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HOLLYWOOD: THE FLASHIEST,
MOST TREACHEROUS COURT OF ALL


Henry Tudor


A Los Angeles power player with sex appeal that matches his wealth, he’s the man every woman wants.


Anne Boleyn


Nobody ever saw her as part of the social “A” list, until she catches the eye of Hollywood’s king.


George Boleyn


The siblings swore long ago to protect each other’s backs, but their closeness might spell tabloid ruin.


Theresa Cromwell


A mature woman in a world that places a premium on youth, Henry’s brilliant VP is determined not to lose her perch on the pinnacle of power.


Catherine Aragon Tudor


Although her marriage is yesterday’s news, she’s determined Henry won’t leave without paying.


Ferdinand Aragon


His formidable political clout can make or break a career, and he’s willing to use it to help his daughter.


Carl Wolsey


The wily funds manager is content to stay in the background, where his own interests are never short-changed.


Jane Seymour


The quietly beautiful San Francisco socialite designs jewelry, but Theresa’s help may bring her a far greater treasure.


Wyatt


A musician working as a parking valet, all he wants is to cut a record deal . . . until he falls in love with Anne.










“I wasn’t prepared for the enemies. Had I been as gorgeous as a supermodel, or as rich as an heiress, or an actress with an Oscar to my credit, people would still not be happy that I had Henry’s attention, but they’d understand. What they resented was the king coupling with a ‘nobody.’”


Skirts may be shorter now, and messages sent by iPhone, but passion, intrigue, and a lust for power don’t change. National bestselling author Carol Wolper spins a mesmerizing tale of a twenty-first-century Anne Boleyn.


Wily, intelligent, and seductive, with a dark beauty that stands out among the curvy California beach blondes, Anne attracts the attention of Henry Tudor, the handsome corporate mogul who reigns in Hollywood. Every starlet, socialite, and shark wants a piece of Henry, but he only wants Anne. The question is: can she keep him?


Welcome to a privileged world where hidden motives abound, everyone has something to sell, and safe havens don’t exist. With her older sister Mary, a pathetic example of a royal has-been, Anne schemes to win her beloved Henry in the only way that gives a promise of forever—marriage. Success will mean contending with backstabbing “friends,” Henry’s furious ex-wife, and the machinations of her own ambitious family, and staying married to a man who has more options than most and less guilt than is good for either of them will take all her skill. Anne will do anything to hold on to the man—and the lifestyle—she adores, however, even if sticking your neck out in Hollywood means risking far worse than a broken heart. With Henry’s closest confidante scheming against her, and another beautiful contender waiting in the wings, Anne is fighting for her life. Can she muster the charm and wit to pull off her very own Hollywood ending?
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Anne


“The good news is you’re fucking the king; the bad news is you’re fucking the king.” It’s something my sister once said to me and at the time I laughed because I had just started seeing my “king” and I couldn’t worry about whatever bad things might be waiting down the road. Not when everything about my guy made me smile. If you don’t let yourself be swept up with optimism every once in a while, what’s the point, right? I know, I know, romantic optimism can be dangerous. Some would call it foolish, my father among them. If I listened to everything he said I would run my personal life solely from the left-side neocortex of my brain. He believes rational, linear thinking is what gets one the crown. I guess he expects me to have the mind of Machiavelli and the wiles of a sixteenth-century courtesan. Well, I’m a California girl and this is the twenty-first century. I can’t ignore the forces and influences (outside my family) that informed my spirit, including an appetite for the big thrill. Los Angeles is a place that encourages the belief that if you are skillful and lucky enough you can catch a big wave and ride it all the way in to shore. I say that even though I have water phobia and wouldn’t even consider getting on a surfboard. My version of extreme sports is falling in love with someone out of my league. That said, I am my father’s daughter. Acting recklessly is not my style. The problem is that even with a well-developed left-side neocortex, love still brings confusion and confusion almost always brings mistakes.


But before I go any further I should tell you about “the king,” which is my term of endearment for him. His name is Henry Tudor but he doesn’t need a last name. When you’re as powerful as he is you achieve the rare status of owning your first name to the exclusion of all others similarly named. In Los Angeles, Steven always means Spielberg, Jack always means Nicholson and Phil (still) always means Jackson. When people in Hollywood drop the name Henry, they do it with such reverence he might as well have an HRH in front of it. It should be noted that reverence comes begrudgingly in this town and those who give it usually harbor fantasies of taking it away the second the adored one shows signs of slipping from the mountaintop. With no such signs apparent when it comes to Henry, he continues to rule with no one coming close to his accomplishments.


He’s forty with the résumé of someone twenty years older. At thirty he created an Internet company that changed the Web. Anytime anyone seeks out information on the Net, chances are they’re using Henry’s search engine. He sold the company by the time he was thirty-five, making the kind of money that allows you to buy a sports team, radio stations, a cable network, all of which he did, including one kick-ass FM station in Austin. In the last five years, he’s become a majority shareholder in a Hollywood studio, invested in medical research that could change the world and been touted as a likely candidate for political office. And now for the really annoying part: he looks like Paul Newman in Hud. That’s not supposed to happen. If you’re that rich and that smart you’re supposed to have a receding hairline and pasty-looking skin. Or be tall and gawky. Or at least, just to keep people from going into a depression because you seem to have cornered the market on everything that matters, to have the decency to eat crap food and develop a paunch, for Christ’s sake. The scary thing is, even if he did—and someday he will—lose the battle of flesh and gravity, this king has enough charm (not to mention power) to keep people kissing his ring and other parts of his anatomy forever. Who wouldn’t find a man like that intriguing? So, I jumped in.


