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  Dear Reader,

   

  One of the best perks of being a writer is becoming—for the time it takes to write the book—someone else. To write well, you have to climb inside someone else’s skin and personality. In Daring to Dream, I got to become gorgeous and glamorous and gutsy Margo Sullivan. Not a bad deal.

   

  In Holding the Dream, the second book of my Dream Trilogy, I became Kate Powell. Orphaned at the age of eight, Kate was raised by the Templetons, and has vowed never to disappoint them. She’s sharp, smart, a gamine woman with a head for figures. As someone who failed high-school algebra, this was quite a kick for me.

   

  I enjoyed focusing on Kate in this story, exploring her heart and mind, continuing to develop the close and loving relationship between her and Margo and Laura. I liked watching her take a more active role in the running of Pretenses, the unique little shop she and her sisters of the heart have established. And, naturally, I enjoyed the steps and stages of her romance with the handsome hotelier, Byron DeWitt. There’s a man, I think, who could make even our practical Kate forget that two and two are four.

   

  I hope you’ll enjoy, as I did, watching Kate’s life and her needs shift and change as she struggles with the loss of one dream and the beginnning of another.
   

  Nora Roberts

  
   Holding the Dream
  

  
  




  
   To family
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Chapter One


  Her childhood had been a lie.

  Her father had been a thief.

  Her mind struggled to absorb those two facts, to absorb and analyze and accept. Kate Powell had trained herself to be a practical woman, one who worked hard toward goals, earned them step by careful step. Wavering was not permitted. Shortcuts were not taken. Rewards were earned with sweat, planning, and effort.

  That, she had always believed, was who she was; a product of her heredity, her upbringing, and her own stringent standards for herself.

  When a child was orphaned at an early age, when she lived with the loss, when she had, essentially, watched her parents die, there seemed little else that could be so wrenching.

  But there was, Kate realized as she sat, still in shock, behind her tidy desk in her tidy office at Bittle and Associates.

  Out of that early tragedy had come enormous blessings. Her parents had been taken away, and she’d been given others. The distant kinship hadn’t mattered to Thomas and Susan Templeton. They had taken her in, raised her, given her a home and love. Given her everything, without question.

  And they must have known, she realized. They must have always known.

  They had known when they took her from the hospital after the accident. When they comforted her and gave her the gift of belonging, they had known.

  They took her across the continent to California. To the sweeping cliffs and beauty of Big Sur. To Templeton House. There, in that grand home, as gracious and welcoming as any of the glamorous Templeton hotels, they made her part of their family.

  They gave her Laura and Josh, their children, as siblings. They gave her Margo Sullivan, the housekeeper’s daughter, who had been accepted as part of the family even before Kate.

  They gave her clothes and food, education, advantages. They gave her rules and discipline and the encouragement to pursue dreams.

  And most of all, they gave her love and family and pride.

  Yet they had known from the beginning what she, twenty years later, had just discovered.

  Her father had been a thief, a man under indictment for embezzlement. Caught skimming from his own clients’ accounts, he had died facing shame, ruin, prison.

  She might never have found out but for the capricious twist of fate that had brought an old friend of Lincoln Powell’s into her office that morning.

  He was so delighted to see her, remembered her as a child. It warmed her to be remembered, to realize that he had come to her with his business because of the old tie with her parents. She’d taken the time, though she had little to spare during those last weeks before the April 15 tax deadline, to chat with him.

  And he just sat there, in the chair on the other side of the desk, reminiscing. He’d bounced her on his knee when she was little, he said, had worked in the same ad firm as her father. Which was why, he told her, since he’d relocated to California and now had his own firm, he wanted her as his accountant. She thanked him and mixed her questions about his business and his financial requirements with queries about her parents.

  Then, when he spoke so casually of the accusations, the charges, and the sorrow he felt that her father had died before he could make restitution, she had said nothing, could say nothing.

  “He never intended to steal, just borrow. Oh, it was wrong, God knows. I always felt partially responsible because I was the one who told him about the real estate deal, encouraged him to invest. I didn’t know he’d already lost most of his capital in a couple of deals that went sour. He would have put the money back. Linc would have found a way, always did. He was always a little resentful that his cousin rode so high while he barely scraped by.”

  And the man—God, she couldn’t remember his name, couldn’t remember anything but the words—smiled at her.

  The whole time he was speaking, making excuses, adding his own explanations to the facts, she simply sat, nodding. This stranger who’d known her father was destroying her very foundations.

  “He had a sore spot where Tommy Templeton was concerned. Funny, when you think it turned out that he was the one to raise you after it all. But Linc never meant any harm, Katie. He was just reckless. Never had a chance to prove himself, and that’s the real crime, if you ask me.”

  The real crime, Kate thought, as her stomach churned and knotted. He had stolen, because he was desperate for money and took the easy way out. Because he was a thief, she thought now. A cheat. And he had cheated the justice system by hitting an icy patch of road and crashing his car, killing himself and his wife and leaving his daughter an orphan.

  So fate had given her as a father the very man her own father had been so envious of. Through his death, she had, in essence, become a Templeton.

  Had it been deliberate? she wondered. Had he been so desperate, so reckless, so angry that he’d chosen death? She could barely remember him, a thin, pale, nervous man with a quick temper.

  A man with big plans, she thought now. A man who had spun those plans out into delightful fantasies for his child. Visions of big houses, fine cars, fun-filled trips to Disney World.

  And all the while they lived in a tiny house just like all the other tiny houses on the block, with an old sedan that rattled, and no trips to anywhere.

  So he stole, and he was caught. And he died.

  What had her mother done? Kate wondered. What had she felt? Was that why Kate remembered her most as a woman with worry in her eyes and a tight smile?

  Had he stolen before? The idea made her cold inside. Had he stolen before and somehow gotten away with it? A little here, a little there, until he’d become careless?

  She remembered arguments, often over money. And worse, the silences that followed them. The silence that night. That heavy, hurting silence in the car between her parents before the awful spin, the screams and the pain.

  Shuddering, she closed her eyes, clenched her fists tight, and fought back the drumming headache.

  Oh, God, she had loved them. Loved the memory of them. Couldn’t bear to have it smeared and spoiled. And couldn’t face, she realized with horrid shame, being the daughter of a cheat.

