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To my three beautiful daughters
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  Chapter One
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Claire’s feet were killing her. Unveiling the latest couture in a Milanese piazza while wearing pointy Italian stilettos for six hours took its toll. What she initially admired as trendy and chic had transformed into personal instruments of torture. Claire nodded to herself, thinking about when her mother would say, “You have to suffer to be beautiful.” No doubt she was referring to facial peels, bikini waxes, and of course, exquisite, uncomfortable shoes. 
Vingaro Creations pulled off a major coup by enlisting Frederico Coletti’s services, an acclaimed fashion photographer for this photo layout. Despite his advancing years, he continued to be highly esteemed for his keen eye, profound appreciation of beauty and style, and exceptional ability to capture the genuine essence of his subjects. He could make a bologna sandwich look delectable. Unfortunately for Claire, he was also a demanding professional who was merciless in his expectations, paying close attention to every minute detail. 
She stood, being arranged, primped, guided, and directed. Claire forced a small smile, stifling her irritation. This was not her first rodeo. She didn’t require this much excessive coaching on how to work the camera angles and position herself, yet she understood her role was to defer to “L’Artista,” that peculiar way he referred to himself in the third person.
By the fourth outfit change, the rising temperature was melting her makeup, while the spray from the fountain sabotaged her hair, requiring constant touch-ups. 
“Bellissima,” Frederico called out, as the shutter clicked, finally satisfied. “Magnifica! Perfecta!” All the familiar encouraging words to inspire confidence she had heard many times before, except today they were in Italian.
She was fresh off the heels of a hectic runway show in Paris. All she wanted to do was get back to the hotel, sink her weary bones into a nice steamy bubble bath, and then have a luxurious night’s sleep before catching her flight home to L.A. She might even treat herself to an entire pint of that cherry vanilla ice cream she had stashed away in the corner of her freezer. She’d work it off at the gym afterward.
Claire easily handled long days and rigid schedules. By now, she had become accustomed to the constant travel and the inevitable jet lag. She was a woman of the world and took these inconveniences in her stride. Traveling had been a part of her life for as long as she could remember. Most days, she enjoyed the attention and glamor of her career, as well as meeting fascinating people. 
Today she was in no mood. Earlier, on her way to the shoot, Claire and her colleague and friend, Bianca, pranced arm in arm down the street, giggling about what an old, ridiculous lech Frederico was, when Bianca stopped Claire dead in her tracks.
“Isn’t that your mother’s memoir?” Bianca asked, pointing.
The sight of her mother’s book, unapologetically displayed in the center of the window of a small local bookshop, was enough to cast a dark cloud over Claire’s entire day. 
“So, now it’s reached Italy,” Claire complained, frustrated. “It’s everywhere. That’s all they kept asking me about at the Paris press event yesterday. I don’t know the answers to those questions. The story took place before I was born. That blasted book is fast becoming the bane of my existence.”
“You’re making too much out of this. I’d love to have a cool mother like that.”
“If you only knew.” Claire sighed. As much as she loved her mother, the woman could be exasperating sometimes.
Claire was the daughter of Veronica Chiara-Taylor, well known as just “Ronnie,” a rockstar icon whose career spanned much of the eighties and nineties. One would think her mother would be ready to give it up at sixty-one, but there would only be a delay because of her father’s passing last year. Before long, she’d be performing again, and why not? She was as gorgeous and talented as ever, albeit left a little fractured after suffering such a tragic loss.
Claire’s father, Max Taylor, was also a famous rock idol, and her mother wanted this book to pay special homage to him. She also hoped to clear the scandal that surrounded their courtship, so she, Claire’s dad, and her mom’s former flame, Nick Ventura, collaborated on this tell-all memoir.  
Her mother had just finished a short book tour and several talk show appearances, and it was the chatter of the industry. Claire couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. So, her mother was in love with two famous men at the same time forever ago. Why did people still care anymore? What pained Claire most was she wished her mother would have been less candid about her sexual encounters. It was mortifying. But that was her mother, always the pistol.
After they wrapped up for the day, Bianca and Claire hugged goodbye until the next assignment. Bianca was on her way home to Spain, but left one last piece of advice for Claire. “Cherish your mother. We only have them for so long. At least she’s not boring.”
