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Dear Readers,


    If you’ve already read Paradise in a print version, then enjoy your reunion with Matt and Meredith Farrell, but if not, prepare yourself for a great adventure! Paradise spent sixteen weeks on the New York Times bestseller list and still ranks as an all-time favorite among its readers.


    Paradise is also a favorite of mine—so much so that, at readers’ request, I happily included Matt and Meredith as secondary characters in two later novels, Perfect and Every Breath You Take.


    I hope Paradise will become one of your favorites, too.


    Warmly,


    Judith McNaught




“NEVER MISS A McNAUGHT!


. . . SEXY, SMART, PAGE-TURNING. . . . ONE OF THE FINEST WRITERS OF POPULAR FICTION.”


—BARNESANDNOBLE.COM
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PARADISE


“Riveting . . . Paradise is a gem. . . . You won’t want to put it down.”


—The Advocate (Baton Rouge, LA)


“Another incomparable love story McNaught’s readers are sure to cherish.”


—Dallas Times Herald


“A blockbuster. . . . An absorbing and heartwarming story.”


—Rendezvous


TENDER TRIUMPH


“A particular favorite. . . . You will want to read this love story time and time again.”


—Amazon.com
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Anyone who is closely involved with me when I’m working on a novel could tell you that it requires certain things to maintain any sort of relationship—including incredible patience, extraordinary tolerance, and the ability to believe I’m actually working when I’m staring off into space.


This novel is dedicated to my family and friends who possess those traits in abundance and who have enriched my life beyond measure:


To my son, Clayton, and my daughter, Whitney, whose pride in me has been a tremendous source of pleasure. And relief.


And to those very special people who offered their friendship and then had to bear more than their fair share of the burden of that friendship—especially Phyllis and Richard Ashley, Debbie and Craig Kiefer, Kathy and Lloyd Stansberry, and Cathy and Paul Waldner. I couldn’t ask for a better “cheering section” than all of you.
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With her scrapbook opened beside her on her canopied bed, Meredith Bancroft carefully cut out the picture from the Chicago Tribune. The caption read Children of Chicago socialites, dressed as elves, participate in charity Christmas pageant at Oakland Memorial Hospital, then it listed their names. Beneath the caption was a large picture of the “elves”—five boys and five girls, including Meredith—who were handing out presents to the kids in the children’s ward. Standing off to the left, supervising the proceedings, was a handsome young man of eighteen, whom the caption referred to as “Parker Reynolds III, son of Mr. and Mrs. Parker Reynolds of Kenilworth.”


Impartially, Meredith compared herself to the other girls in the elf costumes, wondering how they could manage to look leggy and curvy while she looked . . . “Dumpy!” she pronounced with a pained grimace. “I look like a troll, not an elf!”


It did not seem at all fair that the other girls who were fourteen, just a few small weeks older than she was, should look so wonderful while she looked like a flat-chested troll with braces. Her gaze shifted to her picture and she regretted again the streak of vanity that had caused her to take off her glasses for the photograph; without them she had a tendency to squint—just like she was doing in that awful picture. “Contact lenses would definitely help,” she concluded. Her gaze switched to Parker’s picture, and a dreamy smile drifted across her face as she clasped the newspaper clipping to what would have been her breasts if she had breasts, which she didn’t. Not yet. At this rate, not ever.


The door to her bedroom opened and Meredith hastily yanked the picture from her chest as the stout, sixty-year-old housekeeper came in to take her dinner tray away. “You didn’t eat your dessert,” Mrs. Ellis chided.


“I’m fat, Mrs. Ellis,” Meredith said. To prove it, she scrambled off the antique bed and marched over to the mirror above her dressing table. “Look at me,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at her reflection. “I have no waistline!”


“You have some baby fat there, that’s all.”


“I don’t have hips either. I look like a walking two-by-four. No wonder I have no friends—”


Mrs. Ellis, who’d worked for the Bancrofts for less than a year, looked amazed. “You have no friends? Why not?”


Desperately in need of someone to confide in, Meredith said, “I’ve only pretended that everything is fine at school. The truth is, it’s terrible. I’m a . . . a complete misfit. I’ve always been a misfit.”


“Well, I never! There must be something wrong with the children in your school. . . .”


“It isn’t them, it’s me, but I’m going to change,” Meredith announced. “I’ve gone on a diet, and I want to do something with my hair. It’s awful.”


“It’s not awful!” Mrs. Ellis argued, looking at Meredith’s shoulder-length pale blond hair and then her turquoise eyes. “You have striking eyes and very nice hair. Nice and thick and—”


“Colorless.”


“Blond.”


Meredith stared stubbornly at the mirror, her mind magnifying the flaws that existed. “I’m almost five feet seven inches tall. It’s a lucky thing I finally stopped growing before I became a giant! But I’m not hopeless, I realized that on Saturday.”


Mrs. Ellis’s brows drew together in confusion. “What happened on Saturday to change your mind about yourself?”


“Nothing earth-shattering,” Meredith said. Something earth-shattering, she thought. Parker smiled at me at the Christmas pageant. He brought me a Coke without being asked. He told me to be sure and save a dance for him Saturday at the Eppingham party. Seventy-five years before, Parker’s family had founded the large Chicago bank where Bancroft & Company’s funds were deposited, and the friendship between the Bancrofts and Reynoldses had endured for generations. “Everything is going to change now, not just the way I look,” Meredith continued happily as she turned away from the mirror. “I’m going to have a friend too! There’s a new girl at school, and she doesn’t know that no one else likes me. She’s smart, like I am, and she called me tonight to ask me a homework question. She called me, and we talked about all sorts of things.”


“I did notice you never brought friends home from school,” Mrs. Ellis said, wringing her hands in nervous dismay, “but I thought it was because you lived so far away.”


“No, it isn’t that,” Meredith said, flopping down onto the bed and staring self-consciously at her serviceable slippers that looked just like small replicas of the ones her father wore. Despite their wealth, Meredith’s father had the liveliest respect for money; all of her clothing was of excellent quality and was purchased only when necessary, always with a stern eye toward durability. “I don’t fit in, you see.”


“When I was a girl,” Mrs. Ellis said with a sudden look of comprehension, “we were always a little leery of children who got good grades.”


“It’s not just that,” Meredith said wryly. “It’s something besides the way I look and the grades I get that makes me a misfit. It’s—all this,” she said, and made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the large, rather austere room with its antique furniture, a room whose character resembled all the other forty-five rooms in the Bancroft estate. “Everyone thinks I’m completely weird because Father insists that Fenwick drive me to school.”


“What’s wrong with that, may I ask?”


“The other children walk or ride the school bus.”


“So?”


“So they do not arrive in a chauffeur-driven Rolls!” Almost wistfully, Meredith added, “Their fathers are plumbers and accountants. One of them works for us at the store.”


Unable to argue with the logic of that, and unwilling to admit it was true, Mrs. Ellis said, “But this new girl in school—she doesn’t find it odd that Fenwick drives you?”


“No,” Meredith said with a guilty chuckle that made her eyes glow with sudden liveliness behind her glasses, “because she thinks Fenwick is my father! I told her my father works for some rich people who own a big store.”


“You didn’t!”


“Yes, I did, and I—I’m not sorry. I should have spread that around school years ago, only I didn’t want to lie.”


“But now you don’t mind lying?” Mrs. Ellis said with a censorious look.


“It isn’t a lie, not entirely,” Meredith said in an imploring voice. “Father explained it to me a long time ago. You see, Bancroft & Company is a corporation, and a corporation is actually owned by the stockholders. So you see, as president of Bancroft & Company, Father is—technically—employed by the stockholders. Do you understand?”


“Probably not,” she said flatly. “Who owns the stock?”


Meredith sent her a guilty look. “We do, mostly.”


Mrs. Ellis found the whole notion of the operation of Bancroft & Company, a famous downtown Chicago department store, absolutely baffling, but Meredith frequently displayed an uncanny understanding of the business. Although, Mrs. Ellis thought with helpless ire at Meredith’s father, it wasn’t so uncanny—not when the man had no interest in his daughter except when he was lecturing her about that store. In fact, Mrs. Ellis thought Philip Bancroft was probably to blame for his daughter’s inability to fit in with the other girls her age. He treated his daughter like an adult, and he insisted that she speak and act like one at all times. On the rare occasions when he entertained friends, Meredith even acted as his hostess. As a result, Meredith was very much at ease with adults and obviously at a complete loss with her peers.


“You’re right about one thing though,” Meredith said. “I can’t go on tricking Lisa Pontini about Fenwick being my father. I just thought that if she had a chance to know me first, it might not matter when I tell her Fenwick is actually our chauffeur. The only reason she hasn’t found out already is that she doesn’t know anyone else in our class, and she always has to go straight home after school. She has seven brothers and sisters, and she has to help out at home.”


Mrs. Ellis reached out and awkwardly patted Meredith’s arm, trying to think of something encouraging to say. “Things always look brighter in the morning,” she announced, resorting, as she often did, to one of the cozy clichés she herself found so comforting. She picked up the dinner tray, then paused in the doorway, struck with another inspiring platitude. “And remember this,” she instructed Meredith in the rising tones of one who is about to impart a very satisfying thought, “every dog has its day!”


Meredith didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Thank you, Mrs. Ellis,” she said, “that is very encouraging.” In mortified silence she watched the door close behind the housekeeper, then she slowly picked up the scrapbook. When the Tribune clipping had been safely taped to the page, she stared at it for a long moment, then reached out and lightly touched Parker’s smiling mouth. The thought of actually dancing with him made her shiver with a mixture of terror and anticipation. This was Thursday, and the Eppingham dance was the day after tomorrow. It seemed like years to wait.


Sighing, she flipped backward through the pages of the big scrapbook. At the front were some very old clippings, yellowed now with age, the pictures faded. The scrapbook had originally belonged to her mother, Caroline, and it contained the only tangible proof in the house that Caroline Edwards Bancroft had ever existed. Everything else connected with her had been removed at Philip Bancroft’s instructions.


Caroline Edwards had been an actress—not an especially good one, according to her reviews—but an unquestionably glamorous one. Meredith studied the faded pictures, but she didn’t read what the columnists had written because she knew every word by heart. She knew that Cary Grant had escorted her mother to the Academy Awards in 1955, and that David Niven had said she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and that David Selznick had wanted her in one of his pictures. She knew that her mother had roles in three Broadway musicals and that the critics had panned her acting but praised her shapely legs. The gossip columnists had hinted at serious romances between Caroline and nearly all her leading men. There were clippings of her, draped in furs, attending a party in Rome; wrapped in a strapless black evening gown, playing roulette in Monte Carlo. In one photograph she was clad in a skimpy bikini on the beach in Monaco, in another, skiing in Gstaad with a Swiss Olympic Gold Medalist. It was obvious to Meredith that wherever she went, Caroline had been surrounded by handsome men.


The last clipping her mother had saved was dated six months after the one in Gstaad. She was wearing a magnificent white wedding gown—laughing and running down the cathedral steps on Philip Bancroft’s arm beneath a shower of rice. The society columnists had outdone themselves with extravagant descriptions of the wedding. The reception at the Palmer House Hotel had been closed to the press, but the columnists faithfully reported all the famous guests who were present, from the Vanderbilts and Whitneys, to a Supreme Court justice and four U.S. senators.


The marriage lasted two years—long enough for Caroline to get pregnant, have her baby, have a sleazy affair with a horse trainer, and then go running off to Europe with a phony Italian prince who’d been a guest in this very house. Beyond that, Meredith knew little, except that her mother had never bothered to send her so much as a note or a birthday card. Meredith’s father, who placed great emphasis on dignity and old-fashioned values, said her mother was a self-centered slut without the slightest conception of marital fidelity or maternal responsibility. When Meredith was a year old, he had filed for divorce and for custody of Meredith, fully prepared to exert all the Bancroft family’s considerable political and social influence to assure that he won his suit. In the end he hadn’t needed to resort to that. According to what he’d told Meredith, her mother hadn’t bothered to wait around for the court hearing, let alone try to oppose him.


Once he was granted custody of Meredith, her father had set out to ensure that she would never follow her mother’s example. Instead, he was determined that Meredith would take her place in a long line of dignified Bancroft women who’d led exemplary lives dedicated to charitable good works that befitted their station, and to which not a single breath of scandal had ever been attached.


When it came time for her to start school, Philip had discovered to his annoyance that standards of conduct were relaxing, even among his own social class. Many of his acquaintances were taking a more liberal view of child behavior and sending their children to “progressive” schools like Bently and Ridgeview. When he inspected these schools, he heard phrases like “unstructured classes” and “self-expression.” Progressive education sounded undisciplined to him; it foretold lower standards of education and deportment. After rejecting both those schools, he took Meredith with him to see St. Stephen’s—a private Catholic school run by the Benedictine nuns, the same school his aunt and his mother had attended.


Her father had approved of all he saw the day they visited St. Stephen’s: Thirty-four first-grade girls in demure gray-and-blue-plaid jumpers, and ten boys in white shirts and blue ties, had come instantly and respectfully to their feet when the nun had shown him the classroom. Forty-four young voices had chorused, “Good morning, Sister.” Furthermore, St. Stephen’s still taught academics in the good old-fashioned way—unlike Bently, where he’d seen some children finger-painting while the other students, who chose to learn, worked on math. As an added benefit, Meredith would receive strict moral training here as well.


Her father was not oblivious to the fact that the neighborhood surrounding St. Stephen’s had deteriorated, but he was obsessed with the idea that Meredith be raised in the same manner as the other upstanding, upright Bancroft women who had attended St. Stephen’s for three generations. He solved the matter of the neighborhood by having the family chauffeur drive Meredith to and from school.


The one thing he didn’t realize was that the girls and boys who attended St. Stephen’s were not the virtuous little beings they’d seemed to be that day. They were ordinary kids from lower-middle-class families and even some poor families; they played together and walked to school together, and they shared a common suspicion of anyone from an entirely different and far more prosperous background.


