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If you have to ask, you’ll never be on …

THE A-LIST

Be sure to read all the novels in the New York Times bestselling
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A-LIST series

THE A-LIST

GIRLS ON FILM

BLONDE AMBITION

TALL COOL ONE

BACK IN BLACK

SOME LIKE IT HOT

AMERICAN BEAUTY

And keep your eye out for the eighth novel, coming July 2007.

Be sure to read all the novels in the #1 New York Times bestselling GOSSIP GIRL series
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Gossip Girl

You Know You Love Me

All I Want Is Everything

Because I’m Worth It

I Like It Like That

You’re The One That I Want

Nobody Does It Better

Nothing Can Keep Us Together

Only In Your Dreams

Would I Lie to You

And keep you eye out for the eleventh novel, coming May 2007.

A-List novels by Zoey Dean:

THE A-LIST

GIRLS ON FILM

BLONDE AMBITION

TALL COOL ONE

BACK IN BLACK

SOME LIKE IT HOT

AMERICAN BEAUTY







To Lynn Weingarten and Cindy Eagan, without whom I’d have much less time to shop.







Hope and curiosity about the future seemed better than guarantees. The unknown was always so attractive to me … and still is.

—Hedy Lamarr






		
Black Sweatshirt with a Bad Chanel Knock-off Scarf

“Anna Percy, you are a traitor to all that is good and holy. And to Manhattan.”

Anna Percy smiled. Cynthia Baltres might be living in the intellectual mecca known as New York City, and Anna might now be living in the anti-intellectual sun-dappled overindulgent splendor of Beverly Hills. But whether there were three thousand miles or three blocks between them, it didn’t matter. Cyn was still her best friend—one who could let fly with a friendly insult the way other uptown girls tossed off skimpy two-ply cashmere.

“Jealousy is oozing through my phone, Cyn,” Anna teased, wriggling the discreet earpiece from her Motorola E815’s headset to a more comfortable position. Her pearl-gray Lexus powered down Wilshire Boulevard; the Santa Monica mountains stood sentry to the north. Anna had just informed Cyn that she was driving to a pregraduation party aboard her friend Samantha Sharpe’s yacht. Cyn had just informed Anna that she was stuck in the NYU library researching a final paper on pop culture references to the French Revolution and had also just admitted that a tiny part of her was actually enjoying working on it. “Anyway, what are you doing talking to me? You’re in a library.”

She turned left on Sawtelle, as Sam’s directions had indicated. The neighborhood instantly got seedier—fancy buildings were replaced by low-priced Mexican restaurants, tire dealers, and the occasional strip club advertised by a dilapidated neon sign.

“What are they going to do, throw me out?” Cyn asked rhetorically. “The new research wing will be named for Uncle Georgie, who just left them a mint. The Times obit said he died from a heart attack, but the whole family knows it was actually … Well, let’s just say he had a nasty habit of picking up boy-girls near the Holland Tunnel.”

Diseased cross-dressing prostitutes seemed light years away from Anna’s current life. Yes, she loved New York. It was officially her home, but a lot could be said for La La Land, despite the squalor of Sawtelle Boulevard. She smiled as she passed a red Prius with a surfboard sticking out the rear window whose twenty-something blond driver was talking on her cell, applying lip gloss, and allegedly keeping an eye on the road all at the same time. There were some things in life—commuter-friendly transvestite hookers—that could only be found in New York. There were others—triple-tasking Prius-driving surf bunnies—that existed only in L.A.

“When do you guys graduate?” Anna asked, making a conscious effort to pay more attention to the road.

“Two weeks.”

“Mine is next Friday. It feels surreal, doesn’t it? This huge rite of passage—”

“Oh please,” Cyn scoffed. “This is not some ancient John Hughes flick; it’s not such a big deal.”

When they were in eighth grade, Cyn had rented all the John Hughes movies for Anna in an effort to broaden her friend’s cultural horizons beyond the nineteenth-century British fiction with which she was already enamored. They’d watched The Breakfast Club, Sixteen Candles, and their all-time favorite, Pretty in Pink. For a few days after that one, they’d both dressed like Molly Ringwald as the lead character, Andie Walsh in quirky layers of lace, mismatched fabrics, and multiple shades of pink.

