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“Imagination is everything.

It is the preview of life’s coming attractions.”

~ALBERT EINSTEIN

“The past can be cleansed.

The present can be made fruitful.

The future can be what you decide it shall be.”

~RAYMOND CHARLES BARKER

The Power of Decision

“Your thoughts become things!”

~RHONDA BYRNE

The Secret
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SATURDAY NIGHT

Hank Johns was finally getting used to a new life. Moving through the foyer and expansive living room filled with art and thick colorful rugs, he joined the other guests on the terrace. There, the one person he knew channeled him to the bar. Accepting a cold beer, Hank turned to survey his surroundings. Three women stood together laughing. He’d known David for years, but had only heard of the others. The men interrupted the animated trio and David introduced Hank to Sara, Gina and Carrie.

It was a balmy summer evening. Gossamer layers of the ladies’ dresses fluttered in a light breeze. Low lights of amber lined a meandering pathway to an oval pool of cobalt blue. The sweet scent of cut grass mingled with jasmine in the day’s fading light.

Sara raised her glass of Chardonnay in welcome. “All together at last. Cheers!”

“Cheers!” echoed the happy group.

“And, Hank, thanks for coming tonight. It’s great to finally meet you,” Sara said.

Gina was the first to lean slightly toward the tall black man and extend a slender hand, “I’m Gina.”

For an instant, Hank noticed the brilliant blue eyes, fringed with long lashes. They glowed like lighthouse beacons; contrasted with the smooth golden complexion Gina had inherited from her Peruvian mother. He shook off the glimmer of attraction. Releasing Gina’s hand, he returned Carrie’s strong handshake and smiled at her words of welcome, followed by David’s embarrassing accolades for a job well done. To escape being the focus of attention, Hank checked the time on his watch. Though he’d only just arrived, he wanted to make a call.

Sara offered her office. “It’s private, go ahead. Just off the living room.”

Hank sat at Sara’s desk, ignoring the labels on the pile of files and the contents of the loose scattered papers. His call was answered on the first ring. Hank’s voice was soft and deep.

“I just called to say good-night again…yeah, I know I just got here. I miss you, though. You get a good night’s sleep and don’t worry. I’ll see you in the morning. I love you very, very much.” A minute later Hank hung up and read the message scrolling across Sara’s computer screen.

Imagination is everything. It is the preview to life’s coming attractions.

The decision that changed everything came to mind.

In a reflective mood, Hank returned to the terrace to find the others watching the dawning glow of the full moon rising over the horizon. The growing light illuminated the silent group. Like Hank, Carrie, Gina, David, and Sara were also recalling the turning point in their pasts.


CHAPTER 1

CARRIE

Growing up, Carrie’s home life was nothing like her friend Gina’s. Where Gina had more loving attention than she could stand, Carrie’s mother, when home, was usually raging over some detail forgotten by the household staff. Carrie was the only child of very wealthy people. Her father was a vice-president at Kendall Innovations Incorporated, a massive enterprise founded by her maternal grandfather, Justice Kendall. Justice Kendall was a visionary with an imagination beyond the wildest dreams of most other entrepreneurs and business moguls. Several times a year, Carrie stayed at her grandparents’ house while her parents toured the world with friends. Their home overlooked the glorious Golden Gate Bridge and the San Francisco skyline beyond. From the hilltop perch, she could watch tankers and other cargo-laden ships passing beneath the towering icon, leaving a wake in the cold, white-peaked chop.

Carrie spent a lot of time watching the activity on the bay waters by day and the river of light pouring across the bridge at night—a solid red flow from southbound traffic, neon white heading north. This was the view from her bedroom there; a little girl’s dream in pink-and-white frills. A private toy land dominated by a fluffy bed covered with stuffed animals. She loved her room and was allowed to wander freely throughout the mansion and its gardens, but grandfather’s impressive office was off limits. Carrie visited that room only by invitation. It was where her grandfather spent most of his time. To a small girl, everything in it seemed huge. A floor-to-ceiling bay window with a southern exposure brightened the room’s rich dark mahogany wainscoting. A fireplace that Carrie could stand in was set for a warming fire on chilly, foggy days. The black walnut desk positioned in front of shelves of first editions was matched with a soft leather chair big enough for Carrie and her grandfather to sit in side by side. One wall was covered with paintings by people named Monet and Turner. Carrie’s favorite place was a cushiony window seat upholstered in an ornate gold and sage-green fabric.

One afternoon, while sitting cozily next to her grandfather at his desk, Carrie jumped down to cross the room and sit in the bay window.

Not realizing what had drawn her attention, her grandfather asked, “Do you like the view, Caroline?”

Sounding older than her six years, Carrie said, “Yes, but I love this.” She traced the window seat’s swirling pattern with tiny fingers.

“Do you like the colors?”

“I want a princess dress of this to wear to a party. Then everyone would love me.”

Justice Kendall recognized the loneliness in his only grandchild’s voice.

