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To dreamers




Dear Reader:

Dreams should be magic. They should be intimate. Laura Templeton’s were. In the first book of this trilogy, Daring to Dream, Laura’s dream of a fairy-tale marriage shattered. She now struggles to build a new life focused on her two young daughters and the risk of a new business with her two closest friends, Margo and Kate, in a boutique called Pretenses.

Laura Templeton was the daughter of the house, and she continues to live in, and care for, the majestic Templeton House in Big Sur. She’s raising her children there and is determined to provide them with the loving, secure home she’d always known.

In Holding the Dream, Laura watched Margo thrive in her new marriage, and Kate blossom as she fell in love. Laura learned to stand on her own, to become an independent woman, a single parent with a home and a business to run.

In Finding the Dream, Laura faces a new challenge. His name is Michael Fury. Rather than the golden fairy-tale prince she once dreamed of, he is a man of passion and action and heat. He disrupts the ordered life she believed she wanted, and disturbs the heart she was sure she had locked.

Laura, like Margo and Kate, will discover that if you dare, and hold fast, you’ll find your most precious dreams. I hope you enjoy her story. And here’s wishing all your dreams come true.

Nora Roberts




Prologue

California, 1888

It was a long way for a man to travel. Not only the miles from San Diego to the cliffs outside of Monterey, Felipe thought, but the years. So many years.

Once, he had been young enough to walk confidently along the rocks, to climb, even to race. Defying the fates, celebrating the rush of wind, the crash of waves, the dizzying heights. The rocks had bloomed for him in spring once. There had been flowers to pick for Seraphina then, and he could remember, with the clear vision of age looking back to youth, how she had laughed and clutched the tough little wildflowers to her breast as if they were precious roses plucked from a well-tended bush.


His eyes were weak now, and his limbs were frail. But not his memory. A strong, vital memory in an old body was his penance. Whatever joy he had found in his life had been tainted, always, with the sound of Seraphina’s laughter,  with the trust in her dark eyes. With her young, uncompromising love.


In the more than forty years since he had lost her, and the part of himself that was innocence, he had learned to accept his own failings. He had been a coward, running from battle rather than facing the horrors of war, hiding among the dead rather than lifting a sword.

But he had been young, and such things had to be forgiven in the young.

He had allowed his friends and family to believe him dead, slain like a warrior—even a hero. It had been shame, and pride, that caused him to do so. Small things, pride and shame. Life was made up of so many small blocks. But he could never forget that it was that shame and that pride that cost Seraphina her life.

Weary, he sat on a rock to listen. To listen to the roar of water battling rock far below, to listen to the piercing cry of gulls, the rush of wind through winter grass. And the air was chilled as he closed his eyes and opened his heart.

To listen for Seraphina.

She would always be young, a lovely dark-eyed girl who had never had the chance to grow old, as he was old now. She hadn’t waited, but in despair and grief had thrown herself into the sea. For love of him, he thought now. For reckless youth that hadn’t lived long enough to know that nothing lasts forever.

Believing him dead, she had died, hurling herself and her future onto the rocks.

He had mourned her, God knew he had mourned her. But he hadn’t been able to follow her into the sea. Instead, he had traveled south, given up his name and his home, and made new ones.

He had found love again. Not the sweet first blush of love that he had had with Seraphina, but something solid and strong, built on those small blocks of trust and understanding and on needs both quiet and violent.

And he had done his best.


He had children, and grandchildren. He had a life with all the joys and sorrows that make a man. He had survived  to love a woman, to raise a family, to plant gardens. He was content with what had grown from him.


But he had never forgotten the girl he had loved. And killed. He had never forgotten their dream of a future or the sweet, innocent way she had given herself to him. When they had loved in secret, both of them so young, so fresh, they dreamed of the life they would have together, the home they would build with her dowry, the children they would make.

But war came, and he left her to prove himself a man. And proved himself a coward instead.

She had hidden her bride gift, the symbol of hope that a young girl treasures, to keep it out of American hands. Felipe had no doubt where she had hidden it. He had understood his Seraphina—her logic, her sentiment, her strengths and weaknesses. Though it had meant that he was penniless when he left Monterey, he had not taken the gold and jewels Seraphina had secreted.

Now, with the dreams of age that had turned his hair to silver, that had dimmed his eyes and lived in his aching bones, he prayed that it would be found one day by lovers. Or dreamers. If God was just, He would allow Seraphina to choose. Whatever the Church preached, Felipe refused to believe God would condemn a grieving child for the sin of suicide.

No, she would be as he had left her more than forty years ago on these very cliffs. Forever young and beautiful and full of hope.

He knew he would not return to this place. His time of penance was almost at an end. He hoped when he saw his Seraphina again, she would smile at him and forgive a young man’s foolish pride.

He rose, bending in the wind, leaning on his cane to keep his feet under him. And left the cliffs to Seraphina.

 



There was a storm brewing, marching across the sea. A summer storm, full of power and light and wild wind. In that eerie luminescent light, Laura Templeton sat content on the rock. Summer storms were the best.

They would have to go in soon, back to Templeton  House, but for now, she and her two closest friends would wait and watch. She was sixteen, a delicately built girl with quiet gray eyes and bright blond hair. And as full of energy as any storm.

“I wish we could get in the car and drive right into it,” Margo Sullivan laughed. The wind was fitful and growing stronger. “Right into it.”

“Not with you behind the wheel,” Kate Powell sneered. “You’ve only had your license a week, and you already have a rep as a lunatic.”

“You’re just jealous because it’ll be months before you can drive.”

Because it was true, Kate shrugged. Her short black hair fluttered in the wind. She took a deep gulp of air, loving the way it thickened and churned. “At least I’m saving up for a car, instead of cutting out pictures of Ferraris and Jaguars.”

“If you’re going to dream,” Margo said, frowning at a minute chip in the coral polish on her nails, “dream big. I’ll have a Ferrari one day, or a Porsche, or whatever I want.” Her summer-blue eyes narrowed with determination. “I won’t settle for some secondhand junker like you would.”

