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To my so greatly loved children,

Beatrix, Trevor, Todd, Nick, Samantha,

Victoria, Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara,

May you be forever blessed,

together and stronger for the love you share

and the love I have for each of you.

You are my favorites, always were,

and always will be, forever.

With all my heart and soul, I love you,

Mom / d.s.




Chapter 1

The identical letters reached each of the five recipients on the same day, according to Felicia Morgan Weston’s precise instructions. The day the letters were sent was the second of December, a month after her death. They were sent to her five daughters by her attorney, Scott Freeman, and said only that he held a letter written to them by their mother. She had written it six years before, at the same time she wrote her will, when she turned sixty. Scott wanted them to come to his office, so he could give them each their copy. He knew it contained some long-overdue explanations, which their mother was aware would shock them, or surprise them at best. 

Felicia had been strong, busy, still beautiful, and in good health when she wrote the letter and her will, and nothing had changed when she died in a freak accident at sixty-six, a month before.

She had run in the New York marathon for twenty years. She did it every year to prove to herself that she could, and she prepared for it all year. It cleared her head, and gave her a feeling of accomplishment.

She was one of the victims of a deranged sniper who had opened fire on the runners with an assault rifle shortly after they crossed the starting line. She was the first of the nine people he killed. He injured eight more before the police shot and killed him.

Her daughters were devastated. They were all close to her, and their mother was the only other family they had. Their father had died in a commercial airline crash when they were between two and ten years old. The three oldest girls, Charlotte, Quinne, and Olivia, still had a few vague memories of their father, but the two youngest, Veronica and Isabelle, had been too young to remember him. Felicia was thirty-four when she was widowed, her husband Bill Weston forty-four when he died. The plane crash was officially determined to be due to pilot error. As a result, the insurance payments to the families the passengers had left behind were enormous. They paid Felicia enough to assure her and her five daughters a reasonably comfortable life for twenty years, until her youngest daughter finished college. Felicia had never remarried and had been widowed for thirty-two years when she died.

Bill had worked as a literary agent at a major agency, and had a solid career. Felicia had worked as a junior editor in a publishing house before they married and had children. They had met at a party at the Frankfurt book fair, when a more senior editor got sick and dropped out. Felicia and Bill were both from New York and books were their passion. They dated for a year. She got pregnant almost immediately after their wedding and quit working when her first child Charlotte was born, and she stayed home after that. Bill was able to support them without her working.

His parents had been college professors and died before he did. He had inherited a small amount from them and sold their house on Long Island. The money they left was Bill and Felicia’s buffer for emergencies, and helped make it possible for Felicia to stay home with their children. The insurance money from the airline made it possible for her not to change their lifestyle after Bill’s death, but she was an intelligent woman, and looking into the future, insisted she knew that the insurance wouldn’t last forever. She began thinking about getting a job a few years after Bill died. She went back to editing at a publishing house, which was the only profession she knew. Bill had often consulted her about his new literary clients, and he often shared manuscripts with her. He respected her opinions. She was a voracious reader, and had a good sense for finding people with undeveloped talent. He had often encouraged her to write herself but she brushed off the suggestion as absurd. She didn’t have the desire or the talent. Bill didn’t press her but he was certain she had a book in her. Felicia’s father was a literature professor, like Bill’s father, and her mother was a Latin teacher at an elite girls’ school. They prized education, and had left Felicia their savings, to help send her daughters to college. They died a year apart, not long after Bill. Felicia raised the girls alone, and tried to share her love of books with them, which appealed to some of them more than others. Her daughters had diverse talents and interests and were entirely different from each other.

She went back to work when she was thirty-seven, three years after Bill died, when her youngest, Isabelle, entered kindergarten. She worked part-time for the first year, and moved to full-time when Isabelle started first grade. She enrolled all of them in after-school daycare, where the older ones could do homework before she picked them all up on the way home. She had a housekeeper who babysat for the girls when Felicia needed her to.

