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‘I shall bury the wounded like pupas,


I shall count and bury the dead.


Let their souls writhe in a dew,


Incense in my track.


The carriages rock, they are cradles.


And I, stepping from this skin


Of old bandages, boredoms, old faces


Step to you from the black car of Lethe,


Pure as a baby.’


From ‘Getting There’


by Sylvia Plath, Ariel.












CHAPTER I


Edward Hascomb Rawlings sat in his office and smiled at the morning paper on his desk. Page five showed a large photograph of a smiling young woman coming down the ramp of a plane. The Honourable Kezia Saint Martin. Another smaller photograph showed her on the arm of a tall, attractive man, leaving the terminal for the seclusion of a waiting limousine. The man, as Edward knew, was Whitney Hayworth III, the youngest partner of the legal firm of Benton, Thatcher, Powers, and Frye. Edward had known Whit since the boy got out of law school. And that had been ten years ago. But he wasn’t interested in Whit. He was interested in the diminutive woman on his arm. Edward knew her almost jet black hair, deep blue eyes, and creamy English complexion so well.


And she looked well now, even in newsprint. She was smiling. She seemed tanned. And she was finally back. Her absences always seemed interminable to Edward. The paper said that she had just come from Marbella, where she had been seen over the weekend, staying at the Spanish summer home of her aunt, the Contessa di San Ricamini, née Hilary Saint Martin. Before that Kezia had summered in the South of France, in ‘almost total seclusion’. Edward laughed at the thought. He had seen her column regularly all summer, with reports from London, Paris, Barcelona, Nice, and Rome. She had had a busy summer, in ‘seclusion’.


A paragraph further down the same page mentioned three others who had arrived on the same flight as Kezia. The so suddenly powerful daughter of the Greek shipping magnate, who had left her, his only heir, the bulk of his fortune. And there was mention as well of the Belgian princess, fresh from the Paris collections for a little junket to New York. Kezia had been in good company on the flight, and Edward wondered how much money she had taken from them at backgammon. Kezia was a most effective player. It struck him too that it was once again Kezia who got most of the press coverage. It was that way for her. Always the centre of attention, the sparkle, the thunder, the flash of cameras as she walked into restaurants and out of theatres. It had been at its cruellest peak when she was in her teens; the photographers and reporters were always hungry, curious, prying, then. For years it had seemed that she was followed everywhere by a fleet of piranhas, but that was when she had first inherited her father’s fortune. Now they were used to her, and their attention seemed kinder.


At first Edward had tried hard to shield her from the press. That first year. That first, godawful, intolerable, excruciating year, when she was nine. But the scavengers had only been waiting. And they hadn’t waited long. It came as a shock to Kezia when she was thirteen, to be followed by a red-hot young woman reporter into Elizabeth Arden’s. Kezia hadn’t understood. But the reporter had. She had understood plenty. Edward’s face grew hard at the memory. Bitch. How could she do that to a child? She had asked her about Liane, right there in front of everyone. ‘How did you feel when your mother …’ The reporter was four years late with her story. And out of a job by noon the next day. Edward was disappointed: he had hoped to have her job by the same night. And that was Kezia’s first taste of it. Notoriety. Power. A fortune. A name. Parents with histories. And grandparents with histories and power and money. Nine generations of it on her mother’s side. Only three worth mentioning on her father’s. History. Power. Money. Things you can’t conjure up, or lie about, or steal. You have to be born with them running thick in your veins. All three. And beauty. And style. And then some other magical ingredient dancing in you at lightning speed, then … and only then, are you Kezia Saint Martin. And there was only one.


Edward stirred the coffee in the white-and-gold Limoges cup on his desk, and settled back to look at the view. The East River, dotted with small boats and barges, was a narrow grey ribbon far below on his right. He faced north from where he sat, and gazed peacefully over the congestion of midtown Manhattan, past its skyscrapers, to look down on the sturdy residential fortresses of Park Avenue and Fifth, huddled near the clump of browning green that was Central Park, and in the distance, a blur that was Harlem. It was merely a part of his view, and not a part that interested him a great deal. Edward was a busy man.


He sipped the coffee, and turned to ‘Martin Hallam’s’ column to see who among his acquaintances was allegedly in love with whom, who was giving a dinner party where, who would attend, and who would presumably not show up because of the latest social feud. He knew only too well that there would be an item or two from Marbella. He knew Kezia’s style well enough to know that she would mention herself. She was thorough and prudent. And he was right. ‘On the list of returning refugees after a summer abroad: Scooter Hollingsworth, Bibi Adams-Jones, Melissa Sentry, Jean-Claude Reims, Kezia Saint Martin, and Julian Bodley. Hail, hail, the gang’s all here! Everyone is coming home!’


It was September, and he could still hear Kezia’s voice of a September seven years before …


‘… All right, Edward, I’ve done it. I did Vassar, and the Sorbonne, and I just did another summer at Aunt Hil’s. I’m twenty-one years old and now I’m going to do what I want for a change. No more guilt trips about what my father would have wanted, or my mother would have preferred and what you feel is “sensible”. I’ve done it all, for them and for you. And now I’m going to do it for me …’


She had marched up and down his office with a stormy look on her face, while he worried about the ‘it’ she was referring to.


‘And what exactly are you planning to do?’ He was dying inside. But she was awfully young and very beautiful.


‘I don’t know exactly. But I have some ideas.’


‘Share them with me.’


‘I plan to, but don’t be disagreeable, Edward.’ She had turned towards him with fiery amethyst lights in her rich blue eyes. She was a striking girl, even more so when she was angry. Then the eyes would become almost purple, the cameo skin would blush faintly under the cheekbones, and the contrast made her dark hair shine like onyx. It almost made you forget how tiny she was. She was barely more than five feet tall, but well proportioned, with a face that in anger drew one like a magnet, riveting her victim’s eyes to her own. And the entire package was Edward’s responsibility, had been since her parents’ deaths. Ever since then, the burden of those fierce blue eyes had belonged to him, and her governess, Mrs. Townsend, and her Aunt Hilary, the Contessa di San Ricamini.


Hilary, of course, didn’t want to be bothered. She was perfectly willing, in fact nowadays frankly delighted, to have the girl stay with her in London at Christmas, or come to the house in Marbella for the summer. But she did not want to be bothered with what she referred to as ‘trivia’. Kezia’s fascination with the Peace Corps had been ‘trivia’, as had her much-publicized romance with the Argentinian ambassador’s son three years before. Her depression when the boy had married his cousin had also been ‘trivia’, as had Kezia’s other passing fascinations with people, places, and causes. Maybe Hilary had a point; it all fell by the wayside eventually anyway. But until it did, it was inevitably Edward’s problem. At twenty-one, she had already been a burden on his shoulders for twelve long years. But it was a burden he had cherished.


‘Well, Kezia, you’ve been wearing out the rug in my office, but you still haven’t told me what these mysterious plans of yours are. What about that course in journalism at Columbia? Have you lost interest in trying that?’


‘As a matter of fact, I have. Edward, I want to go to work.’


‘Oh?’ He had shuddered almost visibly. God, let it be for some charity organization. Please. ‘For whom?’


‘I want to work for a newspaper, and study journalism at night.’ There was a look of fierce defiance in her eyes. She knew what he would say. And why.


‘I think you’d be a good deal wiser to take the course at Columbia, get your master’s, and then think about working. Do it sensibly.’


‘And after I get my master’s, what sort of newspaper would you suggest, Edward? Women’s Wear Daily maybe?’ He thought he saw tears of anger and frustration in her eyes. Lord, she was going to be difficult again. She grew more stubborn each year. She was just like her father.


‘What sort of paper were you considering, Kezia? The Village Voice or the Berkeley Barb?’


‘No. The New York Times.’ At least the girl had style. She had never lacked that.


