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  Prologue


  Scott Lester’s Beverly Hills street was dazzling under the glow of the streetlights. The lawns of houses were veritable carpets of rich green, the driveways immaculate, many with rich textured tiles that looked too expensive and too good for mere car tires to ride over. Everywhere he turned, he saw Mercedes, Rolls, Lexus, and Jaguar. You could smell the money here, he thought, and imagined the combined net worth of the people on any one block would equal the budget of a number of Third World countries.


  And what was wrong with that? Nothing. The purpose of wealth is to insulate you from the ugly, the ordinary, the pedestrian. The richer you were, the thicker and higher became your walls and the more you could protect your family and yourself. His father and so many wealthy people he knew took it all for granted after a while, maybe in most cases from the very beginning, but not him. Oh, no. If he had one good quality, he thought, it was his appreciation of his money, not for its own sake, but for what it could provide and how hard he had to work to get it.


  Almost every night he rode back from work, he had these arguments with himself…or with his wife Megan, to be more exact. These objections and doubts, these challenges to his way of thinking and living were hers, not his. He couldn’t ignore them, however.


  So he was obsessed with making more. So what? It was a good fault to have. If his intentions for making it were admirable, how could his pursuit of it ever be incorrect? He just happened to be married to a woman who didn’t quite get it yet, despite how many years they’d been together. They were looking toward their tenth anniversary, in fact.


  She’ll appreciate what I’m doing eventually, he thought. She would look around her and see how others lived, how other husbands were lackadaisical and satisfied with being average. He was confident about it. Eventually, she would understand and see what he was saying.


  Most important, she would stop nagging him about all the time he spent away from her and their daughter. He’d told her from the beginning that he was not a nine-to-five, five-days-a-week kind of guy, hadn’t he? She’d known what she was getting into when she married him. He wasn’t dishonest about it. He’d made it as clear as possible. His and his father’s investment business was what they call 24-7. It was how his father had built this large financial empire and Scott, as the obvious prince to inherit it all, could do no less than live up to his father’s expectations, despite Megan’s constantly urging him to be his own man.


  What did that mean anyway? Be your own man. What if he wanted to be just like his father? It was his choice, wasn’t it? Lately, she was making him feel as though it weren’t. She was trying to convince him he was not only working in his father’s shadow, but was wearing it.


  He put Megan out of mind quickly when he heard the Wall Street report come on the radio. He had been too busy all day to check his portfolio, but there were five stocks he was hoping would take off finally. His father never stopped mocking him for investing so heavily in the market. The old man had made his fortune and built his company on smart real-estate deals and nothing else.


  “Property, Scott, that’s a sensible place to put your money. It’s something tangible, something you can see, feel, smell, if you have to and know you’ve got something that won’t let you down, if you just have the patience.”


  Was there a day that passed when his father didn’t lecture him about something, especially his marriage? Right from the beginning, his father had known what Megan thought of men like him, men consumed with their work and with the power that came from great wealth. He did his best to sugarcoat it, but there was no denying what his father saw in Megan’s face—not only a lack of respect, but defiance and disdain.


  “The reason you’re having trouble now, boy, is you chose a woman who was simply too pedestrian,” his father had told him just recently. “She didn’t have, and I’m afraid will never have, the vision to see what is important and what is not. Now, your mother…There was a woman who knew on which side the bread was buttered. That woman never once stood in my way or discouraged me. If I told her I couldn’t make a date or an event, she didn’t whine about it. She went alone if she was so inclined, or just nodded and understood. She knew I wasn’t doing anything to hurt her. On the contrary, I was building something for us all. She took that attitude to the grave, and I always appreciated her for it.”


  Scott had simply nodded. He’d wanted to say, But what about me, Dad? What about all the ball games I was in that you missed? You even missed my graduation ceremony because you had what you called a major acquisition to make in Texas.


  He didn’t say or ask about these things. More and more he was feeling like the son in Harry Chapin’s “Cat’s in the Cradle” song. He was or had become just like his father. That was Megan’s complaint when she talked about the shadow. He hated to admit it, even for a second, but maybe she was right.


  This moment of self-doubt was short-lived, however. He heard some good news on one of the stocks and turned up the radio. Then he cried out his joy, slapped the dash and flipped to his CD to hear some music. He was so into his moment of happiness that he almost drove past his own large Tudor home. It was one of the bigger houses in Beverly Hills, valued at more than twelve million. He loved bringing prospective clients to it and watching their eyes widen at the sight of his property.


