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Notes from the Author

	Writing the Augustus Family Trilogy was my first venture into the self-publishing world. I made many mistakes, and despite the long years it took me to write the story, in the end, I rushed it to print. This revised manuscript of FAMILY LIES, Book One, is my attempt to correct some of the errors.

	 

	I did hire a line editor and a copy editor, but when the manuscript was returned to me, I accepted all the revisions and happily published it. Unfortunately, I never read the edited manuscript! I can't believe it, but it's true.

	 

	Much to my delight, this book and the two that follow in the trilogy have been well received by readers. Of course, a few people mentioned the grammar errors, but most didn't, and I blithely went my way. I appeared at book clubs where I apologized for the mistakes, told my story, and had a lot of fun. 

	 

	I wrote FAMILY MATTERS, FAMILY MYTHS and SHADOWS IN OUR BONES. I purchased better editing as each book was written and published. And I took greater care each time to ensure a book I could be proud to claim. Along the way, I picked up an agent and two different publishers. 

	 

	My writing groups became more and more professional, and the errors less and less. Thank goodness!

	 

	Finally, in 2022 when JUST ONE MORE had gone to the publisher, I took the time to reread FAMILY LIES. Yikes! The errors jumped off the page. I was so embarrassed. I fixed it, and that fix is the book you hold in your hand. 

	 

	My writing friends told me not to include this note. They feared that the readers would search the book for errors and pay no attention to the story. I disagree. 

	 

	Since 2014, when FAMILY LIES was first published, I've spoken to over one hundred book club groups, participated in numerous book events, sold many copies and always, readers tell me how much they love the story. Of course, they noticed what a mess this first book was, but they forgave me. 

	 

	Please, if you were one of the wonderful readers of the first edition, forgive the errors and enjoy this revised version. They may still be errors, but there are not so many!

	 

	If you are a new reader, welcome to the Augustus Family Trilogy. I hope you enjoy the story. 

	 

	Please join my mailing list o receive my occasional blog, and don't hesitate to get in touch with me in one or more of the following ways. Thank you for listening.

	 

	My website https://tamaramerrill.com/

	Instagram https://www.instagram.com/tmerrillauthor/

	Facebook https://www.facebook.com/TamaraMerrillAuthor/

	Twitter https://twitter.com/TamaraM19005826

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	The City Chronicle

	November 7, 1936

	Tattletales by Sharon Chatsworth

	 

	Rumor has it that there is trouble in paradise.  At lunch today, a little bird whispered to me that at least one of the fabulous Augustus marriages seems to be headed for divorce.  The Mister, in this case, has been seen on the town once too often with a certain very clever lady.

	 

	 

	 

	Walter Augustus, the founder of the complex Augustus Industries manufacturing empire, gazed steadily at his grandson from under his bushy eyebrows.  He cleared his throat and removed his gold-rimmed glasses. Then, slowly and deliberately, he polished his already spotless lenses.  

	John Augustus shifted on the hard leather chair.  He hated it when his grandfather cleaned his glasses in that meticulous manner. John admitted, to himself, that being called into the old man's office at four o'clock on a Friday afternoon could only mean trouble.  

	Walter cleared his throat and moved the pen and inkwell a fraction of an inch.  He swung his swivel chair away from the large leather topped desk, turning his back on John, and looked out the window at the city spread beneath his twelfth-floor office.

	“Well, John.”  He swung back to face his grandson.  Carefully he replaced his glasses.  “What do you have to say for yourself?”

	“Say, Grandfather?  Say about what?”  John wiped his damp palms on his gray flannel trousers and avoided looking at Walter.

	“John, I will not tolerate caginess.  You know full well what I'm talking about.  I want an explanation of your behavior.”  Calmly, Walter removed his glasses and placed them in the center of his desk pad.  He folded his hands and waited.

	John squirmed.  He felt like a small boy caught talking in church.  He wanted to protest his innocence and demand his right to privacy.  Conflicting emotions chased across his handsome face.

	Walter waited.  He loved this grandson, perhaps more than any other of his grandchildren, certainly as much as he'd loved the boy's father. “Tell me, John.  Tell me about this fancy woman.  Is it true?”   John's blue eyes flashed, and Walter smiled slightly.  “Come on, boy, speak up.  We haven't got all day.”

	“I'm not a boy.”  Anger tinged his voice.  “What's going on in my private life is not your business.”

	Walter noted that he'd not denied the existence of another woman.  Sadly he shook his head, “You're wrong, John.  When your actions reflect on our family name or our company, it is indeed my business.  You've been most indiscreet, and I cannot allow your behavior to continue.”

	“Allow!”  John leaped to his feet.  “What do you mean allow?  You don't have the right to tell me what to do.  I'm not a child.  I won't listen to this.”  He stomped to the door and flung it open.

	“John.”  Walter's voice was quiet, but the chill in it stopped John in his tracks.  “If you are a man, come back here, sit down and act like one.”

	John turned and glared at his grandfather.  The hostile words died on his tongue.  There was no vexation in the old man's eyes, only a deep sadness.  John's anger drained away, and he carefully closed the heavy oak door and moved wearily to the dark leather sofa.  

	“She's not a fancy woman, Grandfather.  She may not be my wife, but I love her.”  John slumped forward, head in his hands.

	Walter touched his shoulder.  “It's wrong, John.  I understand your feeling.  I know you think you love this woman, and perhaps you do. But it's wrong.  Unless you are prepared to give up your birthright, you'll have to give her up.”

	John stumbled to his feet and crossed to the window where he stood staring at the darkening city.  

	Walter thought he looks like his father, the same slim, straight long-limbed body, the dark thick hair, and the startling blue eyes.  However, Michael had always had a sullen, pouty expression, a belief that the world owed him everything. Walter nodded to himself. John has none of that.  He's a warm, caring man, a good man. I've got to make him understand that this woman is a mistake. 

	He waited patiently until John squared his shoulders and turned away from the window.  “Sit down, and we'll talk.  Do you want a drink?  It's nigh on to closing, and I'm ready for a bit of something.”

	“I guess I could use a drink.”

	Walter went to the antique mahogany bookcases that lined two walls of his office.  “Scotch?” he asked, opening the cupboard that housed the bar.  

	John nodded. 

	Walter poured ancient scotch over ice.  He moved slowly, keeping his back turned to allow John time to compose himself.  Then, taking the drinks, Walter returned to the high-backed leather chair where he'd sat so many hours over the last fifty years, as he pondered the problems and made the decisions that had created his family's and the company’s tremendous success.  

	He gestured, indicating the wing chair opposite him.  “Sit, John.” He raised his glass. “To the future.  May everything continue.”  He drank deeply and sighed.  “Now then, let's begin at the beginning.”

	“I'm not sure which beginning you mean.  How did you come to know about Valerie?”

	“I've known for some time, John.  You've been seen by most everyone in the city and, of course, they've been unable to keep such gossip to themselves.  However, I was willing to let you enjoy yourself until lunch today.”

	“Why today?  I didn't even see Valerie today.”

	“Sylvia came to see me.”  Walter watched closely and saw surprise drain the color from John's face.

	“Sylvia?  Why would my wife come to see you here?”  John paused.  Emotion rushed across his face as he realized the impact of Walter's statement.  “Oh God, she knows, doesn't she?”

