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			MEET THE UNFORGETTABLE CHARACTERS OF SCRUPLES

			BILLY WINTHROP ORSINI

			She owns SCRUPLES. At twenty-one she was the fat, poor relation of a great Boston family. At thirty-five she is thin, sumptuously beautiful, and worth a quarter of a billion dollars. But Billy is bored and frustrated until she meets the challenge of SCRUPLES.

			SPIDER ELLIOTT

			Dangerously charming, thoroughly sensual, a man who loves women—many women—this All-American golden boy runs SCRUPLES with the assurance of a pasha in his harem.

			VALENTINE O’NEILL

			Half French, half Irish, head buyer for SCRUPLES, this brilliant young fashion designer also creates the couture dresses that all of Hollywood wears to the Oscars. A maker of magic with mermaid eyes, her passions are hidden with difficulty.

			MAGGIE MacGREGOR

			Shrewd, sassy, and ambitious, with a network half hour of her own devoted to the inside news of show business, she observes the complicated relationships of the world of SCRUPLES and can’t stop herself from meddling.

			VITO ORSINI

			A movie producer, vastly talented and dictatorial, he imprints each of his films with his personal taste. When he becomes Billy’s second husband, he remains one of the few men who can’t be swayed by her power or money.
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		In Beverly Hills only the infirm and the senile do not drive their own cars. The local police are accustomed to odd combinations of vehicle and driver: the stately, nearsighted retired banker making an illegal left-hand turn in his Dino Ferrari, the teen-ager speeding to a tennis lesson in a fifty-five-thousand-dollar Rolls-Royce Corniche, the matronly civic leader blithely parking her bright red Jaguar at a bus stop.

		Billy Ikehorn Orsini—whose faults did not normally include a tendency to erratic driving—brought her vintage Bentley to a stop with an impatient screech in front of Scruples, the world’s most lavish specialty store, a virtual club for the floating principality of the very, very rich and the truly famous. She was thirty-five, sole mistress of a fortune estimated at between two hundred and two hundred fifty million dollars by the list makers of the Wall Street Journal. Almost half of her wealth was tidily invested in tax-free municipal bonds, a simplification little appreciated by the IRS.

		Hurried though she was, Billy lingered in front of Scruples, casting a piercingly proprietary eye over her property on the northeast corner of Rodeo Drive and Dayton Way, where, four years ago, Van Cleef & Arpels had stood, a white plaster, gilt, and wrought-iron landmark, which looked as if it had been clipped off the Carlton Hotel in Cannes and shipped intact to California.

		Billy’s tawny wool cape was lined in golden sable against the chill of the late afternoon of February 1978. She pulled it around her as she looked quickly up and down the sumptuous heart of Rodeo Drive, where the two facing rows of immodestly opulent boutiques outglittered each other to create the most staggering display of luxury in the Western world. The broad boulevard was made gay by pointed fiscus trees, vivid green all year round, with low, wooded mountains visible in the near distance, like the background of a Leonardo da Vinci.

		A few passersby acknowledged their recognition of her by that tiny sideways flick of an eye with which the true New Yorker, or the Beverly Hills regular, reluctantly validates the same celebrity who would draw a crowd in some other city.

		Since her twenty-first birthday Billy had been photographed many hundreds of times, but newspaper pictures had never quite caught her challenging reality. Her long, dark hair, the deep brown of the best mink, so brown that it looked like black licked by moonlight, was thrust behind her ears, in which she always wore her signature jewels, the great eleven-karat diamonds known as the Kimberley Twins, which had been her wedding present from her first husband, Ellis Ikehorn.

		Billy was five feet ten inches tall before she put on her shoes and her beauty was almost virile. As she crossed to the entrance, she took a deep breath of anticipation. The Balinese doorman, graceful in his black Scruples tunic and tightly wrapped pants, bowed low as he opened the heroically scaled double doors. Inside those doors lay another country, created to beguile and dazzle and tempt. But today she was in too much of a rush to scrutinize any of the details of what her Boston background, for she had been born Wilhelmina Hunnenwell Winthrop of the undiluted Massachusetts Bay Colony strain, caused her to refer to as a “business” rather than as a fantasy she had brought to life by pouring out close to eleven million dollars. She strode rapidly, with her characteristic pace, that of a huntress, in the direction of the elevator, determined not to catch the eye of any of the customers with whom she might have to stop and chat. As she walked, she threw open her cape and exposed her long, powerful throat. She was that most disturbing and rare of combinations, a female of rampant sexual vitality combined with an ultimate and totally authoritative sense of personal style. To any observant male, her smoky eyes, which had irises striped with faint horizontal lines of tortoise and dark brown, and her full mouth, ripe rose under a thin coat of colorless lip gloss, sent one message, while her long, slender body, severely clad in dark green kidskin trousers and a heavy cream silk tunic, cut wide and casually roped in at the waist, sent another message, a contradiction of the first. Billy knew that any emphasis on ass and tits played bloody hell with elegance. The absolute chic of her clothes was at war with her innate sensuality. She put people off-balance, almost certainly on purpose, because she wore her offhand yet splendid garments as if she was equally prepared to tear them off and tumble into bed, or to stand in front of a photographer and pose for Women’s Wear Daily.

		Billy arrived at the elevator without having to do more than nod toward a half dozen women with a brisk friendliness, which simultaneously indicated that she was pleased to see them there getting rid of a tiny part of their unmitigated wealth but couldn’t possibly stop. She went straight to the top floor, where her destination was the private office shared by her two chief employees, Spider Elliott, who managed Scruples, and Valentine O’Neill, head buyer and custom designer. She gave a brief knock, which was not a question but an announcement, and entered an empty room, all the more deserted for the incongruity of the scarred English mahogany partners’ desk, which Spider had fallen in love with in an antique shop on Melrose Avenue and insisted on transporting to Scruples. It stood like an island of rugged reality in the center of the room, which had been decorated by Edward Taylor in future-wordly tones of melting taupe, fawn, biscuit, and greige.

		“Damn, where have they got to?” Billy muttered under her breath, flinging open the door into their secretary’s room. Mrs. Evans jumped nervously at her unexpected appearance and stopped typing immediately.

		“Where are they?” Billy asked.

		“Oh dear, Mrs. Ikehorn—I mean, Mrs. Orsini—” The secretary stopped in confusion.

		“It’s all right, everybody does it,” Billy reassured her quickly and automatically.

		She had been married to Vito Orsini—that most independent of independent film producers—for only a year and a half, and people who had read of her over the years as Billy Ikehorn made the same mistake with her name without even realizing that they were doing it.

		“Mr. Elliott is with Maggie MacGregor,” Mrs. Evans informed her. “In fact, he just got started with her and he said he’d be at least an hour, and Valentine is working in her studio with Mrs. Woodstock—they’ve been there since right after lunch.”

