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      SEPTEMBER IS GLORIOUS IN MANHATTAN, AND THIS year was no exception. The temperature was a perfect seventy-five degrees, the humidity low, and the sky a cloudless blue.
         Coming back to the city from a restless summer, the weather is always a reminder that spectacular things can happen and that
         greatness is just around the corner. The air buzzes with excitement, and in one day, the city goes from sleepy to frenzied.
         There’s the familiar crawl of traffic on Sixth and Park Avenues, the air hums with cell phone conversations, and the restaurants
         are full. For the rest of the country, Labor Day marks the end of the summer and the beginning of the school year. But in
         New York, the real year begins a few days later, with that venerable tradition known as Fashion Week.
     

      
      On Sixth Avenue behind the Public Library, Bryant Park was transformed into a wonderland of white tents where dozens of fashion
         shows would take place. Black carpeted steps led up to French doors, and all week, these steps were lined with students and
         fans hoping to get a glimpse of their favorite designers or stars, with Japanese photographers (whom everyone agreed were
         more polite), with paparazzi, with security men with headsets and walkie-talkies, with the young P.R. girls (always in black,
         sporting concerned expressions), and with all manner of well-heeled attendees shouting into cell phones for their cars. The
         curb was lined with black town cars three vehicles deep, as if some terribly important state funeral were about to take place.
         But inside the tents, life was at its most glamorous and exciting.
     

      
      There were always five or six big shows at which attendance was required to secure one’s place in the social pecking order (or to simply remind everyone that you still exist), and the
         very first of these events was the Victory Ford show, held at seven p.m. on the first Thursday evening of Fashion Week. By
         six forty-five, the scene inside the tents was one of controlled pandemonium—there were six camera crews, a hundred or so
         photographers, and a throng of fashionistas, socialites, buyers, and lesser stars, eagerly awaiting the show with the anticipation
         of an opening night crowd. A young socialite who was cradling a small dachshund in her arms was hit in the back of the head
         by a video camera; someone else’s Jimmy Choo slingback was trod on by one of the P.R. girls who nearly ran her over in order
         to get to someone more important. Those hoping to get a glimpse of a famous movie star were thwarted, however, because movie
         stars (and important political people, like the mayor) never went in the front entrance. They were escorted by security to
         a secret side entrance that led to the backstage area. And in this world, where life is a series of increasingly smaller circles
         of exclusivity (or Dante’s circles of hell, depending on how you look at it), hanging out backstage before the show began
         was the only place to be.
     

      
      In the back corner of this area, hidden behind a rack of clothing, stood Victory Ford herself, surreptitiously smoking a cigarette.
         Victory had quit smoking years ago, but the cigarette was an excuse to have a moment to herself. For three minutes, everyone
         would leave her alone, giving her a few seconds to focus and prepare for the next sixty minutes, in which she had to attend
         to the last-minute details of the show, schmooze with her celebrity clients, and give several interviews to the print and
         television press. She frowned, taking a drag on the cigarette, wanting to savor this one moment of peace. She’d been working
         eighteen-hour days in the four weeks before the show, and yet, this next crucial hour would pass in what felt like a second.
         She dropped the cigarette butt into a half-empty glass of champagne.
     

      
      She looked at her watch—an elegant stainless-steel Baume & Mercier with a row of tiny diamonds along the face—and took a deep breath. It was six-fifty. By eight p.m., when the last model had completed her turn on the runway and Victory went out
         to take her bow, she would know her fate for the coming year. She would be either on top of the game; in the middle and surviving;
         or on the bottom, trying to regain her position. She knew she was taking a risk with this show, and she also knew she hadn’t
         had to. Any other designer would have continued along the same lines that had made them so successful for the past three years,
         but Victory couldn’t do that. It was too easy. Tonight she hoped to show the industry a new side to her talents, a new way
         to look at how women might dress. She was, she thought wryly, either a hero or a fool.
     

      
      She stepped out from behind the rack of clothing, and was immediately accosted by three of her acolytes, bright young women
         in their twenties who worked almost as tirelessly as she did. They were wearing clothing from the new collection, held clipboards
         and headsets, and had panic-stricken expressions.
     

      
      Victory smiled calmly. “Lila,” she said, addressing one of the girls, “are the drummers in place?”

      
      “Yes, and Bonnie Beecheck, the gossip columnist, is freaking out—she says she has ear trouble and we have to move her seat.”

      
      Victory nodded. Bonnie Beecheck was about a million years old and was like one of the evil witches in a Grimm’s fairy tale—
         no one liked her, but not to invite her would guarantee bad press for the rest of the year. “Switch her seat with Mauve Binchely.
         Mauve’s so desperate to be seen she won’t mind where she sits. But do it quickly, before anyone notices.”
     

      
      Lila nodded and ran off, while the two remaining young women vied for her attention. “Extra wants to do an interview …”
     

      
      “Keith Richards is coming and we don’t have a seat …”

      
      “And four pairs of shoes are missing …”

      
      Victory took care of these problems with dispatch. “Extra gets two minutes, escort Keith backstage and keep him here until the last minute. The shoes are in a box under the makeup
         table.” Composing her face, she approached the Extra camera crew, who were standing in the middle of a swirl of well-wishers, all of whom wanted to say hello. She moved through
         the crowd with graceful expertise, feeling as if she were floating above her body, stopping to kiss a cheek here, engaging
         in a few seconds of brief repartee there, and shaking the hand of someone’s solemn and awestruck ten-year-old daughter, whose
         mother claimed she was already a huge fan.
     

      
      I hope she’s still a fan after the show, Victory thought sardonically, allowing herself a brief moment of insecurity.

      
      In the next second, however, the Extra crew was on top of her, and a young woman with frizzy red hair was shoving a microphone in her face. Victory looked at the
         girl’s expression and braced herself. Six years of doing interviews had taught her to read an interviewer instantly as friend
         or foe, and while most of the entertainment press were as charming and gracious as the most seasoned celebrity, every now
         and then you got a bad apple. Victory could tell by the girl’s forced, disdainful smile that she had an ax to grind. Sometimes
         the reason was simply a case of having just been dumped by a boyfriend, but often it ran deeper: A general feeling of being
         pissed off at the world because it wasn’t as easy to get ahead in New York as one had been led to believe.
     

      
      “Victory,” the young woman said assertively, adding, “you don’t mind if I call you Victory, do you?” The deliberately cultured
         accent told Victory the girl probably considered herself above fashion. “You’re forty-two years old …”
     

      
      “Forty-three,” Victory said, correcting her. “I still have birthdays.” She was right—beginning an interview with the age question
         was an act of open hostility.
     

      
      “And you’re not married and you don’t have children. Is it really worth giving up marriage and children for your career?”

      
      Victory laughed. Why was it that no matter what a woman accomplished in the world, if she hadn’t married and had children,
         she was still considered a failure? The girl’s question was completely inappropriate, given the circumstances, and profoundly disrespectful, for what could this girl know about the vagaries of
         life and how she’d struggled and made all kinds of sacrifices to get to this point—an internationally recognized fashion designer
         with her own company—an accomplishment that was probably far greater than what this unpleasant young woman would ever achieve.
         But Victory knew better than to lose her temper. If she did, it would end up on TV and probably in a few of the gossip columns.
     

      
      “Every morning when I wake up,” Victory began, telling a story she’d told to interviewers many times before (but still, none
         of them seemed to be able to get it), “I look around and I listen. I’m alone, and I hear … silence.” The girl gave her a sympathetic
         look. “But wait,” Victory said, holding up one finger. “I hear … silence. And slowly but surely a happiness spreads through
         my body. A joy. And I thank God that somehow, I’ve managed to remain free. Free to enjoy my life and my career.”
     

      
      The girl laughed nervously. She tugged on her hair.

      
      “So much of being a woman is telling lies, isn’t it?” Victory asked. “It’s telling yourself that you want the things that
         society tells you you should want. Women think that survival depends on conformity. But for some women, conformity is death.
         It’s a death to the soul. The soul,” she said, “is a precious thing. When you live a lie, you damage the soul.”
     

      
      The girl looked at Victory in surprise, and then, frowning in agreement, began nodding vigorously as they were suddenly interrupted
         by one of Victory’s assistants, who was talking excitedly into her headset. “Jenny Cadine is here. Her ETA is three minutes
         …”
     

      
      * * *

      
      WENDY HEALY PUSHED HER glasses up her nose and stepped out of the Cadillac Escalade, looking around at the throng of paparazzi, who were now surrounding
         the SUV. No matter how many times she’d been in this situation, it never ceased to amaze her how they always managed to find the movie star. They could
         smell stardom like bloodhounds. Despite all her years in the movie business, she still couldn’t understand how the stars handled
         the attention, and knew she’d never be able to (or more importantly, want to) deal with it herself. Of course, in her position,
         she didn’t have to. She was the president of Parador Pictures, one of the most powerful women in the movie business, but to
         the photographers, she might as well have been someone’s assistant.
     

      
      Wendy turned back to the SUV, unconsciously tugging on her black Armani jacket. She lived in black Armani separates, and,
         she suddenly realized, hadn’t actually gone shopping in two years. This was probably inexcusable, given that one of her best
         friends was the fashion designer Victory Ford. She should have dressed up for this event, but she’d come from her office,
         and with her job and three children and a husband who was sometimes a child himself, something had to give, and that was fashion.
         And the gym. And healthy eating. But what the hell. A woman couldn’t do everything. The most important thing was that she
         was there, and that, as she promised Victory months ago, she’d brought Jenny Cadine.
     

      
      The crowd of photographers pushed closer to the SUV, as several security men stepped forward, trying to hold back the eager
         horde, which seemed to be growing larger by the second. Jenny’s personal publicist, a surly-looking young woman who was known
         by one name only—Domino—emerged from the SUV. Domino was only twenty-six, but had the kind of don’t-mess-with-me attitude
         one generally associates with male muscle-heads, accompanied by the kind of gravelly voice that suggested she ate nails for
         breakfast. “They said, ‘Get back!’” she barked, staring down the crowd.
     

      
      And then Jenny Cadine appeared. She was, Wendy thought, even more jaw-droppingly beautiful in person than she was in photographs,
         if such a thing were possible. Photographs always picked up her slightly asymmetrical features, and the fact that her nose was a bit bulbous on the tip. But in person, these
         flaws were erased by an intangible quality that made it impossible to stop looking at her. It was as if she possessed her
         own energy source that caused her to be lit from within, and it didn’t hurt that she was five feet nine inches tall, with
         hair the pale, slightly golden reddish color of not-quite-ripe strawberries.
     

      
      She smiled at the photographers, while Wendy stood to the side for a moment, watching her. People outside of the business
         always wondered what it was like to know such a creature, and assumed that envy would make it impossible to be friends. But
         Wendy had known Jenny for nearly fifteen years, when they’d both been starting out in the business, and despite her money
         and fame, would never have considered trading places with her. There was something inhuman about Jenny—she was never excessive
         or arrogant, nor was she rude or egotistical. But there was a remove about her, as if she might not possess a soul. Jenny
         was one of her stars, and Wendy knew that they were probably as close as Jenny was to anyone. But they weren’t really friends,
         like the way she was friends with Victory or Nico O’Neilly.
     