  A familiar car coming out of his driveway slowed him down. He saw another come out, and then another, and hit his brakes. Why so many visitors?


  “Holy shit!” he exclaimed and sat back when the realization hit him.


  He had forgotten.


  Today was his daughter Jennifer’s ninth birthday party and he had sworn to both Megan and Jennifer at breakfast that he would be there.


  Megan settled Jennifer in her room with her new toys, dolls, games and clothes, and went down to the family room, where she had staged the party for a dozen of Jennifer’s classmates and their mothers. Even two fathers had attended, coming directly from their work. One of them was Ernie Cornbleau, a major criminal attorney with some high-profile cases. He was always in the news or on local television. How could he find the time? But he had for his daughter, Jennifer’s best friend. How many times had both Megan and Ernie remarked that the two girls were more like sisters? Scott, on the other hand, always forgot Ernie’s daughter’s name.


  “If she were a stock,” Megan had told him, “you’d remember.”


  She stood looking at the decorations and then settled in the corner red leather chair. The January afternoons were shorter, and with their house facing the east, shadows came flooding in the picture windows, darkening the room that earlier had been bursting with light and the laughter of children. She conjured Jennifer’s face when the cake had been brought in. Jennifer had been taking piano lessons for three years now and was doing really well. What was most important was that she loved it and didn’t see it as some dreary interruption of playtime.


  This was her father’s influence, Megan thought. Although he had become an insurance-company executive, rising rapidly on the corporate ladder, her father had had a wonderful musical ear and was actually self-taught on the piano. He’d never been able to read music, yet he was always the one entertaining at family parties. It brought a smile to her face, remembering those days when she and her older sister, Clare, would harmonize behind him and their mother would brighten with pride. Their dad’s death in his early fifties had been like an earthquake that would not stop. The aftershock lasted until this day.


  Their mother lived with Clare in Akron. Clare was married with three children, all girls—Dawn, fourteen; Terri, sixteen; and Steffi, now eighteen and in her first year at college. Megan and Clare spoke often, so Clare knew of her marital unhappiness, but she was more like their mother, a hopeless optimist who ended every discussion with “Things will get better. Give it time.”


  “Time,” Megan would remind her. “We’ve nearly reached our tenth anniversary, Clare.”


  “Some men take longer,” Clare would insist.


  Maybe Clare had inherited more of their father’s happy nature, too, Megan thought in frustration. Sometimes, when she’d watched their father play the piano, she saw a man who was in a state of bliss. At least he had something. His piano was the antidote to any unhappiness. She should have taken lessons, she thought.


  Megan had had Jennifer’s birthday cake shaped like a piano, with the nine candles set on the keys.


  What brilliance in Jennifer’s face when that cake had been presented. Megan saw in her so much of herself as a young girl, but she saw so much of Scott as well, saw his intense look, that studied expression that told you, he—and now, she—was considering everything carefully, weighing the value of this or that. He’d surely have gotten some pleasure out of seeing her. How could he miss these precious moments, moments that would never come again? Where was the man with whom she had first fallen in love? Or was she just so blind as not to see he was never really there?


  She caught the way Ernie was looking at her and at the door, wondering where Scott was. He gave her his best comforting smile, but his mere presence, his awareness of the pain in her heart from the deep disappointment, made it all even worse. Now she wished he hadn’t come. His coming underlined Scott’s absence that much more, but she would never say such a thing to Ernie. He was a sweet man—strong, successful, but family oriented, too. It was truly as if he knew what his priorities should be. When he kissed her on the cheek before leaving and squeezed her arm gently, she felt more like someone who was in mourning than a mother taking joy in her daughter’s wonderful birthday.


  Damn him, she thought, and sat staring at the doorway. The shadows darkened. She heard the garage door going up. He was finally home. He would come in through the kitchen and make his way to the family room. She heard the door to the garage open and close and then his footsteps in the hallway from the small entry into the main part of their home. Moments later, he was standing there looking in. She realized he didn’t see her. She was too well cloaked in the shadows. She wondered if the realization that he had missed his daughter’s birthday party had just occurred to him. After all, the streamers and the balloons were still hanging from the chandelier. The party plates with party hats beside them were on the long table she had set up, and a cutout sign with glitter borders read, HAPPY BIRTHDAY JENNIFER. There was even some of the birthday cake on the table.


  “Damn it,” she heard him say.


