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THE SUMMERHOUSE


“Deveraux uses the time-travel motif that was so popular in A Knight in Shining Armor, successfully updating it with a female buddy twist that will make fans smile.”


—Booklist


“Entertaining summer reading.”


—The Port St. Lucie News (FL)
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—America Online Romance Fiction Forum


“A wonderfully wistful contemporary tale. . . . With New York Times bestselling author Jude Deveraux, one thing that’s guaranteed is a happy ending.”
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“Thought-provoking, entertaining, and downright delightful.”
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“Deveraux[’s] lively pace and happy endings . . . will keep readers turning pages.”
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“An exciting historical romance that centers on the early twentieth century women’s rights movement. . . . Filled with excitement, action, and insight . . . .A nonstop thriller.”


—Harriet Klausner, Barnesandnoble.com


“[A] satisfying story.”


—Booklist


HIGH TIDE
A Romantic Times Top Pick


“High Tide is packed full of warmth, humor, sensual tension, and exciting adventure. What more could you ask of a book?”


—Romantic Times


“Fast-paced, suspenseful . . . . [A] sassy love story.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Exciting. . . . Fans of romantic suspense will gain much pleasure.”


—Midwest Book Review


“[A] fast-paced escapade . . . mysterious and sultry.”


—BookPage


“Jude Deveraux not only keeps you guessing but mixes crime and human morality with humor in the most unexpected moments. . . . Real-life characters, tension-building suspense, intense passion, and [a] dynamic climax make this a fantastic read.”


—Rendezvous


THE BLESSING


“Plenty of romance, fun, and adventure . . . fans won’t be disappointed.”


—San Antonio Express-News


“[A] fun and entertaining love story . . . a wonderful read. . . . A must for Deveraux fans.”


—The Advocate (Baton Rouge, LA)


“The Blessing is another bestseller by one of the all-time greats.”


—Midwest Book Review


“A heartwarming story.”


—Kerrville Daily Times (TX)


AN ANGEL FOR EMILY


“All sorts of clever turns and surprises. Definitely a keeper. . . . Wow!”


—The Philadelphia Inquirer


LEGEND


“First-rate reading. . . . Only Jude Deveraux could mix romance with tongue-in-cheek humor and have it all come out so perfectly right.”


—Rendezvous
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“Deveraux’s novels are always eagerly awaited by her fans, and The Heiress lives up to her usual standards.”
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Leslie Headrick looked out her kitchen window at the old summerhouse in the back. Now, in early fall, the vines and twisted stems of the old roses nearly covered the building, but in the winter you could see the glassed-in porch well. You could see the peeling paint and the cracked glass in the little round window above the front door. One of the side doors was hanging on one hinge, and Alan said it was a danger to anyone who walked past the place. In fact, Alan said that the whole structure was a danger and should be torn down.


At that thought, Leslie turned away from the window and looked back at her beautiful, perfect kitchen. Just last year Alan had gutted her old kitchen and put in this one. “It’s the best that money can buy,” he’d said about the maple cabinets and the solid-surface countertops. And Leslie was sure that it was the best, but she missed her ratty old Welsh dresser and the little breakfast nook in the corner. “That table and those chairs look like something kids made in a shop class,” Alan had said, and Leslie had agreed—but their perspective of what was beautiful differed.


As always, Leslie had given in to her husband and let him put in this showplace of a kitchen, and now she felt that she was ruining a piece of art when she baked cookies and messed up the perfect surfaces that scratched so easily.


She poured herself another cup of tea from the pot, strong, black English tea, loose tea, no wimpy tea bags for her, then turned back to again look out at the summerhouse. This was a day for reflecting because in three more days she was going to be forty years old—and she was going to celebrate her birthday with two women she hadn’t seen or heard from in nineteen years.


Behind her, in the hallway, her two suitcases were packed and waiting. She was taking a lot of clothing because she didn’t know what the other two women were going to be wearing, and Ellie’s letter had been vague. “For a famous writer, she doesn’t say much,” Alan had said in an unpleasant tone of voice. He had been quite annoyed to find out that his wife was friends with a best-selling author.


“But I didn’t know that Ellie was Alexandria Farrell,” Leslie had said, looking at the letter in wonder. “The last time I saw Ellie she wanted to be an artist. She was—”


But Alan wasn’t listening. “You could have asked her to speak at the Masons,” he was saying. “Just last year, one of my clients said that his wife was a devotee of Jordan Neale.” Everyone in America knew that Jordan Neale was the lead character that Ellie, under the pen name of Alexandria Farrell, had created. Jordan Neale was someone women wanted to imitate and men wanted to . . . Well, the series of romantic mysteries had done very well. Leslie had read all of them, having no idea that the writer was the cute young woman she’d met so long ago.


So now, in the quiet of the early morning, before Alan and the kids came downstairs, Leslie was thinking about what had happened to her in the last nineteen years. Not much, she thought. She’d married the boy next door, literally, and they’d had two children, Joe and Rebecca, now fourteen and fifteen years old. They weren’t babies any longer, she thought, sipping her tea and still staring out the window at the summerhouse.


Maybe it was the letter and the invitation from Ellie, a woman she hadn’t seen in so very many years, that was making Leslie think about the past so hard. But, as Ellie had written, their one and only meeting had had an impact on Ellie’s life and she wanted to see both Leslie and Madison again.


Yes, Leslie thought, that meeting had had an impact on her life too. Since that afternoon nineteen years ago, she’d often thought of Ellie and Madison. And now she was going to fly all the way from Columbus, Ohio, to a tiny town in Maine to spend a long weekend with the other two women.


But what was it about the summerhouse that was holding her attention this morning? She’d been so restless that she hadn’t been able to sleep much last night, so, at four A.M., she’d got out of bed, dressed, then tiptoed downstairs to put together the ingredients for apple pancakes. Not that anyone would eat any of them, she thought with a sigh. Rebecca would be horrified at the calories, Joe would come down with only seconds to spare before he made the school bus, and Alan would only want cereal, something highfiber, low-calorie, low-cholesterol, low . . . Well, low-flavor, Leslie thought. Attempts at gourmet cooking were wasted on her family.


With another sigh, Leslie picked up a warm pancake, folded it, and ate it with pleasure. Last week when she’d received Ellie’s letter, she wished she’d received it six months earlier so she would have had time to get rid of the extra fifteen pounds she was carrying. Everyone at the Garden Club said they envied Leslie her figure and how she’d been able to keep it all these years, but Leslie knew better. Nineteen years ago she’d been a dancer and she’d had a body that was supple, muscular, and hard. Now, she thought, she was soft, not fat really, but her muscles were soft. She hadn’t thrown her leg up on a ballet bar in years.


