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“On two counts of murder in the first degree, we find the defendant not guilty.”

Meg Cooper clutched the defense table, closed her eyes, and savored the rush. It sped through her veins and poured into her heart. Victory. Again.

Holly Davidson—the twenty-one-year-old daughter of a now dead shipping magnate—threw her silver-and-gold-sequined arms around Meg. The New York State Supreme Court, Manhattan Criminal Branch, room 33, erupted in cheers.

“We did it!” Holly shouted above the noise. “Son of a bitch, we did it!”

No, Meg wanted to reply, we didn’t do anything. I did it. I defended you, and now you are free.

“The jury is discharged with the state’s thanks,” the judge declared.

“Champagne at Neon City!” Holly squealed to the crowd of friends who had shoved their way toward the defense table. Through the chaos Holly’s heavily mascaraed eyes met Meg’s. “You’ll be there, won’t you, Meg?”

Meg slipped her yellow pad into her briefcase and snapped the lid shut. “I’m afraid not,” she answered. She’d done her job. Her only hope now was that she’d never lay eyes on Holly Davidson again.

She took her briefcase and pushed her way through the mass, dodging the flashing bulbs and television cameras and microphones thrust into her face, as she headed for the back of the courtroom.

Outside the room another bevy of reporters stood poised for the attack.

“Congratulations, counselor!” came the shouts.

“How does it feel to win again?”

“Do you think you’ll get a judgeship?”

Meg buttoned the jacket of her slender Armani suit and tucked a shock of her copper-colored hair behind one ear. The rush of victory was already fading, daunted, as always, by cold reality.

“No comment,” she said.

“Ms. Cooper. Please …”

Meg shook her head and ducked past the zealous ranks of the nation’s media. Such underpaid people with so much passion, she thought. So much passion, and so much power.

The group clung to her as she opened the outer door. More people crowded on the stairs. Gawkers. Supporters. Fans. Protestors. Clinging together in the posttrial side show she never got used to.

She hurried down the steps, shutting out the questions, knowing the media would punish her for her aloofness with tomorrow’s headlines, but not caring. For Meg Cooper had stopped letting the media push her around long ago.

The firm’s limo waited among a string of tinted-window stretches by the curb, but Meg waved off her driver. She felt like walking.

She heard a voice call out, “Here’s Holly!” The crowd surged en masse toward the victorious Holly Davidson, who had enough money and fame to get away with anything, even murder.

Meg quickly headed up Fifth Avenue, away from the clamor, toward her Upper East Side brownstone. She had done it. She had won. She had set a murderer free.

“No jury in its right mind will convict a twenty-one-year-old girl on a defense that her father sexually abused her,” had been the words of the firm’s senior partner, Avery Larson. “Not in this day and age.”

“She’s not a ‘girl,’ Avery,” Meg had protested. “She’s a shrewd, conniving brat who used her father’s money to finance her career, then killed him and her mother, too.”

“She claims her mother knew of the abuse.”

“Maybe she did, if it ever happened. But is that enough to justify murder?”

“Counselor …”

“Dammit, Avery, the girl killed her own parents!”

“So did the Menendez brothers,” Avery had said, then scowled. “Are you worried about your client, or are you afraid that you’ll lose?”

Meg stood rock still. She stared at Avery. He stared back. “I’m not going to lose,” she said.

He leaned back and put his feet on his desk. “Then make the government do its job, counselor.”

Meg hated the way Avery referred to the prosecutors as “the government,” as though they were the almighty threat to society, to justice.

“If they don’t do their job right,” he’d continued, “that’s not your fault. It’s their incompetence. I also don’t think I have to remind you that Holly Davidson has become a valued client.”

A valued client, Meg knew, meant a wealthy client. Now that Holly was acquitted, the girl would inherit over two billion dollars.

And the “government” had, once again, failed at its job, because Meg was smarter, Meg was better. And because Meg craved the rush—that elation that came from winning.

Case closed. Case dismissed.

Meg tilted her head up toward the warm spring sun, squinting her cinnamon-colored eyes, eyes that were well-trained to gaze squarely at juries as she said, “My client is telling the truth.” She would be thirty-nine years old this year, at the peak of an explosive career. No one would have guessed that Meg had set out—once upon a time—to become a champion of women’s rights. But the world was changing, values were twisting. Fame and flash were what brought clients to the firm. Huge retainers kept her partners smiling. So Meg had become the savior of the scandalous rich, the queen of courtroom glitz, the sought-after maker of the tabloid headlines she had spent so many years trying to avoid. Now, by winning the Holly Davidson case, nothing was out of her reach. Well, almost nothing.

It had been three weeks since her relationship with Roger Barrett had ended. “I don’t love you,” she had announced. “I can’t go on sleeping with you.” They’d been together four short months. Meg knew he loved her, but she couldn’t bring herself to love him, to love anyone. And she couldn’t pretend.

Meg stopped walking. Home was empty, except for Raggedy Man, her three-year-old Persian. Home was where nobody cared that she was brilliant and gorgeous and had just brought off the trial of the year. There was nothing at home for her. Nothing, and no one. No one but Raggedy Man.

She stared at the sidewalk, hesitated for less than a second, then turned and walked down East Fifty-fourth, in the direction of Park Avenue, toward the offices of Larson, Bascomb, Smith, Rheinhold, Paxton, and Cooper. Toward the next challenge, and the lure of the rush.

Meg’s office was not unlike the offices of many other top criminal-defense attorneys in the city: mahogany and leather, brass and books. But where her partners displayed smiling photos of their spouses and children and children’s children in neat golden frames atop their credenzas, Meg had chunky pots of tired philodendrons. Her view beyond the heavy green drapes, eight floors down to the avenue, was close enough to watch the endless parade of yellow cabs and anonymous faces flooding past, yet removed enough to feel sheltered from the grit of the street, the grime of the people.

She stood by the window, looking down. Holly Davidson was now free to walk Park Avenue, Fifth Avenue, or any other avenue in the world. Holly Davidson, who had used their live-in chef’s fillet knife to quietly slit the throats of her billionaire father and socialite mother while they slept. Meg knew that sexual abuse was becoming an all-too-popular defense in murder trials. It sickened her, mostly because it was so damned unfair for the ones who really suffered. In another few years, Meg thought, these defenses won’t hold up at all. The judges, the juries, would have heard the arguments one too many times. Then, worse than guilty people getting off, innocent people would go to jail. It was the system. It was the American way. And they—the defenders—would be forced to create new tactics, new angles, to beat the government.

She moved from the window, sat at her desk, and tried to focus on her work. Though she almost always won, Meg was often let down after a trial. It was, she reasoned, the downside of the high. The crash.

She folded her hands on her desk and studied her fingernails. They were perfectly trimmed and glossed. Neat, but colorless. Without personality, without passion. Neutral. Like her life. A long way from the glamorous, high-profile image alluded to by the press.

She balled her fingers into fists. There was only one solution to her depression. Meg needed another case. Another case to dig into, to get lost in. She needed another case, and she needed it now. Right now.