Laura let them argue. She could have defused the sniping, but she understood it was simply part of the friendship. And she didn’t care about cars. Not that she didn’t enjoy the spiffy little convertible her parents had given her for her sixteenth birthday. But one car was the same as another to her.

She realized it was easier, in her position. She was the daughter of Thomas and Susan Templeton, of the Templeton hotel empire. Her home loomed on the hill behind her, stunning under the churning gray sky. It was more than the stone and wood and glass that composed it. More than the turrets and balconies and lush gardens. More than the fleet of servants who kept it shining.

It was home.

But she had been raised to understand the responsibilities of privilege. Within her was a great love of beauty and  symmetry, and a kindness. Aligned with that was a need to live up to Templeton standards, to deserve all she’d been given by birthright. Not only the wealth, which even at sixteen she understood, but also the love of her family, her friends.

She knew Margo always fretted at limitations. Though they had grown up together at Templeton House, as close as sisters, Margo was the daughter of the housekeeper.

Kate had come to Templeton House when her parents had been killed. An eight-year-old orphan. She was cherished, absorbed into the family, as much a part of the Templetons as Laura and her older brother, Josh.

Laura and Margo and Kate were as close as—perhaps closer than—sisters who shared blood. But Laura never forgot that the Templeton responsibility was hers.

And one day, she thought, she would fall in love, marry, and have children. She would carry on the Templeton tradition. The man who came for her, who swept her up in his arms, who made her belong to him, would be everything she’d ever wanted. Together they would build a life, create a home, carve out a future as polished and perfect as Templeton House.

As she pictured it, dreams budded in her heart. Delicate color bloomed on her cheeks while the wind tossed her blond curls around them.

“Laura’s dreaming again,” Margo commented. Her grin flashed, transforming her striking face to stunning.

“Got Seraphina on the brain again?” Kate asked.

“Hmm?” No, she hadn’t been thinking of Seraphina, but she did now. “I wonder how often she came here, dreaming of the life she wanted with Felipe.”

“She died in a storm like the one that’s coming. I know she did.” Margo lifted her face to the sky. “With lightning flashing, the wind howling.”

“Suicide’s drama enough by itself.” Kate plucked a wildflower, twirled the stubby stem between her fingers. “If it had been a perfect day, with blue skies and sunshine, the results would have been the same.”

“I wonder what it is to feel that lost,” Laura murmured.  “If we ever find her dowry, we should build a shrine or something to remember her by.”

“I’m spending my share on clothes, jewelry, and travel.” Margo stretched her arms up, tucked them behind her head.

“And it’ll be gone in a year. Less,” Kate predicted. “I’m going to invest mine in blue chips.”

“Boring, predictable Kate.” Margo turned her head, smiled at Laura. “What about you? What will you do when we find it? And we will find it one day.”

“I don’t know.” What would her mother do? she wondered. Her father? “I don’t know,” she repeated. “I’ll have to wait and see.” She looked back toward the sea, where the curtain of rain was inching closer. “That’s what Seraphina didn’t do. She didn’t wait and see.”

And the sound of the rising wind was like a woman weeping.

Lightning jagged, a flashing pitchfork of brilliant white through the heavy sky. The blasting boom of answering thunder shook the air. Laura threw back her head and smiled. Here it comes, she thought. The power, the danger, the glory.

She wanted it. Deep inside her most secret heart, she wanted it all.

Then came the squeal of brakes, the angry pulse of gritty rock and roll. And an impatient shout.

“Jesus Christ, are you all nuts?” Joshua Templeton leaned out of his car window, scowling at the trio. “Get the hell in the car.”

“It’s not raining yet.” Laura stood. She eyed Josh first. He was her senior by four years, and at the moment he looked so much like their father at his crankiest that she wanted to laugh. But she’d seen who was in the car with him.

She wasn’t certain how she knew that Michael Fury was as dangerous as any summer storm, but she was sure of it. It was more than Ann Sullivan’s mutterings about hoods and troublemakers—though, to be sure, Margo’s mother had definite opinions on this particular friend of Josh’s.

Maybe it was because his dark hair was just a little too  long and too wild, or because of the little white scar just above his left eyebrow, which Josh said Michael had gotten in a fight. Maybe it was his looks, for they were dark and dangerous, and just a little mean. Like a greedy angel’s, she thought as her heart fluttered uncomfortably. Grinning all the way to hell.

But she thought it was his eyes. So startlingly blue they were in that face. So intense and direct and intrusive when he looked at her.

No, she didn’t like the way he looked at her.

“Get in the damn car.” Impatience shimmered around Josh in waves. “Mom had a fit when she realized you were out here. One of you gets hit by lightning, it’ll be my ass.”

“And it’s such a cute one,” Margo added, always ready to flirt. Hoping to make Josh jealous, she opened the door on Michael’s side. “It’ll be a tight fit. Mind if I sit on your lap, Michael?”

His gaze shifted from Laura. He grinned at Margo, a quick flash of teeth in a tanned, hollow-cheeked face. “Make yourself at home, sugar.” His voice was deep, a little rough, and he accepted the weight of a willing female with practiced ease.

“I didn’t know you were back, Michael.” Kate slipped into the backseat, where, she thought sourly, there was plenty of room for three.

“On leave.” He flicked a glance at her, then looked back at Laura, who still hesitated at the car door. “I ship out again in a couple days.”

“The merchant marine.” Margo toyed with his hair. “It sounds so . . . dangerous. And exciting. Do you have a woman in every port?”

“I’m working on it.” As the first fat drops of rain splatted the windshield, he raised a brow at Laura. “Want to sit on my lap, too, sugar?”

Dignity was something else she’d learned at an early age. Not sparing him a reply, Laura got into the backseat with Kate.

The minute the door was closed, Josh sent the car streaking across the road and up the hill toward home. When her eyes met Michael’s in the rearview mirror, Laura deliberately looked away, then back. Back toward the cliffs, and her place of comfortable dreams.