      
      The security guards managed to create a little space in front of them so they could walk the short distance to the opening
         in the side of the tent. Jenny was wearing a brown pantsuit with slightly flared trouser legs under a neon jacket that was,
         Wendy decided, one of the coolest outfits she’d ever seen. It was from Victory’s new collection, and Wendy knew that Victory
         had made it especially for Jenny, and that Jenny had gone to Victory’s studio several times for fittings. But Victory had
         been so busy in the last three weeks that Wendy hadn’t been able to talk to her about it, or what she thought about Jenny.
         Still, she could imagine what Vic would say. Screwing up her face like a child, she’d say, “You know, Wen, Jenny’s a great
         girl. But you can’t really call her ‘nice.’ She’s probably more calculating than we are—maybe even more calculating than Nico.”
         And then they’d laugh, because they always agreed that Nico was possibly the most calculating woman in town. She was a master, and the brilliant thing about Nico was that you never saw her machinations. All
         you knew was that suddenly you were dead.
     

      
      It had been Nico’s idea to get Jenny Cadine to Victory’s fashion show, which was so obvious Wendy had been slightly embarrassed
         that she hadn’t thought of it herself. “It’s perfect,” Nico said, in that smooth, cool way she had of speaking that made everything
         that came out of her mouth sound absolutely right. “Jenny Cadine is the most important movie star, and Victory is the most
         important designer. Besides,” she said, “Jenny mostly wears male designers. I have the feeling she’s a feminist underneath
         all that gloss, especially after her breakup with Kyle Unger,” she added, naming the action-adventure star who had publicly
         dumped Jenny on a late-night talk show. “I’d appeal to her feminist side, although I doubt you’ll have to. She doesn’t have
         great taste in men, but she has excellent taste in clothing.”
     

      
      Naturally, Nico had been right, and Jenny had jumped at the chance to be dressed by Victory and to attend the fashion show,
         where her presence would guarantee Victory even more publicity. And now, watching as Jenny smoothly made her way through the
         gauntlet of photographers (she had a way of acknowledging their presence while appearing completely natural, as if she wasn’t
         being photographed at all), Wendy hoped that Jenny’s appearance was a sign that Victory’s show would be a success. Although
         she never would have admitted it to anyone, Wendy was quite superstitious, and for Victory’s sake, was even wearing her good-luck
         underpants—an embarrassingly tattered pair of large white Fruit-of-the-Looms, which she’d happened to be wearing when one
         of her movies was nominated for an Oscar for the first time five years ago.
     

      
      Jenny entered the tent with Wendy following close behind. Dropping her hand to the side, Wendy quickly crossed her fingers.
         She hoped Victory’s show was huge. No one deserved it more.
     

      
      
      * * *

      
      SEVERAL MINUTES LATER, AT exactly seven-fifteen, a brand-new black Town Car with tinted windows pulled up in front of the entrance to the tents on
         Sixth Avenue. A driver in a pin-striped suit with slicked-back dark hair walked around the back of the car and opened the
         passenger door.
     

      
      Nico O’Neilly stepped out. Wearing silver pants with a ruffled shirt, topped with a golden-reddish mink jacket that was nearly
         the same color as her hair, there was no mistaking the fact that Nico O’Neilly was someone significant. From an early age,
         Nico had been one of those people who exude an air of importance that causes other people to wonder who they are, and at first
         glance, with her stunning hair and glamorous clothes, one might take her for a movie star. On closer inspection, one saw that
         Nico wasn’t technically beautiful. But she had done the most with what she had, and as confidence and success create their
         own kind of beauty in a woman, the general consensus was that Nico O’Neilly was damn good-looking.
     

      
      She was also extremely precise. Knowing that Victory’s fashion show wouldn’t start until seven-thirty, she had timed her arrival
         to guarantee that she wouldn’t be late, but would also spend the minimum amount of time waiting for the show to begin. As
         the editor in chief of Bonfire magazine (and one of the most important women in publishing, according to Time), Nico O’Neilly was guaranteed a front-row seat at any fashion show she might choose to attend. But sitting in those seats,
         which were inches away from the runway, made one a sitting duck. Photographers and camera crews roamed the runway like pigs
         hunting for truffles, and any number of people could simply walk up and accost you, with anything from invitations to parties
         to requests for business meetings, or simply the desire to schmooze. Nico always hated these situations because she just wasn’t
         good at small talk, unlike Victory, for instance, who within two minutes would be talking to a garage attendant about his
         children. The result was that people often mistook her for a snob or a bitch, and not possessing the gift of gab, Nico couldn’t explain
         that this simply wasn’t true. When confronted with the eager, needy face of a stranger, Nico froze, unsure of what they really
         wanted, convinced that she wasn’t going to be able to give it to them. And yet, when it came to her work and the impersonal,
         faceless public at large, she was brilliant. She knew what the general public liked—it was the individual public that got
         her flummoxed.
     

      
      This was certainly one of her flaws, but at forty-two, she had come to the realization that it was useless to keep battling
         yourself and far easier to accept that you weren’t perfect. The best thing to do was to minimize uncomfortable situations
         and move on. And so, checking her watch and seeing that it was now seven-twenty, meaning she’d only have to be in the hot
         seat for ten minutes, after which everyone’s eyes would be focused on the runway, she started up the stairs.
     

      
      She was immediately approached by two photographers who appeared to pop out from behind a large urn to take her picture. Ever
         since she’d become the editor in chief of the venerable (and dusty) Bonfire magazine six years ago, and had turned it into the glossy, pop-culture bible for entertainment, media, and politics, she’d
         been photographed at every event she attended. At first, uncertain of what to do, she had posed for the photographers, but
         she’d quickly realized that standing in front of a barrage of flashbulbs while trying to look even remotely natural (or as
         if she were enjoying it) was never going to be one of her strong suits. On top of that, Nico never wanted to get caught up
         in the dangerous misapprehension that plagued this town—that you were only someone if you were photographed. She’d seen this
         happen to too many people in her business. They started thinking they were celebrities themselves, and before you knew it,
         they were more concerned with being a star than doing the work. And then their concentration started slipping and they got
         fired and, as had recently happened to a man she knew, had to move to Montana.
     

      
      
      Where no one ever heard from him again.

      
      And so, Nico had decided that while she couldn’t avoid the photographers, she didn’t have to pose for them either. Instead,
         she simply went about her business, acting like the photographers didn’t exist. The result was that in every photograph of
         Nico O’Neilly, she was always on the go. Walking from the Town Car to the theater, briskly marching down the red carpet, her
         face usually caught only in profile as she breezed past. Naturally, this made for an uneasy relationship with the press, and
         for a while, they’d called her a bitch as well. But years of consistent behavior (“Consistency,” Nico always said, “is the
         handmaiden of success”) had paid off, and now Nico’s refusal to pose was seen as a sort of charming eccentricity, a defining
         feature of her personality.
     

      
      She hurried past the two photographers and through the French doors, where more paparazzi were standing behind a velvet rope.
         “There’s Nico!” someone shouted excitedly. “Nico! Nico O’Neilly!”
     

      
      It was all so silly, Nico thought, but not really unpleasant. In fact, it was actually heartwarming that they were so happy
         to see her. Of course, she’d been seeing them for years, and Bonfire had purchased photographs from most of them. She gave them an amused smile as she passed by, and with a little half wave,
         called out, “Hi guys.”
     

      
      “Hey Nico, who are you wearing?” called out a hearty woman with short blond hair, who’d probably been photographing the scene
         for over twenty years.
     

      
      “Victory Ford,” Nico said.

      
      “I knew it!” the woman said with satisfaction. “She always wears Ford.”

      
      Most of the crowd was already in the Pavilion, the large tent where Victory’s fashion show would take place, so Nico was able
         to pass effortlessly through the velvet rope. Inside the Pavilion it was a different story, however. A bleacher eight rows
         high rose nearly to the top of the tent, and directly in front of the runway were more bleachers sequestered by a low metal railing behind which hundreds of photographers stood, jockeying for position.
         On the runway itself, which was covered in plastic, the scene resembled a giant cocktail party. There was a festive, back-to-school
         excitement in the air, as people who hadn’t seen each other since the last big party in the Hamptons greeted each other as
         if they’d been separated for years. The mood was infectious, but Nico looked at the crowd with dismay. How was she ever going
         to maneuver her way through that?
     

      
      For a second, she considered leaving, but quickly rejected the idea. Victory Ford was her best friend. She was just going
         to have to battle her way through the crowd and hope for the best.
     

      
      As if sensing her distress, a young woman suddenly appeared at her side. “Hi Nico,” she said brightly, as if they were old
         friends. “Can I show you to your seat?” Nico put on her best party face—a stiff, awkward smile—and handed the girl her invitation.
         The girl began pushing through the crowd. A photographer held up his camera and took her picture, several people she knew
         waved eagerly and pushed in to shake hands or air kiss. Security men were barking uselessly at the crowd, trying to get people
         to take their seats. After several minutes, Nico and her escort arrived in the middle of the runway, where Nico finally spotted
         her seat. On a white card edged with the whimsical border that was featured on Victory Ford’s label was printed her name,
         Nico O’Neilly.
     

      
      Nico sat down gratefully.

      
      Immediately, there was a cluster of photographers in front of her, snapping her picture. She stared ahead to the other side
         of the runway, which appeared to be much more organized than her section—at least everyone had taken their seats. Both seats
         on either side of her were still empty. Turning her head, she caught the eye of Lyne Bennett, the cosmetics mogul. The sight
         of him made Nico smile inwardly. It wasn’t that Lyne didn’t have a good reason to be at a fashion show, especially since cosmetics
         and perfume and fashion were so intertwined. It was just that Lyne was such a notoriously macho businessman, she couldn’t imagine him having any real interest in women’s clothing. He was
         probably there to ogle the models, a pastime that few major New York businessmen seemed to be able to resist. He waved, and
         she raised her program and nodded to him in return.
     

      
      She sighed and looked impatiently at her watch. It was nearly seven-thirty, and the staff still hadn’t removed the plastic
         liner from the runway—the signal that the show was about to start. She glanced to her right to see who was seated next to
         her, and was happy to see that the card read “Wendy Healy,” her other best friend. This was a plus—she hadn’t seen Wendy for
         at least a month, since the middle of summer, before both of their families took their vacations. Wendy had gone to Maine,
         which was the new summer hotspot for movie people, so designated because there was nothing to do and it was supposed to be
         all about nature. Yet Nico guessed that no self-respecting Hollywood insider would be caught dead in a house with less than
         six bedrooms and at least one or two staff even in the wilds of the Northeast. Nico had taken her own family skiing in Queenstown,
         New Zealand, which Seymour, her husband, had pointed out was as far away as you could get from civilization without leaving
         civilization altogether. Nevertheless, they had still managed to run into several acquaintances, which was a reminder that
         no matter how far you might travel, you could never really get away from New York … 
     

      
      She fiddled impatiently with the program, guessing that the delay was somehow caused by Jenny Cadine, who was seated on the
         other side of Wendy. Movie stars seemed to be a necessary evil of modern-day life, she thought, and looking idly at the name
         card to her left, she suddenly froze.
     

