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To my wonderful children, 


Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick, 


Samantha, Victoria, Vanessa, 


Maxx, and Zara,


May you treasure and honor each other 


and all the beautiful memories we share forever. 


With all my heart and love,


I love you all.


Mom/d.s.










Chapter 1


Three weeks after Christmas every year, Preston and Constance Whittier left their home in New York and took a vacation. When the children were younger, their beloved German housekeeper, Frieda, and one of a revolving door of nannies would take care of their six children. They would come home energized and refreshed after a romantic two- or three-week interlude alone. They both loved to ski, and a favorite spot for their holiday was one of the Three Valleys in the French Alps. They went to Courchevel, Val d’Isère, or Megève in France, Zermatt and St. Moritz in Switzerland. Occasionally they skied in Aspen or Vail in Colorado, but with their kids grown, they preferred to take their annual child-free vacation in Europe rather than in the States.


They often took the children skiing with them when they went to Aspen, during their winter break from school. Their ski trips in Europe were a special treat for Connie and Preston. They usually ended the trip with a weekend in Paris or London before heading back to New York to resume their family life. As the children got older, they teased their parents about the trip, and called it their Wintermoon.


They all summered on Shelter Island, in a big family house they had eventually sold when the children stopped spending summers with them and the house had become more of a burden than a joy. Connie and Preston had begun to streamline their life in recent years, cutting down on unnecessary expenses, and avoiding projects that were too much work for them. In the summers, they rented a house in Maine now, or in the Hamptons, or on Cape Cod, large enough so that the children who wanted to could come and go for a few days or a weekend visit. Renting was easier than owning, and the headache of maintaining a summer home was someone else’s problem, not theirs. The children never came at the same time, so they didn’t need an enormous house. Preston and Connie still clung to the tradition of their Wintermoon, which they called it now too. It was important to them, and they looked forward to it all year. After forty-three years of marriage, it still felt like a honeymoon to them. Constance was sixty-five years old and the time had flown. She couldn’t believe how old her children were, all adults now. Even their “baby” Annabelle, a late surprise, had just turned twenty-one.


Their oldest, Lyle, was forty-two, married, with two children of his own, a son and daughter: Tommy, ten, and Devon, seven. His wife, Amanda, had been a disappointment to them all. Lyle had been enjoying his bachelorhood and burgeoning career in land development and commercial real estate ten years ago when the girl he was dating none too seriously had gotten pregnant and he had married her. She had never warmed to his family, nor they to her. She was socially ambitious. Constance thought her greedy, although Preston’s attitude was more charitable. She was bright and lively and fun and sexy, and knew how to turn the charm on for Lyle, but within a short time after they married, Connie didn’t think Lyle looked happy. But Lyle never complained. He was loyal to a fault and wanted to make the marriage work once he’d agreed to marry Amanda.


Amanda never worked after they were married. She had strong desires for expensive things, made heavy demands of him, and gave little in exchange, in Connie’s opinion, but Connie loved her grandchildren, and enjoyed spending time with them. 


Both Annabelle, now twenty-one, and Benjie, twenty-eight, Preston and Connie’s two youngest children, still lived at home with them. Connie loved having the last of her children still near at hand. Their other children, all on determined career paths, had moved out years before. Gloria, next after Lyle, had a big job on Wall Street in finance, and was generous with business advice to her brothers and sisters, whether they asked for it or not. She had bought an apartment on the Upper West Side, which she loved. She visited her parents’ home often, but was happiest living alone, even now at thirty-nine.


The twins, Caroline and Charlie, had bought an apartment together in SoHo. At thirty-three, they worked brutally hard on their steadily growing fashion brand of women’s clothes. They spent every waking hour working, and had transformed a loft in an old warehouse into a living space they loved. Inseparable as children and growing up, they had opted to live and build a business together as adults. It worked well for both of them.


