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    Dedication




    To all the friends along the way


    who’ve encouraged me and inspired me,


    and to my family,
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    Prologue




    From the Los Angeles Times




    Hollywood Embraces Its Own as Scandal Deepens




    Thousands of mourners gathered in Beverly Hills today to hold a candlelight vigil after the shocking death of one of America’s most beloved screen actresses. Not since the death of Marilyn Monroe has such an outpouring of public emotion been seen, and while police have quickly concluded their investigation, the rest of America continues to ask why.




    THERE WAS BLOOD ON HER HANDS. Blood and something else her mind wouldn’t acknowledge. She couldn’t focus in the soothing, protective haze that was fast numbing her to reality.




    Claire stared at her blood-spattered hands, glowing eerily under the glare of the brute lamps used to illuminate the set. Why didn’t someone turn them off? she thought dully. Someone needed to turn off the lights. They were so bright…




    She concentrated on that thought as the noise swirled around her, urgent voices, the approaching whine of a siren. It must have been close by, waiting in case of an emergency. That happened, sometimes. People got injured on the set, prop guns went off accidentally. Even blanks could do damage, she had heard, if fired at close range.




    Someone had wrapped a blanket around her bare shoulders, but still she shivered under the bright lights. Someone really should turn them off. They must use massive amounts of electricity.




    The practical thought calmed her. Absently she estimated the cost per kilowatt hour—a similar question had appeared on her Management 480 final last month. Two thousand kilowatts each, someone had said. The electric bill would be enormous. Someone would be in trouble when the bill came due and red ink spilled.




    She rocked back and forth on the floor of the greenhouse, no longer conscious of her surroundings. No one noticed her in the commotion.




    Her hands clutched the blanket, smearing blood on the wool. She would have to wash her hands. The new worry scratched on her brain. If her mother saw her with dirty hands, she wouldn’t be allowed any dinner. And if her father found out how her hands had been dirtied, there would be hell to pay.




    Hell. She had been there already, been born there. But she had escaped—hadn’t she? They wouldn’t send her back. Her breath caught, tangled in fear. Would they?




    Her head tilted, and a low keening sound emerged from deep in her throat.




    “Someone get her out of here—Jesus Christ, Clarissa! She’s covered in blood!” The disgusted voice penetrated her consciousness. That was a voice she knew, a voice she had come to trust. Why did it sound so shattered now?




    “For Christ’s sake, get her out of here!” The voice was more urgent. “She shouldn’t be here! Oh, God, Hayley—” The words broke in a sob, but Claire knew her own tears would never fall. She didn’t cry, not ever, no matter how much she hurt inside.




    When they led her out, a proud little smile lingered on her lips and the blood had already dried on her hands. The flash of light from the camera made her blink, and suddenly, she knew where she was. But she couldn’t remember what had happened, why she was naked under the scratchy blanket that covered her shoulders.




    But a part of her did know. Her lot in life, she had learned, was to constantly atone for the sins of others. The devil wanted its ugly price paid again and again, and she was the one chosen to pay it.


  




  

    Chapter One




    From the Philadelphia Inquirer




    Famed financier Connor Forrest, recent buyer of Kaslow’s Department Store, has appointed Claire Porter as Vice President, Finance, of the twenty-four store chain. Ms. Porter, a six-year veteran of the Forrest Group staff of market analysts, was reportedly the driving force behind the addition of Kaslow’s to the FGI portfolio.




    “I have complete confidence in Ms. Porter’s ability to keep a tight rein on the expenditures of the company, while at the same time advance the store’s operations into the next decade,” Forrest commented through a spokesperson.




    No further details were provided regarding Ms. Porter’s background.




    SUEDE-COVERED HEELS TAPPED a staccato rhythm on the floor, a patch work of marble imported over a century ago from Italy. The sound echoed against the mahogany ceiling panels four floors above, where a pantheon of Roman gods reclined, carved by a commercial artist whose name no one could remember.




    Claire took a deep breath. The earthy scent of foliage, dampened by an early morning sprinkling, blended with the factory-fresh odor of new merchandise to create a unique fragrance.




    The smell of new money mixed with old, she thought, dodging an outstretched palm frond.




    The last time she had made her way through the rotunda of Kaslow’s Department Store, shoppers were scurrying through the spoked aisles, gleaning the latest markdowns. At the edge of the mosaic-tiled fountain in the center sat the weariest of the lot, some with daredevil toddlers dangling over the sparkling water.




    Today only a quiet goddess greeted her, a bronze figure posed in an uncomfortable-looking arc in the center of the now calm fountain. Claire averted her gaze from the too-knowing eyes as she approached. Could the goddess of Fortune possibly be considered a religious icon? Perhaps it wasn’t entirely appropriate for the store’s image.




    But she could just imagine the headlines in tomorrow’s paper: “Kaslow’s New Owner Dumps Heavenly Relic Along with Pension Plan; Employees Hold Talks with the Antichrist.”




    Rule number one: Choose your battles.




    She gave the silent figure a conciliatory glance as she skirted the fountain. Below the surface of the water, an assortment of coins lay scattered like fall leaves. At the end of the week, they’d be collected and sent to the Make-a-Wish Foundation, where some good might actually come from the spare change tossed into the fountain.




    Claire wasn’t prone to the practice herself. She’d learned early on that the only wishes that came true were those accompanied by sixty-hour work weeks.




    Though, if ever there was a time when she could use a run of good luck, today—the first day of her new job—would certainly be the moment to call in a few favors from whichever gods granted such things.




    Well-honed lore maintained that Kaslow’s fountain really did possess magical properties. Countless tales attested to that fact—one couple had even been married near the fountain where they claimed to have wished for, and found, their true love.