  “Yes, Scott, damn it,” she repeated, and he pulled his head back in surprise and then entered the room.


  “Why are you sitting there in the dark, Meg?”


  “I figured since you’ve been in the dark so long, I might just see how it is myself,” she replied.


  He was silent. He looked around and then raised his arms.


  “Hey, look, I’m sorry. Really. I had planned to be here, but there was something of a crisis at the company. Dad was very upset. I tried to leave three times, but…”


  “Why don’t you just hit play, Scott? You’ve recorded that story so many times before that it surely just goes on without you.”


  “We’re talking about a lot of money here, Megan. You don’t seem to understand what it takes to keep up this place, pay for all this, including piano lessons, new cars, clothes, expensive restaurants, birthday parties, maids—”


  “Stop,” she said, holding up her hand. “Everything we have you wanted more than I did, and still do. I never asked for all this. I didn’t marry you for all this.” She paused. “Of course, I’m having a harder and harder time remembering why I married you, but…”


  “Very funny.”


  “Is it? I wonder why I can’t laugh.”


  “Meg, listen…”


  “It’s not going to change, is it, Scott? It’s never going to change.”


  “Look. I told you. I had every intention of being here on time,” he whined. “But…”


  “You already explained that your father and the business come first.” She sat back. “Never mind that he’s never really been any sort of grandfather for Jennifer, and that he should have wanted to be here for his granddaughter’s birthday as much as you should.”


  “Dad wanted to be here. He did. I told you…”


  “He didn’t even ask you about it, did he, Scott? He didn’t even remember.”


  “Sure, he—”


  “Where’s her present from him?”


  “He told me to give her five hundred dollars.”


  Megan simply stared.


  “Case closed,” she said, and then stood up and began to clear the table.


  “If you let me hire a maid for these special occasions, you wouldn’t have to do this,” he said.


  Megan wouldn’t have a live-in maid and had agreed to have their maid three times a week, even though she’d thought two would be enough.


  She turned on him sharply.


  “I want to do this, Scott. I want to be a part of my daughter’s life. This isn’t hard, terrible work to me. This is the joy of having a child. Something you just don’t get. You want to know something, Scott? I don’t think you’ll ever get it,” she added.


  She turned her back to him, but she didn’t move to do anything.


  She heard him sigh.


  “Where is she?”


  “Upstairs in her room.”


  “I’ll go explain,” he said and started out.


  She turned back quickly.


  “Yeah, do that, Scott. Explain. But I’m telling you this. I’m not ending up like your mother, shrinking in a closet, another discarded possession.”


  “Hey, that’s not…”


  “Fair? We’ll see what’s fair. We’ll let some divorce court decide,” she added.


  “Megan.”


  She worked faster.


  He shook his head and started for the stairway.


  He was too far away to hear her sobs and he couldn’t see her tears anyway.


  “I’m not dying,” she muttered to herself. “I’m not dying this way.”


  The shadows merged with the darkness outside. Despite the bright streetlights and the passing vehicles, the world she saw through the window looked very unfriendly and suddenly very dangerous.


  For she was about to be a woman with a child, on her own, and even in Beverly Hills that was unpredictable.


  Chapter One


  Still in his construction-work clothes, he sat in his room and stared at the picture of his late wife. She seemed to be staring at him, too, as if she were waiting for him to answer a question. She had always had that expression on her face when she asked him something. It was an expression that told him she devalued his answer no matter what it was. She had been not unlike his fifth-grade teacher…all his teachers, for that matter. His answers had never been quite good enough for them. He’d stopped raising his hand to answer questions in class after a while, and if he was called upon, he’d just shaken his head, even though he knew the right responses. They had found that out later, and some had asked him why he didn’t respond.


  “Why should I share what I know with them?” he’d replied, meaning the others in his classes.


  “How about with me?” his English teacher, Mr. Knox, had countered.


  “You already know the answer.”


  “But share it with me,” he’d insisted.


  “Right, sure,” he’d said, and nodded, but never had.


  Ignoring people or giving them the answers they wanted was always much easier than arguing. He’d been that way with Julia, and maybe that was why she had always worn that expression whenever she asked him a question and why that expression was indelibly printed on her face in the photo.


  “What?” he blurted.


  His door was closed, so his mother couldn’t hear him talking to a picture on the dresser.