“I’ll tell you what graduation really is,” Cyn continued. “Intermission before we can get on with our real lives. Finally.”

Anna smiled ruefully. In typical Cyn fashion, her friend had nailed the truth of the matter. Though loath to admit it, Anna had actually switched time zones and moved in with her father several months ago to be more like Cyn: wild, fearless, and sexy. Admittedly, the plan hadn’t gone smoothly. Sometimes Anna wondered if the wild gene was simply missing from her DNA.

“Did you hear about the wait list at Middlebury?” Anna asked. Cyn’s parents had both gone to the prestigious liberal arts college in Vermont, but Cyn hadn’t gotten accepted there immediately. Instead, she’d been put on the dreaded wait list.

“Yes. And no.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning they didn’t take me, the fuckers.” Cyn went uncharacteristically silent; Anna could picture the sour look on her best friend’s face. “So I’ll be going to Colby, which is like Middlebury in Maine. It’s okay. Some of my favorite writers went there.”

“That’s a good school,” Anna assured her.

“And you’re going to Yale. Only six hours away. Anyway, less about dumb-ass next year and more about the party,” Cyn went on. “Please tell me you took my advice about the outfit.”

Anna fingered the skinny strap of her eggshell-colored Egyptian cotton Anna Molinari dress edged in silver scalloped lace that fell below the knees of her long legs. She’d originally planned to wear a pale ice-blue vintage Chanel silk shift straight from her grandmother’s armoire, but Cyn had nixed that idea, saying you couldn’t wear Chanel silk on a boat. As it is utterly impossible to dry-clean away the smell of dead fish.

“Yes, I bought something,” Anna replied, stopping for a red light at the corner of Venice Boulevard. “Cotton. Happy?”

“Deliriously. Do you look fantastic in it? No. Of course you do. Next question. Can Ben remove it with his teeth?”

Anna burst out laughing. “I haven’t put that to the test. Anyway, he won’t be there. He has to work. I’ll see him tomorrow, though.”

Ben Birnbaum was her very significant other. They’d randomly met on her flight to Los Angeles the day she was moving, the day before New Year’s Eve. Since then, they’d been on again, off again, over and over. Ben was back in Los Angeles for summer break after his freshman year at Princeton, and now they were very much on again. And they had the whole summer ahead of them to prove it.

He had a summer job at Trieste, currently the hot club in L.A. Not that Anna was an expert on these things, but that is what Sam had told her. There was always a line down the block, and they were constantly flying in some cutting-edge DJ from Rome or London or Dubai.

Ben’s job was both a good thing and a bad thing. Good because he was interested in learning the night-club business. Bad because the club was consistently overcrowded, full of incendiary girls who flirted outrageously with her boyfriend. Anna had witnessed that phenomenon firsthand.

“Wow, what a sucky charmed life you lead,” Cyn joked warmly. “Want to hear about mine? Scott and I are totally over. I went to Bungalow 8 last night to drown my sorrows and got stuck in a banquette with some fat-ass loser masquerading as the son of the Japanese ambassador to the UN. Busted. The real son of the Japanese ambassador is in my history class. When I casually mentioned this, he mumbled something about needing to go talk to a friend and practically sprinted to the bathroom. I think he hid in there for the rest of the night.”

Anna giggled as a skinny girl wearing all black, with a bull ring through her septum, and her buff, bald boyfriend stepped brazenly onto Sawtelle at the corner crosswalk of Washington Place. Cars whizzed by; Anna stopped completely as the couple crossed the street with their mouths in a lip-lock.

She was just about to share with Cyn the details of what she was witnessing when she felt the Lexus suddenly jerk forward—there was a sickening crunch of metal and a tinkling of shattered glass, and Anna’s head smacked backward into the headrest.

Accident, she realized, even as her earpiece and phone were thrown to the floorboard. Someone just hit me. She reached down and grabbed the phone, instantly grateful that the air bags hadn’t deployed.

“Oh my God, Cyn! I just had an accident!”

“Anna are you—?” Cyn started to say.

Anna quickly cut her off. “Don’t worry, I’m totally fine but I have to go. I promise I’ll call you later.” And she clicked off her phone with unsteady hands.