Lyle was the only one of the six siblings who was married. Gloria, Charlie, and Caroline were busy with their careers and there was no hint of marriage on the horizon or even serious romantic relationships for any of them in their fast-moving worlds. Benjie needed his parents’ help, and at twenty-one, Annabelle was still too young for marriage, and had no interest in it. But she was eager to have an apartment of her own, and was in negotiation with her parents to allow her to get one. Independence from parental supervision was her only current goal. She had recently dropped out of college, which her parents weren’t pleased about, and moved back in with them. This had stalled her ability to convince them that more freedom was what she needed most now. So the prospect of moving to her own apartment was currently on hold. And Benjie was delighted to have her back at home with him.


Connie and Preston had met for the first time at her debut in New York, when she was presented to society, in an antiquated social rite her family still clung to. Preston was ten years older and didn’t pay attention to her. She was just one of twenty-five eighteen-year-old girls in pretty white dresses who curtsied to the assembled company and had escorts their own age. They met again at Connie’s first job, after she’d graduated from Vassar. She was a junior editor at a publishing house, where Preston was already a respected senior editor. He noticed her immediately and found her intelligent and beautiful. They married the following summer and started their family immediately.


Connie gave up her job to raise the children they planned to have. Eventually Preston became the publisher, and held the job for the rest of his career. Now seventy-five, he had been retired for ten years. They loved having more time to spend together. He had enjoyed a distinguished career, and they had similar interests. They never tired of being together, and there was still a spark of romance between them, which grew into a steady blaze during their Wintermoons in Europe.


They came from similar backgrounds. Preston’s family had had a great fortune from steel and copper at the turn of the twentieth century. The Crash of ’29 had taken a heavy toll, as had time, but hadn’t wiped them out entirely, as it had others. The family just had less than before, and had to live more carefully. But neither Preston nor Connie had a taste for luxury. Although Preston’s fortune had diminished over the years, they had enough money to live well. Preston had made wise investments, and he made a respectable salary. They could comfortably afford their six children, and a solid, stable lifestyle, without extravagance. While their children had been well educated and would inherit a modest amount one day, they would never be “rich” as his family had once been. The value of the house and Preston’s investments made them vulnerable to estate taxes, and what was left would be divided six ways. What they inherited would help them buy homes, educate their own children, and start businesses. With their inheritances, they would be comfortable, but none of them would be very wealthy from what their parents left them.


Their mother, Connie, had inherited a small amount from her aristocratic parents and grandparents, but their fortune had never equaled Preston’s, and what she’d inherited had dwindled to very little over the years. But Preston supported them well.


The most valuable asset they had to leave their children was the house they had lived in since before Lyle was born. It was an old once-grand mansion they had bought for a ridiculously small sum in a foreclosure auction Connie had read about. No one wanted a house that size, so they bought it for a price they were able to afford at the time. It was in the East Seventies between Fifth and Madison Avenues, at a very impressive address. It had once been an extremely elegant home. They had turned it into a family home, despite its size and history. Its location made it valuable, and they expected their children to sell it one day for the substantial price it would bring. It had been an incredible opportunity when they bought it. Preston had been afraid it was too big when Connie found it, but with the six children they eventually had, it had proven to be perfect for them. It had beautiful moldings, magnificent high ceilings, graceful French windows, and several wood-paneled rooms. Connie and Preston maintained it well, but with some modernization and restoration, its grandeur could be easily refreshed by new owners willing and able to spend the money. It could bring a fortune from the right buyer. It had turned out to be their best investment, and was worth far more than they had paid for it forty-two years before.


There was no way that their six children would want to live there together again as adults, particularly once they married and had children of their own. It would have to be sold, as they had both stipulated in their wills. The children were all deeply attached to their family home, but selling it would add handsomely to the money Connie and Preston would be able to leave them, which was what they envisioned for their children’s future after they were gone. Now, with only their two youngest children living there with them, they had far more space than they needed. Only Lyle was married and had children, but once the others had families of their own, they wouldn’t want the house anyway. It wouldn’t be practical for them, and their parents couldn’t imagine any one of them being able to buy the others out of their individual shares of the house.