		Billy tightened her lips in annoyance. They couldn’t be disturbed, not even by her. Just when she wanted them, Spider was closeted with perhaps the most important woman in television and Val was busy designing a complete wardrobe for the wife of the new ambassador to France. Balls! Billy had painted herself into a corner in establishing the fact that she was above acting like a Queen Bee in such matters as appointments and fittings at Scruples. Let Dina Merrill act, Gloria Vanderbilt paint, Lee Radziwill decorate her friends’ homes, and Charlotte Ford, followed by a whole pack of socialites, “design” collections of clothes, she, Billy Ikehorn Orsini, ran a flourishing retail business, the most successful luxury shop in the world, a brilliant combination of boutique, gift shop, the world’s best ready-to-wear and haute couture. The fact that Scruples represented the smallest part of her fortune didn’t make it any less important to her, because, of all the sources of her income, Scruples was the only one she had been personally responsible for establishing. It was at once her passion and her plaything, a cherished secret come to life, tailored on a human scale that she could see, smell, touch, possess, change and make perfect and ever more perfect.

		“Look, I need them soon. Please let them know I’m here the minute they’re through. I’ll be somewhere in the store.” She stalked out and went into her own office before the flustered Mrs. Evans could offer the little speech of good luck that she had been nervously preparing for weeks. Tomorrow was the day on which the nominations for the Academy Awards were to be announced, and Vito Orsini’s film Mirrors had a possibility of being nominated as one of the five Best Films of 1977. Mrs. Evans didn’t know much about the film business, but she knew that Mrs. Ikehorn—Mrs. Orsini—was very tense about the nominations from the gossip she had picked up around the store. Perhaps, she thought, considering how abrupt her employer had been—perhaps, it was just as well that she hadn’t said anything. The protocol of such occasions escaped her.

		

		—

		Maggie MacGregor felt both depleted and electrified by the adrenaline of acquisition. She had just spent at least seven thousand dollars for clothes to wear on camera during the next two months and ordered an entire wardrobe for the Cannes Film Festival, which she would be covering in May. The festival wardrobe had cost an additional twelve thousand dollars for clothes that would be made by Halston and Adolfo in New York in special colors and fabrics just for her and delivered in time for her trip, or she’d have someone’s head on a platter. Naturally, it was stipulated in her contract that the ganefs at the network paid. No way she’d spend her own money like that.

		If anyone had ever tried to convince her, ten years ago, when she was a short, jouncingly plump teenager named Shirley Silverstein, daughter of the owner of the biggest hardware store in tiny Fort John, Rhode Island, that spending nineteen thousand dollars on clothes was hard work, she would have—laughed? No, Maggie reflected, even back then she was ambitious enough to have been able to imagine such a situation and smart enough to understand that it involved a lot of psychic strain to say nothing of what it did to her feet. She just wouldn’t have thought of it in any relation to herself. Even now it hadn’t become routine, although, at twenty-six, she was a television superpower, as tough as—many thought tougher than—Mike Wallace, and a hell of a lot less obvious about it; even prettier than Dan Rather, and blessed with an inborn talent for interviewing as strong in its own way as the talent that makes Beverly Sills sing. She had her own network show in the choicest cut of prime time. For a half hour every weekend more than a good third of the television sets in the United States were tuned in to Maggie as she reported, with the help of a faithful crew who had virtually grown minicams out of their shoulders, the inside news of show business, particularly the film industry; tightly researched, completely authoritative stories, which had nothing in common with the tiny turds of coy gossip that were served up only three years ago to an incurably curious public.

		Right now she was just an exhausted female whose Betty Boop-round black eyes had seen so many dresses in the last three hours that they were all jumbled around in her sassy head. But the network insisted that if she reported on show business she had to look as if she belonged in that glamorous world. As she waited for Spider Elliott to come in and tell her which of the outfits she had chosen were absolutely right for her, she looked disarmingly disheveled, her bangs and black hair separating into a dozen cowlicks. She didn’t bother to look in the mirror. Maggie knew that no matter how much money she spent, the only time she looked put together was during the half hour after the studio makeup man and hairdresser had finished with her just before she went on camera.

		Spider knocked and Maggie merely answered, “Help!” He came in and shut the door behind him and leaned against the wall of the dressing room, looking at her both quizzically and tenderly.

		“Hey, Spidy, did you study leaning from old Fred Astaire movies? Just like you practiced walking and sitting down? Where’s your top hat?” Maggie asked.

		“Don’t try to change the subject. I know you. You probably bought stuff you can’t wear and you’re trying to put me on the defensive.”

		“You,” she said, enunciating clearly, “are a putz, a schmekel, a schmuck, a schlong, and a shvantz. And a WASP putz, at that.”

		“Her ladyship.” Spider kissed her hand. “You’re a class act, kid. I may be just an ex-UCLA beach bum, but I know when I’m being called a prick. So, you have a guilty conscience and I haven’t even seen the clothes? One thing I’ll never understand about women, Maggie—why, when you call a man a prick, is it considered an insult? ‘Eunuch,’ now that would really hurt.”

		Maggie made a throaty sound of resignation. She knew already that she’d gone a bit overboard on those evening dresses for Cannes. Spider, that cock-sucker, could read minds, female minds, no question about it. Where did such a gorgeous stud get his gift for women? As Maggie well knew, it was rare in a red-blooded American heterosexual, that quick, instinctive intuition that no system of psychology could explain. And as horny as a whole herd of young goats too.

		Spider pressed a button and Maggie’s saleswoman, placid, well-bred Rosel Korman, popped her head in the door.

		“Rosel, would you please get Maggie’s new things for us?” Spider asked, with a smile. Spider and Maggie were the best of friends, but she felt a quiver of apprehension as Rosel disappeared. He was such a fucking dictator. On the other hand, he was always right. She knew already that he wouldn’t let her keep that batwing Bill Blass she loved so much. But no matter what he did to frustrate her, there was a bond between them based on the sweetness of non-possession. They cherished not having had each other because it created a current of continual warmth, which, they both knew, was more important to them than sex. Sex they could, and did, get everywhere. Warmth was rare.

		Spider Elliott, at thirty-two, was, in Maggie’s opinion, one of the most attractive men in the world, and she was in the business of observing the mechanics of what makes men and women attractive. Her shrewd, measuring eyes were trained to miss nothing of the workings of seduction; if a performer is not also a seducer of some sort or another, he or she will never become a star. Certain obvious things were in Spider’s favor, she thought. The All-American Golden Boy with a great body never goes out of style. And he had the hair, the naturally blond hair that had turned a darker, richer, more streaky gold as he grew up. And he had the eyes, Viking eyes, as blue as if they reflected nothing but the sea. They squinched almost closed when he smiled, as he had at Rosel, and the semisunburst of lines at the corner of each eye deepened, making him look merry and wise, as if he’d been somewhere very far away and had many a good tale to tell. He even had that nose, broken in some long-forgotten high-school football game, and a tiny chip in one front tooth, which lent an agreeable toughness to his face. But basically, Maggie decided, it was Spider’s very special knack for moving through a woman’s mind, trading easily in her idiom, speaking directly to her, cutting across the barriers of masculinity and femininity without any of the warping caused by fag bullshit that did the trick. He had a passionate absorption with the sensuous secrets of raw femaleness, which drew him naturally into the center stage of the erotic-narcissistic atmosphere that reigned at Scruples, as essential a masculine counterpoint as a pasha in his harem. And no matter how cunt-happy he was, he was never unprofessional. If the men of Beverly Hills, La Jolla, or Santa Barbara had guessed of Spider’s underground reputation as a dedicated, world-class cocksman, spread through impeccably firsthand reports, they might not have paid their women’s staggering Scruples’ bills with such good-humored resignation.