She sat up straight and pressed the button on her intercom. “Janine? Is Avery in?”

“Nope. But Danny Gordon just walked in. He’d like to see you.”

Danny Gordon was one of the investigators retained by the firm. He often worked alongside Meg on her most difficult cases: he had, in fact, worked on the Holly Davidson case. Danny was a few years older than Meg. He was slightly wild looking and slightly cocky. But unlike many of his counterparts, Danny was very bright and very tuned-in to his work. He was also, Meg knew, very gentle, vulnerable. They had almost slept together once, three years ago. But Meg had known what would happen. She would use him to curb her loneliness until he fell in love with her. Then she would leave him. So instead of being a lover, Danny became something Meg had never known: he became a friend.

“Send him in,” she said now.

He blew through the door as if he’d been shot from behind. “Counselor! My congratulations on seeing justice served once more!”

“Can it, Danny.” Though Danny knew the system—was part of the system—he always became a disgusted cynic whenever the guilty went free.

He flopped his compact, yet muscular, body onto a leather chair and brushed a hunk of flyaway dirty-blond hair from his forehead. His brown eyes sparkled. They always did, for even in his posttrial disgust, Danny’s underlying strength was never jarred. He simply did not take it personally. He was, Meg knew, one of that rare breed of happy, self-contented human beings, the kind of man who exuded such confidence in himself that even his daily dressed-down attire of denim shirts and faded jeans was never challenged, not even by Avery.

“You split from the courthouse pretty fast,” he said.

Meg didn’t answer.

“You won the case, my dear. It should be the Post headline in the morning. ‘Cooper Frees Holly.’ ” He stretched his hands to mimic the type.

She shrugged. “Jurisprudence.”

“Touché.” Danny leaned forward on the chair. “Maybe now you’ll be able to afford a new plant,” he said, motioning to a wilting philodendron.

Meg glanced behind her. “Not everyone has your talents, Danny.”

“Orchids don’t take talent, babe. They take love. Nurturing.”

Meg had seen Danny’s fabulous garden of orchids that flourished under the skylight of his rooftop apartment, where the gentle hiss of humidifiers spritzed the blossoms at timed intervals. It was more than love, she suspected. Orchids were Danny’s obsession. Lavender. White. Pink. Yellow. He once told her that he grew them for their erotic vision, their soft, supple petals, their sensuous female folds and curves. It had made Meg feel naked. Exposed.

She turned back to Danny. “I know,” she responded. “And I kill my plants.”

“You don’t kill them, Meg. Your plants commit suicide.”

“Very funny. But you didn’t come here to talk about my horticultural deficiencies.”

He rested his elbows on the desk and folded his hands under his chin. His eyes stared into hers. Meg shifted on her chair.

“Avery is going to be pissed that you skipped out on the interviews,” he said.

“He knows I like to be alone after a verdict.” More than once Avery had expressed his displeasure over Meg’s aversion to publicity.

“This was no ordinary verdict, Meg.”

“Then I guess I’m no ordinary attorney.”

He smiled, a slightly mischievous, knowing smile. “And I won’t even mention the fact that you didn’t have the graciousness to attend your client’s victory celebration. One that will most probably make every trash tabloid and trash-tabloid TV show this side of planet Jupiter.”

Meg found herself smiling, too. “I guess that makes me the fool, doesn’t it?”

“Not if you agree to have dinner with me instead.”

Meg frowned.

“An early dinner,” Danny continued. “Nothing more. Unless, of course, you already have a date.”

Meg shook her head. She hadn’t told Danny about her breakup with Roger Barrett; she’d been too embarrassed that she’d “done it again.”

“Then we’re on. Our own celebration. Even though this case pisses me off, I’m happy for you. I’m glad you won.”

“Really?”

“Really. Now let’s drown my sorrows and toast your victory with a giant bowl of spaghetti.”

As the maître d’ escorted them to a table in the back, Danny whispered from behind, “I hate it when you’re taller than me. It’s a macho thing, you know?”

He was, Meg knew, referring to the three-inch heels added to her five-foot-seven-inch frame. Danny stood only about five nine. In his boots. Meg smiled. She never knew quite how to respond to his directness. But she knew that Danny would be good medicine for her tonight. He would help ease the loneliness of the crash.

They sat down and Danny smoothed the tablecloth. “Red-and-white-checked,” he said. “My favorite.”

Meg laughed. “You’re such a sweetheart, Danny.”

“Whoa! Is that an endearment coming from the Ice Maiden?”

Meg winced. “Ice Maiden” was a label the press had given her when she’d defended a Wall Street financier accused of raping the daughter of a Mideast diplomat. The sixteen-year-old girl with the huge dark eyes had sobbed in the courtroom, effecting great sympathy. But Meg’s defense had implied that Daddy’s little girl was far from innocent. And she’d convinced the jury. Because “the government” hadn’t done its job. So now the press called her the Ice Maiden. They didn’t know how right they were.

Meg lowered her eyes. “Please don’t call me that.”

“Sorry,” Danny said quietly. “I really am an asshole.”

Meg forced a grin. “Yes,” she said. “You are.”

They ordered a bottle of Chianti and sat silently for a few moments. Meg stared into the candle, trying to relax.

“So what’s next on the docket?” Danny asked.

Meg shook her head. “Don’t know. We really didn’t expect this trial to go so quickly.”

“Are the partners disappointed that their fees will be less than anticipated?”

She placed a hand across his. “Let’s not talk about it, okay?”

He looked down at her hand. “I’m sorry, Meg. But sometimes it bugs the shit out of me. Watching the defense of guilty people.”

She pulled back her hand and took another sip. For some reason the wine burned her throat. “I’ve defended a lot of innocent people, too,” she said. “Like Donald Haggerty.” She was referring to the case of the crusty old man accused of killing his daughter-in-law because she was after the family fortune. Meg had argued that Haggerty’s son, who had been the most believable witness for the prosecution, was actually the murderer. The jury had agreed.

“No offense, babe,” Danny said, “but you defend anyone who’s willing to pay the firm’s outrageous fees.”

She gripped the stem of the wineglass. Danny, of course, was right. But if Meg didn’t do it, someone else would. And someone else would reap the benefits. She had faced this issue years ago. And she had made her decision. “Donald Haggerty was innocent,” she said, though her tone was oddly without authority.

“And he is rich. Not to mention that the case made headlines.”

Meg took another sip of wine. Don’t let him get to you, she thought. You did your job. She set down her glass and stared into the shining red liquid. She knew Danny well enough to know he wasn’t condemning her; he was only coming to terms with today’s verdict, blowing off steam. And easing the guilt of his part in the trial, of gathering the evidence that had helped Meg get Holly off.

“Face it, Meg,” Danny continued. “Do you honestly think there would have been an acquittal today if Holly wasn’t so …” He seemed to struggle for the right word.

“… so visible?” Meg asked.

“So rich.”

“So sensation seeking?”

“So attention getting.”

She raised her eyebrows. “So what?”

