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Prologue


 


 


 


 


 


May, Royal Park Hotel, London


What is the correct etiquette when the three-month-old Maltese terrier you’ve just picked up from Harrods’ pet department poops in the middle of the carpet in a smart London hotel room? Do you:


 


a)   Use one of your numerous shopping bags to poop-scoop the offending deposit, then attempt to freshen up the remaining stain on the shagpile using the swanky hotel shower gel as a carpet shampoo?


b)   Call Housekeeping, full of embarrassment and contrition, apologize profusely and offer a hundred pounds in cash to whoever has to clear the mess up?


c)   Go shopping, leaving the dog mess exactly where you found it, with the subtle addition of a one-pound coin on a Post-it note, as a tip for the maid, right beside it?


 


Alas, Marcella Hunter chose the latter route. She tapped her new puppy Choate on the nose – ‘Naughty boy, Choate!’ – tucked him into her crocodile-skin Hermès Birkin handbag and headed for Harvey Nicks as planned. Nothing was going to interrupt her busy shopping schedule.


     Half an hour later, the hotel maid, unable to see over the enormous pile of bed linen she was carrying, put her foot right in the dog mess. That was bad enough – she was wearing open-toed sandals at the time – but it was the pound coin which really got to her. And the accompanying Post-it note, which said, ‘Clean this up’. Not ‘Clean this up, please’, nor ‘Clean this up, thank you’. Just ‘Clean this up’.


     It was the rudeness of the dog’s owner which prompted the maid to take action. She took a teaspoon from the abandoned breakfast tray, used it to pick up the most solid part of the turd and slipped it into the toe of one of Marcella Hunter’s brand-new red satin Manolos.










Chapter 1


June, Little Elbow, the Hamptons


Four weeks later, Marcella Hunter had almost forgotten about her ruined Manolos (she’d pretty much forgotten about the dog as well. He was still languishing in a boarding kennel somewhere near Heathrow, awaiting the inoculations that would allow him to fly). Marcella hadn’t really been that fond of the shoes. She’d bought them on a whim. They were a good half-size too small and so pointy her toes hurt if she so much as looked at them. But the red satin sling-backs were the ‘it’ shoe of the season and she simply had to have them.


     Marcella Hunter lived her entire life in search of the latest ‘it’ thing. ‘It’ shoes, ‘it’ bags. The ‘it’ dog. If she’d devoted the same energy to finding a new species of flower or lizard as she did to keeping up with fashion she might have won a Nobel prize.


     As it was, it was quite possible that Marcella might never have worn the Manolos again, but the idea that someone had taken the decision for her was just too much. She marched straight to the hotel reception, wriggling puppy still tucked under one arm, and smacked down the violated shoe on the chest-high desk, right in front of the manager and an elderly American couple visiting London to celebrate their golden wedding anniversary.


     ‘I want to know who did this!’ Marcella demanded loudly. ‘Who put this shit in my sling-back?’


     The golden-wedding couple recoiled in horror and said they would check into the Dorchester.


     The maid on duty, when confronted, claimed that the dog must have relieved itself directly into the shoe. This turd, the maid insisted, was a different turd entirely from the one Marcella had so kindly drawn her attention to with the Post-it note (and which the maid had, of course, carefully cleared up). Marcella merely narrowed her eyes at that explanation and reminded the manager that she was a regular customer who spent more than a month’s worth of the maid’s wages on room service every time she visited London on one of her shopping weekends. She demanded the girl’s resignation and it was duly given. Along with the cost of the shoes, of course. All six hundred pounds of it, which was pretty much exactly what the maid earned in four weeks. In all probability, the affected shoe could have been cleaned, but together with its pristine twin it was left in a wastepaper bin when Marcella flew back to New York. First class. And without the dog.


 


A month later, on a pretty June evening at her beach house in Little Elbow, a tiny hamlet situated on the coastal road between East Hampton and Montauk, Marcella slipped on the pair of shoes she’d actually bought on that ill-timed trip to Harvey Nichols with her puppy in her handbag. These newer shoes were much more comfortable than the red Manolos. They were 1920s in style: silver satin, beautifully beaded, with a low Louis heel and a strap across the instep to hold them firmly in place while dancing. Absolutely perfect for the theme of Marcella’s birthday party, which was, as befitted the venue with its fabulous ocean view, ‘The Great Gatsby’.


     Marcella smoothed down the silver flapper dress she had specially commissioned to match the shoes and admired the sharp dark-brown bobbed wig that covered her straight blonde hair. She kicked up a heel in a parody of the Charleston to see her fringed hem jiggle. Perfect. She might have been on her way to meet F. Scott Fitzgerald himself.


     Outside, Marcella’s staff flitted around the garden putting the finishing touches to the party scene. The housekeeper, the gardener and the pool boy had swapped their casual clothes for cool, crisp whites. The band had arrived – a five-piece jazz ensemble flown in especially from Louisiana. They were tuning up their instruments in the newly constructed poolside gazebo that would act as a bandstand.


     On the other side of the pool, a barbecue had been lit. The caterers were taking Saran Wrap off the canapés. Three hundred crystal champagne flutes were polished and waiting to be filled with vintage bubbly for the first toast of the evening. Which would be to Marcella, of course.