      
      “Kirby Atwood,” it read.

      
      She quickly turned her head away, feeling dizzy, guilty, excited, and confused all at once. Was this a coincidence? Or deliberate?
         Did someone know about her and Kirby Atwood? But that was impossible. She certainly hadn’t told anyone, and she couldn’t imagine that Kirby would either. She hadn’t even thought about him for at least a month. But seeing his name now
         suddenly brought back the memory of that moment in the bathroom at the nightclub Bungalow 8.
     

      
      That had been at least three months ago, and she hadn’t talked to him or seen him since. Kirby Atwood was a well-known male
         model, whom she had met at an after-party Bonfire was sponsoring. She’d been standing by herself at the bar, when Kirby had walked over to her and smiled. He was so good-looking,
         she immediately dismissed him, assuming he’d mistaken her for someone else—someone who could help his career. And then, when
         she was sitting at the VIP table, looking at her watch and wondering how quickly she could leave without appearing rude, Kirby
         had sat down next to her. He was really very sweet, and had fetched her a drink, and after talking to him for five minutes,
         she’d begun thinking about what it might be like to have sex with him. She assumed that Kirby would never be interested, but
         it was impossible for a woman to have a conversation with a man like Kirby and not desire him. She knew she was on dangerous
         territory, and not wanting to risk making a fool of herself, got up to go to the bathroom. And Kirby followed her. Right into
         the bathroom and into the stall!
     

      
      It was pathetic, but those few minutes in the bathroom stall had been some of the best moments of her life. For weeks after,
         she kept thinking about it. The way his dark hair looked on his forehead, the exact color of his full lips (beige cherry,
         with a darker line where the lip met the skin, almost as if he was wearing lip liner), and how those lips had felt on her
         mouth. Soft and smooth and wet. (Her husband, Seymour, always puckered his mouth and gave her dry little kisses.) Her whole
         face felt like it was being enveloped in those lips—her legs literally went weak—and she couldn’t believe she could still
         feel that way. At forty-two! Like a teenager … 
     

      
      Thankfully, nothing had happened after that. Kirby had given her his phone number, but she’d never called. Having an affair with a male underwear model would be ridiculous. Of course, at least half of the married male executives at Splatch-Verner
         were having affairs, and most of them barely bothered to cover it up. And she made no secret of the fact that she found their
         behavior disgusting … 
     

      
      But what was she going to do now, here in public, on full display in front of half of New York? Should she act like she didn’t
         know him? But what if he brought it up? Or worse, what if he didn’t remember? Victory, who was still single, would know just
         how to handle it—she was probably in situations like this all the time. But Nico had been with the same man for over fourteen
         years, and when you were with one man for that long, you lost your ability to navigate romantic situations with other men.
     

      
      This is not a romantic situation, she reminded herself sternly. She would say hello to Kirby as if he were a casual acquaintance
         (which is what he was), and she would watch the fashion show and go home. It would all be perfectly normal and innocent.
     

      
      But then Kirby appeared in front of her.

      
      “Hey!” he exclaimed, loudly and enthusiastically, as if he were more than pleasantly surprised to see her. She glanced up,
         planning to keep a cool, disinterested look on her face, but as soon as she saw him, her heart started beating and she was
         sure her smile resembled that of a sappy schoolgirl.
     

      
      “What are you doing here?” he asked, taking the seat next to her. The seats were crammed tightly together, so there was almost
         no way to sit next to him without their arms touching. She felt giddy with excitement.
     

      
      “Victory Ford is one of my best friends.”

      
      Kirby nodded. “I wish I’d known that. I can’t believe I’m sitting next to you. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      
      This was so astonishing that Nico didn’t know what to say. And looking around to see if anyone was observing them, she decided
         that given the circumstances, it was probably best to say nothing at all.
     

      
      She nodded, and sneaking a look at his face was immediately reminded of their kiss. She recrossed her legs, beginning to feel aroused.
     

      
      “You never called me,” he said simply. The tone in his voice made her think that he was genuinely hurt. “And I couldn’t call
         you.”
     

      
      She turned her head away, hoping to make it appear as if they were merely having a casual conversation. “Why not?” she said.

      
      He leaned a little closer and touched her leg. “Get this,” he said. “It’s so stupid. I knew who you were—I mean, I knew you
         were famous and everything—but I couldn’t remember where you worked.”
     

      
      His expression was partly embarrassed and partly amused, as if he had no choice but to be entertained by his own stupidity,
         and hoped she would be too. Nico smiled, suddenly feeling a fluttering of hope. If Kirby really didn’t know who she was, maybe
         he was genuinely interested in her after all.
     

      
      “Bonfire magazine,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth.
     

      
      “Right. I knew that,” Kirby said. “But I couldn’t remember. And I didn’t want to ask anyone because then they’d think I was
         really dumb.”
     

      
      Nico found herself nodding sympathetically, as if she was often in a similar situation and completely understood his feelings.

      
      A photographer jumped in front of them and snapped their picture. Nico quickly turned her head away. That was the last thing
         she needed—a photograph of her and Kirby Atwood. She must stop flirting with him, she reminded herself firmly. But Kirby wasn’t
         the kind of young man who was good at hiding his feelings. He casually touched her leg again to get her attention. “I kept
         thinking I would run into you,” he said, continuing his story. “And then we could … Well, you know,” he said, with a seductive
         shrug. “I mean, I just met you and I liked you, you know? And I never like that many people. I mean, I know a lot of people,
         but I don’t really like them …”
     

      
      
      She glanced over at Lyne Bennett, who was staring curiously at her and Kirby, probably wondering what she had to talk about
         with a male model. She had to stop this.
     

      
      “I know exactly what you mean,” she whispered, keeping her eyes forward.

      
      “And now, here I am, sitting next to you at a fashion show,” Kirby exclaimed. “It’s that word … what is it? Comet?”

      
      “Kismet,” Nico said. She shifted in her seat, the word suddenly causing her to see the inevitable. I’m going to sleep with
         Kirby Atwood, she thought wildly. She didn’t know when it would happen, or where. She only knew that it would happen. She
         would do it once and not tell anyone and never do it again.
     

      
      “That’s it. Kismet,” Kirby repeated. He smiled at her. “I like that about you,” he said. “You’re smart. You know words. Most
         people hardly know words anymore. Have you noticed that?”
     

      
      She nodded, feeling flushed. She hoped no one was paying attention. Luckily, it was hot in the tent, so her distress wouldn’t
         appear unusual. She wanted to fan herself with her program the way several other people were—pointedly, to indicate their
         annoyance at the show being late—but she decided it would be too undignified.
     

      
      As if sensing the restlessness, one of the drummers began striking a beat, which was taken up by the other drummers positioned
         in the front row on either side of the runway. There was a small commotion, and Jenny Cadine, surrounded by four security
         people, came out from behind the scrim that separated the runway from the backstage area, and took her seat, with Wendy following
         behind.
     

      
      The drumming got louder as Wendy sat down and began telling Nico about the mosquitoes in Maine. Two workers quickly rolled
         up the plastic lining. The blinding white runway lights came up, and suddenly, the first model appeared.
     

      
      She was wearing a sharp-collared short fuchsia jacket paired with a long green skirt that ended just above the ankle, and
         Nico’s first thought was that the effect of those two colors together should have been jarring. But instead it looked just right—daring, but subtly so—as if it were perfectly natural
         that everyone would put these colors together. But after that, she was lost. Nico always prided herself on her ability to
         compartmentalize, to control the focus of her mind and hone it intently on the matter—or person—at hand, but for once, her
         famous concentration seemed to be failing her. She stared at the model as she strolled past, trying to remember the details
         of the outfit so she could talk to Victory about it later, but her brain refused to cooperate. The beating of the drums was
         pounding away her resistance, and all she could think about was Kirby and that glorious feeling of being overcome.
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      THE SPLENDORS OF FASHION WEEK HAD COME AND gone, the tents were folded up and stored away somewhere in the garment district, and the city had settled into its usual
         routine of work, work, and more work.
     

      
      In a former warehouse section of Manhattan on Twenty-sixth Street just off Fifth Avenue, the Healy household was in its usual
         state of chaos. In the not-quite-finished loft that had been home to Wendy Healy, her husband Shane, their three children,
         and an assortment of fish, turtles, and hamsters for the past three years, multicolored streamers from last week’s birthday
         party still hung from the ceiling in the hall. The floor was littered with the shriveled remains of helium balloons. A red-faced
         toddler, as yet indistinguishable as either a boy or a girl, stood screaming on the couch; crouched below, a little dark-haired
         boy was trying to destroy a red metal fire truck by banging it repeatedly onto the scuffed hardwood floor.
     

      
      The bathroom door flew open, and Wendy Healy, glasses askew and clutching a Japanese kimono around her torso, came running
         into the room. She picked up the toddler with one hand and snatched up the red fire truck with the other. “Tyler!” she scolded
         the boy. “Get ready for school!”
     

      
      Tyler lay down on his stomach and put his arms over his head.

      
      “Tyler …” Wendy said warningly.

      
      There was no response. Wendy grabbed the back of his pajama top and pulled him up.

      
      “Say please,” Tyler said calmly.

      
      
      Wendy jiggled the toddler while trying to gauge Tyler’s mood. He was only six years old and she didn’t want to give in to
         him, but if it would get him into his room and get him dressed, it was worth the humiliation.
     

      
      “Okay,” she sighed. “Please.”

      
      “Please what?” Tyler said, confident of victory.

      
      Wendy rolled her eyes. “Please go to your room and get ready for school.”

      
      The boy’s face took on a crafty expression. “Pay me,” he said.

      
      “What?” Wendy asked, open-mouthed.

      
      “Pay me,” he said again, patronizingly, holding out his hand.

      
      Wendy grimaced. “How much?” she asked.

      
      “Five dol-lah.”

      
      “Three.”

      
      “Deal.” They shook hands and Tyler ran to his room, gleeful at having scored once more against his mother.

      
      “Money,” the baby said. The baby was a she, seventeen months old, and, Wendy swore, her very first word was “money” as opposed
         to “mommy.” But what could you do?
     

      
      “Money. That’s right sweetheart. Moh-ney. It’s a good thing,” Wendy said, marching into the bedroom. Like the rest of the
         loft, it was sparsely furnished with only the bare necessities, and yet still managed to exude an air of encroaching clutter.
         “Money is a good thing, isn’t that right, baby?” she said pointedly, fixing an evil eye on her husband, Shane, who was still
         lying in bed.
     

      
      “Are you trying to tell me something?” Shane asked.

      
      Oh God. She could tell by the tone in his voice that he was going to be grumpy again. She didn’t know how much more of him
         she could take. Ever since last Christmas, for practically the past year now, his mood had been fluctuating between oblivious
         and hostile, as if he had somehow become a hostage in his own life.
     