Heart pounding, shaking with adrenaline, she turned around to see what had smacked her—a cherry-red Honda Civic dotted with rust spots was stopped on Sawtelle ten feet behind the crosswalk. Fortunately, her own engine was still running; she cut the steering wheel hard to the right and managed to ease the Lexus to the west side of the boulevard, directly in front of the red sign for Wild Women—yet another strip joint.

What am I supposed to do? Anna panicked to herself. She’d been driving for two years, and this was her first accident. But she remembered what she’d learned in driver’s ed. In case of an accident, try and remain calm. Step one: Turn off the engine. Step two: Make sure everyone in her car was okay. Step three: Make sure the other driver wasn’t hurt. She stepped out of the Lexus to check. …

“What the fuck is the matter with you?”

Anna whirled. The driver of the Honda—a middle-aged woman with a pale face that looked like it had been smashed in a closing elevator door and never resumed its normal shape—was striding over to her. Gray hair roots led to a red ball of frizz tied back with a bad Chanel knock-off scarf. She wore a black sweatsuit; pastel puffed-paint pandas marched down the sleeves.

“Where the hell did you learn to drive?” the woman barked throatily with the voice of a lifelong smoker. “You stopped like a maniac! Don’t deny it—you gave me no chance to stop. You better get the fuck out of here before the cops give you a moving violation.”

Anna blinked in surprise. “B-b-b-but you hit me.”

She quickly racked her brain. What now? Call the cops? In New York, her mother’s driver took Anna wherever she wanted to go in their Mercedes town car. On rare occasions Anna had hailed a taxicab, but that was only when Reginald was sick or doing what he did best—playing the ponies at Aqueduct racetrack.

“Are you even Licensed to drive?”

“Of course I am,” Anna fired back. “Let’s just call the police.”

“Are you nuts?” The frizzy-haired woman’s voice went up an octave and her face began twitching. Anna noticed the red lipstick that had crept past the lip line at the corners of her mouth melting down, like two mini scarlet fangs. “I bet you were on your cell phone. You want the cops? The cops will arrest you!”

Was that true? Could they arrest her? Dammit, if only Cyn were with her. Or Sam Sharpe, the self-assured friend whose party she was heading to. They’d know exactly what to do.

“Look. Just wait. Why don’t you push your car off the road if you can’t drive it?” Anna suggested, with more bravura than she actually felt. “You’re holding up traffic.”

The redhead got right in her face. “If I was you, I’d get my ass out of here.”

Maybe she should. If her car was drivable, she could get it as far as a service station. No, she decided. You didn’t leave the scene of an accident, no matter what. Then what? Wait, you were supposed to swap insurance information. Did you need to call the police here in California if there wasn’t an injury involved?

Ben. Ben would definitely know what to do.

“I’ve got to make a phone call,” Anna announced to the woman. “Go back to your car. I’ll talk to you in a minute.”

The other driver let out a scoff, rolled her eyes and stomped back over to her car. Anna took a deep breath and quickly assessed the damage to the Lexus. The oyster-gray rear bumper was severely dented; the right taillight had spider-glassed. A glance at the tailpipe revealed that the impact had bent it shut. So much for driving away from this mishap—she remembered enough from chemistry class to realize that she’d die from carbon monoxide poisoning before she even got to the service station.

Anna went back inside the car and dialed Ben. The phone rang, once, twice. Anna could feel the anxiety fluttering in her stomach. After three rings her heart was sinking; evidently, he couldn’t come to the rescue this time. But just as she was about to hang up after the fourth ring …

“Yeah?”

Anna was taken aback by the brusqueness of his tone. “Hi, it’s me.”

“Hey, Anna.” His voice immediately softened. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Well, I mean, I just got into a car accident.”

“Jesus, what happened? Are you okay?” he asked quickly, his concern obvious in his voice. That made her feel better.

“I’m fine. It’s nothing, just a fender bender, but—”

“Thank God you’re okay. Whose fault was it?”

“Hers, I think. I’m going to trade license and insurance information. Do I need to call the police?”

“No police if there’s no injury. Definitely get her license and insurance info and you’ll be all set. Listen, I’m in the middle of a work thing. Glad to hear you’re okay. I’ll call you later to check in, I promise. ’Bye.” He hung up.

