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Dear Readers,


    There’s something I think you’ll enjoy knowing as you begin reading Perfect, and it’s this: The first draft of my manuscript didn’t contain a single reference to illiteracy. I was editing the first draft when Coors Brewing Company contacted me in an effort to persuade me to write a book for them that would highlight the problem of women’s illiteracy, a book they could publish in a few months’ time. There were many reasons I couldn’t possibly do that. I wasn’t finished with Perfect yet, and even if I had been, I couldn’t write fast enough to produce a good book in their time frame. Coors had made women’s literacy their social project for the year, however, and I agreed to read the material they sent me.


    The packet of material was large, and the content was horrifying because it documented that 20 percent of American women were functionally illiterate. Twenty percent of our sisters couldn’t read! According to the material, the best way to teach an illiterate woman to read is in a one-on-one situation with another woman who is willing to commit six months of her life to accomplish the goal.


    I felt that I was supposed to help; that I was meant to help; that I owed it to God and to my illiterate sisters to help. So I asked Simon & Schuster to let me delay turning in Perfect for two months, and when they understood why I wanted to do that, they agreed. Two months was very little time to completely rewrite Perfect and incorporate the illiteracy issue, so I flew to Colorado, rented a house on a mountaintop, and went into total seclusion.


    The book you are about to read is the result of that.


    Oh, one more thing: As a result of reading Perfect, more than five thousand women contacted their local literacy agencies and signed up to spend six months teaching another woman to read. Talk about real-life heroines!


    Warmly,


    Judith McNaught


    PS: If you want to read more about Matt and Meredith Farrell, they have a book of their own called Paradise. Zack and Julie Benedict appear as secondary characters in Every Breath You Take.
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Prologue



1976


[image: Image] MARGARET STANHOPE STOOD AT THE doors that opened onto the veranda, her aristocratic features set into an icy mask as she watched her butler pass a tray of drinks to her grandchildren who had just returned for the summer holidays from their various private schools. Beyond the veranda, in the lush valley below, the city of Ridgemont, Pennsylvania, was clearly visible with its winding, tree-lined streets; manicured park; quaint shopping area; and, off to the right, the rolling hills of Ridgemont Country Club. Situated precisely in the center of Ridgemont was a sprawling cluster of red brick buildings that comprised Stanhope Industries, which was responsible, either directly or indirectly, for the economic prosperity of most of Ridgemont’s families. Like most small communities, Ridgemont had a well-established social hierarchy, and the Stanhope family was as firmly ensconced at the pinnacle of that social structure as the Stanhope mansion was entrenched upon Ridgemont’s highest bluff.


Today, however, Margaret Stanhope’s mind was not on the view from her veranda or the lofty social standing she had possessed since birth and improved with her marriage; it was on the staggering blow she was about to deliver to her three loathsome grandchildren. The youngest boy, Alex, who was sixteen, saw her watching him and reluctantly took iced tea instead of champagne from the butler’s silver tray. He and his sister were just alike, Margaret thought contemptuously as she studied the pair. They were both spoiled, spineless, promiscuous, and irresponsible; they drank too much, spent too much, and played too much; they were overindulged brats who knew nothing of self-discipline. But all that was about to stop.


Her gaze followed the butler as he offered the tray to Elizabeth, who was wearing a skin-tight yellow sundress with a plunging neckline. When Elizabeth saw her grandmother watching, the seventeen-year-old threw a haughty, challenging look at her and, in a typical gesture of infantile defiance, she helped herself to two glasses of champagne. Margaret Stanhope watched her but said nothing. The girl was practically the image of her mother—a shallow, oversexed, frivolous lush who had died eight years ago when the sports car Margaret’s son was driving went out of control on an icy patch of highway, killing his wife and himself and orphaning their four young children. The police report indicated that they had both been intoxicated and their car had been traveling in excess of one hundred miles per hour.


Six months ago, heedless of his advancing age and bad weather, Margaret’s own husband had died while flying his plane to Cozumel, supposedly to go fishing. The twenty-five-year-old fashion model who was also in that plane must have been along to bait his hook, she thought with uncharacteristic crudity and frigid disinterest. The fatal accidents were eloquent illustrations of the lechery and carelessness that had characterized the lives of all the Stanhope men for generations. Every arrogant, reckless, handsome one of them had lived each day of their lives as if they were indestructible and accountable to no one.


As a result, Margaret had spent a lifetime clinging to her ravaged dignity and self-control while her profligate husband squandered a fortune on his vices and taught his grandsons to live exactly as he lived. Last year, while she slept upstairs, he had brought prostitutes into this very house, and he and the boys had shared them. All of them except Justin. Her beloved Justin . . .


Gentle, intelligent, and industrious, Justin had been the only one of her three grandsons to resemble the men on Margaret’s side of the family, and she had loved him with every fiber of her being. And now, Justin was dead, while his brother Zachary was alive and healthy, taunting her with his very vitality. Turning her head, she watched him stride swiftly up the stone steps that led to the veranda in answer to her summons, and the explosion of hatred that raged through her at the sight of the tall, dark-haired eighteen-year-old was almost past bearing. Her fingers tightened on the glass in her hand, and she fought down the wild urge to hurl it at his tanned face, to rake her nails down it.


Zachary Benedict Stanhope III, who had been named after Margaret’s husband, looked exactly like his namesake at the same age, but that wasn’t why she loathed him. She had a much better reason for that, and Zachary knew exactly what that reason was. In a few minutes, however, he was finally going to pay for what he had done—not enough, of course. She couldn’t exact full retribution for that, and she despised her helplessness almost as much as she despised him.


She waited until the butler had served him a glass of champagne, then she strolled onto the veranda. “You are probably wondering why I’ve called this little family meeting today,” she said. Zachary watched her in noncommittal silence from his position at the balustrade, but Margaret intercepted a look of impatient boredom between Alex and Elizabeth, who were sitting at the umbrella table. They were both undoubtedly eager to escape the veranda and meet up with their friends, teenagers who were just like themselves —amoral young thrill seekers with weak characters who did as they damned pleased because they knew their family’s money would buy them out of any unpleasant consequences. “I can see you’re impatient,” she said turning to the two at the table, “so I will go directly to the point. I’m sure it has not occurred to either of you to wonder about anything as mundane as your financial status, however, the fact is that your grandfather was too busy with his ‘social activities’ and too convinced of his immortality to establish proper trusts for you after your parents died. As a result, I am now in complete control of his estate. In case you are wondering what that means, I shall hasten to explain it to you.” Smiling with satisfaction, she said, “So long as you both remain in school, improve your grades, and comport yourselves in a manner that I do not deem unacceptable, I will continue to pay your tuition and I’ll allow you to keep your fancy sports cars. Period.”


Elizabeth’s immediate reaction was more puzzled than alarmed. “What about my allowance and my living expenses when I start college next year?”


“You won’t have any ‘living expenses.’ You will live here and attend the junior college! If you prove yourself trustworthy during the next two years, then and only then will I allow you to go away to school.”


“The junior college,” Elizabeth repeated furiously. “You can’t be serious about all this!”


“Try me, Elizabeth. Defy me and watch me cut you off without a cent. Let word reach me of any more of your drunken parties and drugs and promiscuity, and you’ll never see another dollar.” Glancing at Alexander, she added, “In case you have any doubt, all that goes for you, too. Also, you won’t be returning to Exeter next autumn, you’ll finish high school right here.”


“You can’t do this to us!” Alex exploded. “Grandfather would never have let you!”


“You have no right to tell us how to live our lives,” Elizabeth wailed.


“If you don’t like my offer,” Margaret informed her in a steely voice, “then I suggest you get yourself a job as a waitress or find yourself a pimp, because those are the only two careers for which you’re fit right now.”


She watched their faces pale and nodded with satisfaction, then Alexander said sullenly, “What about Zack? He gets great grades at Yale. You aren’t going to make him live here, too, are you?”


The moment she’d been waiting for had arrived. “No,” she said, “I’m not.”


Turning fully toward Zachary so she could watch his face, she snapped, “Get out! Get out of this house and don’t ever come back. I never want to see your face or hear your name again.”


Had it not been for the sudden clenching of his jaw, she would have thought her words had no effect. He didn’t ask for an explanation because he didn’t need one. In fact, he’d undoubtedly been expecting this from the moment she began to give her ultimatum to his sister. Wordlessly, he straightened from the balustrade and stretched his hand toward the car keys he’d tossed on the table, but when his fingers touched them, Margaret’s voice lashed out and stilled his hand. “Leave them! You’re to take nothing but the clothes on your back.” He took his hand away and looked at his sister and brother, as if half-expecting them to say something, but they were either too immersed in their own misery to speak or too afraid of sharing his fate if they alienated her.


Margaret detested the younger two for their cowardice and disloyalty at the same time she endeavored to make absolutely certain neither of them might later show a flare of latent courage. “If either of you ever contacts him or permits him to contact you,” she warned them as Zachary turned and headed toward the steps leading from the veranda, “if you so much as attend the same party at someone’s house with him, you’ll suffer the same fate he has, is that clear?” To her departing grandson, she issued a different warning: “Zachary, if you’re thinking of throwing yourself on the mercy of any of your friends, don’t bother Stanhope Industries is the primary source of employment in Ridgemont, and I now own every scrap of it No one here will want to help you at the risk of incurring my displeasure —and the loss of their jobs.”


Her warning made him turn on the bottom step and look up at her with such cold contempt that she belatedly realized he would never have considered taking charity from friends. But what interested her the most about his expression was the emotion she glimpsed in his eyes before he turned his head. Was it anguish she’d seen there? Or was it fury? Or fear? She hoped, very devoutly, that it was all those things.


*  *  *


The moving van slowed to a lumbering stop in front of the solitary male walking along the shoulder of the highway with a sport jacket slung over his shoulder and his head bent as if he were bucking a high wind. “Hey,” Charlie Murdock called out, “you need a ride?”


A pair of dazed amber eyes lifted to Charlie’s, and for a moment the young man looked completely disoriented, as if he’d been sleepwalking down the highway, then he jerked his head in a nod. As he climbed into the cab, Charlie noted the expensive tan slacks his passenger was wearing, the shiny loafers, matching socks, and stylish haircut and assumed he’d picked up a preppie college student who was, for some reason, hitching a ride. Confident of his intuition and powers of observation, Charlie said conversationally, “What college do you go to?”


The boy swallowed as if his throat were constricted and turned his face toward the side window, but when he spoke his voice was cold and final. “I don’t go to college.”


“Did your car break down somewhere out here?”


“No.”


“You got family that lives around here?”


“I don’t have a family.”


Despite his passenger’s brusque tone, Charlie, who had three grown sons of his own back in New York, had the distinct feeling the boy was exerting every ounce of his control to keep his emotions in check. He waited a few minutes before asking, “You got a name?”


“Zack . . .” he replied, and after a hesitant pause, he added, “ . . . Benedict.”


“Where you headed?”


“Wherever you’re going.”


“I’m going all the way to the West Coast. Los Angeles.”


“Fine,” he said in a tone that discouraged further conversation. “It doesn’t matter.”


It was hours later when the young man spoke voluntarily for the first time. “Do you need any help unloading this rig when you get to Los Angeles?”


Charlie looked sideways at him, quickly revising his initial conclusions about Zack Benedict. He dressed like a rich kid and he had the diction of a rich kid, but this particular rich kid was evidently out of money, out of his element, and down on his luck. He was also perfectly willing to swallow his pride and do ordinary manual labor, which Charlie thought showed a certain amount of grit, all things considered. “You look like you could handle the heavy lifting easy enough,” he said, casting a quick, appraising eye over Benedict’s tall, well-muscled body. “You been working out with weights or something?”


“I used to box at—I used to box,” he amended shortly.


At college, Charlie finished mentally, and maybe it was because Benedict somehow reminded him of his own boys when they were his age and trying to tough things out or maybe it was because he sensed that Zack Benedict’s problems were pretty desperate, but he decided to give him some work. Having readied that decision, Charlie held out his hand. “My name’s Murdock, Charlie Murdock. I can’t pay you much, but at least you’ll get a chance to see an honest-to-God movie lot when we get to L.A. This truck’s loaded with props that belong to Empire Studios. I got a contract to do some of their hauling, and that’s where we’re going.”


Benedict’s grim indifference to that information somehow added to Charlie’s conviction that his passenger was not only broke but probably had no idea of how to rectify the problem in the near future. “If you do a good job for me, maybe I could put in a word for you at Empire’s hiring office—that is, if you don’t mind pushing a broom or using your back?”


