CHAPTER 100

Amy and the guy from Selinco left the room and I sat for a while staring at the floor thinking about what had just happened. Monique was gone. She was on a yacht, going somewhere with another guy. Thinking back to when we’d been on his boat I guess I should have seen how interested he was. After all, he made her Miss Galatea and gave her expensive diamond earrings, so I guess I should have known something was up. But she was my girlfriend, how could she run off with someone just because he gave her things? 

Then the door opened and when I looked up Amy motioned for me to follow her. 
We went to a room next to her office and she said, “You look bummed.”
“Yeah, you guys signed that thing without even asking to talk to Monique. How do you know she hasn’t been kidnapped or something?”

“I spoke to Alice. She’s been talking with Monique and she’s convinced that everything is okay. Monique knows what she’s doing, Pete. It’s an opportunity of a lifetime and she wants it very badly.”

“But she’s supposed to be my girlfriend.”

“Since when?”

“Since last weekend.”

“I see. You’ve been going with her for less than a week and you’re pissed off because she ran off with one of the richest guys on the planet. He can make her a millionaire and more famous than she ever dreamed of. Gee, I can’t understand it. Why would she give up being the girlfriend of a high school kid for something as silly as that?”

“Don’t make fun of me, Monique and I have a, uhh, history.”
“Yeah, Mom told me about it a while ago. Monique paid you to have sex with her and as soon as it was over she left town.”

“That’s not exactly what happened! Besides, there was a reason she went to New York.”

“It IS what happened. She went to New York to pursue a career. I had a talk with her when she hired on and when I confronted her about it she told me what happened. She may have fallen for you a little, but like it or not she used you to get what she wanted then, and it sounds like she just did it again.”
“What are you talking about?”

“You took her to the yacht where she met that guy, didn’t you?”

“I-I guess so.”

“See what I mean?”

It was like a light went on. Amy was right! She HAD used me again. I couldn’t believe those had been her intentions, but that’s what had happened. Suddenly I was pissed and I punched the wall next to me. Not hard, but hard enough to rattle the window and Amy asked, “What the heck are you doing?”
“I’m pissed off and I don’t know what to do.”
“What you should do is get over it! For God’s sake Pete, you were only going with her for like fifteen minutes.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Darn right I am. We have a lot of stuff going on right now and we need your full attention.”
“We do, don’t we?”

“Yes, an awful lot. Please be home tonight, we need to have a family meeting. Oh, and tomorrow morning we all have to be at Mr. Martin’s office.”
“Why do I need to be there?”

“There’s going to be some big changes and it’s going to affect all of us. In the meantime, here,” and she handed me a slip of paper with a phone number on it.

“What’s this?”

“It’s Alice’s cell phone; she’s waiting for you to call.”
“When did you talk to her?”

“I talked to her several times. The last time was a few minutes ago.”

“She’ll tell me about Monique?”

“Yes, call her,” and she left the room.
Alice answered on the first ring and said, “You heard what happened?”

“Yes, did you know this was happening?”

“Yeah, she and I have been over all of it.”

“How do you feel about it?”

She sighed, “It’s what she wants, so I guess its okay. But I’m going to miss her.”

“Aren’t you worried about her?”

“Of course I am, but she says she knows what she’s doing and she knows he’s for real.”

“That boat of his, do you know about the parties that go on there?”

“She told me about them.”

“And she’s going to be a part of that?”

“No, and he doesn’t participate either.”

“Why does he let the parties go on?”

“He said that a lot of huge deals happen on the boat and the party is what brings in the big players.”
“Did she tell you about the girl that was with him?”
“Yes. Her name is Aysun. He lets everyone think she’s his wife or girlfriend, but she’s actually his sister and a very big part of his whole operation. Molly said that Aysun spent a long time with her before Selin asked her to be with him. She thinks he was waiting for her approval.”

“What do you mean, ‘be with him!’‘ Is she actually going to like, move in with him?”

“What do you think?”
“But how could all this happen so fast?”

“Apparently he’s been looking for a replacement for the Beaute girl. They had their eye on someone else, but when he saw her he changed his mind.”
“What about her moving in with him, what’s that all about?”

“I don’t know and I’m not sure she does either.”

There was a pause, then, “Pete, you know what she looks like, every guy she meets wants to be with her. She’s turned down a ton of marriage proposals. She said he told her that ‘she was going to be with him’ and she assumes it means that she’ll be his girlfriend.”
“So she’s willing to do whatever it takes.”

“Stop it Pete, she’s not a slut. You’re the only person she’s ever had sex with.”

Surprised, I said, “But that’s not normal! She’s nineteen years old, surely she must have met someone she liked well enough to, well, you know.”

“I wondered about that too, but she always said she just wasn’t interested.”

“But she’s interested enough to be with this guy?”

“Pete, this guy offered her the world. He offered her fame and fortune beyond anything she ever dreamed of and the only condition is that she be with him. Hell, if he offered me that deal I’d go with him too.”
I spit back angrily, “So she sold herself for money and fame.”
“And that’s something you would never do, eh? Amy told me about your thing with Burgers. I know you’re seeing Nell Burger and it sounds like the same thing to me.”
I started to say it wasn’t like that when it hit me. It WAS like that. I was doing pretty much the same thing. I would never be the ‘Smiling Burger guy’ if I didn’t have a relationship with Nell. I was trying to think of a way to say that my situation was different, but I decided ‘to heck with it’ and I changed the subject and asked, “Are you sure she’s not being forced into any of this?”
Alice knew I was evading the issue, but she answered, “No, she knows exactly what she’s doing. She asked for proof of his intentions. His company has holdings all over the world, including offices here in town. In less than two hours a signed contract and a check was hand carried to me. I have a certified check in front of me right now. It’s made out to our joint account and it’s for so much money it scares me to look at it.”

“He did all this in less than three days?”

“I guess it helps when you own the company.”

“And it’s made to your joint account?”

“Yup, I could cash it right now and run away somewhere. I’m sure Monique insisted on him doing it that way to prove that he’s serious.”

“Do you know that I’m under orders not to contact her or talk to anyone about her?”

“Yeah, I am too. I can talk to her but I can’t tell anyone about what was said. It’s called a gag rule and they’re not kidding.”

“But you and I are talking about it.”

“Amy said this is an unlisted private line and I’m at my broker’s office waiting to deposit this check.”

“What’s with all the secrecy?”

“Molly told him everything. She told him about us working at Delight and she even told him about what happened when we filmed you and her at the hotel. She didn’t want any secrets that might come back to haunt her. She said he never even blinked when she told him and he said he’s okay with it. If she gets as famous as we think she will, there’ll be people watching her every move and trying to find out about her background. We’re not worried about that time in the hotel, we’re pretty sure that guy would never tell. And as you remember, she wore that feather mask, so there’s really no way to identify her. But they would prefer her time with Delight didn’t get out.”
“But she’s been in newspapers, magazines and even done a few covers. How are they going to hide who she is?” 
“She said that the person the world knows has ceased to exist. She’s going to have a different name, a different look and they’re going to create a different past for her.”

“They’re going to do all this while she’s on the boat?”

“She isn’t on the boat. She’s on a plane headed for Brussels where they’re going to do something called a Blepharoplasty. It’s a minor surgical procedure where they do something to your eyelids.

“She’s going to have an operation?”

“It’s an outpatient thing where they remove a small strip of skin from just above your eyelid. They do in a fold, so there’s no visible scar and it heals quickly.”

“But that’s crazy! She’s one of the most beautiful girls I ever saw. Why would she agree to do something like that?”

“Have you ever seen her first thing in the morning?”

“I, uhh, don’t remember.”

“She has puffiness around her eyes that she usually hides with makeup. She’s been talking about the procedure for some time.”

“Gee, I never noticed. So he’ll be with her while it heals?”
“Actually no, he’s headed somewhere else. But she’s going to have a companion with her in Belgium and she’s going to be busy taking a crash course in French.”

“What kind of a companion and what’s with the French lessons?”

“Her companion is a woman that works for his company. She’s going to tutor Molly in French and get her ready for her first Gig.”

“Where is it?”

“She told me you saw the jeweled swim suit she wore on the boat.”

“Uh-huh, it was unbelievable.”

“She’ll be wearing it again. She’s going to be the queen of the ball at the Diamond Jubilee in Paris a month from now.”

“Wow! That’s fantastic. But she’s not famous yet, what’s with all this secrecy about me?”

There was a pause before she answered, “She told him about her feelings for you. They run deeper than you think. He’s going to have a huge investment in her and he wants to make sure you don’t try to contact her and risk the two of you doing something silly.”

