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  Prologue




  Page Six sizzled with hot items about a grisly murder, a premature birth and a public meltdown.




  Faye Hudson of North Bay Lane in East Hampton devoured the main gossip headlines, amazed that all of them involved the three girls who signed last year’s summer-share lease on the very

  property she called home nine months of the year.




  Liza Pike, Kellyanne Downey and Billie Shelton.




  Faye rarely remembered the young singles who made their invasion of the Hamptons a summer ritual, hitting the streets and beaches like locusts on crops. Year after year, a new set would come and

  go. The names and faces were sketchy, as the previous season’s residents often blurred into the next. Usually, they were just cash to her, a way to finance her decadent summers in the south

  of France. But this last group had been different. Sin by sin, their sordid lives were played out in the traditional columns and online gossip sites. Scandal. It seemed to be the new

  generation’s proof of life.




  Tossing the New York Post aside, Faye pushed through the French doors and stepped out on the balcony. She would read the rest later. The sun shone a bright mellow glow, every Hollywood

  lighting director’s dream. Eastern Long Island was magical that way.




  The clatter of men at work boomed louder and louder from the living room. They were replacing the hardwood floors, stripping the walls, carting away the furniture. Thank God! She could not look

  at those ghastly blood stains one more day.




  But it would take more than an extreme home makeover to get the place in proper shape for the rental season. Once upon a time, her house had been Pottery Barn perfect. Now she wondered if anyone

  would show an interest in occupying it this year, even at a drastically cut rate.




  These days her home radiated a certain Amityville quality. People cruised by slowly, windows down, fingers pointing, no doubt recreating the brutal scene in their voyeuristic minds. Fifteen stab

  wounds. And they said she had put up a ferocious fight.




  Faye banished the image from her mind as a slight mist began to form in her eyes. The newspaper beckoned. She stepped back inside to consume all the details. It was a heady realization to

  vividly recall the way those girls had been in the beginning, before everything had gone so wrong. No one ever could have imagined that it would all come down to this.




  Suddenly, last summer . . .




  





  BILLIE




  One




  There were 8,000 nerve endings in the clitoris, and this son of a bitch couldn’t find any of them. Billie Shelton had definitely picked the wrong guy tonight.




  It was almost over. She could tell by the rapid breathing and the slight body shudder. Anyone who thought nineteen-year-old boys possessed serious stamina should be introduced to Robbie

  Shamblin.




  ‘Oh, fuck!’




  Billie rolled her eyes. Is that what this was? At least he had the optimism of youth.




  Robbie shot a look to the computer monitor, where two cheap blondes with implants and multiple body piercings were getting it on. ‘Shit, that was awesome.’ He jumped up and

  carelessly flung his condom to the floor. Then he sat down and started up a street-racing game on Xbox 360.




  Billie had been with her share of lame assholes, but this guy was a shoo-in to make her greatest hits list. ‘Well, I guess we’re done here.’




  Robbie glanced back at her for a fraction of a second, causing his digital Shelby GT500 to skid onto the make-believe sidewalk. ‘Motherfucker!’ He focused on the screen for several

  long, obsessed seconds. Finally, he spoke. ‘I could eat you out, if you want. But most girls say I suck at that.’




  Billie began to search for her clothes. She’d gone for the lean funny guy on the main stage, the one who’d brought down the house at the Comic Strip. Big mistake.




  And right now the choice was slowly killing her. To think she’d opted for this idiot over the hot marine. God, what a waste! The military man would’ve fucked her all night. And he

  wouldn’t have needed to diddle around with his computer to get hard, either.




  That insult bugged her more than the bad sex. Jesus Christ! She was Billie Fucking Shelton, a goddamn indie rock star. But that wasn’t enough anymore. Not in the age of Internet porn. Guys

  had become desensitized by streaming smut on demand. Women today had to compete with super-sluts like Jenna Jameson. And for what? Fifteen minutes of awkward groping followed by a jizz spill? Men

  were lazy shits.




  Billie sat on the edge of the futon and slipped on her shoes. From the TV engines roared. From the computer XXX whores moaned. Whatever. Chalk it up to another lost night. It wasn’t the

  first. It wouldn’t be the last.




  ‘You heading out?’ Robbie asked without so much as a look in her direction.




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Do me a favor. Knock on the door across the hall and tell my roommate he can come back in.’




  Billie laughed. At least this loser could make her do that much. ‘I haven’t heard that kind of shit since college. Is this your apartment or your dorm room?’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘Forget it,’ Billie said. Starting out, she went straight for the stairwell, then doubled back to grant Robbie his little favor. Hell, maybe she’d get lucky and end up doing

  herself one instead. After all, the last place she wanted to go was home. It was still too early. She was still too horny.




  A hot guy answered the door. Better face than Robbie’s. Better body, too. In the background, another man with a nasty bruise under his eye smoked a joint. He looked like a young Al Pacino

  from the first Godfather.




  Without exactly being invited, Billie walked inside. ‘Your roommate doesn’t know how to fuck . . .’




  When the telephone blasted her awake hours later, Billie groped for it, if only to stop the shrill ringing from its relentless attack on her brain. ‘Hello?’




  ‘You sound like shit.’ It was Amy Dando, her manager.




  ‘I feel like shit. Call me later. I need to sleep.’




  ‘There is no later,’ Amy barked. ‘We’re supposed to be in Todd Bana’s office at eleven.’




  Billie groaned, craning her neck to get a look at the alarm clock. It was almost ten. ‘I can’t. I’m all fucked out. Reschedule.’




  ‘No way.’




  ‘Come on. Today’s not the day. Trust me.’




  ‘This is bullshit, Billie. You need this meeting. Todd is close to dropping your ass altogether. Just get in the goddamn shower. I’m coming over there.’ And then Amy

  hung up.




  Billie was dripping wet and staring at herself under the harsh bathroom light when she heard Amy let herself inside. ‘I’m up,’ Billie called out. The reflection in the mirror

  startled her. She looked shockingly bad.




  Amy appeared in the doorway, very glamour-puss in a jewel-tone satin/chiffon number, a bulky Christian Dior ID bracelet blinging on her slim wrist. ‘If I had to guess right now, I’d

  swear you were thirty-eight.’