His passenger turned his face to the side window, staring out into the darkness again. Just when Charlie had reversed his earlier opinion and decided that Benedict actually thought he was too good to do menial labor, the young man spoke in a voice that was hoarse with relief and embarrassed gratitude. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”
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1978


[image: Image] “I’M MRS. BOROWSKI FROM THE LaSalle Foster Care facility,” the middle-aged woman announced as she marched across the Oriental carpet toward the receptionist, a shopping bag from Woolworth’s over her arm. Gesturing toward the petite eleven-year-old who trailed along behind her, she added coldly, “And this is Julie Smith. She’s here to see Dr. Theresa Wilmer. I’ll come back for her after I finish my shopping.”


The receptionist smiled at the youngster. “Dr. Wilmer will be with you in a little while, Julie. In the meantime, you can sit over there and fill out as much of this card as you can. I forgot to give it to you when you were here before.”


Self-consciously aware of her shabby jeans and grubby jacket, Julie glanced uneasily at the elegant waiting room where fragile porcelain figurines reposed on an antique coffee table and valuable bronze sculptures were displayed on marble stands. Giving the table with its fragile knickknacks a wide berth, she headed for a chair beside a huge aquarium where exotic goldfish with flowing fins swam leisurely among lacy greenery. Behind her, Mrs. Borowski poked her head back into the room and warned the receptionist, “Julie will steal anything that isn’t nailed down. She’s sneaky and quick, so you better watch her like a hawk.”


Drowning in humiliated anger, Julie slumped down in the chair, then she stretched her legs straight out in front of her in a deliberate attempt to appear utterly bored and unaffected by Mrs. Borowski’s horrible remarks, but her effect was spoiled by the bright red flags of embarrassed color that stained her cheeks and the fact that her legs couldn’t reach the floor.


After a moment she wriggled up from the uncomfortable position and looked with dread at the card the receptionist had given her to complete. Knowing she’d not be able to figure out the words, she gave it a try anyway. Her tongue clenched between her teeth, she concentrated fiercely on the printing on the card. The first word began with an N like the word NO on the NO PARKING signs that lined the streets—she knew what those signs said because one of her friends had told her. The next letter on the card was an a, like the one in cat, but the word wasn’t cat. Her hand tightened on the yellow pencil as she fought back the familiar feelings of frustration and angry despair that swamped her whenever she was expected to read something. She’d learned the word cat in first grade, but nobody ever wrote that word anywhere! Glowering at the incomprehensible words on the card, she wondered furiously why teachers taught kids to read dumb words like cat when nobody ever wrote cat anywhere except in stupid books for first graders.


But the books weren’t stupid, Julie reminded herself, and neither were the teachers. Other kids her age could probably have read this dumb card in a blink! She was the one who couldn’t read a word on it, she was the one who was stupid.


On the other hand, Julie told herself, she knew a whole lot about things that other kids knew nothing about, because she made a point of noticing things. And one of the things she’d noticed was that when people handed you something to fill out, they almost always expected you to write your name on it . . .


With painstaking neatness, she printed J-u-l-i-e-S-m-i-t-h across the top half of the card, then she stopped, unable to fill out any more of the spaces. She felt herself getting angry again and rather than feeling bad about this silly piece of paper, she decided to think of something nice, like the feeling of wind on her face in springtime. She was conjuring a vision of herself stretched out beneath a big leafy tree, watching squirrels scampering in the branches overhead, when the receptionist’s pleasant voice made her head snap up in guilty alarm.


“Is something wrong with your pencil, Julie?”


Julie dug the lead point against her jeans and snapped it off. “The lead’s broken.”


“Here’s another—”


“My hand is sore today,” she lied, lurching to her feet. “I don’t feel like writing. And I have to go to the bathroom. Where is it?”


“Right beside the elevators. Dr. Wilmer will be ready to see you pretty soon. Don’t be gone too long.”


“I won’t,” Julie dutifully replied. After closing the office door behind her, she turned to look up at the name on it and carefully studied the first few letters so she’d be able to recognize this particular door when she came back. “P,” she whispered aloud so she wouldn’t forget, “S. Y.” Satisfied, she headed down the long, carpeted hall, turned left at the end of it, and made a right by the water fountain, but when she finally came to the elevators, she discovered there were two doors there with words on them. She was almost positive these were the bathrooms because, among the bits of knowledge she’d carefully stored away was the fact that bathroom doors in big buildings usually had a different kind of handle than ordinary office doors. The problem was that neither of these doors said BOYS or GIRLS—two words she could recognize, nor did they have those nice stick figures of a man and woman that told people like her which bathroom to use. Very cautiously, Julie put her hand on one of the doors, eased it open a crack, and peeked inside. She backed up in a hurry when she spotted those funny-looking toilets on the wall because there were two other things she knew that she doubted other girls knew: Men used weird-looking toilets. And they went a little crazy if a girl opened the door while they were doing it Julie opened the other door and trooped into the right bathroom.


Conscious of time passing, she left the bathroom and hurriedly retraced her steps until she neared the part of the corridor where Dr. Wilmer’s office should have been, then she began laboriously studying the names on the doors. Dr. Wilmer’s name began with a P-S-Y. She spied a P-E-T on the next door, decided she’d remembered the letters wrong, and quickly shoved it open. An unfamiliar, gray-haired woman looked up from her typewriter. “Yes?”


“Sorry, wrong room,” Julie mumbled, flushing. “Do you know where Dr. Wilmer’s office is?”


“Dr. Wilmer?”


“Yes, you know—Wilmer—it starts with a P-S-Y!”


“P-S-Y . . . Oh, you must mean Psychological Associates! That’s suite twenty-five-sixteen, down the hall.”


Normally, Julie would have pretended to understand and continued going into offices until she found the right one, but she was too worried about being late now to pretend. “Would you spell that out for me?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“The numbers!” she said desperately. “Spell them out like this: three—six—nine—four—two. Say it that way.”


The woman looked at her like she was an idiot, which Julie knew she was, but she hated it when other people noticed. After an irritated sigh, the woman said, “Dr. Wilmer is in suite two—five—one—six.”


“Two—five—one—six,” Julie repeated.


“That’s the fourth door on the left,” she added.


“Well!” Julie cried in frustration. “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place!”


Dr. Wilmer’s receptionist looked up when Julie walked in. “Did you get lost, Julie?”


“Me? No way!” Julie lied with an emphatic shake of her curly head as she returned to her chair. Unaware that she was being observed through what looked like an ordinary minor, she turned her attention to the aquarium beside her chair. The first thing she noticed was that one of the beautiful fish had died and that two others were swimming around it as if contemplating eating it. Automatically, she tapped her finger on the glass to scare them away, but a moment later they returned. “There’s a dead fish in there,” she told the receptionist, trying to sound only slightly concerned. “I could take it out for you.”


“The cleaning people will remove it tonight, but thank you for offering.”


Julie swallowed an irate protest at what she felt was needless cruelty to the dead fish. It wasn’t right for anything so wonderfully beautiful and so helpless to be left in there like that. Picking up a magazine from the coffee table, she pretended to look at it, but from the corner of her eye she kept up her surveillance of the two predatory fish. Each time they returned to prod and poke their deceased comrade, she stole a glance at the receptionist to make sure she wasn’t watching, then Julie reached out as casually as possible and tapped the glass to scare them off.


A few feet away, in her office on the other side of the two-way mirror, Dr. Theresa Wilmer watched the entire little scenario, her eyes alight with a knowing smile as she watched Julie’s gallant attempt to protect a dead fish while maintaining a facade of indifference for the sake of the receptionist. Glancing at the man beside her, another psychiatrist who’d recently begun donating some of his time to her special project, Dr. Wilmer said wryly, “There she is, ‘Julie the terrible,’ the adolescent terror who some foster care officials have judged to be not only ‘learning-disabled,’ but unmanageable, a bad influence on her peers, and also ‘a troublemaker bound for juvenile delinquency.’ Did you know,” she continued, her voice taking on a shade of amused admiration, “that she actually organized a hunger strike at LaSalle? She talked forty-five children, most of whom were older than she, into going along with her to demand better food.”


Dr. John Frazier peered through the two-way mirror at the little girl. “I suppose she did that because she had an underlying need to challenge authority?”


“No,” Dr. Wilmer replied dryly, “she did it because she had an underlying need for better food. The food at LaSalle is nutritious but tasteless. I sampled some.”


Frazier flashed a startled look at his associate. “What about her thefts? You can’t ignore that problem so easily.”


Leaning her shoulder against the wall, Terry tipped her head to the child in the waiting room and said with a smile, “Have you ever heard of Robin Hood?”


“Of course. Why?”


“Because you’re looking at a modern-day adolescent version of Robin Hood out there. Julie can filch the gold right out of your teeth without your knowing it, she’s that quick.”


“I hardly think that’s a recommendation for sending her to live with your unsuspecting Texas cousins, which is what I understand you intend to do.”


Dr. Wilmer shrugged. “Julie steals food or clothing or playthings, but she doesn’t keep anything. She gives her booty to the younger kids at LaSalle.”


“You’re certain?”


“Positive. I’ve checked it out.”


A reluctant smile tugged at John Frazier’s lips as he studied the little girl. “She looks more like a Peter Pan than a Robin Hood. She’s not at all what I expected, based on her file.”


“She surprised me, too,” Dr. Wilmer admitted. According to Julie’s file, the director of the LaSalle Foster Care Facility, where she now resided, had deemed her to be “a discipline problem with a predilection for truancy, troublemaking, theft, and hanging around with unsavory male companions.” After all the unfavorable comments in Julie’s file, Dr. Wilmer had fully expected Julie Smith to be a belligerent, hardened girl whose constant association with young males probably indicated early physical development and even sexual activity. For that reason, she’d nearly gaped at Julie when the child sauntered into her office two months ago, looking like a grubby little pixie in jeans and a tattered sweatshirt, with short-cropped dark, curly hair. Instead of the budding femme fatale Dr. Wilmer had expected, Julie Smith had a beguiling gamin face that was dominated by an enormous pair of thick-lashed eyes the startling color of dark blue pansies. In contrast to that piquant little face and innocently beguiling eyes, there was a boyish bravado in the way she’d stood in front of Dr. Wilmer’s desk that first day with her small chin thrust out and her hands jammed into the back pockets of her jeans.


Theresa had been captivated at that first meeting, but her fascination with Julie had begun even before that—almost from the moment she’d opened her file at home one night and began reading her responses to the battery of tests that was part of the evaluating process that Theresa herself had recently developed. By the time she was finished, Theresa had a firm grasp of the workings of the child’s facile mind as well as the depth of her pain and the details of her current plight: Abandoned by her birth parents and rejected by two sets of adoptive parents, Julie had been reduced to spending her childhood on the fringes of the Chicago slums in a succession of overcrowded foster homes. As a result, throughout her life, her only source of real human warmth and support came from her companions—grubby, unkempt kids like herself whom she philosophically regarded as “her own kind,” kids who taught her to filch goods from stores and, later, to cut school with them. Her quick mind and quicker fingers had made Julie so good at both that no matter how often she was shuffled off to a new foster home, she almost immediately achieved a certain popularity and respect among her peers, so much so that a few months ago, a group of boys had condescended to demonstrate to her the various techniques they used for breaking into cars and hot-wiring them—a demonstration that resulted in the entire group of them being busted by an alert Chicago cop, including Julie, who was merely an observer.


That day had marked Julie’s first arrest, and although Julie didn’t know it, it also marked Julie’s first real “break” because it ultimately brought her to Dr. Wilmer’s attention. After being—somewhat unjustly—arrested for attempted auto theft, Julie was put into Dr. Wilmer’s new, experimental program that included an intensive battery of psychological tests, intelligence tests, and personal interviews and evaluations conducted by Dr. Wilmer’s group of volunteer psychiatrists and psychologists. The program was intended to divert juveniles in the care of the state from a life of delinquency and worse.


In Julie’s case, Dr. Wilmer was adamantly committed to doing exactly that, and as everyone who knew her was aware, when Dr. Wilmer set her mind on a goal, she accomplished it. At thirty-five, Terry Wilmer had a pleasant, refined bearing, a kind smile, and a will of iron. In addition to her impressive assortment of medical degrees and a family tree that read like The Social Register, she had three other special attributes in great abundance: intuition, compassion, and total dedication. With the tireless fervor of a true evangelist dedicated to saving wayward souls, Theresa Wilmer had abandoned her thriving private practice and was now dedicated to saving those helpless adolescent victims of an overcrowded, underfunded state foster care system. To achieve her goals, Dr. Wilmer was shamelessly willing to exploit every tool at her disposal, including recruiting support from among her colleagues like John Frazier. In Julie’s case, she’d even enlisted the aid of distant cousins, who were far from wealthy but who had room in their home, and hopefully in their soft hearts, for one very special little girl.


“I wanted you to have a peek at her,” Terry said. She reached out to draw the draperies over the glass, just as Julie suddenly stood up, looked desperately at the fish tank, and plunged both her hands into the water.


