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​ Prologue

 


 


Whitney Greystone rolled over on her bed and stared
at the cartoon-character alarm clock in disgust. She must have
switched it off in her sleep during the night.

From the clear September sunshine flooding
through the bedroom window of her second-story apartment, Whitney
gathered it was already well past eight. If she didn’t hurry, she
was going to be late. With a yawn, she threw off the covers and sat
up, then groaned as she felt her back muscles stiffen.

Mornings weren’t Whitney’s best time.
Especially when she could hear the lulling murmur of water lapping
at the beach a few hundred feet away. The sound always made her
feel like curling under the covers and catching a few more
winks.

It was her own fault, she reflected as she
pulled on her brightly decorated silk kimono. By mistake, she
pushed her hands into the long hanging part of the sleeve, then had
to wriggle them free.

Right now, Whitney could be living a life of
indolent luxury. Most people still thought of her as the madcap
heiress who got into one scrape or another on behalf of her latest
pet charity or some waif she’d taken under her wing. But that had
all come crashing to a stop two years ago. At least the lazy part
had; Whitney still found herself falling for every hard-luck story
that came her way.

Only she didn’t have time for that anymore.
Not since she’d taken over as chief executive officer of Brite
Cola, struggling to save the company her father had founded from
the three years of gross mismanagement inflicted by her half
brother Gavin.

Whitney had been determined to prevent the
company’s sale to a conglomerate, and slowly she’d seen her efforts
pay off. Brite Cola wasn’t out of the woods yet, but at least she
could see daylight once in a while.

Thinking of daylight made Whitney blink. She
shouldn’t have stayed up until two o’clock, but a couple of old
friends from the drug rehab clinic where she used to volunteer had
dropped by, and she’d felt obligated to dole out Brite Cola and
sympathy while they brought her up to date on their lives.

Still unsure that she could be counted among
the living, Whitney staggered into the tiled bathroom and splashed
cold water on her face. Then she examined herself critically in the
mirror, trying to see herself as Jonas Ameling would see her at
their meeting later this morning. Well, not much later.
Nine-thirty, to be precise.

She’d read descriptions of herself in the
media often enough to know what adjectives the reporters used. A
mane of tawny hair, light green eyes—were they flecked with brown,
or were they just bloodshot this morning?— and usually someone
managed to mention her long legs. She’d been called the ultimate
California girl so often that Whitney wished she’d grown up in
Idaho.

And even though she was twenty-eight, she
still looked about five years younger. Wouldn’t you think when a
person got older she’d take on a certain aura of maturity?

In Jonas’s eyes, she was the same flaky kid
he’d known all his life. Sure, they’d worked together on a more or
less professional level these past two years, That was when she’d
become chief operating officer of Brite Cola and he’d taken on the
role of president. Although he contracted for a furnished suite at
a local residential hotel and leased a car, he lived in Northern
California at the Ameling Vineyards, which he ran superbly. Their
families had been old friends, and when the company nearly failed,
the two of them had worked together to buy up shares and save
it.

He’d kept his word about not interfering too
much with Whitney’s ideas, and had even offered a few grudging
compliments about the way she’d improved staff morale at the plant.
But Jonas was nine years older and had never been interested in
Whitney romantically.

Whitney shuffled into the kitchenette and
drew back the curtains. Below stretched lovely white sand and,
beyond that, the Pacific Ocean. With school back in session, the
beach here in Newport was serenely empty except for a woman walking
a dog.

Whitney popped some rye bread into the
toaster and stuck a mug of Brite Cola in the microwave oven.
Warming it up as a breakfast drink was one of her ideas that hadn’t
panned out yet, but she had faith.

The fact that everyone else hated it didn’t
bother her. Someday, its time would come.

When everything was ready, Whitney took a
sip and swirled the soft drink around in her mouth, the way she’d
seen Jonas do with his best estate cabernet sauvignon. Of course,
Brite Cola wasn’t in the same class as the products of Ameling
Vineyards, but it did have a unique tang of cherry, lime and
coconut with a hint of pepper. It was still made from the original
recipe devised by Whitney’s grandfather at his drugstore during the
Depression.

She took a bite of toast and then nearly
knocked over her cola as a tremendous crash shook the apartment.
For one disoriented moment she thought Southern California was
finally getting its much-heralded killer earthquake, then realized
the noise had come from downstairs.