“Come back here.”

Carrie slid down and went to stand in front of the imposing man.

“Caroline, I want you to know something and always remember it.”

“Yes, grandfather.” Carrie was thinking he was about to tell her something special. A secret that only she would share with the person she loved most in the world.

Unused to talking to little girls except the tall-for-her-age skinny one with knobby knees and slightly protruding tummy standing before him, Justice Kendall knew Carrie well. She was smart and already conjuring up ideas about how her life would be when she grew up. But Kendall, a man of few words who spent most of his time generating great profits in global markets, struggled to come up with a simple statement that condensed what he wanted his granddaughter to understand.

They stared at each other for a moment. Little Carrie’s gaze never leaving his, waiting.

Finally he said, “You will grow up with everything you could ever want, Caroline. But toys and princess dresses won’t make you happy for very long. There will always be another wish you’ll want to come true. A simple idea is the seed, one that with care, reaches its full potential: start with an idea for making anything come true. But to be happy, really happy, I want you to remember that people come first…not things.”

“What do you mean, grandfather?”

Pausing for thought without answering the question, the great man posed one of his own. “Do you know what it means to ‘imagine’?”

Carrie nodded.

“Whatever you can imagine can come true. My company is built on imagination. Whatever you think about—whatever you can imagine—can happen. You have the power inside you.” He gently tapped a long, thin finger on the center of her little chest.

Carrie’s expression showed she was listening intently, but didn’t understand.

He continued. “You have a strong mind and can make anything that you want happen. The secret is to trust what’s inside. Sometimes there’s just a whisper of a feeling, or an idea that comes so fast you might miss it if you’re not paying attention. If there’s something you really want and you keep thinking about it, feel what it would be like to already have it. Does it really make you happy? Does it make someone else happy? The secret is not really a secret at all, but it can be hard to remember. Help people when you can, and you will have everything you could ever imagine for your own happiness.”

Some of what her grandfather was saying made sense, but most of it was mysterious, and she was intrigued by two words, “power” and “secret.”

Carrie stepped into her grandfather’s waiting open arms.

He gently kissed the top of her dark blonde head. Smiling, Justice Kendall sighed and held her tight while Carrie murmured against the crush of his soft sweater, “I’m going to imagine living with you forever.” Then she asked, “Will you tell me how the secret power works?”

Pulling Carrie’s arms from around his shoulders, Justice noted the inquisitive expression on the pale angular face just inches from his own bearded smile and said, “Anyone can do it. There’s no magic to it. Considering how smart you are at six, I expect you will understand soon enough but we’ll talk again later. Now my little dear, I need to make a phone call.”

Carrie left her grandfather’s office and went directly to her room. Sitting at the antique school desk, Carrie lifted the top to find a piece of drawing paper and took her favorite colors from her pencil set. She drew pictures of what she thought about most. And that included one long stick figure, her grandfather. Sensing the importance of their talk that afternoon, Carrie vowed to find out how something imagined could come true.

* * *

Three days later, Carrie was crawling around on her hands and knees in the sprawling country garden, spying between the bushes on the workers who were trimming and weeding the lavish flower beds. Her grandfather loved the gardens. He would tell her the name of each plant whenever they walked there together. She would listen carefully and try to remember: Yerba Buena, Hummingbird Sage, Monterey Manzanita, Iris, Sugar Bush, California Fuchsia.

It was a quiet, sunny afternoon in September, the time of year for the best weather in San Francisco, when the morning fog disappeared early in the day and the temperatures grew comfortably warm. When she tired of spying on the gardeners, Carrie sat cross-legged on the just-mowed grass, imagining good things for her grandfather and waiting to feel happy. According to him she thought that’s what should happen. The sounds of birds chirping, the gardeners’ low discussion of which plants needed attention and the soft clicking of stones in Carrie’s small hands blended together until suddenly interrupted.

“Miguel! Andre! Mister Kendall is sick!” The housekeeper’s shrill call pierced the drowsy afternoon. Carrie’s head jerked up to see Marta flying out the back patio doors, nearly tripping while screaming in Spanish.

Miguel instantly dropped his rake and raced up the winding path to the house, followed by Andre. Carrie watched without understanding what Marta had shouted, then jumped up to follow both men. By the time she ran inside, an ambulance had arrived and three paramedics were being directed upstairs by Marta.

Carrie’s grandmother stood still as a statue, just inside the massive front door that had been left wide open.

“Marta,” Carrie’s grandmother whispered as more staff gathered in the grand foyer, “Tell everyone to go back to work. We will let them know what’s happened when we have all the facts.” The elegant woman was still in charge of her household, but Carrie could see the clasped, bejeweled hands shaking.

Carrie went over to her. “Grandmother? What’s wrong?”

“Not now, Caroline.”

“But…”

“NOT NOW! This is not a time for children to be in the way. Go to your room and Marta will see to you.”