Overhead she could hear Rebecca’s quick step. She’d be the first one down, the first one to ask why her mother had made something that was guaranteed to clog all their arteries with one bite. Leslie sighed. Rebecca was so very much like her father.


Joe was more like his mother, and if Leslie could get him away from his friends long enough, they could sit and talk and “smell the roses,” as she used to tell him. “Like your wallpaper,” he’d said when he was just nine years old. It had taken Leslie a moment to figure out what he was talking about, then she’d smiled warmly. In the summerhouse. She’d put up wallpaper with roses on it in the summerhouse.


Now she remembered looking at her son on that long ago day and seeing his freckled face as they sat across from each other in the old inglenook at one side of the sunny kitchen. Joe had been such an easygoing child, sleeping through the night when he was just weeks old, so unlike Rebecca, who seemed to cause chaos and confusion wherever she was. Leslie wasn’t sure if Rebecca had yet slept through a night of her life. Even now, when she was fifteen, she thought nothing of barging into her parents’ bedroom at three A.M. to announce that she’d heard a “funny noise” on the roof. Leslie would tell her to go back to bed and get some sleep, but Alan took “funny noises” seriously. The neighbors were used to seeing Alan and his daughter outside with flashlights.


Leslie looked back at the summerhouse. She could still see some of the pink paint on it. Fifteen years later and remnants of the paint were still there.


Smiling, she remembered Alan’s expression when she’d bought the paint. “I can understand if you want to paint the place pink, but, sweetheart, you’ve bought five different shades of pink. Didn’t those men at the store help you?”


Alan was a great believer in men taking care of women, whether it was at home or in a paint store.


At that time Leslie had been five months pregnant with Rebecca and she was already showing. She didn’t know it then, but Rebecca was going to be early in everything, from letting her mother know she was there to . . . well, letting the world know she was there.


Laughing, Leslie had told Alan that she planned to paint the summerhouse using all five shades of pink. Now, fifteen and a half years later, she could still remember the look on his face. Leslie’s mother had said that Alan didn’t have a creative bone in his body, and, over the years, Leslie had found out that that was true. But, back then, when they were both so young and so happy to be on their own, the colors she wanted to paint the falling down old summerhouse had been cause for laughter.


It had been Leslie who’d persuaded Alan to buy the big Victorian house that was in an old, unfashionable neighborhood. Alan had wanted something new, something that was white on the outside and white on the inside. But Leslie couldn’t stand any of the houses that Alan had liked: perfectly square boxes set inside a bigger perfectly square box. “But that’s what I like about them,” Alan had said, not understanding her complaint.


It was Leslie’s mother who had given her the strength to stand up to her new husband. “The house belongs to the woman,” her mother had said. “It’s where you spend most of your time and it’s where you raise your children. It’s worth a fight.” In her family, her mother had been the fighter. Leslie was like her father and liked to let things find their own solutions.


Later Leslie said that it was having Rebecca’s fierce spirit inside her that had given her the courage. She played her trump card: “Alan, dear, we are buying the house with money my father left to me.” Alan didn’t say anything, but the look on his face made her never, ever again say anything like that.


But then she’d never before or since wanted anything as much as she’d wanted that big, rambling old house that needed so very much work. Since her father had been a building contractor, she knew what needed to be done and how to go about getting it done.


“That has to go,” Alan had said when he’d seen the old summerhouse, hidden under fifty-year-old trees, nearly obscured by wisteria vines.


“But that’s the most beautiful part of the house,” Leslie had said.


Alan had opened his mouth to say something, but Rebecca had chosen that moment to give her first kick, and the argument about the fate of the summerhouse was never completed. Later, whenever Alan had said anything about the house, Leslie had said, “Trust me,” so he’d left it to her. After all, Alan had just started selling insurance and he was ambitious, very, very ambitious. He worked from early to late. He joined clubs and attended meetings. He was quite happy when he found out that the most fashionable church in town was within walking distance of the horrible old house that Leslie had persuaded him to purchase.


And it was at church that he found out that people were pleased with him for having the foresight to buy “the old Belville place” and restore it. “Sound invest, that,” some old man said as he clapped Alan on the shoulder. “It’s unusual that a man as young as you would have that much wisdom.” Later the man bought a big policy from Alan. After that, Alan took as much interest in the house as Leslie did. And when Leslie had her hands full with two babies under the age of three, Alan took over supervising the restoration of the house.


At first there had been fights. “It isn’t a museum!” Leslie had said in exasperation. “It’s a home and it should look like one. Joe’s going to ruin that expensive table with his trucks. And Rebecca will draw on that silk wallpaper.”


“Then you’ll just have to keep them under control,” Alan had snapped.


And Leslie had backed down, as she always did at a confrontation. Like her father, she’d rather retreat than fight. Which is why her mother had ruled her childhood home and Alan ruled their home. So Alan had filled the wonderful old house with too many antiques that no one could sit on or even touch. There were three rooms in the house that were kept tightly closed all year, only being opened for cleaning and for Alan’s huge Christmas party for all his clients.


The kitchen had been the final holdout, but last year Alan had had his way on that room too.


Leslie finished her tea, rinsed out her cup, then looked back at the summerhouse. That was to have been hers. It was to have been her retreat from the world, a place where she could keep up with her dancing, or curl up and read on rainy afternoons.


Now, looking at the building, she smiled. Before she had children, a woman thought of what she wanted to do on rainy afternoons, but afterward, her hours filled with “must” instead of “want.” She must do the laundry, must get the groceries, must pull Rebecca back from the heater.


Somehow, Leslie had lost the summerhouse. Somehow, it had gone from being hers to being “theirs.” She knew exactly when it had started. She had been eight months pregnant and so big she’d had to walk with her hand under her belly to support Rebecca’s constant kicks and punches.


They’d just torn out the living room in the house and there was a leak in the roof. Alan had invited his brother and three college friends over for beer and football but it was raining that day, so there was nowhere for them to sit and watch the game on TV. When Alan had suggested that he set the TV up in the summerhouse for “this one afternoon,” she’d been too grateful for the peace and quiet to protest. She’d been dreading a house full of men and smoke and the smell of beer, so she was glad when he said he’d take the men elsewhere.


