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For Danny, Fiona, and Darby,
my very own models of excellence,
with much love and admiration





the Starlet





THE STATUE AT THE center of the fountain was much higher off the ground than it looked. It was also slipperier, with far fewer footholds than a person might be led to believe. At first glance, the mottled bronze tangle of knees, hands, hips, and tails—there were a couple of mermaids involved—seemed to promise an easy climbing experience. Halfway up, however, she began to question the motivation and wisdom of her decision, not to mention the depth of the water. What was she doing here anyway? She couldn’t remember, but there had to have been a reason. A good reason. There always was. Well, usually. Most of the time.


The girl pulled herself up another twelve inches, and became temporarily distracted by her knee, which appeared to be impaled on a trident. The pain cleared her head for a few seconds and her breath came fast and labored. She just needed to get to the top. That was it. She was climbing so she could get to the top. Simple. If she got to the top, she could really see things—clearly, for once—and then it might turn out that the past week hadn’t happened at all. Lloyd was not dead. How could he be dead? Here she was in the middle of a beautiful Italian city climbing a fountain. That was not something you did if your lover had just died.


There, she knew there had been a reason. She would just get to the top of King Triton here and wait until enough time had passed to erase the time that had gone before, and then she would dive and obliterate its vision of Lloyd on his knees, the cord around his neck. It would be a baptism of sorts, a symbol of a life begun again. Water always meant rebirth. Characters submerged, touched death, then reemerged with a new understanding of reality. Who had told her that? Someone. People were always telling her things. Explaining why she was doing what she was doing until she wanted to scream. So why was no one here helping her get off this fucking fountain?


Whisked numb by cocaine, her nose was icy cold even under the warm April sun and seemed to provide a wide-open passage from the sky directly to her brain. For a moment everything seemed sharper, yet somehow more distant, a world in which the cinematography was perfect but the sound guy had dozed off. For a while, the drugs and alcohol had worked in perfect harmony, had carried her down the street—several streets actually—and lifted her up this far. But now the euphoria was shredding like wet tissue paper, leaving her exposed and ridiculous. She was ridiculous. She was ridiculous, and probably bleeding. She needed another bump, another pill, another drink. She needed it all to stop. It was something she had chanted to herself every hour of every day, especially since Lloyd had died and left her alone. Please make it stop. Maybe if she got to the top of this god-awful, slippery mess of a fountain everyone would just leave her the hell alone. Maybe when she hit the water she could make things change.


Because there they all were, below her, swarming the fountain, filling the street like a zombie plague—the cameras, all those cameras, the thousand-eyed beast that followed her wherever she went. She smiled down at it because that was what you did with the beast, you smiled at it, stroked it, kept it calm with sounds of affection, with little sugar-plum kisses, but really she was scanning the horizon for someone to tell her what to do next.


Because this climb was not working out; her foot was slipping, her hands were frozen, and the festive clarifying force of the cocaine was surrendering to the alcohol, which lifted her up and over as if she were on a Ferris wheel. In just a few minutes she would probably black out, and who knew what would happen then.


That could not have been the plan; blackouts were never part of the plan. Below, people were calling her name, telling her to dive, smiling and laughing and telling her to dive. Was that why she was here? She looked around at all the faces, trying to find Lloyd. Maybe he could tell her; he understood a lot more than she did about how things really worked. But Lloyd was dead, naked and dead, which made no sense at all, and around her she saw only what she always saw—cameras and strange faces calling her name. For a minute she thought she heard a voice she knew. Far away, on the other side of the beast, a woman stood up and said something, something that made her look angry and worried. It was a look the girl knew very well, had seen on many faces all her life. She gave the woman an apologetic glance and did what she always did—she followed direction.





Chapter One


MERCY TALBOT HAD BEEN famous since she was eleven years old. Her mother had certainly made every effort to have it happen sooner. As the story went, Mercy had announced at age four that she wanted to be an actress, had clamored for auditions the way other girls demanded Barbies and kittens. That was back when the Talbots were still the Groplers and Mercy was Tiffany Dawn. The name change came with the move from Michigan to Los Angeles—Angie, Mercy’s mother, took the family’s new surname from her then-favorite store; “Mercy” came from all the hours Angie spent on her knees, offering prayers for her daughter’s success. “Have mercy,” she would murmur, lighting candles in front of various saints, “have mercy.” It seemed a natural enough transition. It would become one of Angie’s favorite stories to tell during interviews; she called it “fate” and never explained why her daughter required mercy in the first place.


Angie was a dance instructor who had spent two years with the Joffrey before being sidelined with a knee injury. Or so she said. In Los Angeles, she enrolled Mercy in one of the hundreds of children’s acting classes designed to fan the hopes of parents in exchange for regular payment by cash or credit card. Still, there was something undeniable about Mercy, even in those ridiculous classes, even at age seven. A directness in her gaze, a natural huskiness in her voice. She had hazel eyes so light they were almost golden and an ability to transform in front of an audience that impressed even the highest rung casting agents. It also scared them to death. At seven, eight, nine, Mercy Talbot was clearly a natural-born actress, capable of playing a pint-sized Blanche DuBois should the need arise. Unfortunately, that was not what anyone was looking for. Cute, perky, smart-ass, or wide-eyed were much more desirable. No one knew what to do with those golden eyes, that sharp, vixenish chin. None of the kid shows would touch her. Mercy could not even get a juice commercial because, her mother was told, her rasping contralto made her sound like she had a cold.


