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Chapter One

Fifteen years ago, NYC
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“Do you think the Valentino gold would look better, Maeve, or the Versace green?” 

I stepped from my room-length closet holding each of the dresses up on their hangers for her opinion. “I like the gold because it’s so bright and the club will be dark, but there’s something about the green that just speaks to me, you know?”

Maeve’s lips twitched as she tilted her head at me. 

“What it speaks to, young lady, is your coloring, and know it well, you do.” Ireland whispered in her words as she fisted her tiny hands on her uniformed hips. “A green as deep and rich as that”—she thrust her heart shaped chin at the Versace—“brings out the crystal blue in your eyes and plays off those blond highlights you had put in your hair. Although why any girl would want to change the color of a red so beautiful and vibrant, I certainly don’t know.”

I laughed. “Vanity, thy name is...me. Plus, the press keeps referring to me as ‘Russet Rory,’ so I knew it was time to change things up a bit.”

I tossed the gold dress onto the bed, held the green one up to myself and inspected how it looked in my full-length tri-mirror, which – once upon a time – had been my grandmother’s. That same recently highlighted hair was twined into a topknot, tiny, errant curls dangling down my back and whisking across my cheeks. I did a quick twirl to the left to see how the dress looked from that angle, then the right.

Decision made. “The green it is.”

“You’ll be wanting the bronze sling backs.” Maeve disappeared into the closet, returning with the shoes. “And the little clutch that goes with them, too, yes?” She laid both on the bed then put the discarded Valentino back in the closet, while I sat at my vanity.

“What were you thinking for sparkles, then?” 

I grinned at the way she always described my jewelry. “The necklace from mom and dad for sure, since it was my birthday present. The diamond earrings from Aunt Greta and the bracelet I got in St. Bart’s that matches it. I think that’s enough, don’t you?”

While she went to the closet safe, I began applying my makeup. I could have hired a glam squad for the night, but kept forgetting to book them. In one hour I was due to meet one hundred of my closest friends at the trendiest new nightclub in Tribeca, the Poison Pit, to celebrate my twenty-first birthday. I’d hired party planner extraordinaire Killian Beggs to put the event together and he’d assured me my birthday bash would be a night no one would soon forget. My father had given me carte blanche to make it a party befitting his only daughter and in Killian’s able hands, I knew the party was going to be a blast. In fact, I’d bet cash money that Page 6 and a few of the other city gossip rags would be reporting on the party of the season.

I could practically see the headlines now: Russet Rory finally legal! Or Daddy’s little princess comes of age and into billions.

Vultures, every last one of them. Unfortunately, the Brightwell name sold papers and when said Brightwell was the heiress to a multi-billion dollar fortune, well, money makes for good copy.

“Miss Doubletree’s on her way up,” Maeve said when she came back into the room. It was impossible to miss the censure in her tone, try though she did to hide it.

“I know you disapprove of Phil, Maeve, but she’s my oldest friend. I wouldn’t have survived those horrible years at the Thornton School if it weren’t for her.”

“It’s not that I disapprove of her. It’s more that she’s a bit uppity for my taste and...rude. All that family money has spoiled her. She’s never had to work a day in her life for anything.”

“You could say the same for me, you know. I was born with a proverbial silver spoon in my greedy little hands, too.”

“But you don’t rub it in anyone’s noses. Phillipa Doubletree does. Always looking down her own nose at people; talking in that affected tone like she was the Queen of England when she was born right here in the US of A. Besides, once you graduate from college you’ve got a plan that involves something other than marrying a future president and having little ones to carry on the family name. You’re going to do great things with your life. I know it.”

I laughed again, stood, and hugged the diminutive woman who’d been a fixture in my life since the day I’d been born.

“Always my champion, aren’t you Maeve? What do you always say? ‘From your lips to God’s ears?’”

Maeve returned the hug with a few pats on my back.

“I’ve been with you since the day your parents brought you home and have watched you grow into a wonderful, beautiful, and smart young woman,” Maeve said. “ ’Tis easy to be a champion when given a charge such as that. And don’t be denying the listening power of God. A good prayer goes a long way.”