Chapter One

On the day of her eighteenth birthday, Laura was in love. She knew she was lucky to be so certain of her feelings, and her future, and the man who would share them both with her.

His name was Peter Ridgeway, and he was everything she had ever dreamed of. He was tall and handsome, with golden good looks and a charming smile. He was a man who understood beauty and music, and the responsibilities of career.

Since he had been promoted in the Templeton organization and transferred to the California branch, he had courted her in a fashion designed to win her romantic heart.

There had been roses delivered in glossy white boxes, quiet dinners at restaurants with flickering candlelight. Endless conversations about art and literature—and silent looks that said so much more than words.

They had taken walks in the garden in the moonlight, long drives along the coast.

Her fall into love had not taken long, yet it had been a  gentle tumble with no scrapes or bruises. Very much, she thought, like sliding slowly down a silk-lined tunnel into waiting arms.

Perhaps, at twenty-seven, he was a bit older than her parents might have liked, and she a bit younger. But he was so flawless, so perfect, Laura couldn’t see how the years could matter. No boy of her own age had Peter Ridgeway’s polish, his knowledge, or his quiet patience.

And she was so much in love.

He had hinted at marriage, gently. She understood that this was to give her time to consider. If only she knew how to let him know she had already considered, already decided he was the man she would spend her life with.

But a man like Peter, Laura thought, needed to be the one to make the moves, the decisions.

There was time, she assured herself. All the time in the world. And tonight, at the party to celebrate her eighteenth birthday, he would be there. She would dance with him. And in the pale blue dress she’d chosen because it matched his eyes, she would feel like a princess. More, she would feel like a woman.

She dressed slowly, wanting to savor every moment of preparation. It was all going to be different now, she thought. Her room had been the same when she’d opened her eyes that morning. The walls were still papered with those tiny pink rosebuds that had grown there for so many years. The winter sunlight still tilted through her windows, filtering through lacy curtains as it had done on so many other January mornings.

But everything was different. Because she was different.

She studied her room with a woman’s eyes now. She appreciated the elegant lines of the mahogany bureau, the glossy Chippendale that had been her grandmother’s. She touched the pretty silver grooming set, a birthday gift from Margo, studied the colorful, frivolous perfume bottles she’d begun to collect in adolescence.

There was the bed she had slept in, dreamed in, since childhood—the high four-poster, again Chippendale, with its fanciful canopy of Breton lace. The terrace doors that  led to her balcony were open, to invite the sounds and scents of evening inside. The window seat where she could curl up and dream about the cliffs was cozy with pillows.

A fire burned sedately in the hearth of rose-grained marble. Atop the mantel were silver-framed photos, the delicate silver candlesticks with the slim white tapers she loved to burn at night. And the Dresden bud vase that held the single white rose Peter had sent that morning.

There was the desk where she had studied all the way through high school, where she would continue to study through what was left of her senior year.

Odd, she mused, tracing a hand over it, she didn’t feel like a high school student. She felt so much older than her contemporaries. So much wiser, so much more sure of where she was going.

This was the room of her childhood, she thought, of her youth and of her heart. As Templeton House was the home of her heart. Though she knew she would never love any place as much, she was prepared, even eager to build a new home with the man she loved.

At last, she turned and looked at herself in the cheval glass. And smiled. She’d been right about the dress, she decided. Simple, clean lines suited her small frame. The scoop neckline, the long, tapered sleeves, the straight column that skimmed down to flirt with her ankles—the effect was classic, dignified, and perfect for a woman who met Peter Ridgeway’s standards.

She might have preferred that her hair be straight and flowing, but since it insisted on curling frivolously, she’d swept it up. It added maturity, she thought.

She would never be bold and sexy like Margo, or casually intriguing like Kate. So she would settle for mature and dignified. After all, those were qualities that Peter found appealing.

She so badly wanted to be perfect for him. Tonight—especially tonight.

Reverently she picked up the earrings that had been her parents’ birthday gift. The diamonds and sapphires winked  flirtatiously back at her. She was smiling at them when her door burst open.

“I am not putting that crap all over my face.” Flushed and flustered, Kate continued her argument with Margo as both of them strode inside. “You have enough on yours for both of us.”

“You said Laura would be the judge,” Margo reminded her, then stopped. With an expert’s eye she studied her friend. “You look fabulous. Dignified sex.”

“Really? Are you sure?” The idea of being sexy was so thrilling, Laura turned back to the mirror. All she saw was herself, a small young woman with anxious gray eyes and hair that wouldn’t quite stay in place.

“Absolutely. Every guy at the party is going to want you, and be afraid to ask.”

Kate snorted and plopped onto Laura’s bed. “They won’t be afraid to ask you, pal. You’re a prime example of truth in advertising.”

Margo merely smirked and ran a hand over her hip. The lipstick-red dress dipped teasingly low at the bodice and clung to every generous curve. “If you’ve got it—which you don’t—flaunt it. Which is why you need the blusher, the eye shadow, the mascara, the—”

“Oh, Christ.”

“She looks lovely, Margo.” Always the peacemaker, Laura stepped between them. She smiled at Kate, spread out on the bed, her angular frame intriguing in thin white wool that covered her from throat to ankle. “Like a wood nymph.” She laughed when Kate groaned. “But you could use a little more color.”

“See?” Triumphant, Margo whipped out her makeup bag. “Sit up and let a master do her work.”

“I was counting on you.” Complaining all the way, Kate suffered the indignity of Margo’s brushes and tubes. “I’m only doing this because it’s your birthday.”

“And I appreciate it.”

“It’s going to be a clear night.” Margo busily defined Kate’s cheekbones. “The band’s already setting up, and the kitchen’s in chaos. Mum’s rushing around fussing with the  floral arrangements as though it’s a royal reception.”

“I should go help,” Laura began.

“You’re the guest of honor.” Kate kept her eyes closed in self-defense as Margo dusted shadow on her lids. “Aunt Susie has everything under control—including Uncle Tommy. He’s outside playing the sax.”