Carrie trudged up the back stairs leading to her bedroom on the third floor. She instinctively avoided the main staircase where those men in blue uniforms had gone up. Where’s grandfather? She wondered. What’s going on?

“Miss Caroline?” Several minutes later, Marta walked into Carrie’s bedroom, at the same time knocking lightly on the door. “Miss Caroline. Do you want something to eat?”

“Marta. I want to see grandfather. Where is he? Why is grandmother so upset? I want to see my grandfather! He loves me! He’s the only one who loves me!” Carrie was scared and didn’t know why. Without getting an answer about dinner, Marta turned and left Carrie alone watching the rush hour traffic clog up on the bridge without a word of explanation or reassurance.

* * *

The ambulance had left hours ago with its siren screaming. A deep silence weighed down the huge house. Carrie left her room and tiptoed down the stairs. Reaching the kitchen door, she saw Marta bent over the sink, one elbow flailing, furiously peeling potatoes. Carrie moved on. Passing the great room where she had last seen her grandmother, passing the dining room where twenty people had sat for dinner two days before, passing the library with another fireplace where grandmother could usually be found. Wandering farther down the wide hallway, Carrie stopped in front of the tall double doors that opened to her grandfather’s favorite room, his office.

Carrie knocked. “Grandfather?” She called quietly and then a little louder, but didn’t want Marta or anyone else who might still be in the house to know she was about to enter the forbidden room.

With a slight push, the door swung open and Carrie walked in. She made a full turn, looking at the high ceiling and windows overlooking the gardens she had played in earlier that day. I wonder if grandfather saw me watching the gardeners, she thought. She touched nearly everything she could reach before crossing the room to the desk. Carrie sat down. The chair was on casters and swiveled. Curling up on her knees, Carrie scooted the chair forward. She sat up very straight and folded her hands on the desk top. A moment later she addressed an imaginary audience of very important people who had come to ask her very important questions.

She was careful not to move anything on grandfather’s desk while pretending she was the one in charge. When she closed her eyes to picture people sitting in front of her, Carrie felt a presence, a warm pressure, as if her grandfather was sitting next to her in his chair.

Don’t be scared my little dear. I love you very much.

Her eyes popped open. Looking around the room she called out, “Grandfather?”

Footsteps snapped her back to attention. Carrie quickly left the desk and ducked behind an over-stuffed chair by the fireplace as the office door opened. Carrie didn’t dare peek out from her hiding place, but she could hear a desk drawer being pulled open. Then she heard a slight scraping, followed by a light ticking. Dialing the combination and opening the thick door to the safe, someone pulled out a box and unlocked it. Then Carrie heard a rustle of paper. The visitor departed, leaving the office door ajar. Carrie escaped to her bedroom unnoticed.

Carrie’s mother arrived the next day and told her that her father would be coming, too. Carrie still didn’t know what was going on, and badgered Marta with questions. “Why is mother here? Where is grandfather? What’s the matter with grandmother?”

“Shush bambina,” an exasperated Marta chided. “Your mother wanted to come see you and I don’t know anything about your grandmother. Shush and go play.”

When her father arrived the following day, he took Carrie into her bedroom and sat her down on the big bed. “Carrie,” he said taking her onto his lap, which he never did unless it was really good or really bad news. “Grandfather died. Do you know what that means?”

Carrie didn’t blink, but felt her heart tighten. “Yes, I know.”

“He got sick and went to the hospital. The doctors did everything they could to make him better but he was too sick and they couldn’t help him. He won’t be coming back and that’s why your grandmother and mother are so sad. They loved him very much.”

“I love grandfather too, Daddy. Why didn’t he say goodbye to me?”

“He couldn’t, Carrie. He didn’t know that he wasn’t going to come back home. I think he would have said goodbye to you if he could have,” her father added. He only now realized how attached Carrie had been to the renowned, brilliant and intimidating Justice Kendall.

* * *

Not only did Justice Kendall leave his little granddaughter with a message that seemed mysterious to her at the time, she would also receive a significant portion of his estate. His wife, the second Mrs. Justice Kendall, received millions and the house in Marin in recognition of their ten years of marriage. Carrie’s mother inherited enough to continue living in the manner in which she had grown up. Everyone at the reading of the will got something. But the lion’s share went to Carrie. In addition to liquid assets, Carrie received her grandfather’s majority ownership of Kendall Innovations Incorporated. Should she choose to do so after successfully fulfilling all stipulations, Carrie could take command of the company. Ownership would be held in trust and released to her control upon completing a master’s degree in business and serving as an intern at the company for five years.

Carrie wasn’t in her grandfather’s office that day, as the lawyer sat at his client’s desk to convey the last wishes of a wealthy man. But her mother and father were there and were as stunned as everyone else. “How could he leave his company to a child?” was the most common reaction, followed by, “That’s outrageous.” Several even asked, “Who is Caroline Marie Jeffries?”

