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Chapter One







IT WAS THE beginning of the summer in the year 2000, and in New York City, where the streets seemed to sparkle with the gold dust filtered down from a billion trades in a boomtown economy, it was business as usual. The world had passed into the new millennium peacefully, the president had again avoided impeachment, and Y2K had fizzled like an ancient bottle of French champagne. The city shone in all its magnificent, vulgar, and ruthless glory.


At that particular moment, the talk of the town was Peter Cannon, an entertainment lawyer who had bilked several celebrity clients out of an estimated $35 million. In the months and years that would follow, there would be more scandals, billions of dollars lost, and the general ripping off of the American public. But in the meantime, “the Peter Cannon affair” had involved enough bold-faced names to at least temporarily satisfy gossip-hungry New Yorkers. Everyone who was anyone either knew Peter or knew someone he had thrillingly cheated—and after all, they asked themselves, shouldn’t his clients have known better?


One of the victims was a thirty-one-year-old rock musician named Digger. Digger was one of those one-name wonders who, like so many great artists, had modest beginnings coupled with slightly freakish looks. He hailed from Des Moines, Iowa, had dirty blond hair and frighteningly white translucent skin through which one could see blue veins, and was given to wearing porkpie hats, which were his trademark.


On the Friday afternoon of Memorial Day weekend, he was calmly sitting by the pool at his $100,000 summer rental in Sagaponack in the Hamptons, smoking a filterless cigarette and watching his wife, Patty, who was heatedly talking on the phone.


Digger stubbed out his cigarette in a pot of chrysanthemums (there was a small pile of cigarette butts in the pot that would later be removed by the gardener), and leaned back on a teak chaise longue. It was quite a beautiful day and he really couldn’t understand what all the fuss over Peter Cannon was about. Being the sort of person who considered his purpose in life to be that of a higher nature than the grubby pursuit of filthy lucre, Digger had no real concept of the value of money. His manager estimated he had lost close to a million dollars, but to Digger, a million dollars was a shadowy abstract concept that could only be understood in terms of music. He figured he could earn back the million dollars by writing one hit song, but on that pleasant afternoon, ensconced in the lazy luxury of a Hamptons day, he seemed to be alone in his laissez-faire attitude.


His beloved wife, Patty, was in a stew, and for the past half hour had been blathering away on the phone to her sister, Janey Wilcox, a famous Victoria’s Secret model.


As he gazed across the gunite pool to the gazebo where Patty sat hunched over the telephone, taking in her pleasing, slightly zaftig figure clad in a white one-piece bathing suit, she glanced up and their eyes met in mutual understanding. Patty stood up and began walking toward him, and as usual he was struck by the simplicity of her all-American beauty: the reddish blond hair that hung halfway down her back, the cute snub nose smattered with freckles, and her round blue eyes. Her older sister, Janey, was considered “a great beauty,” but Digger had never seen it that way. Although Janey and Patty shared the same snub nose, Janey’s face was too crafty and feral to attract him—and besides, he thought that Janey, with her screwed-up values about status and money, her flippant, arrogant airs, and her obsession with herself was, quite simply, a narcissistic asshole.


And now Patty stood before him, holding out the phone. “Janey wants to talk to you,” she said. He pulled back his lips in a grimace, revealing small, unevenly spaced yellow teeth, and took the phone from Patty’s hand.


“What’s up?” he asked.


“Oh Digger.” Janey’s musical, slightly accented voice that always put him on edge came tinkling down the line. “I’m so sorry. I always knew Peter was going to do something really, really stupid. I should have warned you.”


“How would you know?” Digger asked, picking a piece of tobacco out of his teeth.


“Well I dated him a few years ago,” she said. “But only for a couple of weeks. He called everyone a fucking Polack…”


Digger said nothing. His real last name was Wachanski, and he wondered if Janey had intended the insult. “So…?” he asked.


“So I always knew he was a creep. Darling, I’m so upset. What are you going to do?”


Digger looked at Patty and grinned. “Well, I figure if he needs my money that badly he can keep it.”


There was a gasp on the other end of the line and then a small silence, followed by Janey’s melodic laugh. “How terribly, terribly… Buddhist of you,” she said, unable to keep a slight sneering tone out of her voice. And then, not knowing what else to say, she added, “I suppose I’ll be seeing you at Mimi Kilroy’s tonight.”


“Mimi who?” Digger asked, adopting the same bored tone of voice he employed when someone asked him about Britney Spears. He knew exactly who Mimi Kilroy was, but, as she came from that segment of society that, like so many of his generation, he reviled—i.e., WASP Republican—he had no intention of giving Janey this satisfaction.


“Mimi Kilroy,” Janey said, with mock patience. “Senator Kilroy’s daughter…”


“Oh, right,” Digger said. But he was no longer paying attention. Patty had sat down next to him and, shifting his weight, he wrapped a skinny leg around her waist. She turned her face toward his and touched his shoulder, and as usual he felt an overwhelming desire for her. “Gotta go,” he said, clicking the OFF button on the phone. He pulled Patty on top of him and began kissing her face. He was deeply and romantically in love with his wife in a completely uncynical manner, and as far as he was concerned, that was all that mattered. Peter and Janey could go fuck themselves, he thought; and they probably would.


Well, really, Janey Wilcox thought. If Digger cared so little about money, why shouldn’t he give some to her?


She peered through the windshield of her silver Porsche Boxster convertible at the endless stream of cars jammed up in front of her on the Long Island Expressway. It was so passé to be stuck in traffic on the way out to the Hamptons, especially if you were a supermodel. If she had an extra million, she thought, the first thing she’d do would be to take the seaplane out to the Hamptons, and then she’d get an assistant who would drive her car out for her, just like all of the rich men she knew. But that was the problem with New York: No matter how successful you thought you were, there was always someone who was richer, more successful, more famous… the idea of it was sometimes enough to make you want to give up. But the sight of the gleaming silver hood of her car revived her a little, and she reminded herself that at this point in her life there was no reason to give up—and every reason to press on. With a little self-control and discipline, she might finally get everything she’d always wanted.


Her pink Chanel sunglasses had slipped down her nose and she pushed them up, feeling a little thrill of satisfaction at owning the must-have accessory of the summer. Janey was one of those people for whom the superficial comfortingly masks an inner void, and yet if anyone had called her shallow she would have been genuinely shocked. Janey Wilcox was a particular type of beautiful woman, who, acknowledged only for her looks, is convinced that she has great reserves of untapped talents. Hidden under her glossy, nearly perfect exterior was, she believed, some sort of genius who would someday make a significant contribution to the world, most likely artistic as opposed to commercial. The fact that there was no evidence to support this hope didn’t dissuade her, and, indeed, she believed herself equal to anyone. If she were to meet Tolstoy, for instance, she was quite sure that he would immediately embrace her as a kindred spirit.


The traffic had slowed to twenty miles an hour, and Janey drummed her left hand on the steering wheel, her eighteen-karat-gold Bulgari watch flashing in the sun. Her fingers were long and slender—a fortune teller had once said that her hands were “artistic”—marred only by stubby fingertips with nails bitten to the quick. In the past nine months, ever since she’d been picked, Cinderella-like, to star in the new Victoria’s Secret campaign, every makeup artist in town had pleaded with her to stop biting her nails, but it was an old childhood habit she couldn’t break. The physical pain she inflicted on herself was a perverse way of controlling the emotional pain the world had inflicted on her.


And now, the frustration of sitting in traffic while imagining the seaplane flying overhead bearing the smarter members of the New York social set nearly drew her fingers to her mouth, but for once, she hesitated. She didn’t really need to bite her nails—after all, she was finally on top of the world herself. Just a year ago, at thirty-two, she’d been practically washed up—her acting and modeling career had ground to a halt and she was so broke she’d had to borrow money from her rich lovers to pay her rent. And then there had been those shameful three weeks when she was so desperate she’d actually considered becoming a real estate agent and had even taken four classes. But hadn’t fate stepped in and saved her, and hadn’t she known it would all along? And glancing at herself in the rearview mirror, she reminded herself that she was far too beautiful to fail.


Her car phone rang and she pressed the green button, thinking that it must be her agent, Tommy. A year ago, Tommy wouldn’t even return her calls, but ever since she’d landed the Victoria’s Secret campaign and had her face plastered on billboards and featured in every magazine in America, Tommy was her new best friend, checking in with her several times a day and keeping her apprised of the latest gossip. Indeed, it had been Tommy who had informed her that morning that Peter Cannon had been arrested in his office yesterday, and they’d had a delicious chat dissecting Peter’s character flaws, the main one being that Peter had lost his head working with celebrities and had somehow fancied that he’d become a celebrity himself. New York might have been the land of reinvention, but everybody knew there was an unbreachable line between “celebrities” and “service people,” and lawyers, for all their education and expertise, are still “service people.” Peter’s story was now circulating as a cautionary tale: When one tried to circumvent the natural laws of celebrity and fame, the result was likely to be arrest and a possible jail sentence.


But instead of Tommy’s sycophantic “Hi gorgeous,” a woman’s voice with a clipped English accent inquired, “Janey Wilcox, please.”


“This is Janey,” Janey said, knowing immediately that the person calling was the assistant to someone in the entertainment industry, as it had recently become de rigueur in that field to employ an English assistant.


“I have Mr. Comstock Dibble on the phone. Can you take the call?” And before Janey could respond, Comstock himself came on the line.


“Janey,” he said gruffly, as if he intended to get right to the point. Janey hadn’t seen or heard from Comstock Dibble for nearly a year, and the sound of his voice brought back a host of unpleasant associations. Comstock Dibble had been her lover the summer before, and Janey had actually fancied herself in love with him—until he suddenly became engaged to Mauve Binchely, a tall, reedy socialite. His rejection of her in favor of another woman (and one who wasn’t, Janey thought, even remotely pretty) had been made all the more bitter by the fact that this was a scenario that had repeated itself many times in the past. While men were perfectly happy to date her, when it came to the ultimate union of marriage, they always seemed to spurn her in favor of a more “suitable” candidate.


On the other hand, Comstock Dibble, the head of Parador Pictures, was one of the most powerful men in the movie business, and it was entirely possible that he was calling to offer her a part in his next film. So, although she longed to teach him a lesson—even if that lesson was simply that she wasn’t impressed by him anymore—she knew it would be wiser to tread lightly. That was what surviving in New York was all about—putting aside your personal feelings in favor of the possibility of advancing your position. And so, in a voice that was cold (but not nearly as cold as she would have liked), Janey said, “Yes, Comstock?”


His next words, however, sent a jolt of fear through her body. “Janey,” he said. “You know that you and I have always been friends.”


It wasn’t that his statement was so patently untrue—they weren’t, by any normal person’s standards, “friends”—but that the phrase “you and I have always been friends” was a code employed by powerful New Yorkers to signal the beginning of a potentially unpleasant discussion. It usually meant that some injury had been committed against the first party, with the implication being that since both parties were members of the same, exclusive New York society, they would try to reason it out first, before resorting to lawyers or gossip columnists. But in a second, fear was replaced by indignation as Janey wondered what possible injury she could have caused Comstock Dibble. She was the dumpee, not he, and as far as she was concerned, he owed her. Still, it would be far better for him to show his hand first, and getting hold of herself, she said flirtatiously, “Are we friends, Comstock? Gosh. I haven’t heard from you in nearly a year. I thought maybe you were calling to offer me a part in your next movie.”


“I didn’t know you were an actress, Janey.”


This was a jab. Comstock knew perfectly well that she’d starred in that action-adventure film eight years ago, but she didn’t take the bait. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me now, Comstock,” she said playfully, adding, “because you haven’t called.”


She knew he was under no obligation to call her, but she also knew that there was no better way to needle a man than to make him feel guilty about fucking you and not calling for months afterward.


“I’m calling now,” he said.


“So when am I going to see you?” she asked.


“That’s what I’m calling about.”


“Don’t tell me that you and Mauve broke up…”


“Mauve’s a sweetheart,” he said, somehow implying that Janey wasn’t. This was another insult, and Janey said snidely, “Why shouldn’t she be? I mean, what has she ever had to do but inherit millions of dollars…” To which Comstock replied in a warning tone of voice, “Janey…”


“Well, come on, Comstock. You know it’s true,” Janey said, falling back into the easy banter she’d used so successfully with him last summer. There was a part of her that hated him for rejecting her, and another part that loved being on intimate terms with one of the powerful men who ran New York. “After all,” she continued smoothly, “it’s easy to be nice when you’ve never had to work for your money…”


Comstock sighed as if she were completely hopeless and said, “Don’t be jealous.”


“I’m not jealous,” Janey squealed. There was nothing she hated more than having her deficiencies pointed out to her. “Why on earth would I be jealous of Mauve Binchely?” Mauve was, in Janey’s estimation, practically ancient for a woman—nearly forty-five—and had only one good feature: her hair, which was dark and wavy and hung halfway down her back.


But Comstock had obviously grown bored with the direction of this conversation, because he suddenly repeated, “Janey, you and I have always been friends,” and added, “so I know you’re not going to make trouble for me.”


“Why would I make trouble?” Janey asked.


“Now, come on, Janey,” Comstock said, in a low, conspiratorial growl. “You know you’re a dangerous woman.”