‘I heartily agree, my dear. I think it’s a marvellous idea. But if that’s what you have in mind, I think you’d be far wiser to attend Columbia, get your master’s, and …’ She cut him off, rising from the arm of the chair where she’d been perched, and glared at him angrily across his desk.


‘And marry some terribly “nice” boy in the business school. Right?’


‘Not unless that’s what you want to do.’ Tedious, tedious, tedious. And dangerous. She was that too. Like her mother.


‘Well, that’s not what I want to do.’ She had stalked out of his office then, and he found out later that she already had the job at the Times. She kept it for exactly three and a half weeks.


It all happened precisely as he had feared it would. As one of the fifty wealthiest women in the world, she became the puppy of the paparazzi again. Every day in some newspaper, there was a mention or a photograph or a blurb or a quote or a joke. Other papers sent their society reporters over to catch glimpses of her. Women’s Wear had a field day. It was a continuation of the nightmare that had shadowed her: the fourteenth-birthday party broken into by photographers. The evening at the opera with Edward, over the Christmas holidays when she was only fifteen, which they had turned into such a horror. A pigsty of suggestion about Edward and Kezia. After that he had not taken her out publicly for years … and for years after that, there were the photographs of her that were repressed, and those that were not. The dates she was afraid to have, and then had and regretted, until at seventeen she had feared notoriety more than anything. At eighteen she had hated it. Hated the seclusion it forced on her, the caution she had to exercise, the constant secretiveness and discretion. It was absurd and unhealthy for a girl her age, but there was nothing Edward could do to lighten the burden for her. She had a tradition to live up to, and a difficult one. It was impossible for the daughter of Lady Liane Holmes-Aubrey Saint Martin and Keenan Saint Martin to go ignored. Kezia was ‘worth a tidy sum’, in common parlance, and she was beautiful. She was young, she was interesting. And she made news. There was no way to avoid that, however much Kezia wanted to pretend she could change that. She couldn’t. She never would. At least that was what Edward had thought. But he was surprised at her skill at avoiding photographers when she wanted to (now he even took her to the opera again) and the marvellous way she had of putting down reporters, with a wide dazzling smile and a word or two that made them wonder if she was laughing at them or with them, or about to call the police. She had that about her. Something threatening, the raw edge of power. But she had something gentle too. It was that that baffled everyone. She was a peculiar combination of her parents.


Kezia had the satiny delicacy of her mother and the sheer strength of her father. The two had always been an unusual couple. A surprising couple. And Kezia was like both of them, although more like her father. Edward saw it constantly. But what frightened him was the resemblance to Liane. Hundreds of years of British tradition, a maternal great-grandfather who was a duke – although her paternal grandfather had only been an earl – but Liane had such breeding, such style, such elegance of spirit. Such stature. Edward had fallen head over heels in love with her right from the first. And she had never known. Never. Edward knew that he couldn’t … couldn’t … but she had done something so much worse. Madness … blackmail … nightmare. At least they had averted a public scandal. No one had known. Except her husband, and Edward … and … him. Edward had never understood it. What had she seen in the boy? He was so much less a man than Keenan. And so … so coarse. Crude almost. She had made a poor choice. A very poor choice. Liane had taken Kezia’s French tutor as her lover. It was almost grotesque, except that it was so costly. In the end, it had cost Liane her life. And it had cost Keenan thousands to keep it quiet.


Keenan had had the young man ‘removed’ from the household, and deported to France. After that it took Liane less than a year to drown herself in cognac and champagne, and, secretly, pills. She had paid a high price for her betrayal. Keenan died ten months later in an accident. There had been no doubt it was an accident, but such a waste. More waste. Keenan hadn’t given a damn about anything after Liane died, and Edward had always suspected that he had just let it happen, just let the Mercedes slide along the barrier, let it careen into the oncoming highway traffic. He had probably been drunk, or maybe only very tired. Not really a suicide, just the end.


No, Keenan hadn’t cared about anything in those last months, not even, really, about his daughter. He had said as much to Edward, but only to Edward. Everyone’s confidant, Edward. Liane had even told him her ugly stories, over tea one day, and he had nodded sagely and prayed not to get sick in her drawing room. She had looked at him so mournfully, it had made him want to cry.


Edward always cared. He cared too much – for Liane, who had been too perfect to be touched (or so he had thought) and for her child. Edward had always wondered if it excited her to have someone so far from her own class, or maybe it was just that the man was young, or maybe because he was French.


At least he could protect Kezia from that kind of madness, and he had long ago promised himself that he would. She was his duty now, his responsibility, and he was going to see to it that she lived up to every ounce of her breeding. He had sworn to himself that there would be no disasters in Kezia’s life, no blackmailing, boy-faced French tutors. With Kezia it would be different. She would live up to her noble ancestry on her mother’s side and to the powerful people on her father’s side. Edward felt he owed that much to Keenan and Liane. And to Kezia, as well. And he knew what it would take. How he would have to inculcate her with a sense of duty, a sense of the mantle of tradition she wore. As she grew up, Kezia had jokingly referred to it as her hair shirt. but she understood. Edward always saw to it that she did. That was the one thing he could give her objectively, he thought: a sense of who and what she was. She was Kezia Saint Martin. The Honourable Kezia Holmes-Aubrey Saint Martin, offspring of British nobility and American aristocracy, with a father who had used millions to make millions, in steel, copper, rubber, petroleum, and oil. When there was big money to be made on unthinkable scales, Keenan Saint Martin was there. It had made him an international legend, and a kind of American prince. His was the legend Kezia had inherited with the fortune. Of course, by some standards Keenan had had to get his hands a little bit dirty, but not very. He was always so spectacular, and such a gentleman, the kind of man whom people forgave anything, even the fact that he made much of his own money.


Liane, on the other hand, was Kezia’s threat, her terror … her reminder that if she crossed the invisible boundaries into forbidden lands, she, like her mother, would die. Edward wanted her to be more like her father. It was so much less painful for him that way. But so often … too often … she was the image of Liane, only stronger, and better, smarter, and so much more beautiful even than Liane.


Kezia was born of extraordinary people. She was the last surviving link in a long chain of almost mythical beauty and grace. And it was up to Edward now to see that the chain was not broken. Liane had threatened it. But the chain was still safe, and Edward, like all lonely people who never quite dare, who are never quite beautiful, who are never quite strong – was impressed by it. His own modestly elegant family in Philadelphia was so much less impressive than these magical people to whom he had given his soul. He was their guardian now. The keeper of the Holy Grail: Kezia. The treasure. His treasure. Which was why he had been so glad when her plan to work at the Times had failed so dismally. Everything would be peaceful again. For a while. She was his to protect, and he was hers to command. She did not yet command him, but he feared that one day she would. Just as her parents had. He had been trusted and commanded, never loved.


In the case of the Times, he had not had to command. She had quit. She had gone back to school for a while, fled to Europe for the summer, but in the fall, everything had changed again. Mostly Kezia. For Edward it had been almost terrifying.


She had returned to New York with something crisper about her manner, something more womanly. This time she didn’t consult Edward, even after the fact, and she didn’t make claims to being grown-up. At twenty-two she had sold the co-op on Park Avenue where she had lived with Mrs. Townsend – Totie – for thirteen very comfortable years, and rented two smaller apartments, one for herself, and the other for Totie, who was gently but firmly put out to pasture, despite Edward’s protests and Totie’s tears. Then she had gone about solving the problem of a job as resolutely as she had the matter of the apartment. The solution she chose was astonishingly ingenious.


She had announced the news to Edward over dinner in her new apartment, while serving him a very pleasant Pouilly Fumé ’54 to soften the blow.


Kezia had acquired a literary agent, and stunned Edward by announcing that she had already published three articles that summer, which she had sent in from Europe. And the amazing thing was that he had read them all, and rather liked them. He remembered them – a political piece she had written in Italy, a haunting article about a nomadic tribe she had come across in the Middle East, and a very funny spoof on the Polo Club in Paris. All three had appeared in national publications under the name of K. S. Miller. It was the last article that had set off the next chain of events.


