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Elinor Lipman’s sharp, funny, life-enhancing fiction is loved by readers everywhere, and by writers as varied as Anita Shreve and Nigella Lawson, Maggie O’Farrell and Carol Shields. Her previous novels include The Inn at Lake Devine, The Way Men Act, My Latest Grievance and, most recently, The Family Man; three are currently in development as feature films and Then She Found Me was released in 2008. She divides her time between Massachusetts and New York City.




Praise

 

‘Read it and laugh; it’s a romp’ Cosmopolitan

 

‘Serious entertainment’ New York Times Book Review

 

‘Hilarious . . . For late night entertainment, it’s bliss’ US Glamour

 

‘Isabel’s Bed features an array of wickedly wonderful characters and dialogue that sparkles . . . This book is an absolute must-read for anyone who enjoys a walk on the wild side with a touch of class’ Boston Sunday Herald

 

‘So well paced that you could devour it in one sitting, but so much fun that you’ll regret finishing so quickly if you do’ Kirkus Reviews

 

‘Hilarious . . . Utterly addictive . . . Imagine, if you can, a cross between Philip Roth and Melissa Bank’ Maggie O’Farrell, Independent on Sunday

 

‘The confidence of Elinor Lipman’s writing, her humour and her brilliant ear for dialogue put this novel in a different league’ Telegraph

 

‘Lipman is the kind of novelist you want to tell all your friends about’ The Times

 

‘Lipman dishes up her tart, witty tales without sugary sentiment . . . If you’ve not yet encountered Elinor Lipman, then you’re in for a treat’ Daily Mail

 

‘A jewel . . . brings together the rare combination of intelligence, wit and wisdom’ Carol Shields

 

‘Like a particularly good episode of Friends crossed with ER, but the elegance of her prose and her wisdom concerning the human heart elevate it to serious literature’ Amanda Craig

 

‘Sparkling’ You magazine, Mail on Sunday

 

‘A new novel from Elinor Lipman, one of America’s finest writers, is always a treat’ Red

 

‘Elinor Lipman’s fiction is the perfect tonic for those with hostile impulses towards their fellow man. Her light-hearted take on human weakness nearly has one believing that no one is too evil to be gazed on with affection – if not true love’ Boston Globe

 

‘Elinor Lipman writes with wit and verve, painting her characters through sharp, revealing dialogue, and making loneliness and unloveliness thoroughly entertaining’ Irish Independent

 

‘ [Lipman’s] dialogue is scalpel-sharp’ Guardian

 

‘It is hard not to be won over by the vision Lipman presents of a fairytale universe . . . One carries away . . . a feeling that love, intimacy and shared DNA are at the heart of a good life’ Independent on Sunday

 

‘In a book-reviewing climate where comparisons to Jane Austen can turn up with the frequency of antihistamine ads, it’s important to note that Lipman is the true inheritor’ Orlando Sentinel

 

‘Winningly wry and dry-eyed . . . Funny, moving and very wise in the ways of life’ Kirkus Reviews

 

‘Lipman’s eye for social details . . . is as trenchant as Jane Austen’s’ USA Today






Also by Elinor Lipman and available from Tinder Press

 

Then She Found Me 
The Inn At Lake Divine 
The Way Men Act 
My Latest Grievance 
The Family Man





Isabel is a glamorous blonde with a sensational past; Harriet is a bookish single would-be writer who never takes risks – except once.  That risk is to answer an advert; Isabel wants to tell her story and only a ghostwriter, constantly on-hand in her luxurious Cape Cod hideaway, will be able to do it for her.   The job goes to Harriet, who quickly discovers that living with Isabel is a lesson – in sex-appeal, in secrets and in seizing the moment – she's needed all her life.
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 Your Life Will Be Your Own

WINTER BEFORE LAST, a tea-leaf reader at a psychic fair looked into my cup and said she saw me living in a house with many beds and a big-mouth blonde. At the time it meant nothing to me. I was sharing a one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan with a balding, malcontent boyfriend of twelve years, who said we’d get married if I conceived his child or when he felt like it. Since I was looking for literary prophecies – that I’d write a best-seller or at least find an agent – and because my tea-leaf reader wore, in a room full of gauzy peasantwear, a knock-off Chanel suit, I moved on to another booth.