With another chuckle, I settled back down at the vanity and pulled my mass of hair from its knot. After giving it a good shake, the tresses tumbled down almost to my waist, curls corkscrewing about my shoulders and back.

“Are you going to wear it down tonight, then?” 

“I think so. It’ll be easier when I’m dancing- which I plan to do all night - if I don’t have to worry about it falling down from some elaborate twist.”

“Plus you know it looks fabulous down and all the hot men will be drawn to you like bankers to money,” Phillipa Doubletree said, her tone as dry as dust, as she strode into my bedroom.

“There’s that,” I said. “You look pretty.”  

A black slip dress ended mid-thigh making Phillipa’s naked legs look yards long. Her recent trip to San Tropez was evident in the sun-kissed bronze shading her naturally pale skin. Four-inch midnight colored sandals shod her feet making her a good foot taller than Maeve.

“I love those shoes,” I said, sweeping blush over my cheeks. “I have the same ones in white and pink.”

“You can never have too many Manolo’s,” Phillipa stated, plopping down on the brocade chaise across from the bed. “Here, I brought this to get us started.” She held up a bottle of Cristal. “Capshaw, be a dear and uncork this.” 

My maid’s lips were pressed so tight together as she took the bottle, it was a marvel they didn’t blanch.

“Shall I bring up glasses, Miss?” she addressed me.

“Please, and thank you.”

The hard blue-eyed glare she’d given Phillipa softened when she looked my way.

As soon as she quit the room, I turned to my best friend. “You could be nicer to her, you know.”

Phillipa waved a hand dismissively. “She doesn’t like me so it doesn’t matter how I treat her. I can be sweet and darling and she’d still look down her nose at me.”

“Funny, but she said the same thing about you right before you got here.”

Phillipa did what she always did when she didn’t want to discuss something: she waved her hand in the air as if swatting an annoying insect.

“The car’s downstairs for whenever you’re ready to leave,” she said. “I told Murphy we were planning on it being a late night.” She pulled her phone from her tiny Chanel bag and began scrolling through her messages. When she stopped, a tiny line popped up on her forehead between her perfectly arched eyebrows.

“Everything okay?”

“Just Trey being his regular ass-self.”

“What’s he done this time?”

She lifted a shoulder and then crossed her arms over her chest. “The usual crap. Ignoring my texts until he wants to answer them. He bailed on meeting up last night. Said he had something else to do and then I saw a pic of him at a party downtown. He looked wasted.”

I rolled my eyes. “I swear, you two have the most toxic relationship. I don’t know why you just don’t break up. You fight more than you don’t.” 

Phillipa dragged a hand through her long blonde tresses. She bit down on the corner of her mouth and confessed, “I met someone.”

“You did? Where?”

She shrugged. “Just around. We’ve been seeing each other a few weeks. Just casual.”

“Does Trey know?”

Phillipa snorted. “I doubt it.”

She twisted a lock of her hair between her fingers. “I, uh, I invited him to come tonight. I don’t know if he can, but he said he’d try.”

Turning from the mirror, I regarded my oldest friend with a raised eyebrow. “You invited a guy to my birthday party when you knew Trey was going to be there?”

Phillipa nodded.

“Okay, so what about that situation doesn’t scream potential disaster to you? You invite a new guy someplace where you know your jealous boyfriend is gonna be. I mean, did you even consider something bad could happen?”

“Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Phil, maybe a fight breaking out?” 

Phillipa’s blank stare confirmed the fact my sarcasm, as always, was lost on her.

“You seriously never thought something bad could happen if your new mystery man meets the guy you’ve been seeing since you were twelve? Knowing how hot headed Trey is and how possessive he can be?”

Phillipa stayed silent.

“Or was that your plan all along?”

“What do you mean?”

I slid out of my robe and stood in nothing but my lace thong. I’d known Phil since the cradle and we’d roomed together all through boarding school. She was as used to seeing me in the buff as I was her.  