Janey’s initial reaction was to be pleased with this sally—in her more egotistical moments she did fancy herself a dangerous woman who might someday take over the world—but she suspected there was a veiled threat behind Comstock’s words. Last year, when she’d been broke, people had whispered behind her back that she was a whore. This year, now that she was finally successful and making it on her own, they were whispering that she was a dangerous woman. But that was New York. In a sultry voice that belied her growing consternation, she said, “If you want to be friends, Comstock, you’re doing a pretty bad job of it.”


He laughed, but in the next second his tone became menacing. “You know better than to fuck with me…,” he said, and for a moment, Janey wondered if he was going to explode in one of his legendary outbursts. Comstock Dibble, while acknowledged as a genius in the movie business, was equally known for his irrational displays of temper—he often called women “cunts”—after which he usually sent flowers. There were at least a dozen powerful men like him in New York, who could be charming one minute and rabid the next, but as long as Comstock remained the head of Parador Pictures, and as long as Parador continued to be the media’s darling, Comstock would not suffer for it, and that was New York, too.


A less confident girl might have been frightened, but Janey Wilcox wasn’t that kind of girl—she’d always prided herself on not being intimidated by powerful men. And so, in a voice full of wide-eyed innocence, she said, “Are you threatening me, Comstock?” as he spurted out, “I know you’re going to Mimi Kilroy’s tonight.”


Janey was so surprised she started to laugh. “Really, Comstock,” she said. “Don’t you have better things to do than to call me about a… party?”


“As a matter of fact, I do,” he said, adopting their familiar tone of bantering. “And that’s why I’m so pissed off about this. Goddammit, Janey. Why can’t you just stay home?”


“Why can’t you?” Janey asked.


“Mauve is Mimi’s best friend.”


“So?” Janey said coldly.


“Listen, Janey,” Comstock said. “I’m just trying to give you a friendly warning. It’s better for both of us if no one knows we know each other.”


Janey was unable to resist reminding Comstock of their former relationship. “No, Comstock,” she said with a laugh. “It’s better for you if no one knows you fucked me last summer.”


And then Comstock finally did lose his temper. “Will you shut up and listen?” he shouted. Adding, “You fucking cunt!”


His scream was so loud that Janey was convinced he could be heard through her cell phone by people in the neighboring cars on the Long Island Expressway. And if he thought he could talk to her like that, he was sorely mistaken. She wasn’t that desperate little girl he’d fucked over last summer, and she meant him to know it. “Now you listen, Comstock,” she said with a frigid calmness. “All you’re saying is that I was good enough to fuck last summer, and this summer I’m not good enough to know you. Well, let me tell you something. I don’t operate that way.”


“We all know how you operate, Janey,” he said ominously.


“The difference between you and me is that I’m not ashamed of anything I’ve done in the past,” Janey said. This wasn’t entirely true, but she had to admit that it sounded good.


Comstock, however, wasn’t impressed. “Just keep the fuck away from me,” he said. “I’m warning you. This could be a disaster for both of us.”


And with that, he hung up.


Goddamned Comstock, Janey thought, as she pressed down on the brake. The traffic had come to a standstill and she leaned her head to the side, frowning at the line of cars.


This was supposed to be her triumphant summer, she thought angrily. Her new commercial, in which she pretended to sing and play a white electric guitar while wearing nothing more than a white silk bra and panties, had begun airing three days ago to great fanfare—and now that she was a famous supermodel, she knew this was the summer to strike. She planned to cultivate the movers and shakers who populated the Hamptons every summer; her dream was to have a “salon” where artists, filmmakers, and writers would gather to discuss intellectual topics. If pressed, she would have to admit that eventually, she wanted to direct… But most of all, she was assuming her new supermodel status would mean she didn’t have to deal with assholes like Comstock Dibble anymore, and would enable her to get a much better man. Naturally, she wanted to be in love, but behind every great match, wasn’t there a touch of cynicism? And there was nothing the public loved more than the alliance of two famous people…


But suddenly, Comstock’s phone call made her question all that, and for a moment she wondered nervously if she had, indeed, come as far as she’d imagined. All her life, it seemed, she’d been forced to sleep with rich men in order to survive—short, paunchy, bald men with hair in their ears and funguses on their toes, men with gaps in their teeth and fur on their backs, men with penises that never quite got erect, men, in short, whom no self-respecting woman would ever have sex with save for the fact that the man had money. She’d vowed that this summer would be different. But that one comment of Comstock’s—“we all know how you operate, Janey”—suddenly made her unsure…


She gripped the steering wheel, and as she did so, her eyes fell on her bitten nails. She quickly slid one hand between her legs so she wouldn’t have to think about her fingers, and tried to reassure herself that what Comstock had said wasn’t important. After all, he was probably angry that she’d become a famous supermodel and he had let her go… But his words were a niggling reminder of everything that was wrong with New York: A man could sleep with as many women as he liked, but when it came to sex, there were still quite a few people in society who clung to the old-fashioned notion that a woman shouldn’t have too many partners. Oh, a woman could certainly have some sex—indeed, it was expected. But there seemed to be some unspoken limit as to the number of men a woman could bed, and having passed that limit, a woman was no longer considered “marriageable.”


And it was so unfair! Janey thought furiously. She certainly did seem to have more sex with more men than most of the women she knew, and she knew that, behind her back, people had whispered that she was a slut. But what nobody understood was that every time she did have sex with a man, even if it only entailed giving him a blow job in the bathroom of a restaurant, she was doing it because she thought that maybe he was “the one.”


Or that was what she always told herself, anyway.


Her phone rang again, and she grabbed it, wondering if it was Comstock calling back to apologize.


“Janey?” asked a slightly familiar woman’s voice. The accent was cultured and East Coast, and then, as if the speaker had finally contacted a long lost friend, she cried out, “Mimi Kilroy here. Darling, how are you?”


For a second, Janey was too surprised to speak. Mimi was certainly not a good friend; indeed, their acquaintance consisted of little more than bumping into each other at parties over the years. But Janey was immediately thrilled. Mimi Kilroy was at the very top of the social heap in New York—her father was a famous senator who, it was rumored, might be appointed to Finance Commissioner if the Republicans won the new election—and it was whispered that Mimi, who had been on the scene since the age of fifteen when she started going to Studio 54, secretly ran New York society. In the past ten years, Janey had barely spoken more than three words to Mimi—until this moment, Mimi had always made it a point to ignore her or to pretend that she didn’t know who Janey was—but nevertheless, Janey wasn’t particularly surprised that Mimi was calling. After all, as soon as you made it in New York, people who had never acknowledged you before suddenly wanted to become your best friend.


And so, in a voice that implied that she and Mimi were, indeed, old friends, and that Mimi had never once cut her at parties, she purred, “Hello, Mimi. You must be going crazy getting ready for your party tonight.” Then she sat back against the seat and, glancing at herself in the rearview mirror, smiled in satisfaction.


Oh, it was morally wrong, of course, to suddenly pretend to be Mimi’s friend—just because Mimi suddenly seemed to want to be hers. But Janey was never one to stand on ceremony, especially when a situation might potentially work to her benefit, and in the next second, Mimi exclaimed with a touch of guilt, “I hardly lift a finger. The caterers and party planners do it all… I only have to taste the hors d’oeuvres!”


Janey was suddenly uncomfortable. She’d given exactly two parties in her life, both disasters (she had a miserly quality and each time the alcohol had run out), and the fact that Mimi was famous for her parties and was able to hire caterers and party planners only seemed to highlight the gulf between them. Faced with a reminder of her lesser status, Janey’s usual reaction would have been a snide comment. But this time she caught herself, and instead of remarking sarcastically, “Can’t you find someone to do that?” she merely laughed politely.


“Darling,” Mimi said, “I just wanted to make sure that you’re coming to the party tonight. There’s someone special I want to introduce you to. His name is Selden Rose, and he’s just moved here from California… Do you know him? He’s the new head of MovieTime, the cable channel… You’re probably like me, you don’t watch TV, but apparently it’s a very important job… And he’s gorgeous and forty-five, divorced, no kids thank God, so he’s relatively fresh… but most of all, darling, he’s terribly, terribly… real. Yes, I think that’s the word for it. He’s real. Not a bit like us,” Mimi said, with a knowing laugh. “Of course, I don’t expect you to fall in love with him, but he’s an old friend of George’s and hardly knows anyone, and it would be so sweet if you were just a tiny bit nice to him…”


“I’d love to meet him,” Janey said warmly. “He sounds divine…”


“Oh darling, he is,” Mimi said. “And naturally I never forget anyone who’s done me a favor…”


The conversation went on like this for a few more seconds, and then Mimi hung up with a salutation of “Big kiss, darling.” And suddenly, Janey was on top of the world again. Selden Rose didn’t sound particularly promising—from Mimi’s description, he might even be another Comstock Dibble—but the fact that Mimi had called to fix her up with him reassured her that she had come as far as she’d thought. And wouldn’t that be a slap in the face to Comstock Dibble, and a way of showing him that he mustn’t mess with her. She didn’t know what Mimi meant, exactly, about being “sweet” to Selden Rose (if she expected Janey to give him a blow job in the bathroom, she could forget about it), but she would certainly pay him some attention, and when Comstock saw that she’d made it into Mimi’s inner circle, it would drive him crazy…


The traffic came to yet another halt just before Exit 70, and feeling a renewed sense of her personal power, Janey took the opportunity to flip open the large lighted mirror in the car’s sun visor. Her reflection never failed to satisfy her, and leaning forward, she marveled at her own beauty.


Her hair, long, thick, and blond, was like cream; the shape of her face nearly perfect with its high forehead and small, neat chin. Her eyes were blue and turned up ever so slightly at the outer corners, promising a certain mysterious intelligence, while her full lips (recently made even fuller by injections from her dermatologist) implied a certain childlike innocence. Indeed, the only technical flaw was her nose, which had a slightly bulbous, turned-up tip, and yet, without this nose she would have been a cold, classical beauty. Because of it, her beauty became accessible, giving the common man the impression that he could have her if only he could manage to meet her.


She was, indeed, so engrossed in her appearance that she didn’t notice that the traffic had finally begun to move until a few sharp horn blasts from the car behind her broke her reverie. Annoyed and slightly embarrassed, she looked into the rearview mirror and saw that the offending driver was a stunningly handsome young man sitting behind the wheel of a hunter green Ferrari. Janey was immediately filled with envy—she’d always loved that Ferrari—but her resentment turned into pure jealousy when she saw who the passenger was: Pippi Maus.


Pippi and her younger sister, Nancy Maus, comprised the Maus acting sisters from Charleston, South Carolina. They had faces like little mice but possessed enviable figures of the type so rarely found in nature: They were skinny girls with naturally huge breasts. Notoriously talentless, in Janey’s mind they represented “everything that was wrong with the world”; still, they had managed to carve out careers by playing quirky characters in independent films. Janey couldn’t imagine how, or why, Pippi was on her way out to the Hamptons—from Janey’s point of view Pippi wasn’t the sort of person who belonged there—but even more mysterious was what she was doing with such an amazingly gorgeous guy. Even stuffed into the little Ferrari seat she could tell that he was tall—maybe even 6'4"—with the lean body, full lips, and chiseled face of a male model. Perhaps he was gay—Pippi, after all, was the kind of girl who probably only hung out with gay men—but Janey suspected from the macho way he had leaned on his horn that he was not.


And then, adding insult to injury, the Ferrari made a sudden sideways move and pulled onto the shoulder. In a second, it was passing her as if she were no more significant than a bug. Pippi squealed with delight as Janey glared at the driver. His eyes met hers, and for a second, Janey was completely taken aback. His shocked expression was that of a man who has suddenly seen an angel…


But then the green car disappeared around the bend in the exit, and Janey was left feeling, once again, that somehow she’d been left behind. If she couldn’t take the seaplane to the Hamptons, then she ought to be in a car like that, with a guy like that… Nibbling absentmindedly at an imaginary hangnail, she consoled herself with the fact that she was sure the driver had instantly fallen in love with her—and that he might be exactly the sort of man she was looking for. And expertly sliding the clutch into third gear, she mused about how much fun it would be to take him away from Pippi Maus.
























Chapter Two







MIMI KILROY’S MEMORIAL Day weekend party was legendary and strictly A list; and as it was covered by every newspaper and magazine in town, it was impossible to pretend that it didn’t exist—which was the only option if you weren’t invited. Janey had never been asked before, and every summer it had been a thorn in her side to know that one hundred of the coolest, most talented, and most important people in New York had been invited, and that she was most specifically not among them. No matter how hard she tried, no matter how many times she said in a scoffing tone of voice, “It’s only a stupid party, please,” she could never get over the distinct feeling that Mimi had cruelly and deliberately passed her over.


And this feeling was not mediated by logic—after all, Mimi didn’t really know her. Nevertheless, in years past, Janey had done everything possible to finagle her way into the party, from giving a blow job to a man she hardly knew in the hope that he would take her as his guest, to reconnoitering the beach behind Mimi’s house to see if she could sneak in the back. But the real blow had come four years ago, when she was dating Peter Cannon and he had been invited to Mimi’s party. “Why would she invite you?” she’d asked in disbelief, and he’d just looked at her and said snidely, “Why wouldn’t she invite me?”