“What the hell—” John Frazier began, then he watched in stunned silence as the girl marched toward the preoccupied receptionist with the dead fish cradled in her dripping hands.


Julie knew she shouldn’t get water on the carpet, but she couldn’t stand to see anything as beautiful as this fish with its long, flowing fins being mangled by the others. Not certain whether the receptionist was unaware of her or simply ignoring her, she walked up close behind her chair. “Excuse me,” she blurted in an overloud voice, holding out her hands.


The receptionist, who was thoroughly engrossed in her typing, gave a nervous start, swung around in her chair, and emitted a choked scream at the sight of a shining, dripping fish directly in front of her nose.


Julie took a cautious step backward but persevered. “It’s dead,” she said boldly, fighting to keep her voice empty of the sentimental pity she felt. “The other fish are going to eat it, and I don’t want to watch. It’s gross. If you’ll give me a piece of paper, I’ll wrap it up and you can put it in your trash can.”


Recovering from her shock, the receptionist carefully suppressed a smile, opened her desk drawer, and removed several tissues, which she handed to the child. “Would you like to take it with you and bury it at home?”


Julie would have liked to do exactly that, but she thought she heard amusement in the woman’s voice, and so she hastily wrapped the fish in its tissue-paper shroud and thrust it at her instead. “I’m not that stupid, you know. This is just a fish, not a rabbit or something special like that.”


On the other side of the window, Frazier chuckled softly and shook his head. “She’s dying to give that fish a formal burial, but her pride won’t let her admit it.” Sobering, he added, “What about her learning disabilities? As I recall, she’s only at a second-grade level.”


Dr. Wilmer gave an indelicate snort at that and reached for a manila folder on her desk containing the results of the battery of tests Julie had recently been given. Holding the open file toward him she said with a smile, “Take a look at her scores when the intelligence tests are administered orally and she’s not required to read.”


John Frazier complied and gave a low laugh. “The kid’s got a higher IQ than I do.”


“Julie is a special child in a lot of ways, John. I saw glimpses of it when I reviewed her file, but when I met her face-to-face, I knew it was true. She’s feisty, brave, sensitive, and very smart. Under all that bravado of hers, there’s a rare kind of gentleness, an unquenchable hope, and quixotic optimism that she clings to even though it’s being demolished by ugly reality. She can’t improve her own lot in life, and so she’s unconsciously dedicated herself to protecting the kids in whatever foster care facility she’s put into. She steals for them and lies for them and organizes them into hunger strikes, and they follow wherever she leads as if she were the Pied Piper. At eleven years old, she’s a born leader, but if she isn’t diverted very quickly, some of her methods are going to land her in a juvenile detention center and eventually prison. And that’s not even the worst of her problems right now.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that despite all her wonderful attributes, that little girl’s self-esteem is so low, it’s almost nonexistent. Because she’s been passed over for adoption, she’s convinced she’s worthless and unlovable. Because she can’t read as well as her peers, she’s convinced she’s completely stupid and can’t learn. And the most terrifying part of it is that she’s on the verge of giving up. She’s a dreamer, but she’s clinging to her dreams by a thread.” With unintentional force, Terry finished, “I will not let all Julie’s potential, her hope, her optimism, go to waste.”


Dr. Frazier’s brows shot up at her tone. “Forgive me for bringing this up, Terry, but aren’t you the one who used to preach about not getting too personally involved with a patient?”


With a rueful smile, Dr. Wilmer leaned against her desk, but she didn’t deny it. “It was easier to follow that rule when all my patients were kids from wealthy families who think they’re ‘underprivileged’ if they don’t get a $50,000 sports car on their sixteenth birthday. Wait until you’ve done more work with kids like Julie—kids who are dependent on the ‘system’ that we set up to provide for them and have somehow fallen through the cracks in that same system. You’ll lose sleep over them, even if you’ve never done it before.”


“I suppose you’re right,” he said with a sigh, as he handed back the manila folder. “Out of curiosity, why hasn’t she been adopted by someone?”


Teresa shrugged. “Mostly, it’s been a combination of bad luck and bad timing. According to her file at the Department of Children and Family Services, she was abandoned in an alley when she was only a few hours old. Hospital records indicate she was born ten weeks prematurely and because of that and because of the poor condition she was in when she was brought to the hospital, there was a long series of health complications until she was seven years old, during which time she was repeatedly hospitalized and very frail.


“The Family Services people found adoptive parents for her when she was two years old, but in the middle of the adoption proceedings, the couple decided to get a divorce, and they dumped her back into the arms of Family Services. A few weeks later, she was placed again with another couple who’d been screened as carefully as humanly possible, but Julie came down with pneumonia, and the new couple— who’d lost their own child at Julie’s age—went completely to pieces emotionally and pulled out of the adoption. Afterward, she was placed with a foster family for what was only to be a temporary time, but a few weeks later, Julie’s case worker was seriously injured in an accident and never returned to work. From then on it was the proverbial ‘comedy of errors.’ Julie’s file got misplaced—”


“Her what!?” he uttered in disbelief.


“Don’t judge the Family Services people too harshly, which I can see you’re doing. For the most part, they’re extremely dedicated and conscientious, but they’re only human. Given how overworked and underfinanced they are, it’s amazing they do as well as they do. In any event, to make a long story short, the foster parents had a houseful of kids to look after, and they assumed Family Services couldn’t find adoptive parents for Julie because she wasn’t very healthy. By the time Family Services realized she’d gotten lost in their shuffle, Julie was five, and she’d passed the age of greatest appeal to adoptive parents. She also had a history of poor health, and when she was removed from the foster home and placed in another, she promptly came down with a series of asthma attacks. She missed large chunks of first and second grade, but she was “such a good little girl” the teachers promoted her from one grade to the next anyway. Her new foster parents already had three physically handicapped children in their care, and they were so busy looking after those children that they didn’t notice Julie wasn’t keeping up in school, particularly because she was getting passing grades. By fourth grade, though, Julie herself realized she couldn’t do the work, and she started pretending to be ill so that she could stay home. When her foster parents caught on, they insisted she go to school, so Julie took the next obvious route to avoid it—she started cutting school and hanging around with kids on the street as often as she could. As I said earlier, she’s feisty, daring, and quick—they taught her how to snitch merchandise from stores and avoid being picked up as a truant.


“You know most of the rest: Eventually she did get picked up for truancy and shoplifting and was sent to the LaSalle facility, which is where kids who aren’t doing well in the foster care system are sent A few months ago, she got busted—unfairly, I think—along with a group of older boys who were demonstrating to her their particular prowess with hot-wiring cars.” With a muffled laugh, Terry finished, “Julie was merely a fascinated observer, but she knows how to do it. She offered to demonstrate for me. Can you imagine—that tiny girl with those enormous, innocent eyes can actually start your car without a key! She wouldn’t try to steal it though. As I said, she only takes things the kids at LaSalle can use.”


With a meaningful grin, Frazier tipped his head toward the glass. “I assume they can ‘use’ one red pencil, a ballpoint, and a fistful of candy.”


“What?”


“In the time you’ve been talking to me, your prize patient has filched all that from the reception room.”


“Good God!” said Dr. Wilmer but without any real concern as she stared through the glass.


“She’s quick enough to do sleight-of-hand tricks,” Frazier added with reluctant admiration. “I’d get her in here before she figures out a way to get that aquarium out the door. I’ll bet the kids at LaSalle would love some exotic tropical fish.”


Glancing at her watch, Dr. Wilmer said, “The Mathisons are supposed to call me right about now from Texas to tell me exactly when they’ll be ready to take her. I want to be able to tell Julie everything when she comes in here.” As she spoke, the intercom on her desk buzzed and the receptionist’s voice said, “Mrs. Mathison is on the phone, Dr. Wilmer.”


“That’s the call,” Terry told him happily.


John Frazier glanced at his own watch. “I’m having my first session with Cara Peterson in a few minutes.” He started toward the connecting door that opened into his office, paused with his hand on the knob, and said with a grin, “It’s just occurred to me that the distribution of workload in your program is grossly unjust. I mean,” he joked, “you get to work with a girl who filches candy and pencils to give to the poor, while you give me Cara Anderson who tried to kill her foster father. You get Robin Hood and I get Lizzie Borden.”


“You love a challenge,” Theresa Wilmer replied, laughing, but as she reached for the phone, she added, “I’m going to ask the Family Services people to transfer Mrs. Borowski out of LaSalle and into an area where she’ll only be involved with infants and small children. I’ve worked with her before, and she’s excellent with them because they’re cuddly and they don’t break rules. She shouldn’t be dealing with adolescents. She can’t distinguish between minor adolescent rebellion and juvenile delinquency.”


“You aren’t by any chance getting revenge on her because she told your receptionist that Julie will steal anything she can get her hands on?”


“No,” Dr. Wilmer said as she picked up the phone. “But that was a good example of what I meant.”


When she finished her call, Dr. Wilmer got up and walked to her office door, looking forward to the surprise she was about to deliver to Miss Julie Smith.
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[image: Image] “JULIE,” SHE SAID FROM THE doorway, “Would you come in please.” As Julie closed the door behind her and walked forward, Terry added cheerfully, “Your time in our testing program is over. All the results are in.”


Rather than sitting in a chair, her young patient took up a position in front of Terry’s desk, her small feet planted slightly apart, hands jammed into the back pockets of her jeans. She gave a jaunty, dismissive shrug, but she did not ask about the results of the tests, because, Terry knew, she was afraid to hear the answers. “The tests were dumb,” she said instead. “This whole program is dumb. You can’t tell anything about me from a bunch of tests and talks in your office.”


“I’ve learned a whole lot about you, Julie, in the few months we’ve known each other. Would you like me to prove it by telling you what I’ve discovered?”


“No.”


“Please, let me tell you what I think.”


She sighed, then gave an impish grin and said, “You’re going to do that whether I want to hear it or not.”


“You’re right,” Dr. Wilmer agreed, suppressing a smile of her own at the astute remark. The blunt methods she was about to use on Julie were completely different than those she would normally use, but Julie was innately intuitive and too streetwise to be fooled with sugared phrases and half-truths. “Please sit down,” she said, and when Julie had slumped into the chair in front of her desk, Dr. Wilmer began with quiet firmness. “I’ve discovered that despite all your daring deeds and your show of bravado to your companions, the truth is that you are scared to death every moment of every day, Julie. You don’t know who you are or what you are or what you’re going to be. You can’t read or write, so you’re convinced you’re stupid. You cut school because you can’t keep up with the other kids your age, and it hurts you terribly when they laugh at you in class. You feel hopeless and trapped, and you hate those feelings.


“You know you were passed over for adoption when you were younger, and you know your mother abandoned you. A long time ago, you decided that the reason your birth parents didn’t keep you and adoptive parents didn’t want to adopt you was because they all realized you were going to turn out to be ‘no good’ and because you weren’t smart enough or pretty enough. And so you cut your hair like a boy’s, refuse to wear girls’ clothes, and steal things, but you still don’t feel any happier. Nothing you do seems to matter, and that’s the real problem: No matter what you do—unless you get into trouble—it doesn’t matter to anyone, and you hate yourself because you want to matter.”


Dr. Wilmer paused to let the last part of that sink in and then she thrust harder. “You want to matter to someone, Julie. If you had only one wish, that would be your wish.” Julie felt her eyes sting with humiliating tears as Dr. Wilmer’s relentless verbal thrusts found their mark, and she blinked to hold them back.


Her rapid blinking and damp eyes weren’t lost on Terry Wilmer, who saw Julie’s tears as what they were— confirmation that she’d hit raw nerves. Softening her voice, Dr. Wilmer continued, “You hate hoping and dreaming, but you can’t seem to stop, so you make up wonderful stories and tell them to the little kids at LaSalle—stories about lonely, ugly children who find families and love and happiness someday.”


“You’ve got everything all wrong!” Julie protested hotly, flushing to the roots of her hair. “You’re making me sound like some—some wimpy sissy. I don’t need anybody to love me and neither do the kids at LaSalle. I don’t need it, and I don’t want it! I’m happy—”


“That’s not true. We’re going to tell each other the complete truth today, and I haven’t quite finished.” Holding the child’s gaze, she stated with quiet force: “The truth is this, Julie: During the time you’ve spent in this testing program, we’ve discovered that you’re a brave, wonderful, and very smart little girl.” She smiled at Julie’s stunned, dubious expression and continued, “The only reason you haven’t learned to read and write yet is because you missed so much school when you were ill that you couldn’t catch up later on. That has nothing to do with your ability to learn, which is what you call being ‘smart’ and we call ‘intelligence.’ All you need in order to catch up with your school work is for someone to give you a helping hand for awhile. Now, besides being smart,” she continued, changing the subject slightly, “you also have a perfectly normal, natural need to be loved for what you are. You’re very sensitive, and that’s why your feelings get hurt easily. It’s also why you don’t like to see other children’s feelings get hurt and why you try so hard to make them happy by telling them stories and stealing things for them. I know you hate being sensitive, but believe me, it’s one of your most precious traits. Now, all we have to do is put you in an environment that will help you become the sort of young woman you can be someday . . .”


