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To my darling children,

Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick,

Samantha, Victoria, Vanessa, 

Maxx, and Zara,

One of my greatest wishes for each of you 

is that you will be happy.

Safe and blessed and fortunate,

and happy.

May you choose happiness

whenever you have the chance,

and cherish it as a gift.

With all my heart and love,

         Mom / d.s.









Chapter 1

Sabrina Brooks lay in bed with her eyes closed for a few minutes after she woke up, savoring the delicious limbo of being half asleep. She always woke up before the alarm went off at seven, and reached a hand out of the covers to turn it off before it rang. She rolled back slightly before getting up and she could feel the heavy form behind her, and hear gentle snoring as she opened her eyes, and saw the brilliantly sunny May morning. There was a mop of white hair in the bed next to her, and as she turned over fully, she could see the round black eyes open and look at her, and the wet black nose of her man-sized Old English Sheepdog, Winnie. It made her smile every morning when she saw him sleeping next to her, and tucked in beside her the tiny white, long-haired Chihuahua, Piglet, who opened her eyes, yawned and stretched. They were her constant companions in the converted barn in the Berkshire Mountains in Massachusetts, where she had lived for nine years.

Buying the barn and transforming it into her home had been her greatest reward and satisfaction nine years earlier, at thirty-nine. It was the result of the astonishing success of her second book. She had written her first book at thirty-seven, after a nomadic life and checkered career. She had resisted writing before that, because it seemed so mundane to follow in her father’s footsteps.

Her father, Alastair Brooks, was English, and had written serious, respected biographies about famous British and American writers. She thought they were incredibly tedious and dreary, although painstakingly accurate. Alastair Brooks had a Master’s in History and a Doctorate in Literature. He’d been educated at Oxford, the University of Edinburgh, and the Sorbonne, where he had taught for a few years before coming to the States to accept a position as an English Literature professor at Boston University. He had taught there for eighteen years, and died young, at fifty-one. Alastair had spent the last three years of his life in seclusion at a cabin in Vermont, where he moved after Sabrina had left for college at UCLA. He had dedicated himself entirely to his biographies then, with nothing else to distract him. 

At her father’s suggestion, Sabrina only visited him once a year at Christmas, which he seemed to experience as more of an intrusion than a pleasure, but tolerated her for the two weeks she stayed. Once she left for college, her father informed her that she was an adult and shouldn’t need much parental contact. She spent school vacations in LA and took a job in the summer for extra money. And as lonely as she was at times at school, she was never as lonely as she was at home with her father. She always suspected that he had contact with no other humans between her visits, except for bare necessities like the grocery store or the bookstore. He had no need for companionship and avoided it assiduously. Human contact always seemed painful for him, even with his daughter. She had never been able to bridge the gap between them, except when they spoke about one of his books, when he came alive momentarily, and then shut down again when the conversation ended. He seemed to exist only in relation to the historical literary figures he wrote about. The real people in his life were agony for him. He had been sent away to boarding school at Eton as early as they were willing to take him, as his older brother Rupert had been as well. Alastair had grown up without affection, and seldom saw his parents. Shortly after he’d arrived at Eton, when he was twelve, he had been brought home briefly for his mother’s funeral and sent back to school immediately. His brother, five years older, graduated shortly after their mother’s death, and Alastair was alone at Eton after that. Having grown up without affection, he had no ability to receive it or express it later on in his life.

His childhood, his family, and his reason for leaving England were taboo subjects. Sabrina knew nothing about his family or early life, and he refused to discuss it with her. All she knew was that he had left England at twenty-six and completed his doctorate in Edinburgh, before moving to France and the Sorbonne. He had lived in Paris for three years, and met her mother there. She could only guess that his reason for leaving England was due to some sort of disagreement over his inheritance as a second son. His older brother had inherited everything, and Sabrina knew that once Alistair had left England, he never returned, and had never seen or spoken to his brother again. She knew only that her father’s brother was named Rupert, and that he had inherited whatever money and property there was. Her father never went into detail about it, and never spoke of his own childhood.

She knew only a little more about his marriage to her mother, although that was a taboo subject too. He had met Simone Vernier in Paris when he was twenty-nine and she was twenty-one. She had been a model, and Sabrina remembered vaguely that she had been beautiful. They married a few months after they met, around the time he was offered the teaching position at Boston University. After they married, they left for the States. Sabrina had been born in Boston a year later when Alastair was thirty, and Simone was twenty-two.

