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      PROLOGUE


      

         He obviously hadn’t remembered her name.

      


      “Madame Designer,” he’d mockingly called her, through thin, spoiled lips.


      She’d made a point of telling him she knew who he was. “Mr. Stern,” she’d said more than once, with obvious deference.


      “Arthur—call me Arthur,” he’d replied, with the leer she remembered from their first meeting.


      What a big-headed fool she’d been, sipping champagne at the reception, her confidence climbing as no one challenged her right

         to be there.

      


      She’d congratulated herself that once again, despite increased nerves, she’d managed to crash this important party so successfully,

         the party she’d hoped would change her life and put an end to her crashing forever.

      


      The young girl shuddered. It had changed her life all right, in a way that even in her worst dreams she could never have foreseen.


      False smiles, arch movements. There had been plenty of both, as she’d tried to impress the fashion magnate. She’d even walked

         in a certain way to emphasize the sensual swirl 

         of silk around her legs, as she’d accompanied Mr. Stern so lightheartedly to the darkened upper hall.

      


      In total control, she’d thought she was, her body the perfect mannequin to show off the dream of a dress she’d designed for

         the evening’s grand affair.

      


      Who cared that there might be an invitation in the way she turned her shoulder to allow one of the pale slender straps to

         slip slightly, but not too far, onto her pale, cool arm? Not she. Mr. Stern would recognize her style, her flair, the cunning

         construction of her dress. That was all that had mattered then.

      


      Who cared that he was married? That was the point, or rather his wife, Muriel Matilda Stern, was the point; the influential

         wife who really held the purse strings, who was known to prefer to stay home, allowing her husband to roam to discover new

         talent for their fashion empire.

      


      This new talent had been so sure she could handle the passes, the leers, the suggestive innuendos of all the Arthur Sterns

         of the world. She’d encountered enough of them at events she’d crashed in the past. Hadn’t she always handled them before?

      


      But no, not this man she couldn’t; not this time she hadn’t.


      She gagged as she thought of her futile struggle as Stern had pinned her to the wall, ripping her precious dress as if it

         was a rag, wasting no time in his fierce attempted rape.

      


      But then had come the startling distraction—shouts from the end of the hall, a gunshot. Stern had turned; they’d both turned

         to see two men violently fighting, one using maniacal strength to push the other over the balustrade. There had been a high

         scream of fear and a horrifying crash of body, bone, matter on the marble floor below. It had all happened in a matter of

         seconds.

      


      Could the victim still be alive? The girl cowered back in her hiding place, the scream again filling her head. She was shivering

         so much, she felt she could go into convulsions, like the homeless woman Johnny had made famous in his columns. Johnny. She

         sobbed silently. He would never forgive her.

      


      

         She wrapped her arms around herself, trying to calm down, but it was impossible.

      


      Where was Stern now? Looking for her or denying her existence as he rearranged his perfect tuxedo and restored his sangfroid?


      And where was the other man in the fight, the perpetrator, the shadowy figure who’d disappeared so quickly through the narrow

         door she herself was now hiding behind? Who was he?

      


      She had to be wrong about his identity. She was imagining things; she’d only seen him in silhouette, and yet there was something

         that tugged at her memory, something significant she knew she should remember. What was it? And where was he now? Waiting

         for her below, in the darker dark?

      


      Stop the panic.


      Her dress felt wet. With sweat? Or was it semen, blood? How long did she have before her hiding place was discovered? Not

         long. She was in shock, but she had to get out—now. But how?

      


      Wait, you know this place, the warrens, the maze of corridors, the doorways that never held doors, the unexpected exits around

         forgotten corners.

      


      A week, a carefree lifetime ago, came to mind, when she’d worked as a volunteer for Vogue’s One Hundredth Birthday Party. Sulkily she had gone in and out, indoors and outdoors, like a slave laborer, fetching, carrying,

         backward and forward. Yes, she knew this place.

      


      She tensed, hearing voices, footsteps getting closer. Heels. Her stiletto sandals were off in seconds. She maneuvered herself

         down the narrow inside stairwell, one, two, three flights down into the old giant of a building, the grating hurting the soles

         of her feet.

      


      A door at the bottom screeched as she pushed it open. She froze, as still as an owl. A solitary dim lightbulb hung in the

         corridor stretching ahead. Was anyone waiting in the shadows? She saw figures who were not there, but slowly, as she 

         inched along, hugging the wall for protection, recognition was coming back.

      


      Twice left, past a row of wooden filing cabinets, which carried a sad, old smell of cedar and wallpaper primer, immediately

         right past a thin tall door, another long corridor, left, left again and there was the fire door.

      


      She had been warned before, it would set off an alarm if she tried to open it, but it was the only way out for her now. She

         knew she would find herself in Bryant Park, no longer covered by the huge fashion tent, the tent from which she had been ignominiously

         rejected the year her dreams had been so optimistic and fresh.

      


      The door was heavy and awkward, but it opened without a sound. She looked to the left, to the right. No one. She came out

         running, across the park with a blustery rainy wind blowing a sense that the ocean wasn’t far away.

      


      Some island


      With the sea’s silence on it.


      Browning, Pippa Passes.


      One of her father’s favorite poems. Why was it suddenly in her head? Crazy. She was running in Manhattan, the noisiest island

         on earth. The noisiest, nosiest, and yet, please God, let it be true, the most private, too.

      


      Her breath was a continuing sob, her feet were getting cut. She ran on and the rain helped hide her wild flight. She stopped

         for a second to put on her sandals. Even in this neighborhood people would remember a sobbing young woman running in a torn

         silk dress. But no one stopped to stare; no one turned around.

      


      She had no idea how long it took her to reach her walk-up loft apartment, so beloved only a few hours before.


      She double-locked the door and threw herself, still panting, groaning with a leg cramp, across her white divan. The pain in

         her feet and the thought of dirt and blood spoiling the immaculate piqué surface brought her back to reality.

      


      

         She staggered to the bathroom, looked in the mirror and wept again. She was disfigured, disgraced, swollen with crying, her

         eyes small slits in a face she hardly recognized.

      


      She ran a hot bath, pouring in the expensive bath oil she usually rationed out drop by drop, but as she soaked, the terror

         came back.

      


      Had the man who crashed on the marble floor lived? How could he have lived?


      Who had pushed him?


      Would they find her? But how could they know who she was?


      She wasn’t on the guest list. As usual, she had gate-crashed the party, but this time with a definite purpose: to put an end

         to her problems.

      


      Her mother had often said her raging ambition would lead her into real trouble one day. Now it had come true.


      She was finished. She would move to Florida to be near her parents. She would work for her father as he had always wanted

         her to do. She would never design or make another piece of clothing in her life. She would sell her sewing machine. She would

         live simply, quietly. She was finished.

      


      Limping back to the divan, she saw one of her sandals, but not the other. It must have fallen off on the way home, but she

         had no memory of it happening. Somehow she had managed to bring back her tiny evening purse. There it was, damp, carelessly

         thrown on the hall table as if she had just returned home like a normal partygoer.

      


      She opened it and saw her best lace handkerchief. Beneath it was a cloakroom ticket.


      It was only then, as the phone began to ring, Ginny remembered her cloak, the spectacular one-of-a-kind Napoleonic cloak she

         had spent weeks making, for what was to have been such a momentous occasion.

      


      She had arrived wearing the cloak. She had left it behind in the cloakroom of the New York Public Library.


   

   

      

         

         1990
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      CHAPTER ONE


      

         

         1645 EAST CLARENDON, DALLAS, TEXAS



      “How old was Ginny when she stole the sheepskin car seat, Virginia?”


      “Oh, Graham, don’t say that. She didn’t steal it; she…she borrowed it to make a lamb’s costume for the school’s nativity

         play…”

      


      Outside the living room door Ginny fumed. That old story! She couldn’t believe it. She’d been planning to give them a surprise

         and add a little sparkle to their evening, but as so often happened she was getting a rude surprise herself. What exactly

         was her father trying to prove this time?

      


      “Borrowed, stole. What’s the difference? She cut it up so it was unusable afterwards. Hey! I’ve got gin!”


      “Damn! Graham, you’re not fair. You take my mind off the game by talking so much and telling us all your stories, then you

         always win.” Ginny heard Lucy Douglas giggle, but she bet she wasn’t really amused. Her mother had told her Lucy hated to

         lose and so did her drab husband.

      


      Since moving to Dallas in ‘88, her parents had drifted into these Sunday night gin games with the Douglases. Her mother wished

         they hadn’t, although it had started because 

         Dad loved playing the game and so did Lucy, who worked at Neiman Marcus, where her mother also worked as a fitter.

      


      A chair squeaked and Ginny heard her mother say in the cheery-trying-to-be-pleasant-at-all-costs tone she knew so well, “Let’s

         have some coffee, shall we?” Ginny clenched her teeth. Please, Dad, don’t go on with the car seat story. She didn’t have much

         hope.

      


      “So what was I saying? Oh yes, well it was when we were still in San Diego, so I suppose Ginny was about ten, eleven.”