“I didn’t realize she felt so strongly about me. Back in school she told me that you were the one that liked me.”
“I know she did. I’m going to tell you something and then I have to go. I hate the expression, ‘He made a woman of me’. I think it’s stupid and trite. But you changed both our lives the day you made love to us. We’d been planning on leaving as soon as we got the money from the filming, but I fell for you that day and so did Molly. For a while we toyed with the idea of staying around for a while, but it became plain that if we did there might be problems between us because of you.”

“Gee, I didn’t know.”

“We know you didn’t. If we had stayed, one of several things might have happened. One, you could have blown us both off. Two, you could have tried to romance both of us, or three you could have chosen just one of us. We didn’t want to find out which option you would choose. That’s why we left without seeing you again. Since then I’ve been able to move on with my life, but Molly never has and I guess she told him so.”

“Wow, I had no idea.”

“I have to go now. I want to deposit this check and get to the set. The filming here will be over soon and I’ll be coming home. We’ll talk more then. In the meantime, don’t worry about her, she’ll be fine.”

“Okay, but one more question. Why didn’t she want to tell me about this herself? Why didn’t she want to talk to me at all?”

“She was scared, Pete. She’s was afraid you’d say something to make her change her mind. You could have, you know. You could have ruined this whole thing for her. If you’d asked her, she would have run to you in an instant. Unfortunately, later on she probably would have hated you for doing it.”
When she hung up I stood there dumbfounded. I had no idea either of them felt that strongly about me. I tried to think of how things between Monique and I were last weekend when we were together. She never let me know how deep her feelings were. I tried to think how I felt about her. It was great to have someone as beautiful as she is as my girlfriend, but for some reason I never felt the intensity toward her that I probably should have.

It was just after three when I got home. I went into the kitchen to get a snack and I sat around in a daze for a while, thinking about everything that happened and the effect it was going to have on my family. Finally, a little frustrated I went out to my room and attacked ‘Killer’. It had been a while since I had a decent workout and I had a pretty good burn going when my phone went off. Caller ID said it was Nell so I answered, “Hi, what’s up?”
“I miss you and I just wanted to say hello.”

“I’m glad you called. I hear you and Mom got along very well.”

“I like her. She’s a lovely woman. I see where you get some of your good looks.”
“She likes you too. I think you convinced her that you’re not going to just whisk me away somewhere so you can have your way with me.”

“Well, I do intend on having my way with you, but I think she knows that I have your best interests at heart. By the way, what did you think of the spread in the newspaper?”

“Very interesting, but I need to ask about something first. How are things going with the take-over?”

“We’re fast-tracking everything. The newspapers should be all over it by this weekend. Why do you ask?”

“You know that my dad works for the airline don’t you?”

“Of course.”
“Have you talked with Herb or Cohen about what they intend to do about him?”
“Actually I have. Johnson says he’d be ideal as director of flight operations. Cohen wanted to try him out locally for a while, but Johnson says he can handle it nationwide and after we talked about it both Cohen and I tend to agree. Johnson knows the aviation industry and he knows your dad. If he says your Dad can be trusted to do the job right we believe him.”

“Has anyone talked to him about it yet?”

“I’m not sure, why?”
“When you and Mom had dinner, did she tell you what kind of work she did?”

“She said that she works for a talent agency, why?”

“It’s more than that. It’s my sister’s business and they run it together. They have an opportunity to acquire two other agencies. They are both located back east, which means they’ll be gone a lot and I have a concern.”

“It sounds like a wonderful opportunity. What’s your concern?”

“This is a big deal. We’re having a family meeting tonight to talk about it and I’d like Dad to know that things could be changing for him as well.”
“Watching out for everybody and being a good son, eh?”

“I guess so.”

“Well, the deal is far enough along that we can make him an offer. I know that Johnson is friends with your family; I think it would be better if it came from him. I’ll call him and call you back.”
When she hung up I called information for the address of the Grange hall in Cantil, then I called Jack Hedden to give him directions. We talked a little about how I’d like him to make a fuss over Denise and he said not to worry, both he and his sidekick Jason knew what to do. I even asked him if he wanted to stay over and ride horses on Sunday but he said he was busy.
I’d been on my cell phone and for the first time I looked over at my answering machine. It had sixteen messages on it!
Marla, Tammy, Cindy, Bill and even Tess left messages commenting and congratulating me on the newspaper thing. There were a few hang-ups and surprisingly, the rest were from kids at school. They were almost all from girls. Some I didn’t even know or couldn’t remember and most of them left phone numbers. I began to realize that maybe being famous wasn’t such a bad idea.

A few minutes later my cell phone rang and Nell said, “I talked to Johnson and he’s calling your dad right now.”

“Good. Uhh, about tonight, I think we better put this off until you get back, I don’t know how long the meeting will last.”

“Alright; I’m leaving first thing in the morning and I won’t be back until Tuesday night. What about the filming, are you almost done?”
“Yeah, we finished today.”

“Talk to your Mom. Make sure she clears your schedule for at least a month. And keep your cell phone charged. You’re going to be contacted tomorrow by a man from our office. His name is Colin and he’ll explain to you what we have planned.”
“I wish you were in town, I’d like to take you with me this weekend.”
“We’ll have plenty of time together. You’ll probably get tired of being around me. Why don’t you take that girl you’ve been seeing lately, I hear she’s a real beauty?”

“She’s no longer around.”
“Why, what happened?”

I joked, “She left when she heard about you. She knew she couldn’t stand up against the competition.”
“My goodness young man, are you trying to turn my head?”

“If you were with me now I’d do more than turn your head.”

“Come over tonight and you can demonstrate what you have in mind.”

“Let me see how tonight goes. I’ll call you later.”

After she hung up I sat for a while thinking about her. With Monique gone and Marla seeing someone else, she’s the only girl I’m seeing right now. It seems that because of my picture being in the paper, I was suddenly pretty popular and it looks like I could have my pick of a lot of girls at school. It was tempting, but the thought of what Nell had looked like when we had made love the other night, made up my mind. I don’t want to start with someone new. I didn’t know why she liked me as much as she did and I didn’t know how long it would last, but being with someone as exciting as her was all I could ask for.
I got on Killer again, but I didn’t last long. I was starting to cramp up when my land line rang. When I answered I was surprised to hear Dad say, “Hi Son, I just talked to Mom. It sounds like we both have some big stuff ahead of us.”

“So you talked to Herb?”

“Yes I did. I understand you had something to do with this.”

“A little at the beginning, but I had nothing to do with them wanting you for the director’s position, that was all Herb’s doing. You’re going to accept it, aren’t you?”

“I hate to give up flying, but it’s such a great opportunity I can’t turn it down. But that’s not the reason I called. What about you? I hear you hit it big time?”
“I uhh, guess so.”

“Is it something you really want to do?”

“Sure Dad. Why, are you worried about something?”

“No, it’s just that you’re going to be gone a lot and I hate to see you miss out being with your friends. We were a little short of money a while back, but we’re fine now and it looks like we’ll be a lot better soon. So if you’re doing this for the money, you don’t have to. We’ve treated you like an adult for quite a while and you’ve never disappointed us. If you just want to be a kid for a while it’s okay with us.”
“Thanks, Dad, but this sounds exciting and I want to give it a try. But what about you? What exactly will be your new job be and when do you start?”

“They’re using regional flight operation people now and there are too many scheduling problems. I’m going to set up a central system where I can keep an eye on things. In the beginning it’ll be a little tough dealing with the regional people and I may have to let a few go, but I know how to handle that and once I get the system up and running it should make things a lot more efficient. The take-over will be complete in a couple of weeks and I can’t step in until then, but that’s fine because even if I don’t pilot commercially again I want to complete the 747 certification just so I can say I did it. I should be home in about ten days.”

“Did you tell Mom about everything?”

“I talked with her right before I called you. She’s really excited about what’s coming.”

“We all are. I love you Dad, I’ll see you when you get home.”