On the next weekend, Alan had taken two clients into the summerhouse to discuss new life policies. It made sense, as the living room was still torn up. “We need a place to sit and talk,” he’d said, looking at Leslie as though it were her fault that the roofing materials still hadn’t arrived.


Two weeks after that, Rebecca was born, and for the next year, Leslie hadn’t been able to take a breath. Rebecca was insatiable in her demands for attention from her tired mother. It was three months before Leslie could get herself together enough to get her squalling baby out of her pajamas. By the time Rebecca started walking at ten months, Leslie was pregnant again.


When she was three months pregnant with Joe, Leslie made the trek out to the summerhouse. In the months since Alan had first set up a TV in the place, Leslie had almost forgotten that her retreat still existed. But from the first day, Joe was an easier pregnancy than Rebecca, and Leslie’s mother had started taking her granddaughter on short jaunts about town. “There’s nothing more uninteresting than a nursing baby,” her mother had said in her usual forthright style. “When she starts walking and looking at something besides her mother’s bosom, then I’ll take an interest in her.”


So, on her first afternoon of freedom, for that’s the way it felt, Leslie had made her way out to the summerhouse. Maybe this time, she’d be able to stretch out on the wicker chaise lounge she’d found in an antique shop and read a book.


But when Leslie pushed open the door, her breath stopped. Vaguely, she’d wondered why Alan had used the summerhouse only a few times, then never said anything about it again.


Someone had left the doors open and it had rained in on her furniture. Before she was first pregnant, she’d made the slipcovers for the little couch and the two chairs. She’d made the matching curtains and hung them herself. But now mice were nesting in the stuffing of the couch, and it looked as if a neighboring cat had clawed the arms of the chairs.


Turning away, she felt tears come to her eyes. She didn’t even bother to close the door as she ran back to the house.


Later, she’d tried to have a confrontation with Alan, but he’d expressed such concern that her anger was going to harm the baby, that Leslie had calmed down. “We’ll fix it up after you’ve had the baby,” he said. “I promise. Scout’s honor.” He’d kissed her then and helped her with Rebecca and later, he’d made sweet love to her. But he didn’t fix the summerhouse.


After that, Leslie had been so busy with children and helping Alan establish himself within the community that she wouldn’t have had time to get away even if she’d had a place to go. And as the years followed each other, the summerhouse became a storage shed.


“So how’s my old girl this morning?” Alan asked from behind her. He was two months younger than Leslie and he’d always found jokes about their age difference to be amusing. Needless to say, Leslie didn’t see the humor.


“I made pancakes,” she said, keeping her face turned away to hide her frown. She hadn’t yet come to terms with the idea of turning forty. Hadn’t it been only last week when she’d boarded a bus and headed to big, bad New York City, where she was going to turn the town on its ear with her dancing?


“Mmm,” Alan said. “Wish I had time, but I have a full schedule today.”


When she turned around, he was looking down at the newspaper, absorbed with the financial section. In the seventeen years that they’d been married, Alan hadn’t changed much. Not physically anyway. His hair was now gray, but on him it looked good. He said that an insurance agent was considered more trustworthy if he looked older. And he kept in shape by going to the gym regularly.


What had changed about him was that he no longer seemed to actually see any of them, not his wife, not his two children. Oh, Rebecca could throw one of her look-atme fits and she could get his attention, but Joe and Leslie, with their easygoing ways, were mostly ignored by him.


“You ought to leave him,” Leslie’s mother said, even more outspoken now than she had been when her husband was alive. Widowhood agreed with her. “If you left him, he’d find out how much he needs you. You need to shake up his perfect little world. Show him what matters.”


But Leslie had seen what happened to women her age who left their handsome, successful husbands, and Leslie had no desire to live in some dreary little apartment and work at the local discount store. “Mother,” Leslie often said in exasperation, “I have no skills to make my own way in the world. What would I do? Go back to dancing?” That she had failed at her one and only attempt at success in the world still haunted her.


“Where did I go wrong with you?” her mother would moan. “If you left him, he’d fall apart. You’re the man’s entire life. You do everything for him. If you left, he’d—”


“Run off with Bambi,” Leslie said quickly.


“You were a fool to let him hire that little tart,” her mother had snapped.


Leslie looked away. She didn’t want her mother to know how she’d fought her husband’s hiring the beautiful, young girl. “You hired a girl named Bambi?” Leslie had said, laughing in disbelief, at the dinner table the first night he’d told her. “Is she over twelve?”


To Leslie, it had been a joke, but when she looked at Alan’s face, she could see that he didn’t think his new secretary was a joke. “She is very competent at her job,” he’d snapped, his eyes drilling into his wife’s.


As always, Joe had been sensitive to any disagreement and he’d pushed his plate away. “I got some homework to do,” he’d mumbled, then left the table.


Rebecca never seemed to see anything outside her own realm. “Did I tell you what that dreadful Margaret said to me today? We were in chemistry class, and—”


Leslie had at last looked away from her husband’s eyes, and she’d never again made a snide remark about Bambi. But Leslie had been curious, so she’d called a woman she’d gone to high school with who worked in Alan’s office and invited her to lunch. After lunch, Leslie had gone home and made herself a strong gin and tonic and taken it to the bathtub with her. She’d been told that Alan had hired Bambi six months earlier and that she was more than just his secretary, she was his “personal assistant.” Paula, who’d been on the cheerleading squad with Leslie in high school, warmed to her story and seemed to enjoy “warning” Leslie. “If he were my husband, I’d put an end to it, I can tell you that,” Paula had said with emphasis. “That girl goes everywhere with Alan. All I can say is that it’s a good thing we don’t have one of those unisex bathrooms or she’d—”


“Would you like to have some dessert?” Leslie had said rather loudly.


Now Bambi had worked for, with, “under,” if the gossip were to be believed, Alan for over a year. And, quite frankly, Leslie didn’t know what to do about it. Every friend she had had an opinion and freely gave it to Leslie.


One day Rebecca had overheard some women giving Leslie advice about this young woman who worked so closely with Alan, and later, Rebecca had said, “Mother, you ought to tell them to go to hell.”


“Rebecca!” Leslie had said sternly, “I don’t like that kind of language.”


“It’s possible that your husband is having an affair with his over endowed secretary and you’re worried about bad language?”


Leslie could only stand there and blink at her daughter. Who was the adult? How did her daughter know—?


“It’s all over the church and at the club,” Rebecca said, sounding as though she were thirty-five instead of just fifteen. “Look, Mom, men stray. They get itchy pants. It’s normal. What you ought to do is tie a knot in his—”


Leslie gasped.