But she never gave up, or if she did, Angie refused to notice. While Don Talbot (née Gropler) sold insurance, then real estate, then opened a specialty coffee franchise, Angie and her daughter never missed an audition, even when it was a cattle call. Good thing, too, as those later profiles always made clear. Because it was while standing in line at an outdoor mall in Woodland Hills, sizzling under a ruthless early May sun, that Mercy Talbot got her big break. Not from the producer who was holding the audition, looking for an unknown to play the best friend in the next American Girl movie, but from his college buddy, an indie director who had tailed along. He was hoping to find a girl to appear in his film—a small, stylish ghost story—and he certainly could not afford to hold an audition like this. Also there was free food. But after five hours of terrible readings and bland chicken curry salad, David Neilsen gave up and made his way toward his car. As he passed the endless line of sweat-glazed, fretful girls and their grim-faced, iced-latte-swilling mothers, he saw Mercy, straight and slim, looking like she had some sort of internal air-conditioning. From the top of her white-blond head to the patient arch of her sandaled foot, here was a girl who could do some serious face time with a ghost.


Sweetly Sleeping became an indie phenomenon, selling out of Sundance for an unheard-of $10 million. It was the number one movie for the entire month of June and picked up countless awards, including three Oscars, one for Mercy as best supporting actress. When she gave her acceptance speech she was twelve years old. Angie stopped shopping the Talbots sales and began wearing Dolce & Gabbana, and Mercy never had to go on a blind audition again. There were small films and blockbusters; an urban-girl drama created just for her ran for three years and won her two Emmys. For a good three, maybe even four years she was perhaps the most beloved star in America. Cameras followed Mercy’s every move—birthday parties, trips to Hawaii with her family, the day she got her driver’s license. She was clear-eyed and charming in every interview, never turned down a request for an autograph or a picture. The only product she would endorse (outside those associated with her movies) was milk.


Mercy was not afraid of becoming the next burnt-out starlet, she said, because she had a normal family life and an abiding faith in God. (The Talbots were staunch Catholics until Mercy’s publicist suggested that Catholic didn’t play so well these days among the gay community, who just loved Mercy. So they became staunch Episcopalians.) Mercy smiled for the cameras, she wore clothes that were appropriate for her age, she lived with her parents in South Pasadena so she could go to public school when her schedule allowed. And she was clearly very talented. After years of searching for the next big megastar, Hollywood had found the real deal.


Things began to change when Mercy turned sixteen. Taller now but still slim as a switch, she suddenly seemed too old for children’s parts but too young for adult roles. Angie got her breast implants and convinced her to do a provocative shoot for Vanity Fair. The half-naked cover kept the media, and middle America, buzzing for weeks; when things finally calmed down, few people noticed that Mercy had quietly had her implants removed. Puberty, kept at bay by Mercy’s strenuous work schedule, had finally struck, and now Mercy could rely on her own breasts, and deny that she had ever had implants.


But for better or worse, Angie’s ploy had worked. Mercy was officially an ingénue, and although she worked more than ever, the paparazzi, which had once been her friend, turned predatory. The same hormones that granted her curves also gave her thighs, and Mercy’s weight became the subject of public conversation. At seventeen, she took up smoking to control her appetite and combat the between-takes boredom; images of her lighting up filled the Internet as everyone from Perez Hilton to the American Lung Association denounced her as a “poor role model.” Her parents divorced. When Angie claimed poverty, Mercy paid her father a multimillion-dollar settlement that included a privacy clause. He promptly married one of Mercy’s tutors, who just as promptly gave birth to a baby girl. Mercy severed all ties.


She and her mother moved into the family’s Malibu beach house, where there were plenty of places for the paparazzi to hide. Soon every cigarette, every embrace, every ill-timed hitch of her skirt was instantly posted everywhere. Magazines paid bartenders for the dregs of Mercy’s drinks, then reported that Mercy, still underage, had a fondness for Jack Daniel’s. She began hooking up with other young stars, since the attention made it impossible to date, or even befriend, anyone else, and followed the time-worn pattern of breakups and occasional scandal. There was a hateful video on YouTube of one ex deriding her sexual talents. There were rumors of an abortion, of feuds with other young stars. There was a DUI, then another, there was an accident on Wilshire in which her mother was injured—she claimed Mercy had been driving erratically because she was fleeing paparazzi. Mercy lost her Malibu house to a fire, which many of the celebrity websites suggested she started herself, either for the insurance or after passing out with a cigarette. The websites chronicled her on an almost daily basis; her name entered the ranks of Britney, Paris, and Lindsay, though film critics and the mainstream press still liked to point out that her talent put her more on par with Bette, Joan, and Spence.


Despite all the bad press, Mercy never stopped working, because she could still open a movie. Whether because of a true love of the profession or the tyranny of Angie, Mercy Talbot always delivered a performance worth remembering. If anything, the tension between her personal and professional life made her an even bigger box office draw. People came to her movies wondering if this would be the one in which the bad behavior finally caught up with her. They inevitably left in a state of baffled and exhilarated admiration when it was not. There were Golden Globe wins, multiple Oscar nominations, Team Mercy T-shirts. Every film left the public more besotted than before, and every fall in between seemed to take her closer to the brink.


Mercy Talbot is twenty-three years old. She has been famous since she was eleven.


She never stood a chance.


So thought Juliette Greyson as she sat stirring her cappuccino in a small café in Florence. She was trying to decide if she really needed to interrupt a very pleasant afternoon of shopping to save the young woman drunkenly climbing the statue of Neptune and his daughters from the middle of a wide but not terribly deep fountain on the Piazza Cordova. She was not at all certain. As the head of public relations for the Pinnacle Hotel in Los Angeles, Juliette knew more about the inner workings of movie stars than she ever thought she would, or wanted to. She spent her days, and nights, anticipating their needs, analyzing their motives, and minimizing their crises in a way that had made the Pinnacle Hotel the Industry hotel in town. At the Pinnacle, no desire was too great, no whim too petty; the staff was there not to judge but to serve. If Juliette had been home, this particular situation would have been a no-brainer—not a single paparazzo had ever so much as taken a snap inside the Pinnacle. If she were at home, she would be summoning whatever security staff was available, pushing her way through the crowds right now, climbing up after Mercy, and carrying her to safety if necessary.