  She wouldn’t believe it. Not yet. She took slow breaths and turned to her computer. With mechanical efficiency she accessed the library in New Hampshire where she’d been born and had lived for the first eight years of her life.

  It was tedious work, but she ordered copies of newspapers for the year before the accident, requested faxes of any article mentioning Lincoln Powell. While she waited, she contacted the lawyer back east who had handled the disposition of her parents’ estate.

  She was a creature comfortable with technology. Within an hour she had everything she needed. She could read the details in black and white, details that confirmed the facts the lawyer had given her.

  The accusations, the criminal charges, the scandal. A scandal, she realized, that had earned print space because of Lincoln Powell’s family connection to the Templetons. And the missing funds, replaced in full after her parents were buried. Replaced, Kate was certain, by the people who had raised her as one of their own.

  The Templetons, she thought, who had been drawn into the ugliness, had quietly taken the responsibility, and the child. And, always, had protected the child.

  There in her quiet office, alone, she laid her head on the desk and wept. And wept. And when the weeping was done, she shook out pills for the headache, more for the burning in her stomach. When she gathered her briefcase to leave, she told herself she would bury it. Just bury it. As she had buried her parents.

  It could not be changed, could not be fixed. She was the same, she assured herself, the same woman she had been that morning. Yet she found she couldn’t open her office door and face the possibility of running into a colleague in the corridor. Instead, she sat again, closed her eyes, sought comfort in old memories. A picture, she thought, of family and tradition. Of who she was, what she had been given, and what she had been raised to be.

   

  At sixteen, she was taking an extra load of courses that would allow her to graduate a full year ahead of her class. Since that wasn’t quite enough of a challenge, she was determined to graduate with honors as well. She had already mentally outlined her valedictorian speech.

  Her extracurricular activities included another term as class treasurer, a stint as president of the math club, and a place in the starting lineup of the baseball team. She had hopes of being named MVP again next season, but for now her attention was focused on calculus.

  
  
  Numbers were her strong point. Sticking with logic, Kate had already decided to use her strengths in her career. Once she had her MBA—more than likely she would follow Josh to Harvard for that—she would pursue a career in accounting.

  It didn’t matter that Margo said her aspirations were boring. To Kate they were realistic. She was going to prove to herself, and to everyone who mattered to her, that what she had been given, all she had been offered, had been put to the best possible use.

  Because her eyes were burning, she slipped off her glasses and leaned back in her desk chair. It was important, she knew, to rest the brain periodically in order to keep it at its keenest. She did so now, letting her gaze skim around the room.

  The new touches the Templetons had insisted she choose for her sixteenth birthday suited her. The simple pine shelves above her desk held her books and study materials. The desk itself was a honey, a Chippendale kneehole with deep drawers and fanciful shell carving. It made her feel successful just to work at it.

  She hadn’t wanted fussy wallpaper or fancy curtains. The muted stripes on the walls and the simple vertical blinds fit her style. Because she understood her aunt’s need to pamper, she’d chosen a pretty, scroll-sided settee in deep green. On rare occasions she actually stretched out on it to read for pleasure.

  Otherwise, the room was functional, as she preferred.

  The knock on her door interrupted her just as she was burying her nose in her books again. Her answer was a distracted grunt.

  “Kate.” Susan Templeton, elegant in a cashmere twin set, entered, her hands on her hips. “What am I going to do with you?”

  “Nearly finished,” Kate mumbled. She caught the scent of her aunt’s perfume as Susan crossed the room. “Midterm. Math. Tomorrow.”

  “As if you weren’t already prepared.” Susan sat on the edge of the tidily made bed and surveyed Kate. Those huge and oddly exotic brown eyes were focused behind heavy-framed reading glasses. Hair, sleek and dark, was tugged back into a stubby ponytail. The girl cut it shorter every year, Susan thought with a sigh. Plain gray sweats bagged over a long, thin frame down to the bare feet. As Susan watched, Kate pursed her wide mouth into something between a pout and a frown. The expression dug a thinking line between her eyebrows.

  “In case you haven’t noticed,” Susan began, “it’s ten days until Christmas.”

  “Umm. Midterm week. Nearly done.”

  “And it’s six o’clock.”

  “Don’t hold dinner. Want to finish this.”

  “Kate.” Susan rose and snatched Kate’s glasses away. “Josh is home from college. The family’s waiting for you to trim the tree.”

  “Oh.” Blinking, Kate struggled to bring her mind back from formulas. Her aunt was watching her owlishly, her dark blond hair curled smoothly around her pretty face. “I’m sorry. I forgot. If I don’t ace this exam—”

  “The world as we know it will come to an end. I know.”

  Kate grinned and rolled her shoulders to loosen them. “I guess I could spare a couple of hours. Just this once.”

  “We’re honored.” Susan set the glasses on the desk. “Put something on your feet, Kate.”

  “Okay. Be right down.”

  “I can’t believe I’m going to say this to one of my children, but . . .” Susan started toward the door. “If you open one of those books again, you’re grounded.”

  “Yes, ma’am.” Kate crossed to her dresser and chose a pair of socks from an orderly pile. Beneath the carefully folded socks was her secret stash of Weight-On, which had done pitifully little to put more pounds onto her bones. After tugging the socks on, she downed a couple of aspirin to kick back the headache that was just beginning to stir.

  “It’s about time.” Margo met her at the top of the stairs. “Josh and Mr. T are already stringing the lights.”

  “That could take hours. You know how they love to argue whether they should go clockwise or counterclockwise.” Tilting her head, she gave Margo a long study. “What the hell are you all dolled up for?”

  “I’m simply being festive.” Margo smoothed the skirt of her holly-red dress, pleased that the scoop neckline hinted at cleavage. She’d slipped on heels, determined that Josh should notice her legs and remember she was a woman now. “Unlike you, I don’t choose to trim the tree wearing rags.”

  “At least I’ll be comfortable.” Kate sniffed. “You’ve been into Aunt Susie’s perfume.”

  “I have not.” Lifting her chin, Margo fluffed at her hair. “She offered me a spritz.”

  “Hey,” Laura called from the bottom of the staircase, “are you two going to stand up there arguing all night?”

