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Chapter One

THE VIDEO of my cat saving my life was shared over four million times.

Cat lovers and cat haters alike were thrilled by the sight of my large, broad-shouldered gray cat sinking his teeth and claws into my assailant, reducing a full-grown man to a whimpering wreck, curled up on the floor.

In the interviews that fueled my sudden media stardom, I’d say: The film speaks for itself. I focused on Catzilla, his courage, loyalty, and grace, the gentleness beneath his brute strength. The telepathic bond between us.

A few interviewers couldn’t help asking, Had I trained my cat to attack?

The answer was no. Of course not! He’d never done anything like that before.

He knew that I was in danger.

He was my protector.

All that publicity led to my current association with the American Feline Protection Society. Really, a second career. A first career, if I’m being honest. So you could say that my cat saved my life in more ways than one.



When I tell the story, I keep certain… details to myself. Certain things I don’t want people knowing, information that might upset my fans and my colleagues at the AFP Society.

For example, the night I poisoned Holly Serpenta.

The Woman of the Year.

I didn’t want to kill her. I just wanted to make her sick.

I didn’t even want to make her very sick. I just wanted to see her get sick in front of two hundred adoring fans who’d paid thousands of dollars to have dinner with her, and who, thanks to me, would be getting more than they paid for.

I didn’t want her dead. Well, maybe briefly dead. I wanted to revive her. I wanted to bring her back to life. I considered getting an EpiPen, in case she went into shock. I could happen to have one on me.

That might have been hard to explain, seeing as I don’t have allergies. Back when men took me out to restaurants, and the waiters asked if I had any food allergies, I’d say, “None that I know of so far.” Funny joke. The waiters would pretend-laugh. They’d heard it a million times.

You need a prescription to get an EpiPen. It’s expensive. The manufacturer went to jail for jacking up the price. But probably no one ever asks why you have a lifesaving drug in your purse. Lorelei, what were you doing with the epinephrine, the Narcan?

I wanted to bring a dead celebrity back to life and say, Hi, Holly! Remember me?



Oddly, or not so oddly, someone did kill Holly. The Woman of the Year.

Later that same week.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who wanted her dead.

Not that I wanted her dead. As I keep saying.

I wasn’t the one who killed her.



Everyone on social media knew that Holly Serpenta’s loyal assistants, Tamara and Dan, were always nearby with the rescue hypodermic that would save her in seconds. Not that they’d need to, because they basically tasted every whole grain of gourmet vegan food that passed her lips.

If they’d put me at another table at the Woman of the Year Gala Benefit dinner, anywhere other than smack up against the kitchen door, I might not have gone through with it.

Self-defense versus a swinging door. How would that play in court?

Miss Green, how do you plead?

Not guilty, Your Honor. Every time the kitchen door slammed open, I had to jump up and scoot over to avoid being concussed by a tray of delicacies on their way to another table. Members of the jury, what would the waiter have done if I’d grabbed a nest of puff pastry cradling a fat blip of caviar? He would have smacked my hand away. Or maybe he’d check out my watch—cheap!—and jewelry—cheap!—and then smack my hand away.

The caviar was for the guests who’d “bought” entire tables and invited a dozen rich, famous friends.

By the time a picked-over tray had limped past me, every last micro fish egg was gone, and the soggy pastry cups exuded a pinkish salmon paste.

The waiter’s smile had been superior and triumphantly bitchy.

I’d smiled and shaken my head no, my Barbie wig shifting a little on my head. Thanks, but no thanks!



At the very least, I would have been sent away somewhere for psychiatric observation. The judge would have been right. I was temporarily out of my mind.

So what if I’d spent forty years being sane, holding down a job, paying rent, having boyfriends then not having boyfriends, taking care of my cats—one cat at a time—nursing them in their final illnesses, nursing my parents in their final illnesses. Living a life.

Not drunk in a gutter. Not in a psychiatric unit. Not a crack whore.

I get credit for that. Considering.

Still… I must have been crazy, after all those years, to poison the partly guilty person instead of the really guilty person.

Of course I had a good excuse: the really guilty person was dead.

A good excuse, not a great one.



Welcome to the annual Woman of the Year Gala Benefit.

Why, thank you. Great to be here.