Six weeks later, Kenny took me out to dinner at an expensive chef-owned restaurant and told me he was ambivalent about us. I said what I’d been saving for such an occasion – that we were common-law spouses by now and he’d better get over his ambivalence.

‘I met someone,’ he replied.

There went twelve years: my youth. In three months, he was married.

So at forty-one, feeling like eighty, I was looking for something – a job, a friend, a hiding place where I could live out my days – when I overheard a stranger on the subway confide to her seatmate, ‘There are no guarantees in this world, but chances are that people who take out ads in the New York Review of Books aren’t idiots or crooks.’ I bought my first issue and read the personals for laughs, circling one or two that didn’t ask for ‘pretty’ or ‘vivacious’ before my eyes wandered into ‘Share’. And there it was, my answer, my job, my tea-leaf destiny:Book in progress? While you’re at it, why not share my Cape retreat? Gourmet kitchen, beach rights, wild blueberries. Considering lap pool. Roomy and peaceful: your life will be your own. Write me about your spectacular self. Room and board negotiable in exchange for services. Include writing sample. Box 8152.





‘Harriet Mahoney,’ I heard between the lines, ‘your troubles are over. Box 8152 will cure everything that’s been wrong with your life.’ I could see myself, a better me, at this Cape retreat: at my typewriter, sharing thoughts and kitchen privileges with a kindred soul, baking wild blueberries into muffins.

In the past, I would have signed up for a course on pouring my heart into a cover letter, but I figured even prophecies had expiring deadlines. I had to write the letter of my life, threading  my frayed self through the eye of the employment needle into the Yes pile; to find the silver lining in the fact that I’d spent my thirties unofficially engaged to a spoiled child; to put a good face on my BA in English from a defunct women’s college, my two unpublished novels, and a string of secretarial jobs where I had learned to clear the paper path in all makes of copying machines.

So I wrote that for twelve years I had successfully shared quarters with a challenging roommate, that I was intelligent, considerate, and neat. I sent a laser-printed chapter from my first novel, American Apology, along with its best rejection letter (‘competently written, at times even affecting’) and a short story that my writing group insisted The New Yorker should have taken.

Although dozens of people applied, people with Ph.D.s and hardcover contracts, it was my letter that Isabel Krug liked best. ‘I didn’t want any big shots,’ she told me later. ‘No prima donnas. You sounded normal.’

She liked the ‘secretary’ part. She wanted someone to ghostwrite her story, and she figured if it were a simple matter of channeling her voice through someone else’s fingertips, why not a blunt set that typed 105 words a minute?

Over the phone she asked without apology how old I was, if I’d been in jail, if I had AIDS or the HIV virus, if I’d be squeamish about male visitors, and if I drove a stick.

It wasn’t a tone I could stand forever, but it was offering what I needed. Assuming I had beat out the others on the strength of my prose and my suddenly spectacular self, I accepted ecstatically. Without meeting Isabel Krug. Without asking who else lived in this Cape retreat. Without asking what her story was.
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 Work in Progress

KENNY HAD SAID he was sorry about the apartment but, God, this thing, this awesome, unqualified, brave new love was so huge that he needed all his closet and floor space. How soon, in other words, could I move out?

I dug in, slept on the sofa, snapped his head off with every word of relocation counseling. He produced the lease to remind me that my name was nowhere on it.

I said, ‘You can’t evict me. I work for eleven lawyers.’

He said, ‘Please don’t make me change the locks.’

To save face, I set a date and collected cartons. I demanded he reimburse me for everything we had purchased jointly, down to cleaning fluids, spices, potting soil, and bottles on which we’d paid deposits.