When she went back to work, she was disappointed by the caliber of the books she was editing. Many of them were intellectually ambitious and boring to read. The more commercial books always seemed to have a flaw in them, or something lacking, an absence of passion or credible characters. They weren’t exciting and didn’t strike her as great reads. In frustration one night, she began working on an outline for a book of her own. She didn’t know if she’d finish it, or even start it, she wrote the outline as an experi-ment, to see if she could write a book, more for fun than with any serious intent. She was stunned to find that the story raced along once she started to write, and it fairly flew beneath her fingers. She loved writing the book and finished in three months. It was a complicated thriller that challenged the reader, took constant unexpected turns, and kept the reader guessing until the end. She fell in love with the characters as she wrote, edited it carefully afterward, and wasn’t sure what to do next. Not knowing where else to go, she submitted it under a pseudonym to the publishing house where she worked. They normally didn’t accept manuscripts that weren’t sent by a literary agent, but she argued persistently for the book, and when she convinced her boss to read it, her senior editor agreed, liked it, and was eager to publish it. It was published on Felicia’s thirty-ninth birthday, under the name Morgan Reed, and it quickly became that rarest of birds in the publishing business, an overnight success. Readers and critics alike were fascinated by the plot, were enchanted by the endless twists, fell in love with the characters, and loved the ending, which surprised them completely. She had invented a complicated but convincing identity for the mysterious author, supposedly a recluse in the wilds of Montana. She took her late husband’s boss, famous agent Robert Farr, into her confidence. He agreed to be her agent, and promised to shield her identity. Readers weren’t even sure of the sex of the author with the name she had chosen, Morgan Reed, her own maiden name and an entirely fictional last name. Robert Farr never gave away her secret and her true identity remained unknown. He was vastly impressed by her talent, and he was one of the most respected agents in New York. She was a number one best-selling author at forty.

In time, she discovered that she could write three or four novels a year, and her fans devoured them. She grazed the top of the bestseller lists with every book. Felicia was highly praised at the publishing house for having spotted the manuscript and the unknown author’s talent, and after her third big success with a bestseller, she left the publishing house, saying that she had been hired by the now very successful author, to be her private editor and work directly for her, editing manuscripts sent from Montana. Every editor in the house envied her, and she stuck to the same story with her children. They never knew that she was Morgan Reed. She wrote the books by day when they were in school and at night while they slept, and the sight of manuscripts on her desk seemed familiar and normal to them since she was a private editor for the woman she had created and called Morgan Reed.

Felicia knew from Bill’s career as an agent, and after working in publishing herself, what happened to people’s lives when fame intervened. She wanted none of that to interfere with raising her children, their values, or the way they lived. They lived in a respectable but not luxurious building in the East Nineties, near her children’s schools. She was able to keep them all in private schools, thanks to the airline insurance, the small inheritance from her parents, and eventually the impressive contracts her agent got her. Her book contracts provided a comfortable lifestyle and a firm foundation for their future. It was always a condition that the reclusive author would do no publicity for the books, would never appear in person or do book tours or appearances, but the books kept coming steadily and continued to improve. By the time Felicia died, she had been a dazzling success for twenty-seven years and no one had ever seen or spoken to Morgan Reed. And she had written a hundred and eight books.

Her agent, Robert Farr, shielded her from all direct contact. Several times over the years, he had tried to encourage Felicia to step into the limelight, but she saw no reason to. She was comfortable as she was. When the children grew up and moved out after college, she took a smaller apartment in a slightly better neighborhood in the East Eighties, looking out at the East River, and said she was happy there.

Robert also knew that she had bought a large property in Connecticut in the name of a corporation her attorney set up for her, and she spent time there anonymously. As Morgan Reed’s “editor,” she was frequently asked to give interviews about her, which she always turned down. Morgan Reed’s name was prominent on Robert Farr’s client roster. Felicia’s appeared nowhere except on private documents that only Robert handled himself, and kept locked in his safe. At the time of Felicia’s death, her secret had never been revealed. It had been her intention to continue working into her old age, and to divide her very considerable fortune and all of her possessions between her children. The house in Connecticut was a beautiful two-hundred-year-old farmhouse, which she maintained impeccably. It had forest land around it, rolling hills, and a small lake. It was a peaceful place, and eventually she wrote her books there and rarely came into the city. When she did, she saw her children at the modest apartment, where they believed she lived, and she kept it for that reason, and eventually only went there when she saw them or spent the night in town to go to the theater, and didn’t want to drive back to Connecticut. The rest of the time she was writing and lived in seclusion in Connecticut. She led a very quiet, solitary life, and worked all the time.