The long, narrow restaurant was jammed full of women swimming in slo-mo through a body-temperature sea of perfumes so expensive that the scents weren’t competing, though the women certainly were. Who was the most famous, the prettiest, the best dressed, the most respected for her talent, career, and good works?

Mirror, mirror on the wall. Who donated the most money from her women-only hedge fund to an all-women company developing renewable energy options?

It was an A-list crowd of women so famous that even I recognized them. So famous that looking around was like paging through a magazine you’d read if you could afford an eight-hundred-dollar haircut instead of the YouTube video of a fourteen-year-old telling you how to cut the perfect bangs that she definitely did not cut herself.

There was Chief Justice Sonia Sotomayor with Laurie Anderson, Susan Sarandon, and Miley Cyrus. And what was Gwyneth Paltrow whispering to Zadie Smith?

I don’t remember who sat at my table. I didn’t recognize any of them. The Z-list guests couldn’t look at each other. I’d thought I was above all that because I was on a secret mission. Then why did I feel like I’d swallowed an ice cube. My back and shoulders were so frozen solid I couldn’t turn my head. If I’d tried to smile—Hi, nice to meet you. I’m Miranda DeWitt, and you are… ?—my face would have shattered like glass.

For starters, I’m not Miranda DeWitt.



I was sure that everyone was looking at me, except that no one was looking at me, which—for the women in that room—was worse than everyone looking at them. They wanted everyone looking at them. That was the point.

How would I start a conversation? Are you a fan of Holly’s? Of, you know… this year’s Woman of the Year? Oh, I see. They gave out extra tickets to this dinner at your office?

And me? Oh, I’ve known Holly forever.

Holly and I are friends from college.



The first part of the evening went okay. I’d dressed up… in costume. The costume of a woman with money, self-respect, and social position.

I didn’t really think Holly would recognize me, though I was vain enough to secretly think she might. I didn’t think anyone would remember having seen me at the dinner. Dressing up was more of a magical-thinking thing. I wanted to be someone else.

Not me. Not Lorelei Green. Not Lorelei Green, Long Island born, college dropout, forty, currently unemployed, formerly an underpaid, overworked human resources “counselor.” The giver of pink slips, the wisher of goodbye and good luck.

I’d spent years inflicting and observing unemployment pain I could do nothing about. I hated firing people. I told myself I was making a bad experience less painful. Also I needed a job. Every so often I applied for other jobs and didn’t get them and gave up too soon. Bookstores didn’t pay enough, nor did movie concession stands; two places I would have liked to work.

Go ahead and judge me if you have never done anything out of laziness and because you needed the money.



My hope was that I was making bad things better because I am an empath. I feel more than the average person. I feel what others are feeling. Sometimes too intensely. I’ve always known what my cats were feeling. More rarely, other people, though that would have helped me if I’d become a therapist, which I’d originally wanted.

You may wonder how an empath could want to sicken and publicly embarrass an innocent celebrity who had been her college friend.

First: my former friend wasn’t innocent.

Second: she was never my friend.

And third: just because empaths know what a person is feeling doesn’t mean they want to make that person feel better.



In the biopic based on my life, my first post-college jobs (actually, dropped-out-of-college jobs) would flash onto the screen. Waitress. Flash! Fired. Sales clerk. Flash! Fired. Nursery school aide. Flash! Quit. I thought I could clean up toddler shit, but I couldn’t.

I put on the last good clothes I had and got a job as a receptionist at Cobrox Inc. After twenty years, I still can’t explain what Cobrox does, though I asked (and have been asked) many times, and I’m not stupid. It’s like an agent, or middleman, a corporate matchmaker. The company sets up meetings about purchasing for large industrial buyers. The supply chain. I assume my failure to “get it” was why I wound up firing people who “got it” less than I did.

I’d done other jobs at the company, secretarial mostly. Low-level managerial. Then the human resources person in charge of laying people off quit. Someone thought I’d be good at it, which I was, if good-at-it meant that no one showed up at the office with an assault weapon.

Now Cobrox no longer needed me. They announced furloughs and terminations electronically. They fired me via email.

The office had grown more robotic. People spoke in scripts, like telemarketers and hotline volunteers.

