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To err is human, but it feels divine.



—MAE WEST

We’ve only tasted the wine,

We’re gonna drain the cup dry.
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FROM “THE BEST IS YET TO COME”

 

One Flight Up




chapter one

At the wise old age of thirty-seven, India Chumley, Esquire, wholeheartedly believed that women should manage their personal lives using logic and reason as their guides. Yet as she looked across the gleaming expanse of her desk at her favorite pro bono client, a majestic, careworn blonde in the autumn of her years, she was reminded that few women could compel their hearts to follow a mission statement, let alone a five-year plan. It never ceased to mystify and sadden India that women could command armies and run Fortune 500s, yet in their personal lives, the best and brightest of them were as hapless and lacking in willpower as Eve herself, who threw Paradise away for a Red Delicious. Hoping to help her “sisters,” India had opted to become a divorce lawyer.

India’s eyes traveled from her client to the lone family photograph on her desk: a three-quarter-length portrait of an elderly African-American woman in judges’ robes, her paternal grandmother, the Honorable Lydia Chumley. Nana Chumley embodied all the qualities this client lacked: discipline, sound judgment, and moderation. It was India’s sworn ambition to follow Nana’s example and serve as a credit to people of color and to womankind itself.

India was all too aware that for a woman, the smallest misstep in her personal life could lead down the slippery slope to perdition. The wrong man could turn a potential Supreme Court justice into the permanent resident of a psych ward. Experience had taught her that women should avoid the mean, the financially sloppy, and, most of all, the devastatingly seductive who turn out to be as emotionally reliable as quicksand. India herself had almost fallen prey to the latter category of cad but saved herself just in time. Six years later, she no longer dated snakes; she accessorized with them. She had a brilliant career, her dignity, and a closet full of reptile purses—the spoils of her victory over herself. Most important, though she was still single, she had no regrets.

India’s eyes wandered over the slightly sagging folds of her client’s ivory flesh, propped up by cheekbones as pronounced and perfectly symmetrical as if a sculptor had chiseled them in marble. Elizabeth had sacrificed her beauty and a considerable portion of her sanity trying to steady a marriage harder to navigate than the North Sea during a perfect storm. India placed a café au lait hand on her client’s pale arm and gave a tender squeeze.

“You must make a decision,” she nudged gently, her large brown eyes conveying compassion.

“I’ve got it!” Elizabeth exclaimed at last in a nicotine-tempered British purr. “It’s cruel and unusual treatment!”

“It’s called ‘cruelty.’ And you used those grounds in the summons we sent him last year. And the one we sent him the year before,” India patiently reminded her.

“Then we know it’s effective. Besides, he’ll never remember,” Elizabeth argued.

“He’s a writer. They remember.”

“Well, I can’t bear ‘irreconcilable differences.’ That’s just stating the obvious. Of course, they’re irreconcilable. That’s what gives our marriage its zest,” Elizabeth declared with a dramatic toss of her arm.

“How about ‘abandonment’? We’ve never used it. It’s fresh,” India proposed.

“No, no, it sounds so pathetic. Like he’s never coming back. Like I’m some sort of foundling. I shall turn sixty in a few months, you know.”

“You turned sixty four years ago,” India pointedly reminded her.

“Must you be a slave to the facts? It’s because you’re such a stickler for the rules that your life lacks poetry,” Elizabeth snapped.

“Thank you for the pep talk,” India answered, pained. Elizabeth’s hazel eyes revealed that she had instantly regretted her outburst. India chose not to give vent to her own frustrations by reminding this particular client that poetry and passion were of little use when the bills came due.

“Very well, ‘abandonment’ it is,” Elizabeth conceded.

“I’ll have the papers drawn up today. We can deliver them tomorrow.”

“Bless you, Counselor.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you or will that be all, Mom?” India asked.

“That’s all, my angel. Say hello to that divine Julien for me. Now that is a man worth keeping.”

India studied her mother’s dramatic, aging face. They shared undeniably identical bone structure. India’s face with its Madame X defiant beak of a nose was a dark carbon copy of Elizabeth’s. But India always swore to herself that all resemblances ended at the physical. She did not think it wildly ambitious to hope that when she had a child of her own, she would not be spending quality time with her dictating an annual divorce summons. As was her custom, her mother sat perched on the brink of a mental breakdown. It had been India’s lifelong mission to keep her from falling.

“We’ll have Richard served after his poetry class on Monday. That’s at Apsley Hall, on One hundred and fourteenth Street?” India confirmed.

“No, it’s at McGregor, Mc—something, at the University of Edinburgh,” Elizabeth corrected her.

“In Scotland?” India asked, flabbergasted.

“Didn’t I mention that your stepfather’s doing a guest professorship there? I’ll phone your assistant with his address. Now it’s off to rehearsal with me. Don’t forget, we open in twelve weeks. I want to panic Richard enough to get him home in time for my first entrance.”

And with that, India’s mother draped a bloodred cashmere shawl over her right shoulder and flounced out the door.

“This too shall not pass,” India said to herself, resigned to the absurdity of the ritual. She slid open the shallow top drawer of her desk. Pushing aside an impeccable stack of pink index cards, she uncovered a fading color photograph of an ebony-skinned man smiling broadly as he tossed a mocha-hued eighteen-month-old aloft. The toddler’s beatific smile matched her father’s as she flew through the air, secure in the knowledge that he would never let her drop.

India had no memories of her father. He died in a car crash six months after the snapshot was taken. And having no actual memories, she invested in him all the perfections of an ideal. On days like today, she stopped to imagine the life she might have known had he lived. Her mother’s tales of their blissful time together confirmed the canonization. Over Elizabeth’s nightly bottle of Bordeaux, her face would glow with the memory of his kindness and his steadfastness, qualities her second husband, India’s stepfather, lacked. What would her mother have become with the tender ministrations of a man of character instead of the Punch and Judy of her life with Richard Blythe, award-winning poet, alcoholic, and inveterate cheater? She might actually have behaved like a normal parent instead of rattling about the world like a wine-soaked caricature of herself. The arrant waste of gifts, of time, of life itself all made India want to smash the empty Steuben candy dish before her. She slammed the drawer shut, putting an end to the maudlin train of thought and to the temptation to destroy good glassware. Over the years, her mother’s outbursts had cost them an entire collection of Waterford crystal, another family pattern India aimed to break.

Her phone rang and the name “Adams, Abigail” flashed across the identity bar. India eagerly picked up, relieved to hear from her best friend. You can’t pick your family, she mused, but mercifully, you do pick your friends. And she’d picked well.