Meredith hadn’t known about that when she arrived at St. Stephen’s to start first grade. Clad in her neat gray-and-blue-plaid uniform jumper and carrying her new lunch pail, she’d quaked with the nervous excitement of any six-year-old confronting a class filled with strangers, but she’d felt little actual fear. After spending her whole life in relative loneliness, with only her father and the servants as companions, she was happily anticipating the prospect of finally having friends her own age.


The first day at school went well enough, but it took a sudden turn for the worse when classes were dismissed and the students poured out the school doors into the playground and parking lot. Fenwick had been waiting in the playground, standing beside the Rolls in his black chauffeur’s uniform. The older children had stopped and stared—and then identified her as being rich, ergo “different.”


That alone was enough to make them wary and distant, but by the end of the week, they’d also discovered other things about “the rich girl” that set her apart: For one thing, Meredith Bancroft spoke more like an adult than a child; in addition, she didn’t know how to play any of the games they played at recess, and when she did play them, her unfamiliarity made her seem clumsy. Worst of all, within days, she was teacher’s pet because she was smart.


Within a month, Meredith had been judged by all her peers and branded as an outsider, an alien being from another world, to be ostracized by all. Perhaps if she’d been pretty enough to inspire admiration, it would have helped in time, but she wasn’t. When she was nine she arrived at school wearing glasses. At twelve she had braces; at thirteen, she was the tallest girl in her class.


A week ago, years after Meredith had despaired of ever having a real friend, everything had changed. Lisa Pontini had enrolled in the eighth grade at St. Stephen’s. An inch taller than Meredith, Lisa moved like a model and answered complicated algebra questions like a bored scholar. At noon that same day, Meredith had been sitting on a low stone wall on the perimeter of the school grounds, eating her lunch, exactly as she did every day, with a book open in her lap. Originally, she’d started bringing a book to read because it dulled the feeling of being isolated and conspicuous. By fifth grade she’d become an avid reader.


She’d been about to turn a page when a pair of scuffed oxfords entered her line of vision, and there was Lisa Pontini, looking curiously at her. With Lisa’s vivid coloring and mass of auburn hair, she was Meredith’s complete opposite; moreover, there was an indefinable air of daring confidence about Lisa that gave her what Seventeen magazine called panache. Instead of wearing her gray school sweater with its school emblem demurely over her shoulders as Meredith did, Lisa had tied the sleeves in a loose knot over her breasts.


“God, what a dump!” Lisa announced, sitting down beside Meredith and looking around at the school grounds. “I’ve never seen so many short boys in my life. They must put something in the drinking fountains here that stunts their growth! What’s your average?”


Grades at St. Stephen’s were expressed in percentiles carried out to a precise decimal point. “It’s 97.8,” Meredith said, a little dazed by Lisa’s rapid remarks and unexpected sociability.


“Mine’s 98.1,” Lisa countered, and Meredith noticed that Lisa’s ears were pierced. Earrings and lipstick were forbidden on the school grounds. While Meredith was noting all that, Lisa was looking her over too. With a puzzled smile, she demanded bluntly, “Are you a loner by choice or are you some sort of outcast?”


“I never thought about it,” Meredith lied.


“How long do you have to wear those braces?”


“Another year,” Meredith said, deciding she didn’t like Lisa Pontini at all. She closed her book and stood up, glad the bell was about to ring.


That afternoon, as was the custom on the last Friday of every month, the students lined up in church to confess their sins to St. Stephen’s priests. Feeling, as always, like a disgraceful sinner, Meredith knelt in the confessional, and told her misdemeanors to Father Vickers, including such sins as disliking Sister Mary Lawrence and spending too much time thinking about her appearance. Finished, she held the door open for the next person, then she knelt in a pew and said her assigned prayers of penance.


Since students were allowed to leave for the day after that, Meredith went outside to wait for Fenwick. A few minutes later, Lisa walked down the church steps, putting on her jacket. Still flinching from Lisa’s comments about her being a loner and having to wear braces, Meredith watched warily as the other girl looked around and then sauntered over to her.


“Would you believe,” Lisa announced, “Vickers told me to say a whole rosary tonight for penance for a little necking? I’d hate to think what penance he hands out for French kissing!” she added with an impudent grin, sitting down on the ledge beside Meredith.


Meredith hadn’t known that one’s nationality determined the way a person kissed, but she assumed from Lisa’s remark that however the French did it, the priests definitely didn’t want St. Stephen’s students doing it. Trying to look worldly, she said, “For kissing that way, Father Vickers makes you clean the church.”


Lisa giggled, studying Meredith with curiosity. “Does your boyfriend wear braces too?”


Meredith thought of Parker and shook her head.


“That’s good,” Lisa said with an infectious grin. “I always wondered how two people with braces could possibly kiss and not get stuck together. My boyfriend’s name is Mario Campano. He’s tall, dark, and handsome. What’s your boyfriend’s name? What’s he like?”


Meredith glanced at the street, hoping Fenwick wouldn’t remember that school got out early today. Although she was uneasy with the topic of conversation, Lisa Pontini fascinated her, and Meredith sensed that for some reason the other girl truly wanted to be friends. “He’s eighteen and he looks,” Meredith said honestly, “like Robert Redford. His name is Parker.”


“What’s his first name?”


“That is his first name. His last name is Reynolds.”


“Parker Reynolds,” Lisa repeated, wrinkling her nose. “Sounds like a society snob. Is he good at it?”


“At what?”


“Kissing, of course.”


“Oh. Well—yes. Absolutely fantastic.”


Lisa sent her a mocking look. “He’s never kissed you. Your face turns pink when you lie.”


Meredith stood up abruptly. “Now, look,” she began angrily. “I didn’t ask you to come over here, and I—”


“Hey, don’t get into a sweat over it. Kissing isn’t all that wonderful. I mean, the first time Mario kissed me, it was the most embarrassing moment of my entire life.”


Meredith’s anger evaporated now that Lisa was about to confess something about herself, and she sat back down. “It was embarrassing because he kissed you?”


“No, it was embarrassing because I leaned against the front door when he did it, and my shoulder hit the doorbell. My father pulled the door open, and I went crashing backwards into his arms with Mario still holding on to me for dear life. It took ages to untangle all three of us on the floor.”


Meredith’s shriek of laughter was abruptly terminated by the sight of the Rolls turning the corner. “There’s my—my ride,” she hedged, sobering.


Lisa glanced sideways and gaped. “Jesus, is that a Rolls?”


Nodding uncomfortably, Meredith said with a shrug as she picked up her books, “I live a long way from here, and my father doesn’t want me to take the bus.”


“Your dad’s a chauffeur, huh?” Lisa said, walking with Meredith toward the car. “It must be great to be able to ride around in a car like that, pretending you’re rich.” Without waiting for Meredith to answer, she said, “My dad’s a pipe fitter. His union’s on strike right now, so we moved here where the rent’s even cheaper. You know how that goes.”


Meredith had no idea “how that goes” from any personal experience, but she knew from her father’s angry tirades what effect unions and strikes had on business owners like the Bancrofts. Even so, she nodded in sympathetic reaction to Lisa’s grim sigh. “It must be tough,” she said, and then impulsively added, “Do you want a ride home?”


“Do I! No, wait—can I do it next week? I’ve got seven brothers and sisters, and my ma will have twenty chores for me to do. I’d rather hang around here a little while, and then get home at the normal time.”


That had been a week ago, and the tentative friendship that began that day had blossomed and grown, nourished by more exchanged confidences and laughing admissions. Now, as Meredith sat gazing at Parker’s picture in the scrapbook and thinking about the dance Saturday night, she decided to ask Lisa for advice at school tomorrow. Lisa knew a lot about hairstyles and things. Perhaps she could suggest something that would make Meredith more attractive to Parker.
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She followed through with that plan as they sat outside, eating their lunch the next day. “What do you think?” she asked Lisa. “Other than having plastic surgery, is there anything I could do to myself that would really make a difference by tomorrow night—anything at all that would make Parker see me as older and pretty?”


Before replying, Lisa subjected her to a long, thorough scrutiny. “Those glasses and braces aren’t exactly inspirations to passion, you know,” she joked. “Take off your glasses and stand up.”


Meredith complied, then waited in amused chagrin as Lisa strolled around her, looking her over. “You really go out of your way to look plain,” Lisa concluded. “You have great eyes and hair. If you’d use a little makeup, take off your glasses, and do something different with your hair, ol’ Parker might just give you a second look tomorrow night.”


“Do you really think he would?” Meredith asked, her heart in her eyes as she thought of him.


“I said he might.” Lisa corrected Meredith with ruthless honesty. “He’s an older man, so your age is a drawback. What answer did you get for that last problem on the math test this morning?”


In the week they’d been friends, Meredith had become accustomed to Lisa’s rapid-fire changes of topic. It was as if she were too bright to concentrate on only one topic at a time. Meredith told her the answer she’d gotten, and Lisa said, “That’s the same one I got. With two brains like ours,” she teased, “it’s obvious that’s the right answer. Did you know everyone in this dumpy school thinks that Rolls belongs to your dad?”


“I never told them it didn’t,” Meredith said truthfully.


Lisa bit into her apple and nodded. “Why should you? If they’re so dumb they think a rich kid would go to school here, I’d probably let them think the same thing.”


That afternoon after school, Lisa was again willing to have Meredith’s “father” drive her home as Fenwick had reluctantly agreed to do all week. When the Rolls pulled up in front of the brown brick bungalow where the Pontinis lived, Meredith took in the usual tangle of kids and toys in the front yard. Lisa’s mother was standing on the front porch, wrapped in her ever-present apron. “Lisa,” she called, her voice heavily accented with Italian, “Mario’s on the phone. He wants to talk to you. Hiya, Meredith,” she added with a wave. “You stay for supper soon. You stay the night too, so your papa don’t have to drive out here late to bring you home.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Pontini,” Meredith called, waving back from the car. “I will.” It was the way Meredith had always dreamed it would be—having a friend to confide in, being invited to stay overnight, and she was euphoric.


Lisa shut the car door and leaned in the window.


“Your mother said Mario is on the phone,” Meredith reminded her.


“It’s good to keep a guy waiting,” Lisa said, “it keeps him guessing. Now, don’t forget to call me Sunday and tell me everything that happens with Parker tomorrow night. I wish I could do your hair before you leave for the dance.”


“I wish you could too,” Meredith said, although she knew she’d never be able to prevent Lisa from discovering that Fenwick wasn’t her father if she came to the house. Each day she’d intended to confess the truth, and each day she stalled, telling herself that the longer Lisa knew the real her, the less difference it would make to Lisa whether Meredith’s father was rich or poor. Wistfully, she continued, “If you came over tomorrow, you could spend the night. While I was at the dance, you could do homework, then when I got back home, I could tell you how it went.”


“But I can’t. I have a date with Mario tomorrow night,” Lisa remarked unnecessarily. Meredith had been stunned that Lisa’s parents permitted her to go out with boys at fourteen, but Lisa had only laughed and said Mario wouldn’t dare get out of line because he knew her father and uncles would come after him if he did. Shoving away from the car, Lisa said, “Just remember what I told you, okay? Flirt with Parker and look into his eyes. And wear your hair up, so you look more sophisticated.”


All the way home, Meredith tried to imagine actually flirting with Parker. His birthday was the day after tomorrow—she’d memorized that fact a year ago, when she first realized she was falling in love with him. Last week she’d spent an hour in the drugstore looking for the right card to give him tomorrow night, but the cards that said what she really felt would have been much, much too gushy. Naive though she was, she figured Parker wouldn’t appreciate a card that said on the front “To my one and only love . . .” So she’d regretfully had to settle for one that said “Happy Birthday to a Special Friend.”


Leaning her head back, Meredith closed her eyes, smiling dreamily as she pictured herself looking like a gorgeous model, saying witty, clever things while Parker hung on to her every word.
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With a sinking heart Meredith stared at herself in the mirror while Mrs. Ellis stood back, nodding approval. When Mrs. Ellis and she had gone shopping last week, the velvet dress had seemed to be a glowing topaz. Tonight it looked like metallic brown velvet, and her shoes that had been dyed to match had a matronly look with their short, stocky heels. Mrs. Ellis’s taste ran to the matronly, Meredith knew; moreover, she and Meredith had both been under her father’s strictures to choose a dress that was “suitable for a young girl of Meredith’s age and upbringing.” They’d brought three dresses home for Meredith’s father’s approval, and this was the only one that he hadn’t felt was entirely too “bare” or too “flimsy.”


The only thing about her appearance that didn’t fill Meredith with dismay was her hair. Normally she wore her straight shoulder-length hair parted on the side with one barrette above the ear, but Lisa’s remarks had convinced her she did need a new, more sophisticated style. Tonight she’d persuaded Mrs. Ellis to do it up in a cluster of thick curls at the crown with little tendrils at the ears, and Meredith thought it looked very nice.


“Meredith,” her father said, walking into her room, leafing through a handful of opera tickets, “Park Reynolds needed two extra tickets to Rigoletto, and I told him he could use ours. Would you give these to young Parker tonight, when you—” He looked up, his eyes riveting on her, and scowled. “What have you done to your hair?” he snapped.


“I thought I’d wear it up tonight.”


“I prefer your hair the way you usually wear it, Meredith.” Bending a look of dark displeasure on Mrs. Ellis, he said, “When you came into my employ, madam, I thought we agreed that in addition to your supervisory duties as housekeeper, you would also advise my daughter on feminine matters when necessary. Is that hairdo your idea of—”


“I specifically asked Mrs. Ellis to help me do my hair this way, Father,” Meredith intervened as Mrs. Ellis turned pale and began to tremble.


“In that case, you should have asked her advice,” Philip said, “instead of telling her what you wanted her to do.”


“Yes, of course,” Meredith said. She hated to disappoint her father or annoy him. He made her feel as if she were singularly responsible for the success or failure of his entire day or night if she spoiled his mood.


“Well, no harm done,” he conceded, seeing that Meredith was properly contrite. “Mrs. Ellis can fix up your hair before you leave. I brought you something, my dear. A necklace,” he added, withdrawing a flat, dark green velvet case from his pocket. “You may wear it tonight—it will look very well with your gown.” Meredith waited while he fidgeted with the clasp, imagining a gold locket perhaps or—“These are your grandmother Bancroft’s pearls,” he announced, and it took an effort for her to hide her dismay while he withdrew the long strand of fat pearls. “Turn around and I’ll fasten them.”