By the night of the Woman of the Year dinner, my unemployment benefits were about to expire. From the outside, my situation must have looked desperate.

Maybe because of my uncertain present, I was more interested in the past, which I had tried to forget.



Is it fair? Two girls from the same college class, one rich, famous, and well respected.

Introducing: Holly Serpenta. The Woman of the Year.

The other one was me, Lorelei Green, recently fired from her shitty corporate job of firing other people.

Maybe you think I have blood on my hands. The blood of the newly unemployed. But I wasn’t the one who shed it. I had to harden, cell by cell, which hurts, like any surgery you do on yourself.



I’d bought the ticket to the Woman of the Year dinner with my personal credit card. I’m not a criminal. But when it said, Name of Guest, I typed in: Miranda DeWitt.

Not me.

Imaginary Miranda: the plucky survivor of an ugly divorce. My alter ego would be fine when the dust settled, but the poor thing was struggling. The gala-benefit ticket site didn’t care who was buying and who was attending, as long as the charges cleared. They cared that I wasn’t a robot. A robot was making sure that I wasn’t another robot. What a joy it would be to say, Can you keep a secret? I’m a robot too!

Not that I am a robot.

I found, in the back of my closet, a lightly worn pair of shoes that Minnie Mouse would wear if she were rich and had the ankles for five-inch heels. I’d bought them in a resale shop. Sometimes I bought things for myself as if I were another person. Without knowing it, I’d shopped for Miranda DeWitt.

Were they the smartest footwear for committing a crime? Who would suspect a woman in vintage Marc Jacobs heels?

They’d remember the shoes and not me. That’s what they say in mystery novels and TV detective procedurals. The clever criminal wears an eye-catching accessory—the age-inappropriate kitty-cat headband, the giant aviator glasses, the diamond-studded nose ring—so everyone remembers that, and not her face.

No one sees your shoes in a crowded room. But these women knew what your shoes cost. They could feel it through their feet.



Obviously, my decision to poison the Woman of the Year wasn’t spur-of-the-moment. It was not about getting a “bad” table at a benefit dinner.

This was about an old crime, about justice, about righting an old wrong. Not perfect justice. The crime was worse than the punishment.

I personally hate the word revenge, but I’ll let it float there.

The most shameful part—at this gala event celebrating female power—is that the crime was about a man.

Partly about a man.

The crime was about a man and a cat.

Mostly about a cat.

The women at the benefit dinner might have better understood about the cat.



I decided on a simple black dress (Max Mara—also resale) with a high neck and long, bell-shaped sleeves. I had it dry-cleaned to get rid of the mothball smell.

Dry cleaning isn’t cheap. The old man who handed me the ghost dress, swinging in its plastic skin, said, “Going to a party, young lady?”

Young lady? I will never do business there again. I will walk blocks if I have to.

I wore black stockings with the black party dress, and (for luck) my mother’s real pearls. Eight dollars bought a pair of secondhand Chanel glasses with turquoise frames in a thrift shop on Second Avenue. No one buys eyeglasses secondhand. They practically pay you to take them.

And then there was the wig. I would have loved wearing a rainbow birthday-clown fuzzball, just for shits and giggles.

I had to go blond. It would be an acceptably diverse crowd, but safety dictated a silvery-blond Barbie bob. When I imagined Miranda, I pictured her brave, worried face.

Maybe the imaginary husband had left Miranda DeWitt for the imaginary young secretary, but Miranda hadn’t fallen apart, Miranda got her hair done. Under the wig, I had fallen apart, if the sign of falling apart was not getting your hair done.

I used to have great hair. I used to be blond. A blond. I was blond when I knew Holly Serpenta, now the Woman of the Year, when she and I were students at Woodward University.

My hair was gold, and now it’s straw. Like Rumpelstiltskin backwards.



Back then she was Holly Snopes. For three years of college, I was Laura Lee Green.

Then I was Lorelei.

And now she’s Holly Serpenta. What kind of name is that? Name is destiny, really. Like Doctor Pain the dentist. Serpenta is the perfect name for a snake in the grass. The Snake in the Grass of the Year Award. No one calls it that.

In a fairy tale, I would be the witch crashing the royal baby’s christening. I would cast the spell that it would take the whole fairy tale to undo.