“Thank God, it’s you,” she said into the receiver.

“Bad morning?” Abby asked in her trademark sunny tone.

“It’s that time of year for Mom and Richard.” India sighed.

“The divorce thing? Don’t they usually do that around Thanksgiving?” Abby asked.

“They’re off to an early start this time,” India explained.

“You’re such a good daughter.” Abby was in a position to know. They had met in kindergarten and shared the special kinship of women who had undergone all of the important rites of passage, from braces and training bras to tax planning and contemplating tummy tucks, together. India looked forward to going through menopause and the geriatric years with Abby. She was the kindest person India knew and the only person, other than her Nana Chumley, who understood everything about her life and her family.

“So I’m calling to confirm for the ballet luncheon. Eleven-thirty at the New York State Theater?” Abby inquired.

“Yes. They do the discussion and mini-performance first, and then they’ll serve us a really bad and meager meal because every woman in the room is on the overpriced wardrobe diet and needs to keep squeezing into her size-two Chanel.”

“My kind of afternoon!” Abby cheered. “Except for the bad food. Is it frowned upon to bring a snack?” she joked. India laughed, the first release she’d had all morning.

“Esme’s meeting us there,” she said, mentioning the third member of their triumvirate.

“She’ll be late,” Abby deadpanned. This had been the story of their lives.

“Let me get some work in before we play hooky,” Abby continued.

“I’m going to do the same. See you soon,” India said, hanging up.

Fully restored to sanity, she grabbed the Diamond v. Diamond file, tugged at the hem of her waist-cinching bouclé jacket, and strode down the wainscoted halls of Hallingby and Hallingby.


chapter two

Within the steely confines of an International Style glass tower, the firm had created an ersatz nineteenth-century gentlemen’s office, a bastion of Anglo-Saxon tradition complete with hunting prints in shades of forest green, yellow, and “riding to hounds” red. The setting appealed to India’s longing for normalcy, bred during her formative years at the Sibley School for Girls, a private institution that, since 1897, had prepared young ladies ages five to seventeen for prominent careers or marriage to prominent men. It was there that she met Abby. When India attended the academy in the 1970s, hers was one of the only families “in the arts.” This was the phrase genteel officials at the school used to explain to the very proper and very perturbed parents of India’s towheaded classmates why a white, British woman and her Welsh husband had a half-black child. Today, the parents would assume that India’s mother and stepfather had brought her back, along with other quaint and decorative knickknacks, from a safari in Africa. But back in the 1970s, multiracialism had not yet become all the rage in advertising, politics, and adoptions.

Though India would not have traded her mixed heritage for the world, she’d often wished for regular parents who took her on skiing and camping holidays or to Disneyland, rather than on tours of the pub stools of England while her mother performed “the big three” of Greek tragic heroines: Iphigenia, Antigone, and Medea. India was quite certain she was the only child in the Western Hemisphere whose parent dressed her as Mother Courage for Halloween. Walking the endless corridors of Hallingby and Hallingby reminded India of visiting her Sibley classmates, daughters of investment bankers and respectable corporate lawyers, in their immense floor-through apartments on Park and Fifth. Only she was no longer that “strange wooly-headed child” whose parents lived on—horror of horrors—the West Side. She was the mistress of her realm, a well-respected partner at the firm, with long brown hair blown out straight as a pin. She marched to conference room A, the room reserved for the eight- and nine-figure divorce settlements. She had snagged her first big deal since transferring to the New York office from Los Angeles a few months before. India took a deep self-satisfied breath.

She instantly deflated at the sight of Eddie O’Donnell, a junior partner at the firm and an embittered graduate of “safety schools.” He had the squat build and perpetually pouting expression of an English bulldog. Whenever he spotted her, his nose wrinkled as if something smelly had crossed his path. India steeled herself for the first unpleasant exchange of the day with the freckle-faced redneck. India had dealt with malcontents like him before, men who saw her as the embodiment of a left-wing liberal conspiracy to rob working-class Caucasians of their rightful place on the ladder of upward mobility. It had been she who had taken Eddie’s place at Harvard Law School, though his LSAT scores were reputed to have been in the range of mediocrity. The way Eddie saw it, India had hijacked his clerkship with an appellate court judge, and she stood between him and full partnership at Hallingby and Hallingby. The veins in Eddie’s nonexistent neck pulsed with the fury of the white man scorned, a fury exacerbated by the election of the country’s first black president. India had no doubt that Eddie perceived Obama as the ultimate “affirmative action baby.”

“How’s it going? Hear the Diamond case is almost settled,” he growled resentfully.

“Pretty much,” India said, trying to keep the exchange brief.

“Congratulations,” he managed through gritted teeth. “I’ve got a big one on the line myself,” he boasted, desperate to best her. She knew exactly which case he referred to, but she refused to give him the opportunity to beat his chest.

“Great,” she said breezily as she moved away, leaving him stewing in his frustration. With a smile, India slipped into the conference room.

“Sorry I’m a few minutes late,” she said to her client, Lucinda Diamond, a porcelain doll of a brunette with alabaster skin brought to a high polish by the dermatologist and Botox queen of the 10021 set. Her face glowed with the agelessness of a seven-figure lifestyle. Not a crease dented her thirty-eight-year-old forehead. As India contemplated her client’s utterly unfurrowed brow, she thought perhaps she too had reached the age of surrender to the milder forms of cosmetic surgery, but she just couldn’t bring herself to it. She liked to laugh too much.

“We did it,” India announced to Lucinda triumphantly. “We brought them to their knees.”

“I can’t thank you enough,” Lucinda gushed. “Now maybe I can move on with my life.”

“You’ll have a lot to move on with. If I were you, I would take myself to dinner at La Grenouille and order a case of Château d’Yquem. Actually, that’s a lie. First, I’d go to Saks and buy myself a new handbag.”

Suddenly, Lucinda twitched, sparrowlike in her tufted leather seat as Manni Sobel, her husband’s attorney, burst in followed by her soon-to-be ex-husband, Irving Diamond, who, with his shrunken physique, could have easily been mistaken for a garden gnome. Mr. Diamond had spent the better part of his twenties and thirties amassing a fortune large enough to compensate for all that he lacked in height and charm. Manni, by contrast, had the swarthy, exotic good looks of a native Israeli, though he hailed from Hackensack, New Jersey.

“Let’s get to it,” Manni demanded, slamming his briefcase on the table and smacking his ubiquitous gum. He tossed back a thick lock of jet black hair and winked at India who, much to her irritation, had always found her brash former law school classmate temptingly attractive. Watching his biceps ripple beneath his fitted charcoal gray suit coat, she didn’t wonder at the fact that she nearly slept with him back in their student days.

