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Chapter 1
I was still in bed recovering from Christmas, when the phone rang.
On the other end of the line, I heard the roar of a chain saw.
No, on second thought it was the voice of my boss, Kitty Keough.
“Get your coat, Sweet Knees,” she squawked. “And get your ass into the city right away. I need you to cover a fashion show that starts in less than an hour.”
“Kitty,” I said, “I could use a little more warning when it comes to assignments.”
“Oh, barf,” she shouted in the same dulcet tones as before. “Are you whining? Because nobody’s going to kiss your tiara in the newspaper business, honey. You want to stay at home and count silver spoons? Or you want to get paid this week?”
I could hear the blare of traffic in the background and figured she was phoning from a taxi that careened through the snowy streets of Philadelphia, speeding Kitty to a high-society party that somehow outrivaled the assignment she was tossing over her shoulder to me. No doubt her brassy blond hair was blowing in the wind and she was whipping her driver with the moth-eaten feather boa she carried to formal events in the misguided belief that it lent glamour to her appearance. “Quit playing footsie with the Mafia Prince and get your butt in gear.”
“He’s not—” I stopped myself from giving her further ammo to use against me and reached for a pen. “All right, give me the details.”
Which is why I threw a fur coat over my nightgown, slipped on a pair of Chanel boots and headed out for an evening that promised to be legendary. It was go, or lose my job.
And oh, baby, I needed the job.
I applied lipstick and three coats of mascara while my sister drove into Philadelphia. Michael had other business to tend, so I’d called Libby to go with me. On the way, she told me about her new business venture.
“Donald Trump says a successful entrepreneur has to be passionate about what she does,” she informed me as she fearlessly drove her minivan through the snow.
“What does that mean?”
“So I found my passion. My greatest wish is to electrify the romantic relationships of everyone I know.”
“Electrify? Sounds like you’re selling vibrators.”
“At Potions and Passions, we call them intimacy aids.”
I nearly scratched my cornea with the mascara wand. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Adult products are a booming business! I’m an official Potions and Passions consultant now. I get my first shipment of sex toys this week. Except we’re supposed to say erotic enhancements.” With a charmingly demented smile, she asked, “Don’t you want to know what the buzz is about?”
While she laughed, full of delight and adventure, I said, “Libby, why couldn’t you pay off your Christmas debt by going to work as a telemarketer or something? You could sell lawn mowers to bedouins!”
“I’m not passionate about lawn mowers. I am passionate about sex.”
For Libby, the path to self-fulfillment was a long, winding highway with many roadside attractions. Still a few years shy of forty, she already had five children, each one a life-affirming holy terror. She visited the graves of two husbands and at least one “very dear friend.” Before her children were born, Libby had been a rising painter, not to mention a founding member of the local erotic yoga society. But nowadays she was always flinging herself into diversionary pit stops that sometimes made me long to strangle her.
“Anyway,” she said, “I need to make a living. I hate being penniless, don’t you?”
Poverty was new to both my sisters and me. Groomed for debutante balls and advantageous marriages, we had been badly burned when our parents lit a match to the Blackbird family fortune. They spent our trust funds faster than drunken lottery winners could buy a fleet of Cadillacs, then ran off to South America to practice the nuances of the tango.
Mama and Daddy left me to cope with Blackbird Farm—a difficult challenge in itself with its crumbling roof and ancient plumbing. But the $2 million debt of back taxes really threw me for a loop. Maybe it’s an old-fashioned notion, but I couldn’t let the family legacy be bulldozed to make room for a Wal-Mart, so I sold everything I could to start a tax repayment plan, and then I ventured gamely into the world of employment for the first time in my life.
Okay, so I hadn’t been reduced to eating out of Dumpsters, but my lifestyle went from frocks and rocks to macaroni and cheese in a hurry. I had to get a job. My blue-blooded ancestors were probably rolling over in the Blackbird mausoleum, but now when Kitty Keough, the society columnist for the Philadelphia Intelligencer, called, I came running.
“Why can’t Kitty go to this big-deal fashion show herself?” Libby asked. “It’s just her kind of thing, right? Famous people sucking up and free goody bags, too? Why send her assistant instead?”
“I don’t know. She didn’t say. It’s probably part of her plot to get me fired. But I have to go, don’t I?” I tucked the mascara back in Libby’s handbag and checked my watch. “And it starts in ten minutes.”
“We’ll get there,” Libby promised, flooring the accelerator of her minivan. Snow blasted the windshield, but my sister showed no fear. Expertly, she dodged potholes and checked her cell phone for messages from prospective customers. “Meanwhile, we can plan your Potions and Passions party.”
“My what?”
“A home-based presentation to help today’s woman satisfy her innermost desires and express her feminine freedoms. See? This is the company bracelet.” She waved a stainless-steel band under my nose.
“That’s a funny-looking bracelet, Lib.”
“It’s a little plain, I’ll admit. And tight. But I wear it proudly. I’m going to be the best damn Potions and Passions consultant ever.”
I was still looking at the bracelet. “Is it meant to go around a wrist?”
“Where else would it go? We have an extensive product line of sensual candles, stimulating gels, educational items and, of course, our patent-pending ErotaLotion. Which has a divine texture, and even heats your skin. Can you smell the fragrance?”