I pulled the green dress from the bed and stepped into it, saying, “I think you want Trey to see you with this guy. To shove it in his face and make him jealous. Pay him back for ignoring you.”

From the way she squirmed on the chaise and the fact she couldn’t look me in the eye, I knew I was right. Phillipa had always been spoiled and self centered – Maeve hadn’t been wrong about that. But I couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen how this could potentially spoil my evening, not to mention lead to something physical going down.

Trey Bookman wasn’t known for his sense of control, especially when it concerned Phillipa. Disaster was written all over this and my concern was valid.

Maeve came back carrying a silver tray with the uncorked champagne bottle and two flutes.

“Just leave it, Maeve,” I said. 

My maid’s gaze bounced between us, suspicion clouding her eyes. I sent up a silent prayer she wouldn’t comment on the tension floating about the room. 

“Thanks.”

With a head bob and her back as straight as an arrow, she left us alone.

Phillipa rose and filled each of the flutes. “Look, Rory,” she handed me a glass, “I promise nothing will happen tonight. It’s your day, your party, and I want it to be wonderful. Besides, he probably won’t even show. He told me he’s working late.”

“Working? Since when do you date a guy with a job? Who is he, Phil?”

With another impatient wave, Phillipa said, “You don’t know him, but don’t worry. Now,” she clinked her glass with mine. “Happy birthday to my best friend. I hope you get everything you wish for and more.” 

When she downed the liquid in one long chug, I wondered why my best friend’s words sounded ominous.

~ ~ ~ ~ 
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“THIS SHRIMP PATE IS off the charts,” I told Killian Beggs a few hours later. 

“I’m glad you like it,” the party planner said, a pleased smile gracing his angular face. “Are you enjoying your party?”

“Totes.” I popped another appetizer into my mouth and couldn’t stop a groan from pushing through my lips. “Oh, God, these are too good. I need to stop or the zipper on my dress is gonna pop.”

I downed the remaining champagne in my flute, slammed the empty glass down on the table and, after bussing Killian’s cheek, made my way back out to the jammed dance floor.

The DJ had played non-stop since Phil and I made our entrance and I’d taken every opportunity to dance off the delicious food and bubbly Killian had ordered. One hundred invitations had been sent out but the club, which Killian had rented for the event, held at least twice that. Everyone appeared to be having a great time.

All but my best friend, that is.

Phillipa was drinking more and more, not eating, and kept throwing furtive glances at the man who’d stayed glued to her side since the moment she’d walked into the club.

James Bookman the Third, better known to all of his friends and family as Trey, wasn’t letting his girlfriend out of his sight. Every move she made, whether to dance or speak with some of the other guests, he was right there, one arm possessively tossed over her thin shoulders or else holding on to her elbow or hand. He’d planted a quick kiss to my cheek with a “Happy Birthday, babe,” tossed in before he’d grabbed Phillipa and maneuvered her onto the dance floor.

Since then she hadn’t been alone once.

The nerves vibrating from her were palpable. I’d tried to pull her away from Trey for a few moments, only to have him follow us to the ladies room where he waited outside the door.

“What’s going on with him?” I asked. “He’s acting worse than usual.”

“I don’t know.”

“He hasn’t left your side for a second.”

Phillip nodded.  

“He looks a little hyper, too. His hands are going non-stop when he talks and he keeps looking around, like his eyes can’t settle on the person he’s talking to.”

“I think he’s looking for someone.”

“Your mystery man, maybe?”

Phillipa lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. They don’t know about the other.”

“And he hasn’t shown?” 

“No.” She pulled her phone out of her bag. “Nothing,” she said after checking her messages. “Maybe he’s on his way and got stuck in traffic.”

“Or he’s planning a no-show,” I said, “which would be better for everyone.”

Phillipa nodded. 

“We can’t stay in here forever, Phil. I want to enjoy my party.”

“Go. Go have fun. I’m gonna just...fix my face, wait another minute before I go back out.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Your face is as beautiful as it always is.” 

She waved her hands at me in a get-going gesture. 