The marriage had lasted for seven years, and when Sabrina was six, Simone left. Alastair had offered Sabrina no explanation as to why her mother went away, and made it clear that he wouldn’t discuss it with her. She was never sure if it was her fault her mother went, since they never heard from her. When she was thirteen, Alistair explained to Sabrina that her mother had gone off with another man, and he had no idea where she was after that, or even if she was still alive, but he assumed she was, since she was very young.

If he had other women in his life, Sabrina wasn’t aware of it. When he wasn’t teaching, he was writing, and communication between them was limited. He maintained the taboo on subjects about his past until his dying day. He never explained why he had left England, or what had happened with the brother he hadn’t seen since and had never communicated with again, and he steadfastly refused to talk about Sabrina’s mother. Communication with other humans was painful for him. As she matured, Sabrina thought of him as emotionally paralyzed, and didn’t expect anything more from him. To the succession of psychiatrists she’d had since college, and once she was successful, she referred to her childhood as The Ice Age. There was no way to scale the walls around her father, or chip through the ice he was frozen into, like some prehistoric man from ancient times they had found frozen in a cave. The distance her father imposed on her, and his icy personality, made Sabrina silent and shy as a child, always feeling unwelcome and out of place. It had taken her years to feel comfortable in her own skin after feeling so unwanted as a child. 

Alastair had wanted Sabrina to attend college in the Boston area, at one of the excellent universities around them, but she had been hungry for warmer weather and people. She had only applied to schools in California, and was accepted by all of them. Alistair had had a rigorous study plan for her when she was growing up. He brought stacks of books home for her every week, and she dutifully read them all. Although he was unable to express affection toward her, he had fed, housed, and educated her adequately. He had cooked for her every night, and she ate in the kitchen alone. They lived in an apartment in Cambridge, and he had assigned her additional study projects. She had excellent grades, gave her father no trouble, and kept to herself, and as soon as she was accepted at UCLA, she left as quickly as she could, and their contact was reduced to her Christmas holiday. He had moved to Vermont by then, and in her junior year, when she came home for Christmas, he told her simply and directly that he had pancreatic cancer, and he was dying. He was surprised when she took the semester off and stayed with him. She was shocked by his illness, and she realized later that she was hoping to build some kind of emotional bridge to him before it was too late, but he continued to maintain his distance until the end. He spent his two final months frantically trying to finish his last book, which he did, and died two weeks later, without ever drawing closer to Sabrina. She waited for some final words of affection from him, but there were none. In his last days, he never spoke, and slept most of the time, eventually heavily dosed on morphine for the pain. There were no words for her when he died, as she sat quietly by his bed. She was twenty-one years old and alone. It was the loneliest feeling in the world. He had remained an inaccessible stranger all her life.

He had left her a little money, enough to provide a cushion to live on, and to complete her education. He was dutiful about his responsibilities, but never warm. She sold the cabin in Vermont, gave away his old, threadbare furniture and most of his books. She went through several boxes of papers in the garage, and found only a few photographs of him as a boy, with an older boy she assumed was his brother, but there was nothing written on the photographs. Whatever secrets he’d had he took with him to the grave. She found a box of her mother’s modeling photographs, and she was as beautiful as Sabrina remembered her. Simone had raven-dark hair, and was tall and slim, with delicate features and big green eyes. Sabrina was blonde and blue-eyed like her father, with a small frame and delicate features, and looked younger than she was. Coupled with her shyness, she appeared almost childlike, even as an adult. 

What Sabrina remembered most about her mother was her bright red lipstick. She couldn’t remember any particular affection from her mother, who clearly hadn’t been deeply attached to her, since she had left and never contacted Sabrina or Alastair again. She vanished into thin air after she disappeared. Alistair had received divorce papers in the mail afterwards, but nothing else from Simone. There had never been a letter or a postcard or a birthday card to her daughter, and Sabrina believed her father when he said he had no idea where she was. Sabrina had some illusions about her mother in her early teens and wanted to meet her one day, hoping she’d be warmer than her father, but had given the idea up as she got older. A woman who had evidenced so little interest in her daughter couldn’t have been much of a mother, and clearly wasn’t interested in meeting her as an adult. 

Sabrina had learned to live without parental affection, or any affection at all, but unlike her father, she hungered for it. She envied classmates she saw with loving parents, and always felt like the odd one out. As she got older, she reached out to friends, who became the family to her that she had never had. She was a serious student in college, and her friends were almost like the siblings she didn’t have. As a child she had led a very solitary life. Later, her shrinks agreed that she’d been love-starved. Her father had no ability to connect with other humans, which had been as much a tragedy for him as for her. Even when he was on his deathbed, she expected some sign of emotion, some indication that he loved her, and there was none. He lay in silence with his eyes closed until his final breath, while she prayed he wouldn’t die so soon and leave her alone. He had remained an enigma and her mother a dim memory, a shadow figure in her life, who had abandoned her at six. It was heavy baggage to carry into her future when she went back to UCLA after he died, to make up the time she missed. She managed to do it over the summer and graduated on time with her class. She had no home to go back to, no relatives anywhere, except those in England she’d never met and knew nothing about.

