that hard work was important. She set the bar high for herself and for them. Respectability was important to her. She was a dignified woman, with a decidedly aristocratic air. Having unmarried parents had left a deep mark on her.

			And as a result of her hard work in her business, a debut dress or wedding gown by Dominique Dupont was every young woman’s dream, which their fathers paid dearly for. Her business had been a stunning success, and she used it to give her children every advantage she could provide for them.

			Dominique’s oldest child, Tommy, had been the first to break free from her ultraconservative expectations. Tommy had gone west to college at USC, to study film, instead of the eastern Ivy League schools he qualified for that she wanted for him and that his father and his relatives had attended. Tommy wanted to be his own person, and resisted his father and mother’s influence. He went to business school at Stanford after USC, moved to L.A. when he got his MBA, and at thirty-three was now the number two person at the most important streaming platform in the business, and a favorite to become CEO when the current one retired in the next few years. He loved his job, and his wife, Marlene, a flashy young starlet he had fallen in love with as soon as he got to L.A. He had married her four years later, at twenty-nine, and Dominique was still leery of her. She was an ambitious girl who had set her sights on Tommy relentlessly and won him in the end. She gave up a minor acting career the moment they married. They had two babies in two years, and she was dressed in head-to-foot Chanel now, thanks to Tommy. Everything she wore and did was expensive, and she wore clothes that left her as naked as possible and showed off her flawless body. Tommy loved it. He had bought a big house in Bel Air at her urging, and indulged her in all the ways she demanded. It set Dominique’s nerves on edge to see her son taken advantage of, but she said nothing to her son. He would have leapt to his wife’s defense. And she didn’t want to jeopardize her relationship with him by criticizing his wife.

			She had set up trust funds for all three of her children from her own generous inheritance from her father, but she hated to see her son pumped for money by a greedy wife. Dominique considered Marlene arm candy, not a woman of substance who contributed anything, which made Dominique angry on her son’s behalf. Despite his success in business, which she was proud of, he was an innocent with his wife. Dominique had a discreet, restrained personal style. Marlene flashed sex and money like a neon sign. Everything she wore was too short, too low, and too tight. She had a fabulous figure even after two babies, and Tommy was ecstatic, and seemed to have tossed all sense of propriety to the winds. Her look shrieked of vulgarity, and the more naked she was, the better he liked it, as he showed off his prize at every Hollywood event they attended. It made Dominique wince when she saw them in the press.

			Dominique visited them in L.A. a couple of times a year, and Tommy always had lunch with his mother when he had business in New York. He was a devoted son, husband, and father, but totally blind to his wife’s greed, bad manners, and bad taste, which amazed his mother and sisters. Dominique knew better than to complain about her, and Tommy wouldn’t have tolerated it. He was loyal to Marlene. It made his mother’s heart ache when she saw them. There were so many genuinely nice women he could have had, but Marlene had him enthralled. He loved everything about her, and Dominique accepted it with tolerance and grace.

			Their wedding at the Hotel Bel-Air had been a lavish affair that Dominique had paid for, without complaint, at Tommy’s request, since Marlene’s father was in jail for passing bad checks at the time, and her mother was dead broke and still in rehab for severe alcoholism. She made it out in time for the wedding in a skin-tight white dress as mother of the bride. Dominique offered to make Marlene’s dress, but she had found her own, which was slit up to her hip bone and showed the cleavage Tommy loved, a backless, nearly topless dress that left nothing to the imagination. Tommy thought she looked fabulous, which was all that mattered. Dominique just wanted her son to be happy. And the wedding was lovely. His grandmother had come from Paris, the last big trip she had taken, and she was glad she had come to support Dominique. It had been a hard night for her. Once Tommy and Marlene were married, her relationship with them was cautious, distant, and tenuous. Dominique saw little of her son, living in L.A., and he was off to his own life now, under the influence of his wife. Their two sons were adorable at two and three, but she didn’t see them often either. It had been her first experience with learning to let her children go and it hadn’t been easy for her. Bill had been at the wedding too, and was shocked by how bold the bride was, and how totally enraptured Tommy was, although he was otherwise sensible, and smart about his career. But he was ingenuous and innocent with women, and had had no guidance from his father for his entire life. Andrew was there with his latest girlfriend, who was younger than the bride.

			Neither of Dominique’s daughters was married yet. Felicity was thirty-two, and had a very conservative boyfriend, Taylor Whitfield, from an old guard New York family. He worked on Wall Street in investments, and he worried Dominique. Felicity was an artist and a gentle soul, and Taylor seemed to control her. They lived together, and Dominique was relieved that they seemed to have no interest in marriage. There was something about Taylor that made her uneasy, no matter how socially prominent his family was. She worried about Felicity, who never seemed to stand up for herself or what she believed in. All she wanted to do was paint and lead a quiet life. Taylor was much more sociable than Felicity was, and in her mother’s opinion, he didn’t seem the right match for her. He had a strong need to control and rule by intimidation, and Felicity was easy prey.

			Dominique’s third child, Violet, at twenty-eight, was a fireball and an extrovert who had lots of opinions, was politically liberal, and had an interesting store on Madison Avenue, full of high- priced luxury objects she found all over the world. She had been dating a sports reporter for two years, Jamie Madison, who was casual, fun, from an unruly but wholesome, simple family. He was a little rough around the edges, and a thoroughly good guy, but not the kind of man Dominique had envisioned Violet marrying one day. She could imagine her more easily with a European, maybe even someone older, like Dominique’s father, not a boy from Boston who knew every player’s batting average all the way back to Babe Ruth, but had no social graces. The choices of partners her children had made were unexpected if nothing else, and not the people Dominique hoped they would marry. But at least neither of her daughters seemed interested in marriage for the time being, which was a relief. She and Bill talked about the girls sometimes, and he told her that he was sure that neither Taylor Whitfield nor Jamie Madison, at the other extreme, was likely to be the men they would marry one day. He had said the same about Marlene, and had been wrong. Dominique had made her peace with Tommy’s choice of wife in the meantime, but not easily, for the sake of harmony. Dominique’s mother was much more philosophical about it.

			“There’s nothing you can do about their choice of life partners,” Marie-Aurélie had said. “My parents were heartbroken about my life with your father, particularly when he never divorced and we never married. And I was the happiest woman on earth as long as he was alive. It worked for us, which is all that matters really. If Tommy is happy with Marlene, you’ll have to swallow your own ideas about her. Looking vulgar doesn’t make her a bad person. They’re crazy about each other, which is something. My parents never saw me again, which was wrong of them. They wanted to come to Armand’s funeral, to pay their respects. I wouldn’t let them, it was too late for me, and I never saw them before they died, and never regretted it. They were too cruel to both of us when your father was alive. He never minded about my parents. He was a very forgiving person. It took me years to forgive them, and they were long dead by then. Our role as parents is to support our children in their life choices and not impose our own will or dreams on them. We don’t have the right to do that once they’ve grown up.” Dominique had tried to follow her mother’s advice, though it hadn’t been easy. Marlene had become more flamboyant since marrying Tommy, instead of less, and she could do it with his money, but they were happy. Dominique felt as though she had lost her son to Marlene, which was somewhat true. His life centered around his wife and children now, and his career and life in L.A. Dominique had lost him to his new life, and hoped it wouldn’t happen with the girls too.

			She was thinking of all of them as she looked out her office window on a bleak November afternoon. Tommy had just sent her an email to tell her that he and Marlene and the children weren’t coming home for Thanksgiving, and were going to Mexico instead, taking his mother-in-law and Marlene’s sister with them. He had a new family now, and Dominique had no choice but to accept it and be a good sport.

			She sighed as she read her other emails, and went back to designing the next collection, due on the runway in January. Tommy hadn’t been home for Thanksgiving in four years, and had only come for Christmas twice. After thirty-four years dedicated to her family, it was slowly unraveling in spite of her, and this was only the beginning. It was the hardest thing she had ever faced, while pretending to her son that it was fine and didn’t bother her. Not seeing much of them bothered her a lot. If nothing else, being the parent to adult children, especially married ones, required that you be gracious, and never say a word about how much it hurt to let them go. She knew they would never understand it until they had adult children of their own, which was years away.

			Dominique suspected that if she and Bill were married, the impact of her children growing up and moving away would be less acute. With their limited time together, because of his own family and wife, she had spent every moment of her spare time with her children, and was unusually close to them as a result, so it hurt her all the more once they had lives of their own and she saw less of them.

			Tommy’s decision to stay in the west after going to college and graduate school there had been the hardest blow, and then he married someone so different that Dominique couldn’t relate to her. Marlene had grown up in Las Vegas, was from a broken family with two derelict parents, and had landed in L.A. at nineteen, hoping to be discovered as an actress. Her starring role now was as Tommy’s wife, and at thirty-five she was two years older than he was. She had nothing in common with her mother-in-law nor with his sisters. He loved his life in L.A., and the whole California culture, and the subculture he worked in, closely related to Hollywood, as his company produced films for their streaming platform. It was far from the world he had grown up in. He had good values and strong principles, and was a good husband and father. Dominique was proud of him, but it was difficult to think of his marriage as his finest achievement. Marlene was a survivor and had grown up in a hard world. Her father had been a blackjack dealer in a casino before he started writing bad checks. And her mother had been a showgirl, or worse, who had lost her looks early to alcohol and drugs. She had been sober off and on for a few years now. Tommy paid for a nice house for her in Beverly Hills, and Marlene kept a close eye on her, and on her younger sister, Tiffany, who had been in and out of trouble too. Marlene was the success story in the bunch. She was a survivor, and Tommy admired what a decent person she was after all she’d been through growing up, but it didn’t change the fact for Dominique that Marlene was half naked nearly every time she saw her and had spent more time as a cocktail waitress than an actress, and that Tommy spent more time with her ragtag family than his own much nicer one. He had his hands full with his needy, demanding, unemployed in-laws, and Marlene was unfailingly loyal to them, and eager to share her good fortune with them. Other than her spectacular body, Dominique couldn’t see what she brought to the table or how she kept Tommy’s interest. He had a soft spot for the underdog in every situation, and wanted to cure all the ills in the world. It was one of his more endearing features, but Dominique was sad that he hadn’t married someone more suitable. Marlene always seemed tough to her, she had to be, to survive her childhood and the years before she met Tommy. Dominique wanted more for him, but she realized it wasn’t her choice to make.

			Felicity’s boyfriend Taylor came from a more familiar world, although she didn’t like his family any better than Marlene’s. At least Marlene’s were honest and had no pretensions. The rare times she saw them, someone was always going into or coming out of rehab, which they considered a normal occurrence. Tommy was always paying for fancy rehabs for them, which never seemed to work, or not for long.

			Taylor’s family had all the pretensions Marlene’s didn’t, and none of them had ever gone to rehab, that Dominique knew of. They were shameless snobs, with blue blood and a small fortune from long ago that had dwindled over generations. They were always talking about who had money and who didn’t, were enthralled with all the people in Newport who had “cottages” and big fortunes, and were fascinated by who had made their debut and who hadn’t. They were convinced that the only people with any merit were white Anglo-Saxon Protestants whose relatives had come over on the Mayflower, all of which bored Dominique intensely. They looked down their noses at anything or anyone European, except the British royal family. They thought France was a shocking, immoral, libertine country, and they had had a field day when they learned that Dominique’s mother and father weren’t married and that Marie-Aurélie had been his mistress. They imagined her to be a dancer at the Folies Bergère, or a prostitute.

			They were incredibly insular and old-fashioned, and Dominique found them dreary, and she thought Taylor had some kind of misguided superiority complex as a result, always telling Felicity what she should and shouldn’t be doing, shouldn’t be saying, and telling her how to run her life. And much more alarming, Felicity didn’t seem to mind it, which upset Dominique. She knew that her oldest daughter had ideas and opinions, but she never voiced them around Taylor, and was willing to behave in the docile, meek way he expected. His mother had strong opinions she wasn’t too shy to express, but he wanted Felicity to do whatever he said. To Dominique, it seemed like some form of extreme narcissism, which genuinely concerned her. He showed no interest in Felicity’s career as an artist, nor acknowledged how good her paintings were. He treated it like a hobby. His own job was far from impressive, at thirty-seven, at a minor investment firm on Wall Street, and Dominique worried that if they ever married, he would expect Felicity to support him. She would have liked to see more energy and ambition on his part, and fewer pompous pretensions, but Felicity didn’t seem to mind any of it. Marlene’s exuberant vulgarity was almost refreshing by comparison.

			The best of her children’s current partners by far was Violet’s energetic, enthusiastic, sincere boyfriend of the last two years, Jamie Madison, who worked for the sports bureau of the Daily News and loved his job. He had turned down jobs at both the Post and The New York Times, and preferred the more popular newspaper he worked for. He was an excellent writer who had gone to Brown and had a master’s from the Columbia School of Journalism. He had a family he loved in Boston, and was an ardent Red Sox fan. He had invited Dominique to a Yankees game and she’d had fun with him, eating hot dogs and drinking beer and slushies, and she enjoyed his sense of humor, which matched Violet’s, but he seemed more like a college romance than a life partner. At twenty-eight, Violet still had time to spare before settling down, and Dominique really didn’t want her to marry Jamie. She knew there was a serious side to him and that he had lost a younger brother to leukemia, so he was on the board of an annual fundraiser for leukemia and volunteered time to children with cancer. But his many good qualities didn’t change the fact that the greatest passion in his life was baseball and almost every other sport, and he didn’t own a suit, other than the tuxedo he wore every year to the fundraiser, and most of the time he looked like he was on his way home from practice in the minor leagues. He even coached a boys’ baseball team in Harlem.

			Jamie had many virtues and a good heart, but no social skills. And how would that play out when they were forty and fifty? Dominique couldn’t see him in Violet’s life long-term, although she had her eccentricities too. She’d had purple hair all through college at NYU, had floated around Europe aimlessly for two years after college, had spent a year in Paris living with her grandmother, much to Marie-Aurélie’s delight, and still traveled the world looking for unusual objects, from jewelry to vintage clothing, elegant Vuitton trunks, beautifully bound old books, and occasionally taxidermy or a Moroccan rug or African Masai jewelry. Everything Violet sold was exceptional, and she had unusual and remarkable taste and a great eye for special things. The store on Madison Avenue was called Objets, and she made a very healthy living at it. But Dominique didn’t see how Jamie would suit Violet long-term. Violet lived in the present moment and never worried about the future.

			Dominique was proud of her children. They had been the joy of her life, and had filled it to the brim, particularly since Bill had existed on a very part-time basis, in the shadows of her life, and not at its center.

			The little time they were able to spend together had been enough in the early years, but now, with the children gone, only work was left to fill her days and nights when he wasn’t around, and it no longer seemed like enough. But nothing in their relationship had changed, and he was still just as anchored to his wife, even though they didn’t love each other. As Dominique had known for a long time, it was her love and the time they did spend together that made his marriage tolerable. It had taken her years to realize it. There was no great purpose or design to his staying married to Eileen, it was just easier for him not to deal with it, and it was only recently that Dominique had begun to notice that the time they spent together was as sweet as ever, but no longer seemed like enough. It didn’t fulfill her. And for now, they had no plan to do anything about it. There was never progress on any front. She and Bill were just coasting along as they always had, and they loved each other. Maybe that was enough. Dominique didn’t know many couples who still got along and loved each other as she and Bill did after sixteen years. She wondered if being married would have ruined it. But she had no way of knowing. Bill had never lied to her, telling her openly from the beginning that he wouldn’t divorce, just as her own father had told her mother. And his children were very young when their affair began. He and Eileen had little in common, but he had felt duty-bound to stay married for his children’s sake, and now they were leaving the nest.

			He had never changed his mind about getting divorced, even now with his children in college, and for sixteen years, Dominique had told herself that what they had was enough for her. But lately, with his youngest son leaving home, she wasn’t as sure. She never admitted it to Bill and rarely to herself, but she wanted more than a man she saw twice a week who belonged to someone else. And she was afraid to ask him for more. What if he refused, or left her? Two days a week was better than no Bill at all. Or was it? She was afraid to answer that question to herself. His son had left for college two months before, and nothing had changed, and probably never would, so she refused to listen to the voices in her head prodding her to tell him she needed more from him, and what they had was no longer enough for her. Her heart had begun to ache every time Bill left her apartment and went back to his wife.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Felicity always dressed with particular care when she was having dinner at the Whitfields’. Taylor’s mother, Elizabeth Whitfield, noticed every detail, and always made comments afterward to Taylor, and Felicity wanted to give her as little as possible to complain about. Taylor claimed his mother’s comments didn’t matter to him, but Felicity knew they did, and he always mentioned them as though he expected her to do something about it. She tried on a black dress which looked too funereal, a brown suit which didn’t look right either, and settled on a navy dress she had bought with his parents in mind. It was conservative, but the midnight blue seemed softer than black. It was a proper length, and she wore the pearl necklace her grandmother had given her when she turned twenty-one, with small, discreet pearl and diamond earrings to match.

			She got almost all the paint off her fingers, wore her long blond hair in a sleek ponytail, and put on high heels, but not too high. Felicity was taller than her mother but looked a great deal like her. She wore very little makeup, and Taylor smiled when he saw her. It was hard to find fault with her appearance. She was beautiful, elegant, and aristocratic.

			“You look perfect,” Taylor said approvingly. The dinner was a command performance, as his parents’ invitations always were. As an only child, he was expected to dine with them frequently, and he didn’t like to disappoint them. His father, Phillip, worked for an investment bank, and managed several important estates of well-known families. He hadn’t had an exciting career, but he enjoyed his work, had a reputation for giving sound advice, and had guided Taylor in the same direction, and Taylor had a good job at a respectable firm, and was on a satisfactory trajectory in wealth management. He had gone to Princeton, like his father and both his grandfathers. Taylor and his father went to their reunions together every year, never missing one. Everything about Phillip Whitfield’s life had been comfortably predictable, including the girl he married. Elizabeth Brooke, his best friend’s sister, had gone to Vassar, was a year younger than he was, and he had been her escort at her debutante ball. They had married when she graduated and he was in his first job on Wall Street. They had waited longer than most of their friends to have children, and then it had taken more time than expected to conceive Taylor. His parents were now seventy-two and seventy-three years old, and always seemed like an anachronism to Felicity. They were conservative and old-fashioned, and staunch Republicans no matter who ran for president. They were almost cookie-cutter archetypes of their kind, and their social life was governed by who was in the Social Register, which was the bible they lived by. They knew that the Walkers, Felicity’s father’s family, were in it, but her mother’s family was in a far more suspicious listing, the Almanach de Gotha, which listed the noble families of Europe and was a publication they had no faith in whatsoever, but at least the Walkers made Felicity acceptable in their eyes. They were unaware of her father’s dubious dating habits, his penchant for very young women, and his infidelities, but they wouldn’t have mattered to the Whitfields as long as his bloodline was good.

			It was Taylor’s mother who always subjected Felicity to thinly veiled interrogations. His father had two Scotches before dinner and was mellower, and enjoyed Felicity’s good looks and good manners. There had been no talk of marriage until then, but the Whitfields didn’t want Taylor, at thirty-seven, wasting his time with unsuitable women he couldn’t marry. The entire weight of carrying on the Whitfield name rested on him, as the only child of an only son, so it would fall to him to provide an heir to the name one day. There would be no fortune to go with it, just blue blood and distinguished ancestry, though far less distinguished than Dominique’s family tree, which they were unaware of and would have discounted anyway as Eurotrash. They were suspicious of all things foreign.

			Felicity didn’t look forward to her evenings with them, but she went to make Taylor happy. He was close to his parents, and Taylor and Felicity usually spent the week between Christmas and New Year with them, at their spartan, drafty, slightly shabby vacation home in Vermont. It was close to Sugarbush, so they spent most of their time skiing while they were there. Taylor’s father still skied, but his mother didn’t, after an injured knee several years before.

			After dating for two years, Taylor had moved into Felicity’s loft in Tribeca the year before. It saved him money to move in with her. It was a big bright loft apartment on the Hudson River, with a large open space she used as the studio where she painted.

			“I got good news today,” Felicity told Taylor in a cab on the way uptown to Park Avenue in the eighties, where his parents lived and he had grown up. He had gone to Buckley, an exclusive private boys’ school, then Saint Paul’s for prep school, before Princeton. He had attended all the “right” schools, and had been an ordinary student, and a good athlete in high school and college. And he had been accepted in Ivy, the same eating club his father belonged to in college. Everything in Taylor’s life was a blueprint for respectability, which Felicity found she liked. There was a comforting stability to it, although her sister Violet thought Taylor dull and boring. Felicity didn’t. But she conceded that he and his parents were snobs.

			Felicity was aware of her mother’s more unusual background, growing up with unmarried parents, which seemed a little shocking although Felicity adored her French grandmother. Her father’s parents had died young so she had no other grandparents, and her father’s nearly total absence from her childhood had made her hungry for solid, respectable men in her life. She liked Taylor’s father more than his mother, who always seemed to be on the hunt for flaws to object to, and was critical of everyone’s background, and dubious about Felicity’s. She approved of Felicity’s father, but a French designer mother who made wedding gowns sounded sketchy to her. And Felicity’s career as an artist categorized her as “bohemian” in Elizabeth Whitfield’s opinion.

			They had been momentarily impressed that Felicity had gone to Yale, but discounted it quickly when she told them she had majored in fine arts, which sounded like a second-rate program to them. She had invited them to her gallery shows as a courtesy in the last two years, and they had never come to see them. They had unimpressive art in their apartment, and no interest in the art world or Felicity’s work as a painter. Her good news of the day was that she had been invited to participate in a show at an important gallery in June, which was big news for her, but Taylor didn’t seem excited about it when she told him on the way uptown. He had changed the subject quickly to remind her of his office party a week before Christmas, which he had invited her to. They were looking forward to it, but the gallery show was a major coup. She had told her mother, who was thrilled for her, and knew the gallery well. Dominique came to all Felicity’s openings, and was a staunch supporter of her work. Bill often came with her, and had bought several of her paintings. Taylor was polite about her art, but wasn’t interested in it. She had done a portrait of him the year before, for him to give his parents for Christmas. They didn’t think it was a good likeness of him. His mother thought it looked “unfinished,” and had hung it in a back hallway, which was how they regarded her career, and dismissed it.

			Felicity was slowly building a reputation as a serious artist on the New York art scene. She didn’t take their indifference personally, could easily tell they weren’t art lovers, and Taylor hadn’t grown up with a strong interest in art. They preferred the symphony, the opera, and the ballet, and had season tickets for all three. They went because it was the thing to do, not because of any passion for the arts.

			Elizabeth looked Felicity over as she always did when they got to the apartment, as though looking for some flaw, and seemed disappointed not to find it. Taylor’s father was on his second Scotch on the rocks and already mellow, and Taylor followed his mother into another room for a private exchange that Felicity paid no attention to, while she chatted with Phillip about the early snows they were having in Vermont, and how good the snow would be by Christmas.

			Dinner went without incident. The conversation was as bland as the food, some politics, some business, some gossip about people Felicity didn’t know or care about. They ate at seven, as Elizabeth and Phillip did every night. Felicity and Taylor were back on their way downtown to Tribeca before nine, and Felicity felt the tension leave her body as she relaxed in the cab. Felicity lit a cigarette when they got home, and Taylor looked at her with disapproval. She wasn’t a heavy smoker, but smoked occasionally.

			“My mother would have a fit if she knew you smoke. She thinks it makes women look cheap,” he reported.

			“I need it after dinner with your parents. I always feel like they’re going to send me home without dinner if I make some terrible mistake.”

			He laughed and poured himself a drink, and sat down next to her on the couch, as though waiting for her to finish.

			“She makes me feel like that sometimes too,” he confessed, “but she was in a good mood tonight.” Felicity couldn’t tell. Elizabeth always aimed the same pointed glances at her, like darts, and she had never encouraged Felicity to call her anything but Mrs. Whitfield. Felicity felt like she had been on probation with them for three years. She felt fourteen, not thirty-two, and grossly inadequate, every time she saw them, and had a knot in her stomach throughout the meal, and the food was never good. They served lamb chops or chicken. The food was always heavy and the meat and vegetables overcooked. The Whitfields had had the same housekeeper and cook since Taylor was in kindergarten. She was a sweet woman but a lousy cook, although Felicity had never commented on the food. The salad was drowned in store-bought dressing. Dominique always had a French or Italian chef and lighter meals, with lots of fresh food. Taylor loved eating there. He’d been surprised to find Felicity had no interest in cooking. Neither did her mother or sisters. All three of the Walker women were more interested in their jobs and careers than the kitchen.

			Taylor finished his drink as Felicity put out her cigarette, and he turned to her with a serious expression. He looked as though he had something important to say, and she almost wondered if he was going to break up with her. He looked tense and not too happy. She knew his parents would be delighted if he got rid of her. Or his mother anyway.

			“Is something wrong?” she asked, suddenly nervous after she had just started to unwind.

			“Not at all, quite the reverse,” he said, and pulled something out of his pocket. She couldn’t see what it was, as he took her hand and looked into her eyes. “I was going to wait a while, but my parents think it’s time, after three years. We know each other well by now, and you make me happy, you’re a good person, and you give me good advice about my job. I think we’ll do well together. Felicity, will you marry me?” he asked her in a monotone, and then kissed her before she could answer. Their lovemaking was efficient and experienced, they weren’t innocents, but he wasn’t a man of passion. Nothing about the relationship was what Felicity had dreamed of for her future, but it had been comfortable for both of them for the past three years. And he was right, they got along well. But she hadn’t had marriage in mind, and didn’t have it in her sights for at least the next few years. His proposal had taken her entirely by surprise. She was shocked that his parents thought their getting engaged was a good idea. She knew they wanted a grandchild, but why now? And why her? Their disapproval had been obvious for the past three years.

			“Are you serious?” she asked in a shocked voice, which wasn’t the response he had expected or wanted to hear.

			“Of course. I wouldn’t have asked you if I weren’t. And my parents approve. I have their blessing to ask you.” She thought he sounded childish when he said it. He opened his hand then to show her the small navy-blue velvet box he’d been holding with his fingers clasped around it so she didn’t see it. He opened the box, and there was a ring with a small sapphire as the central stone, with a smaller diamond on either side. He took the ring out of the box and put it on her finger. “It was my mother’s. She agreed to let me have it.” Felicity’s mother and grandmother wore more important jewelry, and the ring looked like Elizabeth Whitfield more than Felicity, but she was touched by the gesture. She stared at it for a minute and then at him.

			“I didn’t want to get married this young,” she said honestly, and had said it to him before. “Thirty-two still seems too young to me, and I’m not ready for children.” It wasn’t a yes or a no, it was more of a maybe, but she wasn’t jumping for joy. She’d been completely unprepared for his proposal.

			“I’m thirty-seven, and I want to have children before I’m forty and too old to enjoy them.”

			She smiled. “I don’t think you’ll be too old to enjoy kids at forty. I kind of thought I’d think about a serious step like marriage after I turn thirty-five. I want to concentrate on my art before that.” It gave her three more years to make her career the priority, and not marriage or a family.

			“You can paint on the side when we have kids,” he said, as dismissive as he always was about her work.

			“It’s not something I do ‘on the side,’ Taylor. I’m not sure you understand that.”

			“Kids sleep a lot when they’re babies. You can paint while they nap.”

			“Are you serious?” She looked at him intensely.

			“Or you can paint at night while they sleep.”

			“When I have kids, I want to give them my full attention, like my mother did.”

			“She was younger than you are now when she started her business, and she managed it. I’m sure you can too. You’re a smart girl, you can figure it out. It’s all about time management,” he said. It was also about talent and passion and dedication, which he seemed to overlook entirely. “You’ll break my heart if you say no,” he added in a choked tone, which made her feel terrible about her reservations. She loved him, but she wasn’t sure she loved him enough to be married to him for the rest of her life. And she didn’t want to make a mistake, or rush into something she wasn’t ready for. Felicity always made careful decisions, never rash ones, and she wanted to be honest with him.

			“Can I think about it?” she asked, taking off the ring and handing it back to him. He looked deflated and hurt when she did. “Taylor, it’s more about when than if,” she said as consolation, which wasn’t entirely true, but she wanted to put balm on the wound of her not saying yes immediately.

			“If you know you want to marry me, then why not now?” he insisted, with the ring safely back in its box on the table in front of the couch. She felt as though her whole future was trapped in that box, like a butterfly.

			“Because now feels too soon. I don’t know if I’m ready for that kind of responsibility, and especially kids. You want a baby soon, and I know I’m not ready for that. It seems silly to be engaged for three years. We live together. That feels like enough for now. This apartment isn’t set up for kids. If I got pregnant, we’d have to move, and I love my apartment, it works well for me.” Everything related to her art was of no consequence to him. That was clear to her and had been for the past three years. “I want to be a serious artist before I’m a wife and mother, so I can do a good job at all three. Right now, my art is the priority. It has to be. The rest can wait a few more years.”

			“I don’t want to wait,” he said, sounding stubborn and petulant. He had put his heart and soul into the proposal, and she could see fury bubbling up in him, like lava in a volcano about to erupt. She had never seen him look like that before. She had bruised his ego badly. He’d been waiting weeks to ask her, and it had taken him time to get his mother to give him the ring. She hated to part with it, even though she didn’t wear it anymore. Phillip had given her a bigger one, finally, for their fortieth anniversary, a four-carat diamond she wore proudly every day. But she was sentimental about the small sapphire he had given her when they got engaged. They’d been married for almost fifty years since then.

			Taylor seemed agitated and looked angry as he leaned over and kissed her hard, to convince her. She was touched that he was so earnest and insistent about it, but it scared her more than convinced her. She was feeling trapped by the idea of marriage. She kissed him back, more cautiously, to reassure him. The evening had suddenly become overwhelming, after the tension of dining with his parents. Taylor became suddenly passionate, enhanced by the Scotches he’d had all evening, which gave him courage and seemed to fuel him. His ardor was frightening. She could suddenly see that he’d had a lot to drink, more than she’d realized, and he got aggressive sometimes when he drank too much. This was a powerful force that had him in its grip, and she didn’t want his unexpected proposal to end in a fight.

			Before she could stop him, he pressed his mouth on hers, pushed her back on the couch forcefully, resting his full weight on her so she couldn’t get up, and with one deft hand, he reached under her dress and yanked down her underwear and pantyhose brutally, keeping his weight on her as he crushed his mouth on hers. She couldn’t breathe and she tried to push him off, but he had her dress up around her waist by then, and before she could stop him, he had entered her with a driving force, slamming her back against the cushions. She tried to get him to stop but she couldn’t get away from him or even speak with his mouth on hers. He was pounding the full force of his body into her, with his whole weight on her, and his mouth pressed on hers, and she was totally at his mercy, as he intended, and within minutes he came with a shuddering wave and a shout, and lay on top of her, staring at her. He looked as surprised as she felt, and she ached from the force with which he had entered her. He rolled slowly off her as tears sprang to her eyes. There were tears in his eyes too, as sanity returned to him slowly.

			“I’m sorry, Felicity, I don’t know what happened. I wanted you to say yes tonight. I want you to be my wife.” They were both crying at the realization that he had raped her in a blind rage.

			“That’s not the way to do it,” she said as she pulled her underwear on and her dress down and sat up. He had never done anything like it before. He had punished her severely for not accepting his proposal and having doubts about it. She would never forget the fierce look on his face as he pounded into her. She wanted to get away from him now, as she stood up on shaking legs. “I told you I wanted to think about it. We’re adults. Marriage has to feel right to both of us. You can’t force it on me,” she said, choking on a sob.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, looking genuinely contrite, as she walked away into her bathroom and closed and locked the door. She took off her dress, and saw that she had bled on it, he had forced her so hard. Even if he meant her no harm, he had hurt her and frightened her.

			It wasn’t a lot of blood, but enough to remind her of what had happened, and how. He had never raped her before, but she was sure that what he had just done was rape. He never liked it when he didn’t get his way about something, but this was different. He had used brute force on her and he was a strong man. There was no way she could have stopped him, and she had tried, but she was no match for him, with his full weight on her.

			She didn’t come out of the bathroom for an hour, and he was asleep on the couch when she did. She tiptoed past him, slipped into bed, exhausted, and thought about it for a long time, lying wide awake. She had seen a violent side of him that night that she’d never seen before, and hoped she’d never see again. She didn’t know how she felt about him now, other than angry and hurt and scared, and humiliated, and even ashamed. She finally drifted off to sleep, and it was morning when she woke up. Taylor was sitting on the edge of the bed, still dressed. He was staring at her with tears in his eyes. She didn’t want another scene with him.

			“I’m so sorry, Felicity. I don’t know what happened to me last night. I was drunk. And I wanted you to say yes so badly that I went crazy when you weren’t sure. Take all the time you need to think. I want to marry you, and I swear I’ll never do anything like that again.”

			“You scared me to death, and you hurt me,” she said with tears in her eyes too. He didn’t come closer or try to kiss her, he could tell she didn’t want him to.

			“I’m so sorry,” he said, and gently took her hand in his. She felt bad for him, but more so for herself. He was genuinely distraught at what he had done. He kept stroking her hand and apologizing to her. She wanted to tell him she wanted a time-out, and for him to move out for a few days. She no longer knew who he was. He’d been a stranger the night before. She wanted to be alone and needed time to think. She loved him, but she didn’t know if she wanted to be married to him, or anyone for the next few years, but he was so heartbroken that she felt sorry for him. It was as though he had been kidnapped by aliens and had been deposited back on earth, filled with remorse.

			“I love you, Taylor. I just needed some time to think,” she said sadly. He was gentle again now, but the night before he had been a dangerous man. They both wanted to put it behind them now. And she suddenly had the thought that even if they got engaged, she could break the engagement if she wanted to. She didn’t have to marry him. An engagement was a promise, it wasn’t a prison sentence, or it didn’t have to be. “Maybe we can still get engaged,” she said quietly. “But if you ever do that again, I’ll go to the police.” He could see in her eyes that she meant it.

			“I promise you. It won’t ever happen again. I am heartbroken at what I did.” He went to get the ring, and slipped it gently on her finger. She felt a shudder when he did. It would always remind her of the savage animal he had become, but she didn’t say anything. He didn’t try to kiss her and was deeply contrite. He left late for work a little while later. Before he did, he turned to her.

			“Can I tell my parents we’re engaged?” he said. She nodded slowly with a serious expression. The joy had gone out of it for both of them. He had ruined it, no matter what happened now. She needed time to get over it. He could tell.

			“I’ll call my mother,” she said quietly. “But let’s go slow for a while. I want to get used to the idea,” she said, and he left for work. She got up a little while later and walked over to her studio setup. She stared at the painting she’d been working on, but for the rest of the day she couldn’t paint at all. Her mind kept going back to the images of the night before. She couldn’t get them and the memory out of her mind. She didn’t call her mother until late that afternoon, after sitting in front of a canvas all day. She didn’t feel excited to tell her the news, but she wanted to hear her mother’s voice.

			Her mother sounded busy in her office when she answered on her private line, and the minute she heard her daughter’s voice she knew something was wrong.

			“Are you okay?” she asked Felicity.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. I just wanted to tell you that Taylor and I got engaged last night.” Felicity could feel her voice tremble as she said the words and was trying not to cry, at the memory of what had happened and what he had done.

			“Are you happy about it?” Dominique asked her. She didn’t sound it. She sounded dazed and traumatized.

			“He surprised me. I didn’t expect it. I’m fine as we are now. I told him I feel too young to get married, but he wants it so badly, I didn’t have the heart to make him wait. His parents are pressuring him. They want us to get engaged because it’s been three years.” It didn’t seem like the right answer to Dominique.

			“I don’t think that’s a good reason to get engaged,” her mother said. “You have to want to be married to him.”

			“He wants kids,” Felicity said in a flat voice, “soon. In the next couple of years.”