True to form, Trey was leaning against the wall outside the bathroom, arms crossed over his chest.

“She okay?” he asked.

“She just needs a minute.” When I tried to walk by him he reached out and grabbed my upper arm, pulling me to a stop.

The sudden and unexpected movement sent my spidey-senses flaring. At the best of times I don’t like to be manhandled. Trey acting so bizarre only made me more so.

“Hey.” I yanked back my arm and tried to step back. He held on. “Let go of me, Trey. Now.”

Even though I couldn’t see him very well in the dimly lit corridor, I could tell his eyes were glassy and unfocused. 

“Sorry.” He dropped his hand then immediately shot it through the hair at his temple. “I just...”

“What is wrong with you tonight?” I asked. “This is my birthday party, you know. Everyone is supposed to be having fun but you look like you just found out your dog died. What gives?”

He wouldn’t look me in the eye, simply shook his head and stared down at the floor.

Trey and I had known one another since our mothers met when we’d both been in cloth diapers. They’d been seated together at a society luncheon, found out both were first time mothers, and the instant bond indicative to the breed reared forth. Before you could say knockoff Bergdorf’s they’d become thick as thieves, their husbands joining in and a family friendship bond cemented. 

I secretly suspected my mother and Bitsy Bookman wanted their only children to marry and form a financial and social dynasty. Unfortunately for our parents, Trey and I had never felt that way about one another. Once he met Phil in kindergarten and then they’d become an exclusive couple in middle school, our mothers gave up their quest to get us hitched.

I could never have been Trey’s girlfriend even if Phil hadn’t come into the picture. From the time he was a little boy, James Bookman the Third had been temperamental, selfish, and at times more emotionally turbulent than a pre-menstrual girl.

I hate drama and try to avoid it whenever I can, so I felt keeping Trey on the friends side of the balance sheet was the way to go.

Phillipa, on the other hand, loved the drama.

Tonight though, not so much, and I really wondered why she didn’t break up with Trey once and for all, especially if she had a new guy waiting in the wings.

“Are you drunk?” I asked him. When his head shot back up and his brows tugged together I added, “Because you’re acting loaded and you’re as jittery as I’ve ever seen you.”

He didn’t deny it, but he didn’t tell me he was, either. He simply stared at me, silent and if I had to guess, brooding.

If he wanted to be an asshole, so be it. I had guests to visit with, a party to enjoy.

“You know what? Forget it. You do you. I’m gonna party.”

I flipped on my heel and went back to my guests, determined to have a good time.

The dance floor was packed and I shimmied my way into the mix. 

Minutes later after grabbing another flute of champagne from Killian Beggs when I exited the dance floor, I spotted my best friend standing with a guy over in a back corner. His back was to me but I knew it wasn’t Trey because a suit coat covered the man and Trey had been wearing a three hundred dollar designer t-shirt. Phillipa had a wide-eyed look of panic on her face as she flapped her hands in the air, her gaze darting from side to side as she spoke. The guy moved in closer and I lost sight of her.

Was this the mystery man? Had he made an appearance? I couldn’t explain any other reason Phil would look so freaked out, because if Trey’s behavior was any kind of a measuring stick, I’d been correct in thinking there might be a problem with the two of them meeting. This guy was about Trey’s height, but his hair was lighter and clipped much shorter than Trey’s.

A second later Phil moved away from him. I could see the guy in profile now, but with the strobe lights blaring from the stage and the lowered ceiling lights, I couldn’t get a good view of his face. He didn’t follow her, so I figured she was okay. 

I drank some more champagne, then set my half-filled glass back on a tabletop.

The DJ played another twenty-minute set of heart pumping and thigh jiggling tunes. Sweaty, energized and loving every minute of the music pumping through the club speakers, I forgot all about the Phil and Trey drama train. I danced and danced, not caring if it was with a partner or all by myself. 

This, this is what I’d wanted for my birthday party: fun, vats of bubbly, and to dance the night away. You’re only twenty-one once, and I wanted to make it a night to remember.