  ‘Fuck you.’ Billie puckered her lips, dramatically emphasizing her cheekbones. ‘I don’t look that old.’ She peered closer. ‘But maybe I should get some

  injections. You know, Botox. And maybe laser resurfacing for the sun damage. I hear Dr Parikh at the Tribeca Skin Center is a miracle worker.’




  ‘Maybe you should just get some sleep and stop drinking and smoking so much.’




  Billie rolled her eyes. ‘Why don’t you save the speech and just leave the pamphlet on the coffee table?’




  Amy opened up her snakeskin Gucci bag and pulled out a makeup case. ‘I’ve got my tools. I’ll do what I can. But that hair is your problem.’




  Billie gave her an up-and-down glance. ‘You must’ve seen Nick last night.’




  Amy’s face revealed nothing, which revealed a lot. ‘Why do you say that?’




  ‘Because you always dress extra pretty the day after.’ Billie started to giggle. ‘So . . . did he use the strap-on?’




  Amy had it bad for a twenty-two-year-old named Nicole. In lesbian culture, Nicole was what they called a boi – young, masculine and ready to party. She worked as a Federal Express

  courier, took testosterone supplements and recently spent $7,500 on top surgery to remove her breasts.




  Billie couldn’t keep up. The dyke world was so much more than bad haircuts and box-shaped asses these days. Nicole dressed in NBA jerseys, oversize jeans and baseball caps flipped to the

  back, while insisting that everyone call her Nick. And here stood Amy, ridiculously girly and runway stylish, every straight man’s fantasy lesbian.




  ‘Your situation with Nicole is so fucked up,’ Billie said. ‘Don’t ever try to talk about my life.’




  ‘Nick,’ Amy corrected. ‘And FYI – as your manager, it’s my job to talk about your life, especially when it interferes with your work.’ She sighed and

  began using a small white sponge to apply foundation to Billie’s face. ‘In a perfect world, this would be a shade lighter.’




  Billie grinned. ‘I bet you used to say that to all the girls.’




  Amy cracked a smile. ‘It was a great way to meet women.’




  A few years ago, Amy had spent her days as a makeup artist, working the Chanel counter at Bergdorf Goodman on Fifth Avenue. By night, she hit the Manhattan bar scene, trolling for musicians who

  just might be eager enough to sign a management contract with a novice. Billie was the first to take the leap. Every good firm in the city had already turned her down flat, and Amy was promising to

  manage Billie’s career away from after-midnight acoustic sets in crappy bars.




  ‘So how did you meet this freak anyway?’ Billie asked.




  ‘Craig’s List,’ Amy said. ‘And Nick’s not a freak. She’s just different.’




  Billie couldn’t believe that classy Amy frequented the online meet market. ‘Craig’s List? Seriously?’




  ‘I think her headline read, BOI SEEKS GIRL.’ Sifting through the makeup bag, Amy smiled at the thought. ‘There was a photo.’ She shrugged.

  ‘What can I say? I was hooked.’




  ‘I don’t get it. She had her tits removed, she dresses like a guy and she uses a strap-on. Why not save yourself the trouble and just find a man?’




  ‘It’s not the same,’ Amy insisted, making two quick sweeps over Billie’s eyelids.




  ‘I guess everybody’s got their kinks.’




  ‘Your skin looks awful,’ Amy said. ‘You should go in for one of those lunch-hour chemical peels. I’ll set up something with my dermatologist.’ Amy glanced around

  the bathroom. ‘I don’t see any skincare products. What are you using these days?’




  ‘Hot white cum,’ Billie said, trying to keep a straight face, but losing the fight. ‘You should try it sometime.’




  Amy’s mouth tightened. ‘You’ve been blessed with beauty and talent, Billie. But you have to nurture those gifts. Otherwise, you’ll fuck it all away.’ As she made

  her speech, she carefully lined Billie’s eyes and lips. ‘Your hair’s a mess, your skin’s a wreck and your body’s seen better days.’ She reached for the underside

  of Billie’s upper arm. ‘Look at that jiggle. When’s the last time you saw the inside of a gym?’




  Billie’s first internal impulse was to lash out, but something deep inside told her to resist. Amy dished out the tough love for good reasons. At the end of the day, Billie Shelton was a

  corporation, and Amy Dando owned 20 percent of it. The relationship between artist and manager was intense. It ranked up there with husband, boyfriend and parents, none of which Billie had. Amy was

  the only person in Billie’s life truly looking out for her best interests.




  ‘I’ve been working,’ Billie murmured, finally.




  ‘On what?’ Amy demanded. ‘You haven’t done any shows. You haven’t written any new music.’




  ‘I’ve got some great songs in my head. I just have to get them down on paper.’




  Amy dipped a skinny brush into a glossy pot and began to paint Billie’s lips. ‘You make me crazy. If you had the killer drive of a Madonna, there’s no telling where you’d

  be today.’




  ‘What about my third CD? I worked my ass off to finish it, and Todd’s been sitting on those tracks for months.’




  ‘The label wants a hit single,’ Amy said matter-of-factly. ‘Can you blame them?’




  ‘There were at least—’




  ‘Billie, that album was shit, and you know it. I don’t think you spent one sober moment in the studio. Now shut up, so I can finish.’




  Billie stole a glance in the mirror. Amy was applying an explosive Mardi Gras red, making her lips pop with inevitable sin. They were Billie’s best feature. Especially her lower lip. It

  was naturally, impossibly, decadently plump, with a deep gully carved down the center.




  Men loved her mouth. Sometimes she could hear the horny gears churning in their stupid heads as they wondered what it would feel like to have her lips wrapped around their cocks. On stage she

  took full advantage of this, practically fellating the microphone. Her fans went wild for it every time. Christ! The fucking fans. They conjured up alternate feelings of gratitude and

  rage.




  Billie had left Dartmouth with a degree in government and a six-song demo recorded in the bathroom of her college apartment. The last thing she wanted to do was enroll in law

  school or work for some tight-ass politician.




  So she moved to New York and began making the rounds with her music.