      “Nine and a half,” Ginny murmured.


      On the way to the kitchen Virginia shot Graham a warning sign to shut up. Everything he said would be all over the alterations

         department in the morning. She’d warned him before, but as usual he took no notice.

      


      “Seems Ginny didn’t get the part of Mary or even one of the angels in this nativity play, so what did she do? She didn’t sulk

         or moan. She got the car seat—she’s like her mother, good with the needle—made it into this lamb’s costume, then, plucky kid,

         went uninvited to a rehearsal wearing the damn thing and one, two, three, convinced the teacher that to add authenticity to

         the stable scene she should bleat her way throughout the performance, right in front of blessed Mary, too.” Graham whacked

         his leg with gusto. “How’s that for chutzpah? How’s that for showing initiative, something, I might add, Ginny knows I always

         highlight in my courses as one of the crucial elements for success.”

      


      Initiative! Virginia groaned. So that’s what he was calling it now.


      Lucy screamed with laughter. “What a character. If she was like that at ten, what will she get up to at twenty?” Virginia

         wanted to hit her. “Where is Ms. Sweet Sixteen, anyway? Out on a date, I s’pose?”

      


      Ginny had had enough. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door.


      “Here I am, evening Mr. Douglas, Mrs. Douglas…”


      She struck a pose in the doorway, hand on one hip, cane in the other, five feet seven inches and still growing. She tossed

         

         her head back and winked, before giving the startled group the benefit of her most mischievous grin.

      


      Her mother gasped, “What on earth…?”


      With every strand of her generally tousled chestnut hair hidden out of sight under a curious black turban, her slanted cheekbones

         made more so with powder blush, her dark eyes—inherited from her Italian grandmother—made still darker with kohl, Ginny Walker

         was wearing—could it really be possible—the jacket of her father’s old-fashioned tuxedo. Belted tightly around her tiny waist,

         the jacket ended well above her knees, her lanky legs in shiny black tights looking as if they reached up to her armpits.

      


      Trouble, she looked like nothing but trouble. A line from her favorite Bette Davis movie, All About Eve, came into Virginia’s mind. “Fasten your seat belts. It’s going to be a bumpy night”

      


      Sure enough, even as Graham was giving Ginny his usual mixed signal of aggravation and reluctant admiration, half smiling

         a fatuous smile while shaking his head sorrowfully, Ginny plumped down on the sofa and said, ‘That’s right, Mr. and Mrs. Douglas.

         I learned everything I know about initiative from Dad. Did you tell them, Dad, about that other time in San Diego, when the

         Von Karajan concert was sold out and you, eh, pretended to the old Mother Hubbard at the box office you’d given the tickets

         to me and I’d lost them?”

      


      As her father’s face reddened, Ginny rocked backward and forward, a determined look on her face. There was no stopping her

         now. “Of course, I didn’t know then Dad was pretending, that there never had been any tickets, otherwise I wouldn’t have bawled

         my eyes out as he made me empty my pockets to find nothing there… and the kind old Mother Hubbard wouldn’t have taken pity

         on us, would she, Dad? She gave us some standing room tickets meant for others in the line just to shut me up.”

      


      The smile was gone from Graham’s face. “Ginny, watch that loose tongue of yours.” He suddenly realized what she was wearing.

         “And who gave you permission to wear my 

         jacket? What do you think you’re doing? What d’you think you look like anyway?”

      


      “Practicing for my audition in Ginger and Fred, Dad… I’m the tallest in the class, so I’m trying out for Fred.” She gave him a coquettish look. “I wanted your opinion about

         the look before I asked permission to borrow it for the big night…”

      


      As Graham growled something about putting the cart before the horse and the Douglases made polite titters, Ginny got up and

         tap-danced around the room, the taps on her shoes and the tap of the cane on the wooden floor reverberating through Virginia’s

         head. When she reached the door she bowed low to the ground. “Good night, ladies and gentlemen.”

      


      Jim Douglas made a halfhearted attempt to applaud, but when nobody else joined in, he stopped. There was an awkward silence

         as they heard Ginny run upstairs. “I’ll get the coffee,” said Virginia, and “Where’s that coffee?” said Graham, simultaneously.

      


      “Ginger and Fred?” Virginia didn’t need to look at Lucy Douglas to know she thought her daughter belonged in a straitjacket.


      “Ginny’s in a modern dance class at Dallas High,” Virginia snapped over her shoulder.


      “Oh, does she want to be in show biz now? I thought she wanted to be a dress designer?”


      Graham’s face was still red. “Certainly not.” He struggled to regain his composure. “She’s top of her class in math. When

         she graduates, she’s going to business school, to get a degree in business administration.” He straightened his shoulders.

         “She’ll eventually join me.”

      


      “Over my dead body,” Virginia murmured. She was so upset, reaching up for the precious coffee cups she only used when they

         had company, she dropped one, the handle breaking off as it hit the countertop.

      


      Upstairs, at the small sink in her bedroom, a lifesaver in the rented house with only one bathroom, Ginny slowly, 

         painstakingly, began to remove the kohl with Johnson and Johnson’s Baby Oil. Before she was halfway finished, her tears were

         helping the job along.

      


      What a fool she’d made of herself… and in front of prissy, gossipy Lucy Douglas, of all people. How could she have let her

         mother down like that, giving away the family secret that her father had always conned his way through life?

      


      Ginny stared at the black streaks on her face. Not half an hour ago she’d felt so excited, applying the newly acquired kohl,

         managing to stuff her unruly hair into a skintight, olympic-style bathing cap that gripped her skull so tightly, it made her

         cheekbones look more prominent, tying her pièce de résistance on top, the black turban she’d made out of the control tops

         of her mother’s old panty hose.

      


      She’d set out to make everyone laugh with her Fred Astaire act, to help her mother, who wasn’t that keen on playing gin—or

         for that matter having the Douglases over. As usual, because of her father, it had turned into a nightmare.

      


      Why did he constantly humiliate her with his well-worn stories? Why was he always illustrating his own cleverness with stories

         about escapades her mother believed showed up her worst trait, an overpowering determination to get her own way, no matter

         what, rather than flashes of brilliant initiative learned at her father’s knee?

      


      She was spent, worn out, the way she always felt after any confrontation with her father. There were more and more of them

         these days as the subject of Her Future loomed nearer.

      


      She knew when it was coming. Usually at breakfast. Often on a Monday, her father’s favorite day for making pronouncements,

         the day the fathers of most kids she knew were in a rush to get to work, dashing to their cars or the subway, or a seven-thirty

         or eight o’clock bus to get to an office, a plant, a business.

      


      Her father was different, and how she’d grown up hating that fact.


      It was her mother who went to work. Her father worked from home—wherever home happened to be—and most 

         Mondays he acted the way she supposed most wage earners did, sighing about the onset of another week of toil ahead, sitting

         at the breakfast table as if he was the chairman of the board.

      


      What bullshit as Toby, her best friend at Dallas High, would say. Monday was no different from any other day of the week for

         her father. He would go into whatever room of the house he’d designated as his “office” and dictate his daily output of words

         of wisdom into his “Memory Minder.” Later he would take hours, starting and stopping the machine, to listen, before finally

         typing out, almost word for word, what he had already dictated.

      


      It was a terrible waste of time, but Ginny had long ago given up hope of trying to persuade him to type his thoughts directly

         onto the typewriter.

      


      “Think of the correspondence course as a classroom,” he would pontificate. She could repeat it word for word. “When the material

         arrives through the mail, it is essential the pupil can ‘hear’ as well as read what the teacher is teaching. So I must first

         hear what I am going to teach—the tone is almost as important as the information.”

      


      Quentin Peet, the nationally acclaimed columnist, her father’s idol, would then be brought into it. “I am sure Peet must dictate

         his pieces,” her father would say. “Every word resonates like no other writer’s in the world. I am sure that’s his secret.”

      


      Well, bully for Mr. P. As far as Ginny was concerned dictation was for secretaries, but there had never been enough money

         around in their lives for that kind of luxury.

      


      California, New Mexico, Colorado, Texas. During her short life they’d lived in four different states and seven different cities.

         Toby thought it sounded terribly glamorous and she’d let her think it, but it wasn’t, no sirree. It wasn’t glamorous at all.

         It was hell on earth.

      


      Just before moving to this dreary house near the Marsalis Park Zoo, they’d been living in Denver, and that was where 

         the horrible, lurking suspicion that had been building inside her turned into reality.

      


      Her mother, trying to hide the fact, had been crying over the electricity bill, and like a thunderbolt, as if God himself

         had spoken, Ginny had suddenly known, absolutely known for certain that the Walker School of Advanced Learning was a failure,

         if not a sham, that despite growing up hearing over and over again that it was their passport to prosperity, it never had

         been, nor would it ever be.

      


      Heavy rain began to beat against the window. At least that would drown out the smell of the monkey house for a few hours.

         Ginny threw off the tuxedo jacket, undressed and jumped into bed to finish her math homework. At ten o’clock at night, still

         only in October, she was shivering, dreading another Dallas winter, with only a gas fire in her room.