Twenty minutes later, Meredith stood before the mirror, trying valiantly to convince herself she looked nice. Her hair was restyled in the same straight, girlish fashion she always wore, but the pearls were the last straw. Her grandmother had worn them nearly every day of her life; she’d died wearing them, and now they felt like leaden weights against Meredith’s nonexistent bosom. “Excuse me, miss.” The family butler’s voice outside her door brought her whirling around. “There’s a Miss Pontini downstairs who claims to be a school friend of yours.”


Trapped, Meredith sank down on the side of her bed, thinking madly for some way out of this, but there was none and she knew it. “Would you bring her here, please.”


A minute later Lisa walked in and looked around the room as if she’d suddenly found herself on a strange planet. “I tried to call,” she said, “but your telephone was busy for an hour, so I decided to take a chance and come over.” Pausing, she turned in a half circle, studying everything. “Who owns this pile of rocks anyway?”


At any other time, that irreverent description of this house would have made Meredith giggle. Now she could only say in a small, strained voice, “My father does.”


Lisa’s expression hardened. “I pretty much figured that out when the man who answered the front door called you Miss Meredith in the same voice Father Vickers says ‘Holy Virgin Mary.’ ” Turning on her heel, Lisa started for the door.


“Lisa, wait!” Meredith pleaded.


“You’ve had your little joke. This has really been a great day,” Lisa added sarcastically, whirling back around. “First Mario takes me out for a ride and tries to get my clothes off—and when I go over to my ‘friend’s’ house, I find out she’s been making a fool of me.”


“No, I haven’t!” Meredith cried. “I let you think Fenwick—our chauffeur—was my father because I was afraid the truth would come between us.”


“Oh, sure. Right,” Lisa countered with scornful disbelief. “Rich little you desperately wanted to be friends with poor little me. I’ll bet you and all your rich friends have been laughing about my ma begging you to have spaghetti with us and—”


“Stop it!” Meredith burst out. “You don’t understand! I like your mother and father, and I wanted you for a friend. You have brothers and sisters and aunts and uncles and all the things I’ve always wished I had. What makes you think that because I live in this stupid house, everything is automatically wonderful? Look how it’s affected you! One look and you don’t want anything to do with me, and that’s how it’s been at school for as long as I can remember. And for your information,” she finished, “I love spaghetti. I love houses like yours, where people laugh and shout!”


She broke off as the anger on Lisa’s face was replaced by a sarcastic smile. “You love noise, is that it?”


Meredith smiled wanly. “I guess I do.”


“What about your rich friends?”


“I don’t really have any. I mean, I know other people my age, and I see them now and then, but they all go to the same schools, and they’ve been friends for years. I’m an outsider to them—an oddity.”


“Why does your father send you to St. Stephen’s?”


“He thinks it’s, well, character building. My grandmother and her sister went there.”


“Your father sounds weird.”


“I guess he does, but his intentions are good.”


Lisa shrugged, her voice deliberately offhand. “In that case, he sounds pretty much like most fathers.” It was a tiny concession, a tentative suggestion of commonality, and silence fell in the room. Separated by a canopied Louis XIV bed and a gigantic social chasm, two extraordinarily bright teenagers recognized all the differences between them and regarded each other with a mixture of dying hope and wariness. “I guess I’d better be going,” Lisa said.


Meredith looked bleakly at the nylon duffel Lisa had brought, obviously intending to spend the night if it was all right. She lifted her hand in a tiny gesture of mute appeal, then dropped it, knowing it was useless. “I have to leave pretty soon too,” she said instead.


“Have a—a good time.”


“Fenwick can take you home after he drops me off at the hotel.”


“I can ride the bus,” Lisa began, but for the first time she actually noticed Meredith’s dress, and she broke off in horror. “Who picks out your clothes—Helen Keller? That’s not what you’re really wearing tonight, is it?”


“Yes. Do you hate it?”


“Do you really want to know?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Well, how would you describe that dress?”


Meredith shrugged, her expression chagrined. “Does the word frumpy mean anything to you?”


Biting her lip to hide her laughter, Lisa raised her brows. “If you knew it was ugly, why did you buy it?”


“My father liked it.”


“Your father has lousy taste.”


“You shouldn’t say words like lousy,” Meredith said quietly, knowing Lisa was right about the ugliness of the dress. “Words like that make you sound tough and hard, and you aren’t—not really. I don’t know how to dress or wear my hair, but I know I’m right about how to talk.”


Lisa stared at her open-mouthed, and then something began to happen—the gentle bonding of two entirely dissimilar spirits who suddenly realize that they each have something very special to offer the other. A slow smile lit Lisa’s hazel eyes, and she tipped her head to the side, thoughtfully scrutinizing Meredith’s dress. “Pull the shoulders down a little onto your arms, let’s see if that helps,” she instructed suddenly.


Meredith grinned back and dutifully tugged them down.


“Your hair looks like hell—lous—awful,” Lisa amended, then she glanced around, her gaze lighting on a bouquet of silk flowers on the dresser. “A flower in your hair or tucked into that sash might help.”


With the true instincts of her Bancroft forebears, Meredith sensed that victory was within her grasp and that it was time to press her advantage. “Will you spend the night? I’ll be back by midnight, and no one will care how late we stay up.”


Lisa hesitated and then she grinned. “Okay.” Redirecting her attention to the problem of Meredith’s appearance, she said, “Why did you pick shoes with such stubby little heels?”


“They don’t make me look as tall.”


“Tall is in, dopey. Do you have to wear those pearls?”


“My father wanted me to.”


“You could take them off in the car, couldn’t you?”


“He’d feel awful if he knew it.”


“Well, I won’t tell him. I’ll lend you my lipstick,” she added, already rummaging in her purse for her makeup. “What about your glasses? Do you absolutely have to wear them?”


Meredith stifled a giggle. “Only if I need to see.”


Forty-five minutes later, Meredith left. Lisa had said she had a talent for decorating everything—from people to rooms—and Meredith believed her now. The silk flower pinned into her hair behind her ear made Meredith feel more elegant and less dowdy. The slight touch of blusher on her cheeks made her look more lively, and the lipstick, though Lisa said it was a little too bright for her pale coloring, made Meredith feel older and more sophisticated. Her confidence at an all-time high, Meredith turned in the doorway to her room and waved good-bye to Lisa and Mrs. Ellis, then she smiled at Lisa. “Feel free to redecorate my room while I’m gone, if you want.”


Lisa gave her a jaunty thumbs-up sign. “Don’t keep Parker waiting.”
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The bells ringing in Matt Farrell’s brain were overwhelmed by the increasing thunder of his heart as he buried himself full-length into Laura’s eager, demanding body, driving into her as she rode him hard, her hips forcing him deeper. She was wild . . . close to the edge. . . . Bells began to clang rhythmically. Not the melodious bells from church steeples in the center of town, or the echoing bells of the fire station across the street.


“Hey, Farrell, you in there?” Bells.


He was definitely “in there.” In her, close to exploding. Bells.


“Dammit, Farrell . . .” Bells. “Where the hell”—bells—“are you?” It seeped through his mind then: Outside by the gas pumps, someone was jumping on the hose that rang inside the service station and shouting his name.


Laura froze, a low scream in her throat. “Oh my God, there’s someone out there.” Too late. He couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. He hadn’t wanted to start this here, but she’d insisted and enticed, and now his body wouldn’t heed the threat of intrusion. Clasping her rounded buttocks, he yanked her down, drove up into her, and finished. A pulse beat of rest, and then he rolled to a sitting position, gently but hurriedly pushing her off. Laura was already tugging her skirt down and adjusting her sweater. He shoved her behind a stack of retreads and stood up just as the door opened and Owen Keenan strode into the gas station service bay, scowling and suspicious. “What the hell is goin’ on in here, Matt? I been hollerin’ the place down.”


“I was taking a break,” Matt replied, combing his hands through his dark hair which was ruffled from Laura’s eager caresses. “What do you want?”


“Yer pa’s drunk down at Maxine’s. Sheriff’s on his way. If you don’t want him spending the night in the drunk tank, you better get to him first.”


When Owen left, Matt picked up Laura’s coat from the floor, where they’d lain on it, then dusted it off and held it while she put her arms into the sleeves. She’d had a friend drop her off there, he knew, which meant she’d need a ride. “Where did you leave your car?” he asked.


She told him and he nodded. “I’ll take you to your car before I go rescue my father.”


Christmas lights were strung across the intersections as Matt drove down Main Street, their colors blurring in the falling snow; at the north end of town, a red plastic wreath hung above the sign that said WELCOME TO EDMUNTON, INDIANA. POP. 38,124. From a loudspeaker provided by the Elks Club, “Silent Night” blared out its tune colliding with the notes of “Jingle Bells” pouring out of a plastic sleigh on the roof of Horton’s Hardware.


The softly falling snow and Christmas lights did wonders for Edmunton, lending a Norman Rockwell aura to what was, in harsh daylight, a small town perched above a shallow valley where clusters of stacks rose from the steel mills and spewed perpetual geysers of smoke and steam into the air. Darkness cloaked all that; it hid the south end of town, where neat houses gave way to shacks and taverns and pawnshops, and then to farmland, barren in the winter.


Matt pulled his pickup truck into a dark corner of the parking lot beside Jackson’s Dry Goods Store, where she’d left her car, and Laura slid next to him. “Don’t forget,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Pick me up tonight at seven, at the bottom of the hill, and we’ll finish what we started an hour ago. And Matt, stay out of sight. Daddy saw your truck down there the last time and started asking questions.”


Matt looked at her, suddenly disgusted with his sexual attraction to her. She was beautiful, rich, spoiled, and selfish, and he knew it. He’d let himself be used as her stud, let himself be conned into clandestine meetings and furtive gropings, let himself descend to lurking around at the bottom of the hill instead of going up to the front door, as her other—acceptable—dates undoubtedly did.


Other than sexual attraction, they had absolutely nothing in common. Laura Frederickson’s daddy was Edmunton’s richest citizen, and she was in her freshman year at an expensive eastern college. Matt worked in a steel mill during the day, moonlighted as a mechanic on weekends, and went to night school at the local branch of Indiana State University.


Leaning across her lap, he opened the truck door, his voice hard and implacable. “Either I pick you up at your front door tonight, or you’d better make other plans for the evening.”


“But what will I tell Daddy when he sees your pickup in the drive?”


Coldly impervious to her stricken look, Matt said sardonically, “Tell him my limousine is in the shop for repairs.”
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The long procession of limousines inched forward toward the canopied entrance of Chicago’s Drake Hotel, where they stopped to allow their youthful occupants to alight.


Doormen moved back and forth, escorting each new group of young arrivals from their cars to the lobby. Not by word or expression did any of the Drake doormen exhibit the slightest amusement or condescension toward the young guests arriving in custom-tailored tuxedos and formal gowns, for these were not ordinary children dressed up for a prom or a wedding reception, overawed by their surroundings and uncertain of how to behave. These were the children of Chicago’s most prominent families; they were poised, confident, and the only evidence of their youth was perhaps in their ebullient enthusiasm for the night that lay ahead.


Toward the rear of the procession of chauffeur-driven automobiles, Meredith watched the other young people alight. Like herself, they were here to attend Miss Eppingham’s annual dinner and dance. This evening, Miss Eppingham’s students, who were all between the ages of twelve and fourteen, would be expected to demonstrate the social skills they’d acquired and polished during her six-month course—skills that they would need in order to move gracefully in the rarefied social stratum it was automatically assumed they would inhabit as adults. For that reason, all fifty of the students, properly attired in formal clothing, would pass through a receiving line tonight, be seated for a twelve-course dinner of state, and then attend the dance.


Through the windows of her car Meredith watched the cheerful, confident faces of the others as they gathered inside the lobby. She was the only one who’d arrived alone, she noted, watching as the other girls emerged in groups or arrived with “escorts”—often older brothers or cousins who’d already graduated from Miss Eppingham’s course. With a sinking heart she noted the beautiful gowns the other girls were wearing, saw the sophisticated ways their hair had been swept into elaborate curls entwined with velvet ribbon or held back with jeweled barrettes.


Miss Eppingham had reserved the Grand Ballroom for tonight, and Meredith walked up the staircase from the marble lobby, her stomach twisting with nerves, her knees shaking with apprehension. At the landing, she spotted the ladies’ lounge and headed straight toward it. Once inside, she went over to the mirror, hoping to reassure herself about her appearance. Actually, given what Lisa had had to work with, Meredith decided she didn’t look that bad. Her blond hair was parted on the right side and held back with a silk flower, then it fell straight as a stick to just above her shoulders. The flower gave her a mysterious, worldly look, she decided with more hope than conviction. Reaching into her handbag, she took out Lisa’s peach lipstick and applied a bit of it. Satisfied, she reached up, unclasped the pearls, and put them into her purse, then she took off her glasses and tucked them in with the pearls. “Much better,” she decided with soaring spirits. If she didn’t squint, and if the lights were dim, there was a chance Parker might think she looked very nice.


Outside the Grand Ballroom the Eppingham students were waving to one another and gathering into groups, but no one waved to her or called out her name and said, “I hope we’re sitting together, don’t you?” It wasn’t their fault, she knew. In the first place, most of the others had known each other since babyhood; their parents were friends; they’d attended one another’s birthday parties. Chicago society was a large, exclusive clique, and the adult members naturally felt it incumbent upon themselves to preserve the exclusivity of the clique at the same time they ensured their children’s admission to it. Meredith’s father was the only dissenter to that philosophy; on the one hand, he wanted Meredith to take her rightful place in society, on the other, he did not want her corrupted by children whose parents were more lenient than he.


Meredith made it through the receiving line without difficulty, then she proceeded to the banquet tables. Since seating was indicated by engraved place cards, she surreptitiously removed her glasses from her purse and peered at each card. When she located her name at the third table, she discovered she was seated at a table with Kimberly Gerrold and Stacey Fitzhugh, two of the girls who’d been “elves” with her in the Christmas pageant. “Hello, Meredith,” they chorused, looking at her with the sort of amused condescension that always made her feel clumsy and self-conscious, then they turned their attention to the boys seated between them. The third girl was Parker’s younger sister, Rosemary, who nodded a disinterested greeting in Meredith’s general direction and then whispered something to the boy beside her that made him laugh, his gaze darting in Meredith’s direction.