		Now Rosel reappeared, followed by her assistant wheeling a heavy rolling cart with a rack. A white linen slipcover concealed the contents. Billy Orsini had devised this system as one way of maintaining the customer’s privacy at Scruples, a privacy almost nonexistent in most of the other expensive shops of Beverly Hills. Rosel left them as soon as she had unveiled the clothes. Spider always worked with the customers alone, their interchange undiluted by the saleswomen, who had a habit of falling in love with the dress that would have looked well on them rather than on the woman who would wear it. Together he and Maggie went through her choices. Some of them Spider passed on without comment, some he eliminated, some he asked Maggie to try on before he made his decision, which she did behind the four-panel screen in one corner of the large room. When they had got through the lot, Spider picked up the phone and asked the chef to send up a big pot of Earl Grey tea, a bottle of V.S.O.P., and a tray of fresh caviar and smoked-salmon sandwiches.

		“We’ll have your blood-sugar level back to normal in no time,” he reassured the exhausted girl. As they shared the strong tea, laced well with brandy, they both relaxed with the sense of a difficult job accomplished.

		“You realize, Maggie,” Spider said lazily, “that you still haven’t picked out the most important dress of all.”

		“Huh?” She was groggy with relief and fatigue and her back hurt.

		“What are you going to wear for the Academy Awards, little one?”

		“Who knows? Something. Haven’t I bought enough, you momser?”

		“Not yet. Are you trying to ruin my reputation? That monster rally is beamed by satellite all over the world—audience of one hundred fifty million. That’s three hundred million eyes looking at you. You’d better wear something pretty special.”

		“Oh, shit, Spider, you’re giving me the chills.”

		“You’ve never been head honcho on an Award show before. We’d better get Valentine to design something really special for you.”

		“Valentine?” Maggie’s eyes were uncertain. She had never bought custom-made clothes because her schedule was too tight to allow for many fittings.

		“Yep. And don’t worry, you’ll find the time. Don’t you want to astonish the whole fucking world?”

		“Spider,” she said gratefully, “if I kissed your feet, you wouldn’t think I was coming on to you, would you?”

		“You don’t have the strength,” he answered. “Just stay put and answer a few questions. What are Vito’s chances for the nomination? Just between us.”

		“Only fair, good, or excellent, depending. There are seven other pictures out there that made a good number of the ten-best lists and have lots of backing behind them. Obviously, I want him to get one…but I wouldn’t bet my next paycheck on it.”

		“How can you know as little as I do?” Spider complained.

		“That’s show business. Is Billy showing any signs of wear and tear? She’s really addicted to that divine wop she married.”

		“Wear and tear? Obsession is more like it. But then she never has gone in for mild emotions, not since I’ve known her. If there were a few more weeks to wait, she’d wake up one morning, look in the mirror, and see Lady Macbeth. Hell, I like Vito and he’s a very talented guy, but sometimes I wish she’d married someone who did something less dangerous, like sky diving or Grand Prix racing.”

		“That bad, huh?”

		“Worse.”

		

		—

		While Maggie and Spider were talking, Billy was restlessly studying some of the stock of the gift section of Scruples, prowling around in a thief’s paradise of Chinese export armorial cachepots, Victorian silver cookie jars, eighteenth-century beaded evening bags, French shoe buckles of rose-cut diamonds, Battersea candlesticks, and Georgian snuffboxes, the corner she called “the pillaging of Peking.” Simultaneously she kept a discreet eye on the backgammon tables in the pub where six men were having a friendly game while they waited for their women to finish shopping, a game at which probably not less than three thousand dollars would change hands. Scruples had developed into the most popular unorganized yet exclusive men’s club in town. Billy managed, at the same time, to notice the two women from Texas who had each just bought four identical vicuña lap robes lined in chinchilla, mink, nutria, and, for a giggle, mole dyed in beige, brown, and white stripes. Sisters? Best friends? She had never been able to understand women who shopped together and bought the same things. An abomination. Her irritation at the two women was, Billy realized, merely a reflection of her growing annoyance that Valentine wasn’t finished yet. Damn and blast her client, Muffie Woodstock, that leathery creature. And Spider, why the hell wasn’t he around?

		Abruptly disgusted with the people around her, she walked to one of the four sets of double doors on the north and south sides of the main salon of Scruples and looked out at the formal gardens that surrounded the store like an oasis. Dwarf privet and gray santolina were set in intricate patterns in front of the tall boxwood hedges that shielded Scruples on three sides. Two dozen varieties of geraniums, in antique terra-cotta urns, were already in full bloom, brought in from Billy’s own greenhouses. She could smell the fruitwood-and-eucalyptus fire that snapped behind an ornate brass fire screen in the Edwardian winter garden at the far end of the salon and hear the murmur of voices as a few late shoppers drank tea and champagne. But none of these familiar sights and sounds could quiet her nervous agitation.

		Valentine O’Neill, in her design studio, had been enjoying herself thoroughly all afternoon. Mrs. Ames Woodstock presented the kind of challenge she enjoyed, a woman who was terrified by beautiful clothes yet was going to be forced by circumstances—and Valentine—to wear them and wear them with panache. Nor did Valentine underestimate the princely amount that Mrs. Woodstock’s millionaire husband, wise in the diplomacy of international oil and just appointed ambassador to France, was willing to pay for the privilege of having an entire wardrobe made to order at Scruples. No Frenchwoman would.

		Although Valentine hadn’t lived in Paris for five years and was half Irish on her father’s side, now, at twenty-six, she remained as unmistakably French as the Eiffel Tower. The final, secret detail of what made her so French, in defiance of her wild Irish coloring, might have been in the whimsical tilt of her lips or in her slender, deliciously pointed nose with its three freckles or in the speculative glint in her eyes, light green as young leaves. She had mermaid eyes in a small, white face, an alive, alive face, which never fell into dullness or fixed itself in a pout. She was as alert as a vixen, as humorous as the song by Maurice Chevalier after which her homesick war-bride mother had named her. There was, under Valentine’s ever-changing expressions, a bedrock of sturdy reasonableness, a base of stubborn French logic, which was all too often combined with her quick Celtic temper. Even her cap of short, red curls, Mrs. Woodstock thought apprehensively, as Valentine draped another length of silk over her shoulder, was the most assertive, even aggressive, hair she had ever seen.

		Muffie Woodstock had the bewildered expression of a woman who has always lived in pants, peacefully breeding her dogs and riding her horses, and now finds herself being shown a sketch of the dress she will be wearing to a gala reception at the residence of the president of France.