	“Yes, she knows.  And more importantly, she wants a divorce.”

	“A divorce!  That's perfect.”  John's face lit up, and he grinned at Walter, his fear replaced by relief.

	“Perfect, John?  How can you call the breakup of your marriage, due to your own stupidity, perfect?”

	“But it is perfect.  I want to be with Valerie, not with Sylvia.  You just told me Sylvia doesn't want to be with me. So a divorce will make everyone happy.”

	“There will not be a divorce.”  Walter's tone was firm and final.

	“What do you mean? Of course, there will be a divorce.  We both want one.  Syl and I have been unhappy for several years.”

	“No, John.  There will not be a divorce.  Not in this family.”

	“Family?  The family has nothing to do with a divorce.  It's between the two of us.”  John's voice rose in anger.

	“The family has everything to do with your life, your marriage, your career, the bread you eat, and the wine you drink,”  Walter spoke carefully and distinctly, ensuring that John understood each word.  “We are a great and influential family.  You will not disgrace yourself or us by divorcing your wife and marrying a hussy.”

	“Grandfather,” John’s voice shook with ill-concealed emotion.  “Don't speak of Valerie that way.  I won't listen to this.  I can't.”  John shook his head and struck the arm of his chair with his clenched fist.  “I'm a man, not a little boy.  I need to do what I feel is right for myself.”

	“True, John.  You're certainly old enough, and I hope wise enough to make your own decisions.”  Walter paused.  He rubbed the bridge of his nose, considering his following words carefully.  “I want to help you. I'd like to keep you from harm.  I suppose that, as usual, I've been too blunt, so allow me to start again.”

	Walter pushed himself up from his chair and moved to the window.  

	Watching his grandfather gaze out at the setting sun reminded John that his Grandfather was growing old. His shoulders slumped slightly; his body seemed smaller; at this moment, he looked every one of his seventy-nine years.  A minute passed, perhaps two.  Then Walter straightened his back and turned.  Once again, he looked strong and indefatigable.  Only the deep sadness in his eyes betrayed his inner tension.  “John,” he said.  “I do indeed understand how you feel.  I am aware of the troubles you have experienced in your marriage and most likely will continue to experience.  I do not begrudge you love, no matter where or with whom you find it.  But scandal has never touched this family's name, and it must not do so now.”

	“Grandfather, divorce is not a scandal.  Not when the two people involved are in agreement.  Sylvia and I don't love each other.  We'll both be happier apart than we've been these last five years.”

	“John, even if I agreed with your reasoning, which you know I don't, there could be no divorce.  Stop and consider the implications of a divorce between yourself and Sylvia, not the emotional but the practical problems it would cause.”

	John rose and paced the floor.  His usual calm and controlled movements were shattered.  He pulled at his hair and fussed first with the drape and then the books on the shelves.

	Walter waited calmly, sure in the knowledge that this young man would do the right and reasonable thing, the sensible thing.

	“I understand, Grandfather.  It's the business, isn't it?  You need a grandchild, a child born of myself and Sylvia, a child who will assure the merger of Augustus Industries and Alexander Shipbuilding.  The bottom line is money.”  John shuddered and slumped into his chair.  He hid his face and drew in several deep breaths.

	“Money is not a dirty word, John.  You can treat it with contempt because you have never known life without it, but stop and consider for a moment what your life would be without the Augustus name and fortune.”

	“Would that I could walk away from all of this,” John gestured grandly.  “But you're right.  It is too pleasant an existence to give up easily.”

	“Staying with Sylvia doesn't mean you must live a drab and unhappy life.  Pour another drink.  I've something to tell you.”

	 

	John left the offices of Augustus Industries and hurried out into the early winter twilight.  His head bent, his face troubled.  The doorman received no reply to his pleasant comment on the weather and no thank you for the cab he summoned.  John noticed nothing.  He considered the last hour's events and longed to go to the warmth of Valerie's love, but he knew that he must not.  He needed time to adjust to his grandfather's demands and amazing revelations.  

	John halted the cab on 54th street and stepped out. Then, giving the driver a bill much too large to pay for his short ride, he hurried across the street and into the park.

	It was a good park with trees that grew tall and dense.  In the spring, the grass was fragrant with wildflowers.  Even now, covered with the thin first snow of winter, it was a friendly place, a soothing place.

	This park had always been John's refuge.  When he was very young, his nurse had brought him here every afternoon.  As a schoolboy, he played ball with his friends, climbed the trees and hid from the duties in his life.  As a man, he walked the familiar paths whenever he needed to be alone.  

	John's thoughts tore at his heart.  He was John Augustus, heir to one-fourth of the great Augustus fortune, favorite of the Gods, husband to Sylvia Alexander Augustus, beautiful socialite and only heir to the Alexander Shipbuilding millions.  Theirs had been a wedding made in heaven.  All the papers said as much.  It had been the social event of the season, a blessed event.  If that were so, where had they gone wrong?  Why was the marriage no longer anything but an empty shell?  Was he at fault?  Was Sylvia?  She was always busy with their social life and still anxious to please her father.  But John knew he was the one who turned to someone else.  He had broken the vows, not Sylvia.  Sylvia would never take a lover no matter how unhappy they might be together.  Or would she?  No.  He would have heard.  Grandfather was right about that.  People did love to talk.  And now she knew about Valerie.  Somehow he'd have to soothe his wife's feelings, make her believe in his love again, trust him again and agree to make this marriage last.  Because Walter was right, they needed to have a child.  He would have to do and say whatever was necessary to assure the birth of that child.

	Having made his decision, John squared his shoulders and crossed the park to his house.  As he approached the tall brownstone, the butler swung the door open.  The warm glow of lights spilled out into the darkening winter twilight.  “Good Evening, Sir.”

	“Good Evening, Duncan.”  John handed his hat and coat to the butler and stepped to the carved oak hall tree.  He glanced in the mirror and picked up his mail from the silver Tiffany tray leafing through it without seeing the envelopes or addresses, his mind still occupied. How should he talk to Sylvia?  What tack should he take?  “Is Mrs. Augustus in?”

	“Yes, Sir, she’s in the drawing-room with Mr. Samuel and his wife.  I believe they are waiting for you.”  The hint of reproof in Duncan's voice lost on John.

	“Sam and Helen?  What are they doing here?”

	“It's Friday night, sir.  They were expected for dinner.”

	“Oh, damn.  I'd forgotten.  Is Sylvia angry?”  John turned back to the mirror.  As he smoothed his hair, he caught Duncan's disapproving look.  John grinned ruefully. Sylvia's English gentleman will never accept my American casualness, he thought.

	He rubbed the lion that graced the base of the hall tree.  That lion had been his friend and talisman for as long as he could remember.  Tonight he'd need all the luck he could muster from any source.  

	John straightened.  His face took on the determined look that caused people to remark on his resemblance to his grandfather.  Then, with a visible effort, he forced himself to relax and crossed the parquet floor of the spacious entry.

	Duncan pulled the high, heavy doors open, and John entered the drawing-room feeling, he thought, much the way the condemned man must feel on his way to the firing squad. Mentally he shook himself.  