The sound of Killian’s voice broke through at one point, calling for everyone’s attention.  I made my way back to my table, needing a drink to cool down. Phillipa, Trey at her side along with several other people were all standing around the dance floor.

“Let’s wish the birthday girl a happy 21st!” Killian called out.

The room exploded with cheers and congratulations.

Smiling broadly and happy to be the center of attention, I reached for one of the filled champagne glasses on the table. 

“Happy birthday, Rory!” Killian toasted.

The room echoed him.

With a grin, I blew him a kiss and then downed my drink.

After that, the room went dark.
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Chapter Two

Fifteen Years later – present day. NYC
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“We’ve sold every ticket,” Dabney Spring said, her voice shaking with delight. “Do you know what that means?”

“I have a pretty good idea, yes.”

When I laughed, she grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I really don’t think you have any idea. This is going to be the best fundraiser we’ve had yet, and it’s all because of you, A.J.”

I was still getting used to being called by my initials and not my given, more infamous name, so it took a half second to return her smile and squeeze back.

“I tend to think it’s because of all the hard work you and the Board have done for the center, and nothing I’ve really done,” I said. “Well, aside from providing a big mailing list.”

This time she laughed with me.

“Your mailing list is made up of some of the deepest pockets in this city,” she said. “I can’t tell you how many times I sent solicitation letters to most of the people on it, only to never hear back from the majority of them. You gave us the in, the name cache, we didn’t have before.”

“My father’s credo had always been it’s not what you know in business that will get you ahead, but who you know and who knows you.”

“Truer words.” She shrugged.  “Anyway, I can’t begin to thank you enough for your help.”

“It’s been my pleasure, believe me. Now, let’s hope every item up for auction goes for more than face value.”

“Oh, good Lord. From your lips to God’s ears.”

I couldn’t help the laugh that blew from me. “Someone very near and dear to me says that a lot.”

I slid a glance down at my watch. “I need to be someplace in a bit so if there’s nothing else I can do for now...”

“You’ve done more than anyone else ever has,” she told me, her eyes growing misty. “Your actions are going to help so many women who need it.”

“I tend to think it’s those deep pockets and open wallets who will be bidding on the donated items that will do that.”

With a promise to arrive early to help with the event registration, I left her.

“The rehab center next, Miss?” my driver asked as he held the car door open for me.

“Yes, Murphy, please. Hopefully, midtown traffic won’t be too miserable this time of day.”

“Your mouth to God’s ears, Miss.”

I shook my head as I got into the car. If I were a betting kind of girl I would never have wagered on hearing that phase again so soon after Dabney said the same thing.

I would have lost any bet placed, which goes a long way in describing my life.

The Arthur E. Tillingsworth Rehabilitation Center, better known to one and all as the Till, was, as usual, brimming with people. Whenever I walked into the building that had become my second home, my breathing always got a little more intense and I found myself flexing and extending my hands while I walked up the three flights to the gym.

With my day clothes stored in a locker and my workout outfit of old sweats and a loose fitting t-shirt, I made my way through the myriad of top of the line treadmills, flex equipment and stationary bikes to my physical therapist’s office.

“Right on time, as usual,” Sam Chang said with a smile when I knocked on his glass door.

“Good manners were grilled into me as a child,” I quipped, extending my hand to shake his. “If I was so much as five minutes late for anything I never heard the end of it. My parents thought being prompt was a sign of respect.”

“And I thought only Asian parents were strict about stuff like that.” 

“I think the word parents says it all. What’s on tap for today?”

“You feel up to a run to warm up? Your legs recovered yet?”

I nodded. 

The weekend before I’d run my very first half marathon, after participating in dozens of 5ks and training for longer runs over the past year. Sam had been a good friend – as well as an amazing PT – and had joined me on my first long contest run to ensure I made it over the finish line, upright, and intact and without doing any damage to the legs and muscles he’d spent the past five years working to make strong again.

He set me up on a treadmill at a fast walking pace of four miles an hour and after ten minutes, sped me up to a good six mile an hour pace to jog.