“All right, go ahead and live in the nineteenth century. But that Bambi is a bitch and she’s after Dad and I think you should fight!”


At that Rebecca had left the room, and all Leslie could do was stare after her. Leslie hadn’t the least idea of how to deal with a child who had just said what her daughter had, so Leslie pretended that it hadn’t been said.


In fact, that’s what Leslie seemed to be doing a lot of lately: pretending that nothing was wrong, that nothing bad had happened. She couldn’t go so far as to, say, call Alan’s office and tell his assistant to remind him of so and so party. No, instead, Leslie just worked around the whole idea of Bambi by pretending that the young woman didn’t exist. And when the women at church or the club tried to warn her, Leslie perfected a little smile that let them know that she was above such low suspicions.


But now, looking at Alan as he bent over the newspaper, she wondered if he wasn’t eating her pancakes for fear that he’d put on weight and Bambi wouldn’t like that.


“So, Mom!” Rebecca said as she came into the room, “what are you old ladies going to get up to this weekend? Think you’ll have an orgy with lots of bronzed young men?”


Part of Leslie wanted to reprimand her smart-mouthed daughter, but another part, the woman part that was separate from being someone’s mother, wanted to joke with her daughter. “Ellie is bringing Mel Gibson and Harrison Ford,” Leslie said as she glanced at her husband.


But Alan didn’t seem to hear. Instead, he looked at his watch. Even though it was only seven A.M., he said, “Gotta go.”


“Are you sure you wouldn’t like a pancake or two?” Leslie asked, knowing that she sounded whiny. What she wanted to say was, “You can damned well spend an hour with your family before rushing off to your bimbo.”


But Leslie didn’t say that. Instead, she tried to smile invitingly.


“Sounds good, but I’m meeting some clients this afternoon and we have lots of paperwork to go over before the big meeting.”


Even though the name was hardly ever said, all of them knew that “we” was Alan and Bambi.


Alan walked over to Leslie and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I hope you have a good time,” he said. “And, about your birthday . . .” He gave her a little-boy look that years ago she’d found irresistible.


“I know,” she said with a forced smile. “You’ll get me something later. It’s all right. My birthday isn’t for three days anyway.”


“Thanks, hon,” he said, kissing her cheek again. “You’re a brick.” Grabbing his jacket off the back of a chair, he left the house.


“‘You’re a brick,’” Rebecca mimicked as she ate a spoonful of some cereal that looked like extruded sawdust. “You’re a chump.”


“I won’t have you talk about your father like that,” Leslie said, glaring down at her daughter. “Or me.”


“Nice!” Rebecca said, coming out of her chair. She was as tall as her mother, so they were eye to eye across the breakfast table. “All you care about is nice! Nice words, nice manners, nice thoughts. But the world isn’t nice, and what Dad is doing with that leech isn’t nice.”


Suddenly, there were tears in Rebecca’s eyes. “Don’t you know what’s going to happen? That woman is going to break us up. She wants what we have, not the family, but the money. She wants the silver tea set and the . . . and the fifty-thousand-dollar kitchen that you hate but were too cowardly to tell Dad that you didn’t want. We’re going to lose everything because you’re so damned nice.” With that, Rebecca ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs.


And in the next moment, a car horn blew outside and Leslie knew that the shuttle bus that would take her to the airport was there. For a moment, she hesitated. She should go to her daughter. Her daughter was upset and needed her, and a mother always gave, didn’t she? A good mother was always there for her children, wasn’t she? A good mother—And a good wife, Leslie thought. That’s what she was: a mother and a wife.


Suddenly, Leslie didn’t want to be anyone’s wife or anyone’s mother. She wanted to get on a plane and go see two women she hadn’t seen since she was very young, since before she was anyone’s wife or mother.


Leslie practically ran out of the kitchen, grabbed her handbag off the hall table and her two suitcases from the floor, then opened the front door. She yelled, “Good-bye. See you on Tuesday,” up the stairs to her two children, but she didn’t wait for an answer. A minute later and she was in the van, the driver was pulling away, and it was then that Leslie realized that she hadn’t brushed her teeth. She doubted if she’d missed an after-meal brushing of her teeth since she was three years old, and she almost told the driver to stop and go back.


But then Leslie leaned back against the seat and smiled. Not brushing her teeth seemed to be a sign that she was about to start on an adventure. In front of her were three whole days that were hers and no one else’s. Freedom. She hadn’t been on a trip by herself since she’d gone to New York nineteen years ago. What was it going to be like to not have people asking, “Where’s my tie?” “Where’s my other shoe?” “Hon, could you call down and order me something to eat?” “Mom! What do you mean that you didn’t bring my red shorts? How can I have any fun without those shorts.”


For a moment Leslie closed her eyes and thought of three days of freedom; then a laugh escaped her. Startled, she opened her eyes to see the driver looking at her in the mirror, and he was smiling.


“Glad to get away?” he asked. They were the only people in the van.


“You can’t imagine,” Leslie said with feeling.


“Whoever takes care of you better not leave you alone too long,” the man said, still looking at her, his eyes flirting.


Leslie knew that she should give him her best “Mrs. Church-Lady look,” as Rebecca called it, after the comedian on TV. But right now Leslie didn’t feel like giving that look. The driver was a good-looking young man and he’d just paid her a compliment. She smiled at him, then leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes, feeling the best she’d felt in a long, long time.





Two
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Ellie Abbott leaned back against the seat of the airplane, closed her eyes, and thought, What the hell have I done?


Leaning forward again, she picked up the plastic cup of club soda from the fold-down tray, but when she tried to bring it to her lips, she saw that her hand was shaking. Putting the cup down, she tried to calm her nerves by looking out the window.


She was on a propeller plane flying into Bangor, and she was glad that the plane wasn’t divided into classes because no longer did she travel in first class. In Ellie’s mind she didn’t deserve such perks as first class because she was no longer Alexandria Farrell, the writer who had caused such a storm when her books first came out, five of them, one after another. Boom. Boom. Boom.


No, it had been three years now since Ellie had written a word. It had been three years since the stories inside her head had stopped. Three years since her divorce and what had been done to her by the courts, by the American “justice” system.


Again Ellie tried to drink from her cup, but her hand was trembling too much to keep from spilling the drink. Nervously, she glanced at the man sitting across the aisle from her, but he hadn’t seemed to notice anything. And, thankfully, he hadn’t given any sign that he knew “who” she was.