“That’s you?” I asked, thinking she had forgotten a gallon of Christmas eggnog in the back of the minivan.
“If you host a party in your home, I can give you a ten percent discount on the first hundred dollars you spend. And the parties are fun. We play games with the products.”
“Sounds like Tupperware for porn stars.”
“Exactly! And doesn’t everyone secretly want to be a porn star?”
“Uh—”
“We’ll talk to some of your friends about hosting Potions and Passions parties, too. My calendar is wide-open.”
“Lib, my friends aren’t exactly your core customer group.”
“That’s where the party comes in. I can teach them! I’m a born instructor when it comes to sex. It’ll be great. Hang on,” she cried. “Here’s our exit!”
She yanked the minivan across two lanes of heavy traffic and scooted down the exit ramp to the blare of horns behind us. “Oh, rats,” she said. “I meant to bring you some photos I took at Christmas. They turned out really well.”
As exasperating as my sister could be, she always melted my heart with acts of kindness interspersed with her usual lunacy. Underneath her ditsy exterior thrummed a heart of purest gold.
The snow lightened as we abandoned her minivan with a parking valet. Then Libby led the way to the door, her coat wide-open to reveal a leopard-print sweater with a neckline that plunged all the way to Panama. I said a quick prayer for my dignity and followed.
A splashy fashion show wasn’t my usual beat. In my job I usually covered B-list events—quiet garden club luncheons, civic awards banquets, the occasional reception where Old Money philanthropists gave money to worthy but unfashionable causes. Kitty tended to nab the high-profile parties for herself.
So I followed my sister through the mob of the fashionably thin, wondering why Kitty gave up a red-carpet night to me.
“Keep in mind,” Kitty had lectured me early in our working relationship, “I’m the boss and you’re my assistant. You do what I say, or you can go back to drinking tea with the Kelly family.”
I chose not to tell her that the Kellys weren’t big tea drinkers, knowing that my insider knowledge really lit Kitty’s fire. Instead, I did whatever she ordered me to do.
For such a special fashion show, people had gussied up in their fanciest finery, and the resulting clothes could sprain an eyeball. Local Philadelphia TV stations filmed artsy tarts dressed in chic tatters as well as the dowagers in their winter tweeds and Hermès scarves. After their fifteen seconds of fame, everyone pressed past the cameras toward the entrance of a formerly grungy warehouse that had been dolled up for the occasion.
“Are those the gift bags?” Libby shouted over the noise and music. She pointed to a scrum of well-dressed hunter-gatherers, all yelping like hyenas as they snatched goodies from a frightened assistant.
“You could lose an arm in that mob,” I said, properly prudent.
“You’re too dainty to use your elbows, I suppose. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Godspeed.”
While Libby dashed off to grab the giveaway treats, I noted the warehouse had been lit up brighter than a Broadway premiere. Jewelry glittered, smiles sparkled. Rock-and-roll music thundered. And Kitty was going to be furious when she found out what she’d missed.
Most dramatic of all, video images spun around us—on the walls, ceiling and bodies of the guests. Everywhere, we saw dancing pictures, moving, vibrating, undulating. Around me, people reacted to the images eerily reflected on themselves. A woman flinched at a rush of spiders that swept over her. A genteel man laughed as nude girls danced on the face of his companion. A tangle of naked limbs washed across a threesome of shocked ladies. The place was ground zero for Philadelphia’s artistic and social elite.
A huge logo had been painted on the rear wall. The designer’s name.
Brinker.
Everywhere, the logo flashed at us. And with the logo smirked Brinker’s face—steely-eyed, lantern-jawed and sneery-lipped. For a man on the edge of fame and fortune, he looked contemptuously down on the people who had come to buy his designs. By tomorrow, the whole world was going to know his name, but his photograph conveyed how pleased he was to inflict a torturous new fashion on womankind.
Brinker Holt, fashion phenomenon.
Brinker Holt, son of a bitch.
At the end of the velvet rope, a thug in full biker regalia guarded the guest list. Reptilian tattoos crawled around his thick neck and down his muscled arms. But despite his air of menace, he wore the new ubiquitous badge of authority at fashion events, an electronic headset.
The bruiser took my press pass and made a show of glowering at it as if I were smuggling explosive shoes into an airport. “Just a minute,” he growled at me, then pulled his microphone close and spoke into it.
“Problem?” a voice asked from behind me as I waited for the gatekeeper’s verdict.
I turned around and found myself staring at Richard D’eath.
“You’re Nora Blackbird, right?”
We had been introduced only once or twice, and he’d given me the brush-off as soon as he learned I wasn’t a journalism school grad. “It’s nice to know I’m memorable,” I said dryly. “Hello, Richard.”
Okay, I’ll admit Richard D’eath was good-looking. Handsome, even, if I were completely honest. But it was his reputation as an unstoppable New York newspaperman—bolstered by years of waging war on gangbangers, corrupt union leaders and at least one politician who tried to have him killed—that really made him drop-dead delectable. He was a defender of the innocent and downtrodden, the kind of man you half expect to run into a phone booth to don his cape now and then.
Lately, though, Richard had been sidelined from his superhero crusade by injuries suffered in a dark New York alley while chasing down. . . well, not a story but a cab. Which ran over him and left him barely mobile. After eight months of treatment at the hands of a renowned Philadelphia specialist, Richard was still hobbling around with a cane, although he looked frustrated enough to break it over one knee and hurl the shattered pieces into a blazing fire.