Danny curled the edge of the tablecloth. “So nothing, I guess. You’re right. Let’s talk about something else. Let’s talk about sex.”

Meg laughed. “Let’s not. Let’s talk about something pleasant, instead.”

Danny let out a low whistle. “Sounds like you need a new man in your life.”

“I just got rid of one. I don’t need another.”

“Roger Rabbit?”

She smiled. “Barrett. Roger Barrett.”

Danny sat back in his chair. She felt his eyes studying her. “I don’t get it, Meg. You have everything going for you. You’re bright, you’re successful, and you’re absolutely beautiful.” He leaned forward, smiled, and lowered his voice. “You do know how beautiful you are, don’t you? With that thick auburn hair, that luscious Carly Simon smile, those long, long legs …” He moaned softly, closed his eyes, and placed a hand over his heart. “Those incredibly long legs …”

Meg laughed again. “Stop it, Danny.”

He sat up. “But it’s all true, dammit, and you know it. So I don’t get it. Why can’t you just let go, Meg? Let go and love someone? Let someone love you?”

She looked around the dimly lit room, at the cozy diners, smiling couples with intimate lives. How could she answer Danny’s question when it was one she’d been unable to answer herself for so many years? She looked back at Danny. “I tried,” she said. “I thought Roger was different. I thought this time things could be different.” Each time, with every man, Meg had thought it could be different. But none of them could penetrate the cocoon she’d wrapped tightly around herself and her feelings after she and Steven Riley had split up. None of them—not in over fifteen years—could compare with Steven. The first man she’d ever loved. The only one. And now she was capable of loving only her work, her career. She swallowed back the tears before they could form in her eyes. “We’re all different, Danny. You love having someone on your arm. In your bed. Someone. Anyone. As for me, I’m better off alone.”

“Maybe you just haven’t met the right guy.”

“This may surprise you, but there are other things in life important to women besides men.”

“So this is all you’ve wanted? Fame? Fortune?”

“What I wanted was to work hard. I hate the fame. You know that.”

“Sure. You hate the pictures, you hate the headlines. But the money? That’s what you want. Working for Larson, Bascomb has given it to you.”

Meg didn’t respond.

“Come on, babe. That brownstone of yours is your dream palace.”

She pictured Raggedy Man lying in the bay window, surveying East Eighty-second Street, waiting for her return. Loyal, loving Raggedy Man. Would he know the difference if she was rich or poor? Would he care? The image of her cat quickly vanished. In its place was one of a small, dingy room. The room in which she had grown up. She quickly blinked and sat upright in her chair.

“Money makes life easier, Danny.”

He raised his glass. “To money, then. Screw romance.”

She cleared her throat and raised her glass to his. “To money,” she echoed, and wondered in her heart exactly whom she was trying to convince.

Just then a figure appeared beside the table. “Ms. Cooper?” a voice asked.

Meg glanced up at a young man with thick dark hair and a Pentax slung around his neck.

“Jamie Holbrook. New York Globe. Any comment on today’s verdict?”

Meg looked back at Danny. He shrugged. She shook her head. “Go away,” she said. “Leave me alone.”

It was after eight when Meg let herself into her brownstone. She had declined Danny’s offer for a ride home. She was feeling a little too shaky, a little too vulnerable. If he asked to come inside, Meg was afraid she wouldn’t be able to say no. And she was fearful of what might happen after that.

She flipped a switch, flooding the marble foyer with eager light, making the room seem less empty, less alone. Raggedy Man did not greet her; he never did. It was, Meg suspected, his way of saying “You left me alone all day. Now come and find me.” She found him in her study, sprawled across a pile of books on the floor. She tossed her briefcase onto the desk and bent to nuzzle the cat.

There was a time when Meg had loved living alone. When she’d first moved to New York, there was nothing more comforting than to curl up in her tiny apartment and hear nothing but quiet. She would often sit for hours, not reading, hardly thinking, just savoring the solitude. The distant sounds of sirens wailing, horns honking, people rushing by, had provided a muted backdrop for the hint of life somewhere, outside, not there. Not in her world, her world that was finally peaceful, completely independent, totally free. Free from scandal, free from shame.

In a few years, however, her feelings had changed. As Meg had watched others around her—acquaintances, co-workers, even strangers walking hand in hand with other strangers—she had begun to wonder what was wrong with her … why she couldn’t fall in love again—this time, with the right man … why she couldn’t find someone to marry, to have children with, to share her life with. She’d watched, and she’d wondered, and slowly, what had once been blissful solitude had become a chronic ache of loneliness. Her infrequent, yet futile, attempts at relationships had perhaps, she thought now, made things worse.

She stood and slipped off her jacket, just as the doorbell rang. Meg sighed. She wondered if Danny had followed her home.

It wasn’t Danny. It was Avery.

“So,” he said. “You’re here.”

Meg nodded. The white-haired, wide-shouldered man stepped past her and walked down the hall.

“Come in,” she said, then closed the door and followed him into the study.

He removed his cashmere coat and sat, his six-foot-four-inch frame filling the sofa. Despite his sixty-plus years, Avery still exuded a commanding presence both in and out of the courtroom. “I won’t bother to ask why you didn’t show up at Holly’s party,” he said.

Meg rubbed the back of her neck and leaned against the desk. “Avery, you know I don’t do well at those things.”

He reached into his breast pocket, withdrew a long white envelope, and handed it to Meg without comment. She frowned. He folded his arms across his chest and nodded once. “Open it.”

She peeled back the flap and pulled out a brochure. Clipped to the top was a hand-scrawled note on shocking-pink stationery: “I’ve made arrangements for you to have a vacation here. Set your own dates. They’re expecting your call.” It was signed, “Thanks, Holly.” At the bottom of the page was an added note: “P.S. My mother’s friends love it here.”

Meg took off the clip and looked at the cover of the brochure. There was a full-page color photo of a castlelike building surrounded by lush green grounds. The title read: “Golden Key Spa. Escape to Luxury in the Berkshires.” Across the bottom was a subtle addition, “For the Discerning Woman.”

She laughed. “What the hell is this?”

Avery didn’t answer.

She opened the brochure. Scattered across the pages were hazy mood photographs of women being manicured, pedicured, facialed, and massaged. One shot showed two women nibbling on salads and sipping on something that looked like mineral water with a twist of lemon, thank you, darling, and a spritz of lime. Meg laughed again and pitched the brochure into her wastebasket.

“It’s not a joke,” Avery said quietly.

“What is it, then? A thank-you gift?”

“From a grateful client.”

“Well, it’s ridiculous. To begin with, if I was ever going to take a vacation, the last place I would go would be to some snotty spa for the ultrarich.”

Avery unfolded his arms and poised his fingertips together in an A-frame configuration. Again he made no comment.

An unsettled feeling crept into her. She moved behind the desk and sat down. “Her ‘mother’s friends love it.’ Is that supposed to impress me?”

Avery stroked a cleanly shaven cheek—cleanly shaven, Meg suspected, especially for Holly Davidson’s victory party. Press photos always reproduced better without a five o’clock shadow. A small knot formed in her stomach.