“Because,” Janey said stubbornly. She longed to say, “Because you’re a nobody,” but she didn’t, because how would it make her look that she was dating a nobody? And besides, she wanted him to take her to the party.


Peter wasn’t averse to taking her (every now and again, Janey noticed, he was capable of behaving like a human being), but Mimi prevented him. He RSVPed for two, then Mimi’s assistant had called and asked for the name of his guest.


“Janey Wilcox,” he’d said.


She called back two hours later. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but who is your guest?”


“Janey Wilcox.”


“Yes, but who is she?”


“She’s a girl,” he’d said.


“But who is she? What does she do?”


“She’s a sort of… model?” Peter said.


“I’ll have to get back to you.”


Janey had yelled at him: “Why didn’t you tell her that I was an actress?”


“I dunno,” Peter said. “Because you really haven’t been one for five years?”


“That’s because I’m waiting for the right part,” Janey screamed.


Then the assistant had called back. “I’m so sorry,” she said, “but I talked to Mimi, and it turns out we’re overbooked this year. No one is allowed to bring a guest.”


This was a lie, and they all knew it.


At that moment, Janey’s feelings about Mimi crystallized into hate. She didn’t really know Mimi, but she hated her anyway—the way one might hate a movie star or a politician: She hated what she represented.


Unlike most people, Janey thought bitterly, Mimi had never wanted for anything. She’d never had to struggle; she’d never had to worry about how she was going to pay her rent. Technically, she’d had “careers” (as a model for Ralph Lauren, a VJ for VH1, a jewelry designer, and, most recently, an importer of pashminas, which she sold to her friends), but in Janey’s mind, Mimi had never really done anything, and was nothing more than a useless socialite who was always swaddled in designer clothes and whose photograph appeared in the party pages of various magazines each month.


But for Janey, the bitterest pill concerned Mimi’s appearance: She was tall and skinny, with that kind of thin, naturally blond hair that always looks stringy; nevertheless, everyone always insisted that she was “a beauty.” Janey couldn’t believe it. If Mimi weren’t rich, if she didn’t come from such a prominent family, there wouldn’t have been one guy in New York who would have given her the time of day. In short, Mimi was a blazing advertisement for the unfairness of life: If it weren’t for an accident of birth, she would be nothing.


Mimi’s mother was Tabitha Mason, a fifties movie star who came from a prominent Philadelphia family. Her father was Robert Kilroy of the California Kilroys; at the time of their marriage in 1955, he was the second youngest senator to be elected in history. When their first child, Sandy, a boy, was born in 1956, Tabitha gave up Hollywood to raise her family; two years later she gave birth to a baby girl, Camille, whom everyone called Mimi.


As a child, Janey knew everything about Mimi—from her favorite color (pink), to the name of her pony (Blaze), on whose back Mimi had won a shelf full of trophies and blue ribbons. Janey knew all this, because all through the sixties and into the early seventies, women’s magazines like Good Housekeeping and Ladies’ Home Journal featured stories about the glamorous Kilroy family; indeed, “The Kilroy Family Thanksgiving” was a yearly staple on which the less glamorous denizens of America could rely as solidly as cranberry sauce. And there was Mimi herself, year after year, in a pink dress with a lacy white pinafore and pink patent-leather Mary Janes, her hair done up in pigtails or fastened into a ponytail with a shiny ribbon; and later on, Mimi in her first long “hostess” gown, her stringy hair pulled back and topped with one of those large, fake buns that were so popular in the early seventies. In these photographs, Mimi always appeared slightly gaunt, with large blue eyes that seemed to pop out of her head, but her expression was also slightly defiant, as if she knew how ridiculous it all was and frankly had better things to do with her time.


And little six-year-old Janey Wilcox, with her pudgy face and thick, mousy brown hair, would study those photographs and wonder why she hadn’t been born Mimi Kilroy! Somehow, this Mimi Kilroy person had ended up with what should have been Janey’s life.


But time passed and things happened, and Janey forgot all about Mimi Kilroy—until she arrived in New York in the late eighties.


Janey was barely twenty years old and had just returned after modeling in Europe for the summer. She was immediately taken up by an investment banker named Petie—he was probably in his early thirties but to Janey he seemed ancient. He wore his dark hair slicked back from his forehead, his eyes were too close together, and he had the soft, delicate hands of a little girl, but he was easy to manipulate. One night he took her to an exclusive, private party at the Grolier Club; he hadn’t been invited himself but as he was one of the big investors in the club, they had to let him in.


The party was for the bad-boy Southern writer Redmon Richardly, and the crowd, raucous and drunk, had a self-satisfied air, as if there were no better people in New York and no better place to be. Right away, Janey could see that Petie, who was wearing a heavy English-style pinstriped suit, didn’t really belong there; he had an oily smoothness that Janey had interpreted as being urbane, but taken out of his element and placed in this crowd, she suddenly saw that he was nothing more than a sleazy money guy.


“Let’s go,” she whispered.


He looked at her like she was insane. “Huh?” he said, and taking her hand, pulled her upstairs to the bar.


There was a girl at the bar surrounded by several men; as Petie ordered drinks, her eyes flickered and she jumped up from her barstool. Janey hadn’t seen a photograph of Mimi Kilroy for years, but she instinctually knew it was Mimi Kilroy, and she took a step back in awe.


She would always remember exactly how Mimi looked, for her elegant, deceptively expensive style was one Janey had been trying to copy ever since. She was wearing a crisp white shirt with large cuffs pushed halfway up her forearms and fastened with a pair of men’s heavy gold cuff links; the shirt was loosely tucked into a pair of fawn-colored fine suede pants. A man’s gold Rolex watch jangled on her wrist like a bracelet; on her right hand was a large oval sapphire ring. She wafted money like expensive perfume.


Mimi came up behind Petie and put her hands over his eyes. Petie jumped and turned around, grabbing her hands. She looked at him soulfully and said, “Hello, darling.”


She was one of those women who are much better looking in person than in photographs, as if what made her special was far too rare and elusive to be captured on film. Indeed, in years to come, Janey would muse that this might have explained why Mimi, for all her quality, never really made it beyond the borders of her small, circumscribed world—what she had couldn’t be transported and delivered to the masses. Still holding Petie’s hand, she leaned in and said, “There’s something I need to discuss with you in the bathroom,” and suddenly an expression of annoyed resignation crossed Petie’s face, as if he understood that he was once again about to be used.


“In a minute,” he said, and turning away from her, he took Janey’s arm and pulled her closer. “Do you know Janey Wilcox?” he asked.


Mimi held out a slim hand, and without interest said, “Nice to see you.” As her gaze slid back to Petie’s face, Janey was struck by the sound of her voice—she hadn’t known what to expect, but she’d never heard a voice like that, so rich and refined, and seeming to contain a range of subtle meanings. “Janey’s new in town,” Petie said. “She’s a model.”


Mimi looked at Janey coldly and, with a little laugh, said, “Who isn’t?”


Then Janey, out of an innocent desire to make an impact on her idol, found herself saying, “I used to see your picture in magazines… when I was a kid…”


And in the uncomfortable silence that followed, all Janey could think about was how her voice had come out in an annoying squeak.


Mimi looked at her as if summing her up, and then, deciding that what she saw was of no importance, said, “Really? I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about…” And giving Petie a meaningful look, turned away.


For a moment, Janey stood staring after her in shock: She knew she’d been thoroughly and rudely dismissed, but she couldn’t understand why. Petie, seeing her expression, said, “Don’t worry about it. Everyone knows Mimi hates other women, especially if they’re younger and prettier than she is… You’ll get used to it,” he said with a laugh as he handed Janey her drink.


Janey took a sip but her eyes never left Mimi. She was destroyed but fascinated—by the way she moved her arms, by the way she tilted her head; as she opened her mouth to speak, Janey imagined she heard Mimi’s voice again, and she was transfixed, wondering what Mimi might be saying.


But she never got the opportunity to find out, because even though she would run into Mimi again and again over the next ten years, each time Mimi’s eyes would look over Janey’s shoulder, and her cold, rich voice would declare, “Nice to see you again”—the greeting New Yorkers used when they had no idea if they’d met before. The message, Janey understood, was clear: She and Mimi might be in the same room, but Janey was as far from Mimi’s world as she’d been as a six-year-old kid, staring at Mimi’s photograph in Good Housekeeping.


But eventually, Janey began to notice a subtle change in Mimi’s attitude. Whereas before Mimi had merely been noncommittal, in the past five years her “nice to see you again” began to take on a tone that bordered on open dislike. Janey suspected that this was because she’d slept with many of the same men Mimi had slept with, and Mimi was jealous.


Janey figured that she and Mimi had at least ten lovers in common, including Redmon Richardly and the screenwriter Bill Westacott. It continued to gall her that while everybody knew Mimi was a wild party girl who slept with whomever she pleased, nobody ever called Mimi a slut or looked askance at her behavior. It proved yet another truth about New York society: A rich girl could sleep with a hundred men and people would call her bohemian, while a poor girl who did the same thing was labeled a gold digger or a whore.


But all that had changed the day Janey became a Victoria’s Secret model. It was as if, after all those long years in New York, she’d suddenly emerged in full color. People suddenly got her, they understood who she was and what she was doing. And then the coveted invitation to Mimi’s party had arrived.


Exactly one month ago to the day, a heavy cream envelope had been messengered to Janey’s apartment in New York. She lived in the same walk-up building on East Sixty-seventh Street that she’d moved into ten years before, and she mused that she was lucky she was home at the time, because if she hadn’t been, there was no doorman to receive the missive, and then what would have happened?


On the envelope was written only her name, “Miss Janey Wilcox,” with no address—implying that an address might be tacky—and even before she opened the envelope, she knew what it contained.


Carefully sliding her finger under the flap, so that the envelope would remain in pristine condition (these were the kinds of things she liked to save), she removed the simple ecru card inside. Written on the upper-left-hand corner in the English style, her name was written out in calligraphy, and printed below were the words: “Mimi Kilroy and George Paxton, at home, Friday, May twenty-seventh.” And in that moment, Janey’s deep hatred of Mimi evaporated. It was difficult to sustain hatred, especially when it was bathed in the warm light of attention and acknowledgment. And Janey had reflected that while New York could certainly be superficial, it was a glorious sort of superficial, especially if you were on the inside.


Three years ago, at the age of thirty-nine, Mimi Kilroy had finally settled down and married George Paxton, the billionaire.


Five years earlier, George Paxton, who supposedly hailed from outside of Boston, which could mean anywhere really, had suddenly popped up on the social scene in New York. It was practically a rule in New York society that every few years, a billionaire would appear as if from nowhere, usually in the form of a middle-aged man who had suddenly made a fortune and was in the throes of a midlife crisis. Having slaved for years to make money, he was now in the position to finally enjoy his life, and the very first thing to go was always the first wife. Such was the story of George Paxton.


His first two years in New York followed the usual lines: He was feted and petted, and continually fixed up on blind dates, because there is nothing more exciting to society than a newly single man flush with a fortune he isn’t exactly sure how to spend. And after he’d had two years of dating the finest single women the Upper East Side could offer—women with fake breasts and no breasts, women with bodies perfected by Pilates, women with caramel-colored hair and sable coats, women who sat on boards and ran their own companies, women who were lawyers and doctors and real estate agents, women who were divorced from other rich men; and after he’d had his cock sucked and pushed into vaginas and anuses, been tied up and held down, had his nipples squeezed and his balls shaved and suffered the perpetual worry about getting (and keeping) a hard-on—then, and only then, was he introduced to Mimi Kilroy.


Mimi wasn’t the sort of “gal” George Paxton ever thought he’d end up marrying—she was like a high-strung racehorse, and George was a basic kind of guy—but after two years of feeling like a publicly traded stock, Mimi was, as he put it, “a breath of fresh air.” She didn’t take any of “it” too seriously, and besides, George had always prided himself on his ability to recognize a “good deal.” Not that George was the kind of man people imagined Mimi would marry. They’d expected a brilliant marriage—to a movie star or a handsome politician or even to one of the lesser English princes—and George was as nondescript as they came. Still, it was terribly clever to land a billionaire, and a middle-aged paunch could always be disguised under an expensive Italian suit. And if anyone knew how to spend George’s money it was Mimi, and that would be fun for everyone.


One of the very first things Mimi had done was to organize the purchase of the old Wannamaker estate in East Hampton. For years, this sandstone house, considered a white elephant with its fifteen bedrooms, indoor pool, and imported Italian frescoes, had stood vacant, the folly of Chester Wannamaker who had built up a fortune in department stores in the early and middle part of the 1900s, and then had lost it all in the late 1970s when he tried to expand. The bank foreclosed on the house and the price was $8 million, but time, sand, and salt water had ravaged the mansion, and it was estimated that restoring the house would cost twice the purchasing price. It was exactly the sort of project Mimi loved, and in April, the restoration was finished, complete with a landing pad for George’s helicopter.


And now, all afternoon and into the early evening of the Memorial Day bash, this helicopter had been busily employed in ferrying high-profile guests from Manhattan to the house. At 7 P.M., as Janey turned the Porsche onto Georgica Pond Lane, the Sikorsky Black Hawk VH60 swooped out of the sky and disappeared behind the hedges next to the house. Janey wondered whom it contained and what kind of status was required to score not only an invitation to Mimi’s party but a lift on the helicopter as well, and she vowed that next year, she would be on that helicopter.