And what a wild ride it’s been. No one would have guessed it would have lasted so long. People expect girls like me to fuck the king once and be gone. I’m not “A” list and I’m certainly not Henry’s usual type. I’m attractive and alluring enough to get my share of attention, though not from royals, rock stars or any man who has ever owned a yacht, which is to say I’m not one of those girls who rates as a typical trophy. I do have my talents, though, and a summer in France taught me some valuable tricks in the bedroom. Unfortunately those qualities do nothing to elevate my status on this playing field and when the king consorts with someone not considered worthy it inspires hostility. I wasn’t prepared for the enemies. Had I been as gorgeous as a supermodel, as rich as an heiress, or an actress with an Oscar to my credit, people would still not be happy that I had Henry’s attention, but they’d understand. What they resented was the king coupling with a “nobody.” In their eyes I wasn’t special enough (“flawed but willing” has always been my credo) so therefore I didn’t belong there and they hated me for defying their negative expectations. Worse, if a less-than-special girl could get a king it made them question why they couldn’t. Their frustration turned into rage, directed my way. Doesn’t matter how eco-friendly, quasi-spiritual or liberal humanitarian they might claim to be: when it comes to a king’s power and politics, the game can get rough. In that sense not a lot has changed since the sixteenth century except shorter skirts and iPhones.


I was so naïve and I shouldn’t have been. I should have known better. I should have understood that in any town where the stakes are high, where there are only a few top slots and numerous contenders, betrayal and banishment come with the territory. I have no one to blame but myself and maybe all the bad advice I got from everyone except from my brother George.


He’s the one I miss the most in my banishment. For two weeks I’ve been living at Henry’s ranch near the Santa Ynez Mountains, up the coast from Santa Barbara; it’s a beautiful isolated spot with not a neighbor in sight. There are no locks on the doors but the emotional prison I’m in keeps me from walking away.


My life is hanging in the balance. I’m not sure what comes next. With so much time on my own I go over and over the events that brought me here to see if I could have done something differently or better. Yes and yes is the answer to that question. Some days I’m full of anxiety, other days full of anger and other times full of forgiveness. Just the other day I realized that in spite of everything I still really like some of my enemies. Then I panicked, worried that this is exactly the kind of generosity one feels right before the end. When all is lost doesn’t forgiveness enter the picture right before the proverbial sword comes down? And then I perked up when I realized that I’d taken a Xanax and had finished half a bottle of that yummy lemonade marijuana drink that my brother brought me the last time he was allowed to visit. My forgiveness had been chemically induced. No worries. Not about that, anyway.


The phone rings. Caller ID tells me it’s the call I’ve been waiting for. My hands are shaking as I pick up the phone.


“Hello,” I say, amazed that I sound normal, almost relaxed. I don’t sound like a woman whose future is at stake.


“Anne . . .”


I love his voice. It’s gruff, raspy, a touch bestial. It doesn’t match up with his Paul Newman in Hud face.


“Yes, Henry?”


It’s not really a question. It’s a drumroll to a decision that feels more like a verdict. The real question is, Have my enemies won or have I pulled off a Hollywood ending?





Part One


THE PARAMOUR
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Chapter 1
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Anne


FOUR YEARS EARLIER


“Silly me. To think that getting involved with a king would be challenging instead of what it really is . . . dangerous.”


My sister laughs at my confession. It’s her way of saying better you than me. We’re at the Starbucks in Beverly Glen, a convenient meeting place, halfway between my apartment in Beverly Hills and her new boyfriend’s house in Sherman Oaks. “The Glen,” as the residents in the vicinity refer to it, is a small shopping enclave at the top of ritzy Mulholland Drive and is the only shopping for miles around. This commercial development is meant to provide the basics for those rich enough to live at the top of the canyon: a wine shop, a deli, a dry cleaner’s, drugstore, a couple of restaurants and a charming oddity . . . a bookstore that looks like someone’s home library and specializes in first editions. Though I don’t think many people are picking up their morning coffee and stopping next door to peruse the stacks of leather-bound classics. Not this crowd. The Hollywood Reporter and Page Six are more likely their idea of reading and they’re getting that off the Internet.


It’s one of those overcast mornings with enough chill in the air to make a hot chocolate sound appealing. Yet that chill could be gone in fifteen minutes, the sun could break through and then the only thing on the Starbucks menu we’ll be craving will be iced cappuccinos. We choose the middle ground and order lattes. She opts for a “tall”; I choose a “grande.” I need the extra caffeine because I didn’t get home until 3 A.M., but at that moment my sister isn’t interested in the details.


“Is Henry’s soon-to-be-ex wife causing problems?” Mary asks as she eyes a blueberry muffin at the next table. She doesn’t seem too worried about any problem I might have.


“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Why? Is she dangerous?”