Her attorney, Scott Freeman, tried to get her to at least tell her children about her remarkable career and share it with them, but she didn’t want the money to corrupt them, or to diminish their motivation to make something of themselves. When she came up with money to help them, if they were in distress, as she had to for her middle daughter, Olivia, she assured them that Morgan Reed paid her handsomely for her editing, and she had enough put aside to be able to help them. None of them even remotely suspected the fortune she had amassed in twenty-seven years, with careful investments to enhance the proceeds from her advances and royalties. And she didn’t want her attorney to tell them until a month after she died, whenever that happened, so the initial dust would have settled by then, and they would have recovered somewhat from her passing, at whatever age it happened. Bill’s untimely death had taught Felicia that it could happen unexpectedly at any time, and her own parents had died young, her father of a stroke and her mother of pancreatic cancer, which had been shocking and fast. Felicia kept her affairs in order, and was wise and responsible with her money for her entire life.

Felicia had been a modest woman, who had no desire for fame or public attention. The success of the books spoke for itself, and was enough satisfaction for her. More than anything, she didn’t want her daughters drastically changing their lives because she had made money, or living on borrowed grandeur, based on someone else’s accomplishments. She wanted them to achieve their own success, whatever they considered that to be. She didn’t want to rob them of the satisfaction of their own victories. But they were going to have to face their lives now without her, and both Robert and Scott knew that the whole story of the second half of her life was going to shock them profoundly, and that her daughters might even resent her for her silence and the secrets she kept. But they had lacked for nothing and she had been an attentive mother, without the frills of luxury. They had comfort and stability and love. She respected hard work more than anything.

Felicia was an only child, and had always been shy. She’d been busy with her family and writing while her children were growing up, with full responsibility for them, and she had become truly reclusive once they left home and she moved into the smaller apartment. As far as her agent and attorney knew, she occupied her enormous Connecticut estate alone, without a partner, but when the two men had lunch together one day to go over her investments and contracts, they both realized that they knew nothing about her personal life. She could have had a man in her life, but she never said so, and there was no sign of it when they visited her. They were the only guests in Connecticut. She employed only live-out day help there, and spent her nights alone, and they both knew that she worked primarily at night. She had successfully hidden both her private and her professional life from all who knew her, even her children. She had no desire for fame in any form, and didn’t want people chasing or befriending her because she was famous. Scott often realized how lonely she must be, but she seemed like a lively engaged person, wasn’t maudlin or strange, was still close to her children, and had written well over a hundred books in her lifetime. It was a remarkable achievement, which she had shared with no one except her agent and attorney, as far as they knew. And certainly not with her children, with intentional determination. She guarded all her secrets closely.

“It’s going to be a hell of a shock to them,” Robert Farr commented to Scott Freeman, when Scott called him before he sent the letter to her children about coming into his office, just to confirm the timing.

“I know.” Scott was serious. “I’ll do whatever I can to help them.”