	Sylvia turned.  Her golden hair gleamed copper in the firelight.  The apricot tone of her gown accented the rust velvet sofa on which she sat, one arm flung gracefully across the back cushions, the other hand holding a half-full cocktail glass. “Hello, John.”  Her cultured voice dripped with icicles.

	“Hello, Darling.”  John crossed the large room with its elegant furnishings and Chinese accessories and bent to kiss his beautiful wife.  The caress glanced off her hair.  He noticed the skillful way Sylvia avoided his lips but chose to ignore the rebuff and extended his hand to Sam.  “Good Evening, Sam.  Sorry, I'm late.  I got caught up in a discussion with Grandfather, and the time seemed to fly by. You're looking beautiful as usual, Helen.”  He kissed his cousin's wife.  “Do I have time for a cocktail, or have I delayed dinner long enough?”

	Sylvia rose from the sofa.  “I think we'd best go into dinner.  The Beef Wellington is bound to be dry and tough by now.  Come, Sam.”

	Sam responded instantly to the tension in Sylvia's voice.  Setting his glass on the broad oak mantel against which he'd been lounging, he crossed the room and extended his arm to escort Sylvia to dinner.

	The Beef Wellington was not dry. However, as perfect as the food was, the two couples could not relax.  At last, dinner dragged to a close, and the women excused themselves. 

	Sam lit a cigar and stretched his long legs out as he relaxed in the Chippendale chair.  “Well, Cuz, what's going on?”  He inhaled deeply and blew smoke toward the ceiling in thoughtful rings.  “I read Chatsworth's column this morning, so I know the cat's out of the bag.  I'm available and better than most if you need someone to talk to.  At least I'm your friend first and a member of the “fabulous Augustus clan” second.”

	“There's really nothing to talk about, Sam.  I've made my decisions, and I intend to clean up this mess as quickly as possible. However, I'd appreciate it if you'd squelch any rumors you hear around town and start a few that allude to bliss in paradise instead of trouble.”

	“All right, that's exactly what I'll do.  But if you need a friend, call on me.”  Sam watched John and noted the weariness in his eyes.  They'd grown up together, side-by-side in matching brownstones, until they'd gone off to separate colleges; John to Harvard and Sam to Stanford.

	In California, Sam had learned a more relaxed lifestyle than that of his childhood.  He married Helen, a wine country heiress and brought her back to grace his home and life.  Attributing it to her country childhood, they'd chosen to escape from the city and had purchased a sprawling Tudor-style house at the lake.  There they had, in rapid succession, produced four charming, sun-drenched children.

	John had followed in the footsteps of his father and his grandfather.  Harvard had been his goal from birth, and there he excelled, not only in the classroom but on the playing field.  He did all that was expected of him and more.

	He graduated first in his class and immediately entered the Augustus Industries complex. There he showed his excellent business judgment and used his ability to manage people to promote the family business.  His choice of Sylvia and their decision to make their home in one of the family brownstones on the park had met with approval.

	Never once in his thirty-two years had John stepped out of bounds.

	Sam shook his head in wonder over his cousin's control. They may have been raised as brothers, but there was a world of difference in their attitudes.  “You know, Cuz, I think you look a bit pinched.  Why don't we move into your den and have a game of billiards before we join our ladies?”

	“You're right, Sam.  I do need a respite before I face Sylvia.”

	The den was John's room.  In it, he was at ease.  The furnishings fit his six-foot, two-inch frame, the chairs and sofa large enough to stretch out.  The accessories were minimal, with many books and a few good wood carvings of the Old West.  Sylvia's passion for “anything Chinese” had not touched this room.  John dropped onto the sofa and propped his feet on the coffee table.  “Sit, Sam.”

	Sam slumped into the new leather leisure chair.  He wriggled down and sighed.  “This thing is so comfortable.  I've got to convince Helen to get one, although,” he grinned, “I'd probably have to fight the whole family to get a chance to sit in it.”

	“Sam...” John started and paused.  Sam looked up expectantly.  “Walter called me into his office this afternoon to discuss the Chatsworth column, but more importantly, his belief that political tension throughout the world will drag all nations into another World War.  He doesn't think that the Augustus complex is ready to produce on the scale that will be needed when the armed forces start ordering uniforms, blankets, bandages and all the other supplies we're capable of providing.  I'd like to hear your opinion, not only your opinion as our legal advisor but your gut reactions.”

	“Actually, John, I've given this a lot of thought.  During the last fifteen years, the business, and therefore the Augustus family, has absorbed huge losses.  We've kept people working when the work just hasn't been there for them to do.  It's been our policy to take care of our own.  While I admire Grandfather for his stand, and I'm proud of the good that his policy has created; that policy has also created a severe cash shortage.  The company has almost no reserve, certainly not enough for a rapid expansion program.  It would be necessary to borrow against the contracts when and if we sign them.”

	“He's looking at expansion now.  He doesn't intend to wait until a war is declared.”

	“And does he have a plan for producing the capital?”

	“Of course,” John smiled.  “He wants to merge with Alexander Shipbuilding.”

	“Damn,” Sam swore softly, aware immediately of the turmoil John was experiencing.

	“Damn is right,” John agreed.  “It was all made very clear to me this afternoon in Grandfather's indomitable way. My duty is most apparent.”

	





CHAPTER TWO

	The City Chronicle

	December 17, 1936

	Tattletales by Sharon Chatsworth

	 

	A very reliable source told me today that a repentant gentleman has purchased a most magnificent jewel to brighten his lady's Christmas.  It seems that the trouble we reported earlier this winter turned out to be only snow flurries, not a blizzard.  This reporter wishes all the holiday best to the whole fabulous “A” clan.

	 

	 

	 

	The deep white calm of winter covered the city in a cozy blanket. Here and there, lights flashed on as the sun sank into the river.  John left his office in the Augustus building and stepped into the cold evening.  He flipped up the fur collar of his camel hair topcoat to protect his bare head from the frigid wind.  “I suppose Sylvia's right.  I really should learn to wear a hat.”  He spoke aloud, unaware of the doorman's puzzled glance.

	The doorman watched him walk down the street, “There goes an unhappy man,” he said to his dog.  The dog barked and wagged his tail, pleased at the attention.

	It was true that John was not a happy man.  The past month had caused him to examine his life and desires as he learned the high price of compromise.  It seemed impossible that so much could change in so short a time.  

	Only a month ago, he thought, I was ready to ask Sylvia for a divorce, marry Val and live happily ever after.  And here I am, carrying jewels home to a woman I can barely stand in the hope that she will bear my child.  Where is the sense in that?  But sense or no sense, it's what I've determined to do, and do it I will.

	The Augustus home was aglow with Christmas lights and the spirit of the season. A wreath of greens tied with a large red bow hung in each window.  The Southern hospitality Sylvia was known for was symbolized by the elegant Boxwood and pineapple wreath on the front door. The house stood waiting, shining in the way a home does when spruced up and ready for the guests to arrive at the gala.  Tonight, John and Sylvia were giving the first party of the Christmas season, and everyone, who was important and known in the city, would be there.

	Inside, the air was filled with the ripe odors of delicious baking.  The buffet was ready in the dining room. The table had been laid with the finest pure white linen and draped with red ribbon and cedar garland.  The holiday effect had been heightened by the many candles, of different shapes and sizes, all red and all set in crystal, which nestled in the cedar.