Laughing, Laura sat on the bed beside Kate. “He always said his secret fantasy was to play tenor sax in some smoky club.”

“He’d have played for a while,” Margo said as she carefully smudged liner under Kate’s big doe eyes. “Then the Templeton would have come out, and he’d have bought the club.”

“Ladies.” Josh loitered in the doorway, a small florist’s box in his hands. “I don’t mean to interrupt a female ritual, but as everyone’s slightly insane, I’m playing delivery boy.”

The way he looked in his tux shot heat straight through Margo’s loins. She sent him a sultry look. “What’s your usual tip?”

“Never draw to an inside straight.” He struggled not to let his gaze dip to her cleavage and cursed every man who would be offered a glimpse of those milky white curves. “Looks like more flowers for the birthday girl.”

“Thanks.” Laura rose to take the box, and kissed him. “That’s my tip.”

“You look wonderful.” He caught her hand. “Grown up. I’m starting to miss my annoying little sister.”

“I’ll do my best to annoy you, as often as possible.” She opened the box, sighed, and forgot everything else. “From Peter,” she murmured.

Josh set his teeth. It wouldn’t be fair to say that she was already annoying him in her choice of men. “Some guys think single roses are classy.”

“I’d rather have dozens,” Margo stated. And her eyes met Josh’s in perfect agreement and understanding.

“It’s lovely,” Laura murmured as she slipped it into the vase with its mate. “Just like the one he sent this morning.”

By nine, Templeton House was overflowing with people and sound. Groups of guests spilled out of brightly lit rooms onto heated terraces. Others wandered the gardens, strolling down bricked paths to admire the blooms and the fountains, all lit by the white ball of a winter’s moon and the charm of fairy lights.

Margo had been right. The night was clear, a black sky stabbed by countless diamond-bright stars. Under it Templeton House stood awash in lights.

The music pulsed, inviting couples to dance. Huge tables elegantly clad in white linen groaned under the weight of food prepared by a fleet of caterers. Waiters trained by Templeton Hotels standards wandered discreetly among the guests, carrying silver trays filled with flutes of champagne and tiny delicacies for sampling. Half a dozen open bars were set up to serve mixed or soft drinks.

Steam rose off the swimming pool in misty fingers, while dozens of white water lilies floated on the surface. On terraces, under silky awnings, over the lawns, dozens of tables were draped in white linen, centered with a trio of white tapers ringed by glossy gardenias.

Indoors, there were more waiters, more food, more music, more flowers for those who wanted the warmth and relative quiet. Two uniformed maids upstairs stood ready to assist any lady who might wish to freshen up or fix a hem.

No reception ever held at any Templeton hotel around the world was more carefully planned or executed than the celebration of Laura Templeton’s eighteenth birthday.

She would never forget that night, the way the lights flashed and glowed, the way the music seemed to fill the air, mating with the scent of flowers. She knew her duties, and she chatted and danced with friends of her parents and with her contemporaries. Though she wanted only Peter, she mixed and mingled as was expected of her.

When she danced with her father, she pressed her cheek against his. “It’s a wonderful party. Thank you.”

He sighed, realizing she smelled like a woman—soft,  elegant. “Part of me wishes you were still three years old, bouncing on my knee.”

Thomas drew her back to smile at her. He was a striking man, his bronzed hair lightly touched with silver, the eyes he had passed on to both of his children crinkled at the corners with life and laughter.

“You’ve grown up on me, Laura.”

“I couldn’t help it.” She smiled back at him.

“No, I suppose you couldn’t. Now I’m standing here aware that a dozen young men are aiming arrows at my back, hoping I’ll keel over so they can dance with you.”

“I’d rather dance with you than anyone.”

But when Peter glided by with Susan Templeton, Thomas saw his daughter’s eyes go soft and dreamy. How could he have predicted, he thought, when he brought the man out to California, that Ridgeway would take his little girl away?

When the music ended, Thomas had to admire the smooth skill with which Peter changed partners and circled away with Laura.

“You shouldn’t look at the man as though you’d like to flog him, Tommy,” Susan murmured.

“She’s just a girl.”

“She knows what she wants. She’s always seemed to know.” She sighed herself. “Apparently it’s Peter Ridgeway.”

Thomas looked into his wife’s eyes. They were wise, always had been wise. She might be small and delicate-framed like her daughter, and perhaps she gave the illusion of fragility. But he knew just how strong she was.

“What do you think of him?”

“He’s competent,” she said slowly. “He’s well bred, well mannered. God knows, he’s attractive.” Her soft mouth hardened. “And I wish he was a thousand miles away from her. That’s a mother talking,” she admitted. “One who’s afraid she’s losing her little girl.”

“We could transfer him to Europe.” He warmed to the idea. “No—Tokyo, or Sydney.”

Laughing, she patted her husband’s cheek. “The way  Laura looks at him, she’d follow him. Better to keep him close.” Struggling to accept, she shrugged her shoulders. “She could have fallen for one of Josh’s wilder friends, or a gigolo, a fortune hunter, an ex-con.”

He laughed himself. “Laura? Never.”

Susan merely raised an eyebrow. A man wouldn’t understand, she knew. Romantic natures like Laura’s most usually were drawn to the wild. “Well, Tommy, we’ll just have to see where it goes. And be there for her.”

 



“Aren’t you going to dance with me?” Margo slid into Josh’s arms, fit there, before he had a chance to agree or evade. “Or would you rather just stand there brooding?”

“I wasn’t brooding. I was thinking.”

“You’re worried about Laura.” Even as her fingers skimmed flirtatiously up the nape of his neck, Margo shot a concerned glance toward Laura. “She’s mad for him. And bound and determined to marry him.”

“She’s too young to be thinking of marriage.”

“She’s been thinking of marriage since she was four,” Margo muttered. “Now she’s found what she thinks is the man of her dreams. No one’s going to stop her.”

“I could kill him,” Josh considered. “Then we could hide the body.”