Or used to be, Ellie thought. Like those old movie stars who were stopped on the street and asked, “Didn’t you used to be so and so?”


Well, Ellie was still Ellie, Abbott again, back to her maiden name, no longer using her married name, but she didn’t feel that she was still Alexandria Farrell the writer.


“You can’t go through this birthday alone,” her therapist had said. Jeanne was now the only person Ellie saw on a regular basis. For three years now Ellie had retreated from the world, telling people that she needed time to “recover.” But about eight months ago, after her second attempt at obtaining justice had failed, Ellie had sought professional help.


“I don’t want to see anyone,” Ellie had said. “Everyone knows me as I once was.”


Jeanne had sighed. No matter what she said to Ellie, nothing seemed to penetrate the wall she’d put around herself. “You still are who you always were. It’s time you got over this and went forward with your life.”


“But who would even recognize me as I am now?” Ellie said heavily.


Jeanne narrowed her eyes at Ellie. “You can lose the weight. You need to go to a gym. Who knows, you might meet someone there and—”


“Not again!” Ellie had exploded. “I’ll never, never go through that again. And who would want me? I’m fat and I’m rich!”


Jeanne had blinked at Ellie a couple of times, then they both laughed at the absurdity of what Ellie had just said. Not many people looked on having money as something bad.


“You know what I mean,” Ellie said. “After what was done to me I’m afraid that people only want me for what they can get from me.”


“Yes, I know,” Jeanne said, surreptitiously glancing at the clock behind Ellie’s head. In these months they had made little progress in getting Ellie past what had happened to her, and the trauma was making Ellie stand still in life, unable to move forward. Three years ago, Ellie had been on top of the world with her great success as a writer, but now she rarely left her apartment. And to make matters worse, she’d given up nearly all forms of physical activity, so she’d put on forty pounds, and forty pounds on someone just five foot one was a lot of weight.


But, try as she might, Jeanne couldn’t get Ellie to move, to go anywhere, to try to get out of what was turning into a serious depression.


“All right, there must be someone you could spend your fortieth birthday with. If you don’t want to be with your publishing friends, how about someone from your hometown?”


“Richmond? You mean I should call up an old high school buddy and ask her to share a pink birthday cake with me? Think I can get someone who’ll wear her old cheerleading skirt?”


Jeanne knew too well the trap of Ellie’s sarcasm. “There must be someone,” she said forcibly. “Someone somewhere!”


“Actually . . .” Ellie had said, looking down at her nails, which were no longer professionally manicured.


“Yes,” Jeanne said encouragingly.


“On my twenty-first birthday I met two other women at the DMV here in New York. It was their twenty-first birthday also, and we . . .”


“Yes?” When Ellie didn’t say anything more, Jeanne pushed. It was the first time Ellie had mentioned these women, and if there was any possibility that Ellie would spend time with them and get out of her apartment, then Jeanne just might write the invitations herself. “Who are these women?” Jeanne asked. “How can you get in touch with them? Can you three spend your birthday together?”


“I really don’t know where they are now. We met that one day and spent a few hours together. It was, you know, just one of those things that happens to people. We were at the DMV for hours because—” Ellie broke off and gave a bit of a smile at the memory, and it was that smile that made Jeanne pounce.


“Call them. Find them. You know their names and their birth dates. Get on the Internet and find them. No, better yet, give me their names and I will find them. You can have a party together, the three of you. Talk about old times.”


Ellie gave her therapist a look of disgust. “One was a dancer with the most incredible body you’ve ever seen, and the other was a model.” What Ellie didn’t say was that she couldn’t possibly see them looking as she did now.


Jeanne gave Ellie a hard look, then pulled a photo album off a shelf behind her and opened it. She passed the album to Ellie.


Ellie looked at the picture but didn’t understand. It was a photo of a ballet dancer, tall, thin, graceful. Beautiful. It took Ellie minutes before she understood. She looked up at the therapist. “You?”


“Me,” Jeanne said.


Ellie gave her a weak smile. Jeanne was now in her sixties and had a body the shape of a potato.


“A person is more than her body,” Jeanne said. “If they liked you then, they’ll like you now. And, besides, it’s been nineteen years. Have you seen either of these women’s faces or names plastered on billboards?”


“No . . .” Ellie said softly.


“Then obviously they didn’t make careers out of dancing and modeling. So who’s to say what they look like now? Maybe they’ve put on a hundred pounds and—”


“And married the town drunk,” Ellie said, visibly cheering up.


“Yes,” Jeanne said, smiling. “Think on the bright side. Maybe worse things have happened to them than have happened to you.”


Ellie thought about that for a moment. “Maybe . . .” she said.


Jeanne sat there looking at Ellie for a moment; then she pushed the button on her telephone. “Sarah, cancel my luncheon date.” She then turned to her laptop on her desk and opened it. “Ellie, my dear, you and I are going to get on the Net and see what we can find out about these women; then you’re going to invite them to spend your birthday with you.”


“Is a therapist supposed to be this controlling?”


“She is when she cares about her clients as much as I care about you. And, besides, I want to read more about Jordan Neale. Hey! I tell you what, you can have my house in Maine for that weekend. There are only two bedrooms, but there’s a sofa bed in the living room, so one of you can use that. Now, what were their names?”


And that was how Ellie came to be sitting on a plane that was flying toward Bangor, Maine, and why two women she hadn’t seen in nineteen years were going to meet her and the three of them were going to spend their collective birthday together.


But now that she was actually on the plane and was, eventually, going to land—but, given her luck of the last three years, maybe they wouldn’t land. No! Jeanne had made Ellie take an oath that for one whole weekend she was going to do her best not to be negative.


Anyway, now that she was actually flying toward the meeting, she couldn’t believe she’d allowed Jeanne to bully her into it. Ellie was sure that the other women were both divinely happy and that she was the only one with a sob story for her life.


I must stop. I must stop, Ellie chanted to herself. I must force myself to look at the positive and not the negative. If nothing else, doing that will make people stop telling me that idiot story about the half-full and half-empty glass of water, she thought, then told herself to cut out the sarcasm.


Think of something good, she thought. Think happy thoughts. Think . . .


Leaning back against the seat, she closed her eyes. Legs and Face, she thought, then smiled in remembrance. “And I was . . .” she whispered aloud, smiling broadly.


The plane engine seemed to make a cocoon of sound, so that Ellie could hear nothing else but the roar. In the background she could hear a man with a monotone voice droning on and on and on. Glad I’m not married to him! Ellie thought as she began to visualize the first time she’d met the two women.