‘What about going home?’ Kenny tried. ‘That might give you some time and distance.’

I said no. Not at my age; not to my parents, who’d take me in, all right, but in the spirit of weary pet owners collecting their repeat-offender dog from the pound.

‘There’s a trend,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t hesitate to live with my parents if circumstances dictated it.’

‘What about my work?’

‘It’s a job. You could get another one closer to them.’

‘I meant my writing. My new novel.’

‘Oh, that,’ he said.

 

I couldn’t go home to my parents’ house because I was secretly writing about them. After years of crafting stories about love between quiet people, the kind of love that small English movies celebrated, I had written a high-concept story about how my parents married each other twice. The night I read it, my classmates applauded. One person said, ‘Brava!’ Someone else said she could see Eli Wallach playing the father.

‘So what do we do with it?’ asked our workshop leader.

‘Send it out?’ I asked.

‘Eventually. Read me the last sentence again.’

I did, fingering the beads around my neck the way I’d seen women authors at readings do: ‘Arthur set down the tray gently so the apple-scented tea wouldn’t overwhelm its vessel, and, with ineffable sadness, departed Charlotte’s lightless room.’

I didn’t look up, but heard the purrs of approval from the backs of the other writers’ throats.

‘Can you see it?’ our leader asked. ‘In italics? A prologue? And then we turn the page to chapter one’—he had mimed this with  a graceful turn of his wrist – ‘and read about Charlotte’s and Arthur’s lives leading up to this moment. How about that?’

I heard more approving murmurs all around me. I couldn’t imagine writing one page past these six about my parents; couldn’t imagine why people liked them more than Cecily Biggins or Maisie Trumbull or Emma Liversidge of my shopkeeper trilogy. But what a night! I jotted their comments in my margins for later savoring: ‘Has your usual clarity and optimism.’ ‘Best thing you’ve done.’ ‘The dishwasher scene is great!’

And this, unless I was dreaming: ‘Shimmers with potential.’

 

Kenny owned A Decent Bagel, Inc., and considered himself a writer since he had composed the slogan ‘Baking the best bagels in TriBeCa.’ He used to evaluate my stories late in the creative process after they had been rejected by several magazines. ‘It’s not terrible,’ he’d say – he who made bagels, not out of love but out of market research.

I tried to show him how a person can be constructive and positive in his criticism at the same time he’s finding fault.

‘But what if it stinks?’

‘Where does it stink?’ I cried. ‘Show me the lines that stink.’

‘“Jelly-bean toes,”’ Kenny read. ‘Wouldn’t that make the baby deformed? And here—why is the mother scrambling egg substitutes? Why not real eggs? You don’t give any reason.’

It wasn’t only what he said but how he said it: no delicacy, no credit for the good parts, no gradual approach to the bad. I said, gathering my pages to me, ‘Some people really liked this story.’

‘Sure,’ he sniffed. ‘And when it’s their turn, you’ll say nice things back.’

‘You can always find something nice to say, even in the worst stuff.’

‘But isn’t it kinder in the long run to say, “This really stinks. You’ll never be a writer, so why don’t you give up?”’

I’d say, ‘That’s not our job. Sometimes a person writes for other reasons, personal reasons, and doesn’t need outside validation.’

‘So why go to a workshop? Why not just write in the privacy of your bedroom and keep it to yourself?’

‘Because,’ I said.

‘Wouldn’t you want to know if you had no talent?’

He didn’t get it. I said yes, okay; I’d want to know.

 

Somewhere along the course of this downward spiral, he met Amy, a customer. Twenty-six years old. It started with a sesame bagel every day on her way to her job leasing lofts to artistentrepreneurs. One macho morning Kenny said, ‘The usual, doll?’ Reportedly, Amy had flushed with pleasure at being recognized as a regular and said yes. Soon he asked where she worked and why she never catered her staff meetings with A Decent Bagel’s bagels.

‘You do that?’ she breathed.