Sternly repressing the uneasy conviction that Rosemary was talking about her, Meredith looked brightly around her, pretending that she was fascinated with the red and white Christmas decorations. The chair on her right was left vacant, she later discovered, due to the fact that its designated occupant had the flu, which left Meredith in the awkward position of having no dinner partner.


The meal progressed, course after course, and Meredith automatically selected the right piece of sterling flatware from the eleven pieces arrayed around her plates. Dining with this formality was routine at home, as it was for many of the other Eppingham students, so she didn’t even have indecision to distract her from the awkward isolation she felt as she listened to a discussion about current movies.


“Did you see that one, Meredith?” Steven Mormont asked, belatedly adhering to Miss Eppingham’s stricture about including everyone at the table in conversation.


“No—I’m afraid not.” She was spared the need to say more because just then the orchestra began to play, and the dividing wall was opened up, indicating that the diners were now expected to gracefully conclude their table conversations and make their stately way into the ballroom.


Parker had promised to drop in on the dancing, and with his sister there, Meredith knew he would. Besides, his college fraternity was having a party in one of the other ballrooms, so he was in the hotel. Standing up, she smoothed her hair, made certain her tummy was tucked in, and headed for the ballroom.


For the next two hours Miss Eppingham did her duty as hostess by circulating among her guests and making certain each one had someone to talk to and dance with. Time after time, Meredith watched her dispatch some reluctant boy in Meredith’s direction with orders to ask her to dance.


By eleven o’clock, most of the Eppingham crowd had broken up into small groups and the dance floor was all but deserted—owing no doubt to the outdated dance music being played by the orchestra. Meredith was one of four couples still dancing, and her partner, Stuart Whitmore, was carrying on an animated discussion about his goal of joining his father’s law firm. Like Meredith, he was serious and smart, and she liked him better than any of the other boys she knew from this crowd, particularly because he’d wanted to dance with her. She was listening to Stuart, her eyes glued on the entrance to the ballroom, when Parker suddenly materialized in the doorway with three of his college friends. Her heart leapt into her throat when she saw how gorgeous he looked in his black tuxedo with his thick, sun-streaked blond hair and tanned face. Beside him, every other male in the ballroom, even the two who’d accompanied him, looked insignificant.


Noticing that Meredith had suddenly stiffened, Stuart broke off his discourse on law school requirements and glanced in the direction she was staring. “Oh—Rosemary’s brother is here,” he said.


“Yes, I know,” Meredith replied, unaware of the dreamy tone of her voice.


Stuart heard it and grimaced. “What is it about Parker Reynolds that makes girls get all breathless and fluttery?” he demanded with wry humor. “I mean, just because he’s taller, older, and six times smoother than me, why would you prefer him?”


“You shouldn’t belittle yourself,” Meredith said with absentminded sincerity, watching Parker stride across the ballroom for his duty dance with his sister. “You’re very intelligent, and very nice.”


“So are you.”


“You’re going to be a brilliant lawyer, just like your father.”


“Would you like to go out next Saturday night?”


“What?” Meredith gasped, her gaze snapping to his face. “I mean,” she hastily said, “it’s nice of you to ask, but my father won’t let me date until I’m sixteen.”


“Thanks for letting me down easily.”


“I wasn’t!” Meredith replied, but then she forgot everything because one of Rosemary Reynolds’s boyfriends had just cut in on Parker, and he was turning toward the ballroom doors to leave. “Excuse me, Stuart,” she said a little desperately, “but I have something to give to Parker!” Unaware that she was attracting the amused notice of a great many pairs of eyes, Meredith rushed across the deserted dance floor and caught up with Parker just as he was about to leave with his friends. They gave her a curious look, as if she were a clumsy bug that had skittered into their midst, but Parker’s smile was warm and real. “Hello, Meredith. Enjoying your evening?”


Meredith nodded, hoping he would remember his promise to dance with her, her spirits sinking to a new, unparalleled low when he continued to wait for her to say whatever she’d rushed over there to say. A hot flush of embarrassment stained her cheeks bright pink when she belatedly realized she was gazing at him in worshipful silence. “I—I have something to give you,” she said in a shaky, horrified voice, rummaging in her purse. “I mean, my father wanted me to give you this.” She pulled out the envelope with the opera tickets and birthday card, but the pearl necklace came out too and spilled on the floor. Hastily, she bent down to pick it up at the same instant Parker did and her forehead banged hard against his. “Sorry!” she burst out as he said, “Ouch!” When she lurched upright, Lisa’s lipstick fell out of her open purse and Jonathan Sommers, one of Parker’s friends, bent down to pick that up. “Why don’t you just turn your purse upside down so we can pick everything up at once,” Jonathan joked, his breath reeking of liquor.


Horribly aware of the titters of laughter from the Eppingham students who were watching, Meredith thrust the envelope at Parker, shoved the pearls and lipstick into her purse, and turned, blinking back tears, intending to beat an ignominious retreat. Behind her, Parker finally remembered their dance. “What about the dance you promised me?” he said good-naturedly.


Meredith whirled around, her face lighting up, “Oh, that. I’d—forgotten. Do you want to? Dance, I mean?”


“It’s the best offer I’ve had all evening,” he gallantly replied, and as the musicians began to play “Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered,” Meredith walked into Parker’s arms and felt her dream become reality. Beneath her fingertips she could feel the smooth fabric of his black tuxedo jacket and the solid hardness of his back. His cologne smelled spicy and wonderful, and he was a superb dancer. Meredith was so hopelessly overwhelmed that she spoke her thoughts aloud. “You’re a wonderful dancer,” she said.


“Thank you.”


“And you look very nice tonight in your tuxedo.”


He chuckled softly and Meredith tipped her head way back, basking in the warmth of his smile as he said, “You look very nice too.”


Feeling a fierce blush heat her cheeks, she hastily looked at his shoulder. Unfortunately all the standing up and down and tipping her head back and forth had loosened the pin holding the flower in her hair, and it slid unnoticed to hang drunkenly from its wired stem. Thinking madly for something sophisticated and witty to say, she tipped her head back and said brightly, “Are you enjoying your Christmas break?”


“Very much,” he said, his gaze dipping to the vicinity of her shoulder and the fallen blossom. “And you?”


“Yes, very much,” she answered, feeling incredibly gauche.


Parker’s arms dropped away the instant the music ended, and with a smile, he said good-bye. Knowing she couldn’t stand and stare at him while he walked away, Meredith hastily turned around and caught her reflection in a mirrored wall. She saw the silk flower hanging crazily from her hair and snatched it out, hoping that it had just that very second fallen.


Waiting in line at the coat check, she stared morosely at the flower in her fingers, horribly afraid it had been dangling on her shoulder the entire time she danced with Parker. She glanced at the girl standing beside her, and as if the other girl read her thoughts, she nodded. “Yep. It was hanging down while you danced with him.”


“I was afraid of that.”


The other girl grinned sympathetically, and Meredith remembered her name—Brooke. Brooke Morrison. Meredith had always thought she seemed nice. “Where are you going to school next year?” Brooke asked.


“Bensonhurst, in Vermont,” Meredith told her.


“Bensonhurst?” Brooke repeated, wrinkling her nose. “It’s in the middle of nowhere and it’s as regimented as a prison. My grandmother went to Bensonhurst.”


“So did mine,” Meredith replied with a depressed sigh, wishing her father weren’t so insistent on sending her there.
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Lisa and Mrs. Ellis were slumped in chairs in Meredith’s room when Meredith opened the door. “Well?” Lisa asked, jumping up. “How was it?”


“Wonderful,” Meredith said with a grimace, “if you don’t count the fact that everything fell out of my purse when I gave Parker the birthday card. Or that I babbled to him about how terrific he looked and danced.” She flopped down in the chair Lisa had just vacated and it belatedly struck her that the chair she was sitting in had been moved. In fact, her entire bedroom had been rearranged.


“Well, what do you think?” Lisa asked with a sassy grin as Meredith slowly looked around, her face reflecting surprise and pleasure. Besides rearranging the furniture, Lisa had dismantled the vase of silk flowers and now bunches of those flowers were pinned to the tie-backs on Meredith’s canopied bed. Green plants had been purloined from other parts of the house and the austere room had acquired a feminine, garden atmosphere. “Lisa, you’re amazing!”


“True.” She grinned. “Mrs. Ellis helped.”


“I,” Mrs. Ellis disagreed, “only provided the plants. Lisa did everything else. I hope your father doesn’t object,” she added uneasily, standing up to leave.


When she was gone, Lisa said, “I was sort of hoping your father would look in here. I mean, I had this great little speech all prepared. Want to hear it?”


Meredith returned her grin and nodded.


Positively oozing good breeding and impeccable diction, Lisa made her speech: “Good evening, Mr. Bancroft. I’m Meredith’s friend, Lisa Pontini. I plan to become an interior designer, and I was practicing up here. I do hope you don’t object, sir?”


She did it so perfectly that Meredith laughed, then she said, “I didn’t know you plan to be an interior designer.”


Lisa sent her a derisive look. “I’ll be lucky if I get to finish high school, let alone go to college and study interior design. We don’t have the money for college.” In an awed voice she added, “Mrs. Ellis told me your father is the Bancroft of Bancroft & Company. Is he away on a trip or something?”


“No, he’s at a dinner meeting with the board of directors,” Meredith answered, and because she assumed Lisa would be as fascinated with the corporate functioning of Bancroft & Company as she was, she continued, “The agenda is really exciting. Two of the directors think Bancroft’s ought to expand into other cities. The controller says it’s fiscally irresponsible, but the merchandising executives all insist that the added buying power we’d have would increase our overall profits.”


“That’s all mumbo-jumbo to me,” Lisa said, her attention on a big schefflera in the corner of the room. She moved it a few feet forward, and the effect of the simple change was quite startling.


“Where are you going to high school?” Meredith asked, admiring her transformed bedroom and thinking how unjust it was that Lisa couldn’t go to college and make the most of her talents.


“Kemmerling,” Lisa answered.


Meredith winced. She passed Kemmerling on her way to St. Stephen’s. St. Stephen’s was old, but immaculately well-kept, Kemmerling was a big, ugly, sprawling public school and the students looked very shabby and tough. Her father had repeatedly stressed the idea that excellent educations were obtained at excellent schools. Long after Lisa had fallen asleep, an idea was taking shape in Meredith’s mind, and she planned her strategy more carefully than she’d ever planned anything, with the exception of her imaginary dates with Parker.
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Early the next morning, Fenwick drove Lisa home, and Meredith went down to the dining room, where her father was reading the newspaper, waiting to have breakfast with her. Normally she’d have been curious about the outcome of his meeting last night, but now she had something more pressing on her mind. Sliding into her chair, she said good morning, then she launched her campaign while his attention was still on the article he was reading. “Haven’t you always said that a good education is vital?” she began. When he nodded absently, she continued. “And haven’t you also said that some of the public high schools are very understaffed and inadequate?”


“Yes,” he replied, nodding again.


“And didn’t you tell me the Bancroft family trust has endowed Bensonhurst for decades?”


“Mmmm,” he murmured, turning to the next page.


“Well,” Meredith said, trying to control her mounting excitement, “there’s a student at St. Stephen’s—a wonderful girl, from a very devout family. She’s very smart, and she’s talented too. She wants to be an interior designer, but she’ll have to go to Kemmerling High because her parents can’t afford to send her to a better school. Isn’t that sad?”


“Mmmm,” he said again, frowning at an article about Richard Daley. Democrats were not among his favorite people.


“Wouldn’t you say it’s tragic that so much talent and intelligence and, and ambition will go to waste?”


Her father raised his gaze from the newspaper and regarded her with sudden intensity. At forty-two he was an attractive, elegant man with a brusque manner, piercing blue eyes, and brown hair turning silver at the temples. “Just what are you suggesting, Meredith?”


“A scholarship. If Bensonhurst doesn’t offer one, then you could ask them to use some of the money the trust has donated for one.”


“And I could also specify that this scholarship is to be awarded to the girl you’ve been talking about, is that it?” He made it sound as if what Meredith was asking was unethical, but she already knew that her father believed in using his power and connections whenever, and wherever, they would benefit his purpose. That’s what power was for, he’d told her hundreds of time.


She nodded slowly, her eyes smiling. “Yes.”


“I see.”


“You’d never find anyone more deserving,” she prodded eagerly. “And,” she added, seized by inspiration, “if we don’t do something for Lisa, she’ll probably end up on welfare someday!” Welfare was a subject guaranteed to evoke a strong negative response in her father. Meredith wanted desperately to tell her father more about Lisa, and about how much their friendship mattered to her, but some sixth sense warned her not to do it. In the past, her father had been so overprotective of her that no child had ever met his standards for a suitable companion for her. He’d be much more likely to think Lisa deserved a scholarship than that she deserved to be Meredith’s friend.


“You remind me of your grandmother Bancroft,” he said after a thoughtful pause. “She often took a personal interest in some deserving but less fortunate soul.”


Guilt stabbed at her, for her interest in having Lisa at Bensonhurst was every bit as selfish as it was noble, but his next words made her forget all that: “Call my secretary tomorrow. Give her whatever information you have about this girl, and ask her to remind me to call Bensonhurst.”


For the next three weeks Meredith waited in an agony of suspense, afraid to tell Lisa what she was trying to accomplish because she didn’t want her to be disappointed, yet unable to believe Bensonhurst would refuse her father’s request. American girls were being sent to school in Switzerland and France now, not to Vermont, and not to Bensonhurst with its drafty stone dormitories and rigid curriculum and rules. Surely, the school wasn’t filled to capacity as it once had been; therefore they wouldn’t want to risk offending her father.