		“But, Valentine, it’s rather, well, I don’t know—” she said helplessly. Washington had advised her that she’d need at least half a dozen suits suitable for ladies’ luncheons, a number of “small-dinner” dresses, and a minimum of a dozen full evening dresses and coats for the diplomatic round.

		“But, Mrs. Woodstock, I do,” said Valentine, who had spent most of her childhood tucked away in the corner of a great atelier in the couture house of Pierre Balmain in Paris, watching ball gowns being made while she did her homework. She was totally confident and she was determined to make this nice woman confident too.

		“You do not like the idea of a gala, then, Mrs. Woodstock?”

		“Good heavens, I loathe it, my dear.”

		“But Mrs. Woodstock, you carry yourself very well.”

		“I do?”

		“And you have the very best, truly the best kind of a body for clothes. I am not flattering you. If there were defects we would work together to hide them. But you are very tall, very thin, and you walk so well. I know exactly the kind of evening clothes you think are ‘proper’—simple, unpretentious, quiet, just like everyone else’s, with perhaps a small jewel at the neck—am I right? Ah, I thought so—and they are indeed proper at your chalet in Sun Valley, at your ranch in Colorado, at your estate in Santa Barbara. But at the Élysée Palace! At the Paris Opéra! At the big embassy parties! No, never, you would feel silly, improper, out of place. Only if you dress like all the other women there will you be able to feel that comfortable, inconspicuous way you like to feel. It’s interesting, is it not? Only by being very, very chic will you not look wrong, different, foreign.”

		“I suppose you’re right,” Muffie Woodstock said reluctantly, but convinced by Valentine’s last three terrifying words.

		“Good! Then it’s settled. I’ll be ready for the first fitting in two weeks. And when you come, could you please get your jewels out of the vault and bring them with you? I need to see what you possess.”

		“How did you know I kept them in a vault?”

		“You are just not the kind of woman who would wear them more than twice a year—a shame, because I’m sure they’re magnificent.”

		Muffie Woodstock looked embarrassed. Evidently Valentine was some sort of a witch. She’d better go and buy some new shoes before she set foot in here again; Valentine would undoubtedly notice that her evening slippers had seen better days. Oh goodness gracious, why did her husband want to be an ambassador anyway?

		“Cheer up,” said Valentine. “Think of the wonderful riding you will have in the country there.”

		Muffie Woodstock brightened. One thing she really spent money on was riding boots. But…could she ride in jeans and an old sweater?

		“Valentine, while we’re at it, let’s make some riding clothes too.”

		“Oh no!” Valentine responded, scandalized. “For that you must go straight to Hermès, when you get to Paris. I can make you anything but that—it simply would not be correct.”

		As she ushered her client to the door of her studio, Valentine felt doubly delighted. Her own designs would now once again be seen in competition with the best that European couture had to offer. And Mrs. Woodstock, who had no idea of her own assets, would soon learn about them as she wore the dashingly dramatic, yet seriously elegant, clothes Valentine had planned for her. “Inconspicuous” indeed! With her height and her walk she’d equal any duchess. She’d be the talk of Paris—they’d stand on chairs to see her. And she’d learn to love it! Or perhaps not. That, unfortunately, Valentine, conjurer though she was, could not control.

		In addition to this, Valentine had once again proved to herself that she possessed the essence of conducting a commercial transaction, a talent every true Frenchwoman appreciates. Making and selling clothes was an important and significant business as far as she was concerned, even when it was conducted in this absurdly extravagant, eccentric, and lavish playland called Scruples. Once again she had proven that even in Beverly Hills, which, next to Palm Springs, is the headquarters of the worst-dressed rich women in the United States, she could provide haute couture, for those who cared about it, for whatever reason.

		Still wearing the crisp, anonymous white smock she always worked in, Valentine left her studio and went into her office, carrying the estimates for Mrs. Woodstock’s new wardrobe. Spider was there with his feet up on the worn oxblood leather of the desk they shared.

		“Oh, Elliott, I didn’t expect to see you here,” she exclaimed, suddenly uneasy. Since Christmas, only six weeks ago, since that absurd fight they had had, which had been over in a flash yet was still lingering on in the air, they had both avoided the conversations they used to have every morning before the opening of the store, sitting opposite each other at the big desk.

		“Just dropped in to tell you I’ve promised Maggie you’d make her a dress for the Oscars,” he said distantly.

		“My God,” she exclaimed. “I’d forgotten the Oscars!” She dropped into her chair. “Mrs. Woodstock put it all out of my head—perhaps I’m finally going mad?” To every important figure in the retail business in Beverly Hills, the Oscars are regarded as manna from heaven, a cause for celebration equal to New Year’s Eve. It is not who wins an Oscar that matters, but who wears what.

		“Perhaps,” Spider said in a neutral tone, which she ignored, still thinking about her lapse of memory.

		“For three whole hours I didn’t realize it exists, this Oscar business,” Valentine said in wonder. “Yet tomorrow, at last, we’ll hear who was nominated and there’ll be so many customers coming in to buy—finally they’ll know whether they go to the Awards and pray or whether they just sit at home and watch. Just think of it, for the next six weeks we will have the most awful tension, and then, for a handful of people, a few hours of happy relief. Is it not marvelous theater, keeping a whole huge industry in suspense, making the whole country argue and even care a little about the fate of a few actors, a few pictures?”

		“How condescending you sound.”

		“Not at all. It’s merely admiration, Elliott. Just put your mind on all the lovely money this comedy spreads around! The studios spend fortunes in public relations and advertising, movie ticket sales will benefit by many millions…but what do I really care about that? After all, it’s only the dresses for the big night that are our concern.”

		“I suppose so,” Spider answered, still without inflection. His tone of voice instantly infuriated her.

		“Oh, it’s all very well for you, this Oscar business. You run the whole store, I grant you that, Elliott, but as far as clothes go, it’s only ready-to-wear that has to concern you, just a question of which Chloé or Holly Harp your little women will decide to buy. But up here we have the real problems. You don’t have to worry about whether La Divina Streisand has gained another fifteen pounds on her already not petite derriere, which the dress, of course, must hide—and yet be skintight.” She jumped up from her chair and walked over to him, her green eyes locked in battle with his blue gaze. “You, Elliott, don’t have to worry if Raquel Welch has decided to look like a nun this year, but a nun who shows her titties, or whether Cher is convinced that she still won’t be noticed in the crowd unless she’s done up like a Zulu princess on her wedding day. And it’s not just the presenters I have to think about. What about the nominees? And the producers’ wives and the actors’ mistresses?” And, she thought wrathfully, but did not say, he also didn’t have to be constantly on the alert to fend off questions about his sexual activities. Valentine always knew, from the different shadings and tonalities of their casual inquiries to her whether Spider had not yet made love to a particular customer, whether they were in the middle of an affair, or whether the affair was over. She was adept at acting as if she knew nothing and cared less—as was the case—but she was totally sick and fed up with being subtly catechized either by Spider’s conquests or their inquisitive friends.