Lyle was the most successful of their children, had the opportunity to make real money, and was doing well. And Gloria made a big salary and commissions. But the house made no sense for Lyle and Amanda as a couple with two children, and they had a beautiful apartment a little farther uptown on the East Side. The house made no sense for Gloria either, still single at thirty-nine, after a series of dead-end relationships and a broken engagement just shy of the altar at twenty-three. She insisted now that marriage wasn’t for her, and had put all her energy into her career. Connie doubted that she’d ever marry, or might do so very late. And Gloria loved her apartment on the West Side in a famous old building with a view of the park. Charles and Caroline were struggling to make a success of their fashion business and loved their loft together in SoHo. They lived and worked together.


And after Annabelle dropped out of college as a senior because she said she was “bored,” her parents wanted her to go back to school and graduate or get a job before they got her a small studio apartment. She couldn’t afford rent at the moment, so she was living at home. Benjie would be staying with them, although he was older than Annabelle, but happy at home.


So there was no question in Connie and Preston’s minds, the house would have to be sold one day. They hoped to stay there until it became too much for them to manage. But for now, they were in good health, and happy to still be living there. They loved their big old home, and had no intention of selling it in the foreseeable future. They had no reason to for now. They could still afford it, with some deferred maintenance. They only repaired what was pressing.


Frieda, their old housekeeper, was still with them. She was sixty-eight now. There was also a young man they hired occasionally when they had heavy jobs that Preston couldn’t do on his own. He loved puttering around the house and keeping it in good repair, handling the small projects himself with ingenuity. But he couldn’t do electrical or plumbing.


Preston played golf with his friends who had retired, and Connie still played tennis once a week with a group of women friends. Once in a while, they went skiing in Vermont for a weekend. They were both fit and skiing was a sport they still loved. They had a very pleasant life, and were proud of their children, although Annabelle was worrying them at the moment. She needed to go back to school or get a job, and for now, she was doing neither. Her parents thought she was a little too involved in the nightlife of New York, going to parties and hanging out with her friends. The others had all had more direction at her age. Lyle had graduated from Yale and had gone to business school at Columbia. Gloria had gone to Harvard, both undergraduate and business school. The twins had gone to Parsons School of Design, and had been in love with the fashion industry since their teens. They had started their business when they graduated. Caroline was the designer, and Charlie was the CFO and handled the financial end, and had a strong fashion sense too. Benjie had a job he loved at a pet shelter and he was devoted to it. Only Annabelle had no definite direction at the moment, but she was still very young. Her mother kept a watchful eye on her, and on Benjie too. Preston was happy to leave the child rearing to Connie now. He had been more involved with the older four, but at seventy-five he felt past the age of scolding Annabelle for how late she stayed out, or for sleeping until noon, or about who her friends were. Connie was better at it and still enjoyed being on the front lines of motherhood, and close to her children. Preston was happy to give his adult children his advice, if they asked him for it, but he no longer wanted to police them, and the older ones didn’t need that from him and hadn’t in years. He enjoyed a mutually respectful adult relationship with them now.


For two or three blissful weeks every January, Connie and Preston didn’t think about any of it. The children weren’t children anymore, and could manage without them while their parents played and enjoyed each other. It was one of the benefits of their mature years, which they both reveled in. This year was no different, and so far the skiing had been superb, and the meals excellent, in Courchevel. They were staying at a family-style hotel they had enjoyed for years. It wasn’t extravagant, but cozy and comfortable and romantic. The children hadn’t heard from them since they arrived, and didn’t expect to. They were old enough now to leave their parents alone to enjoy their Wintermoon. And the older ones checked in with Annabelle and Benjie to make sure they were all right. Charlie dropped by to see Benjie regularly and Caroline called Annabelle, who didn’t appreciate her calls.


When Lyle woke up on Saturday morning, he found a note from Amanda in the kitchen of their apartment. It said only that she might be back late and was meeting friends. She had left him the time and location of Tommy’s soccer game, which meant that she wouldn’t be home to take him there. Lyle didn’t mind taking Tommy to the game in the park. He enjoyed it. He worked hard during the week, and liked spending time with his children on the weekends. Amanda often went shopping with her girlfriends on Saturdays. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence, although he would have preferred her being at home with them. Amanda frequently considered Saturdays her “day off” because Lyle was home and could be with the children, so she felt she didn’t have to. She preferred being with her friends.