After she graduated, she took a job at the Disney Studios as a production assistant, and eventually became a screenwriter, which was exciting for her. It was her first writing job, and she enjoyed it. She moved to Venice Beach, which was young and lively. She learned to surf, and was good at it, despite her small size. She was a strong swimmer, and met a young surfer from New Zealand on the beach. Jason Taylor was fun and good-looking. It was her first serious relationship. He had a job at a surf shop. Within six months he was at risk of being deported, and he asked her to marry him, for as long as necessary to get a green card. She was in love with him and didn’t want him to leave, so it seemed a reasonable suggestion, and she married him. She had no parent to object to it. He had dropped out of school at seventeen and, other than surfing, they had no common interests. But it was exciting knowing that he cared for her, after years of her father’s indifference. 

The marriage lasted as long as it took to get his green card, almost two years, and by then, their feelings for each other had waned and there was little point to the relationship. He wanted to move to Hawaii to surf, which was of no interest to Sabrina. They filed for divorce, and Sabrina took a job in San Francisco, at Lucas Studios, which was a step up from her job at Disney. It was a great opportunity and challenged her writing skills, and she learned a lot. She started a new chapter of her life there. She had a few postcards from Jason after the divorce, and then lost track of him. He was living in Maui and said he loved it when she last heard from him. People had a way of slipping out of her life, without a trace, like her mother. 

She was twenty-four when she moved to San Francisco. It was a fun city with lots of activity and young people. She loved her job working on scripts, dated a few men without any great interest, and at twenty-eight, she met a doctor, Tom Wilkins, who was ten years older than she was. He was handsome, brilliant, charming, and interested in all the same things she was. Fascinating and intelligent, he loved to read, loved films, had surfed in college, and went out on the waves with her a few times. He was almost too good to be true; an ER doctor with a specialty in trauma.

Their life together was full and exciting. Because of his erratic schedule, Tom had few friends, but their relationship was intense, and he and Sabrina were constantly together when they weren’t working. 

They moved in together after a year, and he was desperate to marry her, which she did at twenty-nine, at City Hall. Tom had no family and neither did she, and he never spoke about his past. All she knew was that he’d grown up in Chicago, was an only child like her, and that his parents were dead. They had much in common. From the moment she married him, he turned from Dr. Jekyll to Mr. Hyde, and controlled her every move, accused her of things she didn’t do. Their marriage resembled the movie Gaslight. It was a nightmarish web. It took her five years to get free of Tom’s control, which she finally did with the help of a group for abused women, and ultimately a safe house where she hid from him. It took her another year to recover and feel free and whole again. She had to leave San Francisco to escape him. Tom hunted her down wherever she was, and at thirty-five, divorced again, and feeling liberated, she moved to New York, to start her life over.

She had saved money from her job at Lucas, and with the money she had left from her father, she had enough to make the transition and move cross-country. Just as she had fled her father and the loneliness of her life with him, she headed east again, to New York, to flee the terrifying psychological abuse of her ex-husband. She felt as though she was always running away from something, but this time she had no choice. She had realized how dangerous and twisted Tom was, and she knew that if she stayed with him, it would destroy her. He might even kill her. He had manipulated her until she lost all faith in herself, and, once she got to New York, and as part of her recovery from her marriage, she started writing. This time she was no longer writing what she had to for her job. She discovered her own voice and wrote a terrifying psychological thriller, which was really about Tom.

She found a tiny apartment she loved in Soho, and a job as an assistant editor at The New Yorker, which was prestigious and interesting, and at night she wrote her thriller. She wrote it in three months, and spent another month refining it. It was a mesmerizing and frighteningly accurate portrait of a sociopath. She let her imagination run wild, and the result was brilliant. 

She contacted an agent, Agnes Ackley, through one of her colleagues at The New Yorker. Agnes was tough and smart, recognized Sabrina’s talent immediately, and accepted her as a client. The two women got on well. Agnes was in her mid-fifties. She sold the book in four months. It was a very respectable success, although not a bestseller, and for the first time, at thirty-seven, Sabrina felt solid on her feet and headed in the right direction. She didn’t feel lost anymore. She had survived the worst and come through it whole. And with her writing, she was never lonely. 