“If they let you,” Robert added, knowing her children, which Scott didn’t. He had never met them. Robert had been a slightly remote, serious grandfather figure to them for their entire lives, and occasionally offered them advice, as he did to Felicia, when asked. After estate taxes, her daughters were going to inherit eighteen million dollars each and the property in Connecticut jointly, which was valued at about fifty million. Both men wondered how it would change all of their lives. They were sensible, intelligent, discreet young women, and they were about to inherit a great deal of money. Robert knew them and had known Bill when he worked for him. And he had been Felicia’s agent for all twenty-seven years of her literary career. Robert was eighty-two, but still active and in good health. Scott had only represented Felicia for ten years, and was forty-eight. He didn’t know her as well but admired her immensely. She was honorable, intelligent, direct, and kind. She had been an unusual woman, and they both liked her, and were going to miss her as a client and a friend. She said she had had a lonely childhood with cold, critical parents, which had made her drive herself harder to win their approval. She had grown up in New York, had a relatively normal childhood as an only child of dull, socially responsible, stern, intellectual parents with high standards for academics. And she had been happily married to Bill. She was close to her daughters, but she admitted that she saw little of them now, since they were busy and had their own lives, and she was determined not to be a burden on them, or interfere in their lives. Robert could see in her writing that she had been a lonely woman, and had filled the void in her life with her work. He marveled at how she came up with one fascinating plot after another, which were never repetitive. She had honed her skills sharply over the years, edited her books herself, and held herself to a high standard of excellence. She wrote constantly. Robert had moved her to another publisher eight years earlier, who paid her higher advances. It had been a good career move for her. The new publisher gave her books more publicity, were masters of social media, and played up the mystery of her identity, which only made her an object of greater fascination to her readers. She always spoke respectfully of the fictional Morgan Reed she worked for, and made her seem real when she spoke of her as her “boss” to her children.

It seemed tragic to both Scott and Robert that a woman who was creative, vital, and talented, and still so productive, should be killed by a random sniper. The man who had killed her was twenty-two years old, had grown up in foster homes, had managed to escape psychiatric treatment, and had a long history of mental problems that had gone untreated. He had no motive for his rampage. Her name was mentioned in the news stories about the shooting only as Felicia Weston, an unknown book editor, and her story faded quickly from the news. Robert had enough of her recent unpublished books for another contract when her current one ended, but after that Morgan Reed would fade away onto the shelves of publishing history as a phenomenon and only he as her agent, her lawyer, Scott Freeman, and her children would ever know the truth of who Felicia Weston had been and what she had done.

She had admitted to him once over a long dinner with a bottle of wine that she had never won her parents’ approval despite good grades. They had set the bar so high for her that she had never achieved their goals. They had been cold intellectuals and she had grown up starved for affection, which explained her deep love for her daughters. Her cold parents’ merciless criticism had made her shy and reclusive all her life. It was a life well lived that ended too soon, with no fanfare, or the lavish praise that would have been heaped on her as Morgan Reed. Felicia had remained true to herself and her values for her entire life. She had led an exemplary life as a good mother, good wife, good person, hard worker. She had lived for her work and her children, with little frivolity, and not enough fun, in Robert’s opinion. But she always seemed content with her life.

After the two men spoke, Scott sent his letter to each of Felicia’s daughters that afternoon. He could well imagine that it was going to be a hard Christmas for them, seven weeks after their mother’s death. But she had left them an enormous gift, and a legacy her millions of fans would cherish. He could only hope that her daughters would too. Scott’s letter had requested that they contact him as soon as possible, so he could arrange a meeting with all five of them, to explain their mother’s bequests to them. It was going to be a very interesting meeting, the first time Scott had seen or spoken to her daughters, when he met with them at the farm in Connecticut, as Felicia had requested, the farm that none of them even knew existed. He had been there several times. It was a beautiful place and he loved going there, and she always received him warmly and was kind to him.

Felicia’s daughters had a whole world and a whole persona to discover. Scott couldn’t wait to meet them, and he wondered how well they would match Felicia’s descriptions of them. As she was in all things, she was honest and direct, although never cruel or unkind, but very straightforward and keenly perceptive about people and astute about their strengths and flaws, their weaknesses. She even understood their fears and dreams and was deeply empathetic. She was fascinated by people and the human condition. Her daughters seemed almost like characters in a book to Scott from the way Felicia had described them. She knew each of them completely, their needs, their fears, and their strengths. Each of the five women he was about to meet already seemed real to him, as though he already knew them. She knew each of them intimately, to their very soul, and they knew her not at all. She had admitted to Scott that she had never allowed them to know her fully, and had remained hidden in the shadows for her entire life, with everyone she knew, even her children. It was comfortable for her. She kept everyone she knew at a safe distance, so no one could hurt her, or reject her as her parents had. She always spoke kindly of her husband, and as far as Scott knew, there had been no men after him. She never spoke of her personal life. She was as much a mystery as was the author of the hundred and eight bestsellers she had written. And the surprise ending this time was not a good one, written by a lone deranged gunman with an assault rifle, who had ended the life of a wonderful woman Scott admired deeply, and whose daughters were about to learn their mother’s secrets. Scott wondered how they would all react and if their mother’s description of them had been accurate. At the meeting at her farm, he was about to find out more about them.