But she was on vacation. A long and lovely and much-deserved vacation from the Pinnacle, from Los Angeles, from her life. Juliette was in Italy to figure out What To Do Next. And that did not involve rescuing troubled young starlets, not even the ones she liked. A few moments ago, when Juliette heard the metallic insectlike clatter of photographers on the move, she thought she must be hallucinating. Surrounded by slender high-shouldered buildings of russet and rose, silver-gray and cream, she had felt utterly unmoored in time, deep in a fortress of fairy-tale beauty cradled by ancient streets, each lined with flower-fringed storefronts and front stoops dappled with sun. Over her shoulder loomed a slice of the rose-colored Duomo, as if to remind the city’s citizens of their higher aspirations. There were no limos, no Hummers, no celebrity and his entourage, no television cameras, no twentysomething publicists in pointy shoes. Instead, as if conjured from a dream, a trio of nuns, in full habit and wimples, turned one corner, skimmed along the outskirts of the piazza like large lost seabirds, then disappeared through a stone-arched alley.


But then the buzz had become a roar and the paparazzi had appeared, grubby men in dark jackets and sweat-stained polo shirts, pouring down a small side street like ants racing a flood. So now, instead of contemplating lovely nuns and geranium-laced window ledges, Juliette was watching Mercy Talbot slip and sway twenty feet above a fountain. Mercy. It had to be Mercy. How much attention did this girl need anyway? Plenty. Juliette knew this from firsthand experience. Mercy Talbot and her mother had stayed at the Pinnacle for three months while their Malibu home was being rebuilt after a devastating fire. By the end of the first week, the staff had been ready to personally rent them another Malibu beach house. Hell, they’d buy them one if that’s what it took. But Mercy developed an attachment to the Pinnacle, and Juliette had to admit that, when assessed separately from her mother, Mercy was no more, or less, demanding than the typical guest. And there was something about her, a radiance, an incandescence, that made her impossible to resist. Unfortunately, no one ever got Mercy without getting her mother; Angie had recently taken to dyeing her hair platinum so they would be a “matched set.”


So where was the dreaded Angie now, when she could actually be of use? Mercy was going to kill herself now if she wasn’t careful, or at least break something important. Surely she would climb down, surely someone would arrive to help her climb down. A bodyguard, a publicist, an adoring fan. Lord, Juliette thought. Wasn’t she supposed to be in rehab? Juliette was certain that a week before she left L.A. she had heard that Mercy was “doing well” in rehab.


“Prego, prego, over here, over here, bella, bella, Mercy, Mercy, over here, no, no, bella, si, si, in the water, dive, Mercy, dive.”


Juliette felt the unpleasant and unfamiliar sensation of panic spin a web within her chest. It was impossible that this young actress was going to be allowed to break her neck in the middle of the day in a Florentine fountain. Juliette scanned the crowd for that platimum head, for the man with the earpiece and the sunglasses. But she could see only paparazzi, the shifting, sweating, yelling, hooting paparazzi. At the table next to Juliette’s, two women snapped photos with their cell phones. Mercy’s foot slipped. She gripped the top of Neptune’s head, leaned forward, and closed her eyes. A hush fell, but it was not a helpful hush, not the pause in which everyone realizes things have gone too far and steps should be taken. Instead it was excited, anticipatory. Looking around her, Juliette realized the crowd expected Mercy to fall. They were, in fact, waiting for Mercy to fall.


Furious, Juliette stood up and called out her name. Mercy straightened, took one hand off the water god’s crown, then the other. Juliette thought of a painting she had seen once of Saint Joan of Arc, moments before flames were kindled beneath her. Mercy’s face held the same glorious tension between surrender and soul-rattling fear. For one brief moment their eyes met, and without thinking, Juliette stepped over the café’s low hedge of potted geraniums and into the street. But it was too late.


With a small hopeless shrug, Mercy dove.


Juliette felt as if her heart actually stopped, though whether because of fear and horror or simple admiration, she could not say. It was a flawless dive, a thing of utter and miraculous beauty. Mercy’s small light body hit the murky water like a kingfisher, disappeared, and then the girl instantly emerged, pushing the hair out of her eyes and laughing. The cameras went wild.


Grinding her teeth, Juliette pushed her way through the crowd until she was at the edge of the fountain. In just one minute the actress would stand, the white cotton shift she was wearing would be reduced to translucence, and fortunes would be made. Because Mercy was famous for eschewing undergarments of any sort.


“Mercy,” Juliette yelled above the Italianate din with all the authority she could muster. The necessary irritation came naturally. “Mercy Talbot. Stop that right now.”


The young woman’s head turned, her big, wet-lashed, golden eyes blinked once, twice, and she sat down suddenly in the water like a child in a tub. Juliette had no idea if Mercy had recognized her or if she was just responding to the authority in her voice, but frankly, it didn’t matter.


“Now get out of that fountain this minute,” she snapped.


Startled, Mercy obediently began to rise. “No,” Juliette yelped, suddenly seeing what she knew she would see, which was pretty much everything. “Wait, wait, I’ll come to you.” Slipping off her shoes, she grabbed the only thing she had handy—a tablecloth she had bought that morning—and, over the protests of the men around her, waded into the fountain. Shielding Mercy with her body, she wrapped the young, dripping-wet woman up in ten feet and $300 worth of hand-woven Florentine linen.


“Andare a casa,” she snapped at the photographers as they crowded around her, pushing their cameras literally into Mercy’s face. “Go home to your mothers and tell them what you have been doing. Shame on you. Vergognati, vergognati!”


“I do know you,” Mercy said happily, as if they were two friends meeting on the street. “You work at the Pinnacle, right? I thought that was you. I have a photographic memory. Or I do sometimes. Juliette, right? How weird. This is Italy, you know.”