“She’s bitter, she’s got plenty of money and is the most likely to hire Jake Winslow.”


“Jake who?”


“The new private detective in town. From Tucson. All the rich wives in town hire him to see if their husbands are cheating and the husbands hire him to see if their girlfriends are cheating. That’s what Henry said anyway but he might have been joking.”


My sister enjoys her role as the authority on all things concerning Henry and his world. I often pay attention because she did date him long before I was invited into the royal bed. Although that may sound like a worst-case scenario for siblings, at most it makes our relationship a little sensitive. Actually, I think my sister was secretly relieved when they broke up. The relationship required too much of her and my father was too invested in it succeeding. Pressure and Mary are not a good mix. She doesn’t like having to work too hard for anything and hasn’t had to for most of her life . . . and that includes temporarily snagging the most desirable guy in town.


Mary was chosen and wooed by “the king” without ever going out of her way to attract his attention. She didn’t have to. The night she met the royal one at a party up in Coldwater Canyon, she was at the height of her power. Mary is one of those girls who succeed at being tantalizingly beautiful for one season. Not that she’s not pretty now, but the summer they met she looked like she’d stepped out of a Raphaelite painting. Her curves and luminescent skin made her appear to be the ultimate fertility child-goddess. Girls were always asking her how she got such great skin, hoping the answer wasn’t some imported Swiss moisturizer that cost more than two hundred dollars a jar. Mary loved to say her secret was her strict diet of avocados and peaches, which was kind of true except when she was stuffing herself with french fries and margaritas.


Beauty and youth weren’t the only things she had going for her; timing was also on her side. After separating from his wife, Henry had gone through a number of exotic beauties and was in the mood for a blonde . . . and not just any blonde. The night of the party he was on a search for a blonde with an angelic face and the kind of tits that would, as Raymond Chandler once said, “make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window.” Actually Chandler didn’t mention tits but if he’d ever met Mary he might have. What guy wouldn’t want to hook up with her winning combination? But the big shocker for any guy who does is the realization that Mary doesn’t like sex. She loves kissing and is happy to make out for hours, but sex is too messy for her taste. Too invasive. Too sweaty. The irony is that she’s addicted to the attention that comes from being described as sexy, which often made me wonder if one can truly be sexy if one doesn’t like sex. And the follow-up question: How long can a sexy nonsexual girl hold the king’s attention?


To Mary’s credit, she wasn’t in awe of the great one. She liked the perks that came with being the king’s girlfriend and she adored seeing her picture in magazines but when it was over, she took a few days to recover from the rejection and then bounced back to her simpler life with gusto. I have to admit I was greatly relieved. This was my sister and she’d become a celebrity overnight, which meant that overnight I’d become the lesser sibling. Any accomplishments or attributes I possessed were no longer viewed in the context of a woman in her twenties trying to make her way in the world. Nothing mattered except my proximity to my sister and her proximity to the king. It was as if suddenly overnight I’d lost my last name and was now only known as “Anne, Mary’s sister.” Being on the verge of my own overnight fame lately I wonder if someday I’ll miss that anonymity.


My sister has finished her latte but her attention is still on the blueberry muffin.


“Want me to get you one?” I ask.


She turns back to me, leans closer, conspiratorially. “I’m off wheat. I’m looking at the guy eating the muffin. Check him out.”


The guy is a middle-aged man with a haircut that would be more appropriate on Maddox Jolie-Pitt. He’s wearing a boxy, wrinkled, navy blue blazer over a white T-shirt. I watch him compulsively check messages on his phone while finishing off the last bit of that muffin. He looks vaguely familiar.


“An actor?” I whisper.


“Maybe like a thousand years ago. Now he’s some big deal in the eco-green scene . . . and a major gossip.”


I take another look at him. “Oh, right. Now I get it.” I’d seen him being interviewed on TV. He looks older in person, and not as healthy. Maybe he’s just having a bad day. On second thought . . . a really bad day. The interview he did on TV was all about living green. No toxins. No chemicals. No sugar. Yet there he is devouring a fat-filled blueberry treat and a syrupy frap (granted no extra whipped cream on it) in public. It’s like seeing someone known for driving a Prius step out into the parking lot and get into a gas-guzzling Escalade. Not that he seems particularly worried about being exposed as a hypocrite. Judging by the way he’s frantically working the keys on his BlackBerry, he has other things on his mind. He picks up his cup and sucks in the last bit of the sweet coffee drink like a sugar addict. Maybe he’s indulging instead of exploding. Leaving green to keep from going mean.


“Hey Cliff.”


He looks up when Mary calls his name.


“What?” He does his best to act like he doesn’t recognize her. Befuddlement doesn’t become him. His mouth gets slack-jawed and his eyes squinty. Not a good look. I feel sorry for him and have a momentary urge to wipe away a stray crumb that’s lodged into a spot on his chin.


“Cliff, it’s me, Mary.”


“Mary,” he repeats as if trying to place her.


“Mary Boleyn. We met through Henry.”


“Mary Boleyn,” he says slowly, as if meeting her had been so insignificant he can barely recall the event. And yet he’s careful to be polite. “How are you?”