Mom, Erin and Amy got home around five o’clock. We gathered in the front room and for the next hour we talked about the future. Amy was always excited when she talked about the agency but this time she was practically bubbling over and so was Mom. 
When Mom started working at Stone I noticed a change in Amy. I used to listen to Mom and her talking at night and Amy always seemed stressed. Amy seemed more relaxed lately. Mom told me that Amy still handled the bookings and contract negotiations, but more and more of the business stuff fell to Mom and she said she loved it. I vaguely remember Mom mentioning that her major in college was business, but I also remember Dad saying he didn’t want her to work full time while she was raising us kids and until now the dance classes were all she’d ever done. 
But Mom was clearly excited about what was happening now and she stood up and said, “A lot of changes are about to happen. They are going to affect all of us and we need to talk about them. Some of them also include Myrna Devon. She’ll be here in a few minutes, but I wanted this to be between us.”
She talked about Dad’s new job, what it entailed and the fact that even though he was going to be based here, he was going to be traveling at lot for a while. 
Then she looked at me. “I spent some time with Nell Burger recently and she told me what Burger’s has in mind for Pete. You all saw the spread in today’s paper. Well, that kind of thing is going to continue. They’re going after the youth market with their music players, game boxes, CDs and such. He’s going to be their spokesperson and they are building a huge campaign around him. He’s also going to be gone a lot. They’re going to try to get him an interview at every store, and as you know, they have a lot of stores. So he’s going to be gone for most of the summer. Then there’s Amy and I. This new thing is big, but Howard Martin says we can do it and we’re going to meet him at his office tomorrow and talk about it. If we do it, we are also going to be traveling a lot. It means that for a while at least, some or all of us are going to be away from home. Are there any questions?”
Erin asked, “Uhh, what about me?”

“For now, I’d like you to come with Amy and me. New York and Chicago are wonderful places and I think this is a great opportunity for you to see what really big cities are all about.”

“But I have friends here and this is all business stuff. Why can’t you go and let Amy stay here with me?”

“Amy needs to be with me. She’s going to be talking with the models about renewing their contracts. Maybe you can help her.”

Amy jumped in with, “That’s a great idea! If I show up with Erin in full makeup and I introduce her as, ‘Erin Swan, the star of an upcoming TV show’ and one of our clients, it’ll go a long way convincing them to stay with us.” 
That got a big grin from Erin and a smile from Mom.
Things got a little quiet for a few minutes as we sat there thinking about how our lives were about to change.
Myrna and the twins showed up a few minutes later carrying boxes of pizza and as were eating, Mom started going over some of the things we’d discussed. Before long Mom, Amy and Myrna were talking about the business aspects of things and when Erin said she wanted to go to the kitchen for some ice-cream, the twins and I followed her. I was scooping ice cream into bowls when the phone in Erin’s room rang. She grabbed a bowl of ice cream and when she left I began talking to the twins about the weekend. We went over how they were going to surprise Denise by pretending to be old friends and what to expect about being in Cantil. They were excited about spending time with the horses and when I told them about the trails and how we would pack a lunch and have a picnic in the mountains, they were ecstatic. 

Then I asked something that had been bothering me. “It looks like the director is favoring Erin as much as you guys. Am I mistaken?”
The scar on her chin told me it was Rose who answered, “No, we told him to.”

“Why?”


“Pete, do you know what it’s like, starring in a weekly show?”

“I-I guess not.”

“It’s a bitch! Its fourteen hour days and a lot more. Its hours spent learning lines, more hours in makeup and weekends spent doing interviews or making appearances. You have practically no life! We know we’re getting too old to play kid parts. Mom has made some great investments for us over the years, so we have all the money we need and we’re looking forward to relaxing for a while.”

“Wow! I didn’t realize it was that hard. I thought the business watched out for kids.” 
“People did do it when we were young, but as we got older the rules began to relax a little. The last movie we did we were on the set one time for thirty six hours and went through total makeup five different times.”

“Did you tell Erin about this?”

“We explained it all to her but she doesn’t care. She wants it bad, Pete. And I’m almost sorry to say that she’s going to be big. Probably very big.”

“So that’s why the director concentrating on Erin doesn’t bother you?”

“Yes. Don’t tell Mom, but before we knew how serious Erin was, we were hoping the show didn’t get picked up. We’ll do it if it does, but we’re out of high school now and we were hoping to concentrate on college next year.”
“Can’t you do both?”

“Not really, a weekly show is a full time job and then some. If that kiss between you and Erin leads to something, and everybody seems to think it will, you may find out for yourself.”

“I don’t think I want to be an actor.”

“Yeah? Well, we’ve heard that before. I bet you change your mind. In the meantime; let’s talk about this weekend?”
“Okay. As you know, this is going to be a surprise. Do you mind following me to the house in Cantil?” 
“No, we would prefer it that way.”

“Okay, I’m planning on us getting there around five o’clock. I’m going to pick up Denise around seven o’clock. She lives in the house next door. Watch for us until we leave, wait about a half hour then come to the dance. When you show up, there’ll be a lot of excitement. Make sure you make a big to-do over Denise. She’s a pretty redhead. I’ll make sure she stays close to me. Jack Hedden and Jason will be there around nine, but they won’t be staying. Oh, Meg and her friend will also be at the house and at the dance. They’re staying on Saturday and they’ll be riding with us on Sunday.”

Rose wanted to know why Jack Hedden was coming and when I told her that I asked him first, her eyes narrowed and she asked, “You asked Jack Hedden and his butt-boy to come to a dance in some dinky little town so he could do you a favor, and they said yes?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Pete, I know you’re not gay, what’s going on?”

“Their manager owed me a favor.”

“It must have been a big favor.”

Just then Erin came back, so I said, “It was; I’ll tell you about it this weekend. By the way, your mom is depending on me to keep my eye on you guys. You’re not going to cause any trouble are you?”

She grinned, “It depends, are there going to be some cute guys there?”

I scowled at her and pointed my finger at her. All she did was laugh.

***
We got to the lawyer’s office the next morning at ten o’clock. It was a sea of glass and chrome, and took up an entire floor of a high-rise building in the middle of Los Angeles. A secretary with movie-star looks greeted us in the lobby and after she pushed a button on her desk, Ms. Adams appeared and took us to a huge corner office.  
Howard Martin was standing behind a desk big enough to host a basketball game and he came over to us and shook all our hands. We all sat down and he got right down to business.

He said to Mom and Amy, “Ms. Adams filled me in on everything that happened yesterday. You traded a client for a small talent agency and you have an opportunity to acquire two others, is that correct?”

Mom nodded, “Yes.”

“And if I can help with the financing, you are prepared to run all three?”
“Yes.”

“You realize of course that you are going to be stretched to the limit if you take this on, don’t you?”

“Yes we do, but we’re convinced that we can make a go of it.”

“Well, I am too, and if this is what you really want, I’m prepared to back you.”

Amy interrupted with, “That’s wonderful Mr. Martin and we promise we’ll…”
Mr. Martin held up his hand to stop her and said, “But I have another idea. Have a look at this,” and he pushed a folder in front of them. 
Mom and Amy opened the folder and started poring over papers. A few minutes later Mom looked up and said, “It says here that you are offering to underwrite this entire thing including something you’re calling ‘an additional acquisition’. What is it?”

“Unified Artists is one of the largest talent agencies in Los Angeles. It’s well run and well managed. But I happen to know that the owner is in financial trouble because of a matter unrelated to the business. I’ve made him an offer contingent on what you decide today. If you like what I propose, I’m prepared to purchase it and make it part of the deal.”
Amy gasped, “But combined with Stone and the two we’re buying in New York, that would make us the biggest talent pool in the country! We don’t have enough experience to run an operation that big!”

Mr. Martin sat back and looked at both Amy and Mom for a minute. Then he turned to Amy and said, “I’ve looked into how you’ve been running Stone. You’ve done a great job, but things are going a lot better now that Beth has been helping you, aren’t they?”

“Absolutely! I didn’t realize how little I knew about the business end of things until she started working with me. Why, do you have something in mind?”

He said, “Yes I do,” then he looked at Mom and said, “Beth, let me tell you why I think we need UA. The owner has very little too do with running UA. He has a top-notch management team that handles everything. If we get UA, I’d like to promote one of that team to assist you. You’ll be running around a lot at the beginning but once we get things set up we’ll let him do most of the leg work and you can concentrate on running things from here.”

Amy was looking confused until he looked at her, smiled widely and said, “I’m not forgetting you. You, young lady are amazing. You’ve only been doing this for a short time and the name Amy Stone already strikes fear in the hearts of some of the best talent negotiators in the business.”

Then he laughed out loud and continued, “The funny thing is, if they knew you were a seventeen year old high school girl they would probably commit suicide.”
An obviously embarrassed Amy said, “Thank you mister Martin, but you sound like you have something else in mind.”

“I do indeed. This wonderful family you’re connected with means a lot to me. I don’t know if they told you about what happened, but my wife and I are alive today because of the actions of Erin and Pete. They saved us from almost certain death and they did it at considerable risk to themselves. Since that day I’ve made it my business to look into this family and that includes how you became a part of it. You should consider yourself very fortunate.”