“That, she isn’t.” Claire smiled and waved, watching her get in a cab.
Claire viewed her cell phone messages. Her mother’s text asked her to call. Ronnie was always worried for Claire and checked on her every time her daughter left the country, but today her mother’s text mentioned there was news. Claire waited until she returned to the hotel to call her back.
“Hey, Mom, what’s up?”
“Hello Darlin,’ how did it go today?” 
Claire felt a pang of grief stab her heart. She tried so hard to push her father’s death out of her thoughts, but there were those unavoidable reminders.
“Mom, you called me Darlin’ again.” 
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Ronnie gasped. “It’s just so strange not hearing that anymore. He called me that, too.”
“Yeah, I know. Don’t worry about it. I guess it’s another one of those things we have to learn to get used to now. Anyway, the shoot went okay. Catching the first flight home in the morning.” 
“Great, because Maryanne is ready to pop. The baby is due any time now, and we hoped you would be around for that.”
Claire told her she’d try, and please give love to her brother and Maryanne in case she didn’t make it back in time. She mentioned to Ronnie she had seen her memoir in the window of a shop in the area.
“I’m not surprised. Everyone loved your father. The world mourned when he passed and the fans wanted to know the real him.”
Claire was thinking, but she didn’t say it. Yeah, but honestly, did the world really have to know what it was like to have sex with him, too? Claire knew the book proved to be a subject of contention for both women in the past, so she chose not to speak about it any further.
The two of them were also at odds over her mother spending so much time with Nick Ventura, Claire’s father’s archrival. Although it pained her to admit it, she owed Nick a debt of gratitude. With his power and influence, he stepped up and facilitated the best treatments for her father during his illness and was responsible for easing much of her father’s suffering. Nick had also been a significant source of support to her mother during her bereavement when Claire couldn’t always be there. But Claire didn’t trust him. She knew that since her father’s death, although Nick’s actions might have seemed innocent, his motive was far from noble.
He was also producing and promoting a tribute concert for her father, so Claire bit her tongue about her negative opinion of him when she could bear to do so. Despite this, she was always on high alert, ready to protect her mom. Nick had a reputation for going to any lengths to get what he wanted, and it was obvious to Claire he wanted her mom back now that she was finally available again. Nick was just biding his time, hoping to wear her mother down until she came around, and Claire was on to him. Her mother was too vulnerable right now to see through his guise of being just a supportive friend. 
“Been in touch with Nick Ventura much lately?” Claire asked.
“Yeah, he checks on me all the time.”
“Just be careful.”
“I’m fine, honey. Text me when you get in,” Ronnie said, dismissing the conversation. “I love you.” And then she hung up, not giving Claire a chance to respond.
Claire had the distinct impression her lonesome, sex-deprived mother would not remain single for very much longer. But that didn’t mean it had to be with the one person her father would have serious issues with. At least, not if Claire had anything to say about it. Nick had hurt her mother in the past, and she wasn’t about to let him hurt her again. 
Claire fiercely loved her mom and knew she should give her more credit for her ceaseless courage and inner strength. Ronnie was a ball of fire in a size two dress and could best any man any day of the week, but Claire was ever mindful she could have lost her too. Ronnie triumphed over not one, but two bouts of breast cancer. Being the trooper she was, she got herself through the surgeries, radiation, and rehab stronger than ever, only to end up pouring most of her reserves into caring for her dying husband. Claire was inspired by her. How many women can say their mother was still a famous rockstar and now a best-selling author after everything she had endured?
Claire realized her preoccupation with her mother’s welfare merely served as a passing distraction from her own frustrations. Life didn’t turn out the way she would have envisioned, even though most people would have given their eye-teeth to be an in-demand supermodel. Certainly, she had fun playing dress up, keeping ahead of the freshest designs, and cutting-edge cosmetics, but she still felt her life was frivolous, lacking substance or a sense of purpose. Sometimes she felt like she was sleepwalking through her days, waiting for her future to begin. 
As she buckled into her cozy first-class seat on her way back home, she thought about her life so far and how many times she had been on an airplane. It must have been hundreds. Between her present profession, all her traveling back and forth with her bi-national life between the U.S. and England, and of course all the touring and traveling with her parents growing up, she sure raked in the hours. 