He wasn’t exactly Mr. Congeniality.
Richard leaned on the cane in front of me. “Are you here to breach the fortress of fashion?”
I heard the disdain in his voice, but endeavored to sound as pleasant as I could manage. “I left my sword at home.”
“Too bad. Even you might need to protect yourself in this crowd.”
The leading newspaper in Philadelphia had jumped at the chance to hire Richard for the short term while he recovered from his surgeries. I’d heard he took the job to keep busy while he healed—at first writing from a bed and finally using a cane to do the legwork—making it clear that as soon as he could go back to his old life in a real city, he’d be history. He quickly found his niche exposing criminals and local politicians gone bad, but I heard he still hankered for the more exciting action of his old life. In the meantime, he couldn’t be bothered to mingle with amateurs.
“You have a pass to get into this thing?” he asked, his attention already wandering to the hectic scene around us.
“Yes, I do.”
“Can you get me inside? My press pass isn’t good enough. I guess nobody wants any real reporters here.”
“Why, Richard. Do you hang out at the local Victoria’s Secret, too?”
His gaze snapped back to me. “I’m not here to ogle supermodels. I’m working.”
“When did you decide to leave the stratosphere and wade around the Style section?”
He gave an impatient sigh. “I just want to get inside. Can you do it?”
Libby returned to us at that moment, flush with the triumph of hand-to-hand combat. “Gift bags, and they’re loaded with goodies!” she cried. “Oh, look! Hooray!”
With a delighted yelp, she came up with the prize—a pink plastic silicone figure eight.
“What in the world . . . ?”
The three of us stared at the contraption that Libby dangled from her forefinger.
“What the hell is it?” Richard asked.
“You don’t know?” I said. “It’s the reason everybody’s here. It’s the Brinker Bra.”
“The what?”
Libby said, “I don’t get it. This isn’t a bra. Where are the straps? The hooks? And I definitely need a bigger size.”
“Jesus,” said Richard. “That’s what this show is for? Underwear?”
“The Tempest in a C-cup,” I said, recalling the press release. “A revolutionary design made of a new silicone material engineered to cling to human skin. The figure-eight shape provides support for the female body. No need for straps or uncomfortable wires. One size molds to fit all and makes every woman perfect. It’s going to revolutionize lingerie.”
Libby continued to look confused. “It looks like a child’s toy. Like a miniature, twisted-up hula hoop. How is this thing a bra?”
“Panty hose seemed weird at first, and now we never think of using garters.”
“Speak for yourself,” said my sister. “At Potions and Passions, we believe—”
“Libby, I’d like you to meet Richard D’eath.”
Until that moment, my sister’s usually superb testosterone radar had failed her. And when Libby finally became aware of Richard, she was struck dumb by his male physique, never mind the cane. Her gaze grew large and lustrous as she drank in his long-legged handsomeness. Within a heartbeat she regained herself and managed to communicate her willingness to give Richard a lap dance on the spot.
“Hello,” Richard said, impervious to my sister’s seductive bosom. Then to me, “Is this how you aristocrats spend your free time? Going to underwear shows?”
“As a matter of fact, I’m working, too.”
“The intrepid society columnist always chases the most important stories, I suppose.”
Libby’s eyes had begun to narrow. “Nora’s not the columnist. That’s Kitty Keough’s job, although most of us feel the best thing Kitty could do is drop dead and let Nora take over.”
“Libby,” I said.
“Well, it’s absolutely true.” She faced Richard with her jaw jutting as stubbornly as her breasts. “My sister does a wonderful job at the Intelligencer, so you can climb down off your high horse, mister.”
Richard didn’t bother to respond. “Look,” he said to me, “if you can’t get me into this thing, I’ll find somebody who can.”
I hated that he could be so dismissive of my sister, and the fact that he looked so damn heroic made it even worse.
“I might be able to get you into the fashion show,” I conceded. “But you’re going to have to tell me why. I won’t aid and abet some kind of fetish.”
“Forget it. I’ll find another way in. I just thought you might want to do something right for a change.”
“For a change?” Libby demanded. “Since when do you get off insulting my sister? Nora is here to support a charity event. Breast cancer awareness is—”
“Charity event? This is a PR extravaganza, pure and simple. They’ll use any excuse to promote their product, even a disease.”
I said, “Do you want to go inside with us—yes or no?”
He wanted to say no, but obviously his nose for news was twitching. “Yes.”
So I turned to the biker, who was still muttering into his headset. I plucked my press card from his hand and leaned close to whisper, “Keith, dear, I love the tattoos, but your mom is going to have a seizure when she sees them.”
Keith Rudnick, a part-time actor and full-time waiter at my favorite lunching spot, broke character and winked at me. “They’re temporary, darling, and she helped pick them out,” he whispered back. “Now, look, we’ve been ordered not to allow Kitty Keough inside. Straight from Brinker—no Kitty.”
“How weird.”
“Yeah, he hates her guts. But you’re not on the nix list, so I’m trying to get you a seat close to the action. If we’d known you were coming, we’d have front-row center waiting. But at this late hour—”
“I don’t need special treatment, Keith. Anywhere’s fine.”