		“Look, Val,” Spider said in a tone of indifferent coolness, which only made her angrier, “you know the Oscar gowns aren’t what keeps Scruples profitable. We get every rich woman who sets her foot west of the Hudson. So if those touchy entertainment types are such a pain in the ass, why don’t you turn them back to Bob Mackie and Ray Aghayan and Halston and all the other boys who used to do them before you came along and latched on to some of them?”

		“Are you completely crazy—” she blurted before she caught the mockery in his eyes. Once it would have been indulgent laughter, today it was hurtful. And yet he knew, as well as she did, just how important it was to her to have captured so many of the stars of Hollywood. For all her Gallic grumbling, she wouldn’t give up a square inch of her territory, particularly when it was so recently won. Valentine was perfectly well aware that although she was now the new necromantic name on the Beverly Hills-Bel Air circuit, it would still be a while before she became a firm fixture in the larger fashion establishment. And Spider knew it too. What the hell was wrong with him? He could certainly remember, just as well as she did, the rancidness of failure they had shared less than two years ago in New York, the dingy color of defeat. Even now they were employees, irreplaceable perhaps, but Scruples belonged to Billy Ikehorn Orsini, from the many million dollars’ worth of land on which it was built to the latest dress shipment from Seventh Avenue waiting to be picked up at the airport.

		At that moment Billy walked into the office and caught them there, glaring at each other. She cast a malevolent glance at the two of them and spoke in a voice that was low, yet so pitched that it had the power to make them both forget their anger with each other.

		“Mrs. Evans was under the impression that the two of you were working and couldn’t be disturbed. Have either of you any idea of how long I’ve been waiting for you?”

		Spider rose from his chair and turned his smile on her, a smile of thorough sensuality, innocent of any trace of guilefulness or mordant wit, a smile that held a straightforward expectation of pleasure. Usually it worked.

		“Don’t bother with that fucking wholesome smile, Spider,” Billy snapped.

		“Billy, I finished with Maggie only five minutes ago. She’s still in her fitting room getting herself together. Nobody expected you here today.”

		“I have just seen Mrs. Woodstock out,” Valentine announced with dignity, “and I should like you to see just how profitably I have spent my afternoon.” She held out her estimates. Billy ignored them.

		“Look! Goddamn it to hell, I bought a big hunk of the highest priced land in the country and built the world’s most expensive store on it and hired you two—out of the depths of unemployment, I might add—to run it and make your bloody fortunes and all I expect, just once, is that I shouldn’t have to mooch around like some kind of time-killing idiot of a customer when I need you!”

		“Neither one of us is a mind reader, Billy,” Valentine said calmly, her temper in control because of the very strangeness of the way Billy was talking. She had never seen her employer so senselessly outraged.

		“You don’t have to be a mind reader to know that I would need you this afternoon!”

		“I thought you’d be at home with Vito,” Spider said.

		“At home—” Billy was incredulous. “Anyone with half a head should have known I’d be here to order a dress for the Awards. By tomorrow everyone will be here—do you think I want to be bothered with that mob?”

		“But, Billy, until tomorrow—” Valentine began, her hair almost frothing as she shook her head in bewilderment.

		“Billy,” Spider said gently, “what’s the rush? You have at least a hundred evening dresses hanging in your closet. Until the nominations are announced you won’t know if—” He broke off as she took three quick menacing steps toward him.

		“Won’t know if what?”

		“Well, realistically—”

		“Realistically WHAT?”

		Now, angry himself, he answered bluntly. “If Mirrors will get a nomination. You certainly won’t need a new dress unless it does.” There was a long pause.

		Suddenly Billy laughed and shook her head at both of them, as if they were silly children, foolish but forgivable. “So that’s it, is it? It’s lucky you’re not in the movie business, Spider, you’d never make it. And you, Valentine. Just what the devil do you think Vito and I have been up to all year? Practicing to be gracious losers? Get off your asses, you two. Now what am I going to wear to the fucking Oscars?”
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		Until Ellis Ikehorn died, at seventy-one, Billy Ikehorn had not realized the extraordinary difference between being the wife of an enormously rich man and being an enormously rich young woman without a husband. For the last five years of their twelve-year marriage Ellis had been in a wheelchair, partly paralyzed and unable to speak as the result of a stroke. Although, from the day Billy had married him, she had thrown in her lot with the rich and powerful of this world, she had never really established a position in that stronghold from which to organize her widowhood. During the years of her husband’s last illness, she had lived, in many ways, as a recluse in their Bel Air fortress, enduring, as far as her peers knew, the restricted life of the wife of a serious invalid.

		Now, suddenly, she was thirty-two, without responsibilities to a family, and the mistress of an income that was virtually unlimited. Billy realized with amazement that it scared the shit out of her, all this endless money. Yet was that not what she had craved during the long years of her childhood as a poor relation? But now her fortune was so great that it was deeply disquieting. The potentials of vast sums of money seemed to flatten out, to shadow, to turn into prospects and perspectives so blurred at the edges that they led nowhere.

		On that last morning when one of Ellis’s three male nurses had come to tell Billy that he had had a final stroke in his sleep, she felt relief mingled with sadness for that part of the past that had been so good. But she had grieved over the past for five years; she had had too long to prepare herself for his death to feel a fierce personal loss. Yet, even less than half alive, Ellis had protected her. During his lifetime she had never bothered to think about money. A corps of lawyers and accountants handled all that. Of course she was aware that after their marriage he had given her ten million dollars’ worth of tax-free municipal bonds, on which he had paid the gift tax, and that he had repeated the same practice on each of her seven birthdays until his first stroke in 1970. Even before she became his sole heir, inheriting all of his stock in Ikehorn Enterprises, her own fortune had swelled to eighty million dollars from which she derived an income of four million tax-free dollars a year. Now a platoon of IRS auditors spent weeks working on the Ikehorn-estate tax return, but do what they would, Billy was still left with roughly one hundred twenty million additional dollars. This new money confused and frightened her. In theory she understood that she could go anywhere, do anything. It was only by reflecting that she certainly could not pay for a moon shot that Billy was able to bring herself back to a sense of reality. Her magnifiying mirror reassured her as she looked into it to put on her mascara. All the familiar tasks remained. Bathing, brushing her teeth, weighing herself as she had done every morning and every evening since she was eighteen, dressing—it all restored the grain and texture of life. She would make one move at a time she told her image in the mirror, which showed none of the panic she felt. To a stranger who might have seen her for the first time at that moment, and assessed her height, her proud walk, her strong throat, her imperious head, she would have looked as autocratic and as strong as a young Amazon queen.

		The immediate need was to decide about the funeral. Billy almost welcomed it because it gave her such a precise and limited set of decisions to make.

		Ellis Ikehorn had never been a religious man, nor was he sentimental except on matters that touched on Billy. His will contained no instructions about a funeral, and he had certainly never expressed any preference about the matter of his burial. That form of anticipatory intimation of mortality held as little appeal to him as it did to most men, rich or poor.