Charlotte Weston’s life had been a struggle for almost twenty years. She had felt the burden of being the firstborn heavy on her shoulders almost from the beginning, and took her mother’s advice as criticism. Felicia was careful not to criticize her children. But Charlotte hated her mother’s counsel and opinions, and hated even more that Felicia was so often right, which was easy to do with Charlotte, because Charlotte was a risk-taker and the risks she took were so often ill advised. She had grudgingly come to admit that her mother was usually right, as her sisters always pointed out to her, which set Charlotte at odds with them too. Charlotte was always doing battle with someone. Her mother, her own teenage children now, Adam, her ex-husband, her business partners when she had them. Her ex-husband had given up custody of their children and moved to Spain, and was killed there in a motorcycle accident. Her mother had warned her about him, and Charlotte had brushed off her wise advice. At twenty-two, Charlotte had married a devastatingly handsome, charming, fast-talking “snake oil salesman” as she called him later. She had started a business with him, an online magazine destined to fail, and had two babies, and the business had crashed quickly when he kept taking money out of it for himself, and stealing money from her. The marriage had failed a few years later. He cheated on her with her friends, emptied her bank accounts, abused her credit cards and her soul, and by twenty-nine, she was out of money, severely disillusioned, and fighting Adam’s demands for support. He was a small-time crook, as her mother had feared. Adam was unemployed, and Charlotte had a job. She wound up paying him spousal support for three years, and was bitter beyond repair after the divorce.

He left for Spain with his alimony and the settlement he got. He gave up custody of their two children by his own choice. And three years after the divorce he was killed in a motorcycle accident in Spain, and Charlotte had been angry ever since. Her mother and sisters had tried to warn her about Adam before she married him. She refused to listen, and paid a high price for it. Her son Sean was now nineteen, her daughter Julia sixteen, and were both good kids.

Felicia had helped her daughter and bailed her out financially when she needed it most, which Charlotte found humiliating, even though Felicia was nice about it. In the past ten years, her mother’s faith in her had been justified, and she had had a very considerable success in business with an online delivery service that wasn’t unique but was extremely efficient. She was a hard worker and hoped to take the company public in the next few years. It supported her and her children handsomely and Felicia was proud of her. But despite her success in business, and two nice children, Charlotte was never happy. Anger and disappointment emanated from her pores. Charlotte had remained sour about men ever since Adam.

Her taste in men hadn’t improved, and she had sworn off marriage forever. She’d had several predictably disastrous relationships with irresponsible, usually opportunistic men. None of them had had solid careers, and were using her as a stepping-stone to wherever they wanted to go. She was still naïve about men, and believed their lies.

She no longer needed her mother’s help financially. Her business was called To Go, and was a huge success. And to her credit, she had worked hard for ten years to achieve her success in business, and there had been some very lean years when she no longer accepted her mother’s help. She wanted to make it on her own and had eventually paid her mother back every penny she’d given her. Felicia respected her for it. There was often tension between them, especially when she warned Charlotte about men she was currently dating, who seemed dangerous or “off” to her. Charlotte was always blind to their faults until too late. Felicia was usually right about them, which infuriated Charlotte. It was a lesson she hadn’t learned yet, and Felicia worried that maybe she never would. Charlotte could never resist a handsome face and a man who needed her help to get some project off the ground, which never happened. They either failed abysmally, or never tried and ran off with the money, which added to her bitterness about men and her lack of faith in them. The only one surprised by her poor choices was Charlotte. She was beautiful and bright, but not wise. She was naïve about people’s faults until too late.