  “We’re not arguing. We were complimenting each other on our attire.” Snickering, Kate started down.

  “Dad and Josh are nearly finished with their debate over the lights.” Laura shot a look across the spacious foyer toward the family parlor. “They’re smoking cigars.”

  “Josh smoking a cigar?” Kate snorted at the image.

  “He’s a Harvard man now.” Laura affected an exaggerated New England accent. “You’ve got shadows under your eyes.”

  “You’ve got stars in yours,” Kate countered. “And you’re all dressed up too.” Annoyed, Kate pulled at her sweatshirt. “What’s the deal?”

  “Peter’s dropping by later.” Laura turned to the foyer mirror to check the line of her ivory wool dress. Busy dreaming, she didn’t notice the winces that Margo and Kate exchanged. “Just for an hour or so. I can’t wait till winter break. One more midterm, and then freedom.” Flushed with anticipation, she beamed at her friends. “It’s going to be the best winter vacation ever. I have a feeling Peter’s going to ask me to marry him.”

  “What?” Kate yelped before Laura could shush her.

  “Quiet.” She hurried back across the blue-and-white-tiled floor toward Kate and Margo. “I don’t want Mom and Dad to hear. Not yet.”

  
  
  “Laura, you can’t seriously be thinking of marrying Peter Ridgeway. You barely know him, and you’re only seventeen.” A million reasons against the idea whirled through Margo’s mind.

  “I’ll be eighteen in a few weeks. It’s just a feeling, anyway. Promise me you won’t say anything.”

  “Of course not.” Kate reached the bottom of the curving staircase. “You won’t do anything crazy, will you?”

  “Have I ever?” A wistful smile played around Laura’s mouth as she patted Kate’s hand. “Let’s go in.”

  “What does she see in him?” Kate mumbled to Margo. “He’s old.”

  “He’s twenty-seven,” Margo corrected, worried. “He’s gorgeous and treats her like a princess. He has. . .” She searched for the word. “Polish.”

  “Yes, but—”

  “Ssh.” She spotted her mother coming down the hallway, wheeling a cart laden with hot chocolate. “We don’t want to spoil tonight. We’ll talk later.”

  Ann Sullivan’s brow furrowed as she studied her daughter. “Margo, I thought that dress was for Christmas Day.”

  “I’m in a holiday mood,” Margo said breezily. “Let me take that, Mum.”

  Far from satisfied, Ann watched her daughter roll the cart into the parlor before she turned to Kate. “Miss Kate, you’ve been overworking your eyes again. They’re bloodshot. I want you to rest them later with cucumber slices. And where are your slippers?”

  “In my closet.” Understanding the housekeeper’s need to scold, Kate hooked her arm through Ann’s. “Come on now, Annie, don’t fuss. It’s tree-trimming time. Remember the angels you helped us make when we were ten?”

  “How could I forget the mess the three of you made? And Mr. Josh teasing the lot of you and biting the heads off Mrs. Williamson’s gingerbread men.” She lifted a hand to touch Kate’s cheek. “You’ve grown up since. Times like this I miss my little girls.”

  
  
  “We’ll always be your little girls, Annie.” They paused in the parlor doorway to survey the scene.

  It made Kate grin, just the look of everything. The tree, already shining with lights, soared a good ten feet. It stood in front of the tall windows that faced the front. Boxes of ornaments brought out of storage sat ready to be opened.

  In the lapis hearth decked with candles and fresh greenery a sedate fire flickered. Scents of apple wood and pine and perfume filled the room.

  How she loved this house, she thought. Before the decorating was done, every room would have just the right touches of holiday cheer. A bowl of Georgian silver filled with pine-cones would be flanked by candles. Banks of poinsettias in gilt-trimmed pots would crowd all the window seats. Delicate porcelain angels would be placed just so on glossy mahogany tables in the foyer. The old Victorian Santa would claim his place of honor on the baby grand.

  She could remember her first Christmas at Templeton House. How the grandeur of it had dazzled her eyes and the constant warmth had soothed that ache just under her heart.

  Now half of her life had been lived here, and the traditions had become her own.

  She wanted to freeze this moment in her mind, make it forever and unchangeable. There, she thought, the way the firelight dances over Aunt Susie’s face as she laughs at Uncle Tommy—and the way he takes her hand and holds it. How perfect they look, she thought, the delicate-framed woman and the tall, distinguished man.

  Christmas hymns played quietly as she took it all in. Laura knelt by the boxes, lifting out a red glass ball that caught the light and tossed it back. Margo poured steaming chocolate from a silver pot and practiced her flirting skills on Josh.

  He stood on a ladder with the lights from the tree glinting in his bronze hair. They played over his face as he grinned down at Margo.

  In this room filled with shining silver, sparkling glass, polished old wood and soft fabrics, they were perfect. And they were hers.

  “Aren’t they beautiful, Annie?”

  “That they are. And so are you.”

  Not like them, Kate thought, as she stepped into the room.

  “There’s my Katie girl.” Thomas beamed at her. “Put the books away for a while, did you?”

  “If you can stop answering the phone for an evening, I can stop studying.”

  “No business on tree-trimming night.” He winked at her. “I think the hotels can run without me for one night.”

  “Never as well as they run with you and Aunt Susie.”

  Margo lifted a brow as she passed Kate a cup of hot chocolate. “Somebody’s bucking for another present. I hope you’ve got something in mind other than that stupid computer you’ve been drooling over.”

  “Computers have become necessary tools in any business. Right, Uncle Tommy?”

  “Can’t live without them. I’m glad your generation’s going to be taking over, though. I hate the blasted things.”

  “You’re going to have to upgrade the system in Sales, across the board,” Josh put in as he climbed down the ladder. “No reason to do all that work when a machine can do it for you.”

  “Spoken like a true hedonist.” Margo smirked at him. “Be careful, Josh, you might actually have to learn how to type. Imagine, Joshua Conway Templeton, heir apparent to Templeton Hotels, with a useful skill.”

  “Listen, duchess—”

  “Hold it.” Susan cut off her son’s testy remark with an upraised hand. “No business tonight, remember. Margo, be a good girl and pass Josh the ornaments. Kate, take that side of the tree with Annie, will you? Laura, you and I will start over here.”

  “And what about me?” Thomas wanted to know.