She would have ignored it, except for the
series of girlish shrieks that followed, along with cries of “Oh,
no!” and “I was nowhere near it!” and “How are we going to pay for
that?”

I’ve done it again, Whitney thought
glumly. I’ve fallen for another hard-luck story. Will I never
learn?

Carrying her toast, she thrust her feet into
a pair of flip-flops and flapped down the exterior wooden
staircase. Coughing a little in the fresh salt breeze, she tried to
keep the kimono from flying above her knees.

Buying this two-story duplex was another one
of her ideas that hadn’t worked as planned. It had seemed to make
good sense. Whitney disliked owning status symbols like expensive
cars and beachfront homes, but she had tired of her tacky apartment
a few miles inland. She’d compromised by buying this duplex. The
idea was to live in the upstairs apartment and use the lower one
for visiting VIPs at Brite Cola and for week-at-the-beach prizes to
outstanding employees.

Yet there always seemed to be someone who
desperately needed a place to live for a few months. Like the
mother with three school-age children who claimed they’d been
unfairly evicted from their home. The second day, the kids had
shredded the curtains and broken a window while their mom sat in
the bedroom glued to a soap opera. After giving them the first
month’s rent for another apartment, Whitney had sent them
packing.

Her latest tenants were three sophomores
from the University of California at Irvine who’d begged to rent
the place and claimed they couldn’t find an affordable one close
enough to commute to campus by bicycle. They all swore they were
devoted to saving the environment and wouldn’t buy a car even if
they could afford one.

Whitney had agreed to let them move in. Just
for this school year.

With a sigh she knocked on the door.

One of the girls answered with a guilty look
plastered onto her face. Whitney struggled to figure out whether
this was Mindy, Candy or Sarajane. All three girls had light brown
hair and dark tans, but this must be Candy, who sported blonde
highlights.

“What happened?” Whitney asked as she
surveyed the living room..

“We were moving furniture around and we kind
of knocked over a lamp,” the girl said.

One of her roommates appeared with the shattered
appliance, a mock-Tiffany lamp with “Brite Cola” worked into the
now-broken stained glass. In her palm, she held out a couple of
loose pieces. “Was it real expensive?”

“We could make payments,” said the third
girl.

Before answering, Whitney peered past her
and saw that the decorator-selected furnishings had been rearranged
so that the striped-silk sofa was in full sunlight. Piles of damp
bathing suits and beach towels smothered the carved oak coffee
table and custom-made chairs.

“Put everything back the way it was.” The
note of authority in Whitney’s voice brought immediate nods from
the girls. “You’re going to ruin that sofa. Don’t you know colors
fade in sunlight? And hang your damp clothes in the bathroom.
Understood?”

There was a round of agreement.

“I’ll deduct the lamp from your security
deposit,” she finished, then remembered she hadn’t collected one.
“Oh, fudge. Well.. .never mind. But if you damage anything else,
out you go.”

Clearly intimidated, the girls chorused
their apologies, and Whitney trudged back up the steps.

The encounter left her feeling off balance
as she slid back her closet doors to pick an outfit for the day.
Seeing those three fluff-heads reminded her that she wasn’t a kid
anymore. It also reminded her of how far she had to go to reach
Jonas’s standards.

Take this wardrobe. Whitney frowned,
examining the splashy dresses and prewashed designer jeans that
shouted “ditsy heiress.” Nothing about them even whispered
“CEO.”

She’d picked out a couple of tailored suits
with the help of her best friend, Sarah McCord. But she’d forgotten
to retrieve them from the cleaners yesterday. Finally Whitney
settled on a tweed skirt and a tailored blouse. It ought to be
restrained enough for Jonas, and that was the goal.

She tossed the clothes onto the bed and was
heading for the shower when the phone rang. Whitney grabbed it,
afraid it was Jonas, but the name belonged to the organizer of a
Halloween charity auction for which Whitney had volunteered to
serve as emcee.

The enthusiastic woman asked what Whitney
would be wearing--preferably something outrageous, as people
expected. “We’ll be sure to publicize your costume in advance.”

Whitney usually threw her outfits together
at the last minute. Reflecting that that was not at all CEO-ish,
she said, “Maybe I’ll rent a Renaissance gown.” Something
dignified.