She chuckled, smiled into his eyes. “Kate and I would be happy to help you toss his lifeless corpse off the cliffs. But hell, Josh, maybe he’s right for her. He’s attentive, intelligent, apparently patient in certain hormonal areas.”

“Don’t start that.” Josh’s eyes went dark. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“Rest assured your little sister will walk down the aisle, when the time comes, in blushing-bride white.” She blew out a breath, wondering why any woman would consider marrying a man before she knew if he was her mate in bed. “They have a lot in common, really. And who are two jaded cynics like us to judge?”

“We love her,” Josh said simply.

“Yeah, we do. But things change, and before much longer we’re all going to be moving in our own directions.  You’ve already started,” she pointed out. “Mister Harvard Law. And Kate’s chafing at the bit for college, Laura for marriage.”

“What are you chafing for, duchess?”

“Everything, and then some.” Her smile turned sultry. She might have pushed the flirtation a bit farther, but Kate swung up and pried them apart.

“Sexual rituals later,” she muttered. “Look, they’re going off.” She scowled in Laura’s direction, watching her walk away hand in hand with Peter. “Maybe we should go after them. Do something.”

“Such as?” But understanding, Margo draped an arm over Kate’s narrow shoulders. “Whatever, it won’t make any difference.”

“I’m not going to stand around and watch, then.” Disgusted, Kate peered up at Josh. “Let’s go sit in the south garden for a while. Josh can steal us some champagne.”

“You’re under age,” he said primly.

“Right, like you’ve never done it before.” She smiled winningly. “Just a glass each. To toast Laura. Maybe it’ll bring her luck, and what she wants.”

“One glass, then.”

Margo frowned, noting the way he scanned the crowd. “Looking for cops?”

“No, I thought Michael might show after all.”

“Mick?” Kate angled her head. “I thought he was down in Central America or somewhere, playing soldier of fortune.”

“He is—was,” Josh corrected. “He’s back, at least for a while. I was hoping he’d take me up on the invitation.” Then he shrugged. “He’s not much for this kind of thing. One glass,” he repeated, tapping a finger on Kate’s nose. “And you didn’t get it from me.”

“Of course not.” After tucking her arm through Margo’s, Kate wandered toward the gaily lighted gardens. “We might as well drink to her if we can’t stop her.”

“We’ll drink to her,” Margo agreed. “And we’ll be there, whatever happens.”

“So many stars,” Laura breathed in the night as she and Peter walked across the gently sloping lawn. “I can’t imagine a more perfect evening.”

“Much more perfect now that I have a moment alone with you.”

Flushing, she smiled at him. “I’m sorry. I’ve been so busy, I’ve hardly had a moment to talk with you.” Be alone with you.

“You have duties. I understand. A Templeton would never neglect her guests.”

“Not ordinarily, no. But it is my birthday.” Her hand felt so warm and sheltered in his. She wished they could walk forever, down to the cliffs, so she could share that most intimate place with him. “I should have some leeway.”

“Then let’s take advantage of that.” He guided her toward the fanciful white shape of the gazebo.

From there the sounds of the party became muted background, and the moonlight filtered through the latticelike lace. Scents from the flowers perfumed the air. It was precisely the setting he’d wanted.

Old-fashioned and romantic, like the woman he intended to have.

Drawing her into his arms, he kissed her. She came so willingly, he thought. So innocently. That lovely mouth parting for his, those delicate arms winding around him. It stirred him, this youth combined with dignity, eagerness flushed with innocence.

He could have her, he knew. He had the skill and the experience. But he was a man who prided himself on control, and he drew her gently back. He wouldn’t soil the perfection, or rush into the physical. He wanted his wife untouched, even by himself.

“I haven’t told you enough how lovely you look tonight.”

“Thank you.” She treasured those warm, liquid pulls of anticipation. “I wanted to. For you.”

He smiled and held her tenderly, letting her head rest against his heart. She was so perfect for him, he thought.  Young, lovely, well bred. Malleable. Through the slats he spotted Margo, flashy in her clinging red dress, laughing bawdily at some joke.

Even though his glands stirred, his sensibilities were offended. The housekeeper’s daughter. Every man’s wet dream.

His gaze shifted to Kate. The prickly ward, with more brains than style. It amazed him that Laura felt this childish attachment for those two. But he was sure it would fade in time. She was, after all, sensible, with a dignity admirable in one so young. Once she fully understood her place in society—and her place with him—she could be gently weaned from inappropriate attachments.

He had no doubt she was in love with him. She had so little experience in coyness or deception. Her parents might not completely approve, but he was confident that their devotion to their daughter would sway them in his favor.

They would find no fault with him personally or professionally, he was certain. He did his job, and did it well. He would make a suitable son-in-law. With Laura beside him, with the Templeton name, he would have everything he wanted. Everything he deserved. The proper wife, the unshakable position in society, sons. Wealth and success.

“We haven’t known each other long,” he began.

“It feels like forever.”

Over her head, he smiled. She was so sweetly romantic. “Only a few months, Laura. And I’m nearly ten years older than you are.”

She only pressed closer. “What does it matter?”

“I should give you more time. God, you’re still in high school.”

“Only for a few more months.” Her heart beat wildly with anticipation as she lifted her head. “I’m not a child, Peter.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I know what I want. I’ve always known.”

He believed her. And he, also, knew what he wanted. Had always known. That, too, he mused, they had in common.

“Still, I told myself I would wait.” He brought her hands to his lips, watched her eyes. “Another year, at least.”

She knew this was what she had dreamed of, had waited for. “I don’t want you to wait,” she whispered. “I love you, Peter.”

“I love you, Laura. Too much to wait even another hour, much less another year.”

He eased her down onto the padded bench. Her hands trembled. With all her heart she absorbed every aspect of the moment. The sound of music in the distance that carried over the clear night air in quiet notes. The scent of night-blooming jasmine and hints of the sea. The way the shadows and lights played through the sheltering lattice.