My sister may not be the sharpest girl around but she knows exactly what’s going on here. Cliff is distancing himself from one of the king’s ex-girlfriends in case she’s not only an ex but has inspired the king’s wrath. Cliff, like everyone else in the kingdom, does not want to be perceived as a friend of any enemy of the king.


“This is my sister, Anne,” Mary says.


“Nicetomeetyou.” He can’t spit that out fast enough so he can move on.


Mary can barely hold back a grin as she adds, “Anne is now dating Henry.”


I kick her under the table. No one is supposed to know yet. And didn’t she just say he was a “major gossip”? Is this Mary being clueless or careless? It’s always a toss-up with her.


“Is that right?” Cliff tugs at a clump of his punkish hair. Mary has definitely caught him off guard but he’s already made his move, shown himself to be less than warm, and now his only option is to retreat to neutral ground.


“And no rivalry there?” He’s trying to be cute.


“Mary’s in love with a great guy,” I reply as if the two things have anything to do with each other.


He smiles. “Modern love.”


I have no idea what he means by that. Nothing about my situation or Mary’s feels particularly modern.


Spotting someone outside the window, Cliff quickly picks his car keys up off the table. “Well good luck,” he says and then, facing Mary with considerably more enthusiasm than he had two minutes before, adds, “Good to see you again. You look great.” He’s no dummy. He knows that, as a last resort, flattery is always an effective closer. With that, he dashes out of there . . . dying to get away from us or dying to get to someone else? Hard to tell.


Mary laughs. “If it wasn’t for the green thing that guy would be so OTR.”


That’s short for Off The Radar. I hate my sister’s habit of reducing everything to letters. It’s so high school. Maybe that’s why it works. “Hollywood is high school with money.” That’s how my dad and everyone of his generation describes not just Hollywood but all of Southern California. I think it’s more like high school on steroids. The stakes, the wars, the consequences are all bigger. Everything is bigger except people’s sex drive. It’s amazing how that shrivels up when everyone is so worried about how much power they have or don’t have. The king, of course, has no shrinkage problems. He wouldn’t be a king if he didn’t have a libido big enough to satisfy a bevy of women. Is he seeing anyone other than me? I don’t think so but he is the king. Lesson number one: You can never rule it out.


“So what’s making your life so dangerous?” Mary asks, finally ready to get back to the topic I raised.


I reach for my bag, which is hanging off the back of the chair. “Promise me you won’t mention this to anyone.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah, of course I won’t.”


I pull out a white envelope and spill its contents on the table . . . a tarot card, the Queen of Cups stapled back-to-back to the King of Cups. The third card is the dark-haired (like me) Queen of Pentacles, torn in half, beheaded. “No return address, no name. Postmark is Los Angeles.”


Mary picks up the card. “Obviously someone other than me knows who you’re fucking.”


“Did you ever get anything like this when you were seeing Henry?”


“Not like that but there are always a few wackos around. Once when I was crossing the street someone driving by yelled out ‘fucking ho’ but I took it as a compliment. I figured if a complete stranger hates me that much I must be doing something right. Did you show this to Henry?”


“No,” I say a little too defensively. “Everything is so great with us. It’s all new and exciting and I don’t want anything ruining that.”


“You sure? Henry likes a little drama. He’s a sucker for the damsel in distress, wounded bird thing.”


“Maybe at first, but I bet he’d get tired of it. After a while he’d start thinking, Why can’t she fix her own fucking wing?”


Mary laughs, tosses her beautiful mane of blond hair, giving the impression that she’s one of those fun California girls on a perpetual spring break. “You’re right, might as well hold on to the honeymoon as long as you can.”


Who wouldn’t want to keep a royal honeymoon going? Putting aside the lust part, which is considerable, there are plenty of perks and I’m not talking about the silver-colored Lanvin shoes that cost a thousand dollars. It’s great to be given something I could never afford but the bigger gift is the Big Yin Yang. The yin is the feeling that simply by being chosen by the king I’ve broken through the pack of the billions of people on the planet. Suddenly I feel as if I matter. I have access. I’m just one degree away from the best of the best. My ego inflated overnight, which is precisely when the yang part kicked in. Instead of going all super-diva bitchy, this voice popped into my head that said when much has been given, much is required, and suddenly a generosity of spirit infused me. These days I want to help everyone. I’ve become a terrible driver, constantly letting other motorists cut in, stopping for pedestrians the second they step off the curb. I’ve also developed an urge to tip, and not just the usual suspects. I tried to tip the guy behind the counter at Rite Aid when I was picking up a prescription. He looked at me like I was crazy and declined my offer. Most people take the tip, which is getting kind of expensive. The yin without the yang could turn me into a less beautiful version of Naomi Campbell and the yang without the yin could turn me into a Sin City version of Mother Teresa. But merged together they create the best buzz. Lately I’ve actually started to wonder if there’s such a thing as being too buzzed but I’m not so concerned that I’m on the Internet looking for an antidote.


“Shall I toss this out?” Mary asks, scooping up the tarot cards.


As creepy as it is, it’s possible the sender is just some girl with too much envy and too little judgment. I decide to give “jealous girl” the benefit of the doubt because that’s the generous thing to do. However, if she (and I can’t imagine the sender is a he) turns out to be some psycho, sperm-trapping grifter who interferes with my relationship with the king, well then, in that case competition and revenge win out over generosity. But for the moment . . .