“Chumley, I can’t believe you’re still not married.”

“I can’t believe you still are. But Mr. and Mrs. Diamond didn’t come here to watch us reminisce about our days as legal eaglets, Manni.”

“No, they didn’t,” Manni said as he swept back a forelock of his silken hair. India studied his hands. They were compact and powerful as Marlon Brando’s in A Streetcar Named Desire. She remembered the feeling of Manni’s fingers kneading her neck, as every muscle went limp under the pressure. He had gripped her shoulders as he lay on top of her that afternoon in a cubicle at Langdell Library. Their bodies had writhed in unison as he pressed his bulge against her fully clothed but eager pelvis. His hands had traveled down the length of her spine. He had slid her skirt over her hips and began to remove her panties. She had grabbed his hands to stop him.

“Chumley!” Manni’s voice called.

India snapped out of her reverie as abruptly as she had ended the near-intercourse twelve years before. Only in this instance, Manni, the man she almost had sex with on a tabletop, wasn’t glaring at her with frustrated desire. He glared with impatience.

“Where were you?” he asked.

“Thinking about another set of briefs,” she responded, secretly amused at her own double entendre.

A flicker passed over Manni’s coal black eyes. India had the discomfiting sense he’d read her backward-looking thoughts, particularly as he continued to stare at her with a lascivious smirk. She turned away, pulling the shade on the fantasy and his sexual energy. It was India’s curse in life to have the morals of a Carmelite nun and the libido of a raving sexaholic. Unsuitable men always lit her fire. She feared that if she allowed herself, her life would degenerate into an endless pursuit of the perfect orgasm. And so she kept her urges and her emotions always in check.

“I have the final decree, so if Mr. Diamond would like to take a few minutes to read it to make sure it reflects the terms we agreed upon, we’ll be done,” India declared.

“We’d like to sign that, India. Really, we would. There’s just one small problem,” Manni demurred. India sat up taller, like a gazelle sensing a predator in the bush.

“What would that be?” she inquired, feigning calm while her index finger furiously tapped away at her pen.

“When we agreed to these very generous terms, we didn’t have these.” Manni snapped his briefcase, the top flew open, and with a devilish grin, he handed India a large manila envelope. India uncoiled the string from the circular closure. She smiled with false reassurance at Mrs. Diamond.

She reached into the envelope and was perturbed to feel photographs. Her heart stopped. She instantly flashed a poker player’s smile and slowly withdrew the eight-by-tens.

“Enjoy,” Manni commented with a smirk.

India perused the first image: Mrs. Diamond in regulation Upper East Side casual dress: chinos, a quilted jacket, and Tod’s driving loafers leaning in to kiss a stud muffin in sweats, as something out of frame tugged at his muscular arm.

India flipped to image two: Mrs. Diamond with her arms around said stud muffin’s neck as five dogs strained on leashes he held in his right hand.

Image three: Mrs. Diamond’s hands firmly grasping the stud muffin’s bionic buttocks.

India’s heart sank as she played for time, like her mother used to on stage when she forgot a line. How could Mrs. Diamond have done something so harebrained? How could India have bought her “butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth” routine? She knew it from college and at Sibley; it was always the innocent-looking ones, the girls in the flowered Laura Ashley dresses with headbands soldered to their shoulder-length bobs who ended up in the victory position with half the lacrosse team.

She decided upon her ploy: plausible deniability.

“These photos, while highly entertaining, prove absolutely nothing. My client was a bit exuberant in her gratitude toward a man who appears to be her dog walker. There’s no crime in a hug,” India said, tossing the pictures back at Manni.

“A hug? She’s kneading that ass like it’s bread dough. But don’t worry. There’s more.” Manni proffered the next weapon in his arsenal. “An American Express bill. Item number eleven. On August 20 your client, Mrs. Diamond, takes a room at the St. Regis Hotel.”

“The air-conditioning was being repaired at the house. It was stifling. I mean, who sleeps without air-conditioning in August? I had to spend the night somewhere else,” Lucinda hastened to explain.

“And you did. With Mr. Buns of Steel. The room service waiter’s sworn affidavit.” Manni tossed five typed pages on the table.

“No! Antonio came to walk Demi-Tasse, my teacup poodle,” Lucinda protested.

“Who was in East Hampton with your children,” Manni countered.

“No! She was with me! And we were alone!”

India raised an eyebrow at Mrs. Diamond like a vicious school marm calling for silence. In such moments she was reminded of the important uses of a Botox-free brow.

“So, ladies, our former offer is off the table,” Manni concluded. India willed herself not to smack him. She should have known he would not settle without a fight.

“You can’t do that. Even if these photographs prove what you claim, which is very questionable, adultery has no bearing on divorce settlements in the state of New York,” she objected.

“But proof of her unfitness as a mother does on custody,” Manni proffered yet another photograph, this one of Mrs. Diamond dancing on a tabletop in her brassiere and a miniskirt while the young stud and other men looked on adoringly. India maintained her aplomb while the “creek” rose around her.

“He doesn’t want the children! He spends ten minutes a week with them. This is a game!” Mrs. Diamond moaned.

“My client does not want to see his children raised by a drunk,” Manni answered solemnly.

“Oh, give it a rest, Reverend Manni,” India scoffed.

“The ball’s in your court. Come back to us with some solutions or we go before the judge, and with the statements of eyewitness to Mrs. Diamond’s little Victoria’s Secret runway show, it could get ugly. Hate to see the children have to find out about ‘Mommy the booze hound.’”

“This isn’t low, Manni, it’s subterranean,” India said reproachfully.

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but polysyllables will never hurt me,” Manni retorted. His brashness excited her, in spite of her disgust. It was a good thing, yet a shame, that she didn’t go all the way on that table in the library. He was probably phenomenal.

“I never figured you for a tramp, Lu,” Mr. Diamond said, breaking his silence at last.

“That’s uncalled for, Mr. Diamond, especially given your own extracurricular activities,” India declared calmly.

“What’s a guy to do when his wife has about as much sexual technique as an ice maker?”

“Well, I might have done better if I had something to work with, Tom Thumb!” Lucinda hissed, her porcelain doll face now contorted and crimson. Her sudden burst of rage startled even India. Mr. Diamond lunged for his maddening soon-to-be ex.

“You bitch!” he spat as Manni grabbed him by the arm.

“That’s it. Round over. Chumley, call me.” And with that, Manni dragged his seething pint-sized client out of the room.