Julie paled, thinking the unfamiliar word environment sounded like an institution, like, maybe, jail.


“I know just the foster parents for you—James and Mary Mathison. Mrs. Mathison used to be a teacher, and she’s eager to help you catch up with your schoolwork. Reverend Mathison is a minister—”


Julie shot out of her chair as if her backside had been scorched. “A preacher!” she burst out, shaking her head, recalling loud lectures about hellfire and damnation she’d heard often enough in church. “No, thanks, I’d rather go to the slammer.”


“You’ve never been in the slammer, so you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dr. Wilmer stated, then she continued talking about the next foster home as if Julie had no choice in the matter, which of course Julie realized she didn’t. “James and Mary Mathison moved to a small Texas town several years ago. They have two sons who are five and three years older than you, and unlike the other foster homes you’ve been in, there won’t be any other foster children there. You’ll be part of a real family, Julie. You’ll even have a room of your very own, and those are both firsts for you, I know. I’ve talked with James and Mary about you, and they’re very anxious to have you with them.”


“For how long?” Julie asked, trying not to get excited at what was probably only a temporary thing that wouldn’t work out anyway.


“Forever, assuming you like it there and that you’re willing to follow one strict rule they have for themselves and their children: honesty. That means no more stealing, no more lying, and no more cutting school. All you have to do is be honest with them. They believe you’ll do that, and they’re very, very anxious to have you be part of their family. Mrs. Mathison called me a few minutes ago, and she was already on her way to go shopping for some games and things to help you learn to read as quickly as possible. She’s waiting for you to go with her and pick out things for your bedroom, so it will be just the way you like it.”


Squelching her flare of delight, Julie said, “They don’t know that I’ve been busted, do they? I mean, for truancy?”


“Truancy,” Dr. Wilmer said pointedly, stating the horrible truth, “and attempted grand theft, auto. Yes, they know everything.”


“And they still want me to live with them?” Julie countered with cutting derision. “They must really need the money Family Services pays to foster parents.”


“Money has nothing to do with their decision!” Dr. Wilmer shot back, the sternness of her voice offset by a faint smile. “They are a very special family. They aren’t rich in money, but they feel that they are rich in other ways—with other kinds of blessings, and they want to share some of those blessings with a deserving child.”


“And they think I’m deserving?” Julie scoffed. “Nobody wanted me before I had a police record. Why would anybody want me now?”


Ignoring her rhetorical question, Dr. Wilmer stood up and walked around her desk. “Julie,” she said gently, waiting until Julie reluctantly raised her eyes, “I think you are the most deserving child I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.” The unprecedented, glowing compliment was followed by one of the few physical gestures of affection Julie had ever known: Dr. Wilmer laid her hand alongside Julie’s cheek as she said, “I don’t know how you’ve stayed as sweet and special as you are, but believe me, you deserve all the help I can give you and all the love that I think you’re going to find with the Mathisons.”


Julie shrugged, trying to steel herself against inevitable disappointment, but as she stood up, she couldn’t quite douse the flare of hope in her heart. “Don’t count on that Dr. Wilmer.”


Dr. Wilmer smiled softly. “I’m counting on you. You’re an extremely intelligent and intuitive girl who’ll know a good thing when she finds it.”


“You must be really good at your job,” Julie said with a sigh that was part hope, part dread of the future. “You almost make me believe all that stuff.”


“I am extremely good at my job,” Dr. Wilmer agreed. “And it was very intelligent and intuitive of you to realize that.” Smiling, she touched Julie’s chin and said with gentle solemnity, “Will you write to me once in a while and let me know how you’re doing?”


“Sure,” Julie said with another shrug.


“The Mathisons don’t care what you’ve done in the past—they trust you to be honest with them from now on. Will you be willing to forget the past, too, and give them a chance to help you become the wonderful person you can be?”


All the unprecedented flattery wrung a self-conscious giggle from Julie who rolled her eyes. “Yep. Sure thing.”


Refusing to let Julie dismiss the importance of her new future, Theresa continued somberly, “Think of it, Julie. Mary Mathison has always wanted a daughter, but you’re the only little girl she’s ever invited to come live with her. As of this moment, you get to start all over with a clean slate and your own family. You’re all shiny and brand new, just like you were as a baby. Do you understand?”


Julie opened her mouth to say she did, but she seemed to have a funny lump in her throat, so she nodded instead.


Theresa Wilmer gazed into the huge blue eyes looking back at her from that enchanting gamin face, and she felt a constriction in her own throat as she reached out and brushed her fingers through Julie’s tousled brown curls. “Maybe someday you’ll decide to let your hair grow,” she murmured, smiling. “It’s going to be beautiful and thick.”


Julie found her voice at last and her forehead furrowed into a worried frown. “The lady—Mrs. Mathison, I mean— you don’t think she’ll try to curl it and put ribbons in it or anything dopey like that, do you?”


“Not unless you want to wear it that way.”


Theresa’s sentimental mood lingered as she watched Julie leave. Noticing that she’d left the office door slightly ajar and knowing her receptionist was at lunch, Theresa straightened and walked over to close it herself. She was reaching for the knob when she saw Julie go out of her way to pass by the coffee table without actually stopping and then step out of her way again in order to pass the receptionist’s vacant desk.


Lying on the coffee table after she left was a large fistful of purloined candy. On the receptionist’s cleared desk, there was one red pencil and one ballpoint pen.


A feeling of joy, pride, and accomplishment made Theresa’s voice husky as she whispered to the departed child, “You didn’t want anything to spoil your nice clean slate, did you, sweetheart? That’s my girl!”
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[image: Image] THE SCHOOL BUS PULLED TO a stop in front of the cozy Victorian house that Julie had let herself think of as her home during the three months she’d lived with the Mathisons. “Here you are, Julie,” the kindly bus driver said, but as Julie stepped off the bus, none of her new friends called good-bye to her like they usually did. Their cold, suspicious silence compounded the static terror that was already making her stomach churn as she trudged up the snow-covered sidewalk. Money that had been collected from Julie’s class for the week’s lunches at school had been stolen from the teacher’s desk. All of the kids in her room had been questioned about the theft, but it was Julie who had stayed in at recess that day to put the finishing touches on her geography project. It was Julie who was the main suspect, not only because she’d had the perfect opportunity to steal the money, but also because she was the newcomer, the outsider, the kid from the big bad city, and since nothing like this had happened in her class before, she was already guilty in everyone’s eyes. This afternoon, while waiting outside the principal’s office, she’d heard Mr. Duncan tell his secretary that he was going to have to call Reverend and Mrs. Mathison and tell them about the stolen money. Obviously, Mr. Duncan had done so because Reverend Mathison’s car was in the driveway, and he was rarely home this early.


When she reached the gate in the white picket fence that surrounded the yard, she stood there, looking at the house, her knees shaking so hard that they banged together at the thought of being banished from this place. The Mathisons had given her a room of her very own, with a canopy bed and a flowered bedspread, but she wasn’t going to miss all that nearly so much as she was going to miss the hugs. And the laughter. And their beautiful voices. Oh, they all had such soft, kind, laughing voices. Just thinking of never hearing James Mathison say “Good night, Julie. Don’t forget your prayers, honey,” made Julie long to fling herself into the snow and weep like a baby. And how would she go on living if she could never again hear Carl and Ted, who she already thought of as her very own big brothers, calling to her to play a game with them or go to the movies with them. Never again would she get to go to church with her new family and sit in the front pew with them and listen to Reverend Mathison talking gently about “the Lord” while the entire congregation listened in respectful silence to everything he said. She hadn’t liked that part at first; church services seemed to go on for days, not hours, and the pews were hard as rock, but then she’d started really listening to what Reverend Mathison said. After a couple of weeks, she’d almost started believing that there was really a kind, loving God who actually watched out for everybody, even trashy kids like Julie Smith. As she stood in the snow, Julie mumbled, “Please” to Reverend Mathison’s God, but she knew it was no use.


She should have known all this was too good to last, Julie realized bitterly, and the tears she’d been fighting not to shed blurred her vision. For a moment, she allowed herself to hope that she’d merely be given a whipping instead of being sent back to Chicago, but she knew better than that. In the first place, her foster parents didn’t believe in whippings, but they did believe that lying and stealing were grievous offenses that were totally unacceptable to “the Lord” and to them. Julie had promised not to do either one and they’d trusted her completely.


The strap of her new nylon book bag slipped off her left shoulder and the bag slid to the snow, but Julie was too miserable to care. Dragging it by the remaining strap, she walked with numb dread toward the house and up the porch steps.


Chocolate chip cookies, Julie’s favorites, were cooling in trays on the kitchen counter as she closed the back door. Normally the delicious aroma of freshly baked cookies made Julie’s mouth water, today it made her feel like throwing up because Mary Mathison would never again make them especially for her. The kitchen was strangely deserted, and a glance into the living room confirmed that it, too, was empty, but she could hear her foster brothers’ voices coming from their bedroom down the hall. With shaking hands, Julie looped the strap of her book bag over one of the pegs beside the kitchen door, then she pulled off her quilted winter jacket, hung it there, and headed down the hall in the direction of the boys’ bedroom.


Carl, her sixteen-year-old foster brother, saw her standing in their doorway and looped his arm around her shoulders. “Hi, Julie-Bob,” he teased, “What do you think of our new poster?” Ordinarily, Carl’s nickname for her made her smile; now it made her feel like bawling because she wouldn’t hear that again either. Ted, who was two years younger than Carl, grinned at her and pointed toward the poster of their latest movie idol, Zack Benedict. “What do you think, Julie, isn’t he great? I’m going to have a motorcycle just like Zack Benedict’s someday.”


Julie glanced through tear-glazed eyes at the life-sized picture of a tall, broad-shouldered, unsmiling male who was standing beside a motorcycle, his arms crossed against a broad, deeply tanned chest with dark hair on it. “He’s the greatest,” she agreed numbly. “Where’s your mother and father?” she added dully. Although her foster parents had originally invited her to call them Mom and Dad, and she’d eagerly accepted, Julie knew that privilege was about to be revoked. “I need to talk to them.” Her voice was already thick with unshed tears, but she was determined to get the inevitable confrontation over with as soon as possible because she honestly couldn’t endure the dread another moment.


“They’re in their bedroom having some sort of private powwow,” Ted said, his admiring gaze fastened on the poster. “Carl and I are going to see Zack Benedict’s new movie tomorrow tonight. We wanted to take you with us, but it’s rated PG-13 because of violence, and Mom said we couldn’t.” He tore his eyes from his idol and looked at Julie’s woebegone face. “Hey, kiddo, don’t look so glum. We’ll take you to the first movie that—”


The door across the hall opened and Julie’s foster parents walked out of their bedroom, their expressions grim. “I thought I heard your voice, Julie,” Mary Mathison said. “Would you like a snack before we start on your homework?” Reverend Mathison looked at Julie’s taut face and said, “I think Julie’s too upset to concentrate on homework.” To her he said, “Would you like to talk about what’s bothering you now or after dinner?”


“Now,” she whispered. Carl and Ted exchanged puzzled, worried glances and started to leave their room, but Julie shook her head so they would stay. Better to get it all over with in front of everyone, all at once, she felt. When her foster parents were seated on Carl’s bed, she began in a quavering voice, “Some money was stolen at school today.”


“We know that,” Reverend Mathison said dispassionately. “Your principal has already called us. Mr. Duncan seems to believe, as does your teacher, that you are the guilty party.”


Julie had already decided on the way home from school that no matter how painful or unjust the things they said to her might be, she wouldn’t beg or plead or humiliate herself in any way. Unfortunately, she hadn’t figured on the incredible agony she would feel at this moment when she was losing her new family. She shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans in an unconsciously defiant stance, but to her horror, her shoulders started to shake violently and she had to wipe away hated tears from her face with her sleeve.


“Did you steal the money, Julie?”


“No!” The word exploded from her in an anguished cry.


“Then that’s that.” Reverend Mathison and Mrs. Mathison both stood up as if they’d just decided she was a liar as well as a thief, and Julie started begging and pleading despite her resolve not to do that. “I s-swear I didn’t take the lunch money,” she wept fiercely, twisting the hem of her sweater in her hands. “I prom-promised you I wouldn’t lie or steal again, and I haven’t. I haven’t! Please! Please believe me—”


“We do believe you, Julie.”


“I’ve changed, really, I have, and—” She broke off and gaped at them in blank disbelief. “You . . . what?” she whispered.