  “You do what you do best, darling. Supervise.”

  It wasn’t enough to hang them. The ornaments had to be sighed over and stories told about them. There was the wooden elf that Margo had thrown at Josh one year, its head now held on its body with glue. The glass star that Laura had once believed her father had plucked from the sky just for her. Snowflakes that Annie had crocheted for each of the family members. The felt wreath with silver piping that had been Kate’s first and last sewing project. The homey and simple hung bough by bough with the priceless antique ornaments Susan had collected from around the world.

  When it was done, they held their collective breath as Thomas turned off the lamps. And the room was lit by firelight and the magic of the tree.

  “It’s beautiful. It’s always beautiful,” Kate murmured and slipped her hand into Laura’s.

   

  Late that night when sleep eluded her, Kate wandered back downstairs. She crept into the parlor, stretched out on the rug beneath the tree, and watched the lights dance.

  She liked to listen to the house, the quiet ticking of old clocks, the sighs and murmurs of wood settling, the crackle of spent logs in the hearth. Rain was falling in little needle stabs against the windows. The wind was a whispering song.

  It helped to lie there. The nerves over her exam the following day slowly unknotted from her stomach. She knew everyone was tucked into bed, safe, sound. She’d heard Laura come in from her drive with Peter, and sometime later Josh returned from a date.

  Her world was in order.

  “If you’re hanging out for Santa, you’ve got a long wait.” Margo came into the room on bare feet and settled down beside Kate. “You’re not still obsessing over some stupid math test, are you?”

  “It’s a midterm. And if you paid more attention to yours, you wouldn’t be skimming by with C’s.”

  “School’s just something you have to get through.” Margo slipped a pack of cigarettes out of her robe pocket. With everyone in bed, it was safe to sneak a smoke. “So, can you believe Josh is dating that cross-eyed Leah McNee?”

  “She’s not cross-eyed, Margo. And she’s built.”

  Margo huffed out smoke. Anyone not struck blind could see that compared to Margo Sullivan, Leah was barely female. “He’s only dating her because she puts out.”

  “What do you care?”

  “I don’t.” She sniffed and smoked and sulked. “It’s just so . . . ordinary. That’s something I’m never going to be.”

  Smiling a little, Kate turned to her friend. In a blue chenille robe, with her tumbled blond hair, Margo looked stunning and sultry and sleek. “No one would ever accuse you of being ordinary, pal. Obnoxious, conceited, rude, and a royal pain in the ass, yes, but never ordinary.”

  Margo raised a brow and grinned. “I can always count on you. Anyway, speaking of ordinary, how stuck do you think Laura really is on Peter Ridgeway?”

  “I don’t know.” Kate gnawed on her lip. “She’s been dreamy-eyed over him ever since Uncle Tommy transferred him out here. I wish he was still managing Templeton Chicago.” Then she shrugged. “He must be good at his job or Uncle Tommy and Aunt Susie wouldn’t have promoted him.”

  “Knowing how to manage a hotel has nothing to do with it. Mr. and Mrs. T have dozens of managers all over the world. This is the only one Laura’s gone over on. Kate, if she marries him . . .”

  “Yeah.” Kate blew out a breath. “It’s her decision. Her life. Christ, I can’t imagine why anyone would want to get tied down that way.”

  “Neither can I.” Stubbing the cigarette out, Margo lay back. “I’m not going to. I’m going to make a splash in this world.”

  “Me, too.”

  Margo slanted Kate a look. “Keeping books? That’s more like a slow drip.”

  “You splash your way, I’ll splash mine. This time next year I’ll be in college.”

  
  
  Margo shuddered. “What a hideous thought!”

  “You’ll be there, too,” Kate reminded her. “If you don’t tank your SAT.”

  “We’ll see about that.” College wasn’t on Margo’s agenda. “I say we find Seraphina’s dowry and take that trip around the world we used to talk about. There are places I want to see while I’m still young. Rome and Greece, Paris, Milan, London.”

  “They’re impressive.” Kate had seen them. The Templetons had taken her—and would have taken Margo as well if Ann had allowed it. “I see you marrying a rich guy, bleeding him dry, and jet-setting all over.”

  “Not a bad fantasy.” Amused by it, Margo stretched her arms. “But I’d rather be rich myself and just have a platoon of lovers.” At the sound in the hall, she shoved the ashtray under the folds of her robe. “Laura.” Blowing out a breath, she sat up. “You scared the wits out of me.”

  “Sorry, couldn’t sleep.”

  “Join the party,” Kate invited. “We were planning our future.”

  “Oh.” With a soft, secret smile, Laura knelt on the rug. “That’s nice.”

  “Hold on.” Eyes sharp, Margo shifted and took Laura’s chin in her hand. After a moment’s study, she let out a breath. “Okay, you didn’t do it with him.”

  Flushing, Laura batted Margo’s hand away. “Of course I didn’t. Peter would never pressure me.”

  “How do you know she didn’t?” Kate demanded.

  “You can tell. I don’t think you should have sex with him, Laura, but if you’re seriously thinking marriage, you’d better try him on first.”

  “Sex isn’t a pair of shoes,” Laura muttered.

  “But it sure as hell better fit.”

  “When I make love the first time, it’s going to be with my husband on our wedding night. That’s the way I want it.”

  “Uh-oh, she’s got that Templeton edge in her voice.” Grinning, Kate tugged on a curl falling over Laura’s ear. “Un-budgable. Don’t listen to Margo, Laura. In her head, sex is equated with salvation.”

  Margo lit another cigarette. “I’d like to know what tops it.”

  “Love,” Laura stated.

  “Success,” Kate said at the same time. “Well, that sums it up.” Kate wrapped her arms around her knees. “Margo’s going to be a sex fiend, you’re going to search for love, and I’m going to bust my ass for success. What a group.”

  “I’m already in love,” Laura said quietly. “I want someone who loves me back, and children. I want to wake up each morning knowing I can make a home for them and a happy life for them. I want to fall asleep each night beside someone I can trust and depend on.”

  “I’d rather fall asleep at night beside someone who makes me hot.” Margo chuckled when Kate poked her. “Just kidding. Sort of. I want to go places and do things. Be somebody. I want to know when I wake up in the morning that something exciting is right around the corner. And whatever it is, I want to make it mine.”