Lucinda collapsed into her chair, despondent. India locked the door after them and turned to face her trembling sparrow of a client.

“Obviously this is a ploy to get you to reduce your settlement. How could you have kept this from me?” she asked.

“I didn’t think it was relevant. It didn’t start until after Irving moved out.”

“But you were still married. What were you thinking?”

“If you saw Antonio, you’d understand. His lips are like pillows. His hands, they’re so big and powerful. And his … My girlfriends always talked about what it was like to be with someone really … endowed, but oh my God, I never knew. And he can last for hours.”

India studied the photograph and in her heart agreed. This man could have inspired lust in a frozen fish. Nonetheless, she wished her client had a better ratio of sense to desire.

“Do you realize that you are about to lose fifty million dollars over an orgasm?” she reproached.

“It’s not just one. I finally know what those magazines mean when they talk about ‘multiple.’”

“Let’s see how many multiple orgasms Mr. Dog Walker wants to give you when you have no assets.”

“He doesn’t like me for my money.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply.” But of course India did. She could have strangled Mrs. Diamond, but instead she turned to her.

“Lucinda, if you want economic independence, and to continue in the lifestyle to which you are now addicted, I urge you to cease all contact with the dog walker. This is a time to keep your eyes on the prize. Once you have your settlement, you can have sex with Antonio in Macy’s window. But until then, you are the vestal virgin of 765 Park Avenue; you worship at the shrine of our Lady of the Crossed Legs. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes,” Lucinda mumbled through tears, “but it’s going to be hard.”

“It would be a lot harder to live in a five-floor walk-up in the outer boroughs and hock your Hermès Birkins on eBay for rent money.”

Lucinda shuddered at the thought.

“You have three children to raise. To fight this custody issue, you may have to go to rehab,” India said gently.

“No! I’m never drunk. It was only that one time.”

“One time caught on camera. And recorded in affidavits. We have to beat them to the punch or he’s going to make life difficult.”

“I’m not going to rehab. You have to share a room,” Lucinda said as if describing the worst of all human fates. India knew to press no further. She did not want to push this fragile Park Avenue princess to the brink of despair.

“Think about it,” India urged rising from her seat. Lucinda nodded quietly, nearly tearing up at the thought of a motel-like cubicle at the Betty Ford clinic. India escorted her to the elevator, past the august hunting prints in silence.

“We’ll get him in the end,” she offered conciliatorily as they reached the elevator bank.

“Antonio?” Lucinda looked up, hopeful.

“Your husband,” India answered, doing her best not to betray her frustration at Lucinda’s slavish mention of Mr. Orgasm’s name.

As the elevator doors slid shut on Mrs. Diamond, India started counting to ten and taking deep “cleansing breaths.” After the third, she reminded herself there was a far more sinful and satisfying way to de-stress. She raced back to her office, shut the door, and flung open the bottom right desk drawer. She rifled through mounds of discarded chocolate wrappings: green and gold bags from Teuscher, tiny bronze cardboard boxes from Godiva, even a brown Hershey wrapper—a relic of a moment of true desperation. At the bottom of the pile she struck gold: a half-eaten Lindt Cresta bar, wafers of milk chocolate with delectable flecks of crunchy caramel. She ripped the tinfoil and bit off a full two-inch block.

Her assistant, Una, popped her head in and tensely announced, “Ms. Armstrong is here.” India instantly slammed the drawer shut and bolted to her feet.

Constance Armstrong, senior partner of Hallingby and Hallingby since 1984, stood in the doorway. India struggled to swallow the unwieldy chunk of chocolate as her boss entered. Constance Armstrong had graduated from Sibley at the top of her class at sixteen, Wellesley College Phi Beta Kappa at nineteen, and Harvard Law School summa cum laude at twenty-two. Over the course of her forty-two-year career she had won every award the legal profession had to offer and run the New York Marathon twice. She had raised three children with the good graces never to have a soccer match, a bout of flu, or a nervous breakdown that interfered with the forward march of their mother’s career.

You would never catch her pigging out on chocolate in the middle of the afternoon to steady her nerves, India reflected with shame. She seemed not to have any nerves at all, though she rattled everyone else’s. India could not imagine Constance Armstrong having an inappropriate thought, emotion, or desire. In her perfectly accomplished, perfectly coiffed presence India felt like the child of a schleppy god.

“Ms. Chumley, how are you?” Constance asked cordially. India forced down the last of the Cresta bar, then responded, hoping her mouth wasn’t covered in praline cream.

“Very well, thank you, Ms. Armstrong.”

“I know your docket is full, but there’s a case I need you to take on.”

“Of course, it would be my pleasure.” India grabbed a fresh yellow pad from her top right drawer, preparing to take notes.

“It’s the Winston case. Are you familiar with Mr. Winston’s story?”

“The husband of Paula Winston, the founder of Zakan, the company that makes stationery out of elephant dung?” India asked.

“Precisely. Isn’t it unbelievable that one can build a fortune by transforming excrement into thank-you notes? I need you to represent Mr. Winston.”

“But he’s O’Donnell’s client,” India reminded Constance.

“Was. I’m giving the case to you.”

“But O’Donnell brought him in.”

“That was good of him. Now you’re going to make sure Mr. Winston wins.”

“Perhaps O’Donnell and I could work together.” India couldn’t even believe she’d made the suggestion, but by her code of ethics even Satan didn’t deserve to have his cases stolen, particularly the plum ones.

“You don’t seem to understand. O’Donnell is completely useless in this instance. Mrs. Winston has retained José Feldman,” Constance explained.

At the mention of Jose’s name, India’s interest was piqued. José Feldman was a legend among divorce lawyers. Trailer parks were referred to as “Feldman-villes” because José had reduced so many wealthy men to Winnebago dwellers. “We get ninety percent, they get ten, it’s a win-win,” was his motto.

“I’ve never gone up against Feldman,” India admitted, titillated by the opportunity to work against the best.

“We need someone like you, with finesse and sangfroid. O’Donnell was stoked right into the corner. Mr. Winston expressed his concerns to me. If O’Donnell stays on, they’ll end up at trial and Mr. Winston will lose everything, his rightful portion of the fortune he helped her build, the children he loves—” With the mention of the children, Constance knew she was hitting India’s Achilles’ heel.

“Is he seeking custody?” India asked, hooked.

