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Chapter 1

Houston, 1979

DIANA, ARE YOU STILL AWAKE? I’d like to talk to you.”

Diana stopped in the act of turning off the lamp beside her bed and leaned back against the pillows. “Okay,” she called.

“How’s the jet lag, honey?” her father asked as he walked toward her bed. “Are you exhausted?” At forty-three, Robert Foster was a tall, broad-shouldered Houston oilman with prematurely gray hair who normally exuded self-assurance, but not tonight. Tonight, he looked distinctly uneasy, and Diana knew why. Although she was only fourteen, she wasn’t silly enough to think he’d come there to talk about whether she had jet lag. He wanted to talk to her about her new stepmother and stepsister, whom she’d met for the first time this afternoon when she arrived home from a vacation in Europe with school friends. “I’m okay,” she said.

“Diana—” he began; then he hesitated, sat down on the bed beside her, and took her hand in his. After a moment, he began again. “I know how strange it must have seemed to you to come home today and find out I’d remarried. Please believe that I would never have married Mary without giving you a chance to get to know each other if I hadn’t been positive, absolutely positive, that the two of you will learn to love each other. You do like her, don’t you?” he asked anxiously, searching her face. “You said you did—”

Diana nodded, but she didn’t understand why he’d married someone he hardly knew and she’d never met until today. During the years since her mother died, he’d dated some really beautiful and very nice Houston women, but before things got too serious, he’d always introduced them to Diana and insisted the three of them spend time together. Now he’d actually married someone, but it was a lady she’d never set eyes on before. “Mary seems really nice,” she said after a moment. “I just don’t understand why you were in such a hurry.”

He looked sheepish, but his answer was unquestionably heartfelt. “There will be a few times in your life when all your instincts will tell you to do something, something that defies logic, upsets your plans, and may even seem crazy to others. When that happens, you do it. Listen to your instincts and ignore everything else. Ignore logic, ignore the odds, ignore the complications, and just go for it.”

“And that’s what you did?”

He nodded. “I knew within hours of meeting Mary that she was just what I wanted for myself, and for you, and I knew when I met Corey that the four of us were going to be an exceptionally happy family. However, all my instincts warned me that if I gave Mary more than a little time to decide, she’d start thinking about all the obstacles and agonizing over them, and that in the end she’d turn me down.”

Loyalty and common sense made that possibility seem entirely unlikely to Diana. Previous women had gone to absurd lengths to attract and hold her father’s interest. “It seems to me that practically every woman you’ve taken out has wanted you.”

“No, honey, most of them wanted what I could give them in the form of financial security and social acceptance. Only a few have truly wanted me.”

“But are you sure that Mary truly wanted you?” Diana asked, thinking of his statement that Mary would have turned him down.

Her father grinned, his eyes warming with affection. “I’m completely sure she did, and she does.”

“Then why would she have turned you down?”

His smile widened. “Because she’s the opposite of mercenary and status conscious. Mary is very intelligent, but she and Corey have led a simple life in a tiny little town where no one is wealthy, not by Houston standards. She fell in love with me as quickly and deeply as I fell in love with her, and she agreed to marry me within a week, but when she realized what sort of life we live here, she started trying to back out.

“She was worried that Corey and she wouldn’t fit in, that they’d make some sort of inexcusable social blunder and embarrass us. The longer she thought about it, the more convinced she became that she’d fail us.”

He reached out and gently smoothed a lock of shining chestnut hair from Diana’s cheek. “Just imagine—Mary was willing to toss away all the material things I can give her, all the things everyone else was so anxious to grab, because she didn’t want to fail me as a wife or you as a mother. Those are the things that are important to her.”

Diana had liked her new stepmother well enough when she met her today, but the tenderness in her father’s eyes and the love in his voice when he talked of Mary carried an enormous amount of additional weight with Diana. “I like her a lot,” she confessed.

A smile of relief dawned across his face. “I knew you would. She likes you, too. She said you’re very sweet and very poised. She said you’d have had every right to get hysterical this afternoon when you walked in the front door and met a stepmother you’d never heard about before. And wait till you meet your new grandparents,” he added enthusiastically.

“Corey said they’re really neat,” Diana replied, thinking back over all the information her thirteen-year-old stepsister had provided during their first day together.

“They are. They’re good, honest, hardworking people who laugh a lot and love each other a lot. Corey’s grandfather is an excellent gardener, an amateur inventor, and a skillful carpenter. Her grandmother is very artistic and very talented at handcrafts. Now,” he said, looking a little tense again, “tell me what you think about Corey.”

Diana was quiet for a moment, trying to put her feelings about her new stepsister into words; then she leaned forward, wrapped her arms around her knees, and smiled. “Well, she’s different from the other girls I know. She’s  . . . friendly and honest, and she says what’s on her mind. She hasn’t been anywhere but Texas, and she doesn’t try to act cool and sophisticated, but she’s done lots of things I never have. Oh, and she thinks you’re practically a king,” Diana added with a grin.

“What a clever, discerning young lady!”

“Her own father ran out on her mom and her when Corey was just a baby,” Diana said, sobered by the thought of such an unspeakable act by a parent.

“His stupidity and irresponsibility are my good luck, and I intend to make certain Mary and Corey feel lucky, too. Want to help me pull that off?” he asked, standing up and smiling at her.

Diana nodded. “You bet,” she said.

“Just remember, Corey hasn’t had a lot of the advantages you’ve had, so take it slow and teach her the ropes.”

“Okay, I will.”

“That’s my girl.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “You and Mary are going to be wonderful friends.”

He started away, but Diana’s quiet announcement made him turn back and stop. “Corey would like to call you Dad.”

“I didn’t know that,” Robert Foster said, his voice turning gruff with emotion. “Mary and I hoped she might want to someday, but I thought it might take a long, long time before she came around to that.” He studied Diana for a long moment, and then hesitantly asked, “How do you feel—about Corey calling me Dad—I mean?”

Diana grinned. “It was my idea.”