Juliette nodded, trying to get her own shoes on, gathering up her parcels, and already greatly regretting her actions.


“Did you see me dive?” Mercy said hopefully, looking around, smiling now as if there were nothing unusual about being steered through a crowd of photographers while wearing a tablecloth and no shoes. “I thought I was going to die. Seriously. I never in a million years thought it would work, though I read in a book about someone doing it, diving into a fountain. I think it was a book. Maybe it was a movie. I hope they got it—the dive, I mean—but probably they just wanted more pictures of my tits.”


“Yes,” Juliette said. “Undoubtedly. Now just shut up for one second and let’s see how we get out of here. Do you have a car?”


“I don’t feel so well,” Mercy said suddenly, and without further comment she leaned over and vomited on the pavement right in front of Juliette’s feet. “I really want to lie down now,” she murmured, leaning heavily onto Juliette’s shoulder and giving every indication of doing just that.


“Jesus,” Juliette said, digging her fingers into the girl’s alarmingly thin arm and steering her toward a main street where she could see salvation in the form of many taxis. “Jesus.” Hollywood had indeed gone global; ten thousand miles away from L.A., and it was like she had never left.


In the cab, Mercy began to shake uncontrollably and ignore Juliette’s questions. She was staying at the Medici, she finally admitted after the cab had driven aimlessly for twenty minutes, but she didn’t want to go back there, if she had to go back there she would kill herself. Her mother and the director were still in Rome. They were both looking for her, she supposed, but she had thrown her phone into the Arno and if she had to see either of them right now she would kill herself. “I mean if they don’t kill me first,” she said, “if they don’t literally suck the blood right out of my veins and then sell it on eBay.” She didn’t remember really what had happened over the past couple of days, or where she had been, and she didn’t think it was anyone’s business, and if Juliette kept bugging her, she would kill herself. She didn’t know what she had taken, thought maybe some meth, probably some Oxy, definitely some coke, and Juliette could smell the alcohol rising through her pores. “Don’t make me go back,” Mercy said over and over. “I’ll die if I have to go back.”


She began thumping her head against the window, so Juliette rolled it down. Mercy wouldn’t explain what she meant and Juliette could not imagine that she was referring to the Medici, which was a perfectly lovely hotel. Mercy, however, was becoming slightly blue around the lips and genuinely hysterical, so Juliette rolled the window back up and called the hotel, hoping to get some answers and, with luck, find out where the private entrance was. While Juliette was dialing, Mercy began pawing at the front of her dress and miraculously produced a vial of pills, two of which she quickly swallowed. Juliette grabbed the bottle out of her hand and shoved it deep into her purse. Mercy’s shaking subsided and she leaned against the window of the cab, one pale thin hand absentmindedly stroking the hair of the driver, who smiled into the rearview mirror as if such things were a natural part of his job.


As it turned out, Juliette knew the assistant general manager of the Medici, a guy named St. John with whom she had worked years ago in L.A. Juliette was amused to note that since she had seen him last, St. John had developed the vaguely snooty accent preferred by many hoteliers and which Juliette’s boss, Eamonn Devlin, commonly referred to as Piano Bar Continental. St. John had some answers but was not at all willing to tell her about their private entrance because he did not want Mercy Talbot anywhere near his hotel. She had been there three nights, he said, and they had had to resuscitate her twice, and, as they had told her this morning, they regretted the fact that they would no longer be able to accommodate her—the hotel was now fully booked. “Naturally, she is distraught over the recent tragedy, as are we all,” St. John said, “but I am afraid there is nothing we can do. I have taken the liberty of booking her at the Ritz.”


“Wait,” Juliette said. “What recent tragedy?”


There was a pause of almost audible disbelief.


“Surely you must know: Lloyd Watson overdosed last week,” St. John said. “Where on earth have you been? He and Ms. Talbot were shooting a film in Rome and apparently he pulled a Heath Ledger. He’s dead.”


Juliette was shocked. Lloyd Watson was a young actor with a string of indie hits and film festival awards. Handsome and affable, he had recently had a baby with a former costar. The two did not marry but they seemed friendly enough. There had been rumors of drug abuse, but the birth of his son had sent Watson into rehab, where he had, supposedly, cleaned up his act.


“I didn’t know,” Juliette said. “I’m on vacation. Jesus, that’s terrible. Jesus. What was he? Like twenty-eight?”


“Twenty-seven, and Ms. Talbot seems to have been quite . . . affected.”


Filming of their movie, St. John said, was postponed indefinitely while the producers tried to replace Watson, but they were reluctant to let Mercy go, for obvious reasons. This left Mercy trapped in Rome with her mother and nothing much to do. So she had fled to Florence, where she had proceeded to host nightly parties with guests of rapidly declining social and economic status.


“I thought she was in rehab,” Juliette said, a bit desperately, glancing at the slight figure now slumped beside her. “When I left L.A. she was in rehab.”


“Well, yes,” he said. “At Resurrection. But”—St. John’s voice dipped to a more gossipy and American intonation—“you know that place. Too many loony stars to keep track of. Apparently she escaped. Or she left to do this film. Either way, it didn’t work. I mean really didn’t work. Though”—he caught himself so quickly, Juliette assumed a supervisor had walked by—“no doubt Mr. Watson’s death was quite a shock. We have been in contact with Mrs. Talbot,” he continued, back in professional mode. “She is flying in this afternoon. If you like, you can pick up Miss Talbot’s bags at the front desk, or we can send them to the Ritz. Please give her our kind regards and tell her we hope to see her again . . . as soon as her health permits.”