“But you look so divine, we want to show you off. And I presume Mr. Hunkalicious is with you?”
“Hunkiness is only skin-deep, Keith. Can you seat all three of us? Not necessarily together.” I didn’t feel the need to see the show with Richard.
“Only in the second row,” Keith said. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s perfect. I owe you a favor of your choosing.”
He hesitated, then began to look like a kid who’d just found one more present under the Christmas tree. “Let me borrow your Lagerfeld wrap for the Gay Pride parade? The one with the koi motif?”
“It’s yours.”
“Three seats coming right up!” Going butch again, he summoned one of his similarly costumed colleagues. Ten seconds later we were through the curtains and into the bedlam of the Brinker Bra fashion show.

Chapter 2
“This,” Richard muttered beside me, “is crazy.”
The Brinker Bra had made headlines even before its official launch into retail stores. With no underwires, cups, straps or any of the traditional corseting elements, the bra created the now famous “push and plunge” form desired by every woman between the ages of twelve and two hundred. It was a work of genius, touted by architects, engineers and fashionistas alike. The fashion world had come to Brinker’s doorstep to see its official unveiling.
In hot pursuit of our usher, Libby called over her shoulder, “C’mon! The show’s going to start any minute!”
We were bombarded by the combined music and noise of several hundred people jammed into the space. To reach the center of the tightly packed second row, we first climbed over the laps of three bejeweled women who looked seriously displeased about getting stuck in the dreaded second row. Next came a lineup of young aristocrats who all clutched their programs and chattered like kids at the circus. Richard struggled to climb over their perfect knees. I dared not ask if I could help him. I doubt I could have made myself heard over the music anyway.
We squashed into our seats—second row, but dead center—and found ourselves surrounded by exotically dressed bodies in rows of gilt folding chairs, all facing the runway in a theater-in-the-round configuration. Milling behind us like lions ready to devour the Christians was a pride of roaring photographers.
As Richard sat down, his cane thunked the back of the head of the man sitting in front of him.
The man leaped up, clutching his head, and spun around. “What the hell are—Why, Nora!” His voice was too musical. “It’s Nora Blackbird!”
It was all I could do not to call him by his teenage nickname.
“Hemmings,” I said, although Hemorrhoid danced on the tip of my tongue.
Hemmings Pierce, immaculately groomed, wore the current uniform of the urban male narcissist—tight pants riding low on his hips, Prada shirt unbuttoned enough to reveal a hint of waxed, moisturized chest, narrow shoes with stainless-steel buckles. His hair was carefully mussed and his manicure was perfection. I knew him as my college roommate’s pain-in-the-butt kid brother who had a horror of germs. Although he was all grown up now, he still had a sly, darting look in his eyes, as if plotting to catch a glimpse of me in the shower.
“How long has it been, Nora? You look beautiful.”
I held my coat tightly closed and leaned down for him to give me two air kisses. “Hello, Hemmings,” I said. “It’s been ages.”
“Since my sister’s wedding, I think. Oh, dear, you have a thread!”
“A what?”
He reached into his pocket and withdrew a tiny pocketknife, which he flipped open to a scissors attachment. “Allow me,” he said, and pounced on one of the oversize buttons. Between thumb and forefinger, he nipped a tiny thread that had been hanging from the button, then snipped it off with a single cut with the miniscissors. “There! Perfect. Don’t you look amazing now? Where did you get this fabulous coat?”
“I . . . It was my grandmother’s.”
“I remember her. She kept a diary of her clothing so she’d never be seen twice in exactly the same ensemble. I use the same method myself. What a gal!”
For being called a “gal,” my grandmother would have whapped him upside the head with a Burberry umbrella and left him in the exhaust of her departing silver Bentley.
“I didn’t realize you knew my grandmother, Hem.”
“Of course I did!” Even over the roar of music, he sounded false.
My job required a wardrobe of party-suitable clothing, which, unfortunately, I could no longer afford to buy for myself. So I mixed my old clothes with pieces raided from the closet of Grandmama Blackbird, who had in her lifetime amassed one of the world’s finest collections of couture and matching accessories. She had gone to Paris and Milan twice annually for fifty years, so I possessed an astonishing selection of beautiful things to wear as long as I didn’t move too strenuously and took care to reinforce the seams. In haste tonight, I had dug out Grandmama’s chinchilla swing coat, dyed Schiaparelli pink and sporting three large black Bakelite buttons down the front. It covered my nightie quite modestly, thank heavens. I only hoped the antifur advocates weren’t on the prowl tonight.
Hemorrhoid folded up his pocketknife with military precision and tucked it back into his pocket. “Have you met my nephew, Orlando?”
If he hadn’t spoken the child’s name, I never would have recognized the boy sitting beside him. Hemorrhoid goosed him to stand and face me, and the child complied sullenly. He’d gained forty pounds and grown several inches since I’d seen him last—perhaps two years ago, before his mother died.
“Why, yes. Hello, Orlando. Last I saw you, it was your birthday.”
The boy stopped glaring at his handheld computer game only long enough to send a surly glance up at me. “Who are you?”
“Nora Blackbird. I was your mother’s friend.”
“I don’t have birthday parties anymore. They’re for kids.”
Hemorrhoid put his hands on Orlando’s shoulders and tried to straighten his posture. “Be polite to Miss Blackbird, now.”