*  *  *

Across the hall, Mary Britton Foster was seated on her thirteen-year-old daughter’s bed and running out of small talk. “So you had a nice time with Diana today?” she asked Corey for the third time.

“Yep.”

“And you enjoyed going over to the Hayward children’s house and riding their horses when Diana took you there this afternoon?”

“Mom, we’re all teenagers; you aren’t supposed to call us children.”

“Sorry,” Mary said, idly rubbing Corey’s leg beneath the blankets.

“And it wasn’t what you’d call a house; it’s so big, it’s practically a motel!”

“That big?” Mary teased.

Corey nodded. “It’s about the size of our house.”

The fact that she’d referred to Diana and Robert’s house as “our house” was very revealing and immensely reassuring to Mary. “And do the Haywards have a barn at their house?”

“They call it a stable, but it’s the same as a barn, only it looks like a beautiful stone house from the outside, and it’s as clean as one on the inside. They even have a guy who lives down at the stable and looks after the horses. They call him a groom, and his name is Cole, and the girls think he’s a complete hunk. He’s just gotten out of college at—I forget where—but I think he said it’s here in Houston.”

“Imagine that,” Mary said, shaking her head in amazement. “Now it takes a college degree just to get a job looking after horses in a barn—er—stable.”

Corey suppressed a laugh. “No, I meant he’s just finished the semester, and pretty soon he starts another one. The horses are just awesome!” Corey added, switching to the topic of primary interest to her. “I get to ride again at Barb Hayward’s birthday party next week. Barb invited me, but I think Diana asked her to do it. I met a bunch of Barb and Diana’s friends today. I didn’t think they liked me very much, but Diana said I was just imagining it.”

“I see. And what do you think of Diana?”

“Diana’s  . . .” Corey hesitated, thinking. “Diana’s cool. She told me she’s always wanted a sister, and maybe that’s why she’s being so nice to me. She’s not a snob at all. She even told me I could borrow any of her clothes that I want.”

“That’s very nice of her.”

Corey nodded. “And when I told her I liked the way she wears her hair, she said we could practice different styles on each other.”

“And  . . . um  . . . did she say anything about anyone else?”

“Like who?” Corey asked with sham confusion.

“Like me, and you know it.”

“Let me think. Oh, yeah, I remember now! She said you looked mean and sneaky, and she said you’ll probably make her stay home and scrub floors while I get to go to balls and dance with princes. I told her she was probably right, but that I’d ask you to let her wear the glass slipper as long as she didn’t leave the house.”

“Corey!—”

Laughing, Corey leaned forward and hugged her mother as she finally told the truth. “Diana said you seemed very nice and she likes you. She asked if you were strict, and I said you were sometimes, but then you feel guilty and bake up batches of cookies to make up for it.”

“Did she really say she likes me?”

Sobering, Corey nodded emphatically. “Diana’s mother died when she was only five. I can’t imagine what life would be like if I didn’t have you, Mom—”

Mary hugged her daughter close and laid her cheek on Corey’s blond hair. “Diana hasn’t had a lot of the advantages you have. Try to remember that. Having lots of clothes to wear and a big bedroom isn’t the same as having Grandpa and Grandma to love you and teach you all the things you learned when we lived with them.”

Corey’s smile faded a little. “I’m going to miss them something terrible.”

“Me, too.”

“I told Diana about them, and she was really interested. Could I take her to Long Valley sometime soon so she can meet them?”

“Yes, of course. Or maybe we could ask Robert to let them come for a visit.”

Mary stood up and started to leave, but Corey’s hesitant voice stopped her. “Mom, Diana said I could call Robert, Dad. Do you think he’d mind?”

“I think he’d love it!” She looked a little sad then and added, “Maybe someday Diana might want to call me Mom.”

“Tomorrow,” Corey said with a knowing smile.

“Tomorrow, what?”

“She’s going to call you Mom, starting tomorrow.”

“Oh, Corey, isn’t she wonderful?” Mary said, her eyes filling with tears.

Corey rolled her eyes, but she didn’t deny it. “It was my idea that she call you Mom. All she did was say she wanted to do it.”

“You’re wonderful, too,” Mrs. Foster said with a laugh as she kissed her daughter. She turned out the light and closed the door when she left. Corey lay there, thinking about the conversation and wondering if Diana was asleep. After several moments, she scrambled out of bed and pulled on an old plaid flannel robe over her nightshirt emblazoned with “SAVE THE TURTLES” across the front.

The hallway was dark as pitch as she groped her way across the hall toward the door of Diana’s room. Her fingertips finally encountered the doorframe, and she raised her hand to knock just as the door flew open, startling a muffled squeal from her. “I was just coming over to see if you were awake,” Diana whispered, backing up and beckoning Corey into her room.

“Did your dad have a talk with you tonight?” Corey asked, perching on the edge of Diana’s bed and admiring the cream lace ruffles at the throat and wrists of Diana’s high-waisted, pale rose robe and the delicate lace trim on her matching quilted slippers.

Diana nodded and sat down beside her. “Yes. Did your mom have one with you?”

“Yep.”

“I think they were afraid we weren’t going to like each other.”

Corey bit her bottom lip and then blurted, “Did you happen to ask your dad about me calling him Dad?”

“I did, and he loved the idea,” Diana said, keeping her voice low so that this cozy pajama party for two wouldn’t be ended by parental decree.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. In fact, he got all choked up.” Diana looked down at her lap and drew a long breath, then lifted her eyes to Corey’s. “Did you mention to your mom about me calling her Mom?”

“Yes.”

“Did she say anything?”

“She said you’re wonderful,” Corey replied, rolling her eyes in feigned disagreement.

“Did she say anything else?”

“She couldn’t,” Corey replied. “She was crying.”

The two girls eyed one another in smiling silence, then, as if by mutual agreement, flopped onto their backs. “I think,” Diana said after a moment’s contemplation, “this could turn out to be really, really cool!”

Corey nodded with absolute conviction. “Totally cool,” she proclaimed.