Contesting the will was out of the question. Anticipating hard feelings and chaos among his family and those business associates known to assume they were in line to take over Kendall Innovations, including Carrie’s father, Carson W. Jeffries, III, the will was not to be contestable; it was airtight. Justice Kendall had engaged one of the best estate attorneys in California to manage the complex job of legally sorting out his empire.

The company’s stock dove by fifty percent when the news broke that the founding principal had died. Kendall had a succession plan in place and the appointed individual took charge as interim president the day after the owner’s death. The first emergency board meeting included an hour of collective shock at the news and bantered suggestions of getting around the ridiculous idea of a young girl taking over. They speculated that it would be about twenty years before Caroline would emerge to claim her inheritance. Anything could happen in that length of time, so they turned their attention to the urgent business at hand: protecting stockholder interests as well as their own.

Carrie left her grandfather’s home with her mother and father right after the reading of the will. She wouldn’t see her grandmother or the view from her pink-and-white bedroom for many years to come.

Carson Jeffries never accepted the fact that his daughter had been given what he felt was rightly his, and ignored his little girl more than before. Carrie’s mother embarked on a string of affairs, and her father stayed away for longer and longer periods of time. Carson eventually left his position at Kendall Innovations, after having worked for his father-in-law for nearly ten years. He took a new job on the east coast, leaving Carrie and her mother. That was when the house a few doors up from Gina’s on Bainbridge Island in Seattle became Carrie’s new home.

* * *

While growing up, Carrie enjoyed being purposefully obtuse to gain power over others if they didn’t challenge her quick and ready wit. She was decisive and knowledgeable, but habitually treated other people as intellectual inferiors. She headed off to Europe for a year after high school and found a sexy Frenchman to pal around with, but never lost sight of her intention to take over her grandfather’s company. When the time came, Wharton University challenged her, and after years of driven, concentrated effort, Carrie received her MBA. Her next step was to walk into the corporate offices of Kendall Innovations and claim the first phase of her inheritance: as an intern starting in the mailroom.


CHAPTER 2

GINA

In the beginning, Gina was a happy, well-adjusted child, capable of being an ‘A’ student. Her parents were proud of each one of their children: two athletic boys who loved soccer and baseball, and their baby-doll girl with silky black waves and lively blue eyes. A perfect complexion and slender limbs even at ten years promised a great beauty in the making. Gina was sheltered from the harsher side of life. Lavished with love and what her parents could afford, Gina was consequently naïve and susceptible to being taken advantage of.

The day the moving van parked three houses up the street, she watched the tall, skinny girl with fly-away hair standing in the driveway while the movers carried heavy furniture into the house. Gina wondered who she was. During their first encounter, Carrie and Gina debated the arguable beauty of each other’s favorite Disney princess and whether Barbie dolls were cool or not. But Gina acquiesced to Carrie’s opinion. A provocative influencer, as the girls got older, Carrie became Gina’s mentor in delinquency and taught her how to smoke a cigarette; that parents were annoying; and uncles will touch you in nasty places. Gina had grown up in an insular family circle. After meeting Carrie, she hid behind a tough can-and-will-do-anything attitude to win the prestigious position of being Carrie’s favorite best friend. Gina didn’t realize for a long time that she was Carrie’s only friend.

When her two older brothers went away to college, Gina had her parent’s full attention, and it was more than she could stand. Feeling suffocated and envying Carrie’s unbridled freedom, Gina surprised and scared everyone.

* * *

“Gina?” Antonella, Gina’s mother, called out for the third time before heading down the hallway to the girl’s bedroom. “Gina!”

By the next morning Antonella was hysterical. Her husband, Tom, took over the questioning while standing in the front doorway of Carrie’s house on a drizzly Seattle morning.

“Carrie,” he said, “do you know where Gina is? She’s been gone all night.”

“I haven’t seen her, Mr. Severns. I saw her three days ago. I haven’t been home,” Carrie explained. “She’s been talking about feeling overwhelmed lately…maybe she ran away.”

“Dios Mio! No, no, no!” Antonella cried out.

“Carrie, look at me,” Tom Severns commanded. “Where would she go? Do you have any idea?”

“I don’t know, maybe San Francisco? She asked about what it was like there last time I saw her. That was right before you called, Mrs. Severns. It was like she didn’t want to go home.”

Carrie told them about the last conversation she and Gina had had about their parents and the argument over which of them was worse off.

Three months went by with no word. Gina’s parents called Carrie nearly every day, hired an investigator, and haunted the San Francisco police stations. Gina had vanished.

For weeks, Tom Severns struggled to focus at work and stayed home as often as he dared, risking the health of his business while his wife refused to leave the house at all.

Mid-afternoon on another dreary day in Seattle, the phone woke a much thinner and grayer Antonella. “Every time that phone rings, I jump. I can’t live like this any longer…that’s probably one of the boys again,” Antonella said, while reaching for the phone. “Hello?”

“Mom, it’s me.”