“Julie,” her foster father said, laying his hand against her cheek, “when you came to live with us, we asked you to give us your word that there would be no more lying or stealing. When you gave us your word, we gave you our trust, remember?”


Julie nodded, remembering that moment in the living room three months ago with crystal clarity, then she glanced at her foster mother’s smile and flung herself into Mary Mathison’s arms. They closed around her, wrapping Julie in the scent of carnations and the silent promise of a whole lifetime filled with good-night kisses and shared laughter.


Julie’s tears fell in torrents.


“There now, you’ll make yourself ill,” James Mathison said, smiling over Julie’s head into his wife’s shimmering eyes. “Let your mother take care of dinner, and trust the good Lord to take care of the matter of the stolen money.”


At the mention of “the good Lord,” Julie suddenly stiffened, then she dashed from the room, calling over her shoulder that she’d be back to set the table for dinner.


In the stunned silence that followed her abrupt, peculiar departure, Reverend Mathison said worriedly, “She shouldn’t be going anywhere right now. She’s still very upset, and it’ll be dark in a bit. Carl,” he added, “follow her and see what on earth she’s up to.”


“I’ll go, too,” Ted said, already yanking his jacket from the closet.


Two blocks from the house, Julie grabbed the freezing brass door handles and managed to drag open the heavy doors of the church where her foster father was pastor. Pale winter light shone through the high windows as she walked down the center aisle and stopped at the front. Awkwardly uncertain of exactly how to proceed in these circumstances, she raised her shining eyes to the wooden cross. After a moment, she said in a shy little voice, “Thanks a million for making the Mathisons believe me. I mean, I know You’re the One who made them do it, because it’s a real-life miracle. You won’t be sorry,” she promised. “I’m going to be so perfect that I’ll make everybody proud.” She turned, then turned back again. “Oh, and if You have the time, could you make sure Mr. Duncan finds out who really stole that money? Otherwise, I’m going to take the rap for it anyway, and that’s not fair.”


That night, after dinner, Julie cleaned her bedroom, which she already kept neat as a pin, from top to bottom; when she took her bath, she washed behind her ears twice. She was so determined to be perfect that when Ted and Carl invited her to join them in a game of Scrabble before bedtime—a game they played at her level in order to help her practice her reading skills—she did not even consider peeking at the bottom of the tiles so she could choose letters she was most able to use.


*  *  *


On Monday of the following week, Billy Nesbitt, a seventh grader, was caught with a six-pack of beer that he was generously sharing with several friends under the school bleachers during the noon hour. Stuffed in the empty six-pack carton was a distinctive tan envelope with the words “Lunch Money—Miss Abbott’s Class” written on it in Julie’s teacher’s handwriting.


Julie received a formal apology in front of her classmates from her teacher and a more grudging private one from the dour-faced Mr. Duncan.


That afternoon, Julie got off the school bus in front of the church and spent fifteen minutes inside it, then she ran the rest of the way home to share her news. Bursting into the house, red-faced from the icy weather, desperately eager to offer the hard proof that would completely exonerate her from theft, she raced into the kitchen where Mary Mathison was preparing dinner. “I can prove I didn’t take the lunch money!” she panted, looking expectantly from her mother to her brothers.


Mary Mathison glanced at her with a puzzled smile, then continued peeling carrots at the sink; Carl scarcely looked up from the floor plan of a house he was drawing for his Future Architects of America project at school; and Ted gave her an absentminded grin and continued reading the movie magazine with Zack Benedict on the cover of it. “We know you didn’t take their money, honey,” Mrs. Mathison finally replied. “You said you didn’t.”


“That’s right. You told us you didn’t,” Ted reminded her, turning the page of his magazine.


“Yes, but—but I can make you really believe it. I mean I can prove it!” she cried, looking from one bland face to another.


Mrs. Mathison laid the carrots aside and began to unfasten Julie’s jacket. With a gentle smile, she said, “You already did prove it—you gave us your word, remember?”


“Yes, but my word isn’t like real proof. It isn’t good enough.”


Mrs. Mathison looked straight into Julie’s eyes. “Yes, Julie,” she said with gentle firmness, “it is. Absolutely.” Unfastening the first button on Julie’s quilted jacket, she added, “If you’re always as honest with everyone as you are with us, your word will soon be proof enough for the entire world.”


“Billy Nesbitt swiped the money to buy beer for his friends,” Julie said in obstinate protest to this anticlimax. And then, because she couldn’t stop herself, she said, “How do you know I’ll always tell you the truth and not swipe stuff anymore either?”


“We know that because we know you,” her foster mother said emphatically. “We know you and we trust you and we love you.”


“Yes, brat, we do,” Ted put in with a grin.


“Yep, we do,” Carl echoed, looking up from his project and nodding.


To her horror, Julie felt tears sting her eyes, and she hastily turned aside, but that day marked an irrevocable turning point in her life. The Mathisons had offered their home and trust and love to her, not to some other lucky child. This wondrous, warm family was hers forever, not just awhile. They knew all about her, and they still loved her.


Julie basked in that newfound knowledge; she blossomed in its warmth like a tender bloom opening its petals to the sunlight. She threw herself into her schoolwork with even more determination and surprised herself with how easily she was able to learn. When summer came, she asked to go to summer school so she could make up more missed classwork.


The following winter, Julie was summoned into the living room where she opened her very first gift-wrapped birthday presents while her beaming family looked on. When the last package had been opened and the last piece of torn gift wrap picked up, James and Mary Mathison and Ted and Carl gave her the most exquisite gift of all.


It came in a large, inauspicious-looking brown envelope. Inside was a long sheet of paper with elaborate black printing on the top that read, PETITION FOR ADOPTION.


Julie looked at them through eyes swimming with tears, the paper clutched against her chest. “Me?” she breathed.


Ted and Carl misinterpreted the reason for her tears and started talking at the same time, their voices filled with anxiety. “We, all of us, just wanted to make it official, Julie, that’s all, so your name could be Mathison like ours,” Carl said, and Ted added, “I mean, like, if you aren’t sure it’s a good idea, you don’t have to go along with it—” He stopped as Julie hurtled herself into his arms, nearly knocking him over.


“I’m sure,” she squealed in delight. “I’m sure, I’m sure, I’m sure!”


Nothing could dim her pleasure. That night, when her brothers invited her to go to the movies with a group of their friends to see their hero, Zack Benedict, she agreed instantly, even though she couldn’t see why her brothers thought he was so neat. Wrapped in joy, she sat in the third row at the Bijou Theater with her brothers on either side of her, their shoulders dwarfing hers, absently watching a movie featuring a tall, dark-haired guy who didn’t do much of anything except race motorcycles, get into fistfights, and look bored and kind of . . . cold.


“What did you think of the movie? Isn’t Zack Benedict cool?” Ted asked her as they left the theater with a crowd of teenagers who were generally saying the same thing Ted had just said.


Julie’s dedication to total honesty won by a very narrow margin over her desire to agree with her wonderful brothers about everything. “He’s . . . well . . . he seems sort of old,” she said, looking for support to the three teenage girls who’d gone to the movies with them.


Ted looked thunderstruck. “Old! He’s only twenty-one, but he’s really lived! I mean, I read in a movie magazine that he’s been on his own since he was six years old, living out West, working on ranches to earn his keep. You know— breaking horses. Later he rode in rodeos. For a while, he belonged to a motorcycle gang . . . riding around the country. Zack Benedict,” Ted finished on a wistful note, “is a man’s man.”


“Yes, but he looks . . . cold,” Julie argued. “Cold and sort of mean, too.”


The girls laughed out loud at what had seemed a reasonable criticism to Julie. “Julie,” Laurie Paulson said, giggling, “Zachary Benedict is absolutely gorgeous and totally sexy. Everyone thinks so.”


Julie, who knew that Carl had a secret crush on Laurie, instantly and loyally said, “Well, I don’t think so. I don’t like his eyes. They’re brown and mean-looking.”


“His eyes aren’t brown, they’re golden. He has incredible sexy eyes, ask anybody!”


“Julie isn’t a good judge of stuff like that,” Carl intervened, turning away from his secret love and walking beside Ted as they headed home. “She’s too young.”


“I’m not too young to know,” Julie argued smugly as she tucked her small hands in the crooks of both their elbows, “that Zack Benedict isn’t nearly as handsome as you two!”


At that piece of flattery, Carl flashed a superior grin over his shoulder at Laurie and amended, “Julie is very mature for her age, though.”


Ted was still absorbed in the wonderous life of his movie hero. “Imagine being on your own as a kid, working on a ranch, riding horses, roping steers . . .”
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[image: Image] “MOVE THOSE DAMNED STEERS OUT of here, the stench is enough to gag a corpse!” Seated on a black canvas chair with the word DIRECTOR stenciled in white above his name, Zachary Benedict snapped the order and glowered at the cattle moving around in a temporary pen near a sprawling, modernistic ranch house, then he continued making notes on his script. Located forty miles from Dallas, the luxurious residence with its tree-lined drive, lavish riding stable, and fields dotted with oil wells had been leased from a Texas billionaire for use in a movie called Destiny, a movie that, according to Variety, was likely to win Zack another Academy Award for Best Actor as well as one for Best Director—assuming he ever managed to complete the picture that everyone was calling jinxed.


Until last night, Zack had thought things couldn’t possibly get worse: Originally budgeted at $45 million with four months allotted for filming it, Destiny was now one month behind schedule and $7 million over budget, owing to an extraordinary number of bizarre production problems and accidents that had plagued it almost from the day shooting began.


Now, after months of delays and disasters, there were only two scenes remaining to be filmed, but the elated satisfaction Zack should have felt was completely obliterated by a raging fury that he could hardly contain as he tried ineffectually to concentrate on the changes he wanted to make in the next scene.


Off to his right, near the main road, a camera was being moved into position to capture what promised to be a fiery sunset with the Dallas skyline outlined on the distant horizon. Through the open doors of the stable, Zack could see grips positioning bales of hay and best boys scrambling up in the beams and adjusting lights, while the cameraman called directions to them. Beyond the stable, well out of the camera’s range, two stuntmen were moving automobiles bearing Texas State Highway Patrol insignias into place for a chase scene that would be shot tomorrow. At the perimeter of the lawn beneath a stand of oak trees, trailers reserved for the main cast members were drawn into a large semicircle, their blinds closed, their air conditioners laboring in the battle against the relentless July heat. Beside them the caterer’s trucks were doing a land-office business dispensing cold drinks to sweating crew members and overheated actors.


The cast and crew were all seasoned pros, accustomed to standing around and waiting for hours in order to be on hand for a few minutes of shooting. Ordinarily, the atmosphere was convivial, and on the day before a final wrap, it was usually downright buoyant. Normally, the same people who were standing in uneasy groups near the catering trucks would have been hanging around Zack, joking about the trials they’d endured together or talking enthusiastically about a wrap party tomorrow night to celebrate the end of shooting. After what had happened last night, however, no one was talking to him if they could avoid it, and no one was expecting a party.


Today, all thirty-eight members of the Dallas cast and crew were giving him a conspicuously wide, watchful berth, and all of them were dreading the next few hours. As a result, instructions that were normally given in reasonable tones were being rapped out with taut impatience by anyone in a position to give them; directions that were normally carried out with alacrity were being followed with the clumsy inaccuracy that comes when people are nervously eager to finish something.


Zack could almost feel the emotions emanating from everyone around him; the sympathy from those who liked him, the satisfied derision from those who either didn’t like him or were friends of his wife, the avid curiosity from those who had no feelings for either of them.


Belatedly realizing that no one had heard his order to move the cattle, he looked around for the assistant director and saw him standing on the lawn, his hands on his hips and his head tipped back, watching one of the helicopters lift off for a routine run to the Dallas lab where each day’s film was taken for processing. Beneath the helicopter, a typhoon of dirt and dust swirled and spread out, sending a fresh blast of hot gritty wind laced with the odor of fresh cow manure straight at Zack. “Tommy!” he called in an irritated shout.


Tommy Newton turned and trotted forward, brushing dust off his khaki shorts. Short of stature with thinning brown hair, hazel eyes, and wire-rimmed glasses, the thirty-five-year-old assistant director had a studious appearance that belied an irrepressible sense of humor and indefatigable energy. Today, however, not even Tommy could manage a lighthearted tone. Pulling his clip board from beneath his arm in case he needed to make notes, he said, “Did you call me?”


Without bothering to look up, Zack said curtly, “Have someone move those steers downwind.”


“Sure, Zack.” Touching the volume control on the transmitter at his waist, Tommy moved the mouthpiece of his headset into place and spoke to Doug Furlough, the key grip, who was supervising his crew while they set up a breakaway corral fence around the stable for tomorrow’s final shot. “Doug,” Tommy said into the mouthpiece.


