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Chapter One


The day my life changed forever started like any other Tuesday. I liked Tuesdays. My appointment book stayed blank on Tuesdays. Sometimes I wondered how the other days filled up so quickly. You’d be surprised how ladies’ auxiliary lunches, PTA committee meetings, and library fund-raising can occupy your time. Not to mention the karate lessons, piano, and chess club Max had after school. Like many stay-at-home moms I was a full-time chauffeur for my son and fund-raiser for his school. Tuesdays were mine. I started the day with a yoga class, usually followed by a fresh strawberry muffin at the Lemon Café. But this Tuesday, the Lemon Café was out of strawberry muffins, so I did something different. I made an unexpected visit to my husband’s restaurant and found him in the back room with his pants down and his legs wrapped around Ursula, his new chef. He tried pulling his pants up before I swung open the door, but it was a glass door. I had seen what I had seen: my tall, dark French husband sticking it to his blond Scandinavian chef. I thought, how cute, they had matching ponytails: Ursula’s was a long blond plait down her back, Andre’s was a short black ponytail I had always found very sexy. Apparently, Ursula did, too. I slammed the glass door so hard I heard it shatter behind me. I jumped in my car and tore away. Black Tuesday changed everything.


I didn’t drive far. My hands were shaking, I was afraid I would lose control of the wheel. While I wanted to kill Andre, and possibly Ursula, I didn’t have a personal death wish. I pulled into the parking lot at the post office, threw my purse under the seat, and started walking. I was still in my yoga clothes, so I looked like any other mother going for a morning hike. I left the parking lot and took long strides till I reached the lake, a walk that usually took me half an hour. That Tuesday I made it in sixteen minutes. I sat on a bench watching the ducks and took deep breaths. It was a beautiful spring day. The sun was warm, the sky a pale blue, and beds of purple and white daisies surrounded the lake. I often brought Max here on Saturdays while Andre worked. We tossed stale bread to the ducks. Max threw stones in the water and we would both be quiet so we could hear the “plop” sound when they landed.


That Tuesday the only sound I heard was my own sobs. I sounded like a stuck pig. And I felt like a complete idiot. What a cliché I was. Married for ten years, mother to a fantastic eight-year-old son, never suspecting that when Andre went to the restaurant on Tuesdays to “do the books” he was also doing the chef.


I tried blaming myself. I should have protested when Andre wanted to hire a female chef. Ursula was a former sous chef at the Palace Hotel Dining Room in Montreux and she specialized in fondue. Andre’s restaurant specialized in fondue: cheese fondue, salmon fondue, chocolate fondue. But if he hadn’t hired Ursula I may have found him in the supply closet with Yvette the hostess, or Marie the cocktail waitress. I couldn’t even blame Ursula. Andre was thirty-five. He had olive skin and green eyes. He looked like a European film star, and he was her boss. Ursula had only been in California for six months. Maybe she thought it was part of the job description. The only person I could blame was Andre.


I closed my eyes and remembered just a few nights ago, breezing into the restaurant on Andre’s arm on our date night. We had been to the movies and seen The Proposal. I loved romantic comedies where the couple overcame all sorts of obstacles on their path to happiness. We sat in the back of the theater and Andre slung one arm over my shoulder, and played with the hem of my skirt with his free hand. I slapped his hand away, pretending to focus on Sandra Bullock and Ryan Reynolds, but I loved Andre’s attention. I loved knowing that after ten years together, he still wanted to put his hand up my skirt.


I remember seeing Ursula fleetingly while I waited for Andre to give directions to his staff. Now I thought maybe the direction he gave was “kiss me harder,” while I politely discussed the savory flavor of fondue with one of the couples dining in the restaurant.


*   *   *


My sobs became hiccups and I recalled the last time my life changed in a single day. I was eighteen, and I had arrived home from school to find four envelopes addressed to me on the marble table in my parents’ foyer.


“Good afternoon, Miss Amanda.” Our housekeeper swept up my backpack. “Your parents had to go out. I prepared a snack for you in the kitchen.”


“Thanks, Rosemary. I’m not hungry. Please let me know when Mom and Dad come home.” I grabbed the envelopes and climbed the staircase to my bedroom. I sat on my bed looking at the view from the bay window. My bedroom was on the third floor of my parents’ house. My friends rolled their eyes when they came over and called it “the palace” under their breath. It had a full-sized ballroom where my parents held parties with seven-piece orchestras. In the basement there was a separate kitchen and living room for the staff: housekeeper, cook, laundress, gardener. I had the third floor to myself. My bedroom took up half the floor. It had a four-poster bed and a huge desk where I did my drawings. And it had the most amazing view of the San Francisco Bay. On clear days I watched hundreds of boats zip under the Golden Gate Bridge. My father had made his money himself. He wasn’t ashamed to spend it, and I refused to be ungrateful for the luxury that surrounded me.


I held the envelopes printed with their college insignias and tried to decide which to open first. I hesitated. Should I wait for my parents to come home and open them together? I was their only child, and they were as excited as I was to know where I would spend the next four years. But I didn’t know where they’d gone, or when they’d be back. I opened the envelope from Stanford first. I read the letter carefully. I had been placed on their wait list. I took a deep breath and opened the envelope from Rhode Island School of Design. It was a long letter on dark gray stationery saying I had been accepted.


I hugged it to my chest. My dream was to be a fashion designer: not a very popular goal at my college prep school. I had to beg my advisor to let me apply to RISD. I breathed a sigh of relief and opened the envelope from UC Berkeley. I had been accepted there as well. Not surprising, since the campus was dotted with benches and playing fields donated by my father.


The last envelope was from Parsons in New York. I held it and closed my eyes. For the last two years I had dreamed of attending Parsons and interning for a fashion designer, being in the center of the fashion universe. I slit the envelope and opened my eyes slowly. I was in. I had been accepted at Parsons. I fell back on the bed and looked at my beautiful hand-painted ceiling. I felt my life was lining up perfectly like the gold stars painted on a night sky above me. There was a knock on the door and Rosemary poked her head in. “Excuse me, Miss Amanda. Your mother phoned. Your parents are almost home and they would like you to meet them in the library.”


I gathered my college letters and ran down the two flights of stairs to the library. I sat in one of my father’s leather wingback chairs and debated how to tell my parents the news. They would hate to see me go across the country, but they would be thrilled. I had inherited my love of fashion from my mother. I spent countless afternoons and weekends as a child sitting in my mother’s closet and sketching her evening gowns. As I grew older, I would take the sketches back to my room and make small changes; erasing a shoulder strap here, adding an ivory bow there, until I created my own fantasy dresses.


“Amanda showed me a design today that rivals Coco Chanel,” my mother said one evening to the ladies who arrived for a Junior League meeting.


“Mom, nothing rivals Chanel,” I replied, secretly glowing.


“Coco Chanel was once a young girl, too.” My mother poured my hot chocolate while the ladies drank tea in fragile porcelain cups.


After I made polite conversation, and my mother dismissed me with a discreet nod of her head, I ran up to my room and looked at the sketch, wondering if it really did resemble Chanel. I vowed I would sketch and sew, and read and learn everything I could about fashion. One day my label would be found in Neiman’s and Bloomingdale’s and in chic boutiques on Fifth Avenue.


*   *   *


I clutched my acceptance letters, thinking that day was coming closer, but my parents walked in looking like they had seen the grim reaper. My mother entered the room first. She wore one of my favorite outfits: a pale pink St. John suit with gold cuffs. I looked at her face, usually so artfully made up that she glowed from across a room. Her cheeks were white and her eyes were swollen from crying.


My father staggered in behind her. He was over six feet tall. He had white hair and his forehead was lined, but he usually moved with the confidence of someone who had come from nothing and created his own empire. That day he looked like an oversized schoolboy: scared and weak and wanting to hide behind his mother’s skirt.


“I have the best news!” The words popped out of my mouth.


“Your mother has some news,” my father said softly.


“It’s not my news.” My mother shot an imploring look at my father. My parents had been married for twenty years. They met late in life: My father was busy building his empire and “forgot” to get married. My mother was a self-described “debutante left on the shelf.” They found each other at a symphony gala and married six weeks later. I could not remember them ever looking crossly at each other. I never heard them raise their voices in anger or hurt. My mother glided from room to room of our house like a fairy godmother, sprinkling good taste and serenity on everything she touched. My father worked long hours but returned at night to scoop her up and take her to dinner and dancing. I would sit at my window, watching them roar away in my father’s latest sports car, content to be left alone, happy to have parents who idolized each other.


“Grace, please.”


My mother looked at me seriously. “We’ve been to see Dr. Galen. Your father has liver cancer. Dr. Galen said…” She paused. I had never seen my mother without a perfect French manicure. I had never known her to smell of anything but Chanel No. 5. And I had never heard her unable to finish a sentence. My friends called her the “Queen of Polish.” She was a legend in San Francisco for her witty fund-raising speeches. Invitations to her Sunday evening “salons” were hugely coveted.


“Dr. Galen said”—my father took her hand—“I have nine months to live. A year if I be a good boy and stop drinking and smoking.” His broad face broke into a smile. “But have I ever listened to what anyone said? I can’t die. I have to see you graduate from high school and college.”


I crumpled my college letters into tight balls. My eyes filled with tears. We just stood there like three department store dummies. My parents and I, who had ridden camels in Egypt, who had stared down lions in Africa, we could beat this together.


“Simon,” my mother said quietly. “Dr. Galen is our second opinion.”


I looked at my father, hoping he would tell my mother she was wrong. When he looked at me, his eyes were wet. “The only person who has ever made any sense in my life is your mother. I guess she’s right then.”


I remember turning away and studying the wall of books as if they held the answer. It wasn’t surprising my father had liver cancer. He was of the Rat Pack generation. Like Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra, he worked hard, played hard, and felt immortal. Every night for as long as I could remember, he and my mother would start their evening with a cocktail. Dinners in our long formal dining room included a bottle of fine wine; a tall brandy followed dessert. The nights they went out with friends, or to social events, I knew he drank for hours. But I had never seen him drunk. My father was a gentleman and I adored him.


“What’s your news, honey?” my mother asked.


“I, ah, I got my college letters,” I said. I dropped the crumpled letters on the floor and watched my future roll away. I could not miss the last year of my father’s life. New York would have to wait.


“Don’t keep us in suspense.” My father smiled.


“I got in to Berkeley,” I said. I could go to Berkeley, and spend weekends at home. I would be close when anything happened.


“That’s fantastic.” My father beamed. He loved his alma mater. We used to prowl Telegraph Avenue together on Sundays. Sometimes we would hike up to the Lawrence Laboratory and look at San Francisco from across the bay.


“I thought you wanted to study fashion, honey. In New York.” My mother looked at me sharply.


“Well, sure, later. But UC Berkeley is a great university. And I love the campus,” I faltered.


“Amanda, did you get into Parsons?” she asked.


“Yes, but I don’t want to go,” I replied stubbornly.


“Amanda, you’ve been talking about Parsons for two years. You can’t put your life on hold for us. I’ll be here with your father.”


“Your mother is right,” my father said, nodding.


“I’m not going to Parsons. I want to stay right here. ” I fled upstairs. My parents may be pillars of strength, but I was an eighteen-year-old girl about to lose the only man I ever loved. I locked my bedroom door and cried until it was dark.


*   *   *


I sat on the bench by the lake, wishing I could ask my father what to do after I discovered Andre and Ursula glued together with shrink-wrap. When I was nine my father and I went on a ski trip, just the two of us, to Aspen. My mother had twisted her ankle doing the foxtrot at the Asian Art Museum Winter Gala, but she insisted my father and I keep our reservations and go without her.


I remember the heady feeling of boarding the plane, the flight attendants gushing over my father, so tall and handsome with his steel-gray hair and his easy manner.


“Can I get you anything, anything at all?” A blond flight attendant leaned close while she adjusted my seat belt. She seemed to be sending my father a secret signal, a discreet flutter of her eyelashes, the way she ran her tongue over her lips, which I didn’t understand.


“I’ve got everything I need right here,” my father replied. I saw his face close down, and he spent the rest of the flight asking me about my drawing classes, and guessing what my mother would do in our absence.


We stayed in a rustic chalet on the side of the mountain with three other families from San Francisco. One night, after a long dinner where the children were relegated to a table in the kitchen and the adults kept flitting in and out, popping open bottles of wine, I watched one of the women take off her fur coat and drape it over my father’s shoulders.


I stopped in my tracks, about to join him in the dining room, and heard the woman giggle, “Nothing feels better than fur on naked skin.” Even before my father saw me, he took the jacket off his shoulders, steered the woman back to her husband, and said he was going outside to get some fresh air.


I joined him on the balcony, and put my hand in his pocket to keep warm.


“Why did Mrs. Graham give you her fur jacket?” I asked.


“Alcohol affects people in different ways,” he explained slowly.


“In bad ways?” I moved closer to my father. It was twenty below zero, and I was wearing leggings and my favorite pair of socks with toes.


“Sometimes, but then you just gently redirect them.”


“You mean, Mrs. Graham got confused and thought you were her husband,” I said, pondering the possibility.


“Something like that.” My father nodded and led me back inside.


The next night my father invited me to eat with the grown-ups. With his wife absent, I was his shield to keep away interested females.


I wiped my eyes and plucked a handful of daisies. I knew what my father would think of Andre. He hated weakness of character.


*   *   *


My father defied the doctors’ prognosis and died two weeks before I graduated from Berkeley. I spent almost every weekend of those four years playing games with him in his library overlooking the bay. He taught me chess and backgammon and how to never lose at tic-tac-toe. They were wonderful weekends. My mother would greet me with hugs and little presents: a pashmina she picked up at Neiman’s, a pair of Tod’s driving shoes she thought would be excellent for walking around campus. Then she would mumble something about a committee meeting and leave us alone.