Nevertheless, it was still a thrill to present her invitation to the very nice man who stood at the foot of the polished granite stairs leading up to the house. “Your card, please,” he asked, and Janey opened her purse, which was small and beaded and all the rage because the designer had made only ten and had given one to her, and handed him her invitation.


“Welcome, Miss Wilcox,” the man said. “I’m sorry. I should have recognized you.”


“No problem,” Janey said graciously. She lifted the hem of her long yellow Oscar de la Renta dress that she’d borrowed for the occasion and tripped lightly up the stairs, noting the flowering apple trees and inhaling the sweet fragrance of the blossoms. There were jugglers in between the trees, tossing golden apples, and at the top of the steps, a string quartet. The heavy wooden doors to the house were thrown open, and Janey entered breathlessly to the sweeping wail of a violin.


Mimi stood resplendent in a white Tuleh gown at the end of a marble foyer, and, with a jolt of pleasure, Janey saw that she was talking to Rupert Jackson, the English movie star. Mimi turned and waved, and Janey approached, unable to prevent herself from thinking about what a great couple she and Rupert Jackson would make.


“Janey, darling,” Mimi said, coming forward to take her hands and kiss her on both cheeks. Her wrists were encircled in diamond bracelets; there were diamond earclips on her ears. Like so many New York women, Mimi had aged hardly a bit in the ten years or more that Janey had known her, and Janey wondered what she’d had done.


“What beautiful bracelets,” Janey remarked.


“Oh darling, they’re nothing,” Mimi said.


“Don’t you love the way rich people always act like a million dollars is nothing?” Rupert said.


“Darling, you know Janey Wilcox, don’t you?” Mimi asked.


“No, but I think I’d better,” Rupert said. There are two different types of actors, Janey thought—those who aren’t anything like their characters and those who are exactly like them, and Rupert Jackson was definitely the latter. He was as handsome in person as he was in his movies; he had the same crinkly smile and that forelock of brown hair that flopped over his forehead, and he said, “I’ve seen your photograph everywhere, and I’ve always wondered what that girl would be like in real life. You must promise to discuss your underwear with me later.”


Janey laughed out loud, and Mimi said playfully, “Now Rupert, Janey is the most beautiful woman at the party, but you’re practically engaged, and besides, I’ve already picked out someone else for her.”


“I’m terribly hurt,” Rupert said. “Who is this lucky man?”


“Selden Rose,” Mimi said. “The new head of MovieTime. He just arrived by helicopter… He got stuck on the Long Island Expressway and we had to send the helicopter to rescue him.”


“Really? How extraordinary. What sort of man has to be rescued from the Long Island Expressway?” Rupert asked, and with an expression of mock horror on his face, he turned to Janey and winked. Janey had to agree with him—she had yet to meet this Selden Rose, but already he didn’t sound promising.


“Don’t listen to a word he says,” Mimi said. “Selden’s an old friend of George’s—but don’t worry, he’s not nearly as dull. I can never figure out exactly what George does, you see, other than the fact that he seems to own everything.”


Janey and Rupert laughed dutifully, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Comstock Dibble enter the house with his fiancée, Mauve Binchely. This was good—Comstock wouldn’t dare misbehave toward her in front of Mimi. But Mimi was facing away from him and had yet to note his appearance.


“Sometimes I tell George that he owns me,” Mimi continued gaily, “and he loves it.” She had a way of making everything sound like a secret, and leaning toward Janey and touching her arm, she said, “Don’t ever get married, Janey, or at least not before you absolutely have to. It’s too boring. But Selden is different—he’s supposed to be brilliant—in any case, I’ve heard he actually reads books. George doesn’t read a thing, of course, unless it has dollar signs on it. I think he was a literature major at Harvard.”


Janey could feel Comstock’s eyes boring into her back. Tilting her head to the side and emitting a tinkling peal of laughter—a gesture she had copied from Mimi years ago—she said, “George?”


“Oh, no, Selden,” Mimi said. “George did go to Harvard, but sometimes I swear you would never know it… just look at him!” She indicated an unremarkable man of medium height, who was holding a lit cigar in one hand while furtively shoving a shrimp cocktail into his mouth with the other. “George!” Mimi called to him from across the room. George looked up guiltily, and taking the proffered napkin from the uniformed waitress who was holding a tray, wiped his mouth and strolled over. Seeing him dressed in cream-colored trousers and a navy blue blazer with gold buttons, Janey had to agree that what everybody said about him was true: His appearance was so dull and ordinary that you wondered if you would recognize him the next time you met him. Even his eyes looked like they’d been inserted into his head on an assembly line.


“Darling,” Mimi said, exhaling a long sigh. “You know you shouldn’t smoke and eat at the same time… What would Mother say?”


“Luckily, Mother is dead, so I doubt she’d say anything,” George responded.


“Husbands are just like children,” Mimi said. “It’s something people always tell you, but you never believe it until you get married. George, have you met Janey Wilcox?”


George wiped his hand on his napkin and held out five stubby fingers. “Don’t know you but I know all about you,” he said. And then, without preamble, asked, “What’s it like knowing that half of America has seen you in your underwear?”


“George!” Mimi exclaimed.


“I was about to ask that very question,” Rupert said.


“Maybe you should try it,” Janey said.


“I’m afraid I’d become more of a laughingstock than I already am,” Rupert said. And Mimi said, “George, I swear darling, if you weren’t so rich, I’d divorce you.”


And then Mimi turned and saw Comstock and Mauve. Janey caught Comstock’s eye and he quickly looked away.


The inevitable moment of meeting was diverted, however, when Mimi said, “Rupert, darling, come and say hello to Mauve, will you? She’s got a terrible crush on you, but I promise to spare you at dinner.” Turning to George she said, “And as for you, darling, if you’re going to be rude to our guests, can you at least make yourself useful? Janey needs a drink.” And bearing Rupert away, she left Janey with George.


As he led her into an ornately decorated living room, he began babbling about the renovation, but Janey soon found herself losing attention. She was taken with her own thoughts, those being that Mimi and George’s marriage was exactly the sort of union she’d been trying to avoid her whole life. This wasn’t entirely truthful, as, so far, any man—rich or poor—had yet to express an interest in marrying her. But right now, being forced to listen to George go on and on about the costs of the different kinds of paneling in the room, it seemed like a blessing, and she wondered why the fabulous Mimi Kilroy had succumbed to marrying George Paxton. It wasn’t that he was so awful—summing him up, Janey could see that he had a glimmer of humor—but that he was so completely out of his element. Nor did this bode well for the “brilliant” Selden Rose: It certainly didn’t recommend him much if George was his good friend.


As George went on and on—she believed he was talking about the packing methods for shipping furniture from Europe to America, a topic on which she did not, and never would, have an interest—she spotted Pippi Maus by the French doors leading to the terrace, and was immediately reminded of the delicious young man she’d seen her with in the car. At the moment, he was nowhere to be found, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t at the party. Using the excuse of needing some fresh air, Janey strolled toward Pippi, and then, when she was nearly on top of her, pretended to suddenly see her. Arranging her expression into one of pleasant surprise, she said, “Pippi?”


Pippi looked up at her with that expression that is typical of all famous people: a mixture of eagerness at being recognized, coupled with a fear of being ambushed by an overeager fan. Janey nearly snorted with derision—in her mind, Pippi wasn’t famous enough for that look, but she held out her hand and said, “Janey Wilcox.”


“Oh,” Pippi said. Janey could tell that Pippi had no idea who she was, which was all the more annoying as under normal circumstances, Janey wouldn’t have wasted her time with a chit like Pippi—after all, there was nothing Pippi could do for her. But at the moment, she was dying to find out at least the name of Pippi’s afternoon companion, so she said, “You remember? We met… oh God, I can’t even remember where we met…”


“I can’t even remember what day it is most of the time,” Pippi agreed, nodding her head.


“I think you passed me on the Long Island Expressway this afternoon.”


Pippi opened her mouth in recognition, as if finally able to place who Janey was. “I’m sure we did,” she said. “We passed almost everyone. Did you see me? I was in a green Ferrari.”


Janey ignored the obviousness of her remark and said, “I love that car.”


“So do I,” Pippi said. “I wish it was mine, but I can’t afford it.”


“Is it your boyfriend’s?”


“Oh no. I mean, it is his car, but he isn’t my boyfriend. Not yet, I mean… He’s a polo player,” she said breathlessly, as if that explained everything.


Janey nodded wisely, knowing that poor little Pippi, with her mousy face and eyes that were spaced too closely together, hardly had a chance, and in a voice dripping with sympathy said, “You should have brought him to the party.”


“I wanted to, but I couldn’t,” Pippi said in agony. “He had to have dinner with some old guy… Harold something…?”


“Harold Vane?” Janey said, trying to hold her excitement in check. Harold Vane was yet another of her former lovers, and a good friend—she must remember to call Harold tomorrow and find out all about this mysterious polo player.


“What’s his name?” she asked casually.


“I can’t remember. Harold…?”


“Oh, I know Harold,” Janey said, with a superior laugh. “I meant the polo player.”


“Zizi?” Pippi asked. And then the light of understanding appeared to dawn on her. “That’s what everyone calls him anyway. But I haven’t found out if he has a last name or not…”


“Really,” Janey said, smiling vaguely. Pippi was so dumb, she thought, and now, having achieved her aim, she wanted to escape. Turning, she saw a savior in the form of Rupert Jackson.


He was obviously looking for her, because he came right over, and in a scolding tone of voice declared, “Miss Wilcox, you’ve been very naughty. I’ve just discovered that you know this scoundrel, Peter Cannon. Is it true you actually dated the man?”


Janey would have preferred that Rupert hadn’t been acquainted with this information, but it was impossible to keep secrets in New York, and in a second, her dismay was quickly replaced with the pleasurable knowledge that Rupert Jackson must certainly be interested.


“Oh really,” she said airily. “I only dated him the same way I date every man. For a minute.”


“You are naughty,” Rupert said, shrieking with delight. His voice attracted the attention of nearly everyone in the room, and he said, “You must tell Uncle Rupert all about it.” And then, in full view of the party, her took her arm and led her away to a remote corner of the terrace.


The party had swelled and grown, and cries of “Isn’t it a perfect evening?” rang out across the terrace, as if the guests themselves had arranged for the weather and not Mother Nature.


But who wouldn’t have wanted to take credit for such an evening? The night air was a temperate seventy-two degrees, there was a full moon and just the slightest hint of a breeze off the Atlantic Ocean. The soft wind mingled with the strains of music from the steel band, picking up the bell-like peals and sprinkling them over the party like so much fairy dust. Flowering fruit trees in pots, their branches trimmed to resemble lollipops, were spaced at even intervals along a bright white balustrade, and framed between two of these trees now stood Janey Wilcox.


Having moved away from the crowd for a moment, Janey situated herself to her best advantage, in a three-quarter pose facing the ocean. Her hands rested on the balustrade, and she leaned over slightly, pushing out her chest and arching her back, so that her breasts were more prominently displayed. She tilted her head back a bit and closed her eyes, breathing in the night air and knowing as she did so that she was creating the impression of a lovely young woman who was lost in thought.


But in reality, her mind was awhirl. It was, she decided, already a thrillingly successful evening for her: There was that long and promising conversation with Rupert Jackson, and then Mimi had introduced her to the new editor in chief of Harper’s Bazaar, who hinted that she might use Janey for a cover. In all her years as a model, Janey had never rated the cover of a magazine, and she marveled at the capriciousness of life, about how, when one good thing happened to you, other good things seemed to follow.


And then there was Mimi herself. Janey wondered why she’d mistrusted her for so many years—like most people, Mimi was perfectly nice once you got to know her. It crossed Janey’s mind that perhaps the fault had been on her side—maybe Mimi had simply suspected that Janey didn’t like her. But that was the wonderful thing about New York: Years of bad blood could be wiped out with a single gesture of friendliness, the unspoken understanding being that no one ever need acknowledge the previously awkward relationship.


She took a sip of champagne, and stared out over the ocean. Separating herself from the crowd was an old party trick of hers, and one that she used deliberately to allow an interested man to approach without fear. Keeping her gaze on the ocean, she wondered idly what sort of fish she would hook, when suddenly, she heard a familiar and not entirely welcome voice cry out, “Well, if it isn’t Janey Wilcox. In the flesh.”


It was Bill Westacott, the screenwriter.


“Jesus, Janey,” he said, coming toward her. “I can hardly walk down the street in New York without seeing your goddamned picture somewhere. What the hell is going on?”


This should have been gratifying, but coming from Bill it was merely exasperating, reminding her of the many times in the past when Bill had annoyed her. Taking on his subtly snide tone, she said, “Bill! What are you doing here?” as if she were surprised at his being invited, and he said, “Why shouldn’t I be here?”


Janey gave a superior laugh, and said, “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be here, I’m just surprised, that’s all.” Moving closer and lowering her voice, she said, “I thought you didn’t like Mimi Kilroy.”


Bill refused to take the bait. “Come on, Janey,” he said. “I may have had some issues with her over the years, but Mimi is one of my oldest friends.”


“Oh yes,” Janey said, giving him a sarcastic smile. “I forgot.”