They had opened another bottle of wine, and Kezia had suddenly begun to look mischievous, as she tried to extort a promise from him. Suddenly, he had that sinking sensation in his stomach again. There was more, he could tell. He got that feeling every time she got that look in her eyes. The look that reminded him so acutely of her father. The look that said the plans had been made, the decisions taken, and there wasn’t a hell of a lot you could do about it. Now what?


She had pulled out a copy of the morning’s paper, and folded it to a page in the second section. He couldn’t imagine what he might have missed. He read the paper thoroughly every morning. But she was pointing to the society column by Martin Hallam, and that morning he hadn’t bothered to read it.


It was a strange column, actually, and had begun appearing only a month before. It was a well-informed, slightly cynical, and highly astute account of Jet Set doings in their private haunts. No one had any idea who Martin Hallam was, and everyone was still trying to guess who the traitor might be. Whoever he was, he wrote without malice – but certainly with a great deal of inside information. And now Kezia was pointing to something at the top of the column.


He read it through, but found no mention of Kezia.


‘So?’


‘So, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. Martin Hallam.’ She was laughing openly, and Edward felt faintly foolish. And then she stuck out a hand to shake his, with a gurgle of laughter and those familiar amethyst lights in her eyes. ‘Hello, Edward. I’m Martin. How do you do?’


‘What? Kezia, you’re joking!’


‘I’m not. And no one will ever know. Even the editor doesn’t know who writes it. Everything goes through my literary agent, and he’s extremely discreet. I had to give them a month of sample columns to show that I knew what I was talking about, but word came back to us today. The column will now run as a regular feature three times a week. Isn’t it divine?’


‘Divine? It’s ungodly. Kezia, how could you?’


‘Why not? I don’t say anything I could get sued for, and I don’t let out any secrets that will destroy anyone’s life. I just keep everyone … well, “informed”, shall we say … and amused.’


And that was Kezia. The Honourable Kezia Saint Martin, K. S. Miller, and Martin Hallam. And now she was home after another summer away. Seven summers had passed since her career began. She was successful now, and it only added to her charm. To Edward, it gave her a mysterious sparkle, an almost unbearable allure. Who but Kezia could pull it off? And for such a long time. Edward and her agent were the only two people she had entrusted with the secret that the Honourable Kezia Saint Martin had another life, other than the one so lavishly depicted in WWD, Town and Country, and occasionally in the ‘People’ column of Time.


Edward looked at his watch again. He could call her now. It was just past ten o’clock. He reached for the phone. This was one number he always dialled himself. It rang twice, and she answered. The voice was husky, the way she always sounded in the morning. The way he liked best. There was something very private about that voice. He often wondered what she wore to bed, and then reprimanded himself for the thought.


‘Welcome home, Kezia.’ He smiled at the newspaper photograph still lying on his desk.


‘Edward!’ He felt warm at the delight in her voice. ‘How I’ve missed you!’


‘But not enough to send me so much as a postcard, you little minx! I had lunch with Totie last Saturday, and she at least gets an occasional letter from you.’


‘That’s different. She’d go into a decline if I didn’t let her know I’m alive.’ She laughed, and he heard the clink of a cup against the phone. Tea. No sugar. A dash of cream.


‘And you don’t think I’d go into a decline?’


‘Of course not. You’re far too stoic. It would be bad form. Noblesse oblige, et cetera, et cetera.’


‘All right, all right.’ Her directness often embarrassed him. She was right, too. He had a distinct sense of ‘form’. It was why he had never told her that he loved her. Why he had never told her mother that he had loved her.


‘And how was Marbella?’


‘Dreadful. I must be getting old. Aunt Hil’s house was absolutely crawling with all sorts of eighteen-year-old children. Good God, Edward, they were born eleven years after I was! Why aren’t they at home with their nannies?’ He laughed at the sound of her voice. She still looked twenty. But a very sophisticated twenty. ‘Thank God I was only there for the weekend.’


‘And before that?’


‘Didn’t you read the column this morning? It said I was in seclusion in the South of France for most of the summer.’ She laughed again, and he smiled. It was so good to hear her voice.


‘Actually, I was there for a while. On a boat I rented, and it was very pleasant. And peaceful. I got a lot of writing done.’


‘I saw the article you did on the three Americans imprisoned in Turkey. Depressing, but excellent. Were you there?’


‘Of course I was. And yes, it was depressing as hell.’


‘Where else did you go?’ He wanted to get her off the subject. Disagreeable issues were unnecessary.


‘Oh, I went to a party in Rome, to the collections in Paris, to London to see the Queen … Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been? I’ve been to London to see the …’


‘Kezia, you’re impossible.’ But delightfully so.


‘Yeah.’ She took a long swallow of tea and hiccuped in his ear. ‘But I missed you. It’s a pain in the ass not being able to tell anyone what I’m really doing.’


‘Well, come and tell me what you really did. Lunch at La Grenouille today?’


‘Perfect. I have to see Simpson, but I can meet you after that. Is one all right with you?’


‘Fine. And Kezia …’


‘Yes?’ Her voice was low and gentle, suddenly not quite so brisk. In her own way, she loved him too. For almost twenty years now, he had softened the blow of the absence of her father.


‘It really is good to know you’re back.’


‘And it really is good to know that someone gives a damn.’


‘Silly child, you make it sound as though no one else cares.’


‘It’s called the Poor Little Rich Girl Syndrome, Edward. Occupational hazard for an heiress.’ She laughed, but there was an edge to her voice that troubled him. ‘See you at one.’


She hung up, and Edward stared out at the view.


Twenty-two blocks from where he sat, Kezia was lying in bed, finishing her tea. There was a stack of newspapers on her bed, a pile of mail on the table next to her. The curtains were drawn back, and she had a peaceful view of the garden behind the townhouse next door. A bird was cooing on the air conditioner. And the doorbell was ringing.


‘Damn.’ She pulled a white satin robe off the foot of the bed, wondering who it might be, then suspecting quickly. She was right. When she opened the door, a slim, nervous Puerto Rican boy held out a long white box.


She knew what was in the box even before she traded the boy a dollar for his burden. She knew who the box was from. She even knew the florist. And knew also that she would recognize his secretary’s writing on the card. After four years, you let your secretary write the cards: ‘Oh, you know, Effy, something like “You can’t imagine how I’ve missed you”, et cetera.’ Effy did a fine job of it. She said just what any romantic fifty-four-year-old virgin would say on a card to accompany a dozen red roses. And Kezia didn’t really care if the card was from Effy or Whit. It didn’t make much difference anymore. None at all, in fact.


This time Effy had added ‘Dinner tonight?’ to the usual flowery message, and Kezia paused with the card in her hand. She sat down in a prim blue velvet chair that had been her mother’s, and played with the card. She hadn’t seen Whit in a month. Not since he had flown to London on business, and they had partied at Annabel’s before he left again the next day. Of course he had met her at the airport the night before, but they hadn’t really talked. They never really did.


She leaned pensively towards the phone on the small fruitwood desk, the card still in her hand. She glanced across the neat stacks of invitations her twice-weekly secretary had arranged for her – those she had missed, and those that were for the near and reasonably near future. Dinners, cocktails, gallery openings, fashion shows, benefits. Two wedding announcements, and a birth announcement.


She dialled Whit’s office and waited.


‘Up already, Kezia darling? You must be exhausted.’


‘A bit, but I’ll live. And the roses are splendid.’ She allowed a small smile to escape her and hoped that it wouldn’t show in her voice.


‘Are they nice? I’m glad. Kezia, you looked marvellous last night.’ She laughed at him and looked at the tree growing in the neighbouring garden. The tree had grown more in four years than Whit had.


‘You were sweet to pick me up at the airport. And the roses started my day off just right. I was beginning to gloom over unpacking my bags.’


She had had the bad judgment to arrive on one of the cleaning woman’s days off. But the bags could wait.