It had all started with that nerdy little man at the New York Department of Motor Vehicles, Ellie thought with a smile. And she’d never forget his name: Ira Girvin. His name was on a little badge on his chest and it was right at Ellie’s eye level, and considering how short Ellie was, that meant he couldn’t have been more than about five feet four.


“Sit over there and wait,” the little man said to Ellie, and she could see that he loved having the power to make people wait.


With a fake smile, she took the forms from under the cage and turned around. There were some people standing between her and the bench along the wall, but when they moved, Ellie saw them. Sitting at opposite ends of a short green bench, looking in opposite directions from each other, were two of the most extraordinary women Ellie had ever seen.


The one on the left had on a black leotard with a long dark green silk skirt clinging to her legs. With her dark auburn hair pulled tightly back in a knot, she looked as if she was probably a dancer, just off the exercise floor, and she had a body that any sensible woman on earth would kill to have. She was like an illustration of what the human body can look like.


She had a pretty face, and her long neck curved gracefully down to wide, strong shoulders, then small breasts atop a stomach that looked as though it could flip coins over. Slim, strong hips topped legs that had to be seen to be believed: long, muscular, graceful. Even the way the woman was sitting was as though it had been choreographed, with elegant feet pointed, her hands in liquid repose.


Astonishing woman! Ellie thought; then she dragged her eyes away to look at the other woman. While the one in the leotard was graceful, this one was beautiful, so beautiful, in fact, that Ellie had to blink a couple of times to be sure she was seeing correctly. The woman was at least six feet tall and she was quite thin, but thin in a way that made you want to look like her. And she was beautiful. No, there had to be a term that didn’t sound so run-of-the-mill. There were lots of women who were beautiful, but this one was . . . was . . . Well, she was perfection.


She was wearing a simple little summer dress, something with ruffles down the front of it, something that had probably been bought in some tiny Midwestern town and would usually have looked out of place in sophisticated New York. But this woman made the dress look like couture. There was something about her that made that plain, ordinary dress look as though it were grateful to be worn by this divine creature.


The woman had long, dark blonde hair that fell silkily down her back in big waves. Her face . . . Her face was that of a goddess, Ellie thought as she gaped at the woman. She had high cheekbones, a perfect nose, full lips. Her eyes were almond shaped, with thick black lashes set under brows that were perfect arches. Flawless skin, perfect hands and nails, and encased in little sandals were feet that looked like something off a marble statue.


For a moment Ellie just stood there looking from one woman to the other. Then, slowly, she turned back to Mr. Nerd, Ira, her eyebrows raised in question, as though to say, Are they for real?


Ira gave her a little shrug and a smile, then nodded his head toward them as though to tell Ellie she was to take her place between those two.


Slowly, Ellie walked toward the bench. The two young women had their backs to her and paid no attention when she sat down between them. Ellie tried to place the form on her knee without touching either of the two gorgeous creatures, but it wasn’t easy. She twisted and turned but couldn’t seem to find a way to sit and write at the same time. When she did manage to squeeze herself in tightly and raise her knee to use as a desk, the cheap pen she had wouldn’t write.


For a moment Ellie raised her eyes skyward. Why, oh why, hadn’t she renewed her driver’s license before she’d left home? But today was her twenty-first birthday and if she didn’t renew her license today, it would expire. It wasn’t as though she were going to need a driver’s license in New York, but if she should ever make it as the world’s greatest painter, she might need to be able to drive, and who wanted to have to take that test over again?


She looked up at the counter where Ira was marking other people’s applications. If she went to him, she was sure he’d tell her that the New York DMV was not a free-pen-lending institution.


“Excuse me,” Ellie said weakly to the two backs on either side of her, “but do either of you have a pen I could borrow?”


There was no reply from either of the backs. “Great,” she said under her breath. “What did I expect, brains behind the beauty?”


She hadn’t expected anyone to hear her. She’d grown up in a small house with four older brothers, all of whom seemed to be in a permanent contest to see who could make the most noise. Ellie’s only defense against them had been to make snide remarks under her breath. It had always been an exciting game because if any of her brothers happened to hear one of Ellie’s biting little remarks, she’d get an Indian head rub, a twisted-skin-arm, anything her jock brothers could come up with.


But the women beside her did hear, and it took Ellie a few seconds to realize that they were laughing. She could see ripples in the muscles of the dancer’s back, and the ruffles around the neck of the other one seemed to move in a nonexistent breeze.


With her head down, Ellie smiled. “Can either of you read?” she said in a tiny voice. Slowly, Ellie felt the dancer turn and when Ellie looked up, the dancer was smiling mischievously.


“I can read a bit,” she said, smiling, her eyes laughing.


Ellie smiled back. It was on the tip of her tongue to blurt out, Where did you get that body of yours and can I buy one too? but she restrained herself. Before she’d left for New York, her mother had had one of her little talks with her daughter about keeping her mouth shut and thinking before she spoke.


But before Ellie could say a word, she felt The Gorgeous One on the other side of her turning. The dancer’s head lifted as she looked over Ellie to the blonde creature beside her. When Ellie turned, her breath stopped.


Was it possible that the woman could be more beautiful up close than from across the room? She didn’t wear any makeup, yet her skin was what makeup was all about. People paid millions to try to get that perfect, creamy texture to their skin, that delicate blush, that—


Suddenly, the girl smiled, a huge, radiant smile—and Ellie’s eyes opened wide in shock. One of her front teeth was missing! There was a great black hole where her front tooth should have been. That this perfect woman should have such a flaw was . . .


“Cain’t read. Cain’t write,” the beauty said in a hillbilly accent, then grinned broadly.


While Ellie was still in shock, she heard the laughter of the dancer seated behind her.


“Madison Appleby,” said the beautiful thing; then she stretched her hand around Ellie to shake the dancer’s hand.


Ellie knew that something was going on that she wasn’t in on, but she hadn’t yet caught on.


The beauty looked down at Ellie, then extended her hand. “Madison Appleby,” she said, but Ellie didn’t move.


Then, bending, the beauty took something out of her mouth, and smiled at Ellie.


It was then that Ellie realized that the tall woman had stuck what looked like a black eraser cap over her front tooth to make it look as though one tooth was missing. And, Ellie, ever gullible, hadn’t caught on as fast as the dancer. But when Ellie did understand, she smiled—and she liked the woman instantly. That someone as beautiful as this woman was could make fun of her own pulchritude made her Ellie’s kind of person.