	From the kitchen came the brisk voice of the cook giving orders to the extra help.  John glanced in at the open kitchen door and withdrew quickly.  It was clearly much too busy in there to even attempt a peek at the food.  He fingered the jewelry box in his pocket.  A month of careful courting had not returned Sylvia to his bed, but perhaps the size of the emerald he'd purchased would.

	Slowly, he climbed the graceful curve of the stairway, lightly touching the rail wrapped in cedar and more red ribbon.  The fragrance of Christmas lifted John's mood.  He rapped on Sylvia's door.

	“Yes.”

	John opened the door and entered.  Sylvia turned quickly to see who dared intrude on her privacy.  The green velvet gown she wore swung slowly and settled into soft folds.  The high waist emphasized her full breasts and slender neck.  She stood still for a startled moment, silver-backed hairbrush extended, her blond hair falling in waves and curly wisps.  John approached her.  Time slowed and, for a moment, seemed to stop.

	“You look so beautiful tonight, darling.”  He cupped her chin and tipped her face.  With his fingertips, he traced her lips slowly, tenderly, and then kissed her softly.  “I love you, Sylvia.”

	Sylvia's eyes darkened.  She raised her hand and stroked his cheek.  “Do you, John?”   She turned back to the mirror and twisted her hair up into an intricate knot.  “Do you, John,” she repeated, “or is this some kind of game?”  Her green eyes seemed to flash with a shimmer as cold as the emerald in John's pocket.

	“Forgive me, Syl.  I know I've given you a bad time this last year.  I don't really know why I needed to have that silly fling.  I've told you before; she meant nothing to me.  It was only a foolish defiance of Grandfather's rules.  Just a way to prove that I was a man.”

	“You've never needed to prove your manhood to me.”  Sylvia watched John in the mirror, carefully scrutinizing his face.

	John knew this was his chance to convince her. He flinched, his stomach clenched like a fist.

	“Not to you, Darling.”  He chose his words carefully, hating himself but needing to use everything he knew about Sylvia to convince her of his desire to make their marriage a success.  “To Grandfather.  I'm so tired of how he thinks he can control all our lives, especially mine.  I know it was a dumb, foolish thing to do.  But I did learn how much I love you.” He placed his hand on her shoulder and gazed at her in the mirror. “I want to share my life with you.  I want your love again.  I know I'll have to earn it back, but I'm willing to do whatever is necessary.  Please, Syl.  Please give me another chance.  Can't we try to make this marriage work?”

	“John, I want to believe you.”  Sylvia laid her brush on the dressing table and turned to him.  

	John took her hands in his and drew her toward himself. 

	“During this past month, I've watched you very closely, and I do see a change in you. I'm not sure what caused the change or why it occurred after you had that long talk with Sam on the Friday that awful Chatsworth woman mentioned your affair, but I feel that you are sorry and that you'll not stray again.”

	John didn’t protest that he’d never actually had an affair. Instead, he said soberly, “I have changed, Syl.  I only want to be your husband and to make a good life for us.  Look, I bought you a present today.”  He reached into his pocket and withdrew the small pale blue velvet box.  “The moment I saw this, I thought of you.  It reminded me of your beautiful eyes.”

	Sylvia took the box and opened it.  The large square cut emerald pendant flashed as it caught the light.  She gasped.  “It's gorgeous.  I love it.”  Carefully she lifted the gold chain and traced the diamonds encircling the stone with the tip of her finger.  “Oh, John, it's the most beautiful thing I've ever owned.  Help me put it on.”

	She raised the necklace to her throat, and John closed the clasp.  They stood reflected in the mirror, the perfect couple.  Sylvia shifted in his arms and wrapped him in an embrace.  She pulled his face down to her lips.  “Thank you, dear.  I believe what you say.  I know you love me.”

	John returned her kiss, first gently, then more demandingly.  As they kissed, he watched in the mirror.  There's no going back now, he thought.  Goodbye, Val. 

	Sylvia pulled away and smoothed her gown. “I think this will work after all, John.”  She gave a slight nod as if agreeing with herself and patted his arm. “Our guests will be arriving in less than an hour, and you haven't even changed.  Go on now, get ready for the party.  I'll see you downstairs.”  She shooed him from the room.

	In his dressing room, John scarcely noticed the clothing laid ready for him.  He sank into a chair.  Oh, God, he thought.  How can I go through with this farce?  I can't stand that woman.  I don't want her to be the mother of my children.  I want a warm, loving woman.  I want to be with Valerie.  I want Val to be the mother of my child.

	He rose from the chair and stripped for the shower.  “Damn!”  He slammed his hand against the wall.  

	The shock of the contact made him aware of his futile thoughts.  “John,” he spoke aloud, addressing his image, “you've agreed to go through with this, and an Augustus never goes back on his word.  Now get with it, boy.”  He stepped into the shower.

	But the hot water couldn't keep his thoughts away from Valerie.  He remembered the night they met.   Sylvia was in Charleston, visiting her father, and he'd gone alone to a party.  The evening was exactly like a hundred others until he went into the library to enjoy a smoke and found a small creature curled up fast asleep in an oversized chair.  At first, he'd thought it was a child, but as he watched the sleeping girl, he realized it was a beautiful young woman.  Funny, but he'd felt no embarrassment at all.

	It had seemed right to be there even before she'd opened her eyes and said, “Hello.  Have I been sleeping long?”

	Those first days had passed in a delightful romantic swirl, lunches, dinners, phone calls and trips to all the tourist places in the city.  Valerie had known from the beginning that he was married, and there had never been a need to lie.  The night Sylvia was due back from her trip, John declared his love for Valerie.  She sealed his lips with her finger and whispered, “I love you, too.  Please don't say anything you'll be sorry for later.  Don't make any promises.”

	John lathered his body and remembered the touch of Valerie's perfect body in his arms, the warmth of her soft, fragrant skin, the excitement of her kisses.  He groaned.  He'd promised himself that he'd never see Val again.  He'd not only have a child with Sylvia, but he'd also make his marriage work. But, damn it, he missed Valerie.  He missed being in love with her.  Stepping from the shower, he forced himself to get his thoughts under control.  This night would be a real test of his acting ability.  He'd do all that was necessary to seduce his wife.  He would not think of the brief time he'd had with Valerie or the happiness her love had brought him.  Tonight he had a job to do.

	 

	The party glittered and glowed.  The women were beautiful, the men handsome.  The music supplied by the Pete Dawson band was just loud enough and very danceable.  And dance with Sylvia, John did, every chance he got.  He asked her to dance.  He cut in when she danced with others.  It was apparent to everyone gathered in the Augustus house that John Augustus was in love with his wife, everyone except Sam and Walter.  They sat in the conservatory among Sylvia's prized orchids and talked.

	“Sam?”  Walter's voice was deep and somber.  “Are you paying attention to the trouble this world is in?  I'm afraid it won't be long now before the world will be at war. The United States, also.  Our economy demands it.”

	“Surely, Grandfather, we won't go to war for purely economic reasons!”