      


      “It rarely rains and is never cold in Texas,” her father had said two years before as he outlined the reasons for their move

         to the area of his “new opportunity.”

      


      As she turned out the light Ginny’s resentment and anger returned. Just like the Walker School of Advanced Learning, that

         had been a lot of bullshit, too.

      


      When the Douglases left, Virginia could just imagine what they were saying as they drove home. “Is that what he teaches in

         his How to Succeed in Business or whatever he calls his courses, to lie and steal and crash? No wonder his daughter’s such

         a kook. He probably cheated at gin, too. He probably always cheats, then calls it chutzpah or initiative.”

      


      The car seat story was all too true. Virginia hadn’t been amused or impressed when it had come out. On the contrary, she’d

         wanted to punish Ginny, to make her realize that taking someone else’s property was stealing, that to go anywhere where she

         wasn’t wanted was undignified. To her fury, before she could do anything, Graham had not only told Ginny he was proud of her,

         he’d rewarded her with a wonderful present, her first sewing machine, using some of the money they’d put away for medical

         emergencies.

      


      

         Ancient history though it was, Virginia thought about it as she washed up the supper plates, and it made her boil all over

         again. As if the sewing machine hadn’t been enough. As usual, she’d been the one paying for the lease on the car and so, of

         course, for the car seat, too.

      


      It was all uphill and tonight it was all too much. How could she ever give Ginny a normal life, growing up with a peripatetic

         father who had itchy feet as soon as responses to his local ads ran dry, whose “School of Advanced Learning” would have led

         them into an advanced stage of poverty without her paychecks?

      


      On the wall was the set of kitchen knives Graham’s sister Lil had sent them last Christmas. How horrified Lil would be if

         she knew what she, Virginia, wanted to do with them right now.

      


      After “Dear Friend,” Graham Walker’s opening letter to new subscribers began with the homily, “We don’t wake up on the wrong

         side of the bed. We wake up on the wrong side of the brain.” Ever since she could remember Ginny had always tried to sleep

         flat on her back.

      


      Now it was one of the few left of her father’s many dictates she thought might contain an element of truth. Certainly on this

         day of days, when she’d woken up on her stomach, with her head buried in the pillow and the wrong side of her brain definitely

         in control, not cooperating in any way with what she had to do.

      


      Two weeks had passed since the stormy morning-after-the-Douglases-night-before. She’d apologized profusely to her father,

         more to please her mother than anything else, knowing she could twist him around her little finger, providing he never suspected

         how she really felt about his “life’s work.”

      


      It wasn’t her father she worried about. It was her overworked, overburdened, wonderful mother, who didn’t deserve a brat like

         her for a daughter, or a control freak like her father for a husband. Toby knew how much she needed her mother, particularly

         now, when her support would be so essential 

         when the Big Showdown finally came: business school versus liberal arts at the community college or, her most longed-for dream,

         allowing her to become an intern, apprentice, gofer, or whatever the lowliest job was called in the world of fashion design.

      


      How crazy her mother would think she was if she knew that was what today was all about.


      For the third time, Ginny squeezed hard with finger and thumb the small tube of adhesive in her left hand, as in her right,

         she held, trembling between tweezers, a set of Supreme Sable Lashes. Again nothing came out of the tube.

      


      As she had been expecting with every tick of her bedroom clock, her mother called from the bottom of the stairs, “Are you

         nearly ready, Ginny?”

      


      Her brain suddenly gave her a break. Of course, the stupid tube needed to be pierced. The explicit instructions, propped up

         against the mirror, that she could probably recite because she’d read them so often, had omitted that obvious piece of advice,

         because it hadn’t been written for morons like herself.

      


      As she was about to use the thin end of the tweezers to go to work, her mother called again. “Ginny!” She got the message.

         Her mother was about to take off without her.

      


      “I’m coming… I’m coming.”


      It was too bad. There was no time left to add the Supreme Sables. She should have given them a trial run, but she’d been too

         concerned that once on, they wouldn’t come off, and she couldn’t see herself getting away with them at Dallas High, where

         patience for her “originality” was definitely wearing thin.

      


      As the car horn blared outside, Ginny looked again in the mirror. It only showed her down to the waist, but she thought she’d

         accomplished what she’d set out to do.

      


      With the Fred Astaire turban again covering her hair, this time worn with an electric blue velvet sheath she’d made, Scarlett

         O’Hara style, from curtains she’d found in a yard sale, large round herringbone earrings made from overcoat buttons, and a

         lightly penciled brown mouth, she did look different, 

         perhaps even “head turning,” which was cousin Alex’s greatest compliment.

      


      The Supreme Sables, at the considerable investment of five dollars and seventy-five cents, would have added the perfect finishing

         touch, but the sarà, sarà. She had learned—literally at her mother’s knee—when to stop crying over spilt anything and when

         to get on with life.

      


      Because Alex had told her more than once that you don’t have to be a Boy Scout to know how important it is to Be Prepared,

         she popped the lashes and adhesive into her small black sewing kit, which today would double as her purse.

      


      One more look in the mirror.


      Would the most famous designer ever produced in the United States—well, at least in Texas—notice how the turban emphasized

         the shape of her head? If so, it would be worth the headache it was already creating. Would Paul Robespier, once Paul Roberts,

         back in Dallas with his first American collection after ten successful years in Europe, realize how original her cut-on-the-bias

         sheath was? If he didn’t, the day still held plenty of promise. Thank goodness it was a school holiday. There had never been

         a day to match this one.

      


      She felt the same nervous excitement she’d had before diving from the top board in the school diving competition. She’d won

         then. Diving into something totally different today, she told herself, she’d win again. Her hands were shaking as they’d been

         up there on the board. Surely, a good omen?

      


      The car horn blared once more and she raced down the stairs of the boring little beige house, light-years away from the world

         to which she was headed. It was a world, Ginny knew, where women thought nothing of spilling their breakfast orange juice

         on ermine bathrobes that cost seventy-five hundred dollars a throw, where every stitch her mother made to fit colossally wealthy

         (often colossally overweight) Texas matrons into colossally expensive creations cost more than her father usually earned in

         a day.

      


      

         Ginny opened the car door and nonchalantly tossed a coat on the back seat, her mother’s coat.

      


      Guilt brought her excitement down a peg. They’d often shared the coat, the warmest one in the house, but her mother didn’t

         know she’d made an adjustment or two to make it look more fashionable—well, on her. With lapels removed, the coat now opened

         wide in front to show off the vivid blue of her dress. She had also shortened it an inch or two to show off what she considered

         were her best features, long, shapely legs.

      


      As the car backed out slowly, although it was too early for any mail to have arrived, both mother and daughter looked at the

         mailbox. Neither realized she was doing it. It was an involuntary action, because there was a special significance about the

         Walker mailbox. Regularly empty or regularly full meant all the difference between staying put or moving on to “another more

         profitable location,” as Graham Walker put it.

      


      It was the reason the size of the mailbox was the first thing Ginny looked at when they arrived at a new address. Too large

         and Ginny feared it would never look full enough to satisfy her father, so she took her time unpacking all her bits and pieces,

         in case they’d soon be on the road again. However, she always found a place to set up her precious sewing machine.

      


      How her mother put up with all the packing and unpacking over the years she would never understand, but then there was so

         much about her parents she didn’t understand and probably never would.

      


      In a flood of affection Ginny attempted to give her mother a kiss as she backed the car onto the road. “Oh, I’m so thrilled,

         so thrilled… thank you, oh thank you, there’s no other mother in the world like you.”

      


      It was true. For weeks Ginny had been thinking of a way to smuggle herself into Paul Robespier’s much publicized Fashion Show

         of the Year at Neiman Marcus. Just when she’d decided to hitchhike to the store at dawn to try to get in through the staff

         entrance with the cleaning crew, her mother had suddenly 

         told her she could come with her, “providing you keep yourself quiet.”

      


      Virginia turned to smile at her only child. Her loving expression changed immediately.


      “Ginny, why on earth are you wearing that again? You look like… like something from another planet—like one of those ETs

         or whatever they’re called. Oh, Ginny, really, I just can’t believe you.”

      


      “I thought you liked it,” Ginny said defensively. “I got the idea from a late night movie… something Adrian made for Joan

         Crawford in…”

      


      “Adrian! Joan Crawford! I really can’t believe what I’m hearing. All month long you talk about your longing to see Robespier’s

         collection, nagging me insane to sneak you in somehow and then, when you finally drive me into the ground to get your way,

         you appear in… well, I don’t know what to call it, except as you’ve just described it yourself… in something out of the

         ark. Adrian… Joan Crawford—they’ve both been dead for years!”

      


      Ginny concentrated on swallowing to stop angry tears from ruining her makeup.


      Virginia sighed heavily. There was no way she could disappoint Ginny now. “All right, stop feeling sorry for yourself. All

         I’m going to say is, looking like this, it’s even more vital you keep your promise to stay in the background. It’s going to

         be a madhouse anyway. There’s a waiting list a mile long hoping for cancellations.”