Claire often wondered if the radioactivity didn’t eventually do her in, then the recycled air might. Flying was also very drying on the skin. Claire gave her face a rosewater spritz from the small atomizer in her purse and downed the bottle of water the airline provided. Being a model, she had to be ever cognizant of anything that could affect her looks, modeling being the one thing she had any skill doing, if one could call that a skill. 
Most people could only fantasize about being born into a life of traveling the world and experiencing such privilege and affluence, so she knew it was wrong to feel anything but fortunate. As busy as her parents were, they always spent quality time with her. She never had to struggle, prove herself, or want for anything. Everything was handed to her, including her career. But under all that was an intense yearning within her to strike out and achieve something of significance and constructive on her own, instead of just being the by-product of an illustrious family. There was a limit to how long she could model, and right now she didn’t even have a plan.
Why couldn’t she be like the rest of her family tree, who were all gifted and talented? A good many of them were musicians, singers, writers, actors, and artists who excelled at everything. Something must have gotten lost in the gene pool because Claire was tone deaf, had a voice that would make dogs howl, and had no aptitude for playing an instrument. She also couldn’t act her way out of a paper bag. She could dance a little, though, and she knew how to move and be directed, which came in handy in her modeling career. 
After the plane took off, Claire leaned back against the headrest and inserted her EarPods, tuning it to her brother, Justin’s newest recording. As an accomplished musician, he started and maintained a successful band, Rodan, considering rock wasn’t mainstream anymore. God, he was so damn good, she thought, reflecting on how she and her brother were such opposites. 
Traveling, touring, and being on the road with their parents was where Justin thrived. He delighted in spending time with the crew, engineers, and musicians, learning everything he could about the lifestyle, and imagining himself a part of it. He was rarely seen without a guitar in his hands, and as a teenager, Mothra would sometimes let him accompany them on stage, playing in the background. Her dad was so proud of him. 
Regrettably, Claire didn’t share her brother’s enthusiasm. Growing up, she never appreciated her parents’ reach and impact on the music industry. She felt like a nomad, living out of a suitcase, one hotel after another, and never going to a normal school with classrooms, field trips, proms, and graduations. Instead, they had tutors and private teachers and were home or road-schooled. 
Most musicians left their families behind at home while they traveled the world, but her parents wouldn’t consider it. Given they were all older, days of sex, drugs, and drunken binges were more or less behind them, so the other band members soon followed suit and brought their families along with them too, allowing her exposure to other kids while traveling. Those children were the same friends she had to this day. 
She would have lived with her grandparents and gone to school in England if only her parents had agreed. They believed they were doing what was best for their family, keeping everyone close and having an active role in their children’s lives. But perhaps, unknowingly, they were doing what was best for themselves. Her transient lifestyle prevented her from typical teenage activities like participating in sports or clubs or even dating, especially dating because she didn’t stay anywhere long enough. 
Claire finally broke free when she was old enough to attend UCLA and have a college life. It was there that she blossomed and came into her own. She enjoyed her independence and the freedom of living as an adult on her own in one place, but she couldn’t find her niche. She was floundering in indecision about her future. 
Her eventual choice was a communication major with a minor in dance (just because she liked it). Neither prepared her for any type of specific career, but she fulfilled her aspiration to attend an actual school and graduate with her peers, and both her parents and other members of her family and some friends attended. 
Soon after, her Aunt Deidre, a designer with Vingaro Creations based in L.A. offered to set her up with a career in fashion. She told Claire the career was tailor-made for her, since she was tall and willowy, with striking classic beauty. Claire figured, why not? She didn’t have a better offer. But what started as a temporary solution until she could figure things out, turned into a full-time job of standing around and looking pretty for almost four years.
As the steward came around, seeing to the needs of the elite passengers, he stopped by Claire’s seat with a warm, wet towel for her hands.
“Can I get you anything, pretty lady?”
“An extra pillow and a mimosa would be great,” Claire responded, wiping her hands and handing him the towel back on the tray. Their hands touched.
“Coming right up,” he smiled and winked at her. “Anything else?” There was a definitive air of suggestion in his voice.