I learned how to relax. I wanted time to stand still so I could always be looking at my father wearing his “at home” clothes: a silk robe over cashmere pants and leather slippers. I wanted to be able to hear his voice saying, “You can do anything you want, Amanda. Just make sure you know what that is.”


When I stood up with my graduating class on a foggy afternoon in May, I promised myself I would listen to him. Now I would go to New York and start my life. But I looked at my mother clapping furiously as I received my diploma and realized I couldn’t leave her either. She looked perfect in her black Dior suit, but she was thin as a stick and she was smoking two packs a day.


I moved home for the summer and got a job at a boutique in Presidio Heights. I would help my mother heal and in the fall I would move to New York. I pictured walking the avenues of New York and drinking in the winter clothes in the windows of Bergdorf’s and Bloomingdale’s.


I met Andre on July Fourth and by the end of the summer I was engaged to a sexy Frenchman who had been in America for ten months and didn’t know why everything was closed on the Fourth of July. My dreams of becoming a fashion designer came to a halt. I had only myself to blame. No one forced me to fall in love. I could have said no when Andre appeared at my mother’s house just before Labor Day with three dozen red roses and a box with a small, square diamond ring. But I was twenty-two, and drunk from a summer of long evenings holding hands and walking along the bay. Maybe I was trying to replace my father. Maybe I just adored having Andre whisper “J’adore” in my ear.


I remember the evening I first walked into Andre’s bistro. My friends all had big Fourth of July plans but I didn’t feel like celebrating. It was our first holiday since my father died, and by evening I desperately needed to get out of the house. My mother was trying to keep herself together. She filled her days with philanthropy but at night she sat in the library and smoked. I couldn’t get her to stop. If I told her she was killing herself she would look at me knowingly and nod. If I suggested we go out to dinner or hit a movie she would say she was tired and go to bed.


I asked Rosemary to watch her and I headed out to Sacramento Street. I needed to get some fresh air. Sacramento Street was deserted. All my usual haunts were closed. I kept walking, hoping at least Starbucks was open and I could get a hot mocha before I went home. I saw a tall man with a black ponytail lounging outside a restaurant.


“Allo, beautiful,” he said.


I turned around. There was no one else on the sidewalk.


“I am talking to the beautiful girl with curly brown hair,” he said as I walked closer. “That’s you.” His face broke into a wide smile. He had very white teeth and a Roman nose.


“Hello,” I replied.


“Come inside and have something to eat.” He motioned to the doorway. He wore dark blue jeans, a white apron, and white sneakers.


“Are you open?” I asked.


“Mais, oui. Why wouldn’t I?” he asked.


“It’s the Fourth of July,” I replied.


“So?” He shrugged his shoulders.


“America’s birthday. You know, a national holiday.”


“Bastille Day is my national holiday. I am Andre Blick, this is my restaurant.” He held out his hand. I shook it awkwardly. I had been so busy worrying about my father during college I hadn’t dated. Every now and then I would get pizza with a group of kids, but mostly I kept myself apart.


“Okay, I am hungry,” I agreed finally.


“Excellent, you are my first customer this evening.” He escorted me to a table, his arm lightly touching mine.


I turned out to be his only customer. He cooked for me and served me himself, his waitress having gone home early. Eventually he sat down next to me and opened a bottle of wine.


“I don’t drink,” I said, pushing away the wineglass.


“You have to drink, it’s a national holiday.” He filled my glass and poured one for himself.


“I thought your holiday was Bastille Day,” I said.


“I am in America now, with a beautiful American.” Andre clinked my glass. “To national holidays; may we celebrate many more.”


I knew he was flirting. No one had ever flirted with me and I didn’t know how to respond. He was handsome, like the Roman gods we had studied in mythology. I concentrated on my crepes and let him talk.


“I have worked in a kitchen since I was this high.” Andre placed his hand four feet off the floor. “My father was a chef in Toulouse and he let me stir the sauces and chop vegetables when the owner of the restaurant was away.” He paused and sipped his wine.


“When I was nineteen, I hitchhiked to Paris and became assistant chef at a bistro in the Thirteenth Arrondissement,” he continued. I liked the way he moved his hands around when he talked.


“Last year an American came in every morning and ordered my crepes. He said he was opening a French restaurant in San Francisco and asked me to be his chef and partner.”


“You left your family?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine living an ocean away from my mother.


“America is the land of opportunity.” He flashed his perfect white teeth. “I could not refuse. I moved to San Francisco and voilà. Crepe Suzette was born,” he finished his story, refilling our glasses and moving his chair closer to mine.


“Who’s Suzette?” I asked.


“My partner’s wife. Ex-wife now. She didn’t like the long hours he keeps at the restaurant so she’s divorcing him for a stockbroker who is home at four p.m.” He shrugged. “You Americans are funny. In France you get married, you stay married. Affairs, long hours, doesn’t matter. Marriage is for life.”


“I can understand long hours. Affairs would be another story,” I said.


“See, Americans. Very puritan.” He shook his head. His English was almost perfect. And he was so beautiful, his features chiseled from stone; I had to stop myself from looking at him. He was only twenty-four but he seemed older.


“Your crepes are wonderful. I have to go.” I fished my credit card out of my purse.


“Do you have a boyfriend waiting at home?” Andre leaned on the table, his elbow pressed against mine.


“No boyfriend. My father died recently, I am staying with my mother. They were married a long time and she really misses him.”


“Love. There are no happy endings. That is why we must live now.” He touched my face with his fingers.


I pulled back. “I better go. What do I owe you?”


“Dinner is on me, in exchange for your beautiful company.” Andre shook his head.


“Your English is very good. But you say ‘beautiful’ too much.”


“One can never say ‘beautiful’ too much if it is true.” He didn’t get up or remove my plate. He just sat looking at me.


“I need to pay, please. I don’t want your night to be a complete waste.”


“I will let you pay if you let me take you out to dinner on my night off,” Andre said.


“Okay. Agreed,” I said.


I handed him my credit card and he got up and walked over to the cash register.


“I need your phone number,” he said, placing the bill in front of me.


I wrote down my phone number and gave it to him. I opened the bill and signed my name. He picked up the bill and studied it closely. I remember thinking maybe I shouldn’t have tipped him; it was his restaurant. He handed me back my credit card and touched my shoulder. “When we get married you won’t have to change your initials, Amanda Bishop.”


*   *   *


I should have seen the warning signs, I thought, kicking a handful of pebbles into the lake so the ducks lifted their necks and shook their feathers. Andre had told me stories of wealthy women who propositioned him when he worked at the restaurant in Toulouse. How he lost his virginity in the giant fridge with the wife of the local judge. Andre had the morals of an alley cat and I had been blinded all these years by his declarations of love, and by the way he put his hand on the small of my back.


In my parents’ circle, at the highest rung of San Francisco society, infidelity was not tolerated. Families lived in mansions at the top of Pacific Heights and their morals were as lofty as their real estate. My father had been a member of the Bohemian Club and every summer he had spent a week at the Bohemian Grove, a private enclave in the redwood forest visited by heads of state, where women were denied entry. One year as he was leaving for his week’s retreat, one of my friends asked him what they do there.


“What’s all the hush-hush?” Maisie was sixteen and going through a rebellious stage. She liked to rile up her parents, or mine when she slept over on the weekends. “My father has taken a vow of silence. He won’t tell my mother a thing.” She leaned against my father’s Mercedes. “Do you guys import a bunch of strippers and play strip poker under the redwoods?”


My father looked at her levelly and opened the car door. “Maisie, I think it’s time you went home. I’ll drive you. And I’d like to have a word with your mother.”


A few days later my father received a written apology from Maisie in the mail, and she was not allowed to sleep over again.


When a scandal did occur among their friends, the culprit was ousted from the Pacific-Union Club and the Bohemian Club, and his social invitations were rescinded. A few of my father’s friends were self-made like he was, but most were descendants of the robber barons: Leland Stanford, Charles Crocker, and Mark Hopkins. They had spent the last hundred years making their names respectable; they weren’t going to let any blackguard tarnish their circle.


So how had I fallen for Andre, I asked myself, hurling the stones so they fell in the middle of the lake. Was I just taken in by his looks, by his Continental charm, or in the beginning had he been a gentleman?


*   *   *


That first summer Andre treated me like a princess. Whenever he arrived at the house he brought presents for Rosemary, my mother, and me. For Rosemary it was often a tomato from the restaurant’s garden, for my mother a small bouquet of lilacs or daisies, and for me a special chocolate dessert. At first I questioned his motives—he knew I was an heiress. But as the summer progressed and we explored the city together, he kept saying he enjoyed my company. And he thought I was beautiful. No one except my parents had ever called me beautiful.


In August my mother seemed more herself. She started going to lunch with friends. She wore her favorite color, pink, and she began accepting some of the invitations that kept pouring in. I thought about the fall and New York. I had mentioned my plans to Andre. He hadn’t said anything for or against. He hadn’t tried to sleep with me either. I was partially relieved. I was the only twenty-two-year-old virgin I knew and was terrified he would shrug me off as a juvenile if he found out. But each time he left me at the front door with just a long, deep kiss, my whole body quivered.


Sometimes I thought he was just filling his days off. I would leave for New York, and he would kiss me good-bye at the airport and find a new girl to hang out with in Pacific Heights. The week before Labor Day he proved me wrong. It was a Tuesday evening. I had worked all day at the boutique and was in the kitchen nibbling popcorn. My mother was at her book club and Rosemary was upstairs, turning down the beds. I heard a knock at the back door. I went outside and turned the corner toward the front of the house. Andre was sitting on a bench holding three bunches of roses. Beside him were a bottle of champagne and two glasses.


“Pick a bouquet,” he said as I approached.


“Why?”


“One of them holds a prize. A prize for me, but I want you to pick.” He smiled. His green eyes were like emeralds in the evening light. He wore a crisp white shirt, open at the collar, and navy slacks.


“Okay.” I stood uncertainly in front of the roses.


“Pick this one,” Andre said.


I took the bunch of roses he offered. “Why this one?”


“Look inside.”


I undid the tissue paper and found a small red box sitting at the base of the rose stems.


“Open it,” Andre said quietly.


I opened the box. Inside was a white gold ring with a small, square diamond.


“You are my prize, Amanda. Will you marry me?” Andre took my hand, which was shaking, and put the ring on my finger.


“Why do you want to marry me?”


“You only get to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Not why,” Andre told me.


“Before I answer yes or no,” I replied, trying to sound like an adult, “I have to know why. I don’t have a brilliant career. I’m not sexy.”


Andre put his finger on my lips and kept it there till I stopped talking.


“In California I have met a dozen women. They all have breasts out to here”—Andre stuck his hands out in front of him—“and blond hair down to here”—he touched my back—“but they have nothing up here.” He put a finger on my forehead. “You have hair like the Mona Lisa, eyes like a tiger, and up here”—he touched my forehead again—“you are an angel.”


I studied the small diamond on my finger. I looked at Andre, kneeling in front of me like a medieval knight. I wanted to believe he thought I was beautiful, but when I looked in the mirror I saw brown curly hair that frizzed up in the summer. My eyes were green but they were placed too close together, and though I was tall I had a neck like a giraffe.


“But we’re so young. We hardly know each other,” I said, trying another avenue. My whole body wanted to say yes, but somewhere inside me I knew a sophisticated Frenchman wanted more than a twenty-two-year-old virgin.


“Getting to know each other will be an adventure. You make me feel happy, Amanda. You give me something to look forward to when I am working.”


I sighed. He almost had me convinced. I had to bring up the one subject we had ignored: my money. “You know, I’m not really rich. All my money is in trust and I only get an allowance. I don’t see any real money till I’m thirty.”


Andre did not take his eyes off my face. He stayed kneeling and he held on to my hand. He chose his words carefully.


“Amanda, I know you were raised like a princess, and I will not be able to support you like that yet. But one day I will have my own restaurant. I promise I will never ask to borrow money from you, and we will never live on your income.”


We were both silent. I smelled the scent of three dozen roses. My parents had married after six weeks and they lasted twenty-three years.


“Yes,” I said, nodding.


Andre stood up and kissed me. He crushed the roses against my chest and he held my hand so tightly my new ring left an indentation on my finger.


*   *   *


We were married at Thanksgiving in my father’s library. It was too soon after my father’s death to hold a big wedding, and I didn’t want to wait. Since the day Andre proposed, I was a bundle of nerves. Like most girls who stay a virgin into their twenties, I became obsessed with sex. I clung to some romantic notion that we should wait till our honeymoon to really “do it.” Maybe I still thought I wouldn’t live up to Andre’s expectations and he would call off the wedding.


Thanksgiving morning was foggy and drizzly. I wore a simple Jackie O–style wedding dress: white and short with a full skirt. Andre wore a gray suit and a red rose in his lapel. His partner, Eric, was his best man and my best friend from high school, Kate, was my maid of honor. My mother gave me away. She was completely charmed by Andre and pleased that I was starting my own life.


“You and Andre haven’t known each other very long, Amanda, but he seems to make you happy,” she said in my bedroom on the morning of the wedding.


“I’m deliriously happy,” I replied, trying to tame my hair into a bun and slipping small diamond earrings into my ears.


“Deliriously happy doesn’t last,” she said, stubbing out her cigarette. She still smoked a pack a day, but she tried to stop when she was around me.


“You and Dad acted like life was one big party.”


“Your father lived large, but he had a solid backbone.”