  “You want to know why you’re dead? Is that what you’re asking me? Why did you agree to marry me if you didn’t want to have children with me? That wasn’t fair. You kept a major thing secret, and it wasn’t as if I didn’t run at the mouth before we were married when it came to talking about kids and raising a family.


  “What’s more important than family anyway? Having a bigger, more expensive house, expensive cars, lots of new clothes, your trips, jewelry…what? What?”


  He realized he was speaking too loud even behind a closed bedroom door and stopped.


  He lowered his head and clutched his hands between his thighs, swinging his wrist from right to left, pounding each knee. She’d hated that.


  “What are you doing?” she would ask.


  He’d stop. “Huh? Nothing.”


  “That’s a peculiar nervous action. You really need to talk to someone about it and some of the other weird things you’ve been doing lately, like breaking all the pencils in two and grinding your teeth at night. You sound like you’re sawing wood on a job. Why can’t you just snore like most men? And why are you breaking all the pencils? It’s weird!”


  He looked at the photo as if she had just said this.


  “Don’t call what I do weird. It’s weird to be a woman and not want children. That’s weird. You’re built to have children. What if no woman wanted to have children, huh? What would happen to the human race? You don’t even want children if we hired some surrogate mother to carry the fetus. Don’t you think that’s weird?”


  He waited for her answer, but just as it had been when she was alive, there was no response. She would simply turn away and do something or change the subject.


  He’d tried getting her to see it his way, hadn’t he? He’d made sure they were friends with couples that had children, but whenever they had attended a dinner at one of those couples’ homes, she’d always complained about the noise the children made, or how the children demanded too much attention and didn’t let them enjoy themselves.


  “They’re just children,” he would tell her. “You were a child once and just as demanding and as noisy, I’m sure.”


  “Yes, I was, and that’s why I don’t want to go through it.”


  Some answer. She was a miserable kid, so their children had to be? Where’s the logic in that? He could ask, but she wouldn’t answer. She wouldn’t give in; she wouldn’t have children.


  It didn’t matter that he’d said he would volunteer to do everything for their children. He’d cook the meals, clean their rooms, take them for walks or to the playground, whatever. Whatever she didn’t want to do for them, he would do.


  “You say that now,” she’d told him, “but after I give birth, you’ll be too busy working or going out with your buddies. I know how it gets. Didn’t you tell me it was that way with your own father?”


  “I’m better than my father,” he’d cried. “I swore I would be and I wouldn’t be like him. I made a sacred promise to myself on the day we were married that I’d be a better husband and father, if you gave me a chance.”


  “Right. Promises are like balloons. They float for a while and then lose their air and sink to earth. There’s nothing as ugly or as disappointing as a balloon that’s leaked all its air. It feels like…a glob.”


  “Feels like a glob.” He’d shaken his head. “And you call me weird,” he’d told her.


  He stood up and walked to the window in his room. He was back living now with his mother in the house in which he had grown up. After Julia’s death, he hadn’t wanted to remain in the apartment. There was too much of her still in it and so he was back in his old room, which now felt more like a prison cell. He incarcerated himself more than he had to because he knew what his mother would be saying out there in the kitchen or the living room.


  “Why don’t you go out and look for another nice woman?”


  “I didn’t have a nice woman. Don’t say ‘another.’”


  “Oh, she wasn’t bad. I got along with her.”


  “She was selfish. I would have hated to be locked in a broken elevator with her. She would have breathed all the air.”


  “Oh, stop. Don’t talk that way about the dead.”


  He looked out at the house that was practically attached to theirs. In this part of West LA, the developers squeezed every inch into every possible lot. There were homes so close to each other, the inhabitants could reach out of windows to shake hands. But this was the best his father could do and his mother certainly wasn’t left with enough money to go find something different. Besides, the mortgage was paid. It was the least expensive living condition for her. Every time he talked about getting her out and finding a better place for them to live, she replied, “This is where I’m supposed to be until I die. Besides, you should be thinking again of a new home for yourself and a new wife and family.”


  Of course, he thought about it, but he wanted to be extra cautious this time, extra sure. God forbid that he would make another mistake similar to the one he had made with Julia. It was highly likely these days, too. Women these days were so into themselves that they made Julia’s self-centeredness look absolutely altruistic. Most of them weren’t interested in getting married early anyway. All the women he met were thinking about career first and a family second. They wanted to realize their potential, whatever that meant. They were competitive with men and didn’t see why they had to be the ones to stay at home and raise the family. Remember Mr. Mom? Or look at a woman running for president…or what about all the women who run big companies? Marriage and an immediate trip to the maternity ward were seen as a personal defeat.