  In the beginning, she was a walking cliche. Girl with guitar. A Michelle Branch wannabe. A poor man’s Jewel. All the rejection had been slow murder on her soul. And she made quite a

  spectacle of herself at management firms and record labels, telling bitchy receptionists to fuck off and refusing to leave until someone who made decisions turned up to give her a chance.




  Luckily, she found Amy before causing this scene at Olympic Records. BMG Entertainment had just acquired it, and the buzz on its founder, Todd Bana, was deafening. He’d gone from producing

  concerts on his college campus to launching his own independent label with an all-girl punk band called Menstrual Cramps. The group had gone on to sell over a million copies of their first release,

  That Time of the Month. Now Todd was a multimillionaire and the president of a major label. And the bastard wasn’t even thirty yet.




  The first meeting Amy set up for Billie had been with Todd. He signed her right away, even though he thought her demo was weak. He told her to write songs that would grab listeners by the throat

  and squeeze hard. She dug deep, and the result was Dick Magnet, a crude collection of sexually charged anti-love songs that spoke to men and women of her generation. The breakout track was

  ‘Make Me Laugh and Make Me Come and I’ll Fucking Marry You’. College radio went ballistic. Rock critics went ape-shit. They said that she had more to say than Sheryl Crow, that

  her vocal chops outranked Alanis Morisette.




  Sales were so-so. The CD got halfway to gold, about a quarter of a million copies. But her first tour did boffo business. She sold out small venues and wowed the fans. Word of mouth began to

  build that Billie Shelton could deliver a live show that kicked ass. A fifteen-date trek became thirty, then sixty. Ultimately, she stayed on the road for more than a year. It was exhilarating. It

  was exhausting, too.




  Touring life could be a real bitch. It was boring, monotonous and lonely. Musicians put up with so much shit just for that ninety-minute orgiastic rush of performing before a crowd. And it was

  easy to be seduced into the never-ending rock-and-roll cycle. Getting drunk, getting laid, getting to the next gig.




  Billie turned the old double standard upside down. Male rockers who banged every groupie in sight were studs. Well, what was she supposed to do after a show – sit around doing a bless this

  home cross-stitch? Fuck that! She had groupies, too. College guys. They were young, they were hot and they made up for a lot of lost time.




  In high school, Billie had been the depressed ugly girl with bad skin. Mommy died of ovarian cancer. Daddy killed himself over the loss. She got shipped off to live with a bitchy aunt. But a few

  years later, Billie blossomed. The acne went away. Once-awkward features chiseled into exotic good looks. A new confidence to explore her artistic side materialized. It sounded like a bad Lifetime

  movie, but it was her fucking life story.




  Before the whole rock-chick thing, she’d only slept with two guys in her entire life. Now she couldn’t even begin to count how many men there’d been. Online message boards

  crackled with I-Fucked-Billie-Shelton stories. Of course, most of them were far from the truth. ‘She gave me a blow job after her show in Birmingham!’ But she’d never once set

  foot in Alabama.




  Billie hated the hypocrisy. The way people worried about a woman who went out there and fucked like a man. Nobody speculated that Adam Levine of Maroon 5 had been molested by his Uncle Charlie.

  A guy who enjoyed sex and balled his way across the country was a cocksman, but a woman who did the same had to be damaged goods, acting out some past violation. What bullshit!




  Still, the dick parade was growing tiresome. For every mind-blowing session that made her toes curl (a rugby player from Trinity College came to mind), there were always several encounters that

  did nothing at all for her. Like last night’s interlude with Robbie, the comedian. Maybe one day he’d figure out that his funniest joke was dangling between his legs.




  When would the boy-train stop and let her off? All the college dudes. And other musicians. Oh, God, the musicians. Even if they were twenty years older, they were still boys. Where were the real

  men? Not listening to her music and showing up at her concerts. That’s for goddamn sure.




  Billie’s core base of support skewed younger – primarily eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old males, but some females, too. And here she was inching closer and closer to twenty-nine.

  The thought was sickening. Her true diehard fan boys called themselves Billie Goats. They waged online wars to see who could build the most lavish Internet shrine dedicated to the worship of Billie

  Shelton. Depending on the day, this could make her feel grateful, dismayed or just creeped out.




  It didn’t help that her first album had been so fucking awesome. Dick Magnet was widely regarded as a masterpiece. And nobody let her forget it, least of all the Billie Goats. They

  wanted another one just like the first.




  Pussy Power sure as hell wasn’t. That had been her follow-up, or, as the industry commonly referred to it, her sophomore slump. Sales on the set dropped 30 percent from her debut.

  It contained no buzz tracks, either. The only silver lining was the concert revenue for her second tour. That remained strong. But it was the old music that triggered passionate crowd responses.

  The new songs just didn’t excite them.




  Billie could see the writing on the wall, and it terrified her. She didn’t want to be one of those new artists whose best work was already behind them. Maybe that’s why she’d

  stayed drunk throughout the recording of her third CD. After all, alcohol dulled fear. And if worse came to worst, it was something to blame failure on, too.




  Suddenly, Amy broke her free of the reverie, guiding Billie’s head to face the mirror directly. ‘See . . . you’re almost pretty again.’




  Billie stared at her own image as if at an X-ray. Almost was right. A journalist had once described her ripely round, yet sharply angular face as an aesthetic wonder. But none of that seemed to

  be working for Billie now. Had the slow rot from years of raunchy living suddenly become visible?




  Amy reached for the blow-dryer and began fluffing out Billie’s long black hair.




  ‘Make me an appointment with that dermatologist you were talking about,’ she shouted above the hot-air flow. ‘And a good hairstylist. I want a personal trainer, too. I need to

  put this package back together.’




  Amy nodded blankly to the beat of each request.




  Billie eyed the pack of Marlboro Lights near the sink. Oh, God, how she wanted one. And in all honesty, she deserved it. Usually, a cigarette was in her mouth before she opened her eyes in the

  morning. Amy had screwed up her routine today, so one smoke right now would still be cutting back.




  Amy shut off the dryer. All of a sudden, she seemed pissed off. ‘You know, I shouldn’t have to do this, Billie. I’ve got other clients. Having to wipe your ass all the time is

  getting old.’