Yet later that night, as she lay in her own bed, Corey found it hard to believe that things had turned out so well with Diana.

Earlier that day, she would never have believed it was possible. When Diana’s father had married Corey’s mother after a two-week courtship and brought his new wife and daughter to his Houston home, Corey had dreaded meeting her stepsister. Based on what little she’d already discovered about Diana, Corey figured they were so different they were probably going to hate each other. Besides being born rich and growing up in this huge mansion, Diana was a year older than Corey and a straight-A student; and when Corey took a peek into Diana’s feminine bedroom, everything was so neat it gave her the creeps. Based on what she’d heard and seen, she felt sure that Diana was going to be disgustingly perfect and a complete snob. She was even more sure Diana was going to think Corey was a dumb hick and a slob.

Her first glimpse of Diana when she walked into the foyer this morning had confirmed Corey’s worst fears. Diana was petite, with a narrow waist, slim hips, and real breasts, which made Corey feel like a deformed, flat-chested giant by contrast. Diana was dressed like a model from Seventeen. magazine, in a short tan skirt, cream-colored tights, and a tan-and-blue plaid vest topped off by a jaunty tan blazer with an emblem on the front. Corey was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.

And yet, despite Corey’s absolute conviction that Diana would be a conceited snob, Diana had been the one who broke the ice. It was Diana who had admired Corey’s hand-painted sweatshirt with the horse on the front, and Diana who’d first admitted that she’d always wanted a sister. Later that afternoon, Diana had taken Corey over to the Haywards’ house so Corey could take pictures of the Haywards’ horses with the new camera Diana’s father had given her.

Diana didn’t seem to resent the fancy camera her father had bought for Corey or hate the idea of sharing him with Corey. And if she thought Corey was a dumb hick, she definitely hadn’t shown it. Next week, Diana was taking her to Barb Hayward’s birthday party, where everyone was going to ride horses. Diana said her friends would become Corey’s friends, too, and Corey hoped she was right.

That last part didn’t matter nearly as much as having a sister so close to her own age to spend time with and talk to—and Corey wouldn’t be doing all the taking either—she had some things to give Diana. For one thing, Diana had led an awfully sheltered life, in Corey’s opinion. Earlier that day, she’d admitted she’d never climbed a really big tree, never eaten berries right off the vine, and never skipped rocks across a pond.

Closing her eyes, Corey sighed with relief.


Chapter 2

COLE HARRISON LOOKED OVER HIS shoulder at Diana Foster, who was hovering in the open doorway of the stable, her hands clasped behind her back, watching her new stepsister in the riding ring with the other girls who were attending Barbara Hayward’s birthday party. He picked up a brush and a currycomb and stopped on his way into one of the stalls. “Would you like me to saddle a horse for you?” he asked.

“No, thank you,” she replied, and her soft voice was so very polite and adult that Cole bit back a smile.

He’d been working as a groom at the Hayward estate for the last two years while he went to college, and during that time, he’d seen and heard enough to form some strong impressions about the teenage daughters of Houston’s ultra-rich. Among those observations was that the thirteen- and fourteen-year-old girls who hung around with Barbara Hayward were all crazy about boys and crazy about horses, and they were desperately eager to perfect their skills with both. In addition to their obsession with boys, they were totally obsessed with their looks, their clothes, and their status with their peers. Their personalities ranged from giddy to sulky, and although they could be charming, they were also demanding, conceited, and catty.

Some of the girls were already raiding their parents’ liquor cabinets, most of them wore too much makeup, and all of them tried to flirt with him. Last year, their efforts had been amusingly clumsy and easy to deflect, but they were becoming bolder as they grew older. As a result, he was beginning to feel like a sex object for a bunch of single-minded, precocious adolescent girls.

That wouldn’t have been nearly as exasperating if they’d restricted themselves to blushing and giggling, but lately they’d progressed to come-hither looks and languishing stares. A month ago, one of Barbara’s friends had taken the lead in the “chase” by boldly asking Cole’s opinion on French kissing. Haley Vincennes, who was the unchallenged head of the clique, instantly reclaimed her position as lead by informing Cole that she thought he had “a great butt.”

Until a week ago, when Diana Foster brought her new stepsister down to the stable to introduce her to Barbara, Cole had rarely seen Diana, but the petite brunette had always struck him as a refreshing exception. Everything about her was appealing and wholesome, and yet he sensed there were depths to her that the other girls lacked. She had hair the color of dark copper and a pair of startlingly large, long-lashed eyes—clear, luminous, mesmerizing green eyes that regarded him, and the rest of her world, with genuine interest. They were expressive eyes, bright with lively intelligence, glowing with wit, and yet filled with a sweetness that never failed to make Cole feel like smiling at her.

When he’d finished brushing the mare, Cole patted her flank and left the stall, closing the heavy oak door behind him. As he turned to put the currycomb and brush on a shelf, he was surprised to see that Diana hadn’t left. She was still standing in the doorway, her hands clasped tightly behind her back, her expression anxious as she observed the noisy activities in the riding ring and the practice area outside it.

She was looking so intently at whatever she was watching that Cole leaned to the left to get a better angle of the riding ring. At first, all he noticed was twenty girls who were laughing and shouting as they watched each other trotting in figure eights or jumping low hurdles. Then he noticed that Corey, Diana’s new stepsister, was completely alone at the far side of the corral. Corey shouted a compliment to Haley Vincennes as she rode past with three other girls, but Haley stared right through Corey as if a compliment from her was completely meaningless, then said something to the other girls that made them look at Corey and laugh. Corey’s shoulders drooped; she turned her horse and trotted out of the ring as if she’d been verbally ejected instead of silently shunned.

Diana’s hands tightened convulsively behind her back, and Cole saw her bite down hard on her lower lip, reminding him of a distressed mother bird who knows her chick isn’t doing well outside the nest. He was both surprised and impressed by Diana’s obvious dismay over her new stepsister’s plight, but he also knew her hope of seeing Corey accepted was probably futile.