“Andre is going to be very successful. The restaurant is doing really well. Dad started small.” I slipped my feet into ballet flats. Andre was tall, but I wanted to be looking up at him when we said our vows.


“You’re right. I’m just playing devil’s advocate. Marriage is a long haul.” She looked in the mirror and smoothed her pink Chanel skirt. She was over sixty but her face was smooth. Only her neck was wrinkled, hidden under a bright Hermès scarf.


“We’ll be great, Mother. I had the best role models.” I hugged her.


She snapped open her bag to find another cigarette. “I’ll go downstairs and see if the caterers are here.”


The ceremony was short, performed by one of my father’s old friends, Judge Hansen. Afterward we popped a bottle of champagne and nibbled salmon and rice balls. The wedding-Thanksgiving lunch was served in the long dining room under crystal chandeliers.


Andre sat at the head of the table, my mother at the other end. I was on Andre’s left, Kate on his right. Andre kept his hand on mine the entire lunch, so I had to eat one-handed. While we waited for the pumpkin pie that was going to be our wedding cake, Andre stood up to make a toast.


“This is my first Thanksgiving. I am so lucky to be welcomed into this family. And Grace”—he nodded to my mother—“I will treat Amanda like this champagne flute: delicate, perfect, and priceless. Thank you for allowing her to be my wife.” He lifted his glass and we all drank.


Later, when I was changing into my going-away outfit, Kate knocked on my door.


“What do you think?” I asked. Kate and I had known each other since grade school.


“A little corny,” she said, pulling off her heels and lying down on my bed.


“What do you mean?” I frowned.


“I like Andre,” she said carefully, releasing her short blond hair from its ponytail holder. “He’s just a little clichéd.”


“Well, thanks.” I sat down on the bed next to Kate.


“He’s just sooo romantic. So French.”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing. I hope it lasts.”


“You’re jealous.” I laughed. “You want someone to shower you with rose petals.”


“I’m fine being single. Sorry, I wasn’t trying to be nasty.”


“I forgive you. It is my wedding day,” I said. I closed the overnight bag that held my La Perla negligee. “And tonight is my wedding night.”


“Maybe you should have had the wedding night first,” Kate giggled.


I threw a silk pillow at her. “Maybe I should have made you catch the bouquet.”


*   *   *


We checked in to the Mark Hopkins on top of Nob Hill. I felt electric shocks run up my spine when the concierge welcomed us as Mr. and Mrs. Blick. I wore a taupe Eileen Fisher skirt, a Donna Karan silk bodysuit, and camel-colored Prada flats. I had straightened my hair and it lay in silky layers over my shoulders. I looked like a confident San Francisco twenty-something. But as Andre and I stood in the elevator, climbing to the twenty-third floor, I felt like a little girl going to her first ballet class. Andre placed his hand on the small of my back. I was too nervous to make polite conversation with the bellboy. I pretended to search my Michael Kors clutch for some imaginary item until we arrived on our floor.


While Andre inspected the room I stood by the window, hoping the familiar view of San Francisco Bay would steady my nerves. I watched the ferry leave its wake in the gray water, and I studied the Golden Gate Bridge. I took a deep breath and turned to face Andre.


“So, Mrs. Blick, may I pour you some champagne?” Andre held my shoulders and kissed me slowly.


“I think I had enough champagne at lunch,” I replied.


“Then let’s get out of these clothes, yes?” he asked. He unzipped my skirt and slipped off my bodysuit without waiting for my response. Then he took my pantyhose and rolled them off my legs. He took my hand and guided me to the bed.


“I am the luckiest man,” he said when we were lying naked facing each other. I had never seen Andre completely naked. His skin was olive and completely smooth. His arms had rows of small muscles from years of working in a kitchen. His stomach was flat and he had a smattering of black hair over his chest. Every time he touched me I felt an electric shock.


He moved slowly, touching my hands, my stomach, my breasts. He planted little kisses up and down my spine. He pulled my hair to one side and covered my neck with his mouth. I thought, how did I end up in bed with this Roman god? Me, who had known the same skinny boys all through grade school and high school, who had not been on a real date since senior prom?


Andre’s kisses grew deeper. I kissed him back and placed my hands tentatively on his chest. Andre climbed on top of me, covering his body with mine. We began moving together. I tried to give in to just feeling and follow him. He kept moving, stroking my hair and murmuring my name. When he finally shuddered to a stop, groaning softly and rolling off me, I moved to the side of the bed and lay perfectly still. I waited till I was sure he was sleeping and then I turned my head and looked at him. I studied his curly black hair and his long black eyelashes. I followed his long legs wrapped up in the sheets. I closed my eyes, and I thought at that moment nothing else mattered. The world outside the big picture window did not exist. I was complete.


*   *   *


I got up from the bench and stretched my legs. I thought maybe if I did some yoga, looking straight at the mountain, I could ease the pain that was squeezing my chest. I tried standing in a Half Moon and clearing my mind of unwelcome thoughts. Andre and Ursula danced before my eyes like hand puppets at the fair. I conjured up Max’s face, his blue eyes that were just like my father’s, but that made me start crying again. I relaxed the Half Moon and slumped back on the bench. It was easier just to hate him.


*   *   *


I remembered our first year of marriage when I was Andre’s willing sex slave. We rented an apartment in Cow Hollow and my mother decorated it for us as her wedding present. It had a tiny kitchen, a small living room, and a bathroom with a shower and no tub. But the bedroom was large enough for a king-sized bed, and it had a window with a view of the bay. Andre laughed at me and called me his little trollop because I would wait up for him till he closed the restaurant. I met him in bed so we didn’t waste time eating or talking about our day. I just wanted him between the sheets, as fast as possible.


“You are not really American. American girls do not like sex like you,” Andre said after we had been married a month. We were sitting in bed at noon. I brought him orange juice and croissants and the newspaper.


“How many American girls did you know?” I teased him.


“I have no memory of anyone before you,” he said seriously. I didn’t press him. If he claimed he had forgotten all his past girlfriends, I wasn’t going to argue. I was too busy enjoying the present to worry about the past. I didn’t think much about the future either. My days were full. I had everything I wanted.


*   *   *


In our second year of marriage two things happened that changed our delicious routine: Andre had a falling-out with his partner, and I got pregnant. It was just after Christmas and I had a nasty cold that turned into walking pneumonia. I was given a course of antibiotics and told to stay in bed. With nothing else to do, and the restaurant closed for the holidays, we made love three times a day. The antibiotics canceled out the Pill, and by February I realized my period was late.


I panicked. Andre and I never argued because I never voiced an opinion that was different from his. I bought my clothes and books with my allowance so I wasn’t even a drain on his income. I confided in Kate that I was pregnant and afraid to tell Andre.


“What are you afraid of? He’s the one who knocked you up.” It was a Thursday afternoon. Andre was at work and Kate arrived from the spa in her workout clothes.


“We’re so young and Andre works so hard. He’s at the restaurant almost every night. Now he’ll come home to a screaming baby instead of a sexy wife.”


“Amanda, you have to stop being scared of your husband. He works hard because he wants to. Having a baby won’t cramp his style,” Kate said, taking a banana from the fruit bowl.


“What do you mean, what ‘style’?”


Kate was silent while she ate her banana. “Nothing. Just I’m sure your mom will help out with the baby. She’ll be in stitches over having a grandchild.”


“I don’t know why you don’t like Andre.” I was feeling bloated and grumpy.


“I like Andre, but you treat him like a god. He won the jackpot when he married you.”


“Andre and I don’t talk about money. I don’t come into my inheritance till I’m thirty, Kate.” I narrowed my eyes.


“Just tell him you’re pregnant.” She threw the banana skin in the garbage.


*   *   *


I told Andre I was pregnant on Saturday. Andre and Eric got in a huge fight on Sunday. When he came home early on Sunday night, and told me he quit, somehow I thought it was my fault.


“You can’t quit, it’s your restaurant,” I said. We were lying on our bed and I was rubbing his back. He had come home, flung off his clothes, and thrown himself spread-eagled on the bed.


“I can’t work with Eric anymore. He is making a bastard of French cuisine.”


“But what will you do?” I kept rubbing his back.


“He wants to serve flavored crepes. Cinnamon crepes, mocha crepes. We are not the House of Pancakes.”


“Can you buy him out?”


“I can’t afford to.”


Finally I said, “We could ask my mother. She could help us buy him out.”


Andre sat up and held my arms tightly. “I told you I will never ask you for money.”


“But what will we do? With the baby, I won’t be able to work.” I made a tiny salary working at the boutique, but somehow I had to bring up the subject of the baby.


“You think I can’t support our child? Do you think you married a boy?” Andre raised his voice.


“I’m just being practical. You love the restaurant,” I said evenly.


“I’ll find another partner, and another restaurant,” Andre replied. He placed his head between my breasts. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He nuzzled my breasts and pulled me down on the bed next to him.


He caressed my thighs. He turned me toward him and stroked my hair. I closed my eyes and gave in to the luscious release of sex. After we made love and Andre was asleep, I felt a sharp stab of uneasiness about our future. Our bedroom with its wonderful king bed did not have room for a crib. For a guilty moment I wished I were back in my bedroom at my parents’ house, looking up at my beautiful ceiling with its gold stars and dark sky.


*   *   *


The next morning I ate a piece of wheat toast to settle my stomach, and walked to my mother’s house. I usually loved walking up the hills of San Francisco, turning at the top of every street to look out at the bay. But I was tired and feeling queasy. My stomach did little flips like goldfish trying to escape from their bowl.


My parents’ house was set behind a rose garden. The house was three stories, all looking out on the bay. Ivy climbed the walls and the windows were hung with thick gold curtains.


I rang the doorbell. Rosemary opened the door. “Is my mother home?” I gave Rosemary a quick hug.


“She is in the morning room. Would you like a cup of coffee?”


“No thanks, Rosemary. I’ll go say hi.” I walked through the long hallway with its black-and-white-marble floor and faux-painted walls. My mother was sitting at the breakfast table reading the paper. The table was covered in a gold tablecloth and set with sterling silver. My mother was perfectly dressed in a belted Gucci dress and pumps. She stubbed her cigarette out when she saw me.


“Do you have to smoke at breakfast?” I asked.


“That’s not much of a greeting.” My mother got up and kissed my cheek.


“I just want you to live a long time.” I took a deep breath. “Since you’re going to be a grandmother.”


“What?”


“I’m pregnant, we’re having a baby.” My eyes filled with tears.


“That’s wonderful. Why are you crying?”


“I’m not crying,” I said, but then my voice wobbled and I burst into tears.


My mother held me in her arms while I sobbed. Finally she pushed me gently away and smiled. “Welcome to pregnancy. I used to cry when I read fortune cookies.”


“I know. I can’t wait to have a baby.” I rubbed my cheeks. “It’s just…” I started crying again. This time I couldn’t stop.


“Okay, tell me what’s wrong,” my mother said.


I told her Andre and Eric had a falling-out and he quit the restaurant. I told her how I was afraid we couldn’t fit the baby’s things into our tiny apartment. I told her Andre was determined to pay for everything himself.


“I know I’m being selfish,” I finished.


“I understand Andre wants to support you. But I could be a silent partner in a restaurant with him. He would run it, I’d back him financially,” she continued.


I shook my head. “He would consider that helping out.”


“But I believe in Andre. He is a great chef, and he’s charming and charismatic. I would like to be a partner.”


“I wish you could, Mom. But he’ll be furious with me if you suggest it. I can’t risk it.” I shook my head.


“I’m sure he’ll find another partner then.”


She picked up a cigarette from its thin gold case. She lit it, and then quickly put it out. “I’m sorry. I can’t smoke around you when you’re pregnant. Your father was stubborn and proud, too. Marriage is tough.”


“Thanks for telling me,” I said glumly.


“Amanda, you’re having a baby! We should be so happy. Think of all the fun we’ll have shopping! Andre can’t fault me for buying the baby presents. We’ll get a lovely crib and baby blankets. And lots of newborn outfits, and a stroller so you can go on long walks. What if”—she paused—“what if I buy you an apartment in the baby’s name?”


“Let’s not push our luck. I’m happy with a crib and a stroller,” I replied.


“Well then, let’s go shopping. We can run down to Neiman’s and get a few newborn outfits.” She took one last sip of coffee and picked up her cigarette case.


“Mom, I’m not due for seven months!”


“It’ll be fun. And we can buy a couple of maternity outfits, too. Some of the young designers have come out with really pretty things.”


“Okay.” I gave in and followed her to the garage.


“Good girl. One thing your father taught me is a day’s shopping can fix almost anything.”


“I’m sure the credit card companies loved him for that,” I chuckled, getting into the passenger seat of my mother’s silver Mercedes.


“American Express used to send him a bottle of cognac every Christmas.” She nodded as we pulled out of the driveway and drove to Union Square.


*   *   *


Andre found his new partner at a dinner party given by one of my prep school friends. I didn’t want to go to the dinner. I was still really queasy and the last thing I wanted to do was spend the evening stuck in front of a plate of salmon and rice sauté. I wasn’t too keen on the company either. The hostess, Stephanie, had been one of the biggest flirts at school. She had big lips and huge breasts and toyed with all the male teachers, the soccer coach, even the headmaster.


Stephanie and I lost touch after graduation. She went off to Penn to major in international finance. Now she was back, living in Marin, and somehow heard I had married a French chef.


“You have to bring him over to meet Glenn.” Stephanie called out of the blue soon after Andre quit the restaurant.


“Who’s Glenn?” I asked.