     Marcella was determined that her twenty-seventh birthday party would be the perfect start to another perfect summer. Even the weather was cooperating – it was the warmest June evening in years. This would be the party that everybody talked about. (At least until the beginning of September, when Marcella’s annual Labor Day party would mark the official end of the season.) Everyone who was anyone in Little Elbow and its surrounding towns had been invited. There would be heirs and spares and self-made billionaires. The crème de la crème of East Coast society. The very best fancy-dress shop in New York announced that it had hired out all its flapper dresses within half an hour of Marcella sending out her ‘save the date’ e-mail. The evening would be spectacular. And Marcella would be the belle of it all.


 


Marcella Hunter was used to being the centre of attention. She was the richest girl in town. In fact, she was probably the richest girl in the county. If the average upper-class gal was born with a silver spoon in her mouth, Marcella got the whole golden shovel.


     She was sole heiress to a family fortune made in the lumber business. Wood chips and pulp. After that unglamorous start, a series of clever investments meant that by the time Marcella’s trust fund matured, it would have been hard for the most careless shopaholic in the United States of America to spend the Hunter fortune as quickly as it continued to grow. Marcella did her best, of course. She started by having the house in Little Elbow remodelled at enormous expense, with Italian marble floors, antique French furniture and wood panelling in the dining room made from some of the world’s most endangered trees.


     Marcella made much of the fact that her family had lived in Little Elbow for almost 150 years. She talked particularly proudly about her paternal grandfather, the visionary wood-chip magnate Edgar Hunter, who landscaped the beautiful gardens that swept down to the sea. Edgar Hunter had a keen interest in horticulture and the land – he planted the windbreak of arbor vitae himself, placing each sapling in the ground with infinite care. As Marcella stressed to anyone who would listen, Edgar Hunter wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty and work alongside his staff.


 


Now Marcella summoned her almost legal housekeeper, Anjelica, with the little silver bell on her dressing table.


     ‘Necklace,’ she barked when Anjelica arrived seconds later.


     Anjelica dutifully fastened the diamond necklace around Marcella’s neck, taking care not to touch her mistress’s skin as she did so. Marcella didn’t thank her. It didn’t even cross her mind. She was too busy examining her choice of accessories for the evening.


     The necklace had belonged to her maternal grandmother. It was a wedding gift, which passed to Marcella when her grandmother fell off a diving board into an empty swimming pool after one too many gin fizzes. She had been wearing the necklace at the time. But the tragic history of Marcella’s diamonds was forgotten now. All that mattered was that the brilliant white stones complemented the silver dress perfectly.


     As Anjelica hovered and awaited further instructions, Marcella pulled on a pair of pale silver silk gloves and topped them off with two more enormous ice-white sparklers – one was a cocktail ring that had belonged to her unfortunate grandmother, the other her own late mother’s engagement ring (coincidentally, her mother had also died in a pool. A full one this time . . .). Marcella picked up a cigarette holder and the look was complete. She glanced over at Anjelica to see the approval in the girl’s dark eyes, then dismissed her with a flick of her hand.


     Outside, the valets – two of the pool boy’s cousins – parked the first of a dozen top-of-the-range Mercedes that would arrive over the next couple of hours. (The cousins claimed to have great experience of driving luxury cars. ‘Lexus, BMW, we drive anything.’ Marcella didn’t realize their experience was of the ‘grand theft auto’ kind.)


     Moments later, Marcella heard a holler of ‘Par-taaaaaayyyyy!’ as the Mendelsohn brothers staggered into the marble-floored hallway, carrying the brown-paper-bagged bottles they had been swigging from en route.


     ‘No, but you can suck my dick,’ cried Jonathan Mendelsohn, educated at the best schools in the USA and heir to a fortune made in religious publishing, when Anjelica asked whether she could relieve him of his coat.


     The festivities had begun.










Chapter 2


The Grosvenor sisters – Charity and Grace – had no need for valet parking, coming as they were from the house just next door. Unlike most of the guests, who had been preparing for this special evening for the best part of a month, the sisters cobbled together their costumes in something of a hurry. Their invitation to the party had arrived just a day before. As had Charity and Grace. This was their first ever summer in the Hamptons.


     The sisters were renting the old place known as the Rose House – a beautiful colonial-style residence right on the beach. The Rose House had never been rented out before. In fact, until that year it had been pretty much uninhabitable for as long as anybody could remember – abandoned and boarded shut like a tenement.


     Summer after summer, rich Manhattanites holidaying in the chi-chi beach town of Little Elbow did their best to find out who owned the place and whether they might take an offer. But no offer was ever accepted. The house stayed in the hands of heaven only knew who (no one – not even a gardener – had been seen there since the 1970s) and year on year, it fell a little further into disrepair. A few more tiles fell from the roof. The white paint on the clapboard peeled and flaked beneath the hot summer sun and harsh winter frost. The brambles in the garden grew a little higher until eventually the place started to look more like Sleeping Beauty’s palace during the hundred-year snooze than a ‘magnificent example of the colonial style’, as the local real estate agents might have put it if they only had the chance.


     The house became an eyesore. A total wreck. More offensively to the Wall Streeters with second homes in the town, it was also a shocking waste of money. The Rose House had direct beach access, for goodness’ sake! That kind of feature was worth a bomb. So, when the contractors arrived one sunny morning and took down the boards, it was the talk of the town.