    She had to admit it was a fantastic marketing gimmick.




    She passed a display of orange-and-black socks, ties, and other Halloween-inspired accessories. The fountain’s legends had originated with Earnest Kaslow, the retail genius who founded the store in 1890. Claire had read about him when she’d plotted the buyout of Kaslow’s. The founder of the store, a true merchant prince, had possessed retail savvy unequaled by even R.H. Macy.




    Claire paused in front of the elevator. A little of that savvy would come in handy now. Despite the majestic surroundings and the rich display of merchandise, the store was losing cash like an Atlantic City gambler on the down side of his luck. Claire intended to dam the flow. Job security for all employees had been assured in the original offer, yet she was determined to curb runaway executive salaries and limitless expense accounts along with other undue expenditures.




    This was the battle she’d chosen—and one she was determined to win.




    She punched the ivory elevator button, then tightened her grip on her briefcase. An image of her first day of school, an ordeal even if she hadn’t been dressed in leftovers from the church collection box, flashed across her mind, then quickly rejoined other, darker images she refused to acknowledge.




    The elevator pinged. Gleaming brass doors parted silently, and Claire stepped inside, hoping the welcome awaiting her on the seventh floor would go as smoothly.




    More likely, she’d be greeted as warmly as an IRS audit.




    She frowned, remembering the article in today’s Philadelphia Inquirer. It had been just a small blurb, really, announcing her appointment to the board. Though it wasn’t her first brush with publicity, she still hated seeing her name in print—even her real name—and a photo that wasn’t unfocused and blurry. There was always the chance that someone would recognize her.




    Although that hadn’t happened in ten years.




    She smoothed her tight chignon of “crow feather” hair, as her mother had called it. Not a single strand had dared to escape its confines, and without checking, she knew the Lancôme she had applied that morning was flawless. Long ago she had learned the art of camouflage. Ninety-nine percent of attitude was acting, something she had once been told she was good at.




    The never-let-them-see-you-sweat philosophy had served her well over the years, and today it would be her number one ally. When all escape routes were blocked, she could stand her ground with the best of them.




    She allowed herself a tiny smile of triumph. It would take more than a boardroom of overstuffed executives to rout Claire Porter, she told herself, the pinging tune of the elevator cheering her on.




    After all, what could possibly happen that was worse than what she had faced before?




    In a far corner of the rotunda, near a crowded display of gloves, a man aimed his Nikon at the elevator doors and snapped the shutter, capturing the image of a dark-suited woman just before she disappeared into the elevator.




    Then he glanced at the fountain, where a ray of sun glinted off the figure in the center, causing the bronze eye to wink at him.




    He stopped, blinked, then shook his head.




    As he turned and walked away, a spray of water surged to life from behind the goddess, showering her bronze head and anointing her with a stream of purified liquid from somewhere below. The water cascaded over her outstretched arms, then fell into the pool below, where it was stirred by underwater jets that kept it flowing.




    The wheel of fortune had just spun into motion.




    Claire jotted a final note on the tablet in front of her, then glanced around the boardroom.




    She recognized most of the department managers from her previous meetings with management. Chester Wheaton was Vice President of Merchandise. She knew his easygoing exterior hid a sharp mind, which would be crucial in carrying out the retail strategy Kaslow’s would have to adopt if it was to remain competitive. Stanley Adair ran the Marketing department and seemed to have all the initiative of a contented housecat. Fortunately he was due to retire next spring.




    Five minutes after the meeting was supposed to begin, Evan Kaslow walked in. He was slated to take over the president’s office after his uncle retired, but Claire wasn’t so sure he was the best choice. He had a reputation as a corporate Casanova, and the last thing Kaslow’s needed was a sexual harassment suit.




    And now that Bernard Kaslow’s successor would be chosen on the basis of skill rather than family pedigree, Evan would have to earn his way to the executive office.




    Which might explain his sour expression as he greeted her. “I see the Black Knight has finally joined our ranks.”




    Claire swallowed a sigh. A business blogger had dubbed her the “Black Knight” after FGI put in its white knight rescue bid for Kaslow’s. She thought it made her sound like some sort of medieval mortuary director, hardly the image she was hoping to portray.




    Evan narrowed his gaze, eyeing her black Donna Karan jacket as if it were a knockoff from H&M. “At least you’re dressed for the part. But shouldn’t you be buying your business suits at Kaslow’s now that you’re on the board?”




    She leveled him with the impassive smile she’d perfected long ago, when girls at school mocked her knee-length dresses and clunky shoes. “Hello, Evan. I hope to have a chance to check out the styles in Ladies’ Corporate Wear later. But I thought it more important to get our balance sheets back in the black first.”




    Evan’s confident look faded. As Vice President of Stores, he bore part of the blame for the financial losses Kaslow’s had sustained. Claire intended to see that each branch pulled its own weight from now on.




    Claire congratulated herself on the easily won skirmish. Not bad for the first board meeting, but she had a feeling that when she announced the restructuring of the store’s pension plans, she’d have more than her wardrobe to defend.




    Jackie Prescott, the public relations director, breezed into the room, the scent of Chanel floating in with her. “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “But when you hear why, you’re going to die. Absolutely die.” A smug glance traveled over the assortment of executives at the table as she sank into the only vacant chair. When her gaze settled on Claire, Jackie’s wine-colored lips tightened into thin cracks. “Oh, hello, Claire. Did you see the announcement in yesterday’s business section? They wanted more background information, but I didn’t have any in my file.” Opening a floral notebook, she added, “You seem to have been born when you came to work for the Forrest Group.”




    In some ways she had, but Claire wasn’t about to share that with Jackie.