Chapter Two

OUR FIRST year of college started late because of 9/11. Everyone was nervous. Students were stranded all over the country. That wasn’t my problem. Western Massachusetts was a four-hour car ride from my parents’ split-level in Sayville.

We students were pretty shell-shocked, and I guess we stayed that way. We were glad to be at a school famous for its psychology department. That was why we’d applied. Some of the school’s endowment came from celebrity psychiatrists. It was known to be a good college for the student considering a future as a therapist or psychiatrist or in any of the helping professions.

Supposedly Sigmund Freud had lunch with the president of Woodward College en route to Clark University nearby, where he’d actually given a couple of lectures. The Woodward brochure had a picture of Freud in it, to make people think he’d taught there.

Psychology majors—I was one—were required to take a Freud course. The entire course was about how Freud got everything wrong. Special attention was paid to the lectures he’d given at Clark, and how pointless they were. It wasn’t that the psych department was totally anti-Freud, but a powerful faction at our school found Freud less than… useful.

Our department emphasized conditioning and behavior modification.

Our professors were more likely to attract generous government funding. The behaviorists referred to the few Freudians on the faculty as mentalists, which I found confusing, because I’d grown up thinking that a mentalist was a mind reader in old-fashioned vaudeville theater.

The Freud (that is, the anti-Freud) course was taught by the department chair, Professor Otto Muller, who had studied at Harvard with the distinguished behavioral scientist B. F. Skinner, who was the subject of another required course. To Professor Muller, Skinner—who designed the box with a lever that rats learned to pull to get food—was a god.

Professor Muller told his classes that it was untrue, a wicked anti-behaviorist lie, that Skinner raised his children in boxes equipped with levers that doled out unhealthy candy-colored cereal snacks.

Like any new idea, behaviorism had enemies who wanted to destroy it.

The college’s reputation reassured parents, especially after 9/11 when the world seemed topsy-turvy, that even if we went off the rails at school, there were famous psychologists around to guide us. And the Berkshires seemed like a safe place to be in case of another attack.



The buildings and grounds at Woodward had belonged to the richest family that Edith Wharton knew. Jeremy Vernon Woodward, whose family was in timber, mining, and importing shea butter and coconut oil, had built a compound on the model of Versailles, where his parents had taken him once as a child. The central granite castle was flanked by shepherds’ cottages, farm buildings, and an Italianate concert hall.

In the main building, the Hall of Mirrors had been converted into a line of windowed offices. Many classrooms had mirrors—in some cases, one-way mirrors. But a long, mirrored corridor seemed excessive, forcing self-conscious college kids to watch themselves walking to class.

By the time the Woodward estate was deeded to the college, there was one Woodward daughter left. She and her astronomer husband had an autistic son who had been greatly helped by a doctor from Vienna: our own Professor Muller’s father.

The boy’s mother moved to France after her son drowned in the mansion’s magnificent swimming pool, which was decorated like an Egyptian bath. No one ever used the pool. There was no Woodward swim team. The pool was said to be haunted. Every fall, a few brave swimmers tried it out, and there was another sighting, another ghostly presence, and people stopped going.

I don’t really like the film Cat People, but I watch it over and over. I hate how it portrays cats as savage beasts drenched in human bloodlust. Still, I get a thrill watching the watery shadow of the murderous cat ripple across the tiled wall of the indoor pool.



As far as I know, no one went off the rails because of 9/11. Was the school a safe place? It depended on who you were, whom you met, and what classes you took.

If our parents had known what went on there, especially in some of our psych classes, they wouldn’t have breathed those big doggy sighs of relief when they drove off and left us outside our dorms.

Even if our families knew, what could they have done? The psychology department was the pride of the school. The psych professors—even the teaching assistants—pretty much did what they wanted.

Professor Muller was a frequent guest at the White House during both Bush administrations. Yet every Monday at noon he stood at the bottom of Franklin Hall and taught Intro to Psych 101. Such was his commitment to teaching, and also to research. We often stayed up late studying. Normally noon was our nap time, especially when they dimmed the lights to show slides. But we stayed awake in Professor Muller’s class. We felt that he was testing us, studying us, even in the dark with the light from the slides and films—photos of Freud and Jung and Skinner, videos of rats running mazes—flashing on our faces.