		Cremation, obviously, thought Billy. Yes, cremation followed by a memorial service in the Episcopal Church in Beverly Hills. Whatever his religion might have been, and he had always refused to discuss it, she had been brought up as a Boston Episcopalian and that would have to serve. Fortunately, there were enough local employees of his corporation and men he had done business with in the past to fill the church. If Billy had had to depend on her own personal friends to make up a respectable crowd, she could, she estimated, hold the service in the back room at La Scala’s and still have space left over for a large choir and a three-piece combo.

		She telephoned her lawyer, Josh Hillman, to ask him to make the necessary arrangements, and then directed her attention toward the next thing, a dress suitable for the funeral. Mourning. But she had lived in California too long, even for a woman who had spent years on the Best-Dressed List. There was nothing in her wardrobe, enormous as it was, that resembled a short, thin black dress appropriate for daytime wear in September 1975 with temperatures in the nineties accentuated by hot, dry Santa Ana winds. If only Scruples were finished she could go there, she thought longingly, but it was still under construction.

		As she picked out several black silk linens from Galanos at Amelia Gray’s, her gaze again went to the mirror. She was plagued by so much unused loveliness. Billy was not modest about her beauty. She had been desperately unattractive throughout her first eighteen years, and now that she was beautiful she gloried in it. She never wore a bra. Her breasts were high and almost lush. Any hint of support, which always provided uplift, would have made her too bosomy for chic. She thanked heaven that her ass was flat for a wide handspan below her waist, not becoming full until safely past the point where it would have destroyed the line of her clothes. Naked, she was unexpectedly rich in flesh. Flesh, Billy thought, with a dry, brittle heaviness of frustration, that had not felt the touch of a man’s hand in many, many months. Since Christmas, when Ellis’s decline had become more terrible day by day, she had, whether out of pity or a sense of taboo, deliberately deprived herself of the secret sexual life she had established almost four years before.

		As she put her own clothes back on and waited for the new dresses to be packed, she turned her thoughts away from herself and attacked the next problem: the question of the ashes. She knew only that she had to do something with them. Ellis, when she had first met him, would probably have wanted to be dusted lightly into the speaking end of as many telephones as possible, she thought with a small smile of memory. He had been not quite sixty then, a vigorous emperor in the world of international wealth, who had made his first million of what he called “keeping money” a good thirty years before. Perhaps he would have preferred to have his ashes rubbed, a pinch at a time, into the linings of the briefcases of his battalion of executives. He had always enjoyed keeping them off-balance. The saleslady looked at her oddly, and Billy suddenly realized that she had made a small sound of mirth. She mustn’t start that. It would be all over town by lunchtime that Billy Ikehorn was laughing on the morning her husband died. But hadn’t there been something, besides their life together, that Ellis had been sentimental about before he got sick? He used to say that a glass of good wine and the new issues of Fortune and Forbes magazine was his favorite way to spend a quiet evening—of course—the vineyard, Silverado. Perhaps she was in more of a state than she realized, after all. Normally she would have thought of it immediately.

		

		—

		They couldn’t use the Learjet. Hank Sanders, the head pilot, explained it to her. For the purpose she had described to him they needed a plane that could fly slowly, with a window open. The young pilot had been on the Ikehorn payroll for a little more than five years. It was he who had flown them all out from New York City to California after Ellis’s first stroke, he who had occupied the left-hand seat on the many trips the sick old man and his remote young wife had made to their vineyard in St. Helena or to Palm Springs or to San Diego. Occasionally Hank had left the controls to the copilot and walked back to the main cabin to report on weather conditions to Mr. Ikehorn, sitting by the window in his wheelchair; a formality, since he either paid no attention to them or seemed not to. But Mrs. Ikehorn had always thanked him gravely, pausing in whatever book or magazine she was reading to ask him a few questions about how he liked his new life in California, to tell him how many days they would be in the Napa Valley, even to suggest that he try a bottle from a particular vintage while he was there. He admired her dignity enormously and felt flattered when she looked him in the eye during their brief exchanges. He also thought she was a flaming, fabulous piece of ass, but he tried not to dwell on that.

		But now, with Mrs. Ikehorn sitting inches away from him in the rented Beechcraft Bonanza as they took off from Van Nuys Airport four days after the cremation, he sat rather nervously at the controls. His uneasiness did not stem from any unfamiliarity with a small plane. Actually, Hank Sanders owned a secondhand Beech Sierra for weekend trips to Tahoe and Reno. There was nothing, he had discovered, like flying a girl away for a weekend to insure as much pussy as you could eat. No, it was sitting next to Mrs. Ikehorn, so serious, so preoccupied, and so unreasonably sexy—too close for comfort considering the circumstances. He carefully avoided looking at her. If only she had some relatives there with her, sisters or something.

		He had filed a round-trip flight plan for St. Helena, some six hundred and fifty air miles in all, a trip that the Bonanza could make in no more than four and a half hours, maybe less, depending on the winds. As they approached Napa, Billy finally broke her silence.

		“Hank, we’re not going to land there on the strip. I want you to follow Route 29 straight up, losing altitude all the way until you get to St. Helena. Then bank to the right. Please enter slow flight by the time you’ve reached our boundaries at Silverado. Then level off as low as you possibly can—five hundred feet is legal, right?—and then circle the vineyards.”

		The Napa Valley is not wide, but it is exceedingly lovely, especially as the September sunlight showered down on the densely planted, miraculous acres of valley floor and the steep wooded hills that shelter it on all sides. The finest wines in the United States, considered by many experts to rival and often surpass the greatest wines of France, come from these mere twenty-three thousand acres, where wineries jostle each other almost as closely as they do on the hillsides of Bordeaux, although they are each many times as large as the French holdings.

		In 1945, Ellis Ikehorn, who detested the French on principle, which principles he did not choose to divulge, bought the old Hersent and de Moustiers property near St. Helena. That fine winery had fallen on ruinous days and had been badly neglected as Prohibition and the Depression and World War II dealt successive blows to American wine making. Its three thousand acres included a vast, elaborately shingled, twin-turreted, stone manor house, unmistakably Victorian in style, which Ikehorn restored to glory and renamed Château Silverado after the old road, once a coaching trail, which followed the length of the valley. From Germany he lured Hans Weber, the celebrated cellar master, and gave him free rein. The purchase of the winery and the interest Ellis Ikehorn took in consuming the great Pinot Chardonnay and the equally splendid Cabernet Sauvignon, which were eventually produced, some seven years and nine million dollars later, was the closest he ever came to having a hobby.

		As they circled the vineyards, speckled with workers in the last days before the harvest, Billy opened the window on her right. In her hand she held a massive Georgian presentation box of solid gold, about six inches square, bearing the London hallmark for 1816-1817 and the maker’s mark, that of the great craftsman Benjamin Smith. Inside the box were engraved these words:

		
			Presented to Arthur Wellesley,

			Duke of Wellington

			On the occasion of the first anniversary of

			The Battle of Waterloo

			By the Respectful Company of Merchants and Bankers

			Of the City of London

			“The Iron Duke will dwell eternally in our hearts.”