With two marriages behind her, and one of them to a sociopath, she had no interest in dating when she first moved to New York. Friends at the magazine eventually convinced her to try the dating sites on the internet, which felt dangerous to her. She was terrified of meeting a man who would turn out to be like the doctor she had divorced.

As soon as the book was published, the doctor tried to contact her again, but Sabrina’s publisher shielded her, and Tom couldn’t find out where she lived, and eventually stopped calling and texting her. She had kept the same phone number and finally blocked him. 

Whenever she did read Tom’s texts, he sounded as dangerous and seductive as ever, and just as sick. During their marriage he had tried to taunt her into suicide, and had nearly driven her to it. She couldn’t imagine another human as dangerous as he was. It had taken her five years to feel brave enough to leave him, and find the escape route, and she didn’t want to lose her way in those woods again, or any like them, with anyone like him.

Another junior editor at the magazine told her that the best way to get over a man was to meet another one, which sounded to Sabrina like curing the effects of one poison with another. Romance and dating seemed fraught with danger, but at thirty-eight, it seemed odd and a little sad to stay alone forever. She finally made a cautious attempt at internet dating, but saw danger signs in every email she read. She met a few candidates for coffee in public places, and they seemed to her either odd, tedious, or not too bright, with lackluster lives, and some were even boring. Only one or two seemed crazy to her, but most of all they were of no interest. Some of them had lied and were taller, shorter, or older than they had claimed. She suspected that one or two were married. Lying seemed to be a constant with several of them. She couldn’t imagine meeting anyone she could care about, and she had met no appealing men at work. She wasn’t desperate to meet a man, but it seemed like what she was “supposed” to do. After her isolated childhood, and her bad marriages, she was comfortable alone.

After discussing it with her latest shrink, and two friends at work, Sabrina decided to make more of an effort and went to see a matchmaker who came highly recommended. Dating appeared to be far more complicated than she expected it to be. Gone were the days when you met someone at school or work or through a friend, found them attractive, went to dinner, and fell in love. It was more like landing on the moon now, or attempting to refuel a rocket ship mid-flight in outer space. Highly technical and computerized, with algorithms, statistics, geography, and categories of desirability that had to match up. Chemistry was no longer relevant, and no one seemed to know people to introduce Sabrina to, and when they did, she wished they hadn’t. 

Sabrina paid the matchmaker an exorbitant amount for ten dates. She was a woman who had gone to Yale Law School and given up law for matchmaking because it was so lucrative. The men Sabrina met for a drink or coffee were stunningly inappropriate, with decent jobs that most of them were bored with. The age range she had opted for was forty to fifty; all of them were divorced, while many of them had children they complained about and ex-wives they hated, all of whom they claimed were crazy. Some of the dates were only trying to increase their existing stable of bed partners, while claiming to want a “relationship,” which in fact was the farthest thing from their minds. She paid ten thousand dollars for the privilege of meeting them, a thousand dollars a date, which made it an expensive cup of coffee. She thought it was a worthwhile investment to pay homage to a biological clock she didn’t actually hear ticking, since she had never wanted children, and didn’t want to inflict a childhood as unhappy as her own on an unsuspecting child. She wasn’t convinced that she’d be any better than her own parents at parenting. She had no experience with children and had never longed for one. Sabrina suspected a dog might suit her better and seem less frightening. You couldn’t give a child away if it didn’t work out, or stop seeing them, or divorce them. And her track record with her two marriages didn’t encourage her, in terms of her own judgment.

After the tenth date arranged by the matchmaker, Sabrina made a decision to stop trying to meet the perfect mate. She thought that there was a good chance that a third attempt at marriage might be no more charmed than the first two, one of which had been foolish and harmless and a waste of time, a youthful mistake, and the second of which had nearly killed her. It seemed so much easier to be alone, and she had none of the frantic desperation other women had to meet a man. Her job and her writing seemed like enough, although she was embarrassed to admit it. It made her sound odd.

By the time Sabrina was nearly thirty-nine, she was sure she didn’t want children. There was no appealing man of her dreams on the horizon, and she didn’t want to go through the hormonal agony of freezing her eggs to save for a baby later, nor go to a sperm bank, which she thought served a useful purpose for women who were desperate for a baby before their time ran out. She couldn’t imagine having a baby with a man she knew, let alone a stranger selected by a computer. She found the whole concept frightening, and remaining childless didn’t frighten her at all. In fact, it sounded peaceful and comfortable to her, which set her apart from other women she knew, who were beginning to panic as they approached forty. She wasn’t. She realized that she was a woman who didn’t want or need children, and embraced it. She was busy writing her second book. It became an overnight bestseller. It was even more terrifying than the first one, and her readers loved it. She was making a career out of writing about twisted, disturbing people who did horrifying things, and she loved doing it. Her second book changed her life in ways she could never have imagined.