She shook the woman’s hand. “Too bad about the tooth,” Ellie said, smiling. “But I think everyone should have a flaw.”


“Brainlessness isn’t a flaw?” Madison asked, eyes laughing.


“I thought we were just penless,” the dancer said from behind Ellie.


“Penless and Brainless,” Madison said. “Maybe we should go on the road.”


Between them, Ellie sat blinking. Usually she was the one making the jokes, but they were beating her. “How about Legs and Face?” Ellie said.


“And what would you be?” Madison shot back, looking down her perfect nose at Ellie.


“Talent,” Ellie answered instantly; then the three of them laughed together.


And that’s how we felt about ourselves, Ellie thought as she snuggled deeper into the airplane seat. She’d pulled the shade down and had propped a pillow against the window so she could close her eyes and give herself over to the memory of that day when she’d first met Madison and Leslie.


After the dancer had lent her a pen, Ellie had filled out her form and taken it to Ira. “So what brings you two to New York?” Ellie asked when she’d returned to the bench. “Street cleaning?”


Leslie smiled. “Broadway lights,” she said dreamily. “I left the boy back home at the altar.” After she said the last, her eyes opened wide in shock. “I don’t mean I really left him at the altar, but . . . but it was close enough that I know that it was a dreadful thing for me to do.” She sounded as though she were saying a memorized speech.


“And you look sorry that you did it,” Madison said solemnly, then the three of them laughed again. “Small town?”


“Suburb just outside Columbus, Ohio,” Leslie said. “And you?”


“Erskine, Montana. Ever hear of it?”


Ellie and Leslie shook their heads no.


Ellie looked up at Madison. “Should I assume that we’ll be seeing your face on the cover of magazines?”


“I just got here yesterday, so I haven’t had time to do much of anything. I’m to go today and present my photos and—”


“Do you have them with you? Could we see them?” Ellie asked eagerly.


“I guess,” Madison said without much enthusiasm, then she bent down and picked up a large, flat, black plastic zip-around notebook and handed it to Ellie.


Eagerly, Ellie unzipped the portfolio and opened it, Leslie peering over her shoulder. There were about a dozen photos of Madison, tastefully made up, her hair neat and tidy. There were head shots and a couple of full-length pictures, all of them perfectly composed and perfectly lit. On the side of each photo was the name of a photographer in Erskine, Montana.


“You’re prettier than this,” Ellie said, frowning as she closed the portfolio. She wasn’t going to say so, but they were a spectacularly boring set of photos.


Madison just shrugged and looked ahead to where Ira was still stamping people’s papers.


While they sat there, Ellie became aware of people looking at them. They would come in the entrance door, do a double take, look away, then look back again. Or they’d just plain stop and stare until someone jostled them and made them come out of their stupor and move.


“I’m beginning to feel like I should charge people for looking at you two.”


“‘Two?’” Leslie asked, looking at Ellie in astonishment. “I think you mean three.”


“Right,” Ellie said sarcastically. “I must look like a gnome between you two.” Now that Ellie was growing just a tiny bit used to the beauty of Madison, she realized that there was a calmness about the young woman that made her feel good.


“Don’t you realize what that little man has done?” Madison asked.


“Who?” Leslie asked.


“You mean Ira?” Ellie asked.


“Yes, him.” Ira glanced up just as Madison looked at him, and for a moment he paused, his hand raised mid-stamp. “He put us here so he could look at us.”


Ellie gave a little laugh. “You two for sure, but not me.” She expected the two of them to agree, but they didn’t.


Madison looked down at Ellie in that cool way that Ellie was already becoming used to. “But you’re lovely. Sort of like Goldie Hawn, that kind of soft, adorable loveliness.”


Ellie blinked for a moment. Having grown up with four older brothers, she hadn’t received many compliments in her life. Mostly her brothers had told her she was a pest and to go away or they’d make her sorry. “Me?” she finally said. Madison just looked at her, so Ellie turned to Leslie.


“I believe the saying is, Cute as a speckled puppy,” Leslie said, smiling.


“Hmmm,” Ellie said, thinking about this. “But cute doesn’t last. Can you imagine what Goldie Hawn will look like when she’s fifty?”


Madison was looking at Ira again. “My guess is that he’s going to keep us here awhile. And I’ll bet that he stations women here every day.”


Ellie started to say something, but at that moment Ira motioned for her to come forward. He was holding up three driver’s licenses. In a way, Ellie was glad that Madison was wrong, but she felt some regret that she couldn’t spend more time with these women. She knew no one in New York, and she was beginning to feel a kinship with these women, as all of them were starting a new life.


And, besides, she would really like to hear Leslie’s story about leaving a man at the altar. If she loved anything in the world, it was a good story. Ellie felt that Madison’s story was written on her face, but obviously, Leslie had worked long and hard to get that body of hers.


Ellie was the first to get up. “I’ll get them,” she said, then went to the cage, took all three licenses from Ira, then turned back to the bench. Leslie had a sweater over her arm and a huge black cloth bag, in preparation for leaving with her new license. But Madison hadn’t moved an inch, just sat there looking at Ellie.


“Here we go,” Ellie said as she looked down at the licenses. The one on top was Madison’s. Even her driver’s license photo was gorgeous.


But as she handed it to her, Madison said, “Check it.”


“What?”


“Check the license. Make sure it says what it should.”


“Okay,” Ellie said slowly, looking at Madison as though she were a bit off her rocker. “Madison Aimes, born October the ninth, 1960. We have the same birthday.”


“I have the same birthday too, but not the same last name,” Leslie said. “Aimes is my name.”


At that Ellie looked down at the licenses and saw that the three names were mixed up. Hers said, “Ellie Appleby,” and Leslie’s read, “Leslie Abbott.”


Ellie looked at Madison with wide eyes. “How did you know?”


Madison shrugged. “Happens to me all the time. Any delay, any excuse to keep you there,” she said, then looked away.


Ellie gave a glance to Leslie, then took the licenses back to Ira. At least he didn’t pretend to be sorry for the mistake he’d made. “I guess you three will just have to wait a little bit longer, won’t you?” he said with a smile. “Right there on that bench. And you better not leave the building in case I need to ask any of you any questions.”


Ellie opened her mouth to tell him what she thought of him, maybe even to demand to see his supervisor, but then her vanity got the best of her. To be singled out to sit with two women like Leslie and Madison, to be a sort of living photograph, well . . . It didn’t exactly make her feel bad. In fact, when she walked back to the bench, she was walking a little straighter than before.