“I hope you’re kidding!” The woman’s voice
shot up an octave. “Everybody remembers how you showed up a few
years ago as a blueberry muffin. And what about the time you
dressed as a bag of laundry? You can’t disappoint them!”

“How about if I come as a lady executive?
That should really shock people.” Whitney immediately regretted her
sarcasm. “Maybe I’ll disguise myself as a file cabinet.”

It was an off-the-top-of-the-head remark,
but the organizer seized on the idea. “Terrific! Can we send some
photos to the press ahead of time? The more tickets we sell, the
more money for the Save-the-Homeless-Surfers Foundation.”

“Okay.” It took a few more minutes to
disentangle herself from the conversation, but at last Whitney sent
a text to her efficient assistant, Mattie Brown, to find a suitable
costume designer, and was on her way to the shower.

The hot water felt wonderful on Whitney’s
sleep-cramped muscles. She adjusted the shower head until streams
of water pulsated against her back, and closed her eyes to relish
the sensation.

It took a moment to realize that the
doorbell was ringing. Now what had the terrible trio downstairs got
into?

Muttering in annoyance, Whitney toweled off
roughly, pulled on her kimono and dashed for the door. She yanked
it open, poised to deliver a tongue-lashing, and then stopped in
dismay.

“Good morning.” Jonas’ grave voice infused
the simple words with heavy irony. “Off to a late start, are
we?”

The sight of Jonas Ameling standing outside
her door was enough to render any woman speechless. The stance of
his lean body in its three-piece suit subtly conveyed irony, while
his eyes bored into Whitney’s. She had to resist the impulse to
reach up and ruffle that perfectly trimmed reddish-brown hair with
the startling streak of salt-and-pepper gray in front.

“I’m sorry.” Whitney always seemed to be
apologizing to him, but what else could she say? It was obviously
way past nine-thirty. He must have come here from her office,
figuring he’d waste half the morning if he waited for her to show
up. “I lost track of the time.” As she stepped aside to let him in,
Whitney suddenly remembered what she was wearing. Or rather, not
wearing.

The sea breeze played over the deep V on her
breasts exposed by the half-closed robe, and whipped the lower part
of the kimono to thigh level. Her long blond hair, which she
usually tucked into a businesslike twist, fluttered around her
shoulders.

“You just got out of the shower.” Was that a
hint of breathlessness in Jonas’s voice?

“I did.”

As he fingered a free-floating strand of her
hair, a quivering awareness spread through Whitney. She usually
tried not to think about Jonas that way, but the unexpectedness of
his arrival had bypassed her defenses.

He obviously hadn’t been prepared for this
intimate an encounter, either. “You shouldn’t open the door without
getting dressed. You might give a man ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?” Jonas was only a few
inches taller than Whitney. If she stood on tiptoe, their lips
would meet

His jaw tightened and he looked away
sharply. “Don’t tease me, Whitney. I might follow up on it.”

She wanted him to--had wanted him to for
years. But even if he did, even if they connected for a brief,
unforgettable time, it would only lead to painful regrets. His
preference in girlfriends ran to sleek and sophisticated. Not
perpetually late and eternally distracted.

“Someday I may take you up on that. But not
today.” Whitney kept her tone light as she retreated toward the
bedroom. “Hold on.”

Whitney’s nerve endings felt like they were
on fire. Once she closed the door behind her, she pulled on the
skirt and blouse with numb fingers. It took quite a battle to work
her legs into panty hose. She fastened her hair with a clip,
slipped on her shoes and went to join Jonas, whom she found gazing
out the window.

“Can we start over?” she asked, pausing a
few feet away.

Jonas half turned, the light giving him a
sardonic air. “Who are those girls down there?”

“New tenants.” Whitney shrugged. “Poor
students. You know I can’t resist a sob story.”

“There are worse faults.” Stretching his
legs, he sat at the kitchen table and pulled his tablet computer
from an inside coat pocket. “Such as being late for an appointment.
Not to mention that you left me alone with those gung ho public
relations types yesterday afternoon after I flew in from
Sonoma.”

“I’m sorry.” There, she was saying it again.
Whitney groaned inwardly as she pulled up a chair.