Anna just sat there for a moment, trying not to get upset. It wasn’t fair to expect him to drop everything and come to her rescue, right? Actually, the whole damsel-in-distress thing wasn’t very appealing. Well, it was appealing, actually, but she was definitely learning to take care of things herself these days.

Swap info. Then what? Call AAA. She remembered Django, her dad’s driver and caretaker, had signed her up when she arrived in California. Wasn’t there a card in the glove compartment? “Yes!” She found it and quickly dialed the road-service number. It only took her a minute or two to provide the monotone operator with all the pertinent information.

“Okay, just sit tight. There’s been an oil tanker spill on the Ten at the Vermont Street interchange—we’ve got all our wreckers there; it’s a total mess. We should have someone out to you in about two hours or so,” said the operator. “Give or take an hour.”

“B-But I’m on the street outside a strip club!” Anna sputtered. “Can’t someone get here sooner than that?”

“Ma’am, I understand you frustration, but the California Highway Patrol told us to make clearing the freeway a priority, and that’s what we’ve got to do. Is there anything else I can do for you? A tow truck will be with you as soon as one is available.”

“No.” Anna didn’t know what else to say. “I don’t think there—”

The operator hung up before Anna could finish the sentence. Damn. Now she was supposed to swap her license and insurance information with a shrieking harridan? As for Sam’s party, the one that was supposed to kick off graduation week in less than an hour, her attendance was becoming more and more unlikely by the minute.

Anna decided it was a long shot, but she could at least try to contact her dad and see if he could help her. He was shuttling between Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and San Francisco these days, trying to negotiate the acquisition of an off-strip but still pricey hotel/casino for a group of men in Sausalito who wanted to turn it into a gay-and-lesbian-themed destination. But if luck was with her and Jonathan Percy was in Los Angeles, maybe he could get her out of this godforsaken neighborhood.

“Jonathan Percy.” His brisk voice came through the phone.

“Dad, you’re back!” Anna exclaimed. She quickly described the situation.

Her explanation was followed by dead silence. “I’d love to help you out myself, sweetheart,” her dad said after the depressing delay, “but I’m swamped here. Look, it’s just a fender bender. Swap the information, stay in your car and keep the doors locked at all times, and wait for Triple-A. Then take a cab right home.”

Anna’s fingers tightened on the phone. “Dad, that isn’t reasonable.”

“Well …” She could almost see her father tapping a Cross pen on his expansive granite desk. “How about if I send over my new intern? He’s an ace; up all night wining and dining some real jerk-offs for me in Vegas—helped make the deal happen. I gave him the day off. But if I ask, he’ll come over.”

Great. Her dad’s intern hadn’t slept all night, but her father thought nothing of waking the guy up to tend to his daughter? Maybe Jonathan Percy found it acceptable to impose like that, but Anna didn’t. Besides, she remembered her last horrid encounter with one of her father’s employees. Lloyd Millar. Anna had accompanied him on a drive to Las Casitas, a fabulous resort on the Pacific coast of Mexico that her father had also been helping a group acquire. Lloyd had been so obnoxious that the Mexican authorities nearly wouldn’t let him cross the border.

“Dad, the last guy you sent my way was a Yeti in a bad Hawaiian shirt,” she replied testily. “I’ll wait for Triple-A. Sorry to have bothered you.”

“Hold on, Anna. No need to cop an attitude.”

Anna winced. Cop an attitude? Jonathan Percy tended to boomerang between businesslike precision and aging hipster slang, but she never got used to it.

“Really. Sit tight. I’m sending the new intern,” he repeated patiently, as if she were a five-year-old begging for sweets at the Ralph’s supermarket checkout counter. “His name is Caine Manning. He’s twenty-two, Wharton grad. Helluva guy. He’ll be there in thirty minutes. Tops. Okay. Ciao. Love you.”

Anna sighed as her dad clicked off. Well, she wouldn’t mind a little assistance sooner rather than later, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t take care of the situation herself in the meantime. She turned around to peer at the dreadful redhead, who had gotten back into her car. What was the next step? Exchange information. She took the registration and insurance card from the glove compartment, found her license in her bone leather Kate Spade hobo bag, and walked back to the Honda. The woman was trying—and failing—to get her car started.