He got down on one knee, as she’d known he would. His face was so beautiful in the delicate, dreamy light, it broke her heart. Her eyes were swimming with tears when he took a small black-velvet box from his pocket, opened it. The tears made the light that glinted off the diamond refract into rainbows.

“Will you marry me, Laura?”

She knew what every woman felt at this one shining moment of her life. And held out her hand. “Yes.”




Chapter Two

Twelve years later

When a woman turned thirty, Laura supposed, it was a time for reflection, for taking stock, for not only shuddering because middle age was certainly creeping closer and closer around that blind corner, but for looking back over her accomplishments.

She was trying to.

But the fact was, when she awoke that morning in January on her thirtieth birthday to gray skies and unrelenting rain, the weather perfectly mirrored her mood.

She was thirty years old and divorced. She had lost the lion’s share of her personal wealth through her own naïveté and was struggling mightily to fulfill her responsibilities to her family home, raise two daughters alone, hold down two part-time jobs—neither of which she had prepared herself for—and still be a Templeton.

Crowding the minus side was the failure to hold her marriage together, the personal and somewhat embarrassing  fact that she had slept with only one man in her life, worry that her children were being penalized by her lack, and fear that the house of cards she was rebuilding so carefully would tumble at the first brisk wind.

Her life—the unrelenting reality of it—bore little resemblance to the one she had dreamed of. Was it any wonder she wanted to huddle in bed and pull the covers over her head?

Instead, she prepared to do what she always did. Get up, face the day, and try to somehow get through the complicated mess she’d made out of her life. There were people depending on her.

Before she could toss the covers aside, there was a soft knock at the door. Ann Sullivan poked her head in first, then smiled. “Happy birthday, Miss Laura.”

The Templetons’ longtime housekeeper stepped inside the room, carrying a fully loaded breakfast tray accented with a vase of Michaelmas daisies.

“Breakfast in bed!” Scrambling to reorganize her schedule, which had room for a quick cup of coffee at best, Laura sat back. “I feel like a queen.”

“It isn’t every day a woman turns thirty.”

Laura’s attempt at a smile wobbled. “Tell me about it.”

“Now don’t you start that nonsense.”

Brisk and efficient, Ann settled the tray over Laura’s lap. She’d seen thirty herself—and forty, and Lord help her, she’d just run smack into fifty. And because she understood just how those decades affected a woman, she brushed Laura’s sigh aside.

She had been fretting after this girl, as well as her own and Miss Kate besides, for more than twenty years. She knew just how to handle them.

Ann went to rekindle the fire in the hearth not only to chase away the January chill but to add light and cheer. “You’re a beautiful young woman with the best of her life ahead of her.”

“And thirty years of it behind her.”

Ann methodically pushed the right buttons. “And nothing to show for it but two beautiful children, a thriving  business, a lovely home, and family and friends who adore you.”

Ouch, Laura thought. “I’m feeling sorry for myself.” She tried the smile again. “Pathetic and typical. Thank you, Annie. This is lovely.”

“Drink some coffee.” As the fire caught, crackling briskly, Ann poured the coffee herself, then patted Laura’s hand. “You know what you need? A day off. A full day just for yourself, to do exactly as you choose.”

It was a fine fantasy, and one that not so many years before she would have been able to indulge. But now, she had the girls to ready for school, a morning in her office at Templeton Monterey, and an afternoon at Pretenses, the shop she and Margo and Kate had started together.

Then it was a quick dash to take the girls to their dance class, time out to go over the bills and to pay them. Then there was homework to oversee, as well as dealing with any and all of the myriad problems her daughters might have encountered during the day.

And she needed to carve out time to check on old Joe, the gardener. She was worried about him but didn’t want him to know it.

“You’re not listening, Miss Laura.”

At the faintly censorious tone, Laura pulled herself back. “I’m sorry. The girls need to get up for school.”

“They’re up. As a matter of fact . . .” Pleased with her surprise, Ann walked to the door. At the signal, the room filled with people and noise.

“Mama.” The girls came first, rushing in to jump on the bed and rattle plates on the tray. At seven and ten they weren’t babies any longer, but she cuddled them just the same. Kayla, the younger, was always ready for a hug, but Allison had been growing distant. Laura knew the extended embrace from her elder daughter was one of the best gifts she would receive that day.

“Annie said we could all come and start your birthday off right.” Kayla bounced, her smoky gray eyes bright with excitement. “And everybody’s here.”

“So they are.” With an arm around each girl, Laura  grinned at the crowd. Margo was already passing her three-month-old son to his grandmother so she could supervise as Josh opened a bottle of champagne. Kate slipped away from her husband to help herself to one of the croissants on Laura’s tray.

“So how does it feel, champ?” Kate asked with her mouth full. “The big three-oh?”

“It was feeling lousy until a minute ago. Mimosas?” She raised a brow at Margo.

“You betcha. And, no,” she said, anticipating Ali, “straight o.j. for you and your sister.”

“It’s a special occasion,” Ali complained.

“So, you’re going to drink your o.j. in a champagne flute.” With a flourish, she passed juice to the girls. “For a toast,” she added, then hooked an arm through her husband’s. “Right, Josh?”

“To Laura Templeton,” he began, “a woman of many talents—which includes looking pretty great for a kid sister on the morning of her thirtieth birthday.”

“And if anyone brought a camera in here,” Laura said, pushing back her tumbled hair, “I’ll kill them.”

“I knew I forgot something.” Kate shook her head, then shrugged. “Well—let’s get to the first gift. Byron?”

Byron De Witt, Kate’s husband of six weeks and the executive director of Templeton California, stepped forward. He touched his glass lightly to Laura’s and grinned. “Ms. Templeton, if I see you anywhere on hotel property before midnight tonight, I’ll be forced to pull rank and fire you.”

“But I have two accounts I have to—”

“Not today you don’t. Consider your office closed. Somehow Conventions and Special Events will have to limp along without you for twenty-four hours.”

“I appreciate the thought, Byron, but—”

“All right.” He sighed. “If you insist on going over my head. Mr. Templeton?”