She’d been scheduled to join Jonas at Brite
Cola’s PR firm in Los Angeles, but had to cancel due to a report of
an explosion in her garage. She’d rushed home to find that some
long-forgotten safe-and-sane fireworks she’d stored in July had
ignited spontaneously. “At least there wasn’t much damage.”

“So Mattie informed me.” Jonas got along
well with Whitney’s assistant. It was a good thing Mattie was over
fifty, or Whitney might have been jealous. “Shall we get down to
business?” At least he refrained from making any further acerbic
comments, which under the circumstances showed a lot of
restraint.

“Let’s hear it,” she said.

“They agree with you that Brite Cola would
benefit from a major promotional push.” Jonas focused on his notes.
“And they like the idea of a contest. That ought to draw a lot of
customer interest to our website.”

Whitney felt a little better. When it came
to her company, she was at least marginally competent, maybe even a
touch gifted. Despite her dislike of boring routines, she had a
flair for arousing the public’s imagination.

“What did they come up with?” She wished
more than ever that she’d been at that meeting yesterday, to hear
everything firsthand.

“They’ve been playing with the idea of
identifying Brite Cola with California—youth and beaches and good
health, especially in light of our new line of juice products.”
Jonas glanced at his notes. “They suggested a sweepstakes—first
prize would be a trip to California and a motorcycle and a lifetime
supply of swimwear.”

“A motorcycle?” Whitney demanded. “Those are
dangerous.”

“We could make it a motor home.” Jonas
didn’t sound enthusiastic.

“With gas prices like they are?” Whitney
stared out the window, wondering if any contest could capture the
wild, free feeling that living at the beach gave her.

“I agree.” Jonas’s ready concurrence came as
a surprise.

“You have another idea?” she ventured.

His mouth curved into a rare grin. When his
eyes sparkled and his jaw muscles relaxed, he looked cuddly and
almost irresistible. “I figure we’re promoting the California
dream, something bubbly and fresh. A suitable prize might be, say,
a lifetime membership to a health spa, plus installation of a
whirlpool bath in the winner’s home.”

Whitney sighed. How boring! She’d hoped
Jonas might come up with something she could throw her support
behind. “I intend to capture the public’s attention, not revamp
their plumbing. Besides, what about renters? They can’t install a
whirlpool.”

His eyes regained their customary wariness.
“I was suggesting what I’d like myself, if I were an average
hardworking citizen.”

“As opposed to a lazy slug like me?” Whitney
teased.

He refused to rise to the bait. But then,
Jonas rarely did. “Let’s hear your idea. I assume you have
one.”

“It came to me a couple of nights ago as I
was falling asleep.” Whitney’s mind had just gone frustratingly
blank. “Now wait a minute. I wrote it down.”

Cursing her lack of preparation, she darted
into her bedroom and sorted through the stray papers and writing
supplies on her Regency desk. She had a habit of writing memos to
herself on small white pads and then tossing them onto any
available surface. Inevitably, they ended up in a jumble.

Whitney brushed aside slip after slip of
paper. There were notes about stores she’d seen advertised and
websites to check, a reminder to clean the summer’s gunk from her
barbecue grill, and a list of odds and ends to purchase. At last
she found the right note.

Relieved, Whitney went back to Jonas. “I
found it!”

“Congratulations,” he said dryly.

She peered at the words she’d scrawled while
half awake. The idea had been crystal-clear, but now she couldn’t
make it out. “Vid es glmr. Wonder what that means.”

“That’s it?”

Whitney closed her eyes against the
distressing sight of Jonas’s disapproval,, and mercifully the
concept came back to her. “Video! Essay! Glamour!” Her eyes flew
open. “It’s not a sweepstakes, it’s a contest called ‘Rise to Your
Brite Dream.’ “

Jonas raised an eyebrow.

“It’s for overworked people—students,
laid-off people, employees, business owners, parents,” Whitney
pressed on. “They’d write or video an essay about why they need a
break from their routine, and the best sob story—believe me, I’m an
expert in picking them—wins a dream vacation to Hollywood. Without
their family unless the winner really really wants to bring
them. An appearance on TV, a new wardrobe, champagne and lobster
dinners, a beauty make-over—everything people dream about while
they’re juggling bills and changing diapers.”

There was no immediate response. Instead,
Jonas frowned for several seconds before nodding slowly. “It’s a
good gimmick. But I don’t like the part about separating the winner
from her—or his—family.”