“Yeah, toss it,” I say.


Mary crumples the cards into a ball and stuffs it inside her empty cup.


I clean off our table and Cliff’s table, too. Yeah, Mr. Ecology didn’t bother picking up his own trash. I give him the benefit of the doubt as well, chalking up his bad manners to too much sugar. As my sister and I walk out, a group of guys, in line to place their order, check her out. Mary knows that at that moment she is the sole object of their attention and she walks past them like a star. Men in this town love blondes. Good for her.


Outside the sky is still overcast, though brighter than it was a half hour ago. The harsh glare has me reaching for my sunglasses. Mary already has hers in place.


“Give the big guy my love,” she says, and then kisses me on the cheek. At that moment I wonder if she would ever hook up with Henry behind my back. I quickly dismiss the thought, glad to find a distraction in the sight of Cliff, one row of cars over, engaged in an animated discussion with a woman who is doing most of the talking.


“Who’s that with Cliff?” I ask.


Mary glances over. “Oh, her. That’s Theresa Cromwell. She’s one of those women who lead with their brains. Makes a point of telling you how smart she is. Like I care.”


“You know everyone, don’t you?” I say, teasingly.


Mary opens the door to her convertible and gets in. “Comes with the ‘girlfriend’ job title.”


Before I can ask if she considered being with Henry a job, she turns on the ignition. Gnarls Barkley’s “Who’s Gonna Save My Soul?” is playing on the CD. She lowers the volume. “I can’t believe we didn’t talk details. How do you like fucking Henry?”


I don’t want to explain that, technically, I haven’t actually fucked him yet. Mary wouldn’t approve of my strategy and I’m not about to divulge the erotic techniques I use to keep Henry enthralled. It’s not a conversation to have in the parking lot of the Beverly Glen Shopping Center.


So I just smile. “What do you think?”


She laughs. “I think next time I want details.”


After she leaves, as I’m about to get into my car, I realize Cliff and Theresa Cromwell are staring at me. When they realize I’ve caught them, Cliff looks down at his BlackBerry and starts fidgeting again but Theresa doesn’t move a muscle. Suddenly a chill comes over me and though there’s no reason to think this, as I look at Theresa looking at me this thought pops into my head: She’s wishing I were dead.


It’s a feeling and a thought I’ve never experienced before (not even the beheaded tarot card elicited this fear) and it’s so disturbing that I quickly turn away, get into my car and lock the doors even though nothing bad is ever going to happen at eleven o’clock in the morning up in the Beverly Glen parking lot. I slam the car into gear and accelerate, not slowing down for speed bumps. As I drive away I look in the rearview mirror but Theresa and Cliff are both gone.


When I get to the bottom of Coldwater Canyon, the sun has broken through and everything looks golden. Mexican gardeners are out tending to expensive lawns. Privileged children are playing at the jungle gym in the park. Rich tourists are stepping out of their bungalows at the Beverly Hills Hotel to stake out lounge chairs by the pool. Everything is as it’s supposed to be. The ominous feeling I had just ten minutes ago has lessened but not before I’ve bitten two fingernails down to raggedy ends.


As I head east, I replay the first moments Henry and I really connected. It’s something I do from time to time either because I’m indulging in a wonderful memory or as a way to fight any encroaching doubts. I love recalling that sunny afternoon in Malibu almost a year after he and my sister had split. It had rained earlier that morning, which almost never happens in June. People seemed a bit unnerved by that freak weather condition but by noon when the sun was out, all was back to normal. A fashion magazine was throwing a party to honor the actress on its latest cover and since I still had some trickle-down cachet as “Anne, Mary’s sister,” I somehow made it on the exclusive list. From the second I walked into the beachside rented mansion I felt like a misfit. The place was packed with girls who were young enough to be a size zero and still look healthy. Those who were on the other side of thirty got attention the old-fashioned way—they paid for it, strutting around in their best Prada or Dolce & Gabbana. There wasn’t an Ugg boot in sight. This was not Pamela Anderson’s Malibu. Nor was it mine but at least I wasn’t in my usual Tory Burch flip-flops. And that was part of the problem. While I was coming in from the outside, drink in my hand, the heel of my shoe got caught on a slight ridge along the floor of the sliding glass doorway. Doing my best to regain my balance I managed to break my fall without breaking an ankle but the drink went flying.


“Didn’t anyone ever tell you tequila and stilettos don’t mix?”


I looked up to see Henry, standing there lending a hand. He pulled me up and didn’t seem to mind that I was speechless. I guess he gets a lot of that. Truth is I was stunned to see him and rendered mute because at that moment I recalled what my sister had told me about the royal cock and it almost made me swoon.


“So take off your shoes, darling, and have a seat.”


And so I did.


By the time I get to the commercial stretch of Sunset Boulevard, I’m no longer biting my nails and have managed to suppress an urge to call Henry and ask him what the deal is with Theresa Cromwell and her evil eye. I take a left at the intersection, hoping I can pop into a salon on Sunset and get a manicure. If you saw me a half hour later sitting there getting my nails prettified with a coat of Chanel’s pale pink polish, a tall glass of purified water with a slice of cucumber floating in it by my side, soothing sounds of Brazilian jazz on the nail spa’s speakers, my head leaning back on the chair, my eyes closed, you might think of me as the epitome of calm and content. Wrong. More like shell-shocked and paralyzed as I realize that even though I can’t explain why, I know that Theresa Cromwell will be crossing my path again soon. Even more frightening is the certainty that this is the beginning of the end of my honeymoon.