He hung up just as the cab pulled in front of the hotel. For a moment Juliette was tempted to just push Mercy out of the cab and dump her on the steps; she was on holiday, for chrissake, she didn’t want to have to deal with a junkie starlet on a bender. Beside her in the cab, Mercy had either fallen asleep or passed out. Her hands, which lay palms-up on her lap, were still shaking. God, she was thin, Juliette thought, looking at the childlike wrists, the bony bruised knees. How these women remained so thin without collapsing more often was one of the great mysteries of Hollywood. What was wrong with the movie business, that it consumed so many of its young? “Too much money, too many neuroses, and an overreliance on the service industry,” Devlin had once remarked as they waited for paramedics to arrive at the Pinnacle. “Also, I believe it is physically impossible to get through a press junket sober.”


But you couldn’t blame the entertainment industry for everything. Juliette, who grew up in Connecticut, remembered when her own knees had looked like Mercy’s. When she had been Mercy’s age, Juliette had known very well what it was like to pass out in a cab, to try to piece together the shards of a lost day or night or week. She knew the endless spine-rattling cycle of fear and thirst and shame and desire. Just thinking about it made her scalp tighten, her heart flop like something torn loose. Although it had been years since she had reached for a bottle or a line, she could feel it all again, that primal, propelling need to feel better, some way, any way, the fierce and dedicated hopelessness of it all.


Sighing, she sent the driver in to collect Mercy’s things.





Chapter Two


ALTHOUGH SHE KNEW IT was probably not a good idea, Juliette took Mercy to Cerreta. About an hour from Florence and just north of Siena, Cerreta was a two-hundred-acre farm estate that had been owned by Juliette’s family, on her mother’s side, for centuries. What had begun as a single tower from which the Delfino family could survey and protect their land was now a true castello, complete with a villa and a group of farmhouses, aproned by olive groves, vineyards, and green fields. High on a hill surrounded by woods, it was invisible from any road save the one that led to it. Even then it took five bumpy, oil-pan-thumping minutes through forest, field, and pasture before the bell tower and villa of lovely mottled gold stone appeared, etched against woods and sky like a medieval painting. Over the years, it had moved through the generations until, beset by debt and disrepair, it had come to rest in the hands of Juliette and her cousin Gabriel Delfino.


Gabriel had lived there for almost ten years. Both only children, he and Juliette had been, once upon a time, as close as brother and sister; now they rarely saw each other, and geography was not the only divide. Though Gabriel was stockier and darker than Juliette, who had her father’s red hair and fair skin, they were clearly related. When they argued, Gabe’s hazel eyes went as green as his cousin’s and their faces mirrored each other with stubbornness as much as bone structure. And when they argued, which was often, it was almost always about Cerreta. Over the years, Juliette had suggested they sell off some of the land and turn the castello into a Tuscan resort, a haven for the quietly rich or successful artists. At such times, Gabriel told her that when she had spent more than fifteen minutes of her adult life on the property, he would take her opinion under advisement; until then she could shut the hell up.


It was an effective argument. Juliette didn’t like to think much about Cerreta. Even the sound of its name—Cher-ta—seemed sad to her, a word that one should sigh rather than say. The hills, the woods, the castello, the drowsy smell of lavender, rosemary, and burning wood, were all too closely tied in her mind with things she’d rather forget. For centuries Cerreta had endured without her; without her it could guard its hillside for a few more years. Meanwhile, her marriage, her divorce, her survival from her divorce, and, of course, the Pinnacle, took priority. So slowly but surely Gabe did exactly what he wanted. Which was to restore the farm and create a self-sustaining Eden, free of serpent and judgmental deity. Over the years, he had sent Juliette endless photos and emails about the gray-water and black-water reclamation systems he had installed, the organic garden he had planted, the regionally significant breeds of pigs and sheep he was single-handedly saving from extinction, the state of the olive harvest.


Receiving them, Juliette could not hit delete fast enough. Slopping pigs and harvesting olives, even under the Tuscan sun, was not what she envisioned for her future, and she could not understand how Gabriel lived among the ghosts. Yet, when her life in Los Angeles seemed battered beyond recognition, when she could not imagine what she was supposed to do next, she had gotten on a plane and come to Cerreta. Found her cousin tanner, balder, healthier than she had ever seen him, running a not-quite-profitable bed-and-breakfast and, with the aid of a small international group of students, something approaching a farm and winery. As a peace offering, she handed him the money she had gotten for the house she had bought with her husband—first ex, now dead—to pay off the back taxes on the land. For almost three weeks, she had slept and read and walked, had tended the vineyard and slopped the pigs, eaten enormous quantities of imperfectly formed but delicious organic produce, brushed up on her Italian, and watched, amused, as her cousin and his interns worked the land and each other with the same casual pleasure.


Now, bumping up the road to the castello, Juliette looked at the still-trembling and occasionally twitching form of Mercy Talbot, the perfect embodiment of everything that Cerreta was not. Gabriel, she thought matter-of-factly, is going to kill me.


But first he had to help her get Mercy out of the car. Transferring the starlet’s semi-inert body from the taxi to the car that Juliette had parked outside Florence had been hard enough, even with the taxi driver’s help. Pulling into the courtyard of the castello, Juliette was grateful to see it was empty—the last thing she needed was a bunch of twenty-year-old farmworkers and their digital cameras. She could hear the sounds of laughter and guitar music coming from the other side of the villa, where, she assumed, dinner had been cleared away. As she attempted to drag Mercy’s dead weight from the backseat, Gabriel ambled out from the villa, his round glasses glinting in the dying light. When he saw Juliette’s arms were full of something, he headed over to help her. When he saw that something was actually a young woman, he headed over faster.


“What happened?” he asked, his face flushed with concern as he slid his arms under Mercy’s shoulders and knees. “Is she hurt? Are you hurt? Was there an accident?”


Mercy turned toward the sound of his voice and groaned. Juliette had had to stop three times on the road from Florence and the smell of drunken vomit was undeniable.


“Oh,” Gabe said, his voice losing its edge of panic and concern. “Great. Is she one of ours?”