“Avery,” she said, trying to soften her tone, “surely you understand I’d never fit in, in a place like that. Women who go to those places are pampered, snobby bitches.”

He hoisted himself from the sofa and walked to the window.

Meg tapped the edge of the desk. Dead air hung in the room. The pregnant pause of intimidation. The kind of silence that forced the other person to squirm. An effective trick, an attorney’s masterful ploy. Meg studied Avery’s back. She sighed. “I wouldn’t fit in, Avery,” she said.

“You’ll fit in just fine.” Avery chuckled that fatherly chuckle, the one that always made Meg feel inadequate, infantile. “After all, you are a woman. And a woman’s got to do what a woman’s got to do.”

Meg’s jaw tensed. “Look, Avery, I’m good at what I do and have a little money to show for it, but these women are from the big leagues. The ones who were either born with silver spoons dangling from their siliconed lips or made damn sure they found husbands who treat them as though they were.”

“Precisely.”

“What do you mean?” She sensed that Avery was going to insist she go. A tight stiffness inched up the back of her neck.

“It doesn’t hurt to travel in the right circles, Meg. You made a huge name for yourself today. Now’s the time to capitalize on it. For your own sake, as well as for the firm’s.”

“Avery, I’m a working woman, not a spa-going lady. All I want to do now is get involved with another case. The sooner the better.”

He turned from the window and faced her. “This could be considered working. Call it public relations. It could only benefit the firm if you learned to mingle with the right people.”

Meg averted his stare. She fixed her gaze on the top of her desk, at a pile of papers brought home from the office. Work was her world. Not vacations. Not mingling. It was the way she wanted it. It was the way it was. So this is all you’ve wanted? Danny had asked. Fame? Fortune? She quickly moved her eyes from the desk, from the facts of her life.

“Think about it,” Avery said. “It would please the partners as well as me.”

The partners, she thought. It seemed that no matter what she did, they expected more. And because she was a woman—the only female attorney in the firm—Meg kept pushing herself, proving herself, justifying that she was worth keeping. But Avery was the senior man, the boss. And even though he might be upset with her for a few days, Meg knew he’d forgive her. She was good at her job, and he respected that. If she refused to go, the partners would put a mental black mark beside her name, but they’d get over it. Eventually.

She looked back at Avery. “I’ve thought about it. The answer is no. Now, what about my next case?”

Avery smiled. “Nothing that one of the partners can’t handle for a couple of weeks.”

“Avery …”

“You might enjoy the Golden Key Spa. It might do you some good to get away.”

He wasn’t backing down. Meg wondered if any of this would have happened if she’d gone to the damn party. Or spoken to the damn press.

“There’s more to life than courtrooms and dockets, Meg.”

“I doubt it.”

He returned to the sofa and picked up his coat. His expression turned serious. “You’re a maverick, Meg. That’s a fine quality in the courtroom, but it could end up hurting your career. If you socialized more, you might find it easier to handle the more human niceties of the business.”

Meg stood up. “Avery, I win your cases. Do me a favor and stay out of my personal life.”

“As a criminal lawyer, you have no personal life. But you do have social responsibilities. And the firm expects you to live up to those responsibilities both in and out of court.”

It was a blow she hadn’t expected. Meg had always presumed that if she spent her life working hard, success would be inevitable. Now Avery was throwing her a curve. An uncomfortable curve. Her resolve weakened. “I’ll hold a press conference tomorrow. I know the media wants comments.”

“Meg,” he said firmly. “Don’t change the subject. I’d consider it a personal favor if you went to the spa.”

Suddenly it all became clear. “You planned this, didn’t you?”

He put on his coat and adjusted the silk scarf at his throat. “Holly asked if there was something special she could do for you. We talked.”

“It was your idea.”

“She wants to do something for you, Meg. The girl is genuinely appreciative.”

“And she is worth thousands of dollars to the firm.”

He nodded. “Many thousands.”

You defend anyone who’s willing to pay the firm’s outrageous fees. Danny’s words again. Meg shuddered. Avery walked to the door. “I’ll think about it,” she said coldly.

“Don’t take too long. I understand that spring is a lovely time in the Berkshires.”

Meg sat in her study for over an hour, thinking one primary thought: Why was Avery trying to make her do this? Why couldn’t he accept her the way she was? Why wasn’t he just grateful to have a partner—junior though she was—who was good at what she did? But no. Avery was always thinking of the firm. How things looked for the firm. How the firm looked to the outside world. He’d called her a maverick. Maybe she was. But it couldn’t really hurt her career. Could it?

Danny had once told Meg that Avery got to where he was by being an intimidating ass-kisser. Danny, Meg knew, was right, although she wouldn’t have admitted it to him. If nothing else, she knew the importance of loyalty. And now Avery was testing that loyalty.

She plucked the brochure from the basket. The shocking-pink note came with it. “My mother’s friends love it here.” Meg wondered what Holly’s mother had been like. Had she really known about the alleged sexual abuse? Had she really done nothing about it? Meg thumbed through the photos of smiling women in the brochure. No matter how odd Mrs. Davidson might have been, there was one thing for certain: she had been nothing like Meg’s mother. Nothing like Gladys Cooper. And Holly’s dead father had been nothing like Meg’s.

Meg set the brochure on the desk and closed her eyes. She envisioned Gladys Cooper, dressed in a stained housecoat, hair twisted around pink rollers. Surely there had never been a mother and daughter so unalike, so caustically different: Meg, quiet and sensitive; Gladys, boisterous and crass.

“You’re just like your goddamn father,” Gladys would bellow as she poured another cup of coffee, lit another cigarette.

But Meg didn’t know that for fact: she had never met her father, the over-the-road-truck-driving man who had patronized the diner in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where Gladys had served him ham and eggs and apparently other treats when he passed through town on Thursday nights. Meg didn’t even know his name: Gladys only referred to him as “your goddamn father.”

“Your goddamn father was married,” Gladys told her one night when Meg was around seven or eight and had finally found the courage to ask about him. “He’d have left his wife and married me, though, but I got knocked up with you and he took off like a scared rabbit.” Then Gladys narrowed her eyes and looked at her daughter and said, “If it wasn’t for you, I’d have been happy.”

Later that night Meg had been awakened by a disturbing, mournful sound that seeped through the thin wall of her bedroom. It was a sound she’d never heard before, but after a moment Meg realized what it was: it was the sound of her mother softly weeping. Meg slid down in her bed, pulled the covers over her head, and vowed she would never again ask about her goddamn father.

She rubbed the back of her neck now, trying to erase the growing-up images. She’d spent her early years as “the kid with no father” in an era when that was a rarity, even in Bridgeport. She was too timid to make friends, too afraid they would uncover her secret that the reason her mother wasn’t married, and wasn’t happy, was all her fault. Then there had been only one escape. It had come through books. Each night Meg had retreated to her dingy, small room and read and read and read, until the grating bells and whistles and cheers of her mother’s TV game shows finally ceased, until she was sure her mother was finally asleep, until she was certain there would be no more talk that day of her “goddamn father.” Or no talk at all, which in some ways was even worse.