  Billie lit up, dragging deep. Right away she felt better. She didn’t understand why Amy was talking shit. ‘Yeah? Well, get over it. I’m your biggest act.’




  ‘Not anymore.’ The comeuppance in Amy’s tone was bracing. ‘Internal Bleeding is.’




  For a second, Billie just looked at her. ‘Those losers you found at that bar mitzvah?’




  Amy nodded. ‘One of their songs just got tapped for the next Ben Stiller movie. And they’re going to be opening for the Killers. A lot of press is coming their way, too.

  There’s a Blender interview scheduled for later today.’




  Each bit of news hit Billie like a punch in the gut. One of her songs should be in a movie. Why hadn’t Amy landed her a gig as an opener for a major act? And speaking of

  Blender, she should not only be featured in the magazine, but on the fucking cover. This made Billie wonder if Amy was doing enough for her. Maybe she needed to start thinking about a new

  manager.




  ‘I know what’s going through your head,’ Amy said. ‘You’re wondering why all of this isn’t happening for your career.’




  Billie stared, taking another drag on her cigarette before answering. ‘Yeah, that thought crossed my mind.’




  ‘It’s because these guys actually give a fuck. And they work their asses off.’




  Billie stomped out of the bathroom and began pillaging through her closet, searching for something to wear, practically setting herself on fire with her own cigarette in the process. She chose a

  schoolgirl’s uniform skirt and a distressed T-shirt emblazoned with Minnie Mouse grabbing her crotch and flipping her middle finger.




  Amy turned up in the doorway of the cluttered bedroom. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.’




  Billie turned on her hotly. ‘You know what the real truth is? I signed up when you were just a lipstick girl. But you had some success with me and got inside the system. That’s how

  you’re making things happen for your new clients. Some fucking loyalty would be nice. I took a chance on you. Make something happen for me!’




  ‘What do you think I’m trying to do? Without me, you would’ve slept through today’s meeting or shown up looking like a road whore. By the way, take off that hideous

  shirt.’




  ‘I thought you didn’t want to wipe my ass anymore. Now you’re picking out my clothes.’




  Amy sighed, shutting her eyes for a moment. ‘Jesus, Billie, you’re exhausting. Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth it anymore. Are you happy with me? Do you want to end

  this?’




  Billie experienced a minor sense of alarm.




  ‘Maybe you should find a new manager.’




  Billie couldn’t believe it. The bitch was looking for an out. And this scared the hell out of her. Shopping for new management when her career was in a slump could be risky. She might

  easily end up with someone lower on the food chain than Amy. ‘I can’t believe you just said that. We fight all the time. Now all of a sudden you think I want to call it

  quits?’




  Wearily, Amy leaned against the door. ‘I don’t know what you want anymore. I just know that you’re high maintenance and not worth the trouble. It’s May, Billie, and you

  haven’t earned a dime of new income this year. You made some nice money on your tours, but not enough to keep living the way you do.’




  ‘Am I broke?’ Billie had no idea about her personal finances. She just relied on ATMs, charged up credit cards and wrote out checks, assuming there would always be plenty of money to

  cover the damage.




  ‘No, you’re not broke,’ Amy said. ‘Yet. But you don’t listen. I told you that Hamptons house was a bad idea. Keep spending fifty grand on a summer share, and

  you will be broke.’




  Billie had to admit the price tag on the East Hampton digs was high – $150,000 for the full season. Even split three ways, the figure stung. But Billie and two girlfriends, Liza Pike and

  Kellyanne Downey, would be living like stars in a spacious palace with ample privacy.




  Liza had secured all the arrangements, obviously thinking money no object. From her vantage point, why should it be? Her first book, Whore, had been a bestseller. It was basically a

  400-page bitch session about the way American culture sexualizes young women too soon. Billie never got through the first chapter. Beyond that, Liza wrote a syndicated newspaper column and appeared

  on an issues-oriented cable talk show every week. As for Kellyanne, she had no money worries, either. Some married real-estate developer in Miami bankrolled her every move. So how could Billie

  poor-mouth and balk at her share of the summer house? After all, she was the fucking rock star.




  The idea of spending an entire summer with the girls made her nervous, though. Back in college, this was a group that had forged a bond during a spring-break trip to Cancun. To Billie’s

  amazement, they still kept in touch. Once a year, they plotted a weekend getaway – shopping in Los Angeles, a spa retreat in Arizona. But a whole summer together?




  Now Billie was smiling at Amy, hoping for an instant truce. In all honesty, she needed her. Amy didn’t blow smoke up her ass. If something was fucked up, she said so. Billie could trust

  her. And Amy kept her eye on the big picture all the time. These were critical qualities in a good manager. ‘I know this summer-share thing is a splurge—’




  ‘A splurge?’ Amy cut in. ‘Paying retail for a Gucci bag is a splurge. This is completely irresponsible.’




  ‘Even if you have a standing invitation to come any weekend you want?’




  Amy didn’t appear to be sold. ‘I hate the Hamptons.’




  ‘Why? It’s beautiful – the sun, the beach, the fresh air. What are you going to do? Stay in the city all summer? Aren’t you sick of the same crappy dyke-bars night after

  night? I bet Nick would get really turned on by the sight of tan lines on you.’




  A faint smile found its way onto Amy’s lips. ‘I’ll think about it.’




  Billie gave her a look of contrition. ‘Are we cool now?’




  ‘We’re cool,’ Amy said. ‘But please change your shirt. I don’t want Todd to mistake you for Courtney Love’s little sister.’




  Todd Bana inhabited so much cocksure macho swagger that Billie swore she could hear his balls clang when he walked. It was uncanny how closely he resembled Scott Caan, the

  actor with the Hollywood pedigree. They shared the same good looks, muscled physique and height challenges. Both men stood five-foot-five, providing they had boots on with a generous heel.




  But Todd Bana would do nicely. He was just as hot as his more famous lookalike, if not more so. Even better, he was right in front of her, sitting behind his massive desk like he ruled a small

  country.




  Billie and Amy had been forced to cool their heels in his outer office for almost an hour. Had he really been busy? Or was it just a sick opportunity to make an artist sweat the outcome of her

  future?