  Go romance one of them? he thought. Maybe he should take his mother out with him so she could see for herself. That possibility amused him. He could just see her sitting there beside him, sipping her famous whiskey sour, practically the only hard drink she would ever drink, and listening to the conversations he was having with possible candidates for romance. He would turn to her after a while and she would shake her head.


  “Next,” she would say.


  “Next? Next is the same, Mom, but I’ll call up another one for you to see and hear.”


  Maybe then she would stop her nagging.


  He watched the shadows spread and slowly thicken until it was dark. She was calling him to come to dinner. He had almost gone out to eat tonight. She was still a good cook and all, but the conversation would inevitably return to his starting anew, finding another wife.


  “Julia’s dead now two years,” she had reminded him. She’d paused and shaken her head and said, “I still don’t understand what happened that day on your boat. I can’t get it through my head.”


  “That’s because you never would go on my boat, so you don’t understand what’s involved. You can’t be careless on a boat in bad weather,” he’d repeated—chanted, he should say. That was what it had become, a chant. “Navigating in the ocean is serious business. You can’t be doing your fingernails at the same time or sitting there with earphones on, listening to some stupid music while I’m telling you what to do.”


  “But didn’t you hear the weather before you went out? You told me you always check on the weather before you go out to sea.”


  “Weather can change quickly over the ocean,” he’d told her. “Let’s stop talking about this already. It won’t bring her back and it doesn’t make me feel very good.”


  “I can’t help feeling sorry for her,” his mother had said. “I think about her a lot lately. You think a shark ate her body, or what?”


  “Whatever did eat her soon after surely had a bad case of heartburn.”


  “Stop that talk. I did get along well with her. She was like a daughter to me.”


  That was true, he thought, although he didn’t know why there had been any affection between them. Why hadn’t his mother resented Julia for not giving her grandchildren as much as he had resented her for not giving him a son or a daughter, or both? It was at her insistence that he had put up a tombstone in the cemetery just so she could have a place to go to pay her respects. How stupid was that?


  “I would have had a daughter, you know,” his mother told him. “They told me it was a female. You would have had a younger sister. I had that miscarriage and then your father wouldn’t try again.”


  He never understood that.


  Why wouldn’t he try again?


  Did that mean they didn’t have sex again?


  All she would tell him was his father had said, “I don’t want to go through that again.”


  “What did he go through? He wasn’t the one who was pregnant. You were,” he’d replied.


  “A pregnant woman is not an easy woman to live with sometimes,” she’d said. “Both husband and wife share the ordeal. I was also very depressed after the miscarriage and he lost patience with me. It wasn’t his fault.”


  “Of course it was. He was a self-centered bastard.”


  “Don’t speak of your father that way, and never talk that way about the dead.”


  “Ma, please,” he’d moaned, and rushed away before he said anything worse. He always fled from these conversations. And she always sat there looking stunned by her own words and thoughts as if she didn’t know she was capable of saying them or thinking them.


  “Dinner is ready,” she said, knocking on his door.


  “Coming.”


  He rubbed his cheeks and stretched.


  On the way out he paused at Julia’s portrait.


  “I’ll tell you why you’re dead,” he said. “You’re dead because no one really cares about your being dead. My mother moans about you once in a while, but she didn’t go to your tombstone this year. She doesn’t lose sleep over you, and your parents are both gone. We had no children, Julia. There’s no one to go visit your grave, not that you really have one. There’s no one even to think about you under the water, your bones rotting under the sea. How’s it feel, being all alone down there with fish making homes in your skull?


  “Family, that’s what gives us immortality and a reason to live. Maybe your cosmetics advisor or your clothes saleslady talks about you once in a while, huh? Don’t bet on it, Julia. I doubt they even remember who you were.


  “I might as well go to the cemetery and scrape your name off that stupid tombstone. What good’s a name to a woman without any children, dead or otherwise?”


  “It’s getting cold!” his mother screamed.


  He glared at the picture and then he turned it down on its face. He still couldn’t make himself get rid of it. If he did that, his mother would never stop asking him why he had done so. He hated the image of her suspicious eyes, but at least he didn’t have to have her staring at him and asking him questions all night, even when he was sleeping.