	“Oh, they'll make it sound patriotic, but the underlying factor of war is always economic.  And I'm proud to say that Augustus Industries will rise to the challenge. We'll be right there doing our patriotic part.”

	“And making a profit,” the cynicism in Sam's voice rang harsh and bitter.

	“There's nothing wrong with an honest profit.”  Walter nodded.  “We'll make a profit and help the free world survive simultaneously.”

	“The free world may survive, but will John?”  Sam watched the pain cross Walter's weathered face.  “I know what's going on,” Sam continued.  “I know that he's agreed to do whatever is necessary to bring about the merger with Alexander Shipbuilding.  He's willing to deny himself happiness for this family.  How did you manage to talk him into it, Grandfather?”

	Walter stood up and moved away from Sam. Absentmindedly he stroked the leaves on a tall rubber tree.  “John's a good man.  He simply chose to do the right thing.”

	“Right thing,” Sam asked.  “How can you say he's doing the right thing?  Unless my eyes deceive me, he's going to succeed in his pursuit of Sylvia and will soon bring an unwanted child into a loveless marriage.  How can you say he's doing the right thing?”

	Sam's temper rose rapidly, and he strove to contain his fury, knowing if there were a way to reason with Walter, it would never be found in anger.  “What in the world did you say to convince him?  What method of coercion did you use?”

	Walter turned and looked at Sam.  His steel-gray eyes flashed, and for a moment, Sam felt he'd pushed too hard.  

	Walter turned back to the tree.  He reached out and touched the trunk.  He seemed to be using the tree for support.  “I didn't need to threaten him.  I told him the truth about his father and explained his obligations to the Augustus name.  He understands the importance of family loyalty; that in the end, that loyalty is all there is.”

	Sam studied Walter; there was something about the older man, a lack of confidence or perhaps a hint of sadness that he'd never noted before.

	Walter spoke again, and his voice seemed to come from far away as if he spoke only to himself.  “Fifty years ago, I was a lot like John.  Edith and I had been married for almost eight years.  Your father was five and Mary Elizabeth, three.  We had planned to have a large family, but the doctors felt it was best that Edith bear no more children.  She was a good wife, Sam, a good woman.”

	He lowered himself slowly unto a wicker lounge.  The wicker creaked under his weight.  “I would say we had a good marriage.  We didn't talk much, but we respected one another. However, a man needs more than a stable marriage; he needs to give love and to feel loved.”

	“After Mary Elizabeth was born, that part of our marriage ended.   Edith seemed to transfer all her affection to the children.  We owned the dry goods stores then, just those first three stores, but our life was good.  We always had plenty.  My father had seen to that, and the stores were growing and prospering.  On the outside, it looked like a fine life.  Everything a man could want.”  Walter stopped.  His eyes clouded as he stared at a memory.

	Sam stayed silent, knowing his grandfather was ready to tell him the reasons behind John's decisions.

	“I wasn't content,” Walter picked up his story.  “I had all the yearnings of a young man and nowhere to expend them, so I turned to the business.  I devoted all my energy to it. For a while, life was very exciting.  I kept terribly busy.”

	“But work alone doesn't fulfill a young man.  I fell in love.  Who she was is of no consequence to you.  She was a beautiful lady, a warm, loving woman.  She gave me her love and caring without reservation.  It was an experience unlike any I had known with Edith.  Of course, we couldn't marry, but we were content in our love.  When she became pregnant, I was thrilled beyond words.  I wanted nothing more than to share the miracle of a child with my love.” Walter dashed away tears, impatiently, with the back of his knotted hand. “She died when the baby was born.”

	The tears began to flow freely down his weathered cheeks.   “I promised her I'd raise our son, and I did.  I brought him to my home the night of his birth and gave him into Edith's care.  Edith never asked who his mother was or how he came to be in my possession, but I'm sure she knew, not all the details, but she knew.  That child was John's father, Michael.”

	Sam sat in stunned silence.  This was a family secret he'd never heard, never so much as a whisper, from anyone.  His concern for his grandfather's obvious pain was shadowed by his amazement that this stern patriarch could have committed these acts.

	Walter shook his head ruefully, “Shocked, Sam?  It all happened a long time ago, but now that I've started the story, I'd like to tell you the rest.  If I'm not mistaken, you'll need the facts.  Go in and get me a drink, please, and then we'll finish.”

	Sam fetched the drink for Walter and one for himself.  He avoided the other party-goers and returned to the conservatory, where Walter was again in complete control of his emotions.

	Walter began talking at once, “I'm sure you've heard stories about your Uncle Michael.”

	Sam nodded.  “Father talked about him often.”

	“Often, but seldom or never with pleasure, I'm sure.  Those two never got along, and I can take the responsibility for that.  I spoiled Michael unmercifully.  He was my favorite and deny it as much as I did; I always gave him his way and anything he wanted.  That was a mistake, one I've paid for time and time again.  Even while I was spoiling him, I knew I was making a mistake, but I couldn't seem to help myself.  I gave him all the love I'd wanted to give his mother.”

	“When he grew to manhood, he still believed he could always have his own way, that I would protect him from the results of his careless, self-centered ways.  Edith tried to reason with me many times, but when it came to Michael, I refused to see. Instead, I built Augustus Industries for him.

	“For the other two children, too, of course. But it was always Michael that I dreamed of taking into partnership.”

	“He was a handsome man.  Many women were seduced by him, and a woman was his downfall.  I sent him to Europe to oversee an expansion program, and while he was in France, he had an affair with a young girl.  She became pregnant.”  

	Walter stopped and drew in a deep breath.  He closed his eyes for a moment.  Visions of the past clamored for his attention.  Keeping his voice emotionless, he quickly recited the remaining facts.  “When he refused to marry the girl, her brother shot and killed him.  Minette fled to America and to me.  I arranged to allow her to stay.  We gave out the story that Michael had married her secretly and then died in a tragic accident.  Edith knew the truth, of course, but no one else has ever known.”

	Walter fixed Sam in his stern gaze, “I'm telling you now because John will need your help.  I've told him about his father's birth, and he knows the story of the tragic accident, but I haven't told him about his own birth, and I don't intend to.  You're a wise young man, Sam.  There is a streak of kindness in you that is a rare thing in this world.  I know I can count on you to never mention this conversation to anyone.  Minette is a good woman.  She has been a magnificent mother to John, and neither of them should suffer from her youthful mistake.”

	Sam clasped Walter's hand.  “You can rely on me, Grandfather.”

	“I know that, Sam.  We'd best go back to the party before someone sends out a search party.”

	The two men returned to the laughter and festivities.  Walter flirted with the women in his courtly manner, and Sam danced with the wives of his friends and acquaintances, but neither man was fully aware of the party. Instead, they both watched as John courted his wife, Walter approving of every move and Sam with a feeling of deep despair.

	John escorted Sylvia into the dining room and whispered as he filled her plate, “When can we throw these people out? I want to be alone with my wife.”

	“Oh, John,” Sylvia giggled. “Don't be so impatient.  We have all night.”  She leaned against him lightly and caressed his arm.  “It won't be long.  People will begin to leave in an hour or so.”

	John brushed his lips across her hair, “You look very beautiful, Syl.”

