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Prologue










CASSIE HAD HEARDthat drowning was the easiest form of death. She had no idea how anyone could know that, since whoever said it had lived, but as she drifted down in the deep end of the pool, she decided they were right. She could feel her long hair floating upward, and all weight left her twelve-year-old body. She wasn’t trying to kill herself. No, she was just waiting forhim to rescue her. But dying was interesting to think about. What if this really were the end? Smiling, she let her body relax into her thoughts. Never again would she have to hear her mother declare how easy Cassie’s life had been while her mother’s had been so difficult. “We stopped a war!” her mother, Margaret Madden, loved to say, referring to Vietnam. “No one else in history has ever done that!” Until she was ten, Cassie believed that her mother had single-handedly made the president of the United States remove the troops from the war that was never declared to be a war.




But when Cassie was ten, an old college friend of her mother had visited them, and when she’d heard Margaret bawling out her daughter, the friend started laughing. “Maggie,” she said, and Cassie looked up in wonder because no one ever dared to call her mother “Maggie.” “You never left your classes and you told us all that we were idiots to sit around on the grass smoking pot and protesting.”




Needless to say, that was the end of that friendship, but it had been an enlightening experience for Cassie. That was when she found out that not every word that came out of her mother’s mouth was the truth. She learned that just because someone delivered a statement with force and volume, didn’t make it a fact. From that time on, she began to see her mother for what she was: a bully and a tyrant who believed that there was only one way to do anything, and that was the wayshe had done everything. To her mind, if her daughter wanted to grow up to be a successful person, then she had to conduct herself exactly as Margaret Madden had. That meant going to a top school, getting the best grades, then working her way up to the head of some mega corporation.




One time Cassie asked, “What about a husband and children?”




“Don’t get me started,” Margaret said, then said nothing else. But she had piqued Cassie’s curiosity, so she began to secretly listen in on her mother’s conversations. Most of the discussions revealed nothing of interest, but one day Cassie had the horror of hearing her mother say that her daughter had been conceived from a one-night stand with a man she hardly knew while she was on a business trip to Hong Kong. “Defective condom,” Margaret had said without a hint of sentimentality. She was so disciplined that she hadn’t realized she was pregnant until she was nearly five months along and it was too late for an abortion. Margaret said she’d done her best to ignore the pregnancy, and that she’d meant to turn the baby over to a childless colleague, but then her boss—the person she most admired—had said he was glad Margaret was going to be raising a child. It made her seem more human. When he gave her a sterling silver rattle from Tiffany, she decided to keep the kid.




As she did with all things, Margaret planned it carefully. She bought a house in upstate New York, hired a live-in housekeeper and a nanny, then turned the child over to them while she stayed in the city and clawed her way to the top.




Cassie saw her mother only on alternate weekends, and had spent most of her life terrified of her.




It was when her mother had been invited to a weeklong seminar at Kingsmill Resort in Williamsburg, Virginia, that Cassie’s life changed. She knew about her mother’s career because Margaret Madden thought it was her duty to inform her daughter how to get ahead in the world. Margaret loved to tell how she had been raised in a middle-class household full of “morons” but that she had “risen above” them. She’d put herself through college, studying business administration, then got a job as a junior manager with a big office supply chain. In her sixth year there, the company was bought by a fledgling computer business, and Margaret was one of only three upper-employees kept. Within four years she was at the top of that company.




By the time she’d been out of college for fifteen years, she’d been in five corporations and had moved near the head of each one. She was creative and dedicated, and every waking second of her life was given to the company where she worked.




The trip to Williamsburg was to be pivotal. The company where she was second in command was about to be bought by an enormous conglomerate, and at the end of the week she was either going to be jobless or made executive vice president.




The only problem had been that Cassie’s latest nanny had broken her ankle and the housekeeper was on vacation, so there was no one to take care of the child. Margaret had used the inconvenience to her advantage when she’d called her boss and said she so rarely got to see her beloved daughter, could she please take the child with her? The man had been pleasantly impressed and agreed readily.




Cassie and her mother were given one of the many pretty, two-bedroom guest condos, and Cassie had been left on her own. Her mother was busy “making contacts” as she called it, never friends, never anything just for pleasure, so she was unaware of where her daughter was.




It was the first time Cassie had really seen her mother’s colleagues, and for a whole day she’d been fascinated. There were over three hundred people at the conference and within hours they had assembled themselves into little groups where they put their heads together and whispered. When Cassie got near them, she heard “Madden,” then they broke apart. It was as if they thought the girl had been brought there to spy for her mother.




Cassie spent her time wandering about the beautiful resort and watching and listening, something she was good at.




By the second day, she saw that there was one person who seemed to be different from the others. He was a tall young man with blue eyes, black hair, and a tiny cleft in his chin. She didn’t know who he was or what he did, but he seemed to run the place. The CEOs of the two merging corporations both talked to him. He’d listen, then go away, and later he’d nod toward someone that something had been done.




Cassie thought he was the quiet in the eye of the storm. Tempers were high that week. There were big negotiations of who was going to stay and in what position, and who was leaving. Little cliques of men and women were everywhere, plotting and planning.




In the midst of it all was this young man, who was very calm. She watched him step into the middle of angry people, and within seconds, whatever he said to them made them quit shouting. Maybe it was a reaction to her hyper mother, who was always living in the future, constantly scheming about the next product that would sell millions, the next takeover, the next position up the ladder, but Cassie really liked this quiet man who could settle others down.




By the third day, Cassie began to study the young man. As much as possible, wherever he went, whatever he did, she was there. When he spoke, she put herself close enough to listen. Several times he turned quickly and winked at her, but he never once addressed her directly, and she was glad. She had no idea what she’d say if he did speak to her. What she liked the most was that he seemed to be at peace with himself and the world. She never once heard him talk about a “five-year plan.”




By the fourth day, she knew she was in love with him, and as a result, her watching of him became more secretive. She hid in bushes as he played tennis and laughed with the other guests. On Saturday when he went sailing, she was nearby when he left and watching when he returned. She saw that every morning he went swimming before it was quite daylight, so early on Sunday, the last day, she waited for him by the pool. The fact that she couldn’t swim very well was, to her mind, an asset. If she did begin to sink, he could save her.




Six came and went but he didn’t show up. Cassie was in the deep end and she was getting tired. She hadn’t had much sleep in the last few days because she’d been keeping vigil over him.




By six thirty, she knew she should get out of the pool. She’d decided he wasn’t going to come, but then she heard voices from the direction of the house and she relaxed. He’d be there soon. She smiled in anticipation as she let her muscles go limp and sunk toward the bottom.




It was never her intention to actually drown, but as she waited for him to come, as she thought about her mother, she forgot about time and place.




The next thing she knew, she opened her eyes and she was being kissed by…him. His lips, his eyes, his chin, his body were all near hers and he was kissing her. Or giving her mouth-to-mouth, which was very nearly the same thing.