When Meg was in high school, she took a job in the library. It was there she discovered the world, as seen through grainy photographs in Life magazine. It was there that Meg knew there had to be more to her world than Bridgeport, Connecticut. More than a dingy, small room and a stale-smelling house that always needed something repaired.

With the help of a compassionate guidance counselor, Meg applied to college. She became the valedictorian of her class and was accepted to Wellesley on a full scholarship. Four years and magna cum laude later, Meg Cooper was at the Bridgeport laundromat one night, getting ready to pack for Harvard Law School. She paid little attention to the screaming sirens that wailed past. When the dryer finished its tumbling, Meg slowly folded her clothes, placed them in the wood wicker basket, and began to walk the five blocks home. By the time she arrived, the small clapboard house was a pile of smoldering rubble. Gladys Cooper had never known that her cigarette had fallen between the cushions of the sofa.

The only similarity, Meg thought now, between Holly Davidson’s mother and Gladys Cooper was that they were both dead.

She picked up the brochure again. “The Golden Key Spa. For the Discerning Woman.” Was that what Meg had become? She looked around her study, at the rich appointments, the leather-bound books, the silk damask draperies. The problem was definitely the money. She had believed that money could insulate her from pain.

Meg was still sitting at her desk at eleven-fifteen when the phone rang. She looked at the answering machine and let it connect. There was no one to whom Meg wanted to speak.

“Meg? This is Roger,” she heard. She put her face in her hands. “I wanted to congratulate you on today’s verdict.” She reached over and turned down the volume. When the message stopped, she rewound the tape without listening.

The next morning Meg dressed in a beige linen suit. She walked the two blocks down to Park, then turned right toward the office. She blocked out the morning-street sounds, the hurrying-people sounds, and thought about the Golden Key Spa. It wasn’t fair. Aside from the fact that she didn’t want to be Avery’s token public-relations girl, Meg simply didn’t know what to do on vacation. She’d never had one, never wanted one. There would be too much time to think about too many things she’d spent too many years trying to forget. She’d tell Avery today that she wasn’t going to the spa. It wasn’t as though he could fire her. She was, after all, a partner.

As she reached the corner on Sixty-third, Meg brushed against a wire rack at a newsstand. She grabbed the edge to keep it from falling. A squatty little man with brown teeth reached out to help, just as a stack of newspapers flopped to the pavement. Meg looked down at the mess. A bold black headline screamed from the front page: “ICE MAIDEN COOPER GETS ANOTHER ONE OFF.”

Another damn headline, another assault by the press.

Beneath it was a picture of Meg coming down the courthouse steps, the crowd from Holly Davidson’s trial in pursuit.

And there, tucked between today’s headline and yesterday’s picture, was a small, fuzzy photo from Meg’s college days, the photo that had been frozen in her mind, returning to life over and over for so many years in her dreams. It was the photo that had started—and ended—it all.

It was of Meg … together with him.
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A putrid smell of stale semen hung in the bedroom. Alissa Page turned on her back, wondering if it was the stink or the groaning snores of her husband that had awakened her. She assumed that Robert had not been home long; she wished he’d had the decency to shower before coming to bed.

She stared at the dark ceiling, listening to the steady roar of his breathing. Tomorrow she would tell him it was time for separate bedrooms. There had to be a place in this twenty-four-room mansion where Alissa could get a decent night’s sleep. It wasn’t as though they needed to sleep together any longer: they hadn’t had sex for years, at least not with each other. It was a situation they’d never discussed, for they were, after all, one of the finest families within their Atlanta-and-beyond elite social circle. Old money. Prominent name. Civilized.

Robert snorted and shifted onto his side. Alissa sighed and wondered what his patients would think of the director of the world-renowned Center for Infectious Disease—brilliant research physician, Dr. Robert Hamilton Page—if they could see him, hear him, or smell him now.

She squinted at the Cartier clock on the nightstand: three-thirty. There was no use staying in bed when she had a party for twelve hundred to plan. She pulled herself up, slipped a long silk robe around her tiny, overdieted frame, then tucked her feet into white satin mules and tiptoed from the room.

As Alissa moved across the thick carpet on the balcony toward the wide, curved staircase, tears fell from her eyes. She wondered for the thousandth time who Robert’s lover was. Was it someone new? A nubile, young research assistant, perhaps? Or had he been seeing the same one for years? A married woman? Alissa tried to convince herself it didn’t matter: she and Robert had been married twenty years, and he hadn’t left her yet, wouldn’t leave her or the girls. Of that she was certain. Fairly certain.

She slowly descended the staircase, unsure why Robert’s infidelity still bothered her so much. At first, of course, it had. And along with it had come an ache of fear such as Alissa had never known. The girls had been young: Michele only ten; Natalie, eight. Alissa had found a receipt from the Hyatt Atlanta in Robert’s shirt pocket. It was dated November 7, the weekend he was supposed to be at a conference in Dallas. Or so he had said. For months Alissa had wondered what she’d done wrong. She was, after all, the perfect wife, the perfect mother. Her only crime, she’d decided, was that she was no longer twenty.

It was then that Alissa had begun going to the Golden Key Spa twice a year for relaxation and pampering. She’d had a few nips and tucks on her face and neck—“Catch it before it falls” had become her motto—renovated a bedroom into a closet for the hundreds of outfits and matching accessories she’d begun to purchase, and poured her energies into becoming the premier hostess of Atlanta. Now, at forty-two, Alissa Page was the one whose parties anyone-who-was-anyone craved an invitation to. Still, Robert had not stopped cheating. But Alissa was now too busy to notice. Almost. And Robert was, at least, discreet.

At the foot of the stairs Alissa wiped her tears, glad that it was nighttime and there was no one to see her cry. She passed through the huge marble foyer to the tall double doors that led to the library. Just as she turned the heavy brass handle, she noticed a thin strip of light under the door.

“Mother!”

The sharp cry of sixteen-year-old Natalie was followed by a scrambled squeaking of flesh on the leather sofa and a frantic rustle of clothing. Alissa adjusted her vision to the light. A young man she didn’t immediately recognize stood beside the sofa now, his brown hair ruffled, his cheeks flushed, his pants clutched in his hand in front of his crotch. Alissa sighed.

“Party’s over, Natalie,” she said. “Get to bed.” Then she added, “Alone.”

The young man hurried past Alissa.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Natalie called out. But the only response was the firm latch of the outside door closing behind him. Natalie pulled her cropped cashmere sweater over her firm young breasts, her nipples, Alissa noted, still stiff and expectant. Better luck next time.

“Mother,” Natalie said, “you pick the damnedest time to prowl through the house.”

“I wasn’t prowling, Natalie.” She walked to the wet bar and poured brandy into a snifter. “And besides, I’d think you’d be discreet enough not to bring your parties home.”

“You make it sound like I’m some kind of whore.”