Charlotte had a good life, and a very reasonable success to her credit, and still wasn’t a happy person. The glass was always half empty in her eyes. There was always something to complain about, someone she envied, who she thought had more than she did, or a happier relationship than her current one. All Felicia wanted for her was to be happy with a good guy who made her life better, not worse. She hadn’t found that so far, and Felicia wondered if she ever would.

Charlotte was a hard worker, but the grass was always greener somewhere else. She was a fighter for her business, but a loser in relationships. Her ex-husband had been irresponsible and dishonest, and didn’t care about their children. He had lived with a series of very young women after the divorce and she was still bitter about him. She had been sure the marriage would work, and been shocked when it didn’t. She was the only one surprised when her marriage to Adam crashed and burned.

In typical fashion, she was angry when she read the letter from Scott Freeman. She was annoyed at him, and her mother. Why did her mother always have to make everything so complicated? Why couldn’t she just have a will like everyone else and tell them what she was leaving them? Charlotte asked. Why did she have to be mysterious and try to control them with money from the grave? She ranted to her next younger sister, Quinne, who was good-natured, and the most willing to listen to her complain. The others all got along with their mother easily. The five sisters had been close as children and had stayed that way, but the others got impatient with Charlotte’s complaints about their mother, who was generous with all of them equally.

“She never tried to control you with money,” Quinne reminded her fairly in a gentle voice on the phone when Charlotte called her. “She gave you money when you needed it for your business, with no strings attached. You paid her back when you could. It was a clean deal, Char. What’s to control?”

“She hated the men I dated,” Charlotte said. She was beautiful and blonde like their mother.

“So do you, eventually. So do most people. You’ve dated some pretty awful guys. Mom didn’t want you to get hurt, and she can’t control you now,” Quinne said sadly, missing their mother. She had a deep love and respect for her and was still traumatized by her death. They all were, and showed it in different ways. Charlotte was angry and Quinne was grieving deeply.

“She probably put all kinds of ridiculous conditions on whatever we inherit. I don’t care, I don’t need the money,” Charlotte said petulantly. Her business was extremely lucrative.

“That’s lucky for you. And that wasn’t Mom. She loved us unconditionally, no matter what we did. She never made anything difficult for us,” Quinne reminded her. “She was proud of you, Charlotte, and of all of us. She helped us whenever we needed it, even when she didn’t have much.” They all knew that divided by five, what she had left wouldn’t be a lot. None of them expected a big inheritance. Their mother had always said that Morgan Reed paid her a fair salary for her editing, and she lived modestly, and saved what she could. Charlotte just liked to object in principle to whatever her mother did, still acting like a teenager with her sometimes, like her own daughter. She was a smart woman. She had a gift for business, more so than her sisters. She and her daughter Julia were engaged in constant battles now too. Charlotte complained about her. Her son Sean had avoided any battles with his mother by going to college on the West Coast and taking summer jobs far from home. He got along better with his more open-minded grandmother and aunts. Sean and Felicia had gotten along particularly well, which made his mother jealous.

“And why do we have to go to Connecticut for the meeting, all five of us?” Charlotte groused. “It’s just another flaming hoop for us to jump through. Why can’t we just go to Scott Freeman’s office in town, instead of Connecticut? I have meetings that day.” Quinne listened to Charlotte’s complaints until she got bored and ended the call. Charlotte’s problem was that she had been burned by her ex-husband and several boyfriends so badly that she no longer trusted men. She had two good kids and a successful business. And her bitterness kept most men away, so there was no man in her life.