Lyle got the kids up, saw to it that they got dressed, and made them breakfast. Later, in plenty of time for Tommy’s game, he made lunch for Tommy and Devon and sat down with them at the kitchen table while they told him what they’d done all week. He liked being a hands-on dad. Tommy liked it when his father came to his soccer games, and Devon never complained about going with them. She wanted to be on a girls’ soccer team next year when she turned eight. She liked sports and looked up to her big brother. Most of the time, they got along, although Tommy was three years older. He was in fifth grade and Devon was in second.


It was cold when they left the apartment, bundled up against the January weather. Lyle made Devon put on an extra sweater under her puffy pink down jacket. The game was due to start at two, and he knew they would be in the park until about four. He had made a thermos of hot chocolate for them to drink at the game, and brought cookies with him. They walked to the garage, and he drove them to the field where they played on the west side of Central Park. Several of the mothers turned and noticed him as they walked toward the bleachers. Tommy took off his jacket and joined the team and the coach. Lyle had made him put on thermals under his heavy uniform, with his name on the back of his sweatshirt. Lyle sat down in the bleachers and Devon cuddled up next to him and he put an arm around her. She had on a pink knitted cap with matching mittens, and earmuffs and fleece-lined boots so she wouldn’t get cold during the game. Devon looked a lot like him, with dark hair and big brown eyes.


Tommy was fair, with blond hair and blue eyes, like his mother. “Hi, Lyle,” one of the mothers said to him. She was an attractive blonde with her own daughter in tow, and he was a familiar figure there. He brought his kids to the games often. “Where’s Amanda?” she asked him.


“Busy today,” he said simply, not offering a reason for her absence. He didn’t see why he needed to. He paid no attention to the mothers who looked at him admiringly. He waved to one of the fathers he knew who came over to talk to him and sat down on the bleachers next to him, while Devon stayed close on his other side. The two men chatted until the game started and then paid close attention to their sons playing. The mothers were more engaged in talking to each other, while their daughters or younger sons played in the area around them.


Lyle watched when one of the boys scored a goal, and Tommy missed one, and he waved and shouted encouragement.


In the end, Tommy’s team won, although he hadn’t scored any goals himself. He had played a respectable game, and Lyle never put any pressure on him about winning, as some of the other fathers did. Two other mothers had come to chat with him in the course of the game. He was friendly with everyone but never flirted with the women. He was tall with dark brown hair, as his father’s had been, and warm brown eyes. He and Amanda made a handsome couple. She took good care of herself and went to the gym three or four times a week. She had a terrific figure and didn’t look her age. She was thirty-seven and could have passed for ten years younger.


They had a housekeeper who doubled as a babysitter, and was reliable, which gave Amanda plenty of free time. She spent most of her time shopping and having lunch with her girlfriends, or at yoga classes or the gym. Molly drove the kids to school and picked them up, Amanda didn’t. She always had something on her agenda, and she often came home after they were back from school. It would have been easier for Lyle if she got on better with his family, particularly his sisters, but she had never made any great effort in that direction, and she knew what they thought of her. They still thought she had trapped Lyle into the marriage, but he had been a willing participant, as he pointed out to his parents and siblings in her defense.


“She didn’t force me into marrying her,” he reminded them when the subject came up, which it still did from time to time, much to his chagrin. “I wanted to. It was a choice I made. It was the right thing to do.” His closest sister, Gloria, was the most outspoken about it, and called Amanda a gold digger to the others. Lyle always pointed out, to be fair, that he would have married her anyway eventually, but his family wasn’t as sure. He’d had a roving eye in those days, while they were just dating, but he no longer did. Women’s gazes followed him often for his good looks, and he always pretended not to notice, out of respect for Amanda. He had suggested marriage to her when she had found out she was pregnant, and he didn’t hesitate. He felt it was only right. He had been careless about protection on a number of occasions, and she had let him. So, he manned up when she got pregnant and paid the price. He didn’t regret it, because of their children, although the heat of his passion for her had waned early, and for the past few years had been nonexistent for both of them.