Cute, she noticed, and if it wasn’t too much trouble, maybe she could snack on him on his way back. Was it just this dry spell she was experiencing, or were cabin crews getting better and better looking? He could have been a movie star. But the last thing she needed in her life was a flight attendant. When would they ever see each other? What was she going on about? The guy was just being attentive. Or was he? She was so out of practice she didn’t even know anymore.
Claire shook her head.
If things weren’t discouraging enough, Claire’s love life was more or less nonexistent. She was always traveling and working, leaving little time to devote to a relationship. There were dates here and there, but she hadn’t had a steady boyfriend since college, and her inexperience showed. Often, she didn’t know how to act around a man. 
At least she had wonderful friends; every Thursday, whoever was in town would meet for happy hour at a local hangout, Venus Rising, and Claire couldn’t wait to see them all again. Justin and Maryanne would sometimes show, but that was apt to stop after the baby was born.
 Her close friends were her honorary Aunt Lanie’s son, Mark, her cousin, Maxwell, and her mother’s other band members’ children, John, Tasha, Ethan, and Melody. One of her best friends was her dad’s bassist daughter, Vanessa, who was also bi-national. Claire’s dad’s passing led to less frequent visits with the children of his band members in England, but she still saw Vanessa every few months since her mother was American.
Her “across the pond” friends all stayed in touch by calling, texting, video chatting, and direct messaging. They grew up together, shared a life that others could never comprehend, and formed a deep connection because of it. She should see her British friends again when Mothra comes to town for the tribute concert. 
With her career taking precedence, and only a handful of relatives and busy friends left there, losing her father left little motivation to continue residing in England for part of the year anymore. Claire’s grandmother was gone, and her grandfather had moved out to California when his son became ill and now his family was here. Even Aunt Deidre and her cousin Maxwell relocated to L.A. for their jobs.
As much as she loved California, Claire held nothing but fond memories of England. She sometimes missed their beautiful home and all their wonderful friends and family celebrations during the holidays. When they weren’t touring, Claire spent such unforgettable summers in Devon. But for her mother, the memories of their life there only caused pain. Claire doubted her mother would ever return.
There were many days Claire would take long walks across the lush rolling green hills to her grandmother’s house and her grandma’s eyes would brighten with pride when she saw Claire. She loved her grandmother and missed her every day. She was the one person she could always talk with, and Grandma Mavis would always understand and give her the best advice. Claire was unaware in a few minutes she would need her sage advice once more. This one plane ride was about to change her life.






  
  Chapter Two
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The plane had landed in New York for a connecting flight to LAX, rousing Claire from a sound sleep. She remained seated as passengers disembarked and new ones boarded. As she leaned back watching all the shuffling up and down the aisle, a very elegant man, who looked about twice Claire’s age, in his fifties, boarded the plane and settled himself in the seat across the aisle from her. After getting himself situated, he turned to Claire, immediately unbuckled, and stood to greet her. She recognized him, but she wasn’t sure how. 
He held out his hand. “Claire Taylor, it must be you,” he said. “That curly cinnamon hair, and eyes as blue-green as the sea. Who else could it be? Allow me to introduce myself, Aaron Mills, from World Media Broadcast Company.”
He was handsome, mature, and fit, with a winning smile, great teeth, and a full mane of hair for an older guy. He could give Nick Ventura a run for his money. Knowing her mother, he would have been just her type, only an inch or two taller than her father, and just as charming.
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Mills,” Claire said, shaking his hand. “I thought you looked familiar.”
“No need for formality,” he said. “Call me Aaron.”
“Okay.” 
Friendly too, which was also surprising for such a powerful man. He was the executive producer of WMBC, a very successful network TV channel.
“It’s going to be a long flight,” he said, stating the obvious. “I’d like to learn more about you. Do you mind a little company? I think I might have an interesting proposition for you.”
“I’m not that kind of girl.”
“No, you misunderstand. A professional opportunity. I’m old enough to be your father. Oh, I’m sorry, that was insensitive of me. My condolences about your father.”
“Thanks, it’s okay,” Claire said. “I guess there’s no harm in some conversation. Why sit across the aisle? Why don’t you join me?” She pointed to the empty seat next to her.