In contrast to Charlotte, at thirty-nine, Quinne had been a hard worker all her life, but wanted none of the responsibility or the glory of owning a business, with its headaches and demands. She had no head for business. She didn’t want marriage or kids. She was content with a job, not a career, and had been in television production since college, working on successful projects where someone else got the glory and big bucks, and Quinne got the hard work she never shirked. She just didn’t want the headaches or the stress of success. She had risen to the top in her field, was a talented TV producer, and was paid decently. She had more than enough to live on, and to coast comfortably between projects. She had been in love with the same man since college, Cooper O’Neill. He was Irish and they had met at USC, and had lived together since senior year, for eighteen years now. He made a good living with supporting actor roles in TV and movies. He wasn’t a star but made a steady, respectable income. They were in sync on how they lived and what they wanted. Quinne was phobic about marriage, after watching her sister’s nightmarish divorce and others like it. Felicia was sorry that Quinne didn’t want to marry or have children. Quinne loved her niece and nephew, and Felicia liked Coop a lot and enjoyed him at family gatherings. They were happy. They didn’t want a lot materially, and were content as they were. They lived in the Village in New York in a small walk-up apartment that suited them. Neither of them wanted a fancy life.

Charlotte lived in a nicer apartment than Quinne, in Tribeca, and was talking about buying a better one after her company went public. Quinne and Coop lived in a simple apartment that suited them, and when they went on location for several months, they locked the door and left it until they came back. They had no desire to be burdened by possessions or bound by responsibilities or traditions. It wasn’t what Felicia would have wanted for her, but she respected Quinne’s right to make her own choices and decisions. Quinne and her mother spoke two or three times a week and the conversations were warm and easy. Charlotte loved to argue with her mother. It was like a sport she enjoyed. They were always arguing about small things that didn’t matter. Felicia tried not to be upset by them. And she had Quinne and the others to console her when Charlotte hurt her feelings. All of the sisters had their own distinct personalities.

Olivia was the strongest of them all and had had the hardest challenge to face. Her mother had helped her more than the others, which no one resented in her case.

Olivia’s passion had been ballet since the age of three, and she had been formally trained, seriously talented, and totally dedicated. A car accident at twenty-five had changed her life forever, while she was dancing with the American Ballet Theatre. Now thirty-seven, she had been a paraplegic in a wheelchair for the twelve years since the accident. Her career had ended brutally. The driver, a close friend she danced with, and another passenger died in the accident. Olivia had survived, but nothing else in her life had. Her life as a dancer vanished instantly, with a severe spinal cord injury. She had to rethink and rebuild everything in her life. She and one of the dancers and choreographers she worked with, François Vernier, had been in a serious relationship for seven years and were engaged at the time. Olivia had ended the relationship immediately afterward, as soon as she understood what her future would look like. She refused to be a burden to François, or an object of pity, or a tragic figure. She ended it with François while still in the hospital. He was devastated, but she was relentless in her decision, and refused to see him afterward. He wanted to stay with her to care for her and still marry her, and she refused. It had been twelve years since she had contact with him, since the accident. He had waited seven years to marry. She was the love of his life. He had finally married when he realized she wouldn’t come back. He had been married for the last five years and Olivia hoped he was happy. She was thirty-seven years old, still stunningly beautiful even in a wheelchair. She taught advanced ballet classes from her chair, and worked on both set and costume design for a small but respected dance company. She made enough to live on, in a small ground floor apartment near Lincoln Center on the West Side in Manhattan. She did everything physically for herself. She had a woman come in to help her every morning with the tasks she couldn’t do on her own, but she was independent in every way she could be, and never sorry for herself. Felicia had wanted to hire live-in assistance for her, and Olivia had refused, said it wasn’t necessary and she knew their mother couldn’t afford it, and she managed fine on her own, after extensive training and rehab. Olivia made the best of everything, and had a strong upbeat personality. It had broken Felicia’s heart to see her at first, but it was impossible not to be overwhelmed with admiration for her. She never complained, unlike Charlotte. Olivia’s strength and indomitable spirit were a sharp dose of reality for them all. There had been no man in her life since the accident, and she no longer heard from François Vernier at all, nor did she want to. It was past history, like her life onstage. She fended well for herself. It was a source of sorrow to Felicia, and one of life’s cruel blows, but Olivia wasn’t an object of pity. She had refused to become that after the accident. She was determined and positive about everything she did, she loved her job and her students, and was deeply concerned about others, with a generous nature.