			“Do you?” Dominique didn’t think she did. Felicity had never said she wanted children, even later.

			“Not for a long time, like five years maybe. I told him that.”

			“It sounds like he’s rushing things,” Dominique said, worried about her.

			“Yes, he is,” Felicity said, thinking of the night before. “But I think I can slow him down.”

			“Did he give you a ring, or was it a spur-of-the-moment thing?”

			“He gave me his mother’s engagement ring,” she said, glancing at it on her hand, and she took it off and laid it on the table next to her. It was burning a hole in her finger. It was a souvenir of an ugly memory now.

			“Well, just go at your own pace, be honest with him, and see how it goes. You don’t need to rush into anything,” Dominique said gently. “And you think he’s the one?” Dominique asked. She was unhappy to hear of the engagement, but Felicity was thirty-two years old and had the right to marry whomever she wanted, even if her mother thought it was a mistake and didn’t like him. It pained her to think of Felicity marrying someone so uptight and pompous. She deserved a much nicer man.

			“I think he’s the one,” Felicity said, sounding robotic and wanting to convince herself. “He says I am for him.”

			“That’s no surprise. And his parents are okay with it?”

			“I guess so if she gave him her engagement ring. We had dinner with them last night. They always give me the impression that they think he could do a lot better,” which was exactly how Dominique felt about him, and his parents.

			“Just don’t marry him until you’re sure. Engagements get broken all the time. I’m sorry to say that to you when you tell me your news, but nothing is irreversible except birth and death. Anything else you can change your mind about. Just remember that. You’ll learn more about him when you’re engaged,” Dominique said wisely. “Pay attention to it, and how you feel.”

			“Thank you, Mom. It’s a big step. I wasn’t expecting it. It came out of left field,” and so did the rape afterward, which was an even bigger surprise.

			“Well, best wishes to the happy couple,” Dominique said, trying to be gracious about it, which made Felicity feel even worse. She knew her mother didn’t like him, and all the reasons why. If she knew about the rape, she would have hated him, but Felicity was never going to tell anyone about it. She was too ashamed. It fell into the category of relationship rape, and there was no excuse for it. And what if he did that when they were married? She hoped she would have the guts to walk out on him if he did. But this time, she was willing to forgive. Once. And never again. Now she was engaged, with a ring she knew would make her feel sick whenever she wore it. It was a hell of a way to start an engagement and plan a wedding and a marriage. But she was in no hurry to marry.

			She went back to bed after she called her mother, and fell asleep, buried deep under her covers. Taylor woke her up when he came home with an armful of red roses for her. They reminded her of the blood on her dress as she thanked him. He had brought champagne, which she didn’t drink, and he wanted to make love to her, and she said she didn’t feel up to it. She didn’t know how long it would take to get over what he had done. She had put the ring back in the box, and he saw that she wasn’t wearing it. It was no mystery why. He got into bed and held her, and she cried. He knew it would take time to repair the damage he’d done. She was his fiancée now. He had told his mother and lied and said she loved the ring. His mother was delighted to hear it, and said what a lucky girl she was to have him. Taylor thought so too.

			“My mother wants to know when we’re going to set the date,” he said as he held her. “She thought June would be nice. That’s when my parents got married,” he said innocently, and Felicity only cried harder. She felt like a lamb being led to slaughter. The last thing she wanted to think about now was a wedding in seven months. Taylor went to watch TV, and sat on the couch where he had raped her…and Felicity stayed in bed, and lay staring at the ceiling, feeling worse than she ever had in her life. Taylor slept on the couch that night, and for the next several days, without her asking him. There was nothing left to say until she felt better and got over what he’d done. He knew it was his fault, and took responsibility for it. And in the meantime, they were engaged, whatever that meant for the present and the future. They were certainly not off to a good start.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Violet looked shocked when Felicity told her she and Taylor were engaged and stared at her long and hard.

			“Are you serious?” It was the same thing Felicity had asked Taylor when he’d proposed to her. Something about it didn’t seem real, and Felicity was so quiet about it that Violet thought she was kidding at first.

			“Of course,” Felicity said, annoyed. “I wouldn’t joke about it. Why did you say that?”

			“Because you never seem that interested in marriage. I thought you were more interested in your work. What changed?” Violet always got right to the point.

			“He asked me. He proposed. He gave me his mother’s ring.” She still hadn’t worn it again, and kept the ring in its box in a drawer. It still triggered too many painful memories of his raping her.

			“I’m not sure that’s a good reason, or enough of a reason,” Violet said precisely. “It’s nice that he’s serious about you, if that’s what you want. But just because he chooses you doesn’t mean he deserves you. He’s a lucky guy if you marry him. How did he ask you?” Violet smiled at her sister as she asked the question. “Did he get down on one knee and do the whole old-school thing?” He seemed like the type, and Violet could easily imagine it, but not how it had really happened, and Felicity didn’t tell her the truth.

			“Sort of. We had dinner at his parents’, and he asked me when we got home afterward. He had his mother’s ring and put it on my finger.” Violet looked interested by that.

			“Let’s see it. Where is it?” They were at their mother’s house for dinner and Violet glanced at her hands. There was no sign of it on Felicity’s finger.

			“I don’t want to wear it while I work and get paint on it,” she explained.

			“Is it pretty?”

			“It’s very traditional, it’s a sapphire with diamonds on either side.”

			“Sounds nice.” Violet could tell her sister wasn’t excited, and she wondered why. If she wasn’t, why get engaged? Violet had no interest in marriage herself. “What does it feel like? Are you excited or scared to death?” Violet asked her.

			“Both. I didn’t expect him to ask me. It was a big surprise. I’ve been concentrating on my show in June. The engagement doesn’t feel real yet.”

			“Are you going to have a long engagement?”

			“I hope so. I don’t know. He’s ready, but he’s five years older than I am. His career is on track. I’m still struggling to make a name for myself. He’s ready for kids, I’m not. We still have stuff to work out,” Felicity said vaguely. They hadn’t had sex again since the night of the proposal. She still had to get over that, which Taylor was well aware of. He had tried a few times and was patient about it. He was still sleeping on the couch, but it had only been a few days since he raped her. She never said the word, but it hung between them like an iron curtain. She needed time to find her way back.

			“Kids are a huge deal. I don’t think I want any.” Violet had said it before so Felicity wasn’t surprised. “And I’m not sure how I feel about marriage. I think our grandmother got that right. They never married, which seems more romantic to me. I don’t need all the traditions and a big dress to prove I love someone. When Bonne Mamie talks about our grandfather, she looks so in love, she’s as much in love with him as she was sixty years ago. Maybe not being married keeps it fresh and getting married kills it. All my friends’ parents are divorced,” she said, matter-of-factly. “And the statistics aren’t encouraging. I can’t see the point. I don’t mean to steal your thunder, if it’s right for you, it’s great. I just don’t think it’s for me. If Jamie asked me now, I’d turn him down. I might feel differently later, but not now. I can’t even imagine it. It’s too much fun not being married. I wouldn’t want anything to spoil that.” Violet and her siblings all called their grandmother Bonne Mamie, the traditional name for grandmother in French.

			“Me neither,” Felicity said with a sigh. “I’m still thinking about it. It’s a lot to absorb at once.” Violet nodded, sorry for her sister. She looked more troubled and anxious than ecstatic, and Violet could understand why. It would have panicked her if it happened to her, and she didn’t envy her sister. It was a huge step, blindfolded, into the future, in Violet’s opinion.

			“So when’s the wedding?” she asked, as their mother walked into the kitchen and heard the question. Dominique had just arrived from the office after a long day.

			“The Whitfields want a June wedding,” Dominique answered for her. “I invited them to dinner next week, the night before Thanksgiving. They sound like they want a big splashy affair.” Dominique poured herself a glass of cold white wine from the fridge. Felicity looked pale. “I thought we should get together and hear what everyone has in mind. Taylor’s mother seems to have some very definite ideas. They want the wedding in June,” she repeated.

			“I have my show then,” Felicity said, looking panicked.

			“That’s why I thought we should meet with the Whitfields and talk. You’re welcome too, of course,” she said to Violet, who looked awkward for a minute.

			“I was going to call you about that,” she said. “Jamie invited me to Boston for Thanksgiving. His family is kind of big and crazy and fun, but I didn’t know if you’d be upset if I go. I won’t if you want me here.” It was the first time either of the girls had other plans for Thanksgiving. Tommy alternated with his in-laws, which Dominique expected now that he was married, but she didn’t expect it from the girls, since they were both single.

			“If it’s important to you, it’s fine if you go,” Dominique said, trying not to show that she was sad about it. She didn’t want to interfere with their lives. But it was definitely a new phase if the girls were making other plans for holidays now. And if Felicity was getting married, the time was not far off when Dominique would be alone for holidays. Bill spent his with his family, although he usually dropped by at some point in the day, during the Thanksgiving weekend, when he could get away. And they always went on vacation together after Christmas. But Violet not coming home for Thanksgiving was the next big change.

			“It’s not important to me,” Violet was quick to clarify. “It just sounded like fun. His family is pretty lively.” It wouldn’t be the traditional elegant Thanksgiving dinner her mother had catered, with all three of them formally dressed. According to Jamie, it would be crazy and chaotic, which appealed to her for a change.

			“I’ll be here with you, Mom,” Felicity said, stepping into the breach.

			“You won’t be with the Whitfields?” Dominique asked, bracing herself for the response.

			“I told Taylor I wanted to be home with you. He’ll have lunch with his parents, and I’ll see him afterward, the way we’ve done till now.”

			The three of them had dinner in the kitchen. They made a salad, and there was a roast chicken in the fridge that the housekeeper had prepared for them. They bantered about the wedding, and Felicity said very little. Her mother found her subdued, and Violet questioned her about it later, when they shared a cab to go back downtown from their mother’s house.

			“Are you okay about the wedding?” Violet asked her gently. “You’re very quiet about it.”

			“I’m just surprised. That’s all. I wasn’t expecting him to propose.” Or to rape her when she hesitated.

			“It’s okay to say no, if you’re not ready,” Violet said. It was obvious to her that her sister was afraid. Felicity nodded, looking out the window and trying not to remember the night he proposed. She couldn’t even tell her sister about it. Violet was always much bolder and it wouldn’t frighten her to turn down a proposal. Felicity didn’t want to lose Taylor if she said no. She loved him, she just didn’t want to be married yet. “Forever seems like such a long time,” Felicity said.

			“I don’t think I could ever do that,” Violet said. “I’m going to follow in our grandmother’s footsteps and never marry. That’s more my style,” and she wasn’t afraid to admit it. Violet was outspoken and honest and always true to herself.

			“What about Jamie? Are you in love with him?” Felicity asked, curious. She felt wide open and vulnerable.

			“I think I am. Now. But who knows in ten years, or even two? I love my life the way it is right now. I love my work, I love him, and I love my freedom to do what I want, without worrying if it works for someone else, or God forbid, being told what to do by some guy who doesn’t like my plans. I’d be a terrible wife,” Violet said with conviction, “and I can’t cook.”

			“Neither can I,” Felicity said, and they both laughed as the cab sped toward SoHo, and Felicity tried not to think of the wedding everyone was about to plan for them, let alone the man waiting for her at her apartment. The man who had raped her. She felt as though she was being swept along by riptides down a rushing river and she had no control over her own destiny. It was terrifying, and she felt sick every time she thought of it.

			

			* * *

			Felicity and Taylor had made love again, cautiously, but that bridge had been crossed. The rape was forgiven, not forgotten but tentatively put on a shelf so they could go forward by the time he and his parents came to dinner at Dominique’s house the night before Thanksgiving. Violet had left for Boston with Jamie that morning, and Dominique and Felicity were going to have a quiet Thanksgiving dinner, just the two of them, and work on wedding plans.

			The Whitfields were impressed when they saw the elegance of Dominique’s home. Marie-Aurélie had given her several important paintings over the years and she had bought a few of her own. There was a graceful stairway leading to the second floor, where she and Felicity were waiting for Taylor and his parents. It made Felicity feel like a child again, and as though they were going to be scolded by their parents, or the rules were going to be laid down for them. She was nervous and she could see that Taylor was uneasy too. At thirty-seven, he wasn’t used to dealing with anyone else’s parents. Dominique had always been pleasant to him when they met, but he wasn’t sure that she approved of him for her daughter, and he knew that his own parents were critical of her, at least his mother was. But all assumptions that she was bohemian in her lifestyle, because she was French and a designer, went out the window when the Whitfields saw her home, and the museum quality of the antiques and art. This was where Felicity had grown up. Everything around them was of the finest provenance.

			Dominique greeted them graciously. She had hired the first-rate chef and catering team she used when she entertained. She gave frequent small dinner parties for select friends, many of them famous and former clients. They felt safe in her extremely discreet environment, and her most important clients often became friends when she designed their wedding dresses or their daughters’.

			Elizabeth Whitfield was looking around unabashedly as she accepted a glass of champagne from the butler, and Phillip asked for his usual Scotch on the rocks, a double. Felicity and Taylor chatted quietly, while Dominique made small talk to make his parents feel welcome. She saw Phillip bend closer to a small Degas painting to check that it was what he thought it was, and Dominique pretended not to notice. They sat down on two small comfortable couches in front of the fireplace, which was lit and added warmth and charm to the handsome room.

			“So, we have a wedding to plan.” Dominique smiled at them. She was wearing slim black velvet pants and a cream-colored satin blouse, with two long ropes of pearls, and she looked like a page in Vogue. Felicity had worn a simple short black dress that showed off her legs. Elizabeth had commented several times in the past that Felicity wore her skirts too short. Taylor’s mother was wearing a black suit that looked severe and her gray hair in a tight bun. She had noticed that Felicity was wearing her engagement ring, and was turning it nervously around her finger. And Elizabeth jumped right in, once the subject was touched on.

			“The dates we’re considering are June sixth and twentieth. There’s no need to tempt fate having a wedding on the thirteenth. The sixth is our anniversary, and Taylor agrees with us that it would be meaningful to do it on that date.” Felicity looked instantly panicked when she said it, and spoke up quickly.

			“My show opens on the sixth. I can’t do that.”

			Dominique nodded. She knew it the moment Elizabeth said the dates.

			“Just tell them to move it to another date,” Taylor said easily. It didn’t sound like a big problem to him.

			“They’re the most important gallery in New York, it’s a huge honor that they’re willing to show my work. They have a two-year show schedule set in stone, and it was just blind luck and incredibly nice of them to find a way to fit me in. The opening cocktail party is the night before. I can’t do the sixth, it would have to be the twentieth.” Elizabeth’s lips pursed and she took a sip of her champagne.

			“And it’ll be nice for them to have their own anniversary,” Dominique said to soothe the awkward moment. “I’ve had two ideas for location, but it will depend on how big a wedding Felicity and Taylor have in mind,” Dominique said easily, to move past the date issue.

			“I’ve been looking over our list,” Elizabeth said officiously. “We have at least two hundred people who are an absolute must on our side. We can’t cut that down. We’ve been to all their children’s weddings. You must have a long list too, and Taylor and Felicity will have their friends. I think we’re talking about at least four hundred guests, possibly more,” Elizabeth said, looking at Dominique intently, who glanced at her daughter and saw the imperceptible shake of her head. Taylor was smiling. Four hundred sounded good to him. He loved a good party.

			“Maybe five,” he said. “Big weddings are always more fun.” Felicity didn’t look as though she agreed with him, and spoke up in a gentle voice.

			“I think five hundred would be too big. We won’t get to talk to half the people there. The bride and groom always look harassed at big weddings, not to mention the expense.” Dominique was well aware that so far the Whitfields had not offered to share the expenses. Traditionally, the bride’s family paid for everything, and the groom’s only footed the bill for the rehearsal dinner. But in recent years, with wedding expenses easily reaching six figures, and sometimes seven, the groom’s parents often pitched in. Dominique didn’t plan to ask them to contribute. She wondered if they would. So far, all they had to say was that they expected a big wedding, and had two hundred guests of their own, without asking if Dominique was okay with it, or waiting to hear Felicity’s vision of her wedding, and she was shy with them. Her future mother-in-law was so aggressive with her opinions and Felicity already sensed that she didn’t approve of her, and hadn’t since the first time they met. Elizabeth hadn’t softened toward her. And seeing Dominique’s home, she could easily see that Dominique could afford the very biggest, most lavish wedding, which would indirectly improve the Whitfields’ social status. It was plainly visible that whether earned or inherited, Dominique Dupont had a lot of money. Her home and even her appearance confirmed it, which Elizabeth didn’t mind at all. She was all for showing off at certain times, and a wedding was one of them.

			“I think two hundred people would be warmer, and more manageable,” Felicity said softly. She felt outweighed and outranked by the Whitfields. Elizabeth Whitfield looked instantly annoyed by Felicity’s timid comment. Elizabeth was a force to be reckoned with, and Taylor championed his mother. His father didn’t say a word.

			“If my parents have two hundred guests for the list, then we’ll need at least double that,” Taylor said firmly, and smiled at his parents, as Dominique artfully directed the conversation to another area. She could discuss the number of guests with Felicity later.

			“I’ve been thinking of a suitable venue, and I’ve had two ideas, since art is such an important part of Felicity’s life, and we’re art lovers in our family. What about having the reception in a wing of the Metropolitan Museum? That could be very dramatic, and really beautiful, depending on which wing we choose. I’ve been to several weddings there and they do a lovely job. Or the Frick, which would be exquisite. Their capacity would be smaller, more like what Felicity has in mind, although I don’t know the exact numbers and haven’t checked it out yet. I think it’s probably fairly expensive, but it would feel more like a private home, which it originally was. I went to a wedding there years ago, I think the bride was related to the Fricks somehow, and it was one of the most elegant weddings I’ve ever been to. The art is amazing.” Elizabeth looked pleased with the suggestions. Clearly, Dominique was planning to go all out for her daughter’s wedding, at a social level Elizabeth felt was worthy of the Whitfields.

			Phillip was on his second double Scotch by then, and wasn’t paying attention to the exchange. He didn’t enjoy weddings, and whatever they decided suited him, as long as he didn’t have to pay for it. He was delighted he had a son and not a daughter. And they had already agreed that the rehearsal dinner would be at his club, which wouldn’t be expensive. The food wouldn’t be exotic or extraordinary, it would all be very standard, at a price he could live with. The heavy lifting would fall to Dominique for the actual wedding. He and Elizabeth had already agreed that the wedding reception wasn’t their problem. Dominique could tell. Felicity didn’t want her wedding to cost her mother a fortune, it wasn’t fair. She listened raptly to her mother’s suggestions, and both museum ideas sounded beautiful to her. “I’ll price them out next week,” Dominique was saying, and she made several notes. Once they decided on the venue, she would do a walk-through with her florist. She was well-versed in big events, and intended to organize most of it herself, without a wedding planner, which would be a major saving, and Felicity could help.

			The conversation went on through dinner, and the chef had prepared a delicious meal. The caterers served a very fine French wine, and by the time they left, Felicity looked exhausted. Taylor left with his parents, since he was staying with them that night, to have the holiday with them, and Felicity had agreed to stay at her mother’s. It felt odd saying good night to him, since they lived together, but Felicity didn’t want her mother to be alone on Thanksgiving, since Violet was away, and Bill only made cameo appearances on holidays, and had his own family obligations.

			Dominique collapsed on the couch and looked exhausted when they left, as she turned to her daughter.

			“So, you don’t want four hundred guests at the wedding, we saved your gallery show date, and what else don’t you want? Your mother-in-law has some pretty big ideas,” Dominique said, without mentioning specifically that they hadn’t offered to share any of the expenses. Felicity had noticed it too.

			“I wasn’t even thinking about a wedding when Taylor proposed to me,” she said, looking at her mother. “I wanted to spend the next six months getting ready for my show. Marriage didn’t even occur to me, and I wouldn’t mind waiting another year. But Taylor got so upset when I mentioned it. I think his parents are putting the heat on him that he’s thirty-seven and he should be thinking about marriage and kids.”

			“And do you want kids now?” her mother asked her, and she shook her head without hesitating.

			“No, I don’t. Not yet. I’m not going to rush into that,” but Felicity did feel that Taylor had cornered her into agreeing to marriage when she wasn’t ready, and he took it so personally when she tried to suggest that they wait. He was mortally wounded at the idea of a year’s delay. She had the feeling that Taylor’s parents were pushing the marriage, especially now that they had seen her mother’s home. Materially, Taylor had far more to gain from the marriage than Felicity did, and they were relieved to discover that Dominique wasn’t the bohemian they had feared, even if she was French and her parents hadn’t been married, a flaw in Felicity’s background they never let Taylor forget.

			Felicity felt rushed into a wedding the following June, but it seemed too difficult to turn the tides and easier to go along with it. The June twentieth wedding date was a given now, since her mother had defended her gallery show opening on the sixth. Elizabeth Whitfield was superstitious about the thirteenth, which left the twentieth as the date Felicity would become Taylor’s wife. She felt a nervous shiver run down her spine when she thought about it and a knot in her stomach.

			“What do you think about the museum ideas for the reception?” her mother asked her, and Felicity smiled.

			“I love those ideas,” and then she looked pained for a moment, she had something to say to her mother, and didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “And, Mama, I know you would make me a beautiful dress. I love your designs, but I want something different, simpler, not really your style. I don’t want something elaborate with a long train. You make the most beautiful wedding gowns in the world, but I want something really plain.” Dominique looked startled, but she tried not to react. She wanted Felicity to have her dream wedding, and she was gracious about it.

			“Do you have a designer in mind?”

			“I’m not sure.” She looked anxious and hopeful as her eyes met her mother’s. “Could we go to Paris sometime and look?”

			Dominique didn’t miss a beat, and she liked the idea of a trip with her daughter, even if it meant she couldn’t design a wedding gown just for her. It was ironic. She designed wedding dresses for the most important brides all over the world, from princesses to movie stars, and her daughter didn’t want one of her creations. She would wear a dress by a random designer on her wedding day. It was a blow to Dominique’s ego and heart, but she didn’t let it show, and looked bland about it. Dominique thought about it for a moment. “Why don’t we try to go sometime between now and Christmas? Paris is so pretty then, and your grandmother will be thrilled to see us before the holidays. We can do an early Christmas tea with her, or a fancy dinner, whichever she prefers.” Felicity lit up at the mention of it. She loved her grandmother, and Violet did too. Marie-Aurélie was open-minded, modern, and understanding, and always interested in the new ideas her granddaughters shared with her. They had frank conversations with her, and she was sometimes more forward-thinking and reasonable than their mother, although they had altered Dominique’s points of view on many subjects by then too. But their grandmother was sometimes easier to convince, and they were fascinated by her stories and the treasure trove of memories she shared with them, particularly about their grandfather and their love for each other. Violet and Felicity were always sorry for her that her parents had been so rigid that they never saw her again. They thought that was terrible, and Marie-Aurélie agreed with them, although she said she had forgiven them, but not until much later. She looked peaceful when she said it, and bore her parents no malice, although she had no warm memories of them.

			On Thanksgiving Day, since they were alone, Felicity and Dominique had agreed to share their Thanksgiving meal at lunchtime, and go to a movie that night. Even one person missing from the table made a difference, and it felt more festive to do it a little more informally, earlier in the day, and go out together in the late afternoon or evening, rather than a formal Thanksgiving dinner for just the two of them.

			

			* * *

			After the delicious traditional meal served by the caterer, they put on jeans and heavy sweaters and went to a movie they had both wanted to see and hadn’t had time for until then. They had talked a little about the wedding over lunch, but more about Felicity’s hopes and preparations for her gallery show in June. She had nothing more to say about the wedding for now. The subject made her feel anxious whenever it came up.

			Bill had called Dominique after lunch, and was sorry not to be able to come by. He and Eileen had other guests at their Thanksgiving lunch, and he said he couldn’t get out, but he promised to visit the next day for a drink before dinner. Felicity would have gone back to her own apartment by then. Taylor was meeting her there. The holiday would be over for them by lunchtime on Friday, but they had thoroughly enjoyed it, and Dominique checked her datebook against Felicity’s before she left on Friday morning to find a date for a trip to Paris to look for a dress. It sounded like a fun adventure to both of them, and Dominique was looking forward to it. She loved spending time in Paris with her daughters.

			Felicity went back to her own apartment on Friday morning. She and Taylor were planning to have dinner with friends. It had been a nice holiday spent with their respective parents. Felicity and Dominique had picked a date for their Paris trip and booked a flight, the week after Thanksgiving. Violet had called after they got home from the movie. She said she was having fun in Boston, the Thanksgiving meal was warm and friendly and unruly, which was very different from her mother’s more formal traditional meal, and they had all gone skating together that night.

			Dominique was sorry to see Felicity leave on Friday morning, but Dominique had errands to do, and Bill came by late that afternoon, and it was nice having time alone with him. He kissed her, and sat down comfortably on the couch nearest the fire, which Dominique had lit before he arrived. The house looked warm and cozy and as elegant as she was. He always felt as though he were meeting her in their private paradise. Her home was a haven for him, as was their relationship. He felt at home the moment he came through the door, and she sat down next to him and he put an arm around her and told her that he’d had a nice time with his boys.

			“How was it for you with Felicity?” he asked her, as he sipped the glass of his favorite wine she’d poured for him. She always kept a few bottles on hand of the Chateau Haut-Brion that he loved.

			“We had a good day too.” She smiled at him. They were always so comfortable together in their stolen moments. “I’m taking her to Paris to look for a wedding dress,” she said, and he was surprised.

			“You’re not designing one for her?”

			She shook her head. “She wants something simpler. I could do that for her, but she wants to pick it herself. Whatever makes her happy. She says she wants something very plain.” He set down his glass and kissed her then. He was happy to see her. The holiday meals Eileen organized were always stiff and cold. She didn’t have Dominique’s magical knack to make people feel at home, and as though they were special. But he loved being with his boys, who were full of their tales of college. Bill was very close to them, and he liked Dominique’s children too.

			He was always under her spell when he came to see her, and alone on Friday afternoon, they disappeared into her bedroom and made love until he had to leave to go home. He wanted to spend a little time with his sons before they went out with friends that night. He only stayed for two hours, but Dominique was always grateful for the time they shared, and they both felt a warm glow as he kissed her again passionately before he left. Not being together all the time had kept their relationship fresh and exciting. She was naked under a pale pink satin dressing gown when he left, still hungry for her and sorry to leave.

			“I wish I could stay,” he said to her in a whisper as he nuzzled her neck.

			“Me too,” she whispered back. She was tantalizing in the satin dressing gown, with the silk of her skin soft to his touch. She gently closed the door behind him, and went back to lie on the bed where they had made love only minutes before. She was going to be alone for the rest of the weekend. He would be back on Tuesday night, which was how their relationship had run for sixteen years, in little bits and moments, passionate visits, and warm, cozy evenings. He was the person she loved and trusted most, other than her children. They got along so well, and sometimes she wondered if it was because they spent so little time together. They always left each other hungry for more. And yet he lived within the confines of his earlier commitments, imprisoned by his good intentions, honor-bound to stay where he was. He no longer tormented himself or Dominique with dreams of leaving one day. He accepted his situation as irreversible now, and so did Dominique. He couldn’t change it without damaging everyone involved. But beyond the bleak landscape of his home life were explosions of sunlight and joy whenever he saw Dominique, held her in his arms, and made love to her. He loved talking to her, and they both accepted the reality that they would never have more than they did now. It made every moment precious, and they savored their time together. Their relationship was a fine golden thread that bound them to each other, fragile as a spider’s web, and solid as a rope that held them fast. She no longer hoped for more from him, and told herself it was enough.

			She answered some emails that night, watched a series she liked on TV, wrote some letters, and made lists of things to check out for the wedding. She always found ways to fill her nights and days until she saw him again. Bill was the love of her life, and she was the light of his. It was how the days and the years had silently slipped past them for sixteen years. But there was no way she could compete with Eileen’s thirty-six-year hold on him. It was a life sentence for him, legally and financially, without pardon or escape. And a sentence for Dominique too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Violet had a great time when she went home to Boston with Jamie. His family was loud, close, disorderly, chaotic, and loved to argue, tell stories, and laugh. They welcomed Violet like an old friend. They lived in Cambridge, and Jamie’s father was a Harvard professor and an avid baseball fan. His mother was a philosophy professor at Boston University. Jamie had two sisters and a brother, and was the oldest of the four, at thirty-five. His sisters lived with boyfriends, one of whom was a minor league coach and the other a deli owner, and his brother was in law school. None of them were married, and they were busy with their jobs and studies. One of Jamie’s sisters was a teacher in an inner-city school and the other was a sous-chef at a fancy Boston restaurant. She was working her way up the ladder and dreamed of owning her own restaurant one day. They were all bright, funny, and fast, and enjoyed each other’s company, despite endless teasing and harmless insults. They had varied interests and talents, the banter was innocent, and their exchanges fun to watch. It was very different from Violet’s quiet home and genteel upbringing with her mother and sister. Violet traveled a lot, looking for objects for her store, and she and the sister who was a sous-chef had a lengthy conversation about Michelin-starred restaurants in Paris. Jamie and his father discussed the latest football scores.

			Their Thanksgiving dinner was disorganized, plentiful, and delicious, with conversations back and forth across the table, laughter while Jamie kept an eye on the TV, on a football game being played in Michigan, with the sound off. He had to write about it that night, and turn the article in by midnight.

			After dinner, they all went skating together, and Jamie’s mother made hot chocolate with marshmallows for them when they got home. It felt like a college dorm more than a family Thanksgiving, and Violet was glad she’d come, and happy she had dodged dinner the night before with the Whitfields, whom she found painfully boring. She wore an old ski parka when they went skating, and she and Jamie skated around the outdoor rink together, holding hands.

			“Thank you for putting up with my family. They’re all a little crazy and very loud,” he said. She was more restrained than his siblings, but she had fun with them.

			“I love them, they’re so much fun. My mother is very polite, and my sister is very shy. She just got engaged and her fiancé is incredibly pompous. I’d much rather be with you than in New York.” Violet and Jamie had met at a party given by an Israeli artist they both knew. They both collected interesting people, Jamie particularly from the sports world. He knew some football stars and basketball players. Violet hung out with an arty crowd, with several Europeans.

			“Do you like hockey?” he asked her, and she nodded with a smile. He had never asked her before. He had just gotten hockey as part of his regular assignment.

			“Very much,” she said, grinning.

			“I have tickets to a game next week at the Garden, will you come with me?”

			“I’d love to,” she accepted, happy she didn’t have to go to the opera or the symphony with him, which didn’t interest either of them.

			“The week after that, I’ll be in Europe on a buying trip for my store, to England and France, and I want to stop and see my grandmother in Paris.” Everything about Violet seemed exciting to Jamie. She had style, good taste, an eye for design, and a talent for finding unusual objects. “She’s terrific. I always have a great time with her. And I love Paris before Christmas. Everything is all lit up and decorated. London too.” They stopped and had a glass of wine with some of the others, and then skated until the end of the session. At the end, when others got off the ice, they formed a long chorus line and raced around the rink. Violet was at the end and caught up with them. They were all laughing and breathless when they stopped. Violet and Jamie and his younger brother went home for their mother’s hot chocolate and his two sisters went home with their boyfriends.

			“It’s nice the way you all get along,” she commented.

			“We used to fight like demons when we were kids. We’ve gotten better as we get older,” Jamie said proudly.

			“My sister and I are close now too,” Violet said. She was sleeping in Jamie’s boyhood room with all his trophies, and he was sleeping in a bunk room his parents had set up when they were kids, and that they still used when the house was full, as it was over Thanksgiving. Jamie liked coming home too. He missed Sunday dinners with the family, now that he lived in New York. Their Sunday dinners were legendary, everyone brought something, and they all helped cook. He had told Violet about them.

			Jamie’s parents had gone to bed, and his brother went upstairs shortly after they got home. Violet and Jamie sat in front of the fire for a long time, talking about life and sports and their ambitions. Jamie wanted to be an important sportswriter one day, for a prestigious newspaper, but he didn’t feel ready for that yet, he was still enjoying reporting for the Daily News. It wasn’t as sedate, and he had more freedom about what he wrote. And Violet was more and more drawn to interior design. She wanted to keep the store and use it as a decorating resource. He left her in his room and went to the spare room, while she carefully studied pictures of him in high school and college, and some of his trophies. Judging by the trophies, he was good at all sports, and he’d been a handsome boy and still was. He had dark hair, fair skin, and bright blue eyes, and looked English or Irish. There were pictures of him at Oxford University in England, and she remembered he’d done a semester there. His parents were both erudite and well read, and the fast and furious banter among his siblings was fairly highbrow. They didn’t show off like Taylor, and they were a lot smarter. Violet thoroughly enjoyed the time she spent with Jamie. She thought about his parents when she turned off the light, and she found it sweet that he accepted sleeping separately so as not to upset them. They’d already been dating for almost two years and had slept together, but she didn’t want his parents to think that she was cheap and immoral. She was thinking about it when she heard the bedroom door creak open and then close almost silently, and she could see Jamie dimly in the moonlight.

			“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

			“Do you want to come sleep in the other room with me? I’m lonely.”

			She grinned at him in the dark. “Your parents will be upset if they find out,” she warned him.

			“Who’s going to tell them?” he said practically. Violet thought about it for a minute and then pulled back the covers of his old single bed and grinned at him. He slipped under the covers with her and held her. He’d been barefoot and his feet were freezing.

			“Your feet are like ice,” she said, trying to warm them with her own, and he kissed her. “Thank you for a lovely weekend,” she whispered to him.

			“It’s not over yet,” he said, and kissed her more passionately, slipped her nightgown over her head and dropped it on the floor, and then took off his pajamas. Their lovemaking was the best she’d ever known. They forgot where they were for as long as it lasted, and they lay in bed naked together afterward. “I love making love to you, Violet,” he said, sounding very young and happy when it was over. She fell asleep with her head on his shoulder and his arm around her. She was incredibly sexy and sensual, and the best thing about her was that she made him so happy.

			They spent a great weekend and the whole family got together again on Saturday night for another big meal, and they all helped to cook it.

			She hated to leave on Sunday, and thanked his parents profusely for letting her stay with them on Thanksgiving and share the holiday with them. His parents assured her they loved having her and hoped she’d come back soon. As she and Jamie rode the train back to New York, Violet wondered what her mother would think of them. She was sure that she would find them intelligent and fun. They were all highly educated, and though they were a little loud and unruly for Dominique, on the whole, she thought her mother might like them. They were honest, open, straightforward, and kind. She had met Jamie several times and thought he was a bright, interesting guy, although Violet knew that his family was a little more exuberant than he was. As far as he was concerned, he thought Violet fit in perfectly. She seemed to be able to adapt to any situation and any kind of people. There was nothing snobbish about her, which he liked a lot since he wasn’t a snob either.

			They went back to her apartment and he spent the night, as he often did. He stayed at her apartment more than his own, but they kept their own apartments in case they wanted time to themselves. It was the perfect arrangement for both of them.

			She had called her mother twice from Boston to check in with her, and make sure she wasn’t lonely. Dominique said she was fine and had work to do. Violet said she’d had fun, but didn’t rave about the weekend. She didn’t want to hurt her mother’s feelings.

			

			* * *

			On Monday morning, Dominique made the calls she had promised the Whitfields she would make. She made them herself, in case the prices were outrageous. She didn’t want her employees to know how much she would spend on a wedding. That was no one’s business but her own.

			As she had guessed, the Frick was considerably more expensive than the Met for a wedding reception. They insisted on a high level of security circulating to watch the guests and protect the art, there was a very sizable amount as a security deposit, and additional insurance. They required that one use their caterer and florist. It was more restrictive, but would also be more beautiful and seem more exclusive. It had been a private home and still had that appearance. Dominique made careful notes, tallied up the amounts, and stared at the page. It was going to be a very costly event if they did it at the Frick, but exceptionally beautiful for sure.