“Yeah, Tommy?”


“Ask those ranch hands down by the pen to move the steers into the south pasture.”


“I thought Zack wanted them in the next shot.”


“He’s changed his mind.”


“Okay, I’ll take care of it. Can we start striking the set in the house, or does he want it left alone?”


Tommy hesitated, looked at Zack, and repeated the question.


“Leave it alone,” Zack answered curtly. “Don’t touch it until after I’ve seen the dailies tomorrow. If there’s a problem with them, I don’t want to spend more than ten minutes setting up for another take.”


After relaying the answer to Doug Furlough, Tommy started to turn away, then he hesitated. “Zack,” he said somberly, “you probably aren’t in the mood to hear this right now, but things are going to be pretty . . . hectic . . . tonight, and I may not have another chance to say it.”


Forcing himself to appear interested, Zack looked up as Tommy continued haltingly. “You deserve another pair of Oscars for this picture. Several of the performances you’ve given in it—and forced out of Rachel and Tony—have raised goose bumps on the whole crew, and that’s no exaggeration.”


The mere mention of his wife’s name, particularly in connection with Tony Austin, sent Zack’s temper to the boiling point, and he stood up abruptly, script in hand. “I appreciate the compliment,” he lied. “It won’t be dark enough to shoot the next scene for another hour. When everything’s ready in the stable, give the crew a dinner break, and I’ll check it out. In the meantime, I’m going to get something to drink and go someplace where I can concentrate.” Nodding toward the cluster of oak trees at the edge of the lawn, he added, “I’ll be over there if you need me.”


He was heading for the catering trucks when the door of Rachel’s trailer opened and she walked out at the same moment Zack passed the steps. Their eyes clashed, conversations ground to a taut halt, heads swiveled, and expectation crackled in the air like heat lightening, but Zack merely moved around his wife and continued on, pausing at the catering truck to talk to Tommy Newton’s assistant and to exchange pleasantries with two of the stuntmen. It was an Academy Award performance on his part, requiring a supreme force of will, because he couldn’t see Rachel without remembering her as she’d been last night when he returned unexpectedly to their suite at the Crescent Hotel and found her with Tony Austin . . .


Earlier in the day, he’d told her he intended to have a late meeting with the camera crew and assistant directors to go over some new ideas and that he planned to sleep in his trailer on the set afterward. When the crew gathered in his trailer for the meeting, however, Zack realized he’d left his notes at his Dallas hotel, and rather than sending someone for them, he decided to save time by inviting them all back to the Crescent with him. In an unusually lighthearted mood because the end was finally in sight, the six men had walked into the darkened suite, and Zack flipped on the lights.


“Zack!” Rachel cried, rolling off the naked man she was straddling on the sofa and grabbing for her peignoir, her eyes wild with shock. Tony Austin, who was costarring with her and Zack in Destiny, jackknifed into a sitting position. “Now, Zack, stay calm—” he pleaded, leaping to his feet and scurrying behind the circular sofa as Zack started forward. “Don’t touch my face,” he warned in a rising shout just as Zack launched himself over the back of the sofa. “I’m in two more scenes and—” It took all five crew members to pull Zack off him.


“Zack, don’t be insane!” the head gaffer cried, trying to restrain him. “He can’t finish the goddamned picture if you ruin his face!” Doug Furlough panted, holding Zack’s arms.


Zack flung both the smaller men off, and with icy, deliberate calculation, he broke two of Tony’s ribs before they could restrain him again. Panting more from rage than exertion, Zack watched them all help the naked, limping Austin out of the suite, forming a circle around him. A half-dozen hotel guests were standing in the hall beyond the open doors, drawn, no doubt, by Rachel’s screams at Zack to stop. Stalking forward, Zack slammed the door in their faces.


Rounding on Rachel, who’d wrapped a peach satin peignoir around herself, he started forward, trying to control the urge to do physical violence to her, too. “Get out of my sight!” he warned her as she backed away from him. “Get out or I won’t be responsible for what I do to you!”


“Don’t you dare threaten me, you arrogant son of a bitch!” she shot back with so much contemptuous triumph that it checked him in midstride. “If you lay one finger on me, my divorce attorneys won’t just settle for one-half of everything you have, I’ll take it all! Do you understand me, Zack? I’m divorcing you. My attorneys are filing the papers in L.A. tomorrow. Tony and I are getting married!”


The realization that his wife and her lover had been screwing each other behind his back while calmly plotting to live on the money Zack had worked so hard to acquire snapped his control. He grabbed her arms and shoved her hard toward the living room door. “I’ll kill you before I let you take half of anything! Now get out.”


She stumbled to her knees, then stood up, her hand on the doorknob, her face a mask of jubilant loathing as she fired her parting shot: “If you’re thinking of keeping either Tony or me off the set tomorrow, don’t bother trying. You’re just the director. The studio has a fortune wrapped up in this film. They’ll force you to finish it, and they’ll sue your ass off if you do anything to delay it or sabotage it. Just think,” she finished with a malicious smile as she yanked open the door, “either way, you lose. If you don’t finish the picture, you’ll be ruined. If you do, I’m going to get half of what you make!” The door crashed into its frame behind her.


She was right about finishing Destiny. Even in his infuriated state, Zack knew it. There were only two more scenes left to shoot, and Rachel and Tony were in one of them. Zack had no choice except to tolerate his adulterous wife and her lover while he directed their scene. He walked over to the bar and poured himself a stiff Scotch, tossed it down, and poured another. Carrying his glass, he walked over to the windows and stared out at the glittering Dallas skyline while the rage and pain he’d felt began to subside. He’d phone his attorneys in the morning and instruct them to proceed with divorce negotiations on his terms, not hers, he decided. Although he’d amassed a sizable fortune as an actor, he’d multiplied it many times over through astute investments, and those investments were carefully guarded by a series of complicated trusts and legalities that should protect most of his assets from Rachel. Zack’s hand relaxed its death grip on the glass he was holding. He was under control now; he would survive this and go on. He knew he could—and would. He knew it, because long ago, at the age of eighteen, he had faced a far more agonizing betrayal than Rachel’s, and he had discovered that he possessed the capacity to walk away from anyone who betrayed him and never, ever look back.


Turning from the windows, he went into the bedroom, pulled Rachel’s suitcases out of the closet, and stuffed all her clothes into them, then he picked up the telephone beside the bed. “Send a bellman up to the Royal Suite,” he told the switchboard operator. When the bellman arrived a few minutes later, Zack thrust the cases with her clothing dangling out the sides at him. “Take these to Mr. Austin’s suite.”


At that moment, if Rachel had returned and begged him to take her back, if she’d been able to prove to him that she’d been drugged out of her mind and hadn’t known what she was doing or saying, it would have been too late, even if he believed her.


Because she was already dead to him.


As dead to him as the grandmother he’d once loved and the sister and the brother. It had taken a concentrated effort to eradicate them from his heart and mind, but he’d done it.
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[image: Image] PULLING HIS MIND FROM RECOLLECTIONS of last night, Zack sat down beneath a tree where he could see what was going on without being observed himself. Drawing his knee up, he rested his wrist against it and watched Rachel walking into Tony Austin’s trailer. This morning’s newscasts were filled with lurid details of the scene in the suite and the fight that followed it, details that were undoubtedly provided by the hotel guests who’d witnessed it. Now the press had descended on the area where they were shooting, and Zack’s security people had their hands full trying to keep them at the gate near the main road with promises of a statement later. Rachel and Tony had already given statements, but Zack had no intention of saying a single word to them. He was as icily indifferent to having the press at his “doorstep” as he was to the news he’d gotten this morning that Rachel’s attorneys had filed for divorce in Los Angeles. The only thing that was tearing at his control was the knowledge that he had to direct one remaining scene between Tony and Rachel before they could wrap tonight—a steamy, violently sensual scene—and he didn’t know how he was going to stomach that, particularly with the entire crew looking on.


Once he got over that hurdle though, putting Rachel out of his life was going to be much easier than he’d thought last night, because, he admitted to himself, whatever he’d felt for her when they were married three years ago had vanished shortly afterward. Since then, they’d been nothing but a sexual and social convenience for each other. Without Rachel, his life was going to seem no emptier, no more meaningless or superficial than it had seemed for most of the past ten years.


Frowning at that thought, Zack watched a tiny insect make its arduous way up a blade of grass near his hip, and he wondered why his own life frequently seemed so frustratingly aimless to him, without important purpose or deep gratification. He hadn’t always felt like this, though, Zack remembered . . .


When he arrived in Los Angeles in Charlie Murdock’s truck, survival itself had been a challenge, and the job he’d gotten on the loading docks at Empire Studios with Charlie’s help had seemed like an enormous triumph. A month later, a director who was shooting a low-budget picture on the back lot about a gang of inner-city thugs that terrorized a suburban high school decided he needed a few more faces in a crowd scene, and he recruited Zack. The part required only that Zack lean against a brick wall, looking aloof and tough. The extra money he’d made that day had seemed like a boon. So had the director’s announcement several days later when he sent for him: “Zack, my boy, you have something we call presence. The camera loves you. On film, you come across like a moody, modern-day James Dean, only you’re taller and better-looking than he was. You stole that scene you were in just by standing there. If you can act, I’ll cast you in a Western we’re going to start shooting. Oh—and you’ll need to get a waiver from the union.”


It wasn’t the prospect of being in a movie that really excited Zack, it was the salary he was offered. So he got a waiver from SAG and learned to act.


Actually, acting hadn’t been all that difficult for him. For one thing, he’d been “acting” for years before he left his grandmother’s house, pretending things didn’t matter when they did; for another, he was totally dedicated to a goal: He was determined to prove to his grandmother and everyone else in Ridgemont that he could survive on his own and prosper on a grand scale. To achieve that goal, he was prepared to do almost anything, no matter how much effort it required.


Ridgemont was a little city, and there’d been no doubt in Zack’s mind that the details of his ignominious departure were common knowledge within hours after he left his grandmother’s house on foot. When his first two movies were released, he went through every piece of fan mail, hoping that someone he used to know would have recognized him. But if they did, they didn’t bother to write.


For a while after that, he fantasized about returning to Ridgemont with enough money to buy Stanhope Industries and run it, but by the time he was twenty-five and had amassed enough money to buy the company, he’d also matured enough to realize that buying the whole goddamned city and everything in it wouldn’t change a thing. By then he’d already won an Oscar, gotten his degree from USC, been hailed as a prodigy, and called a “Legend in the Making.” He had his choice of starring roles, a fortune in the bank, and a future virtually guaranteed to be even more spectacular.


He’d proven to everyone that Zachary Benedict could survive and prosper on the grandest of scales. He had nothing else to strive for, nothing left to prove, and the lack of both left him feeling strangely deflated and empty.


Deprived of his former goals, Zack looked elsewhere for gratification. He built mansions, bought yachts, and drove race cars; he escorted beautiful women to glittering social functions, and then he took them to bed. He enjoyed their bodies and often their company, but he never took them seriously and they rarely expected it. Zack had become a sexual trophy, sought after solely for the prestige of sleeping with him and, in the case of actresses, coveted for the influence and connections he had. Like all the superstars and sex symbols before him, he was also a victim of his own success: He could not step off an elevator or eat in a restaurant without being accosted by adoring fans; women shoved hotel room keys into his hand and bribed clerks to let them into his suite. Producers’ wives invited him to their homes for weekend parties and slipped out of their husbands’ beds to climb into his.


Although he frequently availed himself of the banquet of sexual and social opportunities spread out before him, there was a part of him—his conscience or some latent streak of conventional Yankee morality—that was revolted by the promiscuity and superficiality, the junkies and sycophants and narcissists, everything that made Hollywood seem like a human sewer, a sewer that had been sanitized and deodorized to protect the public’s sensibilities.


He woke up one morning and suddenly couldn’t tolerate it any longer. He was tired of meaningless sex, bored with loud parties, sick of neurotic actresses and ambitious starlets, and completely disgusted with the life he’d been living.


He started looking for a different way to fill the void in his days, for a new challenge and a better reason to exist. Acting was no longer much challenge, so he turned his thoughts to directing instead. If he failed as a director, he’d be a very public flop, but even the risk of laying his reputation on the line had a stimulating effect. The idea of directing a film, which had been hovering on the fringes of his consciousness long before that, became his new goal, and Zack pursued it with all the single-minded determination he’d devoted to achieving his others. Empire’s president, Irwin Levine, tried to talk him out of it, he pleaded and reasoned and wheedled, but in the end he capitulated, as Zack had known he would.