    “Yes, I did see it. I thought it was fine. It’s not my background that counts, after all.” She was grateful the mention had been brief. The unexpected publicity had unnerved her, although the article had been buried beneath a story on the local housing market.




    Claire wondered what Jackie was doing at the board meeting—she wasn’t technically a member of the board. Perhaps she planned to prepare a statement on the changes expected at Kaslow’s—at least, the changes Claire hoped would occur. The board would still have to agree, and though Claire, as the unofficial representative for Connor Forrest, was a force to be reckoned with, there was no guarantee her plans would be implemented if they didn’t pull their own weight.




    Connor’s system of checks and balances, she reflected with a smile.




    The room stirred as Bernard Kaslow arrived. Nine minutes late, Claire noted. He was the spitting image of the portrait of Earnest Kaslow on the wall, minus a set of fluffy sideburns.




    As he settled at the head of the table, Jackie leaned forward, filling Bernard in on her news, no doubt. Finally, he nodded and glanced up. “The details will have to wait until later, Jackie. I’m sure we’ll need some good news after we hear those numbers from Finance.” He frowned at Claire. “I hope the picture’s not as grim as some of the rumors floating around here seem to indicate.”




    Claire thought she detected a warning in his voice, but she ignored it as she rose from her seat. “Hardly. As you all can see from the sheets I’ve passed out—the new budget proposals, along with next year’s earning projections—the financial picture could hardly be described as ‘grim.’ I think with some creative belt tightening—” she glanced around the room, noting a few relieved expressions, then continued “—we can all manage to live within our means for the next year and at the same time keep up the image of quality this store is known for.”




    For the next twenty minutes, she outlined a detailed financial forecast for the company, one that differed vastly from the haphazard accounting her predecessor had favored. During his era, department managers had asked for, and generally received, their budget amounts. During hers, she would tell the departments what they were allowed to spend. The change would take some getting used to and would put a few backs up, but she was prepared to be firm.




    “And finally,” she said, her gaze resting on Bob Berry, director of human resources. His broad face was smiling, since his budget would actually be increased. “You’ll notice I’ve earmarked funds to be used to establish a corporate childcare center on the premises. Currently there is no adequate daycare in the area, and after the center is in place, it will double as a drop-in childcare facility for our customers. Thus, the purpose is twofold: an employee benefit, in keeping with Forrest Group policy on the West Coast, and an incentive to bring in affluent suburban shoppers, many of whom have young children.




    “As you can see,” she finished, “we plan to keep the emphasis on Kaslow’s as a shopping experience, a place to be entertained—but only when that entertainment enhances sales, rather than entertainment purely for entertainment’s sake.”




    Jackie jotted a note in the floral notepad. “Oh, dear, looks like no more free concerts in the rotunda on Thursdays.”




    “On the contrary, Jackie. The concerts are a relatively low-budget item and seem to bring in the sort of customers we want. However, we can’t afford another bridal extravaganza like the one last spring. The ‘wedding’ alone cost half a million dollars, and our bridal department is only a small part of our total operation.”




    Jackie gave her a frosty glare. “Some of the best families in Philadelphia were there—the Stedwells, the Van Ostermans—even the mayor!”




    “And did any of them buy wedding dresses?” Claire asked, knowing the answer.




    But Jackie ignored the question. “You obviously have no understanding of how these things work. Word of mouth is the most important form of advertising.”




    Claire calmly pulled out a sheet of paper containing sales figures broken down by department. “Sales in Bridals were actually down last spring, due to changing demographics as well as the labor problems of one of our manufacturers. Not even the most aggressive marketing can change that. People aren’t having big weddings anymore. A focus on less extravagant—”




    “You’re a financial manager! What on earth do you know about marketing?”




    Claire refrained from pointing out her dual Master’s in Marketing and Finance had well-prepared her for her current position. “My job is to maintain the bottom line. The benefits must outweigh the costs. Give me solid proof of a publicity proposal that meets that criteria, and I’ll be all for it.”




    Jackie smiled triumphantly. “Ah! I have one right here.” She pointed to her notepad. “I’ve just been on the phone with Marty Baker. It’s still waiting approval on their end, but GrayWolf Productions wants to use Kaslow’s as a location for the film they’re shooting here in Philadelphia this winter.”




    Claire could only stare at her, mute with shock.




    “GrayWolf?” someone on the other side of the table asked as Jackie continued to beam.




    “They’re an independent production company. This will be their first film, but they’re definitely legit. I talked with someone in the Philadelphia Film Commission this morning, and they’ve been given permission to shoot on location at some of our historic sights.”




    Claire gripped her pen, wondering desperately if there was a roll of antacids in her briefcase.




    “Who’s starring in this film?” Chester asked.




    “For now that remains a secret—though I’ve heard Ben Affleck’s name mentioned,” Jackie said with a cagey smile.




    Claire glanced around the room, noting the mounting enthusiasm. Even Bernard was beaming approvingly.




    Apprehension lodged somewhere near the pit of Claire’s stomach as her worst fears materialized. No, not her worst fears. This qualified as a distant second, maybe even third.




    She took a deep breath and held up a hand to ward off the buzz of excited questions. “Hold on. What exactly have they asked for? Permission to film outside the premises?”




    “Oh, no, they want to film interior shots here—it may require closing the store for a couple of days, but the compensation they’ve mentioned would more than make up for lost revenue.”




    “Absolutely not.” The words were out of Claire’s mouth before she could contain them. Every head turned toward her.




    “Closing the store is out of the question,” she continued. “There is no way to compensate for inconvenience to our customers, not to mention the possibility that something could be damaged.”