			When she called the special events office at the Met, it was noticeably more reasonable. Dominique could design her own look and choose between several different parts of the museum, and they had a list of accepted caterers and florists. The security deposit was much lower, and when she added up all the pros and cons, Dominique thought the Met made more sense, and there were two or three wings of the museum that she thought would provide a beautiful setting, one of them with a garden where guests could stand or sit and drink on a warm June night.

			She called Felicity that afternoon and explained the options to her. Felicity came to the same conclusion, and they wouldn’t be as worried about damaging the art. There was more room to move around at the Met, a space to dance outside if they set up a tent, and she loved the outdoor sitting area. The Met was her first choice. And it was available on June twentieth.

			“So shall we do it?” Dominique asked her. It had fallen into place really easily. “It’s an omen,” Dominique said, and Felicity didn’t comment. “I’ll send them the check today. It’s not ours until we pay.”

			“It’s an awful lot of money, Mama,” Felicity said hesitantly. “I feel really guilty.”

			“You’re my daughter and I want to give you a beautiful wedding,” Dominique said, sounding sure. “I’ll call Elizabeth and tell her. And let’s compromise on the guest list. How about three hundred, it’s more than you want and less than they want. How does it sound to you?”

			“Like too many people. I’ll hide in the garden,” Felicity said, and her mother was afraid she meant it.

			“Not everyone will come and you’ll wind up with two-thirty or two-forty,” Dominique said, consulting her list of additional things they had to settle, like invitations and calligraphy, escort cards, a band, the cake, which would be a big deal, and the caterer. And she wanted to do a walk-through with her florist. The wedding was going to be exquisite, in a new wing of Impressionist paintings, which would be beautiful with huge urns and bouquets of white flowers. Even Felicity had to admit it sounded beautiful, and she was smiling when she went back to her easel, thinking about it. She was beginning to feel better about the wedding after getting off to a bad start. Maybe it would be all right to get married in seven months. It seemed so soon before, but it sounded pretty now. She had been swept along by her mother’s flood of colorful images and good ideas. It made the wedding feel less ominous. She knew she shouldn’t feel that way about marrying a man she loved, but she did.

			

			* * *

			After Thanksgiving, Dominique and her daughters were leaving on their travels. Felicity was going to Paris with her mother to look for a dress. Violet was going to London first, and planned to drive around the countryside looking for auctions and garage sales, to find unusual objects. And then she would go to the auctions at the Hôtel Drouot in Paris to see what else she could find, furniture, art, pairs of oversized leather chairs, anything and everything, as long as it was vintage, unusual, beautiful, and had charm. Bidding in an auction and winning her prize would be half the fun.

			“Would you mind if I stay at Bonne Mamie’s house for a couple of days?” she asked her mother when she saw her for lunch. Dominique was surprised.

			“Of course not. Why would you ask me that? Your grandmother will be so pleased. She likes it when we’re all there at the same time.” Violet knew that was true. Her grandmother was always delighted to see them. She led a solitary life and enjoyed their company. It pained Dominique at times to see her mother so alone. In winter sometimes, in bad weather, she went for weeks without leaving the house or speaking to anyone, other than the housekeeper who came in for a few hours. She read a great deal, and said she didn’t mind the solitude. But Dominique hated it for her. She was alone with her memories so much of the time, and never complained about it. Marie-Aurélie was excited that her daughter and granddaughter were coming to visit for a few days, and an additional granddaughter would be even more of a treat.

			Violet left for London the day before her mother and sister took their flight to Paris on Thursday night, arriving on Friday morning. Marie-Aurélie’s driver was waiting for them and took them to the house on the rue de Grenelle in the seventh arrondissement in morning traffic. She was up and dressed impeccably and had coffee and breakfast pastries waiting for them, with delicious apricot jam. It was all set up on a round table in a sunny spot in front of the window, with exquisite embroidered linens and flowered antique plates. Marie-Aurélie had beautiful things and she loved using them when she had guests. She had snow-white hair and vibrant blue eyes, her back was straight, and she had perfect posture when she walked toward Dominique and hugged her. She felt thin and frail to her daughter, but she looked solid and healthy in a chic gray wool dress that was timelessly elegant Chanel haute couture. She wore it with a priceless necklace of large pearls that Armand had given her. Her hands were thin and graceful and she was wearing a large diamond solitaire that looked even bigger on her small hand. Dominique smiled when she saw how fashionable her mother still was, although none of her clothes were new. But they were classically beautiful and had all been made to measure for her. She had the elegance of another time, another era as she moved around the living room with ease. She did exercises every day to stay limber, and her figure was as flawless as Dominique’s and Felicity’s. The women of their bloodline had perfect posture and grace that made them seem younger than they were. Marie-Aurélie appeared to be in her sixties and not eighty-five. She wore her age well.

			“So why am I lucky enough to have a visit from the two of you?” she asked them as she poured them a second cup of tea with a steady hand. Dominique hadn’t told her about Felicity’s engagement yet. She was keeping it as a surprise, and Felicity hadn’t worn her engagement ring to travel, which Dominique had noticed on the flight.

			“We’re shopping for a wedding dress,” Dominique said quietly with a smile.

			“For whom?” her mother asked them, intrigued, looking from one to the other.

			“For me, Bonne Mamie,” Felicity said shyly, and Marie-Aurélie turned to her daughter with a raised eyebrow.

			“You didn’t want to design a dress for her?” She was startled.

			“She wants something different,” Dominique explained. “And it’s a good excuse to see you.”

			“And who is the groom?”

			“The same man I’ve been seeing for three years.” Her grandmother had met him twice briefly, and Felicity doubted she’d remember. He had just come to the apartment for a few minutes when Felicity was taking an art class for a month at the Louvre, a study of hands for her portrait work.

			“You don’t sound excited about it.” She had picked up Felicity’s hesitation immediately.

			“He surprised me. I didn’t want to think of marriage so soon. I wanted to wait a few years, but he’s five years older than I am, and he’s ready.”

			“And you’re not?” Her grandmother studied her with all-seeing eyes. She was observant and astute.

			“I’m getting used to the idea.” She made it sound like an affliction.

			“Why? Why not wait if you’re not ready…or…are you…?” She meant pregnant in her delicate way, and Felicity shook her head with a smile.

			“No, I’m not.”

			“We’re doing it at the Met, in June,” Dominique stepped into the gap. “In a new Impressionist wing they just opened. It’s going to be very pretty.”

			“And will you be happy?” Marie-Aurélie’s intense blue eyes bore into her granddaughter’s. There was no escaping her eagle gaze that saw all, straight into one’s soul.

			“I will,” Felicity said. “And I’m having a show at a very good gallery two weeks before.” She beamed when she said it. She was more excited about that than the wedding.

			“If you’re not sure about the wedding, you should delay it,” Marie-Aurélie advised. “If he loves you, he’ll wait until you’re ready. Why is he in a hurry? Most men aren’t.”

			“He has a pushy mother,” Felicity said bluntly. “He’s an only son and he likes to keep his parents happy.”

			“At your expense,” her grandmother said softly. She had sensed Felicity’s qualms immediately, and didn’t understand why she was going ahead just to please him. It made no sense to her. “Where are you shopping for the dress?” she asked.

			“Chanel, Dior, maybe some others. Felicity wants a very simple dress, nothing grand or fussy,” her mother filled in.

			“I like that look too.” Her grandmother smiled at her, and then the two younger women went to bathe and change after the overnight flight, returning to Marie-Aurélie’s study a little over an hour later. She was reading the newspaper and looked up with a smile. They were dressed for cold weather, with boots and heavy wool coats.

			“Do you want to eat at home tonight, or do you have plans?” she asked them lightly. “Don’t feel obliged to dine with me, if you have something more amusing to do.”

			“We’d love to have dinner with you.” Marie-Aurélie smiled. “Would you have dinner out with us one night?” Dominique asked. Her mother didn’t go out often in winter. She felt the cold acutely and was afraid to fall.

			“I will if it’s not snowing or too cold.”

			“Why don’t we wait until Violet arrives, and the four of us can go somewhere nice.” Marie-Aurélie looked pleased and Dominique and Felicity left a few minutes later to begin their search for the perfect dress.

			They started at a few addresses on the Left Bank that Dominique had, the studios of young designers she’d been told were talented, and Felicity didn’t like any of them. She said their dresses looked too fluffy and too grand, and her mother agreed. They moved on to the Right Bank then to the important designers they knew well. They looked at sketches of wedding gowns from the archives of dresses that had been made before. They were beautiful and the sketches were fascinating.

			At Chanel they looked at a dress with a big skirt and long train. It wasn’t what Felicity had in mind but it was spectacular. Felicity tried it on for the fun of it, and smiled at her reflection, standing on an elevated round platform with the saleswomen holding the train. It was a wedding gown fit for a queen. They went to Dior and Schiaparelli, and looked at Givenchy’s couture line, but nothing matched the simple style Felicity had in mind. Dominique and Felicity were both exhausted by the end of the afternoon when they got back to the house. Marie-Aurélie was happy to see them.

			The three of them had dinner that night at home, prepared by Marie-Aurélie’s excellent chef, and Dominique showed her mother photographs of the gowns they’d looked at, and she enjoyed seeing them. They had dinner early, since Felicity and Dominique were tired from the time difference and their mission, and they were ready to continue the search after breakfast the next day. They were going to see two more young designers that Dominique had heard about. She wasn’t hopeful, but it was worth a look.

			The next day, Felicity was subdued and lost in thought in the car on the way, while Dominique responded to texts from her assistants, who were up early trying to catch up.

			They rode up five floors in a freight elevator in an industrial building where the designer was waiting for them. She was honored by Dominique’s visit, and Felicity explained to her what she had in mind. The designer looked pensive while she listened, and then had an idea.

			“I like what you have in mind. I found a sketch of a dress like that a few years ago, to inspire me, but all my clients want big gowns. I prefer a smaller silhouette too.” She went to find the sketch, came back ten minutes later, and showed Felicity, whose face brightened immediately. It was the 1925 wedding dress of a British marchioness. It looked dated, but the designer pointed to things she could change to modernize the design, without sacrificing the overall look and elegance of the dress. It was a very slim silhouette that could look beautiful on Felicity.

			“Let me make a muslin, and see if I can catch the spirit of the dress. Can you come back tomorrow?” she asked them, and Dominique nodded. They had two more days in Paris, or they could stay another day if they needed to.

			The designer looked hopeful and excited when they left, and they went shopping for ordinary clothes for the rest of the afternoon. Violet was due that night on the Eurostar. She was going to be dining at the house with them. Dominique had made a reservation at the Ritz for the next day since she knew her mother liked it.

			When Violet arrived that night, it was as though a gust of fresh air had entered with her. She was wearing a vintage fur coat she’d found at a London flea market, had brought her grandmother a beautiful set of old books and a vintage Hermès bag in perfect condition, and had found lots of great things for her shop.

			She and her grandmother were happy to see each other. Violet was always in good spirits, excited about something, meeting people she liked and having fun almost everywhere she went.

			She’d seen old friends in London, went to a party with them, and had met several new people she hoped to see again, and she arrived in Paris full of life. Dominique always marveled at how different her daughters were. The one so quiet and retiring, with her introverted nature and huge talent in art. The other extroverted, funny, always seeing the light side of things. She put an atmosphere of fun and levity in every situation. Felicity had been the better student and had a serious artistic gift, and Violet enjoyed her life more. She had a knack for turning bad situations around, found unexpected solutions to problems, and made the best with what she had.

			Violet came to the studio to see the muslin of the dress with them that the young designer had promised. Felicity tried it on, and even the muslin version was beautiful and suited her. They could already see that it would make an exquisite dress, with silk panels in the straight slim style of the 1920s, overlaid with antique lace. The designer had a bolt of it that she’d been saving for a project like this one. All three of the women smiled at each other. Felicity was beaming. It was exactly what she had wanted, as though the designer had read her mind. She was going to add a short train. It would have long lace sleeves, and a cathedral veil to go with it. It was going to be a work of art, created just for her. It wasn’t showy, but it was exceptionally beautiful, and she would have to come back to Paris for a fitting, possibly two. They took all of her measurements, and Felicity felt relief wash over her like a wave. For the first time she felt truly excited about her dress and the wedding. She felt ready. And all three of them were in high spirits when they left the studio.

			They had lunch at a little bistro on the Left Bank, and told Marie-Aurélie all about the dress when they got home.

			They took her to the Ritz that night. Marie-Aurélie wore a very chic black dress and the impressive pearls that Armand had given her. Dominique and her daughters had dressed up too, and the four women caught everyone’s attention when they walked into the restaurant, with Marie-Aurélie in the lead with her ramrod-straight posture, an aura of elegance swirling around her. They were an impressive group of chic, fashionable women. Heads turned as they walked past, and Dominique smiled when she saw how happy and alive her mother looked when she went out. She suspected that she missed having a busy social life and seeing people. At the end of the evening, she looked like a flower that had been watered.

			“You should go out more,” Dominique told her gently, as they left the Ritz to go home.

			“I have to admit, I enjoy it. I don’t see anyone anymore. My good friends are all infirm or gone, or depressed, or have been sent to the country by their children. And I don’t like going to restaurants alone. Thank you for taking me out,” Marie-Aurélie said gratefully. They could tell she had really enjoyed it. She was relaxed and smiling.

			Violet went to her favorite auction houses the next day, and found some treasures to bid on the following day. All four women had dinner at home together that night, and afterward Dominique surprised her mother with a question. She hadn’t wanted to ask her in front of her daughters. It was something that they knew nothing about, and she had remembered out of the blue.

			“Whatever happened to the artist you went out with when I was in design school? You were very taken with him, and he seemed nice when I met him. It must be forty years ago.”

			Marie-Aurélie looked nostalgic for a moment before she answered. “He was a nice man, and a very good artist. Clément Bertrand. I’ve seen his work in art magazines over the years, though not recently. I think he became quite successful,” Marie-Aurélie said quietly.

			“Did you stay friends with him, or stay in touch?” Dominique asked, curious.

			“No, I haven’t spoken to him in all these years. It didn’t end on a good note. He wanted me to marry him, and I wouldn’t. I felt that it would have been a disrespect to Armand. He had died six or seven years before. It was too soon for me. Timing is important. I read that he had married a year or two later. I never heard from him again after I declined his proposal. Men don’t take kindly to that. I bruised his ego.”

			Dominique nodded and Marie-Aurélie continued thinking about Clément, the young artist. They had both been young, he was a year older than she was, and he had been the only man she’d been in love with other than Armand. The memory of him wouldn’t retreat again once she had thought of him. She assumed he had probably died by now, but she wondered what had happened to him. The memory of him was still vivid once she recalled it. He’d been a lovely person, but clearly they weren’t destined to be together.

			She asked Dominique about Bill then, since she never spoke of him, and was discreet about him. Her mother didn’t know if he was still in her life or not.

			“Yes, I see him,” she said cautiously. “We get together a couple of times a week,” she admitted.

			“That’s not enough,” Marie-Aurélie said gently. “That’s just enough to make you want more of him, and make you unhappy. He’s still with his wife?”

			“Yes, he is,” Dominique said honestly. “He won’t leave her now. Originally, he stayed for the children, and eventually he decided a number of years ago that it would be too complicated to leave.” But she realized that her mother was right. Seeing each other once or twice a week was enough to keep their love alive, but never enough to satisfy her, which was the situation she’d been in with him for sixteen years.

			“It takes a great deal of courage to break off relationships like that. They whet your appetite but don’t fulfill you. And when you get older, never having a full life with a man, or sharing holidays, or being the main relationship, will make you unhappy, and feel even more alone.” Dominique suspected that her mother was right. Armand had stayed married, but the love of his life had been Marie-Aurélie, and they had lived together, which was very different. Dominique had never lived with Bill, and she knew she never would, since he wouldn’t leave his wife. There was no hope of a future with him, except the arrangement they had, which was very limited. Bill never allowed it to grow past a certain point, which had frustrated her for a long time, and now she accepted it. Her mother was right, it wasn’t enough, but it was all they had and all Bill would allow them. It was like a blocked faucet that you could never turn on completely, just enough of a trickle to keep love alive, but not to thrive.

			Dominique thought about her mother’s words again that night when she went to bed. She had missed Bill on the trip, she always did, but seeing her mother and daughters had allowed her to fill the void that he was never willing to fill himself. He had condemned them both to a lifetime of hunger. She knew it well, without her mother reminding her. She always told herself that it was enough, but in her heart of hearts, she knew it wasn’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Dominique was always sad to leave her mother when she left Paris. At eighty-five, even though in good health, Marie-Aurélie was at an age where anything could happen suddenly, and change her situation dramatically. For now, she was fine on her own. Her housekeeper came in every day, but she left at the end of the day, and Marie-Aurélie was alone at night and on Sundays. Her other employees were all live-out as well. Marie-Aurélie was perfectly able to take care of herself, very independent and in good health, but it was impossible to know how many years she had left, and how often Dominique would see her again. She always meant to visit her more, but she was busy in New York, and had a full life, with her successful business and her daughters.

			

			* * *

			Felicity was elated to have met the young designer who’d started working on the dress. It was exactly what she wanted, not too showy, elegant but subtle, understated and discreet. Liliane Leroy, the designer, was going to embed some tiny pearls among the lace, which would make it even more special. Now that she had picked out the dress, Felicity was more excited about the wedding. At first the idea seemed overwhelming, but suddenly it had begun to appeal to her. The venue was going to be beautiful, and the dress perfect. And all the little touches the designer was adding would make it even more personal. The three hundred people invited still made Felicity uncomfortable. In a perfect world, she would have liked a tiny wedding better, with only the people she loved around her. It was a moment she didn’t want to share with people she barely knew or had never met, and more than half of them would be her parents-in-laws’ social connections, some invited just so the Whitfields could show off at Dominique’s expense, which irked Felicity too. But she was excited about the wedding now, and was eager to see the dress at the next fitting.

			When they landed in New York, Dominique dropped Felicity off downtown on the way in from the airport. It was out of the way for her, but she enjoyed the time she spent with her daughter, and it was one way to extend it a little longer. Violet had stayed in Paris for a few more days to continue to explore the antique and vintage shops and hunt for treasures, and there were a few more auctions she wanted to go to. She had already bought quite a lot in London, and had bid successfully on a number of items at the Hôtel Drouot. She was happy her sister had found a dress she loved, and relieved that it was not her wedding. She felt as ill-prepared as Felicity did to embark on marriage.

			Felicity had allowed herself to be pulled into those murky waters, which Violet said she wouldn’t have. She said that nothing could have induced her to marry now, no matter how much she loved Jamie, and she did, for now. But at twenty-eight, she wasn’t ready to promise that she would love him forever. What if she changed her mind in a few years, or they tired of each other? She had never been with any man as long as she had with Jamie, but people changed or evolved differently and grew apart. It would be sad if that happened, but not tragic, and easily resolved as long as they weren’t married. Married, it would be very different, and even worse if they had kids. She still wasn’t convinced that children were for her. They seemed like the ultimate complication in a relationship, and Violet was all in favor of keeping things simple.

			Dominique was madly busy with meetings, presentations, and clients from the moment she got back from Paris. She was invited to a number of Christmas parties, and she and Bill were going to Courchevel for their annual vacation two days after Christmas. They had been before and both loved to ski. Dominique frequently ran into friends there who didn’t know Bill, had no way of knowing he was married, and thought he and Dominique were just an ordinary couple dating and taking a vacation together. They had no idea he had a wife. Dominique lived for that vacation every year, and for the joy of waking up next to him every day for two weeks. They stole long weekends together here and there during the year, but their two-week holiday was a once-a-year event.

			Bill didn’t have time to come to see her for the first few days she was back from Paris, but she had so much to do, she didn’t mind. He was jammed at the end of the year too, with people wrapping up deals and finishing contracts before the holidays. They were both tired, and he had early meetings the next morning and couldn’t spend the night. But she was just as busy and didn’t object. She rarely did anyway. She saw him on his schedule, not her own, since he had more constraints and a spouse. That was the unspoken deal between them. His schedule ruled their time together, including his family obligations. Eileen visited her sister every year in Grosse Pointe after Christmas and they went to a spa, so Bill was free to do what he wanted. Eileen thought he went skiing with friends, and didn’t ask for details. They were emotionally distant and had been for most of their marriage, but still lived under the same roof.

			Two weeks after Dominique got back from Paris, Tommy called her with a surprise. He and Marlene were chartering a plane to go to Turks and Caicos in the Caribbean, to meet up with friends and stay at a fabulous hotel there for Christmas, and he wanted to spend a night in New York, to celebrate an early Christmas with Dominique. Some years she didn’t get to see him at all for the holidays, so she seized the opportunity to see him, Marlene, and the kids. She had room for them to stay with her.

			She made sure she got her Christmas tree up and decorated before they came, and the children’s presents bought and wrapped. She had everything ready when they arrived. She hadn’t seen them since the previous summer, which seemed an eternity ago to her, but she never complained. Tommy’s work schedule was so erratic and heavy, she couldn’t compete, and adjusted her schedule to his, no matter how complicated for her.

			The boys looked adorable in matching navy-blue hooded coats, fur-lined boots, and mittens. Marlene had terrible taste for herself, but she dressed the children well. And the boys were thrilled to see the tree Dominique had decorated, and thanks to thorough research by her assistant through an event planning service, Santa paid them a visit while they were eating pizza for dinner. The boys sat on Santa’s lap while Dominique took photos of them. They told him the kind of trucks they wanted for Christmas, and he gave them lollipops before he left. His visit was a great success, and Tommy looked at her with a grateful smile.

			“You never miss an opportunity, do you, Mom? That was really sweet of you. Marlene didn’t want them to go to a department store and line up with a bunch of sick kids before Christmas, so they didn’t get to see Santa this year. Leave it to you to have him show up at the house.” Dominique had done the same for Tommy and his sisters when they were children, and he had believed it was a normal occurrence until he realized that Santa didn’t visit any of his friends at their homes. And she was doing it for his children now. They were the only grandchildren she had, and she rarely got to spend Christmas with them. Tommy was either with his in-laws or had other more exciting plans.

			Felicity came to have dinner with them, and Violet showed up after dinner, and they all sat around the kitchen table. Marlene put the boys to bed a little later than usual, and they kissed Dominique good night and hugged her, which melted her heart. She hardly knew them but they were sweet children, in spite of their manipulative mother. She was a good mother to her boys.

			When the children were in bed and finally asleep, the adults exchanged gifts in the living room, and Dominique was as generous as she always was. There was a chic black suede Hermès clutch bag with alligator trim for Marlene, and a handsome Hermès computer case for Tommy to take to meetings, and a heavy black sweater also from Hermès. The boys opened their presents before they went to bed, and had gotten all the trucks they wanted, and some stuffed animals. They were going to take two floppy dogs with them on their trip, and she had promised to ship them the rest in L.A. Dominique had put together a lovely Christmas celebration on short notice. She was good at making magic and pulling a rabbit out of a hat. She had no idea when she would see them again, so she made the most of it. His sisters had given Tommy silly gifts, and they had jointly given Marlene a Saint Laurent tote bag for the beach, which she liked. Marlene and Tommy had given Dominique a Christmas sweater with a reindeer on it, which she promised to wear on Christmas. Marlene was wearing jeans, a sparkly red Christmas sweater decorated with tinsel and white fake fur, and a matching Santa hat. She went to bed after they exchanged gifts, and Tommy and his sisters sat in front of the fire, catching up, while Dominique cleaned up the kitchen, and gave them some time alone. They had a bottle of wine to share, and Tommy looked at Felicity. She was as pretty as ever but he thought her eyes looked sad, or maybe just stressed.

			“So, you’re engaged,” he said. “I thought you were in no hurry to get married.” He wasn’t crazy about Taylor, who he thought was pompous and uptight and painfully conservative. Tommy was a lot more liberal, working in the entertainment business and living in L.A.

			“I’m not, I wasn’t. I’m older than you were when you married Marlene. You were twenty-nine. I’m thirty-two. Taylor didn’t want to wait anymore. It means a lot to him to be married. And as long as he doesn’t want kids immediately, I don’t mind. I’m having a big show of my work in June, two weeks before the wedding.” Her face brightened when she mentioned the show. “Mom and I just ordered the dress in Paris, so I guess the wedding is for real.”

			“Big wedding?” he asked, but he could guess the answer, having met the groom.

			“Yeah.” She nodded. “Three hundred or something like that. I hope it’s as much fun as yours.” Tommy’s wedding had been a wild, happy affair at the Hotel Bel-Air with a great band and lots of sexy women and handsome men he knew from work. There had been two hundred and fifty guests, almost as big as hers, and very rowdy. Tommy admitted afterward that he had never drunk as much champagne and tequila in his life. Marlene’s wedding dress had left her practically naked, with a slit up one side, a dangerously low back, and it was almost topless, as they all remembered. It wasn’t one of Dominique’s designs and she found it on her own. To her credit, Dominique hadn’t fainted when she saw it, and was gracious about it. Good taste never deterred Marlene from what she had in mind, and Dominique never said a word. She didn’t want to jeopardize her relationship with her son and daughter-in-law and never criticized her.

			“I’m sure your wedding will be fun too,” he reassured Felicity. “And if it really feels like it’s too soon, and you’re not ready, postpone it. The invitations aren’t out yet. You can do whatever you want.” But she couldn’t. Taylor would have a fit if she postponed, although the suggestion didn’t fall on deaf ears and had some appeal to her.

			“I think Taylor and his parents would be upset.”

			“By what right? Mom is giving the wedding, and if the bride wants more time, so be it. There’s no rush,” he said calmly.

			“You always get away with doing what you want,” Felicity said with admiration. “If I try to do something like that, everyone will be pissed at me.”

			“So what? Let them be. Just keep it in mind as an option. It’s not a prison sentence, it’s a wedding. And the plan has to suit you too.”

			“I’d wait another year or two if I could, but Taylor would be crushed. He takes things very personally.”

			“Train him early to make you happy,” her brother said with a grin. “It will serve you well later.” It was good advice.

			“Thank God it’s a problem I don’t have,” Violet said with a broad smile. “I don’t ever want to get married,” she added with a self-satisfied look. “I’d walk out if Jamie asked me. He doesn’t want to get married either, so I have no worries on that score.”

			They talked about other things then, Tommy’s job, their work, a vacation house he was building in Cabo, in Baja California, the shows he’d been working on. Violet said she was playing with the idea of opening a second store, in Paris, and her brother gave her good advice about expanding her business. They were rarely together now, and they had grown up to be very different from each other, but there was an undeniable family bond that held them together and was always there when they needed each other. They were trustworthy people who loved one another and geography hadn’t changed that, with Tommy in California and the girls in New York. Outside influences had had some effect, but the foundation of their relationship was solid and had withstood the winds of time so far.

			Their father had never been there for them, but their mother was, and they were there for each other. If everything went wrong, they would be there, faithful to the end. They hugged one another before they went to bed, and went to the rooms they had grown up in. Rooms full of memories of when they lived together every day, and teased and battled. It was the place they had set sail from, to establish their own lives, taking with them everything they had learned from their mother and each other. It was something they all knew would stay with them forever. They cherished the memory of the years they had lived at home.

			It was happy chaos in the morning when the boys woke up early to play with their new toys. Dominique made them breakfast, and Marlene appeared in tight white jeans and a big sweater, ready for their flight to the Caribbean. Tommy hugged his mother when they left, and she thanked him for making the stop in New York to see her. It was the best Christmas gift of all. They took their Christmas presents with them, and the boys each took one truck with their floppy dogs, put their arms around Dominique’s neck, and kissed her.

			“Bye, Bonnie!” They waved when they left the house in little red duffle coats, with Marlene in a fake white fur and Tommy in a black ski parka. The boys had come up with “Bonnie,” which was short for Bonne Mamie, which was what Dominique’s children had all called Marie-Aurélie growing up and still did. So Dominique was Bonnie. She waved to them from the front door, as the van waited to take them to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey for their chartered flight to Turks and Caicos. It was a short visit, but it was enough to feed her soul. Then she went to dress for the office. She still had work to do, and sketches to work on for special orders, including three Christmas brides with important weddings, and the dresses had to be finished on time. She had a lot to do before Christmas.

			Felicity and Violet were going to spend Christmas Eve and Day with her, as they always did, and sleep at the house. The day after Christmas, they were all leaving on their trips, Dominique and Bill to Courchevel in the French Alps, Violet and Jamie to St. Barth for a week, and Felicity to Vermont to stay with Taylor and his parents. Her vacation was going to be less fun than her mother’s and sister’s trips, but it was another Whitfield command performance, especially now before the wedding they were planning. Taylor enjoyed spending time with his parents more than she did. But at least the skiing was always good there, and the snow reports had been great so far.

			Dominique left late for her office in a cab, and got there as it started snowing. She looked up at the sky and smiled. It was going to be a white Christmas in New York!

			

			* * *

			Christmas Eve was as warm and cozy as it always was. The three women had a delicious dinner catered by their favorite French restaurant, and sat by the fire talking afterward. Tommy, Marlene, and the children called from Turks and Caicos. Dominique and her daughters called Marie-Aurélie before their dinner. She had just gotten back from midnight mass when they did, and she sounded peaceful and wished them all a Merry Christmas. It always pained Dominique that her mother was alone on Christmas. But she had been for many years. When she was younger, she had come to New York to spend it with Dominique and the children, but not in many years, and she said that she didn’t mind being alone in Paris. She said that there was snow on the ground and it looked beautiful. Felicity and Dominique would be in the snow soon, and Violet would be in St. Barth with Jamie. They were all looking forward to their trips, though Felicity a little less. Violet loved the sea and the beach and the heat. And she and Jamie were thinking of chartering a small sailboat and floating around the area near St. Barth.

			

			* * *

			On Christmas Day, they exchanged gifts, and spent the day relaxing. They were generous with each other, and knew each other’s taste. Taylor joined them for the afternoon, and Jamie was in Boston with his family and returning to New York the next day. He and Violet were flying to St. Barth the day after. Taylor and Felicity were driving to Vermont the day after Christmas. Bill called Dominique at midnight on Christmas Eve, and the next morning. He couldn’t come by and she didn’t expect him to. They were flying to France in two days. She never saw him on Christmas Eve or Day. It was too difficult for him to get away. He and his family spent Christmas in Connecticut, which made it impossible for him to see her. He and Dominique had exchanged gifts on the night before Christmas Eve, as they always did. He had given her an Hermès Kelly bag in a new taupe color she loved and didn’t have, and a gold bangle bracelet with the date engraved inside, and she had given him a sporty Cartier watch he had admired and would wear on their trip. He was always generous with her, and knew what she liked. He had spent the night, and left her on the morning of Christmas Eve. She remembered her mother’s recent comment that she would never have holidays with him and that in the long run it wouldn’t be enough. But so far it was, because she spent Christmas with her daughters. She wondered if Felicity would have to spend Christmas in Vermont with her in-laws once she was married, and she and Violet would be alone. One by one, they were leaving her. First Tommy, and Felicity would be next, and one day, like Marie-Aurélie, she would be alone. Bill would still be married to Eileen. She didn’t like to think about it but it was the reality of loving a married man who was choosing to stay that way. She shook off the melancholy mood when her girls arrived, but her mother’s words had cast the shadow of the future on her holidays.

			For two weeks in Courchevel she could forget what that future looked like, when she woke up with Bill every day like a normal couple, and they skied together all day, but she had ended up following in her mother’s footsteps as the mistress or girlfriend of a married man, with no future other than the present she had with him. Dominique had made a different choice when she married Andrew, and wound up in this situation anyway. She had met divorced and widowed men over the years, but none was as handsome, exciting, or loving as Bill, and she’d convinced herself that it didn’t matter that he was married, but now, once in a while, she wasn’t so sure. She was the woman in the shadows of his life. They stole the moments they had together. He belonged to someone else. No matter how inadequate his other relationship was, he stayed married to protect and preserve it, and Dominique was on her own. It wasn’t glamorous, and sometimes it was very lonely, even if Dominique denied it to herself. When the girls left on Christmas night, the house was empty, there were no voices, no sound, no laughter, no music. She finished packing her suitcase for Courchevel and went to bed. In two more days she and Bill would be together, but on Christmas night, the silence filled every room, and weighed on her while she finished packing her suitcase for their trip. She didn’t want to spoil the time she had with Bill, complaining about what she didn’t have. She was grateful for the time they shared, however limited.

			By the time Bill picked her up to go to the airport, her spirits had risen again. She was waiting for him with her suitcase, in a red down jacket, and she was excited about the trip. He kissed her while the driver got her bag. They made a handsome couple. He had thick white hair and eyes the same blue as hers. He was tall and distinguished-looking. They checked in and went to the Air France first-class lounge and had coffee and croissants while they waited for their flight. They were flying to Geneva and driving from there to Courchevel, staying at a romantic hotel they loved. They chatted over breakfast in the lounge, and he smiled as he looked at her. She was so beautiful, he always felt lucky to be with her.

			They boarded the plane half an hour later, and took their seats next to each other. The flight left on time, and their magical two weeks had begun just as they did every year. It was perfect. Bill took care of every detail to make the trip magical for her.

			

			* * *

			Jamie and Violet’s flight to St. Barth was already halfway there. She was reading and he was watching a movie, and he glanced over at her and smiled, and she leaned over and kissed his neck.

			

			* * *

			Felicity and Taylor were just getting on the lift at Sugarbush. The snow looked perfect, the weather was crisp and cold as they got off the chairlift and started their first run. The holidays had been perfect so far.

			

			* * *

			Dominique thought one couldn’t ask for more. No matter what anyone thought, what she had with Bill was enough. She didn’t need more than this, she told herself. She pushed her mother’s words from her mind, and settled back to enjoy the trip. They were about to spend two precious weeks together. She could hardly wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The suite Dominique and Bill got at the hotel in Courchevel was even nicer than the ones they had had before. It had a big living room with a beamed ceiling, oversized comfortable furniture, a huge fireplace, a beautiful view of the mountains, a bedroom with a canopied bed, and two luxurious marble bathrooms with deep bathtubs. The service was excellent, and the food in the restaurant outrageously expensive but worth it. There was transportation to take them to any of the three valleys that Courchevel had access to.

			And there was champagne waiting for them when they arrived, with a tray of sausages and cheeses, cookies, petits fours, and a box of delicious chocolates. Dominique ate one as they walked around the room, and smiled checking it out. The management said the room had been recently redone as part of a renovation, and everything looked fresh and brand-new. The staff called her “Mrs. Smith,” which she enjoyed hearing every year for two weeks. She felt a little like Cinderella at the ball, but for now the glass slipper fit, even though the clock would strike midnight in two weeks and she knew it. She could revel in being with him night and day until then.

			Bill kissed her when the bellboy left the room. Their bags were set up on stands in the bedroom, and Dominique had declined the offer to unpack them. She liked unpacking her own bags, and could do Bill’s too.

			She flopped down on the couch, ate another chocolate, and smiled at Bill.

			“I love traveling with you,” she said, feeling young and romantic. It felt like a honeymoon every year. It was already evening when they got to the hotel.