The movie Levine gave him to direct was a low-budget thriller called Nightmare that had two leading roles, one for a nine-year-old child, another for a woman. For the role of the child, Empire insisted on Emily McDaniels, a former child star with Shirley Temple dimples who was almost thirteen but looked nine and was still under contract to them. Emily’s career was already on the downslide; so was the career of a glamorous blonde named Rachel Evans, who they cast in the other role. In her prior films, Rachel Evans had only minor parts, and none of them showed much acting ability.


Zack’s studio had foisted both females off on him for the patently transparent reason that they wanted to teach him a lesson—that acting was his forte, not directing. The film was virtually guaranteed to barely earn back its investment and, the studio executives hoped, simultaneously put an end to their most famous star’s desire to waste his moneymaking potential behind the cameras.


Zack had known all that, but it hadn’t stopped him. Before they went into production, he spent weeks looking at Rachel’s and Emily’s old films in his screening room at home, and he knew there were moments—brief moments —when Rachel Evans actually showed some genuine talent. Moments when Emily’s “cuteness,” which had faded with her adolescence, was replaced by a charming sweetness that spoke to the camera because it was genuine.


Zack coaxed and dragged all of that and much more out of his two female leads during the eight weeks they were in production. His own determination to succeed transmitted itself to both of them, his sense of timing and lighting had helped too, but mostly it was his intuitive knack of knowing how to use Emily and Rachel to their best advantage.


Rachel had been furious over his badgering and the endless numbers of takes he made her do for each scene, but when he showed her the first week’s rushes, she’d looked at him with awe in her wide green eyes and said softly, “Thank you, Zack. For the first time in my life, it actually looks as if I can really, really act.”


“And it also looks as if I can really, really direct,” he’d teased, but he was relieved and he let it show.


Rachel was amazed. “You mean you’ve had doubts about it? I thought you were totally sure of everything we’ve done!”


“Actually, I haven’t had a peaceful night’s sleep since we started shooting,” Zack confessed. It was the first time in years he’d dared to admit to anyone that he had any misgivings about his work, but that day was special. He’d just seen proof that he had a talent for directing. Furthermore, that newly discovered talent was going to dramatically brighten the future of a winsome child named Emily McDaniels when the critics saw her superb performance in Nightmare. Zack was so fond of Emily that working with her had made him long for a child of his own. Watching the closeness and laughter she shared with her father, who stayed on the set to look after her, Zack had suddenly realized he wanted a family. That was what was missing from his life—a wife and children to share his successes, to laugh with and strive for.


Rachel and he celebrated that night with a late dinner served by his houseboy. The mood of shared candor that had begun earlier when they’d admitted their private doubts about their individual abilities led to a relaxed intimacy that, on Zack’s part, was as unprecedented as it was therapeutic. Seated in his living room in Pacific Palisades in front of the two-story glass wall that looked out over the ocean, they talked for hours, but not about “the business,” which came as a welcome change to Zack, who’d despaired of meeting an actress who could concentrate on anything else. They ended up in his bed where they further indulged themselves with a night of highly pleasurable and inventive lovemaking. Rachel’s passion seemed genuine rather than a repayment for making her look good on film, and that pleased him, too. In fact, he was thoroughly contented with everything as they lay in his bed—the rushes, Rachel’s sensuality, her intelligence, and her wit.


Beside him, she levered herself up on her elbows. “Zack, what do you really want from life? I mean, really want?”


For a moment, he stayed silent, and then perhaps because he was weak from hours of intercourse or perhaps because he was sick of pretending that the life he’d carved for himself was exactly what he wanted, he answered with only a touch of derision, “Little House on the Prairie.”


“What? You mean, you want to star in a movie sequel to ‘Little House on the Prairie’?”


“No, I mean I want to live it. The house doesn’t have to be on the prairie, though. I’ve been thinking about a ranch in the mountains somewhere.”


She burst out laughing. “A ranch! You hate horses and you despise cattle, everyone knows it. Tommy Newton told me so,” she said, referring to Nightmare’s fledgling assistant director. “He worked as a grip on the first Western you made when you were a kid—the one where Michelle Pfeiffer played your girlfriend.” Smiling, she rubbed her finger across his lips. “What have you got against horses and cattle anyway?”


He gave her finger a playful nip and said, “They don’t take direction worth a damn, and they stampede in the wrong direction. That’s what happened in that first picture—the steers turned and headed right for us.”


“Michelle says you saved her life that day. You picked her up and carried her to safety.”


Zack tipped his chin down and grinned. “I had to,” he joked. “I was running like hell for the rocks, and the steers were right behind me. Michelle was in my path. I picked her up to get her out of my way.”


“Don’t be so modest. She said she was running for her life and screaming for someone to help her.”


“So was I,” he teased. Sobering, he added, “We were both kids back then. It seems like a hundred years ago.”


She shifted onto her side and stretched out beside him, her finger tracing an enticing path from his shoulder to his navel, then stopping. “Where are you really from? And please do not give me all that studio bullshit about growing up on your own and riding in the rodeo circuit and hanging around with motorcycle gangs.”


Zack’s candid mood did not extend to discussing his past. He had never done so before, nor would he ever. When he was eighteen and the studio publicity department wanted to know about that, he’d coolly told them to invent one for him, which they had. His real past was dead, and the discussion of it was off limits. His evasive tone made that emphatically clear. “I’m not from anyplace special.”


“But you’re no vagabond kid who grew up without knowing which fork to use, that much I do know,” she persisted. “Tommy Newton told me that even when you were eighteen, you already had a lot of class, a lot of ‘social polish,’ he called it. That’s all he knows about you, and he’s worked with you on several films. None of the women who’ve worked with you know anything either. Glenn Close and Goldie Hawn, Lauren Hutton and Meryl Streep—they all say you’re wonderful to work with, but you keep your private life to yourself. I know, because I’ve asked them.”


Zack made no attempt to hide his displeasure. “If you think you’re flattering me with all your curiosity, you’re wrong.”


“I can’t help it,” she laughed, pressing a kiss to his jaw, “You’re every woman’s fantasy lover, Mr. Benedict, and you’re also Hollywood’s mystery man. It’s a well-known fact that none of the women who’ve preceded me in this bed of yours have gotten you to do any talking about anything really personal. Since I happen to be in this bed with you, and since you’ve talked to me tonight about a lot of things that are personal, I figure I’m either catching you at a weak moment, or that . . . just maybe . . . you like me better than the others. Either way, I have to try to discover something about you that no other woman has found out. It’s my feminine pride that’s at stake here, you understand.”


Her jaunty bluntness reduced Zack’s annoyance to exasperated amusement. “If you want me to keep liking you better than the others,” he said half-seriously, “then stop prying and talk about something more pleasant”


“Pleasant . . .” She draped herself across his chest and smiled teasingly into his eyes as she threaded her fingers through the mat of hair on his chest. Based on her body language, Zack expected her to say something suggestive, but the topic she chose startled a surprised chuckle from him: “Let’s see . . . I know you hate horses, but you like motorcycles and fast cars. Why?”


“Because,” he teased, threading his fingers through hers, “they do not gather into herds with their friends when you leave them parked and then try to run you down when you turn your back. They go where you point them.”


“Zack,” she whispered, lowering her mouth to his, “Motorcycles aren’t the only things that go where you point them. I do, too.”


Zack knew exactly what she meant. He pointed. She moved lower and bent her head.


*  *  *


The next morning, she cooked him breakfast. “I’d like to make one more picture—a big one—to prove to the world I can really act,” she said while she popped English muffins into the oven.


Sated and relaxed, Zack watched her moving around his kitchen in pleated slacks and a shirt knotted at the midriff. Devoid of sexy clothes and extravagant makeup, she was far more appealing and infinitely lovelier to him. As he’d already discovered, she was also intelligent, sensual, and witty. “Then what?” he asked.


“Then I’d like to quit. I’m thirty. Like you, I want a real life, a meaningful life with something more to think about than my figure and whether or not I’m getting a wrinkle. There’s more to life than this glossy, superficial fantasyland we inhabit and perpetrate on the rest of the world.”


An unprecedented statement like that from an actress made Rachel an unexpected breath of fresh air to him. Moreover, since she was planning to stop working, it seemed as if he’d actually met a woman who was interested in him, not in what he could do for her career. He was thinking of that when Rachel leaned over his kitchen table and softly said, “How do my dreams compare with yours?”


She was making him an offer, Zack realized, and doing it with quiet courage and no games. He studied her in silence for a moment and then made no attempt to hide the emphatic importance he was placing on his next question. “Do you have children in your dreams, Rachel?”


Sweetly and without hesitation, she said, “Your children?”


“My children.”


“Can we start now?”


Zack burst out laughing at her unexpected reply, then she plopped onto his lap and his laughter faded, replaced by stirrings of tenderness and a vibrant hope, emotions he thought had died when he was eighteen. His hands slid under her shirt, and tenderness merged with passion.


They were married in the graceful gazebo on the lawn of Zack’s Carmel estate four months later, while a thousand invited guests, including several governors and senators, looked on. Also present, although uninvited, were dozens of helicopters that hovered overhead, their blades creating cyclones on the lawn that whipped up women’s gowns and dislodged toupees, while the reporters who occupied the choppers aimed cameras at the festivities below. Zack’s best man was his neighbor in Carmel, industrialist Matthew Farrell, who came up with a solution to the invasion of the press: Glowering at the helicopters hovering frantically overhead, he said, “They ought to repeal the damned First Amendment.”


Zack grinned. It was his wedding day, and he was in a rare mood of utter conviviality and quiet optimism, already envisioning cozy evenings with children on his lap and the sort of family life he’d never known. Rachel had wanted this big wedding, and he had wanted to give it to her, although he’d have preferred flying to Tahoe with just a couple of friends. “I could always send someone to the house for some rifles,” he joked.


“Good idea. We’ll use the gazebo for a bunker and shoot the bastards down.”


The two men laughed, then they fell into a companionable silence. They’d met three years ago when a group of Zack’s fans climbed the security fence around his house and set off the security systems at both residences as they fled. That night, Zack and Matt had discovered they shared several things in common, including a liking for rare Scotch, a tendency toward ruthless bluntness, an intolerance of pretension, and, later, a similar philosophy toward financial investments. As a result, they were not only friends, they were also partners in several business ventures.


*  *  *


When Nightmare was released, it didn’t receive an Oscar or even a nomination, but it made a healthy profit, received excellent reviews, and completely revived Emily’s and Rachel’s faltering careers. Emily’s gratitude was boundless and so was her father’s. Rachel, however, abruptly discovered she was not at all ready to give up her career, nor was she ready to have the baby Zack had wanted so badly. The career she’d claimed she didn’t want was, in fact, an obsession that consumed her. She could not bear to miss an “important” party or ignore an opportunity for publicity no matter how minor, and she kept Zack’s household staff, his secretary, and his publicist in an uproar as they tried to cope with her social demands and cover up her more outrageous publicity ploys. She was so desperate for fame and acclaim that she despised any actress who was better known than herself and so pathetically insecure about her own ability that she was afraid to work in any picture unless Zack directed it.


The optimism Zack had experienced on his wedding day collapsed under the weight of reality: He’d been gulled into marriage by a clever, ambitious actress who believed that he alone held the key to fame and fortune for her. Zack knew it, but he blamed himself even more than he blamed Rachel. Ambition had caused her to marry him, and Zack could empathize with her motive, even if he didn’t admire her methods because he, too, had once felt driven to prove himself. He, on the other hand, had been compelled to commit matrimony out of an uncharacteristic and embarrassingly naive streak that had actually let him believe, albeit briefly, in a cozy picture of devoted spouses and rosy-cheeked, happy children clamoring for bedtime stories. As he should have known from his own youth and experience, such families were a myth perpetrated by poets and movie producers. Faced with that realization, Zack’s life seemed to stretch before him like a monotonous plateau.


Among those in Hollywood afflicted with a similar case of ennui, the prescribed solution was a line of coke, a variety of drugs, legal and otherwise, or else a bottle of liquor taken twice daily. Zack, however, possessed his grandmother’s contempt for weakness, and he scorned such emotional crutches. He solved his problem in the only way he knew how: Each morning, he immersed himself in his work, and he kept at it until he finally dropped into bed at night. Rather than divorcing Rachel, he rationalized that, although his marriage was not idyllic, it was far better than his grandparents’ had been and no worse than many other marriages he’d seen. And so he offered her a choice: She could either get a divorce, or she could curb her ambitions and settle down, and he in turn would grant her wish and direct her in another picture. Rachel wisely and gratefully accepted the latter offer, and Zack increased his hectic schedule in order to keep his part of the bargain. After his success directing Nightmare, Empire was eager to let him star in and direct any film of his choice. Zack found a script he loved for an action thriller called Winner Take All, with starring roles for himself and Rachel, and Empire put up the money. Using a combination of patience, cajolery, acid criticism, and an occasional show of icy temper, he manipulated Rachel and the rest of the film’s cast until they gave him what he wanted, and then he manipulated the lighting and camera angles so they captured it.