     First the plantation shutters were opened to let light into rooms that had been dark for decades. A truck arrived to take away the old sanitary ware and the ancient furniture that had been crumbling away in the dark (a local antique dealer actually wept when he saw so many Arts and Crafts masterpieces reduced to sticks on a bonfire). The broken and missing roof tiles were painstakingly replaced. The peeling paint on the outside of the house was burned away and replaced with a coat of pristine white. Eventually curtains were hung at the windows. A new red-painted mailbox appeared at the gate on to the street.


     The garden was the final part of the Rose House estate to undergo a transformation. It looked like a job for ten men. Twenty men, even. With flame-throwers. But like a prince hacking his way through the enchanted forest to find his sleeping bride, it was a single gardener who cut down the weeds and replanted the roses that had given the house its name. Roses fit for any fairy-tale princess.


 


With the house restored to its former glory, everyone waited eagerly for the return of the mysterious family who owned it. But within days of the lone gardener planting the beautiful flowers that lined the path to the door, the local real-estate agent announced that the house had been put up for rent and found some tenants within the hour. Before anyone else even had a chance to get a snoop around!


     The Grosvenor sisters of London would be arriving in June.


 


‘The Grosvenor sisters of London?’ said Marcella, when she heard. ‘Should I know them?’


     ‘Almost certainly,’ said her friend and house guest Simon McDonnough (third son of the Clan Chief McDonnough), from Scotland.


     Simon was one of those ultra-smart Scotsmen without a trace of a Scottish accent. Marcella met him at a Burns Night party in a Manhattan loft and adopted him immediately. He seemed well worth adopting. His family had owned half the Highlands. He had three different tartans: hunting, fishing and dancing, or something like that.


     ‘Do you know them?’ Marcella persisted. ‘These Grosvenor girls?’


     ‘The name rings a bell,’ Simon said casually. He didn’t look up from his book.


     ‘Hmmm.’


     There was nothing that discomfited Marcella more than not knowing someone worth knowing. And if Simon McDonnough knew of these girls, then they must be worth knowing. Simon often reminded her that before he relocated to the United States to try his luck as a documentary director, he had moved in the very best of British circles. In fact he was one of London’s ‘most invited’ bachelors, according to some glossy monthly that had an annual ‘eligibles’ party (the Princes William and Harry were also on the list, but alas, Simon hadn’t kept a copy).


     ‘Yes,’ said Simon firmly. ‘Now I think about it, I’m sure I’ve met them before.’


     But he wouldn’t elaborate. And Marcella’s surreptitious Google search threw up nothing useful at all. No pictures. No profiles. Nothing.


     They must be important, though, Marcella decided, or at least very rich, if they could afford to take a rental next door to her own place. Two years before, the house on the other side of the Hunter estate had been rented out between May and the end of September for close on fifty thousand dollars a month, without staff. Little Elbow was a very exclusive town.


     Thank goodness, thought Marcella, these new London girls would be right on her doorstep and thank goodness she would be throwing the first party of the year. It wouldn’t do for some other local hostess to get to know them first. Marcella arranged for a basket of fruit and flowers to be delivered to the Rose House the moment the girls arrived. Tucked in next to a perfectly ripe pineapple was one of her beautiful silver-edged party invitations. It was a lovely gift, so Marcella was more than a little put out that they didn’t rush right over to thank her.


     In fact, the sisters made themselves known to no one in the twenty-four hours before Marcella’s party, though rumours abounded. They were terribly wealthy. They were both very beautiful, said the mailman, who glimpsed them on his rounds. The younger sister had worked as a fashion model in Milan. The older sister had dated Jude Law. Linda Deuble, the real-estate agent, thought they might be directly related to the Queen  . . .


     ‘The American embassy in London is in a square named after one of their ancestors,’ she said authoritatively.


     Marcella couldn’t wait to meet them. If they were related to the royal family, then she was damn well going to make sure they got her invited to a garden party next time she was in London. If not lunch with Liz herself. And if the older sister had really dated Jude Law, then so much the better. Hopefully she and the movie star were still on speaking terms. It was just a matter of time before Jude was single again and in need of introductions.


     It was all very exciting. In the mysterious girls next door, Marcella saw her entrée to a fabulous new world of British glitterati. She imagined polo with the Princes. Premieres in Leicester Square . . . Not that she would let the sisters know she was in the least bit interested in their connections, of course. She was going to play it very cool. The key to infiltrating their glamorous world was that they see her as their social equal. Which she was, make no mistake about that. Marcella counted the Hilton sisters – Paris and Nicky – as friends.


     ‘OK, then,’ she admitted when pushed. ‘Acquaintances.’


     ‘What are you plotting?’ asked Simon McDonnough, noticing the far-away look in his hostess’s eyes.


     ‘World domination,’ Marcella half joked.










Chapter 3


By nine o’clock the birthday party was in full swing. The take-up rate for Marcella’s invitations was in the region of ninety-nine per cent (it would have been a hundred but a cyclone kept a few private jets stuck in Palm Beach). The band was playing. People weren’t dancing but they were definitely swaying. Actually, the Mendelsohn brothers were dancing. Either that or fitting, Marcella observed as they pogoed dangerously close to the pool. The champagne was almost finished. The lethal fruit punch had already claimed the first of its victims. Marcella fully expected that some of the cars handed over to the valet parkers would still be in her driveway the following afternoon.


     Marcella drifted about her guests gathering compliments. Some of them were really getting into the spirit of things, talking as if it were 1925.


     ‘That dress is just divine.’


     ‘Your hair! So delightful. Have you really had it cut and dyed?’


     Marcella smiled and gave her new bob a bounce.