    Or someone. She tried to keep the thread of desperation out of her voice. “And there’s also the matter of Kaslow’s reputation to consider. If the film contains scenes with graphic violence or sexual content, it would undoubtedly offend many of our customers.”




    “Oh, there’s no need to worry about that,” Jackie said. “I’ve been told the film will most likely be rated PG. It’s a light romantic comedy, something along the lines of Pretty Woman. And they’ll be taking out an insurance policy to cover any damages to our premises.”




    “But we can’t close the store,” Claire said firmly. “Regardless of what sort of financial incentive they’re offering.”




    Evan clicked his pen as if loading a weapon. “They could always shoot around our store hours. We are closed on Sunday mornings, Saturday evenings. Surely they could get in then.”




    “Marty did mention that possibility,” Jackie added.




    But a few hours would hardly be time enough to set up for a scene, much less complete the numerous takes necessary to shoot a few seconds worth of film footage. Claire said nothing, though, her mind busy sorting objections into neat piles she could deal with.




    Jackie went on. “They’ve asked permission to use some of our merchandise as props. They’re willing to pay extra for that, as well as cover any damages. They’d also like to negotiate with our restaurant for catering while they film here. That would certainly make up for some of the lost revenues.” She tossed a gloating look in Claire’s direction, then added, as if cementing the deal, “Filming starts in January, which is one of our slower months.”




    Claire closed her eyelids briefly, wondering if there were some god somewhere she had somehow offended. Perhaps she should have thrown a few pennies into the fountain this morning. No, she quickly amended, it would take more than pennies—quarters, perhaps, half dollars…Series EE treasury bonds…




    She opened her eyes, focusing on the woman whose Chanel was beginning to smell like a withered floral arrangement. Between that and the stale cigar smoke, she felt as though she could barely breathe.




    “As much as I hate to sound like a spoilsport,” she began, “there are, however, several considerations, aside from the most obvious financial ones. There is absolutely no guarantee that any film starting out as an innocuous romantic comedy won’t end up overflowing with gratuitous sex and violence—scripts get rewritten all the time. We simply can’t have Kaslow’s reputation, as well as our premises, exploited.”




    She glanced at Bernard Kaslow as she spoke, hoping the implied threat to his own good name would concern him. “Our customers won’t want to shop at a store that’s been the scene of—whatever sort of mayhem they decide to film here. And shutting down the store even for one day would be tantamount to hundreds of thousands of dollars in lost sales, as hundreds of customers take their business elsewhere—possibly for good.”




    Jackie looked taken aback by Claire’s reaction. “Are you actually suggesting we should turn down the opportunity to have our store featured in a film? Think of what Miracle on 34th Street did for Macys!”




    “I’m suggesting we give the matter some thought—from a financial standpoint rather than an emotional one. The lure of Hollywood is strong, I realize.” No one knew better than she how strong it was. And how destructive. She swallowed, trying not to appear as desperate as she was.




    “Now, Claire, I think you’re blowing this all out of proportion,” Jackie began. “Perhaps your priorities are—” she glanced at Bernard Kaslow, who had listened to the discussion without reaction “—not with Kaslow’s at this point,” she finished, a shrewd look on her face.




    “On the contrary,” Claire bit off, turning to Bernard for support. “Surely you agree it would be…unwise…to allow our location to be used without knowing more of the details. If they can’t provide them, we shouldn’t sign a contract.”




    He nodded his head thoughtfully, his chair creaking in rhythm. “You’re certainly right, Claire, to have concerns.” His gaze shifted to the portrait on the wall, as if wondering what his legendary ancestor would do.




    The face in the portrait gazed back, a crafty look in the painted eyes.




    Bernard cleared his throat. “We’ll do what we can to have all your questions answered. Jackie, why don’t you set something up with our attorneys and Claire, let them meet personally with these movie people. I’m sure once all the questions get answered, we’ll all agree this is a good idea—after all, there’s always room in the budget for some free publicity, isn’t that right?” A satisfied smile appeared on his face, and his eyes glowed with excitement.




    Probably seeing his name in lights, Claire thought, fighting the urge to swallow.




    “Of course, Mr. Kaslow. I’ll set that up right away.” Jackie scribbled a note with her hot-pink pen.




    Just the thought of meeting with anyone from Hollywood, or wherever the independent production company was from, made Claire’s stomach roil. But if she insisted on squelching the idea totally, without a legitimate reason, more questions would be raised than she wanted to answer.




    Hiding her apprehension, she nodded. “All right, then. If they can provide more information, I’ll be glad to hear it. But I warn you, it would take a lot to convince me this is truly in Kaslow’s best interest.”




    Or her own. She closed her notebook with a final thud and left the room.




    Back at her desk ten minutes later, Claire tore at a fresh roll of antacids with shaking fingers. Not a good start, she thought, crunching two peppermint-flavored tablets at once. She had definitely chosen a battle, though not exactly the one she’d gone into the boardroom prepared to fight.




    She leaned forward and began massaging her temples. Her gaze traveled over the few personal items she had placed on her desk: a crystal jar packed to the brim with gourmet jelly beans she never ate; a clay mug molded into a lumpy face, an assortment of pencils sprouting from its brown hair; and a silver picture frame.




    The photographs encased in the double frame caught her attention. Her son’s third-grade school picture, and another of him in a blue uniform, proudly clutching a soccer ball. She would have to call the local league and find out if there was a team in their neighborhood. As compensation for leaving San Francisco, she had promised to sign Tripper up for the sport of his choice, despite knowing the logistics involved would be a nightmare.