The following week a letter from Bensonhurst arrived and Meredith hovered anxiously by her father’s chair while he read it. “It says,” he finally told her, “they’re awarding Miss Pontini the school’s one scholarship based on her outstanding scholastic achievements and the Bancroft family’s recommendation as to her desirability as a student.” Meredith let out an unladylike whoop of glee that earned her a chilly look from her father before he continued: “The scholarship will cover her tuition and room and board. She’ll have to get herself to Vermont and provide her own spending money while she’s in school.”


Meredith bit her lip; she hadn’t considered the cost of a flight to Vermont or spending money, but having succeeded this far, she was almost certain she could think of something else. Perhaps she could convince her father that they should drive; then Lisa could ride to Vermont with them.


The next day Meredith took all the brochures about Bensonhurst, along with the letter about the scholarship, to school. The day seemed to last a week, but finally she was sitting at the Pontinis’ kitchen table while Lisa’s mother bustled about, laying out Italian cookies as light as air, and offering her homemade cannoli. “You’re getting too skinny, like Lisa,” Mrs. Pontini said, and Meredith obediently nibbled on a cookie while she opened her schoolbag and laid out the Bensonhurst brochures.


A little awkward in her role of philanthropist, she talked excitedly about Bensonhurst and Vermont and the excitement of traveling, then she announced that Lisa had been granted a scholarship to go there. For a moment there was dead silence while Mrs. Pontini and Lisa both seemed unable to absorb the last part of that, then Lisa slowly stood up. “What am I,” she burst out furiously, “your newest charity! Who the hell do you think you are!”


She stormed out the back door and Meredith followed her. “Lisa, I was only trying to help!”


“Help?” Lisa snapped, rounding on her. “What makes you think I’d want to go to school with a bunch of rich snobs like you who’d look at me like a charity case? I can just see it, a school full of spoiled bitches who complain about having to get by on the thousand dollars a month allowance their daddies send them—”


“No one would know you’re there on a scholarship unless you tell them—” Meredith began, then she paled with angry hurt. “I didn’t know you think of me as a ‘rich snob’ or a ‘spoiled . . . spoiled bitch.’ ”


“Listen to you—you can’t even say the word bitch without choking on it. You’re so damned prissy and superior!”


“You’re the snob, Lisa, not me,” Meredith interrupted in a quiet, defeated voice. “You see everything in terms of money. And you didn’t need to worry about fitting in at Bensonhurst. I’m the one who doesn’t seem to fit in anywhere, not you.” She said that with a calm dignity that would have pleased her father immensely, then she turned and left.


Fenwick was waiting in front of the Pontini house. Meredith slid into the backseat of the car. There was something wrong with her, she realized—something about her that prevented people from feeling comfortable with her, no matter their social class. It did not occur to her that perhaps there was something special—a fineness and sensitivity—about her that made other kids want to put her down or stay away from her. It occurred to Lisa, who was watching the car pull away, hating Meredith Bancroft for being able to play teenage fairy godmother, and despising herself for the ugliness, the unfairness of her feelings.


At lunch the next day Meredith was sitting in her usual place, outside, huddled in her coat, eating an apple and reading a book. From the corner of her eye she saw Lisa walking toward her, and she concentrated harder on her book.


“Meredith,” Lisa said, “I’m sorry about yesterday.”


“That’s okay,” Meredith replied without looking up. “Forget it.”


“It’s pretty hard to forget that I was lousy to the nicest, kindest person I’ve ever met.”


Meredith glanced at her and then back at her book, but her voice was softer, though final. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”


Sitting down beside her on the stone ledge, Lisa continued doggedly, “I was a witch yesterday for a lot of selfish, stupid reasons. I felt sorry for myself because you were offering me this fantastic chance to go away to a special school, to feel like someone special, and I knew I’d never be able to go. I mean, my ma needs help with the kids and the house, and even if she didn’t, I’d need money for the trip to Vermont and other stuff once I got there.”


Meredith had never considered that Lisa’s mother couldn’t or wouldn’t spare her, and she thought it seemed horribly unfair that Mrs. Pontini’s having had eight children meant Lisa had to be a part-time mother too. “I didn’t think about your mother and father not letting you go,” she admitted, looking at Lisa for the first time. “I sort of thought, well, that parents always wanted their children to get a good education if they possibly could.”


“You were half right,” Lisa said, and Meredith noticed for the first time that Lisa looked as if she were bursting with news. “My ma does. She had a big fight with Pa over it after you left. He said a girl doesn’t need to go to fancy schools, just to get married and have babies. Ma started waving this big spoon at him and yelling that I could do better than that, and then everything started happening. Ma called my gramma and she called my aunts and uncles, and they all came over to the house, and pretty soon everybody was chipping in money for me. It’s only a loan. I figure if I work hard at Bensonhurst, I ought to be able to get a scholarship to some college after that. Later, I’ll get a great job and repay everybody.”


Her eyes were shining as she reached out impulsively and squeezed Meredith’s hand. “How does it feel,” she asked softly, “to know you’re responsible for changing someone’s entire life? To know that you’ve made dreams come true for me and Ma and my aunts—”


Unexpectedly, Meredith felt the hot sting of tears behind her eyes. “It feels,” she said, “pretty nice.”


“Do you think we could be roommates?”


Meredith nodded, her face beginning to shine.


Several yards away, a group of girls who were eating their lunches together looked up and stared: Lisa Pontini—the new girl in school—and Meredith Bancroft—the weirdest girl in school—had suddenly stood up, and they were crying and laughing and hugging each other, jumping up and down.
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The room Meredith had shared with Lisa at Bensonhurst for four years was cluttered with packing boxes and half-filled suitcases. Hanging on the closet door were the blue caps and gowns they’d worn at the commencement ceremony the previous night along with the gold tassels that indicated they’d both graduated with highest honors. In the closet, Lisa was putting sweaters into a box; beyond the open door of their room, the hall was filled with the unfamiliar sound of male conversation as fathers, brothers, and boyfriends of departing students carried suitcases and boxes downstairs. Meredith’s father had spent the night at a local inn and was due in an hour, but Meredith had lost track of time. Overcome with nostalgia, she was flipping through a thick stack of photographs she’d taken from her desk, smiling at the memories each one evoked.


The years Lisa and she had spent in Vermont had been wonderful ones for both of them. Contrary to Lisa’s original fear that she would be an outcast at Bensonhurst, she’d soon established herself as a trendsetter among the other girls, who regarded her as daring and unique. In their freshman year, it was Lisa who organized and led a successful raid on the boys at Litchfield Prep in retaliation for their attempted panty raid on Bensonhurst. In their sophomore year, Lisa designed a stage setting for Bensonhurst’s annual school play that was so spectacular, pictures of it made the newspapers in several cities. In their junior year, it was Lisa who Bill Fletcher asked to Litchfield’s spring dance. Besides being the captain of Litchfield’s soccer team, Bill Fletcher was also fantastically good-looking and very smart. On the day before the dance, he scored twice on the field and once again in a nearby motel, where Lisa gave him her virginity. After that momentous event, Lisa returned to the room she shared with Meredith and cheerfully revealed the news to the four girls who had gathered there. Flopping onto her bed, she had grinned and announced, “I am no longer a virgin. You may feel completely free to ask me for advice and information from now on!”


The other girls obviously regarded that as yet another example of Lisa’s intrepid independence and sophistication, because they laughed and cheered, but Meredith had been worried and even a little appalled. That night, when their friends left, Meredith and Lisa had their first real quarrel since coming to Bensonhurst. “I can’t believe you did that!” Meredith had exploded. “What if you got pregnant? What if the other girls spread it around? What if your parents find out?”


Lisa had reacted with matching force. “You’re not my keeper and you’re not responsible for me, so stop acting like my mother! If you want to wait around for Parker Reynolds or some other mythical white knight to sweep you off your feet and into bed, then do it, but don’t expect everyone else to be like you! I didn’t buy all that purity crap the nuns fed us at St. Stephen’s,” Lisa continued, flinging her blazer into the closet. “If you were stupid enough to swallow it, then be the eternal virgin, but don’t expect me to be one too! And I’m not careless enough to get pregnant—Bill used a condom. Furthermore, the other girls aren’t going to say a word about what I did, because they’ve already done it! The only shocked little virgin in our room tonight was you!”


“That’s enough,” Meredith interrupted stonily, starting over to her desk. Despite the surface calm in her voice, she was squirming with guilt and embarrassment. She did feel responsible for Lisa because she was the one who’d brought her to Bensonhurst. Moreover, Meredith already knew she was morally archaic, and that she had no right to inflict restrictions on Lisa simply because they’d somehow been inflicted on herself. “I didn’t mean to judge you, Lisa, I was worried about you, that’s all.”


After a moment of tense silence, Lisa turned to her and said, “Mer, I’m sorry.”


“Forget it,” Meredith replied. “You were right.”


“No, I wasn’t,” she said, looking at Meredith with pleading and desperation. “It’s just that I’m not like you, and I can’t be. Not that I haven’t tried now and then.”


That admission wrung a grim laugh from Meredith. “Why would you want to be like me?”


“Because,” Lisa said with a wry smile, then she mimicked Humphrey Bogart and said, “you’ve got class, baby. Class with a capital K.”


Their first real confrontation ended with a truce that was declared that same night over a milk shake at Paulson’s Ice Cream Shoppe.


Meredith thought about that night as she looked through the photographs, but her reminiscences came to an abrupt halt as Lynn McLaughlin poked her head into the room and said, “Nick Tierney called on the pay phone out in the hall early this morning. He said your phone in here is already disconnected, and that he’s going to stop by in a little while.”


“Which one of us did he call to talk to?” Lisa said. Lynn replied that he’d called for Meredith, and when she left, Lisa plunked her hands on her hips and turned to Meredith with a mock glower. “I knew it! He couldn’t take his eyes off you last night even though I practically stood on my head to make him notice me. I should never have taught you how to wear makeup and pick out your clothes!”


“There you go again,” Meredith shot back, grinning, “taking all the credit for my meager popularity with a few boys.” Nick Tierney was a junior at Yale who’d dutifully come here to watch his sister graduate yesterday, and had dazzled all the girls with his handsome face and great build. Within minutes of setting eyes on Meredith, he’d become the one who was dazzled, and he made no secret of it.


“Meager popularity with a few boys?” Lisa repeated, looking fantastic even with her red hair pinned into a haphazard knot atop her head. “If you went out with half the guys who’ve asked you in the last two years, you’d break my own record for dedicated dating!”


She was about to say more, when Nick Tierney’s sister tapped on the open door. “Meredith,” she said with a helpless smile, “Nick is downstairs with a couple of his friends who drove up from New Haven this morning. He says he’s determined to help you pack, proposition you, or propose to you—whichever you prefer.”


“Send the poor, lovesick man and his friends up here,” Lisa said, laughing. When Trish Tierney left, Lisa and Meredith regarded each other in silent amusement, opposites in every way. Completely in accord.


The past four years had wrought many changes in them, but it was in Meredith that those changes had been the most dramatic. Lisa had always been striking; she’d never been hampered with the need for eyeglasses or cursed with baby fat. The contact lenses Meredith bought with her allowance two years before had eliminated her need for glasses and allowed her eyes to come into prominence. Nature and time had taken care of all the rest by giving an emphasis to her delicately carved features, thickening her pale blond hair, and rounding and narrowing her figure in all the right places.


Lisa, with her flaming curly hair and flamboyant attitude, was earthy and glamorous at eighteen. Meredith, in contrast, was quietly poised and serenely beautiful. Lisa’s vivaciousness beckoned to men; Meredith’s smiling reserve challenged them. Whenever the two girls went places together, males turned to stare. Lisa enjoyed the attention; she loved the thrill of dating and the excitement of a new romance. Meredith found her recent popularity with the opposite sex curiously flat. Although she enjoyed being with the boys who took her skiing and dancing and to their parties, once the newness of being sought after wore off, dating boys for whom she felt no more than friendship was pleasant, but not as wildly exciting as she’d expected it to be. She felt that way about being kissed too. Lisa attributed all that to the fact that Meredith had wrongly idealized Parker and now continued to compare every male she met to him. That undoubtedly accounted for part of Meredith’s lack of enthusiasm, but the majority of it was probably caused by the simple fact that she had been raised in an adult household which was, moreover, dominated by a forceful, dynamic businessman. And although the boys she dated from Litchfield Prep were nice to be with, she invariably felt much older than they.


Meredith had known since childhood that she wanted to get her college degree and take her rightful place at Bancroft & Company someday. The Litchfield boys, and even their older college-age brothers whom she’d met, didn’t seem to have any goals or interests other than sex, sports, and drinking. To Meredith, the idea of surrendering her virginity to some boy whose primary aim was to add her name to the list of Bensonhurst virgins deflowered by Litchfield men—a list that purportedly hung in Crown Hall at Litchfield—was not only nonsensical, it was humiliating and sordid.


When she did become intimate with someone, she wanted it to be someone she admired and trusted; she wanted tenderness and understanding, and she wanted romance too. Whenever she thought of having a sexual relationship, she envisioned more than making love; she envisioned long walks on the beach, holding hands and talking; long nights in front of a fireplace, watching the flames—and talking. After trying unsuccessfully for years to truly communicate with, and be close to, her father, Meredith was determined that her eventual lover would be someone she could talk to and who would share his thoughts with her. And whenever she envisioned that ideal lover, he was always Parker.


During the years she’d been at Bensonhurst, Meredith had managed to see Parker fairly often when she was home on vacations—an endeavor that was made easier by the fact that both Parker’s family and hers belonged to the Glenmoor Country Club. At Glenmoor, it was traditional for the membership to appear en masse at the club’s major dances and sports events. Until a few months before, when she’d turned eighteen, Meredith had been prohibited from attending the club’s adult functions, but she’d managed to avail herself of those opportunities Glenmoor did offer. Each summer she’d invited Parker to be her partner in the junior-senior tennis matches. His acceptance had always been gracious; their matches had always been dismal defeats, owing mostly to Meredith’s extreme nervousness at playing with him.


She’d used other ruses too, over the years, like convincing her father to give several dinner parties each summer, one of which always included Parker and his family. Since Parker’s family owned the bank in which all of Bancroft & Company’s funds were deposited, and since Parker was already an officer of that bank, he was practically obliged to come to dinner both for business reasons and to act as Meredith’s dinner partner.