  And dreaming about that day on the boat and the look on her face when she was struggling to stay afloat in those rough waves, screaming for him and reaching up for his hand while he knelt there looking down at her. He’d watched her swallowing water and spitting and gasping. She’d extended her fingers and he had almost touched them, but then he’d quickly pulled his hand back and shaken his head.


  He was confident that someday he would forget that look of surprise on her face, the way she had simply accepted his refusal. Was she smiling? Did she dare smile? He was confident that when the right time came, that image would sink to the sea as well, and in its place much-welcomed darkness would come.


  Good night and good-bye, he thought, and went to eat his mother’s dinner.


  It didn’t surprise Megan that Scott didn’t believe her. He lived in a world where 90 percent of what people said was either exaggeration or outright untruth. She also had the sense that Scott believed she simply wasn’t capable of striking out on her own. She needed him too much, was far too dependent upon him for nearly everything. Why, she didn’t write a check without his approval and got her spending money weekly like some child getting an allowance. Her girlfriends teased her about it and she pretended it didn’t bother her. Her comeback was always, “I hate bothering with money.” All this surely contributed to his lack of respect for her.


  Actually, she couldn’t blame him for this opinion of her. Because she had come so much later in her parents’ marriage, nearly eight years after Clare, she had been coddled by them. They had been nowhere near as wealthy as Scott’s parents of course, but that hadn’t stopped her father from lavishing gifts upon her, buying her anything she wanted or even simply gazed at with interest. No matter what childhood illness she had, her mother had treated it as if it were nearly fatal. This overprotective childhood had continued into her teen years and even into her first year at college. Clare had teased her about it. She was already married and had her three children, so there hadn’t been the usual sibling rivalry for their parents’ attention. For Clare it had been more a subject of amusement.


  She’d had the foresight to kid her after she married Scott and say she thought Megan had leaped at Scott Lester’s marriage proposal to get away from her overwhelming parents.


  Of course, now she was prone to look for every excuse to explain how or why she had gotten into this marriage. The truth was, she really did love Scott, and all through their dating, he was one of the most sensitive, loving young men she had ever met—not that she was any expert, when it came to that. She would never call herself experienced when it came to boys and young men.


  Throughout high school, she had been quite shy. No matter whom she liked, her mother or her father seemed to be able to find something to criticize, something to use to discourage her from getting too deeply involved. Consequently, she never had. In fact, even though she tried to hide it from her roommates at USC, she’d been a virgin.


  She’d tried to imitate the other girls, to be just as carefree and wild when it came to meeting boys. The truth was, she was uncomfortable with the pursuit, and for the most part found that most of the boys who showed interest in her were quite immature. She was afraid of being thought a snob, so she’d dated even when she had little enthusiasm for the boy asking her out. Her parents were always asking her about it. After all, she was away from home and beyond their protective reach. And then there was Clare, always telling her to “start having a good time, Megan. You don’t get to do it over.” Maybe Clare had regretted her own quick marriage and motherhood.


  Megan had met Scott quite by accident. Her roommate, Dana Morris, was meeting her cousin Alice who had flown in from Dallas to audition for a Hollywood agent. They’d met Alice in Brentwood at a coffee bar. Scott, who had already graduated Harvard Business School, was meeting a client. His client never showed. Afterward, both of them thought that proved they were meant to be. At least, she had.


  He was sitting at the table beside theirs, and because he was alone, he was obviously paying attention to their conversation, which was mostly a conversation between Dana and Alice about their relatives. She caught him smiling at her, and at first—as usual—avoided eye contact. But something kept her turning his way until he leaned over and said, “Excuse me, girls, but I couldn’t help hearing one of you mention Jeff Gerson. If that’s the Hollywood agent, I handled a big commercial building investment for him. In this town that means I have some juice, when it comes to him.”


  Of course, Alice was intrigued and quickly asked him to join them.


  “Thanks. I’ve got a client who’s apparently a no-show,” he said, taking the seat next to Megan. Again, she tried to avoid his eyes, but it wasn’t easy because he was so good-looking and obviously not some college boy. He was dressed in a pinstripe suit and wore a Rolex and a large diamond pinky ring in a gold setting. “So when’s your audition?” he asked Alice.


  He was a polite listener, but his attention moved quickly to Megan, firing one question after another.


  “What year are you in?”


  “First,” she said.


  “You’re a freshman? You looked like a senior to me.”


  She blushed of course, and Dana nearly giggled, but he remained serious.


  “I’m a pretty good judge of character. You have to be in my business,” he told Alice and Dana, “and when I looked at you…Megan, is it?”