‘And what about my dinner invitation? The Orniers are having a dinner, and if you’re not too tired, Xavier suggested we all go to Raffles afterwards.’ The Orniers had an endless suite in the tower at the Hotel Pierre, which they kept for their annual trips to New York. Even for a few weeks it was ‘worth it’: ‘Yo7 know how ghastly it is to be in a different room each time, a strange place.’ They paid a high price for familiarity, but that was not new to Kezia. And their dinner party was just the sort of thing she ought to cover for the column. She had to get back into the swing of things, and lunch at La Grenouille with Edward would be a good start, but … damn. She wanted to go downtown instead. There were delights downtown that Whit would never dream she knew. She smiled to herself and suddenly remembered Whit in the silence.


‘Sorry, darling. I’d love to, but I’m so awfully tired. Jet lag, and probably all that wild life at Hilary’s this weekend. Can you possibly tell the Orniers I died, and I’ll try to catch a glimpse of them before they leave. For you, I will resurrect tomorrow. But today, I’m simply gone.’ She yawned slightly, and then giggled. ‘Good Lord, I didn’t mean to yawn in your ear. Sorry.’


‘Quite all right. And I think you’re right about tonight. They probably won’t serve dinner till nine. You know how they are, and it’ll be two before you get home after Raffles …’ Dancing in that over-decorated basement, Kezia thought, just what I don’t need …


‘I’m glad you understand, love. Actually, I think I’ll put my phone on the service, and just trot off to bed at seven or eight. And tomorrow I’ll be blazing.’


‘Good. Dinner tomorrow then?’ Obviously, darling. Obviously.


‘Yes. I have a thing on my desk for some sort of gala at the St. Regis. Want to try that? I think the Marshes are taking over the Maisonette for their ninety-eighth wedding anniversary or something.’


‘Nasty sarcastic girl. It’s only their twenty-fifth. I’ll take a table at La Côte Basque, and we can go next door late.’


‘Perfect, darling. Till tomorrow, then.’


‘Pick you up at seven?’


‘Make it eight.’ Make it never.


‘Fine, darling. See you then.’


She sat swinging one leg over the other after she hung up. She really was going to have to be nicer to Whit. What was the point of being disagreeable to him? Everyone thought of them as a couple, and he was nice to her, and useful in a way. Her constant escort. Darling Whitney … poor Whit. So predictable and so perfect, so beautiful and so impeccably tailored. It was unbearable really. Precisely six feet and one inch, ice-blue eyes, short thick blond hair, thirty-five years old, Gucci shoes, Dior ties, Givenchy cologne, Piaget watch, apartment on Park and Sixty-third, fine reputation as a lawyer, and loved by all his friends. The obvious mate for Kezia, and that in itself was enough to make her hate him, not that she really hated him. She only resented him, and her need of him. Despite the lover on Sutton Place that he didn’t know she knew about.


The Whit and Kezia game was a farce, but a discreet one. And a useful one. He was the ideal and eternal escort, and so totally safe. It was appalling to remember that a year or two before she had even considered marrying him. There didn’t seem any reason not to. They would go on doing the same things they were doing, and Kezia would tell him about the column. They would go to the same parties, see the same people, and lead their own lives. He’d bring her roses instead of send them. They would have separate bedrooms, and when Kezia gave someone a tour of the house Whit’s would be shown as ‘the guest room’. And she would go downtown, and he to Sutton Place, and no one would have to be the wiser. They would never mention it to each other, of course; she would ‘play bridge’ and he would ‘see a client’ and they would meet at breakfast the next day, pacified, mollified, appeased, and loved, each by their respective lovers. What an insane fantasy. She laughed thinking back on it now. She still had more hope than that. She regarded Whit now as an old friend. She was fond of him in an odd way. And she was used to him, which in some ways was worse.


Kezia wandered slowly back to her bedroom and smiled to herself. It was good to be home. Nice to be back in the comfort of her own apartment, in the huge white bed with the silver fox bedspread that had been such an appalling extravagance, but still pleased her so much. The small, delicate furniture had been her mother’s. The painting she had bought in Lisbon the year before hung over the bed, a watermelon sun over a rich countryside and a man working the fields. There was something warm and friendly about her bedroom that she found nowhere else in the world. Not in Hilary’s palazzo in Marbella, or in the lovely home in Kensington where she had her own room – Hilary had so many rooms in the London house that she could afford to give them away to absent friends and family like so many lace handkerchiefs. But nowhere did Kezia feel like this, except at home. There was a fireplace in the bedroom too, and she had found the brass bed in London years before; there was one soft brown velvet chair near the fireplace, and a white fur rug that made you want to dance barefoot across the floor. Plants stood in corners and hung near the windows, and candles on the mantel gave the room a soft glow late at night. It was very good to be home.


She laughed softly to herself, a sound of pure pleasure as she put Mahler on the stereo and started her bath. And tonight … downtown. To Mark. First, her agent, then lunch with Edward. And finally, Mark. Saving the best till last … as long as nothing had changed.


‘Kezia,’ she spoke aloud to herself, looking in the bathroom mirror as she stood naked before it, humming to the music that echoed through the house, ‘You are a very naughty girl!’ She wagged a finger at her reflection, and tossed back her head and laughed, her long black hair sweeping back to her waist. She stood very still then and looked deep into her own eyes. ‘Yeah, I know. I’m a rat. But what else can I do? A girl’s got to live, and there are a lot of different ways to do it.’ She sank into the bathtub, wondering about it all. The dichotomies, the contrasts, the secrets … but at least no lies. She said nothing to anyone. But she did not lie. Almost never anyway. Lies were too hard to live with. Secrets were better.


As she sank into the warmth of the water, she thought about Mark. Delicious Marcus. The wild crazy hair, the incredible smile, the smell of his loft, the chess games, the laughter, the music, his body, his fire. Mark Wooly. She closed her eyes and drew an imaginary line down his back with the tip of one finger and then traced it gently across his lips. Something small squirmed low in the pit of her stomach, and she turned slowly in the tub, sending ripples gently away from her.


Twenty minutes later she stepped out of the bath, brushed her hair into a sleek knot, and slipped a plain white wool Dior dress over the new champagne lace underwear she had bought in Florence.


‘Do you suppose I’m a schizophrenic?’ she asked the mirror as she carefully fitted a hat into place and tilted it slowly over one eye. But she didn’t look like a schizophrenic. She looked like ‘the’ Kezia Saint Martin, on her way to lunch at La Grenouille in New York, or Fouquet’s in Paris.


‘Taxi!’ Kezia held up an arm and dashed past the doorman as a cab stopped a few feet away at the kerb. She smiled at the doorman and slid into the cab. Her New York season had just begun. And what did this one have in store? A book? A man? Mark Wooly? A dozen juicy articles for major magazines? A host of tiny cherished moments? Solitude and secrecy and splendour. She had it all. And another ‘season’ in the palm of her hand.


In his office, Edward was strutting in front of the view. He looked at his watch for the eleventh time in an hour. In just a few minutes he would watch her walk in, she would see him and laugh, and then reach up and touch his face with her hand … ‘Oh Edward, it’s so good to see you!’ She would hug him and giggle, and settle in at his side – while ‘Martin Hallam’ took mental notes about who was at what table with whom, and K. S. Miller mulled over the possibility of a book.









CHAPTER II


Kezia fought her way past the tight knot of men hovering between the cloak room and the bar of La Grenouille. The luncheon crowd was thick, the bar was jammed, the tables were full, the waiters were bustling, and the decor was unchanged. Red leather seats, pink tablecloths, bright oil paintings on the walls, and flowers on every table. The room was full of red anemones and smiling faces, with silver buckets of white wine chilling at almost every table while champagne corks popped demurely here and there.