“Not exactly,” Juliette started to say, tugging him away from the car, but it was too late. Mercy’s head lolled back, and even in the twilight the sharp chin, the fine bones, not to mention the white-blond hair, were unmistakable.


“Jesus Christ,” Gabriel said, looking for a moment as if he would drop her where he stood. “What is Mercy fucking Talbot doing in your car? And why did you bring her here? God almighty, Jules, you were only gone for five hours! Where did you find her? George Clooney, I hear, is installed at his villa on Lake Cuomo; will he and your superstar boyfriend Michael O’Connor be joining us, too?”


“Shut up,” Juliette said, shoving him now into Casa Padua, one of the houses that was part of the castello. Anger always brought out the Boston in Gabe and his voice bounced off the stone of the courtyard like a brawler in a bar fight. “Everyone will hear you and the next thing you know, you’ll be a download on TMZ. And,” she added, punching him in the shoulder that did not cradle Mercy’s head, “Michael O’Connor is not my boyfriend.”


“That’s not how you were talking a few nights ago after you got a few shots of limoncello in you.” Gabriel kicked at her feet in response to the punch but followed her.


“God, why do I tell you anything? No, upstairs,” she said, motioning to the uneven stone steps that led to two of the bedrooms. “I had slept with him once—well, twice—but then things got complicated.”


“If you hang out with complicated people,” he huffed, unceremoniously dumping Mercy onto the bed, “that will happen.”


“Says the king of the olive groves?”


“Says the king of the olive groves,” he agreed, nodding. “She looks terrible,” he added, surveying Mercy with a clinical gaze. “What’s she coming off of? Meth? Coke?” He lifted up her wrist and felt her pulse. “Thready, but she seems to be breathing okay. She’s cold, though,” he said, feeling her arms, her cheeks. “I’m telling you, if this girl goes belly-up here,” he said, straightening Mercy’s legs, putting a pillow under her head, and piling blankets on top of her, “I am going to be totally pissed. Someone’s going to have to sit up with her,” he added, putting an ear to her chest. “And it isn’t going to be me.”


“She’s fine,” Juliette said, steering him out of the room, trying not to think of St. John’s story of the double resuscitation. “She’ll be just fine.”


“She better be,” Gabe said, following her down the stairs. “But I ask again, what in the hell is she doing here?”


In as few words as she could, Juliette described the afternoon’s events. Gabe groaned. “What, you couldn’t take her to the Four Seasons? Call her damn mother? Seriously, Jules, I don’t want some drug-addled starlet rattling around here, having the DTs, and mugging for the paparazzi. These people never travel alone. They don’t understand the concept of alone. This isn’t the Pinnacle.”


“I know this isn’t the Pinnacle,” Juliette snapped, her own exhaustion and agitation catching up with her. “If it were the Pinnacle, I could just call Promises or Resurrection and have them send the rehab cab for her. But it isn’t. And she, okay, she’s famous and a big mess, but she’s also just a kid. Who was in a bad situation and needed some help. Last I heard,” she said, glaring at her cousin, “looking out for drunks and addicts was your prime directive.”


“Primary purpose,” Gabriel said, taking a seat on the window frame in the living room. “If you’re going to quote the Big Book, at least get it right. Though how you know the lingo is beyond me, since you don’t even go to meetings. Because, of course, you still drink. Not that it’s any business of mine.”


“Recovery is a personal journey,” Juliette said. “And I may still drink, but I’ve been clean two years longer than you, so don’t lecture me.”


Gabriel shoved his hands in his pockets and snorted. Along with Cerreta, she and her cousin had shared, for a time, a New York apartment and a fondness for, then dependence on, cocaine. Gabriel’s abuse extended to alcohol, crack, and finally heroin, before he dragged himself half dead to an AA meeting. Over the years their habits, and then the breaking of those habits, had shaped and threatened their friendship. Juliette still drank occasionally because drinking had not been a problem for her, except when paired with drugs. But in the world according to Gabe, addicts were addicts and she was living on borrowed time. Although she was very happy her cousin was sober, Juliette found his hell-and-brimstone devotion to abstinence—from everything, including aspirin—just another example of his lifelong tendency toward zealotry.


“Shit,” Gabriel said now, rolling his eyes. “Tell me you did not bring Mercy Talbot here so I could lead her to sobriety. Because I do not have that kind of time or patience.”


“I did not, as a matter of fact,” Juliette said testily, “and I would appreciate it if you would keep your platitudes to yourself and just leave her be. She’s been through every recovery program on the planet. I don’t think you in all your shining glory will provide the defining moment.


“Sheesh, Gabe,” she went on more gently. “I brought her here because she was having a nervous breakdown in public, because the Medici wouldn’t have her back, and because I couldn’t think of any better place to take her. She can sleep here, and maybe eat something. If she wants to get loaded, she’ll have to walk down three miles of gravel road and hitch another five into town, where no one speaks very much English, and frankly I don’t think she has the appropriate footwear. Seriously,” Juliette said, putting her arms around him and leaning her forehead against his, “it will only be for a few days. Then her mother can come get her. Or her manager. Or whoever the hell is in charge of her. But she’s a nice kid, I think, or she was, underneath it all.”


“Underneath all what?” he asked, briefly submitting to her embrace before shaking her off and heaving himself from the sill. With his scruffy beard and what was left of his brown curly hair, Juliette thought he looked like an overeducated, severely pissed-off shepherd. “She didn’t have more than three stitches on, and if she weighs ninety-five pounds, most of it’s teeth and collarbones. Do what you want,” he said airily, waving his hand, “it’s your house. But if she croaks during the night, I don’t want to know about it. Just drag her over to the quarry and heave the carcass in. And you better go through her luggage, if she has any. I don’t want any of that shit here, and I do mean that.”