“My husband, silly. We got married in St. Moritz last Christmas. Glenn loves French food and French wine. When Kate told me you married a French chef, Glenn said I had to have a dinner party in your honor. Friday night, eight o’clock.” Stephanie hung up before I could make up an excuse to beg off.


I picked up the phone and called Kate. “When did you see Stephanie and what did you tell her about Andre?” I fumed.


Kate laughed. “Sorry, you know how nosy she is. She came into the spa and somehow your name came up. I didn’t know you were hiding Andre.”


“I’m not hiding him. But she invited us to dinner. I don’t want to go.”


“Then don’t go,” Kate replied.


“Andre will want to go. Her husband wants to meet a French chef.” I sighed.


“It’s only dinner, Amanda. Are you afraid of Stephanie and her very large breasts?” Kate laughed.


“I have very large breasts of my own right now.”


“Then think of it as one night you don’t have to cook.”


“I don’t like food, and food doesn’t like me.” I hung up the phone.


I casually mentioned the invitation to Andre when he returned from one of his long afternoons spent at Starbucks reading the newspaper. His face brightened and he kissed me on the mouth. “Of course we’ll go,” he said. I knew what he was thinking. He had had no luck finding a new partner and he was running out of ideas.


*   *   *


We drove across the Golden Gate Bridge in Andre’s old Volkswagen. Andre drove with one hand on the wheel and the other on my thigh. His hair was tied back in a shiny black ponytail; his white shirt was open to the third button.


Stephanie and Glenn lived in Ross, down the hill from our prep school. Ross was a tiny town centered around a patch of green called “the commons.” The commons was the home of the Fourth of July barbecue, Family Day in October, even a Winter Festival in December with fake snow. It was always full of kids playing soccer and mothers standing around admiring each other’s Gucci shoes.


Andre and I pulled up in front of Glenn and Stephanie’s house: It was a big Craftsman style with a three-car garage and a yellow Porsche in the driveway.


“I guess Stephanie married well,” I said as we approached the front door. I knew Stephanie hadn’t grown up with a lot of money, and real estate in Ross was astronomically expensive.


“Maybe her husband will want to be my partner,” Andre said.


*   *   *


Glenn wasn’t interested in investing in Andre, but Stephanie was. From the moment she opened the door, wearing a green velour Juicy Couture sweat suit, her platinum-blond hair falling over her breasts, I wanted to throw up. She hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. She pouted prettily at Andre. I grabbed a glass of champagne from the bar.


“Amanda, should you be drinking?” Stephanie shot me a quizzical look. She had one hand on Andre’s arm and was guiding him to the bar.


“One drink every now and then is fine,” I said, giving Stephanie a wide smile. If Stephanie didn’t let go of Andre’s arm I might strangle her.


“In France most pregnant women drink wine at dinner,” Andre said supportively. But he didn’t remove his arm from Stephanie’s grasp.


“I’ll tell Glenn to open one of our best French wines.” Stephanie disappeared into the kitchen.


Andre stood close to me and put his hand on my back. “Relax, Amanda,” he whispered into my ear.


“I forgot what a vulture she is.”


“She is an attractive woman,” Andre said. “But no one is as beautiful as you.”


I was trying to figure out how to respond when a man wearing khakis came down the stairs. He must have been at least six foot three, skinny as a stick. He was almost bald and wore round brown glasses.


“Hi, I’m Glenn. You must be Amanda and Andre. I’m so glad you came.” He shook our hands.


“Andre, help yourself.” Stephanie held the tray in front of Andre. “I tried some French recipes in your honor. Tell me what you think of my escargot.” She picked up a small round snail and popped it in Andre’s mouth.


I took a swig of champagne. I hadn’t eaten anything but a handful of saltines since lunch. The champagne floated straight down to my shoes.


“How did you and Stephanie meet?” I asked Glenn.


“I spent my junior year at the Sorbonne and Glenn was working at Lehman Brothers in Paris. We ran into each other at a café near to his office.” Stephanie was beaming.


I took a piece of toast with liver pâté from the tray. It looked and smelled awful, but I had to put something in my stomach that didn’t have bubbles.


“We had a lovely time exploring Paris,” Glenn agreed.


I knew what Glenn saw in Stephanie: five feet seven inches of perfect bronze flesh. But why had she picked him? Glenn looked like a very thin version of Gumby. I glanced nervously at Andre and wished he’d button up his shirt.


“He just swept me off my feet. Proposed to me at the top of the Eiffel Tower. With this”—she stuck her engagement ring under my nose. It was an emerald-cut diamond, at least five carats. She had a matching diamond wedding band. I noticed the large diamond studs in her ears and the floating diamond hanging on a gold chain around her neck. I was beginning to understand what Stephanie saw in Glenn.


My legs felt wobbly. I sat down on the sofa. I saw Stephanie staring at Andre. Her pink mouth was open in a small o and she ran her tongue over her teeth.


“Who else is coming?” I asked.


“Oh, just a couple of guys Glenn knows from Lehman’s and their wives. Boring. I thought it would be such fun to have you two here. Maybe Andre can improve my French cooking.” Stephanie continued to beam.


Andre was either oblivious to her advances or didn’t want to offend her. He smiled at Stephanie and made no move to sit next to me.


“Actually, would you mind if I stole your husband for a moment? I want to show him my entrées.” She pulled Andre into the kitchen.


I was left alone with Glenn. He sat down on the sofa and offered me a bowl of pretzels.


“No, thanks.” I shook my head, thinking if I put anything in my mouth I would choke.


“So you and Stephanie went to prep school together?” Glenn asked pleasantly.


“Yes. It was a small school so all the kids knew one another pretty well.” I smiled weakly. I wanted to tell him that I knew Stephanie too well: She was a cheating hussy after his money and he should get out now, before they had kids.


“Stephanie has very fond memories of school. When I took the position in San Francisco she convinced me to look at houses in Ross. We fell in love with this one.”


“It’s a beautiful home. But didn’t Stephanie want to stay in the city?” I asked.


“She thinks Ross is a perfect place to raise a family. We’re hoping to have kids soon.”


“Are you talking about me?” Stephanie emerged from the kitchen. Andre came up behind her. His shirt was smooth, his expression bland. They had only been gone a few minutes. Maybe I was making something out of nothing.


I looked at Glenn closely. He seemed so innocent. He must be one of those “numbers” guys who was a fox with figures but a lamb in the real world.


“You’re lucky, Amanda.” Stephanie refilled Andre’s champagne glass. “I want babies so badly.” Her face crinkled into a sexy pout. “But it hasn’t happened yet.”


“We’ve only been trying for three months,” Glenn reminded her.


“I guess we’ll have to try harder,” Stephanie said. She seemed to be talking directly to Andre.


Before I could get up and strangle her, the doorbell rang. Stephanie dashed to answer the door.


I looked at Andre leaning against the bar. He wore navy wool pants and leather loafers. It was time I stopped being a jealous wife and became Andre’s supportive partner. As much as I abhorred Stephanie, I trusted Andre. Stephanie and Glenn could obviously afford to invest in a restaurant, and we had no other prospects. I put down my champagne glass, rubbed my stomach, and went and slipped my hand in Andre’s.


Andre turned and gave me his radiant smile. I squeezed his hand tighter. When Stephanie returned with two other couples, Andre and I stood side by side, shoulders touching.


*   *   *


Stephanie seated Andre on her right at the long cherry dining room table. Glenn was on my left, and a man in his mid-forties named Harvey was on my right. Harvey’s wife, Jane, sat across from me. Harvey and Jane oohed and aahed over each course Stephanie served. It was as if she invited them to be her own personal cheering section, just in case Andre didn’t notice how wonderful she was.


“This bread is too good to be store bought. Did you make it yourself?” Jane dipped a chunk of bread in her soup and made appreciative smacking noises.


“Stephanie has been taking some Cordon Bleu courses,” Glenn said proudly.


The other couple were named Tom and Dell. Tom had a face full of acne that made him look like a teenager. Dell had small brown eyes framed by brown hair. Stephanie was like a movie star at her own premiere. She flitted around the table flashing her breasts every time she bent down to serve a dish.


“Stephanie told me Andre has a restaurant called Crepe Suzette on Sacramento Street,” Glenn said, sipping his expensive French wine.


“Had a restaurant, unfortunately,” Andre replied. “My partner wanted to serve peanut butter crepes. I could not bastardize my beloved French cuisine, so I resigned.” He bowed his head as if he should be awarded the Medal of Honor for his sacrifice for France.


“That’s terrible.” Stephanie’s mouth formed its sexy pout. “How could he suggest peanut butter crepes?”


“I don’t know.” Andre let out a long sigh.


“Andre wants to open a new restaurant,” I said.


“I’m sure you’ll do well,” Glenn said. I glanced at Andre. That wasn’t the response we were hoping for.


“I thought of opening my own catering company,” Stephanie said, licking her soup spoon. “I’d cater dinner parties in town. Just to keep busy, till we have babies.”


“You don’t want to cook in other people’s houses,” Andre said and shook his head. “But if you had your own restaurant people would come to you.”


“My own restaurant,” Stephanie mused.


“I don’t think you have time to run a restaurant, darling,” Glenn said nervously.


“Andre could be my partner. We could have a French restaurant right here in Ross. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before!” she exclaimed.


Probably because there wasn’t a hot French chef sitting at her table before, I thought miserably.


“Stephanie, you would make a wonderful maître d’.” Andre gave her a movie star–caliber smile.


“There’s a space on the commons that used to be a dress shop. It would be perfect. We could have ten tables, very intimate, and just serve dinner.” Stephanie almost bounced out of her chair.


I tried to open my mouth and protest. I didn’t want Andre commuting to Marin. I certainly didn’t want him to be partners with this overripe viper.


“That would be a long drive for you,” I said, touching Andre’s hand.


“We could move to Marin,” he replied, putting his hand over mine.


“You should buy in Ross,” Stephanie piped in. “It’s the best place to raise children.”


“We can’t afford Ross,” I said quietly.


“Oh, Amanda, stop. We used to call Amanda’s house ‘the palace’ and Amanda ‘the princess.’ Her parents were so rich,” Stephanie said to the whole table.


“My parents, not me,” I mumbled.


“Honey, I’d never be bored if we had a restaurant.” Stephanie got up and stood behind Glenn. She nuzzled his neck so her guests had a full view of her breasts. Even I was impressed. Mine were big, but hers were big and perfect: two pale pink peaches pushed up by a Wonderbra.


“Sweetie, we’ll have kids soon and then where will that leave Andre?” Glenn looked at Andre for support, but Andre’s attention was directed at his soup.


“Oh please. I want to do something. You don’t want me to get antsy,” Stephanie begged.


“I’ll clear the table,” Jane said brightly.


“I’ll help you,” Dell offered. Both women obviously wanted to escape to the kitchen. Stephanie was like a girl intent on a new toy.


“If you don’t mind I’m going to step out and have a cigarette.” Harvey pushed back his chair.


“I’ll join you. I always like a breath of fresh air between courses.” Tom followed him outside.


“Opening a new restaurant is a huge undertaking.” Andre turned toward Glenn. “But it might do very well. You have a wealthy client base over here, and not a lot of dining options.”


I realized while Andre was studying his soup he was figuring out the best way to approach the situation. Glenn was a numbers man, so Andre was talking numbers.


“I never thought of it like that,” Glenn replied.


Stephanie decided to let the men hash it out. “Amanda, help me get the entrées.” She gave Glenn a dazzling smile, brushing against him before dragging me into the kitchen.


Stephanie’s kitchen was huge, with a giant butcher-block island and a double Wolf oven.


“Wow, what a gorgeous oven,” I said, wanting to talk about anything other than a partnership with Andre.


“I told you, I love to cook. But it gets boring cooking for two people.” Stephanie removed a ham from the oven and sliced it onto six plates.


“Where did you get these lovely plates?” I admired the plates lined up on the marble counter. The number of times Stephanie said she was bored was making me nervous.


“Where did you get your divine dish?” Stephanie replied.


“What?” I asked.


“Your husband,” she cooed. “He is a cutie. How did you snag him?”


“Um, just love,” I said, sounding stupid even to myself.


“I never expected you to catch a sexy Frenchman,” Stephanie continued.


“Glenn seems really wonderful.” I tried to change the subject.


“Glenn’s great,” Stephanie agreed, adding asparagus tips to each plate and dribbling a hollandaise sauce. “But you got the hunk. I’m impressed.”


“Andre’s going to be a great dad,” I mumbled. I wanted to get out of the kitchen, out of the house, and back into Andre’s old VW.


“Here, take these plates, let’s see if our husbands struck a deal.” Stephanie pushed two plates into my hands and nudged me into the dining room.


*   *   *


“Stephanie, your tips are cooked to perfection. And this sauce … Where did you get the recipe?” Andre asked, cutting his asparagus into ribbons.


“See, Glenn, I do have talent. Can I please have my restaurant?” Stephanie turned her don’t-say-no-to-me pout on her husband.


“Andre and I were crunching a few numbers while you girls were in the kitchen,” Glenn said, slurring his words. He wasn’t as good at holding his liquor as he was at working his figures.


“Glenn is a real whiz with numbers,” Andre complimented our host.


“A French restaurant in town might have potential,” Glenn said, looking well lubricated.


“Please, please,” Stephanie purred. “We could call it La Petite Maison.” She turned to her dinner guests. “Glenn lived in a pension in Paris called La Petite Maison. It holds special memories.” She turned back to Glenn and gave him a secret smile.


“La Petite Maison,” Glenn faltered.