“And I seem to recall that you’re the one who has a problem with her,” Bill continued heedlessly. “ ‘She’s ugly and old, and I can’t believe people still pay attention to her,’ were, I believe, your exact words.”


Janey took a step away. “I never said that,” she hissed, trying to take refuge behind a potted fruit tree. Why was it always like this with Bill? Somehow, he always managed to spin the conversation around so that everything was her fault, and it wasn’t fair.


“You did say it,” he said. “But I’m not going to hold it against you. I’ve lived in New York long enough to understand how these things work. Now you’re the belle of the ball—why shouldn’t you be Mimi Kilroy’s new best friend?”


“I’m hardly her best friend,” Janey said with annoyance.


“You will be,” Bill said casually. “You never miss an opportunity to get ahead.” And fixing her with a piercing look, he added, “And Mimi never misses an opportunity to seduce the latest star…”


“Oh please, Bill,” Janey said, the note of disgust in her voice conveying the impression that she wasn’t going to dignify this with a response.


Bill wasn’t deterred. “So what did Rupert Jackson want?” he asked with an amused grin.


So that was it! she thought. There it was: The old jealousy. Bill, who was married to a crazy woman and had two kids, had been her lover two summers in a row. He would never leave his wife, but with typical male egotism, couldn’t stand her having other boyfriends, either. Last summer, Bill had nearly gone insane when he’d found out she was seeing Comstock Dibble, and sensing an opportunity to goad him, she said seductively, “What do you think he wants?”


Instead of a jealous reaction, however, Bill laughed out loud. “I don’t know, but it’s probably not what you think he wants.”


“Oh really?” she asked, raising her eyebrows in disbelief.


“I’m just stating the obvious,” Bill said, with a triumphant grin. “Rupert Jackson is gay. Everybody in Hollywood knows it. The fiancée is a beard.”


Janey gasped and then turned on him in a rage. “I can’t believe you’re this bitter, Bill. Just because your career is going nowhere…” She was about to continue, but he cut her off.


“In the first place, I just sold a screenplay to Universal. So my career is going great, thank you very much,” he said evenly. “And in the second, why can’t you stop being so defensive? Not everybody is out to get you all the time… As a matter of fact, I was just trying to give you a friendly warning. A little tip to prevent you from making a fool of yourself over Rupert Jackson, the way you did over Comstock Dibble last summer. As I recall, I was the one who told you he was engaged…”


“Married. You said he was married,” Janey said.


“What’s the difference? The point is, he was with someone else…”


Well, she knew that, she thought, but stated so plainly, his words were like a little shock, reminding her of the unpleasant conversation she’d had with Comstock that afternoon. But she didn’t want Bill to see that he’d nailed her, and staring boldly into his face, she said pointedly, “So what, Bill? Haven’t you noticed that most of the men I’ve been with have been involved with someone else?”


And then, as if sensing her unease and going in for the kill, Bill asked casually, “By the way, whatever happened to that screenplay you were writing for him?”


This was such an obviously nasty dig that for a moment, all Janey could think about was why Bill was being so mean. She’d always thought of Bill as being fucked up, but never inherently unkind. The surface of New York’s social interactions was as smooth and shiny as a sheet of ice, but underneath were water moccasins and snapping turtles—and while she knew of men who automatically became jealous of anyone else’s success, including a woman’s, she never thought Bill would fall into that category. For a moment, she soothed herself by feeling sorry for Bill, sorry that he’d become so pathetic. And then, shrugging off his comment as if it were of no importance, she said evenly, “What do you mean?”


He crossed his arms and leaned toward her aggressively. “I thought the big plan last summer was to become a famous Hollywood screenwriter. Didn’t you tell me that Comstock paid you to write a screenplay?”


“As a matter of fact, he did,” Janey said, shrugging her shoulders as if she couldn’t understand what he was getting at.


“So did you finish it? Are they going to make it into a big Hollywood movie with you as the star?”


“Oh yes,” she laughed, trying to make a joke of it. But inside, she was reeling. In the heady success of the last few months she’d managed to forget all about the fact that Comstock had paid her $30,000 to write a screenplay last summer—and while she had written thirty pages, she’d never been able to finish it. She couldn’t stand the idea that she had failed, especially at something that she’d always proclaimed was easy, and last summer, in an attempt to put Bill in his place, she’d boasted endlessly about how well her screenplay was going and how great it was going to be. And now she was in the embarrassing position of having to defend herself to him.


“Well?” he demanded.


“Well what?”


“Did you even finish it?” he asked in a superior tone of voice, as if he knew she hadn’t.


“I’m almost finished with the second draft.” This was a complete lie, but she couldn’t help it. All along, Bill had told her that she wouldn’t be able to write it, and now there was no way she was going to give him the satisfaction of having been correct.


“Really?” he said, as if he didn’t believe her. “You’ll have to let me read it.”


“Oh, I will,” she said.


They looked at each other, locked in a stalemate—after all, Bill couldn’t prove that she hadn’t written the screenplay—and Janey took a step forward as if to signal that the conversation was over. But then she had another shock: Coming toward them and completely unaware of their presence was Comstock Dibble himself, deep in conversation on his cell phone. In a few seconds, he would reach the balustrade and be a mere three feet away, and Janey knew that Bill was just vicious enough to mention her screenplay to him.


And what would Comstock say? She looked around for an escape, but she was trapped—wedged between a flowering fruit tree and the balustrade, she could either knock Bill over or jump over the railing.


Bill caught the look of distress on her face and turned around to see what was bothering her. Comstock still had no idea they were there. His face was red with anger, and he was covered in his usual coating of thick sweat. In a raised voice, he said, “If they think they can pull this kind of crap on me, they’ve got another thing coming… I’ll fuck with their kids, for Christ’s sake.” Snapping his cell phone shut, he suddenly turned and saw them.


His eyes narrowed and his lips pulled back into a vicious grin, revealing two front teeth separated by a large gap; Janey had a secret theory that his mother drank when she was pregnant and that Comstock Dibble, who wasn’t more than five feet, six inches tall, had suffered from fetal alcohol syndrome. And then, in mounting confusion, she saw that his smile wasn’t for her, but for Bill, and that he wasn’t even going to acknowledge her.


“Westacott,” Comstock said, holding out his hand. “My buddies at Universal tell me you did a great job with that screenplay.”


Bill suddenly morphed into the Hollywood professional, folding his arms and standing with his legs spread apart, so that he no longer towered over Comstock. “They’ve just given it the green light,” Bill said. “Rupert Jackson’s agreed to star…”


“Really?” Comstock said. “I love Rupert and he’s a fine actor, but you’ll have a hard time getting him out of bed before eleven…”


“I’ve heard that,” Bill said. And then Janey, unable to contain herself any longer, said defiantly, “I’ve just had a long talk with him, and I think he’s a doll…”


As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she realized how stupid they sounded, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to stand there, being ignored, and she looked from one man to the other with an expression on her face as if daring them to challenge her.


Bill looked at her with mild surprise, but Comstock regarded her blankly, as if he had never seen her before and had no idea she actually talked. “Well…?” she said, faltering. And then Bill, unable to keep the amusement out of his voice, said, “Comstock, you know the lovely and talented Janey Wilcox, don’t you?”


“I’ve never had the pleasure,” he said. His words were mild enough, but the expression on his face said, If you fuck with me, I’ll break your kneecaps.


He held out his hand and Janey, shaking with anger, took it. How dare he do this to her, and especially in front of Bill, who knew that they’d had an affair. She was still in the process of forming a retort when Comstock’s cell phone rang, and turning away as if there were nothing going on beyond the usual burdens of being a high-powered movie producer, he said to Bill, “Sorry, the office. They never leave you alone, no matter where you are.”


“Time difference,” Bill said. “Try Australia.”


“I have,” Comstock said, and holding the cell phone up to his ear, he barked, “Yeah?” into it and began strolling away.


All Janey could think was that Comstock was getting away scot-free, and she took a step toward him, intending to give him a piece of her mind. But Bill stopped her; as she expected, as soon as Comstock was out of earshot, he began making fun of her. “Didn’t you have sex with him?” he asked mockingly. “What the hell did you do to him—bite his penis?”


A dozen nasty responses flittered through her mind, but Janey caught his expression and hesitated. He was taking too much pleasure in her obvious distress, and instinct told her that an angry display was exactly what he was hoping for. Lowering her head and pouting like a wounded child, she stared up at him through long dark lashes.


Faced with this display of female submissiveness, Bill’s protective male instincts kicked in, and he gently put his arm around her shoulders. “Come on, Wilcox,” he said. “I was just kidding, and everyone knows Comstock is an asshole. There’s no point in bothering with men like that unless you have to, and besides, you’re too good to have sex with such a disgusting little fart anyway…”


“I’m not upset,” she insisted. And then, suddenly feeling that Bill was the one person who could understand, she blurted out, “I only slept with him because I thought it would be good for business!”


Bill’s face registered surprise at her unexpected candor, and he laughed. “I can’t say I agree with you,” he said. “But that’s probably the most honest thing you’ve said in years.”


Janey glared at him, suddenly realizing she’d been caught. After all, she’d officially convinced herself that she was in love with Comstock, and she’d probably told Bill the same thing. “If you’re implying that I’m a liar…,” she said.


“Oh, I’m not implying anything. I’m stating it as fact,” Bill said. “You are a liar, and worst of all, you lie to yourself…”


“My goodness. You two look like you’re embroiled in a lovers’ quarrel,” Mimi said, coming up behind them.


Janey gave Bill a dirty look, furious that they’d been caught unawares in such an obviously intimate conversation. Bill was dangerous; in the future she’d have to be careful not to let him back her into a corner—after all, she’d let him do it before and every time they’d ended up in bed. But Bill wasn’t fazed: He casually stuck his hands in his pockets and, leaning back against the railing, said, “Janey and I are old friends. We always fight like brother and sister.”


Mimi gave Janey a sympathetic look. “And that, I’m afraid, is Bill’s definition of friendship,” she said. “He’s been fighting with me since we were in the sandbox together as kids.”


“That’s only because you wouldn’t let me play with your shovels,” Bill said.


“You were a bully then, and you haven’t changed a bit,” Mimi retorted. “In any case, I’ve come to tell you that we’re sitting down to dinner… Janey, you’re next to Selden Rose.…”


At the name Selden Rose, Bill suddenly smirked. “Janey will eat him for breakfast,” he said.


“Oh, Bill. Stop it,” Mimi said, giving him a warning look. And then, with a glance that indicated that Janey should follow her, she said, “I don’t know what’s wrong with Bill. He seems to get more and more bitter every year. Do you think he has money problems?”


Janey had no idea, as she’d only known Bill for two years, and he had always been this way. But there was no reason to tell Mimi this, so she said, “I think Bill just hates women, period.”


Mimi stopped and looked at her in surprise. “You know, I think you’re absolutely right.”


“I’m sure it has a lot to do with his wife,” Janey said, giving Mimi a meaningful look.


Mimi smiled and, in a conspiratorial gesture, took Janey’s arm. “I’m sure it does,” she whispered. “Poor Helen. She used to be such a nice girl…”


And as they entered the dining room together, the sting of that embarrassing encounter with Comstock and Bill began to fade. After all, for tonight anyway there was no one more important in the room than Mimi Kilroy—and Mimi was treating her as if she were one of her very best girlfriends. And her pleasure was complete when Mimi indicated a place in the center of the room and said, “We’re right here, Janey. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve seated you at my table.”
























Chapter Three







THREE DAYS LATER, at just after one o’clock in the afternoon, Patty Wilcox was sitting on a bench outside the Ralph Lauren store in East Hampton, waiting for her sister, Janey, to show up.


Patty wondered why, when she knew Janey would be late, she had rushed to leave the house so that she would be at the store at precisely one o’clock, which was the time they’d agreed to meet. It wasn’t, she thought, looking fruitlessly down the street, because she thought Janey might actually be on time. But rather that when Janey spoke, Patty jumped. Theirs was a typical big sister–little sister relationship, and there were times when Patty was just a little bit afraid of Janey…


That morning, at eleven o’clock, Janey had called her up, and in her usual cheery voice, which implied that everything in her life was just fantastic, thank you very much, asked Patty if she wanted to go shopping that afternoon.


“I don’t know,” Patty said hesitantly. “I’m not sure it’s appropriate.”


Janey’s laugh indicated that Patty was being ridiculous. “You don’t have to buy anything.”


“It’s not that,” Patty said. “I’m just not sure if I should be seen out shopping right now.”


“It’s not like you have photographers following you around, Patty. I mean, no one’s going to know who you are.”


No, Patty thought, but they would know who Janey was, and although Patty had no evidence of this, it crossed her mind that Janey was entirely capable of calling up one of the gossip columnists and telling them that Digger’s wife, who had been bilked out of a million dollars by Peter Cannon, was out shopping at Ralph Lauren. And then, as she always did when she thought bad things about Janey, Patty felt guilty, and the guilty part of her found itself agreeing to meet Janey at one o’clock. And now, hungry and slightly annoyed, Patty looked around and thought about getting an ice cream cone.


But then she realized she couldn’t do that either, because if Janey walked up and saw Patty eating an ice cream cone, she would give her “the look.” And on that particular day, with all the other stuff she was coping with, Patty didn’t need to be made aware of her shortcomings. Far better to go hungry than to be reminded—by Janey—of the fact that she probably did need to lose five or ten pounds.