When my body was warmed, a slight sweat beading my face and t-shirt, we got down to the hard part of the four-times a week workout: core strength.

From a five-minute plank to heavy rope work, squats, wall sits, and graduated pushups, I spent the next ninety minutes building up the inner strength that had been eradicated a decade and a half ago.

My memory of the night of my twenty-first birthday had been eradicated as well. I had no recollection of the day at all, everything I knew now having been told to me by my private physician, my mother, or Maeve. 

My celebratory glass of champagne had been dosed with an almost lethal mixture of ketamine and rohypnol. 

The two drugs individually can cause all kinds of effects such as amnesia, depressed breathing, and loss of inhibitions.

Apparently, when mixed with alcohol, the effects are enhanced.

Unfortunately for me, whoever added them to my champagne had no way of knowing that I would have an almost deadly allergic response to the mixture of booze and drugs. Nor that it would put me in a comatose state for the next ten years. I’ve been told I died twice in the ambulance and once in the Emergency Room before the docs were able to stabilize me.

My arms were jiggling like unset Jello when Sam finally called time on the plank. I dropped to my knees, my arms shooting out to my sides as I dragged a huge bolus of air into my lungs.

“Explain again why I like you,” I said from my prone position on the mat. “Or even tolerate you. ’Cause my memory’s not what it used to be.”

Sam chuckled in the quiet way he had and tossed a towel at me. It landed over the back of my head.

“My winning personality and the fact that I don’t baby or pamper you like every one else.”

“I’m not pampered. I’m merely well loved.”

He chuckled again. “Hit the showers and I’ll see you in my office when you’re done. We need to plan out your training schedule for the marathon.”

It took me a few seconds to think of a witty retort, but when I slid the towel off my head, he was gone.

Dragging up into a sitting position shouldn’t have been hard as it was. If my body had been a normal thirty-five year old one, it would have been easy.

Tendon creaks and muscle snaps had become fairly common noises after Sam worked me to the bone. When I’d first woken five years ago I hadn’t been able to do a blessed thing for myself. It was only through intensive, daily, and vigorous training from Sam and the group of therapists my mother had hired to work, one on one, with me that I was able to do anything physical these days.

The younger version of myself, pre-coma, would have whined and taken comfort in champagne to dull the pain.

But I wasn’t twenty any longer, so even though every bone, muscle, and tendon in my body was on fire, it was way better than the alternative. Besides, a few minutes under a hot shower spray usually eased all of those little annoyances.

Showered, dressed, and no longer smelling like something a feral cat found in a dumpster for dinner, I packed up my gym bag and made my way to Sam’s office.

As I came out of the locker room, my cell in my hand while I scrolled through my messages, I wasn’t watching where I was going and came to a shattering stop when I barreled straight into someone. The force of the hit was strong since I was going one way, the person I bumped into going the opposite, and I ricocheted backward. I would have fallen flat on my ass if strong arms hadn’t reached out and kept me upright.

“I’m so sorry,” I stammered at the same time a rich, deep voice said, “Steady.”

When I’d knocked into him, my phone fell from my hands to land on the carpeting between us. I glanced down at it then up into a pair of the darkest green eyes I’d ever seen, zeroed in on my face. Thick brows were pulled together over them as he peered down at me. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

A weird sense of loss shuttled through me when he removed his hands from my upper arms. Tall, at least six-two, he was clad in a chest hugging workout shirt that accentuated the bulk in his biceps. His forearms were wide and corded, giving evidence he spent some time in the gym, and he was built like an upside down hanger, broad in the shoulders, trim in the waist and hips.

I blinked when it dawned on me he was waiting for a reply.

“Yes. Yes, and again, I apologize. I wasn’t paying any attention to were I was going.” I stooped and picked up my phone, noting on the way back up how long his legs were.

“I owe you an apology as well, since I wasn’t either. No damage, I hope.” He pointed his angular jaw at my phone.

“No. No, it seems to be okay.” 

His face relaxed from its quizzical expression, and a tiny uptick grew in one corner of his full mouth. Wrinkles blossomed and fanned at the edges of his haunting eyes giving his face a softer, sociable mien. 