Chapter 2
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Theresa


Theresa was reassured by the sound of the doorbell’s constant ringing. Thank God, her guests were arriving on time. She wanted a full house when Henry finally made his entrance. It was important to her that he walk into a house full of attractive, smart, lively people, all loosened up by her special mojito cocktail. Fuck the “just water for me” crowd. Didn’t they get that drinking at a party is the price of admission? She didn’t invite them there to soberly take notes on others’ debauchery, though she herself never failed to take a sober assessment of who was there to play and who just came to watch. Those standing on the sidelines sipping Pellegrino would not be invited back again . . . unless, of course, they were rich, famous or powerful.


Checking her makeup in the bathroom mirror, she could hear voices and laughter coming from outside but was in no hurry to go downstairs. She knew the caterers had everything under control and her assistant could play hostess for another ten minutes. If she couldn’t she didn’t deserve the job and would be replaced by someone who could. There was a surplus of capable girls in L.A. Girls who could be counted on to size up and make whatever adjustments were necessary. Girls who always had a painkiller to offer, a pack of cigarettes (even though they didn’t smoke) and every emergency number you could ever need programmed into their phone. These girls understood the nuances of the social scene, having developed a keen sense of who liked to talk about their kids, who liked to talk about their work, and more importantly, who would enjoy a good blow job joke and who wouldn’t.


The sound of a car idling out front caused Theresa to anxiously look out the opened window. Nope. Not a limo. Not a Town Car. Not one of the three cars Henry owned (a Mercedes, a new BMW and an old Range Rover), all of which Theresa was aware of, down to their license plate numbers. It was only another Toyota Highlander SUV, the hybrid, in black, of course. What she wouldn’t give for someone to drive up in a canary-yellow Ferrari for a change, something glaringly politically incorrect, just to break up the monotony.


Turning her attention back to her image in the mirror, Theresa carefully, almost brutally assessed her face. She was no beauty but in the right light she had a certain appeal. The nose job had been worth seven thousand dollars, back when seven thousand was considered a lot of money to spend on “correcting a deviated septum.” Theresa took pride in having resisted the urge to go too cute. Her nose was still Roman, still big by L.A. standards, but the slight refining had taken the horsiness out of her face and left her with what she liked to consider “an aristocratic profile.” Not bad for the daughter of a factory worker. Her eyes were too small but through the miracle of very black mascara they appeared alive and almost seductive. Her lips, though average in appearance, were her best feature because, as Theresa liked to say, “Very few secrets have passed through these.” In a town where gossip was currency, where most women happily shared their secrets over dinner at the Tower Bar, Theresa was no cheap date.


The sycamore trees outside rustled slightly, causing her to shiver. A summer breeze back in Boston was always welcome but breezes in Los Angeles could be unsettling. Plus the last thing she needed was a dip in the temperature, having decided to forgo portable heaters for the backyard. “Not to worry,” she told herself, everything would work out fine. Her astrologer had predicted a successful outcome, something to do with Jupiter’s favorable alignment, which only happens once every twelve years. Apparently this was Theresa’s year to thrive and she wasn’t about to waste any opportunities. At forty-four (she admitted to forty-one) she had to seize the moment. It was time to tap into her “Sicilian” strength, time to tap into her savings account (these parties weren’t cheap) and time to fully commit to what her father used to call her “watch this” routine. She could still see herself at fourteen, hands on her hips, determined not to let Cynthia Cavallo have the uncontested rights to hunky Johnny Quinn. Well watch this, L.A.


Opening a drawer full of cosmetics, Theresa pulled out a small jar. Almost as if performing a ritual, she carefully unscrewed the top and set it down on the counter. She then lifted up the skirt of her simple, almost demure black dress. She’d opted for just a hint of cleavage because she was wearing three-inch stilettos and the rule was you can’t double-slut an outfit unless you’re under thirty. With one hand she slid her lace thong aside and with the other she elegantly dipped a finger into the jar and scooped up a bit of lightweight lotion and applied it to her clit. When she was finished, she took a deep breath, exhaling out all her tension, knowing that within the hour this “female Viagra” would kick in and she’d be awash in a hormonal surge—the good kind, not the perimenopausal kind.


She intended to work her party with palatable sexuality. It was all part of Theresa’s master plan for her and Henry. She wasn’t delusional enough to think she could ever be his “queen” but that didn’t mean she couldn’t win in her own way. Sure, rumor had it that he was totally besotted by his latest paramour, Anne Boleyn, but Theresa wasn’t worried. She had a plan. Step one, befriend the besotted one and to that end she’d invited her to the party. Anne got her own invitation, separate from Henry’s, and had immediately RSVP’d yes. Would she come alone, with a supportive friend, with her king? Theresa knew each choice spoke volumes about Anne’s confidence and cleverness . . . or lack thereof.