Amanda made no effort to make love to him either. Their hunger for each other had long since disappeared. They had nothing in common. She loved the lifestyle he offered her, and the fact that she didn’t have to work, but she didn’t melt at the sight of him as she had when she first met him. She could barely remember how that felt anymore, and he had gotten used to living without affection or a gentle touch. In fact, the sex used to be better after they argued, which they did often. 


But they weren’t as close as Lyle had hoped they would be. Amanda wasn’t a warm person, with him or their children. But she was his wife, and like his parents, he believed that marriage was a lifetime commitment, so he made the best of what he had, which wasn’t much. She had no interest in intellectual pursuits, didn’t like family life, which was all-important to him. She had no interest in his business, and they hardly spoke to each other now. She avoided spending time with him.


After the game, he was home with the children by five o’clock. They went to their rooms to watch videos until dinnertime. Lyle assumed that Amanda would be home by then, and he worked on his computer while he waited. It was twenty to seven when she got home, which was later than usual, and she’d been gone since eight o’clock that morning, long before she could do any shopping. 


She’d been to a friend’s home for an exercise class, and then they had showered and dressed and gone out. And they had stopped at the Plaza for a martini after shopping, which accounted for the late hour of her return. She loved being out with her girlfriends and found her home life with Lyle dreary.


“Where the hell have you been?” he asked her, looking annoyed by the time she got back. He tried to give her time to herself, but it irked him when she did it on weekends.


“I was just out, shopping. We stopped for a drink before I came home.”


“The kids missed you today,” he said simply. “So did most of the fathers. Everyone asked me where you were.” He envied the couples who did things together, like his parents. Amanda had always been independent, even when they were first married. Her parents had divorced when she was young and she had no role models for marriage.


And she let the housekeeper do things with the children that he thought Amanda should do herself, since she didn’t work. She had turned out not to have strong maternal instincts. She’d rather go to the gym or spend time with her friends. 


“And what did you say?” she asked him.


“What I always say when you don’t go to Tommy’s games. That you’re busy.” He wondered as he said it if she was having an affair, but he didn’t think so. She just wasn’t interested in him anymore. She was much more interested in what he could buy her. He had always been generous with her, and didn’t hold it against her that they had to get married. He had lived up to his side of the bargain. She was his family now. He was a profoundly nice guy, even though their marriage had been a disappointment to both of them. He never forced his own family on her. Amanda and his sister Gloria had clashed early on, when his sister had begged him not to marry her. Amanda was too different from the women Lyle had dated before. She hadn’t gone to college and had no career goals. She had worked as a model occasionally, at a restaurant at other times. She had been estranged from her family since she was sixteen, and it was obvious that she wanted to marry a man with money. Gloria had suggested that he pay her support for the child, but not marry her, which didn’t feel right to him, no matter what her background was. And he was thrilled the moment he saw Tommy. In recent years, fatherhood had come to mean more to him, and been more satisfying, than marriage. He had suggested the second baby to her, which seemed like a normal progression to him as part of marriage. Amanda wasn’t enthusiastic about it, but she thought a second child would cement the deal between them even more, and make his family accept her. It hadn’t. She was just as unacceptable to them with two children as she had been with one. All the second baby had done was convince his family that he would never leave her, and Lyle loved Devon as much as he did Tommy. His physical attraction to Amanda had waned after Devon was born, even though she got back in shape quickly, and was still beautiful and young. She had no interest at all in family life. Having grown up in a family where her father beat her alcoholic mother and eventually left her, Amanda had gone out on her own when her mother died of cirrhosis when she was sixteen. She had no idea where her father was, or if he was still alive. Lyle felt sorry for her. She had grown up with none of the advantages he’d had, with a loving family, stable parents, an education, and enough money. He respected what she had survived, but it had hardened her.