Well, now.

Something stirred deep down inside me when he grinned and it took a moment to realize it was interest.

Maybe, if I was really going to analyze it, desire.

My eyes batted a few times when the notion hit me. Desire of any physical kind had been alien to me for some time.

While he stared down at me I did the same to him.

His tawny colored hair was cut short, not quite military style, but close. It had a subtle wave twining through it, telling me that if he wore it longer, the ends would curl. 

My fingertips did a little tingly fandango, almost as if they wanted to thread through it.

He smelled clean and fresh, like a soap that didn’t have a twenty-dollar name attached to it. I disliked cologne on men and had smelled quite a few guys here at the gym who felt it necessary to douse themselves before a workout and after. This guy smelled, well, like a man should and not like a bottle of designer liquid.

He wasn’t sweating, indicating he hadn’t started his workout yet. 

And standing here ogling him was going to keep preventing that, so...

“Well, again, I’m sorry for being so”—I flipped my free hand in the air—“unobservant. Enjoy your workout.”

I took a step around him and slung my workout bag into the crook of my elbow.

Once upon a time I would have glanced over my shoulder and given him a sexy little side wink. But that was twenty year old Rory behavior not thirty-five year old A.J.

“You, too,” he called after me.

Without even thinking, I turned my head and smiled.

I guess there was still a little of the younger version nestled somewhere inside me.

After meeting again with Sam and finding out my punishing training schedule for the next month, Murphy drove me back home where I knew a nutritious and delicious lunch waited for me.

“How are you feeling?” Maeve asked when I came through the front door of the townhouse I’d grown up in. “Was Sam his brutal self today?”

I laughed as I handed her my gym bag. “Of course. When have you known him not to be?”

Maeve nodded.  Her once light hair had gone snow white while I’d been...sleeping. A short, no-nonsense bob covered her head, the color accentuating the bright periwinkle color of her eyes. At fifty-six, Maeve was still a lovely woman, blessed with unlined skin and a trim build that bordered on scrawny. I’d asked her why she never colored her hair like most women her age did and her response had been, “Why would I? This is how the good Lord made me.”

“Well, whatever he’s done,” she said, “has worked. Your limp is gone and you’re standing straighter every day.”

When I’d first woken from ten years of immobility, the muscles in my legs had given me the most difficulty. I was confined to a wheelchair for the first six months, unable to lift to a standing position without help. When I was upright, my legs were too weak to support me. Sam and his team had worked tirelessly day after day to build my upper body strength to some semblance of normal. Once my arms were stronger and I could lift myself I was able to use a walker on my own to help my legs get back their strength.

More nights that I could stand to remember I’d broken down, frustrated at my lack of progress and in serious pain. Maeve and my mother had brokered no whining, though, reminding me often that I was a fifth generation Brightwell, and strength and intestinal fortitude were our bedrocks. Maeve had massaged my aching muscles while my mother had become an expert on nutrition and health management.

My coma had been caused by an allergic reaction to the drugs I’d been given, so I was unable to take any prescribed meds for the almost continual pain. I learned to grit my teeth and work through it with Maeve and mom’s help, and today I was relatively pain free.

There’s something to be said for generational fortitude and grit, I suppose.

I grinned at the woman who’d been with me since birth and who, I knew deep in my soul, I couldn’t live without.

“Mom said the same thing about standing straighter the other day. I never knew my posture was so bad before.”

I didn’t need to clarity before when.

Maeve tilted her head. “Not bad, if truth be told. But the way you slouched at times had me worrying you were going to have a dowager’s hump by forty.”

“Can’t have that, can we.”

God forbid any Brightwell woman slouched, especially in public.

“I’m starving. What’s for lunch?”

As I walked toward the kitchen, Maeve started up the stairs carrying my gym bag.

“Your mother’s prepared you a new smoothie. She found the recipe on-line.”

I tried not to roll my eyes but it was hard not to. 

“What’s in this one? Some herbs and roots found only in the jungles of Borneo, rumored to restore life and vitality in those close to death?”