  “Yes, Megan.”


  “When I looked at you, I thought, there’s a young woman who looks serious. Freshmen…no offense, girls…have a flighty demeanor. They’re still caught up in the social stuff and not yet thinking seriously about the reason they’re in school. Am I right?” he asked Dana.


  “I suppose, but there’s nothing wrong with that,” she said defensively.


  “Absolutely not,” he agreed. “In fact, these days, I wish I was back to being a freshman.”


  That was his opening to tell them who he was and what he was doing. When Alice asked Dana to go along with her to the audition, Scott told Megan he’d be happy to run her back to the dormitory. It wasn’t out of his way. None of them were more surprised than she was at her quick decision to let him do so.


  “You guys still have a lot of family catching up to do,” she explained.


  Dana gave her a “wow” look and agreed.


  Megan often thought about that first meeting, and not just about Scott’s client not showing. Often she reviewed her own feelings, especially her sudden power to overcome her usual shy ways. It had to have meant something, she concluded. True love will not be denied. What helped also was Scott’s manner. He wasn’t overly aggressive. He’d never struck her as a womanizer, despite his looks and his wealth.


  Later, of course, she discovered he was an only child, but his parents didn’t dote on him. It was quite the opposite. His father was always challenging him, pushing him to be independent. “Nothing,” Scott had once said, “makes a man feel better about himself than having his son try to be just like him. It reinforces his self-image and gives justification for the choices he made in his life.”


  So there she was, a freshman in college who had never been far from home, whose experiences were quite limited when it came to socializing and travel, dating a man who had graduated two years earlier and who was already in the real world, a man who had traveled a great deal with his parents, was passably adequate in speaking and understanding both French and Spanish, and knew movie stars.


  During every date, every moment they were together, in fact, she’d felt like his student. He seemed to know everything about anything, whether it was what food and wine to order in expensive restaurants or to how she should wear her hair or do her makeup. He had never made his suggestions in a condescending manner either, and whenever she followed them, she always felt better or looked better. Compliments began flowing her way, and for the first time, her girlfriends at school were seriously envious. Everyone had wanted to listen to her talking about her dates. She had, through Scott, suddenly risen from being the inexperienced virginal fish out of water to Miss Sophistication.


  It had been that way with their sex, too. He’d been delighted she was still a virgin. He, obviously, had long since not been, and when he made love, he knew exactly how to please her. In those early days, he had never made love without being sure she had gotten as much or more out of it than he had. In a sense, he was teaching her how to be a complete woman.


  But it was all this guidance, all this growing because of him, that gave Scott the impression she would never be able to get along without him. He’d kept her afloat. He’d convinced her to marry him before she completed her second year of college. Her parents were surprised at how quickly she had decided. Ironically, her father, who was a cracker-jack insurance salesman, hadn’t seen how effective Scott was when it came to convincing someone to buy something or take a chance on an idea.


  “You’re only in liberal arts anyway,” Scott had told her. “You don’t seem inclined toward any particular subject or career. Why not make a career out of being Mrs. Scott Lester? You won’t regret it.”


  You won’t regret it, she thought. The words haunted her now as she opened the office door that read, EMILY LLOYD, ATTORNEY AT LAW. She couldn’t help feeling numb all morning. Scott had repeated his apologies and regrets even as he rushed out before having breakfast with her, because he had a breakfast scheduled with one of his father’s and his clients. She had said nothing. She had given him the silent treatment before, but he had shrugged it off. She could see it in his face: You’ll break down and talk. What else will you do?


  Here’s what else I’ll do, she thought, and gave her name to Emily Lloyd’s secretary. She was led into her office immediately. Despite her inner rage, she couldn’t keep her hand from trembling when Emily Lloyd extended hers. The five-feet-two-inch woman with a stern, no-nonsense look in her eyes picked up on it immediately.


  “Relax, Mrs. Lester. Tell me your story and we’ll do the right things for you and your daughter.”


  Megan took a deep breath and began to relate her life with Scott and especially how it had been during the last year and a half. When she was finished, Emily Lloyd shook her head, looked out the window a moment and then turned to her and said, “Sounds more like a case of desertion. Forget incompatibility.”


  “I should warn you before we start, Ms. Lloyd. Gordon Lester, Scott’s father, is a very powerful man. There won’t be an attorney sitting across from you; there’ll be a battery of attorneys.”