“I do, Mr. Martin. They saved my life as well”

“I know they did, and you’ve come a long way. But it’s time for a change and here is what I propose. UA has a nationwide reputation. I suggest we combine the interests of Stone, including the new acquisitions and re-form under the UA banner.”

Wide eyed, Amy gasped, “You mean you want to shut down Stone?”

“Yes, and there’s more. I want to make Beth president, the staff at UA responsible for scheduling and your duties to be confined to contract negotiations only.”

“But once contract negotiations are set there’s nothing more to do. What will I do with the rest of my time?”

“I talked to the principle at your school. He said you’re the brightest student he’s ever seen and with his help we talked to some people at UCLA. If you are willing to devote nearly all of your time to it, they think that within eighteen months, maybe less, they think you can make it all the way through a master’s program in business.”

A stunned Amy looked at him and stuttered, “U-Uhh, you mean I can get an MBA without even finishing high school?”

“Your principle says you are working beyond graduation level in every one of your classes and he’s certain you would have no problem passing every final test needed for a high school diploma right now.”

“B-But how could I get an MBA in a year and a half?”

“When he described your accomplishments to the people at UCLA, they said you qualify for a special program. If you promise to stick with it, they put together a team that takes you through everything.”
“Is it expensive?”

“Yes and no. When you sign up, you commit to a pretty hefty number, but if you complete the course and pass all the tests, it’s free. But I understand it’s pretty intense. It would mean an awful lot of work and you wouldn’t have time for much of a social life for a long time.”

“I don’t mind that, but you said something about a hefty number?”

“I think it runs around twenty two thousand.”

“Amy’s eyes got big and she cried, “Twenty two thousand dollars! T-That’s a lot of money!”
“Well, it could be, and they won’t accept your emancipated minor status, so an adult will have to sign for you. But I wouldn’t worry about it, I’m sure you’ll do alright.”

“But Mister Martin, what if I can’t complete it?”

He was wearing a slight smile when he asked, “May I call you Amy?”

“Of course you may.”

“Good, please call me Howard.” Then he looked around and added, “That goes for everyone here.”

Turning back to Amy he continued, “Amy, I employ over a hundred people. I don’t allow people around me without checking them out. I’ve seen how you handle yourself and I have no doubt that you’ll do just fine.”

“But, twenty two thousand is a lot of money.”

“It is, and we’ll get to that in a minute.  Now I have a question for you. I said that I wanted to make Beth the president of UA. Do you have a problem with that?”
“No, not at all and I think I understand why. You want an adult to be the face of the company.”

“Exactly.” 
He slid a folder in front of her and said, “This is a prospectus. It explains everyone’s role here including mine as your backer. I’d like you and Beth to look it over and while you do, I want to talk with Erin and Pete for a minute.”
He motioned for us to follow him and we went into a small office next to his. He looked to Erin and said, “I understand you may have quite a career ahead of you. Are you happy with the way your life seems to be headed?”
“Yes sir, I love acting.”

“Do you think you’d like to pursue it as a career?”
“Yes, and I really want to learn all I can about it.”
“I see. How would you go about doing that?”

“There are workshops and classes. I was going to ask my folks about letting me enroll in one this summer but she says she wants me to go with her to check out the new business in Chicago and New York.”

“Those trips shouldn’t take too long, can’t you do both?”

“Not this year, the really good ones are already full. But there are some community classes I can take.”

“So this is what you really want?”
“Yes sir, I really love it and umm, they say I’m pretty good.”

He smiled at her, “I’ll bet you are. I’ll be looking for you on TV.”

Then he turned to me, “Pete, the drug dealer’s people are talking about a deal, so it may never come to trial. I almost wish it would because I would bury him so deep he’d never get out, but as it is he’ll probably do at least fifteen years. I hear you’re also headed for big things. Is there something I can do for you?”
“We had to sign something yesterday that said if I tried to contact a friend of mine in any way, they would come after us legally. I’m not going to do or say anything to violate that, but could we get into trouble?”

“Ms. Adams told me all about it. Don’t worry, that was a scare tactic. If they try something I’ll take care of it. Is there anything else?”
“No, I guess not.”

He handed each of us a business card and said, “Kids, my wife and I think about what you did for us all the time. Our private numbers are on there, call either of us anytime for anything.”

We thanked him and he said, “I’d like you kids to go back inside, but before you go I have a question. I know Amy is acting like a member of the family. She tells everyone that she’s your sister. Is that okay with you?”

We both showered him with praise for Amy and how happy we were to have her as our sister. When we finished he said, "Good, I was hoping you would say that. Go back in there now, I’ll join you shortly.” 
When we got back, there were papers all over the desk and both Mom and Amy were going over them. Mr. Martin joined us a minute later and for the next hour they talked about corporations, trusts and things about which I had no clue. It was when they talked about compensation that Amy said, “The salaries you have planned for Mom and I are very generous, but you have me making twice as much as Mom and she’s going to be doing all the work.”
Mom interrupted with, “That’s okay dear, after all it’s…”

Mr. Martin was grinning when he broke in with, “After all it’s your company.”
Amy shot back with, “I don’t care about that. If Mom is going to run things she’s has to get paid for it!”

“Would you be happy if it was the other way around?”

“Absolutely, why she is...” 
Martin slid a paper across the table and said, “Like this?”

She looked at it and said, “You knew I’d want it this way didn’t you?”

“The people around you think you’re terrific. I wanted to satisfy myself that you were for real, and you have. But as you know, salaries don’t tell the real story. We’re going to make a lot of money out of this deal and I’m pretty excited about it. With your permission, here’s how I’d like to see things start to happen. I’m going to get going on the UA thing and we need to get Beth to Chicago and New York to close those deals.”

Mom interjected, “I want to bring the girls with me. I’ll introduce Amy as my daughter so she can put a face on the models she’s going to be dealing with later, and we’ll say Erin is a rising TV star we just signed. It’ll give us some credibility until the UA thing goes through.”

Mr. Martin chuckled, “Great idea! I’m going to assign Ms. Adams to you, permanently. She’ll accompany you and handle the legalities. Can everyone be ready to leave on Monday?”
Mom looked at the girls and when they nodded, so did she. 
He continued, “Ms. Adams will make the travel and accommodation arrangements and she’ll keep me posted on your progress. Anything you need, just see her and she’ll take care of it. Our office will contact the Selinco people today. We’ll get the ball rolling so they can be ready for you when you get there.”

“Won’t they think that this is kind-of sudden?”

“Exactly! I hope to close this thing before they know what hit them. From what my people were able to find out, they’ve been talking about getting rid of the talent agencies for a while now. I want to grab them up before they change their mind.” 

Just then a light on his desk came on. He pressed a button and the receptionist came in with some papers. He glanced at them then he handed them to Mom. She studied them for a minute, smiled, and handed them to Erin. After a quick look, Erin screeched, “Oh my God, you got me into the Daughtry Institute! That’s the most famous acting school anywhere. How in the world did you do it, there’s a two year wait to go there and you have to be sponsored?” 

“They’re clients of ours. John, the owner is a golf buddy of mine and he owes me a favor.”

He looked at Mom. “It’s a six week course and they have her scheduled to start the first of next month, is that okay?”
When she nodded, Erin ran to Mom and kissed her then she went to Mr. Martin, gave him a huge hug and began thanking him. He had to actually pull her off of him, but you could see he was pleased.
Mom and Amy dropped Erin and me off at our house and went to the office. Erin made a B-line to her room and started calling people. So I made myself some lunch and when I finished I went to my room. The answering machine was blinking but I didn’t want to talk to anyone right now, so I unplugged the phone line. I jumped on Killer for a while then I sat down and called Kate on my cell phone to tell her about the weekend. When I told her about the people who were coming, she surprised me by saying, “That’s fine, I’ll make sure Jose stocks the kitchen. I uhh have a question. What are the sleeping arraignments?”

“I never thought about it. I guess we’ll use the downstairs bedrooms, why?”

“I’d like you to use the upstairs room.”

“Gee, that’s a big room for only one person.”

“I know dear, but the time we spent there was beautiful and I’d like to think of you being in that big bed even though I’m not with you.”

I was a little surprised but I said okay and when we hung up I sat for a while thinking about those times. They were beautiful times indeed. She taught me a lot of things there and they weren’t all about sex. Most of it was about loving. She was wonderful at that and I’ll never forget how amazing it was making love to her. We also did some bizarre things there. She brought someone else to bed with us on two occasions and for a long time I actually suspected one of them might have been Mom. But it wasn’t. One of those times it was Mrs. Torres and I still have trouble believing it. 