     ‘You look fabulous as a brunette.’


     ‘Perhaps I’ll have it done for real if I decide I’m having more fun,’ Marcella laughed, using the ‘tinkling laugh’ she had decided upon to complement her outfit.


     Simon even went so far as to sing three verses of ‘The Way You Look Tonight’ in Marcella’s honour. Excruciating.


     Everybody looked wonderful. A Great Gatsby theme always ensured elegance (this was the third time Marcella had thrown a Gatsby bash since remodelling the house). Even the guys who complained about having to wear ties scrubbed up when they realized that every man looks better in a tuxedo. Jamie Iley was looking particularly great, thought Marcella. She caught his eye across the corner of the Olympic-sized swimming pool. Perhaps he would be the lucky boy who got to stay in Marcella’s Moroccan-themed bedroom that night.


     Perhaps it was time to begin the dancing properly. Marcella started to head towards him with the intention of leading her target on to the floor for a smooch.


     ‘Marcella.’ A hand on her elbow brought her to a halt.


     ‘Oh. Choate.’


     Marcella turned to greet the man after whom her dog had been named with far less enthusiasm than she reserved for his fluffy namesake. The real Choate Fitzgerald, heir to Fitzgerald Lumber, Hunter Lumber’s biggest rival, was anything but fluffy. A rather stiff man with his short blond hair combed flat against his head, he looked, unlike most of the other guests, as though he really had just teleported in from the 1920s. So many of the others got the clothes right but kept their hair and make-up true to the twenty-first century, rather spoiling the overall effect.


     Choate smiled a little sheepishly, as though he knew he had interrupted a manhunt. For her part, Marcella wasn’t trying terribly hard to disguise the fact that she had been on her way somewhere else and was frankly irritated by this delay.


     ‘Happy birthday,’ said Choate.


     ‘Thank you,’ said Marcella.


     ‘I brought you a gift.’


     ‘Oh, thank you!’ Marcella’s face was momentarily transformed as Choate pulled a necklace-sized package from his jacket pocket. It was carefully wrapped and tied with a ribbon. Marcella discarded the ribbon and tore off the blue paper with unseemly haste.


     ‘What can it be?’ she asked playfully. ‘Choate, have you been to Harry Winston, you naughty man?’


     Choate blushed. He hadn’t been to Harry Winston.


     The box contained a circuit-testing device.


     ‘When you told me that the lights in the pool house kept going out for no good reason, I thought what you need is one of these,’ he explained.


     ‘Well, thank you. It’s very thoughtful.’


     Marcella placed the circuit tester on the nearest table with a barely concealed sigh.


     ‘I’ll pick it up later. Right now, I’ve got to . . .’ She gesticulated in the general direction of her other guests and waited for Choate to excuse himself. He didn’t. Damn.


     ‘How are you?’ he asked.


     ‘I’m fine,’ said Marcella.


     ‘You look . . . er, you look beautiful tonight.’


     ‘Thank you. Thank you for coming along.’


     Marcella was already turning back towards Jamie Iley.


     ‘I was wondering if perhaps, later, we might  . . .’


     ‘Choate, I’m the hostess. I’m going to be really busy all evening,’ Marcella replied, without waiting to hear what they ‘might’ do. Knowing Choate, he was probably going to suggest they try out the circuit tester. A circuit tester! Puh-leese! What kind of birthday present was that?


     ‘Just a few minutes of your time,’ Choate said plaintively.


     Marcella pretended not to hear his plea. ‘You know plenty of people here, don’t you, Choate? Look, there’s Eddy Kitsantonis.’ She pointed him in the direction of the second-most boring man in the place. ‘Help yourself to punch!’ she concluded. It was an invitation that was meant as a dismissal. She might as well have shouted, ‘Get lost!’


     Choate retreated, his expression as hangdog as the puppy’s when Marcella left it in quarantine without so much as a squeaky toy. But Marcella didn’t care. She quickly reoriented herself in search of Jamie Iley. Only to catch him putting his arm around Shereen Petersen.


     ‘Damn,’ Marcella muttered. Choate had ruined her chances. His timing had always been bad. But she wasn’t going to turn back to him and get stuck making small talk about stock options or, even worse, DIY, so she made a beeline for Stephanie Blank, the potato-chip heiress, instead. Stephanie was a bitch on a stick but at least she always had gossip. Choate, on the other hand, thought gossip was pointless and cruel. What a bore.


 


‘Where are those English girls?’ was the first thing Stephanie – Marcella’s best ‘frenemy’ – asked.


     ‘They’ve been invited,’ Marcella replied. ‘I’m sure they’ll be along any minute.’


     ‘Good. Because God knows we need some new blood around here. Is it just me or is this party deadly dull? I don’t think I have been this bored since that Republican benefit at the Planetarium.’


     Marcella stiffened. The Republican Party benefit at the Planetarium was pretty hard to beat on the dullness scale. No hot waiters. No vodka luge. Nothing.


     ‘Oh God, Marcella. I’m sorry. That sounded so rude. For a moment there I completely forgot it was your birthday! I mean, I’m sure you’ve done your best.’ Stephanie smiled. Marcella smiled back. Neither girls’ eyes crinkled at the edges. These were the smiles of two cats squaring up in an alley.


     ‘Where’s the Brit pussy?’ asked Bradley, the last Mendelsohn brother standing, as he lurched on by.


     ‘They’ve been invited,’ Marcella said again through clenched teeth.