Of course, Digger wouldn’t agree. Staring up the street toward the movie theater (Bag o’ Bones, one of Comstock’s films, was playing), she thought about how Digger was always telling her to stand up to her sister. But she wasn’t particularly thrilled with Digger at the moment, and besides, Digger didn’t know Janey as well as she did. Digger was the only person she’d ever met who seemed to be mysteriously immune to Janey’s charms—and while she had to admit that if that weren’t one of the reasons she had married him, it was certainly one of the things that had made her like him, it also meant that Digger could never understand the way she really felt about Janey. The truth was that while she was sometimes afraid of Janey, she was also equally afraid for her.


There was something very seductive about her, but it was a dangerous sort of seduction, because inevitably Janey had a way of damaging anyone who became involved with her. It was a fact of which Janey appeared to be blissfully unaware, and there were times when Patty couldn’t help wishing that something bad would happen to Janey and she would learn her lesson, although she wasn’t exactly sure what that lesson should be. And then she would feel guilty, because Janey was her sister, and you shouldn’t feel that way about a sibling.


But even as a child, Janey hadn’t been what was considered normal, Patty thought, standing up and peering down the street in vain. There had always been a supreme indifference about Janey: Every summer at the country club, while the other kids were swimming and playing tennis, Janey, who was fat and not athletic and didn’t like being seen in a bathing suit (now that was ironic), would sit at a picnic table in the woods, playing cards. Other kids tried to be friends with her, but Janey would dismiss them with a cutting remark.


And so it wasn’t really surprising that the whole family had been relieved when Janey had been accepted into the Ford modeling agency at sixteen. That first summer, Janey had been gone for three months, and Patty remembered it as the best summer of her life—she’d won the twelve-and-under state championship in swimming—and for once, no one in their family was fighting. And then the following summer, Janey had supposedly gone away for good. But eventually that seemed to go all wrong as well, although nobody in the family ever talked about it or said why, including Janey. All Patty knew was that she would never forget the end of that second summer, when Janey was eighteen and had come back from the South of France as different as if she’d gone to another planet and returned an alien. She had Louis Vuitton suitcases and designer clothes from France and Italy, she had handbags from Chanel and shoes from Manolo Blahnik, and in the afternoons, she would show Patty her things and tell her how much they had cost. Patty remembered that one handbag alone had cost $2,000, and when she looked scared, Janey had told her—in that new voice she’d developed with the fake European accent—that life wasn’t worth living if you couldn’t have the best it had to offer.


Patty returned to the bench with a sigh. Being a Monday afternoon in June, the main street in East Hampton wasn’t particularly crowded, but Patty was beginning to feel uncomfortable. A Mercedes passed, and then a Range Rover and a Lexus; it seemed that nobody in the Hamptons had a car that cost less than $100,000. She reminded herself that her own Mercedes was equally expensive, but that did little to prevent her from feeling like an interloper, who, try as she might, never really felt like she belonged in this scene. It was just like the Mercedes, which Digger had paid for, and therefore wasn’t really hers.


Maybe the problem was that it was all a little too perfect, she thought, with the meticulously maintained antique houses that lined the beginning of Main Street, eventually blending into the pristine white buildings that housed expensive shops. Or maybe it was just that the whole place screamed money: The windows of the real estate office behind her featured poster-size aerial photographs of $10-million estates, while the lingerie store next door charged $150 for a pair of cotton underpants. Or maybe it was the reality that being in the Hamptons wasn’t really getting away from New York, and at any moment one might run into an unwelcome acquaintance.


And that, of course, is exactly what happened. Patty’s thoughts were interrupted by a disembodied high-pitched staccato voice, screaming into a cell phone: “But I told you not to let him in! The client is furious!” and in a moment, the somewhat stumpy figure of Roditzy Deardrum emerged from behind a tree.


Roditzy was one of those public relations girls whose photograph had recently appeared on the cover of New York magazine; she was exactly Patty’s age—twenty-eight—and, thanks to her mother’s money, headed her own PR company called Ditzy Productions. Roditzy would later end up in a French jail due to a freak boating accident in the South of France, in which several of her friends would lose arms and legs during an Ecstasy fest arranged by Roditzy herself, but at the moment, nothing bad had happened to her and she was considered the party queen of New York, the girl who was responsible for arranging the most outrageous events and producing the best guests. Her last event had been some ridiculous extravaganza involving dogs dressed up in one-of-a-kind designer dog clothes, and she had managed to convince several unwitting movie stars to attend. Patty knew that if Roditzy spotted her, she was a goner, but in a second it was too late because she heard Roditzy say, “Okay, I’ve just seen Patty Wilcox so I have to go,” and then Roditzy was upon her.


“Pa-a-a-a-a-tty!” she screamed, causing passersby to swivel their heads. “How a-a-a-a-re you?”


“I’m doing fine,” Patty said, as Roditzy did the kiss-kiss thing on both cheeks.


“I haven’t seen you for a-a-a-a-ges,” Roditzy said. “What are you doing now?”


This was just the question Patty was hoping to avoid, but as it was now inevitable, she said, “Nothing.”


“Nothing?” Roditzy asked, as if unable to comprehend such an answer.


“That’s right. Nothing,” Patty said. “I’m a housewife now.”


Roditzy’s expression indicated the very opposite, but she said, “Ohmigod. That is sooooo retro. Cool.”


Patty crossed her arms and nodded, but inside she was convinced Roditzy was looking at her like she was some kind of freak.


“So, like, what do you do all day?” Roditzy asked.


“Oh, stuff…,” Patty said. She certainly wasn’t going to tell Roditzy that for the last year she’d been trying to get pregnant but hadn’t been able to, that she longed to have a child more than anything because she loved her husband with a crying ache that seemed to dictate that they had to deepen their relationship by producing a child—because what could a girl like Roditzy understand about the magical mystery of being young, in love, and heartbreakingly committed to a man?


Roditzy leaned in, attempting to create a bond of intimacy that didn’t exist between them, and lowering her voice, asked, “How is Digger? I mean, with the stuff about…”


“Peter Cannon?” Patty said, stiffening. “He’s fine.”


“Good,” Roditzy said. “I don’t understand what happened to Peter Cannon, do you? I mean, everybody thought he was such a great guy. He was best friends with everybody… Remember those wild parties at his loft? I mean, if we’d only known that he was paying for that Cristal Champagne with our money…”


“Whatever,” Patty said.


“Whatever,” Roditzy agreed. And then demanded, “Are you guys around next weekend? I need you to come to this party I’m having for…”


“Digger’s going on tour,” Patty said firmly, cutting her off. “He’ll be gone for two months.”


“Well, then, you have to come,” Roditzy insisted. “I’ll have one of my assistants send a car. That way, you can party without having to worry about driving home.”


Roditzy fixed her with the bright stare of someone who won’t take no for an answer, and Patty was unable to protest. “Great!” Roditzy said, and then, with the air of someone who has important places to go and many people to see, she snapped open her cell phone and marched into Ralph Lauren.


Patty collapsed weakly onto the bench, suddenly acutely aware of the fact that with Digger away on tour, that was another two months when she wouldn’t be able to get pregnant. And on top of it all, now she would be forced to go to some party she had no interest in attending—why was it that everyone in New York was always demanding your presence at something or other?—and it was all Janey’s fault for being late. If Janey had been on time for once, she probably would never have run into Roditzy.


But now, here came Janey at last, roaring up Route 27 in her Porsche Boxster. You could hear her coming a mile away because she drove that car like it was a racehorse—she shifted the gears so you could hear the engine turning over, and she did it on purpose, so people would look up and see her. She always wanted everyone to see her now, and that made Patty worried. Because in the past, people hadn’t always said the nicest things about Janey…


The car pulled up in front of Patty, and with a great flourish, Janey got out and slammed the door. She was wearing a red Prada halter top and white jeans (white jeans had just come into style, but Janey had been wearing them forever), and with a completely natural smile that wasn’t at all like the phony, slutty smirk she wore on her billboard, waved to Patty. And in that moment, Patty crumpled inside as she always did and took back every bad thought she’d ever had about Janey: After all, how could anyone as beautiful as Janey be as evil as she’d imagined?


And then it was even worse, because with a chirpy “Hi Sis,” Janey took her arm (much in the way Mimi had taken Janey’s arm a few nights before) and said, “Listen, I didn’t want to tell you this on the phone because I knew you’d say no, but I want to buy you something at Ralph and then take you to lunch at Nick and Toni’s”—one of the most exclusive restaurants in the Hamptons—and Patty felt like a heel all over again.


“Do you mind if we skip the shopping?” Patty asked, wanting to avoid another chance encounter with Roditzy Deardrum. “I’m starving.”


“Of course not,” Janey said. And then, fixing her sister with a gimlet eye, she asked, “By the way, how’s Digger?” Her tone was nonchalant, but her eyes seemed to pierce right into Patty’s brain as if she could see the truth, and for a moment, Patty had that terrible feeling she’d been having lately, as if she were drowning.


“Well, he’s…,” she said lamely, and Janey nodded wisely. But with that simple assent, Patty felt that Janey understood everything. And as they walked up the street to Nick & Toni’s, Patty reflected that the really good thing about Janey was that she made you feel like you could tell her all of the terrible, deep, dark thoughts you had in your head, and that she would understand.


At the age of eighteen, Janey came to think of herself as the sort of person who could draw out confidences, and had quickly understood that getting information was power. It wasn’t always the information itself that was important (which was the mistake that most people made), but the act of being told things: It formed a bond between her and the confessor—a sort of unspoken pact of friendship, which she could draw on later to get what she needed.


And now, seated at a table in the front section of Nick & Toni’s, her face was arranged in the soft lines of commiseration appropriate to these kinds of situations, and although she appeared to be concentrating, another part of her brain was attuned to the door. At any moment, she expected Mimi Kilroy to arrive, which would require the employment of a different set of her considerable social skills.


Earlier that morning, Janey had telephoned Mimi’s house under the pretense of thanking her for the party. Mimi wasn’t there, and Janey, by telling the housemaid who answered the phone that she was a “very good friend of Mimi’s,” managed to extract the information that after her riding class, Mimi was expected to lunch at Nick & Toni’s. At that moment, Janey decided that she, too, would be lunching at Nick & Toni’s. The only hitch was that she couldn’t eat at Nick & Toni’s by herself, and doing a quick mental tally of potential lunch dates, decided on Patty.


She didn’t have a moment’s hesitation about using her sister to further her own ends; after all, it wasn’t like she didn’t genuinely adore her. She’d always loved Patty, of course, in the automatic way people do in families, but it was only in the past two years that she’d begun to like her. And that was, she insisted, only because she didn’t know Patty before—they’d never moved in the same circles until Patty had become a producer for VH1 and had met Digger and, last year, married him. Since then, Janey had come to appreciate Patty’s simplicity and kindness, and her refreshing lack of ambition: Three months after marrying Digger she’d given up her job in order to run their lives and hopefully raise their as yet unborn children. Of course, Janey also understood the value of having a sister who was married to a rock star. Although she didn’t inherently like Digger, she would have to admit that if Patty had married a plumber instead (the way Janey had once pictured she might), the two sisters wouldn’t have been nearly as close.


And indeed, with their blond heads bent together in familial intimacy, there couldn’t have been a prettier picture of sisterly affection. Of this, Janey was happily aware—it was exactly the image she wished Mimi to see, knowing that it would cast her in a broader, more human light. And so, wrenching her thoughts away from her own selfish advancement, Janey forced herself to concentrate on Patty, who was struggling with a white linen napkin that had been folded into a complicated origami swan.


“Patty?” she said.


“Yes?” Patty asked.


“How are you? Really?”


“Well,” Patty said, having tamed the napkin and spread it on her lap, “I’m okay. I saw Roditzy Deardrum going into Ralph Lauren.”


“How is Roditzy? I actually like her, you know? I think she’s fine,” Janey said.


“You do?” Patty said. “I think she’s awful.”


“She is a little obnoxious,” Janey agreed, “but at the end of the day, all she’s trying to do is to make it just like everybody else. She’s always nice to me…”


“Of course she’s nice to you…”


“Isn’t she nice to you?”


“She’s trying to force me to go to this party on Saturday night.”


“What’s wrong with that?” Janey signaled to the waiter. “You probably should get out more.”


“But why?”


“Why not?”


“What’s the point?”


“Maybe there isn’t one. Maybe it’s just about people going out and seeing their friends.”


“But most of those people don’t even like each other.”


“How do you know that? People aren’t perfect, you know? They’re limited. Maybe they like each other as much as they can…”


“That’s not enough for me…”


“Oh Patty. What’s wrong?”


“I mean,” Patty said, “why is everyone always trying so hard to be these people… to prove that they’re important? When I saw Roditzy, I thought, I know what her problem is. She has low self-esteem.”


Janey smiled. “Is this a Digger thing?”


“No,” Patty said, slightly insulted. “Think about it. Why is she always running around, making so much noise on her cell phone like a big, squeaky mouse? For that matter, you and I probably have low self-esteem. Have you ever wondered why we’re never really happy?”


Janey considered this. It was true. She never was really happy. She always had the slight feeling of having been cheated by life in some way, although in exactly what way she couldn’t name.