		

		Billy carefully put her right hand through the small window, tensing her wrist against the rush of air. As the Bonanza circled low over the Silverado vines at eighty-five miles an hour, Billy barely released the catch on the lid of the box and, little by little, allowed Ellis Ikehorn’s ashes to drift down on the rows of heavy bunches of grapes hidden beneath the deep green leaves. Her task completed, she returned the empty box to her handbag. “They say this will be a vintage year,” she murmured to the speechless pilot.

		During the flight back, Billy sat wrapped in a strange, quivering silence, which seemed in Hank Sander’s tense imaginings to expect something of him. However, they landed at Van Nuys uneventfully, and as he pushed the Bonanza back on its blocks on the tarmac and went inside the Beech Aero Club to return the keys to the plane, he felt that the strangeness of the episode must have been due solely to the reason for the trip. But when he came out to the parking lot, he found Billy waiting for him, sitting in the driver’s seat of the enormous, dark green Bentley Ellis had favored and which she had never sold.

		“I thought we’d take a little drive, Hank. It’s still early.” Her dark eyebrows were raised in amusement as she looked into his confused face. This was an invitation for which he was totally unprepared.

		“A drive! Why? I mean, yeah, sure, Mrs. Ikehorn, whatever you say,” he answered, struggling between politeness and embarrassment. Billy laughed at him gently, thinking how like a strong, young farm boy he looked with his fresh, blunt, freckled features, his straw-blond hair, and his absolute lack of interest, as far as she had been able to tell over the years, in anything besides airplanes.

		“Then get in. You don’t mind if I drive, do you? I’m the wizard of the right-hand drive. Isn’t it fun in this old thing? I feel as if we’re about ten feet off the road.” She was as natural and gay as someone going off to the beach.

		Billy drove expertly, seeming to know where she was going, gaily humming a bit to herself, while Hank Sanders tried to relax, as if going for an outing with Mrs. Ikehorn was something he did frequently. He was desperately uncomfortable, so preoccupied with the etiquette of the situation that he hardly noticed as Billy left the freeway, took Lankershim for a few miles, and then turned off the broad street into a narrow road. She made an abrupt right turn and pulled into the driveway of a small motel. She stopped the Bentley in one of the carports, which were built next to each room.

		“I’ll be right back, Hank—it’s time for a drink I think, so don’t go away.” She disappeared into the motel’s office for a minute and came back, casually flourishing a key and holding a plastic container full of ice cubes. Still humming, she handed him the ice, opened the trunk of the car, and took out a large leather case. She opened the door of the motel and laughingly waved him in.

		Hank Sanders looked around the room with apprehension mixed with wonder, while Billy busily opened the portable bar case, made to order in London ten years before for race meetings and country-house shooting parties, a relic of an era in her life that seemed as archaic as the silver-topped decanters she set in a row on the carpet for lack of a table. The floor of the air-conditioned room was covered from one wall to another in thick, soft raspberry carpet, which also covered three of its walls all the way up to the ceiling, which, like the fourth wall, was entirely mirrored. Hank nervously walked about, noting that there were no windows in the room, no chairs, nothing but a small chest in one corner. Light came from three poles, which reached from floor to ceiling, to which were attached small spotlights fitted with pink bulbs, which could be pointed in any direction. A large, low bed took up almost half the space. It was covered in rosy-pink satin sheets and piled with pillows. He was pointlessly investigating the spotless bathroom when Billy called to him.

		“Hank, what are you drinking?”

		He walked back into the bedroom. “Mrs. Ikehorn, are you all right?”

		“Perfectly. Please don’t worry. Now, what can I offer you?”

		“Scotch, please, on the rocks.”

		Billy was sitting on the floor, leaning against the bed. She handed him a glass as naturally as if they were at a cocktail party. He sat down on the carpet—it was either that or the bed he thought wildly—and took a long pull on his drink, which she had poured into a sterling-silver cup. In her white, handkerchief-linen blouse and her French-blue cotton wraparound skirt, with her long, brown legs sprawled on the carpet, she looked as if she were at a picnic. Billy drank too, playfully clinking her cup against his.

		“To the Essex Motel, garden spot of the San Fernando Valley—and to Ellis Ikehorn, who would approve,” she toasted.

		“What!” he said, deeply shocked.

		“Hank, you don’t have to understand it, just believe me.” She moved closer to him, and with the same casual, yet precise, gesture she might have used to shake hands, she deliberately reached out and laid her elegant hand directly over the tight V of his jeans. Her fingers expertly searched out the outline of his penis.

		“Jesus!” In an electric reaction, he tried to sit up straight but only succeeded in spilling his drink.

		“I think you’d enjoy this more if you just sat still,” Billy murmured, as she unzipped his jeans. His cock was completely limp with shock, curled on a broad mat of blond hair. Billy took a long breath of delight. She loved it like this, all soft and small. This way she could get every bit of it into her mouth with ease and hold it there, not even tonguing it yet, just feeling it grow and grow in the wet warmth, experiencing her power without moving a muscle. Even the hair on those pouchy globes squeezed together between his legs was straw-colored. Gently she nuzzled them, inhaling deeply the secret smell. Until a woman has smelled a man precisely there, she thought, driftingly, she can’t know him. She heard the pilot moan protestingly above her questing head but paid no attention. He was recovering from his surprise, his cock beginning to twitch and grow. She cupped his balls with her free hand, her middle finger stealthily sliding and pressing upward along the taut skin of his scrotum. Now her lips and tongue were working together around the almost erect penis, which, though fairly short, was thick, as sturdily built as the rest of him. He lay back against the edge of the bed, abandoning himself entirely to the novelty of the passive role, feeling his cock jerking and leaping with a pulsating movement as more and more blood filled it. As he grew thick and then thicker still, she shifted her mouth slightly and and worked only on the swelling tip, treating it with a strong, unfaltering suction while the fingers of both her hands now slid up and down his wet, straining shaft. With a groan, unwilling to come too soon, he raised her dark head up from his lap and buried his face in her hair, kissing her beautiful neck, thinking that she was only a girl, only a girl. He lifted her onto the bed and flung his jeans to the carpet. Soon he had unbuttoned her blouse—her bare breasts were bigger than he had ever imagined them, the nipples dark and silky.

		“Can you imagine how wet I’ve been for the last hour?” she muttered against his mouth. “No, I don’t think you can—you’ll have to see for yourself—I’ll just have to show you.” Billy undid her skirt in one movement; under it she was naked. She sat up and pushed him down on the bed, holding his shoulders on the sheet with the heels of her hands. She threw one knee over him and moved higher, straddling him, so that her cunt was directly over his mouth. His tongue reached out to capture it, but she kept undulating back and forth above him so that he was only able to lap at her from second to second. Finally, maddened, unable to stand her teasing, he clutched her ass and pulled her down, firmly planting his mouth between the tumid, plump lips, sucking and licking and pulling and tugging blindly. She tensed, her back arched, and with a muffled scream she came, almost immediately. His cock was so hard he was afraid he might spurt into the air. Frantically he took her by the waist, pulled her down on top of it and plunged up into her savagely while she still shuddered with her own spasms.