The women were beautiful, or had worked hard at appearing so. Cartier’s wares were displayed in wild profusion. And the murmur of conversation throughout the room was distinctly French. The men wore dark suits and white shirts, and had grey at their temples, and shared their wealth of Romanoff cigars from Cuba via Switzerland in unmarked brown packages.


La Grenouille was the watering hole of the very rich and the very chic. Merely having an ample expense account to pay the tab was not adequate entree. You had to belong. It had to be part of you, a style you exuded from the pores of your Pucci.


‘Kezia?’ A hand touched her elbow, and she looked into the tanned face of Amory Strongwell.


‘No darling. It’s my ghost.’ He won a teasing smile.


‘You look marvellous.’


‘And you look so pale. Poor Amory.’ She gazed in mock sympathy at the deep bronze he had acquired in Greece, as he squeezed her shoulder carefully and kissed her cheek.


‘Where’s Whit?’


Probably at Sutton Place, darling. ‘Working like mad, presumably. Will we see you at the Marsh party tomorrow night?’ The question was rhetorical, and he nodded absently in answer. ‘I’m meeting Edward just now.’


‘Lucky bastard.’ She gave him a last smile and edged through the crowd to the front, where the head waiter would be waiting to shepherd her to Edward. As it happened, she found Edward without assistance; he was at his favourite table, a bottle of champagne chilling nearby. Louis Roederer 1959, as always.


He saw her too and stood up to meet her as she walked easily past the other tables and across the room. She felt eyes on her, acknowledged discreet greetings as she passed tables of people she knew, and the waiters smiled. She had grown into it all years ago. Recognition. At sixteen it had agonized her, at eighteen it was a custom, at twenty-two she had fought against it, and now at twenty-nine she enjoyed it. It amused her. It was her private joke. The women would say ‘marvellous dress’, the men would muse about Whit; the women would decide that with the same fortune they could get away with the same sort of hat, and the waiters would nudge each other and murmur in French, ‘Saint Martin’. By the time she left, there might, or there might not, be a photographer from Women’s Wear waiting to snap her photograph paparazzi-style as she came through the door. It amused her. She played the game well.


‘Edward, you look wonderful!’ She gave him a searching look, an enormous squeeze, and sank onto the banquette at his side.


‘Lord, child, you look well.’ She kissed his cheek gently, and then smoothed her hand over it tenderly with a smile.


‘So do you.’


‘And how was this morning with Simpson?’


‘Pleasant and productive. We’ve been discussing some ideas I have for a book. He gives me good advice, but let’s not … here …’ They both knew that there was too much noise to allow anyone to piece much together. But they rarely spoke of her career in public. ‘Discretion is the better part of valour,’ as Edward often said.


‘Right. Champagne?’


‘Have I ever said no?’ He signalled the waiter, and the ritual of the Louis Roederer was begun. ‘God, I love that stuff.’ She smiled at him again and gazed slowly around the room as he began to laugh.


‘I know what you’re doing, Kezia, and you’re impossible.’ She was checking out the scene for her column. He raised his glass to her, and smiled. ‘To you, mademoiselle, welcome home.’ They clinked glasses and sipped slowly at the champagne. It was precisely the way they liked it, a good year and icy cold.


‘How’s Whit, by the way? Seeing him for dinner tonight?’


‘Fine. And no, I’m going to bed to recover from the trip.’


‘I don’t think I believe that, but I’ll accept it if you say so.’


‘What a wise man you are, Edward. That’s probably why I love you.’


He looked at her for a moment then, and took her hand. ‘Kezia, be careful. Please.’


‘Yes, Edward. I know. I am.’


The lunch was pleasant, as all their lunches were. She inquired about all his most important clients, remembered all their names, and wanted to know what he had done about the couch in his apartment that so desperately needed re-upholstering. They said hello to everyone they knew, and were joined for brief moments by two of his partners in the firm. She told him a little about her trip, and she kept an eye on the comings and goings and pairings of the natives.


She left him outside at three. The ‘surprise’ photographer from Women’s Wear dutifully took their photograph, and Edward hailed her a cab before he walked back to his office. He always felt better when he knew she was back in town. He could be there if she needed him, and he felt closer to her life. He never really knew, but he had an idea that there was more to her life than Raffles and parties given by the Marshes. And much more to her life than Whit. But she didn’t tell Edward, and he didn’t ask. He didn’t really want to know as long as she was all right – ‘careful’, as he put it. But there was too much of her father in her to be satisfied with a man like Whit. Edward knew that only too well. It had taken more than two years to settle her father’s will discreetly, and execute the arrangements for the two women no one had known about.


The cab took Kezia home and deposited her at her door with a flourish of brakes and scattered kerbside litter, and Kezia went upstairs and hung the white Dior dress neatly in the closet. Half an hour later she was in jeans, her hair hanging free, the answering service instructed to pick up her calls. She was ‘resting’ and didn’t want to be disturbed until the following noon. A few moments later, she was gone.


She walked away from her house and slipped quietly into the subway at Seventy-seventh Street and Lexington Avenue. No make-up, no handbag, just a coin purse in her pocket and a smile in her eyes.


The subway was like a concentrated potion of New York, each sound and smell magnified, each character more extreme. Funny old ladies with faces made up like masks, gay boys in pants so tight one could almost see the hair on their legs, magnificent girls carrying portfolios on their way to modelling engagements, and men who smelled of sweat and cigars, whom one wanted not to be near, and the occasional passenger for Wall Street in striped suit, short hair, and hornrims. It was a symphony of sights and odours and sounds conducted to the shrieking background beat of the trains, brakes screaming, wheels rattling. Kezia stood holding her breath and closing her eyes against the hot breeze and flying litter swept up by the oncoming train, then moved inside quickly, sidestepping the doors as they closed.


She found a seat next to an old woman carrying a shopping bag. A young couple sat down next to her at the next stop, and furtively shared a joint, unobserved by the transit patrolman who moved through the car, eyes fixed ahead of him. Kezia found herself smiling, wondering if the old woman on her other side would get high from the smell. Then the train screeched to a halt at Canal Street and it was time to get off. Kezia danced quickly up the steps and looked around.


She was home again. Another home. Warehouses and tired tenements, fire escapes and delicatessens, and a few blocks away the art galleries and coffee houses and lofts crowded with artists and writers, sculptors and poets, beards and bandannas. A place where Camus and Sartre were still revered, and de Kooming and Pollock were gods. She walked along with a quick step and a little throb in her heart. It shouldn’t matter so much … not at her age … not the way things were between them … it shouldn’t feel so good to be back … it might all be different now. … But it did feel good to be back, and she wanted everything to be the same.


‘Hey girl. Where’ve you been?’ A tall, lithe black man wallpapered into white jeans greeted her with surprise delight.


‘George!’ He swept her off her feet in a vast embrace and whirled her around. He was in the ballet corps of the Metropolitan Opera. ‘Oh, it’s good to see you!’ He deposited her, breathless and smiling, on the pavement beside him, and put an arm around her shoulders.


‘You’ve been gone for a mighty long time, lady.’ His eyes danced and his grin was a long row of ivory in the bearded midnight face.


‘It feels like it. I almost wondered if the neighbourhood would be gone.’


‘Never! SoHo is sacred.’ They laughed and he fell into step beside her. ‘Where’re you going?’


‘How about The Partridge for coffee?’ She was suddenly afraid to see Mark. Afraid that everything was different. George would know, but she didn’t want to ask him.


‘Make it wine, and I’m yours for an hour. We have rehearsal at six.’


They shared a carafe of wine at The Partridge. George drank most of it while Kezia played with her glass.


‘Know something, baby?’


‘What, George?’


‘You make me laugh.’


‘Terrific. How come?’


‘Because I know what you’re so nervous about, and you’re so damn scared you won’t even ask me. You gonna ask or do I have to volunteer the answer?’ He was laughing at her.


‘Is there something that maybe I don’t want to know?’