“You see?” Patty said. “It’s because of something Mom and Dad did to us when we were kids. They never really encouraged us to do anything. Have you noticed that they never once told us that we could succeed? That we could make anything of our lives?”


“They encouraged you, Patty,” Janey said.


She sat back in her chair. She was beginning to get annoyed. Patty was one of those lucky people who managed to get whatever they wanted in life without trying. When they were kids, Patty had been the cosseted youngest child, adored by both her mother and father—Patty seemed to have a special way of talking to each parent, while Janey couldn’t connect with her father at all, and had only a combative relationship with her mother—and on top of it, Patty had actually been considered the pretty one in the family. She’d even been a cheerleader, and although she’d never made particularly good grades, somehow she’d been accepted into Boston University. It passed through Janey’s mind that maybe Patty had slept with an admissions officer to get in (which is what, she had to admit, she would have done), but you could tell just by looking at Patty that she was one of those women who had never sacrificed her moral values to get ahead. And then she’d met Digger and fallen in love. Janey had never really been in love herself, at least not in the way that Patty was, but she still held it in the highest regard, and still believed that if you had true love, you had everything. The problem, of course, was finding it, and she said, with slight exasperation, “Patty, you have every reason to be happy.”


Patty looked down at her napkin, shifting her reddish blond hair over her shoulder—It would be so much better if she would only lighten it a bit, Janey thought—and asked, “Have you ever been pregnant?”


What a question! Janey thought, and took a moment to answer. “Well,” she said jokingly, “I’ve told people I was pregnant…”


“But really, Janey…”


“Not that I know about…”


“Well, I’ve been trying to get pregnant for the last year, and I haven’t,” Patty said.


And at this very moment, Mimi Kilroy arrived.


Janey had been anticipating her entrance for what now seemed like hours, but instead of behaving in the usual manner, which would have been to look up and greet Mimi with a wave, she forced herself to appear as if she were completely absorbed in her conversation with Patty. “But Patty,” she said. “You know that doesn’t matter. Everyone knows that it’s normal for it to take a year… Have you seen a doctor?” But her thoughts were completely directed toward Mimi.


Driving home from Mimi’s house on Friday night, Janey had had an epiphany: She’d never had many female friends, but she suddenly saw the value of having a female friend like Mimi—and she realized that Mimi’s friendship might be more useful than most of the relationships she’d forged with powerful men. People never questioned a friendship between two women, while they were always suspicious of a friendship between a man and a woman, especially if the man was rich and the woman was beautiful. On the other hand, Mimi was as powerful and as influential as most of the men she knew (indeed, most of these men even seemed to be afraid of her); if she could turn Mimi’s interest in her into an actual relationship, she had a feeling that she could go far. With Mimi’s approbation, every door would be open to her…


The only problem was that, at first, Janey wasn’t exactly sure how to go about winning Mimi’s friendship. It wasn’t simply that everyone wanted to be friends with Mimi, and that Mimi, like most popular New Yorkers, didn’t really need any new friends, but that Janey had never developed those easy skills that lead to instant friendships with other women. As a child, she’d been betrayed by a group of little girls who made fun of her and teased her mercilessly for having a crush on an older boy; as an adult, she’d done her share of getting even by stealing men out from under other women’s noses. As a result, her relationships with women were always uneasy: Janey didn’t trust them, and they (often rightly) didn’t trust her. But Janey’s instincts never betrayed her, and just the other night she had realized that seduction isn’t always about sex, and that she might pursue Mimi the same way she would pursue a man.


The first step in her plan was to throw herself in Mimi’s path, hence the shanghaiing of her sister, Patty, to lunch. It must appear as if it were mere coincidence that she and Patty were eating at Nick & Toni’s, but more importantly, as with a man, Janey knew she couldn’t appear too eager. She wanted Mimi to come to her and not the other way around, and, with this in mind, she’d insisted on a table in front, near the door. Unless Mimi were blind, it would be almost impossible for her not to spot Janey, and then the dictates of social behavior would take their natural course, and Mimi would be forced to at least say hello.


And so, appearing to concentrate on Patty while watching Mimi out of the corner of her eye, Janey arranged her face into its most sympathetic expression and asked, “What do you think you should do?”


Patty, who was completely oblivious to Mimi’s arrival and to Janey’s hidden agenda, said desperately, “I don’t know. Sometimes I’m afraid I’ll turn into one of those crazy women who steal someone else’s baby…”


And before Janey could respond, Mimi suddenly saw her and in a low, creamy voice, cooed, “Janey, darling. Is that you?”


Janey turned around, feigning surprise. Mimi had come straight from her riding lesson, and was dressed in a crisp white short-sleeved shirt, white jodhpurs, and tightly fitted custom-made riding boots; an Hermès Birkin bag was slung over her shoulder, out of which peeked the tail end of a small, braided leather whip. In general, it was considered déclassé to trip around East Hampton in your riding togs, a recent affectation of visiting showbiz people and the nouveaux riches. But as Mimi was so obviously old school, and, as Janey noted with a touch of envy, probably the only woman in the world who could still look devastatingly slim in a pair of white riding pants, she could get away with it.


“Mimi,” Janey said, rising gracefully from her chair and holding out her hand. If Mimi kissed her, that would be a good sign, but as Mimi was older and more established, it was up to her to initiate this gesture. And indeed, after taking Janey’s hand, she leaned forward to allow Janey to brush each cheek with her lips in the customary manner.


“This is such a coincidence,” Janey said. “I just called your house to thank you for the party.”


“It was a good one, wasn’t it?” Mimi said. She must be at least forty, Janey thought, but she still had that boyish quality to her face that was so appealing. “Rupert was absolutely crazy about you, and George told me three times how beautiful he thought you were… I finally told him that maybe he should divorce me and marry you. And Selden seemed very interested. You two seemed to be having quite an intense talk at dinner.”


This wasn’t, Janey thought, entirely accurate, as “disagreement” was probably a more appropriate word, but this was hardly the time to reveal her true feelings about Selden Rose. “I thought he was so interesting,” Janey said with conviction, and Mimi looked pleased. “Did you?” she asked, but as Janey really didn’t, she turned to her sister and said, “Do you know Patty? My sister?”


Mimi held out her hand. “I certainly know your husband. Everyone’s always talking about how talented he is—they say he’s going to be the next Mick Jagger…”


He’s not anything like Mick Jagger! Patty wanted to shout, but instead found herself saying, “Thank you,” primly. It was certainly ironic that Mimi was pretending to know Digger, and to like him, as he most definitely didn’t like her. But in the next moment, and in typical New York fashion, her sister and Mimi seemed to have forgotten all about her, because Mimi turned to Janey, and in a faux-scolding kind of voice, like Janey had actually done something wrong, said, “Janey, you didn’t tell me you were out here during the week.”


“Oh, I am,” Janey said. “For the whole summer.”


“Well then, we have to get together,” Mimi said. “It’s so dull out here during the week. George is out only on weekends, but his sons are here, and I think it’s rotten for kids to be left with a nanny all the time… And Mauve is out here too. You know Mauve, don’t you?”


“Oh yes,” Janey said, nodding. This wasn’t technically true, as Janey had been introduced to Mauve only once or twice, but in this situation “know” meant nothing more than the fact that she and Mauve were aware of each other’s existence.


“Poor Mauve,” Mimi said in a stage whisper, shaking her head in a manner that made Janey suspect everyone had been saying “poor Mauve” for years. “Marrying Comstock Dibble. I keep telling her that she doesn’t have to do it, but she won’t listen. She says she’s in love with him—and what nobody understands is that they really are two peas in a pod. Mauve’s got a terrible temper… they can’t even decide when to get married.”


Patty looked from Mimi to Janey with growing disgust. She wasn’t so much of a rube that she didn’t know that Mimi and Mauve were supposedly best friends, so why was Mimi talking about her friend like that? But naturally, Janey was completely ignoring this fact—she had that intense, catlike expression on her face that could make you think you were the most interesting person in the world—and in the next moment, she said breathlessly, “Maybe it won’t happen.”


“Oh, it will,” Mimi said. “And then it will be a disaster… In any case, you must promise to call me tomorrow… I love Mauve, but I don’t need to have lunch with her every day… By the way, do you ride?”


Janey hesitated for just a moment before she said yes.


“That’s excellent,” Mimi said. “We’ll go for a hack and talk about Selden… I’m really very excited about this. I just may have found Selden a wife!” And Janey, caught up in the glory of the moment, emitted her trademark tinkling peal of laughter.


Moments later, after the horsey-faced Mauve Binchely had arrived (she had a sour expression on her face, which Patty guessed might have been permanent), and Mimi and Mauve had gone off to their table, Janey finally sat back down. She looked like she’d just won a gold medal, and Patty wondered what it was about Mimi that made her so interesting to Janey.


As she picked up her fork (their salads had arrived while she and Mimi were talking), all Janey could think about was how that little scene with Mimi had come off much better than she’d hoped—unbelievably so, in fact—and how even though you could never tell when people like Mimi Kilroy were being genuine, she’d certainly been insistent about meeting up. And what a coup that was: It was one thing to be invited to a party of a hundred people, but a completely different thing to be asked to spend time with Mimi alone. Indeed, she was so consumed with her own triumph, that when she looked up and caught Patty’s eye, she was actually expecting her to share in her moment of glory.


But the expression on Patty’s face quickly brought her back to earth. Patty’s look seemed to be implying that somehow Janey had betrayed her, and Janey was reminded once again that even though Patty was married to a rock star, she actually wasn’t very worldly. Last year, Patty had enjoyed a small flurry of media attention when she’d married Digger, but she hadn’t really enjoyed it, and had withdrawn as soon as she could, claiming that she thought the whole thing was “fake.” And for a second, Janey saw herself and Mimi as Patty might have—as two glamorous, silly, superficial women flinging compliments at each other that they didn’t really mean—and realized Patty was half right. But ultimately, Patty’s perception was too simple: Patty was too immature to understand the value of hyperbole, and how it might smooth the waters for more interesting sights below.


“Now Patty,” she began, but Patty cut her off.


“How could you do that?” she asked.


“Do what?” Janey asked, all innocence.


“In the first place, you’ve never even been on a horse…”


“Oh that,” Janey said dismissively. “All we’re going to do is walk… I mean, really, Patty. How hard can it be to sit on a horse?” Janey’s eyes had narrowed to the point where her irises appeared to be cold blue stones, and Patty knew that Janey hated nothing more than to have her motives questioned.


“But you lied,” Patty whispered.


“Really, Patty.” Janey put down her fork in resignation. “You have to stop taking everything so… literally. Why shouldn’t I go riding with Mimi Kilroy? Am I really so awful that I shouldn’t have a new friend?”


Patty’s mouth turned down and her shoulders drooped in defeat. Once again, it seemed, Janey had somehow gotten to the emotional heart of the situation, and even though Patty knew that something wasn’t right, she couldn’t argue with Janey’s logic—after all, who was she to tell her sister who she should or shouldn’t be friends with? But still, why did that friend have to be Mimi Kilroy? Why couldn’t it be a normal person?


“Come on, Patty,” Janey said firmly. “Mimi is nice. And besides, you’re probably just upset about that comment she made about Digger. How is she supposed to know that you can’t get…?”


“Janey!”


And Janey, remembering the admiration in Mimi’s voice when she mentioned Digger, was reminded once again of how potentially fruitful Patty and Digger’s alliance was, and what a shame it would be if something happened to destroy it. “Now Patty,” she said, reaching across the table to squeeze Patty’s hand. “You have to be calm about this. I’m sure there’s a simple answer. Have you ever considered the fact that maybe Digger smokes too much pot?”


A look of realization and relief passed across Patty’s face and Janey smiled in acknowledgment, pleased that she’d been able to help Patty.


And in the back corner of Nick & Toni’s, Mauve Binchely’s eyes kept wandering back to Janey. And Mauve thought, Janey Wilcox is beautiful, one has to grant her that, but she comforted herself with the fact that it was a cheap kind of beauty. “Really, Mimi,” Mauve said. “How can you even speak to her? She’s so common, and she has that reputation. They say she’s slept with everyone. Including Peter Cannon.”


“Who?” Mimi demanded. And following Mauve’s eyes, she exclaimed, “Janey Wilcox?” And then she laughed. “You know I don’t care about reputations, Mauve. If I did, the first person I wouldn’t speak to would be Comstock Dibble!”


.   .   .


New Yorkers sliced everything into tiny categories, and then, like diamond sorters, examined and graded each particle. And this was most true of the Hamptons.


The thirty-mile span from the towns of Southampton to East Hampton is considered most desirable; within that category the area “south of the highway” is superior to “north of the highway,” the highway being the two-lane road known as Route 27. From there, a hundred nuances could be employed to determine what makes one acre more favorable than another, from proximity to the ocean to the professions of one’s neighbors. Janey was acutely aware of these tiny distinctions, but there was one area in which she’d always disagreed with the general consensus: Secretly, she preferred the area north of the highway to that to the south. She loved the vast expanses of farmland and the familiar winding back roads, which she’d discovered the first time she’d come out to the Hamptons ten years ago. Driving these roads had always been her escape, the difference being that in the past, which really wasn’t more than a year ago, she’d had to drive them in a car borrowed from whichever man she was sleeping with at the time. And now, downshifting to third gear and taking the sharp turn by a farm stand at a good forty miles an hour, she took great relish in the fact that she was finally in her own car.