  Kate rested her chin on her knees. “I want to feel accomplished,” she said quietly. “I want to make things work the way I think they should work. I want to wake up in the morning knowing exactly what I’m doing next, and how I’m going to do it. I want to be the best at what I do so that I know I haven’t wasted anything. Because if I wasted it, it would be like . . . failing.”

  Her voice broke, embarrassing her. “God, I must be overtired.” Because her eyes were stinging, she rubbed them hard. “I have to go to bed. My exam’s first thing in the morning.”

  “You’ll breeze through it.” Laura rose with her. “Don’t worry so much.”

  “Professional nerds have to worry.” But Margo rose as well, and patted Kate’s arm. “Let’s get some sleep.”

  Kate paused at the doorway to look back at the tree. For a moment she’d been shocked to discover that a part of her wished she could stay here, just like this, forever. Never have to worry about tomorrow or the next day. Never have to concern herself with success or failure. Or change.

  Change was coming, she realized. It was barreling down on her in the dewy look in Laura’s eyes, the edgy one in Margo’s. She turned off the lights. There was no stopping any of it, she realized. So she’d better get ready.

  
  




Chapter Two


  She got through the days and the nights and the work. There was no choice but to cope. And for the first time in her life, Kate felt there was no one she could talk to. Each time she felt herself tipping, needing to reach for the phone or run to Templeton House, she yanked herself back.

  She could not—would not—pour out this misery, these fears to the people who loved her. They would stand by her, there was no doubt about that. But this was a burden she had to carry herself. And one she hoped she could hide in some dark corner of her mind. Eventually she would be able to let it rest, to stop feeling compelled to pick it up, again and again, and examine it.

  She considered herself practical, intelligent, and strong. Indeed, she couldn’t understand how anyone could be the latter without the two formers.

  Until this, her life had been exactly as she wanted it. Her career was cruising along at a safe and, yes, intelligent speed. She had a reputation at Bittle and Associates as a clearheaded, hardworking CPA who could handle complex accounts without complaint. Eventually she expected to be offered a full partnership. When that time came, she would ascend yet another rung on her personal ladder of success.

  She had family she loved and who loved her. And friends . . . well, her closest friends were family. And what could be more convenient than that?

  She adored them, had loved growing up at Templeton House, overlooking the wild, sweeping cliffs of Big Sur. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Aunt Susie and Uncle Tommy. That included keeping what she had learned weeks before in her office to herself.

  She wouldn’t question them, though questions burned inside her. She wouldn’t share the pain or the problem with Laura or Margo, though she had always shared everything with them.

  She would suppress, ignore, and forget. That, she had to believe, would be best for everyone.

  Her entire life had been focused on doing her best, being the best, making her family proud. Now, she felt she had more to prove, more to be. Every success she had enjoyed could be traced back to the moment when they had opened their home and their hearts to her. So she promised herself to look forward rather than back. To go on with the routine that had become her life.

  Under ordinary circumstances, treasure hunting wouldn’t be considered routine. But when it involved Seraphina’s dowry, when it included Laura and Margo and Laura’s two daughters, it was an event. It was a mission.

  The legend of Seraphina, that doomed young girl who had flung herself off the cliffs rather than face a life without her true love, had fascinated the three of them all of their lives. The beautiful Spanish girl had loved Felipe, had met him in secret, walked with him along the cliffs in the wind, in the rain. He had gone off to fight the Americans, to prove himself worthy of her, promising to come back to marry her and build a life with her. But he had not come back. When Seraphina learned he had been killed in battle, she had walked these cliffs again. Had stood on the edge of the world and, overcome with grief, had flung herself over it.

  The romance of it, the mystery, the glamour had been irresistible to the three women. And of course, the possibility of finding the dowry that Seraphina had hidden away before she leapt into the sea added challenge.

  On most Sundays Kate could be found on the cliffs, wielding a metal detector or a spade. For months, ever since the morning that Margo, at a crossroads in her life, had found a single gold doubloon, the three had met there to search.

  Or maybe they gathered not so much in hopes of uncovering a chest of gold as simply to enjoy each other’s company.

  It was nearly May, and after the jangled nerves she had suffered leading up to April 15 and the income tax deadline, Kate was thrilled to be out in the sun. It was what she needed, she was sure. It helped, as work helped, to keep her mind off the file she had hidden in her apartment. The file on her father that she had carefully organized.

  It helped to block out the worries, and the ache in her heart, and the stress of wondering if she’d done the right thing by hiring a detective to look into a twenty-year-old case.

  Her muscles protested a bit as she swept the metal detector over a new section of scrub, and she sweated lightly under her T-shirt.

  She wouldn’t think of it, she promised herself. Not today, not here. She wouldn’t think of it at all until the detective’s report was complete. She had promised the day to herself, for her family, and nothing would get in the way.

  The gorgeous breeze ruffled her short cap of black hair. Her skin was dusky, an inheritance from the Italian branch of her mother’s family, though beneath it was what Margo called “accountant’s pallor.” A few days in the sun, she decided, would fix that.

  She’d lost a little weight in the last few weeks of crunch time—and yes, because of the shock of discovering what her father had done—but she intended to put it back on. She always had hopes of putting some meat on her stubbornly thin bones.

  She didn’t have Margo’s height or stunning build, or Laura’s lovely fragility. She was, Kate had always thought, average, average and skinny, with an angular face to match her angular body.

  Once she had hoped for dimples, or the dash of a few charming freckles, or deep-green eyes instead of ordinary brown. But she’d been too practical to dwell on it for long.

  She had a good brain and skill with figures. And that was what she needed to succeed.

  She reached down for the jug of lemonade Ann Sullivan had sent along. After a long, indulgent drink, Kate cast a scowl in Margo’s direction.

  “Are you just going to sit there all afternoon while the rest of us work?”

  Margo stretched luxuriously on her rock, her sexpot body draped in what, for Margo Sullivan Templeton, was casual wear of red leggings and a matching shirt. “We’re a little tired today,” she claimed and patted her flat belly.

  Kate snorted. “Ever since you found out you’re pregnant you’ve been finding excuses to sit on your butt.”