‘Shit, Kezia. Why don’t you just go on up to his studio and find out? It’s better that way.’ He stood up, put a hand in his pocket, and pulled out three dollars. ‘My treat. You just go on home.’ Home? To Mark? Yes, in a way … even she knew it.


He shooed her out the door with another ripple of laughter, and she found herself in the familiar doorway across the street. She hadn’t even looked up at the window, but instead nervously searched strangers’ faces.


Her heart hammered as she ran up the five flights. She reached the landing, breathless and dizzy, and raised a hand to knock at the door. It flew open almost before she touched it, and she was suddenly wrapped in the arms of an endlessly tall, hopelessly thin, fuzzy-haired man. He kissed her and lifted her into his arms, pulling her inside with a shout and a grin.


‘Hey, you guys! It’s Kezia! How the hell are you, baby?’


‘Happy.’ He set her down and she looked around. The same faces, the same loft, the same Mark. Nothing had changed. It was a victorious return. ‘Christ, it feels like I’ve been gone for a year!’ She laughed again, and someone handed her a glass of red wine.


‘You’re telling me. And now, ladies and gentlemen …’ The endlessly tall young man bowed low, and swept an arm from his friends to the door. ‘My lady has returned. In other words, you guys, beat it!’ They laughed good-naturedly and murmured hellos and goodbyes as they left. The door had barely closed when Mark pulled her into his arms again.


‘Oh baby, I’m glad you’re home.’


‘Me too.’ She slid a hand under his ragged, paint-splattered shirt and smiled into his eyes.


‘Let me look at you.’ He slowly pulled her shirt over her head, and she stood straight and still, her hair falling across one shoulder, a warm light in her rich blue eyes, a living reflection of the sketch of a nude that hung on the wall behind her. He had done it the previous winter, soon after they had met. She reached out to him slowly then, and he came into her arms smiling at the same moment that there was a knock at the door.


‘Go away!’


‘No, I won’t.’ It was George.


‘Shit, motherfucker, what do you want?’ He pulled open the door as Kezia darted bare-chested into the bedroom. George loomed large and smiling in the doorway with a small split of champagne in one hand.


‘For your wedding night, Marcus.’


‘George, you’re beautiful.’ George danced down the stairs with a wave, and Mark closed the door with a burst of laughter. ‘Hey, Kezia! Could you dig a glass of champagne?’ She returned to the room smiling and naked, her hair swinging loose down her back, the vision of champagne at La Grenouille in the Dior dress bringing laughter to her eyes now. The comparison was absurd.


She lounged in the doorway, her head to one side, watching him open the champagne. And suddenly she felt as though she loved him, and that was absurd too. They both knew she didn’t. It wasn’t that kind of thing. They both understood … but it would have been nice not to understand, just for a moment. Not to be rational, or make sense. It would have been lovely to love him, to love someone – anyone – and why not Mark?


‘I missed you, Kezia.’


‘So did I, darling. So did I. And I also wondered if you had another lady by now.’ She smiled and took a sip of the too-sweet, bubbly wine. ‘I was queasy as hell about coming up. I even stopped and had some wine at The Partridge with George.’


‘Asshole. You could have come here first.’


‘I was afraid to.’ She walked towards him and traced a finger across his chest as he looked down at her.


‘You know something weird, Kezia?’


‘What?’ Her eyes filled with dreams.


‘I’ve got syphilis.’


‘WHAT!’ She stared at him, horrified, and he chuckled.


‘I just wondered what you’d say. I don’t really have it.’ But he looked amused at his joke.


‘Jesus.’ She settled back into his arms with a shake of the head and a grin. ‘I’m not so sure about your sense of humour, kiddo.’ But it was the same Mark.


He followed her into the bedroom and his voice sounded husky as he spoke from behind her. ‘I saw a picture of some girl in the paper the other day. She looked sort of like you, only older, and very uptight.’ There was a question in his voice. One she was not planning to answer.


‘So?’


‘Her last name was French. Not “Miller”, but her first name was blurred. I couldn’t read it. You related to anyone like that? She looked pretty fancy.’


‘No, I’m not related to anyone like that. Why?’ And now the lies had even begun with Mark. Not just sins of omission; now they were sins of commission too. Damn.


‘I don’t know. I was just curious. She was interesting looking, in a fierce, unhappy sort of way.’


‘And you fell in love with her, and decided that you had to find her and rescue her, so you could both live happily ever after. Right?’ Her voice was light, but not as light as she wanted it to be. His answer was lost as he kissed her and eased her gently onto the bed. There was at least an hour of truth amid the lifetime of lies. Bodies are generally honest.









CHAPTER III


‘Ready?’


‘Ready.’ Whit smiled at her across the last of their coffee and mousse au chocolat. They were two hours late for the Marshes’ party at the St. Regis, but no one would notice. The Marshes had invited more than five hundred guests.


Kezia was resplendent in a blue-grey satin dress that circled her neck in a halter and left her back bare to show her deep summer tan. Small diamond earrings glistened at her ears, and her hair was swept into a neat knot high on her head. Whit’s impeccable evening clothes set off his classic good looks. They made a very spectacular couple. By now, they took it for granted.


The crowd at the entrance to the Maisonette at the St. Regis was enormous. Elegantly dinner-jacketed men whose names appeared regularly in Fortune; women in diamonds and Balenciagas and Givenchys and Diors whose faces and living rooms appeared constantly in Vogue. European titles, American scions of society, friends from Palm Beach and Grosse Pointe and Scottsdale and Beverly Hills. The Marshes had outdone themselves. Waiters circulated through the ever-thickening crowd, offering Moët et Chandon champagne and little platters boasting caviar and pâté.


There was cold lobster on a buffet at the back of the room, and later on there would appear the piece de resistance, an enormous wedding cake, a replica of the original served a quarter of a century before. Each guest would be given a tiny box of dream cake, the wrapping carefully inscribed with the couple’s name and the date. ‘More than a little tacky,’ as Martin Hallam would note in his column the next day. Whit handed Kezia a glass of champagne from a passing tray and gently took her arm.


‘Do you want to dance, or circulate for a while?’


‘Circulate, I think, if it’s humanly possible.’ She smiled quietly at him, and he squeezed her arm.


A photographer hired by their hosts snapped a picture of them looking lovingly at each other, and Whit slipped an arm about her waist. She was comfortable with him. After her night with Mark, she felt benign and benevolent, even with Whit. It was odd to think that at dawn that morning she had wandered the streets of SoHo with Mark, then left him reluctantly at three that afternoon to phone in her column to her agent, clear her desk, and rest before the onslaught of the evening. Edward had called to see how she was, and they had chuckled for a few moments about her mention of their lunch in the morning’s column.


‘How in God’s name can you call me “dashing,” Kezia? I’m over sixty years old.’


‘You’re a mere sixty-one. And you are dashing, Edward. Look at you.’


‘I try very hard not to.’


‘Silly man.’ They had moved on to other topics, both of them careful not to mention what she had done the night before. …


‘More champagne, Kezia?’


‘Mm?’ She had drifted through the first glass without even noticing it. She had been thinking of other things: Edward; the new article she’d just been commissioned to write, a piece on the outstanding women candidates in the upcoming national elections. She had forgotten all about Whit, and the Marshes’ party. ‘Good Heavens, did I finish that already?’ She smiled at Whit again, and he looked at her quizzically.


‘Still tired from the trip?’


‘No, just a little dreamy. Drifting, I suppose.’


‘That’s quite a knack in a furore like this.’ She exchanged her empty glass for a full one, and they found a secluded corner where they could watch the dance floor. Her eyes took in all the couples and she made rapid mental notes as to who was with whom, and who was wearing what. Opera divas, bankers, famous beauties, celebrated playboys, and an extravagance of rubies and sapphires and diamonds and emeralds.


‘You look more beautiful than ever, Kezia.’


‘You flatter me, Whit.’


‘No. I love you.’