* * *

Tom and Antonella took the first flight out of SeaTac to San Francisco, snatched their waiting daughter, and took her home. Avoiding her parents’ questions for the time being, Gina went right to bed and slept until nearly noon the next day.

Then, gathered around the kitchen table with cups of tea and warm, buttered blueberry muffins, looking all of her sixteen years, Gina bravely admitted everything to her parents.“I had sex, tried drugs and snuck into the clubs…as long as I didn’t drink inside; I thought it would be okay.

“I went to San Francisco because that’s where Carrie used to live. She talked about living there at her grandparents’ house all the time. I know you guys love me, but I need freedom. Just like Carrie.”

Gina’s parents looked at each other and silently made a decision. Carrie was about to leave for Europe, and until she left, Gina wouldn’t be allowed to see the girl who had so negatively influenced their daughter.

“There was a guy,” Gina continued, “who had a place where people could stay. He didn’t live there but visited the apartment a lot. There were three of us. In return for letting us stay for free, we slept with him.”

Gina watched her mom and dad for a reaction. “That guy was such a sleaze. I don’t know his real name…he told us to call him John. He always used a condom, but the other girls said that he knew the number for the pregnancy center at Planned Parenthood by heart.”

She paused. Talking about what she’d done now sounded so bad and wrong that she felt ashamed and sorry she’d scared her parents.

“Most afternoons, I’d spend a lot of time in a bookstore. There was one book I wanted, but I had no money. It was small and fit in my coat pocket. I read it a couple of times before smuggling it back into the store. The manager didn’t even notice it had been gone. The main thing the book said was something like, ‘what you think about all the time will happen.’ Something about that made sense, but something else got me to call home.”

Antonella and Tom waited for Gina to continue telling her story without barraging her with questions.

“An old guy, at least he seemed old, walked up to me one day outside that bookstore. I thought he was going to bust me for taking the book, but he got in my face and said, ‘Life is what you make it. It’s up to you.’ He had a long gray ponytail. And I’ll never forget his scary face. His eyes bored into mine for what seemed a long time but it was probably only a few seconds before he gave me a card and shouted, ‘read it!’”

Her father asked, “What did it say?”

Ignoring her father’s question, Gina went on, “I watched him walk away and do the same thing to another girl. What he said and what was on the card made me realize just how far off track I’d gotten and where I was headed. I ran to a coffee shop and asked a waitress if I could use the phone because I really needed to call home. I didn’t tell her that I was calling Seattle!”

Oliver, the family’s golden retriever, got up from under the table and nudged Gina’s arm to be petted.

“What did the card say, honey?” Gina’s dad asked again.

Having memorized it, Gina spoke deliberately.

“I gave my life to become the person I am right now. Was it worth it?”

The silence around the kitchen table was profound. Oliver’s tail kept a soft beat on the slate floor as Gina absently stroked his smooth head.

Gina finished her story. “Standing in that coffee shop, waiting for you to answer the phone, I thought, ‘NO, this is not worth it.’ And, thanks to that guy with the ponytail, I decided to quit all the stuff I’d been doing to make my life miserable…and come home.”

Antonella gently brushed the tears away from her lovely daughter’s cheeks and said quietly, “I don’t understand. Why would you leave us? Why didn’t you talk to me?”

“Mom, you don’t get it. You left your family in Peru to marry dad. I’ll bet Nana never asked you why you left them, did she? At least I didn’t leave for a boyfriend—I left for me!”

“But you’re only sixteen, Gina,” Antonella answered. “You don’t know anything about the world.”

“And that’s your fault, Mom! I can’t do anything without asking you and explaining everything…”

Gina’s father spoke up. “Okay, baby. You’re home safe. That’s what mat—”

Antonella interrupted, “We were so scared—you could have been dead. My God!”

“It’s over now. Antonella, we have to let our daughter grow up.”

* * *

After high school, Gina left the family fold to attend Washington University. There was enough distance between home and campus to give her the breathing space she needed. While relishing her independence, she floundered around, changing her mind about various degree programs until she landed on Communications. But even then she was aimless, unfocused, and lacking ambition. Gina shared an apartment with two other young women, one from Oregon, and the other from Utah. They were happy, goofy girls enjoying freedom from parental grasp.

It was there that Gina found herself in a new role. As a leader. Oddly, it was her looks, and not any strength of character, that gave her influence over her roommates. What Gina felt like doing, the others would want to do it too. Struggling along, fitting studies in between parties and dates, Gina was becoming a negative influence on her new friends. She even persuaded them to leave their classes for a week in October for a little diversion in Los Angeles.

“Let’s go! We’ll fly down and see the Viper Room, the bar Johnny Depp used to own, and have lunch at Spagos and watch for celebrities. We might even get to see a movie being made.”