“It won’t run,” the woman practically spat. “Thanks a fucking lot.”

Anna believed in the virtue of la politesse, having been raised by a mother who considered good manners as important as personal hygiene. A lady did not curse out loud. A lady did not raise her voice. A lady remained gracious and in control at all times.

A lady didn’t accept being cursed at.

“Now you listen to me, whatever your name is,” she told the other driver, her voice shaky but her tone steely. “I have someone coming to help. He’ll get here as soon as possible. In the meantime, unless you are ready to act like a human being, we are not speaking. I’ll be in my car.”

Take that, she thought, as she turned on her gold Sigerson Morrison leather-and-topaz sandals and headed back to the Lexus. Anna Percy has balls. Well, figuratively speaking. She glanced at her Jacob & Co. five-time-zone platinum-and-diamond watch, which featured a gemstone kite in each time zone—an early graduation gift from her mother, who was off in Italy seducing a very young muralist. Damn. Sam’s yacht was supposed to leave soon. The unrealistic fantasy of making this party was growing fainter by the second. Not that it mattered; there was no point in holding everyone else up just because her car had been rear-ended by Cruella De Vil.

She got back in the pearl-gray Lexus and let her head fall onto the headrest. Then her cell rang. Ben. It had to be Ben.

“Hello?”

“Anna, Caine Manning.” Not Ben. “Your dad’s intern. He gave me your number. I just wanted to let you know that I’m on my way. I’m coming from Westwood; I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” His voice was assertive and deep. She instantly felt better.

“Thank you,” she told him gratefully. “I really appreciate it.”

“No problem. You can’t miss me. Lots of tattoos. Okay, see you.”

She clicked her phone shut. Huh? Tattoos? Her father had hired an intern with lots of tattoos? No. That had to be a joke.

Anna checked her watch again. She’d find out in nineteen minutes.






		
Four-Foot Eleven and as Bad-Ass as They Come

Anna was about to call Sam when an electric-blue Ford F-150 pickup truck pulled directly in front of her car. A brunette guy wearing distressed Levi’s with holes in both knees hopped out of the cab of the pickup and strode back toward her. He wore an olive-green Brooks Brothers shirt with the sleeves rolled up; both forearms were indeed covered in tattoos. His deep chocolaty hair was slightly spiked in the front, his chin shadowed with light stubble. Silver hoop earrings hung from each earlobe.

Had to be him.

He tapped on her window. She pressed the down button and immediately noticed that one of his eyes was blue and the other was brown.

“Hey, Anna, I’m Caine Manning,” he announced easily.

Anna got out, surprised to find herself looking up—way up—at him, since he was at least six-foot two, maybe six-foot three. She quickly filled him in and he soaked up all the details, nodding every once in a while.

“Okay, got it covered. Come with me, but let me do the talking—if that’s okay with you?”

“Why not?”

Anna was proud of herself for having taken the initiative; if Caine could get the insurance and other information out of the driver of the Honda, so much the better. She saw him slap a smile on his face and head for the volatile redhead, who now appeared to be chomping on an entire pack of gum at once. Anna followed a few paces behind.

“Hi,” Caine said amiably.

“Who the hell are you?” Before he could answer, the woman stabbed a stubby finger in Anna’s direction. “This bitch is in so much trouble. I could get her arrested like that.” She snapped her fingers in what would have been Caine’s face, if he had been eight inches shorter.

His response was surprisingly muted, considering the traffic noise. “You and I both know that you’d be the one in trouble for following too close. Be grateful my client didn’t call the police. She was simply obeying the law by stopping for a crossing pedestrian.”

“Client?” She chomped furiously on her gum.

Caine nodded, then asked Frizzhead her name.

“Patrice McMasters,” Frizzhead replied hesitantly, paling a couple of shades.

“Patrice, I take it you don’t actually have insurance.”

“Look …” She took a crumpled tissue from her pants pocket and spat her enormous wad of gum into it, then threw it in the general direction of Wild Women. “I know that’s against the law, too. But I can’t lose my car. I need it to get to my job down at LAX.”

Caine nodded. “Completely understandable.”

“I’m just so damn stressed out, you know?” Patrice nodded too.