“I’ll pull out the Dom Perignon and we’ll make a toast!” Stephanie jumped up and flew into the kitchen to grab the champagne. I thought if I saw any more bubbles I’d throw up on their Persian rug. I looked at Andre, who was quietly wiping his plate, and thought I’d be sick anyway. I couldn’t fault Andre for encouraging Glenn and Stephanie. He needed a partner. I stood up and excused myself to the bathroom.


When I returned everyone was toasting “La Petite Maison.” Stephanie was jabbering about calling the Realtor about the space on the commons. Andre and Glenn were discussing “cash flow” and “reserves.”


“Honey, have some champagne.” Andre reached for my hand and squeezed it tightly.


I couldn’t be in their house another minute. I pushed my chair back and smiled weakly at everyone. “I’m actually not feeling well. I think we better go.”


“But I made the most wonderful dessert,” Stephanie protested. “It’s a Belgian chocolate mousse.”


“I’m practically allergic to chocolate at the moment,” I insisted. “Pregnancy is playing havoc with my stomach. And I just want to be asleep by eight p.m.” I grimaced.


“Oh, you poor baby,” Stephanie cooed. “Next time just send Andre over. There’s so much to discuss!”


“He doesn’t like to leave me home alone,” I said.


“It’s true.” Andre nodded. “We will start looking for a place to live in Marin.”


“Ooh, I’ll help you! Amanda, call me tomorrow, we can go house hunting.” Stephanie kissed me on both cheeks. She turned to Andre and he practically disappeared in her bear hug.


Glenn drained his second glass of champagne. “I’ll have my attorney get some numbers to you next week.”


*   *   *


Finally we were in the car. At first I was so grateful to have escaped I was silent. But as we neared our apartment, my horror of going into partnership with Stephanie surfaced.


“I can’t believe you would consider being partners with that human piranha,” I said as we neared our building.


“Amanda, you should be thrilled the evening was a success. We are going to have our restaurant.” He put my hand to his mouth and covered it with kisses.


“You are not opening a restaurant with that hussy,” I hissed.


Andre pulled up in front of our apartment and turned off the engine.


“Are you telling me what to do?” he asked in a low voice.


“How could you even consider it? She just wants a new boy toy.”


“Don’t you trust me?” he asked in the same stony voice.


“Of course I trust you,” I replied. “I just don’t trust her. She was doing half the male faculty when we were in high school. We don’t need her.”


“Actually, Amanda, we do need her. She is the only potential partner we have.”


I took my hand away from him and placed it firmly in my lap.


“Andre, we can’t,” I said plaintively.


“Why not?”


“She’s just too awful,” I begged him.


“Amanda, jealousy is an ugly trait. It does not suit you. We need an income.”


“But you can’t commute to Ross,” I said, trying another approach.


“You did all through prep school,” he reminded me.


“I had a driver, and I didn’t have a wife and baby to come home to. You wouldn’t get home till midnight.”


Andre was quiet. I thought I had convinced him the new restaurant needed to be in the city.


“We’ll move to Marin,” he said.


“We can’t afford to move to Marin.” I shook my head.


“There are apartments in Marin.”


“There aren’t any apartments in Ross. The only way I’m moving to Marin,” I said carefully, “is if we let my mother buy us a house.”


“Your mother cannot buy us a house.” Andre shook his head.


“For our baby. She wants to do something for us. She wanted to be your partner,” I reminded him.


“Darling, I would never be a partner with a family member.” His voice softened and he reached for my hand in the dark.


“Then let her buy us a house in Ross, in the baby’s name. Then you can have your restaurant.” I wanted to go upstairs and climb into bed, but we needed to resolve this first.


“Okay,” Andre said finally. “But it must be a very small house, and I will pay her back when the restaurant is on its feet.” He leaned over to kiss me on the cheek.


“Amanda, why are you crying?” he asked in the dark, brushing away the tears on my cheek.


I couldn’t admit I was terrified of Stephanie stealing him away. “Oh, pregnancy,” I lied. “I cry about everything.”


“Well, stop crying and kiss me. Let’s go upstairs and I’ll show you how happy I am.”


The next morning I lay in bed while Andre ran to the market to buy croissants and orange juice. We had made love last night and again this morning, as if Andre was convincing me he couldn’t get enough of me. I leaned against the pillow and willed myself to be happy. We would find a lovely house. Our child would grow up in Ross, playing soccer on the commons. Life would be good. And life was good, until Black Tuesday when I found Andre with his pants down and his legs wrapped around Ursula and it all fell apart.




Chapter Two


After I stopped hurling stones into the lake, I decided I needed someone to talk to. I didn’t trust myself to drive across the Golden Gate Bridge to see my mother. I thought I would visit Stephanie. She was still a silent partner in La Petite Maison; she should know what was going on in the back room.


One of the most surprising things about the last decade was that Stephanie and I became best friends. She did have extremely good taste and the restaurant was a success from the day it opened. La Petite Maison occupied a small shop on the commons. Inside there were ten tables, two of them pressed up against the bay windows. Candles sat on linen tablecloths and big murals of Provence covered the walls. The menu was simple: soups and fish and fondue. Over the years, the variety of fondues grew and people came from San Francisco to try Andre’s chocolate fondue and cream cheese fondue.


In the beginning Stephanie was very involved in the restaurant and I was anxious from morning to night. Andre and I found a small bungalow on a leafy lane near the commons. My mother was thrilled to buy it for us and insisted on decorating it. It was within walking distance of La Petite Maison and it had a sunny flat garden. When I was still pregnant, I spent most of my time at the restaurant “helping.” I was actually spying, making sure Stephanie kept her hands off Andre, and surprisingly she did. She giggled and made suggestive comments, but as far as I could see she kept her hands and her breasts to herself.


Then Stephanie became pregnant and lost interest in the restaurant. She confided in me that she had a bit of a crush on her ob/gyn, who told her standing for long periods in high heels was bad for her pregnancy. Andre hired a new maître d’ and Stephanie retired to decorate the nursery.


Max was born in September, and with Stephanie gone from day-to-day operations at the restaurant, I let myself relax and enjoy motherhood. From the moment Max came home from the hospital and I placed him in his crib, he became the center of my universe.


I didn’t mind Andre’s long hours at the restaurant. Having only one child to follow around, I had plenty of energy to make his meals, rub his feet when he came home late, and to listen to his stories about La Petite Maison. As my mother had predicted, he was talented, charismatic, and charming, and the restaurant established a loyal following.


What my mother had not predicted was that he would screw the chef, and that kind of put a damper on my happiness. As I jogged down the path to Stephanie’s, I wondered if he had screwed the waitress, the hostess, the wine stewardess, and all the other women he employed in the last ten years. Was it the constant parade of young flesh that kept him singing at the restaurant every day? I was so angry I broke into a sprint and arrived at Stephanie’s flushed and furious.


I rang the doorbell and waited. Stephanie’s house was so big it always took a full three minutes for Gisella, her au pair, to answer the door. I had come to realize Stephanie had gone to Penn and married reliable, wealthy Glenn because she was actually very intelligent. She didn’t employ a Swedish au pair with legs longer than a racehorse and white-blond hair that touched her bottom. She hired a short Portuguese woman with a mustache and ankles like boulders.


“Gisella, is Mrs. Chambers at home?” Stephanie liked to keep things formal in her house: to keep the separation between the help and the family evident. I had a lot to learn. When I thought of the welcome dinner I had given Ursula—I had baked bread and tossed a Caesar salad for her—I wanted to throw up.


“Mrs. Chambers is in the garden with the children,” Gisella replied. When she talked she displayed a row of gold teeth.


“Thank you, Gisella.”


Stephanie had two gorgeous children: Zoe was a few months younger than Max and had a head of blond curls and big blue eyes. She looked and acted like an angel. Graham was a stout two-year-old with permanently red cheeks. He followed his mother and sister around as if they were deities. Stephanie was a very good mother. When she was with her children she shined her light on them as if no one else existed. She didn’t boast about their accomplishments like so many other mothers, she just made them feel tremendously loved.


Stephanie was sitting in the sandbox with Graham. Pregnancy and child-rearing had blurred her perfect features. Her breasts were still big, but now they pointed slightly downward. Her thighs were a little wider than when we were teenagers—she complained she couldn’t resist finishing the kids’ peanut butter sandwiches and chicken tenders.


She wore her hair short, barely touching her shoulders. She did keep it very blond and she still wore bright red lipstick, even at home in the garden, but she didn’t scream “sex siren” when you saw her. Today she wore denim shorts, a lace top, and white Keds.


“I thought you did yoga on Tuesdays,” Stephanie said.


“I did yoga this morning.”


“You don’t look very zen.”


I glanced down at my clothes. My tights had a rip down the side and my shoes were caked in dirt.


“I went for a run after yoga.”


“You gave up running four years ago when you pulled your Achilles tendon.”


“I knew I forgot something,” I said. I sank into the sandbox next to Graham.


“I’m making Mommy lunch. Want some?” Zoe was in the playhouse making sand pizza.


“How come Zoe isn’t at school?” I asked Stephanie.


“Orthodontist appointment.”


“A first grader doesn’t need braces,” I said, shaking my head.


“I agree. But tell that to Zoe. Four girls in her class already have them. She feels left out.” Stephanie poured sand into Graham’s bucket.


I thought of Andre and his slightly crooked smile. I burst into tears.


“Zoe, take your brother and ask Gisella to make lunch,” Stephanie instructed her daughter.


“But I’m making sand pizza,” Zoe complained. “You asked for sand pizza.”


“I’ll have my lunch when you come back. I need to talk to Mrs. Blick for a few minutes.”


We waited till Zoe and Graham disappeared into the kitchen. I tried to stop my shoulders heaving until I heard the kitchen door bang shut. Then I collapsed into Stephanie’s arms.


“I’m glad I don’t take your yoga class,” Stephanie said.


“I stopped by the restaurant after class and I found Andre doing Ursula.”


“What do you mean, ‘doing Ursula’?” Stephanie asked.


“The same thing we meant when we said it in high school: fucking, screwing, giving it to her. Sticking his big long prick inside her Scandinavian thong.”


“I get the picture,” Stephanie said with a shudder.


“What am I going to do?” I cried.


“What did he say?”


“I didn’t give him time to say anything. I slammed the door and backed out of there. I think I broke your beautiful cut-glass door, I’m sorry.”


“Oh, Amanda,” Stephanie said. Then we were both silent.


“I thought we were happy,” I said finally. “We have our beautiful little house. The restaurant is doing really well. Max is an easy child.” I added up the things we had to be grateful for, all erased by the picture of Andre and Ursula wrapped around each other like Saran Wrap.


“You need a drink,” Stephanie said.


“A drink won’t help. Yet…” I replied bleakly. A shot of tequila sounded tempting, but it was only noon. I couldn’t start down that road.


“Why did he do it? I know he’s really handsome, and women fall all over him. But we have a great sex life. We had sex last night!” I threw a plastic shovel at the playhouse. First I was tossing stones at ducks, now I was hurling shovels.


“He’s a man,” Stephanie said simply.


“I’ve never seen Glenn look at another woman. I know I’m not a bombshell like you, but I keep myself together.” Over the years I found a style that suited me. I wore my hair in thick waves that were perfectly highlighted by my mother’s Union Square stylist. I visited her salon to keep my brows shaped, and I learned to apply makeup so I had a natural glow. I still loved fashion, and my mother and I had regular lunch dates at Neiman Marcus, where I scooped up designer sweaters and my favorite Tod’s loafers.


“I’m more shelled-out bomb than bombshell,” Stephanie laughed. “And you are a young sophisticate. I’ve always envied how you wear clothes.”


“Thanks,” I blubbered, and burst into tears again.


“Glenn’s different from most men. He’s in his head, so he doesn’t notice normal things, like women.”


“Are you saying most husbands screw their employees in broad daylight at their workplace?”


“Maybe most men don’t give in to their urges,” Stephanie said hesitantly.


“I just married a world-class jerk,” I said. We were both silent again.


“Maybe,” I said, wiping my eyes, “maybe it was just a moment of madness. I can confront him and tell him if it ever happens again we’re finished.” I sat up straight, filled with a ray of hope.


Stephanie kicked the sand with her Keds. “I don’t think it was a momentary madness.”


“What do you mean?” I looked at her suspiciously.


“Andre has done it before,” she replied, not looking at me.


“With you?”


“Of course not with me! I would never cheat on Glenn.”


“I remember when the restaurant opened, you were drooling over Andre,” I huffed.


“That’s the point, Amanda. It’s okay to drool, just not to touch. I know I used to be a big talker, but I never did anything about it. I know how great my husband is.”


“Then what do you mean?”


“Ummm.” Stephanie examined a spot on her shirt.


“Ummm what?” I demanded.


“Remember Bella?” She still didn’t look at me.


“The summer waitress from Michigan?”


“I fired her because I found her and Andre in the restaurant garden.”


“Picking tomatoes?” I asked hopefully.


“Having sex in the shed.”


“I thought she went back to Michigan to take care of her grandmother.” My body crumpled like a deflated balloon.


“No,” Stephanie said simply.


“Remember Angie the wine sommelier?” she continued after a minute.


“The one with the great credentials and really tight ass?”


“The credentials were real, the ass was surgically enhanced,” Stephanie said.


“What about her? She was only there for a few months. Andre said the clientele wasn’t responding to a female sommelier.”


“I caught him responding to her in the wine cellar.”


“The restaurant doesn’t have a wine cellar.”


“Okay then, in the coat closet where we keep the wine bottles. They were doing it on a customer’s fur coat.”


“Nobody wears real fur in Ross,” I said.


“That’s probably not my point, Amanda.” She looked at me for the first time. Her eyes were watery.