As the first hit of Theresa’s self-induced surge washed over her, she couldn’t help but smile. No one would bet on her to pull this off but she didn’t care. She was smarter than all of them, just like thirty years ago she was smarter than Cynthia Cavallo.





Chapter 3
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Cliff


Cliff hated mojitos but he had options. He could take an occasional sip and then, when no one was looking, leave the glass behind a sofa or chair. Or he could wait till the ice cubes melted, add more cubes until the cocktail was diluted down, neutered and tasteless, and then make a show of finishing it off. Or he could do what he did, which was to covertly pour out two-thirds of the drink into one of the exotic plants surrounding the outdoor patio. It did occur to him that this wasn’t exactly eco-friendly and considering his position in the green movement not something he’d want to be caught on video doing, but he was feeling a little hostile, so fuck it. His marriage was falling apart, his career was going nowhere and, just yesterday, a chunk of the hillside in his backyard slid down into his small pool and it wasn’t even the rainy season. His finances couldn’t take another hit and neither could his patience. If there were only one thing wrong in his life, that’d be a problem and he could deal with problems. Two things wrong at the same time was a crisis and he’d weathered a few of those. But three things wrong at the same time was a cosmic reversal and no one could be expected to handle those very well. If he had a taste for alcohol he’d be slurping down those mojitos fast but booze wasn’t his weakness. Sugar was. Sugar and Soma, that little painkiller that kept him steady, like tonight, when his wife had refused to come to the party because she said she loathed—dragging out the word so it seemed to be a block long: looooooathed—the way Cliff acted around Theresa.


“And how do I act around her?” he asked.


“Needy.”


What she really meant was weak. Cliff understood that his wife expected him to be strong, yet sensitive. She also expected him to be successful, devoted, loyal and not lose his hair. She felt entitled to all this because over fifteen years ago, before they were married, she’d met and flirted with Billy Baldwin, which she had, over time, spun into a scenario in which she’d turned down a movie star to marry him. No truth to it but Cliff was too weak to point that out. He did feel a pull toward loyalty when it came to her role as mother to their son. She was exemplary in the parenting area but so was he. Did that mean he was entitled to a woman who was successful, devoted, loyal and free of cellulite?


She apologized later, when he was getting dressed for the party. “Look, it’s not you, it’s her. It’s that woman. She toys with you. Makes me want to slap her.”


“That would be something to see,” he joked.


He kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be in and out of there in an hour.”


“Drive safe.” She smiled at him.


As he backed out of the driveway, he stopped for a second to look at his house. Everything appeared calm, peaceful. The shrubs were neatly trimmed. Tiny white lights twinkled in the surrounding trees. Through the living room window he could see his wife on the phone, probably with one of her many girlfriends. She seemed relaxed in a way she never was around him anymore. There was no sign of the turmoil of his eroding backyard or his eroding marriage. In fact, from a distance his wife looked almost happy. He pulled a Soma out of his pocket, took a small bite and took his foot off the brake.


“Can I get you another, Cliff?” The bartender was ready to refill his glass.


“Uh . . . no, I’m good for now.”


“What’s the matter, don’t you like mojitos?” The question came from someone nearby, a voice he didn’t recognize. He turned to see Anne Boleyn, smiling. “I hear they make good plant food,” she said as she sauntered by, a glass of Pellegrino in her hand.


He could tell himself he followed her inside because he was concerned he’d been caught poisoning Theresa’s prized exotic orchid and wanted to do damage control. Or he could pretend he wanted to make up for the bad impression he’d made on their first meeting up at the Glen. The truth was he wanted to find out if she had arrived with Henry, which would be a significant statement and would have gossips blogging for days. He liked having the latest information. Being “in the know” was his secret addiction. There was no way he was going to pass up the opportunity to have a conversation with the new girl in Henry’s life. If she was anything like her sister, Mary, she’d be blurting out personal details with the slightest encouragement, any one of which he could dine out on for the next few months. I wonder, he thought, if like her sister, she prefers being on top.





Chapter 4
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Anne


What I wouldn’t give for a glass of rosé champagne. The bartender is pushing the mojitos but I take a pass since it isn’t on my alcohol compatibility list. I can drink rosé all night and never have a problem but a few sips of rum, tequila or vodka and judgment goes out the window and this is not a time in my life when mistakes can be made without dire consequences.


It’s only early in the season but I know the summer is going to be full of drama and not only because Nostradamus predicted world doom in 2012. Though some Angelenos—those always looking for cosmic signs—take that prediction as law, even among the more down-to-earth there’s a sense that conflicting energies are being stirred and their convergence will not be pretty. Uneasiness is everywhere. Everyone seems to be waiting for something to happen and worried that when it does they’ll be on the losing side. There’s a sense that we’re about to see the changing of the guard but no one seems to be sure who will be guarding whom. People are on edge and everything is a potential debate. People coming out of the movies argue over the latest action-adventure. Is it visually brilliant or mindless spectacle? Comic books have gone seriously dark. There’s no fun in the villains anymore. Sports fans are dealing with another fallen hero who was eliminated from competition for using strength-enhancing drugs while in politics another married congressman is exposed for his romp with an aging coke whore who likes to pepper her conversation with spiritual quotes from Eckhart Tolle’s latest best seller. Pop culture is looking for its next princess now that Paris Hilton can hardly find a paparazzo to take her picture anymore and people are finally getting tired of those big fake glossy retouched magazine covers that are so Photoshopped you could probably make my grandmother look like a supermodel. Frustration and change are in the air and everyone is jittery. Long-standing relationships are crumbling and unlikely people are hooking up. Everyone’s wondering what or who will be the next new thing, the next new wave, the next new high. Even Hollywood royalty is out there looking over their shoulders, when their eyes are not focused on the next curve in the road ahead. Henry is restless, too, and I know this is not the best time to step into his life but when a king knocks on your door, you answer it, or at least, I do. I was brought up to open that door, even though my father never thought I’d get the chance and my mother worried about what I’d do if I did.