Alissa shrugged and downed the brandy in a quick gulp. The liquid singed her throat. “Just be thankful I was the one who came in here, not your father.”

Natalie was silent. She zipped up her skirt and straightened her mane of chestnut hair—thick, healthy hair, so unlike her mother’s fragile blond wisps, so like Robert’s.

“Who was he, anyway?” Alissa asked.

“John. John Wentworth.”

The name stunned Alissa like a negative RSVP. Wentworth. Of course. He had his father’s lust-filled eyes, his mother’s stern mouth. “Wentworth?” she asked with applied indifference. “As in Grant and Betty Wentworth?”

“Of course. I thought it would please you to know that I’m dating someone who drives a Porsche.”

Alissa felt the sarcasm of Natalie’s words. But as rebellious as her daughter was, it appeared she was finally cultivating at least one positive trait. “Well, if you intend to hold on to him, you’d better think twice about having sex so easily.”

“Oh, Mother. Give it a rest. We’re not virgins anymore. Not like when you were sixteen.” With that Natalie strolled past her and left the library.

Alissa poured another shot into the snifter. “No,” she said to the empty room. “You certainly aren’t.” She sipped the brandy this time and wondered what she should do. Should she ground Natalie? On what charge? Fornicating on the premises? Maybe she should tell Robert. Let him deal with it. Then she remembered the way he’d flown into a rage when he’d discovered she’d taken Michele to get the pill. That was last year. Michele had been seventeen. Robert had seen the gynecologist’s bill. What he didn’t know was that prior to that Alissa had taken Michele to get an abortion. The pill was the least of their problems, but it was the only one Robert had found out about. And he couldn’t even handle that.

Alissa took another swallow and scanned the shelves of leather-bound medical books, interspersed with classics. She wondered how he’d feel if he knew that after that escapade with Michele, Alissa had made sure that Natalie also began taking the pill. One couldn’t be too careful these days. Natalie was right about one thing: they weren’t virgins anymore. Alissa mused that today young girls seemed to go directly from the cradle to satin sheets. Or leather sofas. She only prayed that someone would come up with a cure for AIDS before it affected any of them. Maybe that someone would be Robert. God. If that ever happened, what a party she could plan.

She turned the small key that was kept in the lock of the desk drawer and reached behind Robert’s Smith & Wesson .38-caliber “self-protection” for her silver cigarette case. Robert had long ago stopped trying to get her to quit smoking: in return she had agreed never to smoke in public, or when he was around. She took out a long, thin cigarette, and as she went to pick up a lighter, Alissa noticed the new issue of Town & Country on the desktop, the one she’d seen that afternoon. Her hand stopped in midair, then began to tremble as she felt the sting of reality once again. Slowly she opened the magazine; slowly she turned the pages. Past the slick, glossy ads; past the colorful photos. And then, there it was. The “Parties” section. Where only the most sociable ladies throughout the country were featured as they attended the most important charity events, dressed in their finest gowns, adorned with their showiest jewels. Alissa knew this section well, for she had graced these pages often enough: five times, last year alone.

But now it wasn’t Alissa’s own face that smiled back at her in black and white. For there, in the photo of the Peach Valley Gala, was Michele Page, her elder daughter, flashing her eighteen-year-old smile, elegantly flaunting her youth and beauty. It was Michele’s picture there now, not hers.

As she stared at the photo, Alissa raised a hand to her throat, to the tightened skin, free of lines, free of puckers. Chicken skin that disgusting flesh that drooped in tiny folds from the chins of older, less savvy women—would never be allowed to mar Alissa’s appearance. She reached up and ran her fingers lightly around the corners of her eyes. No crow’s-feet, no visible webs of age. And yet … and yet …

The trouble with having daughters, Alissa thought, is that you feel yourself age more quickly. You look at them and are reminded too readily that it seems a hundred years since you could get away without blusher. You envy their ability to confidently go braless, or worse, sleeveless. Then they bring home boyfriends who, you have to accept, would rather be with them than with you, for no matter how flat your stomach or how well sculpted your thighs, any male in his right mind must assume that a woman, once past forty, is a lump of limp, a pile of sag, dried up, no turning back.

Alissa lit her cigarette and sucked in a deep drag of smoke. Then she realized maybe it had been this photo, not Robert’s scent or sound, that had awakened her in the middle of the goddamn night.

The banquet room at Chez Luis was decorated in the requested sea-foam and forest-green tones; several round tables were properly linened and laced, adorned with fresh aqua lilies in appropriate crystal luncheon-sized vases. There were no candles: there never were in the daylight hours. Not when the gathering had been planned by someone who knew what she was doing.

Alissa checked her watch. She hoped to get this meeting over with quickly; it was, after all, Tuesday, and she had a much more important meeting after this. One which, today, she needed more than ever.

She moved to the head table and positioned herself by the clusters of potted ferns to review her notes. She had dressed in a pale-aqua silk suit to complement the decor, accented by matching silk pumps and the perfectly coordinating teardrop opals that hung demurely from her ears and around her delicate throat. The best part was that none of the ladies would know that underneath her silk suit she wore a skimpy lace teddy. Nothing else.

From the ambience of the room to the attire of the hostess, Alissa Page knew the importance of planning a perfect luncheon, even when its purpose was merely to plan yet another event. And, Alissa knew, no one in Atlanta could do any of this quite the way she could. She hoped all forty-three members of the Women’s. Federation for Atlanta would show. She would assign them their tasks, and the WFFA September Homeless Benefit would be under way.

Alissa smiled as she scanned the index cards filled with her notes. It amused her that she had thought of a party for the homeless. As if anyone remotely connected with the benefit could relate. The closest they’d come to homelessness was when the savings-and-loan scandal had resulted in two of their “dearest” friends losing their horse ranches and their Palm Springs retreats to cover their debt. Robert had instructed Alissa to remove their names from guest lists; it would not look good for the CID if they continued fraternizing with felons.

Of course, she wasn’t completely without compassion. Or awareness. On one of her “getaways” just the week before she’d seen a group of socially conscious artists raising money for the homeless. They were selling their paintings to camera-carrying tourists in the funky shops of Atlanta’s Underground. Though she’d smiled and said he could keep the painting, Alissa had given one artist a fifty-dollar bill. After all, if it hadn’t been for Aunt Helma and Uncle Jack, she, too, might have been destitute, homeless, alone.

Alissa blinked. Unthinkable. She quickly straightened the index cards and shifted on one foot. She wished the luncheon were over.

Several women drifted into the room chattering and laughing.

“But did you read about Louise Cotton?” came one high-pitched voice.

“Oh my God! Imagine … finally divorcing that husband of hers.”

“And his millions.”

“More like billions.”

“Alissa,” one of them called, “did you hear?”

Alissa put down her notes. “Yes, it’s quite something, isn’t it? I’ve sometimes thought of doing it myself.”

Everyone chuckled, because everyone knew there was no way Alissa would divorce Robert. Without him she would have nothing, be nothing. Without their husbands none of them would be anything.