    She wondered how his first day at his new school was going. Hopefully better than hers. Mr. Gonzalez, his teacher, had assured her he would have no trouble adjusting this early in the year. The fact that Tripper had a male teacher was a plus, in Claire’s opinion. As a single mom, she had always made an effort to seek out male role models for her son, and Mr. Gonzalez had hardly raised an eyebrow when she responded with a terse “there’s no father” to his question about the blank line on the enrollment form.




    Fatherless kids were probably as common as untied shoelaces in schools these days.




    Remembering the catastrophe she still planned to avert, she straightened, mentally tucking the part of her life labeled “motherhood” back into its compartment. She picked up the phone and summoned her office assistant, resisting the urge to pop another antacid into her mouth.




    “I’m going to need rental rates for downtown commercial space,” she said when Joan appeared. “And call the Philadelphia Film Commission and get a list of location fees for anything filmed here in the last three years. Then I’ll need projected January sales for our downtown store, plus a list of employees.” As she spoke, she jotted down each idea, each objection, and like a general with a foolproof battle plan, she felt her doubts all but disappear.




    Joan lifted her eyebrows. “I heard they were thinking about filming a movie here, but I thought it was just another rumor.” Then she grinned. “Last year, I heard Denzel Washington was in the store, getting the royal treatment. Turned out it was the fire inspector.”




    “Well, hopefully this will amount to nothing but a lot of smoke.” Claire made a final note on her pad, and then she ripped off the page and handed it to Joan. As she turned to leave, Claire remembered: “Oh, by the way, I was told you’re expecting a baby.”




    Joan glanced back at her, her look of surprise mixed with apprehension. “Yes, around March.”




    Claire’s smile was warm. “Congratulations. I’ve made sure Personnel upgraded you to a permanent employee. You’ll be covered under the family leave policy that went into effect this month.” In the past, Kaslow’s had often hired “temporary” workers for long-term positions in an effort to avoid paying them benefits, a practice that, in Claire’s opinion, stank.




    Joan seemed stunned. “I was told this job was classified as temporary. I thought I wouldn’t be eligible for benefits.”




    Claire shook her head. “From now on, seasonal workers will only be hired in the retail side. Here in the corporate offices, we’ll make every effort to hire permanent employees—and give them full benefits.”




    Joan’s face broke into a smile. “I also heard a rumor you were trying to get a childcare center here.”




    Claire nodded. “Yes. Although we’re not exactly sure where it will go.”




    “I know the perfect place—that old theater on the eighth floor. No one uses it anymore.”




    “That sounds feasible. I’ll make a note to look into it.”




    Then, as Joan left, Claire’s smile faded. She knew Joan wasn’t married, a fact that, subconsciously at least, had probably prompted her to transfer her from reception to the position as her office assistant. She knew all too well the difficulties a single mother faced. If it hadn’t been for her grandmother’s support all those years ago, freely sharing her retirement pension as well as her time babysitting after Tripper was born, Claire never could have made it on her own.




    She shuddered to think what the alternative would have been.




    She turned to the work on her desk. The past was just that, and fortunately, she no longer needed to worry about where the next diaper was coming from. Now all she had to do was outwit this latest trick of Fate.




    “Mom, are you sure I’m your son?”




    Tripper’s question stopped Claire in her tracks on her way to the refrigerator. She glanced over to where he sat at the pine dining table, staring at his school photos. They’d been taken before they left San Francisco and had just arrived in the mail. His face bore a puzzled look of introspection, a look she had often noticed. She assumed it was the inevitable result of being the only child of a single parent. Sometimes there was just too much time for thinking.




    This time, though, his bout of nine-year-old introspection had backed him up the wrong path.




    She laughed and answered lightly, “Of course you’re my son, silly. You certainly aren’t my daughter.”




    “Mo-om!” he protested, rolling his eyes at her attempt at humor. “I’m serious. We don’t even look alike. Your hair’s a lot darker than mine, and your eyes are—” he looked up at her face for confirmation “—sorta gray,” he declared, then continued with his comparative analysis. “And you’re not very tall for your age. I’m already almost your height. I bet I’ll be a lot taller than you one day.”




    The incontrovertible proof of his mistaken parentage was offered solemnly, with all the thoughtful reasoning of a genetics expert.




    “Hmm. You know, you’re right,” Claire agreed with mock seriousness as she took a seat across from him. “We look nothing alike. There was probably a mix-up of some sort at the hospital.” She tilted her head, pasting a thoughtful look on her face, and mused, “Maybe my real son is out there somewhere, wondering why on earth he looks nothing like his mother.”




    Tripper heaved an impatient sigh. “You know what I mean.” He gave her an accusing look, then said with blunt accuracy, “I look like my father, don’t I?”




    Claire’s heart took a quick dive. He rarely brought up the subject, and she had begun to hope his questions would eventually cease altogether. She looked away, pretending to study the credit card bill that had arrived in the mail. “I suppose you do resemble him,” she prevaricated, hoping to steer the discussion away from awkward territory. Carefully she refolded the bill, then inserted it into its envelope. “I need to start dinner. And it’s past time for your homework, isn’t it?” she said, rising from the table.




    But this time, Tripper wasn’t letting her off so easily. “How come you never want to talk about him?”




    She was about to put him off again, but the sight of him looking up at her, his green eyes filled with confusion, sent her around the table toward her son instead of the refrigerator.




    “Oh, Tripper!” Guilt tugged at her heart. “It’s not that I don’t want to talk about him; it’s just that…there’s nothing to tell. I’ve told you before, I hardly knew him.” She tunneled her fingers through his hair, a maternal gesture that reassured her as much as it did him. She wished for the hundredth time the answers were simple enough to be understood by a nine-year-old, wished even harder she could assuage her guilt with a simple explanation.