     When she was asked for the tenth time what had happened to the Brit chicks, Marcella decided she wasn’t happy about it at all. Somehow, people seemed to have forgotten that Marcella always had a party at the beginning of June and that the reason for the party was to celebrate her birthday. Not to welcome the English girls to town. Yet people were talking about them as though they were the guests of honour. And by leaving it so late to make their appearance, the Grosvenor sisters were acting as though they were the guests of honour!


     ‘I expect they’ll be along any moment,’ said Marcella brightly. Again.


     They arrived at exactly the same time as the birthday cake.


 


The grand entrance wasn’t deliberate. Grace and Charity Grosvenor simply happened to walk out through the French doors that led from the conservatory into the garden just as the band went quiet. A spotlight was focused upon Marcella, specially positioned to highlight her fabulous heirloom jewellery to best effect. She was beaming at her guests, waiting for complete quiet, unaware that two girls in 1940s-style dresses had just stepped into view behind her and that suddenly her four-tier birthday cake wasn’t the focus of anyone’s interest but hers.


     ‘I think we got the period wrong,’ said one of the sisters, in a small voice that was nonetheless picked up by Marcella’s microphone and boomed to the entire garden. ‘Was Great Gatsby set in the nineteen twenties?’


     A roar of friendly laughter greeted her mistake.


     After that, Marcella had no choice but to introduce the late arrivals to the cream of Little Elbow and welcome them on the whole town’s behalf.


     ‘Well, here they are, ladies and gentlemen,’ she said. ‘The glorious Grosvenor girls.’










Chapter 4


‘How lovely to meet you at last,’ said Marcella, when her speech was over (she had to cut it short) and everyone was back on the hunt for free booze and barbecue ribs (totally against Marcella’s current diet principles but an essential for the male guests). ‘I was beginning to think that perhaps you hadn’t moved in yet. Did you get my flowers?’


     ‘Oh yes,’ said the older one.


     ‘And the fruit? I’m so sorry,’ Marcella added smoothly. ‘I should have brought the basket round myself. It was totally remiss of me to have a gift delivered straight from the store. It’s just that I’ve been so busy preparing for my party  . . .’


     ‘Oh no. We should have . . . thank you. We ought to have come over right away. We’ve been a bit jet-lagged.’


     ‘Transatlantic travel is so much harder on the body now that Concorde is out of action,’ Marcella commiserated. ‘I’m Marcella Hunter. But then you already know that. Seeing as how this is my birthday party and you arrived in the middle of my speech.’


     ‘We’re so sorry about that. Happy birthday. I’m Charity Grosvenor,’ said the older girl.


     ‘And I’m Grace,’ said the younger one. The prettier one, Marcella noted at once.


     Charity Grosvenor was passably good looking, Marcella thought. About Marcella’s age. She had a good figure and nicely highlighted hair that complemented her lightly tanned skin. But Grace Grosvenor was stunning. She had the ice-queen beauty of a Hitchcock blonde. She could have been a supermodel. Except that she didn’t have the outsized lollipop head and wrap-around eyes so many of the top models have in real life. Marcella was immediately on the lookout for Grace’s fatal flaw. A lisp or a limp, perhaps. Either would do.


     ‘Charity and Grace,’ Marcella mused. ‘How unusual. How biblical. So how long are you staying here in Little Elbow?’ she asked.


     ‘The whole summer.’


     ‘Really? Whyever do you want to spend the summer in this boring old town?’ Marcella rolled her eyes theatrically. ‘I thought that everyone stayed in London until the beginning of August at least. You’re missing so much of the season over there. Wimbledon. All the balls.’


     ‘Tennis balls?’ asked Grace.


     Marcella smiled weakly. An inability to tell jokes. Perhaps that was Grace’s Achilles heel.


     ‘But we’re here at your party instead,’ Charity interrupted. ‘Makes a nice change from doing the boring old season back home. Ascot, Wimbledon, the Serpentine Galley party . . . yawn, yawn, yawn. Same old, same old, every year.’


     ‘I know exactly what you mean,’ said Marcella.


     ‘I must say everyone has made an effort this evening,’ said Charity.


     ‘They certainly have.’


     ‘And your dress is particularly beautiful.’


     ‘How kind of you to notice.’ Marcella beamed. ‘I had it specially commissioned to go with my shoes.’


     ‘It’s lovely,’ said Charity. ‘We feel such idiots, dressed like this.’


     ‘Oh, but you look great,’ said Marcella, larding the emphasis on the last word. ‘And you’re so late that almost everyone is too hammered to notice you’re dressed in completely the wrong style. Besides, you’re only twenty years out. Perhaps F. Scott Fitzgerald isn’t quite the international literary force we Americans like to think he is. Good job because I was about to bore everyone rigid with a little reading from his work when you arrived. It’s a tradition. I do it every year when I’m welcoming people to my birthday party.’


     ‘I’m really sorry we walked in right in the middle of your speech,’ said Charity for about the fifth time in as many minutes.


     ‘Oh, that is quite OK,’ said Marcella. ‘Let me introduce you to some people.’ She linked her arms through the sisters’ so that she had one on either side. ‘Everyone worth knowing is right here on my lawn.’