Sometimes, if you drifted off during one of his lectures, Professor Muller would say something that woke you, and you’d have the strangest feeling, as if he knew what you were thinking. What you’d been daydreaming about. It was as if he’d gotten inside your head. As if he’d read your mind.

Many students in the college and graduate school had work-study jobs in his laboratory. At one point the number of caged rats pulling levers was so high that the noise was said to be deafening. People said that being in the lab felt like being on a factory floor or in a busy machine shop.

We called Professor Muller “the Nazi.” We had no idea whether he had been a Nazi or not. For all we knew, he was a refugee from the Nazis. We were young and careless. But he dressed like an Austrian aristocrat from central casting, with an ivory-headed cane and a dueling scar down his cheek. And an eye patch. When someone overdoes a certain part, you wonder if it’s real.

People said that both eyes were fine, that he wore the patch for effect. He took it off to flirt with female graduate students at the department Christmas parties. This was when male faculty members did what they wanted. That’s how it was at our school, certainly in our department.

Muller had written shelves of books. He’d done important research. He had studied bias, attachment, fear, love, every human emotion. He’d convinced all sorts of important people that you could learn about human beings by starving rats and sleep-depriving monkeys.

He was an expert on motivation, on why people did what they did, which was probably why the government was interested in his research. Today he would have gotten in trouble for his interest in eugenics and for showing the slides of scientists measuring the heads of Indigenous people. Now someone would protest. Twenty years ago, we were silent. We wanted jobs. We wanted futures, not that it’s an excuse.

We were frightened of him. Not that he publicly shamed anyone, like law professors on TV. He didn’t seem to notice or care that his students were there. We didn’t go near him. He wasn’t the kind of teacher whose students crowded around him after class.

Sometimes he could have been talking to himself. Once, he gave the same lecture complete with questions, two days in a row. We had no choice. We had to go. The class was a requirement. His grad students took attendance. Also, Professor Muller and his colleagues experimented on human beings. Specifically, on us students. Not in a painful or invasive way. No electrodes taped to our foreheads. Even so, there was damage.

In his course on Skinner, Professor Muller lectured about the Milgram experiment. Obedience to Authority was the official name of the experiment Stanley Milgram conducted at Yale in the 1960s. The subjects were told to deliver electric shocks to an invisible person who was learning something. When that person made mistakes, the subjects were instructed to give stronger shocks, even when they heard the subject howling in pain.

Professor Muller said it was cruel to everyone, pointless to prove what everyone knew. Every war and atrocity should have taught us something about the… flaw in the human design.

I remember him saying: “You can’t make people better. You could train them not to be worse. But what does worse mean?”

I recall him chuckling.

“Worse is in the eye of the beholder.”

Basically, we students were tuition-paying lab rats.

Graduate students watched certain classes from behind one-way mirrors. They observed us in the dining room, in the library, study rooms, dorms. We were spied on, and we knew it. It was a game to get away with things the grad students didn’t notice. Mostly harmless stuff: smoking cigarettes, having parties, drinking in our dorm rooms.

It was not an atmosphere conducive to mental health.

If our parents knew we were being observed, they didn’t care. They liked that the college had curb appeal, as they say now on TV. Its rolling lawns were dotted with chapels that doubled as classrooms. There were Gothic follies teeming with bats. The parents liked how Woodward looked like a college in an old movie. A college playing a college. The students liked that too.

I liked college, more or less. For a few months, I liked it a lot.

And then I didn’t, at all.



The most famous—infamous—course at Woodward was Interpersonal Relations (IP) 121. It was basically group therapy, except that you got a grade and college credit, and no one was helped by it or better adjusted when it was over. Breakups, breakdowns, and feuds began in the class. In the real world, you went to therapy for help with your problems. At Woodward, you took IP 121 to develop new problems or discover ones you didn’t know you had.

Who decided that doctoral candidates could learn from watching college kids mess with each other’s heads? It was like reality TV, of which I am a fan. But this was real. Unscripted. And no one was filming. No camera, no crew. More reality, less TV.