They packed their bags and took off. The girls found a somewhat affordable motel on the outskirts of Beverly Hills. After three days of haunting Rodeo Drive, restaurant bars and nightclubs, the count for celebrity sightings was up to ten. The top score went to Gina, who had noticed Anne Hartford going into Gucci’s with Jake Harris. Anne was hot news in Hollywood right then for her break-out role in a tragic story of a young stepmother challenged by her new husband’s two terrorizing teenage children. Jake was a new face in the modeling industry, recognizable from billboards and fashion spreads, and as the handsome romantic interest in an international perfume campaign. Gina and her friends ran down the sidewalk and composed themselves before entering one of the Drive’s intimidating shops. Normally, a high-profile celebrity would book a private appointment and the store manager would keep the general public at bay for as long as the famous one was shopping. This day, the girls were allowed in. The three squeezed through the front door together. The slight ruckus drew attention inside. Anne had a pair of shoes in hand when she turned toward the noise. Jake slouched in a leather chair watching Anne shop.

Gina forgot all about keeping cool. Walking up to the actress, she stuck out her hand and smiled. “I’m so pleased to meet you. My name is Gina Severns and I’m a huge fan. I love your work.” Using every cliché flustered fans say when they meet a celebrity, Gina settled down and boldly asked Anne if she would join them for lunch.

Anne was graceful under the barrage of adoration from the threesome. The store manager had hustled toward Gina when she approached the celebrity, who seemed ready to drop $5,000 on the shoes with silver-leaf stilettos, but was flagged off by Jake. He watched Gina’s eyes sparkle. Her smile as wide as it could be. Her shimmering hair danced with every bob of the head. Jake noticed everything about Gina and got up to join the conversation.

“I’m ready for lunch, Anne. How about you?” Jake said.

“Can’t,” Anne replied, then turned to Gina and explained, “But it’s always great when someone can be themself and just be friendly. I enjoyed meeting you.”

Gina’s friends had stood just behind her, gazing stupidly, star-struck. They hadn’t said more than hello, while Gina babbled on.

“Tell you what, ladies. There’s a private party tonight at Hard Rock Café in Hollywood. It’s a closed pre-premiere party for Anne’s next movie. Do you mind, Annie?”

Setting down the shoes and checking her watch, Anne said, “We’ll leave your name at the door as my guests. But I’ve really got to go.”

Jake gave Gina the address and went to catch up with Anne.

The store manager was furious at the lost sale and extended his own invitation to Gina and her friends.

“You may leave now,” he said, while rounding them up and herding them toward the front door without a touch or another word.

Outside, the girls bent over gasping at the exchange with one of their favorite movie stars. “We have to get new dresses!” Gina shouted. “And haircuts and manicures. New shoes!”

“We can’t afford all that,” countered the others.

Heading back to the motel by bus, Gina was silent. She was quiet throughout the rest of the afternoon, while doing her own mani-pedi. She played with her hair in front of the small mirror over the bathroom sink, trying out different ways to push it into some new shape without benefit of a professional cut and style. She agonized over the few choices of what to wear presented by the clothes in her suitcase. “I’m going tonight. With or without you guys,” she told her friends.

She went without them.

Gina decided to stay in Los Angeles after discussing it the next day with her roommates for all of thirty minutes. She had told them about the party, about Jake and his friends. “Oh my God, it’s amazing here,” she’d said. “I even got to talk with Anne for a few minutes again.”

The roommates left her in Los Angeles, disgruntled that they now had to find someone to take over Gina’s share of the rent.

* * *

There’s always interest in the next new character in the world of make-believe, and Gina’s face was her ticket to “stardom.” It was the right choice at the time for someone who didn’t know what she wanted. She was close to flunking out of college, something that didn’t matter to her anyway. At nineteen, Gina was headstrong and becoming self-reliant. With Jake’s help, she got an appointment with a modeling agency.

“Gorgeous, but too short for runway,” was one agent’s comment.

“Lose ten pounds then come back,” was another.

Gina left the last agent’s office unconcerned about her future. She had found something that finally interested her. It was a month later, weighing the suggested ten pounds less while living on salad and rice and beans in a studio apartment off Sunset, when Gina’s costly headshot got noticed by a photographer looking for a fresh, unusual look for ELLE magazine.

Entering the photographer’s studio for the first time gave Gina direction in her aimless life. Only weeks after making the spontaneous decision to stay in L.A., Gina was awarded a contract with La Vie Modeling agency.

Though he rarely left her thoughts, Gina refused to pursue Jake until she was sure Anne was out of the picture. There were lots of other men and always lots of parties to attend. “Life in the fast lane” didn’t come close to describing everything that kept Gina busy. She was learning about clothes, how to walk, sit, stand, smile, not-smile, strike-a-pose, and to look perfectly groomed every minute of the day. Exhausting, exhilarating and expansive is how Gina summed up her new life to her mother.

Gina never visited home, but her parents made sure they saw her once a month. They couldn’t believe the change in their daughter since leaving college. She was still sweet and naïve, but too skinny, they thought. They also observed a new self-confidence. Eyes followed Gina when she entered a room. Her parents noticed their daughter seemed to expect the attention, especially from men. And there was one man who now had Gina’s full attention.