      
      “Can you help me, babe?” she asked, her voice just bordering on annoyance. She ratcheted up the blind like a pirate running
         up a flag. She wanted to yell at him, but after twelve years of marriage, she knew that Shane didn’t respond well to female
         aggression—if she screamed, he would only become more obstinate.
     

      
      Shane sat up, made a face, stretched his arms, and yawned oafishly. Despite the fact that he was being an asshole and she
         was pissed at him, Wendy felt a sickly sweet rush of love for him. Shane was just so good-looking and so sexy, and if she
         hadn’t been holding the baby, she probably would have tried to have sex with him. But she mustn’t reward him for his bad behavior
         with blow jobs. “Tyler is being a brat,” she said. “And I haven’t seen Magda …”
     

      
      “She’s probably in her room, crying,” Shane said dismissively.

      
      “And we’re all going to be late,” Wendy said.

      
      “Where’s old Mrs. Wassername?”

      
      “Mrs. Minniver,” Wendy said, correcting him. “I don’t know. I guess she’s late too. The weather’s shitty … Can you please
         take the baby? So I can at least take a shower?”
     

      
      She thrust the baby at him. The baby grabbed onto his spiky, metrosexualized hair (Shane had had hair transplants seven years
         ago, which she’d paid for) and pulled gleefully, while Shane, equally gleeful, rubbed noses. Wendy paused, touched by the
         heartwarming spectacle of father and daughter—could there be a better father than Shane?—but the mood was immediately broken
         when Shane said, “You’re going to have to take the kids to school today. I’ve got a meeting.”
     

      
      “What meeting?” Wendy asked incredulously. “A meeting at nine a.m.?”

      
      “Nine-thirty. But it’s at the restaurant. So there’s no time to get from the school all the way across town.”

      
      “Can’t you make it later?”

      
      “No, Wendy,” he said, with faux patience, as if he’d explained this to her many times before. “It’s with the contractor. And
         the building inspector. Do you know how hard it is to get a meeting with those guys? But if you want me to change it, I will. And then it will be at least another two months before this restaurant opens. But what the hell, it’s your money.”
     

      
      Oh God, she thought. Now he was going to sulk. “It’s our money, Shane,” she said gently. “I’ve told you that a million times.
         The money I make is for our family. For us. You and me.” If the situation were reversed, if he was the one who made all the
         money and she didn’t make a penny, she wouldn’t have wanted her husband holding it over her head and saying that all the money
         was his. She paused. “I just think … maybe you’re not happy doing this restaurant. Maybe you should go back to writing screenplays
         …”
     

      
      This was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. “Fuck it, Wendy,” he snapped. “What do you want?”

      
      She paused, and her jaw tightened. Her first thought was that she wanted a vacation away from him and the children, but she
         quickly realized she didn’t want a vacation, she just wanted to make more movies. If she was really honest, she wanted one
         of her movies to win Best Picture at the Oscars (so far, five of her movies had been nominated but none had won), and she
         wanted to walk down the red carpet and get up onto the stage and thank everyone (“And I’d especially like to thank my loving
         husband, Shane, without whose support I couldn’t do this”), and be celebrated afterward. But instead she said quietly, “I
         just want you to be happy, Shane,” and after a beat: “So we can all be happy.”
     

      
      She went into the bathroom, turned on the taps, and got under the shower. Jesus Christ, she thought. What the hell was she
         going to do about Shane?
     

      
      She blinked under the hot water, feeling around for the bottle of shampoo, and holding the bottle up to her face so she could
         see it, was grateful that there was still some shampoo left. Soaping up her hair, she wondered what more she could do to help
         Shane. After all, he was a grown man. He was thirty-nine years old. (Although most of the time he seemed younger. Much, much younger. She liked to joke that he was her fourth child.) Was he freaking out about turning forty? Or was it really about
         money, and the fact that Shane hadn’t made any of his own for at least ten years?
     

      
      But this was nothing new. She’d been supporting him almost from the day they’d met fifteen years ago. She was a development
         girl at a movie studio, and he was going to be a big-deal filmmaker. Not a director, a filmmaker. He was three years younger,
         which was quite daring at the time, a twenty-seven-year-old woman with a twenty-four-year-old man, and he was good-looking
         enough to be an actor. But acting wasn’t intellectual enough. It was beneath him. He was living with three guys in a shack
         of a house on a walking street in Santa Monica, which wasn’t conducive to a relationship (or even an affair), so he’d moved
         in with her after two weeks. He was, he said, a creative genius. She was the practical one. She didn’t mind. He was so gorgeous.
         And sweet. But always a little high-strung. He was writing his screenplay and trying to get money for his independent movie.
         She helped him. It took two years and $300,000 to get it made, and then he went to Sundance, and it was sort of a hit, so
         they got married.
     

      
      But then, in typical Hollywood fashion, nothing happened. Shane was commissioned to write screenplays, but none of them ever
         got made. The truth was, they weren’t very good, a fact she kept to herself. She told herself it didn’t matter—he was supportive
         of her and a great father and they had fun, so she didn’t care. And for reasons she could never quite understand, her career
         kept getting bigger and bigger. It was huge now, as a matter of fact, but she didn’t like to dwell on it. Her position was
         only important because it meant that they didn’t have to worry about money, even though she secretly worried about money all
         the time. She worried that she would get fired, or her money would run out, and then what would they do? And now Shane, who
         had gone from writing screenplays to writing a novel (unpublished), was trying to open a restaurant. She had already put up $250,000. She didn’t know that much about the project because she didn’t have time. It would probably
         be a disaster. But then she could deduct the money from her taxes … 
     

      
      She stepped out of the shower, and as she did so, Shane came into the bathroom and handed her her cell phone. She looked at
         him curiously.
     

      
      “It’s Josh,” he said, making a face.

      
      She sighed in annoyance. Josh was one of her three assistants, an arrogant twenty-three-year-old who didn’t bother to cover
         up the fact that he thought he should have her job. She had tried to make it clear to Josh that the early mornings were family
         time, and she wouldn’t take calls before nine a.m. unless it was an emergency. But Josh never listened, and usually called
         her at least three times between seven-thirty and nine-fifteen, when she arrived at her office.
     

      
      She put the phone to her ear while toweling off her legs. “Bright and early, as usual, Josh,” she said.

      
      There was a momentary silence that was like an accusation. It was incomprehensible to Josh that people might have lives outside
         of their work, and, if they did, his attitude seemed to say, they shouldn’t be in a position of power—especially above him.
     

      
      “Vic-tor Mat-rick just called,” Josh said, enunciating the syllables for emphasis. “I thought you’d probably think that was important.”
     

      
      Fuck, she wanted to scream. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Victor Matrick was the CEO of Splatch-Verner, which now owned Parador Pictures,
         of which she was the president.
     

      
      “What did you tell him?”

      
      “I told him that you were unavailable at the moment, but that I would try to reach you.” He paused. “Should I try him back
         now?”
     

      
      “Give me a second, will you?” She wrapped the towel around her chest and hurried out of the bathroom, past the open-plan kitchen. Mrs. Minniver had arrived and, scowling, was feeding the children bagels with cream cheese; miraculously, Tyler and
         Magda were both dressed for school. “Good morning,” Mrs. Minniver said grudgingly, in her clipped English accent. Her salary
         was $150,000 a year, and Wendy liked to joke that while most nannies were paid $100,000, Mrs. Minniver’s accent cost an extra
         $50,000. Wendy waved frantically and hurried into the small back room they called the office. Inside were a metal desk, a
         brand-new computer, several unpacked boxes, toys, various DVDs, a large treadmill (used once), and three pairs of skis. She
         sat down in the padded office chair. “You can try Victor now,” she said, into the phone. The towel slipped off and she looked
         down at her chest. God, her breasts were really sagging. They used to be her pride and joy, but now they were like two large
         flattened pears. She was going to have to seriously consider having them done … 
     

      
      “I have Victor Matrick for you,” Josh’s half-snide, half-sycophantish voice said over the line.

      
      “Hello, Victor,” she said heartily.

      
      “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” Victor said smoothly.

      
      “Not at all.”

      
      “This movie we’re screening. The Spotted Pig. I’m assuming it’s a movie I can bring my grandchildren to?”
     

      
      What the fuck? What the hell was he talking about? “I suppose that depends on how old your grandchildren are, Victor,” she
         said cautiously. Was it possible he didn’t know anything about the movie? “It’s our big romantic comedy for December release
         …”
     

      
      “So it’s not a children’s movie,” Victor said.

      
      “No-o-o-o,” Wendy said carefully. “It’s a romantic comedy that centers around a trendy restaurant in the West Village. Jenny
         Cadine and Tanner Cole are the stars …”
     

      
      “I knew Jenny Cadine was in it, and I kept wondering why she’d agreed to play a pig,” Victor exclaimed, and (thank God, Wendy
         thought), guffawed loudly.
     

      
      
      “That’s something I’m sure most of America would love to see, but actually, Victor, ‘The Spotted Pig’ is the name of a restaurant.”

      
      “Well, Wendy,” Victor said, having recovered from his laughing fit, “I’ll look forward to seeing you at five.”

      
      “Right, Victor. Five o’clock,” she said smoothly, wanting to scream. The screening had been scheduled for four o’clock for
         the last two weeks.
     

      
      “I thought that screening was at four,” Josh hissed, as soon as Victor had rung off. It was standard procedure for assistants
         to stay on the line, so they could take notes on the conversation if necessary.
     

      
      “It was,” Wendy said sarcastically. “But now, I guess, it’s five. So you’ll have to call everyone and change the time.”

      
      “What if they can’t make it?”

      
      “They’ll make it, Josh, believe me. Just tell them Victor Matrick changed the time.” She hung up and sat back in her chair
         with a groan. For years, people had been saying that Victor Matrick, whom everyone called the Old Man, was going insane, and
         this morning’s phone call seemed to be proof. It was all she needed: If Victor went insane and was forced to step down as
         CEO, the company would bring in someone to replace him and she’d probably be the very first person to get fired. People in
         her position always were. No matter how good her numbers were, the president of Parador Pictures would be a vanity choice
         for the new CEO. And then what would she do? What would happen to her children? To Shane?
     

      
      Goddammit, she thought, picking up the towel. It meant she was going to have to work even harder, and she was going to have
         to be smart about it. They’d probably replace Victor from within, which meant she was going to have to start cultivating the
         various department presidents and CEOs who reported to Victor. The timing couldn’t be worse. Parador released sixteen movies
         a year, all of which she oversaw—from buying the rights to the material, to hiring screenwriters and directors and the actors and crew, to okaying budgets, making visits to the sets and locations, watching the dailies and giving notes to the
         editors, and then deciding on the advertising budgets and promotions and finally, attending the premieres—but on top of all
         of this, she was now in preproduction on the movie that she considered the most important of her career. It was called Ragged Pilgrims, and was scheduled to begin shooting in two months. Ragged Pilgrims was the Big One—the movie that everyone in the business dreamed of making someday—the kind of movie people like her lived
         for, that made you want to get into the movie business in the first place. But right now, Ragged Pilgrims was like a little baby. It needed constant attention—bathing, feeding, and diaper changing—if it was going to survive to
         the next phase of its life. The last thing she had time to do now was to be out there schmoozing … 
     

      
      Her phone rang and, checking the number, she saw that it was another call from the Splatch-Verner building. Was Victor calling
         her back? “Hello-o-o-o?” she said brightly.
     