For a while, not that long ago, I watched a Japanese TV series called Terrace House. Young non-actors living together, chatting, flirting, gossiping. Turning on each other. Every so often the scene changes and we see a group of slightly older professional people watch tapes of the painful embarrassing shows and giggle and make comments. Maybe one reason I liked it was that it reminded me of the graduate students observing our class, or how I imagined them, anyway: laughing. Taking notes.

It might seem strange that a department so devoted to behavior control should take pride in a course that encouraged acting out. Breaking the rules. There were a few inflexible rules no one broke. Obviously, no violence or threats. No interrupting or talking over other people. We were told to act naturally even though someone was watching. As if there were anything natural about a class of college-age strangers telling each other our hopes and fears and dreams.

At the end of the first class, Professor Randall said, “We encourage you to let your feelings happen.”

I felt my face flush. He couldn’t know what those feelings were.



Movie-star blond, I stood out at a college where most of my female classmates had badly cut mouse-colored hair.

It was hard to get into Woodward. You needed the grades, the recommendations, the extracurricular blah blah blah. Why should girl high-school-math geniuses care about good haircuts? Who had the time to look fabulous?

I looked like Miranda DeWitt looked in Miranda DeWitt’s dreams. All I had to do was wash my hair and tie it back with a little black bow like Catherine Deneuve in Belle du Jour. Catherine Deneuve in Belle de Jour was the look I was going for. The perfect French housewife who works at the upscale whorehouse without messing up her hair.

I don’t know why I liked that film. Maybe because of the nasty relationship I had with my high school chess-champion boyfriend.

In college, Holly Serpenta, then Snopes, our current Woman of the Year, had been one of Cinderella’s mice. And now she was Cinderella, proof of what can be done with camera-ready highlights, filler, Botox, round-the-clock makeup artists, and an expensive haircut.

I’d been popular in high school. I’d been a cheerleader in tenth grade. In the new life that began in college, none of that had happened. Nor had I spent my senior year of high school having bad, semi-rough, semi-consensual sex with the chess champion—after school, in his bedroom or mine, when our parents were at work. Consensual, for sure. Or mostly. It was like an after-school job I had a few times a week.

I started over in college. My past was more or less erased. I even changed my name to Lorelei at the end of junior year.

The truth is: My name was changed for me. By my abuser.

It feels good to call him that.






Chapter Three

DRESSING FOR the Woman of the Year Gala, I went for the Upper East Side divorcée. Poor Miranda! Dumped for the secretary, but she’ll do fine in the settlement.

On the subway from my apartment in Brooklyn Heights to the dinner at the South of Saigon restaurant, my disguise was working. I felt that strangers were looking at me and seeing Miranda.

Nearer the venue, I got concerned. But the four men in black suits flanking the restaurant door—bouncers? guards?—were fine with it. They weren’t judging my fashion sense, my hotness, my disposable income, but just the likelihood of my not having a ticket, or smelling bad, or making trouble.

“Enjoy your evening, ma’am,” one said.

Ma’am was kindly meant. Really, it signified nothing. I was not going to let it throw me.

Two beautiful young women, coltish as baby giraffes in black dresses half the size of mine, leaned over the reception lectern. I stopped breathing while the friendlier one searched for Miranda’s name on her tablet.

Scrolling, scrolling.

Holding my breath.

There it was! Big grin of relief and welcome. Exhale.

Hi, Miranda!

I hoped her tablet didn’t say that I was one of the guests for whom someone bought a single ticket. Someone named Lorelei Green had bought it for Miranda as a cheer-up present. A chance to see the inspiring Holly Serpenta, whom Miranda admired.

The rich donors who purchased whole tables or the bold-faced celebrity bling probably had stars beside their names on the tablets. I hoped giraffe-girl’s tablet didn’t mention that Lorelei Green bought her friend Miranda the cheapest seat. No way of her knowing that even that ridiculous expense severely dented Lorelei Green’s bank account. No possibility of her suspecting how close Lorelei Green’s Amex card was to being maxed out.

Attitude was essential.

The young woman took a little card and scribbled my table number on it: 8.

Eight seemed promising. The important thing was proximity to the honoree. That was too much to hope for, but a decent sight line would do.

Both girls said, “Enjoy your evening.”