  Margo flashed a smile and tossed her long blond hair behind her shoulders. “Josh doesn’t want me to overdo.”

  “You’re playing that one for all it’s worth,” Kate grumbled.

  “Damn right I am.” Delighted with life in general, Margo crossed her long, gorgeous legs. “He’s so sweet and attentive and thrilled. Jesus, Kate, we’ve made ourselves a baby.”

  Maybe the idea of two of her favorite people being blindly in love, starting their own family, did bring Kate a warm glow. But she was bound by tradition to snipe at Margo whenever possible. “At least you could look haggard, throw up every morning, faint now and again.”

  “I’ve never felt better in my life.” Because it was true, Margo rose and took the metal detector. “Even giving up smoking hasn’t been as hard as I thought it would. I never imagined I wanted to be a mother. Now it’s all I can think about.”

  “You’re going to be a fabulous mother,” Kate murmured. “Just fabulous.”

  “Yes, I am.” Margo studied Laura, who was giggling and digging at a patch of scrubby earth with her two little girls. “I’ve got an awfully good role model right there. This past year’s been hell for her, but she’s never wavered.”

  “Neglect, adultery, divorce,” Kate said quietly, not wanting the fitful breeze to carry her words. “Not a lot of fun and games. The girls have helped keep her centered. And the shop.”

  “Yeah. And speaking of the shop—” Margo turned the detector off, leaned on it. “If these past couple of weeks are any indication, we may have to hire some help. I’m not going to be able to give Pretenses ten and twelve hours a day after the baby comes.”

  Always thinking of budget, Kate frowned. The upscale secondhand boutique they had opened on Cannery Row was primarily Margo’s and Laura’s domain. But as the third partner in the fledgling enterprise, Kate crunched numbers for it when she could squeeze out the time.

  “You’ve got over six months left. That hits holiday shopping time. We could think about hiring seasonal help then.”

  Sighing, Margo handed the metal detector back to Kate. “The business is doing better than any of us anticipated. Don’t you think it’s time to loosen up?”

  “No.” Kate switched the machine back on. “We haven’t been open a full year yet. You start taking on outside help, you’ve got social security, withholding, unemployment.”

  “Well, yes, but—”

  “I can start helping out on Saturdays if necessary, and I’ve got my vacation time coming up.” Work, she thought again. Work and don’t think. “I can give Pretenses a couple of weeks full time.”

  “Kate, a vacation means white-sand beaches, Europe, a sordid affair—not clerking in a shop.”

  
  
  Kate merely raised an eyebrow.

  “I forgot who I was talking to,” Margo muttered. “The original all-work-and-no-play girl.”

  “That was always to balance you, the quintessential all-play girl. Anyway, I’m a one-third owner of Pretenses. I believe in protecting my investments.” She scowled at the ground, kicked it. “Hell, there’s not even a bottle cap to give us a little beep and thrill here.”

  “Are you feeling all right?” Margo’s eyes narrowed, looked closer. “You look a little washed out.” And frail, she realized. Frail and edgy. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were the one who was pregnant.”

  “That would be a good trick since I haven’t had sex in what feels like the last millennium.”

  “Which could be why you seem edgy and washed out.” But she didn’t grin. “Really, Kate, what’s going on?”

  She wanted to say it, spill out all of it. Knew if she did she would find comfort, support, loyalty—whatever she needed. My problem, she reminded herself.

  “Nothing.” Kate made herself look down her nose disdainfully. “Except I’m the one doing all the work and my arms are falling off while you sit on your rock and pose for a Glamorous Mothers-to-Be photo shoot.” She rotated her shoulders. “I need a break.”

  Margo studied her friend for another moment, tapping her fingers on her knee. “Fine. I’m hungry anyway. Let’s see what Mum packed.” Opening the nearby hamper, Margo let out a long, heartfelt moan. “Oh, God, fried chicken.”

  Kate peeked in the hamper. Five minutes more, she decided, then she was digging in. Mrs. Williamson’s chicken was bound to erase the nagging hunger pains. “Is Josh back from London?”

  “Hmm.” Margo swallowed gamely. “Tomorrow. Templeton London did a little remodeling, so he’s going to bring back some stock for the shop. And I asked him to check with some of my contacts there, so we may have a nice new supply. It would save me a buying trip.”

  
  
  “I remember when you couldn’t wait to get on a plane.”

  “That was then,” Margo said smugly. “This is now.” She bit into the drumstick again, then remembered something and waved a hand. “Umm, forgot. Party next Saturday night. Cocktails, buffet. Be there.”

  Kate winced. “Do I have to dress up?”

  “Yes. Lots of our customers.” She swallowed again. “Some of the hotel brass. Byron De Witt.”

  Pouting, Kate turned off the machine and grabbed a chicken thigh out of the hamper. “I don’t like him.”

  “Of course not,” Margo said dryly. “He’s gorgeous, charming, intelligent, world-traveled. Absolutely hateful.”

  “He knows he’s gorgeous.”

  “And that takes a lot of nerve. I don’t really give a damn whether you like him or not. He’s taken a lot of the weight off Josh here at the California hotels, recovered a lot of the ground Peter Ridgeway lost for us.”

  She caught herself and glanced over toward Laura. Peter was Laura’s ex-husband, the girls’ father, and whatever she thought of him, she wouldn’t criticize him in front of Ali and Kayla.

  “Just be civil.”

  “I’m always civil. Hey, guys,” Kate called out and watched Ali and Kayla’s pretty blond heads pop up. “We’ve got Mrs. Williamson’s fried chicken over here, and Margo’s eating it all.”

  With shouts and scrambling feet, the girls dashed up to join the picnic. Laura came after them and sat cross-legged at Margo’s feet. She watched her daughters squabble over one particular piece of chicken. Ali won, of course. She was the older of the two and in recent months the more demanding.

  Divorce, Laura reminded herself as Ali smugly nibbled her chicken, was very, very hard on a ten-year-old girl. “Ali, pour Kayla a glass of lemonade too.”

  Ali hesitated, considered refusing. It seemed, Laura thought as she kept cool, calm eyes on her daughter’s mutinous ones, that Ali considered refusing everything these days. In the end, Ali shrugged and poured a second glass for her sister.

  “We didn’t find anything,” Ali complained, choosing to forget the fun she’d had giggling and digging in the dirt. “It’s boring.”