He gave her a business card. ‘We supply trays, napkins, cutlery, nova or lox, capers . . . Everything but the holes.’ He laughed as if it weren’t the stalest joke in his bagel repertoire.

‘What does she look like?’ I asked.

‘Harriet,’ he said. ‘You’re not hearing me. I didn’t fall in love with Amy right away.’

‘When?’

‘It took months. Months of seeing her every morning. Then she started coming in for lunch when I expanded the menu. We talked. She liked me.’

‘But who made the first move?’

‘She asked me if I’d sit down at her booth. I heard myself saying, “Can I see you some time? In the evening?” She said yes like this – “Yessss,” with this hiss of relief, almost like she’d been waiting and praying for me to ask.’

I asked how long afterward they had slept together.

‘I promised myself I wouldn’t get into specifics or say anything hurtful. It isn’t necessary. Just know that we’ve practiced scrupulously safe sex from the beginning.’

All I could say was, ‘What about me?’

He looked puzzled – what about me?

‘I have nothing,’ I said.

‘I’m forty-two years old,’ said Kenny. ‘I thought you’d understand.’
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 Moving Day

ISABEL KRUG’S RETREAT, winner of two national awards for its team of architects, was the most despised house in Truro. It was more Malibu than Cape Cod, the only thing in sight not covered with weathered gray, or soon-to-be-weathered, cedar shingles. The nerve, it said; the sheer size and cost of me: cement cylinders painted white, big ones and small ones, as if client Krug had said to an LA architect, ‘Make me feel as if I’m living inside a toppled pyramid of canned goods.’

I saw it for the first time on a Friday in February when I arrived with all of my belongings. I had accepted the job, if that’s what it was, and agreed to stay a year minimum to help her write The Isabel Krug Story. My clothes, books, electric typewriter, and manila files were in my rental car; my mail was being forwarded. As I left the New York apartment, painters and floor refinishers were arriving to refeather Kenny’s love  nest to Amy’s hypoallergenic specifications.

Isabel had mailed me instructions in aqua ink on scalloped stationery: ‘Rent a car if you don’t have one. I’ll reimburse you. I’ll have my man drive it back to Hyannis. That’s where the nearest car rental place is. The house is the big white cement one on the left with no windows facing the street (my neighbors hate it) don’t block the driveway.’ I had analyzed her writing style and thought: short, choppy sentences; that’s why she needs me; it’s good that she knows this about herself.

The map led me by icy salt marshes toward water and sand, past an empty parking lot for Corn Hill Beach and up a narrow blacktop road to the highest stretch overlooking the bay, fully expecting my trip to end at the ugliest house ever built atop a dune.

‘Oh, God,’ I said aloud as I pulled into the gravel driveway. I didn’t hate it. It was huge and stark; the windows were flat caps of glass topping each cylinder in a twenty-first-century-lighthouse way.

I loved it. I thought of Diane Keaton’s house in Sleeper. I imagined the rain hitting the glass ceilings and me writing my best prose ever to that sound. If there was landscaping at all, it was in the way the sand drifted against the foundation and the beach grass whipped in the wind. There were no silly green lawns or window boxes, no rail fences planted with beach plums. I’d take pictures and send them to my parents, to the writing group, maybe even to Kenny. I’d write, ‘Here is my new dwelling. I sleep in the tower marked with an X. The work is fulfilling. The ocean is my backyard.’

 

She yelled, ‘It’s open.’

There was no doorknob on the curved steel door. ‘The Jetsons,’ I thought. Then I noticed hinges to my right. I pushed with my shoulder and the door opened. My first interior view reminded me of movie locations and Sunday supplements: glass wherever there was ocean, blond wood wherever there was floor, spiral staircases wherever ceiling disappeared into cylinders.

And inspecting me from an immensely long, flesh-colored satin couch, a telephone receiver to her ear, was the mistress of the house.

‘Harriet Mahoney?’ she said.