			“Do you want to eat in the room or go to the restaurant?” he asked her. She thought about it for a minute and opted for the room. It had been a long day, and it was cozier being in the suite with him. It seemed like too much trouble to get dressed up, to show off with the other guests. The European women who stayed there wore jazzy après-ski clothes and a lot of jewelry at night. Dominique brought very little, and she was wearing gold bracelets Bill had given her. She didn’t want to worry about big jewelry at the hotel. They had noticed over the years that there were two kinds of women there. There were sexy, much younger gorgeous girls, who were either hookers or the mistresses of older, very wealthy men. And there was a group of older, much less svelte women who used little or no makeup, wore ski clothes of quality but with less style, and didn’t have glamorous-looking hair or wear sexy, romantic-looking fur hats, who were the wives those men had brought with them. The two groups never mixed, and Dominique realized with a start the first time they stayed there that she was one of the former group, a mistress and not a wife, though she was twice the age of the girlfriends and mistresses and a respectable woman, even if she was the girlfriend of a married man. She felt like a misfit when she thought about it. She couldn’t help but notice the longing looks of the men with their wives toward the sexier single women, or the inviting glances the young women cast at the men who hadn’t brought their wives, hoping for a golden future. The men were often just as unattractive in one group as in the other, but there was a distinct difference between the two groups of women. The wives pointedly ignored the high-class hookers and mistresses, and the younger, sexier women shot superior looks at the wives. The object of the ambitious young women’s game was to collect as many men and expensive gifts as they could during their stay, purchased at the many expensive boutiques crowded along the streets of Courchevel. There was Chanel, Dior, Cartier, Van Cleef, Hermès, and a multitude of jewelers. The mistresses won all the prizes during their stay, some of which they sold afterward for the money. And the wives got to keep the men, and the lifestyle that went with them. Many of the women in the more glamorous category would never see the men again, if they had been hired or invited just for the trip. It was a lucrative pastime for the sexy girls, as Dominique called them to Bill, and he laughed at her descriptions, guesses, and interpretations. The wives usually didn’t go home with any prizes or monetary reward, but they had a nice vacation with their husbands, and they had their status as respectable married women to keep them warm.

			“So are you my sexy girl?” Bill asked her as he sat next to her on the couch and kissed her neck and sent a thrill rippling through her.

			“Whatever you’d like,” she said, teasing him, and he suddenly wanted her desperately. They hadn’t ordered dinner yet and he no longer cared. She was much more appealing than any meal. They had all the time they wanted to make love. He didn’t have to leave, go to work, or get home. He had two full weeks with her, which was a vast luxury to both of them, and especially precious since it was only once a year.

			He led her to the bedroom then and took her clothes off while she undressed him sensuously and slowly, and they slipped between the perfectly pressed sheets on the enormous bed, and made love with all the luxury of time, and the joy of being together.

			It was late when it was over, and Bill said he was ravenous. Dominique was dozing and sated when he ordered dinner, and she woke up and put on a thick brand-new hotel terry cloth robe to join him at dinner in the living room of their suite. She had only ordered soup and a salad, which was enough for her. Bill had ordered a hearty meal, and leaned over and kissed her again when the waiter had left the suite after setting up the dining table. It was always a luxurious experience being there, and a treat for both of them.

			“I love making love to you,” he said in a husky voice, admiring her. Her efforts to stay in shape paid off, she had the body of a much younger woman, and he was in good shape too. He played tennis and squash at his club three times a week, which was a grueling routine.

			“So can I stay the full two weeks?” she asked with a grin. “You’re not going to trade me in for one of the other sexy girls?”

			“Not in a million years. I’m keeping you. What was your name again?” he teased her back.

			“Brunhilde,” she said innocently, and ate her salad. He had ordered an excellent bottle of wine to go with the meal, and they sat in front of the fire afterward, talking. They had all the time in the world while they were there. They had both slept on the flight so they weren’t tired, and the meal had energized them. It was one in the morning by then.

			“I should call my mother,” she said, glancing at the clock on the mantel. “It’s too late now, I’ll call her tomorrow. She likes knowing when I’m on the same side of the world as she is.” She had no intention of calling her daughters and intruding on them, and she didn’t expect to hear from them. But Marie-Aurélie was older and alone, and Dominique felt it her responsibility to call her and check in.

			They went to bed a little while later, after room service came to remove the plates and Bill finished his wine.

			She lay peacefully in his arms as she fell asleep that night, cuddled up next to him. When they woke up in the morning to bright sunlight pouring into the room, they could see the mountain squarely in front of them through the window. It looked like a postcard or a photograph. They both smiled when they saw it and Bill leaned over and kissed her.

			“That’s a mighty pretty sight,” he said, “and so are you.” She got out of bed naked, and slipped the robe back on that she had left next to the bed, and she went to run a bath while he ordered breakfast. He got in the bath with her, and they got out together half an hour later when the breakfast arrived. He had ordered a hearty breakfast since they would be skiing all day, and they were both eager to get to the slopes. They were going to take the shuttle bus to one valley over, where they knew the trails were harder, since they’d been there before.

			An hour later, they’d eaten breakfast, dressed, and had their ski equipment, which they would leave downstairs for the rest of the trip. The first day was always exciting, to see how the snow was, and get back in the groove of skiing together. They were a good match. He was a powerful, excellent skier, and her style had a little more finesse but she was just as competent on the slopes as he was. They loved skiing together, which was why they came back every year. Dominique’s children were proficient skiers too. She had taken them skiing frequently when they were young, and got them lessons. Tommy had been on a racing team in college. She skied almost as fast as Bill as they completed their first run, and had time for another one before lunch. They finished the morning with a feeling of freedom and victory. She was wearing a white fur hat and a white parka, with black ski pants, and she looked very elegant and graceful as she skied alongside him and had no trouble keeping up with him. He tried to race her a few times, but she was as fast as he was.

			“I almost beat you on the last run,” she boasted, and laughed as she said it.

			“That’s just because I let you,” he said smugly, and she pushed him gently as they took off their skis, put them in a rack outside the restaurant, and walked in.

			The restaurant was noisy and busy at lunchtime, with people crowded at almost every table. The hostess found them a table where they could watch the crowd come and go. And an hour later, they were back on the chairlift for another run. They managed three before they gave up for the day. It had been a heavily athletic day and they had skied hard. They were both pleasantly tired when they got back on the shuttle bus to the hotel.

			Dominique had called her mother that morning, and called her again when they got back to their room. She sounded fine, and said she was busy doing something on her computer and trying to figure out how it worked, which made Dominique smile. Her mother was not adept with technology but willing to learn. Her granddaughters had tried to help her several times, and Tommy too.

			“Dinner in or out tonight?” Bill asked her, and she was tempted to stay in again, she was tired and it had been a challenging day. But she thought she should make an effort for him.

			“Out? If you want. I’m happy either way.”

			“I like going out with you,” he admitted. “I love showing you off.” He looked boyish as he said it.

			“I love showing off with you too.” It made her feel like a couple to go out with him, as if he belonged to her and wasn’t just borrowed. They looked like a married couple, given their ages, and they seemed so well suited to each other, and at ease.

			They booked a table in the hotel restaurant, so they didn’t have to bother putting boots on. She wore white slacks, a white sweater, and high heels, and he wore slacks, a black turtleneck sweater, and a black cashmere blazer. Heads turned as the headwaiter walked them to their table. They were a striking couple, and she was wearing a pair of gold and diamond cuffs Bill had given her, and she loved, with diamond studs in her ears. He was happy to see her wear them. He loved spoiling her and knowing she enjoyed his gifts. Eileen had never worn anything he had given her, and had finally admitted to him that she didn’t like jewelry, which made sense since she never wore any. She thought it looked too showy, but Dominique knew just how to wear it, enough to look chic, but never too much. Unlike her daughter-in-law Marlene, who looked like an overdecorated Christmas tree when she went to Hollywood events with Tommy, in sexy gowns with too much jewelry.

			Dinner in the hotel dining room was excellent, and like every restaurant in Courchevel, it was crowded and noisy, with the beautiful women and the plainer wives, large groups and smaller ones. It was fun people-watching, and Dominique made Bill laugh about them. They walked through the lobby afterward, and then went back to their room, sat by the fire for a while, and wound up back in bed shortly after, making love. It was the perfect end to a perfect day.

			

			* * *

			Felicity and Taylor had a good day on the slopes at Sugarbush too. They ran into friends and skied with them for a while. Taylor was a competitive skier and loved racing everyone. He skied faster than Felicity, but she was an excellent skier. She just didn’t like to push herself as hard or take the risks that he did. But he was equal to the challenges he set for himself. He introduced her as his fiancée to the people she didn’t know. He was very proud of it, and it touched her.

			Their days skiing together were fun, but their evenings were less entertaining than Dominique’s in Courchevel. The senior Whitfields expected them to dine with them every night, which made for painful evenings, struggling to find subjects of common interest. What they preferred was gossiping about the people they had seen that day, and Elizabeth loved knowing little gossipy tidbits about them. Felicity found it tiresome listening to her. Taylor liked gossiping too, but he was more charitable than his mother. Taylor and Felicity provided a captive audience for her, since her husband didn’t seem to listen to anything she said. He had learned to tune her out and concentrate on his dinner. He rarely contributed to the conversation.

			Felicity asked Taylor if they could dine out one night and he said he thought it would be rude to his parents, so she was stuck with them every evening. They were in bed by nine o’clock, and Taylor was eager to make love to her, and was more athletic than usual. She felt lonely being there alone with him and his parents, with no one else to talk to. She missed talking to her mother and sister, who were hard to reach in exotic locations in foreign time zones, so she didn’t try, but by the end of the first week, she felt as though she’d been there for a month with no one to talk to. They skied all day and Taylor didn’t talk to her at night, he just wanted to have sex and fall asleep the moment he finished. It hadn’t been a terrific vacation so far, although the snow was great. They were going to spend New Year’s Eve with Elizabeth and Phillip, although they’d been invited to dinner by friends nearby, which Taylor declined so as not to offend his parents. Felicity felt as though she was marrying them as the days went by.

			

			* * *

			Jamie and Violet were having the perfect vacation in St. Barth. They were staying at the Cheval Blanc on Flamands Bay, with a heavy discount and Jamie’s promise to get them a mention in the press. In exchange they had a private villa with its own pool, and were languishing in total luxury with a butler to serve them, in perfect cloudless weather. They sunbathed naked and made love whenever they wanted. The butler only came when they rang for him, and the rest of the time, they had total privacy in exquisite surroundings. It was paradise, and Violet loved being with him. They talked a lot, and made each other laugh. Jamie had a sharp mind and a great sense of humor and she was an even match for him, and he loved making love whenever they wanted on vacation. He was a passionate and considerate lover, and it was impossible not to be happy in the luxurious accommodations he had gotten for them. Violet felt like a princess in a fairy tale, “or a high-class porn movie,” she said, and he laughed. “Do you realize we made love four times yesterday?” she said as they lay by their pool, having just made love again.

			“I wasn’t counting,” he said, “but now that you mention it, I think it was five or six. Are you complaining?” he asked innocently. “Should it be more?”

			“Only if you want to kill me. I’ve never made love as often as that in a week, let alone a day.”

			“It seemed about right to me,” he said, grinning, and put a hand on her breast, and she slipped gracefully into the pool, and swam away to tease him. He jumped in and followed her, cornering her at the steps on the far end, and she could see that he was aroused again. She dove under the water, and put her lips around him, and after a few minutes came up for air. He gently pulled her toward him, and they made love on the steps in the water. “I think you’re putting an aphrodisiac in my food,” he said in a husky voice after he came. “I’ve never made love this often either.”

			“Is that a complaint?”

			“Definitely not. I think we’re setting world records here,” he said, as they got out of the water, went back to their lounge chairs, and lay down next to each other. He was smiling at her and looked like a happy man. “You’re an amazing woman, Vi. Not just the sex, I mean everything you do, you’re smart, you’re fun, you’re brave. I’m never bored with you for a minute.”

			“Yeah, me neither,” she admitted, “with you. I’ve never been seriously in love with anyone, but I think I might be with you,” she said hesitantly.

			“Only might be? Oh God, how many times a day do we have to make love for you to be sure?”

			She looked pensive for a minute. “Maybe twenty? That sounds about right.”

			“You’re a monster,” he said, and leaned over and kissed her. “I’ve never tried to find the perfect woman, but I think you may be it.”

			“You’re pretty cool too. So what are we doing tonight?”

			“Let’s go dancing,” he said with a grin. “I saw a samba bar the other day. That would be fun.” He knew she liked to dance and so did he. He was having the most fun he’d ever had with anyone on vacation, or at any other time. He was crazy about her, and knew without a doubt that she was the one, but he didn’t say it to her. He didn’t want to frighten her. She always said she didn’t want to get too serious, but Jamie already had. And he hoped she would too.

			

			* * *

			Dominique and Bill decided to spend New Year’s Eve quietly in their room, without hordes of people around them. All the bars and restaurants would be crazy that night, and everyone would be drunk. They loved the idea of spending it quietly together. They had another week together after that, and Dominique didn’t want to waste a minute of their time alone. On the stroke of midnight, they were making love, oblivious to the time and the sound of horns and noisemakers outside. They were in ecstasy in each other’s arms. It was the perfect way to start a new year. They heard the fireworks after they made love, and went to the window to peek at them exploding in showers of brilliant colors in the sky.

			“Happy New Year, my darling love,” he said to her, and kissed her again. “I hope it’s a perfect year for us.” She nodded and kissed him back, and had nothing to add to it, except a wish to see more of him. But everything they had at that moment was all she wanted, and she whispered to him.

			“I love you, Bill.”

			“I love you too,” he said, and they went back to bed in a brand-new year that belonged to them as it began.

			

			* * *

			Taylor and Felicity made love on New Year’s Eve, after dinner with his parents, and he was sound asleep long before midnight. Felicity couldn’t sleep, and sat on the window seat in their room, looking out at the stars in the sky. She knew she loved him, and his serious, traditional ways, but there were so many more things she wanted to do with him. Dance and laugh and go to Paris, and walk around the city on a warm night. She wanted to have fun with him, not be trapped with his parents for their holidays and vacations. She wondered if he would want to continue that after they were married. It had never occurred to her before to ask him. She didn’t want to be rude about his parents, but they were total bores, and she wanted to be married to him, not them. She had finally gotten used to the idea of being married sooner than she’d planned, but she wanted to be sure that she was marrying him and not his family. It had suddenly become an important question in her mind after the past week with them. It was stifling having dinner with them every night, though Taylor seemed to enjoy it, and wanted her to enjoy it too.

			When midnight came, she was sitting alone, looking out the window, wishing she were somewhere else in the world like her mother and sister and brother, not in Vermont with Taylor’s parents. She didn’t know how to say it to him, but she thought she should, to make sure that this wasn’t the life he had in mind. She slipped quietly back into bed, beside him, and looked at him sound asleep. “Happy New Year,” she whispered to him, and wondered what the coming year would bring.

			

			* * *

			Jamie and Violet went back to the samba bar that night for the second time. They danced until they couldn’t dance another step, and then they went to a disco down the street with French music. They had a drink and danced to old Charles Aznavour songs, and went back to their villa. Jamie poured them each a glass of champagne at their pool. They had given the butler the night off.

			They sat down and looked up at the stars in the sky, and when she looked at him, he was smiling at her. He looked like the happiest man on earth. And she felt the same way. He was smiling because he knew he was going to do something with her that he had never done before, if she was willing.

			“You look like you have a secret,” Violet said, grinning at him. He wasn’t drunk, but they’d both had several rum drinks, and were happy enough.

			“I want to do something special with you tonight,” he said seriously. She looked worried for a minute.

			“If it involves video or photographs, forget it,” she said firmly, and he laughed.

			“It doesn’t, but that’s not a bad idea.”

			“Yeah, not with me, Bozo. You’re a sex addict,” she accused him jokingly.

			“If I am, it’s all your fault. I think you put a spell on me.” He kissed her after he said it, and she didn’t resist him. She was totally at ease with him. They shared a kind of bond and trust that she had never had with anyone else.

			Then he rolled off his deck chair with an easy gesture, and was on his knee next to her, and spoke earnestly, looking straight into her eyes. “Violet Walker, I love you. Will you marry me?” She was totally shocked for a minute and couldn’t speak, and after he said it, he took something out of his pocket and put a huge ring on her finger. It looked like a joke of some kind and she thought he was kidding.

			“Holy shit, for a minute, I thought you meant it. What is that thing?” She looked at the huge ring on her finger, laughing, but he stayed serious.

			“I do mean it. That’s an exact replica of a World Series MVP ring. It’s real gold and diamonds. I bought it because it’s so beautiful, and now I know I’ve been saving it for you.” He had tears in his eyes and she stared at him, with the ring still on her finger.

			“You can’t mean it, Jamie. You don’t mean it. It would ruin everything between us. I told you I don’t ever want to get married. My grandparents weren’t married and they loved each other. My grandmother still loves him almost fifty years after he died. My parents were married and hate each other. My father has always been a jerk to my mother, he dates twenty-two-year-olds with big tits and no brains. Marriage ruins everything. I love you too, but I don’t want to marry you. I don’t want to marry anyone. I want to be like my grandmother.”

			“Then let’s get engaged to love each other forever and never get married. How would that work for you?”

			She thought about it for a minute and looked at him. “Do people do that? Does that sound too stupid?”

			“Who cares? I just want to know that there is something more between us, an agreement, a commitment.” He looked sheepish then. “And you can have a real engagement ring if you want. I just brought that with me kind of as a starter. It probably looks dumb to you.”

			“No, it doesn’t. I love it,” she said, smiling at him. “I went steady with a boy in seventh grade for a week, and he gave me his Captain Video Decoder Ring. It was very cool, and I had to wrap a Band-Aid around the back so it fit. He took it back after a week when he fell in love with my best friend.”

			“The idiot,” Jamie said, and smiled at her. “You’re the coolest girl I’ve ever met. We can get it sized for you if you really like it.” They both looked at it on her hand and it was enormous, but she smiled at him and looked like a child when she did. She was all innocence and love.

			“I think it’s really beautiful. I love it. Do you think we should get engaged—to not get married?”

			“I do. The first part anyway. I’ve never loved anyone like I do you, Violet. I would love to marry you. Or not marry you until you change your mind about it. And I’d love to be engaged.”

			“I want you to meet my grandmother,” she said. They’d never been to Paris together, so he’d never met Marie-Aurélie in the two years they’d dated. “She’s the best. I’ve always wanted to be like her. She’s very wise. She knows more about life than anyone I know. My grandfather was married to someone else, and she was his mistress. Her family never spoke to her again because of it. They were aristocrats with no money, and they thought she disgraced them. She never regretted being my grandfather’s mistress. He acknowledged my mother legally, but he and my grandmother never married. And his wife died after he did. I think there was a lot of that in France in those days. It was a Catholic country, and there was no divorce, especially among fancy people.”

			“What would your mother think of my family? They’re not fancy. You know them,” he said, worried.

			“They’re good people, they’re honest, and they’re real. I love them. And I love you,” she said softly. “And maybe I’d like to be married to you one day. I just don’t want to plan a wedding now. I hate weddings. My sister’s wedding at the Met already sounds like a nightmare. A lot of phony people showing off. I can’t stand her future husband.” Jamie had already met Taylor and wasn’t impressed. One of the things he loved most about Violet was that she was real. Whatever her reasons for not wanting to be married, whether fear or admiration for her unconventional grandmother, he was willing to be engaged to her, with no imminent plan for marriage, or maybe ever. As long as they stayed together, and loved each other, that was all he wanted.

			“So are we engaged?” he asked her cautiously. It hadn’t gone the way he wanted, but it wasn’t all bad.

			“I think we are,” she said, smiling at him. “I need a Band-Aid for my ring to make it fit, before it’s official.”

			“Hang on a sec,” Jamie said, and walked into the villa to the bathroom he was using, reached for his Dopp kit, and pulled out a box of Band-Aids. He had bought a box of Incredible Hulk kids’ Band-Aids as a joke. He took three out of the box and went back to where Violet was sitting, gazing up at the sky. He sat down next to her, slid the ring gently off her finger, and wound the Band-Aids around the back of it until it was small enough to fit her. It took all three. He put the ring back on her finger then, and it looked like a giant gold turtle sitting on her hand. It was nearly the size of a golf ball cut in half. She looked at it proudly after he finished.

			“It’s perfect,” she said happily. “Way better than the Captain Video Decoder Ring that jerk took back. They met again after college, and they actually got married, and they’re still stuck together and have two kids, so maybe Captain Video brought them luck.”

			“I love you, Violet,” Jamie said, and kissed her gently on the lips. It had been an emotional night for both of them. “You’re the most valuable player on my team, so you’re wearing that ring righteously. And you’re a bigger deal to me than the World Series.” She looked at the ring again and smiled at him.

			“I think it’s beautiful,” she said. “I love it.” It suited her. It was crazy and unusual, and beautiful, just like she was.

			It had been a big night for both of them, and it hadn’t turned out as he’d expected, but they were engaged in their own special oddball way. Engaged to not be married. He wasn’t sure how he’d explain it to his family, but they were crazy enough themselves to understand, and they loved Violet.

			“I don’t think I want kids,” she said as she looked at him, “but if I ever did, I wouldn’t mind having them without being married, like my grandmother did with my mother.” But they hadn’t had a choice, her grandfather was married to someone else. Jamie wasn’t, and he still wanted to marry her. He was hoping to convince her eventually, but she wasn’t ready for that yet, and he wanted to respect that, because he loved her.

			“We can figure that out later,” he said gently. Then he looked at his watch. It was twelve-twenty. “Well, we missed the stroke of midnight. Happy New Year, Violet,” he said, and kissed her. It was a long, heartfelt kiss with all of his love for her, and hers for him.

			“Happy New Year,” she whispered back. They went into the villa then, to celebrate their engagement. There was nothing traditional about it, or about her, but they had managed to create something that worked for them. She kept her World Series ring on while they made love, with the Incredible Hulk Band-Aids to keep it in place. She could get it sized later and she liked it just the way it was. They were engaged, and it was the happiest night of Jamie’s life. He had found the love of his life, his soul mate.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			The computer Marie-Aurélie used to send simple emails to her daughter, grandchildren, and a few friends was a mystery to her. She made mistakes and erased things, sent them to the wrong people, usually hit the send button too soon, and didn’t know how to do research. But she tried various maneuvers that actually worked, and she managed to do a search of French artists and the galleries that represented them. It didn’t take long once she found the site, and she found Clément Bertrand listed at a gallery she knew well, not far from where she lived, in the 7th arrondissement. She then found the gallery website, and was able to view a number of his recent works. She remembered his style well, landscapes that were reminiscent of Corot, with a mysterious feel to them. She had recognized his considerable talent even forty years before.

			She read his biography, which said very little about him personally, mostly about his training, his gallery shows, and the museums around Europe where his work had been exhibited. There was an email address at the end of it. She looked at it for a long time, left it on the screen, and went to pour herself a glass of sherry to give her courage. She set the glass down next to her computer, took another sip, and then wrote a brief letter, saying only that she had enjoyed seeing his recent work online, and that she could see and appreciate how his style had matured and grown even richer over the years. She added that she hoped that he was well, and signed it.

			Marie-Aurélie didn’t know what she expected from it. At most just a friendly response. Or maybe he wouldn’t answer. Clément had been on her mind ever since Dominique asked about him in December, when she was in Paris. Marie-Aurélie felt faintly ridiculous reaching out to him after so long. He was an old man now, a year older than she was. There had been a photograph of him on the gallery website, but it must have been an old photograph, since he looked much younger than his age would be now.

			She finished the glass of sherry when she hit send, and went to bed. She felt a little foolish for having sent the email, like a note passed in the back rows of a classroom to a boy one liked. Dominique had awakened memories of a lost time when Marie-Aurélie and Clément were young. He had been handsome and passionate and crazy about her, but she hadn’t been ready to let go of the memories of Armand. She had spent many more years after that clinging to them. Marie-Aurélie had been forty-three then, and Clément was forty-four. He had wanted to marry her and she wouldn’t. He had wanted children, and she didn’t want any more. Dominique had just entered college and she felt too old to start again, and would have felt foolish doing so. More than anything, it felt like a betrayal of Armand, and negation of her love for him, to love another man. Clément had been serious and madly in love with Marie-Aurélie. It had only been an infatuation for her. He was intelligent, charming, and talented, and very serious about his art. She remembered reading somewhere that he had married a year or two after she rejected him. She didn’t blame him. He had a right to happiness and she to her memories at the time. It was too early for her after Armand’s death.

			She fell asleep thinking about him, and was shocked in the morning, when she glanced at her computer, to see a response from Clément’s email address. She hesitated before opening it, and her hand shook when she did. He had probably thought her foolish. She sat down to read it, and was surprised by the length of his response. He admitted to being stunned to hear from her and hoped that she was well. She guessed that he had probably assumed she was dead by then, which she might have thought of him too, except that she had seen his work from time to time, so she knew he was alive recently.

			Clément wrote to her that he was working as much as ever, and currently preparing a show for a museum in Barcelona and another for his gallery in Paris, so clearly he wasn’t slowing down. He said he had often thought of her over the years, and was happy to know that she was well. He said that he had had a warm, satisfying marriage to a fellow artist, and she had passed away ten years before. They had no children, but had shared thirty years of marriage before she died. He had a house in Normandy, where he spent a lot of his time now, with a studio there. He hoped that she would come to his next opening, or perhaps they could have a glass of wine sometime, or lunch if she preferred. She could hear his familiar voice in the email, and he seemed as open and warm and accessible as ever.

			Marie-Aurélie waited several hours until she had dressed and thought about it before she wrote back. She didn’t want to look overly anxious, or desperate, and she questioned herself thoroughly about why she was writing to him. She hated to admit it, but she was lonely, and the idea of having a glass of wine or lunch with a man made her feel alive again, which she thought was pathetic, but the truth.

			She responded to everything he said, and he didn’t write back that day. But she had another email from him the next morning. She smiled when she saw it. It was like a gentle tennis game as their emails went back and forth through the miracle of internet connection. She was actually enjoying it, although faintly embarrassed to be having exchanges with a man. It made her feel womanly and young.

			At the end of his email, Clément shocked her by inviting her to lunch. He said that he was currently in Normandy, but he was coming to the city at the end of the week, and invited her to lunch on Friday at Le Grand Véfour, which was an elegant bistro at the end of the Palais-Royal. She hadn’t been there in years, but had always liked it, and feeling very daring, she accepted his invitation. She felt very bold and adventurous having provoked it with her initial email. He added at the end that she would be quite startled to see him, since he was now a very old man.

			She answered graciously that she was as much older as he was, and not in the first or even the last blush of youth herself. He sent an emoji of him laughing, which made her smile. If nothing else, she was having fun. She felt as though she was up to mischief, which made her feel like a woman still in the world.

			She spent the entire week worrying about what to wear. She would have consulted Dominique but didn’t want her to know what she had done, even though her daughter had provoked it by inquiring about him, and reviving long-forgotten memories of a charming, handsome man who had been enamored with her and found her attractive, though she thought it unlikely that they could rekindle any of it now in their eighties. But it was a sweet memory, and it seemed harmless to meet him for lunch. It was all very respectable, and they weren’t doing anyone any harm. They had both lost their partners years before, and Marie-Aurélie suspected that Clément, painting alone in Normandy, was as lonely as she was. At least he had his painting to fill the void his wife must have left when she died. It sounded like it had been a good marriage, from the way he wrote about his late wife.

			On Friday morning, Marie-Aurélie took particular care about how she dressed. It was a dreary gray January day, cold enough to snow. She wore a pair of boots she had bought recently, an old black Givenchy skirt, an elegant black Chanel jacket Dominique had given her for her last birthday, with a soft pink blouse under it, and a chic black Balenciaga coat, which was a favorite. Her hair was neatly swept up in a bun. She wore her makeup as she had done it for years, just enough to enhance her looks without looking garish. She wore gold earrings and put on gloves in the cold weather, and looked slim and elegant as she left her house and had her driver take her to the Palais-Royal. She walked into the restaurant feeling nervous, realizing she hadn’t had lunch with a man in twenty years. Her legs felt shaky under her as she glanced around the restaurant and told the maître d’ who she was meeting. He walked her immediately to a table in the best part of the restaurant, and she recognized Clément immediately. He looked as handsome and distinguished as ever, just with more lines in his face and his dark hair now white, just as hers was. He stood up to greet her wearing a well-cut dark blue suit, white shirt, and navy tie. She noticed immediately how impeccable he looked, which was unusual for men his age, especially widowers. They usually had the slightly disorganized look of someone who no longer knew when to get a haircut or get his suit pressed, and couldn’t decide on the right tie without someone to tell him. He was meticulously put together, and looked more like a businessman than an artist. He wore success well, and he looked very pleased to see her. He had the same warm smile she remembered perfectly, and he touched her hand and told her how happy he was that she had accepted his invitation.

			“And you’re just as elegant as ever. You were the chicest woman I’d ever known. And nothing has changed.”

			“You must be going blind then,” she said with a smile. She felt coquettish being with him, which was a feeling she had long since forgotten. He made her feel like a woman, and not an antique.

			He asked after Dominique and Marie-Aurélie told him about her grandchildren, and she asked him about the shows he was preparing. They commented on current events and politics and had similar views. Listening to him made her wish she still traveled, but traveling alone was too stressful for her. New York was too hectic, and Los Angeles too far.

			The time flew, and it was three-thirty when they left the restaurant, among the last to leave, after a remarkably elegant meal.

			“Let’s do it again sometime soon,” Clément said as they walked outside. “I don’t normally do lunch,” he admitted. “I work all day, and go out for dinner rather than lunch. I don’t paint as much at night anymore, it’s harder to get the colors right. Daytime is easier.” He reclaimed his car from the valet, and her driver was waiting for her. Marie-Aurélie felt a little silly having a chauffeur, but she no longer drove and hadn’t for years. Clément had a vintage Aston Martin that looked very racy. “I was going to offer to drive you home to impress you,” he said. “Do you still have the lovely house?”

			“I do.” It was the same one where she had lived with Armand. Clément had been jealous of him then, but that was all ancient history now. “You’ll have to come to dinner,” she said, feeling a little shy with him, and wondering where it was going, but she had started it, and had no idea where it would end. She wasn’t sure what she’d been doing when she wrote to him, or what she thought would happen at their age. They seemed much too old for romance, perhaps only harmless flirtation, pretending to themselves that they were still young.

			“Let me take you out to dinner first. I love being seen with you. I think every man in the restaurant was jealous of me at lunch,” he said, and she laughed.

			“You’re a shameless flirt, Clément Bertrand, you always were.”

			“No, I’m quite sincere,” he said. “Every man in the room looked at you when you walked over to my table. You never knew how beautiful you are, and you still don’t.”

			“I don’t believe a word of it, but it’s nice to hear,” she said, as he kissed her on both cheeks and promised to email her.

			“Are you free on Saturday?” he asked, as he started to get into his car.

			“Of course. I’m not currently dating anyone,” she said, and he smiled.

			“You might be going to the theater or ballet. If I don’t go back to Normandy, let’s have dinner. Or a movie?” She loved the idea. She loved going to the movies, but not alone. Having someone to go with changed everything.

			In the end, Clément didn’t go back to Normandy, and they had dinner at the Plaza on Saturday, and pizza and a movie on the Champs-Élysées on Sunday.

			They talked as easily to each other as they had forty years before, and she felt as though they had picked up where they left off, and no time had passed.

			He said he was going to spend the next week at his studio in Normandy, but he planned to come back the following weekend and she invited him to dinner at her house, and he was delighted.

			Clément emailed Marie-Aurélie several times that week, and they had playful funny exchanges. He still had a great sense of humor, and he liked her wit, and her descriptions of things. On Thursday night he called her.

			“I miss you. I like hearing your voice,” he said. “It’s been quiet all week, and the weather has been terrible. I think I’ll stay in the city for a while. January is just too depressing out here. Besides, I want to see more of you. At our age, we don’t have time to waste.” It was a sharp reminder of their ages, and she was aware of it too.

			Clément loved the dinner her cook prepared for them on Saturday. They had a delicate lobster bisque to start, sole for their main course, and chocolate soufflé for dessert.

			“This is better than a restaurant,” he said as they drank their coffee in the drawing room after dinner. He admired her art, and the house was as pretty as he remembered. He loved her taste, and she had a gift for creating warm, cozy environments.

			“My house is so dreary now that Mathilde is gone. All those feminine touches that make a difference, flowers around the house, getting rid of old magazines, fluffing things up. I haven’t paid attention to my house in ten years, since she’s been gone.” Clément needed a woman in his life and hadn’t thought about it in years, until Marie-Aurélie wrote to him. Now everything felt exciting and new. And she felt that way too.

			They saw each other about three times a week for the next three weeks, and were totally at ease with each other. They’d had another of her chef’s wonderful meals, one of his favorites, hachis Parmentier with black truffles, on a cold winter night, and they were sitting on the couch together looking at an art book she had remembered and wanted to show him, when he turned gently toward her and kissed her, and she was surprised. She had assumed that at their age, their newly revived friendship would be strictly platonic, but his kiss was far from that, it was filled with passion and longing, and she suddenly remembered how much she had liked kissing him before.

			She seemed startled when they stopped, and looked at him. “I’d forgotten how nice that is.”

			“I haven’t. And I remember how passionate you were. That doesn’t seem very long ago. It’s all still there when I kiss you.” She had responded with just as much longing when she kissed him back.

			“I didn’t know you were interested in that side of things,” she said discreetly, and he laughed.

			“I am very old, my dear, there is no denying it. But I’m happy to say, I’m not dead yet. And all the moving parts still function, or they appear to.” She was surprised to hear it, and it added another dimension and interesting possibilities to their growing relationship. “I just didn’t want to rush you. It’s been a while since either of us has had a romance.” He kissed her again after he said it, and it was a longer, lingering kiss. Things were changing quickly between them, and he seemed impatient for more. She hadn’t expected that when she contacted him, or even after several evenings together. “Marie-Aurélie, I was in love with you when you broke it off with me, and I fell in love with you again for all the same reasons, and more, when I finally saw you again the first time we had lunch. I don’t want to press attentions on you that you don’t want, or spoil what we have. You’re precious to me, and I don’t want to lose you again.” What he said seemed so honest and heartfelt that she was deeply touched, and he held her hand as he sat next to her.

			“I don’t know what to say,” she said, feeling shy with him suddenly.

			“Just be honest with me. Is there any hope for us as more than just friends from the distant past?”

			Instead of answering him, she kissed him again, in a way that encouraged him to hope. “Yes, there is. I thought I was much too old for all of this, but maybe I’m not. Getting old is so lonely, and there is so much I’d like to do with you. It’s no fun to be alone all the time. It’s taken a long time for me to get here, but I love what we have, it’s even better than before.” She didn’t want to tell him yet that she loved him, she wasn’t sure, but she wanted to explore it with him. They were powerfully attracted to each other, and she had feelings for him that she thought had died years before, but they hadn’t. She had always regretted ending it with him when she did. She was lonely for a long time after that. But he still wanted babies and she didn’t, and she wasn’t ready to let go of Armand’s memory yet, and now she had, a long time ago.

			They sat on the couch kissing for a while after that, with mounting passion, and he was going to leave at the end of the evening. They had made progress that night and she surprised him by asking him if he wanted to come upstairs. He didn’t want to assume anything, and they walked upstairs, looking very circumspect. She walked into her bedroom and he followed her, and she turned to him looking shy and vulnerable.

			“I’m in love with you too, Clément. I love being with you. It has been so long since I let myself love a man. I don’t want to lose you again, or do anything wrong. I can’t even remember how to play a seduction game. All I have left is my heart. The rest is unimportant now.” He could see how afraid she was, and he kissed her and led her gently to her bed and slowly undressed her like a priceless work of art he was unveiling, and it all came back to her. The passion, the desire, the loving were no different than before, only slower and more sensual, as they savored each moment and cherished each other. She was totally at ease with him, without shame or embarrassment. He made her feel beautiful, desired and loved, and they satisfied each other deeply, physically and emotionally. She couldn’t remember lovemaking ever being that tender and sweet, and they lay in bed afterward and smiled at each other.

			“Maybe sex is like great wine, it just gets better with age.”

			“I think you’re unusual as far as that goes,” she said to him with a smile. “As I recall, that was pretty spectacular.”