    “It doesn’t matter who your father was or whether you’re a dead ringer for him. You’re an individual, Tripper, not a reflection of your parents.” She believed that strongly and more than anything wanted her son to share that belief—even more than she wanted him to stop asking questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.




    Tripper stared stonily at her midsection, refusing to meet her eyes. He had heard this before, and Claire knew he had questions—and not just about his parentage, but hers as well, a subject she definitely wasn’t going to discuss with him.




    She nudged his chin up gently and gazed at him, his eyes finally turning toward hers. She resisted the urge to go all “sappy” on him—nine-year-old boys hated to be embarrassed more than they hated missing basketball shots at the rim.




    “And as for who you look like,” she said, smiling, “it wouldn’t matter if you had green hair and purple eyes, you’re still my son. I distinctly remember giving birth to you, so don’t get any ideas about going off to join the gypsies.




    “Now, why don’t you cut out one of those pictures so I can take it to my office? We can mail the rest to your friends in San Francisco. Then you need to get started with your homework.” With a last warning glance over her shoulder, she opened the refrigerator door and began looking for dinner ingredients.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    “OH, HELL.” MATT GRAYSON STOPPED short at the sight of the two naked women lounging next to his swimming pool.




    “A.J.!” he hollered, ignoring the beckoning looks cast in his direction. “Are these yours?” he demanded as a shorter, dark-haired man appeared, balancing three cocktails in his hands. He looked like the bed he had no doubt just crawled out of: unmade and rumpled.




    “Oh, hey, Matt. I thought you were at your office.”




    “I am at my office. I’m working at home today.” Matt nodded toward the two women. “These left over from last night, or did you recruit a new batch? And why are we serving them drinks at this hour of the morning? It’s not even lunchtime,” he said, taking the glass nearest him and sniffing its contents.




    A.J. squinted against the full morning sun. “They’re breakfast mimosas. You want one?”




    “No thanks. I see you’re still celebrating,” Matt said dryly, the bubbles in the drink erupting as he swirled the liquid. The ink on A.J.’s divorce papers was scarcely dry, a divorce A.J. hadn’t wanted. Matt realized he had simply turned to booze and bimbos in an attempt to dull the pain, but there was a limit to self-indulgence. Matt had served time in the same institution, and when his time was up—six months, to be exact—his family had, lovingly and firmly, pushed his butt squarely back into reality.




    And now, ten years later, Matt was as immune to the insidious disease of self-indulgence as he was to diphtheria, though all around him in Hollywood it seemed to flourish. Hard work, he had found, both in the gym and on the set, worked a lot better than any drug yet invented.




    He dumped the drink into the pool, then tossed a couple of beach towels to the perfectly matched centerfolds posing on his redwood lounge chairs.




    “Time to go, ladies.” Matt hooked his thumb toward the door. “And be sure and pick up your clothes on the way.” He plucked another goblet from A.J.’s grasp, gave it a frown, then poured the pale liquid into the deep end. He would have to get the damned pool cleaned now. No telling what refuse had ended up in there during the impromptu party A.J. had thrown last night. Matt had stayed away, preferring the company at the billiard bar he had just opened to joining in his houseguest’s party.




    One of the women paused in front of him on her way toward the door and trailed a nail suggestively across his chest. “A.J. said you might give us an autograph later,” she purred. “Leonardo DiCaprio once signed his name right here.” She stroked her right breast suggestively. “Too bad you don’t have an ‘i’ you could dot,” she said, punctuating the words with a sexy giggle.




    Matt tucked his tongue into his cheek and pretended to be intrigued by the suggestion. “Why, that’s real smart of you, knowing how to spell my name and all,” he said in his best Montana drawl. “But I better warn you—there’s a female inside who’s the real jealous type, and she’s got teeth that can rip through shoe leather.” He gave the silicone breast in front of him a look that could pass for regret, then took the towel still dangling from her hand and draped it over her shoulder. “You’d better hurry—she’s almost finished with her breakfast.”




    Not sure if they’d just been insulted, the two blondes—at least one of them was a natural, Matt noticed—scurried off, throwing an identical pair of pouty looks over their shoulders as they disappeared inside.




    Matt gave a sharp whistle, then shouted, “Sadie! Come on, girl, let’s go for a swim!” A biscuit-colored missile of fur came charging onto the patio, aimed straight toward him, pink tongue dangling from the grinning mouth. Matt grabbed Sadie’s front paws as they reared up, gave them a wag, then set her down firmly. “Watch that, or I’ll start looking into obedience school!” he warned, meeting her adoring gaze head on.




    “And a minute ago you were threatening to sic her on…” A.J. scratched his unshaven chin thoughtfully. “You know, I can’t remember what they said their names were. Started with an ‘S,’ maybe. Sherry…Cherry…Did they look like twins to you?”




    Matt sighed as Sadie splashed into the pool, spraying water on his pants leg. “Oh, hell. You’ve got to get a grip on this. Why don’t you go call Maggie, see if you can get the kids this weekend? I’ve got to go to Philadelphia. You can have them over here.”




    A.J. shook his head, a morose expression crossing his face. “She’s taking them to Carmel to meet his parents. The wedding’s next month.”




    “Aw, fuck,” Matt swore sympathetically. Thank God he had learned his lesson when it came to women. They had no equal when it came to ruining a man’s life, and until he found one that he was sure wasn’t capable of sending him to a shrink, he would fork out his affection on sloppy-tongued canines and women like Annie, whose interest in him was purely sexual.




    “Oh, what the hell,” he relented. “Let’s have a beer. It’s almost lunchtime anyway. I’ve got a meeting later, though—Karen and Marty are coming over. We’re deciding on the locations for Lyin’ Hearts before I head out east.”