I nodded and stepped forward. She was bigger than I had expected, and younger, maybe my age; not old enough to be my boss or own this house or have a dowager’s name like Isabel. Her vanilla-blonde hair was pulled back tightly and knotted at her neck in the style of the perfectly featured who don’t visit hairdressers or own hot rollers. Her pink face, I guessed, had lately become more round than oval. Her eyes were large and light amber; later I would learn that for dress-up they became swimming-pool blue or broccoli green. She was wearing iridescent black leggings and a tunic in a shiny, nubby fabric that made my mother’s voice pronounce ‘shantung’ inside my head. She raised a hand to stop me and mouthed that she’d be right off. I backed up and stood by the door; I focused on her large earrings, which were in the tree-ornament family, while she watched me back.

‘That’s what I have an agent for,’ she snapped into the phone.

I could feel her evaluating my mail-order baggy sweater over my one-size-fits-all denim skirt above my navy blue opaque knee-highs and penny loafers – which five hours ago seemed a perfectly reasonable outfit to wear on moving day on Cape Cod in winter. Her gaze traveled up to my graying hair which, until that moment, I had believed lent me character and substance.

‘I really have to go,’ she said.

I waited for a signal – a smile, anything – that would have made me feel less like the meter reader and more like a professional who had arrived at the appointed hour on the appointed day. Suddenly, Isabel Krug rolled her eyes and wagged her head back and forth, mocking the rhythm of her caller’s speech. I smiled. She pointed behind me, jabbing the air.

My stuff? I mouthed.

She nodded vigorously, pointed then beckoned: Go get it and bring it in.

She was standing in the doorway when I came back with the first load, two suitcases and a sleeping bag. ‘Did you think you wouldn’t get a bed?’ she asked, kicking the bag with her silversandaled, pink-nailed foot, her voice teasing, a notch friendlier than its telephone version.

I smiled weakly. Why the hell had I brought my old bedroll from Camp Win-Jo-Bar?

‘You look like a good egg,’ she said.

I said I was a good egg. The sleeping bag was for . . . who knows? I had always brought my sleeping bag to the Cape. And besides, I was moving in. These were my belongings.

‘What were you doing on the Cape?’

‘Vacationing. But ages ago. With my family.’

‘Where?’

‘My mother says it was Dennis or Dennisport.’

‘That sounds right,’ said Isabel. ‘Are they still alive?’

I said yes, living in Brookline, Mass. Retired. She asked what they were retired from.

‘Mahoney’s Donuts.’ I didn’t tell her everyone’s favorite Freudian fact about me – that on top of doughnuts, my old boyfriend made bagels. I raised my suitcase-laden fists: where to?

‘You choose,’ she said.

I followed her down a hallway, past the curved white glossy plaster of the interior wall, up a semi-circle of stairs to what she was calling ‘one possibility’.

‘It’s sweet, isn’t it?’ she asked.

Instantly I said, ‘I’ll take it.’ It was the inside of a cylinder, pale gray walls, pale gray carpeting that looked like thick velvet, and a gray-tinted glass dome for a ceiling. The bed, bureau, and night table were the color of driftwood. The bedclothes were a festival of natural fibers – cotton, wool, silk, mohair – all flavors of the same pale gray. The bathroom was another cylinder, tiled in metallic silver-gray from floor to ceiling, the floor in aquamarine. Everything else was gleaming stainless steel: toilet, a second toiletlike fixture, a pedestal sink, a fan-shaped bathtub, towel bars.

I doubled back to the bedroom and stared at the generous bed, at its piped linens and pillow shams, its duvet, its extraneous throw pillows that were smocked and edged like a handmade trousseau. I said, ‘I can’t imagine I could like the other possibility more than this.’

‘It’s bigger,’ said Isabel, ‘and it has the most outrageous bathroom. C’mon.’

She led me out the door, back down the steps, past my humble baggage to an opposite wing.

‘Were you ever married?’ she asked over her shoulder. ‘Or are you now? I forgot what you told me.’

‘Neither.’

‘Are you gay?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I just ended a twelve-year relationship. With a man.’