With the success of her second book, she was able to give up her job at The New Yorker, which wasn’t a long-term goal, and write full-time. She had enjoyed her job, and the people she worked with, but she wanted to write her books without interruption or distraction, or having to go to an office to work for someone else. She bought a barn in the Berkshires and turned it into her dream home with a local architect, Steve Jones, and he and his wife Olivia became her closest friends. Sabrina was able to move to her new home in the Berkshires before she turned forty, and she was never lonely once she did. The ideas flowed, and she had a home, a booming career, a life she loved, and money in the bank, and she had done it all on her own. No one was running her life or telling her what to do. No one was trying to hurt her. She had felt insignificant and unloved throughout her childhood. No one was rejecting, belittling, or tormenting her. She felt competent and capable. She had failed at the dating game and at marriage, but she was finally comfortable with herself, and had found the right path for herself with her books. Her life was full of the characters she invented, and the tortured lives she designed for them. Her own life had never been more peaceful, more fulfilled, or happier.

She met and enjoyed many of the locals, especially Steve and Olivia Jones, and she was a good sport about the odd single men they fixed her up with. They were almost as bad as the ones she had met through the matchmaker, or those from the internet. She had first (and last) dates with depressed widowers who missed their wives, men who hated their jobs, ex-wives, or children, or who wanted to have a slew of babies, which she didn’t. Others couldn’t keep a job, or didn’t want to grow up, or wanted to control her and tell her everything she was doing wrong. She met commitment-phobics, and reassured them that she had no desire to be married either. There were a few nice men in the mix, but she had her life just the way she wanted it, and she didn’t want to upset the balance it had taken her years to achieve. She had traveled a long, hard road to get here, ever since her mother had abandoned her at six. She had tried to fill the void her father left by ignoring her and being unable to love her. And she had questioned her own judgment after escaping her second husband.

Sabrina tried to explain to her friend Olivia that she wasn’t a good candidate for dating or a relationship and was afraid to make another mistake. She didn’t want to get hurt again, or disappoint someone, or hurt anyone. She was so happy with her life as it was; she had no desire to take a risk. She loved her life, and the wrong man might ruin everything. Dating just seemed too complicated and risky, and it apparently wasn’t her strong suit. It was hard to explain that she really was happy. She worried at times that she was following in her father’s footsteps, with her writing and winding up alone. But her father had been a deeply unhappy person, and she wasn’t. She loved her life, her work, her friends, her home. It seemed greedy to her to want more. She didn’t have a partner, but she had herself and the scars of the past had healed at last. What more could she want? And there was something blissfully comfortable about not being in love with anyone. She spent her fortieth birthday with a room full of good friends, less than a year after she’d moved to the Berkshires. On her forty-fifth, she went skiing with friends in Vermont. At forty-eight, she had seven bestselling thrillers to her credit, and had made a name for herself. 

She groaned every time Olivia came up with a new man in the area to introduce her to. She gave in occasionally, just to prove to Olivia and her husband Steve that she wasn’t a complete hermit, and now and then they came up with someone decent she went out with more than once, and even slept with. But her heart wasn’t engaged. She hadn’t been in love since Tom, the monster she had married nearly twenty years before who had almost killed her, and there wasn’t a single thing in her life she would have changed if she’d had a magic wand. She was a survivor and had turned her life into one that suited her and had made up for the past and her unhappy childhood. 

Sabrina set down Winnie and Piglet’s breakfast on the floor, and walked into her garden in the bright May sunshine. She had gotten Winnie the sheepdog eight years before, and Piglet the Chihuahua two years later. They were her constant companions. She was hoping to finish her new book in the next few days and couldn’t wait for Agnes, her agent, to read it. Sabrina thought this one was even better than the others, and even scarier. In the end, her bad second marriage had spawned an entire career of terrifying books that people gobbled up like candy, and she loved writing. She just didn’t want to live a story like it again, she only wanted to write those stories about sociopaths and serial killers and love gone wrong, with a fantastic twist at the end. Two of her books had been made into movies, and she was hoping for a series one of these days.

She checked her emails when she walked back into the kitchen, and saw that she had one from her publisher, asking her to call. She smiled at the dogs, patted both of them, and went to take a shower. She couldn’t wait to get back to the book. Nothing else mattered when she was writing. She would call her publisher later. She knew it wouldn’t be important. Probably a request for a book signing, or some detail about the paperback cover. Whatever it was could wait until she finished the book. She was humming as she stepped into the shower and Piglet chased Winnie down the stairs into the garden. As far as Sabrina was concerned, life didn’t get better than this. And she was grateful every single day for how her life had turned out. She had worked hard to get here, and she was a happy woman.