“She’s alive!” Cassie heard a woman say, but she couldn’t concentrate because she began coughing up a lot of water.




“Are you all right?” he asked, his hands on her shoulders, holding her as she choked and spit.




Cassie managed to nod that she was fine. As long as he was near her, she was sure that she’d always be all right.




Someone put a towel around her, and she looked up to see a pretty woman kneeling beside her. “You shouldn’t go swimming alone,” she said softly, tenderness in her eyes.




The man looked across Cassie to the woman. It didn’t take much to figure out that they were together, a couple. If Cassie hadn’t still been choking she would have burst into tears. She wanted to shout at the woman that he washers ! Hadn’t she nearly died to prove that?




But Cassie said nothing of what she really thought. Life with her mother had taught her to keep her true feelings and emotions to herself. If people didn’t agree with her mother, there were punishments.




“Don’t tell my mother,” Cassie managed to say at last, looking at him and avoiding the eyes of the woman.




Puzzled, the woman glanced at him.




“Margaret Madden,” he said.




The woman let out her breath in a sympathetic sigh. “I didn’t know ol’ Maggie could have—” She cut off her sentence. “We won’t tell,” she reassured Cassie. “But maybe we should have a doctor look at you.”




“No!” Cassie said, then jumped up to show them that she was all right. But she got dizzy and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her. For a moment she had the divine pleasure of feeling his arms around her. She was glad she hadn’t died in the pool because if she had, she wouldn’t have felt his lips on hers and his hands on her body.




The woman cleared her throat and he released Cassie.




She backed away, looking at them. They were a beautiful couple, the woman tall like he was, with her dark hair cut short and close to her head. She had on a swimsuit that showed off her long, lean, athletic body. She also probably played tennis and swam.She would never drown, Cassie thought, backing away from them. She was embarrassed now and afraid they’d ask why she was in the pool alone if she couldn’t swim very well.




“I, uh…I have to go,” she mumbled, then turned and ran toward the house. Behind her, she heard the man’s baritone voice say something. The woman said, “Hush! She obviously has a crush on you and she deserves respect.” Cassie heard the man say, “She’s just a kid. She can’t—”




Cassie heard no more. She wanted to die from the humiliation and embarrassment. She couldn’t will herself to die, but she could stay in her room for the rest of the day.




She and her mother left the resort that evening, but while her mother said her farewells, Cassie had skulked in the corners, fearful of running into him again, afraid he and his girlfriend would laugh at her. She didn’t see them. But as soon as she and her mother got into the company car, her mother launched into a lecture about how she’d been embarrassed by Cassie’s rudeness. “You’ll never achieve anything if you don’t put yourself forward,” Margaret said. “Lurking about in the shadows will achieve nothing. It’s possible, even probable, that someday you’ll be asking one of those people for a job. You should see that they remember you.”




Cassie kept her head turned away. Her heart nearly stopped when she sawthem strolling across the lawn, hand in hand. She was sure they’d already forgotten the child who had nearly drowned just that morning.




“Him!” Margaret said, looking at the handsome young couple. “He’s part of the security hired for this meeting and he stuck his nose in where it didn’t belong!” she said, a look of disgust on her face. “He told a senior VP that if he didn’t contain his anger, he’d have to leave. I don’t know who he thinks he is, but—”




“Shut up,” Cassie said, her voice calm and quiet, but fierce. It was the first time in her life that she’d stood up to her overbearing mother. Cassie had survived because she’d figured out the meaning of “passive-aggressive” when she was three. But now she couldn’t bear for her mother to say something againsthim .




As they drove by, he raised his hand to her and smiled. Cassie smiled back and lifted her hand in return. Then the car turned a curve in the road and they were out of sight.




Margaret started with, “How dare you—” but when she caught the look on Cassie’s young face, she stopped talking and picked up her briefcase from the floor.




When Cassie glanced up, the driver was looking at her in the rearview mirror and smiling. He was proud of her for telling Margaret Madden to back off.




Cassie turned to look out the window, and she smiled too. She wasn’t sure what had happened but she knew that the week had changed her life.
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“CASSIE! CASSIE!”




She opened her eyes to see her boss, Jefferson Ames, standing over her. He was wearing a pair of loose swim trunks and had a towel over his shoulders. Behind him was the ever-present Skylar. As always, she was smiling in that cold, I’m-gonna-get-you way that Cassie was too familiar with. And Skylar was letting Cassie know that when she and Jeff were married, Cassie would be fired. “Like I’d stay,” she’d muttered to herself many times.




“Sorry,” Cassie said, putting her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. “I was lost in thought.”




He looked down at her with amusement. Everyone else beside the pool was in swim attire, but Cassie had on big, army green shorts, an oversize T-shirt, and sandals. She was lying on a chaise, every inch of her body covered with beach towels. It was as though she’d die if a drop of sunlight touched her skin. “You are a dermatologist’s dream,” he said.




“I aim to please,” she answered, looking past him and smiling at Skylar, who was narrowing her eyes at Cassie. Skylar had on a tiny bikini and her skin had been tanned to the color of walnuts.




Skylar stepped forward, all starved and honed five feet ten of her, her skin glistening with expensive oil. “I think Elsbeth has had enough sun for the day so I want you to take her home.”




Cassie didn’t lose her smile as she looked at Jeff for confirmation. They weren’t married yet, so she refused to take orders from anyone but him.




Jeff’s face didn’t change. If he was aware of the war between his daughter’s nanny and his girlfriend, he didn’t give it away. But when he turned to look at his daughter, his face nearly melted with love. Whatever other problems he had, Jeff’s love for his daughter was obvious to all. “She looks sleepy, and she’s probably hungry. You know how she is. She’d stay in the water all day if she weren’t dragged out.”




Cassie looked out at Elsbeth in the kiddie pool. In her opinion, the five-year-old girl was the most beautiful child on the planet. She was sitting in the water wearing a suit of white eyelet, a matching hat, and most of a bottle of sunscreen. “Sure,” Cassie said, throwing back one of the three towels covering her. “Will you be home for dinner tonight?”




She stood up and stretched. Cassie was several inches shorter than Skylar, but there was nothing on Cassie that wasn’t real. Her mother spent many hours in a gym fighting against her natural curves, but Cassie loved hers. She’d once heard Jeff’s father call her “a 1950s blonde bombshell with dark hair.” It was all Cassie could do not to giggle and let them know she’d heard.




Skylar clutched Jeff’s arm to her artificially enhanced breasts. “No, we’re going out tonight. Just the two of us.” She paused. “He’ll have some real food for a change.”




“Ah, right,” Cassie said. “Home cooking isn’t real food. I’ll have to tell that to Thomas.”