I was with other girls there too, but whenever I think of that room I think of Kate standing by the windows with the moonlight shining on her naked body. That time, and the night she moved to the music in Sylvia’s sunroom will be with me forever.
The minute I thought about Sylvia my stomach began to hurt. I spent a lot less time with Sylvia then I did with Kate, but Sylvia is the one that’s always in the back of my mind. Nell sort-of reminds me of Sylvia. I wonder if that’s why I’m so attracted to her.
I spent the next few hours tending to the lawn and doing things around the house that I’d been putting off. Around three o’clock my cell phone rang and a guy said that he was Colin and asked if I was home. When I said I was he said, “I’ll be there in a few minutes, I have some things for you.” Twenty minutes later I heard a car in the driveway. Colin was a short gray-haired guy and after he introduced himself he began loading boxes onto a dolly. He asked me where my room was and when I took him there he unpacked a new laptop, a fax machine, a laser color printer and he started hooking everything up. It took him over an hour to get things all hooked up and get me onto the internet with a DSL line and an email address. I mostly knew how everything worked, but he spent another half hour going over things with me. He gave me a small booklet that had a bunch of email addresses of the people at Burgers, including one that one that belonged to Nell, and he cautioned me to guard the booklet and not let anyone else see it. 
Then he said, “Take the laptop with you wherever you go. You’ll be asked about sales numbers and given instructions about technical issues,” then he pointed to a black spot on the top edge of the screen surround and added, “This is a camera for video conferencing.” Finally, he handed me a tiny box. It had “Burgers” splashed across it on all four sides. I opened it and shook out a flash drive and a folded paper. The paper was instructions on how to use the drive. After I assured him I knew what flash drives were and how to use them, he said, “Put it in.”

I put it into a USB port and when I opened it a JPG file appeared. When I clicked on it there was a full screen head shot of me. I was smiling and written across the top was, “Here’s a free gift for you, thanks for shopping at Burgers,” and at the bottom was, “If you have a problem with any of our products, contact us at,” and it gave an email address starting with ‘askpete’. 
Startled, I looked at him and he said, “It goes to our tech department.” Then he pointed to the flash drive and added, “This is a new promotion. These will be waiting for you at every location. On the day you’re scheduled there, everyone who signs up for a Burger’s credit card gets one of these. When you’re actually there, they get a picture of you handing it to them and a copy goes on a display board at the entry.”
 “They’ll be right at the entry as the people come in?”

“Yes, and Monday we want you at the photo studio in Van Nuys. They’re going to take a lot of pictures of you in a Burger’s shirt. When you’re not at the locations there’ll be a life-size cut-out of you standing next to the display board.”
He started to leave then he stopped and said, “You’re listed in the phone book aren’t you?”

“Yes, but not my address. None of our numbers include addresses. Dad did it that way because of the girls.”

“Good. Change to an unlisted number. Your name and photo is in today’s paper and it’s going to appear quite often from now on, so it won’t be long before you’re going to be inundated with crank calls.” 
He left after that and I went into the house to look for today’s paper. Sure enough, on the back page of the sport’s section was a full page ad for Burgers and at the top was the same picture that was on the flash drive and the caption under it read, “Ask Pete.”

I went back to my room and sat there for a while with my head spinning. Finally I went to the answering machine and plugged it in. 
The phone rang immediately. When I answered and girl’s voice said, “Hi Pete its Carmen from school,” then I heard her turn away and whisper, “It’s him,” and a bunch of giggling. 
I don’t remember a girl named Carmen, so I asked “Do we know each other?”
“Sure, I’m friends with a girl you fucked and she said you had the biggest cock in school.”

There was lots of laughter in the background, so I just hung up. A second later it rang again, and I grabbed the phone and said, “What!”
“Pete, its Denise, Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I just got a stupid phone call is all.”
“Oh. Uhh, you’re all over the newspaper, did you strike it rich or something?”
“So it got there too, eh?”

“Boy, did it. I’ve been telling everybody at school that you are my friend and now NO one believes me. When you and I walk in together they’re all gonna umm, faint.”

I chuckled, “You cleaned up your act.”

“You mean the old Denise would have said, ‘they’re all gonna shit’, right?”

I laughed, “Yeah, that’s it exactly. By the way, I have a couple questions. Does Desi stand up for you when the kids talk about you at school?”

“She tries but as you know, I transferred here from a private school in LA and in the beginning we told people that the reason I was staying with the Torres was that my parents were killed in an auto accident. Well, we got our stories crossed a couple times and now nobody believes either one of us.”

“I thought Desi had a lot of friends.”

“She used to, but she got a bit of a reputation a while back and people tend to not believe her anymore.”

“That’s a shame. Uhh, when I talked to you a while ago I got the impression there might be someone special at school. Is that still true?”

“I don’t know. His name is Dale. Everybody at school thinks I’m a big blowhard and I was kind-of hoping he would stick up for me, but he didn’t.”

“Then he doesn’t deserve you.”

“I think he wanted to, but he’s kind-of shy.”

“If he’s there this weekend, point him out to me and I’ll have a talk with him.”

“Don’t do that. He’s really shy and you’ll scare the hell out of him.”

“Okay, I’ll be nice.”
“Good, are you going to bring one of your gorgeous girls with you?”

“Nope, I’m all yours. I’ll see you on Saturday.”
Before we hung up I gave her my cell phone number and told her not to use my hard line any more. Then I unplugged it.
Cindy showed up around six and asked, “Can you check me out and see if I’m ready to take my driving test?”

“Sure, but I thought Jake was helping you.”

“He was, but he wouldn’t let me go over twenty miles an hour and it was driving me crazy.”

We went outside and parked next to my car was a late model Honda Civic, so I asked, “What’s this?”
“It’s mine. It belonged to the lady next door. She’s getting too old to drive, so Digger helped me buy it.”

“You drove here by yourself?”

“It’s only two blocks and I was careful.”

We went for a long ride and she said she wanted to concentrate on her driving so I sat quietly and watched her. She did very well and when I told her so, she pulled over on a side street and said, “Pete, I have to tell you about Jake.”
“What’s the matter?”

“He wants me to spend all our time at his house.”

“So you guys are, uhh, getting it on a lot?” 
“Heck no, all we do is spend time with his family and all they want to talk about is religion. They want me to go to a fucking bible school.”
“And Jake goes along with it?”

“Worse than that, he insists on it! I don’t want to put up with it and I told him last night I didn’t want to see him anymore.”

“You broke up with him? Gee, I’m sorry, is there something I can do?”
She didn’t answer for a minute, then she said, “It looks like you’re gonna be famous, will you still be my friend?”

“Why of course I will. I hope we’ll always be friends. Why would you even ask that?”

“I-I don’t want you to forget me.”

It looked like she was going to cry so I pulled her next to me and put my arm around her. As soon as I did she began to cry. I held her until she started to calm down, then I said, “I won’t forget you. You’ll always be my friend. C’mon Cindy, what’s the matter?”
“I’ve only had two guy friends my age. You and Jake, and now Jake is gone.”

“Well, you still have me and I’ll bet when the guys find out that Jake’s no longer around you’ll have lots of them asking about you.”
“What if I don’t want other guys chasing after me? What if I want it to be you?” 

I put my finger on her lips to stop her and as gently as I could I said, “We’ve been over this.”
I sat for a while holding her. She’s a sweet girl and I was wondering what I could do to comfort her when she asked, “Could you take me to get my driver’s license tomorrow?”

“I’ll be happy to, but isn’t Myrna…”
“Myrna is busy this weekend and I have to take Digger to the doctor on Saturday, so I need to get my driver’s license tomorrow”
“You want to drive him all the way to Orange County?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What time is his appointment?”

“Ten o’clock.”

“I’ll go with you. I don’t want you to go that far on the first day you get your license. I’m going out of town Saturday afternoon but I don’t have to leave until four o’clock.” 
She thanked me and when she dropped me off I called Jake. When he answered I asked, “Hey, what’s going on between you and Cindy?”

“I figured she would talk to you. She broke up with me and I’m kind of glad. I like Cindy, but she’s not the girl for me. My faith is too important to me and she doesn’t seem to respect that.”
“So can I tell people that Cindy’s back on the market again?”
He laughed, “Don’t you really mean, would I mind if you set Cindy up with someone else? Well, the answer is, no, I don’t mind. Cindy is a great girl and she deserves to be with someone. I wish we were right for each other but we’re not. So go right ahead.”

I was surprised he saw through me so easily and after we talked for a few more minutes, my next call was to Bill.
After he gave me the expected crap about my picture being in the paper again I asked, “Hey, you remember Cindy, the girl that works in the school office?”