He’d been present last week when she first brought Corey down to the stables and introduced her to Barbara and several of the other girls who’d come to the stable to see a new foal. He had witnessed the stunned silence that followed Diana’s introduction, and he’d seen the expressions of hostile superiority as the young debutantes-to-be discovered Corey’s background and judged her an inferior.

That day, Diana had seemed to take for smiling granted that Corey would be made welcome by her wealthy friends. In Cole’s opinion, she was in for some sharp and lasting disappointments, and based on Diana’s worried frown now, she was arriving at the same conclusion.

Touched by the intensity of the emotions playing across her expressive face, Cole tried to distract her. “Corey’s a pretty decent rider. I don’t think you have to watch her that closely or worry about her.”

She turned partway around and gave him a reassuring smile. “I wasn’t worrying just then; I was thinking. Sometimes I frown when I think.”

“Oh,” Cole said, trying to protect her dignity by pretending he believed her. “A lot of people do that.” He thought for something else to say. “What about you, do you like horses?”

“Very much,” she said in her strangely adult and oddly endearing way. With her hands still clasped behind her back, she turned fully toward him, obviously willing to continue the conversation. “I brought them a bag of apples,” she added, nodding toward a large brown sack just inside the door.

Since she apparently preferred to feed them, not ride them, Cole leapt to the obvious conclusion. “Do you know how to ride?”

She surprised him again by nodding. “Yes.”

“Let me see if I have this straight,” he joked. “When you come here, you don’t ride, even when all your friends are riding, right?”

“Right.”

“And you do know how to ride, and you do like horses very much. Right?”

“Right.”

“In fact, you like horses so much that you bring apples for them, right?”

“Right again.”

He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and studied her curiously. “I don’t understand,” he admitted.

“I like them much better when I’m on the ground.”

There was embarrassed laughter in her voice, and it was so contagious that Cole grinned. “Don’t tell me—let me guess. You were thrown and got hurt, is that it?”

“You got it,” she admitted. “I rushed a fence and got a broken wrist.”

“The only way to get over your fear is to get right back on,” Cole lectured.

“I did that,” she assured him gravely, but with a twinkle in her green eyes.

“And?”

“And I got a concussion.”

Cole’s stomach growled, and his thoughts shifted to apples. He lived on a tight budget, and he seemed to have an appetite that was never satisfied. “I’d better put that bag of apples away before it gets stepped on or someone trips over it,” he said. Harrison picked up the bag and started toward the rear of the stable, fully intending to share in the horses’ bounty. As he passed one of the stalls near the end of the long aisle, an ancient named Buckshot put his head out over the door, his eyes hopeful and inquisitive, his soft nose aimed at the bag in Cole’s arm.

“You can’t walk and you can’t see, but there’s nothing wrong with your sense of smell,” Cole told the horse as he dug an apple out of the bag and gave it to him. “Just don’t go telling your stablemates about these apples. Some of them are mine.”


Chapter 3

COLE WAS PUTTING FRESH HAY into the empty stalls when several of the girls who’d been riding marched into the stable. “Diana, we need to talk to you about Corey,” Haley Vincennes announced. Cole looked up from his chore, took one look at the group, and knew that the all-girl jury was about to deliver their verdict. And it wasn’t going to be a good one.

Diana obviously sensed it, too, and tried to head them off, her voice sweet and persuasive. “I know you’ll all like Corey when you get to know her, and then we’ll all be good friends.”

“That just can’t happen,” Haley decreed with haughty finality. “None of us have anything in common with somebody from a hick town we’ve never even heard of. I mean, did you see that sweatshirt she was wearing last week when you brought her over here? She said her grandmother painted that horse’s head on it for her.”

“I liked it,” Diana said stubbornly. “Corey’s grandmother is an artist!”

“Artists paint on canvases not sweatshirts, and you know it. And I will bet you a month’s allowance those jeans she’s wearing today came from Sears!”

A chorus of murmured laughter from the other girls was proof they agreed; then Barb Hayward finally added her vote to the majority opinion, but she looked a little timid as she decreed poor Corey’s fate: “I don’t see how she can be our friend, or yours either, Diana.”

Cole winced with empathy for Corey and with sympathy for poor little Diana, who he was certain would buckle under the intense peer pressure, but poor little Diana didn’t give an inch, even though her voice never lost its softness. “I’m really sorry you all feel that way,” she said sincerely, directing her words to Haley, who Cole already knew was the leader in this and the nastiest of the dissenters. “I guess I never realized you’d be afraid of the competition if you gave her a chance.”

“What competition?” Barb Hayward asked, looking baffled but concerned.

“Competition with boys. I mean, Corey is very pretty, and she’s lots of fun, so naturally the boys are going to be hanging around her wherever she goes.”

In the stall across from the girls, Cole paused, pitchfork in hand, a smile of admiration on his mouth, as he realized Diana’s strategy. As he’d learned while working there, boys were the most desirable, most valued of commodities to teenage girls, and the possibility that Corey might attract more boys into their collective lair was almost irresistible. He was wondering if that possibility wouldn’t be outweighed in their minds by the threat that Corey might steal their existing boyfriends, when Diana interjected smoothly, “Of course, Corey already has a boyfriend back home, and she isn’t interested in having another one here.”

“I think we should give her a chance and take some time to get to know her before we make up our minds we don’t want her in the group,” Barb said in the earnest, hesitant tone of a girl who knows the difference between right and wrong, but who lacks the courage to be a leader.

“I’m so glad!” Diana said happily. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down. If you had, I’d have missed all of you—I’d have missed sharing some of my best clothes with you, and missed having you go with us to New York next summer.”

“Missed us? What do you mean?”

“I mean that Corey is going to be my best friend. And best friends have to stick together.”

When the others left to return to the party, Cole strolled out of the stall, startling Diana. “Tell me something,” he said with a conspiratorial grin. “Does Corey really have a boyfriend back home?”

Diana nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Really?” Cole asked dubiously, noticing the guilty laughter in her sparkling eyes. “What’s this boyfriend’s name?”