  “Really?” Margo selected a cube of cheese from a plastic container. “For me, just being here and looking is half the fun.”

  “Well. . .” Whatever Margo said was, to Ali, gospel. Margo was glamorous and different; Margo had run away to Hollywood at eighteen, had lived in Europe and had been involved in wonderful, exciting scandals. Nothing ordinary and awful like marriage and divorce. “I guess it’s kinda fun. But I wish we’d find more coins.”

  “Persistence.” Kate flipped a finger from Ali’s chin to her nose. “Pays. What would have happened if Alexander Graham Bell had given up before he put that first call through? If Indiana Jones hadn’t gone on that last crusade?”

  “If Armani hadn’t sewed that first seam?” Margo put in and earned a fresh giggle.

  “If Star Trek hadn’t gone where no one had gone before,” Laura finished, and had the pleasure of seeing her daughter flash a smile.

  “Well, maybe. Can we see the coin again, Aunt Margo?”

  Margo reached in her pocket. She’d fallen into the habit of carrying the old Spanish gold coin with her. Ali took it gingerly, and because she was awed, as always, held it so that Kayla could coo over it too.

  “It’s so shiny.” Kayla touched it reverently. “Can I pick some flowers for Seraphina?”

  “Sure.” Leaning over, Laura kissed the top of her head. “But don’t go near the edge to throw them over without me.”

  “I won’t. We always do it together.”

  “I guess I’ll help her.” Ali handed Margo the coin. But when she stood up, her pretty mouth went thin. “Seraphina was stupid to jump. Just because she wasn’t going to be able to marry Felipe. Marriage is no good anyway.” Then she remembered Margo and blushed.

  
  
  “Sometimes,” Laura said quietly, “marriage is wonderful and kind and strong. And other times it isn’t wonderful enough, or kind enough or strong enough. But you’re right, Ali, Seraphina shouldn’t have jumped. When she did that, she ended everything she could have become, threw away all those possibilities. It makes me feel very sorry for her.” She watched her daughter, head drooping, shoulders hunched, walk away. “She’s so hurt. She’s so angry.”

  “She’ll get through this.” Kate gave Laura’s hand a bracing squeeze. “You’re doing everything right.”

  “It’s been three months since they’ve seen Peter. He hasn’t even bothered to call them.”

  “You’re doing everything right,” Kate repeated. “You’re not responsible for the asshole. She knows you’re not to blame—inside she knows that.”

  “I hope so.” Laura shrugged and picked at a piece of chicken. “Kayla just bounces and Ali broods. Well, I guess we’re a textbook example that kids can grow up in the same house and be raised by the same people and turn out differently.”

  Kate’s stomach wrenched.

  “True.” Margo had a low-grade urge for a cigarette, quashed it. “But we’re all so fabulous. Well . . .” She smiled sweetly at Kate. “Most of us.”

  “Just for that, I’m eating the last piece of chicken.” Kate popped a couple of Tums first. Medication helped her to eat when she had no desire for food. Nervous heartburn, she thought of the low burn just under her breastbone. Insisted on thinking of it that way. “I was telling Margo that I’d be able to pitch in at the shop on Saturdays.”

  “We could use the help.” Laura shifted so she could continue the conversation and keep an eye on her daughters. “Last Saturday was a madhouse, and I could only give Margo four hours.”

  “I can put in a full day.”

  “Wonderful.” Margo plucked some glossy grapes from a bunch. “You’ll be hunkered over the computer the whole time, trying to find mistakes.”

  “If you didn’t make them, I wouldn’t have to find them. But . . .” She held up a hand, not so much to avoid the argument as to make a point. “I’ll stay at the counter, and I have twenty bucks that says I make more sales than you by the time we close.”

  “In your dreams, Powell.”

   

  On Monday morning, Kate wasn’t thinking about dreams or treasure hunts. At nine sharp, with her third cup of coffee at her elbow, her computer booted, she was behind her desk in her office at Bittle and Associates. Following her daily routine, she had already removed her navy pin-striped jacket, draped it behind her chair, and rolled up the sleeves of her starched white shirt.

  The sleeves would be rolled back down and the jacket neatly buttoned into place for her eleven o’clock meeting with a client, but for now it was just Kate and numbers.

  And that was how she liked it best.

  The challenge of making numbers dance and shuffle and fall neatly into place had always fascinated her. There was a beauty in the ebb and flow of interest rates, T-bills, mutual funds. And a power, she could privately admit, in understanding, even admiring, the caprice of finance, and confidently advising clients how best to protect their hard-earned money.

  Not that it was always hard-earned, she thought with a snort as she studied the account on her screen. A good many of her clients had earned their money the old-fashioned way.

  They’d inherited it.

  Even as the thought crossed her mind, she cringed. Was that her father in her, sneering at those who had inherited wealth? Taking a deep breath, she rubbed a hand over the tense spot in the back of her neck. She had to stop this, seeing ghosts around every thought in her head.

  It was her job to advise and protect and to ensure that any account she handled through Bittle was served well. Not only was she not envious of her clients’ portfolios, she worked hand in glove with lawyers, bookkeepers, brokers, agents, and estate planners to provide each and every one of them the very best in short- and long-term financial advice.

  That, she reminded herself, was who she was.

  What she reveled in was the numbers, their stoic and dependable consistency. For Kate two and two always and forever equaled four.

  To realign herself, she skimmed through a spreadsheet for Ever Spring Nursery and Gardens. In the eighteen months since she had taken over that account, she’d watched it slowly, cautiously expand. She believed strongly in the slow and the cautious, and this client had taken her direction well. True, the payroll had swelled, but the business justified it. Outlay for the health plan and employee benefits was high and nipped at the profit margin, but as a woman raised by the Templetons, she also firmly believed in sharing success with the people who helped you earn it.

  “A good year for bougainvillea,” she muttered, and made a note to suggest that her client ease some of the last quarter’s profits into tax-free bonds.

  Render unto Caesar, sure, she thought, but not one damn penny more than necessary.

  “You look beautiful when you’re plotting.”

  Kate glanced up, her fingers automatically hitting the keys to store her data and bring up her screen saver. “Hello, Roger.”