“Okay, okay,” said Juliette, palms up. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. She’ll be fine.”


Gabriel stood in the doorway and shook his head. “Little Juliette. You always think you can fix it. Still. After all these unfixable years.” He smiled at her then, fondly and just a little sadly. “Just promise me,” he said as he stepped into the fragrant dark, “that this isn’t the start of a long line of horrifyingly famous people and their assistants demanding sanctuary and much better towels than I have on hand.”


“I promise,” Juliette said, laughing at the resigned set of his shoulders as he crossed the silent courtyard under a high, clear crescent moon and a ridiculous number of stars.


Mercy did not die during the night; she didn’t even wake up. Though unwilling to sit by her bedside like some Jane Austen character, Juliette slept on the wide window seat across from the bed. The walls of Casa Padua were thick and she didn’t want the girl to pull a Jimi Hendrix and choke on her own vomit. But aside from a few moans and the occasional thrashing, it was a fairly quiet night, and when Juliette woke the next morning, Mercy was nowhere to be seen. Following the smell of burning coffee, Juliette found her sitting at the small wooden kitchen table, dipping pieces of bread into a jar of honey and looking out the open window. Clouds moved steadily through a bright blue sky like celestial commuters, their bottoms pressed flat as if they were sliding on glass. On the stove, the espresso maker bubbled and hissed, smoked and boiled over.


“You’re supposed to put the water in the bottom,” Juliette said, snatching it off the burner. Mercy turned at the sound of her voice and smiled. Radiantly.


“Oh,” she said. “It really is you. When I woke up and saw you there, I thought I had dreamt you up. There was a fountain and three nuns, a bunch of cameras, and then you. And you brought me to a castle in the woods. Which also seems real.”


“Yes,” said Juliette gravely. “And I tucked you into bed, fed you bread and honey, then took all of your drugs and flushed them down the toilet. Just fyi.”


Mercy shrugged, ripped off another bit of bread, and dragged it through the honey.


“That’s okay,” she said. “I didn’t really want them.”


“There were an awful lot of them not to want,” Juliette said. “I didn’t even recognize half of them, but then I haven’t been in the market for a while.”


“I’m not even sure how I got them,” Mercy said, taking another tiny bite of bread. “People are always giving me things. And then I had them, so I took them. Because why not, when there’s nothing else to do? But here,” she said, gesturing toward the window, with its view of the vineyard and the forest and, on a far-off hill, the ruins of an abbey, “it looks like there’s lots of things to do.” She gave Juliette another wide-eyed smile, but her hand shook as she toyed with her bread and her face looked raw and bruised in the morning light, flesh clinging to bone as if for dear life. A wave of what Juliette assumed was nausea seemed to sweep over her, and she put her hand to her forehead.


“Did you really chuck the Oxy?” she asked, abandoning for a moment the childish singsong. “Because that was a real prescription, you know. I have joint-pain issues.”


“This is an Oxy-free zone, I’m afraid,” Juliette said. “But help yourself to Advil. And I’d drink some water. Water is very good for the joints.”


Mercy sighed. “Oh, well,” she said with a tiny smile. “One day at a time. Again.”


“Yes, indeed,” said Juliette, dumping the contents of the espresso maker. “And the first thing we’re going to do is call your mother, or your agent, or whoever you call at a time like this. This isn’t a hotel or a rehab center and I’m not a sober buddy or a star-sitter. I’m a private citizen on vacation and I don’t need your people or Us Weekly or a bunch of producers accusing me of aiding and abetting you going AWOL.”


“I’m not AWOL,” Mercy said, examining her fingernails. “I’m supposed to be shooting a movie in Rome. Except crazy old Lloyd Watson had to hang himself in search of the perfect orgasm.” She flicked Juliette a tiny sliver of a look.


“Hang himself? I thought he overdosed.”


Mercy rolled her eyes. “That’s what they’re saying, because the truth is too embarrassing. And whenever one of us goes down, it’s always all about the toxicology report. I mean, he might have overdosed, too. But he definitely hung himself. I should know. I found him.”


She paused for a moment and there was that look again, that swift flash of golden eyes, gauging Juliette’s reaction. Juliette steeled herself and waited.


“It looked like it was an accident,” Mercy continued, “like he was whacking off, you know? Autoeroticism? That’s what the police said anyway. But I didn’t buy it. We fucked a few times and he was pretty vanilla. You couldn’t even touch his hair because he had so many plugs, and he was always worrying about bite marks and bruising, for godsake. So I really don’t see him putting a noose around his neck. I tried to tell the police that, but my mother was afraid they’d only care that I’d fucked him. Sell it to the tabloids or something. It was pretty awful, actually.”


Shaking her head, Mercy returned her attention to her bread and honey.


“I can’t imagine,” Juliette said, refusing to react at all to this strange welter of information. It was way too early in the morning to cope with such things, and anyway there was a fairly good chance Mercy was lying. Or exaggerating. Or trying to impress her somehow. The whole rant had a scripted feel, as if Mercy had been sitting here, just waiting for Juliette to show up so she could deliver this monologue. Juliette wondered how loaded she still was.


“Really?” Mercy blinked. “But your husband was murdered a few months ago, wasn’t he?”


“My ex-husband,” Juliette said automatically, refusing to show the surprise she felt. Somehow she felt she had to keep control of this conversation, that if she did not, she would never regain her footing and Mercy would run amok and bring down the very walls of the castello.


“Right, your ex-husband. They found him in the park right before the Oscars, didn’t they? With his throat cut.”


The way Mercy innocently enunciated the words made Juliette’s teeth clench; the coffee began to boil, so she turned the flame off.


“So you know, right? How awful it is, the police asking you things and the people looking at you like you know something . . .”