“I know,” I said. My eyes filled with tears that spilled over onto my cheeks and down my shirt.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, suddenly angry at her years of duplicity. Bella had been a waitress the summer after Max was born.


“The first time I thought it was a one-off. I didn’t want to rock the boat. I thought Andre was just young, sowing his wild oats. He’d calm down and realize how great he had it. You are great, Amanda, and you have a fantastic son. And you don’t hold over his head that you’re a millionaire heiress. You live on his income just like you promised. You could buy the biggest house in Ross and you’re still living in a two-bedroom bungalow.”


Stephanie was right. Two years ago when I turned thirty I gained access to my inheritance. I spent many delicious mornings strolling the shady lanes of Ross, picking out which house I might like to buy. When I broached the subject of moving to Andre, he put on a stony face.


“I am not living in a house my wife bought,” he said in his proud, don’t-argue-with-me tone.


I should have replied, “We’re living in a house my mother bought, just a small one.” But I didn’t.


“Wouldn’t it be lovely to have a pool and a big garden and a real dining room?”


“Everyone would know you bought the house. I couldn’t afford it on my income from the restaurant,” he insisted. We had the discussion in our kitchen. He was standing under the skylight, his green eyes glinting in the sun. Even after ten years of marriage I grew weak when I looked at him. His stomach was still completely flat; his muscles were those of a teenager’s.


“Oh,” I said, deflated. I adored our bungalow, its proximity to the restaurant, the short walk to school. But I loved big houses and beautiful furniture. I had promised Max we would get a big dog when we bought a house.


“You are so sexy when you pout.” Andre put his arm around my waist. “I have an idea,” he said, nuzzling my neck. “Why don’t we buy a piece of land in Napa and build a weekend house. You can have your pool and a big garden.”


“That’s a fantastic idea!” I said, and it was a great idea. We could have friends up for the weekend and even spend summers there. Lots of our friends had houses in Napa, some even made their own wine.


“Good. Call a Realtor and look at some land.” Andre kissed the back of my neck.


I contacted a Realtor, but it was hard to look at property when Max had school every day. Two years later I still hadn’t found the perfect lot. Now I wondered if Andre had suggested it so he could get rid of me for whole summers. He could keep La Petite Maison his own personal brothel.


“I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me.” I was desperate to transfer some of the blame.


“When I found him with Angie he said he was going to change. I believed him.”


“And you didn’t think I’d want to know? I might want the opportunity to see if he was full of crap?” My voice shook.


“I didn’t want to hurt you.” Stephanie was close to tears. Her face was pale; she looked as wretched as I felt. “And Andre seemed so sincere. I knew he didn’t want to lose you. I believed he wouldn’t do it again.”


Stephanie and I stared at each other. We both had believed Andre. We were both fools.


“Were there others? After Angie?” I asked in a whisper.


Stephanie nodded slowly. “I didn’t know what to do, so I just kept firing the women.”


I laughed. “A full-time job, apparently.”


“What are you going to do?” Stephanie asked.


“What am I going to do about my wonderful husband who has been screwing around for eight years and coming home every night with a smile on his face? What am I going to say to my son who is the light of my life and loves his daddy like I loved mine?” At the thought of my father, who had a backbone like a ruler and had treated my mother like a queen, I fell apart.


“When I was ten, my father had a really good friend named Charlie Ambrose.” I blinked away the tears. “They played golf every Sunday and he came over for poker once a month. Charlie was a lot younger than my father and really handsome, with blue eyes and white-blond hair that flopped across his forehead. He let me sit next to him while they played poker, and I’d point to the card I thought he should put down.” I closed my eyes, remembering a time when all men seemed safe. “One month he didn’t show up for the poker game, and I sat at the top of the stairs waiting for him to ring the doorbell. The next Sunday, I waited for my father to return from golf, because he usually brought Charlie over for a drink after eighteen holes. But he brought a new friend home, Stewart Pratt, who was bald and had a nose like a beak.”


“What happened to Charlie Ambrose?” Stephanie asked.


“I got up the courage to ask my mother and she just said my father and Charlie had a falling-out.” I remembered how nervous I had been asking my mother, and how she answered my question curtly, and then turned away and went back to writing place cards.


“A couple of years later, I was at dance school and I was paired up with Charlie’s son. I was taller than he was and he had to stand on his tiptoes to dance with me. I mentioned his father hadn’t been at our house for a long time, and he looked at me as if someone had died and I forgot to come to the funeral.”


“Did Charlie die?” Stephanie leaned forward in the sandbox.


“No.” I shook my head. “Charlie had a dalliance with his son’s German tutor and was living in a penthouse on Nob Hill. My father was so moral he wouldn’t be friends with a guy who screwed around. He never spoke Charlie’s name, and Charlie never came to our house again. My father’s favorite line was: ‘It’s not how much money a man has that makes him a success, it’s the strength of his character.’” I sighed. “How could I marry a weasel?”


“Andre is a great actor. He pulled one over on all of us.” Stephanie shrugged.


“But I’m married to him. I should be able to read him.” I dug my fingers into the sand.


“We can sit here all day wallowing in tears or we can think of a plan of action,” Stephanie said.


“Such as?” I gulped.


“We could put hemlock in his wine.”


“I think hemlock went out as a poison with Romeo and Juliet,” I replied.


“Then you think of something.”


I tried. I thought of all kinds of revenge. But revenge took energy and planning. I was wiped out. “I guess I’ll tell him it’s over.”


“Just like that?”


“Stephanie, you just gave me a list of girls’ names longer than Santa Claus’s.”


“I don’t think you’ll get rid of him that easily,” Stephanie said slowly.


“What do you mean?”


“In Europe it’s more accepted for men to forget to keep their pants on. I don’t think he wants out of the marriage. They are all just flings. Work freebies.”


“That’s disgusting,” I said, and shuddered.


“Come on, let’s go inside.” Stephanie stepped out of the sandbox. “It is officially afternoon and you need a drink.”


We went into the library and Stephanie poured me a shot of tequila, and then another. By my fourth shot I was feeling a little better—in a cowboy-about-to-shoot-up-the-bar sort of way. What a morning. I had seen my husband making another woman into a swizzle stick. I used more swear words than I had since high school. I got drunk before afternoon pickup. Then I passed out on Stephanie’s leather love seat.


When I came to, Gisella was standing next to me with a jug of water.


“Where’s Mrs. Chambers?” I asked groggily.


“Mrs. Chambers took the children to pick Max up from school. She said to tell you she be right back.”


“Oh, my head. Do you have any aspirin, Gisella?”


“Yes, Mrs. Blick.”


I was armed with aspirin and tonic water when Max and Zoe and Graham piled through the kitchen door. Max ran straight into the library and hugged me. He was getting so tall—the top of his head was in line with my chest. I breathed in the avocado shampoo mingled with sweat and playground dirt.


“You smell funny, Mommy.” Max squirmed out of my embrace.


“Mrs. Chambers and I had Mexican food for lunch,” I improvised.


“Tacos?” His blue eyes sparkled. Max loved Mexican food.


“Sort of liquid tacos,” I mumbled. My vision was still blurry. I was not an experienced noon drinker.


“Can I have some?” Max asked.


“Ask Gisella to make you a snack. And Zoe wants to show you her new Wii game. She’s in the family room,” Stephanie instructed, coming into the library.


Max disappeared and I sunk back onto the love seat, my “mommy” strength dissipated.


“How are you doing?” Stephanie asked.


“Thanks for picking him up. I have to practice my tequila shots.”


“Practice makes perfect.”


“A rule my husband lives by. What am I going to do?” I groaned.


“What do you want to do?” Stephanie perched on the love seat next to me.


“I love Ross and Max loves his school. But it’s such a small town. No one stays in Ross when they get divorced.” When Ross couples divorced, they moved away. The houses and mortgages were too big for single parents.


“Don’t even think about moving. Max has lived here his whole life. You belong here.”


“But how can I walk by La Petite Maison every day and think about who Andre is screwing now?”


“Andre can move. He can open another restaurant in San Francisco.”


“He loves the restaurant. I think he would rather part with Max than with the restaurant. Obviously he would rather part with me.”


“I told you, I don’t think Andre will want a divorce. In his way he loves you.”


“He has a very odd way of showing it.”


“He’s French, Amanda. You knew that when you married him. Remember that movie Le Divorce with Kate Hudson? She went to Paris to visit her sister, and ended up having an affair with a sexy married Frenchman.”


“That’s a movie,” I told her. “They do lots of things in France they don’t do here. They drink their coffee black and they eat dinner after nine p.m. Andre used to give me all that crap about French marrying for life and Americans divorcing too easily. But I don’t believe it.” I shook my head. “Any Frenchwoman who is in love with her husband couldn’t stand knowing he is unfaithful.”


“They say Paris is the city of love,” Stephanie replied.


“Maybe mothers teach their daughters not to marry for love, maybe they arrange marriages to carry on the family name or combine vineyards. The wives take lovers and the husbands keep mistresses and everyone’s happy.” I was on a roll. “You don’t know what it’s like, Stephanie, to see your husband kissing another woman, screwing another woman. You can’t turn your head away from that.”


“I’m not condoning it. I’m just saying Andre may have been brought up differently.”


“We live in America. For the past ten years Andre’s been celebrating July Fourth, not Bastille Day. And Andre knows how I was raised. San Francisco society is very conservative. I went to an all-girls school till eighth grade where we had to wear uniforms. At the boys’ school they wore ties and blazers, and if they saw a Hamlin girl walking down the street in uniform, they weren’t allowed to talk to us.”


“Andre isn’t a private-school boy,” Stephanie replied quietly.


I looked at her as if she was a traitor. “But he knew how I felt about marriage. If he thought it was okay to mess around he wouldn’t have been so secretive. I didn’t hear him come out and say: ‘Amanda, would it be okay if I fucked the waitress on the side, because that is what we do in France?’” I felt all the rage welling up inside me again.


“I get it.” Stephanie put up her hand to stop my diatribe. “I’m just saying if he wanted a divorce he would have asked for one a long time ago. These other women are just foam on his cappuccino. You make him belong, you are the American Dream.”


“That is the most disgusting imagery. Our high school English teacher would flunk you.” I half-smiled.


“I don’t think he’s going to give you up without a fight.”


“I come from a family of fighters. My father fought off cancer for four years.” I couldn’t believe I was having this discussion. Twelve hours ago I thought I was happily married and my main worry was if I sold enough tickets to the Garden Party fund-raiser.


“You need to talk to him. Leave Max here for dinner. Glenn or I will run him home later.”


“I look like warmed-over death.” I studied myself in the gilt antique mirror.


“You’re right, you do. Let’s go up to my bedroom and fix you up. I’ll give you something silk to wear, and douse you with Obsession.”


“It’s three o’clock on a Tuesday,” I protested.


“You can’t be overdressed for telling your husband to fuck off. You need the highest heels I have. To kick him right in the balls.”


*   *   *


An hour later I left Stephanie’s feeling like a new woman. I wore a Carolina Herrera dress that managed to look sexy and sophisticated at the same time.


“You don’t want to look like one of his hussies. You want to show him what he’s missing,” Stephanie said when she picked it out of her closet. It had a floral print and was made of a gauze fabric over an ivory slip. My feet were squeezed into four-inch Manolo heels (Stephanie was one shoe size smaller than me) that made me about the same height as Andre. “You don’t want Andre to look down on you in any way. If we can make you taller than him that would be perfect.”


Stephanie had applied my makeup. She lavished black mascara on my eyelashes and lent me one of her bright red lipsticks. “I know red lipstick isn’t really you. But it makes a statement: ‘Read My Lips.’ He’ll pay attention when you talk.”


I looked at myself in the mirror and smiled at Stephanie. “You’re pretty good at this.”


“I wasn’t as smart as you, or as rich as you. I had to use my feminine wiles to get ahead.” She laughed.


“I wish I had your feminine wiles.”


“You’re going to do great. Knock him dead.” She gave me a hug, sprayed me with perfume, and pushed me out the door.


*   *   *


I walked back to the post office where I had left my car a lifetime ago. The doors were unlocked; my purse was still under the seat. Ross was the safest place in the world, except for tramps who stole your husband. I climbed into the car and drove the two blocks home.


Andre’s car was in the driveway. The restaurant was closed on Tuesdays, so he would have no reason to still be there, unless it was to go another round with Ursula. I took a deep breath, fixed the skirt of my dress, and walked inside.


Andre was standing in the kitchen looking out the window. He had a glass of lemonade in front of him. “You look beautiful.” He kissed my cheek. “School committee meeting?”


“I don’t have meetings on Tuesdays. I leave Tuesdays free for yoga and breakfast at the Lemon Café. Except today the Lemon Café was out of my favorite strawberry muffins. So I thought I would surprise you and we could get breakfast together. But guess who got the surprise? Me! Because it looked like you and Ursula already had breakfast and were working on dessert. Each other.” I got it all out in one breath, before I lost my nerve or took off my shoe and nailed him with the heel.


“Amanda, don’t jump to conclusions.” Andre shook his head as if I were a child.


“What conclusion would you jump to if you found me half-naked with my legs wrapped around another man? Escaping a rabid rat population?”


“We once had a rat in the storage closet,” Andre mused.


“You were fucking her, Andre. You were fucking the chef standing up in broad daylight.”


Andre drank his lemonade. He put his hand on my arm. Usually his touch sent an electric shock through my body. I willed myself not to react. I would not give in to his charm.


“Amanda.” He circled my waist with both hands.


“Andre, I saw you and you saw me.” I pulled away. I was shaking so hard I wanted to sit down, but our kitchen was too narrow for a table and chairs.