 


Marcella walked the girls around the garden, stopping by each group of people and reeling off hundreds of names, though she never let the sisters remain anywhere long enough to actually have a conversation. It was pretty clear to anyone watching what was going on. It wasn’t just about being a good hostess. Marcella was marking her territory, making it known to her other guests that these new glamorous English girls were to be her friends first and foremost. She had appointed herself gatekeeper to the social scene of Little Elbow and she would decide who got the chance to chat. At least for that night.


     And what a lovely night it was. Truly idyllic. The blazing heat of the day had subsided to a gentle, caressing warmth, softened by a sea breeze that lifted the scent of the garden flowers into the air and stirred it around like a magical mist that intoxicated as well as any champagne cocktail. Meanwhile, the dying light of the sun cast a delicate soft-focus glow that made the old look young and everyone look beautiful. And of course, the house itself – a sprawling two-storey Palladian that was turning from icing sugar white to candy love-heart pink as the sun set – was very impressive.


     ‘It’s like a dream,’ said Grace when Marcella had them pause at the top of a sloping lawn to get the best view of the garden that led gracefully down to the sand. ‘Your garden looks wonderful. And I love the music.’


     ‘Having the band flown in cost me twenty-five thousand dollars but I’d say it makes the party,’ said Marcella. ‘You’ve got to have good music. And compared to the cost of the caterers!’ Marcella rolled her eyes. ‘Come on. A view’s a view. You need to meet some more folk.’


 


Back in the thick of the action, Marcella glowed as she pointed out more major players and gave their potted biographies.


     ‘Stephanie Blank,’ she whispered. ‘Potato-chip heiress. Spent half last year in rehab in Arizona. Prescription pills and bulimia. I shouldn’t be telling you that but, hey, it’s a totally open secret.


     ‘Jamie Iley. New money. Father made a fortune in telecoms. Now he should be in rehab. He lives on pills and booze. Shereen Petersen. I don’t know where she came from but she’s a first-class bitch.’


     Though she wasn’t within hearing distance of Marcella’s comment, Shereen suddenly looked up. Marcella flashed an enormous smile at the girl who had usurped her in Jamie’s affections. Shereen gave her a wave in return. ‘Watch that girl,’ Marcella hissed to the sisters. ‘She will stab you in the back as soon as look at you. Never a kind word to say about anyone.’


     ‘Really?’ said Charity. ‘That’s not nice.’


     ‘Mendelsohn brothers.’ Marcella waved in the direction of a pair of well-shod feet sticking out from beneath a tablecloth. ‘Everyone should know Johnnie and Brad. Jonathan is the one under the table. Can’t hold his drink. It’s a family trait. Bradley is the one with his face on his plate. Can’t hold his drink either . . . Anjelica.’ Marcella summoned her housekeeper. ‘Would you make sure that Bradley Mendelsohn doesn’t actually inhale any food?’ She turned back to the sisters. ‘I do not want to have an air ambulance landing on my lawn this year. Took for-ever for the grass to grow back  . . .


     ‘That girl in the corner, crying into a tablecloth, is Jonathan Mendelsohn’s ex-girlfriend, Darleesa Cahuenga. Claims she was a Victoria’s Secret model but I’ve never seen her in the catalogue. And those aren’t her real breasts.’


     The sisters goggled.


     ‘It’s completely obvious. Emily Barham had hers done by the same surgeon.’ Marcella pointed out a woman dressed in green. ‘See how they’re almost identical. Good job they got their noses done by different people. They might have ended up looking like twins!’ She laughed her tinkling laugh.


     ‘Sarah Rabin, in the pink dress, used to be quite a pretty girl. Had botox. Took her nephews to the theme park the same afternoon. Teacup ride moved the stuff all over her face and she looked like Deputy Dawg for three months.’ Sarah looked in Marcella’s direction. ‘Hey, Sarah. Looking lovely tonight  . . .’


     ‘Why thank you, Marcella!’ Sarah called back.


     ‘Shame about the jowls,’ Marcella half whispered to her new best friends.


     ‘Oh, there’s Titchy Henderson,’ Marcella carried on. ‘Hardly “titchy” these days. When she came off the booze, she went straight on to the chocolate. She was on the booze because her fiancé ran off with a gardener. A male gardener,’ Marcella added in a whisper. ‘Such a shame. How on earth do you come back from that?’


     ‘I don’t know,’ Charity admitted.


     ‘It’s not even as though he was the first fiancé she mislaid. Oh, that’s quite funny. Mislaid. You didn’t hear it from me, but basically the reason fiancé number one broke up with her is that she wasn’t a patch on a certain other girl in the sack.’


     The sisters looked at Marcella quizzically.


     ‘Oh, whatever must you think? You’re looking at me like I’m the boyfriend-stealer.’


     ‘Oh no, we . . .’ Charity began.


     ‘Well, it’s hardly stealing if you leave them unattended, is it?’ Marcella winked. She spotted another character in need of elaboration.


     ‘Chelsy Cialdini, with the feather in her hair, used to have the nickname “Half and Half”.’


     ‘Half and half?’ asked Grace.


     ‘Like the creamer. On account of her being born with a vagina and a penis. She had the penis taken off in eighth grade. That was back in California. Her family brought her to New York to start over. But you can’t really escape your past these days, can you? Not now there’s the Internet.’


     ‘Poor girl.’


     ‘Poor half-girl!’ Marcella tittered. ‘With a jawline like that, she might have been better hanging on to the dick. Especially if she’s interested in Ralph Sacks,’ Marcella continued, indicating the man at Chelsy’s side. ‘Really, there isn’t a closet big enough. Gay, gay, gay, gay, gay . . .’ Marcella pointed out five other random guys in quick succession. ‘FYI.’