“Why not?” Whitney demanded.

“You’re tempting fate. What if the winner
decides she doesn’t want to go back?”

“After a week or two, she’ll get horribly
homesick.” Whitney felt certain of that. “Trust me.’’

“Then why would she be drawn to a prize like
that in the first place?” Jonas observed her closely. “Whitney,
just because you live like a playgirl doesn’t mean other women
share those values.”

“Oh, really? Then why do they watch soap
operas and reality shows?” she snapped.

“It’s escapism. That doesn’t mean they’d
like to live that way.”

“We’re just offering an escape for two
weeks. A fantasy.” His reference to her life style rankled. “And
what do you mean, I live like a playgirl? I work hard—ask Mattie!
Also, I have fairly conventional values in a lot of ways.”

“Not that it’s any of my concern.” The
stiffness in Jonas’s response only infuriated Whitney further.

“Yes it is, because you’re my oldest friend.
Can’t you see I’ve changed? Jonas, I’m not a kid anymore.” Whitney
glanced around urgently for some tangible sign she could point to,
such as her new and tasteful decor.

Unfortunately, the elegant lines of her oak
sideboard were marred by a kitschy statuette of an Italian
winegrower holding a bunch of purple grapes. She’d picked up at a
garage sale because it reminded her of Jonas’s vineyard in
Sonoma.

Following her gaze, Jonas couldn’t hide a wince at
the ugly statuette. However, he stayed on topic “The essay contest
is a good idea, Whitney, and I have no doubt you can promote it
better than anyone. Maybe you’re right. People do seem fascinated
by your shenanigans, so I suppose a lot of women probably dream
about acting like you.”

But I’m tired of my shenanigans! I want
to be sophisticated and refined, the kind of woman you’d fall
for. Whitney bit her lip. Why did she keep thinking crazy
things like that? She and Jonas would never be compatible. “I’ll
call the PR firm today and get the ball rolling.”

“Fine.” As Jonas stood, he paused for a
moment to look at Whitney. She could feel the sunlight from the
window playing across her shoulders. A photographer had once taken
a picture of her backlit like this, with her hair glowing like a
halo. Was that what Jonas was seeing? Or a clumsy, impetuous girl
who stumbled from one near-disaster to another?

He reached out and traced her cheekbone with
his thumb. “You know,” he murmured, “if you ever grow up, you’re
going to be something special.”

“I am grown up, Jonas.” Whitney took a deep
breath. “You just haven’t noticed.”

“I’ve noticed.” When his gaze swept across
her, her skin tingled. Then, abruptly, he was all business. “You’d
better get to the office before Mattie takes up videogame testing
to fill her spare time.” He strode out of the apartment without a
goodbye.

A combination of frustration and regret
surged through Whitney. Encounters with Jonas had a way of arousing
these particular emotions.

Clearing away the breakfast dishes, she
paused to look outside again. One of the girls from downstairs,
wearing a minuscule string bikini, stood on the oceanfront sidewalk
chatting with a blond surfer.

A playgirl lifestyle, that was what Jonas
had called it. So what? As Whitney had told him, many women
fantasized about wealth and freedom and glamour.

Then why did it feel so empty?

Tearing her thoughts away, she picked up her
notes about the contest. She had her work cut out for her these
next few months, and in the highly competitive world of soft
drinks, the continuing success of Brite Cola depended to a large
extent on this promotion. Whatever Jonas might think, Whitney took
her responsibilities seriously.

She pushed her restlessness to the back of
her mind, picked up her purse and set out for the office.
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“Listen to this one.” Whitney pulled a sheet
of lined paper out of the stack of letters and printouts piled on
her living-room floor. “ ‘I can take my husband, and my kids aren’t
too bad. It’s the dog I’ve got to get away from.’ Now that’s
different.”

“I don’t see how you and Mattie managed to
whittle these down in the first place. Out of all those thousands!”
said her best friend, Sarah, sitting cross-legged in front of the
sofa. There was nothing showy about Sarah’s short brown hair or her
soft-spoken manner, yet she always managed to look sexy in a
healthy, natural way.

Whitney didn’t have to look far for the
cause: it was happiness. Having a loving husband and a one-year-old
son gave Sarah a glow that Whitney couldn’t help envying.