“Yes. And you know how infrequently they grant it to the father. A woman has to be a prostitute addicted to crack cocaine to lose her children. And unfortunately for our client, Mrs. Winston is neither. She’s merely heartless and self-centered. If they go before a judge …” She trailed off, giving India the opportunity to envision the Winston cherubs’ misery at the hands of an unloving mother. India’s heart led her to sign on and save them from such a fate. Still, her conscience recoiled at the thought of poaching a colleague’s client.

“I just don’t feel right. It goes against the rule—”

“Ms. Chumley, this is not a croquet match on the lawn of the Meadow Club. This is divorce. We haven’t time for fine sentiments and Marquis of Queensbury rules. In law as in love, there is always a winner and always a loser. Our job is to make sure we’re with the winners. Sometimes personal feelings have to be sacrificed for the greater good. O’Donnell is a big boy. He will get over it.”

“Can you at least credit him for the fees, since he did bring the case in?”

“Are you campaigning for sainthood, Ms. Chumley? I must alert the Vatican.” Constance frequently intimidated with sarcasm. India looked her in the eye and stood her ground.

“I just want to be fair,” she answered calmly. Constance raised an eyebrow scornfully.

“Not that you aren’t,” India amended, kicking herself for the gaffe. “I just don’t want to see O’Donnell penalized. He does have a family.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Constance declared as she exited. India knew exactly what that meant: we’ll toss him a scrap of gristle. Though she couldn’t bear O’Donnell, she would have hated to be the cause of his suffering. She was tempted to run after Constance and refuse to take the case. Then she thought of the children, three of them. In the end, they did count more than O’Donnell’s ego and wallet. Still, she wished she wouldn’t have had to build their sanity at the expense of someone else’s career. She grabbed her purse. She’d earned her afternoon at the ballet.


chapter three

India’s taxi drove up the ramp and came to a stop in front of Lincoln Center. She paid the driver and raced past the shooting fountain and across the plaza to the Koch Theater where the annual Boxed Lunch with Ballerinas benefit always took place. This was one of a slew of events designed to allow New York’s wealthiest women to support a worthy cause while putting their best outfits forward. As India entered through the glass doors, the gong sounded, indicating that the program was about to begin. Perfumed herds of women in knobby tweed suits clattered up the marble staircases, creating a stiletto stampede. India joined their noisily clicking throng. Once they swarmed into the opera house, with its hundred-foot ceilings, the red velvet carpeting silenced their heels. India felt the intense peace that came over her whenever she entered a theater or auditorium, sanctuaries for her since childhood.

She scanned the crowd. A few rows ahead she spotted a woman with skin the color of cinnamon, a standout because people of color were as rare a sight at the Ballet Lunch as blacks in Baroque paintings. The woman looked vaguely familiar. A sizeable diamond sparkled on her ring finger as she ran a hand over the nape of her neck.

But before India could scrutinize her further, a voice called out in a stage whisper, “India! Over here.” India turned to see Abby Rosenfeld Adams flashing her trademark thousand-watt smile. It was the same unabashedly open and joyous smile Abby had beamed across the cavernous marble front hall of Sibley on their first day of school thirty-two years before. There they had stood: blond, blue-eyed Abby, next to mocha latte India, the only two frizzy-headed ethnics in a sea of girls with tresses as smooth as corn silk. Now, as then, India knew upon seeing her friend that even in a room full of strangers she was safe.

“Traitor!” Abby taunted, pointing to India’s blown-out locks.

“Don’t worry, pour water on me and I’m back to being a Chia Pet,” India reassured her as she sat down next to Abby.

“I may try that at lunch.”

“Watch it. It took two hours and cost seventy-five dollars to iron all traces of ethnicity out of these strands. Touch them and you’ll draw back a nub. What have I missed?”

“Nothing, just the moderator, Cece Gall, and her litany of accomplishments. Snore. She should have just said, ‘You all know me from 60 Minutes,’” Abby indicated a sharp-featured fifty-nine-year-old woman on stage whose hair had been sprayed to stock stillness. “You know, my dad dated her back in his twenties. The family would have preferred her to Mom. Her parents weren’t Lower East Side communists. And apparently she was doing just as much back then to single-handedly destroy the ozone layer with her hairdos.”

“And now,” the enemy of the environment announced from the stage, “two of Gotham Ballet’s leading dancers, Marcelo Guerrera and Misty Milestone, will perform some selections from Carmen.” The heavily female audience let out a collective “ohhh” of delight.

“Yes, aren’t we pleased? This piece, choreographed by Roland Petit just after World War II, is rarely performed here in New York. You all know the story: Carmen the temptress seduces Don Jose, the honorable soldier betrothed to an innocent woman. After convincing him to leave his fiancée and come away with her, Carmen heartlessly abandons him for a bullfighter and tragedy ensues, reminding us all that infidelity doesn’t pay. We’ll see three pas de deux and end with the death scene.”

“I saw this in Paris ten years ago,” India whispered to Abby excitedly. “It’s amazing.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” Abby said. “It’s a great excuse to leave the gallery for the afternoon!”

The strains of “Love Is a Rebellious Bird” began to play as the long-limbed ballerina kindled the seduction of her beautifully built swain. As she teasingly approached him, he hoisted her in the air as though she weighed no more than a swallow.

India loved the ballet’s use of the mastery of the human body to express unbridled emotions. She favored big-story ballets: tales that dwelled on impossible love and ended in death or irretrievable loss. From the safety of a red velvet seat, she could live the grand passions without suffering the consequences. And of course, she loved to see men with sculpted V-shaped torsos and powerful thighs display their wares in tights. It was pornography masquerading as high culture, a perfect combination.

“Oh, no, not Carmen!” a voice uttered loudly and was greeted with urgent “shhhh!”s and dirty looks. India and Abby knew their friend Esme had made her entrance at last, just in time for the last five minutes of the program, the death scene. The scent of Esme’s perfume, a heady vanilla-laden concoction, preceded her as she unabashedly climbed over the seated spectators. She wriggled her rounded bottom into the seat beside India and fished a hot pink lip gloss out of her handbag. She rubbed the sponge-tipped applicator back and forth across her heart-shaped mouth, turning a mundane act into an erotic invitation that would have made any heterosexual man go weak at the knees. With her lush mane of shining black hair, flawless chiseled nose, wide-set eyes, and high cheekbones, she had the beauty of an MGM screen goddess of yesteryear. The effect was heightened by the fact that she carried her good looks with the nonchalance of a woman who woke up drop-dead gorgeous. India marveled at the fact that after two children and with each passing year, Esme just became a riper version of the traffic-stopping teenager she had known at Sibley.

“I hate this opera,” Esme whispered, her English still tinged with the inflections of her native Colombia. She poked out a pulpy lower lip in mock petulance.