      
      “Wendy?” a small voice said cautiously on the other end. “It’s Miranda. Miranda Delaney? Nico O’Neilly’s assistant …?” She
         sounded as if she had all day (which she probably did, Wendy thought), and she said briskly, “Yes, Miranda, how are you?”
     

      
      “I’m fine …” Miranda said slowly. And then, clearing her throat: “Nico wanted me to check with you to see if you could make
         it to lunch today. At Michael’s?”
     

      
      “Oh right. Lunch,” Wendy said. She’d forgotten about lunch and probably would have canceled, due to the screening, but she
         quickly changed her mind. If Victor self-destructed, Nico’s support would be invaluable. Especially as Nico was rising up
         at Splatch-Verner, secretly angling to become president of the entire magazine division, which would put her just under Victor
         in terms of power. She only hoped Nico could get the job before Victor lost his mind.
     

      
      * * *

      
     
      SITTING UPRIGHT IN THE back of the Town Car on her way to the East Side heliport, Nico O’Neilly was, she thought, perfectly in control. She was
         wearing a black ruffled shirt that set off her golden complexion, and a dark, navy blue suit that was made in Paris by one
         of Victory’s special seamstresses. The suit was deceptively simple, and its beauty lay in the fit, which was custom-tailored
         to skim her body perfectly. She had at least fifty of these suits (some with pants), in fabrics ranging from white silk to
         brown tweed, which meant that she could never gain a pound, but which also meant that she never had to worry about what to
         wear in the morning. Her sartorial consistency gave her staff and co-workers a sense of always knowing what they were going
         to get with her, and gave her the peace of mind in knowing that every day was going to start out the same … 
     

      
      Oh God, she thought.

      
      The car was on the FDR drive now and, turning her head, she glanced out at the bleak brown buildings of the projects that
         stretched for blocks along the drive. Something inside her sank at the sight of all that sameness, and she suddenly felt defeated.
     

      
      She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. In the past year, she’d started experiencing these moments of desperate emptiness,
         as if nothing really mattered, nothing was ever going to change, there was nothing new; and she could see her life stretching
         before her—one endless long day after the next, in which every day was essentially the same. Meanwhile, time was marching
         on, and all that was happening to her was that she was getting older and smaller, and one day she would be no bigger than
         a dot, and then she would simply disappear. Poof! Like a small leaf burned up under a magnifying glass in the sun. These feelings
         were shocking to her, because she’d never experienced world-weariness before. She’d never had time. All her life, she’d been
         striving and striving to become this thing that was herself—the entity that was Nico O’Neilly. And then, one morning, time
         had caught up with her and she had woken up and realized that she was there. She had arrived at her destination, and she had everything she’d worked so hard for: a
         stunning career, a loving (well, sort of) husband, whom she respected, and a beautiful eleven-year-old daughter whom she adored.
     

      
      She should have been thrilled. But instead, she felt tired. Like all those things belonged to someone else.

      
      She took the heel of one spectator pump and pushed it down hard on the toe of her other foot. She was not going to think like
         this. She was not going to allow some random, inexplicable feeling to get her down.
     

      
      Especially not this morning, which, she reminded herself, was so potentially important to her career. For the last three months,
         she’d been working on getting a meeting with Peter Borsch, the new CEO of Huckabees, the giant retail chain that appeared
         poised to take over the world. Huckabees didn’t advertise in magazines, but there was no reason why that shouldn’t change.
         It seemed obvious to her, but she was the only one in the magazine division who had thought to try to approach Huckabees,
         a company that most people at Splatch-Verner considered “down-market.” Nico, however, wasn’t a snob, and she’d been following
         Peter Borsch’s career for years through mentions in the Wall Street Journal. Peter was a man-of-the-people type, but he was also a graduate of Harvard Business School, which he’d attended on full scholarship.
         With Peter installed as CEO, she was sure he was going to make big changes, and she wanted to be in on the action from the
         beginning. But to even get a meeting had required weeks and weeks of wooing Peter, sending him handwritten notes and articles
         and books in which she’d thought he might be interested, including a rare, first-edition copy of The Art of War—and finally, just five days ago, Peter had called himself and agreed to see her.
     

      
      Nico took out a compact and quickly checked her makeup. Pulling off this meeting wasn’t exactly part of her job (technically
         it fell into the realm of her boss, Mike Harness), but six months ago, Nico had decided that the bad feeling she’d been experiencing lately was simply the result of feeling stuck. It
         was wonderful and thrilling and exciting to be the editor in chief of Bonfire magazine, but she’d held the position for six years now, since the age of thirty-six, when she’d become the youngest editor
         in chief in the magazine’s fifty-year history. And unfortunately, success was like beauty: It wasn’t so exciting after it
         had been in the house for five days, wearing dirty socks. And so she had determined that she would move up in the company.
         The biggest position was CEO of Splatch-Verner, but in order to get that job, she’d have to conquer the position right underneath
         it first, by becoming the head of the magazine division. The only potential stumbling block was her boss, Mike Harness, who
         had hired her six years ago. But there was a principle involved: No woman had yet succeeded to the position of CEO of any
         Splatch-Verner division, and it was about time one did.
     

      
      And she planned to be the first.

      
      The Town Car pulled through a gap in the chain-link fence that surrounded the helipad, and stopped a few feet from the green
         Sikorsky helicopter that sat placidly on the landing pad. Nico got out of the car and began walking briskly to the helicopter.
         Before she reached it, however, she suddenly paused, surprised by the sound of another car coming up behind her. She turned
         to see a dark blue Mercedes barreling through the gate.
     

      
      This was not possible, she thought, with a mixture of anger, distress, and shock. The Mercedes belonged to Mike Harness, CEO
         and president of Verner Publications. Naturally, she’d told Mike about the meeting—several times, in fact, and had even suggested
         that he should come—but Mike had dismissed the idea with a scoff, insisting that he had more important business to attend
         to in Florida. The fact that he wasn’t in Florida and had turned up at the heliport instead meant only one thing: He was going
         to try to take credit for the meeting.
     

      
      
      Nico’s eyes narrowed as Mike got out of the car. Mike, who was tall and in his early fifties and unnaturally bronzed due to
         his excessive use of self-tanning products, began walking toward her with a sheepish look on his face. No doubt he knew she
         was annoyed, but in a corporation like Splatch-Verner, where everything you said, did, and even wore was potential watercooler
         fodder, it was always imperative to keep your emotions to yourself. If she confronted Mike now, she’d be labeled a bitch.
         If she raised her voice, they’d call her hysterical. And then everyone would talk about how she had lost it. Instead, she
         looked at Mike with a slightly perplexed smile on her face. “I’m so sorry, Mike,” she said. “Someone must have mixed up the
         schedules. My assistant booked the helicopter five days ago for the Huck-abees meeting.”
     

      
      That put the ball back in his court, she thought. He’d have to admit that he was horning in on her meeting. “After all the
         work we put into getting this meeting, I decided I’d better come along and see this Borsch character myself,” Mike said. And
         then go back to Victor Matrick and try to tell him how he’d arranged the meeting himself, Nico thought, silently seething.
     

      
      She nodded, her face arranged into its usual expression of total impassiveness. Mike’s treachery was unspeakable but not unexpected—it
         was just business as usual for the executives at Splatch-Verner, where basically anything went as long as you could get away
         with it. “Let’s go, then,” she said coolly, and climbed the steps to the helicopter. As she sat down in the plush leather
         seat, she thought about how it had taken her three months to arrange this meeting with Peter Borsch, and about three minutes
         for Mike to ruin it. Mike sat down next to her, as if nothing at all were amiss, and said, “Hey, did you get Victor’s latest
         memo? He really is losing his mind, isn’t he?”
     

      
      “Mmmm,” Nico said noncommittally. The memo in question was an e-mail Victor Matrick had sent to all employees regarding the
         window blinds. “All window blinds should be positioned exactly halfway across each window, or precisely three feet, four inches from the bottom of the sill.” Like most CEOs, Victor, who was in his mid-seventies or possibly even eighty,
         was notoriously eccentric. Every few months he would take an unannounced stroll through the halls of the Splatch-Verner building,
         and the result would be these memos. Due to his age and his odd behavior, nearly every executive was convinced that Victor
         was insane, and couldn’t last much longer. But they’d been saying that for five years now, and Nico didn’t necessarily agree.
         Victor Matrick was certainly crazy, but not in the way people thought he was.
     

      
      Nico picked up a copy of the Wall Street Journal and opened it with a snap. Nearly every top executive at Splatch-Verner was angling for Victor’s job, including Mike, and
         another troublesome executive, Selden Rose. Selden Rose was the president of the cable division, and although he and Wendy
         were at equal levels, Wendy always worried that Selden Rose was trying to expand his territory to encompass her division.
         Nico hadn’t made up her mind about Selden Rose, but in a company like Splatch-Verner, anyone in a position of power was capable
         of turning against you in a second. It wasn’t enough to do your job every day, you also had to spend a good deal of time protecting
         your position while secretly plotting to get ahead.
     

      
      Nico stared down at her newspaper, pretending to be interested in a story about the retail business. She guessed that Mike
         could never imagine that she herself wanted the job of CEO of Splatch-Verner. With its Byzantine intrigues and enormous pressures,
         it wasn’t the kind of job most women—or men, for that matter—aspired to. But Nico wasn’t ashamed of her ambition, and twenty
         years of corporate life had convinced her that she could do any job as well as any man—and probably better.
     

      
      Look at Mike, she thought, glancing over at him. He was leaning forward in his seat, trying to shout something at the pilot
         about sports over the noise of the engines, which the pilot had just started. Corporations were filled with men like Mike—men
         who didn’t appear to be exceptionally smart or interesting, but who knew how to play the game. They knew how to align themselves
         with other powerful men; they were always genial and loyal, they were “team players”; they worked their way up the corporate
         ladder by knowing whose ass to kiss and when. Nico often suspected that Mike had become CEO and president of Verner Publications
         because he always managed to get Victor Matrick, who was obsessed with all forms of sports and competition, tickets to every
         major sporting event, which Mike, naturally, also attended.
     

      
      Well, Mike Harness wasn’t the only person who knew how to play the game, she thought, angrily. A couple of years ago, she
         would have been uncomfortable with the idea of trying to take her boss’s job, especially a boss like Mike, who was, in general,
         a reasonable person. But in the past year, Mike’s behavior toward her had changed. Subtly at first, with put-downs in meetings,
         and then more blatantly, when he had deliberately left her off the list of speakers at the biannual corporate meeting. And
         now, this, she thought: trying to take over her meeting with Huckabees—a meeting Mike never would have thought to set up himself,
         and even if he had, wouldn’t have been able to pull off.
     