She had expensive taste, and however much he made, it was never enough for her. She spent his money lavishly, mostly on things for herself. She had come home that day with several shopping bags filled to the brim with what she’d bought at the expensive stores where she shopped. She never apologized for what she spent, and acted as though he owed it to her. She had a strong feeling of entitlement, and gratitude wasn’t part of it. She went to her dressing room to put her purchases away, while Lyle tried not to get angry at her. He went to find her to ask her what they were doing for dinner. He didn’t want to fight with her, with the children near at hand.


“Let’s order in,” she said blithely. Molly, their housekeeper, didn’t work on the weekends. Amanda never made the effort to cook on weekends. Lyle cooked occasionally on Sunday nights. She never did. “I’m tired,” she said simply. He nodded and went to ask the kids what they wanted. They both requested pizza and he went to order it. Amanda said she’d make herself a salad, and he decided to eat pizza with the kids. She set the table. When the pizza came, Tommy told her they had won the game, and she looked at Tommy blankly. He knew she didn’t care about soccer, or who won, but he always sought her approval and wanted to impress her. The look on his face cut Lyle to the quick. She didn’t even try to fake it. Lyle was still annoyed at her when the kids left the table after dinner.


“You could at least pretend you care that his team won,” he said, as he threw the rest of the pizza away and put the dishes in the sink with a clatter. “It matters to him.” Tommy was always struggling for her attention, as Lyle had for years, but Lyle no longer bothered. He had always been sure there was a warm woman in there somewhere, behind her walls, and knew now that there wasn’t. Tommy didn’t know that yet. The abuse she’d experienced as a child had left her cold and empty.


She looked at Lyle coldly. “He knows I don’t like sports.” There was nothing she cared about except herself, her shopping, and her friends. She and Lyle had never liked the same people. She liked rougher people, diamonds in the rough, more like her. After ten years of marriage, she thought Lyle was dull and square. She had never adapted to the more conservative style he had grown up with. He had been racier when he was younger, when they met, but had settled down quickly. Amanda knew now that she would never measure up to his family, so she no longer tried. She hated them. Lyle was the bridge between two warring camps, trapped in the middle. Amanda liked sexy clothes that were short and tight, with cleavage whenever possible, that showed off her figure, and he never criticized her for it, although his sister Gloria said she looked cheap. Lyle was tolerant and a respecter of people. He had asked Amanda several times to tone down what she wore when they saw his family, but she did what she wanted, which was to defy them, and remind them every chance she got that she had won ten years before when he married her, three months pregnant. She didn’t need to rub it in by looking cheap to prove the point. But she did whenever possible, with total disregard for how Lyle felt about it, or how awkward it was for him. His parents never commented on it, but his sisters did.


Amanda made no effort to fit in. She had what she wanted, a man to pay her bills. The children were just accessories to her, leverage she could use with him to get whatever else she wanted. And he knew now, and had for several years, that he couldn’t make her into something she wasn’t. She was never going to fit his vision of a wife and mother, and had no desire to try. She didn’t have to. She thought his family were boring snobs, and she hated them. Lyle knew now that she was never going to be anything like his mother, or any of his sisters, or even his friends’ wives, and no amount of pressure or reasoning with her was going to change her, so he accepted her as she was, and made the best of it. She liked showing off and looking sexy and cheap. He had long since made his peace with it, although they fought a lot. He no longer tried to change her. She had no empathy for him or their children. She wanted a jazzier social life with people more like her, which Lyle refused to engage in.


He watched a movie with the children after dinner, and tucked Devon into bed afterwards, and then stuck his head into Tommy’s room later to say good night. He was watching a favorite show on TV as Lyle quietly closed the door, and went back to his bedroom, where Amanda was watching a reality TV show.


“You need to spend more time with the kids,” he said softly. It was a familiar refrain between them that she didn’t want to hear. She increased the volume on the TV to drown him out. “You were gone all day. You could at least have spent some time with them this evening.”


“Why?” she answered without looking at him. “I’m with them all week. They have you on weekends. Saturday and Sunday should be my days off.” But their babysitter spent more time with them during the week than she did.