Jeff coughed to cover his laugh. Jeff’s father, Thomas, lived with him, and just weeks after Cassie took the job of being Elsbeth’s nanny, he’d asked to have some of what Cassie was cooking for herself and the child. From there it had gone to Cassie preparing dinner for the three of them. At first she’d left Thomas a plate in the warming oven while she and Elsbeth went upstairs to the playroom to eat, but he’d asked them to eat with him in the breakfast nook. From there it had gone to Thomas moving them into the dining room and setting the big mahogany table with candles and silver. “No use letting these dishes sit in the cabinet,” he’d said as he put out the best china for them to use. If Cassie could use any term to describe Thomas, it would be “Old World gentleman.”




Jeff spent the weekends with his daughter. Even if he had to work, he took her with him. Elsbeth was a quiet child who had no interest in rowdy group activities. Cassie would fill a backpack full of art supplies and Elsbeth would hold her father’s hand and go with him wherever he led. There were times when Cassie could hardly hold back the tears at the sight of the widower and the motherless child together, clinging to each other.




The weekdays were different though because Jeff worked long, hard hours. But one night he’d come home from work to get a file he’d left behind and seen the three of them sitting at the dining table eating by candlelight and he’d joined them. By the end of the week it had become a regular event that they’d eat together. Because of Elsbeth’s age, and Thomas’s weak heart, they ate at six thirty, but Jeff didn’t seem to mind. He said it beat calling the Chinese place and eating at the drawing board in his office. Sometimes he’d go back to his office afterward, and sometimes Cassie would hear him in the big library off his bedroom. But even if he had to work, it was nice that he got to spend more time with his daughter and father.




As for Cassie, when it had started that she was cooking three meals a day for four people, part of her wanted to protest. It wasn’t her job to be a nannyand a cook, but she’d said nothing. Instead, she began to study cookbooks as though she were taking a graduate degree in the subject.




The best part was that cooking and eating meals together changed the household. Thomas put his name in for one of the plots that the gated community, Hamilton Hundred, had set aside for gardens, and he’d begun raising heirloom vegetables. They had purple tomatoes and blue potatoes for dinner. He began replacing the landscaper-chosen shrubs around the house with gooseberry bushes and rosemary. He planted raspberries along the back fence, and there was a blackberry bush growing smack in the middle of the front lawn.




“You’ve changed us, my dear,” Thomas said as Cassie sautéed yellow squash and zucchini in a skillet.




Cassie just smiled. She felt that they had changed her more than she them. On the day she’d left her mother’s house to go to college, she was as happy as a prisoner being released. The freedom at college had been wonderful, and she’d enjoyed every minute of it. It was after she graduated with what her mother called “a useless degree” in American history that the problems began. All during college she’d only had two boyfriends and she thought she was going to marry the last one. But when he’d proposed, she’d surprised both of them by saying no. With his pride irreparably wounded, he’d refused to so much as speak to her again. After Cassie graduated, she found herself a bit bewildered. For three years she’d thought that when she left school she was going to get married, have kids, and become a soccer mom, something that her mother hated but that Cassie thought would suit her.




Instead, after graduation, she found herself at loose ends, not sure where to go or what to do. Her mother had sold the house Cassie had grown up in, so the only home she had was Margaret’s pristine, austere apartment on Fifth Avenue—and most anything was preferable tothat .




After a few weeks of stoically listening to her mother tell her what she should do with her life, Cassie’s love of American history led her to Williamsburg to see if she could find a job there. Williamsburg, with its gorgeous eighteenth-century buildings, seemed to call to her.




For two years Cassie worked in various jobs about town. She answered telephones for lawyers, and for a while became a gofer for a famous photographer. Then she got a job as an assistant in a preschool. “I must say that you are wildly overqualified,” the woman who ran the school said, “but we’d be glad to have you.”




It was at the school that Cassie met Elsbeth and her father, and when the nanny had been fired—for forgetting to pick up her charge for the third time—Cassie took the job. That had been a year ago. Since then, she’d managed to form a family out of the widower, his lovely young daughter, and his ailing father, and she’d been happier than she ever had been.




But things had changed three months ago when Jeff announced that he’d “met someone.” Thomas, Cassie, and Elsbeth had looked at one another over the dining table as though to say, We aren’t “someone”?




The tall, very thin, magnificently self-assured Skylar Beaumont had entered their lives, and nothing had been the same since. Skylar was the friend of the husband of a woman Cassie had met at the club at Hamilton Hundred, a woman Cassie had never liked. From the first day, Skylar entered the quiet, peaceful house as though she owned it. Laughing, she’d told Jeff how she planned to redecorate every inch of the place.




Thomas and Cassie had stood there in stunned silence. Jeff’s beloved late wife, Lillian, had decorated the house, and therefore it was sacrosanct. Cassie knew better than to so much as move a flower vase because Lillian had put the vase there and that’s where it would stay.




But when this woman came into their comfortable lives and began talking of changing everything, Jeff had just stood there smiling.




Cassie hated the woman. She told herself she had no right to hate her, that she probably loved Jeff, but she still hated her. On her third visit to the house, Skylar had handed Cassie her expensive silk jacket and asked her to “give it a little bit of a press, would you?” Cassie had smiled, taken the jacket to the laundry room, and set the hot iron on the back of it and burned a hole through it. Afterward, she’d apologized profusely and even offered to buy a replacement. She said she’d seen that very jacket at Marshalls just last week. That had sent Skylar into a rage, insisting that she’d bought the jacket at Saks, not at a discount store.




Cassie was sure she wouldn’t have been as bad as she was if Thomas hadn’t been standing in the doorway and covering his laughter with his hand. They had never spoken of it, but she was sure he disliked the woman as much as Cassie did.




As for Jeff, he was clueless. He kept saying that Cassie was usually so good at what she did, so he was sure that the ruined jacket was an honest mistake.




The result was that Skylar never again tried to establish her authority over Cassie, but war had been declared. If Skylar did marry Jeff, Cassie would be out of a job, out of a home, out of a family.




But worse, she’d be sent away from the man she’d loved since she was twelve years old.
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“IHATE HER,”Skylar said. “I don’t mean I dislike her. I mean that I hate her right down to my bone marrow. With every molecule I possess. I stay awake at night planning ways tokill her. At first I thought of putting her in her place with some witty remark that would reduce her to tears, but now I think of blood. You want to hear the latest thing I’ve come up with?”




Dana wanted to say that she’d rather do most anything than hear yet another method Skylar had come up with for killing Jefferson Ames’s nanny. But Dana knew she had to be nice, if for no other reason than because Skylar was her husband Roger’s friend. And, more importantly, because Skylar came from four generations of money and Roger’s law firm was handling all the business of Skylar’s father’s company. “I lose that account and I might as well kiss my job good-bye,” Roger had said the morning after she’d met Skylar. “I know she can be a bit hard to take sometimes, but her family is rich and I need the business. Do it for me, will you?”




As always, Dana had agreed.