“Sure, she goes with Jake, doesn’t she?”
“Not any more, they broke up. Do you know someone that would like to take her out?”
“If I wasn’t going with Tess I’d ask her out myself. She changed a lot lately and it’s all for the good. Just last week the guys were talking about her. Do you remember that quiet kid that sat behind us in English?”

“Yeah, his name is Ted isn’t it?”

“That’s him. He was saying how cute she is. I know he’d like to go out with her.”
“What kind of guy is he?”

“He’s a brain and he’s kinda geeky but he’s a good guy. But he’s shy around girls and I don’t know if he has the balls to ask her out.”
“Do you have his phone number?”
“No, but he’ll be here in a few minutes. My car’s in the shop and he’s picking me up. We’re going to meet Tess and some friends at the Mall.”
“Tell him to call my cell as soon as he gets there, and don’t tell him what it’s about.”
About fifteen minutes later my cell phone rang and a very tentative voice said, “Uhh, Pete, this is Ted, you wanted to talk to me?”

I put on a gruff voice and growled, “Do you know who I am?”

“Uhh, everyone knows who you are, you’re Pete Baker. I saw your picture in the paper today.”

“How’d you like to do me a favor?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Do you know Cindy, the girl who works in the office at school?”

“Yeah, she goes with that football player.”

“Not any more. How would you like to go out with her?”
“That would be great, are you uhh, sure they broke up?”

“I’m positive. I want you to ask her out for tomorrow night.”
“Uhh, okay, where do you want me to take her?”

“That’s up to you but make it somewhere nice.”

“I can do that, but why are you doing this?”

“She’s a good friend of mine and Bill says you’re a good guy. Are you?”
“Uhh, yeah I think so.”

“Good. I’m going to give you some phone numbers. Do you have something to write with?”

He said yes and I gave him Cindy’s phone and my cell number. Then I said, “Go somewhere quiet and call her right now. Don’t tell her I told you to call. When you hang up, call me back and let me know what happened. Now let me talk to Bill.”
When Bill got on the line I explained what was happening and asked him to give the guy a few minutes to make the call. When I did, he said okay then he added, “By the way, guess who I saw. I was at the store the other day and Karen’s dad came in. He had Clair with him.”
“Wow, she’s back! Did she recognize you?”
“I don’t think so; she looked right through me.”

“What did she look like?”

“She seemed different. Her hair is longer and she put on a little weight. But she was following him around like she was on a leash. It was like she was afraid to be more than a few inches away from him.”

“It sounds like she’s on medication.”

“I agree. But she still looks pretty good. That time I spent with her is something I’ll never forget.”

Just then there was a click and he said that someone was trying to reach him and he’s call back later. It was nearly two hours later when an obviously delighted voice said, “Pete, this is Ted. I’ve been on the phone with Cindy all this time. She agreed to go out with me!”
“Good. You’re going to be nice to her aren’t you?”

“I promise I will and I want to thank you for thinking of me, but we have a problem. You asked me not to say who gave me her number. Well, she knew right away it was you. I tried to tell it was someone else but she wouldn’t buy it.”
“Well, that’s okay I guess.”

“And theirs umm, a couple other things. I’m going to take her for a soda tonight. Would it be okay with you if I took her to get her license tomorrow and went with her when she drove to the doctor on Saturday?”

“No problem. Just make sure she drives carefully.”
He said he would and thanked me about a dozen times.
I slept until nine on Friday and when I got up everyone was gone so I spent most of the day cleaning my room washing my car and changing the oil on the Magna. When I finished with the bike I grabbed a helmet and went for a ride. It was a beautiful day and I didn’t get home until almost four. When I went into the house it was like I walked into a clothing store. The dining room table was piled high with boxes and Amy, Erin and Mom were laying out clothes. They had bought new outfits for the trip and were talking excitedly about makeup and things. 

When I got a chance I asked her about changing my phone number. When I did, she said, “From now on, whenever you need something like this taken care of, call the office and speak to Jasmine. She’s the office manager now and she’ll be taking care of those kinds of things.”

“Aren’t you worried about her leaving if she gets an acting job?”

She glanced quickly at Amy before she answered, “She’s agreed to stay on with us. She’s very good at what she does and we’re glad to have her.”
I was curious about what the glance was for, but she didn’t say anything else, so I asked, “Is she going to be running things when you’re gone?”

“No, Myrna will be there full time from now on. If it has to do with business, she’ll take care of it.”
Mom woke me at nine on Saturday. She said she wanted us to all have breakfast together for a change. I threw on some jeans and when I went into the kitchen she was teaching the girls how to make ‘One-eyed toast’. It’s where you cut a hole in the center of a piece of bread, put it in a frying pan and break an egg in the middle. She used to make them when we were kids and it was fun watching them all doing it. 
After breakfast we talked about what time I was going to leave for Cantil. When I told her around four o’clock, Mom said they were going shopping again and they might not be back by then, so we all hugged and after some half-serious warnings from Mom about, “No parties in the house while we’re gone.” It was only then that I began to realize I was going to be completely on my own for at least a week, maybe longer. 
They left a short while later so I went to my room. I got on Killer for a while and I was working hard when my cell phone rang. It was Meg and she wanted to know where we were going to meet for our trip to Cantil.
I said, “You’re coming from Hollywood, why don’t we meet at my house, it’s on the way?”

I heard her say something to someone and Lane came online and said, “We’re at my house in Brentwood. What time should we get there and how do I get there from here?”

I said to get here at four and I gave him directions. Then he said, “Hang on, Meg wants to say something.” 
Meg came online and asked, “Just how dressy is this thing going to be?”

“It’s not black tie, but the guys will be wearing suits and most women will be in evening wear.”

She said, “Oh shit!” So I added, “Wear causal clothes for the trip, we can change at Kate’s. The only thing is, I don’t know if they allow fallen women at the dance.”

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

“Well, you obviously didn’t spend last night at your house and I’m not sure they’ll let your kind in there.”

She said, “Fuck you,” and hung up. 

I was laughing to myself when I called the twins and after a explaining the same dress code to them they also agreed to be here at four.

With some time to kill I went to the answering machine and plugged it in. There were about twenty calls. Most were hang-ups and the rest were from kids at school. I so I unplugged it again.
A minute later my cell phone rang and an excited-sounding Cindy said, “Guess what! I passed my test. I’m now a licensed driver.”

“Good for you. Was it difficult?”

“Not really. I think Ted was more worried than I was.”
“So you two got along okay?”

“Yes, he’s umm, a real sweetie-pie.” 
She sounded hesitant, so I asked, “Is something wrong?”

“No, he’s everything I thought I wanted. He’s smart, he’s nice and he treats me like a princess.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“I like him, but he isn’t a ‘take charge’ guy like you and Jake are. I’m uhh, afraid I might hurt him.”

“Then don’t! If you like him, treat him the way you want to be treated. You’ve come a long way lately. I think it’s because Erin, Amy and maybe me, have showed you what a great girl you are. Give him the chance and I bet he’ll surprise you.”
“So you want me to take him under my wing like you did for me?”

“No, I want you to have fun. If he comes along like you want him too, that’s fine. If not, there’ll be plenty of others to take his place. Look at what just happened. You broke up with Jake two days ago, and there’s already someone new.”

“That’s because you sent him to me.”
“Cindy, look at your self in the mirror. You’re a babe!”

There was a pause, then, “If I’m so hot, why can’t I be with you?”

“Because I won’t be around! I’m going to be traveling all summer, Cindy. You need someone who’s more stable.”

For the second time in less than fifteen minutes, a girl said, “Fuck you,” and hung up on me. 

I packed and I was waiting in the front house when the twins showed up in one of their VWs, followed a moment later by Meg and Lane. Lane was driving a silver Mercedes sports car that looked like it cost as much as a house. Meg introduced Lane to the twins and we got on the road.
The traffic was light, so less than an hour later we pulled into the ranch. Things were tidier than I remembered and it looked like the main house had a fresh coat of paint. I showed everyone to rooms on the ground floor but I didn’t show them where I was staying. It was early so after everyone put their things away we gathered in the kitchen. I got some sodas from the fridge and I explained to everyone whose ranch it was and how I knew about it. Rose wanted me to tell her again who Denise was and why they were pretending to know her and I gave her my edited version of who she was and why we were there. I said her mother was a movie star but didn’t say who, and things seemed to be going well until Rose asked me who her mother was.

I knew someone would ask and I said, “I’m not allowed to talk about it and please don’t ask Denise when you meet her.” 