CHAPTER 3

DAVID

“Not interested! You’re just a big frog in a small-town pond. I want bigger things. I want the world.” David yelled.

It was a verbal slap in his father’s face. All through his senior year, David’s parents had pushed him to attend the nearby state college and take a job at the neighborhood bank. They dismissed their son’s “unrealistic” dream of going to Harvard and getting rich.

But David moved out of his family home exactly one week after graduating from high school and found a room in Boston. He also found a job at Stockyard Medical. It was no coincidence that William Stockyard, the company owner, was an alumnus of Harvard’s School of Business. He also happened to serve on Harvard’s Board of Directors. David made friends with the matronly gatekeeper in the executive office by applying his endearing smile and tenacious charm. It wasn’t long before Stockyard’s executive assistant persuaded the boss to meet with David for ten minutes about getting into Harvard.

Impressed by the eighteen-year-old’s focus and passion for business, and obsession about attending his alma mater, the old man began treating David like a son, without realizing he’d been sought out and used for his connections to the university.

It didn’t take long for David to persuade his mentor to forward a recommendation to the student selection committee and loan him enough money to cover the first two years of college. Once in school, it was do or die for David. The “die” being to flunk out, swallow his pride, and follow in his father’s shallow footsteps at the bank in Kansas. The “do” was to leave Harvard with a MBA.

Since leaving home eight years earlier, David succeeded in earning the degree he’d set his sights on and met his parents at Logan International on a bright, late-spring afternoon. They traveled for the first time in their simple lives to attend David’s graduation. It was a highlight for everyone. To celebrate with the entire family of aunts, uncles and cousins, David’s now proud and boasting father had booked a private dining room at one of the best steakhouses in Boston. Their server’s name was Lindsey, a tall blond with big brown eyes.

“Pretty girl,” was all David’s father said when Lindsey walked away with their orders. David noticed her, too.

“David,” one of his uncles called from across the table, “where’s Cindy?”

David’s mother kicked her husband to intervene in case the subject was a sore one for David, but it wasn’t. After the graduation party with his family, David found he was asking himself the question his father had asked so often over the years: What do you want to do with your life? The answer didn’t include his girlfriend.

He had several job offers and accepted an opportunity to step into an executive position at a start-up company with plans for global real estate development. He was ready to go to work, but hadn’t forgotten the pretty waitress at the steakhouse. In fact, her sweet face came to mind more often than David would have liked. He didn’t even know her, yet she had become a distraction.

It was several weeks later when David walked back into the steakhouse before it got busy for the evening.

“Can I help you?”

Turning toward the voice, David asked, “Is Lindsey here?”

* * *

Lindsey and David married ten months later. The young couple moved into a high-rise apartment complex in Baltimore near the Heritage Global Development offices.

They were in-lust for the time being and looked perfect together. David made a senior executive level salary and Lindsey didn’t have to work, nor did she want to. She had completed high school and waitressed full time until David came along and married her. She loved her financial status as a young executive’s wife and David would show her off at business dinners. She was attractive and could joke around when appropriate with the bosses. The one annoying thing about Lindsey was her habit of making sure David knew when he had had three glasses of any kind of alcohol. It was her presumed cut-off point before drunkenness would set in. Her father had died when she was fifteen years old. He had been a pathetic alcoholic who left Lindsey with hyper-sensitivity to what and how much anyone around her drank, especially David. His drinking was the only thorn in their otherwise rosy marriage.

When David and Lindsey spent nearly three weeks in China, Lindsey came back pregnant with twins. It was a business trip under the guise of vacation. Lindsey wanted to see Italy and Greece. David wanted to fuel his knowledge of Hong Kong and major cities in China as part of his plan to run HGD’s Asian division. Lindsey was promised they’d go wherever she wanted another time.

The new father was fascinated by the opportunities that lay before him in commercial real estate. He gleaned every possible ounce of knowledge from the men who had hired him. David was soon promoted to vice-president of development in North America, an important stepping-stone toward even greater responsibilities and money. David knew he should spend more time with Lindsey and the kids, but he was ambitious and made his career the top priority. Nearly every evening at home, David would head to the wet bar for a double of something relaxing before saying hello to his family. Lindsey saw the signs of a drinking problem and tried to get David to cut back, but he would accuse her of being paranoid.

“I’m not your father!” David roared one night after being nagged into a state of frustration and anger.

The intensity in David’s voice scared Lindsey and she backed down to keep the peace. Her state of silence about his drinking would last for a few weeks, even months, if there was a special project that kept her busy beyond chasing after the boys. Such as trying to convince David they needed a house with a big yard.

“For a dog and so the boys will have a place to play outside,” she reasoned. “We’ve outgrown this place and you need a special room to yourself when you get home. Wouldn’t you like that?”