	“And you look very handsome, Darling.  If you're done with that plate, I think you should dance with the senior Mrs. Logan.  I've promised this dance to Sam.”

	Sylvia moved onto the dance floor with Sam, and John stood watching silently for a moment.  To the casual observer, he appeared to be enjoying the sight of his wife dancing with his cousin, his best friend.  But sadness darkened his eyes and was not relieved as he turned to Mrs. Logan, smiled the “Augustus Grin,” and asked her to dance. The memory of Valerie swaying in his arms as they danced to the music of Harry James filled his mind.  Could it have been only six weeks ago, he asked himself.  It seemed like forever.

	At last, the band shifted to slow romantic numbers, and the couples began to drift away with shouts of Merry Christmas and gracious thank yous.  Sam and Helen were the last to leave.  Sam clasped John's arms at the door and gave them a squeeze.  “Take care, Cuz,” he said and quickly moved out into the cold night.

	Sylvia closed the door and gave John a quizzical look, “What was that all about?”

	“You know Sam,” John shrugged.  “He always gets sentimental at Christmas.  Come on, love.  Let's go upstairs.”  He extended his hand, and together they climbed the curving stairway.

	Sylvia led him to the room she'd claimed as hers alone, and without hesitation, John followed her inside.

	This room made him nervous.  The lush red silk brocade and richly patterned carpet set a tone that he found oppressive.  Tonight he tried not to notice the surroundings.  He struggled to keep his mind on the job he was about to complete.

	Carefully John drew Sylvia into his arms and pulled the hairpins from her hair.  The golden curls fell about her smooth white shoulders; he brushed them aside and bent to press his lips against the hollow of her throat.  Unbidden, the memory of Val's soft scent rose in his mind.  He forced it away.  Sylvia's arms were around him now, and he knew he must respond.  Slowly, he unfastened her gown and pushed it down her arms.  Sylvia let it drop to the floor.  Gracefully she stepped out of the crumbled velvet.

	Clad only in scanty silk undergarments, she was a beautiful sight, one that would gladden the heart of any man.  John felt no response in his loins.  He groaned.

	Sylvia unbuttoned his shirt and rubbed her palm across the hairs of his chest, “Come, darling.  It's time for bed.”  She kissed him ardently. John returned the kiss, aware of how strange her lips felt beneath his own.  He thought of the joy of kissing Valerie.  He remembered the excitement of her mouth.  The memory stirred deep in his body.  He felt himself respond.  He kissed Sylvia again and again, thinking of Valerie, blotting out the reality of who he held in his arms.  Sylvia's hands roamed over him, stroking, caressing and removing his clothes. Then, still touching him, she moved backwards to the bed and drew him down.  John thrust himself deep into his wife.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The City Chronicle

	July 4, 1937

	Tattletales by Sharon Chatsworth

	 

	Congratulations to John and Sylvia Augustus on the birth of their son.  This new Yankee Doodle Dandy weighed in at 8 pounds 6 ounces this morning at 4:12 AM.  Both mother and child are reported doing well.  He will be christened Michael John in honor of his paternal grandfather, who met with such a tragic young death in Europe.  This reporter wishes the best of luck to the three of you.

	 

	 

	 

	John paced the corridor of Mercy Hospital.  To the nurses, he appeared to be another nervous father, but John was deep in thought.  He alternated between furious all-consuming anger and amazement at his own gullibility.  This time Sylvia had really done it.  Should he confront her with his knowledge?  John wondered.  Surely, she didn't believe he wouldn't guess the truth.

	“You can go in now, Mr. Augustus.”  The starched voice of a nurse interrupted his thoughts.

	John halted in his pacing.  He looked at the door to Sylvia's hospital room.  Damn! he thought.  I don't want to talk to that bitch.  Turning on his heel, he strode rapidly down the hall and, without waiting for the elevator, plunged down the stairs.

	The nurses at the station gazed after him in surprise.  “What's wrong with him?”

	“Who knows?  New fathers are a strange lot.  Better tell his wife she won't be having a visitor after all.  Make it sound like he stepped out to buy flowers or something.”

	John raced down the stairs and across the reception lobby, oblivious to the turned heads and open-mouthed stares of the people he passed.  He crashed open the doors into the warm July morning and almost knocked Sam off his feet.

	“Hey, Cuz.  What's the rush?”  Sam held John's arm.  “Baby here yet?  How's Sylvia?”

	“The baby's here.  Sylvia's fine, I'm sure.”  The sarcasm in John's answer caused Sam to take a good look at him.

	“Wow!  You look like hell.  Helen said you'd need moral support, but I think you need more than that.  Let's get a drink.”  Sam asked no questions.  He guided John to the car and deposited him in the passenger seat.  Climbing behind the wheel, he commented. “I don't suppose you know where to get a drink at six AM?”

	John shook his head mutely.

	 

	Sam drove into the downtown area, watching for an open bar.  From time to time, he glanced at John, aware of the intense emotions chasing across his face, but he stayed quiet, allowing John time to gain control.

	“I don't need a drink,” John finally said.  “I need coffee and breakfast.  It's been quite a night.  Stop up there at “Sarah's Place.”

	Sam pulled into the parking lot, and the two men entered the nearly deserted diner.   They slid into the wooden booth and accepted coffee from the waitress.

	“This place hasn't changed a bit in the last twenty years,”  Sam said, looking at the scarred tables and checked curtains.  “Still serves the best food in the city, too.  I'd rather have breakfast here than in any one of those fancy places with the big prices.”

	“The baby's not mine, Sam.”  John dropped the words quietly without looking up.

	Slowly, Sam set his coffee cup on the table.  He drew in a deep breath.  “Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	They sat in silence, staring into their coffee.  The silence seemed to stretch forever.

	“Absolutely sure?”

	“Absolutely,” John answered.  “The baby weighed in at eight pounds six ounces.  Even I know that a seven and a half month baby isn't likely to be that big.”

	“Maybe not likely, but isn't it possible?”

	“Sam, stop looking for an excuse.  Sylvia and I went to bed together exactly three times before telling me she was pregnant.  Before that, we hadn't even slept in the same room for months.  I should have known she was up to something.  Sylvia has never forgiven anyone for anything in her entire life, but she always knows exactly how to use people.”

	 John drained his cup and paused while the waitress refilled it.  “I hate to admit that I was stupid enough to believe that her attitude toward life with me could change so radically in the space of a day.  Damn it, Sam, I could kill that bitch.”  He slammed his cup on the table.  The waitress looked in their direction.

	“John,”  Sam cautioned, keeping his voice calm, almost a monotone, as he avoided looking at John and fiddled with the silverware, “your intentions weren't exactly honorable, either.”

	“I haven't seen Val since last November.  I haven't even talked to her, though God knows I wanted to a million times. I've played this thing as straight as an arrow.”

	“I know that.  I meant your reasons for the reconciliation weren't love and happily-ever-after.”

	“Maybe not, but I honestly have tried during the last seven months.”

	Sam looked at his cousin.  Torment had left deep lines etched beside his mouth.  His blue eyes were dull and glazed with unhappiness.  His boyish warmth was stilled.  “When was the last time you laughed, John?”

	“Laughed?”  John was puzzled.  “What have I had to laugh about?”