At Christmastime, Meredith had twice managed to be standing under the mistletoe, which she’d hung in the foyer, when Parker and his family came to pay their annual holiday call on the Bancrofts, and she always went with her father when it was time to return the visit to the Reynoldses.


As a result of the mistletoe trick during her freshman year, Parker was the one who gave Meredith her first kiss; she’d lived on the memory of that until the next Christmas, dreamed about the way he felt and smelled and smiled at her before he kissed her.


Whenever he came to dinner, she loved listening to him talk about business at the bank, and she especially loved the walks they began taking afterward, while their parents lingered over brandy. It was during their walk last summer that Meredith made the mortifying discovery that Parker had always known she had a crush on him. He’d begun by asking her how the skiing had been the past winter in Vermont, and Meredith had regaled him with a funny story about going skiing with the captain of Litchfield’s ski team. When Parker stopped laughing at the fact that her date had to chase her ski down the face of the mountain, which he’d done with style and flair, he said with smiling solemnity, “Every time I see you, you’re more beautiful than the time before. I guess I’ve always known that someone was going to eventually take my place in your heart, but I never thought it would be usurped by some jock who rescued your ski. Actually,” he teased, “I was getting used to being your favorite romantic hero.”


Pride and common sense kept Meredith from blurting out that he’d misunderstood and that no one had taken his place; maturity stopped her from pretending he’d never had a place in her heart. Since he obviously wasn’t destroyed by her imagined defection, she did the only thing she could do, which was to try to salvage their friendship and simultaneously treat her crush on him as if she, too, regarded it as an amusing thing of her youthful past. “You knew how I felt?” she asked, managing to smile.


“I knew,” he averred, returning her smile. “I used to wonder if your father would notice and come looking for me with a gun. He’s very protective of you.”


“I’ve noticed that too,” Meredith joked, although that particular issue was far from a laughing matter then or now.


Parker had chuckled at her quip, and then he’d sobered and said, “Even though your heart belongs to a skier, I hope this doesn’t mean our walks and dinners and tennis games are over. I’ve always enjoyed them, I mean that.”


They’d ended up talking about Meredith’s college plans and her intention to follow in her ancestors’ footsteps, all the way to the president’s office at Bancroft & Company. He alone seemed to understand how she felt about taking her rightful place at Bancroft’s, and he sincerely believed she could do it if she wanted it badly enough.


Now, as Meredith stood in the dorm room, thinking about seeing him again after an entire year had passed, she was already trying to prepare herself for the possibility that all Parker would ever be was a friend. The prospect was disheartening, but she felt certain of his friendship, and that meant a great deal to her too.


Behind Meredith, Lisa walked out of the closet with her last armload of clothes and dumped them on the bed beside an open suitcase. “You’re thinking of Parker,” she teased. “You always get that dreamy look on your—” She broke off as Nick Tierney arrived in the doorway, his two friends blocked from view behind him.


“I’ve told both these guys,” he announced, tipping his head toward his unseen friends, “that they’re about to see more beauty in one room than they’ve seen in the entire state of Connecticut, but that since I was here first, I have first choice, and my choice is Meredith.” Winking at Lisa, he stepped aside. “Gentlemen,” he said with a sweeping gesture of his hand, “allow me to introduce you to my ‘second choice.’ ” The other two walked in looking bored, cocky, and collegiate, a matched pair of Ivy League models. They took one look at Lisa and stopped dead.


The muscular blond in the lead recovered first. “You must be Meredith,” he said to Lisa, his wry expression making it clear that he thought Nick had stolen the best for himself. “I’m Craig Huxford and this is Chase Vauthier.” He nodded to the dark-haired twenty-one-year-old beside him who was looking Lisa over like a man who has finally beheld perfection.


Lisa folded her arms across her chest and regarded them both with amusement. “I’m not Meredith.”


Their heads turned in unison to the opposite corner of the room, where Meredith was standing.


“God—” Craig Huxford whispered reverently.


“God—” Chase Vauthier echoed as they looked from one girl to the other and back again.


Meredith bit her lip to keep from laughing at their absurd reaction. Lisa raised her brows and dryly said, “Whenever you boys are through with your prayers, we’ll offer you a Coke in return for your help stacking these packing boxes for the movers.”


They started forward, grinning. Behind them, Philip Bancroft walked in a half hour early and came to a halt, his face darkening with fury as he looked at the three young men. “What the hell is going on in here?”


The five occupants of the room froze, then Meredith stepped in and tried to smooth matters over by hastily introducing the boys to her father. Ignoring her effort, he jerked his head at the door. “Out!” he snapped, and when they’d left, he turned on the girls. “I thought the rules of this school prohibited men other than fathers from entering this goddamned building.”


He didn’t “think” that, he knew it. Two years ago, he’d paid a surprise visit on Meredith, and when he arrived at the dorm at four o’clock on a Sunday afternoon, he’d seen boys sitting around downstairs in the dorm’s lounge area, just inside the main doors. Before that weekend, male visitors had been allowed into the lounge on weekend afternoons. After that day, males were banned from entering the building at all times. Philip had gotten the rules changed himself by storming into the administrator’s office and accusing her of everything from gross negligence to contributing to the delinquency of minors, then he threatened to notify all the parents of those facts and to cancel the large annual endowment the Bancroft family gave to Bensonhurst.


Now Meredith fought down her fury and humiliation over his behavior to the three boys who’d done nothing to warrant his wrath. “In the first place,” she said, “the school year ended yesterday, so the rules don’t apply. Secondly, they were only trying to help us stack these boxes for shipping so we can leave—”


“I was under the impression,” he interrupted, “that I was coming here this morning to do all that. I believe that was why I got out of bed at—” He broke off his tirade at the sound of the administrator’s voice.


“Excuse me, Mr. Bancroft,” she said. “You have an urgent phone call downstairs.”


When he left to take his call, Meredith sank down on the bed and Lisa slammed her Coke onto the desk. “I cannot understand that man!” she said furiously. “He’s impossible! He won’t let you date anyone he hasn’t known since babyhood, and he scares off everyone else who tries. He gave you a car for your sixteenth birthday, and he won’t let you drive it. I have four brothers who are Italian, dammit, and combined they’re not as overbearingly protective as your father is!” Unaware that she was only adding to Meredith’s angry frustration, she walked over and sat down beside her. “Mer, you have to do something about him, or this summer is going to be worse than the last one for you. I’m going to be gone for half of it, so you won’t even have me to hang around with.” The staff at Bensonhurst had been so impressed with Lisa’s grades and her artistic talent that they’d gotten her a six-week European scholarship, where the chosen student was allowed to select whatever city best suited her future career plans. Lisa had decided on Rome and enrolled in a course on interior design there.


Meredith slumped back against the wall. “I’m not as worried about this summer as I am about three months from now.”


Lisa knew she was referring to the battle she was having with her father over which college to attend. Several universities had offered Lisa full scholarships, and she’d chosen Northwestern University because Meredith was planning to go there. Meredith’s father, however, had insisted she apply to Maryville College, which was little more than an exclusive finishing school in a Chicago suburb. Meredith had compromised by applying to both, and she’d been accepted by both. Now she and her father were in a complete standoff on the issue. “Do you honestly think you’re going to be able to talk him out of sending you to Maryville?”


“I am not going there!”


“You know that and I know that, but your father is the one who has to agree to pay the tuition.”


Sighing, Meredith said, “He’ll give in. He’s impossibly overprotective of me, but he wants the best for me, he really does, and Northwestern’s business school is the best. A degree from Maryville isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.”


Lisa’s anger gave way to bafflement as she considered Philip Bancroft, a man she’d come to know and yet could not understand. “I realize he wants the best for you,” she said. “And I admit he’s not like most of the parents who send their kids to school here. At least he gives a damn about you. He calls you every week and he’s been here for every single major school event.” Lisa had been shocked their first year at Bensonhurst when she realized most of the other girls’ parents seemed to live wholly apart from their children, and that expensive gifts that arrived in the mail were usually a substitute for parental visits, phone calls, and letters. “Maybe I should talk to him privately and try to convince him to let you go to Northwestern.”


Meredith shot her a wry look. “What do you think that would accomplish?”


Bending over, Lisa gave a frustrated yank on her left sock and retied her shoe. “The same thing it accomplished the last time I stood up to him and took your side—he’d start thinking I’m a bad influence on you.” In order to prevent Philip from thinking exactly that, Lisa had, except once, treated Philip Bancroft like a beloved, respected benefactor who’d gotten her admitted to Bensonhurst. Around him she was the personification of deferential courtesy and feminine decorum, a role that was so opposite to her blunt, outspoken personality that it chafed on her terribly and usually made Meredith laugh.


At first Philip seemed to regard Lisa as some sort of foundling he’d sponsored and who was surprising him by acquitting herself well at Bensonhurst. As time passed, however, he showed in his own gruff, undemonstrative way that he was proud of her and perhaps felt a modicum of affection for her. Lisa’s parents couldn’t afford to come to Bensonhurst for any school functions, so Philip had assumed their role, taking her out to dinner when he took Meredith out, and generally showing an interest in her school activities. In the spring of the girls’ freshman year Philip had even gone so far as to have his secretary call Mrs. Pontini and ask if there was anything she wanted him to take to Lisa when he flew to Vermont for Parents’ Weekend. Mrs. Pontini had eagerly accepted his offer and arranged to meet him at the airport. There, she presented him with a white bakery box filled with cannoli and other Italian pastries, and a brown paper bag containing long, pungent rolls of salami. Irritated at having to board his flight looking—he later told Meredith—like a damned hobo boarding a Greyhound bus with his lunch in his arms, Philip nevertheless delivered his parcels into Lisa’s hands, and he continued to act as surrogate parent to her at Bensonhurst.


Last night, in honor of graduation, he presented Meredith with a rose topaz pendant on a heavy gold chain from Tiffany’s. To Lisa, he gave a much less expensive, but unquestionably lovely, gold bracelet with her initials and the date artfully engraved among the swirls on its surface. It, too, had been purchased at Tiffany’s.


In the beginning, Lisa had been completely uncertain of how to respond to him, for although he was unfailingly courteous to her, he was always aloof and undemonstrative—much as he behaved to Meredith. Later, upon weighing his actions and discarding his surface attitude, Lisa cheerfully announced to Meredith that she’d decided Philip was actually a soft-hearted teddy bear who was all bluff and no bite! That wholly erroneous conclusion led her to try to intercede for Meredith during the summer after their sophomore year. On that occasion Lisa had told Philip, very courteously and with her sweetest smile, that she truly thought Meredith deserved a little more freedom during the summer. Philip’s response to what he called Lisa’s “ingratitude” and “meddling” had been explosive, and only her abject and instantaneous apology prevented him from carrying out his threat to put an end to Meredith’s association with her and to suggest to Bensonhurst that her scholarship there be given to someone “more deserving.” The confrontation had left Lisa staggered by more than just his incredibly volatile reaction. From what he said to her, she finally realized that Philip had not merely suggested that the scholarship be given to her, but that the scholarship came from the Bancroft family’s private endowment to the school. The discovery made her feel like a complete ingrate, while his explosive reaction left her in a state of angry frustration.


Now Lisa felt again that same impotent anger and bewilderment at the rigid restrictions he imposed on Meredith. “Do you really, honestly believe,” she said, “that the reason he acts like your watchdog is because your mother cheated on him?”


“She didn’t cheat on him just once, she was a total slut who slept with everyone from horse trainers to truck drivers after they were married. She purposely made a laughingstock out of my father by having flagrant affairs with sleazy nobodies. Parker told me last year, when I asked him, what his parents knew about her. Evidently, everybody knew what she was like.”


“You told me all that, but what I don’t understand,” Lisa continued bitterly, “is why your father acts like lack of morals is some kind of genetic flaw you might have inherited.”


“He acts that way,” Meredith replied, “because he partially believes it.”


They both looked up guiltily as Philip Bancroft walked back into the room. One look at his grim face and Meredith forgot her own problems. “What’s wrong?”


“Your grandfather died this morning,” he said in a dazed, gruff voice. “A heart attack. I’ll go and check out of the motel and get my things. I’ve arranged for both of us to get on a flight that leaves in an hour.” He turned to Lisa. “I’ll rely on you to drive my car back home.” Meredith had talked him into driving instead of flying so that Lisa could ride back with them.


“Of course I will, Mr. Bancroft,” Lisa said quickly. “And I’m very sorry about your father.”


When he left, Lisa looked at Meredith, who was staring blankly at the empty doorway. “Mer? Are you okay?”


“I guess so,” Meredith said in an odd voice.


“Is this grandfather the guy who married his secretary years ago?”


Meredith nodded. “He and my father didn’t get along very well. I haven’t seen him since I was eleven. He called though, to talk to my father about things at the store, and to me. He was—he was—I liked him,” she finished helplessly. “He liked me too.” She looked up at Lisa, her eyes glazed with sorrow. “Besides my father, he was my only close relative. All I have left are a few fifth or sixth cousins who I don’t even know.”
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In the foyer of Philip Bancroft’s house, Jonathan Sommers hesitated uneasily, searching through the crowds of people who, like himself, had come to pay the obligatory condolence visit on the day of Cyril Bancroft’s funeral. He stopped one of the caterer’s staff who was carrying a tray of drinks and helped himself to two that had been destined for other guests. After tossing down the vodka and tonic, Jonathan deposited the empty glass in a large potted fern, then he took a swallow of the scotch in the second glass and wrinkled his nose because it wasn’t Chivas Regal. The vodka, combined with gin he’d drunk from a flask in the car outside, made him feel slightly better fortified to face the funeral amenities. Beside him, a tiny elderly woman was leaning on a cane, studying him with curiosity. Since good manners seemed to require that he speak to her, Jon cast about for some sort of polite conversation pertinent to the occasion. “I hate funerals, don’t you?” he said.


“I rather like them,” she said smugly. “At my age, I regard each funeral I attend as a personal triumph, because I was not the guest of honor.”


He swallowed a bark of laughter, because loud laughter on this austere occasion would be a severe breach of the etiquette he’d been taught to observe. Excusing himself, he put the unfinished scotch down on a small table beside him and went off in search of a better drink. Behind him, the elderly lady picked up the glass and took a dainty sip. “Cheap scotch!” she said in disgust, and put it back where he’d left it.