She bit her lip. “It’s sort of an odd name.”

“How odd?”

“Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

Enchanted with her face, her voice, her loyalty, and her cleverness, Cole drew an X over his heart with his index finger.

“His name is Sylvester.”

“And he’s a—?” Cole prompted.

Her gaze mischievously slid away from his, her curly russet lashes casting shadows on her cheekbones as they lowered over the jade of her eyes. “A pig,” she confessed.

Her voice had been so low, and Cole had been so certain that Sylvester was a dog or cat, that he thought he had misunderstood. “A pig?” he repeated. “As in oink? As in piglet?”

She nodded. “As in ‘hog,’ actually,” she admitted as she lifted glowing green eyes to his. “Corey told me he’s huge, and he tags after her at home like a cocker spaniel. At her old home, I mean.”

At that moment, Cole decided that Corey was a very lucky girl to have a diminutive but potent champion like Diana Foster to help her bridge the social gulf. Unaware of his silent compliments, Diana glanced at him. “Is there anything to drink in here? I’m really thirsty.”

Cole smiled. “Deceit is hard work, isn’t it? And there’s nothing like going to battle against a half-dozen stuck-up girls to work up a thirst, is there?”

Unabashed, she rolled her eyes at him and smiled. She was spunky as hell, Cole decided, but with a unique soft-spoken style that completely belied her determination and courage. “Sure,” he relented, tipping his head to the rear of the stable. “Help yourself.”

At the end of the hallway, on the right, Diana found a small room that she assumed was Cole’s, with a single bed made up with military perfection and an old desk with an ancient lamp. Books and papers were neatly stacked on the desk and one of them was open. Opposite the bedroom, to the left of the hallway, was a bathroom and tucked behind that was a kitchen area containing only a sink, a small stove, and a miniature refrigerator like the one under Diana’s father’s bar at home. Diana assumed the refrigerator would be stocked with soft drinks for everyone’s use, but when she opened it, there was nothing inside but a package of hot dogs, a carton of milk, and a box of cereal.

She was surprised to see that he kept his cereal in the refrigerator and even more surprised that although this refrigerator was obviously for his use he didn’t keep much food in it. Puzzled, she closed the door and filled a paper cup up with water from the sink. When she dropped the cup into the little trash can, she saw two apple cores in it. The apples she brought had been old and soft and completely unappetizing, and she couldn’t imagine why he would eat one, let alone two of them. Unless he was hungry. Very, very hungry.

The empty refrigerator and the apple cores were on her mind as she paused to pet a pretty palomino quarter horse; then she returned to the stable entrance to see how Corey was doing. Three girls were talking to her near the corral.

“Do you think you should go out there, in case she needs more help?”

“No, Corey will be fine. She’s really great, and they’ll find that out. Besides, I don’t think she’d like it if she thought I was sort of . . . helping things along.”

“You’re quite a ‘helper outer,’ ” Cole joked, then realized she was embarrassed, and hastily said, “What if they decide they don’t like her?”

“Then she’ll make lots of other friends on her own. Besides, these girls aren’t really close friends of mine, particularly not Haley. Neither is Barbara. It’s Doug I really like.”

Cole gaped at her, thinking of Barbara’s extremely tall and very gangly brother. “Doug is your boyfriend?”

She shot him an odd look and sat down on a bale of hay near the open doors. “No, he’s my friend, not my boyfriend.”

“I thought you were a little short for him,” Cole joked, rather enjoying her company. “What’s your real boyfriend like?” he asked as he reached for a big red plastic glass he’d left on the windowsill earlier.

“Actually, I don’t have a boyfriend. What about you, do you have a girlfriend?”

Cole nodded and took a swallow of water.

“What’s she like?” Diana asked.

He propped his foot on the bale of hay near her hip and leaned his forearm on his knee, looking out through a side window that faced the house, and Diana had the feeling that he had drifted very far away. “Her name is Valerie Cooper.”

There was a long pause.

“And?” Diana prompted. “Is she blond or dark, short or tall, blue eyes or brown?”

“She’s blond and tall.”

“I wish I was,” she confessed with a wistful look.

“You want to be blond?”

“No,” she said, and Cole laughed. “I want to be tall.”

“Unless you’re planning an amazing growth spurt, you’d better aim for blond,” Cole advised lightly. “In your case, blond would be a little easier to achieve.”

“What color are her eyes?”

“Blue.”

Diana was fascinated. “Have you been going together very long?”

Cole belatedly realized he was not only socializing with one of his employer’s guests, which was totally unacceptable, but that the guest was fourteen years old and the conversation was entirely too personal. “Since high school,” he said briefly as he straightened and turned to leave.

“Does she live in Houston?” Diana pressed, sensing the conversation was over but rather hoping it wasn’t.

“She goes to UCLA. We see each other whenever we can, usually during the holidays.”

*  *  *

The birthday party continued for hours, ending with a huge cake served on the lawn, where Barbara opened piles of gifts; then everyone went inside while the servants cleaned up outdoors. Diana had started to follow along when she noticed that half the chocolate birthday cake was still left, and she thought about those lonely hot dogs in Cole’s empty refrigerator. On a whim, she walked back to the table and cut a huge chunk off the corner because he’d get more frosting on such a piece; then she took it down to the stable.

Cole’s reaction to the chocolate cake was almost comically ecstatic. “You are looking at the owner of the world’s biggest sweet tooth, Diana,” he said as he took the plate and fork.

He was already eating the cake as he headed down the hall toward his room. Diana watched him for a moment, aware for the first time that people she actually knew, actually came in contact with, didn’t always have enough to eat. As she turned away, she decided to bring extra snacks whenever she went to the Haywards, but she sensed instinctively that she’d have to find a way to give them to him that wouldn’t make him think it was charity.

She knew nothing about college men, but she knew something about pride, and everything about Cole made her think he had a great deal of it.