“What did you come up with?” Dana asked, trying to smile at Skylar, but she wanted to ask if she’d yet wheedled a marriage proposal out of Jefferson Ames. Why oh why didn’t Jeff just go ahead andmarry Skylar?




“You’re not afraid that if she doesn’t marry him she’ll go after Roger, are you?” her mother had asked last week.




“No, of course not. That’s absurd,” Dana quickly said, but it had sounded false even to her. That’s exactly what she was afraid of.




Her husband and Skylar had been “old friends” since college. However, Dana’s idea of friends and theirs didn’t seem to be the same. Roger and Skylar hadn’t been study buddies, nor had they run around together in a group. No, they had been lovers, “almost engaged” was the way Skylar put it. They had met on the first day they entered Princeton and had been inseparable for almost two years. “We taught each other everything we know about anything,” Skylar said the first time Dana met her, howling with laughter over the double entendre. The first time she’d met Skylar, Dana worked for a day and a half preparing a meal that Roger would declare fit for his old “friend.” At the time, Dana’d had no idea what kind of friendship they’d had.




“Remember the time we went out with Beth and Andy and the car broke down?” Skylar asked, waving a piece of roast about on her fork. “There we were, stuck in the middle of nowhere, and it began to rain.” She took a sip of her wine, barely able to hold in her laughter. “But there was a motel down the road so we—” She broke off, sliding her eyes sideways at Dana. “Oops, better not tellthat story.”




“More potatoes?” Dana asked, holding out the bowl even though Skylar hadn’t touched what she’d already taken. In Dana’s eyes, Skylar was a walking ad for “eating disorder.”




“No thanks,” Skylar said, seeming to be oblivious to Dana’s discomfort. Or was she? Dana wondered. Could she be as unaware of other people as she pretended to be?




“You have to forgive me,” Skylar said. “It’s just that we had such great times in college. Roger must have told you all about me.”




“No,” Dana said, smiling. “Roger never said a word about you.”




She’d meant for Skylar to see how unimportant she was to her husband’s life, but Skylar took it differently. “Roger, darling, you dog! Keeping me a secret. Really!”




Roger was sitting at the head of the polished, antique table and smiling. He wore an air of contentment, as though everything he wanted was sitting at the table with him. And maybe it was, Dana thought as she excused herself to go to the kitchen to get more rolls.




She got the bread but she didn’t go back into the dining room. Instead, she went into the sunroom and looked out the back window. It was summer now and the leaves blocked her view, but sometimes in the winter she could see the water of the James River.




When Roger had first shown her the site he’d purchased, Dana had been ecstatic. Most of the plots in Hamilton Hundred were fat little squares, but there were a few that were on the curves of the new streets, and they were long and narrow. That meant that she and Roger could put in a long driveway and the house would be at the back of the property. Instead of having houses on each side of them, they would be nestled in the trees. Over 40 percent of the subdivision was to be left as conservation area, never to be built on. All Dana could think of was what would be good for the children they would have. She’d been an only child, but Roger had come from a family with eight children. It was both their dreams to have at least four.




Those had been happy days, Dana thought as she looked out at the woods that she knew led down to the water. The house they would build would have room for all the children and they’d have a wonderful place to play. Through the woods to the east were lots of little houses, but next door, to the west, was the only true mansion in Hamilton Hundred. As soon as plans for the new gated community were announced, someone had bought six plots and started building an enormous house. It wasn’t until nearly two years later that they found out the resident was to be Althea Fairmont.




Dana heard her husband and Skylar laughing in the dining room and dreaded going back in there. She and Roger had never had wild weekends in a motel before they were married. But then, to be fair, she’d refused to go to bed with him until after they were married—which she was sure was why he did marry her.




Sometimes at night she could see lights from the Fairmont mansion, but no one ever saw the Great Lady herself. She had employees to run her errands, and when she did go out, she rode in a black limo with darkened windows.




Years ago, Dana had dreams of her polite, courteous children befriending the old woman and…She hadn’t thought much past that, but she had imagined mentioning to people that “Althea and I…”




But none of it ever happened. Not the children and certainly not meeting the woman who had been called “the greatest actress who ever lived.”




Instead, she and Roger had walked through the woods and they’d met Jefferson Ames there. Like them, he’d built a house on one of the few long, skinny pieces of land. His house was on the other side of the Fairmont mansion.




But there the similarities between the families ended. Jeff’s wife died less than a year after they moved in, just months after she gave birth to their daughter. When they met Jeff, he was so overtaken with grief that he was just a shell of a human being. Even when he was with his daughter, his eyes were empty, dead.




It had been as natural as breathing that Dana had taken over baby Elsbeth’s weekday care after Lillian died. Dana had helped Jeff hire nannies, but they had been glad to turn the child over to Dana. Gradually, as the years passed and Dana had no children of her own, her weekdays had begun to revolve around Elsbeth.




Roger saw what his wife was feeling and warned her not to get too attached. “Some woman will go after Jeff and he won’t stand a chance,” he said, his dark eyes sparkling. “Like you did to me.”




As always, Dana had protested that she’d done nothing to “catch him,” as he liked to say.




Roger had rolled his eyes and smiled. “Red silk. Black lace. Skirts cut up to here, but ‘no touch.’ You make torturers of the Spanish Inquisition seem tame.”




Sometimes she loved his teasing; sometimes she hated it.




He’d been right about little Elsbeth, but right in a different way. It wasn’t a wife who came in and took over, but a shy young woman with big brown eyes, lots of thick chestnut hair, and a way of looking at Jeff that was embarrassing to everyone who saw it. She was named Cassandra, and she seemed to love Elsbeth with all her heart.




The first time Dana saw her was when she’d heard voices at the tiny strip of beach that was at the bottom of the Fairmont property. By rights, it was private property, but no one ever went to the bit of sand except Roger and her, and Jeff and his daughter.




But one day, there was Elsbeth with a young woman Dana had never seen before, and they were laughing and playing as though they’d known each other all their lives. As Dana stayed hidden in the trees and watched, she felt such a sense of loss that it was as though something inside her had broken. Pretty, quiet, motherless Elsbeth was the closest thing she had to having her own child. And now she’d been taken away as completely as though she’d moved to another country.




That day, Dana had walked back to her house, made herself a gin and tonic, then got on her hands and knees and scrubbed the kitchen floor. Three days later, when Jeff introduced her to Elsbeth’s new nanny, Dana tried to be polite, but she felt such anger at the young woman for stealing what should have been hers that she couldn’t keep her upper lip from curling.




Since then, Dana had been polite to the woman, but she couldn’t bring herself to be nice to her. And the truth was that the reason she put up with Skylar without a protest was because if Jeff and Skylar married, that girl, Cassandra, would go, and maybe Elsbeth would be given back to Dana. Heaven knew that Skylar wouldn’t want the day-to-day care of a child.