			“Getting up in the morning is spectacular at our age,” he said, and lay on his side on one elbow, smiling at her. “You make me incredibly happy.” He looked it and so did she.

			“You make me happy too,” she said, admiring him. They had added a whole new range of possibilities to their relationship, but it was plainly obvious to both of them that sex was going to be one of the possibilities from now on. “I thought that was all over for me,” she admitted.

			“It’ll never be over as long as I’m alive,” he assured her. He spent the night with her, talking and laughing and confiding in each other until they fell asleep, and when they woke in the morning, they made love again. They had reopened a door that they intended never to close again. They didn’t want to lose each other this time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Dominique wasn’t sure why, but when they came back from Courchevel this time, she had a harder time adjusting to Bill going back to his “real” life, and no longer waking up next to him every day. For the first week she couldn’t sleep, for the second she had nightmares, except for the two nights he stayed with her. It was as though she needed him now to a degree she hadn’t before, as though her heart was refusing to accept the limited rations of time he gave her. Suddenly she needed more, and he had a particularly busy month, with two court cases and a major negotiation to deal with. During the third week they were back, he could only spend the night with her once, and Dominique was upset and out of sorts all week. She was even jealous of Eileen because she got to see him every day and lived with him, which was all that Dominique longed for. Everything her mother had said to her recently came back to her, and she felt as though she had a vise on her chest. It made her feel physically sick when she couldn’t see Bill. It didn’t even make sense to her. She had always been able to control her emotions with reason before. Now it was as if her heart and body keened for him, and refused to accept less than she needed.

			She looked tired and had dark circles under her eyes the next time she saw him, after his not having seen her for a week. He’d been in court all day and in meetings after that, and he couldn’t even call her. It had taken a heavy toll on her and Bill saw it immediately but didn’t know the reason why.

			“Are you okay?” he asked her over a quiet dinner in her kitchen.

			“I’m fine,” she insisted, unwilling to admit that she’d been in withdrawal ever since their vacation. It seemed weak to her, and embarrassing to be so needy.

			“You’re not sick? You look tired.”

			“I’ve been working hard, we’re doing another big bridal show during Fashion Week,” she explained, which was true, but it wasn’t what was keeping her awake at night. He was, by not being with her. But she understood that there was no way he could be, unless he left Eileen. That wasn’t an option, and she knew it. They’d had a fantastic time on vacation, but he could only do that once a year, when Eileen was at the spa with her sister.

			They made love after dinner that night. Bill was starving for her, and said he was having a hard time adjusting after being with her constantly for two weeks. He was miserable now without her. And she was so easy to be with. He said Eileen complained constantly, blamed him for everything, was unpleasant with him every time he saw her, and started arguments with him over nothing. He didn’t know what had gotten into her, but she was the worst she’d ever been with him, which made him miss Dominique even more. It was a bad combination. Too little Dominique, and too much Eileen. She reminded him daily of everything that was wrong with their marriage and had been for years. He was doing everything he could not to take the bait, and to keep the marriage together. He still believed that getting a divorce would cause bigger problems, financially and for his kids. With no prenup, he and Eileen would have to admit failure, sell their house and split everything they had, and support two households, with two boys in college. It would cause serious financial problems that he didn’t want to deal with. He had stayed married to her, at great personal sacrifice, to avoid just that, but it was a miserable way to live. He was even short-tempered with Dominique when he saw her. It wasn’t her fault that she was so wonderful he wanted to be with her. But giving in to his desires and throwing caution to the winds would cause serious financial risks. He didn’t want to have to rely on Dominique for support.

			She had no idea why Bill was suddenly like a volcano, ready to erupt all the time. He had been fine on their vacation, relaxed and happy. And a bear as soon as they got home. They were both suffering from being apart and missing each other. His bad mood had a ripple effect and impacted her, and she was then short-tempered at work, and with her girls when she saw them. They could tell that something was wrong but couldn’t guess what, and didn’t want to pry.

			

			* * *

			The wedding planning added more stress. Felicity was on edge too. The Whitfields had added fifty more people to the guest list than they said they would, which Felicity didn’t think was fair to her mother. They were crowding the list with their friends, and still contributing nothing, and in Felicity’s opinion, their friends were dull and old. She and Taylor talked about it one night when Felicity brought it up as politely as she could. She had called her mother about a wedding detail that afternoon and Dominique had snapped at her, which wasn’t like her. She was usually inordinately patient, but Felicity knew the wedding planning was enormously time-consuming and expensive, and her father hadn’t offered to pay for anything either, and he had a long list of friends too. He and Taylor’s parents were getting a free ride, at her mother’s expense, which really upset Felicity. She had offered to make a contribution herself from the monthly income from the trust her mother had set up for her, which wasn’t enough to make a big difference, but Dominique was touched and apologized for barking at her. Felicity was worried about her, she had so much on her shoulders, and no one to share the load. Felicity knew that her mother loved Bill, but he always remained on the periphery of their lives and her mother’s, and he had his own. He was the eternal visitor but never really on the team, and careful not to be too deeply engaged in their lives or Dominique’s. Felicity had no idea that that was what was upsetting her mother now.

			It was so obvious to Dominique after the vacation. They had been so close for two incredibly wonderful weeks, and then Bill went right back to his own life as though the vacation had never happened. Every time they came home, she felt like Cinderella after the ball, as the coach turned into a pumpkin and the mice scampered away. Her mother was right. It was a hard way to love a man.

			“I’m so sorry the wedding is so expensive, Mom,” Felicity said apologetically.

			“It’s all right. That’s the nature of weddings, it all adds up.”

			“And Dad and Taylor’s parents just keep adding more people. I sent him an email to stop, and I’m going to tell Taylor to put a leash on his parents too. I hate the way everyone expects you to pay for everything and no one offers to help. I really hate big weddings. I wish we had kept it small and had done it at some nice inn in Connecticut or something. Who are we showing off to at the Met? Probably no one on their lists cares about the art there anyway. They just want to be there and be seen.”

			“It’ll be a beautiful memory for you and Taylor in the years to come,” her mother said gently. “We’re fine. We won’t go broke from the wedding, and it will be a special day you’ll both treasure.”

			“Dad and the Whitfields will. I don’t care. I’d rather not bleed you dry for people we don’t even know or care about.”

			She was still upset when she talked to Taylor about it that night. He’d had a bad day at work and was in a bad mood. A deal had gone sour and they’d lost the account, and listening to Felicity complain about his parents didn’t help.

			“Why are you always complaining about my parents?” Taylor snarled at her, and helped himself to a glass of wine.

			“Because they keep adding to the guest list and making it more expensive for my mother. We’re over three hundred guests now. And the last time I checked, your parents aren’t paying for anything.” She was more strident than she meant to be, but she was upset for her mother.

			“Are you saying my parents are bilking your mother out of money?”

			“I’m saying she’s spending a hell of a lot of money for people I don’t even know at a wedding I didn’t want. I wanted it small so it wouldn’t turn into the circus it’s becoming. It won’t even be fun, it’s already too big.”

			“Are you trying to back out?” he said aggressively, his face close to hers. “Is your mother?”

			“Of course not, she’d never do that.” She lowered her voice. “Maybe your parents don’t realize how expensive it’s getting. Maybe they could help?”

			“Why should they? It’s not their responsibility. They’re paying for the rehearsal dinner, which is the groom’s only obligation. That’s enough. The rest is up to your mother.”

			“Their dinner at your father’s club will cost a fraction of the Met. The club provides the flowers from a cheap florist, and the food tastes like hospital food. I went to a wedding there once. It was awful.”

			“Your mother picked the Met,” he shouted at her. “It wasn’t my parents’ idea. Maybe your mother is the one trying to show off, with my parents’ friends.” What he was saying to her was hurtful and rude, and tears sprang to her eyes. He walked over to her then and grabbed her arm and held it in a viselike grip, which hurt her. His eyes were like fire and his face intense. “Stop complaining about my parents,” he said. On the heels of the miserable vacation she had just spent with them, it was even more upsetting. The Whitfields had made disparaging comments about her mother and sister. They liked her father and not her mother, because he was a snob and in the Social Register, their bible, and they considered her mother foreign, which they didn’t approve of.

			“Let go of my arm,” Felicity said quietly. She had seen the same look in his eyes the night they got engaged and she was frightened, but she wasn’t going to let him do it again.

			“I’ll do worse than grab your arm if you talk shit about my parents again. You’re saying they’re cheap, aren’t you? Why should they spend a bunch of money on the rehearsal dinner when they don’t have to? Your mother is trying to make up for what she lacks socially. My parents don’t have to do that, they’re blue blood through and through. Your grandparents weren’t even married, so don’t put on airs with me.” Felicity knew his mother had been harping on that for two years, and she wanted to slap Taylor for what he said, but she didn’t. He stormed into the bedroom then, and came out in his running clothes five minutes later, bundled up for the cold. “I’m going out for a run,” he said, and slammed the door when he left. Felicity’s heart was pounding and she was furious with him. Her mother had been nothing but nice to him and his parents, and Felicity was sorry she had been. They didn’t deserve it. She loved Taylor but not his parents. She thought his mother was petty and mean-spirited and his father was boring and a drunk.

			She took a bath while he was out, and was just putting on a robe when he got back from his run. He was dripping with sweat, his cheeks were red from the cold. He came into the bathroom and slipped a hand into her robe, and fondled her breast and her nipple, and gently pulled on the tie to her bathrobe, and it dropped to the floor as her robe fell open. She didn’t want to make love, she was tired and exasperated, but she didn’t want to refuse him and make him angry at her again. She could see that he had calmed down, and he kissed her hard and pressed against her, in his clammy wet clothes and sweat as he held her to him.

			“I’m tired, Taylor,” she said softly, trying to free herself from his grip, and he looked at her, getting angry again.

			“What does that mean? What’s happening to you?”

			“You were furious an hour ago and shouting at me, now you want to have sex? This wedding is putting too much pressure on us. We didn’t need to get married. It could have waited.”

			“Why? So you can check out other guys?”

			“I don’t want other guys. I want you. I just don’t want to fight with you all the time about the wedding, how many guests we have, who’s paying for what. I never wanted a big wedding, your parents did. But we’re getting married. They’re not.”

			“Maybe we won’t get married either,” he said, and she didn’t respond as he slid a hand between her legs, still dripping sweat on her from his face. He wanted to make love to her and he could see that she didn’t, but he needed the release from all the pressures at work and her nagging him about the wedding. She could sense how tense he was as he pressed her up against the bathroom wall, and ground against her, with his fingers inside her, and then he kissed her hard and she stopped resisting him, to avoid his becoming violent with her. She let him do what he wanted. He pushed her to drop to her knees on the bathroom floor to arouse him further and he groaned, pulled her back up again, and entered her with a sharp thrust, pressing her against the wall and pounding into her. He was more aggressive with her sexually lately. He didn’t rape her again, but she could sense it wouldn’t have gone well if she refused him, so she didn’t. He came fast and shuddered inside her. She hadn’t resisted him, and it was over in minutes. She got in the shower with him afterward and washed his sweat off her. He kissed her neck as they got out of the shower, bent and nipped at her nipple. She just wanted to get it over with, and avoid his getting enraged or violent again. He had calmed down at dinner, and they avoided talking about the wedding for the rest of the evening. They went to bed early and he wanted to have sex again. She pretended to be asleep. She wasn’t in the mood. Sometimes it was just sex with him, and sometimes it was lovemaking. She loved it when he was gentle and kind. Taylor had a sweet side to him. And a harsh side. Lately the harsh side was more in evidence. The wedding was stressful for both of them. And sex always relieved tension for him, and he was gentle afterward, so she gave in to him. It had been sex that night, and not lovemaking, but he was happy afterward. As she drifted off to sleep she remembered that she had forgotten to take her pill that morning. She was late for work and meant to take it that night. She tried to stay awake to get up and take it before she fell asleep, but she was too tired to move and asleep before she could get up. The last thing she thought as she fell into a deep sleep was that she would take two in the morning, that would be good enough. She had done that before and it had worked. Then she fell asleep until morning. She took both pills at breakfast to cover the day she’d missed and forgot about it.

			

			* * *

			Felicity went to buy art supplies that day, and some new canvases. She ran into an old friend from Yale, Fred Miller, and she chatted with him for a few minutes. He told her he was moving to Berlin for the art scene there, and asked how she was doing. She hadn’t seen him in several months, so they caught up at the counter.

			“I’m having a show in June,” she said, smiling, “and getting married.” They’d been good friends at school, but had drifted apart after they graduated. During the past ten years they’d run into each other occasionally, and had lunch to catch up. He hadn’t married yet either, he was very intense about his art. His style was more contemporary than hers, and he’d had a few shows at small galleries in New York, in Chelsea and SoHo and the West Village.

			“Getting married?” He looked surprised. He was short with dark hair, attractive but not her type. She liked her men tall, lean, and blond, like Taylor. “What happened? You always said you would never get married until you were at least thirty-five. Prince Charming came along and changed all that? I just broke up with my girlfriend of five years. She got tired of starving for my art. She wants a guy who can pay for dinner at a nice restaurant. Does your fiancé have a job?” Felicity was so discreet that he had never known she had money and still didn’t. “Is Prince Charming employed? I guess starving gets old.” He smiled at her. He had always liked her and admired her work ethic and her talent.

			“Yes, he has a good job on Wall Street,” she said with a sigh. “Sometimes that’s not enough.”

			“Uh-oh. Cold feet? Yours, I mean.”

			“Sometimes. And you’re right, I didn’t want to marry this soon. He and his parents insisted and he’s close to them and wanted to make them happy.” She was honest with Fred. They’d been good friends and had never dated.

			“And what about you? Are you happy?” he asked her. She didn’t seem like it to him. She looked worried.

			“Sometimes. It’s distracting trying to make a relationship work and keep everyone satisfied while I’m trying to focus on working to get ready for my show, and the wedding planning takes a lot of time, with a million decisions and arguments. The wedding is in June, right after my show. I can’t concentrate on both.” She looked stressed when she said it.

			“Tell me about it. I finally decided that my art is more important to me than my love life, so we broke up and I’m going to Berlin. It’s the right thing for me for now. She’ll find her prince who’ll pay for dinner. That’s not me. Yet. Maybe one day, but not now. I’m thirty-one, and this is my time to work my ass off, find a great gallery, and make something of myself. She’s thirty-six and desperate for a husband and babies. I can’t even afford myself, let alone a wife and kids. I’m not her guy. It was fun, but it wasn’t right for me. I still love her, but it’s kind of a relief to get away from the pressure and her expectations. Does your future husband respect your work? That’s so important,” he told her, and she thought about it.

			“Not really. People who’re not involved with art always treat it like a hobby, something you can do later in your spare time. I keep my eye on that, though. He wanted me to postpone my show so we could get married on his parents’ anniversary.”

			Fred looked horrified. “And did you?”

			“Of course not. But I just spent a week with them in Vermont, listening to them make comments about my art.”

			“Are you sure he’s the guy?” He sounded skeptical, and didn’t like the sound of it for her.

			“I think so. I love him. I just wish we had more time to figure it out. We’re getting married in five months. I wanted to wait years, but his parents pushed him to get married.”

			“You used to go to France a lot,” he remembered. “Let me know if you come to Europe, and come to see me in Berlin,” he said, as the clerk handed him his order. It looked like a big one, a six-foot square canvas. Another clerk brought her order and they left at the same time. Fred looked at her seriously one last time on the sidewalk with their packages. “Don’t rush into anything, Felicity. Think carefully. Your art will still be important to you twenty years from now, maybe this guy won’t be. And don’t let him push you around about what he wants. What you want matters too. He’s no more special than you are. I’ve always thought you were very special, and a fantastic artist. Don’t let him try to convince you otherwise. You’re an artist. That’s an important mission and a gift. Don’t waste it on a guy who doesn’t understand.”

			“That’s good advice,” she said, thoughtfully, and he hugged her. But she also didn’t want to lose Taylor, she loved him.

			“Auf wiedersehen, Fraulein,” he said with a grin. “I’m practicing for Berlin.”

			“Have fun!” she said, and waved as she walked away, feeling jealous of his freedom to pursue his art wholeheartedly. Running into Fred felt like destiny as she thought about it that afternoon. What he had said was meaningful. It felt like it was too late to question if Taylor was the right guy, with the wedding five months away. It was set in stone now, with deposits paid, and the reception at the Met. She’d just have to make it work and teach Taylor how important her art was to her. But it wasn’t just about her work. Lately, since they got engaged, he seemed to be more commandeering about everything, even sex. He wanted what he wanted, when he wanted it, and she was the lesser being, the handmaiden who was supposed to give it to him and make all his dreams come true, even erotic ones. What about her dreams? When she didn’t want to make love, he either teased her into it, forced the issue, or overrode her objections with charm. It didn’t feel like an equal relationship anymore. It was Taylor’s way or no way, or his parents’ way, never hers. That had to change. She felt braver now that she’d run into Fred. It had been providential, and she knew he was right about her art. She was glad she’d seen him. He validated her feelings of commitment to her art, and, more important, her as a person and a woman. She believed that Taylor loved her, but she wasn’t as sure that he respected her. Fred’s words of advice had hit their mark.

			

			* * *

			The weather had been terrible in January, ever since Dominique had gotten back from France. She was working on her show for Fashion Week, nothing was going right, and she was weeks behind. Everything felt like a struggle, and she was wrestling with a design on the drawing board in her office, trying to correct it, when the intercom line on her phone buzzed. Her assistant was out with the flu, and she had a temp for the day, who said there was a man on the phone whose name she couldn’t understand and who was speaking either German or French.

			Dominique picked it up, and waited to hear what they had to say.

			It was a doctor at the Pitié-Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris calling for her.

			“Yes, this is she,” she said, as her heart beat faster. She prayed that something terrible hadn’t happened to her mother. She could have had a heart attack or a stroke, and at her age, everything was serious. “What happened?” she asked him in French, since she was bilingual. She was anxious to know the worst, and terrified at the same time.

			“Your mother had a fall on the ice, and broke her ankle quite badly. We’re going to do surgery in a little while and put a pin in it. We can send her home tonight, but she says she’s alone at night, and I’m not comfortable releasing her with no one to take care of her if she has a problem at night.” Dominique knew that her housekeeper left at night, which had concerned her for years. Her mother didn’t mind being alone. But this was exactly why Dominique worried about her, in case something unexpected happened. And Marie-Aurélie had refused to exchange her maid for a live-in. She thought it would be intrusive. “She says she has a friend who can stay with her,” the doctor added. “Are you at ease with that? Your name is on her emergency papers, and I wanted to check with you, given her age. She’s quite clear and coherent, and rather feisty. She says she wants to go home, whatever you say. She’s refusing to spend the night.” In fact Marie-Aurélie had been very grand with the doctor and told him he couldn’t detain her, he wasn’t a policeman, this wasn’t a jail, and she had committed no crime. He liked her spunkiness and spirit.

			“Is she in a great deal of pain?” Dominique asked, both worried and relieved. At least it wasn’t worse, but a broken ankle was painful. And thank God Marie-Aurélie hadn’t hit her head.

			“We can help her manage the pain with meds. She assures me she won’t be alone, and her friend will stay with her.” Dominique didn’t ask who the friend was, it didn’t matter as long as she wasn’t alone. And she was grateful the doctor was being so careful. She could just imagine the fuss her mother was making, demanding to leave. She could be very grand when she chose to be. She hated hospitals and didn’t want her independence curbed or challenged by anyone.

			“I suppose it’s all right if a friend will stay with her.” Dominique hoped it was true. “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll make sure someone picks her up.”

			“She says she’s already organized it. We’ll send her home with a wheelchair after the surgery, in case she’s still a little groggy. She can use crutches after that. She has to keep her weight off that foot for a few weeks. We’ll give her all the instructions when we discharge her. She’s actually a lovely woman when she’s not furious,” he said, laughing, and Dominique smiled.

			“I’m sorry if she’s giving you a hard time,” Dominique apologized.

			“I deal with much worse every day.”

			“Can I speak to her?” Dominique asked, still worried.

			“I’m afraid I’m not in her room, and there’s no patient phone in the emergency area where she is. Our cell reception isn’t good. I’m glad I was able to reach you.” He gave Dominique his name and number and she wrote it down. “We should have her home in three or four hours if she does well with the anesthetic, and she should stay in bed today, until she clears the anesthetic out of her system. We don’t want her falling again.”

			They hung up and Dominique glanced at her watch. It was ten in the morning in New York, four in the afternoon in Paris, and the doctor was estimating Marie-Aurélie would be home by eight p.m., which would only be two in the afternoon in New York. Dominique thought about flying to Paris. She had an important meeting the next day she couldn’t miss, but she could go the day after, which would get her to Paris on Thursday. It might be a good idea to check on Marie-Aurélie, Dominique realized. Her mother would say she was fine even if she wasn’t, and with the housekeeper only there by day, the nights were a real concern. And the housekeeper had a family of her own at home she had to take care of at night. Dominique wondered who the friend was who would be staying with her at night. She decided that the wise decision was to fly to Paris and not to warn her, and make sure that she was managing well and not at risk.

			She called Air France and made a reservation for Wednesday in the late afternoon, which would get her into Paris at dawn on Thursday morning. It was a challenge but she could take two days off, come home on the weekend, and be back at work on Monday. It was a juggling act but she owed it to her mother, who had always been there for her. And there was no one in Paris Dominique could call on to help her. She preferred to see the situation for herself. She called her mother late that afternoon and Marie-Aurélie answered, said she was already at home, and sounded groggy and half asleep. She said that her friend was with her. Dominique promised to call her in the morning. Marie-Aurélie thanked her and hung up.

			

			* * *

			The flight on Wednesday night was on time, and arrived in Paris at the crack of dawn on Thursday half an hour early. Dominique had managed with carry-on, and was in a cab leaving Charles de Gaulle airport at six-thirty a.m., and reached the city at seven-thirty. There was some early morning traffic. Dominique had the keys to Marie-Aurélie’s house and let herself in silently at eight in the morning. It dawned on her that maybe she should have warned her mother after all. She was about to terrify two little old ladies if they heard her walking in. They might hit the alarm and call the police, thinking it was a burglar. Dominique wasn’t sure whether to be totally silent or to make lots of noise so she didn’t startle them. She opted for silence, since they might still be asleep. She assumed that her mother’s friend would be asleep in one of the guest rooms, and she headed for Marie-Aurélie’s room on tiptoe, knocked gently, opened the door, and gave a leap backward, not sure what she was seeing, or who.

			Her mother was propped up in bed on a mountain of pillows, looking like a princess, with her hair brushed, smiling at a very distinguished-looking man in pajamas who was serving her breakfast on a silver tray, with a proper pot of tea. He was pouring her a cup, as they looked ecstatically at each other. They stared at Dominique in astonishment, and the man in the pajamas set the teapot down, handed Marie-Aurélie her cup of tea, and removed the tray. And it was quite obvious that he had very shortly before been occupying the other side of her mother’s enormous canopied bed. He put on a silk robe as Dominique watched him in amazement. It looked like a love scene in an old movie. Dominique was mortified to be the intruder.

			“Maman, I’m so sorry. I thought…I was worried about you…I wanted to surprise you…”

			“You did,” Marie-Aurélie confirmed with a smile, and glanced at Clément, who was smiling too. He thought it was funny, and wasn’t embarrassed. “Do you remember Clément Bertrand? You met a long time ago.” He executed a brief bow at the introduction.

			“Of course,” Dominique answered. “I asked you about him a couple of months ago and you said you hadn’t spoken to him in forty years,” Dominique said, as she came through the open doorway and approached them. They looked perfectly at ease in their nightclothes together.

			“That was true, but you reminded me of him, so I did a search on my computer and found him, and we began writing to each other.” She smiled at him again. “And then we had lunch, and things just kind of progressed from there.”

			“When was that?” Dominique asked.

			“About a month ago.”

			“Things seem to have progressed quite nicely since then,” Dominique said, and sat down on the duchesse chair in her mother’s bedroom. The room was filled with beautiful antiques worthy of Versailles, and Clément looked right at home there.

			“Yes, they have,” he agreed, and all three of them were laughing. Dominique had walked in on her eighty-five-year-old mother’s love scene with her boyfriend of forty years before. And they had apparently been kindling some old flames. “I’ve been taking care of her, but she’s not a very good patient, I’m afraid. She won’t follow instructions, she doesn’t like the wheelchair, and she won’t use the crutches. And now I’ll let you two ladies enjoy a visit while I dress. Would you like a cup of tea?” he offered. Dominique smiled and shook her head. He was charming, exquisitely polite, and still very handsome, and her mother looked twenty years younger than when she’d last seen her. She didn’t look a day over sixty, and neither did he. Dominique felt like a clumsy intruder as her mother grinned at her, mildly embarrassed.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t said anything about Clément. We wanted to see how things went before we told anyone.”

			“No, I’m sorry, I should have warned you I was coming. I didn’t expect to walk in on a love scene. He’s still very good-looking, and very nice.” She glanced inquiringly at her mother, who was smiling and enjoying the scene.

			“Yes, he is. He’s wonderful.”

			“And very much in love with you,” Dominique said cautiously. He had looked it when Dominique saw him taking care of her. Marie-Aurélie nodded agreement. “You too?”

			“It seems that way.” Clément had disappeared into Armand’s old dressing room, which didn’t bother Marie-Aurélie anymore. Forty years before, that had been intolerable, but Armand had been gone for forty-seven years now, long enough for her to recover from the loss. There was room for Clément in her life now. There hadn’t been before. Dominique could see that. They both looked so happy together. She was happy for them. They had waited a long time for this. Dominique glanced at her watch. It was nine in the morning Paris time. “I should really take a flight back to New York today. You’re in good hands. And I left a mountain of work on my desk in New York.”

			“Stay and have dinner with us,” her mother encouraged her, Dominique hesitated, and then decided why not? She was curious about Clément and to find out what he was like. She remembered him as being polite and kind, but a lot of years had gone by. He was modestly famous now and respected in the art community.

			He came back half an hour later, impeccably dressed in a suit with white shirt and tie. He looked like a banker going to a meeting, not an artist.

			“Dominique is going to have dinner with us tonight,” Marie-Aurélie told him, and he looked pleased.

			“I think I’ll let you ladies enjoy each other’s company today and I’ll come back at dinnertime.”

			“All right, but I still want you to spend the night tonight,” Marie-Aurélie said softly, and he bent down and kissed her gently on the lips.

			“As long as Dominique doesn’t mind,” he said politely. He didn’t want to cause a problem and Dominique still looked shocked.

			“Of course not. I’m the intruder here. Thank you for letting me stay for dinner,” Dominique said. “I’ll catch an early flight in the morning, and I’ll still be able to get to my office by noon, with the time difference.”

			She spent the day chatting with her mother, fluffing up her pillows, and helping her dress for dinner. Marie-Aurélie looked very chic in a slim black skirt and a cream-colored twinset, with her pearls. Clément returned in a pin-striped suit for dinner with Dominique. Her mother had it catered from the Atelier of Joël Robuchon and it was delicious. The conversation was light and lively and Dominique was increasingly amused that she had walked in on her mother’s love life, which looked more romantic than her own. Her mother commented on it that afternoon.

			“It’s lovely being with a man who doesn’t have personal obligations or attachments. He doesn’t even have children. It’s just us. Armand and I never paid much attention to it, but there was always the specter of Armand’s wife hanging over us, wondering if she would make trouble or interfere in some way. She never did, but the possibility was always there, a bad surprise one day. Now all Clément and I have to do is decide where we want to have dinner, and who we want to see. He stays here a lot now,” Marie-Aurélie admitted. Dominique didn’t ask her what their future plans were. At their age it was almost an ironic question. Destiny would decide their future. Their plans were irrelevant. And she heard what her mother had said about being with a man with no attachments. It sounded wonderful to her too. She hated sharing Bill with his wife, and worrying about what she was going to do about it, if anything. Clément seemed like an ideal partner for her mother at this stage in life. Dominique had no objections whatsoever if her mother was happy, and clearly, she was. Dominique kissed them both when she went to bed that night. She was leaving in the morning before they got up and she wouldn’t see them.

			“Take good care of each other,” she said gently. “And I hope I’ll see you both soon.” They smiled warmly at her. Her surprise visit had been a happy gift. Marie-Aurélie was still in pain from her ankle, but Clément was taking perfect care of her. They were a happy couple when Dominique left them. Dominique couldn’t help wondering if it would be another twenty years before she had a man of her own too, without “attachments.” Her mother had earned it and Dominique was pleased for her. Looking at them, it was clear to Dominique that the old adage was true: Love has no age.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Dominique told Bill all about it when he spent the night with her when she got back. He was still swamped at the office but happy to see her, and he laughed when she described the scene to him, walking in on them with Clément in his impeccable pajamas, serving her mother breakfast on a silver tray.

			“Thank God they had their clothes on. They seem very romantic and very amorous,” she said admiringly.

			“It sounds very French,” Bill said, and they had a wonderful night together. Dominique had settled back into their usual routine, which she readily admitted to herself now wasn’t enough, just as her mother had said. Marie-Aurélie had loved a married man for twelve years, so she knew what she was talking about. And they had lived together. Dominique didn’t even have that comfort. All she had was two nights a week, if she was lucky. Or less, if he was busy. But it was the best they could do. He kissed her tenderly before he left for work in the morning. And she knew she’d have to wait a week to spend another night with him. It seemed like a long time to wait.

			

			* * *

			Dominique told the girls about Marie-Aurélie’s romance too. Felicity was startled to hear that her grandmother had rekindled an old flame, but her mother assured her that he was a lovely man and they were happy, and Violet thought it was wonderful.

			“She’s my role model in life. Bonne Mamie really knows how to live. Is he handsome?”

			“Very, even at eighty-six.” Dominique smiled. “They look beautiful together. They seem very romantic. I wonder if they’ll get married,” Dominique said vaguely, and Violet looked distressed.

			“I hope not. That would ruin everything.” She put her hands up as she said it and her mother and sister stared at her. Felicity was looking at her hand in horror.

			“What is that?” she asked, staring at Violet’s new ring. They hadn’t seen her since she got back from St. Barth.

			“It’s my MVP ring,” Violet said proudly, flashing it at them with a grin.

			“It looks like a gold golf ball, or a Christmas ornament,” Felicity said with distaste, and Dominique stared at it and laughed. It was so Violet to wear something like it.

			“It’s an exact replica of a World Series ring.” Jamie had had it adjusted to her size when they got home, so she was no longer wearing the Band-Aids with it.

			“And why are you wearing it?” Felicity asked her. “It looks like you could use it as a weapon if someone attacks you.”

			“Don’t be such a snob,” Violet scolded her. “It’s actually my promise-to-never-get-married ring. A going-steady ring with no risk of marriage,” she explained. “It’s like a non-engagement ring.” It was the complete opposite of Felicity’s discreet little sapphire ring with the tiny diamond side stones. Violet’s ring was loud, showy, crazy, unusual, and there was nothing subtle about it, and it was huge on her small hand.

			“I really love it,” Dominique commented. It was such a big statement and so perfect for Violet. It wasn’t even vulgar. It was outrageous, which was better.

			“And Jamie gave it to you?” Felicity persisted.

			Violet nodded happily. “I love it.”

			“And you’re going to wear it?”

			She nodded again. “Just like you wear yours, except sometimes I notice you don’t wear it,” she dug at her sister. “I wear mine every day.”

			“You could knock an eye out with that thing,” Felicity commented, “or a tooth if you bump yourself with it,” she confirmed.

			“It’s a statement ring,” Violet said proudly. “I love it.”

			“It certainly is a statement. So what exactly is the statement other than you’re both a little nuts?” Felicity asked her.

			“The statement is that we love each other and promise never to get married. Unlike your seemingly discreet ring, which is fraught with danger,” she said, and their mother grinned, listening to the exchange.

			“You’re each entitled to your own views about marriage. It seems to be a very broad subject in this family,” Dominique commented dryly.

			Felicity still looked strained the moment the subject of marriage came up, although all the wedding plans were going forward without a hitch so far. Felicity didn’t like talking about it, which still worried Dominique. Taylor and his parents had really pushed Felicity into a June date that she wasn’t ready for. She focused on her art show in order to distract herself. She was much more excited about that than a fancy wedding at the Metropolitan Museum that she never wanted.

			

			* * *

			Dominique called her mother frequently to see how she was feeling. The ankle still hurt, but less, and she could put a little weight on it now. She had to wear the cast until the end of February, and a boot after that. And she talked about Clément as though he were a permanent fixture, and had always been there. Most of all, she sounded happy. There wasn’t that lonely edge in her voice anymore, that of a woman who had been unloved by a man for too long and believed that her life as a woman was over. She had come back to the land of the living with him, and they were busy doing things they both enjoyed. When he needed peace to work he went to his studio in Normandy, but he never stayed there for too long now. He didn’t want to miss a minute with her. They lived every day as though it were their last, which was the lesson time had taught them. They had both lost partners they loved earlier than they expected to. Now they didn’t want to deprive themselves of a minute of joy.

			They were walking in the Tuileries Gardens after a show they had just seen in the Louvre, and Clément said he wanted to go to the Uffizi in Florence with her, the Prado in Madrid, and some of the great museums of Europe. The Victoria and Albert Museum in London was one of their favorites too. They had similar taste in art.

			“I have a question to ask you,” he said to her quietly then. He had no idea how she would respond but he knew it was a question he had to ask, for his own peace of mind. If she said no, he would accept it. But he wouldn’t let her go this time. He was never going to let her go again.

			“Marie-Aurélie,” he said solemnly in a low voice so passersby wouldn’t hear, “will you marry me? I would get down on one knee, but I might have difficulty getting up, which would be embarrassing,” he said, and she laughed. “It would be a great honor if you said yes this time. But I love you even if you say no.” They had stopped walking and he was looking into her eyes, and she smiled. She kissed him on the lips and her smile widened after she did.

			“It would be my great honor and privilege to be your wife, Clément. I just needed some time to get used to the idea. I’m ready now.” He didn’t remind her that it had taken her forty years to get ready. He thought she was well worth the wait.

			“I’m ready too,” he said, put his arms around her, and held her, as people walked past them and smiled. They were a sweet older couple who looked happy together. She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm then and they continued walking. “I was thinking July might be nice. I’ve always liked the idea of getting married in the south of France, the light is so beautiful,” he said.

			“Wherever you like,” she said, smiling.

			“I’ll find the perfect place,” he promised. “Do you want your family with us?” he asked her. He had none. He was alone in the world now, but not for much longer with Marie-Aurélie and her family in his life.

			“Of course,” she said about her family. “They would love to be there, if they’re not busy.” She was thinking of Tommy, and how far he’d have to come. But the others were less encumbered, and New York was closer to France than L.A.

			“We could honeymoon in Italy if that appeals to you. I don’t travel much anymore, but Italy is easy, and the food is so good, and maybe the Hotel du Cap in the south of France for a day or two. Leave it to me and I’ll arrange it.” Marie-Aurélie loved the way Clément took care of things. He was always surprising her with new restaurants, or favorite places she had forgotten, and new adventures. It made life fun every day.

			They called Dominique that night and told her, and she was delighted for them. She promised to tell the children, and Clément promised to give her the exact date when he arranged things, but he said it would be in July, a month after Felicity’s wedding. They had a summer of happy celebrations in store, and Clément and Marie-Aurélie were like any young couple planning their wedding.

			“I’ve never been married before,” she said dreamily, as they walked home to the Left Bank. They liked walking together. “I think I’ll get married in white. But that’s all I’m going to tell you about it,” she said with a mysterious smile.

			She called Dominique again the next day and she promised to design something perfect for her, that would be appropriate in the south of France. She couldn’t wait to do it for her mother, she was happy for her. Marie-Aurélie sounded like any young bride, excited to be marrying the man she loved.