  She glanced over to see Todd’s assistant – a sleek, efficient-looking fag in regulation Prada – discreetly off to the side, headset microphone in place, pen poised for quick

  note taking.




  Billie knew that she should be feeling anxious right now. Her career at Olympic could already be over. This meeting might just be the formal goodbye. But deep down, she sensed otherwise. Most

  companies were motherfuckers about such things. If they were dumping her, she’d likely read about it on the entertainment newswire along with everybody else. Plus, Todd couldn’t take

  his eyes off her mouth. Those famous Billie Shelton lips. She knew exactly what he wanted them to do.




  ‘What do you feel like hearing first?’ Todd asked. ‘The good news or the bad?’




  Amy spoke up. ‘The bad. We assume it has something to do with you sitting on the third CD.’




  Todd propped up his feet. The soles of his expensive Italian shoes were unblemished, as if he’d just taken them out of the box. ‘Sitting on it implies that we’re waiting on the

  right time for release. There is no right time to release absolute shit.’




  Billie stared at him impassively, even though she was seething inside. What a smug son of a bitch. She waited for Amy to rise to her defense. Playing bad cop was the manager’s job at

  business meetings. But Amy just sat there like a dumb ass while Todd went on.




  ‘Instead of releasing Billie from the label, I’m willing to try something else.’ He zeroed in on her now. ‘I liked what you had to say with your first CD, but your second

  one was weak, and this third effort was a disaster. Maybe you’ve hit a dry well when it comes to writing your own songs. Nothing wrong with that. Happens to artists all the time.’




  Amy leaned forward, finally showing signs of life. ‘I think you’re rushing to judgment, Todd. Billie’s toured extensively. But she’s had some time to recharge creatively.

  I think her next batch of—’




  Todd cut her off. ‘Plenty of artists tour extensively. You record, you promote and you hit the road. That’s the gauntlet for everybody.’




  ‘Give Billie a chance to—’




  ‘That’s exactly what I’m doing,’ Todd snapped. ‘I’m giving Billie a chance that most labels wouldn’t.’ Then he threaded his fingers behind his

  head and smiled.




  Billie noticed Todd’s biceps straining the fabric of his shirt. As much as she hated him right now, she found him insanely sexy, too. ‘And what chance would that be?’ she

  asked.




  ‘To go back into the studio and record again,’ Todd explained. ‘But not on your own this time. You’ll just be a singer working with outside producers and writers on

  material that I pre-select.’




  Billie shot a look to Amy, who didn’t seem happy at all. But Billie wanted to hear more. Just showing up to sing? It sounded like a vacation. Writing and producing her own stuff had always

  been a real grind. Maybe Todd was right. What if creating the kind of music that made up Dick Magnet was all part of her past?




  ‘I want to mainstream your image,’ Todd went on. ‘Glam you up a bit.’ He gave her a quick, assessing onceover. ‘You should lose at least ten pounds. Do something

  with your hair, too. The goal is to take things in more of a pop direction, but still keep that rock edge. I just had a meeting with White Tiger. They’ve got three new songs that would be

  perfect for you. And they’re interested in hooking up.’




  Billie just sat there, humiliated by the makeover bit, stunned by the proposal, but mostly shocked by the mention of White Tiger. They were a writing/production team that had generated radio

  hits for scores of bubble-gum acts with factory-like regularity.




  Amy lengthened her spine. ‘White Tiger? Todd, what the fuck are you thinking? They’ve worked with Hilary Duff and Britney Spears. You’re talking to Billie

  Shelton.’




  ‘I know that,’ Todd said. ‘They worked on the last Hannah Montana record, too. That went platinum. Meanwhile, I can’t scrape together gold adding up sales on all my

  Billie Shelton albums put together.’




  Amy shook her head. ‘I don’t like this. The shift is too extreme. It alienates her fan base. And if it bombs, what then? She’s back at zero. An alternative rocker who sold

  out.’




  Billie just sat there. What scared her more than the idea of failing at something big was the thought of just scraping along. She didn’t owe the Billie Goats a goddamn thing. How could Amy

  sit there and worry about a fan base that didn’t have the numbers to push her to gold? Fuck them! What was so wrong about going pop? Hell, she’d go polka if it meant a platinum record.

  Why should that fake punk bitch Avril Lavigne squeeze all the cash from those Hello Kitty purses?




  Billie looked at Amy. Then she turned back to Todd. ‘I’m in.’ By a peripheral glance, she could see the surprise on Amy’s face.




  ‘Good,’ Todd said, winking at her. ‘Because I’m going to make you the baddest bitch in pop music.’




  Billie smiled. She liked the sound of that. It might mean selling out. But it also meant trading up.




  Todd swung his feet to the floor and rested his forearms on his desk, shifting to serious business mode. ‘Amy, we’ll need to work out a new deal. I’ll want a piece of the

  action on Billie’s touring and merchandising to offset the investment in a launch like this.’




  Billie saw the immediate flush of anger hit Amy’s cheeks. Traditionally, those pieces of the artist’s pie were off-limits. But the business was changing. Every possible revenue

  stream was up for grabs. The Internet and the iPod revolution had turned the old music-industry economic model upside down.




  When Billie nodded her agreement, Amy stood abruptly. ‘Call me later, Todd,’ she said tightly. ‘We’ll hammer out the details. I’m late for another meeting.’

  And then she glared at Billie and walked out.




  Todd gestured for his assistant to exit, then got up to shut the door behind him. He turned the lock. ‘I’m going to make you rich, Billie. Famous, too.’ His gaze never left her

  mouth as he unhooked his belt and started toward her. ‘I’m going to get your next single all over the radio. Do you want the cover of Rolling Stone?’




  Billie moistened her lips with her tongue and nodded.




  ‘I’ll get you that, too.’ He stopped directly in front of her and dropped his pants. ‘So what are you going to do for me?’




  Billie went to work, determined to suck Todd Bana until his eyeballs fell out, if that’s what it took to get the Olympic machine behind her. She thought about his platinum promises. She

  thought about the Hamptons getaway, too.