Rose darted her eyes at me, but she didn’t say anything and a minute later she and Lily went out to look at the horses. 
Lane, Meg and I sat around for a little longer. Then Meg went to get ready. 
When she left, Lane said, “It’s a nice thing you’re doing. Do you and this girl have a special relationship?”

“No, she’s just a friend. Like I told Meg, her mother is in the movies, but she abandoned her. She’s been living with a local family and she let it slip that she knows some Hollywood people. The kids at school don’t believe her and they’ve been giving her a hard time.”
“So, being with you is going to give her some credibility?”

“That, the twins and Jack Hedden should convince everyone that she’s for real.”
He reached in his pocket, flipped me the keys to his car and said, “Drive up in this. People are sure to notice the two of you getting out of it.”

I tried to object but he just said, “Don’t worry, it’s insured and I need a favor.”
“Sure.”

“I guessed that this was going to be dressy and I know Meg doesn’t have much of a wardrobe, so I had a gown made for her. I was going to surprise her with it earlier but I don’t know if she’ll accept it.”

“You had a gown made for her!!! How do you know her size and how did you do it so fast?”
“I own some buildings in LA. One of the tenants is a couture house. I got her sizes when I was at her apartment and they made it for me.”

“They made it for you this week? It must have cost you a fortune!” 
He sighed before he explained, “It’s been a long time since I was this interested in someone and I may have gone a little overboard. I’ve been sending her little things and this morning she got all over my case and said she wouldn’t accept anything from me for a while. The dress is in the car. Do you think you can talk her into wearing it?”

I shook my head and we went out to the car. There was a door in the side of the car a little behind the passenger door. He nodded to it and said, “It’s for a golf bag.”

I opened it, pulled out a long silver box with a white bow around it and took it into the house. I tapped on her door and said, “Hey, it’s me. Are you decent?”
“Yeah, what’s up?”

I stepped into the room and she was standing in the bathroom in a housecoat, blow drying her hair.”

I put the box on the bed, and the minute I did she scowled and said, “What did he do now? I told him not to give me anything else.”
“Shut up! He’s nuts about you and he’s trying to show you how much. Get mad at him later. In the meantime, open the fucking box.”

She made a bee-line for it and she gasped when she pulled out a long white dress. Then she ran into the bathroom and slammed the door.

Curious, I went to the door and asked, “What are you doing?”

“There’s a mirror on back of the door. I’m looking at myself.”

A second later she opened the door. Her eyes were wet and her voice was trembling when she said, “Oh Pete, it’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen.”

“Good, show him how much you like it, but don’t take too long. I’m gonna get ready and pick up Denise. I’ll be back at seven thirty.”
I showered, put on my suit and I was coming down from the bedroom when I noticed one of the twins standing at the bottom of the stairs watching me. She was wearing a pretty pink dress and when I got close I could see it was Rose. She was also wearing make-up and she looked older. 
When I stopped next to her she turned around slowly and asked, “What do you think?”

“You look very pretty.”

“Thanks, so do you. Is that your room up there?”

“Yes.”

“I noticed there was something up there when we drove in. Can I see it?”

“I want to go pick up Denise, maybe later.”

I walked away and I was almost to the front door when I heard her say, “I’m counting on it.”

I drove the short distance to the short distance to the house next door and when I pulled up I saw the Torres twins and Mr. Torres standing on the porch. When I stepped out of the car, Mr. Torres came to me, shook my hand and said, “We saw the cars pull in earlier, and I thought I saw the Mustang.”

“You did, this belongs to a friend. I thought Denise might get a kick out of riding in it.”

“I’m sure she will. C’mon in, she’s still getting ready.”

I started for the house and for the first time I got a good look at the Torres twins. They had grown into two very pretty girls and they were staring at me like they were afraid of me. I stopped in front of them then I turned to Mr. Torres and said, “Who are these gorgeous girls? Are they friends of Mrs. Torres?”
Mr. Torres laughed and asked, “Don’t you remember Cindy and Sandy?”

“Sure I do, they’re little girls. These are young ladies, and they’re a couple of real knock-outs. Why don’t you introduce me?”

One of them stepped forward and said, “Petey it’s us, I’m Sandy, don’t you recognize us?”

“Of course I do, c’mere,” I grabbed her, hugged her and I was reaching for her sister but she backed up and said, “Gee, Petey, when did you get so big?”
I pretended to look serious and said, “I wanted to grow up big and strong so I could marry both of you.” 

They both started laughing so I reached for her and with an arm around each of them I went into the house. 

When I got inside Mr. Torres shooed them away and insisted I sit and have a glass of wine. He said Denise would be ready in a minute, so I asked, “Where are Desi and Della?”

“Desi and Bob are already there. Della doesn’t live here anymore, so I don’t know if she and her boyfriend will be there.”

I wanted to ask what was going on but he didn’t look as though he wanted to talk about it and he began to ask about the newspaper pictures and my connection with Burgers. 
I was telling him about it when there was a voice behind me said, “Pete!”
When I turned, Mrs. Torres was standing in a doorway, smiling. She stepped aside and Denise stepped into the room. 
She looked wonderful. Her bright red hair was a mass of ringlets that hung past her shoulders and she was wearing an emerald green dress that called attention to her eyes. I don’t think I’d ever noticed her eyes before. They were deep green like her dress, and the total look was amazing. 

I stared at her for a minute then I went to her, put my hands on her shoulders and looked down at her. Her skin was smooth and every trace of her skin condition was gone. She looked wonderful.

I said, “I forgot how beautiful you are Denise, thank you for letting me escort you tonight.”

Her eyes grew wide and it looked like they were starting to well up, but she shook herself, looked down, and in a voice so quiet I could barely hear her she said, “Call me Denny, everyone calls me Denny.”

I looked around and both Mr. and Mrs. Torres were beaming, so I winked at them. Then I asked Denise, “Are you ready?”

“Sure, let me get my coat.”

She went to her room and I said to Mr. Torres, “Come by the dance, I have some surprises for her.”

She came back and I led her to the car.
She was amazed at the car and when I held the door for her she slid in and began looking around like she was in some mythical chariot. 

I drove back to Kate’s and Meg and Lane were sitting in my car waiting for us so I headed for the Grange. On the way I explained that the car belonged to the guy following us, and she grinned and said, “Perfect! When those people see this car, and when I get out with you, my reputation will be made.”

I smiled to myself, thinking about what was coming…

As luck would have it, the band was on a break and there were groups of people standing out front. I drove slowly by and Denise waggled her fingers at some people, but they were looking at the car and I don’t think they realized it was her. I was about to park when Lane pulled alongside and motioned for me to roll down the window. 

He grinned and said, “Do you see that big space right in front of the entrance?”

“Sure, it’s a no-parking zone, why?”

“Go-ahead and park there, nobody will bother you when you pull up in a car like that.”

So I did. I pulled right in front and when Denise reached for the door handle I said, “Sit still, let’s give them a show.”

I got out, went to her side and when I opened her door I whispered, “Give me your hand.” It took her a second to realize what I was doing then she smiled, reached out her hand to me and slid daintily out of the car. 

She watched as I closed the door then without taking her eyes from me she took my arm and we walked inside. 
The buzzing started immediately. I could hear people saying, “Isn’t that the guy who,” and, “That’s Pete Baker, what’s he doing with Denny?”
Then there was a screech and Desi came running over dragging Bob behind her. We hugged and I held her at arms length and looked at her. She looked great! She was a different person from the last time I had seen. She seemed much calmer and more settled now and I began telling her how good she looked. 

Bob was standing next to her and when without thinking, she slipped her arm around his waist I understood why. Desi was in love!
I was thinking what a nice-looking couple they made when someone close to us said, “Holy shit, look at that!”

Meg and Lane were coming toward us. Meg was a vision. Her white gown hugged her body, accentuated her full breasts and when she moved the dress seemed to flow. She was so pretty I was speechless for a minute. It was her that broke the silence by saying to Denise, “Hi, I’m Meg and this is Lane.”
When I finally got my voice back I introduced them to Desi and Bob. I was about to tell her how good she looked when Meg turned to say something to Lane. I immediately lost my voice again. The dress was backless! Two tiny straps crossed her back and held up the front of the dress, but her whole back was naked all the way down to just above her butt crack. It was the sexiest dress I had ever seen. Fortunately the band started to play and I took Denise to the dance floor before I embarrassed myself by getting a tent in my pants. 

Denise is a pretty good dancer and I was having fun, but I noticed that we were getting a lot of looks, especially from the younger crowd. Denise saw it too and was smiling constantly. Suddenly there was a commotion. Some people had stopped dancing and were looking toward the entrance. I could see what was happening and I whispered to Denise, “This is for you, pretend you know them.”