Leaving her sister and Mimi in East Hampton, she had decided that it was a perfect day for a late-afternoon drive. There was a straightaway from Sag Main Road to Scuttle Hole Road, and Janey slid the stick shift into fourth gear and accelerated to seventy. Her hair, secured in a ponytail, blew madly behind her; she loved the feeling of freedom speed gave her, and at that moment, she reflected that she could never go fast enough. But then she had to slow down to make the turn that led to the Two Trees horse farm.


Smoothing back her hair, she eased the car down to twenty miles an hour (she swore she could hear the engine crying against such restraint), and scanned the mown field where several cars were parked. Sure enough, parked at the end on an arrogant angle, so no other cars could park next to it, was Harold Vane’s black Maserati. She recognized it immediately, because three years before she’d been Harold’s girlfriend for the whole summer, and had spent far too much time in that car being driven around by Harold. Harold was too jumpy to be a good driver, but when Janey had pointed this out to him, he’d looked at her in alarm and had ground the gears, so she never mentioned it again.


She steered the Boxster along a dirt track, thinking that dear, darling Harold, with his shiny bald head and his ever-shiny shoes, was really quite a show-off. But as he was so charming and kind (he’d loaned Janey money last summer when she was broke), it was difficult to fault him for anything.


And now, Janey thought, checking her face in the mirrored sun visor and leisurely applying her trademark Pussy Pink lipstick, he had taken up polo! It was extraordinary, really, especially as Harold, who was little and neurotic (he was over fifty, but couldn’t keep still), was the last person she could imagine on a horse. But Janey had a “feeling” that polo was going to be very big this summer, and Harold was one of those people who loved being on the leading edge of the next stylish thing. And as he had supposedly made a killing in the stock market in the past two years, why shouldn’t he spend his leisure time as he pleased, no matter how ridiculous it might make him look?


In the distance, tiny riders on tiny horses raced up and down a green velvet field, but they were too far away to make out their identities. Janey began strolling toward them, thinking about how pleased (and surprised) Harold would be to see her, and immediately found that there was a small impediment: It had rained in the past two days, and her three-inch, spike-heeled Dolce & Gabbana sandals were sinking into the earth, giving her an ungainly gait. This would never do, so she stumbled the few feet back to her car to take off her shoes.


As she bent over to unfasten the strap, she had the uncomfortable feeling that someone was watching her. She hated being caught unawares—had, indeed, always hated being in situations in which she couldn’t control the impression she might create—and she jerked her head up. Sure enough, not only was she being watched, she was being watched by the very person she had secretly come to impress: Zizi.


Now, this was unfortunate, she thought. He was leaning against a Range Rover with his arms folded across his chest (where on earth had he come from, Janey thought, the field had been deserted when she’d driven in), and on his face was an unmistakable smirk of amusement, as if he knew she had come specifically to find him. And the worst thing about it, she thought, as she checked her balance against the car, was that he was every bit as good-looking as she’d thought he would be when he had passed her on the highway in his Ferrari. No, cancel that: He was better-looking. He had that dangerous sort of male beauty on which a woman might stupidly and readily throw away her pride, and he knew it.


For a second, she considered getting into her car and driving away (now that would confuse him), but then he started walking toward her. She quickly looked down at her feet, wondering if he was going to stop and talk to her, but instead, he strode by (he was a good five inches taller than she was, and she was 5’10”), and as he passed, he said playfully, “You need boots.”


“Boots?” she scoffed. “What for?”


“The mud,” he called over his shoulder.


And that was it.


She had a nearly uncontrollable urge to run after him, which was probably what he expected her to do (which was what she imagined he expected all women would want to do), as she stood awkwardly with one naked, exposed foot poised over the grass.


And then he stopped and turned.


“Well?” he asked.


“Well what?” she said.


“Can I help you?”


“I’m looking for Harold Vane,” she said, as if to emphasize the fact that she was not looking for him.


“Ah, el patrón. I will take you to him,” he said, giving her an intense look that implied there might be a larger meaning behind his words. He walked back to the Range Rover, opened the door, and removed a pair of rubber boots.


“Here,” he said with a smirk.


He held out the boots to her and their fingers touched. A jolt of electricity passed between them. The shock left Janey dizzy and slightly disoriented, as if she’d lost all sense of the horizon, while other details came into sharp relief: a gray crack on the tip of one black rubber boot, the gritty texture of the rough grass beneath her foot, and, burned into her brain, the strange creamy green color of his eyes, which reminded her of the warm Caribbean Sea through which one can clearly see shells and small bright fish against an oatmeal-colored bed of sand. Had he felt it too, she wondered wildly, or was it all in her imagination? And if not, what did it mean?


And then he was striding across the field with the confidence of a young god, as she clomped awkwardly after him, trying to keep up. She couldn’t take her eyes off him (who could have?), and as he turned and smiled, she saw that he had that air of deliberate kindness combined with a world-weary aloofness that is the mark of a person whose beauty has set him apart from the rest of humanity. “You are a fan of the polo?” he asked, and she answered with uncharacteristic honesty, “No. I don’t care a thing about it.”


She raised her eyebrows as if daring him to disapprove, but there was less aggression and more frank girlishness in this move than she would have normally employed with a man with whom she felt on uncertain footing, and he rewarded her with an appreciative laugh. She answered with a laugh of her own, uncontrived, and marveled at how her layers of bullshit seemed to have fallen away, revealing her pure being. And then their eyes met in shining conspiracy.


“This is really turning out to be a good day,” she said.


A thundering of hooves distracted them, and from the far end of the polo field a pack of horses and riders came galloping in their direction and passed by to the goalpost at the opposite end; lagging behind was a lone rider whose form might best be described as a sack of potatoes loosely strapped to a saddle. The sack seemed to veer dangerously in all directions at once; as it came closer Janey could make out the human form of Harold Vane.


Suddenly, the pack at the other end of the field turned and began galloping toward him; Harold’s startled expression indicated that he knew a collision was inevitable. Abandoning all pretense of riding ability, he threw himself upon the mercy of his horse, which, he no doubt assumed, probably did not want to be trampled either, and literally wrapped his arms around her neck. The horse, an old mare named Biscuit who had recently been brought out of retirement for the express purpose of safely squiring Harold on her back, immediately understood what to do. Chomping down on the bit so that no amount of pulling on Harold’s part could deter her, she determinedly set off for the barn at a brisk trot.


At that point, Harold Vane’s only concern was staying on Biscuit for the mile-long trek to the barn, at which point a groom or stable boy would come running out with an annoying air of repressed disapproval; but suddenly his eye was caught by the pleasing lines of a beautiful woman, and a second later he realized that that woman was none other than Janey Wilcox. What the hell was she doing here? he wondered. And then he saw, with consternation, that she was standing close—too close—to his star polo player. They weren’t touching (yet, he thought), but nevertheless were posed in an attitude of intimacy, with her face tilted up toward his and his eyes looking down upon her, and, he thought, he would be goddamned if he allowed his only ten-goaler to get caught up with Janey. He would definitely have a little chat with Zizi and nip this thing in the bud, and he told himself that he was only doing it for the sake of the team—he intended to win, and he needed Zizi’s full concentration.


And Zizi would have to listen to him, he thought, clinging to Biscuit’s neck with the crablike patience of a rich man who is always confident of succeeding. After all, he was the boss, the man who was shelling out half a million dollars a month for the team, and the Argentinean polo players were intensely loyal to the wishes of their patrón. And so, he decided, he really had no need to be overly worried about Janey Wilcox. He reminded himself that he had had her and rejected her, and that Janey was one of those women who are great at getting men but lousy at keeping them.


But, as the sight of the barn thankfully appeared from behind a copse of trees, there was one truth to which his male vanity would never admit, and that was envy. Yes, he had rejected Janey Wilcox, but that didn’t necessarily mean that he wanted another man to have her. And especially not a man who was twenty years younger, a hundred times better-looking, and, most of all, a good twelve inches taller.


He is exactly what I want, Janey thought, driving home in her car. When it came to basic human emotions, such as love, hate, envy, joy, and triumph, Janey was neither sophisticated nor poetic, but she felt what she felt with the force of a genuine truth—and she decided that she was as in love with Zizi as she’d ever been with anybody.


In any case, she thought, coming out onto Route 27 from Hayrack Road (on purpose—the slow traffic would give her time to think), she was not going to go for Selden Rose, especially not now, after those magical few minutes with Zizi. And now, with the Boxster throatily purring along in the thick traffic, and the warm weight of summer beginning to make itself felt, the memory of her encounter with Selden Rose at Mimi’s party three nights ago filled her with a triumphant sense of amusement.


Her first impression of Selden Rose was that in looks, anyway, he was acceptable: He was tall and dark, and while obviously over forty, his face still had some of the fat of youth. But as he shook her hand, giving her a vague, tight smile, she saw that he had the off-putting attitude of a man who knows that he is a catch and doesn’t mean to let anyone forget it.


And so, with a tiny air of resignation, she took her seat next to him. As she sat down, he deliberately turned away, and she experienced the distinct disappointment that her dress had been wasted on him.


He was in the middle of leading their half of the table in conversation. “The problem with people right now,” he said, with the confidence of a man who assumes that his opinions will always be taken seriously, “is that without war, there isn’t any moral purpose… People have become soft and amoral because they’ve been allowed to forget about the reality of death… We’ve become inured to it. Nowadays, death takes place behind closed doors… nobody ever sees death anymore…”


And Janey, who really could not take this conversation too seriously, said, “ ‘Inured’? That’s an awfully big word for East Hampton.”


He turned to her—and about time, she thought—and without a trace of sarcasm in his voice, as if he really did think she was a dummy, said, “Oh. Would you like me to explain its meaning?”


“What? And spoil the pleasure of having to look it up in the dictionary? I think not,” Janey said, as she pointedly took a sip of champagne, which was a dry vintage Laurent-Perrier—the one that came in the pretty flowered bottle.


“Oh, well, suit yourself,” he said, as if he had no idea what to make of her, and Janey decided he had none of the subtle social graces at all, probably because he was from LA. And then she deliberately turned to the man on her left and he to the woman on his right.


The man to Janey’s left was the Republican senator from New York, an easygoing yet powerful man in his sixties named Mike Matthews. By discussing the benefits of the new, cleaned-up New York, Janey managed to keep the conversation going through the appetizer—a luxurious serving of beluga caviar mounded on top of three tiny cold potatoes—but when the plates were cleared away, there was a lull in the conversation and she was drawn back to Selden. He certainly seemed to have no end of stupid opinions, Janey noted, as she overheard him talking about the differences between men and women with the elegant middle-aged woman to his right. This particular type of conversation was inevitable, Janey thought, given that Selden was single—it was always only a matter of time before someone asked a single man why he was unattached—and, as if on cue, Selden said, “The truth is that—biologically—men choose women based on their looks.” And then had the nerve to add triumphantly, “And that’s the one thing feminism will never be able to change.”


The middle-aged woman smiled indulgently while Janey let out a ringing laugh of derision, causing him to turn back to her.


Janey smiled. His timing, she thought, couldn’t have been better; she’d been waiting for a moment just like this one. A few days ago, when she’d been in BookHampton, she’d picked up a new neofeminist tome titled Beauty: How Men’s Expectations Have Ruined Women’s Lives, and in her usual manner, had flipped through it, absorbing a few salient facts that she might later use at dinner parties. “As a matter of fact,” she said pleasantly, “you’re wrong. Before the 1900s—before the industrial revolution and the redistribution of wealth and the advent of the gold digger—men usually chose women based on the woman’s income and position or her ability to bear children or her ability to work. A man’s choice of a mate didn’t have anything to do with looks…”


“Oh please,” he said dismissively, as if he’d been interrupted by an annoying child. He took a sip of water (Jesus, did he even drink? Janey wondered), and said, “What about Helen of Troy?” as if this proved everything.


Janey knew he would bring up Helen of Troy—the book had warned that men like him always did. “What about her?” she shrugged. “What about the English, who choose their wives based on family background and character?”


“Are you saying that’s better?” he asked, with the sarcasm of a man who isn’t used to being contradicted.


“I’m not saying it’s better or worse,” Janey said, sweeping her hair over her shoulder. “All I’m saying is that you shouldn’t make generalizations about the entire male population based on your own immature desires.” And then she sat back in her chair, her heart thumping in her chest, and for a moment, she was afraid that maybe she’d gone too far…


But she had certainly put him in his place, she thought gleefully, taking the turn onto Ocean Road, and for the rest of the dinner, she had deliberately disagreed with everything he said, so that he was forced to talk to her even though she could tell he didn’t want to. And then, as soon as dinner was over, they had both risen at the same time and walked off in opposite directions, and when she passed him later on her way to the bathroom, she had merely given him a polite nod, as if she hardly knew who he was.


And that, she decided, as she turned into the driveway of her house, was exactly what she planned to do the next time she ran into him.










OEBPS/images/9781401398279.jpg
N T OO T T T T T T VT T LT T I

CANDACE

BUSHNELL

New York Times bestselling author of One Fifth Avenue and Sex and the City





OEBPS/images/9781401398279_c.jpg
BUSHNELL





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
]ha hachette

MEWYORK  ROSTON