  ‘Goddamn, you’ve got a hot mouth,’ Todd moaned.




  Billie gazed up. The idea of this man becoming a beach boyfriend had a certain appeal. Todd could spend his weekdays making her a star and spend his weekends making her come. The fantasy was

  almost as delicious as he was. And she no longer had to wonder why Todd was such an overachiever. He was a short man with a big cock. Those kind of guys were unstoppable. They wanted to conquer

  everything.




  Billie thought about Liza and Kellyanne, the way they always laughed at her for attracting stoners and skater boys. But this time she might have a major music mogul on her arm. That easily

  trumped their men. Liza’s husband was a fireman, and Kellyanne’s benefactor was old enough to be her grandfather. Game over.




  As she snaked her tongue up and down Todd’s long and thick shaft, a certain feeling struck her. Even with Memorial Day still more than a week away, Billie knew that this would be the most

  unforgettable summer of her life.




  ‘Come on, baby, show me how deep you can take it,’ Todd whispered thickly.




  Billie grinned. The bastard had no idea . . .




  





  LIZA




  Two




  ‘It used to be that any girl in a horror movie caught sleeping around – or even losing her virginity to a guy she loved – was guaranteed a slashed

  throat,’ Liza Pike said.




  Slyly, she checked her appearance on the monitor. The flirty, banana-print Chloe dress rocked; the freshly blown-out hair went on forever. She was a twenty-first-century fashionista feminist.

  Hated by the old guard. But loved by the new. Feminism had become a dirty word. Her goal: to make the next generation own the label. Glamour had recently voted her one of their Women

  of the Year. It was a step in the right direction.




  ‘Classic misogyny,’ she went on. ‘The slut has served her purpose, so let’s kill her. Now, thanks to movies like Watch Her Bleed, she just needs to be smart and

  accomplished to deserve an ugly death.’




  Tom Shapiro, host of CNBC’s The Roundtable, perked up his brow and gestured to Liza’s on-air sparring partner, March Donaldson. ‘Watch Her Bleed just spent a

  second week at the top of the box office, March. Should we be concerned?’




  March shook his head. ‘I don’t see the big deal here. This is an R-rated thrills-and-chills popcorn flick. Besides, I get to see Jenny Barlow take a shower. You won’t hear me

  complaining.’




  Liza pounced. ‘So you’ll rail against Paris Hilton and Sex and the City reruns for being cultural poison, but garbage like Watch Her Bleed is okay?’ She regarded

  him closely. ‘I’m impressed, March. For a man so young, you have the Republican double talk down to a fine art.’




  He brushed off the political dig, flashing a smile that would make Tom Cruise insecure about his dental work. A halting arm went up. ‘There’s a difference. When we’ve got

  middle-school girls identifying themselves as Carries and Samanthas, society has a problem on its hands. But this is a movie for grown-ups. Relax. Have a Junior Mint.’




  Liza laughed at him. ‘Come on! Do you actually believe that this film is being marketed to adults? They’re going after fourteen-year-old boys!’




  March gave the host a deadpan look. ‘Tom, I think she’s suggesting that I’m an adolescent.’




  Liza smiled. ‘If the shoe fits . . .’




  A few crew members chuckled.




  But March Donaldson was a good sport who knew how to laugh at himself. ‘Actually, my fiancée might say that it does.’




  Tom shifted his attention. ‘In all seriousness, Liza, you’re deeply offended by this film, aren’t you?’




  She gave him a severe nod. ‘The women in this movie have one thing in common – they’re assertive, opinionated high-achievers who one by one are stalked, terrorized, humiliated

  and brutally murdered. This reflects a trend of sexualized cruelty prevalent in mainstream pornography.’




  Wearily, March groaned in protest, then opened his mouth to speak.




  But Liza thundered on. ‘And I’m not talking about the extreme material that exists on the fringe. I’m talking about the mainstream product that neighbors, bosses, husbands and

  boyfriends are watching on DVD and the Internet. This movie is an extension of that. Tonally, it’s the eroticization of pushing women to the edge. The larger question is why are men getting

  off on this?’




  Tom Shapiro leaned forward. ‘I should tell our viewers that Harrison Beck, the writer and director of Watch Her Bleed, declined our request to be here.’




  ‘Lucky for him,’ March cracked.




  ‘Oh, I don’t think he’s lucky at all,’ Liza said. ‘Any man who uses his creative gifts to display that much anger toward women must have a very small

  penis.’




  The crew exploded into guffaws.




  Tom shrugged helplessly, as if to say, ‘I can’t control what comes out of her mouth.’




  March tried to fight off laughter, but lost the battle.




  ‘That will have to be the last word for this week’s Culture Wars segment,’ Tom said. ‘Liza, March – a spirited discussion as always.’ He turned slightly to

  address another camera. ‘Until next week, thank you for visiting The Roundtable.’




  ‘And we’re out!’ the producer shouted.




  ‘You just had to go for the crotch shot,’ March muttered under his breath.




  Liza cut a glance to the blond, buff, tanned and hazel-eyed Texan. She widened her thumb and index finger to measure about four inches. ‘And I’m probably being generous.’




  March shook his head. ‘Poor guy. He won’t get a date all summer.’




  Liza smiled, knowing an insult like that would be played up and often in the press, extending the life of the debate, solidifying her position as the go-to It Girl for topical feminist spin.




  The building blocks for a brilliant career were stacking up nicely. She had a bestselling book on her résumé with Whore, a weekly stint on The Roundtable, a

  syndicated newspaper column, a regular blog on the Huffington Post and a new deal in the works to join Sirius as a satellite-radio talk-jock. Total media saturation. Politically, it was the

  only way to be heard in today’s culture.




  She rose and extended a hand to March. ‘Thanks. It’s always a pleasure to wipe the floor with guys like you.’




  His shake was firm, his look flirtatious. ‘Well, one of these days you’re going to have to let me be on top.’