She took her place between the two women. “So,” she said, then turned to Leslie, “tell us all about the boy you jilted.”


Leslie laughed. “Are all New Yorkers as blunt as you are?”


“I have no idea. I’m from Richmond, Virginia.”


“Then we’re all newcomers,” Leslie said. “And are we all here to try to make our fortune?”


“Not try,” Ellie said. “We’re going to do it, right?”


“Yes!” Leslie said firmly, but Madison didn’t say anything.


Ellie turned to Madison. “What about you? How many devastated young men did you leave behind?”


“None. Actually, I was dumped by my boyfriend.”


Madison didn’t say anything else, so Ellie stared at her in silence. She was too shocked to speak. After a moment she looked at Leslie and saw that she, too, was shocked. “No offense, Leslie,” Ellie said, “but I need to hear this story first.”


For a moment Madison was silent; then she said, “Oh, what the heck? Everyone in Erskine knows what happened, so it isn’t exactly a secret.”


Ellie bit her tongue to keep from remarking that everyone in Erskine could probably be told the secret of life, but it would still remain a mystery to the world.


“It was a case of high school love,” Madison said. “Roger went to a high school about fifty miles from mine, but I was a cheerleader and—”


“Me too!” Leslie said; then they both looked down at Ellie in question.


“Not quite,” Ellie said. “Debating team. Latin club.”


“Mmmm,” Madison said. “So anyway, Roger and I met and were a couple all through high school. I never dated anybody but Roger. Our plan was that after we graduated, we would go to college together, then get married and live happily ever after. We even had the names of our kids picked out.”


For a moment, Madison looked away, and when she turned back, her face was as composed as before, but there was pain in her eyes. She’s used to hiding her emotions, Ellie thought, and for a moment she could see past Madison’s beautiful face to see the real person inside.


“I should have known that there would be problems. You see, Roger’s family is rich and my mom and I weren’t.”


“What about your father?” Ellie asked, heedless of manners and her mother’s constant admonitions to not snoop into people’s private affairs.


Madison shrugged one shoulder in a beautiful way. She should be on the movie screen, Ellie thought.


“Married man,” Madison said. “He walked away—well, ran actually—the moment my mother told him she was pregnant. All I know about him is that his last name is Madison. My first name is my mother’s revenge. She couldn’t have his name, so she gave it to me. She said he couldn’t deny her that small part of him.”


For a moment the air was heavy with the anger that was in Madison’s voice.


“Beats ‘Ellie,’” Ellie said cheerfully. “My mother said she was sick of big, husky boys and she wanted a little girl, so she gave me a girly little name.”


“Your real name isn’t Eleanor?” Leslie asked.


“Nope. Plain ol’ Ellie. I think I’ll change it to Anastasia. So what happened to Roger?” Ellie asked Madison.


Madison let out the breath she’d been holding. Ellie’s light remarks had broken the tension. “Two weeks before my high school graduation my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer.”


“Yeow!” Ellie said.


Leslie put her arm across the back of the bench and gave Madison’s arm a squeeze.


“Along with Roger, my mother was my life,” Madison said. “She and I were a team. She’d raised me herself, working two jobs to make ends meet. At night she worked as a checker in a grocery and since she couldn’t afford an evening baby-sitter, I used to go with her and hide in the back storage room. I can tell you lots about how a grocery is run.” She had meant this as a joke, but neither Ellie nor Leslie was smiling.


“Anyway,” Madison continued, “after Mother became ill, college had to be postponed.” Again, Madison looked away for a moment. “To make a long story short, my mother died, but it took her four years to do it. By that time my college money had been spent on doctors and hospitals.”


There was nothing Ellie could say, and judging from Leslie’s silence, she felt the same way. “And Roger?” Ellie asked softly.


“Good ol’ Roger, the love of my life, returned from college—where he’d gone on a full football scholarship, I might add. His parents are rich, but they have to be the cheapest people on the planet—and he had a fiancée on his arm.”


“A what!?” Ellie said. “Why would any man marry someone other than you?” She didn’t realize that she’d said this quite loudly until an entire line of people turned to look at them in interest.


“Beauty isn’t everything,” Madison said with a little smile.


“I’m not talking about beauty. You gave up your education to stay home and nurse your mother. That’s beauty on the inside!”


Madison looked at Ellie in surprise; then she smiled until her whole face lit up. “I think I like you,” she said, and Ellie smiled back.


“Go on,” Leslie urged. “What did you do? And I agree with Ellie; why would he want someone else?”


Madison took a deep breath. “He said that since he’d graduated from college, he needed someone he could talk to. Someone educated.”


At that, Ellie turned to look at Leslie, then back at Madison. “Castration would have been too good for him,” she said softly.


Madison made a little face of agreement. “I thought so too at the time. Especially considering that all through high school I did most of his homework for him. He used to drive to my house three times a week and he’d always have a box full of schoolwork I was to ‘help’ him with. The truth was that he’d watch football on TV while I worked. Our dates often consisted of my doing his homework while Roger tossed a ball with somebody. And in college if he had a paper to write, he usually sent me the assignment and I wrote it.”


“Could he get away with that?” Leslie asked. “Surely he would have been caught when he took his exams. You couldn’t very well do those for him.”


“No?” Madison asked, an eyebrow arched. “Roger was the best football player his high school had ever seen. He pretty much single-handedly won each and every game. The principal told the teachers that if Roger didn’t get grades good enough to get him into college, then that teacher would stand a chance of losing his or her job, with or without tenure. I wasn’t there, but I think the attitude at college wasn’t much different.”


“Well, that’s fair,” Ellie said, turning to Leslie. “Don’t you agree?”


Leslie laughed. “So you got him into college, then helped him stay there, and all the while you were a saint.”


At that Madison laughed. “A saint for nursing my mother? You know something, I enjoyed it.” When the other two started to speak, Madison put up her hand. “No, no, I didn’t enjoy my mother’s suffering. But I was interested in the medical side of her illness. I even took a part-time job at the hospital. I had to drive seventy-five miles to get there, but—”


“Every day?” Ellie asked.


“Only three days a week. But Montana isn’t like Virginia,” Madison said, smiling. “You can put your foot on the gas pedal and go to sleep. More or less, anyway. During those four years Roger was away, I learned a lot. In fact, one of the doctors suggested that I go into nursing as a career, but later he . . .”
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