In the months after that first dinner, Dana had helped Skylar tone down her way of dressing and the way she said whatever came into her head. She didn’t want Skylar to offend Jeff. For all that it had been years since his wife’s death, Jeff was still a man in grief, and he wasn’t ready for a woman who liked to tell stories about how she and a boyfriend had tried to do all the positions in the Kama Sutra.




So, now, Dana smiled and listened to Skylar rant about Cassie.
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“SO WHAT’S FOR BREAKFAST?”Jeff asked, looking over Cassie’s shoulder at the big griddle on the stove.




“Harvest grain pancakes,” she said, stepping away from him. Once again, he was shirtless. It was Saturday, so he was in jeans, with a T-shirt slung over his shoulder, exposing his magnificent torso. No matter how busy he was, he always found time to work out.




“Daddy!” Elsbeth squealed as she ran to him and threw herself into his arms. She snuggled her face into his neck. “You smell good.”




“It’s called aftershave and it’s guaranteed to drive women wild.” He nuzzled her face. “Do you feel wild?”




Elsbeth giggled. “Not me, grown-up women. Like Cassie.”




Cassie waited a moment, but when Jeff made no comment, she said, “Here, sit down and eat.” She put a tall stack of pancakes at Jeff’s place on the breakfast table. The room had a huge bay window, and outside were a dozen bird feeders that she and Elsbeth kept filled with everything from peanut butter to suet.




“You’re going to make me fat,” Jeff said after he’d seated his daughter.




“Not with all the exercise you get,” his father said from the doorway.




As always, Cassie “inspected” the older man when she first saw him in the morning. Her eyes swept up and down him to see if there were any changes in his health. He’d had two heart attacks before she met him, and she lived in fear that another one would take him away from them. He’d told her that when he first moved in with Jeff, after Lillian’s death, Jeff had wanted his father to take the downstairs master bedroom, but Thomas wouldn’t hear of it. They had compromised by making one of the walk-in closets into an elevator.




“I’m perfectly all right,” Thomas said, looking from Jeff to Cassie then back again. “You two can stop undressing me with your eyes.”




Smiling at his remark, she turned back to the stove. “How many pancakes do you want?”




“A dozen at least,” Thomas said as he kissed his granddaughter then sat down beside her. He raised an eyebrow at his son. “Aren’t you a bit cool without a shirt on?”




Jeff started to say something, but then grinned and pulled his T-shirt over his head. “So what do we have planned for today?”




The “we” in that made the three of them stop in midmotion. Jeff ate dinner with them and he spent time with Elsbeth on weekends, but he rarely went anywhere with all of them.




Thomas recovered first. “Weare going to do what we always do on Saturday morning and that’s go to the farmers’ market.”




“Sounds like fun,” Jeff said, cutting into his pancakes. “When do we leave?”




Thomas leaned back in his chair and stared at his son. “You’re about to drop some really bad news on us, aren’t you? You’re trying to get into our good graces before you bomb us.”




Jeff smiled. “Actually, I’m celebrating. I finished the Newcombe project.”




“That’s wonderful!” Cassie said. Jeff was a structural engineer, and his firm had been working on a huge building project in Virginia Beach for over two years. Jeff had been in charge of it, and the responsibility had nearly killed him. When Cassie moved into the room upstairs, Jeff had been in the middle of the task. She’d never been around him when he wasn’t working long, hard hours. And for the last months, when he did have some time off, if he wasn’t with Elsbeth, he was with Skylar.




“Does this mean we’ll be seeing more of you?” Thomas asked. “Or will your Somebody Skylar be takingall your time?”




“Dad, don’t start on me,” Jeff said. “It’s too early in the morning and it’s my first day off in…I don’t know how long it’s been. Just let me enjoy it.”




“All right,” Thomas said slowly. “Elsbeth and I are going to go work in my garden, so why don’t you go to the farmers’ market with Cassie?”




“Sure,” Jeff said, “but isn’t Cassie supposed to have days off? Maybe she’d like to do something other than bum around with me.”




“I don’t mind,” Cassie said quickly. “I’d love the company. I want to get some oysters and scallops, and I need—”




“Did I hear ‘oysters’?” came a voice from the doorway. It was Skylar, and she was holding up a bag of something. “Hope you don’t mind but the door was unlocked. I let myself in.”




“Like the cat,” Cassie said under her breath. She lifted the last pancake off the griddle and put it on a plate, then untied her apron and draped it over the big handle on the stove. Skylar was already at the table and pulling out some greasy croissants and coffee in paper cups. It was as though Cassie was seeing the future. When Jeff married Skylar, this is the way it would be. Only Cassie wouldn’t be there to witness it.




Quietly, she left the kitchen and went up the back stairs to go to her room.




Jeff caught her on the second-floor landing. “Cassie,” he said. “I’m sorry about this. I didn’t know she was coming. Maybe we can go together another time.”




Cassie’s pride wouldn’t let her disappointment show. For a few moments it had been exciting to think of being alone with Jeff. “Are you kidding?” she said. “You’re right. Ishould take the day off. Sounds wonderful! I can’t imagine what I’ll do with all that time to myself.”




“Oh,” Jeff said and stepped back from her. “You’re welcome to go with us. Skylar’s been invited to go on Roger Craig’s boat, and we’re going with them. It’ll be fun.”




“I’m sure it’ll be lovely,” she said, “but I really do have my own things to do. Thanks for the invitation, though.” Turning away, she went into her bedroom and shut the door.




Once inside, she wanted to kick herself. She should have gone with them. She should have accepted his invitation and gone and…And what? she thought. Stand up against beautiful Skylar? Cassie had had her chance with Jeff. She’d spent a year in his house, taking care of his child, looking after his father, cooking for him, making sure his clothes were clean and put away where they belonged. When Jeff couldn’t find something, he asked Cassie. When he wanted an opinion about a structure he was designing, he asked Cassie.




He was always courteous. There were many times when Cassie had stared at him, willing him to look at her with lust. She daydreamed about his putting his arms around her and kissing her neck. But he never came close.




Cassie wasn’t the sort of person to push herself onto a man, so she kept her distance and was as respectful toward him as he was to her. But on a few occasions in the last year she made what she thought of as subtle advances toward him. Each time had been the same. She’d heard him downstairs in the kitchen late at night and she’d gone down. The first two times she’d pretended that it was an accidental meeting; by the third time, she didn’t bother. They’d spread out his latest drawings on the big dining table and he’d explained them to her. She didn’t understand a lot of it, but she liked his enthusiasm and his love of his work. She’d made a pot of tea and they’d drunk it all. It wasn’t until the wee hours that they’d parted and gone to bed—without so much as even a tiny impropriety.




However, in that year there’d been a few embarrassing encounters. One morning she’d walked into his bathroom with a load of clean linens and been shocked to see him standing outside the shower with just a towel wrapped around him. Last summer he’d brushed up against some poison ivy and Cassie had twice coated his sore back with calamine lotion.