By contrast, Whitney felt practically
haggard. The past four months had been exciting but draining, too.
The contest had caught the imagination of bloggers, the press and
the public, and brought in more than twenty thousand entries on a
special website and through the mail. It had taken weeks to narrow
the choice to a stack of one hundred, which Sarah was helping
evaluate.

Evidence of the contest’s effectiveness
showed in the row of framed magazine covers along one wall of the
living room. All depicted Whitney in one pose or another. A couple
dated back two and a half years to when she’d taken control of
Brite Cola, but most were new. One showed Whitney wearing a
tailored suit and her hair in a chignon, while on another her hair
blew free and the top button of her lacy blouse fell open.

All in the interest of Brite Cola. She
especially appreciated the stories that focused on the promotion
and her role as chief executive. Most, however, played her up as a
giddy celebrity, while an ongoing thread of Tweets poked fun at the
contrast between Whitney and the mythical frazzled homemaker she
was seeking.

What Does Whitney Have in Common With a
Homemaker had been shortened to #WDWHCWH, pronounced “Would we
chew?” Answers ranged from “They both live at the beach, except the
homemaker,” to “They both dye their hair, badly.”

Whitney did not dye her hair, badly
or otherwise. The golden streaks came from natural sunshine. To
mention that, though, might sound as if she were belittling women
who did use dye, so she kept quiet.

“Here’s a lady with twelve kids who’s sick
of doing dishes and changing diapers.” Sarah shook her head in
disbelief as she regarded the jam and butter stains on the paper.
“Kip’s just one little baby and sometimes he drives me crazy.”

Whitney arched her back and repressed the
rebellious thought that today was, after all, Saturday and the
weather was exceptionally nice for February. “I sympathize with the
lady, but who twisted her arm and forced her to have twelve kids? I
don’t want somebody people will feel sorry for. I want someone our
customers will identify with.”

“Don’t you wish you could help them
all?”

Whitney sighed. “Of course. But I hope they
appreciate what they’ve got, especially husbands they love.”

“Brooding over Jonas again?” Sarah set down
the sheet of stationery.

“I’m almost over him. Look at how cold he’s
been these past few months. He glowers every time I go on another
talk show.” Whitney tucked an errant strand of hair behind her
ear.

“He’s jealous,” Sarah proclaimed. “You get a
lot of masculine attention. What about the producer who took you
out to dinner?”

“It didn’t mean anything.” Whitney stared
glumly at the carpet. “Besides, what about that lawyer he’s dating
from San Francisco?”

“Cynthia McCambridge?” Sarah shrugged.
“Michael and I met her the last time we were up there. Don’t scowl,
Whitney. She’s a block of ice.”

“Just Jonas’s type.” She wished her stomach
didn’t contract so painfully at the thought of Jonas with another
woman.

“I doubt that.” Sarah clasped her hands
around her knees. “Why don’t the two of you quit fighting and let
nature take its course?”

The topic was too sensitive for Whitney in
her present mood. “We’d better get on with picking a winner.”
Downstairs, someone turned up the stereo speakers and the walls
vibrated. “Only a few more months till school’s out,” Whitney
muttered.

Fortunately the music cut off quickly and,
after the sound of brief argument, one of the girls began picking
out show tunes on a keyboard. The music provided a pleasant
background as Whitney and Sarah discussed the merits of their
favorite entries. At last they settled on three finalists. The
runners-up would receive cash prizes.

One was a single mom with six children and a
husband in prison for tax evasion. Her earnest, detailed letter was
sure to arouse sympathy. Too bad it lacked any hint of humor.

Sarah’s first choice, a laid-off
construction worker who’d become a house husband, wrote amusingly
of the tribulations of his new job.

“I like him too,” Whitney admitted, “But his
wife’s a dentist with a solid income. It’s not as if they can’t
afford a vacation to LA on their own. People might resent seeing
him win.”

“I suppose so, but he really is funny,”
Sarah said.

Whitney’s top choice was a
thirty-nine-year-old mother of two from Houston who was a onetime
aspiring singer and second runner-up for Miss Texas. She declared
frankly that she was twenty pounds overweight but dieting like mad
in hopes of winning and being transformed by the beauty
make-over.

What really won Whitney’s interest was the
woman’s descriptions of her teenage children and her husband.