		The hours that followed never happened again, but Hank Sanders would have remembered them for the rest of his life even without the Georgian presentation box, once the property of the Duke of Wellington, which Billy gave him late that night as she said good-bye to him back at the mansion on the hill in Bel Air.

		As she walked up the wide staircase, the house seemed empty even though it was full of a dozen sleeping servants. Ellis was really and truly gone now, she thought, remembering the lusty man she had married twelve years before. When she had told Hank Sanders that Ellis would have approved of them that night, he hadn’t understood, but she had been speaking the truth. If it had been she who had died, an old woman, and Ellis who had survived, a young man, he would probably have fucked the first woman he could lay hands on, in private celebration of the past, a past in which they had loved each other so thoroughly. It might not be everybody’s idea of a sentimental way to salute a memory, but it suited both of them perfectly. His ashes clinging to the ripe grapes, the smell of cock in her hair, the welcome soreness she felt between her legs—Ellis would have not only approved, he would have applauded.

		

		—

		When Wilhelmina Hunnenwell Winthrop was born—in Boston, twenty-one years before she became Billy Ikehorn—people who cared about genealogy, and Boston is to family trees what Périgord is to truffle lovers and Monte Carlo is to yacht owners, considered her a very lucky little girl indeed. Her vast cousinage included the indispensable number of Lowells, Cabots, and Warrens, a good handful of Saltonstalls, Peabodys, and Forbeses, as well as a splash of imperial Adams blood mixed in every other generation or so. Her paternal line began with a Richard Warren, who was on the Mayflower in 1620—one could hardly hope for more than this—and on her mother’s side there was not only impeccable Boston blood but she could also trace her descent straight back to the patroons of the Hudson River Valley, as well as to some of the many Randolphs of Virginia.

		The fortunes of old Boston families, by and large, were founded on clipper ships, countinghouses, and the West India trade. These fortunes, conserved and husbanded by the prudent overseers of the clans, now form a network of interlocking trusts, which virtually insure that every proper Bostonian infant will never need to worry about money and, indeed, will grow up wondering why money problems loom so large in the concerns of most people. As long as the family trusts are quietly but mightily prospering and producing, many Bostonians are simply beyond money, just as a person in perfect health is beyond thinking about breathing in and breathing out. Fortunately, Old Boston has developed, in each generation, men with exceptional talents as money managers, men who watch over the investments of their relatives as brilliantly as they care for the investments of the large institutions they have under their charge. These men enable the rest of Boston to consider talk of money vulgar.

		However, even the very best of Boston families have branches that, as they may choose to put it, “do not enjoy the same means” as the rest of the family.

		Billy Ikehorn’s father, Josiah Prescott Winthrop, and her mother, Matilda Randolph Minot, were both the last of their respective subsidiary side branches of these great dynastic tribes. His family’s money had been all but wiped out in the financial disaster that befell Lee, Higginson & Co., the great brokerage firm, which lost twenty-five million dollars of its clients’ money when Ivar Kreuger, the “Match King,” went bankrupt and committed suicide. Matilda’s family hadn’t had money since the Civil War, although it was rich in history. Whatever was left of the ravished family trusts that Josiah brought to their marriage had been reduced to an income of little more than one thousand dollars a year. No fresh money had been introduced into either withering family in the past five generations. Again, not typical of the sensible Bostonian practice of restoring a faltering family fortune by marriage into a neighboring clan with nicely healthy trusts, the past generations of Winthrops had stubbornly married demure, sensitive daughters of educators and men of the cloth, both honorable Boston professions but not financially rewarding. The last decent sum of the family money was used to send Josiah Winthrop through Harvard Medical School.

		However, he was a dedicated student who had graduated high in his class and served with distinction as an intern and resident at the renowned Peter Bent Brigham Hospital. His specialty was gynecology and he could look forward to an excellent practice even if he only treated friends of his own female relations, who numbered in the hundreds.

		Late—much too late—in his last year of residency, Josiah Winthrop discovered that he wasn’t interested in private practice. He fell in love, passionately and permanently, with pure research the minute he began to look into the new field of antibiotics. Going into research is the only way a doctor can positively insure himself against ever making a decent living. On the day on which he should have gone into practice for himself, Josiah Winthrop joined the staff of the private Rexford Institute as a junior research fellow at a salary of three thousand two hundred dollars a year. Even this small sum was about seven hundred dollars more than he would have made at a federally funded research establishment.

		Matilda, high-minded from the day she left the high chair, was too involved in the last months of her pregnancy to worry about the future. Together, she thought they could certainly manage on four thousand two hundred dollars a year and she had the greatest confidence in her Joe, tall, skinny, long-boned, his dark eyes filled with the quintessence of Yankee strength of mind. His single-mindedness and determination to follow his star struck her as the very model of a man destined for greatness. Matilda herself, a slender, dreamy, dark-haired beauty, seemed to have stepped from the pages of Hawthorne. There was little in her of the high-living Dutch and the hot-blooded Virginia gentry who decorated some of the branches of her family tree.

		When their daughter was born they named her Wilhelmina, after a beloved aunt of Matilda’s, a middle-aged scholar who had never married. However, they both conceded that Wilhelmina was a burdensome name for a baby and they called their tiny daughter Honey, an acceptable diminutive of her formidable middle name, Hunnenwell.

		A year and a half after Honey was born, Matilda Winthrop was run over and killed as she crossed Commonwealth Avenue against the lights, in a fit of absent-mindedness resulting from a suspicion that she was pregnant again.

		For a short while, Josiah, stricken and disbelieving, hired a nurse for litle Honey, but he soon realized that he couldn’t afford such a luxury. The idea of remarriage was unthinkable, so he did the only possible thing left to do and resigned from his beloved Institute, where he had already achieved an enviable reputation. He took a despised but better paid job as a staff doctor, specializing in everything from measles to minor surgery, at a small and undermanned hospital in the undistinguished town of Framingham, about forty-five minutes’ drive from Boston. This job had several advantages. It enabled him to rent a small house on the outskirts of town, where he established Honey with Hannah, a good-hearted, simple woman who worked as both nursemaid and a cook-housekeeper; it was near a good public school system, and it left him enough free time to continue his researches in the small lab he constructed in the basement. Josiah Winthrop did not even consider going back to gynecology because he realized that he would never have time to himself in that branch of medicine.

		Honey was a dear child. Far too chubby, of course, and much too shy went the verdict of the countless aunts who drove out to Framingham with her cousins, unto the fourth degree, to visit the little girl or to fetch her and take her home with them for days at a time. But who could blame her for anything, that unfortunately motherless creature whose father—although one had to admit that he was a dedicated man—was almost always at the hospital or doing whatever he did in that basement. Honey had no one but Hannah to bring her up, after all. Hannah managed marvelously, but there were—well—limits—to her education. The aunts decided that next year, when she would be three, Honey really must start at Miss Martingale’s nursery school in Back Bay with Cousin Liza and Cousin Ames and Cousin Pierce, where she could get the right background for
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