My God, Anna marveled. This was an entirely different woman from the one she’d dealt with previously. How had her dad’s intern accomplished that?

Caine reached inside the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a Tiffany money clip crammed with cash and ID cards. He flicked out a crisp manila business card.

“My friend is an Allstate agent in Redondo Beach,” he explained with a calm grin. “Mention that you ran into me, Caine Manning—well, you might not want to use the words ran into, exactly.”

This coaxed a weak smile from Patrice.

“Now, there’s nothing that he can do about this accident, but my client is willing to walk away from this if you are, each responsible for her own repairs.” He eye-balled Patrice’s battered Honda. “I think you actually came out the worse for it, in fact. But there’ll be no claims or lawsuits. Sound good?”

“Sounds good,” Patrice agreed, perking up considerably. “But I’ve only got one problem. My car won’t start.”

“Let me take a look at that.”

As Anna watched, Caine opened the hood of her cherry-red Civic and moved a few wires and cables around. Moments later, he was slamming the hood shut again. “I think your battery cable came loose when you hit my client. Try it now.”

Patrice got back in and turned the key; the old Honda started right up.

“You’re a lifesaver,” she called through her open window.

“The license and insurance info,” Anna told Caine softly. “Just to be sure.”

“Smart.” He nodded, then turned back to Patrice. “Ms. McMasters? I know we’ve got an agreement here. But let’s exchange our information anyway, so in case there’s a problem we can reach each other?” A pen and small pad of paper materialized from Caine’s back pocket; he smoothly passed them through her cranked-down window. It was like watching a great hypnotist at work, Anna thought as Patrice copied down her information under Caine’s watchful eye. He compared it to her driver’s license and insurance card, then handed both back to her.

“Okay, ’bye now.” Caine touched the hood of the Civic. “Drive safely. Check your radiator fluids when you get a chance.”

Patrice raised a hand and started away as Anna and Caine headed back to her car and his truck. “I can’t believe … I don’t know how you …” She stopped, then started again. “Thank you doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

“Hey, no problem. She’s broke and she was scared, that’s all. No sense in suing her. Best thing to do is cut your losses and get on with it.”

They reached the Lexus, where he leaned against Anna’s front door. “Now, hop in my truck. Where ya headed?”

“Marina del Rey, for a party.” She took her phone off the front seat. “If I’m going to leave my car, I need to call Triple-A and ask them to bring it to a Lexus dealership. Isn’t there one in Beverly Hills?”

“There is,” he confirmed.

“Great.” Anna made the call, quickly explained the situation to the harried dispatcher, and then got into Caine’s pickup. “I just want to thank you again—”

“No need.” He smiled at her. Killer smile. He was so kind. Plus, he’d been able to read that shrew of a woman so well. He was right. She hadn’t really been mean; she’d just been scared to death. Anna studied Caine’s profile as he started the engine.

Well, well, well, wasn’t he the intriguing one?

Five minutes later, they were tooling down Venice Boulevard toward Marina del Rey. Anna had called Sam to say she was indeed on her way after her first L.A. car accident, her first ever car accident. Sam said she was now an official Los Angelino and that they’d hold the boat.

Anna put her phone back in her hobo bag and turned to her father’s associate.

“I’m curious,” she began. “How’d you know that woman didn’t have insurance?”

Caine shrugged. “I’ve always been good with people. They give off all kinds of clues to what’s really going on with them, especially things they’re trying to hide.”

“You should have been a detective.”

“Not for me. Carmen and I don’t want to work for The Man.”

Anna stared at him quizzically. “Your girlfriend?”

“Carmen. My truck,” he laughed, patting the dashboard.

She studied his large, callused hands on the wheel, and then the tattooed forearms. “An investment banking intern with tattoos and earrings. You can get away with that?”

“The earrings come out on workdays. I wear long sleeves at the office. Besides, your father has been known to loosen up now and then.”

More than that, Anna thought, recalling how she’d come upon him stoned out of his mind a few weeks ago in the garden gazebo. Her tall and lanky father was a very handsome man who looked much younger than he was. He wore his hair spiked and had told his daughter that smoking a blunt now and then helped him unwind.

“What’s the big tattoo on your right arm?”