The results were spectacular. Rachel received an Academy Award nomination for her role in Winner Take All. Zack won an Oscar for Best Actor and another for Best Director for his work in it. The latter award merely confirmed what Hollywood moguls had already noted: Zack had a genius for directing. He knew instinctively how to turn a suspenseful shot into a hair-raising scene that gave the audience chills, he could coax a belly laugh with what had been written as a mildly amusing remark, and he could steam up the movie screens with a love scene. Moreover, he could do it within the film’s budget.


His two Oscars brought Zack tremendous satisfaction but no deep contentment. Zack didn’t notice. He no longer expected or sought contentment, and he deliberately kept himself too busy to notice the lack of it. In his quest to stay challenged, he directed and starred in two more films during the next two years—an erotic action/thriller costarring with Glenn Close and an action/adventure movie in which he teamed up with Kim Basinger.


He was fresh out of challenges and looking for a new one when he flew to Carmel to finalize a joint business venture that Matt Farrell was putting together. Late that night, he went looking for something to read and picked up a novel left there by an unknown houseguest. Long before he finished it at dawn, Zack knew Destiny was going to be his next picture.


The following day, he walked into the president’s office at Empire Studios and handed the book to him. “Here’s my next picture, Irwin.”


Irwin Levine read the blurb on the book jacket, leaned back in his tall suede chair, and sighed. “This looks like heavy drama, Zack. I’d like to see you do something lighthearted for a change.” Abruptly, he swung his chair around, picked up a script from the glass table behind his glass desk, and handed it to Zack with an eager smile. “Somebody passed me this script under the table. It’s already got a buyer, but if you say you’ll do it, we could try to negotiate for it. It’s a romance. Good stuff. Fun. Nobody’s made a film like this in decades, and I think the public’s hungry for it. You’re perfect for the lead and you could play the part in your sleep, it’s so easy. Making it will be cheap and quick, but I’ve got a hunch the picture’s going to be a runaway hit.”


The script, which Zack agreed to read that night, turned out to be a fluffy, predictable romance where true love changes the life of a cynical tycoon who then lives happily ever after with his beautiful new wife. Zack hated it, partly because the lead role would require no effort from him at all, but mostly because it reminded him of the foolish fantasies about love and marriage he’d quietly cherished as a youth and acted on as an adult. The next morning, he tossed the script for Pretty Woman on Levine’s desk and said disdainfully, “I’m not a good enough actor or a good enough director to make this tripe seem believable.”


“You’ve become a cynic,” Levine said, shaking his head and looking aggrieved. “I’ve known you since you were a kid, and I love you like my own son. I’m disappointed to see it happening to you. Very disappointed.”


Zack responded to that sentimental crap by lifting his brows and saying absolutely nothing; Levine loved him like his own bank account, and he was disappointed because Zack wouldn’t agree to do Pretty Woman. Levine didn’t try to force the issue, however. The last time he’d done that, Zack had walked out of his office and made a movie for Paramount and another one for Universal.


“You were never a starry-eyed teenager,” he said instead. “You were tough and realistic, but you weren’t a total skeptic either. Ever since you married Rachel, you’ve been changing.” He saw the flare of annoyance in Zack’s face and hastily said, “Okay, enough sentimentality. Let’s talk business. When do you want to start shooting Destiny, and who do you have in mind for the main roles?”


“I’ll play the husband, and I’d like Diana Copeland for the wife if she’s available. Rachel would be excellent for the mistress. Emily McDaniels for the daughter.”


Levine’s brows shot up. “Rachel’s going to have one of her raging tantrums over getting the lesser female role.”


“I’ll deal with Rachel,” Zack said. Rachel and Levine detested each other, although neither of them ever gave a reason. Zack suspected they’d had an affair years ago that ended badly.


“If you haven’t already made up your mind about the part of the drifter,” Levine continued after a hesitant pause, “I have a favor to ask. Would you consider Tony Austin for it?”


“Not a chance,” Zack said flatly. Austin’s addictions to booze and drugs were as legendary as his other vices, and he was totally unreliable. His last accidental overdose at the beginning of a picture he was making for Empire had landed him in a rehab center for six months, and another actor had to fill his role.


“Tony wants to go to work and prove himself,” Levine continued patiently. “His doctors assure me he’s kicked his habits and he’s a new man. I’m inclined to believe them this time.”


Zack shrugged. “What’s different about this time?”


“Because this time when they rushed him into Cedars-Sinai, he was DOA. They brought him back, but the experience has finally scared the shit out of him and he’s ready to grow up and get to work. I’d like to give him that chance, a new start.” Levine’s voice took on a pious note. “It’s the only decent thing to do, Zack. We’re all on this earth together. We have to take care of each other, look out for each other. We have to help Tony get work because he’s broke and because—”


“And because he owes you a chunk of money for that picture he never finished,” Zack speculated flatly.


“Well, yes, he is into us for a sizable amount of money for that picture,” Levine reluctantly admitted. “He came to us though and asked to work off his debt so that he could prove himself. Since you seem to be invulnerable to an emotional appeal, consider the practical reasons to use him: Despite all his bad publicity, the public still adores him. He’s their bad, misguided, beautiful boy, the man every woman wants to comfort.”


Zack hesitated. If Austin was really a reformed man, he was perfect for the role. At thirty-three, his youthful, blond good looks had been marred by dissipation, which somehow only made him more appealing to women from twelve to ninety. Austin’s name on a marquee was a guarantee of fabulous box office sales. So was Zack’s; as a combination, they stood a chance of breaking some records. Since Zack intended to have a sizable piece of the profits as part of his price for making Destiny, that had a strong bearing on his decision. So did the fact that even when Austin was drunk he was a better actor than most, and he was perfect for the part. On the other hand, using Austin in this film would be a favor to Empire, and Zack intended to exact concessions from Empire in return. For that reason, he hid his enthusiasm for the idea and said only, “I’ll let him read for the part, but I’m not crazy about being a baby-sitter for a junkie, reformed or otherwise. I’ll have Dan Moyes call you in the morning,” he added, referring to his agent as he arose to leave, “and the two of you can start working out the contractual details.”


“This picture’s going to cost a ransom to make, with all the locations it calls for,” Irwin reminded him, already dreading the price Zack was bound to ask for starring in it and directing it, not to mention the favors he was likely to extract for using Austin in the film. Carefully hiding his enthusiasm for the project, he stood up and shook hands with Zack. “I’m only going along with this deal because you want to do it so badly. I’m personally going to be praying on my knees that it at least earns back what it costs to make.”


Zack suppressed a knowing smile. The opening volley of contractual negotiations had just taken place over a handshake.


Diana Copeland turned down the role of Zack’s wife because she had a prior commitment, so Zack gave the role to Rachel, who’d been his second choice. A few weeks later, Diana’s plans changed, but by then, Zack had a moral, and legal, obligation to let Rachel keep the better role. To Zack’s surprise, Diana asked for the lesser part of his former mistress instead. Emily McDaniels eagerly accepted the part of the teenage daughter and Tony Austin was given the part of the drifter. The minor roles were filled without difficulty, and Zack’s favorite, hand-picked film crew was reunited as a team again to work on another of his films.


A month after shooting started on Destiny, the word was out that although the filming was plagued with accidents and delays, the rushes—the portions of the film that were sent to the lab for processing each day—were fantastic. The Hollywood gossip mill began to churn out premature predictions of Academy Award nominations.
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[image: Image] A RUSTLING IN THE GRASS yanked Zack from his reverie and he looked over his shoulder to see Tommy Newton walking toward him in the deepening twilight. “The crew is on dinner break and everything’s ready in the stable,” he said.


Zack rolled to his feet. “Fine. I’ll check it out.” He’d already done that earlier today, but he didn’t believe in leaving anything to chance, and besides, it gave him an excuse to avoid socializing with the others for a while longer. “We’re not going to have a rehearsal tonight,” he added. “We’ll try for a take right from the beginning.”


Tommy nodded. “I’ll spread the word.”


Inside the stable, Zack studied the setting for the last major scene. In the past months the story had come to life in front of the cameras, more vibrant and suspenseful than even he had believed it could be—a tale of a woman caught between her love for her daughter and the preoccupied tycoon she’d married and her passionate involvement with a handsome drifter, whose need for her had become a dangerous obsession. Zack had played the part of the seemingly neglectful husband, a man whose financial empire was collapsing and who considers making a deal with drug runners rather than see his wife and daughter deprived of their lifestyle. Emily McDaniels was the teenage daughter who cared nothing for the luxuries her parents provided and who only wanted more of their interest and attention. The plot was strong, but what really distinguished the story was the depth and richness of the character portrayals, the insight into human nature and needs, its weaknesses and strengths. There were no “bad guys” in Destiny; each character was portrayed in a way that Zack knew would have a powerful emotional effect on movie audiences.


Most of the scenes had been shot out of sequence as was the norm, but because of logistics, the last two scenes about to be filmed were actually the last two scenes of the movie itself. In the one they were about to shoot, Rachel meets her lover in the stable, where several of their past trysts have occurred. Forced to see him “just once more” because he has threatened to reveal their affair to her husband and daughter if she doesn’t, Rachel hides a gun in the stable, which she intends to use to frighten him away. When he tries to force her to have sex with him, she threatens him with the gun, and, in the struggle that follows, they’re both wounded. The scene was meant to be violently sexual and it was Zack’s job as the director to make sure it was very sexy and very violent.


Looking around, he walked slowly down the corridor that divided the dimly lit stable in half lengthwise. Everything was exactly as he wanted it: The horses were in their stalls along the wall on his left, their noses poked inquiringly over half-doors as he strolled past. Bridles and riding crops hung on pegs on the opposite wall; saddles were on wooden racks; paraphernalia for grooming horses and cleaning tack was in its proper place on a table against the far wall outside the tack room.


The real focus of the scene, however, was on that table at the end of the corridor, beside some bales of hay, where the two protagonists would have their final struggle. The bales were in place, and the gun that would be used in the scene was lying on the table, hidden among the liniment bottles and grooming brushes. In the rafters above, a second camera was already aimed at the double doors to catch Emily when she rode into the stable after hearing the gunshot, and all the lights were positioned for maximum effect when turned on.


With his knee, Zack nudged the table an inch to the left, then he shifted a couple of bottles on it and moved the butt of the gun so that a glimpse of it would be in view of the camera, but he did it more out of restlessness than necessity. Sam Hudgins, the director of photography, and Linda Tompkins, the set dresser, had already done their usual impeccable job of translating Zack’s ideas for a scene into an actual set that was perfectly arranged and complete in every detail, creating exactly the effect Zack envisioned. Suddenly anxious to get started and get the ordeal over with, Zack turned and headed for the door, his footsteps echoing hollow on the gleaming floor tiles.


Huge floodlights illuminated the side yard where the crew was helping themselves from a buffet and eating at picnic tables or sitting on the grass. Tommy spotted Zack as soon as he walked into the lit area, and at Zack’s nod, he called out, “All right everybody, ten more minutes, then we get started.”


There was a flurry of movement as crew members stood up and headed toward the stable or went to the buffet table to grab another cold drink. In an effort to trim unnecessary expense from the swollen budget, Zack had kept only the essential crew here and sent everyone else back to the West Coast, including a second and third assistant director and several production assistants. Even without the extra help, Tommy Newton was managing to handle everything with little loss of efficiency.


Zack watched him send his only production assistant over to Austin’s trailer, and a moment later, he saw Austin and Rachel both emerge from it, followed by their hairdressers and a makeup artist. Austin looked uneasy and slightly ill; Zack hoped his ribs were killing him. Rachel, on the other hand, walked right past the crew and Zack with her head proudly high—a queen who was accountable to no one. Emily McDaniels was pacing back and forth in front of her real-life father, practicing her lines with him. With her Shirley Temple dimples, she was sixteen years old and still looked little more than eleven. She glanced up just as Rachel walked past her, and her face froze with dislike, then she jerked her gaze back to her father and continued practicing her lines. Since Emily had originally liked Rachel very well, Zack attributed the child’s sudden change in attitude to her loyalty to him, and he was momentarily touched by that. He was reaching for a roast beef sandwich from the buffet when Diana Copeland’s soft, sympathetic voice startled him. “Zack?”


He turned, his brows drawing together in surprise. “What are you doing out here tonight? I thought you were leaving for L.A. this morning.”


Clad in white shorts and a red halter top with her auburn hair in a French braid, she looked beautiful and uneasy. “I intended to, but when I heard about what happened last night at the hotel, I decided to stick around today and be on hand tonight.”


“Why?” Zack asked bluntly.


“Two reasons,” Diana said, trying desperately to make him understand that she was sincere. “One reason is to give you some moral support if you need it.”
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