Veronica and Isabelle were the closest to each other, as the two youngest. Veronica had made a difficult life choice that her mother didn’t approve of. She had graduated from Columbia Law School, passed the bar the first time, and landed a job with an important law firm, with a brilliant career in corporate law ahead of her, until she met Anson Phillips in her first job. He had been the CEO of two major corporations, had gone into politics, and was an extraordinarily charismatic man. Veronica was twenty-six when they met, and he was forty-seven when he ran for senator. She had campaigned for him. He was a client of the law firm where she worked, and he spotted her quickly, and fell in love with her. Their affair began while he was campaigning, and then he won the election. She traveled with him as an assistant, and he ultimately set her up in an apartment where they could meet discreetly. It was a passionate love affair. He had been in a bad marriage since his twenties, but he and his wife were Catholic and he was afraid a divorce would hurt him politically. His wife was fiercely opposed to the idea of a divorce, and Veronica and Anson were excruciatingly careful and never got caught. He was honest with her that there was no hope of marriage with him, and he wanted her near him and available at all times. She gave up her job and her future law career for him, and he set her up in a beautiful apartment. She had been his mistress for ten years. There was no hope of marriage or a future where she could be visible, but she loved him and had given up her life for him and had no regrets. She spent her time waiting for him, and preparing for their time together.

Felicia objected vocally and strenuously to Veronica’s decision, but Veronica was unwavering in her love for Anson. She was thirty-six now, and Anson fifty-seven, and she never swayed from the path she had chosen, much to her mother’s dismay. Her sisters didn’t support her decision either. Anson was a charming, handsome, powerful man, and he made it up to Veronica in countless ways with a luxurious apartment, employees who had signed iron-clad confidentiality agreements, wonderful trips where they met most often abroad, and visits to her at the apartment in New York when he could get away. She had everything she could have wanted materially, a beautiful home, an elegant wardrobe, jewelry he bought her from discreet jewelers. She could share no social life with him, and stayed mostly out of sight except when he could easily explain her presence publicly with some excuse or lie. She couldn’t have a job, in order to be available to him whenever he wanted. Her sisters were shocked by how completely she had given up her life for him, but she never doubted for a moment that it was the life she wanted and was right for her. She knew she could never marry him. Veronica loved him deeply, and was happy when she was with him.

Charlotte predicted it would end in disaster for her sister. Felicia was desperately upset about it, Quinne felt sorry for her, and Olivia tried to be supportive, although she too was sorry for her. Veronica lived in golden isolation, waiting to be at the beck and call of the man she loved, and who she knew loved her. It was a high price to pay for the time they spent together, which was never enough, but she was a consenting and willing partner in the life she had fashioned to accommodate him for the past ten years. She had even given up the hope of having children, but she was willing to give it all up for him. And she had no financial needs since he paid for everything in her luxurious lifestyle, which was all he could give her. He was a very wealthy man and could afford it, as long as he didn’t get caught. He was willing to risk that for her, although he was extremely careful, and everything he paid for was through convoluted channels via his lawyer. He had a whole secret financial structure for Veronica’s support.

Isabelle was the youngest of Felicia’s children. Her dreams were more human scale than her sisters’. She was a beautiful woman, and having grown up without a father—she was two when her father died—all she wanted was to be married and have children and a “normal” family life. She was married to the son of a very wealthy social-banking family from New York, and like Veronica, she had a luxurious lifestyle, provided by her husband. She was thirty-four years old, and had three children, Tyler, Charlie, and Penny, and had been married for twelve years. Her lifestyle was more respectable than Veronica’s, but materially their lives were similar, with beautiful homes, numerous employees, and an extremely pleasant way of life, and they didn’t have to work for what they had. And both of them were dependent on their men. The two sisters had that in common.

Charlotte was critical of them both at times. She thought they were wasting their lives. Veronica had achieved her life by being a mistress, and Isabelle by being a wife. But Charlotte had an independence that neither of them had, because she had earned every penny she had herself. She depended on no man, unlike Veronica and Isabelle.

Isabelle never had any career aspirations, and never wanted a career, just a husband and children. She had a happy, sunny nature and appreciated
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