“Why does the cheating woman always have to die? It’s so unfair, she’s just bored and trying to have some fun. Besides, she’s not even married to him,” Esme complained to India.

India pressed her finger to her lips, a signal Esme had never fully grasped or accepted since their days in the library. The headmistress had once given her a day’s worth of detention for refusing to lower her voice when shushed by the librarian. She subsequently took her revenge by sneaking the headmistress’s son, a lanky innocent who worshiped her, into the stacks for regular make-out sessions. Abby had served as a reluctant human screen to their activities. True to form, Esme somehow managed never to get caught. At graduation, she’d barreled up to the headmistress and announced, “I taught your son everything he knows about sex in your precious library. That will teach you to try to shut me up,” then flounced away, waving her diploma. Like many a bored heiress, Esme got her thrills from defying authority and shocking the stodgy.

“Qué? We’re not in church!” Esme said in a stage whisper to India.

The dancer playing Don José advanced toward Carmen and stabbed her with a knife. She crumpled gracefully to the ground as the women in the audience let out mournful sighs.

“Is it true they pad their peepees, or is all that his?” Esme asked. Abby and India suppressed their laughter. The music reached crescendo, as Carmen breathed her last and collapsed into Don Jose’s arms.

“Ultimately, that’s where passion leaves you,” India couldn’t help whispering to Abby, “dead, broke, or both.”

“Would you brighten up? I married the love of my life and I’m alive and solvent.”

India nodded, but she didn’t take much comfort in Abby’s reassurance. At twenty-one, she’d thought Abby far too young to get married. Besides, she’d never trusted Abby’s husband, Nathaniel Adams, the scion of a once grand but since impoverished Mayflower clan. Still, in spite of India’s misgivings, Abby’s marriage had lasted sixteen years and produced three wonderful children. That was more than India could claim. At thirty-seven, she was the mother of a large brood of handbags. Ah well, at least I haven’t chosen the wrong man and spawned yet another dysfunctional family, she thought.

She watched the dancers take their bows and found herself wishing life could be as beautiful and error free as the ballet.

Cece Gall, the emcee, rose to her feet once again. “Wasn’t that exquisite?” she gushed. The audience applauded wildly. “Well, that concludes the performance portion of the program. Ladies, if you’ll repair upstairs, lunch is served! Thank you for being here and supporting Gotham Ballet.”

“Great, basta with culture, on with the pasta! I’m starving!” Esme declared as the house lights went up and the audience rose. She led India and Abby through the crowd and, with the intensity of a heat-seeking missile, found their table.

“Try not to insult anyone,” India warned her. “This event is being chaired by one of my clients. Half the women in here are her friends.”

“So are you afraid that your firm is going to fire you because I put one or two or ten uptight bitches in their place? Just pretend you don’t know me,” Esme retorted.

“Spoken like a trust-fund baby,” Abby chided.

“Trust fund? Please. My father set it up so I barely have enough to keep myself in Dolce. He wanted me to be dependent on my husband. But that’s finished. Little Esme and Julio are plenty old enough. I’m going back to work.”

“Good for you!” India cheered, genuinely pleased that her dilettantish friend was putting her intelligence to use.

“If I have to sing ‘The Wheels on the Bus Go Round and Round’ one more time, I’m going to grab a rifle and shoot the first woman I see in a Lilly Pulitzer dress,” Esme said.

“Let’s get you some wine, now,” Abby said, pouring an ample amount into Esme’s glass. “And try not to think about Greenwich head banshees today.”

A group of seven women in Chanel or “wish it were a Chanel” arrived. They introduced themselves with stiff grins and anemic handshakes, then drew an invisible but inviolable Maginot Line at the table. India had grown used to such snubs since her return to New York. In certain circles, if people didn’t know you or of you, they would not expend the effort to discover if you were a worthwhile human being.

“This isn’t wine, it’s bidet water. Feh!” Esme shrieked. “Waiter! Yes, you.” A handsome fortysomething with the carriage and build of the Marlboro Man approached the table.

“Is there something you need, Miss?” he inquired solicitously.

“Yes,” Esme answered. “Some real food. How’s a woman supposed to survive on this? Chicken and lettuce. What do they think we are, rabbits?”

The waiter blushed and laughed. “Would you like to try the vegetarian meal?” he offered.

“Are you trying to kill me, guapo? We’ll be farting all night. Don’t they have something else back there? A steak? Some chips? Come on, you can find something for me.” She looked up at him with her almond-shaped eyes, letting her jacket slide open to reveal a glimpse of her ample bosom cradled in a black lace demi-bra. Esme had always been able to inspire any man to climb whatever Mount Everest she set before him. The waiter was no exception. India and Abby watched in amazement as he scuttled off, neglecting all his other tables to satisfy Esme’s whim.

“Nice ass, nice hands, and nice hair, not to mention big feet. We know what that means—he’s got a big salami, not a cocktail weenie,” Esme commented. Overhearing, the women on the other side of the table cast disapproving glances as they whispered to each other.

“What? Is there even one of you who wouldn’t sleep with him if you could do it and not get caught?” Esme challenged. Appalled, the women turned away and continued their own conversation.

“Is your goal to make us complete pariahs?” India asked teasingly.

“They’re not future clients. Those witches are gonna cling to their husbands until the bitter end rather than face the shame of divorce. Trust me, I know the type. It’s my entire neighborhood.”

“Well, well, well, India Chumley, Miss Thing herself. In the flesh.” India turned to see the attractive black woman from the auditorium. It took her a moment to reconcile this chicly dressed professional with the judgmental voice she remembered all too well: it was Monique Dawkins, the former scholarship student at Sibley and her childhood tormentor.

“Hi, Monique,” India said diffidently.

“It’s actually Dr. Dawkins-Dubois now. I’m an ob-gyn at Mount Hebron Hospital.” As Monique uttered the words, she scrutinized India. The latter envisioned her at eight on the basketball court at Sibley, mocking her with cries of “White girl! Oreo!” as she had tried and failed to shoot a basket. Neither India’s mother nor her stepfather had understood the first thing about American sports. Her weekends with them had been spent watching them lob insults at each other, not tossing a ball in the backyard.

“You finally put a straightening comb through all that hair. I almost didn’t recognize you, Miss Thing,” Monique continued good-naturedly, though the comment irked India. Because they had attended different colleges and followed different careers, their paths had not crossed in the twenty years since they’d graduated from Sibley. India had not missed Monique’s daily jabs.

“My mother never even heard of a straightening comb. What was a tragic mulatto to do?” India deadpanned.