Images rose up in Juliette’s mind, images she had flown thousands of miles to a whole other world to forget. Once again she felt Devlin’s arms around her, holding her up as he told her Josh was dead; once again she saw the implacable look on the police detective’s face as he asked where she had been that night, once again she watched Michael O’Connor lie and say she had been with him. That night when everything changed and her life became unrecognizable. She had not killed him, but in a way, she was the reason he had died. If he had not left her, he would probably be alive today. And she would not be here.


Mercy mistook Juliette’s silence for anger and seemed to realize she had crossed a boundary. Led by her shoulders, her body began to wilt. “Sorry. It’s been a tough week. I guess I went a little off the rails,” she said, laying her head down on her arms.


“A little,” Juliette said stiffly. She actually did know what Mercy was talking about, and knew also how much worse the gauntlet must have been for the girl. Not only did she have to cope with the shock of the death and all the questions, but then there was a whole other level of scrutiny and cover-up. Juliette remembered all the damage control and spin that surrounded Josh’s death, and he had only been a screenwriter. It made her woozy just to think of what insanity had swirled around Lloyd Watson. All she would have to do was click on the Internet to get sucked right into it all once again.


For a minute she wondered how quickly she could get the young woman on a train to Rome, but, glancing at her, she relented. With her head tucked down, Mercy looked like a schoolgirl punished for talking in class; her hair lay on the back of her neck like the tail of a pale heart, making her seem incredibly young and vulnerable.


“Mercy,” she said with an exasperated rush of sympathy, “I’m sure whatever happened was pretty terrible. But I don’t think running away to Florence and snorting your weight in cocaine is the best option. Why don’t you just go home for a while? Take some time to, I don’t know, regroup. Preferably without the drugs you say you don’t care about. I can’t imagine that filming is going to resume anytime soon.”


“That’s not what Bill Becker says,” Mercy said, speaking into the fortress of her arms. “He told me to stay put and he’d have someone cast in a week. Two at the most. He sounded fairly confident. But I didn’t like Rome. Everyone seemed to be watching me. Like I had something to do with it. Like I gave him drugs and made him crazy. Which is pretty funny, considering. I was trying to help him, you know? Which is why I think he got in trouble. You really flushed everything?” Mercy asked, raising her face, now flushed and slightly sweaty. “You didn’t keep anything? Not even for yourself? I’d totally understand if you did—”


“Wait,” Juliette said, ignoring Mercy’s words, which still seemed studied in the way she rattled through one digression to another. “Wait, so Bill Becker’s company is making this film?”


“Um, yeah,” said Mercy, frowning; this was not the response she had expected, but she quickly adjusted accordingly. “Ol’ Bounceback Bill. It’s an international thriller, sort of like The Da Vinci Code only with flashbacks. A detective and an art historian who fall in love just like an artist and a nun did, only there’s a murder involved. Or something like that. I haven’t read the script all the way through. Why? Do you know Becker? He has a fairly high creep factor—the whole thing with the cigar.” She shuddered delicately. “But he seems to know it, and I like that about him.”


“Oh, I know him, all right,” Juliette said, reaching for the bread and the honeypot, thinking of the last time she had seen Bill Becker, how Bill Becker was another big reason she had fled to Italy. Bill Becker and Michael O’Connor, with his wide-screen charms to which she had been mortifyingly susceptible. “Now we’re definitely calling your mother.”


“No,” Mercy said, closing her eyes and grabbing the arms of the chair as if Juliette were going to drag her away somewhere. After the previous meanderings between self-pity and cheerfulness, Mercy was suddenly quite focused. “I just won’t. I can’t. Not now. Please, Juliette, seriously, I’m begging you,” she said, her voice teetering on the edge of hysteria, her fingernails scoring the inside of her arms. “I’ll wind up like Lloyd if I let them near me. I just need a break. Just a tiny little break. So I can figure out what to do. Regroup. Like you said. Here. I can regroup here. I know I can.”


“I said I was going to call your mother,” Juliette said. “Not the police.”


“I wish you would call the police,” Mercy said. “Like the American police. But it’s probably too late. I’m sure everything in that room is now up for sale on eBay. But there’s no way my mother would allow me to talk to the police now. The woman is about spin. Don’t you see?” Mercy turned her attention once again full force on Juliette. “I just can’t deal with her right now. Or those sober buddies she keeps hiring. Or the rehabs she keeps shoving me into. She sucks all the joy and meaning out of everything. I’ll die if I have to go back.” Mercy pulled herself into a small bony huddle, wrapped her arms around her legs, and rocked. “I’ll just die.”


“Oh, for godsake,” Juliette said, her head pounding against the young woman’s relentlessly disjointed commentary. She reached for a pan of milk she had been heating on the stovetop. “Stop saying that. The only thing that will kill you right now is your own stupidity. You’re not a minor anymore. Get a new manager, tell your mom to back off. Quit the movie. It’s your life. It’s your career. You’re a grown-up. Act like one.”


Mercy shivered. “Your mom must be dead,” she said.


Juliette started, scalded her hand on the milk she was pouring.


“I’m sorry,” Mercy said, “but she must be, because if she were alive, you would know. You can’t fire your mother. It doesn’t work that way, not even in Hollywood.”


“Fine,” said Juliette, angry at the burn, which really hurt, and the reason she got it. “Here’s an idea: Why not give sobriety a shot? If you want people to stop treating you like a spoiled, strung-out starlet, stop acting like one. If you want people to stop treating you like a drug addict, stop being one.”


“What a great idea,” Mercy said, just as sarcastically. “Why haven’t I thought of that? Where do you think I was for three weeks before I got yanked over to Rome, a week early because, you know, suddenly Lloyd Watson’s schedule changed? You think I’ve been holed up at Resurrection because I like eating off a tray? ‘Go to rehab,’ everyone said. ‘Go to Resurrection, they’ve helped so many people.’ So I went, and you know what?” she said, her face going gray. “It wasn’t any different than anywhere else.”
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