Aaron’s warm smile caused endearing crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He sat down and offered to buy her a drink before calling the flight attendant. He was joking, of course, because refreshments were complimentary in first class. She could see the steward looking strangely at them, wondering what she was doing with this old guy.
Once the plane left the runway, Aaron spent quite a while asking about Claire’s life so far. He wanted to know what it was like having two very famous parents, a famous brother, her designer aunt, and her life as a high-fashion model. He asked about her goals and aspirations. Claire was a little vague about that part since she didn’t know what they were yet, but she told Aaron she wanted, no, she needed a challenge. Little did she know, Aaron was about to give one to her.
Aaron confessed to Claire he was a big fan of her parents and had been following their careers for quite some time. With Claire’s obvious popularity, it had already occurred to him he might want to approach her about setting a great deal of class to his new undertaking. It was serendipity running into her that day.
“My network has some sitcoms, a daytime, and a few nighttime soaps, and some news shows, but the real money makers are my reality TV shows,” Aaron explained. “You have a story and a background, and not only that, you are gorgeous and a nice person to boot. People would root for you. You would gain followers, become an influencer, and your career would take off to new heights.”
“I already have plenty of followers.”
“This isn’t in the same league. You could be anything, do anything you like after this if you can last on the show. I assume money doesn’t mean much to you, but it pays well. Who knows? You might get another show after this.” 
Claire was confused. She didn’t think network executives did the casting for shows, so she delved into it further. He explained to her with her father’s recent death, her mother’s book, and Claire being on the cover of the latest magazines, she was a hot commodity and he couldn’t let this opportunity pass. There was one slot left to fill because a celebrity had to back out because of a scheduling conflict.
“What exactly do you have in mind for me?” 
“A new venture. A mid-season replacement. It’s called ‘Dance Sensation’. It’s a dance competition show with celebrities.”
“New? Don’t they have hit competing shows like that already? I used to watch one in England with my grandmother. I know they have similar shows in other countries and the States.”
“Similar, but not the same. I’ll be infusing my own originality to it. My version will set it apart from the others.”
“I’m not a dancer,” Claire admitted. “Although I took courses as a lark at the university because I enjoyed it, I don’t think I’m good enough to do it professionally.”
He told her that was the point. He didn’t expect her to be. They would pair her with a trained dancer and they would do routines together. It will be a lot of work, but she was young and energetic and already had a flair for movement. Every week, she and groups of other couples would compete for the title of “Dance Sensation” and aside from the generous paycheck, the celebrity winner would be prized with a $100,000 check to be granted to the charity of their choice. 
“I like the idea of contributing to a worthy cause. So, tell me more about your show.”
According to Aaron, the show would air early on West Coast time, similar to award shows so that people would see it closer to prime time across the country and Canada. This way the West Coast has the opportunity to vote live, and since there will be no fluff, they can keep it down to an hour. 
“The best part was that since we’ve planned a shorter season, we have a larger budget, and we have licensed the use of most of the original recordings rather than doing covers for them.” 
Aaron explained the premise was to make this a dance competition. Dancers have always worked tirelessly practicing their routines, but the home audience has been known to vote for their favorites, making it more of a popularity contest than of dance merit. Aaron wanted to eliminate the wrong person receiving the ultimate title. 
One way to ensure that outcome was they didn’t want to compare apples to oranges. Each week, the producer would choose one style of dance everyone would perform. It was up to the couple to interpret and design their choreography and make it their own. In addition, no one would have an unfair advantage, so there would be no gymnasts, Olympians, or celebrities with any professional dance background competing for the prize.
“How do they decide the winner?” Claire asked.
“Each judge’s vote would be based on a specific criterion. The audience at home has the chance to vote by signing in on the WMBC app with three votes allowed per account. Not only that, the studio audience will also vote, but that’s still in the deciding phase of how that would work.” 
Claire told him he was blowing her away, and this was a lot to think about. She wasn’t the most confident of individuals, but this could be exactly what she needed to get out of her rut. She had a love of dancing and possessed an innate ability for it. With personalized training, she might find her calling. Yet, she would have to clear it with Vingaro Creations to let her be flexible enough to do the show. It might be in their best interest since the fashion house might be mentioned in her bio. 