“Ben is the salt of the earth but I could do
with a pinch more sugar,” the woman wrote. “When he isn’t working,
he’s planted in front of the TV watching a game. I can gauge the
passing of the seasons by whether it’s football, basketball or
baseball. Unless I pick up a couple of pom-poms and dance in front
of him naked, I doubt I’ll ever get his attention.

“My son, Jimmy, is a seventeen and taking
after his dad. He thinks moms are good for picking up clothes,
cooking and loaning him the car keys. I’ve got to shake him up
before he gets married and turns some unsuspecting young woman into
a drudge.

“As for Gini, she’s fifteen and likes her
hair color to match her eye shadow, which changes every week. I
don’t mind that; I like pastels. But she’s the original rebel
without a cause. Last week, I told her I liked Justin Bieber, and
she immediately removed all his tunes from her iPod. Nothing I do
is enough, and anything I ask is too much. My only hope is that
she’ll marry someone like her brother and find out what real
suffering is.”

“I like her,” Whitney said. “And she’s
pretty enough to blossom like Cinderella.”

“You’d better talk to Jonas before you make
the final decision,” Sarah warned.

Whitney reluctantly agreed. “He’ll pick the
lady with six kids. But you’re right. Mature CEOs don’t make
decisions like this on impulse.”

Sarah checked her watch. “I’d better get
home and take Kip off Michael’s hands—he’s playing tennis this
afternoon with one of his game designers.” Her husband owned a
videogame company, while Sarah, a former librarian, edited a
popular book review blog. “Let me know what you decide.”

“Thanks, Sarah. I can’t imagine what I’d do
without you.” Whitney saw her friend to the door, then pressed
Jonas’s number on her cell. When it went to voice mail, she tried
his land line in Sonoma.

The housekeeper, Lupe, hesitated before
telling her that Jonas was spending the weekend in Lake Tahoe. “At
the Brite Cola cabin.” The company maintained a vacation home at
the resort, a short distance from the casinos on the Nevada side of
the lake, lending it out as a reward for high-performing employees
and distributors. When otherwise unoccupied, it was available to
top executives.

Why would Jonas have gone there by himself?
Whitney wondered as she hung up. Unless he isn’t by
himself.

She should wait. Text, and let him respond in his
own good time. But cell reception was intermittent in the
cabin.

Besides she knew the phone number by heart.
And the publicity said the winner would be notified by this Monday.
So what if Jonas had taken his lawyer friend away for the weekend?
That was no concern of Whitney’s.

Trying to pretend her heart wasn’t beating
in her throat and her hands hadn’t turned clammy, she dialed the
number,

And got a busy signal.

Surely they weren’t doing business from
their cozy love nest. Had they taken the phone off the hook while
they... No, for heaven’s sake, they had no reason to expect anyone
to call.

Annoyed at the direction of her thoughts,
Whitney stepped out the door to take a short walk on the beach.
That ought to exorcise her mental demons before trying again.

 


It was almost one o’clock and breakfast was
still sitting untouched on the rustic dining table. Cynthia had
been on the phone for the better part of three hours.

“I want to review that part of the
deposition again,” she was saying as she adjusted the phone against
her shoulder. “Something bothers me and I can’t put my finger on
it. If I could only get hooked up to the Internet…well, never
mind.”

Setting aside the book he’d been trying to
read, Jonas crossed from the sofa and scraped the eggs into the
trash. So much for their romantic breakfast à deux. Even the
spray of red roses was drooping in their white florist’s vase.

Finally he heard the click of the phone in
its cradle. “Jonas, I’m sorry,” Cynthia said briskly. “You know
what my work is like.” She rubbed her ear. “Ouch. I can’t remember
the last time I talked for that long without a headset.”

He took a deep breath to stifle his
annoyance. “I guess when I mentioned rustic, I should have defined
my term.”

“I’ll make lunch.” Cynthia moved into the
kitchen and wrapped an apron around her designer slacks and
sweater. She’d descended this morning already bandbox perfect. For
once, even Jonas, cooking breakfast in his bathrobe and feeling
rumpled after a night on the aging mattress in the second bedroom,
had felt at a disadvantage.

He’d had plenty of leisure to dress and
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She’s already famous. How will she ever
settle down in Houston again?
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