	“I didn't mean that literally.  I just wondered if anything in your life is giving you happiness these days?  You've changed.”

	“Of course, I've changed.  Everything's changed.”  John ran his hand through his hair and rubbed his eyes.  “I'm tired, Sam.  Tired of this whole silly charade, tired of being an almighty Augustus, but mostly I'm tired of living with that woman.”

	“Now, wait just a minute.  You've had a long night filled with a lot of emotion and a mighty rough surprise.  Don't make any rash decisions.”

	“Heavens, no,” John sneered.  “I mustn't make rash decisions.  I must, at all costs, consider the Augustus name.  Hell, Sam.  I'm married to a whore, and now I'm saddled with God knows whose little bastard, and if I don't give it my father's name and raise it as an Augustus, the world will think I'm the bad guy.  Where's the sense in this?”

	“I don't suppose there is much sense to it.  Not any more sense than there was in your agreeing to a reconciliation in order to force the merger Grandfather wanted.”

	“Damn, Grandfather.  And damn the merger.”

	The waitress chose that moment to bring their breakfast.  They ate the simple, hot food in silence and signaled for more coffee.

	“You're right, Sam.  I made my bed, and I'd best lie in it.  I must have heard Grandma say those words a million times to my mother, but this is the first time they've held such meaning for me.  I did agree to this thing, and I'll carry it through.  But I'll be damned if I'll let Sylvia think she's gotten away with making a cuckold of me.”  He crumpled his napkin and tossed it on the table.  “Let's get to the office.”

	“Aren't you going back to the hospital?”

	“No.  Sylvia will just have to play queen without her prince consort today.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	The City Chronicle

	September 15, 1937

	Tattletales by Sharon Chatsworth

	 

	Sound the trumpet.  Beat the drums.  Today a new and awesome dynasty of wealth has been achieved.  To the surprise of almost no one, a merger between Alexander Shipbuilding and Augustus Industries was revealed today.   The families merged several years ago when John Augustus married Sylvia Alexander.  The recent birth of their son Michael seems to have been the binding factor for the business merger.

	 

	 

	 

	John stood at one side of the drawing-room and watched his guests.  The entire city had turned out to pay homage to his son.  Not my son, John thought, Sylvia's son.

	During the christening ceremony, he'd almost blurted out the truth.  When the Reverend Smithson asked, “What name do you give this child?”  John flinched and bit his tongue to avoid saying, “Any name but mine.”  The pause had been much too long, and Sylvia glared at him furiously.  Not that John cared.  Sylvia's opinion was of no interest to him.

	He wondered if anyone else had noticed.  Sam knew, and perhaps Walter had guessed, but the rest of the world accepted young Michael as an Augustus.  I'd better learn to accept him, too, John mused.  Either accept him or get out.

	“What in the world are you brooding about, John?”

	The rich southern voice of his father-in-law jerked John's mind back to the christening party.  “Oh, just thinking, Alex.”

	“You certainly aren't very cheerful.  Is there something troubling you?”  Alex's genuine liking for John sounded in his voice.  “This should be a proud day for you. You have a fine son, and the merger of our companies is a significant occurrence.”

	“The merger is exciting, Alex.”  John plucked a glass of champagne from a waiter's tray and raised it toward Alex. “To AmCO.”

	Alex tilted his glass in reply.  “I like that name. Amalgamated Manufacturing.  It has a strong enduring sound.” He drank deeply and raised his glass again.  “To your son.”

	“To your grandson,” John replied and sipped his champagne.

	The choice of words surprised Alex, and a shudder of foreboding ran up his spine.  But John grinned, and the feeling was lost in the general noise of the party.

	“I'd better circulate,” John said.  “We'll have plenty of time to talk this evening.”

	John moved away and spoke to each of his guests. He performed his duties as the genial host, accepting congratulations both for the merger and on the birth of the child.  At last, he found himself next to Sam. 

	“Hell,” John said, leaning wearily against the finely carved paneling.  “I never dreamed this would be so hard.”

	“What?”  Sam asked.

	“This charade, the constant pretending that I'm happy, thrilled, and content.  That everything is just fine and dandy.”  He clenched his fist and pounded it lightly into the palm of his other hand.  “I don't think I can keep this up, Sam.  I really don't think I can.”

	“Is Sylvia giving you a bad time?”

	“No. Not a bad time.  We've had it out, and she's quite content to remain my wife in name only.  In fact, I'm sure she prefers it this way.”  John fell silent, and Sam stood waiting for him to go on.  “It's the fact that I hate her.  And as if that isn't enough, I hate the baby.”

	“The baby?”  Sam frowned.  “The baby isn't responsible for being born.”

	“I know that.  I know it logically, but emotionally, that's a whole different game.”  John rubbed his hand across his eyes.  “When I look at that child, my stomach turns.  I want to know who his father is.  I don't want him to have my name.  I can't bring myself to touch him.  I refuse to call him my son.”

	“John...”  Sam started.

	“It can't go on this way,” John interrupted.  “I can't live like this, and I know it isn't fair to subject the child to my hate.  So, I'm going to ask Grandfather to let me go to Europe.”

	“Now?” Sam raised his eyebrows.

	“Yes, now, the sooner, the better.”  John pushed himself away from the wall and straightened his shoulders.  “We'll need someone in Europe to smooth the merger between the foreign offices, and it'll allow enough time to pass so that Sylvia and I can decently separate and divorce.”

	“I see your point, Cuz.”  Sam smiled sadly.  “Okay.  If that's what you honestly think is best, I'll throw any influence I have in your direction.”

	“Thanks, Sam.”  John clasped his arm.  “I knew I could count on your support.”

	As John moved through his guests, he found himself weighing conversations, analyzing every word to discover if each person knew or suspected about Sylvia's son.  I'm jealous, he realized, surprised by the emotion.  I don't love her, and I haven't for a long time, but I'm jealous.

	“You okay, John?”  Alex was at his side again.

	“I'm fine,” John answered.  “I was just thinking that I'd like our guests to leave.”

	“Walter's already decided the party should end.  He went into the library a few minutes ago and suggested that you, Sam and I join him there as soon as we can.”  Alex looked over the group, still chatting and laughing.  “I'll give Sylvia the word, and we'll clear them out.”

	“What word is that?  I've never known Syl to leave a party early.”

	“I'll tell her I want the party to end, and she should plead fatigue and go upstairs.  After all, she is a new mother.”

	John stood amazed as he watched Alex stride across the room and bend solicitously over Sylvia.

	Sylvia rose and turned toward the gathered guests.

	“I hate to be tiresome,” she said with a pretty little smile, “but I'm a bit tired, and I'd like to lie down.  Thank you all for coming this afternoon.”

	Immediately, there was a flurry of goodbyes. Within minutes, the house was empty of guests.  John was dumbfounded.  He turned to Sylvia, a caustic remark on the tip of his tongue.  But the picture she made in her soft blue jersey gown, holding the baby tenderly in her arms, lifted his disgust at her submissive behavior, and he made no comment.  He thought I don't suppose she's having an easy time with this charade either.

	“Well now, that's done,” Alex boomed.  “Let's move into the library and get down to business.”

	John and Sam started to the door with Alex, and Sylvia handed the baby to the nursemaid.  “I'll be right in, Father,” she said.  “I just want to freshen up a bit.”