“Why?”
“Because she can write good things about you in the paper.”
Hem tried to grab the game from the child’s hand, but Orlando evaded him with a practiced maneuver.
During our junior year in college, my dear friend and Philadelphia heiress Oriana Pierce had married Randall Lamb, an aptly named sheep farmer whose family owned a textile conglomerate and half of New Zealand. Theirs was the most spectacular wedding I’d ever attended. The very young bride and her starry-eyed groom stood on a glorious promontory overlooking the Pacific and spoke poetry to each other as if the rest of us were hundreds of miles away. We all drank a champagne toast and threw our glasses into the rocky sea. Afterward the happy couple took off in a helicopter that flew them to the Lamb yacht for a three-week honeymoon cruise.
I’d never seen anyone so ecstatic to share the news of her pregnancy when I met her in New York a few months later. To celebrate, I’d taken Oriana to Le Cirque for lunch—very chic for a couple of young women. Oriana dropped a buttered roll on Henry Kissinger’s shoe, but he graciously accepted her giggling apologies and sent a bottle of wine to our table.
But on a scuba diving trip to the Great Barrier Reef several years later, both Oriana and Randall disappeared, presumably drowned. They were never found, and now here was Orlando, a pale lump of an angry ten-year-old stuck with his anal-retentive uncle.
Orlando’s hair had been cut to look just like Hemorrhoid’s, and his clothing was clearly chosen by a stylist trying to give the kid a persona that didn’t fit. Wool pants looked far too adult on his doughy frame, and the silk shirt, worn Mick Jagger style over a T-shirt, read GIVE BLOOD. PLAY RUGBY.
But I couldn’t imagine Hemorrhoid allowing the boy to play any game more strenuous than checkers—and that only if the game pieces were disinfected first.
Hemorrhoid straightened Orlando’s rumpled shirt collar. Orlando held still for the fussing, but his face was shuttered.
Unable to decipher how he was feeling, I said cheerily, “How have you been, Orlando? I understand you go to school in New Zealand now.”
“We’re on break,” he snapped.
“Of course. I didn’t mean—”
“This is Orlando’s first fashion show,” Hemorrhoid intervened. “I thought he ought to start learning something about the family trade before he takes over the company in a few years, don’t you agree?”
“I thought Lamb Limited was textiles.”
“At the moment, yes.” Hem twinkled with a secret. “But who can guess about the future in this age of diversification?”
“I see.”
“I hear you’re scribbling great things for the Intelligencer now.”
“Why, thank you—”
“Why don’t you mention my name in your next piece? I’ve changed it, you know. I’m calling myself Hemmings Lamb now, just to make things easier to raise my wonderful nephew. I think my sister would approve, don’t you?”
I thought I could hear Oriana screaming from her grave.
Hemorrhoid was too busy scanning the crowd for more useful networking contacts to notice my reaction. “Well, enjoy the show. Catch you afterward!”
He sat down, and I saw him sharpen the crease in his trousers with his fingers.
I sat down, too, wedging myself into the seat between Richard, who had overheard every word, and Libby, who was still busily foraging through her gift bag.
More to himself than to me, Richard said, “This is worse than Pamplona.”
I resisted the urge to remark about running with bullshit. “Your first fashion show?” I asked instead, conscious that we were hip-to-hip and entwining elbows for lack of space.
Richard bumped my chin with his cane, then stowed it between his knees without apology. “I suppose you feel at home here.”
“You might be surprised.”
“Don’t bother denying it. You even knew the secret handshake to get in. These people are your kind.”
“These people?” I repeated. “My kind?”
“You know what I mean. Hoity-toity.” He indicated Hemorrhoid with a nod. “The ones who care about Rolexes and fancy labels on their clothes.”
“And nothing approaching brains or social conscience, Mr. Gandhi?”
“Come on. You don’t believe that breast cancer smoke screen, do you? You weren’t born yesterday.”
“Thanks,” I said tartly.
He shrugged. “People talk in newsrooms. You’re not brainless.”
“Here,” I said, thrusting a program at Richard in hopes of shutting him up. “Read about Brinker Holt.”
He took the program and looked at the cover photo. The designer of the Brinker Bra sat astride a motorcycle with his trademark camera in hand. Three startlingly endowed models swooned around him. “You know this Brinker guy?”
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
“What’s his story?”
“You mean his latest incarnation?”
“He has incarnations?”
I wanted to shut myself up, but I couldn’t. “Brinker is always reinventing himself in an effort to be famous. For a while, he owned a comedy club. Upchuckles.”
“How Noël Coward.”
“His comedy act was just as sophisticated. He showed videos of people while he ridiculed them. Like Candid Camera, only less highbrow. About a year ago the club burned down. I like to think it was a random act of human kindness by an arsonist with good taste. Anyway, now he’s a lingerie designer.”
Richard pointed at the photo. “He hardly looks like the fashion type.”
“Fashion isn’t pretty girls in lace anymore. A successful designer needs a shtick, a concept, an identity. Brinker has always thought of himself in marketing concepts, so maybe he has a shot.”
“How long have you known him?”
I hesitated. “Our families associated.”
Richard turned a wry look on me. “Associated where? The polo grounds?”
“A bathing club,” I said coldly.