Enjoy your evening. Enjoy your evening.

Thank you.

I wove toward the bar, past guests air-kissing and flapping like waterbirds. Slipping business cards into purses, typing numbers into phones. Making appointments. Someone said, “God! You look amazing, I haven’t seen you since that endless snooze of a board meeting.” I heard a few women say, “Congratulations, that’s great.” They sounded almost sorry that someone else was being congratulated. Not sorry, exactly. Just disappointed.

People glanced at me just long enough to see if I was someone they should know, and then past me, looking for someone who was.

I could have been part of the wallpaper, patterned with the lush foliage of a steamy jungle plantation. You’d think this crowd would have a problem with the Heart of Darkness decor, but they were saving their outrage for something bigger than wallpaper. Or maybe I was the only one looking at the walls.

I looked around, I looked around.

I saw her.

Holly Serpenta. The Woman of the Year.

She was down at the far end of the room, but you couldn’t miss the popping flashbulbs. She stood there, composed, with a frozen perfect smile as the cameras rattled like machine guns.

She looked amazing. I was glad I’d spent so much time internet-stalking her. It made it easier to see her in person. Like an animated online photo. Twenty years had aged her, but not a teensy fraction of how much those years had aged me.

I’d started out as the pretty one. The girl most likely. Now she was the star. It was like a fairy tale in which the witch masquerades as the princess and gets away with it. That never happens in fairy tales! The witch always loses, and the princess is restored to her throne.

I wanted Holly’s clothes. I wanted her shoes. I wanted her fame, her money, her jewelry, her first husband—the handsome heir to the Italian glove fortune. I wanted her widowhood, and then I wanted her second husband—the retired diplomat and race car fan who also died tragically young. I wanted her two gorgeous half-Italian kids, her shelter-magazine apartment. The shelter-magazine cover of her apartment. I even wanted her Connecticut farmhouse. I wanted her success. I wanted her teeth. Her haircutter, her colorist, her cosmetic surgeon.

I had come to that moment, in the middle of the journey of my life. The point where I wanted what she had—and I knew I would never have it.

Go ahead and judge me, you people who have never once in your life wanted something that someone else had.



When I finally worked my way to the bar, I felt like I did in Interpersonal Relations 121, the class that the Woman of the Year and I took together, our senior year in college.

Where we’d met.

I remembered that feeling of not knowing what to say, how to jump in. By the time I broke into the class discussion, everyone had moved on to another subject.

Actually, I never finished the class.

That was for other reasons.

Until then, I’d never been shy about talking in class. That’s why I did so well in high school and my first three years of college. I could talk. I wasn’t afraid. But I’d never been in a class in which you said something, and then the next person asked why you’d said it, what you really meant, how it made you feel, how it made them feel, how it made everyone feel, and so on.

What reminded me of that at the gala was how hard it was to order a drink. Beautiful people cut in front of me, requesting obscure cocktails that the proud bartenders could definitely do but which took forever muddling the orange peel. No one was rushed, everyone got served, enjoy your evening, enjoy your evening, but it was never my turn to have a delicious drink and enjoy my evening.

By the time I ordered, someone was ringing a bell. Ding ding! Go to your table! I asked for a bourbon on the rocks.

The bartender looked like a ’70s TV star. You don’t often see that Elvis look, at least not on men. He was handsome, which was maybe why I started babbling, though I was beyond caring about his good looks or good opinion.

I said, “I don’t usually drink. I pretty much stopped completely. But this is a special occasion. I’m so excited to see Holly.”

Too much information. Did he think that I was trying to keep him pouring? That trick worked better when I was young and hot. Now it often backfired. Now they were more likely to stop pouring and stare at me until I shut up.

“Bourbon? You got it,” the bartender said. He had no idea who Holly was. Holly was a paycheck. It was a comfort, his not knowing. He knew I was lying about not drinking. Who says, “I don’t drink, but I’d like a bourbon on the rocks?” As if he cared!

The first sip helped. I felt the edge of well-being the first drink gives me, until the second drink reminds me of all the little things wrong with the world, and the third makes me think about all the big things wrong with my life, and the fourth drink makes me slightly unsteady, and the fifth makes me want to smack someone. Which is why I don’t drink. In public.
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