Chapter 2

Sabrina’s editor at the publisher, Jane Madison, was a serious young woman who enjoyed working with Sabrina, although her books were so carefully vetted and meticulously researched when necessary that Jane had very little work to do on them. Sabrina disappeared for months at a time when she was writing. She wasn’t a high-maintenance author, and didn’t need or want attention. She called if a set of galley proofs was delayed, or about some technical detail, or the color of a cover. They hardly ever heard from her. She wrote her books and went about her business, and then her remarkable manuscripts appeared and became instant bestsellers as soon as they were published.

Jane’s assistant Naomi answered the phone when Sabrina called. She was a pleasant older woman, and she enjoyed her rare contacts with Sabrina. She was a dog lover too, and Sabrina occasionally sent her a particularly cute photo of Winnie and Piglet, which Naomi always enjoyed.

It had taken Sabrina two days to return Jane’s call, when she had a natural break in the book. 

“How’s the new book coming?” Naomi asked her.

“I’m in the home stretch,” Sabrina said, tired, but satisfied with how it was going. “I think Jane emailed me a few days ago and asked me to call her. Is she in?” 

“She’s in a meeting,” Naomi said. “Can she call you back?” 

“Do you know what it’s about? I want to get back to work.” If Jane called after she did, she’d interrupt Sabrina’s train of thought and it could take hours to get back into the book. She wanted to avoid that.

“I do know actually. We got a call from an attorney in London. He said that he’s sending you an important letter and he wanted to be sure that we could reach you and would forward it to you. Jane said she’d let you know.” 

Sabrina couldn’t imagine what it was about. She was published in England, but the attorney had contacted her American, not her British, publisher. She wondered if it was about a series or a movie. She’d love to do a British series. They were always so well done.

She hoped the letter wasn’t about something unpleasant, someone claiming that her fictional story replicated their real life and she had “stolen their life story.” She’d had a few crackpots who had written letters like that and threatened to sue her, but they usually ran out of steam and disappeared. Her books were so outrageously complicated that it was hard to imagine anyone’s life being similar. She hoped not, for their sake.

“Did he say what the letter is about?” 

“No, he didn’t. He just said it was important. Jane promised to forward it to you. And actually,” she hesitated for a minute as she looked over her shoulder at a table behind her, with assorted things they were sending to their authors, mostly corrected manuscripts, or galleys, “it came in yesterday. I was going to send it to you today.”

“Why don’t you just scan and email it to me?” Sabrina suggested. “Regular mail takes forever to get here. I don’t know why he didn’t email it to me at your office.” 

“Maybe it’s confidential. And I didn’t want to give him your address.” The publishing firm kept a tight lockdown on their authors’ security and personal information. They gave out no addresses or phone numbers or email addresses without their authors’ permission. They protected them from stalkers and intrusions. Sabrina was hard to reach, and she wanted it that way. Tom, her insane second husband, still surfaced from time to time, usually when she published a new book. He was as crazy and sounded as dangerous as ever. He apparently read her books, had recognized himself in some, and still tried to make contact with her. She hadn’t spoken to him in a dozen years, since the divorce, and didn’t intend to. Jason, the surfer, had disappeared forever, with his green card. She occasionally wondered what had happened to him. It was odd having been married to someone for two years and never having contact with him again. But they were children then. It was twenty-six years ago. She hadn’t heard from her mother in forty-two years, and had no desire to find her. She wasn’t going to chase a mother who had left her at six, and never checked back in to see how she was. She didn’t have any romantic illusions about her, or need to see her. Sabrina never thought about her mother anymore.

“I’ll scan the letter to you as soon as we hang up,” Naomi promised. Sabrina waited a few minutes and it didn’t come, so she went back to the book, and forgot about the letter entirely until late afternoon, when she stopped to grab a bottle of cold water and feed the dogs their dinner. Winnie and Piglet had been looking pleadingly at her for the last half hour. 

She fed them. They gobbled up their food, and then wandered out to her enclosed garden, where she knew they were safe. She stood in the doorway and watched them for a minute, as she drank the cold water. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, with sandals. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail with two pencils stuck through it. She hadn’t brushed it in two days. She never cared about how she looked when she was writing. She’d worked seven hours straight, without stopping for lunch, which was her style. She couldn’t keep up the intensity and tension of the story if she stopped writing, so she rarely took meal breaks herself on time. She ate when she had a lull in the story or needed to consult her research or outline. She was just coming in from the garden when her friend Olivia called her.