     ‘Thank you,’ said Charity.


     ‘You know,’ Marcella said suddenly, ‘you girls are going to love it here. Everyone is so friendly and warm to one another. Everyone looks out for everyone else. There’s no nasty gossiping or sniping behind people’s backs and . . . Oh, I didn’t know Jenny Nixon was going to come. I would have thought she would be too ashamed to show her face after that scandal with the purse at Hermès . . .’ Marcella gave the girl in question a friendly wave. ‘Now, what was I saying? Oh, yes. You are going to love it here. It’s the nicest town in the USA. People are just so lovely.’ She froze. ‘Oh, my God. Not again. Ladies, will you excuse me? I’m avoiding Choate Fitzgerald. He’s America’s most boring man.’


     And with that, she flounced away, leaving the Grosvenor girls to make their own introductions.










Chapter 5


It wasn’t until three o’clock the following afternoon that the last of Marcella’s party guests finally left. Bradley Mendelsohn was the very last one to go. He had spent the night under the decking by the pool house and was discovered only when one of the gardener’s dogs chased a rabbit under there and pulled the billionaire-in-waiting out.


     Marcella was glad to see the back of Bradley (which was covered, Lord only knew how, in vomit) and to have the house to herself once more. Well, almost to herself. As Marcella was fixing herself some breakfast/early supper (or rather, waiting for Anjelica to fix her some breakfast/early supper), her one official house guest stepped into the sunroom, yawning ostentatiously. Simon McDonnough still wasn’t dressed. Instead he was wearing just the paisley-print silk dressing gown he claimed had been given to his grandfather by the Duchess of Devonshire. As he sat down, it fell open to reveal a hairy thigh.


     ‘Not this early in the day, please,’ said Marcella.


     Simon pulled the fabric back over his legs. Not that they were such bad legs.


     Simon McDonnough was very happy that his national dress included a skirt. He was a very handsome man. There was a hint of Clark Gable to his look at the moment, accentuated by the thin moustache he had been sporting for a couple of weeks in preparation for Marcella’s party. Now that the party was over, Simon no longer needed his moustache but he had decided to keep it anyway. It was, as one party guest had put it, quite louche, and louche was a word Simon approved of. It could be applied to most areas of his life.


 


‘I’m in a vile mood,’ Marcella warned him now.


     ‘So am I. Why on earth did you let me drink so much?’


     ‘Because you’re unstoppable.’


     ‘That’s true,’ Simon mused, a little pleased with himself. Unstoppable was unstoppable, even if it was only in the matter of inebriation. Almost as good as louche. ‘But why are you in a vile mood, my American princess? Didn’t you have fun at your party? I thought it was an absolute triumph.’


     ‘I was having a wonderful time. Until they arrived.’


     Simon knew at once whom she meant by ‘they’.


     ‘Can you believe they interrupted my speech? How wrong is that?’


     ‘Oh, I don’t think they meant to upstage you. I imagine they were pretty embarrassed, having dressed from the wrong period.’


     ‘So they should be! That’s another thing. What kind of morons don’t know that The Great Gatsby was set in the 1920s? They did it deliberately to make themselves stand out more!’


     ‘I’m sure the thought never crossed their minds,’ said Simon, marvelling once again at how little girls need to do to secure each other’s disapprobation. ‘Anyway, what does it matter? You looked beautiful in that silver dress. You were the belle of the ball.’


     ‘Hmmmph,’ said Marcella.


     She hadn’t felt like the belle of the ball by the end of it. She had slept alone. Jamie Iley had gone home with Shereen Petersen (that was them off her Labor Day guest list) and the Mendelsohn brothers had been covered in vomit when they made their separate consecutive overtures. A very disappointing result. Surely the birthday girl deserved a little action? But Marcella didn’t tell Simon any of that. Instead she said, ‘Anyway, I’ve invited them to dinner.’


     ‘Who?’


     ‘The Grosvenor sisters, of course.’


     ‘But I thought you’d decided you didn’t like them.’


     ‘I don’t. But Stephanie Blank has invited them to her house on Thursday, so we’re having them here on Wednesday.’


     Simon shook his head and smiled.


 


Over tea in the Grosvenor household, Charity and Grace were also reliving the party. Specifically, they were reliving Grace’s half-hour-long turn about the dance floor with Choate Fitzgerald.


     Choate was already making a beeline for Marcella and her new friends when Marcella ran away. What could he do except pretend he had been aiming for the sisters? Grace felt extremely sorry for the chap, though it quickly became clear that Marcella was right. He wasn’t exactly full of social grace.


     ‘I don’t do small talk,’ was his opening gambit, as he sprayed the girls with crumbs from a canapé he hadn’t quite finished.


     ‘But I bet you can dance,’ said Grace.


     She was correct to surmise that he could, sort of, dance. And oddly, he could also make small talk while dancing. After a fashion.


     ‘Though all he ever talked about was money!’ Grace complained.


     ‘That’s because he’s got so much,’ said Charity. ‘I imagine it’s quite preoccupying to be so very blessed.’


     ‘Everybody here has so much. And they’re not afraid to show it. Can you believe someone would have valet parking for a house party?’ said Grace. ‘And a five-piece band and ice sculptures as big as people and a champagne fountain! It’s not even as though it was a wedding!’


     Charity laughed at her little sister’s theatrical dismay.