“We don’t get ‘days off,’ and Molly is with them all week, you’re not. You’re never here when they get home from school.”


“No one was at home for me as a kid, it didn’t kill me. Besides, I have my yoga class then,” she said, annoyed. He was always hounding her to spend more time with the children.


“We’ve got two kids. I’m asking you to spend more time with them. That’s not a lot to ask. My mother was always there when we got home from school,” he said, his voice growing taut.


“Mine was always at the corner bar getting drunk, or passed out,” she said coldly. She got up and left the room then, and he followed her to her dressing room, chock full of everything she bought, thanks to him. He never reminded her about that.


“If you don’t care about me, Amanda, I can live with it. But you need to at least pretend for them. They need more from their mother than you give them. I know you had a hard time as a kid. But our kids need you,” he said, as gently as he could, trying to get through to her, with no success.


“They’re fine,” she said, stone-faced, as a muscle tightened in Lyle’s jaw.


“They are now. But maybe one day they won’t be.” And he didn’t want them turning out like her, hard, cold, bitter, self-centered, and greedy. They were sweet kids, and he didn’t want them damaged and deprived by an unfeeling mother.


“You judge everything by your family’s standards,” she accused him. “They’re pathetic and dependent on each other. The twins live together at thirty-three. Gloria hasn’t had a serious relationship in ten years, and hangs out with your parents half the time. You’re on the phone with them every time I turn around. Benjie lives at home like a child instead of being placed somewhere with others like him. And Annabelle is turning into a slut, and your family is so blind they don’t even notice. You all think you’re so saintly and lily pure, and none of you know a damn thing about real life.” He was well aware of how hard Amanda’s youth had been, but he was deeply offended by her description of his family. Their values and strong bond meant nothing to her.


“I know you hate them, and they’ve been tough on you at times. We got off to a bad start with them. But you’re not fair. And what you said about Benjie isn’t correct. He does well at home; he has a job and my mother is terrific with him. He does really well at the pet shelter. He’s worked there for five years now, and they love him. He’s doing fine,” Lyle said firmly, quick to protect his brother.


“If he were from a normal family, they’d have sent him away years ago. He can’t live on his own. And what’s going to happen to that when your parents are gone? Don’t count on bringing him here. I’m not running a group home for your brother,” she said harshly, and Lyle’s eyes blazed as he looked at her. She could be cruel at times, and heartless. He adored his brother Benjie, who had a high IQ and was at the higher end of the ever-changing autism spectrum. He exhibited some symptoms of Asperger’s in his social skills, but was pretty capable in other ways, and a bright, loving young man.


“He manages very well, and he’s a wonderful person. He doesn’t need a group home, and don’t worry, I would never move him in with us. You can’t even be decent with your own kids, you’re so frozen from your own damaged history. You barely have it in you to be a mother to your children, let alone be loving to my brother. And I will never send him away to live, as long as I’m alive. He’s smarter than any of us sometimes, even if he’s socially awkward at times. Watch your mouth, Amanda. You’re crossing some dangerous lines. I put up with a lot from you. Stay off the subject of my family if you expect me to keep doing it.” She glanced up at him and didn’t acknowledge what he’d said, but she had heard it. She didn’t like his telling her to spend more time with their kids. She spent as much time with them as she wanted to, which wasn’t much. She was making up for everything she hadn’t had, not thinking about her own children. Amanda interpreted the amount of money spent on her as love. It was all she understood.


“If your parents had any sense, they’d sell that white elephant of a house of theirs and divide up the money between you, so you could all live better now. Why should you have to wait until they die? They don’t need a house that size. Annabelle will move out in the next five minutes, so it’ll just be them and Benjie.”


“That’s up to them. They have the right to live however they want to. It’s their money and their house, not ours. I’m not sitting here waiting breathlessly for their money. We have more than enough with what I earn. And I’m happy we still have my parents.” He thought what she was suggesting was disgusting, but she had said it all before, not often, but enough.


He knew how she felt about him, his family, how they functioned as a tight unit, and what he stood to inherit.