But in all that time, Jeff had never come close to making a pass at her. He’d never so much as brushed her hand with his. He’d never looked at her in any way except as a…If she had to label it, it would be as a kid sister. He was eleven years older than she was, and while it didn’t bother her, it seemed to mean a lot to Jeff—or else he just plain wasn’t attracted to her.




And since seeing Skylar, Cassie was sure she wasn’t Jeff’s type. His wife, Lillian, had been thin and athletic. Skylar was also thin, although not from athletics. But, like Lillian, Skylar was tall and sure of herself and…




Skylar was all the things that Cassie wasn’t, she thought. Cassie was short and curvy, and she wore whatever was comfortable and could be washed in the machine. Skylar was sophisticated, a woman who had been places and seen things, whereas Cassie had done little in her life.




Whatever the reason, it was obvious that, as a woman, Cassie was of no interest to Jeff.




Cassie stayed in her room for over an hour, waiting until after they’d left and she could go downstairs and not be seen. Thomas had cleared the breakfast dishes off the table, but the kitchen still needed to be cleaned. Cassie started on it, then threw down her cloth. It was only a matter of time before Jeff would marry Skylar and Cassie would be out of a job, so why was she still trying to be a “pretend wife” to a family that would soon be gone from her life?




She went through the mudroom and out the back door, then through the trees of the conservation area. She was almost to the beach before she saw that Dana Craig was there. Cassie’s impulse was to turn around and leave, but Dana had already seen her. Dana was exactly the kind of woman Cassie’d always heartily disliked. Dana was the woman who ran every charity event, who organized every happening at the club’s recreation center. She was the woman who never made a mistake. Her husband was perfect; her home was perfect. Women like Dana had no visible flaws. Cassie thought that Dana was the suburban equivalent of her mother.




Cassie gave a weak smile and a little lift of her hand. It took all her strength not to turn around and go back to the house. Jeff kept a car, a yellow MINI Cooper, just for Cassie’s use. She should go to the farmers’ market and buy what they needed for the coming week. She should wander around Colonial Williamsburg—there was always something interesting going on there. Or maybe she could call her mother. Most anything was preferable to spending time with the perfect Dana.




Cassie drew in her breath and sucked in her stomach. What she should really do is go to the gym. “Hello,” she said.




“I didn’t think anyone would be here today,” Dana said. “If you and Elsbeth want the place, I’ll leave.”




Cassie motioned behind her. “It’s just me. All of them went sailing.”




“Ah, yes, of course. They went with Skylar on Roger’s boat.”




Cassie looked at Dana, with her hair neatly arranged in a short, flattering style, in her pressed chinos, and her tasteful knit shirt, and again resisted the urge to run away. “You didn’t want to go with them?”




“No. I’m not good on boats. And you? I mean, that is, if…”




When Dana hesitated, the hairs on the back of Cassie’s neck stood up. What Dana meant was that maybe Cassie hadn’t been invited. After all, she was just a paid employee. Not family. “I was invited,” Cassie said and tried to unclench her teeth. “But I wanted Jeff and Elsbeth to have time together.”




“Yes, of course. And Skylar too. She’ll soon be part of the family. I was wondering if they’ve announced their engagement yet.”




“No,” Cassie said softly. “At least I haven’t been told of it.”




“But you think it’ll be soon?”




“I don’t know,” Cassie said, and wanted to throw sand at the woman. “I just came out here for some air. I have a lot to do today, so I’d better go.”




“I didn’t mean to offend you,” Dana said. “I know how it is between you and Skylar, but I’m sure you’ll find another job right away. I’m sure Jeff’s reference will lavish praise on you.”




“I know,” Cassie said as she looked out at the river. With each day she was coming closer to the time when she’d have to leave a house she’d come to love, leave a community she loved. And worst, leave people she had come to love.




She was about to start back to the house when a sound from the mansion that was just visible through the trees made her jump.




Dana looked at Cassie, her eyes wide. “Was that a shot?”




There were two more explosions, sounding like two more shots.




“Do you have a phone with you?” Dana asked. “I think we should call the police.”




Cassie thought the same thing, but she wasn’t going to tell Dana that. After all, she was a nanny who deserved “lavish praise”—who used such a term nowadays?—so she wasn’t going to turn chicken and run away. She put her shoulders back. “I’m sure it’s nothing, but maybe I should check.” The last thing in the world she wanted to do was walk toward a house where she’d heard shots being fired, but she didn’t want the snooty Miss Perfect Dana Craig to know that.




“Maybe I should go home and call from there,” Dana said.




“Yes, of course, you do that,” Cassie said, her head held high as she started walking faster. “I’m just worried that if nothing is wrong, Miss Fairmont might not like the police intruding on her.”




“Certainly not,” Dana said, keeping pace with Cassie and not veering off toward her house. In front of them loomed the huge Fairmont mansion. It was a new house, but during the two years it had taken to build, no expense had been spared in making it a grand estate. There wasn’t a corbel or a post that wasn’t decorated in a tasteful, expensive way.




“How big do you think that place is?” Dana asked quietly.




“Twenty-one thousand, two hundred and ten square feet,” Cassie said quickly.




“With only five bedrooms but twelve bathrooms,” Dana said.




“And a screening room that seats thirty, and the house has its own generators.”




“In case the power goes out, the movie won’t be interrupted,” Dana said, then for a brief second she and Cassie almost exchanged smiles.




“It’s all on the Internet,” Cassie said as they reached the back of the formal garden that surrounded the house. “Anyone can read about it.”




“If you spend hours searching,” Dana said.




“Exactly,” Cassie answered.




When they reached the garden with its manicured lawn, and the boxwood-edged shapes that were filled with pink begonias, they began to walk more slowly. The house loomed over them, with its huge windows seeming to look down on them. They were in the sacred territory of a woman who was a legend. She had been famous when Cassie’s mother was a child. There were few people on earth who could remember a time when Althea Fairmont wasn’t famous—at least it seemed that way. She’d been a child star before talking movies, looking up with big eyes, begging the villain not to throw her and her mother out into the street. The 1930s came, and along with them, Shirley Temple with her singing and dancing. Althea could do neither of those, but she could act. By the time Althea was fourteen, the studio was lying about her age and casting her with the Barrymores. When she reached thirty, the studio began lying about her age the other way.




All that had been done had worked. Althea had starred in every type of movie and stage production. Whether she played a comedy, a tragedy, or did a guest appearance on a talk show, the viewer was guaranteed a great show. Althea Fairmont could play any part and had proven it many times over. Still, at her age—whatever it was, as the bios disagreed—whenever she appeared, there was a line waiting to see her.




Now, Dana and Cassie walked through the garden, uninvited, trespassing, and they slowed with each step.




“Maybe it wasn’t a shot,” Dana said.




“It could have been a car. Or something falling.”