“How much time do I have to let you know?” Claire asked.
“We are already rounding up the celebrities. I want to include you, so you would be a last‑minute substitution, but a welcome one. You need to get started and practice routines as soon as possible. I have just the right partner for you in mind. Right now, it’s between you and another candidate whom we haven’t reached out to yet. I’d prefer it was you.”
“So, a week, ten days?”
“More like a couple of days. Here’s my card,” he said, handing it to her after writing his private number on the back. “I’d love to have you do this. I think you’ll be great. Well, I’ll leave you alone now so you can have your meal and think about things in peace. I so enjoyed talking with you,” he said, getting up and returning to his seat.
Claire smiled. “Me too.”






  
  Chapter Three
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After sending a quick text to her mom to let her know she’d arrived in one piece, and picking up her car from long-term parking, Claire phoned Grandpa Pete. He had moved to California from England after finding out his son’s illness was terminal. He purchased a house near Claire’s mother in an active adult community.  
Grandpa was in his nineties, but you’d never know it. The guy was more energetic than some friends her age. In fact, with his British accent and blue eyes, he was considered quite the catch by the single, divorced, and widowed women in his community. Claire adored him. She hadn’t seen him in a while and wanted to visit him, partly to run by him her latest dancing opportunity and get his unbiased feedback.
Grandpa Pete greeted her with a big hug and a gigantic grin. He reminded her so much of her dad. Pete had heard from Ronnie that Maryanne’s childbirth was imminent, and he asked Claire if she had heard anything. Claire checked her cell and there was no news, so she asked her grandfather if they could take a walk and talk.
They had beautiful grounds in this development, with so many parks and colorful foliage, flowers, and a duck pond. They sat on a bench near this geyser-like fountain. She wanted her grandfather’s opinion about what he thought of this new opportunity that she needed to decide upon rather soon. It surprised him she came to him for his opinion and why she hadn’t gone straight to her mother. Claire shrugged. She didn’t think her mother would be open-minded about everything this undertaking would entail. 
She already knew what her mother’s reaction would be. Ronnie would tell her to accept the challenge without hesitation. Of course, Ronnie would do it. The woman did not have an insecure, self-conscious bone in her body, and she couldn’t understand why Claire did. She didn’t realize what it was like for Claire to live in her mother’s shadow. 
Honestly, though, it was Claire’s problem. Her mother was supportive, and encouraging and loved her without limits, but she was such a legend and a star, and it was so hard to live up to that. It was one thing to be on a magazine cover or modeling for full-page spreads. It’s another to have an entire arena cheering and applauding for you over some thirty-year-old song.
Grandpa Pete asked Claire the million-dollar question. Could she, in good conscience, refuse this deal and then regret she didn’t take the chance later? Could she live with that? Claire thought about it. She always wanted to make her mark like the rest of her family, but Claire was afraid to make a fool of herself with the entire world watching. It wasn’t like some photographs that could be retouched to hide a bad day or a nasty pimple that emerged that morning. She would have to do her best and succeed on her own merits and step out of her comfort zone. Her grandpa was a wise man, but she knew deep down she needed that extra push from her mother.
Just then, her cell trilled. It was Ronnie telling her that Maryanne was in labor and asked if she could pick up Grandpa on the way to the hospital.
“I’m already with him,” Claire responded. “We’re on our way.”
“Oh,” her mother replied guarded, wondering why she went to see him before anyone else. “Okay, see you when you get here. We’re in the Anzio Ventura Wing.”
Claire rolled her eyes. Of course, they were. Anzio Ventura was Nick Ventura’s late brother. He poured megabucks into the hospital, ensuring the wing would carry his brother’s name. Claire’s father died in that very wing. She assumed they were there so that Maryanne would get the best care, and that Nick had a hand in it. Claire suspected this guy was going to go to any lengths to wheedle his way into their lives in any way he could. 
She couldn’t understand for the life of her why Justin had no problem with any of this. He had to know Nick had an agenda. Then she remembered Justin was on Ventura Music’s label, so she assumed sucking up to the boss was part of the job description.
When she and Pete arrived at the
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