      


      On the expressway she continued. “Ginny, I don’t understand why you want to make yourself look like a freak. You’ve got such

         lovely hair. Why on earth d’you want to hide it?” Her voice was soft, low, the way it was sometimes when she sat on her bed

         at night to tell her wonderful stories about life in the world of fashion. “You can sew beautifully… if I can get some Vogue patterns…”

      


      “I hate sewing! I hate patterns! Mother…” Ginny couldn’t help it, her voice broke as she tried to explain. “Don’t you understand,

         I want to be original, to look different. It’s the 

         only way I’m ever going to get anywhere in fashion. Alex says…”

      


      “Alex! What does he know about fashion? He’s as off-the-wall as you are. Originality is one thing, but… but… looking like

         a weirdo…” Virginia sighed again. It was no use. It was never any use, particularly if her too-smart-for-his-own-good nephew,

         Alex, had given Ginny his seal of approval.

      


      Since childhood Ginny’s idol had been her ten-years-older cousin, and her mother well knew that no amount of parental disapproval,

         disdain, or detraction had ever been able to topple Alex off the pedestal Ginny had created for him.

      


      Neither of them spoke again until they reached the exit for Neiman Marcus. Then, “Remember Ginny, you’ve got to stay out of

         sight.” Virginia paused, then added sharply, “None of your tricky business.”

      


      “I swear, I swear, no one will know I’m there, but if there is a chance… the slightest, tiniest chance, could you introduce

         me to Monsieur Robespier, pleeese?”

      


      Virginia tried not to laugh. It was out of the question, but she wasn’t going to have another scene now. “Ginny, I hardly

         know the man. He’s only asked for me because most of the women coming to the show are my regular clients and if they buy anything

         he knows they’ll want me to fit them. I really don’t know, Ginny, but I’m certainly not going to let you anywhere near him

         if you don’t take that… that monstrosity off your head.”

      


      Ginny thought of the adhesive and lashes in the sewing kit. If the turban had to come off, the Supreme Sables had to go on.

         Otherwise she’d make no impression on anyone, let alone Monsieur Robespier. She’d just look like everybody else.

      


      “Just a fraction—less then half a millimeter—nothing less, nothing more. Yes, absolument, that will do it Parfait” The instruction was snapped out imperiously in an accent that still owed more to Paris, Texas, than Paris, France.

      


      Behind a screen at the back of the large mirrored fitting room, Ginny saw her mother, pins in mouth and hand, drop to 

         her knees in her usual urgent way, to begin to make minuscule adjustments to a fishtail hem, which slithered across the pale

         carpet like a fat black snake.

      


      It wasn’t the only fat snake in the room. Mrs. Heathering Davison, of the Turtle Creek Davisons, like so many women Ginny

         had seen being fitted by her mother, was giving her a hard time, fidgeting, swishing her tail and letting out exasperated

         sighs at the waste of her valuable time. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

      


      The hard ache of disappointment and disillusionment which lodged in her chest like a brick had to be related to heartbreak.

         It had begun to develop long before Mrs. Heathering Davison arrived to throw her considerable weight around and insist she

         had the first claim on Virginia Walker’s time.

      


      It began when, ordered by her mother to stand behind the back row of chairs surrounding the auditorium, and then behind one

         of the topiary trees, shaped in the form of a peacock (Paul Robespier’s logo), Ginny had endured—it was the only word for

         it—sixty minutes of watching the worst clothes she had ever seen in her life.

      


      Either Paul Robespier Roberts was a master fraud, pulling skeins of wool over the eyes of every fashionable woman in Texas,

         and the world for that matter, or she, Ginny Walker, had to accept that her mother was right. She could sew, but as far as

         her fashion sense was concerned, she was a freak, not an original.

      


      Now she was marooned, stuck, hidden behind a screen until her mother finished, and God knew how long that was going to take.

         To try to calm down, Ginny did what Alex told her opera stars did to relax their nerves before going on stage. She opened

         her mouth wide in a huge silent yawn. It didn’t help.

      


      She dropped her head onto her lap. There was nothing worse than knowing you yourself were to blame for being in a situation

         you’d give the moon to get out of.

      


      It was embarrassing to think she’d planned to parade before Robespier before her mother could stop her, to hear the home-grown

         

         maestro exclaim, “But she is ravissante! Who is this young girl with such style?”

      


      “Ginny Walker, Monsieur Robespier. I am the fitter Virginia Walker’s daughter. I was hoping… when I finish school… I would

         love to work for you. To become your apprentice.”

      


      “But bien sûr… the way you have coordinated your colors… the line of your sheath, I can see you have a natural talent. And your turban!

         It is superb! Here is my card. I insist, Madame Walker, your talented daughter contact me when…”

      


      Ginny swallowed hard. She would throw up if she continued to dwell on how far she had allowed her fantasies to carry her.

         Trapped, unable to move, unable to speak, let alone scream, she was an unwilling stowaway stashed behind a screen, because

         it was she, and nobody else, who had begged and pleaded and worn her mother down into agreeing she could attend this rare

         occasion and watch the great Robespier at work.

      


      She would never read The Dallas Morning News again as long as she lived. “Local Boy Turned Maestro,” the fashion page had headlined. “Robespier returns from Europe in

         time for the Crystal Ball with a special collection, dedicated to the fashionable women of Dallas—Robespier, the talented

         Texan who has spent the last decade learning at the feet of the great masters, Givenchy, Chanel, Patou.”

      


      It was really hysterically funny. To think she’d been dreaming of learning at the feet of Robespier, of impressing him so

         much he’d ask her parents’ permission to make her his apprentice and take her to study with him in Paris, instead of going

         to business school.

      


      In the mirror Ginny saw Mrs. Heathering Davison swivel her ample hips to see her back view. She stuffed her fingers in her

         mouth to stop giggling. No dress could do much for Mrs. Heathering Davison’s derrière, but this one, besides emphasizing the

         positive, also accentuated every inch of her body’s negatives. How could it not?

      


      

         She started to reorganize the structure of the dress, but gave up. Some things were beyond salvation. The dress belonged in

         a chamber of horrors—or a circus, along with Paul Robespier himself, who might have learned something at the feet of the masters,

         but it certainly wasn’t how to design clothes. More likely how to shine shoes. His were so shiny he could surely see his face

         in them.

      


      Ginny looked at her watch, her frustration growing. If only she hadn’t persuaded her mother to smuggle her in to see Robespier’s

         collection… if only she hadn’t had to hide behind this screen when her mother was summoned to carry out alterations on the

         four Robespier nightmares Mrs. H.D. had ordered, if… if… if!

      


      Alex was right. Her life was full of if only’s because, as her cousin frequently chastised her, she was not selective enough. She tried to cram everything in, when, instead,

         she should focus on what was really important, on things which would use and improve her natural talents.

      


      Like right now, when she could have been at the NorthPark Mall with Toby, waiting for Cindy Crawford to check out the local

         chic for MTV, a chance in a million, the promo had said, to be filmed live “Where America Shops.”

      


      It had been a toss-up between seeing an actual couturier in action (particularly a Texas-born, Paris-trained one) and hoping

         to make a major impression on him—or joining Toby and the NorthPark crowd, hoping to be plucked out by Cindy as one of Texas’s

         youngest most stylish, most chic.

      


      The wonderful realization had come that she could fit in both.


      She looked at her watch again. She could still do it if they left now. Without thinking she let out an exasperated sigh, every

         bit as loud as the ones uttered by Heathering Davison, following it up inexplicably with one of her allergic sneezes.

      


      Ginny got to her feet sheepishly, about to slink away to the exit, as Robespier marched up to the screen and screamed, “Who

         is this? What are you doing here?”

      


      

         To her horror, her mother began to say all the things she’d fantasized hearing.

      


      “I do apologize, Monsieur, but this is my young daughter, Ginny. She—she is such an admirer of yours, she begged to be allowed

         to see your genius at work. I am really very sorry.”

      


      Ginny looked at the floor to fight off another fit of giggles. Everything had happened so quickly, she’d never removed the

         turban.

      


      She was blushing. She could feel the creepy crawly blush spread from her collarbone as Robespier obviously swallowed every

         word, and began to smile, showing pale pink gums above a row of achingly perfect small white teeth.

      


      “Come out from your hiding place. Bring your chair. Ah! What an interesting… chapeau.” Now Ginny really didn’t know where

         to look.

      


      It took another agonizing thirty minutes before the fishtail was declared fit for human consumption.


      “Do you still want to go to NorthPark? I’m exhausted.”


      “Mother, you promised… you promised…”


      “Oh, God. Oh, well, I’ll drive you there, but I’m not coming in. If you find Toby, let me know, then you can go home with

         her.”

      


      “You really are the best mother in the world.” Ginny hugged her, although it was obvious her mother didn’t want to be hugged.

         “I hate you having to put up with people like that,” she said, in a small apologetic voice.

      


      “People like that!” Virginia mimicked. “I thought you wanted to run off with ‘people like that’—people like Paul Robespier,

         the genius.”