      
      The helicopter lifted off the ground with a lurch, and Mike turned back to her. “I just read a story about Peter Borsch and
         Huckabees in the Journal,” Mike said. “This is a good call. Borsch might really come in handy.”
     

      
      Nico gave him a cool smile. The article had appeared two days ago, and the fact that Mike was going to make this look like
         it was all his idea filled her with fresh irritation. She could no longer avoid the reality that Mike was trying to squash
         her—in a few months he might even try to have her fired. His appearance this morning was no less than an open declaration
         of war. From now on, it was her or him. But years of corporate life had taught her to contain her feelings, to never let your
         opponent know what you were thinking, or what you were planning to do to them if necessary. She folded up the newspaper and
         smoothed her skirt. What Mike didn’t know was that she’d already taken steps to foil him.
     

      
      A month ago, when her assistant had tracked down that first-edition copy of The Art of War, she’d gone to Victor Matrick himself to ask for special permission to expense the book, which cost over a thousand dollars.
         Naturally, she’d had to explain why she needed the book and what her efforts had been so far, and Victor had complimented
         her on her “creative approach.” The irony was that if Mike hadn’t left her off the list of speakers for the corporate meeting,
         she probably wouldn’t have considered going behind his back. But not including her had been an open insult that people had
         talked about for weeks before and after. If Mike wanted to crush her, he should have been more clever about it, she thought.
     

      
      But Mike had made a mistake, and now all she had to do was play along with him. If the Huckabees meeting went badly, it would
         be Mike’s fault. And if it went well, and Mike did go to Victor, Victor would know immediately what was going on. Nothing
         got past Victor’s terrifying blue and yellow eyes, and Victor wouldn’t like the fact that Mike had stooped to such petty behavior.
     

      
      These thoughts, coupled with the looming skyline of the city, combined to make her feel like her old fighting self again.
         As the helicopter swooped low, past the tall buildings that resembled a forest of lipsticks, Nico felt a frisson of something
         close to sexual excitement, which she experienced every time she caught sight of the familiar concrete-and-steel landscape.
         New York City was still the best place in the world, she thought, and certainly one of the few places in the world where women
         like her could not only survive but rule. And as the helicopter swooped low over the Williamsburg Bridge, she couldn’t help
         thinking, “I own this town.”
     

      
      Or in any case, she intended to, and soon.

      
      
      * * *

      
      THE COFFEE MACHINE EMITTED the satisfied gurgle of a creature emptying its bowels as it spat water through the filter and into the container.
     

      
      Even her coffeemaker was happier than she was, Victory thought disconsolately, pouring the bitter liquid into a simple white
         mug.
     

      
      She peeked at the clock on the wall, not really wanting to remind herself of the time. It was eleven a.m. and she was still
         at home, still in her Chinese blue silk pajamas imprinted with humorous drawings of small dogs. Which might in itself be some
         kind of insider Chinese joke, she thought, because there was nothing the Chinese loved more than eating man’s best friend.
     

      
      Which was also ironically appropriate, she thought, spooning three heaped teaspoons of sugar into her coffee. In the last
         three weeks, she felt like she’d been eaten herself, except that in her case, she’d also been spit out.
     

      
      She had tried something new, and her efforts had been rejected. The world was a very cruel place.

      
      She picked up her mug and wandered out of the kitchen, through the den with built-in bookshelves and flat-screen TV, through
         the foyer, and down the steps into the sunken living room with a working wood-burning fireplace. The apartment was what real
         estate agents referred to as “a little gem,” and looking up at the twelve-foot arched ceiling, from which hung a gorgeous
         antique Baccarat crystal chandelier, she wondered how much longer she’d be able to afford to live here.
     

      
      Her company was now officially in crisis.

      
      A long window seat ran the length of the French windows that looked out onto the street, and she sat down wearily. She’d been
         traveling for the last two and a half weeks, leaving town three days after her disastrous show, and the small mahogany dining
         room table was still piled neatly with the newspapers that had reviewed her show. The critics were not kind. Nearly a month had passed, but she could still remember every scathing word:
         “No victory,” “Lost her way,” “Disappointing,” and worse, “Who would ever wear these clothes, and if they did, where would
         they wear them?” and then the kicker: “Victory Ford is an entertainer more than a fashion designer, a truth that became abundantly
         clear with her latest collection in which she attempted to do high fashion …”—words that kept haunting her like a bad smell.
         She knew that lots of artists didn’t read their reviews, but Victory couldn’t do that; she couldn’t allow herself to turn
         away from the unpleasant reality. It was better to know the truth, and to deal with it. She probably should have thrown the
         reviews away, but she would file them with all her other press, and someday she would read them again and laugh. And if she
         couldn’t laugh, it wouldn’t matter, because she wouldn’t be a designer anymore. And if she wasn’t a designer, it wouldn’t
         matter, because she would be dead.
     

      
      She looked out the window and sighed. She was probably getting too old to see the world in black and white, to still believe
         that if she couldn’t be a fashion designer, she’d rather be dead. But that was how she had felt her whole life, from that
         moment when she was eight years old and, sitting in the waiting room at the dentist’s office, had picked up Vogue for the first time (her dentist, she later realized, must have been more chic than she gave him credit for). And looking
         at the pages and pages of fashion, she was suddenly transported to another world—a place that seemed to have unlimited possibilities,
         where anything you imagined could happen. And then the receptionist had called out her name, and she had looked up and was
         startled to find herself sitting on a green plastic molded seat in a small room with peeling, mustard-colored walls, and every
         detail in the room became magnified and she had an epiphany. She suddenly saw what she was meant to do. She was going to be
         a fashion designer. It was her destiny.
     

      
      She was a freak, of course, but she didn’t know it back then. Back when she was a kid, and for years afterward, she had assumed that everyone was just like her—and like her, they knew
         exactly what they were meant to do with their lives. Even when she was ten, she could remember boldly telling the other kids
         that she was going to be a fashion designer, even though she had no idea how to get there or what fashion designers actually
         did … 
     

      
      And that youthful ignorance was probably a good thing, she thought, standing up and pacing the Oriental carpet in front of
         the fireplace. It had allowed her to boldly pursue her crazy dream, in ways she wouldn’t have dared to do now.
     

      
      She shook her head, remembering those early days in New York with affection. Everything was so new then, and exciting. She
         had very little money, but she wasn’t afraid—there was only one place to go, and that was up. Even from her first days in
         New York, the city had seemed to conspire in her dream. At eighteen, she moved to New York to attend F.I.T., and one day—
         it was an early fall day, the weather still slightly warm but with the crackle of winter in the air, a day not unlike today—she
         was riding the subway and a woman asked her where she’d bought the jacket she was wearing. Victory took in the woman’s highlighted
         hair and her dress-for-success suit, worn with a shirt with a little built-in bow tie, which was in style back then, and with
         the arrogance of youth, said boldly, “It’s mine. I’m a fashion designer.”
     

      
      “If you are a fashion designer,” the woman said, as if she didn’t believe her (and why should she have, Victory thought—she
         was as slim and flat-chested as a boy, and looked much younger than her eighteen years)—“then you should come and see me.”
         The woman fumbled in her Louis Vuitton handbag (Victory could never forget that bag—she’d thought it was so chic) and handed
         her a card. “I’m a buyer for a department store. Come and see me at ten o’clock on Monday morning and bring your collection.”
     

      
      Victory didn’t have a collection, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. The miraculous encounter with the woman—Myrna Jameson was her name—had happened at five p.m. on a Wednesday.
         By Monday at eight thirty-three a.m. (which gave her just enough time to shower and get up to the Garment District by ten),
         Victory had her first collection of six pieces, including the jacket. She spent the intervening five days and her entire rent
         money—$200—drawing designs, buying fabric, and stitching up pieces on the sewing machine her parents had given her as a graduation
         present. She worked day and night, snatching a few hours of sleep on the used fold-out couch she had rescued from the street.
         The city was different back then—poor and crumbling—kept alive only by the gritty determination and steely cynicism of its
         occupants. But underneath the dirt was the apple-cheeked optimism of possibility, and while she worked, the whole city seemed
         to throb along with her. She cut and sewed to the background medley of car horns and shouts and the endless beat of the music
         from boom boxes. The possibility of failure never crossed her mind.
     

      
      Myrna Jameson was a buyer for Marshall Field’s, the famous Chicago department store, and her office was located in a cavernous
         building on Seventh Avenue and Thirty-seventh Street. The Garment District was like an Arabian bazaar. The streets were lined
         with mom-and-pop shops containing fabrics and notions and buttons and zippers and ladies’ undergarments; idling trucks belched
         exhaust into the air while workers wheeled racks of clothing and furs through the throng of humanity. Purse snatchers, street
         people, and hustlers lurked near the entrances to the buildings, and Victory clutched the bag containing her six-piece collection
         tightly to her chest, imagining the irony of having worked so hard only to have it snatched away.
     

      
      Myrna Jameson’s office consisted of two rooms located in the middle of a long, bleak linoleum-floored corridor; in the first
         room sat a young woman with a face like an angry bee, whose long fingernails made a clinking noise against the phone. Behind
         an open door was Myrna’s office; Victory could see a shapely black-panty-hose-clad leg in an elegant black pointy-toed pump. Myrna was the first real career woman Victory had
         ever encountered, and back then, career women weren’t expected to be nice. Myrna came out of her office and looked Victory
         up and down. “So you showed,” she said, in a voice with a hard metallic edge. “Let’s see what you’ve got for me.”
     

      
      Five nights without sleep suddenly took its toll, and Victory nearly burst into tears. For the first time, she realized that
         Myrna might not like her collection, and the thought of failure was devastating. The shame might cripple her; it might define
         the rest of her life. What if she kept trying and failing? She’d have to return home and work at the Xerox copier shop, like
         her best friend from high school who hadn’t managed to make it out of their small town … 
     

      
      “These are cute,” Myrna said, examining the collection. The way she looked at the samples, holding them up and turning them
         over and scrutinizing the fabric, made Victory feel as if she herself were being inspected. In the harsh fluorescent light,
         she saw that Myrna’s complexion was pockmarked and that she’d attempted to cover it up with a heavy foundation. “Of course,
         you don’t have any sales record, do you? Or is there something I should know that you’re not telling me?” Myrna said, looking
         at her suspiciously.
     

      
      Victory had no idea what Myrna was talking about. “No …” she faltered. “I just …”

      
      “Have you ever sold in a store before?” Myrna demanded impatiently.

      
      “No,” Victory said. “This is my first collection. That’s not a problem, is it?” she asked with rising panic.

      
      Myrna shrugged. “Everyone’s got to start somewhere, right? It just means I can’t take a big order. I’ll have to start you
         off small and if you sell, we’ll buy more next season.”
     

      
      Victory nodded, stunned.