			Dominique sent her some sketches a few days later, and there was one that her mother loved. It was the one Dominique hoped she would pick. She wanted to wear a big hat with it with a veil attached, but not a standard bridal veil, and Dominique thought it would look beautiful, and she would put a thin cloud of tulle over the hat just to add a little magic to her face. Her mother loved the idea and couldn’t wait for the first fitting. Dominique said she would bring the dress to Paris for her to try on.

			

			* * *

			By the end of March, all the big and small details for Felicity’s wedding were perfectly on track. Dominique went down a checklist with one of her assistants weekly. Everything was on time. There had been no major problems so far, but Dominique knew that could change in the blink of an eye. Weddings were unpredictable and sometimes hard to control.

			She called Felicity and reported the details to her.

			“Great, Mom, and I only have three more paintings I want to finish to complete the show.” It was all she wanted to talk about. “Everything’s on track for that too.”

			“Your wedding is going to be here before you know it,” Dominique said, and Felicity felt a roller coaster in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t made her peace with it yet and it was coming closer. She had picked the invitations at Cartier. They were sober, classic, and elegant, and were going out on the twentieth of April. Once people were invited it would be that much more real and there would be no turning back. Three hundred and fifty people were being invited to the wedding and most of them would come, particularly to a glamorous venue like the Metropolitan Museum. Now and then, Felicity felt a flurry of excitement, and the rest of the time, terror. Taylor had been nicer to her recently, which made it easier to remember why she loved him and wanted to marry him. She had no specific doubts about him, her only objection was that it felt too soon, and she felt too young and not ready to be a wife. His parents were boring but they weren’t bad people. Their worst flaw was that they were stingy, and hated spending money. His father talked constantly about getting enough “bang for their buck.” They were getting a lot of bang out of Dominique’s bucks and none of their own. It was going to be a dazzling, impressive wedding. There would be an enormous, beautiful tent in the back garden of the Met for dinner, and another tent for dancing. On a balmy June night, nothing could be more romantic. The band had been hired, the caterer chosen, the flowers ordered, and there would be huge crystal chandeliers in the tents, and flower garlands on the tent poles. The flowers were going to be especially beautiful. Felicity hadn’t told Taylor the details. She wanted to surprise him, and knowing her mother’s taste, Taylor was sure it would be spectacular. There were going to be giant urns of flowers on tall columns. A place had been set aside for the ceremony with a flower arch over them. The minister Dominique had found had agreed to do the religious ceremony at the Met, which required dispensation from the bishop, and permission from the museum, and Dominique had obtained that too. They were being married by an Episcopal minister since they were both Episcopalian.

			The much simpler event to organize was the rehearsal dinner, at Phillip Whitfield’s club, with a minimum of flowers on each table, their least expensive menu, and cheap wine he had gotten a great deal on. The rehearsal dinner was about how little the Whitfields could spend and get away with, and Dominique was spending a fortune on the wedding. The expenses had multiplied exponentially, which she had expected. Felicity felt guilty about it and had wanted it to be so much simpler. Taylor and his family felt no guilt at all. They knew that Dominique Dupont Walker was good for it, so why not spend liberally.

			In March, as the wedding approached, Felicity had rolling waves of nausea, which she knew was due to stress. She was tense about her gallery show, and panicked about the wedding and all that it implied. She would be an adult now forever, a wife, and one day she would be a mother, which was even more terrifying. She had begun to suspect an ulcer when the nausea never stopped, even worried that she might have stomach cancer, and read about it online. It sounded like she did, and if she was dying, there was no point having a wedding. She didn’t confide in anyone that she thought she might have cancer. She wondered if she would live long enough for her show, and she went to their family doctor and confessed her suspicions. He was worried for her and ordered a battery of tests, including an MRI and a PET scan last on the list. She seemed healthy enough to him on examination. Her color was good, her weight was low but in the normal range. A simple blood test showed she wasn’t anemic, and he asked her if she could be pregnant. She said she couldn’t since she was on the pill.

			“Have you ever missed a pill, or been pregnant?”

			“I’ve missed a pill once in a while, but I’ve never gotten pregnant. When I miss one, I take two the next day. It works like a charm.” She smiled confidently at him.

			“Some of my patients have had charming babies as a result of that method,” he warned her. “Have you missed a pill lately?”

			“Not that I remember. I know I’m not pregnant, I haven’t gained any weight. I have no symptoms. I’m stressed out of my mind, I have an important gallery show of my work in eight weeks, and I’m getting married in ten. I’m freaked out about both. According to the internet, it’s either stress or stomach cancer.”

			“Let’s run a quick test to be sure before we do all the other tests,” he said blandly, and handed her a pregnancy test and directed her to the bathroom. She was gone a long time, which concerned him, and her eyes were red and full of tears when she returned with the test stick.

			“It’s wrong. I know it is. It’s a false positive. These tests are unreliable.” She choked on a sob and sat down across from him.

			“When you missed a pill, which you don’t remember recently, did you and your fiancé use a condom?”

			She shook her head and the tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can’t have a baby. I don’t want one. I’m not even ready to be married, let alone be a mother. My fiancé wanted to get engaged, but I told him I’m not ready to have children for at least another five years.” She choked on a sob and he handed her a tissue.

			“We need to do a sonogram on you, Felicity, to check for a heartbeat and see how far the pregnancy has advanced, and then you can make some decisions. I’m sorry. I know this can be shocking news, at the wrong time.” She nodded and continued crying, and a nurse led her to the sonogram lab. She hopped on the table and the technician applied gel to her abdomen, and the machine hummed to life as the tech ran the metal wand around in the gel, and the image leapt onto the screen. There was a blob in the machine’s field of vision that looked suspiciously like a baby, waving an arm. Felicity could see the head and the body and a hand. And there was a rapid pounding sound like a machine or a metronome, steady, strong, and regular.

			“We’ve got a nice strong heartbeat,” the tech said, as Felicity choked on a sob. The tech entered something into the computer, which then showed that she was ten weeks pregnant, and her due date was in October. With a rapid calculation of her own, she was going to be four and a half months pregnant at her wedding. She felt a wave of nausea wash over her as she lay there, blinded by tears. This couldn’t be happening to her, but it was.

			She went back to the doctor’s office after the sonogram, looking devastated.

			“I’m sorry, Felicity, I know that’s not good news. But at least it’s a healthy baby, if you decide to keep it. Why don’t you and your fiancé talk it over, and let me know what you decide. You don’t have a lot of time to make the decision,” he said gently. “I can refer you to someone who would handle the procedure.” Despite the changes in the laws elsewhere, she could still get an abortion in New York.

			Felicity thanked him and walked out of his office in a daze. A baby. It was the worst news she could imagine. She’d been braced for cancer, not a baby. It meant the end of her art career as she knew it, with a baby hanging on her all day. How was she supposed to paint? Taylor had already told her a million times that when they had children, he expected her to take care of them herself, as his mother had. According to Taylor, real women took care of their own children, they didn’t have nannies. She wanted to tell her mother, but she didn’t dare. Violet wouldn’t understand and would tell her she was an idiot for not being more careful. She had to tell Taylor, but he wasn’t ready for a baby either. She had nowhere to turn and felt desperate. She could get an abortion without telling him, but what if he found out one day and hated her for it? That didn’t seem fair to him, but she wanted to deal with it quickly. It had shaken her to see that it already looked like a baby. She would be killing their child if she had an abortion.

			She cried all the way to her apartment in an Uber, and she sat paralyzed all day, unable to think or paint. She waited for Taylor to come home and she didn’t know what to tell him. She didn’t know if he’d be happy or mad. All she knew was that this was way more than she had bargained for. She threw up twice before he came home. Taylor was in good spirits when he arrived. He had stopped off for drinks with friends from work, to celebrate the closing of a deal he’d been working on. Felicity was sitting on the couch waiting for him, and he slipped a hand into her sweater and held her breast, and then grabbed both of them and squeezed hard. Too hard. She wasn’t in the mood to play, and even less to play rough, which he liked sometimes, and she liked a lot less. He’d only been doing that since they’d been engaged, as though her body was his now and he could do anything with it he wanted. She had told him several times that he was too rough, but most of the time he ignored what she said, which worried her.

			“I’ve been waiting to come home to these babies all day,” he said. He buried his face in her breasts and laughed, and then bit her nipples. Not too hard, but hard enough. It only hurt a little. But she had bigger problems on her mind. “What are you looking so sour about?” he asked, when he saw her face. He hadn’t looked at it before.

			“I’m upset, I’m not sour.” He looked bored at the thought and lay back against the couch with his legs wide apart. She knew what he wanted. Not tonight. “I got some bad news today,” she said, fighting back tears, and he looked serious for a moment.

			“Are you sick?” She hesitated for a minute. She couldn’t avoid telling him. She wanted to deal with it quickly.

			“I’m pregnant,” she said in a low voice, and he stared at her as though he didn’t understand.

			“You are?” She nodded. His face was a blank page she couldn’t read. “Well, that was a dumb thing to do now, before the wedding.”

			“I didn’t do it by myself,” she reminded him. “We did it. And it’s very dumb.”

			“Will it show at the wedding?”

			“Maybe. I don’t know. It might. I’ll be four and a half months pregnant by then. I want an abortion. Now. Soon. Right away. We’re not ready for a child. I barely feel ready for marriage, let alone a baby. In October. And you’re not ready either,” she said bluntly.

			“So you want to kill our child?” he asked, rage etching itself on his face. She tried not to remember the little form with the waving hand on the sonogram screen. She couldn’t let herself think of that. “I thought you were on the pill,” he said angrily. She wasn’t sure if he was angry about the pregnancy or the abortion she wanted.

			“I am on the pill, but I may have forgotten one. It happens sometimes.”

			“If you look pregnant at the wedding, my parents will kill me,” he said, looking scared. “They’ll think you’re a slut.” It was interesting that he expected them to blame her, and not the two of them.

			“The baby is yours, it’s ours. And I don’t want to look pregnant at the wedding either. I want an abortion,” she repeated. He clearly wasn’t getting that she meant it. “I want to do it right away, as soon as I can.” He poured himself a drink and paced around the room, and came back to look at her.

			“I won’t let you do it. It’s my baby, you can’t kill it.”

			“It will kill my art career. It will kill our life, and our marriage. We’ll be trapped with a baby we don’t want. It’s not fair to the baby either. Five years from now, it will be different.”

			“Fuck your art career. If you forgot to take a pill, this is your fault, so you can give up your damn career and stay home and take care of it.” It sounded like a prison sentence to Felicity. He wasn’t thrilled either, and he wasn’t sympathetic. But he was absolutely definite about the abortion. “If you kill the baby, I’ll kill you,” he said, and looked as though he meant it. She couldn’t even break the engagement now if she decided not to marry him. She was pregnant, and trapped. He walked right up to her then and slapped her hard across the face. “That’s for wanting an abortion. You’re having the baby, and it better not show at the wedding.” And with that, he slammed out of the apartment and left, and Felicity sat on the couch, touching her stinging cheek. He had hit her hard, and there was a thin trickle of blood running down from her nose into her mouth. It was the worst day of her life, and she wanted to die.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			When Taylor came home that night, he was a different person from the madman and brute who had left the apartment six hours before. He came home at two in the morning, stone cold sober. Felicity had crawled under the covers with all her clothes on and had cried herself to sleep. There was blood on her pillow, and she woke up with a start when she felt him gently caressing her face and her hair.

			She shrank away from him, afraid that he would hit her again. “I’m sorry,” he said to her in the dark. “I’m scared to have a baby too, and I don’t feel ready, but I don’t want you to kill our baby. We’ll love it, and we’ll be good parents. We’ll hire a babysitter so you can paint. I don’t think it will be as scary as it sounds.” He was saying all the right things. But his first instinct had been to hit her. He was like two separate people. But even if he said the right things and was nice to her, she wasn’t ready for a baby. She didn’t like the idea of killing a baby either, but it was that life or hers. Getting pregnant had been a mistake, and having the baby would be a worse one. They were both under a lot of pressure. Taylor had been erratic ever since they got engaged, and he was showing violent tendencies she’d never seen before. Marrying him was scary enough, but having his child seemed off-the-charts crazy right now. They could always have another child later.

			Felicity tried to explain to him how she felt, lying in the dark, which made it easier to talk to him, but no matter what she said or how she pleaded with him, he wouldn’t agree to an abortion, and she didn’t want to do it without his approval.

			“That’s not fair,” she said, crying again. “You don’t have to have it. You can still go to work. I work here. I can’t work with a crying baby I have to take care of. Why do I have to give up everything for a baby I don’t want?”

			“Because that’s what women are made to do. Have babies and take care of them.” It was an extremely simplistic and archaic point of view.

			“What about becoming doctors and lawyers? I studied to be an artist, I worked hard at it. Does all that go out the window when you get pregnant?”

			“For a while. You can paint later when they’re in school. It’s not forever.”

			Only ten or fifteen years, she thought miserably. “I want to wait till I’m older to have kids.”

			“You’re old enough at thirty-two. Who knows, we might have five or six kids and you might love it.”

			“We can’t afford it,” she said, trying to reason with him.

			“Your mom can. She’ll give us the money to help us out.”

			“Is that the plan? To have my mom support our family? We shouldn’t have kids we can’t afford, and don’t even want. We’re smarter than that, we know better. We have choices. We can choose to wait till the right time.” She was feeling very adult about it.

			“This is the right time,” Taylor said confidently, and switched on the light. “If you’re pregnant, it was meant to be. You can’t fight destiny. You have no right to do that. You might be killing a genius or a future president.”

			“I just want my life back, Taylor. This baby would ruin it, it’ll ruin everything.”

			“No, it won’t. And you’ll love it, we both will.” She didn’t love it. It was going to blow up her world and her life.

			Felicity had known Taylor was traditional and conservative, but not to this degree. These were the things she wanted to learn about him before they were married, not after. “I’m sorry I hit you. I had five tequila shots before I came home. Tequila makes me crazy. I won’t ever do that again.” She wanted to believe that, but he was terrifying when he was angry. It was a new side of him that had emerged in the last few months and seemed to be getting worse. He was getting increasingly aggressive and controlling. She loved him, and she had thought she knew him, but she wasn’t so sure now. Frightening new facets of his personality kept surfacing. “I’m not going to let you have an abortion, Felicity.” He said it completely calmly without an ounce of doubt. “Just try not to let it show in the dress at the wedding. I don’t want to upset my mom, and she has a thing about pregnant brides. She thinks they’re all whores.”

			“Why?” Felicity said in a sad voice. “Why is it always the girl’s fault? The man is just as much to blame.”

			“She thinks they do it to trap the men into marrying them.”

			“I don’t need to trap you. We’re already engaged.”

			“Maybe you think you need to nail me down so I can’t escape,” he said, smiling at her, and he leaned down and kissed her. But his smile looked different now. It wasn’t warm, it was cold. And a kiss wasn’t enough to make her forgive him for hitting her.

			Felicity got up and undressed and brushed her teeth, thinking about everything he had said, and about his mother. So now she was a whore because she was pregnant. And Taylor had no responsibility for what had happened? How was that right?

			She got into bed pensive and quiet and sad, and stayed on her side of the bed. Taylor got in naked next to her. He was so handsome, she still thought he was gorgeous and sexy, but he was ruining her life if he forced her to have this baby. He couldn’t force her physically to have it, but if she didn’t, she would lose him. He had even said he would kill her. She suddenly wondered if he meant it. He was controlling her by fear. She wasn’t sure what was worse, having the baby or losing him. The forces at war within her were equally divided. She didn’t want to lose him, but having a baby now was too high a price for loving him. She realized that if she didn’t want his baby, did she really love him as much as she thought? Enough to marry him?

			The thoughts were swirling around in her mind while she felt his hand slip under her nightgown and touch her with the hands that knew how to make magic with her body, or terrify her. She didn’t want to make love with him after everything that had happened that night, but her body ached for him whenever he came near her. He knew just how to drive her crazy. He took off her nightgown and touched every part of her in just the ways she liked and she didn’t have the strength to stop him, even though he had slapped her and was going to ruin her life. Then he was inside her and she didn’t stop him. She wanted him and let him do whatever he wanted. When they finished, he told her he loved her, rolled away from her, and fell asleep. He had also told her earlier that he loved her, and that he would kill her if she had an abortion, he had hit her, and played her body like a fine-tuned instrument. Felicity was trying to make sense of all of it and fit the pieces of the puzzle together, and before she could do it, she fell asleep, and knew his baby was inside her, just waiting to destroy her life.

			

			* * *

			Taylor had already left for work when she woke up the next morning. Every inch of her ached from the stress of the day before. She felt nauseous, but now she knew why. There was an alien being in her body. She washed her face in cold water, and forced herself to go to work on one of the paintings for the show. She wanted to call and set up the abortion, but she was afraid to. Taylor would find out and he would kill her. She only had two weeks to do it. After that it would be too late.

			Her mother called her that morning, about another addition to the guest list, and Dominique thought Felicity sounded strange.

			“Are you okay?” Dominique asked her, and Felicity said she was fine, and cried after she hung up. She wanted to tell her mother what was happening, and she didn’t dare. Dominique was spending a fortune on the wedding, and now Felicity was pregnant and everything was ruined anyway. What was the point of a big showy wedding she didn’t want? They were doing it for Taylor and his parents, not for her.

			Dominique had been late for a meeting, so she hadn’t stayed on the phone long enough to find out what was happening with Felicity. She didn’t have time. There were never enough hours in the day. And they had to go back to Paris soon for the second fitting of Felicity’s dress. Dominique was looking forward to seeing her mother again, and talking about her wedding too. She had fabric swatches to show Marie-Aurélie for her dress.

			Felicity got a text from Taylor that afternoon. All it said was, “Dinner at my parents tonight. Seven p.m. Meet you there.” She wasn’t in the mood to go and she didn’t feel well, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to object or cancel. She would just have to go. She worked until five o’clock on one of her paintings, then she took a warm bath and tried to forget she was pregnant. The thought had haunted her all day, and everything he had said the night before, including that he loved her. She was confused by the dissonance between his actions and his words.

			She was wearing a short black leather skirt, a white sweater, black stockings, high heels, and a black peacoat, and left her apartment on time to get to his parents’ apartment by seven. Taylor was there when she got there, and she hadn’t talked to him all day. His parents looked serious when she took off her coat and sat down, and she noticed that Taylor was already halfway through a glass of wine, and realized that he had been there for a while, and she wondered what he had told them.

			“Taylor told us about the baby,” Elizabeth said with a severe expression of disapproval. “We’ll want a DNA test to make sure it’s his,” she said coldly, and Felicity stared at her in disbelief.

			“You think I cheated on him?” she said in a small voice, and glanced at Taylor. He didn’t look at her, and she couldn’t imagine what he had said. “Of course the baby is his,” she said, shocked. She looked at Taylor then and addressed him. “Is that what you think?”

			“I don’t know what to think. Maybe that’s why you want to get rid of it. Because you know it’s not mine and you don’t want me to find out.”

			“That’s so twisted I don’t even know how you got there. I told you, I don’t feel ready to have a child. I want to work on my career in art for a few more years without distractions, and have a baby when we’re ready, but not yet. But the baby is most certainly yours. I haven’t slept with anyone else since I met you, and I think you know that.”

			“We’re not so sure,” Elizabeth interrupted her. “We want proof.”

			“And you do too?” Felicity asked Taylor.

			“Yeah, I guess I do.”

			“And believing that this is someone else’s baby, you still want me to have it? That makes no sense. If you think it’s someone else’s, then let me have the abortion.”

			“It’s still a baby and deserves to live,” he argued.

			“I’m willing to have a DNA test, but I think it’s disgusting that you want me to. Especially you,” she directed at Taylor, and he didn’t respond. He looked faintly uncomfortable.

			“Until you prove that this is Taylor’s child, we’re assuming it isn’t,” Elizabeth said harshly. And Felicity realized at that moment that she hated her. She wasn’t just a bore, she was a bitch, and she was furious with Taylor too for believing it wasn’t his child.

			“Good. Then you won’t have a problem with my having an abortion, since you’re so sure it’s not his,” Felicity said to her future mother-in-law. “If it’s not, then you have nothing to say about it. Actually, I think I like that scenario better. I don’t have to prove anything to you. Just assume it’s not your son’s,” she said to Elizabeth and stood up to leave and Taylor put a hand on her arm to stop her.

			“Don’t be like that, stay for dinner,” he said weakly, as Felicity looked at him in a new light.

			“Are you crazy? Your mother is accusing me of cheating on you, being pregnant by someone else and lying to you, and implying that I’m a slut, and you want me to stay for dinner? I don’t think so. Why don’t we just quit right here? You move out of my apartment, I get the abortion I want, and we all go our merry ways and don’t have to spend a fortune of my mother’s money on a wedding. And be sure not to call me again or send me a Christmas card,” she said to all three of them.

			“Felicity, don’t be like that. What do you expect? How do my parents know it’s mine? They think you’re trying to squeeze money out of me.”

			“For what? The rent you’ve never paid? The wedding you haven’t paid a penny on and my mother is paying the whole load to support someone else’s baby? You and your family are sick. This isn’t about money. It’s about my life. And thank God I don’t want to bring a baby into a family like yours.” She turned to Taylor then. “And I hope you told your parents that you assaulted me yesterday, as long as we’re being so open here.”

			“He told us that you slapped him, very hard,” Elizabeth said to Felicity, and Felicity stared at them, stunned.

			“I slapped him?” She had no words left to express what she was feeling, and clearly they thought their son could do no wrong and she was a whore. She put her coat on then and looked at his mother. “Thank you for dinner. It was delicious. Good night.” Elizabeth didn’t say a word, and Taylor followed her to the front door, looking panicked.

			“Felicity, don’t, please, everyone’s just upset. They misunderstood what I told them.”

			“I don’t know who you are or what to believe,” she said sadly. “I can’t marry you. I’ll go to my mother’s tomorrow. Please get your stuff out of my apartment when I’m out.” She didn’t wait for the elevator and hurried down the stairs, and Taylor went back into the apartment to his parents.

			She was shaking when she got to the street, and hailed a cab to take her to Tribeca. She didn’t even cry on the way home. She felt like she was living a nightmare or a very bad movie. All she wanted was out now. She was pregnant, and Taylor was insane. He was making her feel crazy too.

			She was going to call her mother and tell her to cancel the wedding, and then she was going to get an abortion as fast as she could. The night before he had told her he would kill her if she got rid of his baby. Now he and his mother were saying that it was someone else’s. His father hadn’t said a word. He was probably too drunk to care.

			

			* * *

			When she got to the apartment, she had a drink to calm down, in spite of being pregnant. She only took a few sips and put it down. Two hours later, Taylor called her and begged her to let him talk to her. He said he was sorry for everything his mother had said and he didn’t believe any of it. She was about to hang up on him, and she could hear that he was crying and telling her he loved her. She felt as though she owed him one conversation before she canceled the wedding and got rid of his baby, which she at least knew for certain was his, even if he and his parents doubted her.

			She agreed to let him come up for half an hour. She looked hard and angry when she opened the door to him ten minutes later. He had called from downstairs.

			“That was surreal,” she said, and he started to cry as soon as he sat down on the couch and begged her forgiveness for slapping her the night before, and everything his mother had said.

			“She gets carried away sometimes,” he explained. “Of course I know it’s my baby. I just don’t want you to get rid of it. Give us a chance, let’s get married and have it, and love each other.” As he said it, she remembered the little hand she had seen on the sonogram, and the strength of the heartbeat. It was alive inside her. Taylor loved her. He got down on his knees and begged her forgiveness, which seemed pathetic, and by the time he was finished, she was crying too, and she was less sure about the abortion. She suddenly felt some responsibility for the child she was carrying and a duty to protect it. She hadn’t felt that before but she did now.

			“I’ll think about it,” was all she would commit to. But suddenly it didn’t seem so easy to abort. And maybe he was right and she was wrong.

			“Can I stay here tonight?” He looked at her imploringly. “I swear, I won’t touch you, I won’t hurt you, you’re the mother of my child.” She wanted to slap him when he said it, but she didn’t.

			“You can sleep on the couch.” She wasn’t sure which night had been worse. The night he slapped her, or the night his mother had called her a whore.

			She put on her heaviest nightgown and her thickest bathrobe, wrapped it around her and tied it, climbed into bed and pulled up the covers. She lay there for a long time wide-awake, tense, and thinking of everything they had said, and she finally fell asleep. When she woke up later in the night, he was lying next to her, looking at her adoringly, and he whispered to her. “I’m sorry for everything I said. I know it’s mine, it’s ours, which is why I want it so badly. Please don’t kill my baby, Felicity. I’ll do anything you want. I’ll help you. We’ll get a nanny so you can paint. Give me a chance to be a good husband and father. I want to take care of you and our child.”

			It was everything she had said she didn’t want. An instant family, and the baby was only six months away.

			Taylor gently touched her face as she looked at him in the dark, wondering which part of him was real, the good part or the bad part. He kissed her gently, and she kissed him back, and they lay in each other’s arms all night, and when she woke up in the morning and saw him next to her, she knew he had won. She wouldn’t call off the wedding and she wouldn’t get rid of the baby. It was too late. For better or worse, the die was cast.

			She told him before he left for work. “I’ll keep it,” she said in a soft voice, wondering if she would regret it or love it.

			“You won’t be sorry. I’ll be a model husband and father. I swear.” She watched him go, hoping that he was telling the truth and afraid he was lying. But she loved him, so she was giving him a chance to prove it. It seemed like the right thing to do.

			

			* * *

			She was going to call her mother that afternoon to tell her that she was pregnant, but she didn’t have the energy. She felt emotionally drained by the last two days. She decided to wait and tell her over the weekend. She had no idea how her mother would react. Felicity went to bed and slept all day instead of working. She couldn’t get out of bed.

			

			* * *

			Dominique ran from one meeting to the next all day, with constant interruptions about the wedding. She felt like a juggler in the circus, and spent every day putting out fires. She had been managing to call Marie-Aurélie every day, and she and Clément were blissfully happy and busy planning their wedding. He had found an enormous villa to rent in Saint-Tropez, and they were all going to stay there for the wedding. Saint-Tropez would be crowded in July, but also fun with great restaurants, discos, and bars with lively people-watching. Marie-Aurélie told her the villa looked fabulous in pictures. Dominique was really looking forward to the trip and to seeing her mother so happy. Marie-Aurélie was excited to be a first-time bride, and Dominique thought it was sweet. Clément was taking wonderful care of her. The ankle was slowly healing, and hopefully by July she’d be able to dance at her wedding.

			There were no serious problems with Felicity’s wedding, just a million details to oversee. She had found Felicity distracted and distant for the past month. Pre-wedding stress was clearly getting to her and setting her on edge.

			

			* * *

			Violet, on the other hand, was having a ball. She and Jamie were out constantly, going to events and seeing their friends, and introducing each other to their respective social circles. He had taken her to the season openers of both the Yankees and the Mets, and Violet had enjoyed the games thoroughly. She loved showing off her World Series ring, which was bigger and more unusual than any engagement ring, and suited her better, and no one else had anything like it, which delighted her. Jamie grew more crazy about her every day. It was a love match to be sure.

			

			* * *

			Dominique had just gotten home late from the office. Bill was due in half an hour, and she had to unpack her groceries. Her chef was unavailable that night, and she had put together a very casual dinner of some of Bill’s favorite things. She was going to call it a picnic and set it out on the gleaming counter in her kitchen. The phone rang while she was juggling his favorite ice cream flavors into the freezer, and she smiled when she heard his voice at the other end. Since he wasn’t there yet and he was calling, she assumed he was going to be late, which was a relief. She wanted to take a bath and change before he arrived. She already knew what she was going to wear, a new pair of lavender jeans with a big casual matching sweater, and she had ballerina flats the same delicate color.

			“Wow, I hope your day was saner than mine. Mine has been crazy from beginning to end. And if I get one more email asking me to solve a problem, I’m going to throw my computer out the window,” she said, breathlessly.

			“I’ll help you,” he said, dreading what he had to say to her. He sounded tired. “Well, don’t throw me out the window, but I’ve got another problem to add to your list, a big one. I’m at the hospital with Eileen,” he said, sounding serious. “She had a car accident today. She’s going to be all right, but she was very lucky. She got broadsided by an eighteen-wheeler. The driver was high on something. She’s got two crushed vertebrae, which is painful as hell. They have her on a morphine drip and she was in surgery for hours. The surgery was successful, but it’s a big deal. We’ll set her up at the house, with a hospital bed and all the equipment she’ll need. There’s a nursing shortage. She’ll need three shifts a day. We can probably get one, but I’m going to have to cover part of it, and it’s important, if she slips or falls, or falls out of bed, she could wind up paralyzed, and we can’t let that happen. So I’m going to be on nursing duty for a while. I won’t be able to leave the house. Dominique, I’m so incredibly sorry. There’s nothing I can do. I love you, but I owe her this. I’ve got to be there to get her through it. It’s not about romance, it’s about family. She’s my family, and I can’t let her down. The kids would never forgive me, and I’d never forgive myself if something happens and I’m not around to make sure everyone’s doing their job.” Dominique was silent for a moment as she digested what he had just said. She could hardly object to his taking care of his severely injured wife. He was doing the right thing, for Eileen, but Dominique was trying to understand what it meant for her.

			“It sounds awful,” she said sympathetically, feeling dazed.

			“It is. She’s lucky to be alive. And the boys aren’t even here to help me. We could all take a shift then. But for right now, I’m going to be on duty most of the time, to keep an eye on things and make sure no one slips up. I can’t leave the house for a while.”

			“I understand. What does that mean for us?” she said softly, feeling selfish and guilty for asking, but she wanted to know.

			Bill took a breath before he answered. “Two months, maybe three. If she’s lucky, six weeks. We have to have her immobilized for now, and then there will be a lot of physical therapy involved. I can help with that too.” It sounded like a terrible time for Eileen, but it would be hard for him too. Exhausting and grueling. “I’m going to have to work remotely while this is going on.” Her heart skipped a beat when he said it. She knew what he was saying now. There would be no stolen moments. He wasn’t going to see her at all. “If we see some improvement or find more nurses, I’ll race into town to see you, but the way it looks right now, that’s not going to happen for some time. Probably more like two months than three, but that will depend on her recovery, and I think six weeks is unrealistic, and they just said it to encourage her.” And what about encouraging me? Dominique thought. What was she supposed to do for the next two or three months? Just lead her own life and forget him?

			“If you can get away for half an hour or so, I could drive out there and meet you for coffee and a quick kiss,” Dominique suggested gently.

			“Of course I want to, but it all depends on how much Eileen can do for herself, and how her recovery is, and if we have enough nurses. For now, I’m stuck. They don’t know when she’ll get out of the hospital, maybe in a few days, when we have the nurses in place, and I know exactly when I’ll be on duty. But for now, my love, I’m afraid this is it. Phone calls and texts and a very lonely couple of months for me too. I just can’t do anything about it.” Nor could she. She had no control of the situation. She already wasn’t getting enough of Bill, enough quality time, and she couldn’t do anything about this. They just had to get through it, one day at a time, and some days would be harder than others. “I wanted to come into the city to see you tonight, but I’m exhausted. I’ve been here all day, and I don’t feel right leaving her. She’s a mess after the surgery. I’m going to stay here. I’ve got to go back in now, but I wanted to let you know that I can’t come to the city tonight, and God only knows when after this. Thank you, Dominique, for understanding.” She felt as though she had just walked into a wall, or fallen off the planet. She had no idea when she would see him again. She already knew it wouldn’t be anytime soon. “I love you,” Bill said softly. “I promise, I’ll come to see you the minute I get a break.”

			“I love you too. Call anytime,” she said, her eyes full of tears he couldn’t see.

			“I will, I promise, and the minute I can get loose here, I will.” She knew he would, but when? And in this grave situation, she had no claim on him at all.

			He hung up a minute later to go back to Eileen, and Dominique sat in her kitchen, staring into space. She went and took a pint of rocky road and a pint of cookie dough ice cream out of the freezer and one spoon, took the tops off the containers, and started eating. She didn’t need a fancy chef, or a nurse. She just needed him. The prospect of not seeing him for two or three months had hit her hard. Harder than either of them knew. Eileen wasn’t the only one who had been broadsided by an eighteen-wheeler that day. Dominique had taken the hit too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			While juggling half a dozen crises in the office, including fabric that hadn’t come in from Italy, two June brides changing their wedding gowns radically and the sewers playing beat the clock to finish them, delivery problems, a crucial pattern that went missing, and a foreign head of state who wanted Dominique to design his daughter’s wedding gown, a great honor, but for free and only publicity and a million hours of labor on the dress, she felt like an octopus with ten hands, and while solving every problem and calming every crisis, she managed to take two days off and create a long weekend for Felicity’s second fitting in Paris. The countdown had started, and the wedding was only weeks away. The designer of her dress, Liliane Leroy, said it was crucial that Felicity come to Paris to make sure that everything was perfect. Felicity had been quiet in the airport, and looked serious when they boarded the flight. Her mother thought she looked very pale, undoubtedly due to wedding nerves. Dominique hadn’t seen her in several weeks. She had tried repeatedly for a late or early dinner, but Felicity said she was working on her show and didn’t have time. Dominique hadn’t seen Violet either. She was on a constant merry-go-round of social activity and sports events with Jamie to celebrate their non-engagement, as she called it. She was gleeful about it and sounded ecstatic. Her mother was happy for her, and at least there was no wedding to plan. For now anyway. Dominique wondered if Violet would change her mind about marrying Jamie. Violet was hard to predict and had her own ideas, none of them conventional, which Dominique respected. She’d always been that way, even as a child. Felicity had been serious and shy.

			Dominique hadn’t seen Bill in two weeks. Eileen was home, with every kind of hospital equipment set up in the house, and Bill had his hands full, organizing the nurses and taking shifts himself. He hardly had time to talk to Dominique. He called at odd hours, usually whispering, with Eileen close by. He had no privacy in his own house anymore and no time to himself, and nothing to say other than reports on Eileen’s health, her minor leaps forward, and occasional big steps backward. She was still at high risk of becoming paraplegic if something went wrong. They weren’t out of the woods yet, and Bill sounded exhausted whenever they spoke. He tried not to be short-tempered with Dominique on the phone, but at times everything he was dealing with got the best of him. He hadn’t had a moment to himself, or of rest, in weeks, and there was no light at the end of the tunnel so far. It just seemed to get longer and longer.

			Dominique had brought magazines to read on the plane, and shared them with Felicity. They both watched a movie, but Dominique couldn’t concentrate and gave up after a few minutes. All she could think of was Bill.

			“I can’t wait to see the dress,” she said to Felicity while they ate lunch. They were traveling first class, as she always did. She had a lace-maker she had to call in Paris for her own line. They had tripled their prices and Dominique wanted a better discount. They claimed that the cost of labor and import taxes had impacted them severely, which Dominique knew was true, but she still wanted a better price.

			“I hope it fits,” Felicity said, looking worried.

			“Of course it will. All brides lose weight before the wedding. It’s inevitable. They get nervous and don’t eat.”

			“I think I might have gained some weight.”

			“I doubt it, but you’ll lose it before the wedding. All brides do.” Felicity didn’t belabor the point, and they both took a nap before they landed. It was a gray day in Paris, but at least it wasn’t cold.

			They checked into the Ritz, and as soon as they dropped off their bags they went to see Marie-Aurélie. Dominique didn’t want to stay at her mother’s apartment now that Clément was living there. It would be too awkward for them, and they needed their space. She didn’t want to make her mother or her future husband uncomfortable. He was very proper and discreet.

			Marie-Aurélie was in great spirits and the ankle wasn’t hurting her anymore when they saw her. She still had to have the cast for several more weeks and Clément was taking good care of her. He and Felicity discussed several major museum shows that they both wanted to see. Clément was very polite and got along with everyone.