  He leaned against the doorjamb. Posed, was Kate’s unflattering thought. Roger Thornhill was tall, dark, and handsome, with classic features reminiscent of Cary Grant in his prime. Broad shoulders fit beautifully under a tailored gray suit jacket. He had a quick, brilliant smile, dark-blue eyes that zeroed in flatteringly on a woman’s face, and a smooth baritone that flowed like melted honey.

  Perhaps it was for all of those reasons that Kate couldn’t abide him. It was only coincidence that they were on the same fast track for partnership. That, she assured herself often, had nothing to do with why he annoyed her.

  Or just a very little to do with it.

  “Your door was open,” he pointed out and strolled in without invitation. “I figured you weren’t very busy.”

  “I like my door open.”

  He flashed that wide, toothy smile and eased a hip onto the corner of her desk. “I just got back from Nevis. A couple of weeks in the West Indies sure clears out the system after the tax crunch.” His gaze roamed over her face. “You should have come with me.”

  “Roger, when I won’t even have dinner with you, why would you think I’d spend two weeks frolicking with you in the sand and surf?”

  “Hope springs eternal?” He took one of the pencils, sharpened like swords, from her Lucite holder, slid it idly through his fingers. Her pencils were always sharpened and always kept in the same place. There was nothing in her office that didn’t have a proper slot. He knew all of them. An ambitious man, Roger made use of what he knew.

  He also made use of charm, keeping his eyes on hers, smiling. “I’d just like us to get to know each other again, outside the office. Hell, Kate, it’s been almost two years.”

  Deliberately, she raised an eyebrow. “Since?”

  “Okay, since I messed things up.” He put the pencil down. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how else to say it.”

  “Sorry?” Voice mild, she rose to refill her coffee, though the third cup wasn’t sitting well. She sat again, watching him as she sipped. “Sorry that you were sleeping with me and one of my clients at the same time? Or that you were sleeping with me in order to get to my client? Or that you seduced said client into moving her account from my hands to yours? Which of those are you apologizing for, Roger?”

  “All of them.” Because it invariably worked with females, he tried the smile again. “Look, I’ve already apologized countless times, but I’m willing to do it again. I had no business seeing Bess, ah, Mrs. Turner, much less sleeping with her, while you and I were involved. There’s no excuse for it.”

  “We agree. Good-bye.”

  “Kate.” His eyes stayed on hers, his voice flowing, just the way she remembered it had when she had moved under him, climbing toward climax. “I want to make things right with you. At least make peace with you.”

  She cocked her head, considered. There was right and there was wrong. There were ethics and there was the lack of them. “No.”

  “Damn it.” With his first sign of temper, he stood up from the desk, the movement jerky and abrupt. “I was a son of a bitch. I let sex and ambition get in the way of what was a good, satisfying relationship.”

  “You’re absolutely right,” she agreed. “And you didn’t know me well the first time around if you have any hope that I’d let you repeat the performance.”

  “I stopped seeing Bess months ago, on a personal level.”

  “Oh, well, then.” Leaning back in her chair, Kate enjoyed a good, rolling laugh. “Jesus Christ, you’re a case, Roger. You think because you’ve cleared the field, I’m going to suit up and jump into the game? We’re associates,” she told him, “and that’s all. I’m never going to make the mistake of getting involved with someone at work again, and I’m never—repeat, never—going to give you another shot.”

  His mouth thinned. “You’re afraid to see me outside the office. Afraid because you’d remember how good we were together.”

  She had to sigh. “Roger, we weren’t that good. My appraisal would put us at adequate. Let’s just close the books on this one.” In the interest of sanity, she rose, held out her hand. “You want to put it behind us, let’s. No hard feelings.”

  Intrigued, he studied her hand, then her face. “No hard feelings?”

  No feelings at all, she thought, but decided not to say it. “Fresh sheet,” she said. “We’re colleagues, marginally friendly. And you’ll stop pestering me about having dinner or taking trips to the West Indies.”

  
  
  He took her hand. “I’ve missed you, Kate. Missed touching you. All right,” he said quickly when he saw her eyes narrow, “if that’s the best I can do, I’ll take it. I appreciate your accepting my apology.”

  “Fine.” Struggling to be patient, she tugged her hand away. “Now I’ve got work to do.”

  “I’m glad we worked this out.” He was smiling again as he walked to the door.

  “Yeah, right,” she muttered. She didn’t slam the door behind him. That would have indicated too much emotion. She didn’t want Roger the slime Thornhill, to get the idea there was any emotion inside her where he was concerned.

  But she did close the door, quietly, purposefully, before sitting back down at her desk. She took out a bottle of Mylanta, sighed a little, and chugged.

  He had hurt her. It was demoralizing to remember just how much he had hurt her. She hadn’t been in love with him, but with a little more time, a little more effort, she could have been. They had had the common ground of their work, which she believed could have served as a strong foundation for more.

  She had cared for him, and trusted him, and enjoyed him.

  And he had used her ruthlessly to steal one of her biggest clients. That was almost worse than discovering he’d been jumping from her bed to her client’s bed and back again.

  Kate took another swig from the bottle before recapping it. She had, at the time, considered going to Larry Bittle with a formal complaint. But her pride had outweighed whatever satisfaction she might have gleaned from that.

  The client was satisfied, and that was the bottom line at Bittle. Roger would have lost some ground, certainly, if she’d filed a complaint. Others in the office would have distrusted him, pulled back from him.

  And she would have looked like the whining, betrayed female, sniveling because she had mixed sex and business and had lost.

  Better that she’d kept it to herself, Kate decided and put the Mylanta back in her drawer. Better that she’d been able to say, straight to his face, that she had put the whole incident behind her.

  Even if it was a lie, even if she would detest him for the rest of her life.

  With a shrug, she recalled her data. Better by far to avoid slick, smart, gorgeous men with more ambition than heart. Better, much better, to stay in the fast lane on the career track and avoid any and all distractions. Partnership was waiting, with all the success it entailed.

  When she had that partnership, had climbed to that next rung, she would have earned it. And maybe, she thought, just maybe, when she reached that level of success, she would be able to prove to herself that she was not her father’s daughter.

  She smiled a little as she began to run figures. Stick with numbers, pal, she reminded herself. They never lie.
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