With no pink (or even white) wine to be found, I stick to water even though I’m nervous knowing Henry will be showing up sooner or later. When we spoke earlier he wasn’t specific about his arrival time and I wasn’t about to interrogate him. And if you’re thinking that sounds too submissive let me clarify . . . I don’t want to interrogate anybody. If I have to work that hard to get information I’ve already lost the game. It’s also not a very smart approach. I may be dating Henry but I’m not his official, designated girlfriend. I don’t have any right to demand his itinerary. He’s a free man, officially single. For years he’s been legally separated from his wife, Catherine, as they work out the remaining fine points of what feels like the longest divorce in the history of the world. The delay has nothing to do with the custody of their teenage daughter. This is a battle over power, money, revenge (Catherine’s) and control. Of course Henry’s had a number of women in his life since his marriage fell apart, including his dalliance with my sister, but there has been no serious contender for the wife slot. For all I know, Henry may like it that way. As it is he’s free to do as he pleases, showing up with whoever he’s in the mood for . . . and there is no shortage of options. He could even show up with Catherine. There’s a part of Henry that likes to shock and she would certainly put her anger on hold to step back into the spotlight, even if just for a night. It’s a scenario that scares me but I know better than to quiz him on his plans for the evening, even though being forewarned is always better than the big ambush. But at this point I can’t have it both ways. I can’t have the comfort that comes from a conventional relationship where each party knows what the other is up to and an extraordinary adventure. If conventional is what I want I have no business getting involved with Henry. The problem for me is that I’ve always craved adventure and wished for an exciting life but I was born into a family that, at best, was only close enough to extraordinary to gossip about it. If I want an extraordinary life I’m going to have to work for it, which means never getting thrown by whatever gets thrown my way.


I wander inside and find a seat on a sofa next to a small table on which is displayed a framed sketch of a female torso. It’s by Leo de Vince, a contemporary artist I recognize. Henry has a large oil painting by de Vince hanging in the hallway that leads to his bedroom. A young woman in a purple hat. I make note of the fact that Theresa is a fan of the same artist. I’m making plenty of mental notes as I look around the party, including how quickly Cliff settles himself down next to me.


“I’m on antibiotics, not supposed to be drinking at all,” he says, though I suspect he’s lying.


“Yeah, me too.”


“You’re on antibiotics?”


“No,” I reply. “I’m not supposed to be drinking.”


“AA?” He has a soulful expression when he asks this question, as if to say don’t worry, I don’t judge anybody.


“No, I just don’t need the extra calories.”


He looks at my body as if guessing my weight.


“One hundred and twelve pounds,” I say, “and I’m kidding about the calories.”


Relieved, he laughs. “I was going to say, you don’t look like one of those Adderall girls.” He smiles, letting me know that though he might be more than twenty years older, he knows what’s happening out there in girl world. He knows the drug girls take to fit into their size-25 jeans. (I’m a size 27.) As he launches into a story about L.A. women and their weight issues, a story that’s neither insightful nor funny, I nod encouragingly because there’s something about him that is endearing, even though I know he can’t be trusted. He’s the type my father always warned me about, the type that can be found in any royal court, in the power halls of Washington, D.C., at Upper East Side New York cocktail parties, at Hollywood premieres or any upscale Los Angeles soiree he can talk his way into. He’s one of those guys who carefully monitor the shifts in power and align their positions accordingly. I’m guessing his politics are conveniently vague, except for his position on the environment and even that is soft, more cause than crusade. His appearance, matching his demeanor, is studiously innocuous, except for the occasional idiosyncrasy (his hair) designed to suggest a touch of playful insouciance. I imagine his closet is filled with Banana Republic chino pants, Polo shirts and, for dressier occasions like this one, nondescript gray or black suits probably bought at Macy’s, definitely not Neiman Marcus. His best quality is his deep brown eyes, which warm up an otherwise bland face. Add it all up and Cliff appears to be accessible and welcoming, a friend to all except in tough times, when, if my father’s judgment is correct, he’s a friend to none. His true allegiance is to whoever wears the crown. No crown? Then all you’ll get is a polite, folksy “hey, how you doing?” In an earlier era he’d be the guy wearing a sorrowful expression as you were led past him on your way to being beheaded. However, once you turned a corner he’d be chatting up your replacement as if you never existed.


“I don’t see your date around.”


It takes me a second before I realize he’s finally finished his Adderall monologue and has moved on to what he really cares about.
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