Caine held it up; a stunningly beautiful woman was etched across his entire forearm, surrounded by lush seashells and swirling clouds. Her wavy hair was woven with vines; sunlight haloed her hair. The figure was vaguely familiar.

“Botticelli, right?” she asked, nudging her chin toward his arm.

He nodded with a half smile. “I guess you were paying attention in art history.”

“My mother collects Italian painters.”

“Don’t you mean paintings?”

“Both, actually,” Anna admitted. “What made you choose that one? Or is it too personal?”

They turned south on Ocean Avenue, picked up speed, and merged with the heavy late-afternoon traffic.“No big secret. My favorite grandmother was from Florence. Angelina Principesssa Filipepi,” he explained.

“Oh my God. She was an actual descendant of Botticelli.”

He gave her a curious glance, then changed lanes to maneuver past a slow-moving truck full of gardeners and lawn equipment. “How did you come up with that?”

“Botticelli’s birth name was Alessandro Filipepi,” Anna recalled. “Wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. I just can’t believe you knew that.”

Anna waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, I’m a fount of useless information. I must have read it somewhere.”

“Impressive. Well, my grandmother fancied herself a distant cousin of the artist—I have no idea whether or not that’s true. She came to America when she was a girl, put herself through school, and taught art at Fremont High School in South Central for twenty-five years. She was like four-foot eleven and as bad-ass as they come.”

Anna knew that South Central was probably the roughest section of Los Angeles.

“You got it to honor her. That’s so sweet.”

“Actually, we got drunk on Sambuca together one night and we both got ’em,” he admitted, laughing. “She raised me after my mom died. Hell of a lady.”

Anna couldn’t help but feel curious as to how and when his mother had died, but it was much too personal a question. She hated people who probed like that. What truly horrified her were the casual confidences she’d been privy to in ladies’ rooms. Once, at the House of Blues, a girl with punked-out black hair and torn stockings—Anna had never met her before in her life, and had never seen her since—had given Anna a blow-by-blow description of her recent diagnosis and treatment for chlamydia.

“Hey, you want AC?” Caine offered. “I hate the stuff myself, but it’s hard to hear you over the noise.”

She nodded. He closed his windows and flipped on the air conditioning.

“So, you’re on your way to a graduation party—your dad told me. I loved being that age; chilling with my friends, you know?”

The truth was, Anna wasn’t yet terribly close with anyone at Beverly Hills High, with the exception of Samantha Sharpe.

“It’s okay,” she allowed. “But there are some girls who will be at this party who make cobras looks like cashmere kittens tucked in a wicker basket.”

Caine’s hearty laughter burst like fireworks. Anna grinned back, stealing a glimpse at his laughing profile. What a truly good guy he was, tattoos and all. Gratitude to him, and just general liking, bubbled up inside her. She could be friends with this guy. She really could.

“Are you busy tonight?” she blurted out impetuously, remembering why she’d come to Los Angeles in the first place. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. A person couldn’t have too many friends; she guessed that Ben would really like Caine, too. “If you aren’t, you ought to come with me. There’ll be champagne at sea.”

Caine raised an amused eyebrow. “Aren’t I a little old for your crowd?”

“I know for a fact that you’re only twenty-two.” Anna could be spontaneous, but she was always prepared with the facts.

“There’s light years between seventeen, eighteen, and twenty-one, twenty-two, trust me. Plus, I’m not really big on champagne.”

“What, then?”

“Brew. Ice cold.”

“How many kinds of beer are there in the world?”

Caine looked quizzical. “Can’t say that I know.”

“Well, however many kinds there are, my friend Sam will have them all on the yacht. Trust me.”

He grinned. “Overkill. All a person needs is one great one.” He reached over and slid a CD into Carmen’s sound system and cranked it up.

“King Crimson. You know this? It’s classic.”

Anna shook her head, but listened for a minute. Heavy guitars and a strong drumbeat filled the air, and over them a man’s intense but muffled voice. “I like it.”

“And I like you,” Caine said, flashing that killer grin again. “All righty, then. About this party … Count me in.”