“Nothing as dramatic as that, Aurora,” my mother said from behind me.

Oops.

“It’s simply a blend of spinach, pears, apples, and blueberries, all antioxidants and good for overall health.” She pierced me with her famous take-no-prisoners gaze, the one that always made me squirm as a kid.

Still did.

A slight laughing noise wafted down the stairs from Maeve. Traitor.

“Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to sound flip.”

When her left eyebrow rose, an indication she knew I was fibbing, I felt just like I had when I’d been seven and had been reprimanded for resting my elbows on the dining room table during dinner.

I kissed her cheek, taking in the subtle and familiar scent of Shalimar.

“The smoothie sounds terrific.  You know I love all those foods.”

I’d just never had them all blended together before.

The eyebrow went back to its resting position. 

While I sat at the kitchen counter she pulled a pitcher from the industrial steel refrigerator and poured me a glass, her movements, as always, economical and precise.

Calinda Joan Callahan Brightwell had been born into luxury and wealth, married into more of the same, and viewed the New York Social Registry as her personal DM list. I didn’t have one memory of her where she was anything but perfectly dressed in the season’s finest designer wear, not a tendril of naturally ginger hair out of place, or without a full face of makeup accentuating her beautiful blue eyes and high cheekbones. Today was no exception to that rule. At fifty-seven and without the use of fillers or dermal paralytics, she was a beautiful woman who ruled her world with order and taste.

I can’t imagine her being any other way.

Surprisingly, the smoothie tasted terrific.

“It’s sweet,” I said, after taking a long draught. “I can really taste the apple.”

My mother nodded. “Knowing your penchant for sweet things I thought you might like it and not turn your nose up at it like you have some of the other recipes I’ve made.”

She wasn’t wrong in supposing this. I mean, who actually likes beets and broccoli or liver and rutabaga? Not me, that’s for sure. But my mother had foisted them on me in various prepared ways, declaring their natural healing properties were beneficial for getting me back to my full strength again. And while I preferred a cheeseburger and some fries with a side order of apple pie or chocolate mousse, I’d done my due diligence and eaten every new thing she’d given me.

I didn’t like it, but I knew the reasons why she fed them to me.

“So, how was your morning?” she asked, taking a seat opposite me, a cup of herbal tea in front of her.

“Good. The auction is all set at the center. I volunteered to help work with registration so I need to be there a little early. You’re coming, right?”

“I wouldn’t miss it. Mimsey Goldman is going with me as my guest, and Charlotte Maitland and Kitty Poratney are coming, too,” she told me, mentioning a few of her society friends, who were also life long buddies. All four of them had attended Miss Porter’s School back in the day and had remained friends throughout the years.

“Make sure they bring their checkbooks.” I took a sip of my smoothie.

She waved her free hand at me and said, “Of course.”

“I don’t know if I told you but I was able to get Charlie Ainsworth to donate one of his paintings. It hasn’t been displayed at the gallery yet, so I’m hoping it will bring in a ton of money.”

“Will he be a guest?”

I nodded.

“Good. I haven’t seen him in ages.”

She took a sip of her tea, her gaze lit on me, her head tilted a bit to the side in a familiar position. When I’d been a kid this look usually meant she was going to quiz me on something. 

She surprised me when she said instead, “I’m very proud of you, Aurora, for what you’ve done.” She reached across the counter and slipped her hand into mine. “When you woke up, just having you back with us was a blessing, especially when the doctors had led us to believe it was never going to happen.”

I couldn’t begin to imagine how horrible it had been for my family for those ten years.

“Your father and I had resigned ourselves to never hearing your voice again, or have you put your arms around us for a hug.” She shook her head and sighed. “I wish he could have lived to see you wake up.”

While I’d been in the coma, life had gone on around me. Presidents were elected, natural disasters occurred and my father died after collapsing at the kitchen table. He’d never been sick a day in his life. 

“But you’ve scaled such insurmountable peaks these past few years, no one, least of all me, would be upset if you just retreated from the world and lived
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