    “Already? I thought you didn’t start filming until after Christmas.”




    “Yes, but we need to know where we’ll be shooting so we can pin down the schedule. Once the contracts are signed, we can start planning shots, draw up the storyboards.”




    A.J. shook his shaggy head in mock amazement. “Contracts? Storyboards? You’re gonna lose your street cred once TMZ figures out America’s Hottest Actor isn’t just another pretty set of pecs. Steven Spielberg know you’re horning in on his territory?”




    “For now that’s still our dirty little secret. At least until we pull the wrapper off GrayWolf.”




    A.J. let the glum look settle. “Next thing, you’ll be a movie mogul and politicians will want to crash our parties.”




    Matt laughed, then whistled for Sadie. “I’ll go get that beer. You want one, or are you planning to drink that sissy stuff?”




    “Yeah, sure, I’ll take a beer,” A.J. said, then tipped up the glass and swallowed the rest of the mimosa. “Just getting my vitamin C,” he muttered, following Matt inside.




    Behind him Sadie scrambled out of the pool, her morning swim over as suddenly as it had begun. She paused for a fierce shake, painting the smooth Mexican tiles with pool water, then hurried after the man in her life.




    [image: ]




    Matt’s office looked more like that of a cattle baron than an A-list actor. Only a few relics of his thirteen-year career hung on the walls: a movie poster from Night Hawk, the first film he had starred in; a framed photograph of him with Robert Redford, taken at the signing of environmental legislation designed to protect stretches of the Western mountain ranges; and a framed copy of his very first review, in which his performance was compared unfavorably with that of the bird playing opposite him.




    Behind the Mission-style desk, Matt leaned back, studying the location photos in his hand. Marty Baker, the location manager, looked on, eager for a reaction, while Karen, the production designer for Lyin’ Hearts, took the photos that Matt handed to her, glancing at them. She’d seen a similar set already from Marty’s updates.




    Though most of Matt’s roles so far had been heavy on action, Lyin’ Hearts would be a change of pace. A romantic comedy, it would rely on wit rather than weapons to make an impact. And not only was Matt starring in the film, but his fledgling production company had chosen this project for their first picture, and he had given himself the task of directing.




    His balls were definitely on the block. He’d be risking his credibility for a low-budget, high-brow comedy. But the script was worth the risk, the film Matt envisioned worth protecting from outside scrutiny before it even got off the ground.




    Amazingly, they had managed to keep news of the project from the press so far, which is one reason they were meeting in Matt’s home instead of his office in Burbank. Officially, he was “taking a much-needed break from filming.”




    As an independent, their budget was low. So low, in fact, Matt himself was working for merely a share of the profits. If word got out that last year’s top-drawing actor was even associated with the film, the budget would have to be bumped up, as everyone from suppliers to the film crew would demand a larger chunk off the top.




    The pile of photos on the desk was growing as Matt examined, then discarded each one. He looked up, an eyebrow lifted in mild surprise. “I won’t even ask how you managed to get into the ladies’ room, Marty,” he said. “Just tell me if it’s as big as it looks. I hate shooting in cramped quarters.”




    “You could build a theme park in there,” Marty replied. “And I’ve already asked for permission to use the chairs as props.”




    Matt studied the photograph closer. The delicate chairs—French Provincial was his uneducated guess—would provide the perfect contrast for the rough character he played in the film. He tossed the photo to Karen. “What do you think about that? It would save us some money on set decoration, wouldn’t it?”




    Karen was responsible for the total look of the film, from the design of the sets, to the wardrobe, makeup, and hairstyles of the actors. Matt intended to let her have the final say. Having been on sets where directors constantly second guessed every decision, he had decided his strategy would be to hire the best and then let them do their jobs.




    Karen barely glanced at the photo. “They’ll do. And that fountain there…” She pointed to another photograph, lying face up on the table. “I think it would be perfect for Scene Twenty, where Luke and Jane have the argument.”




    “It would have to be rewritten, but you’re right, it would be the perfect backdrop.” Matt glanced at the photo. “What’s it supposed to represent, anyway? Some kind of goddess?”




    “Fortuna, Roman goddess of Fortune.”




    “Is that right?” Matt grinned. “Let’s hope she’s smiling on us. I think we’ve got our prime location right here, Marty. Get the contracts signed. I want to be able to get in the place next week while I’m in town.”




    “We’ll have to film in the evening, after the store’s closed. I tried feeling them out about shooting in the daytime, but unless we blow our budget—”




    “No problem. The shots will all be indoors, anyway.” It would be hell on the crew, but sometimes after-hours shoots were necessary, especially for low-budget films. “Why don’t you schedule it for the first few days we’re there? We’ll all still be on California time. That’ll give us a cheap edge.”




    Marty nodded, jotting down the instruction on his notepad.




    Just as quickly, the rest of their decisions were dispensed with. Marty and Karen left, leaving Matt alone with Sadie, who snoozed under the desk. Though he knew pre-production was a crucial part of the process, he itched to get the actual filming underway. It wouldn’t begin for another two months, right after Christmas. If he was lucky, he could get in a few weeks at his ranch in Montana, the place he still considered home. The beach house in Malibu, an honest-to-God bachelor pad now that A.J. had moved in, was more a shelter for strays than home.




    His latest stray was starting to wear on his nerves. A week in Philly wouldn’t be so bad, provided he managed to keep his presence there a secret. To avoid attention, he had recently begun sporting the occasional disguise. With a week’s worth of beard stubble, a pair of dark Ray Bans, and a baseball cap pulled low over his brow, he could pass for nondescript. Plus, the name “Roscoe Arbuckle” on the guest register never stirred interest at the better hotels.