Chapter 4

LIFE IS GOOD,” COREY ANNOUNCED to Diana two months after Barbara Hayward’s birthday party. She’d lowered her voice so they wouldn’t be heard by their parents, who had already gone to sleep. The two girls were huddled beneath the quilt on Diana’s bed, their backs propped against a pile of feather pillows with lace-edged cases, eating jumbo pretzels and having a gossip session. “I can’t wait until you meet Grandma and Grandpa tomorrow. By the time they leave here next week, you’ll be crazy about them, you’ll see. You’ll think of them as if they had always been your very own grandparents.”

The truth was that Corey desperately wanted that to be so. She wanted to give Diana something of value to repay her for everything she’d done.

School had started last month, and by that time, Diana had already become Corey’s best friend and champion. She helped Corey choose her clothes, helped her fix her hair in different styles, guided her through the social maze at school, and in the end, even Diana’s friends—some of whom were snobs—accepted Corey into their inner circle.

Corey spent the first month in a state of gratitude and mounting awe toward her new sister. Unlike Corey, Diana never got flustered, never worried about saying the wrong thing, never made a dumb joke, and never looked like a fool. Her thick, dark reddish-brown hair was always glossy; her complexion was flawless; her figure was perfect. When she climbed out of the swimming pool with her hair soaking wet and no makeup on, she looked like a television commercial. She never even got wrinkles in her clothes!

By then, both girls were already thinking of their respective stepparents as real parents, and now Corey wanted to give Diana some “real grandparents.”

“When you meet Gram and Gramps,” Corey told her, “you’ll see why everybody thinks they’re so neat. Gram can figure out a way to make almost anything, and it turns out pretty. She can knit and sew and crochet. She can walk into the woods and come out with ordinary twigs and leaves and stuff, and turn it into amazing things by using just a dab of glue or a little paint. She makes the presents she gives to people, and she makes her own wrapping paper; then she uses things like berries for decoration and everything looks awesome! Mom is just like her. Whenever there’s a church auction, everybody in town tries to buy whatever Mom and Gram donated.

“A man who owns a fancy designer gallery in Dallas came to an auction in Long Valley and saw their work. He said they’re both really, really talented, and he wanted them to make some things he could sell in his showroom, but Gram said she wouldn’t enjoy making things that way. Mom was so tired when she got home from work that she couldn’t promise to do what he wanted. Oh, and Gram’s a fantastic cook, too. She’s really into ‘natural,’ homegrown stuff—natural food and homegrown veggies and fresh-picked flowers—only you never know whether she’s going to decorate with it and put it on the table or put it on your plate. Either way, whatever she makes is just great.”

She paused to take a swallow from her can of Coke before she continued, “Gramps loves to garden, and he experiments with ways to grow everything bigger and better. Most of all, he likes to build things.”

“What sort of things?” Diana asked, fascinated.

“He can build just about anything that can be made out of wood. He can make little rocking chairs for babies, or garden sheds that look like cottages, or tiny furniture for a dollhouse. Gram usually does the painting for him because she’s the most artistic one. I can’t wait for you to see the dollhouse he built for me! It has fifteen rooms and real shingles and flower boxes on the windows!”

“I’m really looking forward to meeting them. They sound terrific,” Diana replied, but Corey was distracted from that discussion by something that had bothered her since the first day she’d peeked into Diana’s bedroom, before Diana came home from Europe. “Diana,” Corey teased in a dire voice as she surveyed the relentless orderliness of the pretty room, “didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s unhealthy to keep a bedroom this neat?”

Instead of making some sort of deserved rejoinder about Corey’s sloppy habits, Diana took a dainty bite of her pretzel and thoughtfully looked around the room. “It probably is,” she agreed. “It could be because I have an artistic eye that appreciates symmetry and order. Or it could be because I’m obsessive-compulsive—”

Corey wrinkled her brow. “What’s ‘obsessive-compulsive’ mean?”

“Nuts.” Diana paused in her explanation to rub her fingertips free of pretzel dust. “Crazy.”

“You’re not wacko!” Corey stated loyally and emphatically, taking a bite of her own pretzel. It snapped in two, half of it landing in Diana’s lap. Diana’s pretzels never broke when she bit into them.

Diana picked it up and handed it back to her. “It could be that I have a neurotic need to keep everything tidy as a way of controlling my surroundings, which was brought about because my mom died when I was little and then my grandparents died a few years later.”

“What does your mom dying have to do with why you file your shoes in alphabetical order?”

“The theory is that I think if I keep everything in perfect order and as pretty as possible, then my life will be like that and nothing else bad will happen.”

Corey was dumbstruck at the sheer absurdity of such a notion. “Where’d you hear that junk?”

“From the therapist Dad took me to after my grandparents died. The shrink was supposed to help me ‘work through’ the grief of losing so many people so quickly.”

“What a jerk! He’s supposed to help you, so he tells you all that stuff to scare you and make you think you’re crazy?”

“No, he didn’t tell me that. He told Dad, and I eavesdropped.”

“What did Dad tell him?”

“He told the shrink that he needed a shrink. See, in River Oaks, whenever parents think their kids are getting into trouble, or might someday, they take them to a shrink. Everybody told my dad he should do that and so he did.”

Corey digested that and then reverted to her earlier line of thinking. “When I kidded you about being so neat, I was just trying to say that I think it’s really amazing that we get along so great even though we’re so different. I mean, sometimes I feel like a hopeless charity case who you’ve taken under your wing, even though I’ll never be able to be like you. My grandma always says a leopard can’t change its spots, and you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”

“Charity case!” Diana sputtered. “Sow’s ear—but—but it isn’t like that at all! I’ve learned lots of new stuff from you, and you have things that I wish I had.”

“Name one,” Corey said skeptically. “I know it’s not my grades or my breasts.”

Diana giggled and rolled her eyes; then she said very seriously, “For starters, you have an adventurous side that I don’t have.”

“One of my ‘adventures’ will probably land me in jail before I’m eighteen.”

“It will not!” Diana said. “What I mean is, when you decide to do something—like take pictures from the top of that scaffolding on that new high-rise—you ignore the danger and just do it!”

“You went up there with me.”