“So you sipped mint juleps in a hot tub with this guy?”
“It was a swim club, a private pool. And lemonade, actually. I could use some now. It’s hot in here.” I fanned myself with my program.
“So take your coat off.”
I refrained from stripping down to my nightgown and found myself thinking of the Holt family instead. Their money came from a gear needed in all movie cameras, and they lived the high life thanks to an old patent. Brinker’s father wore bow ties and could get drunk by sniffing a cork. Mrs. Holt smoked Virginia Slims, loved ballroom dancing and spent so much time on cruise ships that they eventually sold their Main Line estate and bought a suite of rooms on a condominium ship that sailed around the world with an orchestra that never quit and a cocktail bar that never closed. Before they set sail, they kicked Brinker off the estate and out of their lives for assorted transgressions. In retaliation, he set fire to his Porsche and became a comedian, starting with home movies of his parents.
Richard tapped the picture again. “Looks like Brinker is trying to forget his aristocratic roots. The motorcycle, the scruffy beard. He’s gone blue-collar on you.”
“On me? We’re barely acquainted.”
“He likes bikes, though?”
“I have no idea. Why?”
Richard shrugged. “I like to know things about people. It may be a way to get close later.”
At that moment, the two of us were as close as two people could get without discussing condoms. And I suddenly became aware that Richard D’eath smelled good. The heat of his leg against mine felt alarmingly intimate, too.
I pulled away quickly, and he pretended not to notice. Thank heaven the roar of motorcycles exploded in the air. The crowd around us shouted and applauded as the lights went down. Then a Harley burst out from behind the black curtains and thundered onto the runway, controlled by a young woman almost entirely naked. Immediately behind her came a steady stream of equally stunning girls, all precariously balanced on high-heeled biker boots, wearing thong underwear and sporting the plastic harness that was the Brinker Bra.
The crowd leaped to its feet and screamed orgasmically.
Beside me, Richard D’eath cursed.
The runway filled with strutting models, each one a perfect Amazon. A pair of long-legged twins paused in front of us, both with pouty faces and poker-straight white-blond hair down to their elbows. Their space age-y Brinker Bras looked like they might pop off at any moment.
Behind us, the photographers shouted for the crowd to sit down so they could shoot their photos.
In my ear, Libby shrieked, “I’m going straight home to book a bikini wax!”
I barely heard her. Although the action on the stage was riveting, a different drama was taking place in the row in front of us. Orlando Lamb had been glued to his seat until the model on the motorcycle suddenly ripped off her traditional bra and exposed the Brinker Bra beneath. She threw the old bra into the air . . . and it landed directly in Orlando’s lap. The boy leaped up, beet red and crying with embarrassment as he threw the bra away from himself.
“I won’t do it!” His shout was barely audible over the thundering noise. “I hate girls! This is gross!”
Hemorrhoid tried to subdue his nephew. I couldn’t hear his words, but I saw his face as he reached to grasp the boy’s shoulders.
“No!” Orlando wrestled for his freedom, and his shirt tore. “I won’t! You can’t make me!”
The annoyance on Hemorrhoid’s face twisted into rage. Before I realized what I was doing, I stood up to intervene.
“Hem,” I said. But the noise was too loud around us.
From behind me, Richard caught my arm.
Hemorrhoid grabbed Orlando’s torn shirt.
“Hemmings!”
At the sound of my voice, Hemorrhoid loosened his grip and the child wrenched free. Orlando ran past the runway, ducked through the security team and knocked two spectators out of his way.
Hemorrhoid almost followed, but people turned their attention from the runway to watch him. At last aware he’d made an unpleasant scene in the midst of a spectacle, he sank back into his chair, pulled out his handkerchief and used it to dab his upper lip.
I pulled free of Richard’s grasp and struggled to climb over people. I stepped on someone’s foot and nearly fell into the lap of another fashion fan, but I finally made my way to the exit. I pushed past a knot of security guards.
Outside, Orlando was fistfighting his way out of Keith Rudnick’s headlock. “Let me go! Let me go!”
“Orlando!”
The boy bit Keith’s hand. Keith yelped and released him. Then Orlando rushed out of the warehouse. On the sidewalk, he ran slap into the arms of a small man who’d been waiting at the curb. The man was dressed in a traditional chauffeur’s uniform. He held his cap in one hand, but he managed to hug the boy against his gray wool overcoat.
The chauffeur was an older gentleman, with the wizened face and twinkling blue eyes of a leprechaun. “Hey, there, lad,” he said. “What’s all this?”
Overcome with fury and distress, Orlando could only cling to him.
The chauffeur looked familiar. I approached the two and said, “Gallagher? Is that you?”
He squinted at me, then broke out a grin. “Miss Nora? Why, haven’t you grown up pretty!”
I shook his hand with pleasure. “How nice to see you. I’m amazed you’re still working for Oriana’s family.”
Charles Gallagher smiled as he continued to hug Orlando around the boy’s pudgy shoulders. “I should have retired years ago, but I’m no quitter.”
I smiled. “You used to deliver Oriana and me back to college after holidays. You made us listen to bagpipe tunes in the car.”
“I did?” He looked delighted at my memory.
“We pretended to hate it, but now I actually enjoy bagpipes. Does he make you listen to awful music, Orlando?”
The boy’s face squinched. “Yeah, sometimes.”