“I remember you,” Esme said to Monique. “You were funny and very smart. I’m Esme Sarmiento. Well, Sarmiento-Talbot for now. And you remember Abby Rosenfeld.”

“Abby and I see each other from time to time at Sibley alumni mixers,” Monique explained.

“The ones you two refuse to attend,” Abby said pointedly to Esme and India. The latter vaguely remembered Abby referencing Monique on one or two occasions. Knowing India’s unfond memories of Monique, Abby purposely avoided going into much detail about her.

“And when are you going to transfer your daughter to Sibley?” Monique chided Abby.

“Never. I like schools where the diversity count isn’t achieved with an eye dropper,” Abby laughed.

“Hey, it’s about getting an education. Like we did. Your daughter has the rest of her life to meet colored folks and Chinese people. I see y’all are still the three musketeers,” Monique commented.

“The Misfits of Sibley,” India assented, invoking the moniker she, Abby, and Esme had adopted in the eighth grade to celebrate their status as outsiders among Sibley’s budding bitch-utantes.

“When were you ever a misfit? All those rich girls loved you.”

“If they did, they had a strange way of showing it,” India answered, stunned by Monique’s perception of her as an “it” girl. India remembered nothing so much as being stared at daily by Sibley’s overwhelming population of Upper East Side Aryan princesses who would whisper to each other while pointing at her, then ask benighted questions about her hair. “Did you put your finger in the socket this morning?” they’d taunt when she wore it loose. “How do you get it all to stay down, with Crisco?” they’d ask when it was pulled back in a bun. Once she’d hit puberty and the brothers of classmates showered her with attention, she had suddenly found herself barred from more than one sprawling Park Avenue abode. Anglo mother notwithstanding, she had been an undesirable mongrel to most of the Sibley girls and their parents, someone whose genes should never be allowed to enter their “pool” and, heaven and the Social Register forbid, mix with theirs. She couldn’t have felt more like an alien if she’d had antennae. But she’d never shared any of these experiences with Monique. It was hard to engage in heart-to-hearts with someone who was usually trying to shove her down a flight of stairs. And, then as now, India had hid her pain beneath a mask of imperturbable calm and the armor of sartorial perfection.

It occurred to India as she stood amiably chatting with the scholarship duckling turned haute bourgeois swan, that perhaps her loony mother had been correct all along. Monique’s animus might indeed have come from intimidation, envy, and loneliness even deeper than hers.

“What are you doing here?” Monique asked. “I thought you moved to LA.”

“I relocated a couple of months ago. How did you know I lived there?”

“Abby told me when I saw her at the Sibley reunion. And my husband went to college with you. Wayne Dubois.”

India racked her brain but could not remember Wayne. She decided to pretend she did to keep this newborn peace with her erstwhile nemesis, rather than confirm Monique’s childhood view of her as a hopelessly assimilated “imitation white girl.”

“Oh yeah, Wayne,” she vamped.

“You don’t remember him, do you?” Monique called her bluff.

“Monique, I was pretty much an incognegro in college,” India confessed, using the common term for black students at Ivy League schools who shunned the “black table,” the corner of the dining hall where students of color congregated for every meal to prove their ethnic allegiance.

“Incog or not, the brothers all wanted to know you. According to Wayne,” Monique commented.

“Every guy wants to know her,” Abby added.

“So how long have you been married?” India asked Monique, in an attempt to deflect attention from herself.

“Ten years. Two kids. Girls, both at Sibley.”

“How could you send your girls to that gulag?” Esme asked, disgusted. “Didn’t you suffer enough? Nobody would come to your birthday parties because you lived in the Bronx or something.”

“Brooklyn, Bed-Stuy,” Monique corrected flatly.

Embarrassed, India and Abby looked at each other, remembering how every year nearly the entire class would suddenly develop a terrible cold or have a family reunion little Priscilla “simply couldn’t miss.” Eventually, Monique had stopped inviting.

“At least Abby, India, and Bitsey Samuelson came. Anyway, that was then. Nobody skips my babies’ birthday parties. Last year we took over the Wollman skating rink.”

India surmised that Monique’s erect carriage came from her intense satisfaction at having triumphed over her circumstances. She couldn’t help but share her pride. She had run those stuck-up witches off their feet.

Cece Gall stood at the microphone in the middle of the room. India rolled her eyes, knowing all fun conversation would have to cease so that the well-intentioned organizers of the event could coax even more money out of the stylish crowd.

“Ladies and few gentlemen, if I may have your attention. It’s time to meet our hardworking cochairs and hold our raffle. If you haven’t bought your tickets, there’s still time!” Cece said in a saccharine gung-ho tone.

“Oh, shoot me,” Esme said. “I came to spend the afternoon in the city, not relive my life in Greenwich. Can we get out of here and get something decent to eat?”

“I’m game,” Abby said. “I’m not going back to the gallery this afternoon. The client who was coming to see our Lichtenstein canceled. Do you mind, India?”

“No. The ballet was what I came here for. This is the painful part.”

“Are you coming, Monique?” Esme queried.

“I’m not on call and I paid for my own ticket, so I can definitely jet,” Monique answered, surprised and delighted to have been asked. She looked to India, as if for final approval. India would have preferred an afternoon alone with Esme and Abby, but, seeing Monique practically beseech her, she chastised herself for being so selfish. She could let bygones be bygones, at least for one afternoon.

As the cochairs were introduced, Abby, Esme, India, and Monique left the table and made their way to the staircase.

“Oops! I have to go to the ladies’ room. I’ll meet you downstairs,” Esme instructed. It did not escape India’s notice that the restrooms were at the back of the grand tier, right near the waiter station.


chapter four

“What do I have to do to get a margarita around here, set myself on fire?” Esme yelled at a passing waitress in a midnight-blue miniskirt. India blanched, mortified. The four women sat at a table by the window on the thirty-fifth floor of the Mandarin Oriental Hotel, looking down at the Columbus Circle roundabout with its tiered fountain. Esme had recommended the elegant lounge because of its beautiful views, comfortable white leather chairs, and guaranteed-to-get-you-smashed cocktails.

“Esme, come on,” India chided, embarrassed at her friend’s display of rudeness. “If my Nana Chumley heard you, she’d slap you.”

“She should slap the waitress,” Esme gestured toward the statue outside. “Columbus sailed to America in less time than it’s taken that super bimbo to bring us our second round of drinks.”

“Actually, it’s our fourth,” Abby corrected her. The assortment of empty wineglasses and tumblers attested to the accuracy of Abby’s count.