“But I didn’t want to. I was so scared my legs were shaking.”

“But you did it anyway.”

“That’s what I mean. I never would have done that before. I wish I could be more like you.”

Corey considered that for a long moment; then her eyes began to sparkle with mischief. “Well, if you want to be more like me, we should start with this bedroom.” She reached behind her head before Diana knew what she was up to.

“What do you mean?”

“Have you ever had a pillow fight?”

“No, wh—” The rest of her question was cut off by a fat pillow stuffed with goose down that landed on her head. Corey swiveled to the foot of the bed and ducked, expecting retribution, but Diana sat very quietly, munching on her pretzel, the pillow lying on her knees. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said, studying Corey with fascination.

Caught off-guard by her tranquil tone, Corey said, “Why not?”

“Because it makes me have to—retaliate!”

Diana lunged so swiftly, and her aim was so good, that Corey didn’t have time to duck. Laughing, she dived for another one of the pillows, and so did Diana. Five minutes later, when their concerned parents threw open the bedroom door, they had to peer through a blizzard of drifting feathers to locate the two teenage girls, who were lying on their backs in the middle of the bedroom, shrieking with laughter.

“What in the world is going on in here?” Mr. Foster said, sounding more alarmed than annoyed.

“Pillow fight,” Diana provided breathlessly. A feather was stuck to her lips, and she started to remove it with her thumb and forefinger.

“No, just spit it out,” Corey laughingly instructed her, and then demonstrated, forcing the feathers away from her lips with her breath and the tip of her tongue.

Diana followed suit, then dissolved into giggles at the expression on her father’s face. While feathers floated around his head and settled onto his shoulders, he stood stock-still in his robe and pajamas, gaping at them beside Diana’s new mom, who was trying to look stern and hide her laughter at the same time. “We’ll clean this mess up before we go to bed,” Diana promised.

“No we won’t,” Corey stated implacably. “First you have to sleep in this mess. If you can do that, then there’s a slim chance that with more practice you could become a marvelous slob like me!”

Still lying on the floor, Diana turned her head toward Corey and choked back another giggle. “Oh, do you really think so?”

“There’s a chance,” Corey declared solemnly. “If you truly, truly work at it.”

Robert Foster looked taken aback at the plan, but his wife put her hand on his sleeve and drew him out of the room, closing the door behind them. In the hallway, he looked at his new wife with a baffled expression. “The girls made that mess, don’t you think they should clean it up tonight?”

“Tomorrow is soon enough,” Mary Foster said.

“Those pillows are expensive. Diana should have thought of that ahead of time. It’s reckless and irresponsible to have destroyed them, honey.”

“Bob,” she said softly, tucking her arm in his and marching him down the hall and into their bedroom suite. “Diana is the most responsible girl I’ve ever met.”

“I’ve taught her to be that way. It’s important for an adult to be conscious of the consequences of their actions and to act accordingly.”

“Darling,” she whispered. “She isn’t an adult.”

He considered that while a mischievous grin lifted the corners of his mouth. “You’re right about that, but do you really think it’s important that she also learn how to spit?”

“It’s imperative,” his wife said with a laugh.

Leaning down, he kissed the smile off her face. “I love you,” he whispered.

She kissed him back. “I love Diana,” she answered.

“I know, and that makes me love you even more.” He got into bed and pulled her on top of him, his hands shifting over her silk negligee. “You know I love Corey, don’t you?”

She nodded, her right hand reaching stealthily for the feather pillow on the headboard.

“You’ve changed our lives,” he continued.

“Thank you,” she whispered, lifting off his chest into a sitting position beside his hip. “Now let me change your attitude.”

“About what?”

“Pillow fights,” she said, laughing as she smacked him with her pillow.

Down the hall, in Diana’s room, the sisters heard a loud thud. Both girls jumped to their feet in alarm and ran down the hall. “Mom, Dad—” Diana called, knocking on the door. “Is everything okay? We heard a noise!”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Mary Foster called, “but I could use a little help in here.”

Diana and Corey exchanged puzzled looks; then Diana turned the knob and opened the door. They stopped dead. Openmouthed, they gaped at their parents, then at each other.

And they burst into shrieks of laughter.

On the floor, amid another blizzard of feathers, their father had pinned their mother beneath him and was holding her forearms against the carpet. “Say uncle,” he ordered.

His wife laughed harder.

“Say uncle, or I won’t let you up.”

In response to that arrogant masculine command, Mary Foster looked at her daughters, struggled for breath, and managed to say between laughs, “I think women have to  . . . to stick together . . . at times like . . . this.”

The girls stuck together. The score that night was 12 to 2; twelve feather pillows that met their demise against two foam-rubber pillows that survived.


Chapter 5

BRIMMING WITH GOOD NEWS, DIANA snatched her schoolbooks from the leather seat of the new BMW her father had given her last month for her sixteenth birthday and raced up the steps of the stately Georgian mansion that had been her first and only home. In the two years since her stepmother, and then her stepgrandparents, had come to live with them in River Oaks, the house and grounds had changed in atmosphere and appearance. Laughter and conversation had filled the empty silences; wonderful smells emanated from the kitchen; flowers bloomed in rampant splendor in the gardens and splashed their colors in beautiful arrangements all over the house.

Everyone was happy with the new look, the new atmosphere, and the new family arrangements—everyone except Glenna, the housekeeper who’d helped raise Diana after her mother died. It was Glenna who was in the foyer when Diana ran into the house. “Glenna, is Corey home?”

“I think she’s out in back with everyone else, talking about tomorrow night’s party.” Glenna finished dusting a walnut console table and straightened, giving it a close look. “When your mama was alive, she called in caterers and florists when she wanted to give a party. She used to let them do all the work,” she added pointedly. “That’s the way most rich folks entertain each other, but not us.”

“Nope, not us,” Diana said with a quick smile. “Now we’re trendsetters.” She headed down the hall, toward the back of the house, with Glenna walking beside her, irritably swiping her dustcloth at nonexistent specks of dust on tables and chairs as they passed.