  “David and Goliath.”


  “No, Meg and the Lesters.”


  Emily Lloyd laughed.


  “No doubt, I wasn’t the woman Scott’s father wanted him to marry, but it was the one independent and firm decision Scott made. I think as punishment, Scott’s father gave him more responsibility, more to do, so there would be a strain on our marriage.”


  “Maybe, but that’s not a good argument for us. Scott’s the master of his own destiny. He’s old enough. Any affairs?”


  Meg laughed.


  “Sometimes I wish there were. It would make it easier to hate him.”


  “Then, you don’t?”


  “No. I’m just tired of it. Scott’s been walking in his father’s shadow so long, he can’t see anything. I’m stifling. Get me out of it. Get me into fresh air.”


  Emily Lloyd nodded.


  “I’ll do my best,” she said. “But let me explain how this works. First, we file a petition, which will be served on Scott. The petition asks that the marriage status of you and Scott be terminated and a judgment entered. The required period is six months.”


  “Six months?”


  “We can’t speed that up, I’m afraid. The concept is to give the two parties time to calm down and perhaps reconsider. He’ll have thirty days to respond with his view of the pertinent facts. Then the case will be set for a court hearing.


  “In this instance, of course, there are child-custody matters as well. I don’t see him fighting your primary custody, but if he has any arguments about it and/or visitation rights, it will go to mandatory counseling at what we call conciliation court.


  “If we don’t get into any serious disputes over these matters, we’ll move toward a marital settlement providing for equal division of community property, child support, et cetera. We’ll have to have the assets valued, so this will take up time.


  “Now, I always ask my clients this question. I’ve already asked about Scott. Are you having an affair? Can he bring up anything to challenge the custody of your daughter? It’s best I know what he will tell his lawyer.”


  “No, absolutely not, absolutely nothing. He’s going to be more shocked by this than anyone.”


  “Well, then, if this is truly what you want after six months, I can assure you, you will get it,” Emily Lloyd said. She was silent a moment and then added, “Just be sure it’s what you want.”


  “I’m sure,” Megan said. “It took all my courage to get this far. I don’t know if you understand, but…”


  “I understand,” Emily Lloyd said, leaning forward. “I got a divorce after ten years of marriage. Fifty percent of marriages these days end in divorce. Welcome to the club.”


  Megan said nothing.


  Despite how she felt now, this was one club she wished she couldn’t join.


  Her hand trembled when she called Clare that afternoon and told her the news. She asked her to do her a favor and break it to their mother.


  “I know she’s not doing so well these days with her diabetes and all. It’s good she has you nearby,” she added.


  “From the sound of you, you might need me nearby,” Clare responded.


  “I’ll get through it. Thanks, Clare.”


  She was sure both of them were thinking about how hard Daddy would have taken the news and how quickly he would have gone to his piano.


  That night when he went to sleep, he immediately dreamed of a new life for himself. He was married again and his wife was pregnant almost hours after they performed the wedding ceremony. This was a fantasy he enjoyed, but more and more it was a fantasy out of necessity.


  His mother had done the usual nagging at dinner, making him feel inadequate. He didn’t believe she had intended to do that, but it was the way he felt when he heard her talking incessantly about his failure to find a good woman. It was as if she believed they were out there, growing on trees, and all he had to do was get into the female orchard and pluck one for himself. It wasn’t their fault; it was his.


  “I can’t believe all the women you meet are so bad,” she told him. “You’re giving up too quickly.”


  He hated that expression more than anything—“giving up too quickly.” He was certainly no quitter. She was parroting his father now. With him gone, she had to pick up all his miserable expressions and throw them around the house, scatter them like chicken feed. Every time he was unable to do something, no matter how daunting the task, his father had hit him with that “you’re giving up too quickly” line. There were many others as well, and before he had met Julia and married her, many that mocked his still living at home.


  “If you had a wife and your own home and family, your mother wouldn’t be washing your clothes. She would.”


  “Your mother’s got to cut that umbilical cord. I trip over it every morning.”


  “You’re already ten years older than I was when I got married and we had you. Those were the days when men were men and women were women. Now you can’t tell a man from a woman no more.”


  “Cut your hair or I’ll have your mother braid it.”


  On and on, like a flood of derision. Why had his father wanted to have any children? Maybe his birth was a mistake. On more than one occasion he had heard his father tell someone that God rains children down on us as punishment for former sins. He’d say that right in his presence, too.
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