“Exactly. Maybe we should leave.”




“Yes, I think maybe we should,” Cassie agreed, then turned to head back out of the garden. But they had taken only one step when they heard what sounded like a moan.




Dana and Cassie turned to look at each other, then they looked back toward the house. The ground floor had an enormous, deep veranda that was divided in the middle by a conservatory. They could see orchids and tropical ferns inside it. A short flight of steps led up one side of the veranda, but they didn’t dare climb them. All they could do was stare. The furniture on the slate-floored area looked as though it had been made for the house. It was all oversize and padded in a cream-colored linen, with pillows with palm leaves printed on them. In the back was a stone-topped table and beneath it, on the slate-paved floor, was what looked to be a shoe.




It took them a moment to realize that the shoe was attached to a foot. The women rushed up the stairs and across the veranda. Lying on the stone, her eyes closed, her beautiful pantsuit in disarray, was Althea Fairmont, her perfectly preserved features recognizable to every adult in the United States.




For a moment Dana and Cassie just stood there looking at her, unable to breathe. For Cassie, she remembered one movie after another that she’d watched as a child, then all the movies she’d gone to as an adult. If Miss Fairmont was in it, Cassie went to see it. There had been a three-day retrospective on her at college, and Cassie had attended every lecture and movie. She still had the binder that had Althea’s photo on the front.




As for Dana, she saw a woman who had achieved everything that life could give. Althea Fairmont was a legend, true, but she was also a woman of great personal success.




Althea opened her eyes and looked at the two young women staring down at her, neither of them moving. After a few moments, she made an attempt to get up by herself.




Cassie was the first to recover. “Oh, my gosh!” she said. “Let me help you.”




“That would be kind,” Althea said, extending her arm toward Cassie.




Dana took the woman’s other arm. When she was standing between them, the women stood still, not knowing what to do with their famous charge.




“Perhaps you could help me inside, to sit somewhere comfortable,” Althea said in a voice that was almost as familiar to them as their own.




Cassie lifted her chin to look at Dana over Althea’s blonde head. Inside?Inside the mansion? her eyes asked. The place that all Hamilton Hundred had been dying to see since it was built? For the year after Althea moved in, everyone who lived in the resort community—the women anyway—had talked of nothing but seeing the inside of that house. They’d left business cards of services for interior decorating, floral arrangements, even private nursing. But the Great Althea had called on none of them. They speculated on whether she was going to give herself a housewarming party. One of the women had even written Miss Fairmont a letter stating her qualifications as a party planner—but there was no response.




Years had passed and no one who lived in Hamilton Hundred had ever seen the interior of Althea’s house. But now Dana and Cassie were being told to help Althea Herself inside.




Since the woman was leaning on Cassie more heavily, Dana stepped forward to open one of the doors. Even as she did so, her mouth opened and wouldn’t seem to close. The door was of some exotic wood that had swirls of black and deep red. There were little round whorls of brass on the door, making it look like the entrance to a fortress. But it swung open easily on its enormous hinges.




They walked into a high-ceilinged sitting room that looked like something out of a Jane Austen movie, and it was the prettiest room either of the women had ever seen. It was done in peach and a pale, mossy green. There were two big sofas facing each other, with an inlaid coffee table in the center. Elegant tables of mahogany were along the walls, with pretty Chinese lamps on them. The walls had oil paintings of what looked to be Althea’s ancestors, but upon closer inspection were of Althea in her many roles on stage and screen.




Cassie helped the woman to sit on one of the sofas. The chintz curtains were open, and the windows showed straight through the trees to the little beach where she and Elsbeth played so often. With a sick feeling, Cassie realized that every time they’d been trespassing, they’d been seen.




“Can I get you something?” Cassie asked. “Call someone?”




Althea leaned back against the sofa and smiled. “No, thank you. It’s just my housekeeper and me here. And Brent outside. Just the three of us.”




Dana was looking at the ornaments on the mantelpiece. She wasn’t sure but she thought one of the two eggs was genuine Fabergé. “But surely it takes more than just three people to run this place,” she said.




Althea smiled at Dana. “Now and then I need more people, but for day-to-day living, it’s just the three of us. Would you be so good as to push that button on the wall? I hope that you two will stay for a midmorning tea. Or are you too busy on this lovely Saturday morning to share a bite with an old woman?”




“No, of course not,” Cassie said quickly. “Our families have run off together on a boat and we’re absolutely free.”




“Families?” Althea said, looking at Cassie. “I thought you were the nanny for that beautiful little girl. Don’t you work for a widower and his father? Have they become your family?”




Cassie stood up straight, blinking at the woman. What she’d said was true, but Cassie didn’t want to hear it put so bluntly. No, they weren’t her family. “I…I…,” Cassie began, but she could think of nothing else to say.




“She’s been there so long that they seem like family,” Dana said. “I can attest that Cassie loves little Elsbeth very much.”




“Ah,” Althea said, looking at Cassie in speculation. “But isn’t Jefferson Ames about to marry David Beaumont’s daughter? I met the girl when she was a child and I found her to be the most spoiled creature I’d ever met. Has she changed much?”




Dana smiled. “Not at all. But how in the world do you know so much about what’s going on in Hamilton Hundred? Names, marital stats. You seem to know everything about us.”




“Won’t you sit down, both of you?” Althea said, smiling. “Let’s just say that I have a spy. I can’t, of course, tell you who it is, but I’m kept informed of whatever is thought to interest me. I’d love to go to your country club and hear the gossip myself, but did you know that I did that once?”




Dana and Cassie sat by each other on the couch on the opposite side of the pretty coffee table and smiled. Of course they knew that. Within ten minutes of Althea’s arrival at the club, the parking lot had been full and the manager had had to ask that no one bother her while she ate. But afterward, graciously, Althea had signed autographs. They could understand why she’d not returned.




“We heard what we thought were shots,” Dana said.




“Yes,” Althea said, giving a sigh. “He was here again. I think Kenneth waited until he saw my young Brent drive away, then he walked around the fence to the house.”




Both Cassie and Dana blinked at her. Althea’s second husband had been the great Shakespearean actor, Kenneth Ridgeway. He was the sort who thought that only Broadway was worth an actor’s time, and during the years he was married to Althea, he had been publically disdainful of her film work. In spite of his nasty little remarks, their marriage had lasted for over twenty years. It was when Althea had taken a role on Broadway and been heralded as “magnificent” that the marriage died. The day after the fabulous reviews came out, Kenneth Ridgeway filed for divorce. But the joke was on him. His career never recovered from his so-obvious jealousy. He became a national joke, the butt of talk show hosts’ monologues.




“Kenneth Ridgeway was shooting at you?” Cassie asked, wide-eyed.




Althea smoothed her perfect hair, pulled back from her exquisite face, the cheekbones nearly as perfect today as they had been in the 1920s, and nodded. “I assume it was a stage pistol that uses blanks. Kenneth always did love drama over substance. But, yes, there were shots fired.”