“Used to be, when we gave a party,” Glenna continued doggedly, “that everything only had to look pretty and taste good. But now, that’s not good enough. Now everything has to be fresh and everything has to be natural and everything has to be homegrown and homemade. Homegrown and homemade is for country folks. I realize your grandparents are country folks, and they don’t understand that . . .”

Glenna had become perpetually miffed ever since Diana’s new mother and grandmother had taken over the household.

Corey’s grandparents and Diana had fallen in love with one another during their first visit together. After several months of the girls splitting their time between Long Valley, where Rose and Henry Britton lived, and River Oaks, Robert instructed an architect and a building contractor to renovate and enlarge the estate’s guest cottage. The next step was a greenhouse for Rose and a vegetable garden for Henry.

Robert was rewarded for his generosity with fresh fruits and vegetables grown on his own property and mouthwatering meals served in an endless variety of delightful ways and changing locations.

Robert had never liked to eat in the vast kitchen at the back of his house. It had been designed to accommodate the small army of caterers who were needed on those occasions when a large party was being given. With its white tile walls, oversize stainless-steel appliances, and uninspiring view from its single window, it struck Robert as institutional, sterile, and uninviting.

Until Mary and her family had come into his life, he had contented himself with the fiery fare that his cook, Conchita, prepared, which he had eaten as quickly as possible in the rigid formality of his dining room. He would never have considered eating under a tree in his pleasant but uninspiring backyard or dining beside the Olympic-size rectangular pool that his builder had unimaginatively stuck near the middle of the yard and surrounded with an ocean of concrete.

Now, however, Robert was a changed man, living in a greatly altered environment, enjoying savory meals, and he loved it. The kitchen he had once avoided had become his favorite room. Gone was the sterility of white tile walls and blank, gloomy spaces. On one end, Henry had created a solarium by installing skylights in the ceiling and tall windows along the outside wall. In this cozy, bright area were comfortable sofas and chairs for lounging in while dinner preparations were underway. Mary and Rose had hand-stenciled vines and flowers on each piece and covered the thick cushions with fabric of the same pattern. Then they’d filled the area with a profusion of green plants growing in white pots.

At the opposite end of the refurbished kitchen, the ordinary white tiles had been ornamented with a festive border of hand-painted ones. Mellow old bricks gathered from a torn-down building now covered one wall and formed a wide arch over the stoves, above which hung copper pots and pans in every size and shape.

His wife and her family had transformed his surroundings, bringing breathtaking natural beauty to the grounds and inviting charm to interior spaces. Whether their current project was unique place mats, elaborate picture frames, graceful, hand-painted furniture, gilded vegetable centerpieces, or elegant foil gift-wrap, it was created with a wealth of love.

A year after her marriage to Robert, Mary had made her formal debut as his hostess by planning and executing a lavish garden luau for the sophisticated, somewhat world-weary Houston socialites who were Robert’s peers and friends.

Instead of calling in professional caterers and florists, Mary and Rose supervised the preparation and presentation of food, which was cooked according to their own recipes, seasoned with herbs from Henry’s garden, and served by flickering torchlight on tables covered with hand-appliquéd linens lavishly strewn with Henry’s showy blossoms.

In keeping with the luau theme, Mary and her mother gathered hundreds of orchids from their own greenhouse; then Diana and Corey and four of their friends were put to work making elegant leis. Mary and Rose decided that each lady should receive a small lacquered ring box decorated with tiny painted orchids in the same hues as the real ones used for the leis. Clinging to the belief that even jaded Houston millionaires would surely appreciate the merits and uniqueness of her handcrafted table decorations, homegrown edibles, and the changes she’d made to soften and brighten the house’s austere formality, Mary and her mother spent many happy hours in the kitchen planning and creating.

Two hours before the party, Mary inspected the grounds and the house, and burst into tears in her husband’s arms. “Oh, darling, you shouldn’t have let me do this!” she moaned. “Everyone will think I’ve ruined your beautiful home with homemade j-junk. Your friends are world travelers accustomed to five-star restaurants, formal balls, and priceless antiques, and I’m putting on a—a fancy backyard barbeque for them.” Tears dripped from her eyes as she clung to him, her wet face pressed to his chest. “They’re going to think you married the Beverly Hillbillies!”

Robert stroked her back and smiled over her shoulder. He, too, had taken a tour of his house and grounds that day, looking at everything through the eyes of an outsider. What he saw filled him with pride and anticipation. He truly felt that Mary and her parents had brought a whole new meaning to the term “homemade.” They had redefined and elevated it to a creative act that personalized the impersonal and transformed commonplace things into items of remarkable beauty and significance. He was convinced his guests were discerning enough to recognize and value the uniqueness and beauty of Mary’s efforts. He thought they were going to be amazed by her as well as everything she had done. “You’re going to dazzle them, Mary girl,” he whispered. “You’ll see.”

Robert was right.

The guests raved about the delicious food, the decorations, the flowers, the gardens, the house, and, most particularly, the unaffected graciousness of the hostess. The same acquaintances who had expressed amused shock months ago when they discovered Robert had plowed up part of his lawn for a vegetable garden tasted the vegetables it had produced and asked to have a look at it. As a result, Henry spent several hours proudly giving moonlight tours of the garden. As he guided them along the neat rows of organically grown vegetables, his enthusiasm was so contagious that before the night was over, several of the men had announced their desire to have vegetable gardens of their own.

Marge Crumbaker, the society gossip columnist for the Houston Post who covered the party, summarized the reactions of the guests in her next column.

As she presided over this lovely party and looked after her guests, Mrs. Robert Foster III (the former Mary Britton of Long Valley) displayed a graciousness, a hospitality, and an attention to her guests that will surely make her one of Houston’s leading hostesses. Also present at the festivities were Mrs. Foster’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Henry Britton, who were kind enough to escort many fascinated guests and would-be gardeners and handymen (if we only had the time!) through the new garden, greenhouse, and workshop that Bob Foster has erected on the
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