‘Whose idea was that?’

‘His,’ I said.

She paused for a few seconds, cursing softly as if in solidarity, then continued down the hall to a creamy-red door. As soon as she opened it I said again, before I could stop myself, ‘I’ll take it.’ The walls looked like petrified sand, like indoor dunes. The bed was built on a platform of raisin-colored wood; raisin-colored leather formed a fitted quilt. The carpeting was raisin-colored velvet. The art on my dune walls was signed and numbered. Sliding glass doors led to a private deck, a private hammock, and what felt, by this point, to be a private ocean. She led me into an adjoining half-glass pyramid. ‘You get used to showering in front of glass, unless you worry about every pervert with binoculars,’ she said. The floor was sand-colored stone, and there was a drain in the middle. I got it: this was the bathroom, all of which was a shower. You stood there naked and turned on these wall jets and there you had it. The sink and toilet seemed to be carved from boulders. (Dear Group, I arise at first light with the sound of the ocean in my suite. It’s made of indigenous materials so I feel as if I  have invited the sand inside. As the great orb rises, I take my coffee out to my private deck and stare at this glorious panorama before I actually commit words to paper. I wish all of you could see it, and could have a setting like this in which to write. With fond regards to all, Harriet M.)

‘Like it?’ asked Isabel.

I nodded, too awed to say what was already worrying me: how would I ever leave a room like this and what would I go back to?

‘Good. It’s yours.’ She opened and shut a few empty drawers, slid a mirrored door back and forth, then put her hands on her hips. ‘Now what?’

‘Is it too soon to unpack?’

‘It’s yours,’ she repeated. ‘Move in. Take it over. Throw your clothes on the floor. Is this everything, these two bags and the junk in the foyer?’

I said, ‘This is everything, pretty much,’ neglecting to say I used to co-own a good deal more, but had divested.

‘If you need something, ask me,’ said Isabel. ‘I have more shit than I could wear in a lifetime.’

I said thanks, but that probably wouldn’t be necessary. I reminded her about the rental car: she had said in her letter that ‘her man’ would drive it back to Hyannis.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Did I?’

‘Do you have a butler?’

‘A handyman/driver,’ she said. ‘Pete.’

‘How will he get back from Hyannis if he drives my car there?’

She laughed, put her arm around my shoulder like best friends heading outside for recess, and cried, ‘How the hell do I know?’

 

‘Good Portuguese fishing stock,’ Isabel announced as she introduced me to Pete DaSilva the handyman, embarrassing us both on the spot. ‘It’s a great combination, don’t you think: olive skin, white teeth, big brown eyes – plus he never sulks.’ I didn’t think so: Pete was not handsome. He saved me from agreeing or disagreeing by telling her to cut the crap. He welcomed me to Truro. How did I like it so far?

I said, ‘The house is amazing. I never dreamed I’d live in a house like this.’

He smiled and said, ‘You’ll grow into it.’

Isabel said matter-of-factly, ‘So far I like her. She’s very thoughtful. She’s worried you’ll get stranded in Hyannis.’

‘No problem,’ said Pete. ‘My cousin’s following me in his cah.’

‘Everyone on the Cape is his cousin,’ Isabel murmured.

‘Why do you think every guy I bring here is my friggin’ cousin?’

‘Because they all look alike and all have the same name!’

Pete slid his baseball cap down to his nose and back again and exhaled slowly. He took my keys and asked if we needed anything else in the big city.

Isabel squinted at some Roman numerals inlaid above the fireplace. ‘What time does the Anne Klein outlet stay open till?’

‘She just got here,’ said Pete. ‘She’s not gonna feel like traipsin’ back to Hyannis.’

Isabel asked hopefully, ‘You like outlets?’

I nodded, wanting to be the perfect employee-companion.

‘She needs stuff. She only filled two suitcases.’

Pete said, ‘Why don’t you go next week once Harriet gets settled. She can drive you.’

‘Or sooner than that,’ I said.