		
White Imitation of Christ Jeans Covered in Dog Shit

Cammie Sheppard was the daughter of a Hollywood über-agent; she had wined, dined, and reclined with a stellar variety of hot guys on hot yachts since her early teens. Yet even by her own grudging standards, the Look Sharpe—the new 120-foot yacht that Sam’s father had acquired as the result of a three-picture, eighty-million-dollar deal with the most major of the major studios—was nothing short of spectacular. Now if only she could get this goddamn ocean wind to stop fucking up her hair. She was standing by the vessel’s teak starboard railing, and every few seconds a gust of air would blow her vivid strawberry blond ringlets against her Bing My Cherry Plump Your Pucker lip-glossed mouth.

A perfected flick of one OPI ballet-slipper-pink-polished finger (French manicures were so last year) unstuck them, as two well-muscled arms snaked around Cammie’s waist from behind, pressing her close. Adam Flood’s left hand held the necks of two icy cold Coronas. Cammie took one, lifted the glass bottle to her lips, and took a long swallow.

“Great view, huh?” Adam murmured softly into her ear. Cammie nodded in agreement, leaning further into her boyfriend’s embrace. Adam wore khaki cargo shorts and a white linen button-up shirt from the Gap—unlike Cammie and so many of her friends, he had no compunctions about buying clothes without designer labels. And, also unlike Cammie, he’d just gotten a buzz cut that showed off the small blue star tattoo behind his left ear.

Cammie’s clothes were a lot more upscale than Adam’s, but, surprisingly, she didn’t care. It hadn’t taken long to pick her outfit from her cedar-lined walk-in closet: Seven For All Mankind jeans with a special-order Ferrari red leather low-slung belt encrusted with diamonds, and an Ella Moss kimono tee in hot pink held together by only a tiny clasp just below her cleavage so that it blew about her on the yacht, revealing miles of creamy alabaster skin. She didn’t need to worry about a bra, since her large breasts were compliments of silicone and surgery, and remained unnaturally perky at all times. Her shoes were silvery white Jimmy Choo snakeskin pumps that hadn’t even made it to market, courtesy of a 1970s movie star famous for a seminal film in the seventies in which she’d played a notorious female bank robber. This now-over-the-hill star had taken a liking to Cammie and had promised her early dibs on various fashion musts still offered to her by upscale designers who didn’t seem to realize—as Cammie did—that the former star was Birds Eye. As in, frozen. As in, Q rating zero. As in, put her on Hollywood Squares if it was still on the air.

It was nearly sunset; the blazing sun low in a sky turned pink and purple, its reflection sparkling in the waters of the Pacific to the west. To either side of them were stretches of oak wood chaises covered in persimmon-toned linen, but most of the partygoers were gathered in the main salon. More accurately, gathered around the mahogany bar inlaid in gold with the titles of each of Jackson Sharpe’s films, where three bartenders borrowed from the Elysian Fields private club for ladies-who-lunch poured Grey Goose vodka and Patron tequila into waiting shot glasses.

Sam had redecorated the expansive room in keeping with the theme of her pregraduation party, the Seven Deadly Sins: Pride, Envy, Gluttony, Lust, Anger, Greed, and Sloth. The main salon had been transformed into the Sloth room; in addition to the central bar, an enormous statue of the Greek god Dionysus had been reconfigured into a Cristal-spouting fountain. The A-list graduating seniors from Beverly Hills High—and a few lucky A-minus-listers invited because they were hot enough, amusing enough, or weird enough to be entertaining—had draped themselves on lush ochre velvet chaises that had golden legs and were laden with gold goose-down throw pillows.

The crowded salon had been too much for Cammie, so while Adam had stayed to get drinks, she’d ventured out onto the yacht’s promenade deck.

Yet even the relative solitude and the beauty of the approaching evening couldn’t quell the thoughts racing in her brain. Now that she was on the water, she found herself ruminating about her mother. More specifically, her dead mother, who ten years before had gone over-board off a boat off the coast of Santa Barbara and drowned.

It had been ruled an accident, possibly even suicide. Supposedly, Jeanne Reit Sheppard had been drinking, but Cammie couldn’t recall ever once seeing her mother with a cocktail in her hand. Much of the official story didn’t add up. Now Adam was helping her to unravel the mystery. They’d recently learned shocking information from a newly unsealed police document, that Sam’s mom—who’d left Sam and her family to move to the east coast a year later—had been aboard the same boat that very same night, sleeping with Cammie’s father.
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