A few minutes later Jon spotted Parker Reynolds standing in an alcove off the living room with two young women and another man. After stopping at the buffet table to get another drink, he walked over to join his friends. “Great party, isn’t it,” he remarked with a sarcastic smile.


“I thought you hated funerals and never went to them,” Parker said when the chorus of greetings was over.


“I do hate them. I’m not here to mourn Cyril Bancroft, I’m here today to protect my inheritance.” Jon took a swallow of his drink, trying to wash away the bitterness he felt over what he was about to say. “My father is threatening to disinherit me again, only I think the old bastard really means it this time.”


Leigh Ackerman, a pretty brunette with a lovely figure, looked at him in amused disbelief. “Your father is going to disinherit you if you don’t attend funerals?”


“No, my lovely, my father is threatening to disinherit me if I don’t ‘straighten up’ and make something of myself immediately. Translated, that means I am to appear at funerals of old family friends such as this one, and I am to participate in our family’s newest business venture. Or else I’m cut off from all that lovely money my family has.”


“Sounds dire,” Parker said with an unsympathetic grin. “What new business venture have you been assigned to?”


“Oil wells,” he said. “More oil wells. This time my old man has cut a deal with the Venezuelan government to carry out exploration operations over there.”


Shelly Fillmore glanced at the small gilt-framed mirror over Jon’s shoulder and touched a finger to the corner of her mouth, smoothing a tiny smudge of vermilion lipstick. “Don’t tell me he’s sending you to South America?”


“Nothing as essential as that,” Jon scoffed bitterly. “My father is turning me into a glorified personnel interviewer. He put me in charge of hiring the crews to go over there. And then you know what the old bastard did?”


His friends were as accustomed to Jon’s tirades against his father as they were to his drunkenness, but they waited to hear his newest complaints, anyway. “What did he do?” Doug Chalfont asked.


“He checked up on me. After I picked out the first fifteen able-bodied, experienced men, my old man insisted on meeting everyone I’d interviewed personally so that he could rate my ability to choose men. He rejected half of my choices. The only one he really liked was this guy named Farrell, who’s a steelworker and who I wasn’t going to hire. The closest Farrell’s ever been to an oil rig was two years ago, when he worked on a few little ones in some damned cornfield in Indiana. He’s never been near a big rig like we’ll have in South America. Furthermore, Farrell doesn’t give a damn about oil drilling. His only interest is the one-hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar bonus he’ll get if he sticks it out for two years over there. He told my father that right to his face.”


“So why did your father hire him?”


“He said he liked Farrell’s style,” Jon sneered, tossing down the rest of his drink. “He liked Farrell’s ideas about what he planned to do with the bonus when he gets it. Shit, I half expected my father to change his mind about sending Farrell to Venezuela and offer him my office instead. As it is, I have been ordered to bring Farrell in next month and ‘acquaint him with our operation and introduce him around.’ ”


“Jon,” Leigh said calmly, “You’re getting drunk and your voice is getting loud.”


“Sorry,” he said, “but I’ve had to listen to my father singing this guy’s praises for two damned days. I’m telling you, Farrell is an arrogant, ambitious son of a bitch. He has no class, no money, no nothing!”


“He sounds divine,” Leigh joked.


When the other three remained silent, Jon said defensively, “If you think I’m exaggerating, I’ll bring him to the Fourth of July dance at the club and you can all see for yourself what sort of man my father thinks I ought to be.”


“Don’t be an idiot,” Shelly warned him. “Your father may like him as an employee, but he’ll castrate you if you bring someone like that to Glenmoor.”


“I know,” Jon said with a tight smile, “but it would be worth it.”


“Just don’t dump him on us if you bring him there,” she warned after exchanging glances with Leigh. “We aren’t going to spend the evening trying to make small talk with some steelworker just so you can spite your father.”


“No problem. I’ll leave Farrell all by himself and let him flounder while my father looks on, watching him try to figure out what fork to use. My old man won’t be able to say a word to me either. After all, he’s the one who told me to ‘show Farrell the ropes’ and ‘look after him’ while he’s in Chicago.”


Parker chuckled at Jon’s ferocious expression. “There must be an easier way to solve your problem.”


“There is,” Jon said. “I can find myself a wealthy wife who can support me in my accustomed style, and then I can tell my old man to go fuck himself.” He glanced over his shoulder and signaled a pretty girl in a maid’s uniform who was passing a tray of drinks. She hurried over and he grinned at her. “You’re not only pretty,” he told her as he put his empty glass on her tray and took a fresh one, “You’re a life saver!” From the flustered way she smiled at him and then blushed, it was obvious to Jon, and to the rest of the group, that she was not immune to his six-foot-one muscular body and attractive features. Leaning close to her, Jon said in a stage whisper, “Is it possible that you’re only working for a caterer as a lark, but that your father actually owns a bank or a seat on the exchange?”


“What? I mean, no,” she said, charmingly flustered.


Jon’s smile turned teasing and sexy. “No seat on the exchange? How about some factories or some oil wells?”


“He’s—he’s a plumber,” she blurted out.


Jonathan’s grin faded, and he sighed. “Marriage is out of the question, then. There are certain financial and social requirements that the winning candidate for my wife will have to be able to meet. However, we could still have an affair. Why don’t you meet me in my car in a half hour. It’s the red Ferrari out in front.”


The girl left, looking both miffed and intrigued.


“That was completely obnoxious of you,” Shelly said, but Doug Chalfont nudged him and chuckled. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks that girl is waiting in your car when you leave.”


Jon turned his head and started to reply, but his attention was suddenly diverted by the sight of a breathtaking blonde wearing a black sheath with a high collar and short sleeves, who was walking down the stairs and into the living room. He stared at her with slackened jaw as she paused to talk to an elderly couple, and when a group of people shifted and blocked her from his view, he leaned sideways, trying to see her. “Who are you looking at?” Doug asked, following his gaze.


“I don’t know who she is, but I’d like to find out.”


“Where is she?” Shelly asked, and everyone looked in the direction he was staring.


“There!” Jon said, pointing with his glass as the crowd around the blond moved and he saw her again.


Parker recognized her and grinned. “You’ve all known her for years, you just haven’t seen her in a while.” Four blank faces turned to him, and his grin widened. “That, my friends, is Meredith Bancroft.”


“You’re out of your mind!” Jon said. He stared hard at her but could find little resemblance between the gauche, rather plain girl he remembered and the poised young beauty he beheld: Gone was the baby fat, the glasses, the braces, and the ever-present barrette that used to hold back her straight hair. Now that pale golden hair was caught up in a simple chignon with tendrils at her ears framing a face of classic, sculpted beauty. She looked up then, somewhere to the right of Jon’s group and nodded politely at someone, and he saw her eyes. Halfway across the room, he saw those large aquamarine eyes, and he suddenly remembered those same startling eyes peering up at him long ago.


Strangely exhausted, Meredith stood quietly, listening to people who spoke to her, smiling when they smiled, but she couldn’t seem to absorb the reality that her grandfather was dead, and that the hundreds of people who seemed to be drifting from room to room were here because of that. The fact that she hadn’t known him very well had reduced the grief she’d felt for the last few days to a dull ache.


She’d caught a glimpse of Parker at the graveside service, and she knew he could very well be somewhere in the house, but in view of the melancholy circumstances, it seemed wrong and disrespectful to go looking for him in hopes of furthering a romantic relationship at that time. Furthermore, she was growing just a little bit weary of always being the one who sought him out; it seemed to her that it was his turn to make some sort of move toward her. As if thinking of him had suddenly summoned him to her side, she heard an achingly familiar masculine voice say in her ear, “There’s a man over in that alcove who’s threatened my life if I don’t bring you over so that he can say hello.”


Already smiling, Meredith turned and put her hands into Parker’s outstretched palms, then felt her knees go weak as he pulled her forward and kissed her cheek. “You look beautiful,” he whispered, “and very tired. How about going for one of our walks after we get the social amenities over with?”


“All right,” she said, surprised and relieved that her voice sounded steady.


When they reached the alcove, Meredith found herself in the ludicrous position of being reintroduced to four people she already knew, four people who had acted as if she were invisible when she’d last seen them several years earlier, and who now seemed gratifyingly eager to befriend her and include her in their activities. Shelly invited her to a party the following week and Leigh urged her to sit with them at Glenmoor’s Fourth of July dance.


Parker deliberately “introduced” her to Jon last. “I can’t believe it’s you,” he said, but the alcohol was making his words a little slurred. “Miss Bancroft,” he continued with his most winning grin. “I was just explaining to these people that I’m in urgent need of a suitably rich and gorgeous wife. Would you marry me next weekend?”


Meredith’s father had mentioned Jonathan’s frequent rifts with his disappointed parents to her; Meredith assumed Jon’s “urgent need” to marry a “rich” woman was probably the result of one of those, and his entire attitude struck her as funny. “Next weekend will be perfect,” she said, smiling brightly. “My father will disown me for marrying before I finish college, though, so we’ll have to live with your parents.”


“God forbid!” Jonathan shuddered, and everyone laughed, including Jonathan.


Putting his hand on Meredith’s elbow, Parker rescued her from further nonsense by saying, “Meredith needs some fresh air. We’re going for a walk.”


Outside, they strolled across the front lawn and wandered down the drive. “How are you bearing up?” he asked.


“I’m fine, really—just a little tired.” In the ensuing silence, Meredith tried to think of some sort of witty and sophisticated repartee, then she settled for simplicity and said with sincere interest, “A lot must have happened to you in the last year. . . .”


He nodded and said the last thing Meredith wanted to hear. “You can be one of the first to congratulate me. Sarah Ross and I are getting married. We’re going to announce our engagement officially at a party Saturday night.”


The world tilted sickeningly. Sarah Ross! Meredith knew who Sarah was and she didn’t like her. Although she was extremely pretty and very vivacious, she’d always struck Meredith as being shallow and vain. “I hope you’ll be very happy,” she said, carefully hiding her doubt and disappointment.


“I hope so too.”


For a half hour they strolled about the grounds, talking about his plans for his future and then about her plans for her own. He was wonderful to talk to, Meredith thought with a feeling of poignant loss—encouraging and understanding, and he completely supported her desire to attend Northwestern instead of Maryville.


They were heading toward the front of the house when a limousine pulled up in the drive and a striking brunette got out of it followed by two young men in their early twenties. “I see the grieving widow has finally decided to put in an appearance,” Parker said with uncharacteristic sarcasm as he looked at Charlotte Bancroft. Large diamond earrings glittered at her ears, and despite the simple gray suit she was wearing, she looked alluring and curvaceous. “Did you notice that she didn’t shed a tear at the funeral? There’s something about that woman that reminds me of Lucretia Borgia.”


Privately Meredith agreed with the analogy. “She isn’t here to accept condolences. She wants the will read this afternoon, as soon as the house clears out, so that she can go back to Palm Beach tonight.”


“Speaking of ‘clearing out,’ ” Parker said, glancing at his watch, “I have an appointment in an hour.” Leaning forward, he pressed a brotherly kiss to her cheek. “Tell your father I said good-bye.”


Meredith watched him as he walked away, taking all her romantic girlhood dreams with him. The summer breeze ruffled his sun-streaked hair, and his strides were long and sure. He opened his car door, stripped off the jacket of his dark suit, and put it over the back of the passenger seat. Then he looked up and waved good-bye to her.


Trying desperately not to dwell on her loss, she forced herself to walk forward to greet Charlotte. Not once during the service had Charlotte spoken to either Meredith or her father; she had simply stood between her sons, her expression blank. “How are you feeling?” Meredith asked politely.


“I’m feeling impatient to go home,” the woman retorted icily. “How soon can we get down to business?”


“The house is still full of people,” Meredith said, mentally recoiling from Charlotte’s attitude. “You’ll have to ask my father about the reading of the will.”


Charlotte turned on the steps, her face glacial. “I haven’t spoken to your father since that day in Palm Beach. The next time I speak to him, it will be when I’m calling all the shots and he’s begging me to talk to him. Until then you’ll have to act as interpreter, Meredith.” She walked into the house with a son on each side of her like an honor guard.


Meredith stared at her back, chilled by the hatred emanating from her. The day in Palm Beach Charlotte had referred to was still vividly clear in Meredith’s memory. Seven years earlier, she and her father had flown to Florida at the invitation of her grandfather, who’d moved there after his heart attack. When they arrived they discovered that they had not been invited merely for the Easter holidays, but rather to attend a wedding—Cyril Bancroft’s wedding to Charlotte, who had been his secretary for two decades. At thirty-eight, she was thirty years younger than he, a widow with two teenage sons only a few years older than Meredith.


Meredith never knew why Philip and Charlotte detested each other, but from what little she heard of the explosive argument between her father and grandfather that day, the animosity had started long before, when Cyril still lived in Chicago. With Charlotte within hearing, Philip had called the woman a scheming, ambitious slut, and he’d called his father a silly, aging fool who was being duped into marrying her so that her sons would get a piece of Cyril’s money.


That trip to Palm Beach had been the last time Meredith had seen her grandfather. From there, he had continued to control his business investments, but he left the operation of Bancroft & Company entirely to Meredith’s father, as he had done from the day he moved to Palm Beach. Although the department store represented less than one fourth of the family’s net worth, by its very nature its operation required her father’s complete attention. Unlike the family’s other vast holdings, Bancroft’s was far more than a mere stock transaction that yielded dividends; it was the foundation of the family’s original wealth and a source of great pride.
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“This is the last will and testament of Cyril Bancroft,” her grandfather’s attorney began when Meredith and her father were seated in the library along with Charlotte and her sons. The first bequests were for large sums that went to various charities, and after that four more bequests were made to Cyril Bancroft’s servants—$15,000 each to his chauffeur, housekeeper, gardener, and caretaker.