‘Want anything else while I’m out?’ asked Pete.

‘Like what?’

‘You set for suppah? Want me to pick something up?’

‘Thanks, anyway, but I can’t think of a thing,’ Isabel said convincingly, as if she operated in an ordered universe where shopping preceded eating.

 

We drank wine, very good red wine, as soon as I hung up my coat and put my toothbrush into its new sandstone holder. We sat on the satin sofa where I had first seen her. It was dark outside; someone other than Isabel had drawn the drapes and made a fire.

‘I can’t believe you’ve never heard of me,’ she said, but pleased, as if charmed by a rare moment of obscurity. ‘Don’t you read the newspapers? Didn’t you wonder why I was writing a book?’

I said, ‘Everyone I know wants to write a book.’

‘Guy VanVleet?’ she tried again. ‘That doesn’t mean anything either?’

I repeated the name.

‘Shot dead in his bed?’

Be cool, I thought: we’re talking about a murder; I’m going to collaborate with a murderess; I’m going to be the housemate of a murderess. I asked hoarsely if this crime were known outside this room or whether we’d be breaking the story.

‘It was front-page headlines everywhere—Wife Kills Millionaire Husband. Every variation on that you’ve ever heard.’

‘You?’ I asked. ‘You’re the wife?’

‘I was there,’ she said, ‘but I didn’t kill him. I was an innocent bystander.’

I said I didn’t understand. What was she doing there exactly?

Her eyes told me I had disappointed her. She said, ‘Guess.’

‘Committing adultery?’ I asked delicately.

‘What else?’ she replied.

 

Pete, she told me, had been part of the crew that built the house. ‘We liked him and he designed his own job – handyman, watchman, driver. Whatever needed to be done indoors or out. When the house was finished last year, he stayed.’

‘And it’s worked out?’

‘Are you kidding? He can do anything. Even stuff he hasn’t done before, he figures out. Plus everybody trusts him so I get built-in community relations.’ She lowered her voice to confide that the house was considered among the locals to be ‘way out’; that sometimes they cracked jokes to Pete about how’s life in the Hamptons.

‘Maybe because it’s original,’ I said, ‘and they’re used to a certain Cape Cod look.’

‘You can say that again: if it doesn’t have shutters and a trellis over the door, they think it’s in bad taste.’

I looked around the stone, glass, and white room and back to Isabel. ‘How could anyone not think this is beautiful?’

‘You’d be amazed what people like. I was amazed every day.’

I didn’t examine that. I assumed she was telling me about life  as a rich woman, as a hostess, a shopper, a giver of gifts and a patron of the arts.

‘You do a lot of entertaining?’ I asked.

‘None,’ said Isabel. ‘It’s too much trouble. Besides, who would come?’

I told her I hadn’t been one for entertaining either, but of course I’d never had the room. ‘Any other employees?’ I asked. ‘A cook, maybe? Someone who keeps house?’

‘Pete’s mother used to clean for me – she’s a cleaning genius, but she went back to school – way the hell up in Bridgewater, so she cut back to once a week. I don’t need a cook because I don’t eat. Not in any meaningful way.’

‘Oh,’ I said, wondering, if that were true, why she looked so ruddy and well-fed. It was at least seven o’clock and food had not been mentioned.

‘You can. You can cook your little heart out. I have this drop-dead kitchen that my architects insisted on for resale value. It’s got the best view in the house.’

‘Do you eat an evening meal?’ I asked.

She shrugged. ‘Occasionally for social convenience. Otherwise, cereal, Lean Cuisine. Yogurt. Tuna fish. My feeling is, what’s the point? It’s fuel. Why waste time shopping and cooking when life is so short?’

I said I wasn’t a great cook, but I did enjoy my meals. Would my regular observation of mealtime undermine her personal philosophy?

‘Regular – meaning three a day?’

I nodded, unsure.

Isabel smiled a brilliant smile – a smile that put a whisk in my hand, and a knife and a fork in hers; a smile that asked, When do we eat?
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