			Marie-Aurélie was worried about both her daughter and granddaughter as she watched them. She thought they both looked tired, and Dominique seemed unhappy, which didn’t surprise her. She knew about Bill’s wife’s accident and that Dominique hadn’t seen him in weeks. It was taking a heavy toll on her too.

			Dominique and Felicity went back to the hotel after a two-hour visit. They were going to order dinner from room service and go to bed early. The dress fitting was the next morning, and Felicity looked stressed when they left the hotel with a car and driver the concierge hired for them. Dominique was sending emails from her phone. They arrived at the studio on time, and Liliane was waiting for them. She looked as young and earnest as before, and Dominique was touched by the personal attention she was giving them. It was a great honor for her to create a dress for a famous designer’s daughter. The dress was brought out by two women from the atelier, and white sheets spread out on the floor before Felicity tried it. Liliane carefully adjusted the shoulders and smoothed down the drape of the dress, and one of the seamstresses made a clucking sound as she closed it, and glanced at Liliane in panic.

			“There was a mistake in the measurements,” she said, and Liliane went to check for herself. “We need two centimeters in the bust and the waist.” The dress wouldn’t close in either place, although it wasn’t a form-fitting style. But Dominique’s practiced eye noticed a difference too, and the two designers conferred, standing behind Felicity. There was just enough lace in the seams to correct it, but it would be a delicate fix. The rest of the dress fit her perfectly. Liliane measured Felicity again, and there was a discrepancy in the measurements, which upset her, and when Dominique glanced at Felicity, she saw that there were tears filling her daughter’s eyes.

			“It’s okay, they can fix it,” she said gently, and Felicity shook her head and whispered to her mother. They could fix the dress but not what mattered.

			“No, they can’t. I’m pregnant.” Dominique looked stunned for a moment. It hadn’t even occurred to her, although it happened with the brides she designed for too, and wasn’t that unusual. Often they didn’t tell her and their measurements changed radically from one fitting to the next, which no one understood until they confessed. Felicity carefully took off the dress with the seamstress’s help, and Liliane asked them to come back the next day so she and the seamstress could work on it overnight. Felicity and Dominique left the studio a few minutes later. Felicity burst into tears as soon as they left and Dominique hugged her.

			“Why didn’t you tell me? Are you happy about it?” She handed her a handkerchief and they stood on the street, as Felicity shook her head and cried harder. There was a café across the street, and Dominique suggested they have a cup of coffee and talk. They sat at a small round table on the sidewalk, Dominique ordered café filtre for them, and Felicity blew her nose.

			“I told Taylor when we got engaged that I didn’t want kids for five years. I’m not ready to have a baby, and it’s going to delay my career. I’m just not ready for children, but I must have missed a pill or two. I was stupid, I should have paid more attention. I wanted to get an abortion and Taylor wouldn’t let me, and now it’s too late. His mother suggested that it’s probably not Taylor’s anyway, and he threatened to kill me if I ‘killed his baby.’ Then I saw it on a sonogram and I felt too guilty, so I said I’d keep it, but, Mom, I don’t know what to do. I wish I were dead.”

			“That’s not an option,” Dominique said firmly. “And what do you mean his mother said it’s not Taylor’s? Did you sleep with someone else? Did I miss something?”

			“No, she thinks that anyone who gets pregnant before they marry is a whore, she came right out and said it to me.” She didn’t tell her mother that Taylor had slapped her and caused her nose to bleed. “She demanded a DNA test to prove the baby is his.”

			Dominique looked outraged. “And did you get the test?” She was nearly shaking with rage.

			“No, but I will if they really want it. Taylor knows it’s his. There’s no one else. But now I’m stuck with a baby I don’t want, that is going to change my whole life. I wish I’d had the abortion.”

			“I wish you had told me when all this was happening.”

			“It’s just been the last couple of weeks,” she said, and Dominique registered that it was during the time she hadn’t seen Bill and was upset and distracted herself.

			“They have no right to treat you that way. Did Taylor defend you?”

			“It was very emotional for him. He agrees with his mother about the abortion. I’m not sure his father cares. He never says anything. His mom runs everything. They accused me of murder if I got an abortion.”

			“If you get a good nanny, you can still work,” she reassured her. “I did. But I wanted all of you so I spent time with you. I’m not sure it’s fair to bring a child into the world that its mother doesn’t want. It probably won’t be as awful and disruptive as you think, but it’s a big change,” she admitted, “and you have to be willing to make sacrifices for children. They have to come first.” Felicity knew that she and her siblings had come first for her mother and never for her father. She’d only heard from Andrew once since she got engaged, and that was to tell her he was bringing a date to the wedding, the current love of his life who was ten years younger than Felicity, and a model. Felicity had asked her brother to walk her down the aisle. Her father would only be there as one of the wedding guests, which he didn’t mind. He had no interest whatsoever in his children and never had. He acted like they were someone else’s. He’d been neglected and grown up in boarding schools, and only cared about himself. It had taken Dominique three children and five years to realize that Andrew was a complete narcissist, incapable of loving anyone but himself.

			“I don’t want to be like Dad because I’m not ready to be a mother,” Felicity said unhappily to Dominique.

			“You won’t be like him. He’s fairly unique.” Dominique tried not to badmouth Andrew to their children.

			“No, he’s not. I know of lots of bad fathers. And bad mothers. I don’t think Taylor is ready to be a father either, he’s very immature. I’ve been seeing it more and more ever since we got engaged. It becomes a major crisis if he doesn’t get his way.”

			“Nobody ever feels ready for children. It’s a daunting business and it’s hard, but it’s worth it.” Dominique smiled and hugged Felicity. “It’s the one thing I’ve never regretted. I didn’t think I wanted children either. You might like being a mother more than you can imagine now.”

			“I don’t think so,” Felicity said sadly. “And I hate Taylor’s parents, they’re awful, pretentious and stuck-up and nasty, and they don’t like me or approve of us. They like Dad because he comes from a fancy WASP family, but they don’t like the rest of us.”

			“They’re very small-minded,” Dominique said dismissively.

			“They’re worried that the pregnancy will show in my dress, and the baby will be born four and a half months later. Not exactly premature.”

			“You and Taylor will be married when the baby is born, and even if you aren’t, so what? My parents were never married, and it has never changed anything in my life. It embarrassed me occasionally as a child, but as an adult, I couldn’t care less. And nobody gets married to have kids these days. Most of your friends have had babies out of wedlock, and I see it among my friends all the time. So what flat rock does Elizabeth live under?”

			“They’re totally old-school, and now I’m discovering so is Taylor. He’s much less liberal and open-minded than he pretended to be before we got engaged.” Her mother looked at her long and hard then, and asked her the same question she’d asked her son before he married, and who at one time had had second thoughts.

			“Do you want to marry him, Felicity?” Dominique asked her directly.

			“I think so. Yes,” but it hadn’t rolled easily off her tongue.

			“I want to be clear with you. I don’t care how much I spent on the wedding, or how much money I’ll lose, or how many people are coming to the wedding, or how important they are. Right up until the moment you say ‘I do,’ if you don’t want to marry him, or you change your mind, don’t marry him. Your future happiness is much, much more important than some big splashy wedding at the Met. That’ll be over in five minutes. If you marry the wrong man, that can hurt you for a very long time. So if you want to back out, right up to the very last minute, I’m with you, and I’ll handle everything and you’ll be out. I told Tommy that with Marlene, that if he wanted to back out at the last minute, he had my blessing. That’s not because I’m not crazy about Marlene. I want each of you to be happy, and to marry the people you love and who love you. No matter who that is. Just keep it in mind, and if you change your mind, tell me. You don’t have to put up with some little greedy, nasty person who would make you unhappy. So Taylor Whitfield is not a sure thing,” Dominique said firmly, “unless you say so.”

			“He thinks he is,” Felicity said sadly. “He’s getting very controlling, and that’s not the kind of relationship I want. A dictatorship where I have no say about anything. That’s not the marriage I want. I think he’s just nervous,” she said with forgiveness. Dominique wasn’t so sure. She didn’t like Taylor, but who Felicity married was entirely up to her. Dominique believed that.

			After Felicity went to bed, Dominique wished that she could talk to Bill about it, but she didn’t dare call him, and then she decided to anyway. If he was busy or asleep, he wouldn’t pick up.

			He sounded discouraged when he answered. “How’s it going?” she asked him.

			“Very slowly. She’s having reactions to the medications, and now she’s got shingles. Probably from the stress. She’ll come through it, but she’s taking our life with it, and I miss you.” It was nice to hear. Bill was becoming a distant figure in Dominique’s life. They hardly talked anymore and she had no idea when she’d see him again, even if it wasn’t his fault.

			“I miss you too,” she said with a sigh.

			“How’s the bride?”

			“I think she’s making a mistake. She’s pregnant and she wanted to terminate, and he wouldn’t let her. I have a feeling he’s being very hard on her, and she’s not telling me everything. His parents are just appalling. They want her to get a DNA test to prove the baby is his.”

			“Nice people. Does she have the guts not to go through with it?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. It takes a lot of courage to cancel a wedding. I told her that I would fully support her if she did. She always wants to do the right thing, and I think he has a powerful hold on her. She seems unhappy to me. And I hate to see her start out with a baby she doesn’t want. This has all the ingredients for a bad marriage, and we both know what that’s like. It comes at a high price.”

			“I can testify to that.” Thirty years later, he was still paying the price. “You were smart to get out fast. The longer you wait, the harder it is.”

			“I had no other choice. Andrew had so many affairs I lost track. He’s bringing another twenty-two-year-old bimbo to the wedding. He has no relationship with his kids. Felicity doesn’t even want him there. She won’t let him walk her down the aisle, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to. She only invited him to be polite and respectful.”

			“How’s your mother?” They hadn’t spoken since she got to Paris.

			“Happy as can be. She’s the blushing bride, and Clément is wonderful to her.”

			“It sounds like she got it right.”

			“It only took till she was eighty-five. Maybe when I’m eighty-five we’ll figure it out,” she said wistfully. “I feel like I’m almost there.”

			“So do I,” he said, wishing he could put his arms around her. But Eileen was being difficult and demanding. She was still in pain, and expecting him to run the nurses and wait on her hand and foot, and he didn’t want to refuse in her hour of need. They were married after all. “Hopefully, we’ll get things organized here so I can at least leave the house.” But he would have to stand up for his right to do that, and he never did. He had to take a position, and until he did, he and Dominique would only have what they’d had for sixteen years, leftovers and crumbs and stolen moments, never enough to make a life or a whole meal. And now, in a crisis, they got nothing at all, and he knew it too. Dominique had always accepted it because she loved him, but she was no longer sure how long she could live at subsistence level, or less. She was starving. He never fought for their relationship, or their future. Her mother was right. If she stayed with Bill, she would have a very lonely old age. She already was lonely, with no relief in sight.

			They talked for a few more minutes, then hung up when one of the nurses came to get Bill. There was a problem with one of the electrical machines that exercised Eileen’s legs so they wouldn’t atrophy and she wouldn’t get blood clots.

			Dominique and Felicity went back to Liliane Leroy’s studio the next day, and they had solved the problem. The dress was finished and fit perfectly, and Felicity even had a little leeway in case her waist thickened further or her breasts grew before the wedding. Liliane had understood the problem.

			They spent the afternoon shopping and had dinner at a fashionable bistro, and flew back to New York the next day. Dominique went straight from the airport to her office, since the time difference was in her favor. Her driver dropped Felicity off at home and took the dress to Dominique’s house, where she would hang it up that night. She wondered how things were going to be with Taylor when Felicity got back. Dominique was still livid every time she thought of his mother and what Felicity reported she had said. Dominique disliked her even more now, and his father was just a mindless drunk with a routine bank job. Neither of them had set a high standard for their son, who puffed himself up and pretended to be more than he was. Dominique saw through him, but Felicity hadn’t. She bought into all his pompous airs and nonsense, and he had somehow convinced her that she was lucky he was marrying her, which played perfectly into her meekness and lack of self-confidence. She was the perfect foil for him, and now she would have his child, which would cement her to him for years, while she struggled to make the marriage work. It depressed Dominique to think about, and Felicity showed no sign of wanting to give up, even less so now with a baby. All her instincts and hormones would drive her to protect the baby and the relationship that had spawned it. The same instincts had kept Dominique blind to Andrew’s serious flaws for the first years of their marriage, but eventually she had seen the light and gotten out. But Felicity wasn’t as strong as she was. She was deeply worried for her daughter.

			

			* * *

			As the wedding drew closer, the only thing that cheered Felicity was the art show she’d been working on for eight months. She was proud of the work she’d delivered to the gallery, and they were excited to show it, and to support a young artist with great promise. They had invited their entire mailing list, and were expecting a big turnout at the handsome gallery on Madison Avenue. In the final days before the show, Felicity thought of nothing else, and forgot all about the wedding, which Dominique was handling and had in full control. She had told Felicity not to think about a thing except the show until the opening was over.

			Felicity did her hair in a neat French twist, wore very little makeup, and put on a new pale blue silk dress the color of her eyes. She looked fresh and young and beautiful when Taylor got home from work, right before she left. He smiled when he saw her. She looked like a summer sky.

			“You look fantastic,” he said, with the look in his eyes and the smile she had fallen in love with. This was her big night. She reached for her purse to leave and he stopped her. He was meeting her there later. She wanted to be there early, to speak to the art critics who came to see the show. “Don’t be so fast,” he said, and kissed her. “What’s your hurry?”

			“I have to be there before the party starts in case the press are there.” She had already told him before.

			“I have a better idea, to bring you luck,” he said, and reached under her skirt for the prize he was looking for. “It won’t take long,” he said huskily. He loved her growing breasts and unbuttoned the front of her dress with one hand, and grabbed her breast while he pulled her underwear down with his other hand, backed her against the wall, and blocked her there. She gently pushed him away. She knew he didn’t like to be rebuffed, but she had to go, and didn’t want to look a mess when she got there.

			“Taylor, I can’t…not now….” He crushed her more firmly against the wall, her underwear was down, and he reached under her skirt again, to find what he wanted, freed himself from his pants with a rapid gesture, and was pressing into her before she could stop him. She used to think he was sexy when he wanted her any time, any place, in inappropriate venues or when they were about to do something or go someplace, but it was demeaning now, and made her feel like a piece of meat and not a woman he loved. She tried to push him away again and he slammed into her harder, and pinned her arms wide against the wall. She stopped fighting him so it would be over faster, and she wouldn’t be any later than she was. He came quickly, as he always did, and he grinned at her when it was over. There were tears in her eyes, and she hadn’t even noticed how tightly he had held her arms against the wall. He had hurt her wrists. She wondered if his pounding her with his full force was bad for the baby, but she couldn’t stop him once he got started. He was like a bull driving into her.

			“Now you’ll remember who you belong to when you go to your art show,” he said smugly. He always had to prove something, to control her in some way. Her breasts were exposed from the dress he’d unbuttoned, and he bent down and bit her nipple and she gave a short scream. He had left teeth marks when he stopped, and a drop of blood, which she wiped away, buttoning her dress primly, and he let her go to the bathroom to clean up. She brushed her hair again and sprayed it into place, washed her face, and straightened her dress. He hadn’t even kissed her while he pounded into her. He hadn’t raped her, but he was always forceful and aggressive now. He was in charge, and she was the object he had to possess to prove his manhood. She left the apartment five minutes later, looking neat again. “I told you it wouldn’t take long,” he shouted after her and laughed as the door slammed behind her, and she wiped the tears from her eyes. She couldn’t think about it now. She had waited for this moment for eight months. Her first important gallery show and even Taylor couldn’t spoil it, no matter how hard he tried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			The gallery opening was a dazzling success. A huge number of people came, art lovers, critics, a good portion of their mailing list, many of Felicity’s friends, professors, and other artists she’d taken classes with. The Whitfields never showed up and she didn’t care, and Taylor had fun meeting people and chatting with them. He appeared to be very knowledgeable about art, and acted like Felicity’s staunchest supporter and biggest fan. The owners of the gallery were very pleased with the turnout, and they sold more than half the paintings in the show, an excellent result for an unknown artist, and they offered her a contract to represent her, which was a huge victory. The art critics who had come to see the show had all made favorable comments. She looked as though a thousand-pound weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

			When it became clear that the evening was a success, and people were buying her paintings, Taylor had leaned close to her and whispered, “You see, I told you I would bring you luck,” he said, leering at her, and brushed one of her breasts with his hand drifting past it seemingly by accident. She hadn’t felt lucky when he was slamming into her and bit her nipple when it was over. It still hurt at the party and would leave a mark. “Sex before an important event is a must,” he added. What disturbed her was that what passed between them now was always sex and not love, and it was too aggressive and he hurt her. It was always just over the line, and made her feel diminished and disrespected afterward, and it was only consenting because she didn’t try to stop him when he was on a tear. When he wanted to take her, he did, without apology later. He felt he had a right to her now, even more so once he knew she was pregnant. She was his property, an object he could do whatever he wanted with, and she didn’t know how to get their relationship back to what it had been when he was gentle and seductive with her. Now she was a possession he could treat however he wanted, and gently trying to get him back over the line wasn’t working. He didn’t care what she said. The more she tried to object, the better he liked it. It made him feel powerful. She could see it in his eyes when he hammered into her, he loved that he was taking what she didn’t want to give. Her body was some kind of prize now, or a toy for him to play with. It was dehumanizing, which he didn’t seem to understand and didn’t want to. He suddenly had a thirst for violence and wanted to hurt her. There was no one she could talk to about it. She didn’t feel comfortable telling her sister, and she didn’t want to upset her mother. So it remained their secret, and he knew she wouldn’t tell anyone, it was too embarrassing. But she was sure that it was abuse of some kind, or a power game he needed to play with her to remind her that he owned her and the deciding voice was always his as to when they had sex, how and where. His old tenderness had disappeared and had been replaced by violent, aggressive sex that almost always left her injured. She didn’t even dare ask her doctor if it was bad for the baby. She couldn’t imagine that it was good, and a few times now she had had cramps afterward.

			

			* * *

			After the gallery show, she had to turn her attention to the wedding, to help her mother. They worked out the seating for three hundred and forty-seven guests, more than half of them attributed to the Whitfields. They had invited nearly every member of Phillip’s club, all of the friends Elizabeth played bridge with, whom Felicity had never met. In fact, she realized when reading the guest list that she knew less than a hundred of the people on it, barely a quarter of the guests. The rest were all Whitfield invites. Dominique had also invited very few people. She wanted to leave room for Taylor and Felicity’s friends, and he had invited his friends from work, his colleagues, the people he played squash with, old friends from college. There were very few people that Felicity was close to or even knew. She had invited her favorite art professors and many fellow artists. She didn’t want to cause some of her artist friends embarrassment since they didn’t own a tux and couldn’t afford to rent one, so she left them off the list.

			She hadn’t seen Taylor’s parents since the night they had accused her of being pregnant by someone other than Taylor, and she had avoided them intentionally. There were three showers for her in the two weeks before the wedding, and Taylor’s mother had given a tea for her, which Felicity didn’t dare refuse, but they hadn’t spoken to each other. She had used the family silver tea service and the best china. It was a boring event and the guests gave her embroidered handkerchiefs and napkins and items she knew she’d never use. Her own friends were more generous and more practical, and many of her artist friends had given them pieces of their work, which meant a lot to her, and which Taylor didn’t particularly like.

			Felicity was engaged in something to do with the wedding every day now. She could no longer avoid it, but Taylor was in a good mood, and had a ball at his bachelor party, which was a three-day affair in Miami, and she heard a rumor that it had included Cuban hookers and didn’t try to find out more about it. She didn’t want to know, but it didn’t surprise her. For all his appearance of tradition and propriety, sex in all its forms, even violent, was one of his favorite activities, almost like a sport. He liked hookers and sex toys, although he had never used them with her, and she had told him early on that she didn’t like them. But Taylor was a lot racier than she had first thought. He came back from Miami delighted after whatever had gone on there.

			Felicity had been to her doctor by then and had another sonogram. The fetus looked even more distinctly like a baby now, and had been sucking its thumb, with a strong heartbeat, and the genetic blood tests had indicated no anomalies and determined that it was a boy. She asked Taylor to go to the appointment with her, but he was busy so she went alone. Looking at the screen, she tried to feel some kind of bond with the baby, but she didn’t yet. She just lay on the exam table and cried when she saw it, sad that there was so little joy to celebrate its existence, but maybe that would come later, as her mother said. She had told no one about it yet, not even her sister. It seemed like such an adult subject, having a baby, being a parent, she wasn’t ready to be that much of an adult, and was planning to tell Violet after the wedding.

			She had a small smooth round bump about the size of her palm that she could feel to the touch when she lay down. But it didn’t show when she was dressed. There was no visible hint of a pregnancy, and it wouldn’t show in her wedding dress. Taylor had noticed the bump when she lay naked, but he didn’t seem to have any particular attachment to it either. As an only child, there had been no babies or children in his life. The baby was only an abstract concept to him and not a reality, although he had fought hard for its life and then lost interest in it once it was too late to abort it. Although the heartbeat was strong on the sonogram, Felicity felt no sign of life yet. She wasn’t ready for that anyway, and wasn’t eager to feel it. She was tolerating its presence for the moment, which was the best she could do, and it hadn’t inconvenienced her so far, although the very idea of it was still terrifying, and she ignored it as much as possible or she’d have been scared out of her wits. She thought about the wedding instead, which was scary enough. All the details were taken care of, and Dominique had attended to everything, so Felicity didn’t have to. Her assistants helped her. Felicity had been too busy with her show to pay attention to the wedding until the final days leading up to it.

			

			* * *

			Eileen had been trapped at home, a prisoner in bed, for a month by the time Felicity had her art show. And Bill was still her willing hostage. It was becoming obvious that there was no end in sight. She would recover, but it was going to be a long haul. Very long. They had hired one more nurse, but they needed twenty-one shifts a week, and no one wanted to work full-time over the summer. And someone had to cook for Eileen and her nurses. And with no chef, Bill was either cooking or helping to move Eileen at all hours of the day and night. She didn’t trust the nurses and only wanted him. Both his boys were going away for the summer, one to the West Coast to a logging camp in Oregon for a summer job, the other to a startup in London, by people who were friends of Bill’s. With the boys away, there was even less chance that he’d find an excuse to come to the city. Working from home seemed to be adequate for him. He hadn’t been to the city in five weeks, nor seen Dominique in six weeks, and the life was slowly being squeezed out of her and the relationship. It was even worse than her mother had predicted and there was no hiding from it anymore. Bill had a furnished studio he rented in the city, as a cover for his nights with Dominique. He hadn’t seen it in months.

			They were talking about the final wedding plans when there was suddenly a long silence on the phone and it hit her like a bolt of lightning that the relationship was over. Bill just hadn’t had the guts to say it, and she had hoped it wasn’t. And out of the blue she said it.

			“I guess that’s it then, isn’t it?”

			He didn’t answer, and she wasn’t sure if he’d hung up, and then he spoke, and he sounded like he was crying. She wasn’t. She felt as though her soul had dried up, and there was no blood left in her body.

			“I was hoping you wouldn’t say that,” he said sadly. “I’ve been afraid of those words for sixteen years.” But he had done nothing to change it, to feed it, or to keep it going. She had been willing to live on crumbs for the entire time, and now there weren’t even crumbs. The cupboards were empty. He could have come into the city once or twice in the last six weeks if he loved her, and he hadn’t. She couldn’t hide from the truth anymore. She had been convenient, and now she wasn’t even that. Eileen had won in the end. She didn’t want the man, but she wanted the marriage, and he was letting her keep it and throw it in a drawer. Eileen had done nothing to feed their marriage. Their marriage was long dead, but they refused to bury it. Bill had buried Dominique instead, and let her starve. “I don’t want it to end, Dominique,” he said, in acute pain.

			“You don’t want it to continue either. I’ve gotten that message loud and clear,” she said, “or you’d have come to the city at least once or twice,” and he hadn’t.

			“I don’t know how to extricate myself here. She has a death grip on me, all I am is an orderly and babysitter.” Dominique wondered if Eileen knew what she was doing, and was keeping him from seeing her until it ended. It was possible, and if so it had worked. Dominique hadn’t meant to push it to closure, but she couldn’t keep waiting for him, with his weak excuses for not coming to see her. He obviously didn’t love her enough to see her, and she had to face that now. He wasn’t fighting to keep her. He was letting her go, so it was the only choice she had. “If you ever need me, call me,” he said in a choked voice. He hadn’t expected her to end it, and she hadn’t expected it either, nor planned it. It just happened. She looked up, and the relationship was dead. Now they had to bury it, as painful as that was. He knew she wouldn’t call him, she was too proud. But he had to say it. He couldn’t bear the thought of never hearing her voice again. But in truth, there was nothing stopping him now from getting into his car and driving into the city to see her and tell her he loved her. But he didn’t do it. She half hoped he would, but then what? Another six weeks without seeing him? For how long? Until Eileen could dance again? At what point was it enough? She thought it was now. It had died on its own. They hadn’t killed the relationship. It had died of starvation, for lack of food and water and sustenance.

			“Take good care, Bill,” she said in a soft voice, as tears overwhelmed her. “I love you,” she whispered, and hung up. He was crying at the other end. He couldn’t breathe knowing she was gone. He wanted to hate Eileen for still being there. But he didn’t. He felt nothing for her anymore. And he knew he didn’t have the guts to go after the woman he loved, and hated himself for that. He had let her slip away, and had known it would happen. He had let her say it, because he couldn’t. He knew she was right to do it. She deserved so much more than he could give her, or wanted to. He didn’t know how.

			

			* * *

			Dominique felt dazed for days after that. She went through the motions of everything she had to do for the wedding. She could barely think, and she didn’t tell anyone what she’d done. She couldn’t. She couldn’t say the words, say that it was over. It hurt too much.

			

			* * *

			Dominique put one foot in front of the other for the last week before the wedding. She consulted her lists and knew what she had to do. She felt like a robot with its wiring all unsprung. Bill sent her a text the night they had ended it that said only “I love you.” She didn’t want to respond, but she couldn’t help herself, and wrote back “Me too,” and then she cried herself to sleep. She couldn’t imagine her life without him. But she hadn’t seen him in more than a month, so what difference would it make to continue the illusion? More than likely, she wouldn’t have seen him for months, by the time Eileen recovered enough for him to go into town for the day, or spend the night with her. And how often would she see him after that? He hadn’t even been to his office. There was just no room for her in his life, and he was too willing to accept the limitations imposed on him, without fighting for more time and space for them. She thought her mother was right when she said Dominique would end up alone as the mistress of a married man. She already was. She had to end it so something else could grow in the space that he had left barren and failed to feed and water. But letting go of him was the most painful thing she had ever done, and she hoped she had done the right thing. She had freed them both.

			She had lunch with her daughters midweek before the wedding, and Violet commented afterward to Felicity. “Mom was very quiet today, wasn’t she? Is she okay? She seemed kind of vague.”

			“I think she’s just exhausted by the wedding. It’s a circus. I don’t know how she did it. She’s amazing,” Felicity said.

			“Is Bill coming?” Violet asked her.

			“I don’t know. Mom has the guest list, and did all the seating. I don’t know who’s coming.” As overwhelming as it had been at times, Felicity enjoyed the final days before the wedding. With the gallery show successfully behind her, she could relax and have fun at the festivities, and everything was perfectly organized by Dominique for the wedding. Felicity had nothing to do except look pretty and enjoy it.

			Felicity had a good time at the showers, one given by her sister and two by friends. The tea given by her mother-in-law had been painfully dull, but it was short, and Felicity left with her sister.

			The rehearsal for the bridal party was at noon on Friday, and then they all went out to lunch at their favorite Italian restaurant. It was rowdy and fun. Jamie joined them, and Tommy and Marlene had arrived on Thursday from L.A., and were staying at a hotel with their sons and a nanny. They were staying at The Mark, not far from Dominique’s house, so the boys could go to Central Park.

			Violet was Felicity’s only attendant, and Tommy’s two little boys were the ring bearers. There was no flower girl. Taylor’s college roommate from Princeton was his best man. He lived in Denver and Felicity had never met him. He seemed to be as traditional as Taylor.

			They all disbanded after lunch, and Taylor left with his old roommate to go to his club and catch up on old times. They hadn’t seen each other in several years. Violet and Jamie were going to do errands. Dominique went home to go over more last-minute details and check the calligraphy, and then stopped by the Met. They were already setting up the tents and the lighting. The sound system was being installed, and the dance floor.

			The rehearsal dinner was that night, so they would all see each other again at seven o’clock at Phillip Whitfield’s club. The club was arranging everything with their own suppliers so Elizabeth had nothing to do except the seating. Felicity was going to wear a short white dress that was sexy and fun. At lunch, Marlene had said she was wearing something short and white that night too, and Violet whispered to her that she couldn’t and promised to lend her something else, black and low-cut, since they couldn’t wear white if the bride was, and Felicity had told them what she was wearing.

			“I thought that was only for the wedding,” Marlene whispered back.

			“For the rehearsal dinner too,” Violet told her discreetly.

			“Thanks for telling me.” Marlene had worn a short pink sundress to the rehearsal, but it looked cute on her. And she wore a rhinestone-studded baseball cap to match. Jamie was enjoying the diversity of the crowd, and was amused to discover that Marlene was an avid sports fan and had fun sitting next to her, in spite of all of Violet’s warnings. Marlene loved Violet’s World Series ring and thought it was the coolest thing she’d ever seen. She was lively and fun at lunch, and she and Tommy seemed happy, and she liked Jamie. She didn’t find Taylor interesting when she talked to him, and he ignored her completely and made it clear that he considered her beneath him. Jamie was casual and open and enjoyed her.

			Taylor’s plan was to stay at his parents’ apartment that night after the rehearsal dinner, and leave for the wedding with them in a car Dominique was providing. They were trying to respect his not seeing the bride the day of the wedding. Felicity had decided to stay at her own place in Tribeca and go to her mother’s house the next morning, where she, Violet, and Dominique were getting their hair and nails done and having facials. They would help Felicity dress at the appointed hour. Violet and Dominique would go to the Met in one car, and Tommy would ride with the bride in another. Marlene was going with her sons from the hotel to the Met. It had all been carefully orchestrated, and Felicity was going to spend a quiet night at her apartment before the big day. She didn’t expect the rehearsal dinner to go late, knowing the Whitfields. It was starting at seven, and there would be speeches, but the young people would be eager to leave the dinner and go to their favorite bars and nightspots before the wedding. She hoped Taylor didn’t stay out too late or get too drunk after the rehearsal dinner, but she had no control over it, and since he was staying at his parents’, she doubted that he would want to come home too late and too loud. He’d been in a good mood all week and had been very sweet to her. They hadn’t talked about the pregnancy since she had decided to keep the baby. It was a sensitive subject and once it had been resolved, they didn’t need to deal with it. Since it wasn’t obvious, it slipped his mind most of the time. Felicity was so thin, it didn’t show at all, and with last-minute nerves, and being so busy, she had lost a few pounds. Her wedding dress was even a little loose on her but went with the style from the 1920s.

			Her bags, packed for the honeymoon, as were Taylor’s, were standing in the front hall. They were leaving the day after the wedding. They were going to England and Ireland, which didn’t sound romantic, but they had rented a cottage in the Cotswolds, were spending a week at a castle in Scotland, and were then going to visit friends in London. Taylor had picked it. Ireland was one of his favorite places and it sounded like fun to Felicity too, instead of churches in Italy and museums in France. It was a little different. She was excited about all of it now. She was sure that the wedding her mother had put together was going to be incredible, and despite their ups and downs, she loved Taylor. He had been much nicer lately since the art show. She wondered at times if he was jealous of her passion for her art. He didn’t love his job the way she did hers, and it ate up a lot of her attention.

			

			* * *

			Felicity dressed carefully for the rehearsal dinner. She wore her hair down, which was sexier than wearing it up or back as she usually did. The dress was a little shorter than she remembered, but it was really pretty and flattering. Her long legs looked fabulous with the short skirt and she could wear really high heels since Taylor was so tall. She wore diamond earrings her mother had given her when she turned thirty and they sparkled on her ears. The dress was a little lower cut than she usually wore, but it was so well made that it looked tasteful on her, and there was nothing vulgar about her. She took a last look in the mirror and raced out the door with a white satin Chanel jacket that toned down the dress until she got to the club and took it off.

			The first person she saw when she got to the club was her father, who was just arriving too. His date was a knockout in a tight black dress that was shorter than Felicity’s, and she had the figure to pull it off. She had long dark hair and looked very exotic, with big diamond hoop earrings, a lot of makeup, and noticeably enhanced lips in a permanent sensual pout. Andrew introduced her as Kimberly. Felicity would have been shocked, except that he was always with women who looked like her. He had already bragged to Dominique that she was twenty-two, and he was seventy-six. They were all used to it. Andrew had no sense of ridiculousness about the women he dated, and he always had fun. He had a lot of energy for a man his age, and the young women he went out with were always impressed by how generous he was.

			Felicity kissed him after she greeted Kimberly, and she saw Violet out of the corner of her eye assessing their father’s date and rolling her eyes, and Felicity had to force herself not to laugh.

			Her father wasn’t particularly affectionate with her, but he wished her luck for the next day, and then she went to find Violet. She had just pointed him out to Jamie, who was impressed by his date.

			“He doesn’t go for half measures, does he?” Jamie commented to Violet and Felicity. “That’s a total look!”

			“Hopefully, she’s not from an escort service. He does that too,” Violet said sternly.

			“He has a lot of energy,” Felicity said. “He brought a girl to Tommy’s wedding who looked like a hooker and she kept calling him by the wrong name.”

			Jamie laughed. “He’s every older man’s dream come true, and so is his date. My father would die for a night with a girl like that.”

			“He was mortifying when we were younger,” Violet said. “The only time he ever picked me up at school, he hit on one of my teachers. I think he went on a date with her. She always told me how charming he was. Now he’s kind of a joke and very predictable.” But Andrew was undeniably a very good-looking, distinguished older man. Jamie could imagine him making a dazzling couple with Dominique in her youth, but their personalities and styles were completely different. She was a lady to the core, and he was a rogue, and enjoyed every minute of it. He had a martini in his hand minutes after he arrived, and Kimberly was guzzling champagne as fast as she could drink it. Andrew didn’t seem to mind.

			Taylor found them in the crowd a little while later, and his eyes widened when he saw his soon-to-be future wife. “Wow! You look hot!”

			“Thank you.” She was pleased by the compliment, and then they circulated in the crowd, greeting people, but with almost three hundred people there, they couldn’t get to everyone, and Elizabeth started the dinner right on time. The Whitfields didn’t like eating late, and they were on a schedule, and didn’t want to run over it, or there would be a late charge they wanted to avoid. All of the young Walkers were seated together, Felicity and Taylor, Jamie and Violet, Tommy and Marlene, a couple the girls didn’t know. Andrew, their father, and his date were seated with Dominique, which she didn’t appreciate, but they were all civilized and got along. Taylor’s parents were at the same table, and Phillip looked enraptured, watching Kimberly and envying Felicity and Violet’s father. Elizabeth and Dominique exchanged a knowing look and laughed, which no one else noticed.

			The speeches were tedious, which they usually were at wedding dinners. Old school friends of Taylor’s roasted him, an uncle told embarrassing stories from Taylor’s teens, his mother gave an emotional speech about what a perfect son he was and how lucky Felicity was to marry him. The food was as banal as expected, and as predicted the dinner ended by nine-thirty and did not run over the allotted time. Toward the end of the speeches, Felicity noticed Taylor and a number of young men in a long line at the bar, drinking shots, and she saw that her father was with them. Taylor and his father-in-law-to-be were becoming fast friends. Kimberly had disappeared somewhere.

			Violet and Jamie joined a big group of young people who, along with Tommy and Marlene, were going out to hit the bars on a Friday night. Marlene was wearing the black dress Violet had loaned her. Taylor left with them, and Felicity left with her mother. She didn’t want a late drunken night before her wedding. She dropped her mother off and went home to SoHo on her own.