Since the attorney had specifically requested that Meredith be present, she had already assumed that she was probably the recipient of some small bequest. Despite that, she jumped when Wilson Riley spoke her name: “To my granddaughter, Meredith Bancroft, I bequeath the sum of four million dollars.” Meredith’s mouth fell open in shocked disbelief at the enormous sum, and she had to concentrate on listening while Riley continued: “Although distance and circumstances have prevented me from getting to know Meredith well, it was apparent to me when I last saw her that she is a warm and intelligent girl who will use this money wisely. To help ensure that she does, I make this bequest with the stipulation that the funds are to be held in trust for her, along with any interest, dividends, etc., until she attains the age of thirty. I further appoint my son, Philip Edward Bancroft, to act as her trustee and to maintain full guardianship over said funds.”


Pausing to clear his throat, Riley looked from Philip to Charlotte to her sons, Jason and Joel, and then he began to read Cyril’s words again: “In the interest of fairness, I have divided the rest of my estate as evenly as possible between my remaining heirs. To my son, Philip Edward Bancroft, I bequeath all my stock, and my entire interest in, Bancroft & Company, a department store which constitutes approximately one fourth of my entire estate.” Meredith heard it, but she couldn’t make sense of it. “In the interest of fairness” he’d left his only child one fourth of his estate? Surely, if he meant to divide everything evenly, his wife was entitled to no more than one half, not three fourths. And then, as if from a distance, she heard the attorney finish, “To my wife, Charlotte, and my legally adopted sons, Jason and Joel, I leave equal shares in the remaining three-fourths of my estate. I further stipulate that Charlotte Bancroft is to act as trustee over Jason and Joel’s portion until such time as they have both attained the age of thirty.”


The words legally adopted tore at Meredith’s heart as she saw the look of betrayal flash across her father’s ashen face. Slowly, he turned his head and looked at Charlotte; she returned his stare unflinchingly while a smile of malicious triumph spread across her face. “You conniving bitch!” he said between his teeth. “You said you’d get him to adopt them, and you did.”


“I warned you years ago that I would. I’m warning you now that our score still isn’t settled,” she added, her smile widening as if she was thriving on his fury. “Think about that, Philip. Lie awake at night, wondering where I’ll strike you next and what I’ll take away from you. Lie awake, wondering and worrying, just like you made me lie awake eighteen years ago.”


The bones of his face stood out as he clamped his jaws to stop himself from dignifying that with a reply. Meredith tore her gaze from the two of them and looked at Charlotte’s sons. Jason’s face was a replica of his mother’s—triumphant and malicious. Joel was frowning at his shoes. Joel is soft, Meredith’s father had said years ago. Charlotte and Jason are like greedy barracudas, but at least you know what to expect of them. The younger boy, Joel, makes my skin crawl—there’s something strange about him.


As if he sensed that Meredith was looking at him, Joel glanced up, his expression carefully noncommittal. He didn’t look strange to Meredith or at all threatening. In fact, when she’d last seen him on the occasion of the wedding, Joel had gone out of his way to be nice to her. At the time, Meredith had felt sorry for him because his mother openly preferred Jason, and Jason, who was two years older, seemed to feel nothing for his brother but contempt.


Suddenly Meredith couldn’t stand the oppressive atmosphere in the room any longer. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said to the lawyer, who was spreading some papers out on the desk, “I’ll wait outside until you’re finished.”


“You’ll need to sign these papers, Miss Bancroft.”


“I’ll sign them before you leave, after my father has read them.”


Instead of going upstairs, Meredith decided to go outside. It was getting dark and she wandered down the steps, letting the evening breeze cool her face. Behind her, the front door opened, and she turned, thinking it was the lawyer calling her back inside. Joel stood there, arrested in midstep, as startled as she by their confrontation. He hesitated as if he wanted to remain but wasn’t certain he was welcome.


It had been hammered into her head that one was always gracious to anyone who was one’s guest, so Meredith tried to smile. “It’s nice out here, isn’t it?”


Joel nodded, accepting the unspoken invitation to join her if he wished, and he walked down the steps. At twenty-three, he was shorter by several inches than his older brother, and not as attractive as Jason. He stood, looking at her, as if unable to think what to say. “You’ve changed,” he finally said.


“I imagine I have. I was eleven years old the last time I saw you.”


“After what just happened in there, you must wish to God you’d never laid eyes on any of us.”


Still a little dazed by the terms of her grandfather’s will and unable to assimilate what it all meant in terms of the future, Meredith shrugged. “Tomorrow I may feel that way. Right now I just feel—numb.”


“I’d like you to know—” he said haltingly, “that I didn’t plot to steal your grandfather’s affection or his money from your father.”


Unable to either hate him or forgive him for cheating her father of his rightful inheritance, Meredith sighed and looked up at the sky. “What did your mother mean in there—about settling a score with my father?”


“All I know is that they’ve hated each other for as long as I can remember. I have no idea what started it, but I do know my mother won’t stop until she’s satisfied with her revenge.”


“God, what a mess!”


“Lady,” he replied with deadly certainty, “it’s only just begun.”


A chill raced up Meredith’s spine at that grim prophecy, and she snapped her gaze from the sky to his face, but he merely lifted his brows and refused to elaborate.
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Meredith yanked a dress out of her closet to wear to the Fourth of July party, tossed it across the bed, and pulled off her bathrobe. This summer, which had begun with a funeral, had degenerated into a five-week battle with her father over which college she would attend—a battle that had escalated into a full-fledged war the previous day. In the past, Meredith had always bent over backward to please him; when he was needlessly strict, she told herself it was only because he loved her and was afraid for her; when he was brusque, she rationalized that he had responsibilities that tired him, but now, now that she’d belatedly discovered that his plans for her were on a collision course with her own, she was not willing to give up her dreams to pacify him.


From the time she was a young girl, she’d assumed that someday she would have the chance to follow in the footsteps of all her forebears and take her rightful place at Bancroft & Company. Each successive generation of Bancroft men had proudly worked their way up through the store’s hierarchy, starting there as a department manager, then moving up through the ranks to vice president, and later, president and chief executive officer. Finally, when they were ready to turn the direction of the store over to their sons, they became chairman of the board. Not once in nearly one hundred years had a Bancroft failed to do that, and not once in all that time had any Bancroft ever been ridiculed by the press or by the store’s employees for being incompetent or undeserving of the titles they eventually held. Meredith believed, she knew, she could prove herself worthy too, if she were just given the chance. All she wanted or expected was that chance. And the only reason her father didn’t want to give it to her was that she hadn’t had the foresight to be his son instead of his daughter!


Frustrated to the point of tears, she stepped into the dress and pulled it up. Reaching behind her back, she struggled with the zipper as she walked over to the dressing table and looked in the mirror above it. With complete disinterest she surveyed the strapless cocktail dress that she’d bought weeks before for that night’s occasion. The bodice was sheared at the sides so that it crisscrossed her breasts, sarong-style, in a multicolored rainbow of pale pastel silk chiffon, then it nipped in at the waist before falling in a graceful swirl to her knees. Picking up a hairbrush, she ran it through her long hair. Rather than expend the effort of doing anything special with it, she brushed it back off her face, twisted it up into a chignon, and pulled a few tendrils loose at her ears to soften the effect. The rose topaz pendant would have been the perfect accent for her dress, but her father was also going to Glenmoor tonight, and she refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her wear it. Instead, she clipped on a pair of ornate gold earrings inset with pink stones that sparkled and danced in the light, and left her shoulders and neck bare. The hairstyle gave her a more sophisticated look and the golden tan she’d acquired looked lovely against the strapless bodice of the dress; if it hadn’t, Meredith wouldn’t have cared, nor would she have changed into something different. How she looked was a matter of complete indifference to her; the only reason she was going was that she couldn’t stand the thought of staying home and letting frustration drive her insane, and that she’d promised Shelly Fillmore and the rest of Jonathan’s friends that she’d join them there.


Sitting down at the dressing table, she slipped on a pair of pink silk moiré heels she’d bought to wear with the dress. When she straightened, her gaze fell on the framed copy of an old issue of Business Week that was hanging on the wall. On the cover of the magazine was a picture of Bancroft’s stately downtown store, with its uniformed doormen standing at the main entrance. The fourteen-story building was a Chicago landmark, the doormen a historic symbol of Bancroft’s continuing insistence on excellence and service to its customers. Inside the magazine was a long, glowing article about the store, which said that a Bancroft label on an item was a status symbol; the ornate B on its shopping bags the emblem of a discriminating shopper. The article also commented about the remarkable competence of Bancroft heirs when it came to running their business. It said that a talent for—and love of—retailing seemed to have been passed along in Bancroft genes from its founder, James D. Bancroft.


When the writer had interviewed Meredith’s grandfather and asked him about that, Cyril had reportedly laughed and said it was possible. He’d added, however, that James Bancroft had begun a tradition that had been handed down from father to son—a tradition of grooming and training the heir from the time he was old enough to leave the nursery and dine with his parents. There, at the dining table, each father began to speak to their sons about whatever was happening at the store. For the child, these daily vignettes about the store’s operation constituted the equivalent of ongoing bedtime stories. Excitement and suspense were generated; knowledge was subtly imparted. And absorbed. Later, simplified problems were casually brought up and discussed with the teenager. Solutions were asked for—and listened to, though rarely found. But then, finding solutions wasn’t the real goal anyway; the goal was to teach and stimulate and encourage.


At the end of the article, the writer had asked Cyril about his successors and, as Meredith thought about her grandfather’s reply, she felt a lump in her throat: “My son has already succeeded me to the presidency,” Cyril had said. “He has one child, and when the time comes for her to take over the presidency of Bancroft & Company, I have every faith Meredith will carry on admirably. I only wish I could be alive to see it.” Meredith knew that if her father had his way, she would never assume the presidency of Bancroft’s. Although he’d always discussed the operation of the store with her, just as his father had done with him, he was adamantly opposed to her ever working there. She made that discovery while they were having dinner soon after her grandfather’s funeral. In the past, she’d repeatedly mentioned her intention of following tradition and taking her place at Bancroft’s, but either he hadn’t listened or he hadn’t believed her. That night he did take her seriously, and he informed her with brutal frankness that he did not expect her to succeed him, nor did he want her to. That was a privilege he planned to reserve for a future grandson. Then he coldly acquainted Meredith with an entirely different tradition and one he intended she follow: Bancroft women did not work at the store, or anywhere else, for that matter. Their duty was to be exemplary wives and mothers, and to donate whatever additional talents and time they had to charitable and civic endeavors.


Meredith wasn’t willing to accept that; she couldn’t, not now. It was too late. Long before she’d fallen in love with Parker—or thought she had—she had fallen in love with “her” store. By the time she was six, she was already on a first-name basis with all of the doormen and security clerks. At twelve she knew the names of every vice president and what his responsibilities were. At thirteen she’d asked to accompany her father to New York, where she’d spent an afternoon at Bloomingdale’s, being shown around the store, while her father attended a meeting in the auditorium. When they left New York, she’d already formed her own opinions—not all of them correct—about why Bancroft’s was superior to “Bloomie’s.”


Now, at eighteen, she already had a general knowledge of things like workers compensation problems, profit margins, merchandising techniques, and product liability problems. Those were the things that fascinated her, the things she wanted to study, and she was not going to spend the next four years of her life taking classes in romance languages and Renaissance art!


When she told him that, he had slammed his hand down on the table with a crash that made the dishes jump. “You are going to Maryville, where both your grandmothers have gone, and you will continue to live at home! At home!” he reiterated. “Is that clear? The subject is closed!” Then he’d shoved his chair back and left.


As a child, Meredith had done everything to please him, and please him she had—with her grades, her manners, and her deportment. In fact, she’d been a model daughter. Now, however, she was finally realizing that the price of pleasing her father and maintaining the peace was becoming much higher: It required subjugating her individuality and surrendering all her dreams for her own future, not to mention sacrificing a social life!


His absurd attitude toward her dating or going to parties wasn’t her main problem right now, but it had become a sharp point of contention and embarrassment for her this summer. Now that she was eighteen, he appeared to be tightening restrictions instead of loosening them. If Meredith had a date, he personally met the young man at the door and subjected him to a lengthy cross-examination while treating him with an insulting contempt that was intended to intimidate him into never asking her out again. Then he set a ridiculously early curfew of midnight. If she spent the night at Lisa’s, he invented a reason to call her and make certain she was there. If she went out for a drive in the evening, he wanted an itinerary of where she was going; when she came back home he wanted an accounting of every minute she’d been gone. After all those years in private schools with the strictest possible rules, she wanted a taste of complete freedom. She’d earned it. She deserved it. The idea of living at home for the next four years, under her father’s increasingly watchful eye, was unbearable and unnecessary.


Until now she’d never openly rebelled, for rebellion only ignited his temper. He hated being opposed by anyone and, once riled, he could remain frigidly angry for weeks. But it wasn’t only fear of his anger that had made her acquiesce to him in the past. In the first place, part of her longed for his approval. In the second place, she could understand how humiliated he must have been by her mother’s behavior and the scandal that had followed. When Parker had told her about all that, he’d said her father’s overprotective attitude toward Meredith was probably due to the fear of losing her—for she was all he had—and partly to the fear that she might inadvertently do something to reawaken the talk about the scandal her mother had created. Meredith didn’t particularly like that last idea, but she’d accepted it, and so she’d spent five weeks of the summer trying to reason with him; when that failed, she’d resorted to arguing. Yesterday, however, the hostilities between them had erupted into their first raging battle. The bill for her tuition deposit had come from Northwestern University, and Meredith had taken it to him in his study. Calmly and quietly, she had said, “I am not going to go to Maryville. I’m going to Northwestern and getting a degree that’s worth something.”


When she handed him the bill, he tossed it aside and regarded her with an expression that made her stomach cramp. “Really?” he jeered. “And just how do you plan to pay your tuition? I’ve told you I won’t pay it, and you can’t touch a cent of your inheritance until you’re thirty. It’s too late to try for a scholarship now, and you’ll never qualify for a student loan, so you can forget about it. You will live here at home and go to Maryville. Do you understand me, Meredith?”

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg








OEBPS/images/common.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781439138793.jpg
‘1 NEW YORK 1

UDITH
McNAUGH

S

A Paradise Novel






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
UDITH
CWGHT

PARADISE

&

Pocket Star Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