It was foolish of him to say it. They both knew otherwise. But she inclined her head demurely with a slender smile. Perhaps he did love her, after a fashion. Perhaps she even loved him, like a favourite brother or a childhood friend. He was a sweet man; it wasn’t really difficult to like him. But love him? That was different.


‘It looks as though the summer did you good.’


‘Europe always does. Oh, no!’


‘What?’ He turned in the direction that had brought a look of dismay to her face, but it was too late. The Baron von Schnellingen was bearing down on them, with perspiration pouring from his temples, and a look of ecstasy at having spotted the pair.


‘Oh Christ, tell him you’ve got the curse, and you can’t dance,’ Whit whispered.


Kezia burst into laughter, which the chubby little German Baron misinterpreted as delight.


‘I am zo happy to zee you too, my dear. Good evening, Vitney. Kee-zee-ah, you are exquisite tonight.’


‘Thank you, Manfred. You’re looking well.’ And hot and sweaty. And obese, and disgusting. And lecherous, as usual.


‘It is a valtz. Chust for us. Ja?’ Nein, but why the hell not? She couldn’t say no. He was always sure to remind her of how much he had loved her dear departed father. It was simpler to concede one waltz with him, for her ‘father’s sake.’ At least he was a proficient dancer. At the waltz in any case. She bowed her head gently and extended a hand to be led to the floor. The Baron patted her hand ecstatically and led her away, just as Whit whispered in her ear, ‘I’ll rescue you right after the waltz.’


‘You’d better, darling.’ She said it through clenched teeth and a well-practised smile.


How could she ever explain something like this to Mark? She began to laugh to herself at the thought of explaining Mark and her anonymous forays into SoHo to anyone at the Maisonette that night. Surely the Baron would understand. He probably crept off to far more unusual places than SoHo, but he didn’t expect Kezia to. No one did. Not Kezia, a woman, the Kezia Saint Martin … and that was different anyway. Like the other men she knew, the Baron conducted his adventures differently, and for different reasons … or was it different? Was she simply being a poor little rich girl running away to get laid and play with her Bohemian friends? Were any of them real to her? Sometimes she wondered. The Maisonette was real. Whit was real. The Baron was real. So real it made her feel hopeless at times. A gilded cage from which one never escapes. One never escapes one’s name and one’s face and one’s ancestors and one’s father or one’s mother, no matter how many years they’ve been dead. One never escapes all the bullshit about Noblesse oblige. Or does one? Does one simply get on the subway with a token and a smile, never to return? The mysterious disappearance of the Honourable Kezia Saint Martin. No, if one leaves, one leaves elegantly and openly. With style. Not fleeing on a subway in total silence. If she really wanted SoHo, she had to say so, if only for her own sake. She knew that much. But was that what she wanted? How much better was SoHo than this? It was zabaglione instead of soufflé Grand Marnier. But neither was very nourishing. What she needed was good, wholesome steak. Counting on Mark’s world for sustenance was like hiding with a six-month supply of Oreo cookies and nothing else. She simply had one world to offset the other, one man to complement another, and the worst of it was that she knew it. Nothing was whole. … ‘Am I?’ She didn’t realize that she had said it aloud.


‘Are you vat?’ the Baron cooed in her ear.


‘Oh. Sorry. Am I stepping on your foot?’


‘No, my beauty. Only my heart. And you dance like an angel.’


Nauseating. She smiled pleasantly and swirled in his arms. ‘Thank you, Manfred.’


They swept gracefully about once more, and at last her eye met Whit’s, as the waltz drew to a merciful close. She stood slightly apart from the Baron and thanked him again.


‘But perhaps they play another?’ His disappointment was almost childlike.


‘You dance a very handsome waltz, sir.’ Whitney was at their side, bowing slightly to the perspiring German.


‘And you are a very lucky man, Vitney.’ Kezia and Whit exchanged a beatific glance and Kezia bestowed a last smile on the Baron as they glided away.


‘Still alive?’


‘Very much so. And I’ve really been hopelessly lazy. I haven’t talked to a soul tonight.’ She had work to do and the evening was young.


‘Want to stop and talk to some of your cronies now?’


‘Why not? I haven’t seen any of them since I got back.’


‘Then onwards, milady. Let us throw ourselves to the lions, and see who’s here.’


Everyone was, as Kezia had observed upon entering. And after a round of a dozen tables, and six or seven small groups standing near the dance floor, she was grateful to spot two of her friends. Whitney left her to them, and went to share a cigar with his senior partner. A little congenial talk over a good Monte Cristo never hurt. He waved her on her way, and vanished in a cluster of black and white emitting the pungent fumes of Havana’s finest.


‘Hi, you two.’ Kezia joined two tall thin young women who seemed surprised to see her arrive.


‘I didn’t know you were back!’ Cheeks almost met as kisses flew into midair, and the three looked at each other with pleasure. Tiffany Benjamin was more than a little drunk, but Marina Walters looked bright and alive. Tiffany was married to William Patterson Benjamin IV, the number two man in the biggest brokerage house on Wall Street. And Marina was divorced. And loved it that way, or so she said. Kezia knew otherwise.


‘When did you get back from Europe?’ Marina smiled at her, and appraised the dress. ‘Hell of a neat dress, by the way. Saint Laurent?’


Kezia nodded.


‘I thought so.’


‘And so’s yours, Madame Hawkeye.’ Marina nodded pleased assent, but Kezia knew it for a copy. ‘Christ, I got back two days ago, and I’m beginning to wonder if I was ever away.’ Kezia spoke while keeping a casual eye on the room.


‘I know the feeling. I got back last week, in time to get the kids back to school. By the time we’d done orthodontists, shoes, school uniforms, and three birthday parties, I forgot I’d ever been away. I’m ready for another summer. Where’d you go this year, Kezia?’


‘The South of France, and I spent the last few days at Hilary’s in Marbella. You, Marina?’


‘The Hamptons all summer. Boring as hell. This was not my most glowing summer.’


Kezia raised an eyebrow. ‘How come?’


‘No men, or something like that.’ She was creeping towards thirty-six and was thinking about having something done about the bags under her eyes. The summer before, she had had her breasts firmed up by ‘the most marvellous doctor’ in Zurich. Kezia had hinted at it in the column, and Marina had been livid.


Tiffany had been to Greece for the summer, and she had also spent a few days with distant cousins in Rome. Bill had had to come home early. Bullock and Benjamin seemed to require the presence of its director almost constantly. But he thrived on it. He ate it and slept it and loved it. The Dow Jones ticked somewhere in his heart, and his pulse rate went up and down with the market. That was what Martin Hallam said in his column. But Tiffany understood; her father had been the same way. He had been the president of the Stock Exchange when he finally retired to a month of golf before the fatal heart attack. What a way to go, one foot on the Exchange, and the other on the golf course. Tiffany’s mother’s life was less dramatic. Like Tiffany, she drank. But less.


Tiffany was proud of Bill. He was an important man. Even more important than her father. Or her brother. And hell, her brother worked just as hard as Bill did. Gloria said so. Her brother was a corporate lawyer with Wheeler, Spaulding, and Forbes, one of the oldest firms on Wall Street. But the brokerage house of Bullock and Benjamin was the most important on the Street. It made Tiffany someone. Mrs. William Patterson Benjamin IV. And she didn’t mind vacationing alone. She took the children to Gstaad at Christmas, Palm Beach in February, and Acapulco for spring vacation. In summer, they spent a month at the Vineyard with Bill’s mother, and then off they went to Europe; Monte Carlo, Paris, Cannes, St. Tropez, Cap d’Antibes, Marbella, Skorpios, Athens, Rome. It was divine. Everything was divine, according to Tiffany. So divine that she was drinking herself to death.


‘Isn’t this the most divine party you’ve ever seen?’ Tiffany was weaving slightly and watching her friends. Marina and Kezia exchanged a rapid glance, and Kezia nodded. She and Tiffany had gone to school together. She was a nice girl too, when she wasn’t drunk. It was something Kezia would not put in the column. Everyone knew she drank, and it hurt to see her like that. It wasn’t something amusing to read at breakfast, like Marina’s boob lift. This was different, painful. Suicide by champagne.