“You two seem to be special friends.”
“He keeps me busy.” Genuinely affectionate, Gallagher tousled Orlando’s spiky hairdo, then pulled his hand away and looked at it with surprise. “What’s this?” he asked the boy. “Who’s put this grease in your hair, son? And how did you tear your shirt?”
“Uncle Hem.” Orlando twisted around to look up at Gallagher’s face. “He wants me to buy a bunch of gross girl underwear, too.”
Gallagher laughed and attempted to smooth over the incident for my benefit. “I bet you misunderstood him. Nobody’s going to make you do anything like that.”
“Uncle Hem said so. He wants—”
“You hush now,” Gallagher soothed. “Don’t worry.”
I said, “Perhaps this event isn’t appropriate for someone Orlando’s age. I think he wants to go home.”
“Then that’s where we’ll go.” Gallagher gave the boy’s shoulders another rough hug. “Ready, son? You can sit up front and read that confounded Global Position computer whatever. Where’s your coat?”
“Uncle Hem took it. He said it makes me look fat.”
“Let’s get you into the car then, before you freeze.”
The chauffeur’s presence had obviously eased Orlando’s spirits, but I followed them a few steps into the cold night anyway. They climbed into a long black Jaguar together. Gallagher waved good-bye from behind the wheel, and I watched as the car pulled into the street and disappeared.
Slowly I went back inside, glad Orlando had escaped, but wondering if things were worse for the boy at home.
I couldn’t fight back into my seat, so I stood in the doorway of the show. Nearby, a handful of very young magazine assistants squealed as the fashion parade continued, reminding me it was time to get to work. I took out my notepad and eased along the edge of the crowd. I asked opinions, and people were happy to gush between rapturous glances at the stage.
I soon bumped into exactly the person I needed to balance my story.
“Lexie!”
Lexie Paine, my best friend since day school and my heartless financial adviser since the death of my husband, looked stunning in a black Fendi suit that was both prim and sharp enough to subdue the bulls and bears who dared charge the bronze doors of her brokerage house. Around her neck, she wore three strands of Bulgari fabulousness—pastel diamonds on a delicate platinum chain, the latest thing. As always, her black hair was swept back into a sleek ponytail, refining her slender face and emphasizing the intelligence of her gaze and the wry set to her mouth.
She hugged me with enthusiasm. “Here to buy some undies, sweetie?”
I hugged her back and we moved away from the doorway so we could hear each other over the screech of Led Zeppelin. “I should have known you’d be here. Are you in charge?”
“Lord, no. At the last minute someone asked me to help with the fund-raising, that’s all, which meant having my assistant phone the usual suspects. Nora, is this event too tacky for words?”
“Only if it fails to raise a truckload of money for a good cause.”
She sighed. “In that case, we’re safe. The local blue bloods have come to see and be seen, everybody with checkbooks open, and there’s the full-court fashion press, too. But all this sexist flash for brassieres? While we’re trying to cure a terrible disease? I worry it’s in bad taste.”
“The money is green, Lex, and researchers will make good use of it.”
“I hope you’re right.” With a grin, Lexie said, “I saw Libby earlier. She outwrestled Mimi Tarbockle for some gift bags—no easy feat, considering Mimi spends twelve-hour days with her personal trainer.”
“Whatever you do, don’t ask Libby about her new line of work. You’ll end up buying something you can’t show your mother.”
“Yikes. Is Emma here, too?”
I sighed. “My little sister is back in rehab. We’re hoping she stays this time.”
Lexie’s expression softened. “Oh, sweetie, I know you must be worried sick. Fingers crossed.”
“Thanks.”
Since my husband had been shot by his cocaine dealer, all my friends felt obliged to tread lightly every time the subject of addiction came up. Coping with Todd’s drug problem and death had been a very public ordeal. Friends like Lexie saw me through.
She squeezed my arm. “Tell me what you’re wearing, sweetie. Looks like a pink mink!”
“Chinchilla. Don’t turn me in to PETA, please. This is the only thing I could grab and know it would keep me decent.” I unbuttoned and flashed Lexie a peek of my nightgown under the coat. “No time to be politically correct.”
Lexie let out a roar of laughter. “Button up, darling, before the fashionistas mob you. That’s a killer nightie. For all his faults, Todd had great taste in lingerie. And the fur? What are we supposed to do with an old one?”
“I was in a terrible hurry. Kitty called at the last minute—hoping I’d miss the assignment, I suppose. I can’t lose this job, so here I am despite the snowstorm.”
“And not even a minute to grab some earrings? Never mind, the stars in your eyes are better than diamonds. Can I assume your new beau has spent the holidays lavishing or ravishing you?”
“A bit of both,” I said with a smile. “And thank you for the case of wine, by the way. Michael tells me it’s worth a fortune.”
“I hope it’s delicious with hot lovin’, sweetie,” she said with another laugh. “Thanks for the return invitation to your New Year’s Eve bash, by the way. I’m so glad you’ve decided to revive that tradition. Your soiree was always so glamorous.”
“Actually, I thought an intimate dinner might be better this year.”
My friend understood instantly. “So Michael can meet your friends in small doses?”
“If he shows up at all.”
Lexie’s elegant brows rose in delight. “The Mafia Prince is leery of social butterflies?”