She had a confused look on her face when Rose yelled, “Denise, where are you?”

I raised my hand so they could see us and the twins ran over and made a big production of hugging Denise and telling her how much they missed her. 

Denise was blown away. The twins have been making movies and appearing on TV since they were babies, so every person in the place knew who they were and we soon had a crowd around us. 
I had asked them to dress differently so I could tell them apart and they had. Their dresses were identical, but Rose’s was pink and Lily’s was pale blue. 

There was so much confusion the band had quit playing. The twins were standing on each side of Denise and they each had an arm around her when Lily said, “Hey Denise, there’s some good looking guys here. Why don’t you introduce us to a couple so we can dance?”
A bunch of hands shot up, but Denise seemed to be looking around. Finally she spotted someone and said, “Dale; is Phil with you?”

A couple young guys stepped out of the crowd. One had a shock of red hair and was wearing horn-rimmed glasses. The other one was nice looking blond guy. Neither one was very tall, which made it perfect for the girls. Lily ran to the blond guy, grabbed him by the arm and said, “This one’s mine, somebody get the band going.” Rose went to the other one and as the crowd started to break up the band began playing.
It was a slow number and as Denise and I resumed dancing she put her head on my shoulder and whispered, “Thanks Pete. I don’t know how you did it but it’s wonderful.”

“You’re welcome. That Dale guy, is he the one you talked about?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Humph.., you deserve better.”

She smiled, “Well, you’re not around and it’s slim-Pickens out here.”
When I chuckled, she continued, “But he’s really nice and probably the smartest kid in school. I think I’ll give him another chance. Maybe this summer I can get him to grow a pair of balls.”

I was laughing when the band started a louder, faster number so we concentrated on dancing.  
A few minutes later Rose danced by with another boy and I saw the red-headed kid standing at the side of the room watching us. So I danced us over to him and when I got close I turned Denise’s back to him then I crooked a finger at him and pointed to her. It took him a second to catch on, then he asked to cut in. Startled, Denise looked at me, but when I backed away she began dancing with him. 

I was headed toward the bar to get a soda when I saw Lane and Meg. They second he saw me Lane motioned me over and over the noise of the band he shouted, “Would you please dance with her, if I step on her feet one more time I’m afraid I’ll break something.”

We both laughed and Meg and I began dancing. She was so pretty I couldn’t keep my eyes off her and when the next number was a slow one I pulled her close and said, “You look wonderful.”

“So I’m okay for an older woman, eh?”

“I’m not kidding Meg; you’re the most gorgeous girl here.”
“Thanks Pete, It’s the beautiful dress.”

“The dress is great but the girl in it makes it beautiful. Lane’s a lucky guy. He hit a home run with the dress and with you.”
She looked flustered so I was quiet for the rest of the song. When it stopped she led me to a table where Lane and Rose were sitting. 
There were two guys talking to Rose. They were asking her to dance and she was flirting with them. I interrupted with, “Where’s Lily?”
Rose answered, “Last I saw she was dancing with that boy she met. I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.”

I decided to go get a soda and see if I could find her. On the way to the bar I spotted her and some guy I hadn’t seen before, standing by an exit. They were standing close together and as I was watching them the boy kissed her. She seemed surprised, but when he said something to her, she nodded and he slipped out the door. As soon as he left some other guys came over and began to talk to her, but she kept glancing at the door. Finally I saw her point in the direction of the ladies room and she walked toward it. I had a feeling something was up so I walked that direction. I was actually closer to the bathroom than she was so I held back a little. It was a good thing I had because I lost her in the crowd and when I saw her again she was headed for the back door.
I hurried after her and I got outside just as she was getting in a car.
I barked, “Lily, wait!”

She stopped and the guy yelled, “What the fuck do you want?”
I took a step toward him and growled, “I want you to shut up before I kick your ass. Stay where you are, I need to talk to Lily.”

Lily came over to me and started to argue with me. 

I said, “Stop it,” and low enough that the guy couldn’t hear me I said, “Lily, I want your promise that you won’t leave. I want you where I can find you and I want you to be able to find me if you need me.”

“Why would I need you?”

“You just met this guy and you don’t know a thing about him. He could be a good guy or he could be an asshole.”

“He seems like a nice guy.”

“He may be. If he is he won’t mind waiting for a little while. Remember who you are, Lily. There were a lot of people watching you and your sister tonight. I’m sure that I’m not the only one that saw you and him together and I’m sure someone saw you leave just now. This may be a small town but you guys are known everywhere and word travels. C’mon back and dance some more, you can bring him back to the house later. I promise I won’t interfere.”

“If we go to the house you won’t try to stop me from anything?”
“I don’t care what you do at the house. Fuck your brains out if you want to. I promised your mom I would keep my eye on you and your sister but I’m not the sex police. I feel responsible for you while you’re up here with me and I want to make sure I’m around if you need me.”
She looked up at me with a smile and said, “I guess I’ve been hanging around the entertainment industry too long. I didn’t realize chivalry was still alive. Okay ‘Daddy’, I’ll go back inside, but I’m gonna keep studly over there with me, I may want to play bump and tickle with him later.”
She went over to talk to the guy in the car and I went back inside.

I was on my way to our table when I saw some familiar faces. Sitting at a large table with some people I didn’t know, was Richard Fell the bank manager and his wife Nicole. I immediately thought about the time I’d spent with her and Clair in Kate’s big bed. I thought about saying hello, but not knowing what else to say, I avoided their table and went to ours. There was quite a crowd around it. Some of the younger people were talking with Rose and Denise. Most of the older men and some of the women were staring at Meg. 
She had one hand on top of Lane’s arm and she was sitting very erect, as though she was holding court. One of the men would say something to her and she would smile sweetly and answer in measured tones. This was not the Meg I know. It was obvious she was having a good time and it was fun watching her. 
I stood a short distance away, with one eye on the exit. When I saw Lily come in and head toward our table I went there and said, “Denise, can I pull you away from your admirers long enough to dance with me?”

 She stood up and on out way to the dance floor she hugged me and whispered, “Oh Petey, this has been wonderful. People are talking to me that haven’t said a word to me since I came to Cantil. Thank you sooo much.”
I whispered back, “You ain’t seen nothin yet.”

She gave me a puzzled look, but by that time we were on the dance floor and the band was playing a lively number. When that one finished they went into a slower one and the band leader began singing. I pulled Denise close to me. I was thinking about what a change there had been from the rough-talking bratty girl I’d first met to the pretty girl I was holding in my arms when there was a gasp from the crowd and two figures ran into the room and jumped up on the stage. The band stopped playing and people in the crowd started saying. “Oh my God it’s Rocketman,” and “Look who’s with him!”
Jack Hedden and Justin seemed to be looking for something. Finally Jack took the microphone from the band leader and asked, “Has anybody seen Pete Baker?”

People began looking at me so I raised my hand. As soon as I did, Jack turned to Justin and said, “See, I told you she was with him.”
I barely had time to whisper, “Play along with them,” when Justin yelled, “Denise,” and he ran over to us, grabbed Denise around the waist and began swinging her around. Jack was right behind him and he took Denise away from Justin, gave her a big hug and said, “Everyone at the studio has been asking about you, where the heck have you been?”
“I-I’ve been here, I, uhh,”

He interrupted, “Pete, let me borrow her for a while, we have to catch up on old times,” and he began dragging her toward the door. 

A bunch of us followed them and parked out front was one of those mile-long limousines. It had the name of the studio on the side. He pushed her into it, Justin got in too and Jack yelled to me, I’ll call you later,” and they drove off.

People started going back inside and when I spotted Mr. and Mrs. Torres by the edge of the crowd. They came to me and Mrs. Torres asked, “Will she be okay?”

“She’ll be fine. They’ll take her out for some ice cream and bring her back in about an hour.” 
They were both grinning when I went back inside. 

The band had taken a break so I sat with Lane and Meg. The twins were surrounded by people including the guy who’d kissed Lily, but she didn’t seem to be interested in him anymore. Instead she kept talking to the blond guy named Phil. A few minutes later Rose joined her and she asked him to sit with us. He seemed like a nice guy and when the girls started teasing him about his blond hair he began to blush. As soon as he did the girls renewed their attack and started on his dimples. Pretty soon he was a wreck but I could tell he was enjoying it. 
I needed to use the bathroom so I went to the hallway but when I got there it was crowded so I got in line. While I was waiting the band must have come back because I heard the band leader say, “Well, it’s been an exciting evening and it seems it’s not over yet. We have a surprise guest who has agreed to do a song for us,” 
A second later the band started in on the opening bars of Stardust. 