“Amanda, I am a fool and I am sorry. Ursula was crying, she was homesick and I was trying to comfort her. She has never been so far from home. We got carried away. It was nothing.”


“You were fucking her! That’s not nothing, that’s everything!” I would have taken off my heel and hit him, but then he would have been taller than me.


“It is nothing. You are everything. It will never happen again.” He pulled me to him and nuzzled my neck. I felt the warmth of his breath and his wonderful smell of cologne and fresh bread. On Tuesdays he baked bread, we ate fresh bread every Tuesday night.


“Has it ever happened before?” I asked carefully, not moving out of his embrace.


He stepped back as if I had physically wounded him. “What do you think? Of course not! She was just homesick. I will fire her immediately. We will advertise for a new chef.”


“You said it’s impossible to find a chef in America who knows how to bake fondue.”


“I will cover all the shifts until we find a replacement. Nothing is more important than you. I’ll find an old ugly chef, one with a hump on her back and a wart on her nose.” He kissed my cheek.


“Andre, I know about all the others; about Bella and Angie, your whole harem. I don’t think even a wart on her nose would stop you. You are a serial adulterer and I want a divorce.”


“What are you talking about?” Andre asked. He was very calm; his green eyes were wide and innocent.


“I’m talking about you using La Petite Maison as a brothel since the day it opened. It is your restaurant, of course, at least sixty percent of it.”


“You are mad, Amanda! Who told you these lies?”


“Stephanie, your silent partner, finally spilled the beans. I am furious with her for not telling me sooner, for letting me be a fool for Max’s whole life!” I could feel the tears start again. I pushed them back. I couldn’t show any weakness or Andre would be on me like a bear with a honey pot.


“She made it up, Amanda. Who do you believe, Stephanie or me?”


“Why would she make it up?”


“She is jealous of you. She has that boring old husband who thinks a fun night is solving a Rubik’s cube.”


“I thought you liked Glenn.”


“I like Glenn, but I don’t have to sleep with him. She’s always wanted to get in my pants. She’s trying to get back at me for rejecting her.” He stroked my hair. For one second I faltered. What if Andre was telling the truth? He started kissing my neck and I closed my eyes. But I flashed on the image of him entwined with Ursula, her tall, lean body pushing against his, his hands on her breasts. I opened my eyes and pulled away.


“This is ridiculous, Andre. I saw you. Whether it happened before, dozens of times before, is beside the point. I can’t live with an adulterer. I want you to leave.”


Andre went into the living room and sat down on the low chocolate brown sofa. He kicked off his shoes and stretched his legs. “I don’t want to leave,” he said.


“Well, you can’t stay.” I followed him into the living room feeling like I was an actress on Days of Our Lives. I was certainly dressed for the part. Only daytime soap stars wore four-inch Manolos in the afternoon.


“I told you when we got married: In France one stays married for life.”


“Well, we’re not in France, and in America most wives expect their husbands to be faithful—there are a great number of wealthy divorce lawyers to prove it. I want you out of the house.” I sounded much firmer than I felt. My stomach did little flips and my underarms were sweating. But I sounded as calm as General Patton leading his troops.


“I am not leaving our house. Think of what it would do to Max. They are only women, Amanda. You are making too much of this.”


I almost fell off my heels. How could I have lived with a man for ten years who thought having serial affairs was unimportant?


“Monogamy is in the marriage vows. I feel terrible for Max, too, but you should have thought of that before Bella.”


“You know,” Andre said carefully, “this is not your house or my house. Your mother bought this house for Max. Maybe you should ask Max who should leave?”


“Now you’re crazy.”


“I am trying to keep our family together. Your mother bought this house in Max’s name. He owns the house, so I am not leaving, and I hope you don’t either. I love you, Amanda. Nothing has changed.”


“Everything has changed!” I yelled and I took off my shoe and threw it across the room. It didn’t hit him, but it made an indentation in the wood floor where it landed, and it made Andre get up. I stopped with the one shoe—I didn’t want to be escorted to the police station and charged with assault.


“I’m going to the restaurant to get the bread for dinner. Give you some time to calm down.” He slipped his shoes on and walked out the door.


I sank down on the sofa. It smelled of Andre: cologne and fresh bread. I closed my eyes and cried.


*   *   *


I let myself cry for half an hour and then I walked over to the cabinet that constituted our bar and poured myself a brandy. I didn’t know how the brandy would react when it met the tequila still in my stomach, but I figured it would be hard to feel worse than I did. I gulped the brandy down quickly. It burned my throat but cleared my head. The first thing I had to do, I told myself sternly, was to stop crying. I had given Andre ten years of my life; I wasn’t going to waste another minute on him. Then I had to make a plan. Andre was right about the house; it was in Max’s name. I didn’t want to spend another night under the same roof as Andre, but for Max’s sake I would have to. I poured myself one more brandy for courage. Then I sat down and waited for Stephanie to bring Max home.


*   *   *


Stephanie and Max pulled up just as the two shots of brandy were beginning to make me feel a little fuzzy. Max ran up the steps and hugged me.


“You smell funny again.” He wrinkled his nose. I had to stop drinking or they’d cart me away to Betty Ford.


“Daddy and I were making a new dish,” I improvised again.


“Is Daddy here?” Max’s face lit up.


“He went to get the bread, he’ll be right back.”


“Can we go to the restaurant? I want to see him and tell him about the turtle we found in Zoe’s yard.”


“He’ll be home any minute. Go inside and change. I want to talk to Mrs. Chambers for a minute.”


Stephanie was standing at the bottom of the steps, probably wondering if I was waiting for Andre with a shotgun or a carving knife.


“You look good, but you do smell a little funny,” she said, walking up the steps and sitting down next to me.


“Couple of shots of brandy for Dutch courage. Andre says he’s not leaving.”


“Told you,” Stephanie replied.


“That’s helpful.”


“What are you going to do? Besides drink?” Stephanie asked.


“I’m going to stop drinking tomorrow. I promise. He’s not worth it.”


“Now you’re talking,” Stephanie replied.


“Poor Max.” My lips quivered. I felt the tears start.


“And you’re going to stop crying,” Stephanie said.


“That, too,” I said, though my eyes were wet. “Max doesn’t deserve such a shit for a dad.”


“He doesn’t, but life isn’t fair, even for the privileged classes.” Stephanie grinned. “So, tell me again what you’re going to do besides not drink and not cry?”


“I’ll go see my mother tomorrow and make an appointment with her attorney,” I said with a sigh.


“Good girl.”


“And I will not throw anything at Andre tonight.”


“Did you throw anything at him today?” Stephanie asked.


“Just your Manolo. But I missed him.”


“After you see the attorney we’ll get you some target practice.”


“No, I don’t want to impart bodily harm. Well, I do, but I don’t want to go to jail. That wouldn’t help Max.”


“See, you are still thinking clearly, you’re stronger than you think.”


“Oh, Stephanie.” I turned to her.


“No more crying. I have to go home. Gisella gets off at six and Glenn doesn’t know how to use a microwave. He’ll put the baked potatoes in for ten minutes and burn the house down.”


“No, he won’t,” I said and laughed.


“Really. He doesn’t pay much attention to the outside world. He still thinks I’m twenty-five and hot.”


“That’s because you look like you’re twenty-five. You saved my life today. Thanks.” I gave her a hug.


“It was nothing. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I feel like a complete heel.”


“Andre’s the heel. I’m the dummy who fell for him.”


“No, he’s the dummy who didn’t deserve you. Call me tomorrow after you see your mother.” Stephanie kissed me on the cheek and ran down the stairs.


*   *   *


I sat on the steps. The night was gorgeous, warm and clear. I heard crickets and a frog burping. Max came outside in his pajamas and sat down.


“How was your day?” I asked.


“Great. Nineteen more days of school.”


“You love school,” I said.


“Sure, but summer’s better.”


“Summer is good,” I agreed. We usually spent summers at home, with weekend trips to Lake Tahoe. Last summer Max went to sleepover camp for the first time. He came home full of stories of giant spiders and the one fish he caught by himself. Andre and I spent most of the week Max was gone in bed, reliving the first year of our marriage. What would Max and I do this summer? I felt the tears start and rubbed my eyes.


“I don’t want to go to camp this summer,” Max said, linking his arm through mine.


“But you caught that huge fish. And this year you learn archery. Grandma bought you the bow and arrow set for Christmas.”


Max considered this. The bow and arrows had been lying at the foot of his bed since December. His little friends tramping through his bedroom on playdates were jealous of the five bows with the real feathers.


“I do want to do archery, but I want to stay with you and Daddy. Maybe he can teach me archery?” Max asked.


“We’ll ask him,” I said. I held Max’s hand and we listened to the crickets. For a moment I wavered. How could I divorce Andre and deprive Max of having a father around to teach him boy things? But what kind of husband would Max become if he learned from Andre?


“C’mon, let’s go to bed. I think we could both use a good night’s sleep.”


“But Daddy isn’t back yet,” Max protested.


“I’ll make sure we eat his bread for breakfast, with warm butter. How’s that?”


“I wanted to say good night.”


“I’ll lie down on your bed with you, and when Daddy comes he can say good night to both of us,” I suggested.


Max smiled. I never slept in his bed with him, so this was a huge treat. I took off my shoes and tucked my body against the wall, leaving Max as much of his bed as I could. I waited till I heard him snoring softly and then I closed my eyes.


Later I heard the front door open. I glanced at the clock; it was almost eleven o’clock. I held my breath, trying not to move and wake Max. I didn’t want to talk to Andre; I didn’t want to see him. I heard Andre go into our bedroom. I imagined him undressing and climbing into bed. I buried my face in Max’s pillow and surrendered to sleep.


Black Tuesday was finally over.




Chapter Three


When I pulled up at my mother’s house the next morning, I was reminded of how wealthy she was. Her attorney made house calls. Dean Birney, senior partner of Birney and Sutton, arrived before me, his black Mercedes with its tinted windows and gold rims parked in the driveway. I parked behind him and opened my door. The wheels of divorce were in motion.


Rosemary threw open the front door before I made it up the steps. I had called my mother after I dropped Max off at school and told her the whole story.


“Drive right over here. I’m calling Dean Birney,” she instructed. I could almost hear her fishing for a cigarette.


“Shouldn’t we take this slowly?” I asked as I maneuvered onto the Golden Gate Bridge. I hoped she would tell me I was being hasty, all marriages had problems, even she and my father weathered low periods. But she hadn’t. Instead she started swearing under her breath, either at Andre or at the cigarette she was trying to light. I hung up and concentrated on my driving.


Now I stood in the foyer and let Rosemary hug me. Rosemary had been hugging me all my life: when I failed a Spanish test in the first grade, when the kids in middle school made fun of me for having a neck like a giraffe, and when she found the crumpled college acceptance letters in my garbage can.


Until yesterday I had a husband to hug me. But he turned out to be a lying, cheating scumbag. I straightened my black Max Azria side-slit skirt and joined my mother and Dean Birney in the morning room.


“Amanda.” Dean stood up when I entered. “Grace has been briefing me on the situation.” Dean Birney was in his early sixties. He had a thick head of white hair, a long nose, and thin lips. In the thirty years he had been our attorney I had only seen him smile twice: at my father’s sixtieth birthday party, and at my parents’ silver anniversary. He was Harvard educated and fiercely loyal. Andre Blick was a dead man.


My mother held my face, checking for pain. Her hair was the same white-blond shade it had been all my life, cut in the same sleek pageboy. She wore a two-piece navy Dior suit and an ivory silk blouse. I glanced at my watch: It was ten a.m. and my mother looked as if she was dressed for an evening at Masa’s, or for battle with an errant son-in-law.


She sat next to Dean and motioned for me to sit on her other side. She reached for her packet of cigarettes and lit one before I could protest. The year Max was born she tried to give up smoking but failed. Now she insisted she only smoked one pack a day, and Rosemary backed her up, but for all I knew she bribed Rosemary to fib to me. I noticed she wore her Dior belt on its tightest notch and her skin was a translucent shade of gray. I promised myself I would say something when I could think straight.


“You discovered your husband has been having affairs for at least eight years and you want to file for divorce,” Dean said matter-of-factly.


I looked from Dean to my mother. I was thankful she had briefed him so I didn’t have to repeat the details, but the more people who knew, the more real Andre’s infidelities became. I glanced at the sideboard to see if Rosemary had put out any alcohol—a bottle of scotch would have done nicely—but there was only coffee, tea, and lemon. I’d have to survive on caffeine until lunchtime. I got up and poured myself a cup of black coffee, my third for the day.


“Yes,” I said.


“He admitted to having affairs?” Dean asked.


“I caught him in the act. He wasn’t playing canasta.”


“Does he want a divorce?”


“No.” I shook my head.


“But he doesn’t want to give up the other woman?”


“He said he’d fire her. He said it meant nothing, and I was the only one who was important to him.” I swallowed hard.


“You don’t want to give him another chance?” Dean asked.


“My friend Stephanie, who is also his silent partner, gave me a list of previous flings. He changes girls more often than he changes menus.”


“I just want to be certain you want to make this step. That the marriage can’t be saved,” Dean said.


“Dean”—my mother stubbed out her cigarette and lit another—“we went over this. Andre has been lying to Amanda for my grandson’s whole life. I don’t want her to spend another night under the same roof as him.”


“I needed to hear it from Amanda,” Dean said and smiled at me. “Divorce can be pretty brutal.” He squeezed my hand. I felt my eyes fill with tears and took another swig of coffee. Why couldn’t I have married a man like Dean: someone with white hair and kind eyes? Why had I fallen for a sexy Frenchman with zero morals?


“All right, I’m going to take some notes.” Dean released my hand and snapped open his briefcase.