      


      “Genius! Ugh! I’ve never seen such hid-e-ous clothes. If it wasn’t for you Mrs. Heathering Derrière wouldn’t have been able

         to move a step in that joke of a dress.”

      


      Virginia shook her head reprovingly. “Ginny, don’t be rude.” Then, “Do you know what that dress cost?”


      “Millions.”


      

         “Not quite, but the alterations alone cost nearly five hundred bucks.”

      


      “I can’t believe it.” But Ginny was no longer interested in what Robespier was able to get away with. She caught sight of

         the time. “We’ve really got to get going, Ma. MTV will be there any minute.”

      


      “I’m not moving until you take that thing off your head.”


      “But Robespier said…” They both started to shriek with laughter.


      “Okay, Mother, you win.” She pulled the turban off so violently, half the swim cap ripped as it came off, too. With her mother

         still howling with laughter, Ginny opened her sewing kit purse to flourish the box of Supreme Sable Lashes. “These cost a

         fortune, too, five dollars and seventy-five cents. Mrs. Heathering D. will never be chic, however many millions she spends,

         but I bet these will get me on MTV!”

      


      Virginia found a parking spot at the huge NorthPark Mall and Ginny leaned over to get the camel hair coat from the back seat.


      “Who told you you could borrow my coat?”


      “I thought you did.”


      When Ginny got out of the car and nervously put the coat on, Virginia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


      “Don’t you agree… it’s… better this way?” Ginny looked in anguish, waiting for her mother’s reaction.


      Her mother shook her head resignedly. “Yes, baby, it looks great. You can have it”—she started to laugh again—“for your birthday.

         Now don’t be long. It’s been quite a day and we’ve got to get home to get your father’s supper. You’ve got forty-five minutes

         max to be one of MTV’s chic.”

      


      Ginny’s face lit up, a mixture of relief and excitement. She blew an airy kiss to her mother. “Wish me luck,” she yelled,

         striding off, as if she’d just been given the world.

      


      Virginia watched Ginny cross the parking lot in her renovated coat. She bit her lip. The feeling of defeat was back. Like

         father, like daughter. However hard she tried to explain 

         things to Ginny, there were too many indications she had inherited or absorbed Graham’s tenacious (or pigheaded, depending

         on how you looked at it) determination to be noticed and make a mark on the world, no matter what it cost.

      


      Once Virginia had thought she could make a mark, too, growing up in Hollywood, designing for the movie stars. It had taken

         a while to accept she couldn’t design dresses, but she could make the cheapest piece of junk off the rack fit and flatter

         even the worst figure faults. She’d encountered them all.

      


      Ginny had more imagination than she’d ever had—too much, if it was possible. Virginia sighed. Ginny had done wonders to her

         old camel hair coat. She’d cleverly used a zipper as ornamentation on the blue sheath, too, à la Moschino—but that didn’t

         mean she could be a successful designer. She didn’t want Ginny to experience the hurt and humiliation she’d gone through,

         waiting for customers who never turned up.

      


      It was ironic, for while she’d managed to drown her dreams, Graham’s had grown larger with every passing year, but not their

         bank account.

      


      How enthralled she’d been in the beginning when he’d talked about his ambition to leave his job, teaching English lit at an

         undistinguished West Coast school, to become a modern day Socrates, “earning fame and fortune, teaching my unique brand of

         wisdom by mail.”

      


      How she’d hung on every word as he’d talked and talked and talked. “I can teach, but I also know how to learn,” he’d said.

         “Not such a common gift as you might suppose. I can find something of value in practically everything.” And, indeed, he’d

         confessed that while he studied the leading political and foreign pundits of the day, especially his number one, Quentin Peet,

         also included in his scrutiny were columns by “Dear Abby” (“already a multimillionairess”), the writings of Dr. Seuss, and

         the original texts of Dale Carnegie.

      


      How impressed she’d been with his studious appearance, not knowing then, of course, the amount of time he devoted 

         to choosing the kind of eyeglasses that strengthened his air of scholarship, the fastidious attention he paid to the size

         of knot in his tie, the amount of trouser leg he allowed to cover his shoes. No wonder Ginny was so clothes-mad.

      


      She was sick of hearing Graham say “Clothes maketh the man,” contemptuously dismissing those in academia whom he accused of

         deliberately setting out to look as rumpled and disheveled as possible “to be more in touch with the unkempt youth they attempt

         to teach.”

      


      No wonder Quentin Peet was his role model, appearing on television, immaculately dressed, even when just back from a war somewhere,

         epitomizing, said Graham, “the way a leader should look.”

      


      Well, Graham Walker was no leader. It had taken five states and five “partners” in as many years to learn that Graham had

         proposed and married her just at the time his sister Lillian told him, for her son Alex’s sake, she could no longer help support

         him in his dreams.

      


      She’d found Lil’s old letter jammed in the back of Graham’s desk. “It’s God’s will that you’ve met Virginia, for much as I

         love the idea of living as you describe it, a ‘Walt Whitman life of freedom, traveling on unknown roads to unknown adventures,’

         now I have this new job with the art gallery, as a widow bringing up a son, I know I must stay put for his sake.”

      


      She had never confronted Graham with the letter. What was the point? And, in any case, at that time she’d been so full of

         optimism. “It takes time for pioneers to be recognized,” he would say, “to get the big break that brings all the rewards.”

      


      Virginia jumped as she leaned forward and accidentally blew the car horn. It sounded like a bugle call, an alert to rescue

         her only child from the world she’d become so used to, a world of rented homes, leased cars and a nervous stomach at the end

         of every month as their bank balance went down and their bills went up.

      


      Her mouth tightened. Already she could recognize the signs. Graham was restless; she’d caught him poring over the 

         map again; seen him hang up the phone hurriedly when she came into his study. Responses to his ads hadn’t been good, she knew

         that, but this time she’d demanded and he’d promised her in writing he’d give Dallas at least three years before moving on.

         This time she’d written down something, too.

      


      No matter what “extraordinary opportunity” beckoned in some other “prime location,” she wasn’t going with him. Not this time.

         Not if he broke his word before at least three years were up. She was earning more at Neiman Marcus than she’d ever earned.

      


      She tried to stop herself thinking it, but she couldn’t. If Graham left them, financially Ginny and she would actually be

         better off. If she didn’t have to pay for Graham’s small ads and endless printing and mail expenses, she could easily pay

         the rent on the horrible little hovel they were in and everything else that she and Ginny needed.

      


      If Graham had the gall to bring the subject up, she’d let him know at once—one, two, three—that she and Ginny were staying

         put in Dallas. At least she prayed that if and when the moment came, she would have the guts to say and do it.

      


      The problem was, despite everything, sometimes he could still convince her all was not lost, that one day he would be recognized

         as the visionary she’d once been so certain he was.

      


      If she only had herself to consider, she knew she’d be a camp follower forever, but it wasn’t just herself. It was only recently

         she’d begun to realize there wasn’t a moment to lose to begin planning a future for Ginny.

      


      Her eyes misted over as in the distance she saw Ginny march around the corner of the huge store. Her nearly-sixteen-year-old-going-on-thirty-year-old

         daughter did look like a million dollars in her hardly recognizable camel hair coat, but there again Ginny had taken something

         that didn’t belong to her. Her values were all mixed up. Where on earth was it going to lead her? One day into real trouble.

      


      She must have dozed off, because to Virginia’s surprise she saw Ginny reappear around the corner. She looked at her 

         watch. She hadn’t been gone for more than twenty minutes. She must have arrived too late for Cindy Crawford and MTV.

      


      Poor Ginny. She’d take the disappointment very badly. Virginia could only hope, without much confidence, that at least it

         would be a lesson to her not to try to cram all her dreams into one day.

      


      As her daughter walked slowly toward the car, her demeanor expressing total defeat, Virginia was struck by how tall she was.

         Wait a minute. Virginia had a wonderful idea. If Ginny only grew a couple more inches, there was a job that could offer her

         the opportunity her brains and looks entitled her to, a job that could move her into the kind of circles where she might meet

         someone… someone who could give her the million-dollar life that Virginia knew, from a lifetime of listening to her clients,

         existed outside the fitting room.

      


      Ginny could become the perfect runway model. She had always been skinny—essential to show off a designer’s clothes. She had

         good posture, lovely skin, her own mother’s deep dark eyes, a wonderful smile, and Graham’s thick chestnut hair. She wasn’t

         exactly pretty, but she was—or could look—cute, impish.

      


      As Ginny approached, desolate and downcast, she was amazed—and furious—to see her mother looking so cheerful. How could she,

         on the worst day of her whole life?

      


      “They wouldn’t even let me in the door, Mother. There were thousands there. They—”


      “Oh, never mind, Ginny. There’ll be lots of other things…”


      This was impossible. Her mother didn’t understand what she was talking about and obviously didn’t care either, probably concentrating

         on what she was going to cook for supper.