She and Steve had grown up in Boston, and had taken refuge in the Berkshires when they’d found life in Boston too hectic. It had been a wonderful place to bring up their children, both of whom were now in college. Olivia was an artist. She had stopped painting when the kids were younger and had gotten serious about it again when they left. She painted beautiful landscapes and Sabrina had bought several of them from her. They’d been friends for nine years, since Sabrina had moved to the Berkshires and Steve had remodeled her barn. 

Olivia and Steve were a solid couple and had a good marriage. Olivia was two years older than Sabrina and had just turned fifty, and Steve was a year older than his wife. He was one of the busiest architects in the area, and he had done a wonderful job with Sabrina’s barn. It was beautiful and livable, and he had addressed every need she’d expressed, and every feature she had dreamt of. She couldn’t imagine a prettier, more comfortable home. 

“How’s the book coming?” Olivia asked her. She was an attractive redhead with a good figure and did yoga every day. “How many people did you kill today?” 

Sabrina laughed. “It’s coming along. I have two more to kill in gory murders before the end.” 

“You’re a ghoul,” Olivia replied, but her fans loved Sabrina’s books and couldn’t get enough of them. Both her movies had been box office hits. “Hurry up and finish. I want to have you over for dinner. Steve is redoing a fabulous house for a widower from Savannah. He’s a real southern gentleman, you’ll love him.” She never gave up, and Sabrina laughed at her. They hardly ever played that game anymore. Olivia had almost given up on her, but not entirely. She thought Sabrina was too content on her own and missing out.

“How old is he? Ninety?” 

“Don’t be such a drip. Sixty. Maybe sixty-five. He’s very cultured. His wife was a famous British actress; they lived in London. She passed away a few months ago. He just moved here. I think you’d like him. He’s on the short side, but he seems like a nice man.” 

“Terrific. Thanks. I’d better get back to work, before I lose the thread and the mood.”

“You’re always in the mood to murder some poor unsuspecting victim,” Olivia teased her. “Call me as soon as you finish. I’ll come hang out if you won’t let me give a dinner for you.” 

“That sounds better. Talk to you in a couple of days.”

As Sabrina started back to her office—the dogs had climbed onto the couch in the kitchen and were already half asleep after their dinner—she remembered the letter from the British lawyer and stopped at a laptop she kept in the kitchen, where she checked emails. She glanced at it and could see that there was one from her publisher. She opened it and saw the letter Naomi had scanned. It was longer than she’d expected, and she sat down to read it, slightly annoyed at the distraction that was keeping her from the book. But she was curious about the letter. 

It was from an attorney named Grayson Abbott, from a law firm she’d never heard of in London. Her agent Agnes handled all her business in England, so Sabrina had no reason to know of the firm. The letter was very formal and polite. Her eyes opened wider as she read it, and then she read the opening lines again. 

It opened with his regretting to inform her that her uncle, Lord Rupert Brooks, Viscount Cheltenham, had passed away several weeks earlier. The letter explained that her uncle was childless and without other heirs. The lawyer stated that after thorough research, before her uncle’s death, in his final months, it was clear that Sabrina was his only living relative. Her uncle was the older brother of her father, Alastair Brooks, and had been the heir to the title, the estate, the manor, and surrounding land at the time of their father’s death fifty-two years before. Their careful investigation had revealed that her father, Alastair Brooks, had died twenty-seven years earlier and Sabrina was his only surviving child, which left her as sole heir of Brooks Manor, its contents, and the entire estate and surrounding property, including the tenant farms, and the title which accompanied it. The attorney informed her that her uncle had left her a modest inheritance, along with a sufficient amount set aside to maintain the estate well into the future, and he had set up a separate account to pay the death taxes, so her inheritance should not be an encumbrance to her. The estate supported itself very efficiently, and all of the tenant farms were currently occupied and being farmed, in most cases by families who had been there for generations. 

Grayson Abbott requested that she contact him as soon as possible so that he could transfer the deeds of ownership to her and handle the paperwork which was required and pay the death taxes. He assured her that all was in good order, but the transfer of documents should be handled as promptly as possible. He asked that she call him at her earliest convenience, and she glanced up from the laptop with a look of panic.

“Oh my God,” she said out loud, and Winnie raised his head and looked at her. “That’s ridiculous. That’s not possible. What am I supposed to do with a manor, an estate, and a bunch of farms in England?” And why did her father never tell her about it? She knew nothing about where her father had grown up, only that he was English, and had a brother he had never spoken to again when he left home at twenty-six, after their father died. He had never mentioned that his brother was a lord, or what kind of property it was. She didn’t need an estate in England, or even a title. This was completely nuts.