“At you?” Cassie asked quietly.




“Of course,” Althea said, smiling. “He wants more money. But then he always wants more money. I told him I’d pay him if I just didn’t have to hear that speech again about how he made me what I am and how I owe him everything. But this time I think I said too much because he pulled out a pistol and shot at me.”




Cassie and Dana just looked at her, too astonished to say anything, when the door opened and in came a woman with a wheeled cart covered with a pretty porcelain tea set, and dishes with tiny sandwiches and cakes. The woman was short, dark skinned, and probably as old as Althea was—except that she looked her age.




“Just put it there, Rosalie,” Althea said. “I’ll serve.”




“What have you done this time?” the woman asked as she shoved the cart to the side of the couch. She stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at Althea.




“This is not the time…,” Althea began. “I have guests.”




“It ain’t never the time,” Rosalie muttered as she went toward the door, then turned back to look at the two young women. “If somebody shot at you, maybe you should call the police.”




Cassie and Dana nodded in agreement.




“I don’t think so,” Althea said. “Not now.”




“Just what I thought,” Rosalie said, then left the room, closing the door loudly behind her.




Althea turned back to the two women. “Do you take milk or lemon?”




“Let me do that,” Dana said, at last beginning to recover from the awe of being in Althea Fairmont’s presence. She got up and began to expertly pour and serve the tea.




Cassie took her cup after Dana had served Miss Fairmont. “What do you plan to do about this man?” she asked sternly.




“Nothing,” Althea said, sipping her tea. “He loves the excitement and it makes him feel manly, rather like a pirate come here at gunpoint to demand that I give him money.”




“But this morning it was more than excitement, wasn’t it?” Dana said, sitting down by Cassie, her cup in her hand. “When we found you, you were passed out on the floor. If we hadn’t found you, who would have helped you?” She didn’t say the words, but it hung in the air that it was a big house and it was peopled by only two elderly women. For all that Althea—thanks to modern surgery—looked like a well-preserved fifty, she was still an older woman. And Rosalie wasn’t any younger.




Dana’s eyes said it all as she looked at Althea.




“Yes, well,” Althea said, looking away from Dana’s stare. “I know I should do something about it, but I did make Kenneth a laughingstock of the country, and I carry some responsibility for that.”




“He made himself a laughingstock,” Cassie said firmly. “You beat him at his own game by showing him up on stage. He was the idiot who filed for divorce right after the reviews came out.”




Althea smiled warmly at Cassie. “Oh, my, you do have a passionate nature, don’t you? Thank you for championing me, but I do feel guilty in a lot of ways. Kenneth had to work for what he had, but I…” She gave a little shrug.




“You had raw, natural talent,” Dana said.




“I had hunger,” Althea answered.




Dana and Cassie nodded. They knew Althea’s story, as did most of the United States, thanks to the movie that had won Althea her first Academy Award. She was born to a beautiful, ambitious, husbandless mother who wanted to be in the movies, so she’d dragged her infant to Hollywood when the place was mostly desert. The problem had come when the woman was found to have no talent whatever. But that hadn’t stopped her from trying to push her way in front of the camera. She’d been unable to afford child care so she’d dragged her daughter to the sets and left her to fend for herself. One day, a director needed a child to play a small part, he’d seen Althea sitting in the shade with a coloring book, and he’d put her in the role.




As they say, the rest was history. Althea had all the talent her mother yearned for but didn’t have. From the time she was three Althea lived on movie sets, and as her fame and wealth grew, her mother’s extravagant lifestyle increased. The woman died when Althea was twenty-eight. Everyone said it was a good thing because Althea found herself not only broke but also deeply in debt. Her mother had not only spent all that Althea had earned, but also had borrowed heavily on her daughter’s talent. Biographies and the resulting movie—in which Althea played herself—told of the hardship she’d gone through to pay off the debts and to keep her dignity while doing it. The movie ended when her husband filed for divorce the day after he read the reviews of her stage performance. In one of the all-time greatest scenes, Althea vowed that she’d not only survive, but she’d triumph.




“Here, have one of these raspberry tarts,” Althea said, holding out the plate. “The young man who works for me has a stand of raspberry bushes somewhere about the place. Perhaps you could bring the young lady over here sometime and pick them,” Althea said to Cassie.




Cassie took another tart, but Dana didn’t. “Skylar?” Cassie asked. “I don’t think she’d like to—Oh, sorry, you meant Elsbeth.”




“Skylar. That’s David Beaumont’s daughter’s name, isn’t it?”




At even the thought of Skylar and the rapidly approaching end of her time with Jeff and Thomas and dear little Elsbeth, Cassie’s eyes teared up. “Yes, that’s her name,” she said softly. “I think she’ll soon be Elsbeth’s mother.”




Althea looked from one woman to the other, Cassie with her head down, staring at her half-eaten tart on the pretty porcelain plate, and Dana sitting ramrod straight, with all emotion erased from her face, as though she dared anyone to know what was really inside her. “Men are fools, aren’t they?” Althea said, putting down her teacup. “I am the only thing other than the theater that Kenneth Ridgeway has ever loved, but he’d die before he admitted that. So what does he do but come here every six weeks and put on a grand performance in order to get money from me. The poor dear doesn’t have a cent.”




“He probably thinks his performance is worth your money,” Dana said.




“I’m sure he does,” Althea answered. “In fact—”




She broke off when the door was loudly pushed open and in came a divinely handsome young man. He had a beautiful face, dark blond hair that looked as though the breeze had just ruffled it, and he wore jeans and a knit shirt that showed off his well-sculpted body.




“You wereshot at?” the young man said in anger, glaring down at Althea. “How did he get through? Rosalie said it was your ex-husband again.”




“Brent, dear, I’ll talk to you later, but I’m sure it was just a prop pistol, not real at all. And these two young ladies saved me.”




He ignored the women on the opposite couch. “Those so-called prop pistols can kill!”




“He isn’t going to harm me,” Althea said, smiling up at the beautiful young man. “I have the money and I’ve made sure he knows that my will does not include him. If I die, the money will stop. He’d have to go out and earn a living.” She gave a delicate shudder.




“I’ve met him and I know the old ham is nearly blind and that he’s too vain to wear glasses. He could shoot you without even seeing you.”




Cassie couldn’t help herself as she gave a giggle at that image.




The young man turned on her, his face full of anger. “You think this is funny?” He didn’t give her time to answer. “You’re the one who trespasses all the time. And you!” he said, turning his icy blue eyes to Dana. “I’ve seen all of you down there. Don’t you realize that this is private property? Miss Fairmont has paid for the privacy that comes with this place. She doesn’t need you and your entourage sneaking onto her private beach.”




“That’s enough, Brent,” Althea said. Her stage-trained voice was quiet but it probably could have been heard above a hurricane.
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