“And being rude and abusive won’t help,” India looked around to make certain the other patrons hadn’t taken notice of their table. Fortunately, the place was not yet crowded.

“Abuse is the only thing they understand. I hate waitresses. They’re just putas in uniform sucking up to the businessmen. Like airline stewardesses who are just the slut waitresses of the air. Look at that girl. If she puts her blimpies any closer to that man’s face she’ll asphyxiate him.”

“Tell us how you really feel,” Monique offered with an amused grin.

“She’s being tame today,” Abby explained to Monique.

“Monique, I tell it like it is. You want hypocrisy, go next door,” Esme asserted, grabbing a handful of macadamia nuts from the bowl on the table.

“I want more of these ginger prawns,” Abby said.

“Ugh! It’s like eating a rubber penis. We need more fried dumplings,” Esme rebutted.

“I don’t understand how you keep that fierce body when you eat like that, Esme,” marveled Monique.

“I have a lot of sex,” Esme explained matter-of-factly.

“You’re married and you can say that?” Monique asked with astonishment and more than a hint of envy, India noted. She surmised that, unlike Abby, Monique had not chosen her husband in a burst of youthful passion. She could not for the life of her remember Wayne Dubois, her erstwhile classmate. Though she hadn’t “hung black” at college, she had known all the handsome black men. This memory lapse could mean only one thing: Wayne had a face for radio. Much as India believed in subjugating one’s heart to one’s head, she had to admit it sometimes led to rather dismal choices.

“Hey, I’m married and I can say I have a lot of sex,” Abby protested. Then she considered her ample posterior and hips. “It’s just not working as well for me,” she added. India inwardly seconded that motion. It certainly was not working for Abby to live with a selfish, insecure man with a flinty temper. While being a good friend meant speaking up, being a kind one meant holding one’s tongue, so India took another sip of her Merlot.

“I didn’t say sex with my husband,” Esme pointed out. Monique looked down, embarrassed but laughed anyway and clinked glasses with Esme. Abby shot Esme a disapproving look. This reaction surprised India. Abby had always taken Esme’s outrageous comments in stride. India hoped Esme was merely indulging in her favorite pastime of shocking the bourgeoisie, and not revealing the truth about her marriage. Esme’s stop at the waiter station before leaving the ballet suggested unsettlingly to India that perhaps her brash words had of late become bad deeds. India would be the last to know. Esme had always preferred to confess her transgressions to the more forgiving Abby.

“Qué?” Esme shot back, exasperated. “I don’t need a dueña.”

“No, just a chastity belt,” Abby commented.

“You take care of your marriage, I’ll take care of mine. My husband’s not complaining,” Esme shot back.

“Blessed are the ignorant,” Abby quipped. Esme contemplated retaliation but decided to forgo victory in this round. She turned to India, who was doing her best not to reveal her dismay at what she suspected about Esme’s behavior.

“What kind of food does Julien serve at his restaurant?” Esme asked, mentioning India’s boyfriend.

“French-Asian fusion,” India answered, welcoming a change of subject. She spent her days around unhappily married people. She did not wish to discover that all her friends were living miserably ever after.

“Oh, not more mongrel cuisine. When will chefs learn: mixing only works for people and dogs?”

“Who’s Julien?” Monique asked.

“India’s fiancé,” Esme answered. “When am I meeting him, anyway? I’ve waited long enough. It’s inspection time.”

“He’s not my fiancé,” India corrected, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. She had just convinced Julien to cease his weekly proposals. She didn’t need her friends to foist matrimony upon her. She believed in the sanctity of the marriage vows, that it is “a holy estate, not to be entered into lightly, but reverently, advisedly, and in the fear of God,” or, failing that, in the fear of divorce.

“Just because you’re engaged doesn’t mean you have to go through with it. I broke off five engagements before marrying Tim. It’s just a ‘for now’ promise. You moved here to be with him, you might as well say ‘I’m yours—for now,’” Esme advised with a dismissive wave of her hand.

India forgave her friend’s nonchalance while not sharing it. She had already broken off one engagement in her life. It was not an experience she wished to repeat.

“I did not move here to be with him. I moved here to be back in civilization; in a place where reading the morning paper doesn’t qualify you as a major intellectual. And to be with my good friends. And my firm made me a big offer that happened to coincide with meeting him,” India insisted.

“Where’s he from? What does he do?” Monique asked.

“Let’s just say he’s a French restaurateur who puts the h in ‘hottie,’” Abby answered.

Esme added, “From what I’ve heard, he’s the ideal man: an only child with dead parents. No outlaws. Don’t look that gift from God in the mouth. I’m stuck with Tim’s mother and sister: the witches they forgot to burn at Salem.”

“Actually, they drowned most of those women, and it’s ‘gift horse,’” India corrected.

“Be honest, are you hesitating because he’s white?” Abby challenged. India looked at her best friend in total disbelief.

“That is the dumbest question you’ve asked me in thirty-two years of friendship, Abby Rosenfeld Adams. How can I object to half of what I am?” India protested.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t see what other objection there could be.”

“Well, not to sound snobbish, but for one thing he’s not very bookish. He didn’t even go to college.”

“Oh, yes, if you can’t discuss Proust, what fun is there?” Esme asked sarcastically.

“You are all a bunch of hypocrites. Every single one of your husbands graduated from an Ivy League school. And I can’t help it; I’m an egghead. Discussing law or the classics is my idea of foreplay,” India rebutted.

“Okay, don’t spread that around,” Monique warned.

“After a few years of marriage, you worry less about conversation and more about fornication,” Esme pointed out. Monique held up a hand to bear witness. India chose not to probe and instead to address the matter at hand.

“Abby, I am a rainbow coalition dater. I just want someone who can accept me and all parts of my background,” she explained.

“So you moved back here to shack up with white boy?” Monique asked.

“I said no. And can we please not refer to him as ‘white boy’? What is wrong with you monoracial girls this afternoon?”

“You’re lying to yourself. You did so move here to be with him,” Abby corrected.

“No, I did not. In fact, I’ve just rented my own little place on ‘Dancer’s Row,’ on Seventy-fifth Street between Amsterdam and Columbus.”

“You didn’t tell me,” Abby commented, startled.

“I just signed the lease yesterday.”

“So you’re moving out of his place?” Monique asked, taking a large sip of her Bellini.

“Of course not. He doesn’t even know about this apartment.”

Esme and Monique looked at each other and erupted into simultaneous guffaws.

“What?” India asked, baffled by their amusement.

“You live with a man who has no idea you’re renting a separate place?” Monique repeated.
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