She called Olivia immediately and her hand was shaking as she held the phone. Olivia answered on the third ring and was surprised to hear from her.

“I thought you were working,” she said.

“I was going to. I got ambushed.”

“By whom?” She could hear that Sabrina sounded unnerved, which wasn’t like her. She was usually calm and easygoing. She sounded rattled.

“I got a letter from a lawyer in England.” 

“Are they offering you a series?” She knew how badly Sabrina wanted one, and how she loved watching British series on TV when she wasn’t writing.

“No, an estate,” Sabrina said in a tight voice.

“What do you mean, ‘an estate’?” 

“Apparently, it’s from my father’s older brother, whom he didn’t speak to, and whose name I only heard once or twice in my life, since my father refused to ever discuss his history or his childhood with me. His older brother inherited a family estate, along with a manor, a bunch of farms and a title. He just died, with no heirs, and by British law and tradition, he left it all to me. I just inherited a house in England and everything that goes with it. What the hell am I supposed to do with that? It’s probably one of those crumbling ancient estates that was falling down around his ears and now I’m stuck with it.” In her panic and astonishment, she had already forgotten that the letter stated that there was a fund to maintain the estate and that the property supported itself, which she didn’t believe anyway. Her life was perfect just the way it was. She didn’t want a property in England and all the headaches that would go with it.

“Holy shit, what are you going to do?” Olivia was as surprised as she was. “Will you move there?” 

“Of course not. I’ll sell it immediately. That’s the last thing I need. I have a six-book contract, I don’t have time to take care of some crumbling castle and run a bunch of farms in England. That’s insane. I’m going to have the lawyer put it on the market right away, if I can even get rid of it. This is everything I don’t want or need.”

“Maybe it’s pretty,” Olivia said, trying to be positive about it, although she agreed with Sabrina. It sounded like a headache to her, although the idea of it was vaguely romantic.

“My house here is perfect. I don’t need a house in England.” Olivia didn’t disagree with her, and after they hung up, she went to tell Steve about it, as Sabrina sat in her kitchen, staring into space, thinking about her father. How could he not tell her anything about where and how he had grown up? She knew when he had left England, though no details about the feud with his brother. She knew that he had gone to Oxford, the University of Edinburgh, and the Sorbonne, before coming to the States. But she knew nothing else about him; nothing about his family, or his childhood, or his childhood friends. Everything about his past was unknown to her, and now his brother Rupert had left everything to her, and she was sure it would prove to be more of a burden than a gift. It reminded her again how little she knew about her father, and even less about her mother, because her father would never discuss that with her either. She felt like a foundling who had fallen from the sky without parents, and all she knew now was that she had an uncle who had left her everything he had, including a title she didn’t know what to do with. She couldn’t go to the hardware store in town and suddenly call herself Lady Brooks, or Viscountess. She felt silly at the very idea. She wondered if you could refuse a title, and an estate.

She looked at her two dogs sound asleep on the couch and tried to absorb what had just happened. She read the letter again several times, and then she went back to her office to work on the book, and her mind was blank when she tried to pick up the threads of the story. All she could think of was a crumbling castle in England. In her mind, it looked like “The Fall of the House of Usher,” or something in a horror movie, like in her books. 

She tried for two hours to get back to work and couldn’t clear her mind enough to do so. She finally gave up, turned off the lights in her office, and went back to the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of wine and read the letter again. She knew it almost by heart by then. It was too late to call London, and had been when she first read the letter, but she planned to get up as early as possible and call the lawyer in London and tell him to sell the property. She wanted to get rid of it as soon as possible.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



			Cover


			Title page


			Contents


			Dedication page


			Chapter 1


			Chapter 2


			Chapter 3


			Chapter 4


			Chapter 5


			Chapter 6


			Chapter 7


			Chapter 8


			Chapter 9


			Chapter 10


			Chapter 11


			Chapter 12


			Chapter 13


			Chapter 14


			Chapter 15


			Chapter 16


		SECOND ACT
		Chapter 1






		PALAZZO


		THE WEDDING PLANNER


		WORTHY OPPONENTS


		WITHOUT A TRACE


		Have you liked . . .


		We asked readers what they love about Danielle Steel


			About the Author


			By Danielle Steel


			Copyright page







Guide



			Cover


			Title page


			Contents


			Chapter 1

	






		iii


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288



		291


		292


		289


		290


		293


		294


		295


		296


		ii


		iv








OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