     ‘This town is completely unbelievable,’ Grace continued. ‘I mean, on the surface it looks like Hicksville – the post office is in someone’s front room, for heaven’s sake – but I haven’t seen that many serious cars in one place since we watched Princess Diana’s funeral go down the Mall. And the jewellery! I’m sure most of those diamonds were real.’


     ‘What did I tell you?’


     ‘It’s definitely not Littlehampton,’ Grace mused.


     ‘Thank God.’ Charity shuddered.


     ‘Did you spot any millionaires you could marry?’ Grace smiled.


     ‘Give me a couple of days.’


     ‘And what did you think of her?’ Grace asked suddenly. ‘Marcella Hunter?’


     ‘She’s a bitch on wheels.’


     ‘You’re telling me. Was there a single person at that party she actually liked? I don’t know why she bothered to throw a party for so many people she hates  . . .’


     ‘Unless she intended to punish them with the canapés,’ said Charity.


     Both sisters pulled faces of distaste as they remembered the food. Pretentious was the only possible adjective.


     ‘I can’t believe we ended up next door to her. Are you sure she’s the same girl?’


     Charity nodded. ‘Must be.’


     ‘Do you think she recognized you?’


     ‘No. But even if she did, I don’t suppose for one moment she remembers where we met.’


     ‘Do you think we made a good impression?’ Grace asked.


     ‘Better than the one I made on the gardener,’ said Charity.










Chapter 6


Two days earlier


The Grosvenor sisters arrived in Little Elbow by train. Smart Manhattanites either drove or took the Jitney out to the Hamptons, but Charity was reluctant to try to navigate her way out of the city in a hire car (her sister refused full stop) and Grace always got travel sick on coaches, which is all the Jitney turned out to be.


     ‘How disappointing. It sounded like it would be pulled by horses,’ said Grace.


     So they took the Long Island Rail Road from Penn Station instead, changed at a place called Jamaica, which was nothing like its namesake, and endured a fairly dull three-hour ride to East Hampton, where they were met by the real-estate agent, Linda Deuble, who had offered to drive them the last five miles.


 


Linda Deuble was exactly as Charity had imagined her on the basis of their few brief transatlantic telephone conversations. She had the kind of bright blonde ultra-coiffeured hair you could bounce coins off. Her coral-coloured lipstick was perfect (if unflattering). She was wearing an immaculate suit, in pale taupe linen. The jacket was neatly buttoned, even though by the time the sisters arrived around lunchtime it was getting uncomfortably hot.


     ‘We’re just so happy to have you here!’ Linda trilled as the girls stepped off the train.


     ‘A real Stepford Wife,’ Grace mouthed to Charity as Linda clipped ahead of them to the car, moving twice as fast as they could in the heat despite the fact that she was dragging both their cases.


     ‘Come on, come on,’ she shouted back at them. ‘I’m taking you the scenic route.’


 


Really all the routes around this part of Long Island were scenic. The road between East Hampton and Little Elbow was picture-postcard pretty. It was lined with tall trees shading the sort of beautiful houses that warrant a six-page spread in Architectural Digest. From time to time, the girls glimpsed the coast. And it was a fabulous day on which to first see this particular coast. The clear blue sky reflected in the water made the sea look almost tropical. On the horizon, a hundred white sails fluttered like cabbage white butterflies on the wing as sailing enthusiasts made the most of the gentle wind. It was the kind of day that makes you believe the United States really is God’s own country. Blessed in every way. Linda Deuble commented to that very effect.


     The journey to the Rose House would take the girls right through the centre of Little Elbow.


     ‘Everyone knows everyone here,’ said Linda as she slowed her car down.


     It wouldn’t be hard, Charity decided. The sign at the start of the town announced a population of less than a thousand. Fewer than the number of pupils at her secondary school.


     ‘I’ll give you the tour,’ said Linda.


 


Though it was just three hours away from the Big Apple, Little Elbow could not have been more different from Manhattan. It was like a film set. Not that Manhattan doesn’t feel like a film set when you first visit. But this was the set for an entirely different movie. A romantic comedy rather than a thriller. Something starring a hero who starts out shy and taciturn but ultimately proves himself to be strong and thoughtful and sexy as hell  . . .


     The dinky houses that lined the main road through Little Elbow were painted candy colours and surrounded by gardens as neat as game boards. Charity wondered whether there was a prescribed height for hedges. The natives too looked as though a Hollywood wardrobe mistress had dressed them. There was something faintly 1950s about the way everybody was attired, Charity observed. The edginess of Manhattan’s high fashion had definitely not made it this far.


     Several locals waved at the car as Linda Deuble drove on by.


     ‘I hope you’re bringing those girls to the Bible brunch!’ called one lady as Linda paused at the traffic lights.


     Grace and Charity shared a look. You could live in London for twenty years and never know your neighbours. Ten minutes in Little Elbow and they’d had their first invitation.


     ‘This is a very social place,’ said Linda. ‘And to take up all the invitations you’re going to be getting, you’ll want to look your best. There’s Mimi’s salon.’ She pointed out a shopfront shrouded in net curtains. ‘Best place to get your nails done. And,’ she lowered her voice, ‘best place to hear what’s really going on behind closed doors. Be warned,’ she added. ‘Very thin walls at Mimi’s. I found out I was getting a divorce over a pedicure . . . Can you imagine that?’ Linda swivelled to grin at her passengers.
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