      


      They drove home without exchanging a word, although Virginia didn’t realize it. She was too busy thinking about the future

         she had just dreamed up for Ginny. From now on she would pay much more attention to what Ginny ate, her nutrition in general,

         exercise, poise and, yes, despite the opposition she knew she would encounter, Ginny’s often crazy dress 

         sense, too, all to help groom her for her future life on a famous designer’s runway.

      


      In the house, as she quickly made a salad and pasta, Virginia decided she wasn’t going to say a word about her plan—yet. She

         didn’t know what Ginny would think, but she could hear, as if he’d already said it, Graham’s reaction: “Mindless! My daughter’s

         going to use her brains, not her body. She’s going to get a business degree, so she can run her own courses for the Walker

         School.”

      


      “Don’t count on it,” she muttered. “You may be in for a big surprise, Professor Higgins.”


      Ginny hardly touched her dinner, but Virginia wasn’t taking her to task—yet. Poor Ginny, she’d had a miserable day. When Toby

         called around eight, despite Graham’s frowns (he loathed phone calls in the evening, unless they were responding to his ads),

         Virginia was happy to hear Ginny talking and finally laughing upstairs. The young were so resilient; they soon forgot their

         disappointments.

      


      By nine Graham had already gone upstairs to bed. He’d left all the lights on in the den, off the dining alcove, the space

         he used as an office.

      


      What a mess it was, with papers all over the floor. She knew better than to attempt to tidy them up. He would accuse her of

         losing the one paper that was essential for his work, his life, their livelihood.

      


      On his desk was a piece he’d been researching since learning, to his fury, that the U.S. postal rate might go up to twenty-nine

         cents in the new year. Disastrous for his kind of business. He’d sent President Bush an impassioned telegram explaining how

         counterproductive to the economy the increase would be. When that produced no response, to Virginia’s increasing frustration,

         he’d wasted two weeks studying the U.S. Postal Service since its inception.

      


      She picked up the heavily corrected manuscript he’d told her he intended to send to his God, Quentin Peet, expecting him to

         use the information in one of his columns. Why he thought Peet would be interested she had no idea, but that was 

         Graham all over, full of confidence—or was it bluster? As far as she knew, Peet rarely responded personally to her husband’s

         frequent missives, although she’d seen the occasional acknowledgment from Peet’s office.

      


      “Are you going to stay up all night?” he called from upstairs.


      “I’m just reading your masterpiece, dear, on the Postal Service.” She didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm in her voice. He probably

         wouldn’t notice it anyway.

      


      She was right. “Good, good. Take your time. This is something Peet will really thank me for. It’s of vital national importance.”


      Virginia grimaced. Oh, sure, Professor Higgins. I bet he can hardly wait.


      “Good evening, Mr. Peet.”


      “Glad to see you back, Mr. Peet. Where’ve you come from this time? We’ve missed you here at Twenty-One.”


      “Good evening, Walter. Good evening, Bruce. None of your God damn business where I’ve been. Don’t you guys ever read a paper?

         My son here yet?”

      


      “Yes, Mr. Peet.” The young manager looked around the comfortable sofa-and-armchair-filled lounge. “At least he was here a

         minute ago…”

      


      Peet gave a cursory glance down the long room. A military-looking man was smoothing his mustache as he studied the stock market

         machine; a vivacious, curvaceous redhead in a low-cut dress sipped champagne and appeared to be watching an ice hockey match

         on TV, while two business-suited companions watched her.

      


      “Perhaps he’s on the phone.”


      “I don’t doubt it” Peet curled his lip disdainfully.


      With his head of thick dark brown hair, slim, well-exercised body and lightly tanned, brooding face, Quentin Peet never seemed

         to age. At fifty-nine, going on sixty, he still turned heads when he entered a room, not because he was one of the most famous

         journalists of his era, or certainly the most handsome, 

         but because he exuded energy, power, and a word overused to describe him—magnetism.

      


      At the 21 Club in New York, one of the most famous restaurants in the world since its days as a speakeasy back in the 1920’s,

         Quentin Peet eschewed the much sought after first-floor restaurant just off the foyer, with its racy red-checkered tablecloths,

         sporting memorabilia covering much of the ceiling, and brass plaques announcing where the rich, famous and infamous had sat

         over the years. Most people clamored to sit there, and be seen, squeezed together in some discomfort and no privacy, but not

         Quentin Peet. He had never believed in being one of the crowd. He was one of a kind, a leader of men, and as many foreign

         potentates—not to mention journalistic competitors—had lived to regret, woe betide anyone who underestimated him.

      


      Now he bounded upstairs to 21’s gracious second floor, where, he knew without asking, his usual corner table would be awaiting

         him. Here, tables were spaced farther apart and the decor was much more to his liking.

      


      With its gleaming dark wood, rich velvet curtains, soft lighting on crisp white damask, silver and crystal, the second-floor

         restaurant was, for him, reminiscent of London, which, after New York, was his favorite city by far. There, his only child,

         Johnny, had been born during sunny years when, his fame just beginning, he had been appointed his paper’s youngest bureau

         chief, a reward after winning his first Pulitzer Prize for his reporting from Vietnam.

      


      He hadn’t been seated long before Johnny, aka John Q. Peet, rushed across the room to join him. “Sorry, Dad, I was—”


      “On the phone, making a date to meet some babe after dinner with more boobs than brains.” His father spoke in a matter-of-fact,

         clipped voice, as if the matter was already closed.

      


      At twenty-five, Johnny showed a slight resemblance to his father, although it could easily be missed if you didn’t know they

         were related. His father was dark. Johnny was fair. They had the same handsomely shaped head, the same 

         straight nose, but the “take-no-prisoners” fierceness present in Quentin Peet’s face was totally absent in Johnny’s. His mouth

         was gentler, or weaker, depending on how you looked at it, and there was a hesitancy, a slight droop to the shoulders, more

         noticeable when he was with his father, that conveyed uncertainty, vulnerability, something he deprecated about himself, although

         he knew women were attracted by it. Not for the first time Johnny felt a flash of irritation noting there wasn’t a trace of

         gray in his old man’s hair. Goddammit, it was as thick as ever, although his own appeared to be actually receding.

      


      In less than five minutes Quentin Peet’s favorite cocktail, a Rob Roy on the rocks (“Chivas, light on the vermouth”) was before

         him.

      


      “What are you drinking these days, son?” Before Johnny could answer, his father laughed, a dry, humorless laugh. “I suppose

         you know you give away the kind of women you’re dating in your choice of drinks. Please God, don’t let it be Perrier on the

         rocks tonight. I can’t face the thought of running into you again with Ms. Health Club 1990, with her sweaty, hairy underarms

         and what d’you call ’em? Fab abs?”

      


      Johnny laughed in the same way, similarly unamused and unappreciative of the crack. “I’ll have a margarita on the rocks, not

         frozen and no salt,” he said defiantly to the hovering waiter.

      


      He hesitated, gauging his father’s mood, then decided to plunge right in. “I’m seeing Dolores again.”


      “The Bolivian bombshell? God save us. Does your mother know?”


      “No, why should she? I said I’m seeing her, not marrying her.”


      “Well, just make sure that’s not on her agenda. She’s a disaster waiting to happen. For once your mother and I agree about

         something. She’ll milk you for all you’re worth and then some.”

      


      Johnny ignored the barb. Dolores was a spendthrift, but apart from the fact she was also sensational in bed, she had 

         her own inheritance and was, if anything, more generous with him than he was ever able to be with her.

      


      Following the usual pattern of dinner, an infrequent occasion because of his father’s heavy travel schedule, Johnny knew the

         real reason for the meeting would not come up until they had ordered and the first course was well under way.

      


      Perhaps his father knew, perhaps he didn’t. In any case Johnny reckoned he wouldn’t care a damn that the reason he always

         made a date to meet somebody after these command performances was because, no matter how good the food, he was too jittery

         to eat, then found he was ravenous as soon as they parted company.

      


      Now he sat on the edge of the banquette, toying with his fork, watching his father throw down twelve malpaque oysters. He

         loved oysters, too, particularly in the late fall, as now; but as usual his appetite had disappeared.

      


      “Great pieces from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.” He said what he knew his father expected him to say, but all the same he meant

         every word. His father had a magical way with words, whether at home or abroad clarifying the most complicated situations

         in a way that from a lifetime of listening to and reading endless letters of admiration, Johnny knew, made readers feel they

         had unraveled the problems of the world for themselves. It had always been hard being Quentin Peet’s son and it wasn’t getting

         any easier.

      


      Peet grunted. “Mr. Hussein thinks he’s going to get away with it, but he isn’t…”


      “I thought that we told him…” Johnny stumbled, trying to remember the American diplomat’s name. As he often did to cover

         up his forgetfulness, he rephrased his sentence, “I thought our woman in Baghdad assured Hussein in the summer that we weren’t

         going to interfere, that Washington has no treaty obligation to defend Kuwait?”

      


      “Damn fool woman. I told State, Gillespie should never have been appointed there; wrote it, too.” Peet leaned back and looked

         long and hard at his son. “Mark my words, the Security Council is sooner or later going to pass a resolution to 

         authorize all members of the U.N.—and I do mean all members—to use force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, if they haven’t

         withdrawn by such and such a date. This is something they haven’t done since Korea in the fifties.”