  It drove Liza crazy that she found March Donaldson so attractive because she found conservatism so repulsive. March was a young Republican mover, the kind of man who grew up watching

  Crossfire and reading Peggy Noonan’s What I Saw at the Revolution. He finished a law degree at the University of Texas, then joined George W. Bush’s healthcare policy pod

  in Washington. It didn’t take long for his youth and sex appeal to generate fierce attention. The party needed some hot-guy mediagenic bombast. Now he ran his own right-wing think tank, Our

  America, and played pundit hopscotch on network and cable news outlets.




  She breezed past his double entendre. ‘Republicans are outnumbered five to one in the city. Manhattan dinner parties must be a real bitch for you.’




  March winked. ‘Not so much. Being on television gets me laid all the time. What can I say? I’m family values and rock and roll.’




  Liza wondered about his fiancée, Amaryllis Hartman. She worked in PR for fashion designer Stella McCartney and hailed from an impressive lineage of old-money Connecticut Democrats. Beyond

  the obvious, what did a woman like that see in a man like March? His brand of contemporary narcissism hardly called for long-term commitment.




  ‘Family values and rock and roll?’ Tom Shapiro repeated this as he laughed. ‘If you ever run for office, use that for your campaign slogan. You’ll own the young male

  swing vote.’




  Liza managed a wry smile. ‘Don’t encourage him, Tom.’ She started out. ‘I’ll see you next week.’




  ‘Hey, you up for a drink?’ Tom called after her.




  ‘Next time,’ Liza promised. ‘I’m heading back for a book party.’




  Tom pulled a disappointed face. He was astonishingly handsome – fine features, beautiful teeth, a smattering of sun freckles, slightly rumpled brown hair. With his easy speaking style and

  cool gesticulations, he gave off intellectual frat-boy vibrations. The cable brass saw him as their great hope to attract young viewers, a demo that got most of their news from Jon Stewart and

  Stephen Colbert.




  But Tom Shapiro was the real thing, having endured a short tour of duty in the White House press corps. At daily briefings, he shrewdly hogged the mic with long what’s-your-question

  questions. This ensured that the superimposed video ID would hit the screen and identify to forty million people his name and affiliation. The exposure got him an agent, and a few months later, his

  own cable show.




  As Liza picked up her pace, March fell into step beside her. ‘I’m guessing this book party isn’t for Ann Coulter.’




  Liza grinned in spite of herself. She hated that cunt for the radical right. March knew it, too. ‘And they say you’re not inclined to big think.’




  ‘Who says?’




  She played coy. ‘No one in particular.’




  ‘Is Tucker Carlson bashing me again?’




  Her smile was teasing.




  ‘He says I’m more like a guy in a sports bar who won’t shut up than a political analyst.’ One beat. ‘Dick. He’s just jealous because I get more face-time on

  TV.’




  Liza started to laugh and pushed open the exit door, bracing herself for the shock of going from meat-locker air conditioning to sticky summer heat.




  A Town Car and driver were waiting, ready to whisk her from the Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey studio back to New York.




  ‘So, tell me, how does a feminist like you spend the summer?’ March asked. ‘Will you slip into a swimsuit at some point, or does that represent man’s evil plot to reduce

  you to sexual object?’




  ‘See? You are that guy in a sports bar.’




  March shrugged. ‘I’ve been called worse.’ He gestured for Liza’s driver to remain seated and opened the rear passenger door.




  ‘Believe it or not, I’m renting a house in the Hamptons for the season with a few girlfriends,’ she announced, slipping into the roomy cabin. ‘How’s that for

  girly?’




  March kept his hand on the door and leaned inside. ‘My fiancée’s parents own a house in Watermill. I’ll be there every weekend.’ He grinned, practically dripping

  with sexual heat.




  With a pang of guilt, Liza thought of Justin. ‘Good. I’d love to watch my husband kick your ass in beach volleyball.’




  March rose up to his full height and gave her a cocky nod. ‘You’re on.’ He shut the door, then just as quickly knocked on the tinted window.




  Liza zipped it down.




  ‘Don’t get me wrong. I have great respect for firemen. But that pussy is going down.’




  She laughed as the driver coasted away, her body tingling with the animated energy that flirtation brings. And then came the shame. But Liza convinced herself that she harbored no desire for

  this to turn into something else. It was nothing more than the charming suggestion that, in another life, without her husband in the equation, without March’s fiancée in the wings,

  they might have a fantastic time together. Her anxiety eased, Liza reached for her cellular to call Justin.




  He picked up on the first ring. ‘Hey.’




  ‘How was your day?’




  ‘Long and boring.’




  She breathed a quiet sigh. It was a relief to her, misery to him. Justin was a truckee, a distinction that made him responsible for finding the fires and getting the survivors to safety. He

  worked Engine 40, Ladder 35 on Amsterdam and Sixty-Sixth, a station house that lost twelve men on September 11. ‘I’m on my way back,’ Liza announced. ‘The party starts at

  seven. If nothing else, the food will be good. Have you eaten?’




  Justin hesitated. ‘What party?’




  ‘Pila Anderson’s book party. She gave me an advance quote for Whore. We’ve talked about this half a dozen times.’




  ‘I forgot,’ Justin said lamely. ‘Right now I’m heading to the gym with a buddy. Will you be pissed if I skip it?’




  ‘I’m pissed that I even had to remind you,’ Liza spat. ‘Get your ass home, get a suit on and get to the party. Details are on the fridge.’ She slammed the phone

  shut. ‘My fucking husband!’




  The driver adjusted his rearview mirror, seeking eye contact, hoping for conversation.




  But Liza didn’t have the energy for chatter. She turned away, gazing blankly out the window in an effort to pinpoint the root cause of her annoyance. It couldn’t be Justin

  exclusively. From time to time she had to get parental, all part of the currency of marrying a man-child.




  Maybe it was her gnawing hunger. In the days that led up to a television appearance, she went on a punishing calorie-restriction diet. Nothing but flaxseed, rice bran, brewer’s yeast,

  sprouts, green tea and sugar-free gum. This not only kept her model-thin, but the preoccupation of always thinking about what she ate crowded out other worries. Of course, it didn’t help that

  a strange ravenousness hit her after every taping of a show.




  As she dug into her purse for a piece of Trident, she noticed the syringe. A wave of dread spread across her abdomen. Better to just do the deed fast before she had a chance to get anxious. She

  pulled up the skirt of her dress and jammed the needle into her hip.