      
      Afterward, she ran out onto the street, dizzy with triumph. She would experience this kind of life-altering moment of success again, but there was nothing like that first time. She strode up Thirty-seventh Street to Fifth Avenue, not knowing
         where she was going, but only that she wanted to be in the middle of everything. She walked up Fifth Avenue, weaving joyfully
         between the passersby, and stopping at Rockefeller Center to watch the skaters. The city was like a silvery Oz, full of magic
         possibilities, and it was only when she reached the park and had exhausted some of her energy that she went to a phone booth
         and called her best friend from F.I.T., Kit Callendar.
     

      
      “She said she wanted to start me off small, but she took eighteen pieces!” Victory exclaimed.

      
      The order seemed enormous to both of them, and at that moment, she couldn’t have ever imagined that someday she’d get orders
         for ten thousand … 
     

      
      Three more weeks of sewing late into the night completed her first order, and she showed up at Myrna’s office with the pieces
         in three supermarket shopping bags. “What are you doing here?” Myrna demanded.
     

      
      “I have your things,” Victory said proudly.

      
      “Don’t you have a shipper?” Myrna asked, aghast. “What am I supposed to do with these bags?”

      
      Victory smiled at the memory. She’d known nothing about the technical aspects of being a designer back then; had no idea that
         there were cutting and sewing rooms where real designers had their clothing made. But ambition and burning desire (the kind
         of desire, she imagined, most women had for men) carried her forward. And then she got a check in the mail for five hundred
         dollars. All the pieces had sold. She was eighteen years old, and she was in business.
     

      
      All through her twenties, she just kept going. She and Kit moved into a tiny two-bedroom apartment on the Lower East Side,
         on a street that was filled with Indian restaurants and basement “candy stores” where drugs were sold. They would cut and
         sew until they couldn’t see anymore, and then they would make the rounds of art openings and dingy nightclubs where they danced until three in the morning. She was barely making enough money to cover her costs and her living expenses, but it didn’t
         matter. She knew big success was just around the corner; but in the meantime, living in the city and doing what she’d always
         dreamed of doing was enough.
     

      
      And then she got her first big order from Bendel’s, a department store known for supporting struggling young designers. It
         was another turning point—the order was large enough to warrant her own special area on the third floor with her name and
         logo on the wall—but there was a catch. The cost of actually making the clothes would require a huge outlay of cash, more
         than $20,000, which she didn’t have. She went to three banks to try to borrow the money, but in each case the bank managers
         patiently explained that in order to secure a loan, you had to have collateral, something concrete like a house or a car that
         they could take from you and sell if you couldn’t pay back the money.
     

      
      She couldn’t see her way out of this conundrum, but one day her phone rang and it was Myrna Jameson. She suggested Victory
         call a man named Howard Fripplemeyer. He was a scumbag, Myrna explained, a real garmento, but he’d been in the business for
         thirty years and he might be able to help her.
     

      
      Howard Fripplemeyer was everything Myrna promised and worse. Their first meeting took place at a coffee shop, where Howard
         wolfed down a pastrami sandwich without bothering to wipe away the mustard residue that formed in the corners of his mouth.
         His clothes were brown, and his hair alarming—he wore a toupee that jutted from his forehead like a shingle. When he’d finished
         eating, he picked up his copy of the Daily News and disappeared into the men’s room for fifteen minutes. Victory’s instincts told her to pay her portion of the check and
         run, but she was desperate.
     

      
      When he returned to the table, he said he’d decided she was a good investment—she had potential. He would put $80,000 into
         her company over the next year; in return, he wanted thirty percent of the profits. It seemed like a good deal to her. Howard
         was awful, and on top of his crude personality, he had a strange, sharp odor about him, but she told herself she didn’t have
         to sleep with the man. Plus, she needed him. “Let me worry about the money, kid,” he said, puffing on his tenth Newport cigarette.
         “You worry about the fashion. I’ve been in this business for thirty years, and I understand creative types. When you think
         about money, you get all mixed up.” And she’d nodded, thinking yes, that was exactly what happened.
     

      
      She trusted Howard, but only because she didn’t have enough experience not to. Howard moved her “operation” into a large room
         in a building off Seventh Avenue, where sound echoed through the walls of the corridors painted an industrial gray, and the
         ladies’ room required a key to get in. It was a building that reeked of desperation, of promises and dreams that were never
         going to be fulfilled, but after working out of her tiny apartment, it felt like a huge step up.
     

      
      And her clothes were selling. Howard told her that the company was going to make $200,000 that year, a sum that seemed mind-boggling.
         “’Course, that’s before you subtract my eighty thousand plus my thirty percent. That’s sixty thousand plus eighty thousand—one
         hundred and forty thousand.” This didn’t seem right to her, but she was too meek to argue.
     

      
      “He’s ripping you off!” Kit said. There was a woman who lived next door to them who was a banker, and one evening Victory
         explained the situation to her. “No one does business like this,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Besides, you don’t need
         him. It’s all pretty simple—supply and demand. You can do this yourself.”
     

      
      There was only one problem: Howard couldn’t be gotten rid of, at least not legally. In the excitement of being rescued from
         her money problem, she had signed a contract with Howard, entitling him to thirty percent of her profits for the rest of her
         life.
     

      
      She was going to be stuck with Howard and his stench forever. She couldn’t believe her stupidity, and lying awake at night,
         she wondered if there was any way to get rid of Howard short of hiring someone to kill him. If she ever got out of this situation,
         she vowed, she would never take on a partner again … 
     

      
      And then Howard did something strange. He opened another fashion company in the building across the street.

      
      It was odd, but Victory didn’t think that much about it because it meant Howard was out of her hair. Every morning he arrived
         in the office from his commute from the Five Towns on Long Island, wearing a cheap trench coat and carrying a cardboard box
         and the Daily News. The box always contained three coffees and a knish. The first thing he’d do was to get on the phone, which he would stay
         on for the next three hours, until he went to the coffee shop for lunch. Howard seemed to have an endless network of garmento
         buddies whom he talked to hourly, and Victory wondered how any of them managed to get any work done. She didn’t mind on principle,
         but the office was only one large room, so there was no getting away from Howard and his conversations. And when he finally
         got off the phone, he’d review her designs.
     

      
      “That’s no good,” he’d say. “Who’s gonna wear that in Minnesota?”

      
      “Howard, I’m from Minnesota. I’m trying to get away from the Midwest …”

      
      “What for? So you can have a couple of pretty pictures in Vogue? Pretty pictures don’t sell clothes, you know. Needing something to wear on a Saturday night with your sweetheart, now that
         sells clothes. And nothing too out there either. Guys want to see their gals in something pretty and demure …”
     

      
      “I do want to see my clothes in Vogue,” she’d hiss fiercely. “And I will, I promise you …”
     

      
      Then Howard would lean forward, engulfing them both in his signature odor, and smile. His teeth were gray with a whitish scum
         in the cracks, as if he could barely be bothered to brush his teeth. “You ever look closely at the designers in Vogue?” he’d ask. “Halston, Klein … even Scaasi, who used to be Isaacs but decided to spell his name backwards … they’re all Jewish fags. You ever see a woman designer in there? No way. That’s because
         when it comes to fashion, or anything else for that matter … movies, architecture, painting—all the best are men. And there’s
         a reason for that …”
     

      
      Howard never told her what this reason was, exactly, and she never asked. She didn’t want to hear his answer.

      
      Instead, she’d curse him inwardly and go back to drawing. Someday … she’d think. And she’d tell herself that if she made Howard enough money, maybe he’d go away and leave her alone.
     

      
      And one day he did. He didn’t show up in the morning, and finally appeared at about four o’clock in the afternoon. This pattern
         continued for several weeks, and Victory was so grateful to be relieved of his daily presence, she didn’t ask why. But she
         noticed that no matter how late she worked, Howard always managed to be in the office when she left.
     

      
      She ran into Myrna Jameson on the street a few weeks later. “So I see Howard’s got you in Dress Barn,” she said.

      
      Victory looked at her in surprise, shaking her head and thinking that Myrna must have made a mistake.

      
      “It must have been a department store. Bloomingdale’s maybe …”

      
      “Honey,” Myrna snorted, placing her hand on Victory’s wrist. “I know your stuff. I’d recognize your designs anywhere. That’s
         my business, remember?”
     

      
      “But that’s impossible,” Victory objected.

      
      Myrna held up her palms in protest. “I know what I saw. I was in the Dress Barn in the Five Towns on Sunday and they had a
         whole rack of dresses that looked just like yours. They even had the lace gloves with the velvet ribbons … And what’s up with
         that new company Howard’s started across the street in 1411?”
     

      
      Victory shook her head blindly. In the Garment District, people referred to the buildings by their numbers only, and 1411
         Broadway was the most down-market building in the area. Lots of clothing were auctioned off to the commercial chain retailers like slaves; the building was the ugly stepchild of the industry
         that no one wanted to talk about. She was filled with a terrible feeling of dread. Thanking Myrna, she ran across the street,
         dodging traffic. It couldn’t be, she thought. Even Howard wouldn’t be so stupid as to be secretly selling her clothes in 1411.
         It would ruin her name and his investment, and it didn’t make sense. She’d checked the inventory statements last month, and
         nothing seemed to be amiss … 
     

      
      It wasn’t possible, she thought, trying to reassure herself.

      
      The foyer in 1411 reeked of grease from the millions of bags of takeout food that had passed through the lobby in the last
         seventy years. On the wall was a listing of all the businesses in the building, but Victory didn’t know what she was looking
         for—Howard might have called his new company anything, and he was certainly smart enough not to use his own name. She decided
         to head up to the second floor where the auctions took place, and sure enough, in the middle of a cavernous room filled with
         racks and racks of clothing waiting their turn on the auction block, she found two racks of clothing that were exact duplicates
         of her designs. She felt the fabric and shuddered—the difference was that these pieces were executed in cheap materials that
         would fall apart after three or four wearings and would shrink at the dry cleaner’s. She turned over the hem and saw that
         the stitching was uneven and not finished; then she checked the label. Her trademark was a pink square with the words “Victory
         Ford” stitched in whimsical lettering. The label on these cheap knockoffs was nearly the same, the only difference being the
         actual name, which read “Viceroy Fjord.”
     

      
      She dropped the garment as if it were diseased, and stepped back, putting her hand over her mouth in horror.

      
      She doubled over in pain. He had hardly bothered to even change the name. He must think she was an idiot. Did he really think
         she was going to let him get away with this? Obviously, he did. He probably saw her as a stupid little girl who would do whatever he wanted, someone he could use and rip off and then toss away without any consequences.
     

      
      Well, he had another think coming.

      
      She was suddenly filled with rage. He had stolen her child, and she was going to kill him. No. She was going to mangle him
         first, and then kill him. It was one thing to fuck with her, she decided, but another thing entirely to fuck with her business.
     

      
      These feelings were completely new to her. She had no idea she could ever be so angry. As if on automatic pilot, she went
         back to the lobby, found the name of his “new company,” and marched in the door. Howard was sitting at a metal desk with his
         feet up, shoving something into his mouth that appeared to consist entirely of crumbs, and talking on the phone. “Wha-a-a-a-t?”
         he said, as if he were irritated at her interruption.
     