      


      There was a sense of pent-up excitement, mixed with impatience, about Quentin Peet. Johnny wasn’t surprised. The old man liked

         nothing better than a fight, a confrontation, a war, another opportunity to be at the forefront of something most people would

         give their all to escape from, including Johnny himself. He swallowed a sigh. “You mean there could be a war?”

      


      Peet didn’t answer.


      “What’s going to happen, Dad?”


      “That’s what I should be asking you, son.”


      Here it came. Johnny pushed his oysters away.


      “When the hell are you going to get off your ass? At your age, d’you know what I was doing? What I’d already done?”


      “I know… I know…”


      “Don’t you ‘I know’ me!” Peet’s brows met thunderously together as he puckered his forehead in rage. Once Johnny would have

         ducked for cover. Now he didn’t need to, but he still slumped back against the banquette, head down, waiting for the onslaught

         to continue.

      


      “Suez, Saigon, the Soviet Union—I’d already covered all of them at your age, not for my health and not for the travel section

         of The New York Times either.”

      


      Johnny winced. Since his father had arranged an internship for him at the Times, it was a constant cause of friction that one of the few bylines he’d achieved had appeared in the travel section. He’d written

         a piece about Puerto Rico after going there with Dolores to visit some of her cousins, and he’d been thrilled, even if his

         father hadn’t been, that the travel editor had liked it.

      


      It was just his luck that shortly after the piece appeared, Hurricane Hugo had ferociously hit the island on the way to devastating

         the Carolinas; and it was his father, not he, who’d flown down there to write a tearjerker about the four-billion-dollar 

         path of destruction, a piece which had been reprinted all over the world.

      


      Well, so he hadn’t thought of doing it; his mind didn’t work that way, and in any case he was far too low on the totem pole

         at the Times to be able to go wherever he wanted.

      


      That, of course, was the reason for tonight’s dinner. After almost two years at the paper, although he’d become a staff reporter,

         he hadn’t climbed far up the greasy pole. He knew there wasn’t anything he could say that would satisfy his father, but he

         had to say something.

      


      “Dad, I’m trying, but you must know, I’ve told you before, I’m… I’m not you and I’m never going to be you. You’re unique.

         Everyone knows that Nobody expects another Peet like you.” He wasn’t about to tell his father that he still dreamed of smelling

         out a story that would turn him overnight into a Woodward or Bernstein, that he could be tenacious, too, if and when he was

         interested in something, but nothing and no one at the Times had come close to lighting his creative fuse. He was sure it was his fault, but it had been nothing but grind; and now there

         was the nightmarish suggestion of Albany.

      


      Albany! How was he supposed to get excited about going to Albany, where, okay, he’d probably get the occasional front-page

         story, reporting on some dreary piece of legislation, even “above the fold” as the other reporters dreamed of achieving, but

         where he’d die of boredom in a cultural desert, not to mention the lack of any sophisticated girls about town.

      


      His father’s expression didn’t change; he still looked stony, his mouth set in a grim, disappointed line as their main courses

         arrived, lamb chops for him, with a half-bottle of claret, swordfish and another margarita for Johnny.

      


      In his customary way Quentin Peet attacked the meat hungrily, drinking down a glass of claret as if he were dying of thirst

         Then, as if he could read Johnny’s mind, he said much too calmly, “Max tells me you’re not too keen on going to Albany?”

      


      Before Johnny could answer, his father continued, his voice 

         low, icy, “If you don’t go, you know you’ll have cooked your goose, don’t you? You don’t turn down jobs at the Times; you take them in Patagonia, Peoria, Patchogue, Peru…”

      


      “Paris?” Johnny tried to laugh, to defuse the miserable atmosphere, but his father refused to be deflected.


      Eyes blazing, he said, “I repeat: Patchogue, Peru… you go there and you turn the fucking place into a story, a hundred stories,

         you deluge the desk with stories until the place comes alive and somebody begins to think that perhaps it wasn’t such a bad

         idea having old Peet’s son there after all. You use this”—he jabbed Johnny’s forehead painfully—“this… this… this… your

         brain or whatever’s left of it after fucking yourself into a stupor every night.”

      


      He stopped eating to stare at his son. “I shouldn’t tell you this. You should have worked it out for yourself, but nobody

         is sent to Albany as a penance. It’s a prize—for showing some talent, a place where some of the best people on the paper proved

         themselves, Johnny Apple, Frankie Clines, Steve Weisman…” Quentin Peet reeled off a list of impressive names. Johnny knew

         better than to show he wasn’t buying it. He listened attentively as his father continued, “Albany’s about power, sonny. It’s

         where the money trail begins… money and power… If you ever have the luck to be appointed Albany Bureau Chief, I’ll know

         you’ve inherited my genes.”

      


      Johnny couldn’t think of how to respond to that. There was silence, his father waiting expectantly. Before he could make some

         kind of intelligent answer, Quentin Peet lost patience. “Okay, then, you go to Albany and write a fucking funny story for

         the travel department,” he exploded. “About the Rome of the North.” He paused to chew the last piece of meat off the chop.

         “You do know there is a Rome near Albany, don’t you?”

      


      By the time coffee came, Johnny felt as if he’d been tossed around in a cement mixer. He could hardly think straight as his

         father spelled out for him his dismal future life on the Times if he didn’t accept the Albany post. “They can’t fire you 

         because of that union deal made back in the sixties, but you’ll be shunted into one dead-end job after another.”

      


      “Perhaps I should leave now?”


      “Where would you go?”


      “Oh, I don’t know, television, a magazine.”


      “Vogue?” sneered his father.

      


      As so often happened at the end of a terrible evening, his father abruptly changed the subject. “Pity Dolores isn’t Colombian.”


      “Why?” This was a surprising switch.


      “I’ve got a hunch there’ll be a lot of interesting stories coming out of Colombia now. If Dolores was Colombian, she’d be

         able to introduce you to the place, might inspire you into a little action, to get on the case.”

      


      He drained the last drop in his second glass of wine. “There’s a war going on down there, a particularly nasty, violent war

         that few people realize is happening. D’you know the drug kingpins carried out nearly three hundred bombings last year, killing

         nearly two hundred people, not including those on the Avianca jet they probably blew up? And what kind of news was it here?

         Not even an m head story. I tell you these drug lords live in the kind of luxury the United States has forgotten ever existed.

         I think I’m going to pay a little visit to Bogotá myself to see what I can cook up.”

      


      It was nearly ten o’clock. “Time to go, son. I’ve hardly seen your mother since I got back from the Middle East. It’s a wonder

         she remembers who she’s married to.”

      


      It was a well-worn joke that always made Johnny shudder inside, because it was so near the truth.


      As they went downstairs, his father threw an arm casually around his shoulders. “Good to talk to you, Johnny. It’s always

         good to get together and—”

      


      He stopped as, at the bottom of the staircase, an attractive, stocky, Italian-looking man opened his arms wide and said, “I

         can’t believe it! QP himself. I called you earlier this evening. You’re just the man I want to see.”

      


      “Mario!” Quentin Peet allowed himself to be embraced in 

         a bear hug, then said, “You’re just the man I want to see, too. Meet my son, Johnny. Johnny, meet the governor of our magnificent

         state, Mario Cuomo…”

      


      As Johnny shook the governor’s hand, his father winked at him. “Governor, I want you to remember Johnny. In a couple of months

         you may run into him up in your neck of the woods. He’s with the Times, you know, and they’re dangling the Albany Bureau under his talented nose…”
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      CHAPTER TWO


      

         

         860 UNITED NATIONS PLAZA, NEW YORK CITY



      Johnny Peet would never admit it, but the intensity of Dolores’s moods, her volatility or seismicity, as he liked to describe

         it to himself, always turned him on.

      


      Perhaps it was because she was the antithesis of his very proper, low-key mother, Catherine Ponsoby Peet, who, in and out

         of the hospital with a tricky heart valve, never complained, although she had plenty to complain about. Perhaps it was because

         he’d inherited from his father, at least, the desire to live dangerously, if nothing else.

      


      Whatever it was, although his common sense occasionally warned him his parents were right and Dolores could easily lead him

         over a precipice, tonight, as on many nights, his common sense was nowhere to be found.

      


      He was already excited with the events of the day, so much so he realized he could even be reckless enough to talk to Dolores

         about spending the rest of their lives together.

      


      In the hallway of her exotic East River apartment, sublet from a Third-World member of the U.N., she’d met him like a tigress,

         spitting out her fury that he was half an hour late, although punctuality was hardly what she was known for.

      


      He’d recognized the signs. Tonight, the fourth night of the new year, she was dying to be tamed… and he’d been dying 

         to tame her, on the floor just inside her front door, before he’d even thrown off his overcoat, across the bar in the living

         room, where she’d run, pretending to ignore him, pouring herself a glass of champagne, and finally on one of her own prized

         Chinese Chippendale dining chairs, where he’d pulled her to sit astride him, and where they’d rocked together so violently

         as they came, the chairback cracked with a sound like a rifle shot.