Alissa smiled, sat down, and felt the sensuous comfort of lace rubbing her crotch. She checked her watch again. Twelve-fifteen. Only a couple more hours to wait.

Sue Ellen Jamison, of the Rockford Jamisons, approached the head table. Somewhere on the other side of sixty, Sue Ellen had upheld Atlanta society since long before it became fashionable. Her stocky frame was always impeccably groomed, her white hair always in place.

“Darling,” she said to Alissa, “what a simply gorgeous photo of your Michele in “Parties.” No one ever referred to Town & Country by its title. After all, there was only one important section in the magazine, and to these ladies it simply was the magazine.

Alissa tightened her grip on her index cards. “Yes,” she said clearly, “we’re quite proud of her.”

“Both your girls are so lovely, dear. You’ve done a wonderful job. Simply wonderful.”

Just wonderful, Alissa wanted to say. You should have seen my sixteen-year-old fucking on the living-room couch a few hours ago. Instead she smiled back and said, “Thank you, Sue Ellen. Coming from you, that means a lot.”

Sue Ellen laughed. “The next generation is coming of age. Looks like I’ll be the grandmother of Atlanta before you know it.”

“More like the Grand Lady, Sue Ellen,” Alissa said convincingly. “And don’t forget,” she continued, wanting to change the subject, “I’ll be counting on you to line up the most fabulous entertainment for the homeless benefit.”

Sue Ellen nodded. “As soon as a theme is decided, you know I’ll do whatever I can.”

Alissa smiled, knowing Sue Ellen was dying to know who would lead the theme committee. Next to Alissa, as chairperson of the event, this would be the woman with the most power. Everyone expected her to give the job to Fran Charles, a frustrated artist whose husband sat on nearly every important board in the city. His connections had, in the past, turned numerous galas into extravaganzas at minimum cost.

The room filled; seats were taken. Alissa knew the ladies would be on time. They always were. They had busy lives, busy schedules. They knew that to make anything happen, you had to be organized.

Over sorbet, between the endive salad and the poached salmon, Alissa decided whom she would name as chairperson of the theme committee. She would have to work closely with the woman; she decided to give it to someone she must get to know better. It was something she’d thought about doing for several months; after last night it now seemed imperative.

She set down her spoon and stood. “This year,” Alissa announced, her authoritative voice coated in sugar, “with the Olympics coming up, the city is putting on a new face. An exciting face, one of freshness and energy. Therefore, I’ve decided to follow that lead and appoint someone to head the theme committee who can bring new ideas and create new challenges for us all.” People were glancing at one another from table to table. Fran Charles folded her hands in her lap.

“To head the theme committee for our homeless benefit, I appoint Betty Danforth Wentworth.” She resisted the urge to add, “whose son is fucking my daughter.”

Betty, for whom no amount of grooming could mask the pursed lips and perpetual scowl, stood and eagerly accepted the position. Alissa noted the beige Caché suit that Betty wore. Grant Wentworth managed his wife’s fifth-generation peanut-and-cotton industry; Alissa wondered if Betty consciously dressed in beige and white to promote the family crop.

Silence filled the room, followed by polite applause. Alissa knew there would be criticism behind her back. But no member of the WFFA would challenge the selection. Not even gracious, talented, and most likely now totally pissed-off Fran Charles. Alissa smiled as she felt a sudden rush of empowerment. She checked her watch again and wondered if across town, on the thirty-second floor of the Danforth Peanut and Cotton Properties Building, Grant Wentworth was doing the same.

Alissa let herself into the condominium with the key Grant had given her shortly after their affair had started. She knew she probably wasn’t the first woman to take up Tuesday-afternoon residence there, but in the past four months she’d come to think of this as “their” place … their haven from life.

She tossed her purse onto the ivory settee in the foyer and called out, “Grant? I’m here.”

She was greeted by silence. He was late. Again. She blinked away the reality that he had been coming later and later each week, as she quickly moved past the wet bar, through the large living room, into the white-on-white garden bath. She turned on the spigots of the deep, oversize whirlpool tub, took a crystal decanter from the deck, and poured in a generous amount of foaming oil. Then Alissa went to the dressing room to change.

Grant was not the first. For three years after Alissa had discovered Robert’s infidelity, she’d remained faithful. Faithful. Stupid. Then, five years ago, she’d found out how easy it was to have an affair, how free it made one feel, how desirable, how in control. She’d started with a stable boy at the club—trite, she realized now, the kind of thing usually confined to a bad paperback novel. But the sex had been great. Lustful, daring, exciting. And with the sweaty, muscular, stable boy Alissa had experienced orgasm for the first time in years. It made her want more.

She slipped out of her lace teddy, regretting that Grant wasn’t there to take it off for her. It had taken a half-dozen or so other trysts before Alissa had allowed herself to graduate to sleeping with a member of her own circle. There was a certain daring in this, too, a forbidden fruit. She’d ended each affair when it had begun to get complicated—and, damn, they always did. But while they were good, they were very, very good. And they helped shut out the pain of her husband’s rejection.

Rejection was a despairingly familiar feeling for Alissa. When she was six years old, her parents were killed in a plane crash. Her twin brothers, aged eleven, were sent to live with their maternal grandparents in London. But the old couple didn’t want to raise a little girl, so Alissa was taken in by her father’s reluctant brother and his wife, a childless, middle-aged couple who spoiled her with material things but never quite knew how to love her. It wasn’t long before the little girl began equating ponies and yachts and shopping and parties with a sense of stability, a wedge of emotional security. In these later years she’d merely added sexual liaisons to her list of things to do, things to have. They were not trophies; they were life preservers.

She returned to the bath and slid beneath the warm bubbles, then heard the door slam. Good, she thought. He’s not too late, after all. There’d be plenty of time before she’d have to be home at six. Robert would be home then, and there was the gallery opening to attend.

“Alissa?”

She heard him call her name. God, she loved hearing the sound of his voice. It was so strong, so commanding. “In the bath,” she responded. “Come join me.” She pulled a swirl of foam over her breasts, leaving the dark circles of her nipples exposed to the cool air. The thought of his leaning down to kiss them made them harden to aching points.

Grant appeared in the doorway, his large, lean frame clad in a pale-gray hand-tailored suit, his soft white hair and just-enough tan setting off his light-blue eyes. Those lust-filled eyes.

“Get out of the tub,” he said. “We have to talk.”

There was an edge to his voice Alissa hadn’t heard before. She ignored it and licked the tip of her finger. Then she slowly touched her nipple. “We can talk in here,” she said. “Take off your clothes.”

He buttoned his suit jacket. “We will talk in the living room. Dry yourself off. I’ll wait for you there.” He turned and started out the door.

“Grant?”

He stopped. “What?”

She slid partway out of the water and leaned her elbows against the side of the tub. “I’ve waited all day to suck you.”

He stood still, his back toward her.

“Please?” she added. “You know how I love to suck you.” Whatever it was that was on Grant’s mind, Alissa was damned if he was going to cheat her out of her Tuesday fuck.

He still hadn’t moved, but she could see him run his hand through his hair. She heard him sigh.