      
      “You fucking asshole!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, snatching up his paper from his desk and throwing it onto the
         floor.
     

      
      “What the fuck,” he bleated, and speaking into the receiver, said, “I’ll call you back.”

      
      “How dare you?” she shouted, advancing on him like she was about to hit him, and wishing that she were a man so she could.
         “I saw those clothes. On the second floor …” But before she could go on, he jumped up and interrupted her. “How dare you?” he shouted back, pointing at her as if he were the injured party. “You don’t ever come into my office screaming again.”
     

      
      The fact that he was defending himself took her by shock, and she opened and closed her mouth, suddenly unsure of what to
         say.
     

      
      “I saw those pieces …”

      
      “Yeah? So what?” he said, bending over to pick up the newspaper. “So you saw some clothes. And then you come in here, screaming
         like a crazy woman …”
     

      
      Her rage flared up again. “You stole my designs,” she shouted. “You can’t do that. You can’t rip me off.”

      
      He screwed his face up into an expression of distaste. “You’re insane. Get outta here.”

      
      
      “You can’t do that!”

      
      “Can’t do what?” He shrugged scornfully. “This business is all about copying—everyone knows that.”

      
      “Let me explain something, Howard,” she said threateningly. “You don’t mess with me. And don’t think you’re going to see another
         penny from my hard-earned profits …”
     

      
      “Oh yeah?” he said, his face reddening. He walked up to her and jerked her arm, pulling her toward the door. “I got a piece
         of paper that you signed that says different. So don’t even think about it.” And in the next second, she suddenly found herself
         out in the hallway and Howard was closing the door in her face.
     

      
      Every vein in her head throbbed with anger and humiliation. For a few seconds she stood in the hallway in shock, unable to
         comprehend what had just happened. Howard should have been scared of her; he was in the wrong, and he should have at least
         had the decency to look frightened. But instead he’d somehow turned it around so that she was the ogre, the crazy woman, and
         she suddenly realized that she’d lost all her power the minute she started screaming.
     

      
      And goddammit, now he knew that she knew. Walking to the elevator, she punched the button several times, in a panic to get
         out of the building. She didn’t want Howard to come out of his office and find her there—she wasn’t ready for another confrontation.
         She should have kept quiet about the fact that he was ripping her off until she’d gotten some information about what to do
         about it. The elevator door finally creaked open and she got in, leaning against the wall as her eyes filled with tears. It
         wasn’t fair. She’d spent her whole life working her ass off to try to create a name and a company, thinking she’d be rewarded
         for her good work, and all that happened was some creep had come along and ripped her off. She couldn’t let him get away with
         it.
     

      
      “You’ve got to stop acting like a little girl and grow up,” her banker friend advised. “You’re a businesswoman. You don’t
         get into a personal confrontation with this asshole. You put your money where your mouth is. You sue. Take him to court and sue his big fat white butt.”
     

      
      “I can’t hire a lawyer,” she said. “It’s too tacky.” But then she thought about it. If she was going to survive in this business,
         she needed to send a message to the fashion industry: If you messed with Victory Ford, she would retaliate. There would be
         consequences.
     

      
      She got Kit to pose as a buyer from a chain store, and sent her in to meet with Howard at Viceroy Fjord. Kit pretended to
         love the clothes and took pictures with a Polaroid camera. Then Victory took photographs of her own designs. She found a lawyer
         through Myrna, who felt bad about what had happened to her.
     

      
      Three months later she saw Howard again in the courtroom. He was as smelly and badly dressed as ever, and completely unconcerned,
         as if this kind of thing happened to him all the time. She laid out the photographs of Howard’s clothing next to those of
         her own designs, and when the judge took a recess to make his decision, Howard’s lawyer agreed to settle. If she would pay
         Howard back his $80,000, they would forgo his thirty percent, and she would be free.
     

      
      She was hugely relieved. It was a small price to pay for such a stupid business mistake, but she had learned an important
         lesson: The people you did business with were just as important as the business itself. It was a lesson every designer had
         to learn the hard way, because they certainly didn’t teach it in fashion school … 
     

      
      The telephone started ringing and interrupted her reverie. Victory was immediately filled with dread. It was probably bad
         news. All she’d had for the past three weeks was one piece of bad news after another, adding up to disaster.
     

      
      She considered not answering the phone, but decided that would be cowardly. It was one of her assistants, Trish, from the
         design studio.
     

      
      “Mr. Ikito’s called three times. He says it’s urgent. I thought you’d probably want to know.”

      
      
      “Thanks. I’ll call him now.” She put down the phone and folded her arms across her chest as if she were cold. What was she
         going to tell Mr. Ikito? She’d managed to put him off for over a week now, using the excuse that she was traveling, but when
         it came to business, the Japanese were insistent about getting on with it. “I like you—you make decision quickly,” Mr. Ikito
         had said to her five years ago when they’d first started working together. However, Mr. Ikito wanted to make money, and he’d
         drop her in a minute if he felt she couldn’t sell. But what he was offering as a solution was unbearable.
     

      
      Victory Ford fashions wasn’t a huge company along the lines of a Ralph Lauren or Calvin Klein, but in the five years since
         she’d begun doing business with the Japanese, it had grown into a mini conglomerate, expanding far beyond the tiny one-person
         business she’d run out of her apartment. She had eighty-three stores in Japan, and this year, she and Mr. Ikito were going
         to expand into China, the next great frontier of potential consumers. Mr. Ikito licensed her designs—which included not just
         clothing, but handbags, shoes, sunglasses, and other accessories—and manufactured them himself in Japan, paying the production
         costs and giving her a percentage of the profits. With the addition of Mr. Ikito’s business, her company now brought in revenues
         of nearly five million a year.
     

      
      Mr. Ikito hadn’t liked the spring line—in fact, he had hated it—and so, two days after her show, she’d flown all the way to
         Tokyo for a meeting, which had turned out to be an exercise in humiliation. Mr. Ikito wore Western clothes, but preserved
         the Japanese way of doing business—seated in front of a low wooden table on which they were treated to a typical tea ceremony—while
         he flipped through her look-book for the spring season. He was a small man with short, graying hair and a mouth like a guppy.
         “Miss Victory. What happen to you?” he asked, turning the pages with disgust. “Where you get these ideas? This is not you.
         And who wear these clothes? No woman wear long skirt in springtime. Not fun, flappy fashions. Women want to show off legs.”
     

      
      
      “Mr. Ikito,” she said, bowing her head to show deference (she hated having to do this, but it was important to respect foreign
         business customs), “I was trying something new. I’m trying to grow. Expand. As a designer …”
     

      
      “Why you want to do that?” Mr. Ikito asked in horror. “You big success. You know what you say in America—if not broke, don’t
         be fixing.”
     

      
      “But I’m trying to get better. To be the best designer I can be.”

      
      “Pah!” Mr. Ikito said, waving his hands in front of his face as if swatting at an insect. “You always thinking about the self
         in New York. Here, in Japan, we thinking about business.”
     

      
      “I am thinking about business,” Victory objected, firmly but pleasantly. “If I’m going to survive as a designer long term, I need
         to expand my designs. To show that I can do couture …”
     

      
      “What you want to do that for?” Mr. Ikito asked. “No money in couture. Everybody know that. Five year ago, you say you want
         to make millions of dollar …”
     

      
      “And I still do …”

      
      “But now you trying to be Oscar de la Renta. Or maybe Mr. St. Laurent,” Mr. Ikito continued, cutting her off. “World don’t
         need St. Laurent. World need Victory Ford.”
     

      
      Does it? Victory thought, looking down at her tea.

      
      “We got no Oscar stores here. Okay, we got one in Tokyo. But Victory Ford, she got eighty-three stores in Japan alone. You
         get what I saying?” Mr. Ikito asked.
     

      
      “Yes, but Mr. Ikito …”

      
      “I got answer,” Mr. Ikito said. He clapped his hands, and his secretary (Victory doubted that anyone would consider her an
         assistant) slid open the door in the rice-paper wall, and, clasping her hands together and bowing her head, asked in Japanese,
         “Yes, Mr. Ikito?”
     

      
      Mr. Ikito said something back to her in Japanese. She nodded and softly slid the door closed. Mr. Ikito turned back to Victory.
         “You going to thank me. You going to say, ‘Mr. Ikito, he is genius!’”
     

      
      Victory smiled uncomfortably. She felt a sickening guilt, like she was a small child who’d done something terribly wrong.
         Well, she had. She had disappointed Mr. Ikito. She never wanted to disappoint anyone. She wanted everyone to love her and
         praise her and pat her on the head like she was a good little girl. Why was it, she wondered, that no matter how successful
         she became, she couldn’t outgrow that instinct to kowtow to male authority? She was a grown woman with her own business that
         she’d started from nothing but her own creativity and industry; she even had a black American Express card. But here she was,
         sitting on pins and needles with Mr. Ikito, waiting for his solution, when she should have been telling him what she wanted
         to do. But she didn’t dare insult him. Why couldn’t she be more like Nico? she wondered. Nico would have said, “Mr. Ikito,
         this is the way it is. Take it or leave it …”
     

      
      And then Mr. Ikito did something that made her stomach sink to her knees. He picked up the teapot, and holding his hand over
         the top, poured her more tea.
     

      
      Victory swallowed nervously. At that moment, she knew that she wasn’t going to like Mr. Ikito’s “solution.” In Japan, pouring
         tea for someone had many shaded meanings, but in this case, it was an act of conciliation, a preparation for unpleasant news.
     

      
      Mr. Ikito picked up his cup and sipped his tea, giving her a look that indicated he expected her to do the same.

      
      The tea was hot and she burned her mouth slightly, but Mr. Ikito looked pleased at her acquiescence. Then the door slid open
         again and a young Japanese woman in a navy blue suit entered.
     

      
      “Ah! Miss Matsuda!” Mr. Ikito exclaimed.

      
      “Good morning, Mr. Ikito,” the young woman said, acknowledging him with a dip of her head. Her voice had a slight English
         accent, and Victory guessed that she’d gone to university in England, probably to Oxford.
     

      
      
      “Miss Victory Ford,” Mr. Ikito said. “Meet your new designer. Miss Matsuda.”

      
      Victory looked from Miss Matsuda to Mr. Ikito, who was beaming broadly. She was suddenly queasy, but she held out her hand
         politely.
     

      
      There was no way she could go along with this.

      
      “I love your clothes,” Miss Matsuda said, slipping into the space between the floor and the table next to her. “It will be
         an honor to work with you.”
     

      
      We haven’t established that we will be working together, Victory wanted to say, but the back of her throat had gone dry and
         she couldn’t speak. She took a sip of her tea, trying to regain her composure.
     

      
      “Miss Matsuda very good designer,” Mr. Ikito said, looking from one woman to the other. “She draw new designs just like old
         Victory Ford designs. You approve them, of course. We continue business and everybody happy.”
     

      
      Victory coughed into her hand. “I’m sure Miss Matsuda is a very good designer,” she said cautiously, not wanting to reject
         this proposal out of hand. “But I’d have to see her drawings first. Before we decide anything,” she added.
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