  It was a hormone cocktail – Perganol, Gonal-f and Lupron, designed to stimulate her ovaries to mature multiple eggs for freezing. This would be her second round at fifteen grand a pop. But

  it meant she could put off having a baby until forty. At twenty-nine, her eggs were still young, brilliant and beautiful, not the old, dark and grainy things they’d be if she waited.




  At moments like this, she felt like a fraud, as if her public persona didn’t represent a true ideology, but a mercenary career move. Liza Pike, tough-talking feminist. Yeah, right. What

  would people think if they knew the real truth? That she married a big, strong, stupid guy out of fear of being alone, that she starved herself even though she was already thin, that she succumbed

  to baby panic propaganda and threw herself onto the guillotine of high-tech science.




  Everything changed when the first plane hit the World Trade Center’s north tower. Liza had been outside her TriBeCa apartment, close enough to feel the heat of the explosion on her face.

  From that moment on, nothing seemed the same. A garbage truck hitting a grate could scare the breath out of her lungs. For a long time she stopped taking elevators, refused to drive over the George

  Washington Bridge and avoided the subway altogether. She also bypassed major airlines, thinking small carriers would be safer and likely under the radar of terrorists.




  Relationships were altered, too. Tony Grant, a victims’-rights lawyer based in London, had been her boyfriend for two years. After a few days of consoling her about the attacks, he wanted

  to move on to other things – phone sex, politics, his tennis game, anything but her paralyzing fears. Playing the emotional caretaker was beyond him, and as the weeks went on, bad

  conversations got worse. She ended up dumping him the night he tried to argue that US foreign policy had justifiably provoked the jihad.




  For a few months, Liza did fine alone, but then CBS aired the six-month anniversary special with graphic new footage of the towers falling, images that simply reactivated her traumatic symptoms.

  Feeling vulnerable again, she reached out to Tony, though his week-long visit failed to repair the relationship. There was nothing quite like those long silent minutes – after disconnected

  sex and before sleep – to trigger deep reflections on how absolutely wrong Tony was for her. When he returned to London, Liza knew it was over for good, only to discover weeks later that she

  was pregnant.




  Tony had announced over drinks on their first date that he didn’t want children. The last thing she needed to hear was some crude offer to pick up the tab for an abortion, so she never

  told him. Liza volunteered at a Planned Parenthood location near her apartment, but it had recently been destroyed by arson. She went to another clinic, but knew no one on staff. The nurse was

  aloof, helping to guide Liza’s hips to the edge of the table but offering little else. The doctor never said a word. He just stepped into the room and roughly pushed in the speculum. She

  remembered the cramping, the painful tugging sensation, the daze of the relaxant. And then it was over.




  Liza thought about her decision every day. She even noted the anniversary to herself, a morbid birthday for a baby never born. But she didn’t regret it. There’d been so much she

  wanted to accomplish career-wise. And the idea of being linked to Tony Grant by way of a child seemed unbearably wrong. So Liza mourned, she gave her body time to heal, and then she swore off

  self-absorbed urban types by trespassing into bars where real men hung out.




  It was time for an action-figure guy. After all, you couldn’t find a toy based on a lawyer or a stockbroker. Liza wanted a cop, a cowboy, a fireman, someone who’d make love like an

  animal and lug a sofa bed up five flights of stairs without complaint.




  When Liza saw Justin Beal for the first time at a casual bar near Ground Zero, he stood out like neon. Nicknames were big deals in firehouses, and all the men referred to Justin as Calvin Klein.

  Knocking back his beer in distressed jeans and a white tank, he did look more like a male model than a rescue worker.




  But he was no high-maintenance pretty boy. There was hair on his chest. His hands were large and rough-looking. And the corded musculature of his arms looked like the natural result of years of

  sports and physical work, not slavish dedication to a Bowflex machine. That night he’d been the object of both ridicule and celebration for being cover boy of the new FDNY hunk calendar.




  But Liza had managed to cause a minor commotion of her own. She knew how to take elements of elegance and mix them with nonchalance – a killer dress, wash-and-go hair, makeup so light you

  couldn’t tell she was wearing any, flats instead of heels. This set her apart from the other huntresses who stalked the man jungle with their peek-a-boo cleavages and vampish heels.




  Justin had responded to the novelty and approached her right away. She found him so desirable that the air seemed to leave the room. Shallow banter turned more shallow, and they ended up at her

  apartment. After the best sex of her life, he unloaded his survivor’s guilt for breathing, eating and fucking while the bodies of some of his firefighter brothers remained unaccounted for.

  Liza held him. For a first night hook-up, it was off-the-charts for intensity. Six weeks later they were married. And more often than not, she still wondered why.




  Zipping open her Celine clutch, Liza inspected her face. In the grind of the traffic halt, she carefully reapplied her Nars Hot Voodoo lipstick. Shit! They hadn’t moved an inch in

  five minutes. Goddamn New Jersey. She huffed and shoved the tube back into her purse. More time to reflect on her darling husband.




  Liza knew that saying those vows to Justin had been more of a response to circumstances than to love. The sky had already fallen once. She didn’t want to be alone if it happened again.

  Plus, a new husband represented her post-September 11/post-Tony view on men. Simple guys only. And that Justin was. His interests were limited to work, sex, food and the gym. Talk was

  scarce. He didn’t read or keep up with the news enough to offer cognitive volley on anything.




  But this gave Liza private space to think, a cerebral sanctuary all her own. She could do intellectual sparring at the office. At home, she thought she wanted something else – to feel safe

  and protected. Six years in, it wasn’t working. But what else could she expect? The paradox of fearing loneliness and craving solitude was hardly the first building block for wedded

  bliss.




  Liza had come to learn that simple men were just self-absorbed in their own way. Justin was no different. His needs were primitive, and they rarely involved her now. Even physically. In that

  first blush of togetherness, the sex had rocked her world. In fact, she could honestly admit that their relationship had been purely based on it. But now the act took on no greater or less a role

  than it would have with a Tony clone or some other man who in his lifetime had actually read a novel from beginning to end.
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