“Your son is how old?” he asked.


“Eight,” I replied.


“And what property do you own?”


“Just the house in Ross.”


“Which I bought,” my mother interjected.


“That’s the problem. My mother bought the house for us when Max was born and put it in Max’s name. Andre says it’s Max’s house and he doesn’t have to leave.”


“Why did you put the house in Max’s name?” Dean turned to my mother.


“Because my bastard son-in-law was too proud to take any charity from me. Amanda would have been living in a one-bedroom apartment with a baby unless I intervened.”


“And you want him to leave?” Dean turned back to me.


“I do.” I realized it was the only thing I felt strongly about. I loved our little house. I adored pottering around my garden. I loved sitting on the front steps watching Max skateboard up and down the street.


“Can’t we kick him out?” my mother demanded.


Dean took his time answering. “No, actually, we can’t. Your inheritance is safe. Your father left the bulk of his estate to you and any heirs, but since he died before you were married it is not considered community property. But if the house was bought in Max’s name it is Max’s house. I’m afraid your husband has as much right to live there as you do.”


“Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.


“You could move?” Dean suggested.


“I love Ross. Max has so many friends at school.” I shook my head.


“I mean move to another house in Ross,” Dean said.


I wanted to call Rosemary and ask her to bring in the vodka. But it was not even eleven a.m. “I was hoping Andre would have to move out of Ross. It’s such a small town. Everyone would talk, especially with the restaurant.”


“Let’s talk about the restaurant for a minute.” Dean pulled a fresh sheet of paper from his briefcase.


“Who owns the restaurant?” he asked.


“Andre does. And Stephanie and Glenn are silent partners.”


“You’re not an owner?” Dean asked. I heard the surprise in his voice and I swallowed again.


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Andre was so proud he didn’t let my mother or me invest in the restaurant. He wanted to make it without our help. He was planning on buying Glenn and Stephanie out soon. We were going to buy some land in Napa and build a weekend house. With a pool and tennis courts.” I was over the edge. “Mother, do you think Rosemary could get me a scotch? My throat is really dry.”


“Rosemary!” my mother called. I smiled. My father and mother had never been afraid to turn to alcohol in tough times.


“Amanda, if Andre’s restaurant is in Ross and you have no grounds to kick him out of the house, it looks like you may have to make the town big enough for both of you.” Dean looked up from his notes.


I waited till Rosemary appeared with a scotch on the rocks. I downed it one gulp. “I thought he’d move back to San Francisco, open a restaurant here,” I mumbled.


“I don’t see why he would,” Dean answered carefully. “He is living mortgage-free and has a successful restaurant. Opening a new restaurant is never easy. I don’t think he’s going anywhere.” Dean shook his head.


“You could buy another house in Ross, Amanda. Buy a big house, make him look like the tiny man he is,” my mother said.


I felt a little better after the scotch. I remembered how much my mother had adored Andre, how he had brought her flowers and imported chocolates.


“You could,” Dean said with a nod, “but if you buy another house before the divorce is final it might become part of the settlement: community property. I would rent for the next six months.”


“I don’t want Max to move twice.”


“You are a very wealthy young lady, Amanda. You can live anywhere and do anything.” Dean was so patient. I was used to Andre and how everything revolved around Andre: his restaurant, his fondue, even our sex life was dictated by when he wanted me.


“I just want to stay in Ross and go on being Max’s mom,” I finally answered. “I want to pick Max up from school and take him to chess club. I want to be on the library auction committee and organize the annual garden party. Ross is like Mayberry, and we belong there. I don’t want to live anywhere else.” As the words came out I realized they were true. I had tossed out my dreams of studying fashion and moving to New York with my prepregnancy jeans. I was completely content being a wife and mother in the small grid of my freeway exit.


Dean glanced at his gold Bulova watch. “Grace, Amanda, I have a lunch date I can’t break. Why don’t you two talk and we’ll discuss filing later this afternoon.” He gathered his notes and snapped them into his briefcase.


“Thanks for coming at such short notice.” My mother got up and pecked him on the cheek.


“Everything will be fine. You girls have a nice lunch and hash it out. I’ll be with my cell phone all afternoon.”


“I’ll phone just so you can call me a ‘girl’ again.” My mother smiled. She led Dean to the foyer and I took the opportunity to refill my scotch glass.


“I told Rosemary to serve us a proper lunch in the dining room. You look like you haven’t eaten,” my mother said, coming back into the morning room.


“You look like you haven’t been eating. Do you have cigarettes for lunch, too, or only breakfast?” I snapped. My mother’s ankles looked like they belonged on a bird, and her Cartier watch hung on her wrist like a bangle.


“We’re here to talk about you,” she replied.


“I know, I’m sorry.” The scotch on an empty stomach made me grumpy. And the news Dean had given me made me suicidal.


“Come on, let’s go out to the garden while Rosemary prepares something.” She took my hand and led me out the French doors.


*   *   *


Looking at the view of the bay was almost as calming as doing yoga. The fog had cleared and it was a beautiful spring day. My parents’ garden was lined with rosebushes. The cars on the Golden Gate Bridge sparkled like diamonds, and the boats under the bridge dodged back and forth.


“You could always move back home,” my mother offered. “There’s plenty of room for you and Max. You could have your own floor, two floors. I’d stay out of your way.”


“That’s a tremendous gesture, since we know how well Max respects your marble floors,” I laughed. On his last visit Max had turned the library into a skateboard park. Rosemary had almost fainted when she found him stacking first editions as obstacles.


“He’s a boy,” my mother said and shrugged. I noticed how thin her shoulders were: When she lifted them the bones stuck out.


“You’re right,” I said. “You were lucky I only used the library to host Barbie tea parties.”


“This house could use some young energy. Even Rosemary qualifies for senior discounts.” My mother sighed.


“Thanks, but the one thing I’m clear on is I want to stay in Ross. We belong there; I don’t want to lose that. Because then Andre’s taken everything.”


“I know what you mean.” My mother picked a rosebud. It was pale pink and when she held it to her nose to breathe its perfume, her cheeks looked even paler. I promised myself I would say something about the cigarettes at lunch.


“When your father died, this house became my best friend. And this view.”


“That’s how I feel about Ross. I love the school, and the commons, and the lake. I just don’t know how I’ll feel running into Andre every time I turn around.”


“Mrs. Bishop, Amanda, lunch is ready.” Rosemary stood on the stone patio.


“Come on, we need some food before we can have a cocktail and decide what to do.” My mother steered me to the dining room.


“Absolutely.” I nodded. “I wouldn’t want to make any major decisions with a clear head.”


*   *   *


We sat across from each other at one end of the long dining room table. My mother insisted on eating in the formal room. Perhaps she thought the beauty of the fine chandeliers twinkling above us and the elegance of the emerald velvet chairs would entice me to move home. Instead I wished I were standing in my galley kitchen serving Max a peanut butter sandwich. I also wished Max’s father wasn’t a cheating pig. I nibbled at my Cobb salad and decided wishing was for little girls who still believed in Santa Claus.


“School is out in three weeks,” I said, giving up on the salad and biting into the olive Rosemary had placed in my martini.


“You have to eat something,” my mother said, pushing a plate of ham and French bread in front of me.


“I am eating my olive, and I am washing it down with this lovely liquid,” I replied, draining my glass.


“Amanda, think of Max.”


“I don’t see you making a dent in your salad. For once my eating habits match yours. I’m following your example.” I smiled sweetly.


“I’m not a good example,” my mother muttered, pushing back her plate and reaching for her cigarettes.


“You certainly are not!” I could feel my anger at Andre welling up and being directed at my mother. “Give me one of those cigarettes. If you can kill yourself, I can, too.” I reached across the table and grabbed her cigarette case.


“Amanda, stop it.” She pulled the case out of my hands. For her birdlike appearance, her grip was strong.


“I mean it! You look like a solitary confinement inmate. Martinis and cigarettes are not a lunch.”


“I miss your father,” my mother said.


“Mom, Dad has been gone for ten years. That’s no excuse for trying to kill yourself. I need you and Max needs you. You have to stop smoking.”


“I can’t,” she said; her face was blank.


“You can do anything you want,” I retorted.


“It’s too late anyway,” she muttered, staring at the table.


“What did you say?” Suddenly my lovely martini haze lifted.


“I said it’s too late.”


“And what did you mean?” I picked up a sterling silver knife and put it back down.


“This isn’t the time. We need to talk about what you and Max are going to do. You could stay with Stephanie till school gets out,” my mother said, changing the subject.


“Mom, we are not discussing anything except you and your cigarettes. What have you not told me?”


She sighed and looked at me. Her head looked too heavy for her thin neck. “Dr. Jensen wants me to leave San Francisco for the summer. He says the fog is bad for my lungs.”


“What’s wrong with your lungs?” I asked.


“They found a little spot on my last X-ray.”


“You didn’t tell me?” I demanded.


“I was planning on telling you, I was even going to ask if you and Max wanted to come with me. Maybe go somewhere hot and exotic, play on the beach. But your phone call this morning distracted me.”


“Mom.” My eyes filled with tears.


“But actually,” she said brightly, tapping at her cigarette case the way she did when she got excited, “we could solve your problem and mine at the same time.”


“You don’t ‘solve’ a spot on your lung, Mom. And you don’t keep smoking.”


“You and Max can come with me. We’ll pick somewhere wonderful. You’ll be away from that miserable man and Max will think we’re on vacation. Where shall we go?” When she lit her cigarette her hand shook. Her wedding ring was too big for her finger and had been sized down twice since my father died. But her voice was bright, like a sorority sister planning spring break.


“You’re not listening.” I tried to play the responsible daughter, but the idea of a luxury getaway was tempting: just pack all my problems in a suitcase to be unpacked at the end of the summer. I could lie on white sand, watch Max splash in the waves, and pretend Andre had stayed in Ross to take care of the restaurant instead of to screw his Swedish chef. The image of the two of them entwined together popped uninvited into my head.


“You have to say yes. It’s the best thing for all of us. There’s a wonderful new St. Regis in Laguna Beach. It has a private beach club with surf butlers. Max would be in heaven. And it’s in California so Andre can’t make a fuss about you taking Max far away. The service is supposed to be excellent—as good as the St. Regis in New York. You know that was your father’s favorite hotel.”


I remembered when I was a child, she and my father would fly to New York midweek to catch the latest Broadway show and eat at the Four Seasons. When they returned she would fill my bathroom with St. Regis soaps and scents and tell me about the incredible service: chocolate truffles waiting on their pillows at night, a silver tray with a Chinese proverb and fresh strawberries placed on the coffee table in the late afternoon. Even their underwear and socks, my mother told me, were laundered and returned wrapped in white tissue paper and tied with yellow bows.


“How long were you planning on going for?” I asked.


“We’ll leave the day after school ends and come back Labor Day weekend. Three months of five-star service and beautiful sunsets. I’ll book the Presidential Suite so we won’t get in each other’s hair. Say yes, Amanda.”


I played with my olive. I closed my eyes and saw cliffs dotted with houses wrapped in walls of glass. I saw an oceanside bar where people gathered to watch the sunset and drink colorful sugary drinks. My vision did not include any handsome Frenchmen or Swedish blondes.


“I guess there’s no reason not to,” I replied slowly.


“And a million reasons to go! I haven’t had you and Max to myself in ages. I’m going to call my travel agent right now.”


“Mom, wait.” I didn’t want to make any decisions. Somewhere deep inside me there was a stubborn hope that the last thirty-six hours were a dream. I would wake up to find my husband had never cheated on me, we were still madly in love, and summer would consist of shooting bows and arrows on Ross commons.


“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “If you spend the summer with me, I’ll stop smoking.”


“You said you can’t stop.”


“I can for you, and for Max.”


“You promise?”


“Scout’s honor”—she held up her palm—“the minute we get on the plane.”


“Deal,” I said. How could I say anything else? I had been trying to get my mother to stop smoking since I was twelve years old.


“Deal.” She was beaming. “I’m going to call the travel agent.”


I looked at my watch. “Oh my gosh, I have to go or I’ll be late to pick up Max.”


“Can you drive, Amanda?”


“I’m fine. I’ll go outside and take big gulps of fog before I get in the car.”


*   *   *


The fog had slid over the Golden Gate Bridge and the air was icy cold. My mother waved from her study on the second floor. She held the phone with one hand and blew me kisses with the other. I slid into the driver’s seat, shaking my head. Had it been that easy to convince my mother to stop smoking? Just agree to spend the summer with her in the Presidential Suite of a luxury resort and she’ll quit cold turkey? I guess she was prepared to do anything to get me away from Andre. If she could be so mature so could I. I was going to stop feeling sorry for myself … and stop wanting to kill Andre. I pictured shivery cold margaritas, and for the first time in almost two days I smiled.


*   *   *


I pulled up in front of the restaurant and checked my watch. I had forty minutes till Max got out of school: enough time to confront Andre. I opened the door of the restaurant, half expecting to see Andre lip locked with Ursula. Instead he was in the back room, sitting at his desk running his hands through his hair. He wore a white shirt, navy silk shorts, and leather sandals. I could see his tan calves stretched out underneath the desk. I had always found his calves sexy. I swallowed.


“Hi,” I said. I sounded weak. I cursed myself and tried again. “I’m filing for divorce.”


He looked up and smiled. “I don’t want a divorce.”


“You should have thought of that before you took up extramarital fucking.”


“I told you it means nothing. I love you.” Andre reached forward and put his hand on mine.


I pulled my hand away. “The only person you love is yourself.”


“Amanda, the sex means nothing. You and Max are my life.” He actually sounded angry.
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