      


      Now she lay langorous, still, on the white suede chaise longue in her bedroom. Naked, she was as white as the suede, as white

         and as curvaceous as a swan, Johnny thought, and just as unpredictable.

      


      Unlike most women he’d known, Dolores had never sunbathed and the pallor and smoothness of her skin from top to toe showed

         it, emphasizing the black curls surrounding her head like a halo and the tiny neat triangle of black pubic hair, which, she’d

         told him more than once, she would let grow into a beautiful bush just for him—he had only to say the word.

      


      Even after such a wild hour, his penis reacted to her lightness and darkness, but he wasn’t ready again, yet. He looked forward

         to the next game she would most likely play, acting like an innocent, aloof little princess, making him wait for it, hoping

         he would even beg a little.

      


      Before that, he had something to tell her, something to discuss, and on the phone she’d said, in her usual mysterious Mata

         Hari manner, she had something to discuss with him, too.

      


      He went to the bar to get more champagne and grinned at the unholy mess they’d made as they’d wrestled to find each other,

         sweeping everything on the countertop to the floor, an upturned bottle of Cristal still dripping out its contents.

      


      He cleaned up and took another bottle from the fridge. Dolores only drank Cristal. Dolores wanted and expected only the best.

         It was one of their major problems. She wouldn’t even consider flying business class, anywhere, let alone coach.

      


      

         He came back to the bedroom with two glasses. She was reading Time magazine. “Recognize her?” she said.

      


      He gave her a glass and, sitting on the chaise longue at her feet, looked at a full-length photograph of a stunning Brunhilde

         of a woman in a bikini, only her face hidden in shadow.

      


      “Yes, I do…” He looked at the caption. The name meant nothing to him. He laughed. “I recognize the face…”


      Dolores pinched him hard.


      “All right, all right. I recognize the body. Once seen, never forgotten. I know we’ve met, but I can’t remember where or who

         she is and frankly right now, Ms. Scarlett, I don’t give a damn.”

      


      Dolores made a soft, purrlike sound, which meant she was sated with sex and happy. “I’m glad you don’t remember her. I thought

         you were bowled over by her when I introduced you last summer. Then she was called Rosa Brueckner, but apparently that wasn’t

         her real name. If you read the story you’ll understand why.”

      


      Johnny lazily lay back, his eyes closed, in heaven, feeling Dolores’s softness, inhaling the strange, slightly orangey, slightly

         musky fragrance made specifically for her in Paris by someone she said made fragrances for Chanel. “I don’t want to read any

         goddamn Time articles… I don’t want to read anything right now. Would any man in his right mind?” He reached back and made contact with

         her perfect, full nipple, massaging it until, as he guessed she would, she pushed his hand away.

      


      “What did you want to discuss?”


      He sat up and clinked his glass against hers. “Next! magazine has been after me again. Don’t know why. Certainly not because of my tell-all stories from Albany…”

      


      Dolores giggled. She knew only too well she’d come back into his life just in time to disrupt it. For more than eighteen months,

         it had cost him a fortune trying to keep in touch with her, commuting to the city from upstate New York, often to find she

         was out with somebody else.

      


      All the same he’d tried to follow his father’s advice and 

         turn the place into a story, but the result was that the Albany Bureau, thank God, had gone to someone more worthy.

      


      He’d been lucky. Between the Gulf War and the drug wars in Colombia, his father had been too busy to pay much attention, and

         by the time his periscope focused again on his only son and heir, Johnny had found himself some kind of niche on the paper,

         working for the Weekend section, writing profiles or stories, like the one appearing yesterday, about fashionable food in

         the nineties, post-nouvelle cuisine.

      


      Dolores was playing with his hair. He hoped he was wrong and there wasn’t the beginning of a bald spot at the back; even more,

         he hoped she wouldn’t find it.

      


      “So what did they say?”


      “I had lunch there today. Beautiful offices, beautiful girls…”


      She removed her hand abruptly. He grabbed it back and put her fingers in his mouth. “Mmmm, delicious! Nobody as beautiful

         as you, my swan.” He sat up to drink more champagne. “It’s a little like a ballet, this job market. Two steps forward, two

         steps back. This is about the third call I’ve had asking me to come in… so this time I went and round and round the conversation

         went… ‘We like your recent Weekend pieces,’ one says… ‘We know you know the world,’ another guy says. ‘Are you interested

         in investigative pieces, like your father… or would you like a regular people profile type of assignment?’ ‘Look, you asked

         me to lunch,’ I said. ‘What do you have in mind?’”

      


      “Did they talk about money?” Dolores was shocked, or so she said, by how little she considered he received from the Times. “Pocket money,” she called it.

      


      “The ball’s in my court. They’ve asked me to come up with a proposal.”


      “So come up with one… a million dollars a year with no limit on expenses…”


      Johnny laughed, although he knew Dolores was totally serious. She was so far off the ground, no wonder his parents disapproved.


      The idea of working for Next!, which was fast becoming a 

         hot read, intrigued and excited him, although how he would ever break the news to his father—that he might consider leaving

         the Times for such an upstart magazine—was beyond his comprehension. But then, with no promotion in sight, he didn’t know how long

         he could go on doing what he was doing at the paper. The idea of his own column… investigative reporting… covering what

         he wanted to cover, instead of following orders from a female editor who didn’t bother to conceal her lack of admiration for

         his work; who wouldn’t be intrigued, excited?

      


      Dolores pulled his hair. “Listen to me, Johnny, ask for a million and maybe you’ll get seven fifty and in return you’ll investigate

         and…”

      


      He turned to bury his face in her neat little triangle, his tongue on its own tour of investigation.


      She tried to push him away, but she showed she didn’t really want to.


      It wasn’t until about one-thirty they thought about dinner. As far as Dolores was concerned that meant Le Cirque or La Grenouille

         or, at this time of night, caviar, foie gras, and more Cristal from the fridge.

      


      Johnny picked up Time as she went to the kitchen. Wow! Now he remembered Madame Brueckner and yes, he had been bowled over. He’d been in the Hamptons

         with Dolores and gone to one of her Latino multimillionaires’ estates for lunch.

      


      La Brunhilde Brueckner had been one of the guests, and Dolores and she had fallen into each other’s arms like long-lost sisters,

         although it turned out they’d only met a couple of years before, when Dolores had been living part of the time in Los Angeles.

         She’d told him Rosa wasn’t a playgirl. On the contrary. Apparently she was considered to be one of the most brilliant financial

         consultants around.

      


      So what piece of business had she landed to merit attention from Time? As Johnny began to read, his interest grew. This was the kind of story he would have given anything to write. 

         This was the kind of story every journalist would want to go after. Indeed, Rosa Brueckner wasn’t a playgirl and besides that,

         her interest in the richest of the rich had nothing to do with making more money for herself.

      


      Rosa Brueckner, the story revealed, was an undercover agent for the Drug Enforcement Administration, working under this pseudonym

         for two and a half terror-filled years, operating a sophisticated money-laundering operation on the West Coast, through a

         network of bank accounts and shell companies. So successful had her double life been, she had penetrated the cocaine industry

         more deeply than any DEA agent before her, leading to the recent arrest of Luis Uchobo, top money manager for the drug lords

         of Cali, Colombia.

      


      “Brueckner’s triumph is a milestone for women in federal law enforcement,” Johnny read, “boosting the morale of her sister

         agents, much as the performance of military women during Desert Storm buoyed their female colleagues.”

      


      “This is incredible, swan.” Johnny took the magazine into the kitchen. “Is she really a friend of yours? I’d love to see her

         again.”

      


      Dolores stuck out her tongue. “I bet you would.”


      “No, seriously… according to this piece she’s been married for quite a few years to someone in the DEA, but she pulled off

         something few people ever live to see, trapping all those murderous drug guys…”

      


      Dolores finished arranging a container of Beluga in a well of crushed ice. “I know, I can hardly believe it. It sounds as

         if everything was just a front… her gorgeous home in Beverly Hills, her jet…”

      


      “Jet?”


      “Yes, jet!” Dolores’s dark eyes opened wide in appreciation. “It was gorgeous—in green and gold. She gave me a lift once to

         Vegas, said she was meeting some men who had more money than Fort Knox. I wanted her to introduce me…” Dolores smiled at

         Johnny coquettishly. “Before you swept me off my feet, of course, but she said they were too deadly.” She gave 

         a mock shiver. “I thought she meant deadly boring… but I guess from reading this she meant it literally.”

      


      “In a way, I can’t believe Time running this story. Her mission may be accomplished, nabbing this big fish for the government, but surely she’ll have to

         pay for it now everyone knows who she really is.”

      


      “That’s what I thought, but they don’t give her real name and you can’t see her face…”


      Dolores giggled again, as Johnny pretended to reel back. “Who needs a name or a face with a body like that staring out of

         the page? Next time we go to California, can we look her up?”
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