Enjoying himself, Josh joined ranks with Byron. “As executive vice president, Templeton, I’m ordering you to take the day off. And if you’ve got some idea about going  over my head, I’ve already talked to Mom and Dad. They’ll be calling you later.”

“Fine.” When she discovered she was getting ready to pout, she shrugged instead. “It’ll give me a chance to—”

“Nope.” Reading Laura well, Kate shook her head. “You’re not setting foot in the shop today.”

“Oh, come on. This is just silly. I can—”

“Lie in bed,” Margo continued, “walk the cliffs, read a book, get a facial.” Over the sheets, she grabbed Laura’s foot, waggled it. “Pick up a sailor and . . .” Remembering the girls, she backtracked. “Go for a sail. Mrs. Williamson is planning an elaborate birthday feast for you tonight, to which we have all invited ourselves. At that time, if you’ve been a good girl, you’ll get the rest of your presents.”

“I have something for you, Mama. I have something and so does Ali. Annie helped us pick them out. You have to be good so you can open them tonight.”

“Outnumbered.” Laura took a contemplative sip of her mimosa. “All right, I’ll be lazy. And if I do something foolish, it’ll be your fault. All of you.”

“Always willing to take the credit.” Margo took J. T. back as he began to fuss. “He’s wet,” she discovered and, laughing, handed him to his father. “And it’s your turn, Josh. We’ll be back at seven sharp. Oh, and if you decide on that sailor, I’ll want to hear every detail.”

“Gotta go,” Kate announced. “See you tonight.”

They went out as quickly and as noisily as they had come in, leaving Laura alone with a bottle of champagne and a cooling breakfast.

She was so lucky, she thought, as she settled back against the pillows. She had family and friends who loved her. She had two beautiful daughters, and a home she had always called her own.

Then why, she wondered as her eyes swam with sudden tears, did she feel so useless?

 



The trouble with having free time, Laura decided, was that it reminded her of the days when most of her free time had been eaten up by committees. Some she had joined  because she enjoyed them—the people, the projects, the causes. Others, she knew, she’d involved herself with because of pressure from Peter.

She had, for too many years, found it easier to bend than to stand.

And when she had rediscovered her backbone, she had also discovered that the man she had married didn’t love her, or the children. It had been the Templeton name he had married; he had never wanted the life she dreamed of.

Sometime between Ali’s birth and Kayla’s, he dropped even the pretense of loving her. Still, she stuck with it, maintained the illusion of marriage and family. And the pretense was all hers.

Until the day she walked in on that most pathetic of clichés: her husband in bed with another woman.

Thinking of it now, Laura crossed the beautifully tended lawn, strolled through the south gardens and into the grove beside the old stables. The rain had subsided to a mist that merged with the swirl of fog crawling along the ground. It was, she thought, like walking through a cool, thin river.

She rarely walked here, rarely had time. Yet she had always loved the play of sunlight or shadow through the trees, the scent of the forest, the rustling of small animals. There had been times during her youth when she imagined it was a fairy-tale woods and she was the enchanted princess, searching for the one true love who would rescue her from the spell cast upon her.

A harmless fantasy, she thought now, for a young girl. But perhaps she had wanted that fairy-tale ending too badly, believed in it too strongly. As she had believed in Peter.

He had crushed her. Quite literally he had crushed her heart with simple neglect, with casual disinterest. Then he had scattered the pieces that were left with betrayal. At last, he had eradicated even the dust when he had taken not only her money but the children’s too.

For that, she would never forgive or forget.

And that, Laura thought as she wandered a path under an arch of lazily dripping branches, made her bitter.

She wanted to swallow the taste of that bitterness once and for all, to get beyond it, fully, and move ahead. Perhaps, she decided, her thirtieth birthday was the time to really begin.

It made sense, didn’t it? Peter had proposed to her on her birthday twelve years before. On a starry night, she remembered, raising her face to the misting rain. She’d been so sure then, so positive that she knew what she wanted, what she needed. Now was the time to reevaluate.

Her marriage was over, but her life wasn’t. In the past two years she’d taken quite a few steps to prove that.

Did she mind the work she’d taken on to rebuild her life and her personal finances? Not the work itself, she decided, stepping over a fallen log and going deeper into the forest. Her position with Templeton Hotels was a responsibility, a legacy, that she’d neglected too long. She would damn well earn her keep.

And the shop. She smiled to herself as her boots squished on the soggy path. She loved Pretenses, loved working with Margo and Kate. She enjoyed the customers, the stock, and the sense of accomplishment. The three of them had built something there, for themselves, for each other.

How could she resent the hours and the effort that she put into raising her girls, seeing that they had a happy, healthy life? They were her heart. Whatever it took to make up for the loss of the home she had somehow helped break, she would try to do.

Kayla, she thought, her little Kayla. So resilient, so easy to please. A loving, happy child was Kayla.

But Allison. Poor Ali had needed her father’s love so desperately. The divorce was hardest on her, and nothing Laura did seemed to help her adjust. She was doing better now, Laura thought, better than she had been during those first months, even the first year. But she had pulled in, and back, and was only rarely spontaneous with her affections, as she had been.

And wary of her mother, Laura thought with a sigh. Still blaming her mother for a father who had no interest in his daughters.

Laura sat on a stump, closed her eyes, let the faint breeze that was the music of the forest surround her. She would handle it, she promised herself. She would handle all of it—the work, the rush, the worry, the children. No one was more surprised than she herself that she was handling it well.

But how, she wondered, how in God’s name would she continue to handle the loneliness?

 



Later, she snipped deadheads out of the garden, did some pruning, hauled away the debris. Old Joe simply couldn’t keep up any longer. And young Joe, his grandson, couldn’t afford more than a few hours a week in between his college courses to add his help. Since it would cut too much into her budget, and old Joe’s pride, to hire an assistant, Laura had convinced Joe that she wanted to take on some of the gardening tasks.