“You could have a lot more now, if they sold the house,” she insisted doggedly. Money was everything to her, her main interest in him, and why she stayed in the marriage.


“It’s their home, and where we all grew up. To you, it’s just money.” Her greed knew no limits. She had no sentiment about what was important to all of them. Their parents, their siblings, and their home, which meant nothing to her.


“You’re like the Addams family. You give me the creeps sometimes,” she said harshly. The creeps and a lifestyle she wouldn’t have had otherwise, which she didn’t even appreciate. She wanted more money to spend and felt deprived.


“I think you’d be smart to stay off the subject of my family,” Lyle said, fuming, and slammed the door of her dressing room when he left. He put on his running shoes and heavy down jacket and went for a run in the cold, so as not to lose his temper with her.


Amanda was asleep when he got back. He took a shower and climbed into his side of the bed, and lay awake for a long time, thinking about his marriage. He knew he had done the right thing ten years before when he married her, and there was comfort in that, but the effects of that decision were becoming harder to live with, more and more with each passing year, and sometimes he wondered where it would lead them. She was treading on a minefield now and one day it would explode. His family was sacred to him, and that’s where Amanda liked to hurt him. It reminded him of who she was, as though he needed a reminder. Even her own children meant little to her, and her husband even less, except that he provided a lifestyle she felt was her due. She was on dangerous ground now. He had been loyal and loving to Amanda for ten years, which was more than he got from her. His family meant everything to him, his parents, his siblings, and his children. In the end, they were all Whittiers, and Amanda wasn’t. She had chosen to remain outside the circle of the family, and she would pay the price for it one day if she pushed him too far. She knew it too, and pushed him anyway. He had almost reached his breaking point with her.


Sometimes he wondered if that was what she wanted, to finally push him over the edge, and then what?



   






Chapter 2


Phones were ringing off the hook, people were running, deliveries were being made, a cluster of models were chatting in the corner of a large room. Charlie and Caroline Whittier had bought an old factory on the Lower East Side when they’d graduated from Parsons eleven years before, and started their own fashion brand. They made elegant, stylish women’s clothing with beautiful fabrics from France and Italy. They showed their line in a fashion show during ready-to-wear Fashion Week in New York twice a year, in February and September. They had raised their prices a few years before, and their clothes were sold in some of the best stores in the country. They were proud of what they did and how far they’d come in eleven years.


Most of the time they worked day and night, and Caroline had a small studio area set aside in the loft where they lived in SoHo, so she could work at home if she was inspired. She worked most nights and weekends. She was the designer and fashion director of their brand, but Charlie’s contributions were valuable too. He had a head for finance, and a strong sense of design. Caro always showed him her drawings, and he often added some small detail and tweaked them in a way that made them even better. He had a good eye for design.


Caro knew he could have been the designer if he wanted to, but he preferred to be their CFO and handle the business end. They had started the business on a shoestring, with money their father had loaned them and money from investors, and they were now a respected brand. The company was called CCW, and their logo showed a large W at the center of the design with a smaller C on either side, for Charles and Caroline Whittier. They had made a mark on the fashion world and eleven years had flown by, with their dedication to their business. They weren’t afraid of hard work, and the business took precedence above all else for both of them. As twins, they had always been extremely close. Before they could talk, they had had their own language, and as they grew up, they had an instinctive sense of each other, as though each knew what the other was thinking. When Caroline had doubts about something, she always found that Charlie had them too, and together they found the solution. Sometimes Caroline felt as though they were each half of the same person, and she was sure that it was because they were twins. They looked very much alike, both of them very blond with blue eyes like their mother, and they had her fine features.


Their determination to make a success of their business and the amount of time they put into it had kept them both from forming long-term romantic attachments. Their work was always the priority, and potential romantic partners always found it tedious and somewhat insulting to take second place to their business. Both Caro and Charlie felt young enough at thirty-three to invest time in the brand they were building, and dedicate themselves to serious relationships later. Neither of them was in a hurry to marry and have children. The business was their baby.
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