It would be inconvenient for David to move. His downtown office was several blocks away from their apartment—walking distance for someone who liked the exercise—but David usually drove his silver Mercedes with the top down in the summer. When Lindsey got pregnant again, the boys were three years old. The anticipation of a third child excited Lindsey and annoyed David. His guilt for feeling that way, and the reasoning that they would certainly need more room, caused David to give in about buying a house. Lindsey had been secretly house-hunting for months and immediately narrowed her choices down to two rather spectacular places. She knew David would appreciate the prestigious addresses. The location of one house was closer to a private school, but she let David decide which house he liked better. It happened so fast David couldn’t believe he was signing papers a month later. He was now a first-time home owner and had to admit that he liked the feeling.

Just weeks after getting the boys settled in pre-school, Lindsey was using her time alone to unpack the final few boxes and complete the move to their home on a lake. She bent down to cut open the last box when a sharp pain shot through her belly and a sticky wetness filled her panties. Lindsey called David at work in a state of panic.

“I have to speak with my husband! Now!” Lindsey screamed when she noticed the hesitation in the assistant’s voice.

“Mrs. Hendricks, he is with clients from Toronto. Can he call you back in maybe an hour?”

Lindsey hung up on the woman and punched in David’s cell number only to get his voice-mail message. She called his assistant again.

“Look!” Lindsey said without an apology for hanging up earlier. “I shouldn’t have to explain this, but it’s an emergency! I’m pregnant and may be losing the baby. Now get my husband on the phone.”

“Of course, Mrs. Hendricks! I’m so sorry. I lost a baby last year…”

“Are you an idiot? Get my husband!” Lindsey had never talked to a stranger like that before and didn’t realize how desperate she sounded.

“Lindsey! What the hell is wrong?” David had finally excused himself from persuading his potential clients to invest in his renovation concept for their city.

“David, you have to come home immediately! I think I’m having a miscarriage.”

“Are you in pain? You sound all right except for the hysterics. Why didn’t you call the doctor or an ambulance?”

“I hurt—I’m scared I’ll lose the baby. Come home…please?” Lindsey had regressed to sounding like a ten-year-old child.

“Lindsey, listen to me. I can’t do anything for you. If you don’t want to call an ambulance, call a friend to take you to the hospital. I’ll meet you there later.”

“But what about the boys!” Lindsey slammed the phone down when she realized David had hung up.

A neighbor Lindsey had only recently met knocked on the door minutes later and took control of the situation. Lucy stayed with Lindsey at the hospital for as long as she could before leaving to rescue her own husband, who had picked up the Hendricks’s boys at school and was babysitting them and their own two children. Never thinking about calling a cab, Lindsey waited five hours for David. He found her alone in the outpatient waiting room.

Lindsey was silent on the twenty-minute ride home. Curled up in the soft-leather bucket seat, she stared straight ahead.

David didn’t understand her earlier hysterics. Things like this happened all the time, he thought. Without a reassuring hug or even a pat on the hand, all he could finally come up with was, “It was probably a deformation, anyway that caused this.”

He missed the look Lindsey gave him. Tears of sorrow and anger poured down her pale cheeks while David calculated the commission behind the Toronto project he’d been awarded that afternoon.

As his career continued to build, and David’s earning power escalated, their marriage sputtered. David drank more. Lindsey spent more. David traveled more. Lindsey’s whining about his drinking diminished, and David suspected that she might have something going on with someone else.

As long as it or he keeps her off my back, it’s fine, David thought.

David’s lack of interest in his family was apparent to their friends and family. He never socialized unless it was business-related. Lindsey went everywhere alone. The boys saw their father briefly at night a few times a week. David would pretend interest in their childish world, but the play never lasted long before he waved them off, yelling for Lindsey to get them ready for bed.

Since joining the company during its start-up years, David had proved to be the right choice when they hired him. In the final years of his marriage, David and his business colleagues found Las Vegas to be the place to go to reward themselves with mutual admiration and back-patting as, year after year, the company’s stock exceeded projections. They were self-made millionaires and arrogant about it.

In their opinion, the Bellagio was the best hotel with the best suites on the Las Vegas strip: the most beautiful women, the best casinos, and the HGD executives were treated royally. Drinks were on the house for gamblers, and the drinks were served by certain females who would do much more than hand over a tumbler of top-shelf whiskey. That was the ace-in-the-hole for David. He became a regular, with and without his business colleagues. Over a short time, he learned who to go to for anything he could imagine. Whatever it was, it was usually expensive, and worth it.

David met Hank Johns for the first time after an evening in the casinos and fifth-row center seats for an Elton John concert. David’s newest distraction, Shanti, was an exotic beauty with black eyes, black hair, red lips, dark complexion and a figure that he couldn’t keep his hands off—qualifying her to be in the expensive-but-worth-it category.

After the concert, David maneuvered Shanti through the hotel lobby and left her to wait for him at a bank of elevators. He doubled back to the bell desk.

“I’m looking for something to keep the evening lively, Julio,” David said, having read the bellman’s name tag.
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