			“It wasn’t as bad as I expected,” Dominique said.

			“It was very nice,” Felicity said generously.

			“Your father wins the prize at every wedding for most shocking date. Nothing embarrasses him,” she said, and Felicity laughed. They were all used to it. They hadn’t been able to find Taylor’s parents to thank them and say goodbye, but they would do it at the wedding. For them, it had been a grand affair, and Dominique was sure they were pleased.

			Felicity dropped Dominique at her house and went back to her apartment. It was quiet and peaceful, which was just what she wanted. She would have to deal with over three hundred people the next day, and she didn’t want two nights of it.

			She soaked in a warm bath, turned on an old movie she liked, and was in bed before midnight. She had a big day ahead, and she had noticed recently that she was exceptionally tired at night, which she assumed was due to the pregnancy. She fell into a deep sleep, and never heard the apartment door open at two in the morning, until it slammed and she woke with a start. For a minute she was afraid it was an intruder. She sat up to try and see in the dark, and there was a crash as someone stumbled over a piece of furniture, and she heard someone say, “Fuck!” It was Taylor and he sounded drunk. There was no surprise there the night before his wedding. Except he had come to the wrong home. He was supposed to be spending the night at his parents’. And instead he had come home to her and now she had to deal with him. She didn’t want to, but she had no choice.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			When Felicity heard Taylor crash into the apartment at two a.m., she thought for a minute about pretending to be asleep. But she decided to deal with it calmly and remind him that he was staying at his parents’ apartment that night, not hers. He had come home like a homing pigeon to roost. So now he was her problem. And would be for the next fifty years after tomorrow. She remembered the lineup of men at the bar drinking shots, so she had no doubt how drunk he was. Very. And that had been five hours before. He’d had a lot to drink since then, and he was unpredictable when he drank. It all depended on how much of what liquor. She wanted to get him back out the door quickly, and on the way to his parents uptown.

			She quickly put a robe on over her nightgown, turned on the light, and went to meet him. He had knocked over the metal and glass coffee table in front of her couch, and she could see that one of the sides was broken.

			“Hi, Taylor,” she said blithely, “let’s get you away from that so you don’t cut yourself.” He was too unsteady to get to his feet, so she pulled him up and he stood weaving in front of her. He was in bad shape. She could see that he had already cut himself, but not badly.

			“Did someone break a glass?” he asked her.

			“It’s nothing,” she said. “Your mom and dad are expecting you. I’m going to call you an Uber. It’ll be here in two minutes. They’ll be worried if you don’t come home tonight.”

			“Fuck them,” he said, slurring his words, “I want to sleep with you.” He collapsed onto the couch as he said it.

			“That’s sweet, but we’re not supposed to see each other tonight. It’s bad luck. We’re getting married tomorrow, remember?”

			“Of course I remember. You’re my wife. I want to fuck you.” It would have been funny except she knew how bad he could get, and he was already belligerent. That was Phase Two. She wanted to get him out before he got to Phase Three and started breaking things in a rage. He wasn’t there yet, but he could get there quickly if she refused him what he wanted.

			“We’re not going to do that tonight. We’re saving that for the honeymoon,” she said innocently.

			“I want you now, you’re my wife. You can’t say no to me.”

			“I’m not saying no,” she said in a calm voice. “I’m reminding you that your mom and dad want you to come home and they’re waiting for you.”

			“Fuck them. I want you.” As he said it, he reached out and grabbed her arm, and he pulled her so hard that she literally flew through the air and landed on him, and quickly scrambled off onto the couch, wanting to escape him. He grabbed her by the back of the neck, pulled her to him, and pressed her face down on his crotch with one powerful hand, and unzipped his fly and released himself with the other. “You know what I want,” he said harshly. “I like how you do it.” She struggled away from him, but he tightened his grip on her neck. “Do it!” he shouted at her, and she knew she was in trouble. There was no reasoning with him. He was insane, with all the physical strength that gave him.

			“Taylor, you need to go home,” she said gently. “We’re getting married tomorrow. Don’t spoil it.” He was beyond reason as he slapped her hard across the face and she could taste blood in her mouth, and before she could get away from him, he had torn away her robe and nightgown, grabbed her breasts and bit them, and entered her so hard that he knocked the wind out of her as she lay under him on the couch. Everything went black for a minute, and she came to with him pounding into her with all his strength, as he had once before when he raped her the night they got engaged. He turned into an animal, and kept raping her, until she was whimpering and begging him to stop. He looked down at her as though seeing her for the first time, got up, staggered across the apartment, and walked out, slamming the door on his way. He was clearly deeply deranged. She didn’t know what to do, or who to call, the police, or Violet, or her mother, and what if he came back and killed her if she called the police? Somewhere inside him, there was a madman, a demon, and alcohol unleashed it. She couldn’t marry him, and she didn’t know what to tell her mother. She crawled to the bathroom, her legs shaking so hard she couldn’t stand at first, and cleaned herself up, and looked in the mirror. He had knocked out a molar, which accounted for the blood in her mouth. There was a bruise on her cheek where he had slapped her, and his handprints on her neck. Her breasts were bitten and bleeding, and she felt as though someone had torn her insides out. He was a big man and had taken her with such violence. He had the strength of insanity when he did. She wasn’t sure if he even knew he’d done it, or would remember it, but she would for the rest of her life.

			When she stood up, there was blood running down her legs and she almost fainted. She felt as though he had torn something inside her. All she could think of, other than her injuries, was the wedding her mother had put together, all the money and effort, and she couldn’t marry him. She didn’t know what to tell Dominique, and she was too ashamed to call anyone. She wondered if it was her fault, if she had provoked him. But in her heart of hearts she knew that the only thing that had provoked him was the tequila and whatever else he’d had to drink. Somewhere lurking in him was a very angry, dangerous man.

			In the end, not knowing what else to do, she called Violet. She woke her out of a sound sleep, and told her what had happened between sobs, and Violet started to cry as she listened, and Jamie watched her, frightened about what had happened. “I think I need to go to a hospital, I’m bleeding a lot.” Felicity didn’t tell her sister she was pregnant, it was too much to add.

			“Do you want me to come and get you?” Violet offered.

			“I’m okay, I’ll take an Uber. I’ll meet you at Lenox Hill.”

			After the call, Violet told Jamie what had happened and he looked horrified.

			“He raped her? Were they already making love?”

			“No, he let himself into the apartment, I guess after he left the bar. She said he’s done it before, but not as badly as this time. She sounds terrible.” She jumped into a pair of jeans and Jamie dressed, and they hurried down to the street and hailed a cab. Felicity had just arrived when they got to the hospital, and nothing had prepared them for the condition she was in. Violet sobbed when she saw her, and held her hand, and Jamie stood by them, and asked if Felicity wanted him to leave. But she was covered by a blanket. The resident explained that they needed to call the police and to photograph her injuries, and Felicity agreed. Two female police officers came very quickly, and they were kind and compassionate while they took the photographs they needed. It was five o’clock in the morning by then, and Jamie waited in a small waiting room, while Violet was in the room with Felicity when she gave them the statement of what Taylor had done. Violet felt sick as she listened, and she hugged Felicity.

			The resident told her then that she had suffered a miscarriage and the fetus hadn’t survived. Felicity was sorry but relieved. She didn’t want his child. She wanted no part of him in her life.

			Violet looked at her in amazement. “You were pregnant?” Felicity nodded.

			“I wasn’t happy about it. I was going to tell you after the wedding.”

			“Does Mom know?” Felicity nodded in response.

			“I had to tell her because of the wedding. She was really sweet about it. I wanted an abortion, but Taylor went nuts and wouldn’t let me. His parents know too.” But it wasn’t a problem anymore.

			“What happens now? Other than canceling the wedding?” Violet asked.

			“I think they arrest him. Not exactly the day we had planned for today.” Felicity looked calmer, but her bruises had darkened and looked bad. There were bandages on her breasts, and they were going to do a D&C, but she wanted to call their mother first. Dominique would be devastated by what Taylor had done. Jamie hoped they’d send him to prison. He was a sick sonofabitch to do what he had done to her. He had never seen anything like the condition Felicity was in. He was heartbroken for her.

			They waited until seven in the morning, and Felicity called and told her mother as simply as she could what had happened, and Dominique sat straight up in bed and was horrified.

			“I’m so sorry about the wedding. All that money. I’m sure it would have been beautiful,” Felicity said.

			Dominique was crying, and said she’d be right over. “I don’t care about the money. I’m so sorry this happened to you. He must be insane. Thank God you didn’t marry him, or have the baby. I’ll be there in ten minutes,” she said, and then she sat down on her bed and thought for a minute. She didn’t want to call Bill, but she wanted his advice. She didn’t know if they needed a lawyer, but she wanted Taylor to be punished. He could have killed Felicity, and the memory of that night would be with her forever.

			She didn’t know if it was the right thing to do. They had ended it two weeks ago, or she had, and now she was calling Bill for help. But he would give her good advice. He always did. She called his number, and he had just let the day nurse in. He saw Dominique’s number come up, and he answered immediately.

			“Happy wedding day,” he said, so happy to hear her, but she sounded serious.

			“Not exactly. He raped her last night and nearly killed her.” She told him what had happened. “The police have already been to see her at the hospital. She’s still there now. I don’t know how this works. I think they’re going to arrest him.”

			“Yes, they will, and they should. These situations within a relationship are complicated, but not with the kind of damage she sustained. He must have a psychiatric history of some kind.”

			“I don’t know. He must be crazy.”

			“I’ll be there in an hour,” he said firmly.

			“You can’t do that, can you?”

			“Yes, I can. And I should have done it a long time ago. I’ve been thinking for the last two weeks. Dominique, I love you. I’ve been an idiot, and you’ve been a saint. Let’s talk about it later. I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

			He was there less than an hour later, in early morning Saturday traffic, and she’d never seen a more beautiful sight than when he walked through the door. She had cried when she saw Felicity and hugged her. And she cried again when she saw Bill. He held her tight for a minute, and then he went with her to talk to Felicity. It was a clean case. With the injuries Taylor had inflicted, he could spend many years in prison, or a mental hospital.

			Bill met with the police then, while Dominique and Violet sat with Felicity. They were going to take her to do the D&C in a few minutes. Violet called Tommy, and he and Marlene came within minutes. They were staying at The Mark Hotel, which was only two blocks away. Marlene was somber and sympathetic and said she had been raped at fifteen, by a stranger, and Dominique was touched by what she said. There was more merit to her than she realized. She was gentle and compassionate with Felicity.

			They all huddled together in the waiting room waiting for Felicity to come back from surgery. They were talking softly, shocked by what had happened. Dominique called her main assistant and told her to get all the help she could to cancel the wedding and email all the guests. She texted Elizabeth Whitfield herself, and told her that due to shocking circumstances that aggrieved her deeply, the wedding was canceled, and Felicity was in surgery at that moment. Dominique didn’t use the word “rape” in her text.

			Bill explained to them that the police were getting a warrant signed by a judge for Taylor’s arrest, for multiple counts of rape, great bodily harm, assault, and intent to commit murder. It was a long list, which included causing the miscarriage and causing the death of the fetus. When Felicity came back from surgery, they were all there, and Marlene sat next to her and held her hand, stroked her hair, and told her that she was going to be fine, and Dominique’s eyes filled with tears as she watched them.

			Dominique had checked in with her assistants again, and they were emailing all the guests and had notified the museum, the caterers, the technical teams, the florist, the band, and everyone involved with the wedding of the cancelation. They were telling the guests that due to an accident, the wedding had been canceled, and apologizing for the inconvenience. Dominique had called her ex-husband and told him what had happened. He didn’t offer to come to the hospital, but asked her to keep him informed and sent Felicity his love.

			They left Felicity to rest at the hospital, she was still sedated, and they went to lunch at The Mark, and Bill went with them. He sat next to Dominique and held her hand, and he left quietly after lunch. He was coordinating with the police for her, and promised to call her in a few hours and come back the next day.

			“I have some things of my own to take care of,” he said to her quietly. “We have a lot to talk about. I’ve been working on it for the last week. I should have done it years ago. I don’t want to lose you, Dominique.”

			“Me too,” she said.

			“You did the right thing. It woke me up. I’m going to talk to Eileen about it, and we’ll work things out like grown-ups.” He smiled at her. “I’m so sorry about Felicity. What a terrifying experience.”

			“It breaks my heart to see her,” Dominique said with tears in her eyes.

			“They’re going to arrest him this afternoon,” Bill told her.

			“The doctor said I could take her home tonight.”

			None of them could have predicted what had happened.

			“Will she have to appear in court with him?” Violet asked, devastated for her sister. She couldn’t imagine anything like it happening to any of them, committed by someone they knew.

			“We’ll ask to have it handled in front of a judge in chambers so she doesn’t have to see him. I’ll call you tonight,” Bill said gently to Dominique. It was a relief to see him again and she was glad she had called him. He was a good man. He had fallen into an easy pattern for years, and he knew it had to change. It already had.

			After he left, Dominique thought about the wedding they would have given that night, and was grateful Felicity hadn’t married him. She wondered what would happen to him now. Felicity had been very clear about agreeing to send the police, and Dominique was sure the Whitfields were going to be distraught, but their son was a dangerous man.

			Dominique went back to Felicity’s room then. Marlene was still sitting with her and holding her hand, and Dominique got a glimpse of what Tommy saw in her. She was a kind, compassionate person, and Dominique had warm feelings toward her for the first time.

			

			* * *

			Felicity went home with her mother that night, but the next day, on Sunday, she wanted to go home to her apartment. She shuddered when she saw it. There was blood on the floor and on the rugs. There was still broken glass on the floor from the table he knocked over, and blood on the couch. It brought back the memories vividly, but she knew she was safe. On Saturday afternoon, the police had called before she left the hospital to tell her that Taylor had been arrested at his parents’ apartment and was in custody. He was being arraigned on Monday, and they were sending him for evaluation at a psychiatric prison facility for thirty days, and after that they would determine if he was able to stand trial. The police explained that he would probably make a deal with the DA eventually and plead guilty, and accept a sentence at a mental facility of some kind. He had a long road ahead of him, and would be marked forever as a sex offender. Felicity blamed herself for not seeing it sooner, and not reacting when he raped her the first time. She hadn’t added that incident to the charges. He had enough on his plate now.

			Taylor’s parents had tried to tell the police that he and his fiancée had had a little spat, and that she had probably provoked it. They said it was just a lovers’ quarrel, and they had implied that Felicity was immoral and unbalanced. The police had shown them photographs of Felicity’s injuries and they didn’t say anything after that, but they hired a criminal attorney. Taylor was currently in jail, pending the arraignment, and more than likely the judge would not set bail, and would send him for the psych evaluation immediately.

			The Whitfields made no attempt to contact Dominique or Felicity and didn’t respond to Dominique’s text. Felicity was sure they would try to blame her for what had happened.

			

			* * *

			On Monday, they all tried to get back to normal. Tommy, Marlene, and the boys went back to L.A. Marlene and Felicity had formed a bond. The boys were disappointed that they never got to deliver the rings, and Marlene told them they could do it another time, maybe at their great-grandmother’s wedding that summer. She asked Tommy to ask Marie-Aurélie if they could.

			Jamie went back to work on Monday, and he and Violet had tickets to a Yankees game that night.

			Felicity began reclaiming her life. She packed all of Taylor’s clothes and belongings and sent them to his parents, and returned the engagement ring by courier to Elizabeth. She didn’t want any souvenirs from Taylor. It was a chapter she wanted closed. She went to the dentist to replace the tooth she lost and told them she’d been in a car accident. The bruises to her soul would be harder to fix.

			She checked in with her gallery and they had sold two more of her paintings and were very pleased. She was trying to decide what to do now, to find her footing again, since there was no marriage, no honeymoon, no Taylor, and no baby in her life now. She was considering taking some more art classes in Paris for a few months, and renting a studio there, near her grandmother. They had a close relationship. She hired a service that dealt with catastrophes and crime scenes, to get the bloodstains out of her rug and apartment. She got rid of the couch, although she liked it, and ordered a new one.

			Dominique went to the office. She called Andrew, her ex-husband, and told him the follow-up and that Taylor had been arrested. He said he’d take Felicity to lunch when she felt up to it. It wasn’t enough but it was something. Dominique met Bill at her apartment after work. He spent the night with her and didn’t rush back to Greenwich the next day. He had left one of the nurses in charge. He had told Eileen he was still going to help her with her recovery, but he wasn’t going to be there 24/7 anymore. She needed to hire more nurses or nurses’ aides, and he needed to get back to his office at least part-time, and to spend nights in the city. He planned to spend four or five nights a week with Dominique for now. And he and Eileen had to face the state of their marriage. He was willing to give her his half of the house in Greenwich in a divorce, but they couldn’t continue living together. It was unhealthy for both of them. They had been living a lie for years. Much to his surprise, Eileen didn’t disagree, and she was grateful for the time he had devoted to her recovery. She realized now that she had expected a lot of him. Too much. And he had allowed himself to drift for years before that. He had almost lost Dominique because of it, and he wasn’t going to let that happen.

			It took two of Dominique’s assistants the entire week to unwind all of the details of the wedding. The flowers were donated to nursing homes, the food to soup kitchens. The rented decorations were sent back. They recouped a few deposits that were eligible, and she swallowed the loss, which was enormous, but Felicity was safe and alive. That was worth any price. Dominique didn’t care how much money she lost, as long as Felicity could recover and be whole again. She had a bright future ahead of her now without Taylor.

			“So, are we ready for our next wedding?” Dominique asked her assistants, Sylvia and Janine, with a rueful smile when she got to her office at the end of the week. “We still have my mother’s wedding to do,” she reminded them. “That won’t be nearly as dramatic. And we should be able to pull that off in Saint-Tropez with family only. We’re staying at some enormous villa that my mother’s fiancé rented for everyone. And I’d like to rent a boat we can all use in the daytime. We’ll figure it out. It’s not for another month.” The two young women groaned and she handed them lists of the research she wanted them to do on the boat, a florist, a caterer, and a small band. A month wasn’t long to plan even a small wedding. It was already the twenty-sixth of June, and Marie-Aurélie and Clément were getting married in the third week of July.

			In the meantime, Bill stayed with Dominique in the city, and rented a comfortable house in East Hampton where they could spend weekends. It wasn’t grand or overdecorated or glamorous, just sun and sand and basic furniture, a comfortable place to relax, which they both needed. They spent their first weekend there on the Fourth of July, two weeks after the ill-fated wedding, and it was a piece of heaven. During the week he went to Greenwich several times to oversee Eileen’s nursing care, and make sure she was well cared for. Her period of bed rest was almost over, the doctors said she could get up soon, and she was greatly improved.

			What Dominique and Bill wanted to do was slow things down just to catch their breath, enjoy life more than they’d been doing, be together, and relax after a hard week, and the house Bill had rented in East Hampton was perfect for that. Suddenly in the past two weeks everything was moving quickly and big changes had occurred.

			Greenwich was Eileen’s turf, and he didn’t want it to be his anymore. He and Dominique were amazed at how easily they adjusted to each other on a daily basis, and how well they got along. It was as though they had always lived together. They had always gotten along well on their two one-nighters every week. Now they had extended it, and it was that much better, and her kids were happy for her. She had been alone for so long. It was her mother who had been the catalyst for wanting more, and realizing she deserved it.

			Eileen’s accident had torn Dominique and Bill apart initially, but created the impetus for the biggest change of all. Bill was getting a divorce in order not to lose Dominique. He regretted all the years he had wasted, but they were together now, and he realized how precious she was to him. And he was deeply sorry for Felicity, and taking care of all the legalities for her.

			Eileen had asked him if there was another woman, and he had been honest with her and said there was, without offering details, and she said she had suspected it but didn’t want to know. She wasn’t bitter about it. They were both ready to let go. She said she wouldn’t have been ready before her accident, but it had been a wake-up call to her too, and she wanted more of a life now. With both boys in college, she wanted to travel and be free for a while. In the end, the divorce was a blessing for all three of them, Eileen, Bill, and Dominique.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			By the time they all left for France in time to spend the Fourteenth of July there, the week before the wedding, everyone had had a good month. Marlene and the boys had been to Lake Tahoe and Santa Barbara, while Tommy commuted in a plane he chartered. The boys had been to day camp and had fun. Felicity had recovered, her body anyway, and had made plans to go to Paris and check into classes there after Marie-Aurélie’s wedding. Jamie and Violet had been to the games of all the teams they loved. He had moved in with her and they wanted to get a dog.

			Dominique and Bill were spending a lot of time in East Hampton in their very relaxed unfancy house, and his boys were going to spend a weekend there before they went back to college. Bill wanted them to meet Dominique. He had told Eileen, and she agreed. She was proving to be a worthy and noble ex-partner. After all the years they had spent together, they were family, and he wanted her in his life too. She wanted to meet Dominique, although she wasn’t quite ready yet, but getting there.

			Dominique had always loved the Fourteenth of July in the south of France when she was a child, and still did. Each town was different with its own cachet and charm. Juan-les-Pins had always been a little tinselly, with American sailors based there, discos, casinos, and bars, and families on the beach. It was a middle-class mishmash that had gotten a little more glamorous, but not much. Cap d’Antibes had an old town and a port, and little sailboats and big ones.

			Monte Carlo was glamorous, and one expected James Bond to walk down the street. Cannes had history, an elegant boardwalk, and old-fashioned hotels. It was kind of the grand dame of the Riviera. Nice was a big city of good and evil, hoodlums and angels, and a beautiful church. And Saint-Tropez, where Clément had rented the gigantic villa they needed, was more of a compound, and to Dominique, Saint-Tropez was Mecca, for the chic and the famous, the wealthy and the wannabees, with great bars, good restaurants, sexy-looking people, great discos, and spectacular yachts bobbing off the docks and at anchor just outside the port. It was the place to see and be seen, to cozy up to celebrities. It was sexy and alive and glamorous, from the Gorilla Bar in the port, to dancing at the Caves du Roy at night, next to Catherine Deneuve, or quipping with some French movie star. It was where the action was and Dominique loved it. It seemed like the perfect place for Marie-Aurélie and Clément to get married, because they were both still in the world and with it, and somehow above it, because of their years and experience. Saint-Tropez was the place to be.

			The house Clément had rented had a little cottage for Tommy and Marlene and their two boys, with a playground behind the cottage. There was a big, beautiful suite for Marie-Aurélie and Clément with a view of the water, and an elevator, another smaller but very handsome suite for Bill and Dominique, and four more very appealing guest rooms for Violet and Jamie, Felicity, on her own for now, and whoever else they wanted to invite. The house came with three maids and a chef and several gardeners, pool toys of every size and kind, and an old, beautifully preserved Riva speedboat to go from one small port to another and drop in on friends on a yacht. They had everything they needed, and wonderful restaurants and shops all through the town, and paparazzi lurking at all the key spots.

			They were planning to watch the Bastille Day fireworks show on the first weekend, and the wedding was the following weekend, in a tiny local church, with lunch afterward at the house.

			Dominique had worked especially hard on her mother’s wedding dress, the only one she had ever had. In her research to find the right design, Dominique had asked Marie-Aurélie if she had had a special dress in her lifetime that was a favorite. She’d had many beautiful dresses, many of them haute couture, handmade for her. But there was one she remembered particularly. It had a simple round neck and long sleeves. It was white lace with a narrow waist, which she still had, even at her age, her figure having remained the same. And it had a wide, bell-shaped skirt with a crinoline under it. She said it swung just like a bell and reached just to her ankles, and it had lace shoes to go with it. She said she’d always loved it. And it had tiny pearls encrusted in the lace. Audrey Hepburn had worn one like it in a movie, and the dress had been made by Hubert de Givenchy. She’d worn it sometime in the early sixties, around the time that Dominique was born. She had loved the wide, bell-shaped skirt. Dominique had researched it carefully and had found it in the Givenchy archives, and had made an exact replica for her mother. Marie-Aurélie gave an excited cry when she saw it.

			“That’s it! That’s it! Oh my God, you found it.” Dominique had sent it to Paris in an enormous wooden crate to protect it, and they had had it driven down to Saint-Tropez. It was sitting on a garment rack with a sheet over it to hide it. Marie-Aurélie was going to wear it on her wedding day, and it moved Dominique to tears when she saw how happy it made her mother.

			

			* * *

			After a week of fun and play with the whole family there together, great meals at home, and evenings in small, noisy restaurants, with all of them laughing and talking, the wedding day finally arrived. Dominique and Marie-Aurélie’s two granddaughters helped her put on the wonderful dress and a huge lace wide-brimmed hat to match it, and Dominique had even been able to find someone to make the shoes, and they fit Marie-Aurélie perfectly. Clément drove to the church so he wouldn’t see her. Jamie went to the church with him, wearing the blue summer suit he’d brought, and Violet was proud of how he looked. The two men waited for the rest of them to arrive at the church. The organ played as Marie-Aurélie came down the aisle on Tommy’s arm. Dominique had attached a wisp of delicate veil to the hat and Marie-Aurélie looked exquisite, as tears rolled down Clément’s cheeks as he waited for her. They said their vows, and Tommy and Marlene’s sons delivered the wedding rings in good order, and Marie-Aurélie and Clément became man and wife, for better or worse, for the rest of their lives. Bill was there with Dominique, standing beside her, and Violet and Jamie held hands.

			These were the moments that life was made of, to balance the harder ones, to make life worthwhile, and bond good people and families together.

			A cheer went up in the little church when they were declared man and wife, and Clément and Marie-Aurélie walked out, standing tall, walking straight, so proud to belong to each other, with a shower of rose petals thrown in the air and fluttering around them.

			As they were leaving the church, Violet was dabbing at her eyes and smiled at Jamie.

			“They’re so beautiful, aren’t they? I’m sure my grandfather approved. I’m sure he would have married her if he could have, and he’s glad she’s happy now.”

			“You’re just as beautiful as she is,” Jamie said, as the organ continued to play Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy,” which had accompanied the happy couple out of the church. “I know you don’t like the idea, but your grandmother is married now…will you marry me?” he asked her softly, they could hear the others outside, laughing and talking. It was a happy day, and it finally felt right to her, and maybe he was right, because Marie-Aurélie was married. Violet looked at him and nodded.

			“Yes…I will…can I still keep my MVP ring?”

			He laughed and kissed her. “Yes, you can. You’ll always be my MVP.” They walked out of the church arm-in-arm, and at lunch, Jamie stood up and made the announcement.

			“Violet and I have something to share with you. We’re getting married.” A cheer went up from the small crowd and Clément stood up to toast them.

			“Bravo! Good man! You will make an honorable woman of her, like her grandmother,” he said, in his heavily accented English, and they all laughed.

			Bill watched them enviously, wishing he could do the same for Dominique, but their time hadn’t come yet. It was just beginning, and Clément and Marie-Aurélie had waited forty years for their moment.

			Everyone toasted Jamie and Violet, and Tommy asked them when they were getting married, and the happy pair looked at each other, confused for a minute, and Jamie leaned toward her. “When are we getting married?”

			“What about Labor Day?” she said spontaneously. “Then we can all get together again in six weeks, at the end of the summer.” The group voiced their approval and Dominique spoke up.

			“Let’s do it in the Hamptons,” she suggested. Everybody nodded and Violet and Jamie liked the idea.

			“We can do it on the beach, and have a barbecue, and swim all weekend.” They were going from one wedding vacation to the next. Labor Day was right before Fashion Week and Dominique would be busy. But the last weekend of summer would be perfect for the wedding. It was turning out to be a summer of weddings, even though the first one had been canceled. But the second one had been a dream come true.

			They all hated to leave Saint-Tropez after the weekend, and promised to make it an annual vacation. On Monday, they all went home, and Felicity went to Paris to look into classes for the fall and a studio to rent. Clément and Marie-Aurélie left for their honeymoon in Florence, Venice, Rome, and Portofino. And now they had Labor Day to look forward to.

			

			* * *

			“We have to think of a dress,” Dominique said to Violet on the flight from Nice to New York. They were flying back to New York with Bill and Jamie. Tommy and Marlene were stopping in London on the way back to L.A., and then spending August in Santa Barbara. “Do you have anything in mind?” Dominique asked Violet about the dress.

			“You hit one out of the park for Bonne Mamie. That dress was perfect on her. Maybe something vintage,” she said thoughtfully.

			“Do you really want to get married on the beach?” Dominique asked, groping in her mind for designs she’d seen that would be pretty, and suitable for Violet.

			“Maybe not the actual wedding, but we could have the reception on the beach, something relaxed and informal. I used to love all those baby doll dresses Twiggy wore in the sixties. Maybe something like that.”

			“I’ll play with it and let you know what I come up with.” Her mother smiled, and sketched a few little drawings on the back of a paper napkin, while Violet slept the rest of the way to New York, and Jamie and Bill talked sports and business.

			When Felicity got to Paris, she looked into courses offered at the Louvre and the Beaux-Arts, and found one she liked at the Beaux-Arts. She was studying the curricula of the various courses, and stopped for a café filtre at the Café Flore. When she looked up, she was surprised to see her old friend Fred Miller from Yale sitting two tables away from her. She hadn’t seen him since she’d run into him when she was hesitating about marrying Taylor.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked him. “I thought you were moving to Berlin for the art scene. Are you still living there?”

			He shook his head. “No, it didn’t work out. A little too avant-garde for me. I’m thinking about taking classes here, and just floating around Europe for the summer in the meantime till they start. What about you? Did you marry that guy?”

			She shook her head too. “No, it didn’t work out either.”

			“I’m glad. It didn’t sound right to me.”

			“It wasn’t.” She didn’t go into detail. “I’m thinking about taking classes here too, and renting a studio where I can paint, with a living space. My grandmother lives here, so I have family here. I just went to her wedding. She’s eighty-five. She waited forty years to marry the guy. It was really sweet.”

			“I’ll probably be that old by the time I get married,” he said with a smile.

			“Yeah, me too. No rush,” she said, and handed him the curriculum from the Beaux-Arts for professional artists. He looked it over with interest. “I think I’m going to sign up. Now I’ve got to find a studio too. I hear there are some great old ones on the Left Bank.”

			“I’ll let you know if I see anything for you, when I look,” she said.

			“Text me your number,” he said easily, and she did. “When are you coming back, or are you staying in France for the summer?”

			“I’m going back to New York tomorrow. I’ll come back in September, after Labor Day. I’ve got another wedding then. My sister.”

			“Must be contagious,” he said, and moved over to her table. “I’ll let you know if I find a good studio. Someone told me about a building that only rents to artists. That might be cool.” Paris was beginning to sound like a great idea for the fall, Felicity thought as she smiled at him. And he said casually, “I’m glad you didn’t marry that guy.” He looked shy as he said it. “Maybe we could have dinner sometime when you come back. I’ve hardly seen you since Yale, except when we run into each other by accident, like today. Maybe that’s destiny trying to catch our attention.” It was an interesting idea she hadn’t thought of, but maybe he was right. It was worth exploring.

			“Yeah, maybe,” she said, finishing her coffee and smiling at him. She felt peaceful after the week she had just spent with her family.

			“Let me know when you get back, and I’ll stay in touch and text you if I find a studio.” They paid for their drinks then and left the Café Flore together. “It is funny how we keep running into each other though, isn’t it? Kismet, or Fate, or whatever. Or just blind luck.” He grinned at her and gave her back her Beaux-Arts brochure. “See you in September,” he said, and waved as he walked down the street, and turned to wave at her again, and she waved back and walked away in the bright July sunshine. It would be nice to see him again, and maybe have dinner sometime. They had been good friends at Yale. She liked the idea of taking classes in Paris. She had been happy there before. And she was ready for a change from New York. She had turned the page after Taylor and was open to a new life. She realized that she had been spared a marriage that would have been a disaster. He could even have killed her. As Bill had predicted, Taylor had made a plea bargain with the district attorney, and was going to spend two years in a psychiatric prison hospital, in a program for sex offenders. It was a prison facility for sex crimes. She wanted no contact with him. All she wanted now was to work on her art and heal from the experience. She was feeling better every day, and grateful to be alive.

			

			* * *

			The dress Dominique came up with for Violet was pure whimsy. It was a newer version of the old baby doll dresses, with a white organdie top, a Peter Pan collar, and a big ballerina tulle skirt with an overlay of white lace. It was all innocence and fantasy, part Barbie doll and part Cinderella, with a big, wide soft floppy hat covered in white tulle and a hint of veil around her face, and a short train behind the dress with a bunch of white violets at the waist. It was as lighthearted and magical as Violet was herself.

			Dominique and Bill found a house to rent for the Labor Day weekend, a big old Cape Cod style home on the water with a dozen bedrooms and its own beach, and easy access to the main beach. There was a big sandy garden, where a minister they found agreed to perform the ceremony, and Dominique organized a barbecue with a brightly decorated taco truck, a hot dog stand, pizza, and an ice cream truck. It was going to be pure fun, and they would light big paper lanterns that would sail up in the sky as they each made a wish. It would be as childlike and creative and different as everything Violet loved to do. And she fell in love with the dress her mother had made for her. She twirled in it and felt like a fairy princess.

			Everything they planned for Violet’s unconventional wedding came together with ease. Jamie’s parents, brother, and sisters had said they wouldn’t miss it. Tommy and Marlene and their boys had been counting on it since July. Felicity was going to be Violet’s maid of honor, and Dominique made a dress for her too, in the palest ballerina pink with a smaller tulle skirt. Clément and Marie-Aurélie said it was too long a trip, but Jamie and Violet were going to honeymoon in France so they would see each other there. Dominique was throwing the wedding, and Bill would be there. He was around all the time, and came to all family events. Marlene and Felicity were friends now, ever since the unhappy events surrounding her canceled wedding, when Marlene had been so kind to her.

			The weather had been beautiful all weekend, and they spent their days on the beach.

			On the day of the wedding, all the catering trucks arrived on time. As the sun set, the ceremony began and was perfect, and Violet looked beautiful in her fantasy dress. Bill had hired a local band, and everyone danced and ate and had fun, and lit the lanterns and sailed them up into the sky on the beach, over the ocean with a harvest moon overhead.

			Every minute of it was perfect. It was a night when dreams came true, and everyone had a good time and was happy.

			Violet came over and sat down next to Felicity, who was texting someone with a serious expression.

			“Who are you texting?” Felicity seemed like herself again. The summer had been good for her. The nightmare was over and behind her.

			“A friend from Yale I ran into in Paris,” she said to Violet, reading the response with a smile. “He’s taking classes at the Beaux-Arts too, and he just saw a studio he thinks I’ll love, near Bonne Mamie.” She smiled at Violet after she read it.

			“What kind of friend? A girl or a guy?”

			“A guy. We were good friends in school and lost track of each other. We ran into each other twice in the past few months, just by coincidence. That’s all. Just two artists, two old friends.” Violet didn’t comment but there was a light in her sister’s eye she hadn’t seen for a long time, and she was happy to see back again. For now, that was enough.

			Violet and Jamie’s wedding was everything a wedding should be, full of excitement and joy, love, hope for the future, and gratitude for the past and people who loved each other. It was a night that blessed them all.

			Bill and Dominique sat watching the others dance and laugh for a few minutes. They had danced all night too. She smiled at him, happy he was there, and that they were finally building a life together.

			“If it took my mother and Clément forty years to figure things out, I guess sixteen for us isn’t so bad,” she said, and he laughed. They had figured it out now, where they were going and where they wanted to go, together. He kissed her as a falling star flew through the sky overhead. It was a good omen for the future, for all of them, a blessing, and a promise of more happiness to come.

			They lit another lantern together, at the end of the night, and sailed it into the sky. It flew straight up toward the heavens with the wish that it had taken them sixteen years to make, and had finally come true.
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