‘What’s next on your agenda, Kezia?’ Marina lit a cigarette, and Tiffany faded back into her glass.


‘I don’t know. Maybe I’ll give a party.’ After I write that article I landed today. …


‘Christ, you’ve got courage. I look at something like this and I cringe. Meg spent eight months planning it. Are you on the Arthritis Committee again this year?’


Kezia nodded. ‘They asked me about doing the Crippled Children’s Ball too.’ Tiffany awoke at the mention of that.


‘Crippled children? How dreadful!’ At least she hadn’t said it was divine.


‘What’s dreadful about it? It’s as good a ball as any of the others.’ Marina was quick to the fiesta’s defence.


‘But crippled children? I mean really, who could stand to look at them?’ Marina looked at her, annoyed.


‘Tiffany darling, have you ever seen an arthritic at the Arthritis Ball?’


‘No … I don’t think so. …’


‘Then you won’t see any children at the Crippled Children’s Ball either.’ Marina was matter-of-fact, and Tiffany seemed appeased, while something slimy turned over in Kezia’s stomach.


‘I suppose you’re right, Marina. Are you going to do the ball, Kezia?’


‘I don’t know yet. I haven’t decided. I’m a little tired of the benefit circuit, frankly. I’ve been doing that stuff for a hell of a long time.’


‘Haven’t we all,’ Marina echoed ruefully and flicked ashes into the waiter’s silent butler.


‘You should get married, Kezia. It’s divine.’ Tiffany smiled delightedly and lifted another glass of champagne from a passing tray. It was her third since Kezia had joined them. A waltz was beginning again at the far end of the room.


‘And that, my friends, is my bad luck dance.’ Kezia glanced around and inwardly groaned. Where in hell was Whit?


‘Bad luck? How come?’


‘That’s how come.’ Kezia nodded quickly in the direction of the approaching Baron. He had requested the dance, and had looked high and low for her for half an hour.


‘Lucky you.’ Marina grinned evilly, and Tiffany did her best to focus.


‘And that, Tiffany my love, is why I don’t get married.’


‘Kezia! Our valtz!’ It was useless to protest. She nodded gracefully at her friends and departed on the arm of the Baron.


‘You mean she likes him?’ Tiffany looked stunned. He was really very ugly. Even drunk she knew that much.


‘No, you idiot. She means that with creeps like that hounding her, who has time to find a decent guy?’ Marina knew the problem only too well. She had been scouting a second husband for almost two years, and if someone halfway decent didn’t hurry along pretty damn soon, her settlement would fizzle out and her tits would fall again, and she’d get waffles on her ass. She figured she had about a year to hit it lucky before the roof fell in.


‘I don’t know, Marina. Maybe she does like him. Kezia’s a little strange, you know. Sometimes I wonder if all that money coming to her so young affected her. I mean, after all, it would affect almost anyone. It’s not like you can lead a normal life when you’re one of the wealthiest…’


‘Oh for chrissake, Tiffany, shut up. And why don’t you go home and sober up for a change?’


‘What a rotten thing to say!’ There were tears in Tiffany’s eyes.


‘No, Tiffany. What a rotten thing to watch.’ And with that, Marina turned on her heel and vanished in the direction of Halpern Medley. She had heard that he and Lucille had just broken up. That was the best time to get them. Frightened and bruised, scared to death to manage life on their own, missing the children, lonely at night. She had three children and would be more than happy to keep Halpern busy. He was an excellent catch.


On the dance floor, Kezia was whirling slowly in the arms of the Baron. Whitney was engaged in earnest conversation with a young broker with long, elegant hands. The clock on the wall struck three.


Tiffany went to sit dizzily on a red velvet banquette at the back of the room. Where was Bill? He had said something about calling Frankfurt. Frankfurt? Why Frankfurt? She couldn’t remember. But he had gone out to the lobby … hours ago? … and things were beginning to whirl. Bill? She couldn’t remember if he had brought her tonight, or was he out of town and had she come with Mark and Gloria? Had she … damn, why couldn’t she remember? Let’s see, she had had dinner at home with Bill and the children … alone with the children? … were the children still at the Vineyard with Mother Benjamin? … was. … Her stomach began to spin slowly with the room and she knew she was going to be sick.


‘Tiffany?’ It was her brother, Mark, with that look on his face, and Gloria just behind him. A wall of reproach between her and the bathroom, wherever the hell it was at whatever goddamn hotel they were in, or was this somebody’s house? She couldn’t remember a fucking thing, dammit.


‘Mark … I …’


‘Gloria, take Tiffany to the ladies’ room.’ He didn’t waste time speaking to his sister. He simply addressed his wife. He knew the signs too well. All over the seat of the new Lincoln last time they’d driven her home. And deep within Tiffany something withered further. She knew. That was the trouble. No matter how much she drank, she always knew. She could hear the tone in their voices so clearly. That never faded.


‘I … I’m sorry … Mark, Bill is out of town and if you could just drive me …’ She belched loudly and Gloria rushed forward nervously while Mark shrank backwards with a look of disgust.


‘Tiffany?’ It was Bill, with his usual vague smile.


‘I thought … you were …’ Mark and Gloria faded into the background and Tiffany’s husband took her arm and escorted her as swiftly as possible from the halls where the last of the party was fading. She was too noticeable in the thinning crowd. ‘I thought. …’ They were moving through the lobby now, and she had left her bag on the banquette. Someone would take it. ‘My bag. Bill, my …’


‘That’s right, dear. We’ll take care of it.’


‘I … oh God, I feel awful. I have to sit down.’ Her voice was barely a whisper, and her bag was forgotten. He was walking too fast, it made her feel worse.


‘You just need some air.’ He kept a firm grip on her arm and smiled at passersby, the director on the way to his office … good morning … morning … hello … nice to see you. … The smile never faded, and the eyes never warmed.


‘I just … I … oh.’ The cool night breeze slapped her face and she felt clearer, but her stomach rose menacingly towards her throat. ‘Bill. …’ She turned and looked at him then, but only for a moment. She wanted to ask him a terrible question. Something was forcing her to say it. To ask. How awful. Oh God, she prayed that she wouldn’t. Sometimes when she was very drunk she wanted to ask her brother the same thing. Once she had even asked her mother, and her mother had slapped her. Hard. The question always burned in her when she was this drunk. Champagne always did it to her, and sometimes gin.


‘We’ll just get you into a nice cosy cab, and you’ll be all set, won’t you dear.’ He gently squeezed her arm again, like an overly solicitous headwaiter, and signalled the doorman. A cab stood with open door before them a moment later.


‘A cab? Aren’t you … Bill?’ Oh God, and there was the question again, trying to fight its way out of her mouth, out of her stomach, out of her soul.


‘That’s right, dear.’ Bill had leaned over to speak to the driver. He wasn’t listening. Everyone spoke over her, around her, past her, never to her. She heard him give the driver their address and she grew more confused by the moment. But Bill looked so sure. ‘See you in the morning, darling.’ He pecked her cheek and the door slammed shut, and all she could see was the doorman’s face smiling at her as the cab pulled away. She reached for the knob to open the window and frantically rolled it down … and the question … the question was fighting its way out. She couldn’t hold it back any longer. She had to ask Bill … William … Billy … they had to go back so she could ask, but the cab was lunging away from the kerb and the question sailed from her mouth with a long stream of vomit as she leaned out the window. ‘Do you love me? …’


The driver had been paid twenty dollars to get her home, and he did, without a word. He never answered the question. Nor did Bill. Bill had gone upstairs to the room he’d reserved at the St. Regis. Both girls were still waiting. A tiny Peruvian, and a large blonde from Frankfurt. And in the morning, Tiffany wouldn’t even remember that she’d gone home alone. Bill was certain of that.
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