It was partially true. She had always loved the gardens of Templeton House—the flowers, the shrubs, the vines. As a child she had often dogged Joe, nagging him to teach her, to show her. And he would pull a pack of cherry Life Savers out of his pocket, thumb one out for her, and demonstrate the proper way to train a creeper, to deal with aphids, to prune a tea rose.

She had adored him—his weathered face, old even then, his slow, thoughtful voice, his big, patient hands. He had come to work in the gardens of Templeton House as a boy, in her grandparents’ day. After sixty years of service, he had a right to his pension, to spend his days tending his own garden, to a life sitting in the sunshine.

And, Laura understood, it would break his heart if she offered it.

So she picked up the slack under the guise of wanting a hobby. When her schedule allowed, and often when it didn’t, she would stand with Joe and discuss perennials and bonemeal and mulch.

Today, as afternoon faded to dusk, she took stock. The gardens of Templeton House looked as they should in winter: quiet, waiting, the hardiest blooms splashes of defiant  color. Her parents had given the house into her hands for tending, and for cherishing. Laura did both.

She stepped out onto the skirt of the pool, nodded in approval. She maintained the pool herself. It was, after all, her indulgence. Whatever the weather, if she could squeeze in a few laps, she did so. She’d taught her children to swim in that pool, as her father had taught her. The water sparkled, a delicate blue, thanks to some of her recent dickering with the pump and filter.

The mermaid lived beneath, a mosaic fantasy of flowing red hair and glossy green tail. Her girls loved to dive down and touch that smiling, serene face, even as she had.

Out of habit, she checked the glass tables for smudges, the cushions of the chairs and lounges for dampness or dust. Ann would have already done so, but Laura didn’t turn toward the house until she was certain everything was perfect.

Satisfied, she walked down the stone path and chose the kitchen door. Scents assaulted her, made her taste buds yearn. Mrs. Williamson, ample of hip and bosom, stood at the stove, as she had done for all of Laura’s memory.

“Leg of lamb,” Laura said and sighed. “Apple chutney. Curried potatoes.”

Turning, Mrs. Williamson smiled smugly. She was well into her seventies. Her hair was the hard glossy black of a bowling ball and approximately the same shape. But her face was soft, full of folds and wrinkles and as sweet as her own cream centers.

“Your nose is as good as ever, Miss Laura—or your memory is. It’s what you always want for your birthday.”

“No one roasts a lamb like you, Mrs. Williamson.” Because she knew the game, Laura wandered the spacious kitchen, making her poking about obvious. “I don’t see a cake.”

“Maybe I forgot to bake one.”

Laura expressed the expected dismay. “Oh, Mrs. Williamson!”

“And maybe I didn’t.” She chuckled, gestured with her wooden spoon. “Now off you go. I can’t have you around  pestering me while I’m cooking. Get yourself cleaned up—you’re carrying garden dirt.”

“Yes, ma’am.” At the kitchen door, Laura turned back. “It wouldn’t be a Black Forest cake, would it? Double chocolate?”

“Just you wait and see. Scat!”

Laura waited until she was well down the hallway before she chuckled. It would be a Black Forest cake. Mrs. Williamson might be a tad forgetful these days, and her hearing wasn’t what it had been. But vital matters such as Laura’s traditional birthday meal would be remembered in every detail.

She hummed to herself as she climbed the stairs to bathe and change for dinner. Her mood had lifted, but it plummeted quickly when she heard the sounds of a sibling argument in full swing.

“Because you’re stupid, that’s why.” Ali’s voice was shrill and bitter. “Because you don’t understand anything, and I hate you.”

“I am not stupid.” There were tears trembling on the surface of Kayla’s retort. “And I hate you more.”

“Well, this is pleasant.” Determined to lose neither her temper nor her perspective, Laura paused in the doorway of Ali’s room.

The tableau seemed innocent enough. In a girl’s pretty mint-and-white room, dolls from around the world wearing their countries’ traditional dress ringed the shelves that flanked the wide window. Books, ranging from Sweet Valley High to Jane Eyre, filled a case. A jewelry box with a twirling ballerina stood open on the dresser.

Her daughters faced each other from either side of the canopy bed like mortal enemies over embattled soil.

“I don’t want her in my room.” Her fists clenched, Ali whirled to face her mother. “This is my room and I don’t want her in it.”

“I just came in to show her the picture I drew.” With trembling lips, Kayla held it out. It was a clever crayon sketch of a fire-breathing dragon and a young, silver-clad knight with a raised sword. The natural youthful talent in  it reminded Laura that she needed to arrange for Kayla to have drawing lessons.

“It’s wonderful, Kayla.”

“She said it was ugly.” Never ashamed of tears, Kayla let them fall. “She said it was ugly and stupid and that I had to knock before I came into her room.”

“Ali?”

“Dragons aren’t real, and they’re ugly.” Ali thrust her chin out, challenging. “And she can’t just come into my room if I don’t want her.”

“You’re entitled to your privacy,” Laura said carefully, “but you’re not entitled to be mean to your sister. Kayla—” Laura crouched down, brushed tears off her daughter’s cheeks. “It’s a wonderful picture. We can frame it if you like.”

Tears dried up. “We can?”

“Absolutely, and we can hang it in your room. Unless you’d let me hang it in mine.”

The smile bloomed, brilliantly. “You can have it.”

“I’d like that very much. Why don’t you go back to your room and sign it for me, just like a real artist. And Kayla . . .” Laura rose, kept a hand on Kayla’s shoulder. “If Ali wants you to knock on her door, then that’s what you’ll do.”

Mutiny flared briefly. “Then she has to knock on mine, too.”

“That’s fair. Go on now. I want to talk to Ali.”

After sending her sister a smug look, Kayla sailed out.

“She wouldn’t leave when I told her to,” Ali began. “She’s always running in here whenever she wants.”

“And you’re older,” Laura said quietly, trying to understand. “There are privileges that go along with that, Ali, but there are also responsibilities. I don’t expect the two of you never to fight. Josh and I fought, Margo and Kate and I fought. But you hurt her.”
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