    He propped worn lizard-skin boots on the desk. He could just imagine the field day the tabloids would have if they knew he had played host to two naked nymphets last night. Though he had developed a Teflon skin over the years, he still hated the invasions of privacy that dogged him.




    That was one reason his relationship with Annie worked so well. As a gospel singer who’d recently gone country, she had no wish to have her name associated with Hollywood’s former bad boy. Consequently, she had worked harder than he to keep their affair a secret.




    Contrary to popular belief, he’d never been as totally lacking in morals as everyone had assumed—not that it mattered much anymore. The scandal that had erupted in the early days of his career had turned out to be only a momentary stain on his reputation, dismissed with a “boys will be boys” shrug.




    He had even managed to forgive himself, though occasionally, usually after a few beers, he still reflected on the whole sad affair.




    The phone on his desk buzzed. It was Pam, his assistant. “I’ve faxed you the latest rewrites, and your press agent called. You’re on Letterman next month—I went ahead and made the travel arrangements. Oh, and the new GQ comes out around then—you’re on the cover, remember? Should I call security and have them send over more bodyguards?” she added, her voice only half-joking.




    Matt sighed. With fans sometimes thick as deep-woods mosquitoes, he had reluctantly begun traveling with a couple of beefed-up “friends.”




    “Just make sure my trip to Philadelphia stays under wraps—at least until the contracts get signed.”




    “You got it. We’ll put out that you’re in Montana at the ranch. One more thing—Laura Hayes called.” Laura was his co-star in Lyin’ Hearts. “She wants to talk to you about living arrangements on location. She’s having trouble finding a place. I told her the house you rented had a couple extra bedrooms—”




    “Sure, if she wants to bunk with me that’s fine. I won’t be around much anyway. Most of our locations are only available during odd hours. Just make sure she knows the press will have a feeding frenzy if they find out.”




    The thought of sharing digs with Laura didn’t concern Matt. An easy friendship had already sprung up between them during their previous meetings. He made a point of not getting involved with his co-stars—nothing like a hard lesson learned.




    After hanging up, Matt took the pages that had fallen from his printer, and started reading. Before he could get through the first page, Marty called from his cell phone. “Matt, you’re not going to believe this.”




    “Try me.”




    “Kaslow’s is balking. Apparently they’ve got some new tight-assed executive who objects to the idea of letting in the likes of us Hollywood degenerates.”




    “Send them the pages of the script that are set in the store. That should set their minds to rest. Just make sure they don’t know who all is associated with this. If they think I’m involved, they’ll have visions of explosions going off in Housewares.”




    “All right. I’ll be meeting with them next week. If they don’t go for it, I don’t know what we’ll do. There’s really no other suitable place.”




    “They’ll go for it. Offer more money if you have to—though with the publicity they’ll get from this, they should be paying us a promo fee. Didn’t you say they were close to declaring bankruptcy?”




    “Actually, they’ve just been bought out. It’s apparently the new owner’s representative on the board who’s throwing the objections at us.”




    “Find out who it is. We’ll woo him if we have to.”




    “Her—it’s a woman. Hey, maybe you should take a shot at it—”




    “I trust you, Marty,” Matt said dryly. “Do whatever you have to; just get it finalized by next Friday. I want to get in there before I leave Philadelphia.”




    “I’ll see what I can do,” Marty promised, then hung up.




    The photos Marty had taken were still scattered on his desk. Matt gathered them up, intending to save them for Karen, who would use them to draw up the storyboards. Her job was crucial to the film’s success. The look and feel—the mise en scene—was as important in this film as the characters. And this place was the perfect location to convey that. Even from the photos, he could see that Kaslow’s exuded the kind of image called for in the screenplay.




    Gleaming woodwork, elegant chandeliers, that huge fireplace in the men’s department—all quietly proclaiming “Establishment,” and all of it painted over with a thin layer of snobbery.




    That attitude was the real villain in this picture and what had originally attracted Matt to the script. A lighthearted comedy on its surface, yet underneath it poked at certain attitudes of society with a subtle viciousness. The plot was simple, a Cinderella story turned on its heels.




    Matt would play the down-and-out Luke, discovered sleeping in the ladies’ lounge by Jane, a Main Line debutant. In a plan to fool her overbearing parents, Jane recruits him to be her “fiancé,” and a farce ensues, a quirky twist on Pretty Woman.




    Matt’s attention caught on the photo in his hand. In one corner was the image of a woman, a severe figure dressed in black and clutching a briefcase. Probably an employee, he figured, and then an idea occurred to him. He picked up the phone and called Marty.




    “Why don’t we offer to use their salespeople as extras? They know the routine, and if it sweetens the deal…”




    Stuck in Santa Monica traffic, Marty agreed. “Hey, after five years of location scouting, believe me, I’ve learned a deal can never be too sweet.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    CLAIRE GAPED AT THE CONTRACT on her desk. GrayWolf had actually offered to cast some of the store’s employees as extras! When word of that enticement leaked out, everyone from shoe clerks to janitors would be clamoring to be in the film. She could even imagine some of the board members preening before the camera.




    And there were more incentives: Kaslow’s name would be featured prominently in the film—Claire made a note to have them define “prominently”—as well as listed in the credits. In addition, they had asked to use the store’s fixtures and merchandise as set decorations and props. Claire didn’t need to ask for a definition there. Technically, a “prop” was anything an actor actually touched, while a “set decoration” was merely an object that appeared on screen.




    Their costume designer would provide many of the clothes the characters would “try on.” For a moment, Claire wondered if they would consent to feature only the brands the store carried. Then she shook her head firmly. She had no intention of actually allowing this intrusion, despite the very attractive terms of the contract.
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