	“There's no need, Sylvia.  Why don't you go up and rest until dinner,” Alex smiled at his daughter.

	“But, Father,” she protested.  “I'm interested in the merger.  I want to know what changes are being made.”

	“Sylvia, a woman's place is not at a business conference.”  Alex frowned.  “Don't worry; your husband will tell you everything you need to know later.”  He patted her arm lightly.  “Run along now; we've got work to do.”

	Sylvia turned to John, but something in his stance told her he wouldn't help in an appeal.  With anger strengthening her spine, she spun around and swept out of the room and up the stairway. Alex chuckled, “She looks just like her mother when she gets her dander up.”

	John murmured to Sam, “Did you see that?”

	“I saw it, but I'm not sure I believe it.”  He laughed. “Wish I had that kind of control with Helen or even with my children.”

	They entered the library, and Walter looked up from the ledger open on his desk.  He waved them toward chairs.  “Did you clear them out?”

	“Everyone's gone, Grandfather.”  Sam was unable to suppress the laughter in his throat, “Even Sylvia and the baby.”

	“Where'd Sylvia go?”

	“I sent her to rest.  A woman doesn't need to know the inner workings of a business,” Alex replied serenely.

	“Alex, your southern attitudes amaze me.”  Walter chuckled.  “Do you mean to tell me that Sylvia didn't even put up an argument over being barred from our talk?”

	“Not even a murmur, Grandfather.”  Sam was still grinning.  “She was as demure as a doe.”

	“Don't let her acquiescence fool you,” Alex defended his daughter.  “She's a strong-minded young woman, and when she gives in to my wishes that easily, I know there's something on her mind.  She's got a real interest in this merger, and I doubt she'll be willing to be left out of our discussion.  I was simply buying time so that I could discuss a more private matter.”

	“What's that?”  Sam was intrigued.

	“I think, as Walter does, that the free world will be at war before many more months have passed.”  Alex turned to Walter, who nodded his agreement.  “Walter has the two of you as his major heirs.  I have Sylvia.  Ordinarily, I would feel no concern.  But with the world poised on the brink of trouble, I want to know that Sylvia and her child are fully protected, no matter what may befall her marriage, husband, or me.”

	“Alex,” Walter's surprise stressed his voice.  “You know how I feel about Sylvia.  When she married John, she became a part of our family.”

	“I know that's how you feel now.  And I know you would always be fair.  But you and I are old men, Walter.  Today's world is very different from our familiar, safe one.  When divorce,” John glanced up startled, but Alex continued without glancing his way,  “breaks up a family.  Strange events may take place.  I want my little girl and her child safe and well cared for.  I like you, John.”   He looked directly into John's wary eyes.  “I don't want to hurt you, but I feel it is essential that we speak frankly.”

	John exchanged a look with Sam, afraid of what was coming.  “Of course, Alex,” he said. “Say whatever's on your mind.”

	“Sylvia is a headstrong woman. Unfortunately, she lacks patience and understanding.”  Alex waved away Walter's protest.  “After her mother left us, I spoiled her shamefully.  And I'm afraid, John, that you are the one who will suffer for my folly.  She has no sense of loyalty.  I know that, and I accept it.  After all, I taught her to be self-centered.  But in a marriage,” he shrugged. “Perhaps you've already had a taste of what I'm talking about.”

	“Alex,” John said, “I'm confused.  What are you trying to say?”

	“Simply, John, that I doubt that Sylvia will remain true to her marriage vows if the two of you are separated for any period of time.”

	John and Sam exchanged amazed glances.  Walter looked shocked.  “How can you say such a thing about your own daughter?” he managed to ask.

	“I can say it because I'm a realist.  I love Sylvia more than life itself, but I know her faults.  If John goes to war, or if he causes her disappointment, she'll rebel,” Alex answered sadly.  “She's just too much like her mother to do otherwise.”

	John felt he had to say something to defend his marriage, but his mind was boggled with the insight of Alex's words.  It was as if Alex had been a party to the events of the last eighteen months.

	Watching John, Sam came to his rescue.  “What do you have in mind, Alex?” he asked.

	“I want you to rewrite my will, Sam.”

	“Shouldn't this be a private matter between the two of us?”

	“Perhaps, but I want both Walter and John to be aware of certain provisions.  I want Sylvia's inheritance to consist of my one-half of the AmCO stock.  And I want the inheritance to be contingent on her remaining married to John.”

	“Alex, you can't do that.  It's not fair to Sylvia,” Sam protested, glancing at John.

	“Fair or not, I want it done,” Alex said firmly.  “If she should decide on a divorce, she will not inherit. I want no money from AmCO to go to Sylvia, or to her support, unless she and John stay married until Michael and any other children they may have reach majority.”

	No one spoke.  Silently, the Augustus men looked at each other and then shifted their gaze to inanimate objects, embarrassed by such an edict.  John felt the shackles that bound him to Sylvia grow tighter, and for a moment, he was afraid to allow himself even to consider the meaning of Alex's words.

	Finally, Walter rose from his chair and paced slowly back and forth.  “Are you sure, Alex?  Have you considered this carefully?”

	“Walter, I know in my heart that I'm doing the right thing.  Sylvia needs a steadying influence, and I know that money is the strongest, most constant influence available.”

	“Sam,” he continued, “We can work out the details tomorrow, but I want this taken care of immediately.”

	“Alex, I'm not sure...” Sam started when a light knock sounded at the door.

	“Yes?” Walter questioned.

	The door swung inward, and Sylvia swept into the room. Her face glowed as she smiled her brightest, most appealing smile.  “Michael's tucked in for the night, and I've freshened up.  Now I want to hear the plans you're making for our exciting new company.”

	“Ring for some coffee, daughter, and we'll let you stay.”  Alex patted a place next to him on the sofa, “as I was saying, gentlemen.”  He turned back and pretended to resume a conversation.  “With the world in the mess it's in, and with the changes that are taking place, I think we're in for some very exciting times.  I'd like to see AmCO grow and change as quickly as possible.”

	Sam, the first to recover, picked up the thread.  “I've done the research and completed the survey we talked about. The results are as you predicted, Walter.  Of the twenty thousand passengers crossing the Atlantic yearly, we calculate that at least one-fifth would go by air if such a service were available.”

	“It sounds as if the development of a transatlantic air service will make more sense than building another grand ocean liner,” John said, excitement brightening his eyes.

	“We'll have to contend with the British, you know,” Alex cautioned.

	“They're usually a reasonable lot,” Walter interjected. “They're as interested in a pound as we are in a dollar.  If we approach them correctly, I'm sure we can reach an agreement.”

	“AmCO will need a representative in Europe both for this and to smooth the legalities of our foreign offices merging.”  Alex spoke thoughtfully, “I've considered each of my top men here in the states and abroad and, frankly, I'm not entirely satisfied that anyone is right for the job.  Do you have anyone from Augustus Industries in mind?”

	John's heart began to beat faster, and he counseled himself to be patient, not to oversell his own candidacy.

	“I think whoever goes should be a major stockholder. That would show the most strength.”  Walter spoke slowly, choosing each word carefully as he thought aloud.  “It needs to be one
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