“Alissa, sex is not the answer to everything.”

She swished the bubbles and said nothing. He remained in the doorway. Then, quietly, she said again, “Please.”

He put his hands on his hips, hesitated a moment, then walked from the room. “I said we’ll talk in the living room.”

Alissa felt heat rise into her cheeks. He had no right to treat her this way. No right to treat her like a whore. Didn’t he know how lucky he was to have her? She’d like to know the last time that frigid-faced wife of his had given him a blow job. Tears stung her eyes. Damn him. Damn him. What the hell did he think he was doing?

She pulled herself from the tub, stepped down the marble stairs, and stalked into the living room naked, foamy soap glistening on her breasts, her legs, her pubic hair.

He was standing at the wet bar, fixing himself a Scotch. He glanced at Alissa. “I want you to get dressed. Then I want you to get out of here.”

Alissa put her hands on her hips. Water began to form a sad puddle beneath her on the Aubusson carpet. “Grant,” she demanded, “what is going on?” She was amazed at the control in her voice. It didn’t even sound as though her heart was thudding as hard as it was, as though her stomach was lurching the way that it was.

He took a sip from his glass, then held it to his chest. “On your way out please leave the key.”

Alissa reached over, grabbed the glass from his hand, and hurled it against the wall. Splinters of crystal flew in all directions.

Grant glared at her. “I wouldn’t have anticipated histrionics from you.”

Alissa’s mind raced. The words spilled out haphazardly, without prethought. “What in hell is happening here? I come here the same way I have for four months. We both come here for the same thing, in case you’ve forgotten. Now, what the hell is happening? I want an answer, and I want it now. And I’m not leaving until you give me one.”

He calmly poured himself another drink. “If you think about it, I’m sure you know the answer, Alissa.”

A chill enveloped her body. She wanted to put something on—the terry robe she’d bought at Neiman’s, which hung in the dressing room, Grant’s velvet Dior smoking jacket—she wanted to put something on, something, anything. But she was afraid to let Grant out of her sight, afraid that once she did, he’d be gone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

He took a long sip and tipped his head back as he swallowed. Alissa could almost feel the Scotch burn his throat. “It was most inappropriate of you to name my wife to chair your little committee.”

Alissa laughed. “Is that what this is all about? Come on, Grant, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No? The way I see it, you wanted to get close to her. To taunt her, perhaps? To tell her about us at some point?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

He took another swallow. “You’re the one who’s being ridiculous. The last thing I want is a scandal. You’re a bitter woman, Alissa. Vengeful. But just because you have a, shall we say, ‘bored’ husband, you need to know that I’m not going to leave my wife.”

Alissa resisted the urge to grab the new glass from his hand. “I’ve got a news flash for you, you son of a bitch. I don’t want you to leave your wife. God forbid you give up your throne as king of her family’s fortune. Christ. I can’t even believe how predictable you are. But I’ll tell you one thing. I may not want you to leave her, but I do want you to tell your son to stop fucking my daughter. Or so help me, I’ll have him up on charges for rape of a minor.” She hoped Grant wouldn’t realize the last part was a lie. She hoped he wouldn’t know she would never subject her daughter—or her family—to the stain of scandal. Besides, she knew that in Georgia a sixteen-year-old girl was not considered a “minor” when it came to consensual sex.

Grant froze, his glass poised in midair. “Excuse me?”

“You heard what I said. Tell your pimply-faced son to stop fucking my daughter.”

Grant blinked. The light-blue eyes had lost their lust. “I had no idea …”

“I’ll bet. You probably told him how hot the Page women must be. You’ve probably been cheering him on.”

He set down his drink and looked at Alissa. “I will speak to John,” he said. “Now, Please. Get dressed and leave.”

Alissa stormed into the dressing room. Tears welled in her eyes. She couldn’t believe he was ending it all. She couldn’t believe it was over. This was to have been the one special affair, the one that would last, the one that would give her the peaceful escape she needed.

As she pulled on her silk suit, one morose thought came into her mind: What the hell was she going to do now on Tuesday afternoons?

She stood in the wardrobe room, aimlessly poking through cocktail dresses, halfheartedly trying to decide what to wear to the gallery opening that night. As much as Alissa didn’t feel like going, she knew she must. Not to put on a smiling face as one of the patrons of the artist, or even to be seen mingling in the right place at the right time. No, tonight Alissa must go to keep herself busy, to take her mind off the past twenty-four hours: Robert coming home reeking of sex; Michele’s photo in Town & Country; Natalie’s escapade on the library sofa. And Grant Wentworth.

Even an evening in Robert’s company would help. Then maybe she would think about going to the Golden Key Spa for a couple of weeks. Maybe it was time for a vacation. A rejuvenation.

A short black faille dress caught her eye. She removed it from the rack and held it out for inspection. It was backless. No, she decided. Too sexy. She pulled out the one next to it. Red. Short. Plunging neckline. She shoved them back onto the pole and stared at the rows of dresses. Was this the way she’d been dressing lately? Like a hooker?

She moved up and down the aisles. Stopping. Looking. Rejecting. Then she spotted a chocolate dress. It was street length, with long sleeves and a high collar. The perfect outfit for someone feeling old, undesirable, depressed. Perfect for tonight. She’d bought it after she’d broken off with her last lover; she’d taken up with Grant the following week, so she never had a chance to wear it.

“Mother, are you in here?” Michele’s voice called.

Alissa unzipped the protective plastic that covered the dress. “In the back.”

Michele rounded the corner with her usual lightness. Michele was the mirror image of Alissa when Alissa had been young, both in looks and in personality, even though she was now dressed in saggy jeans and an oversize sweatshirt, her blond hair tossed in a careless ponytail. But Alissa knew that an hour at her vanity table would transform her daughter into a beauty queen.

“Is there anything in here I can wear tonight?” she asked.

“Where are you going?”

Michele started pushing back hangers, frowning at each dress. “To the gallery opening.”

Alissa felt her temple begin to throb. “I didn’t realize you were going.”

Michele looked at the dress in her mother’s hand. “You’re wearing that? God, Mom, that’s gross.”

Alissa clutched it to her protectively. “When did you decide to go?”

Her daughter shrugged. “Last night. David talked me into it.” David Johnston was her boyfriend—this month. “Are you and Daddy going with anyone?”

Alissa shook her head, trying to decide how long it was going to take her to get used to the idea of her daughter attending the same social events as she. Her daughter. Glamorous. Young. Not at all like her mother, after all. Not anymore. Alissa’s vision blurred with envy.

“Hey, Mom, can I wear this?”

Alissa looked over at the white body dress Michele was holding up. Alissa had bought it last year when she and Robert had gone to the America’s Cup. The yacht parties had been fabulous, and her photo had appeared everywhere. God, she thought now, was that only last year?

“Sure,” she finally answered, “if you want your next picture to appear in Playboy.”

“Mom …”

“I just think it’s a little old for you.”

“Mother, I’m eighteen. It’s perfect for me.”

And not for me, Alissa wanted to scream. Never again
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