“He’s more worried he’ll sully my reputation.”
“We could all use such sullying.”
My unlikely liaison with Michael Abruzzo had caused an earthquake in my social circle. His family—that is, the Abruzzo crime family of New Jersey—had made a name for itself in racketeering, illegal gambling and other nefarious deeds that I needed a law degree to understand. Michael had no business with his father and various half brothers—the ones who weren’t currently serving sentences, that is. At least, I was almost sure he had no dealings with them anymore. He had served time years ago for juvenile offenses and seemed determined to avoid doing so again. Still, I had not yet worked up the courage to ask for details about his various current activities, and so far he wasn’t offering any information either.
My friends knew I had suffered through one apocalyptic relationship, and despite her cheery banter I could see Lexie feared I was facing another catastrophe in my life.
Meanwhile, Michael was reluctant to go on display.
Thing is, I loved to entertain. I liked lavishing my old friends and nurturing new acquaintances. That ever-widening pool of friendship had always been my touchstone. It was time Michael understood. I wanted him to like my friends. And I hoped they would see beyond the crime-lord persona the newspapers tagged him with to the real man beneath.
Lexie correctly read my thoughts and said, “You know what I like best? You look happy. So damn what anybody else thinks. Let me bring my cousins. They’ll be in town that night and I simply assumed—”
Against my better judgment, I said, “By all means, bring them.”
“Good. They’ll adore seeing you again. And meeting your beau has them in a tizzy of excitement. Now, who were you chasing out of here a minute ago? The chubby kid?”
“You didn’t recognize him? It was Orlando Lamb.”
Lexie stared after him. “That was Orlando? Poor thing! He’s like a character in a Dickens novel now, isn’t he? First orphaned, and now chained to Hemorrhoid. Does Hem still color code his medicine chest?”
“And use Lysol by the gallon? I suppose so. Hem just told me he’s changing his own name to Lamb.”
“I can imagine what the Lamb family might have said about that.”
“Aren’t they all dead? I think Orlando is the heir to the whole empire now. With two dozen guardians, or something?”
Lexie nodded. “He won’t see a penny for years. A huge board of directors protects the assets, but they’re all in New Zealand. Hem was given a seat on the board when he became Orlando’s loco parentis. Now he thinks he’s a mogul. I suppose he dreams of Orlando expiring so he gets the whole enchilada himself.”
“That’s awful. He’s Orlando’s only living relative, isn’t he?”
“Yep.”
I noticed her expression. “You have your Wall Street face on, Lex.”
She continued to frown as if contemplating a Vatican political plot. “Do I? A rumor just started to make sense.”
“Anything I can know about? Or is client privilege at stake?”
“Not at all. I heard Lamb Limited is looking to expand. I wonder if they’re thinking of buying the Brinker Bra?”
“Is it for sale?”
Kindly, my friend said, “Everything’s for sale, Nora.”
I never pretended to understand how large fortunes were made. Personally, I only knew the other end of the tale—how families lost great sums of money. But with Lexie supervising my financial learning curve, I was holding the tax man at bay—at least until my next installment was due. I hated the monthly panic of raising more cash, though.
“Trouble is,” Lexie continued, “making a deal like this requires a lot of financial expertise—or else a very solid friendship at the core. Brinker and Hemorrhoid weren’t exactly best buddies as kids, remember?”
“Believe me, I remember.”
Lexie popped her eyes wide. “Of course! I’d forgotten! My God, Nora.”
“Don’t worry. I plan to leave as soon as the show is over.”
“I’ve been watching his videos.” Lexie indicated the rushing deluge of film that continued to spin over everything around us. “His obsessions haven’t changed, have they?”
Brinker’s stand-up comedy always felt like one angry man lashing out at people to prove himself smarter or more able to talk women into doing things they wouldn’t admit later to their friends. His rage at his parents boiled over. At first large audiences howled at Brinker’s routines—crude remarks made while a video of candid bumbling played behind him. Only when his images turned even more misogynistic did people begin to object to him. Finally a woman sued, and his rising star began to fizzle.
Then his comedy club conveniently went up in smoke, and the insurance money made him rich.
Lexie and I heard the music change, an indication that the fashion show was coming to a climactic end. I said, “Before the grand finale, how about giving me a quote for the paper? Something noble, please, to dispel the tacky factor?”
“Okay, I’m delighted to have any ally help us fight breast cancer. I hope Brinker’s combination of creative thought and good luck inspires scientists to seek innovative treatments.”
“Perfect.” I jotted down her remark. “And who’s the biggest donor? I’ll put their picture in the paper.”
“It’s me,” she said. “But why not ask Sue Mandell?”
“She’s here all the way from Maine?” I’d met Sue in college when I dated a naval officer who’d been one of her patients. Long after I parted ways with the young lieutenant, Sue and I remained friends, bonding over Brazilian music and Thai food. Now she was a respected oncologist, the ideal person to picture in the newspaper.
“She’s in town to see a patient, I hear. She and Steve are running up to see a show in New York later this week.”
“She’s the perfect choice. I’ll be sure we get her photograph.”
“Here comes the big finish,” Lexie said as we drifted back to the warehouse doorway. “Hey, see those twins? The models?”
I watched the two young women flaunt themselves for the crowd. “Yes. Are you wondering if their hair is real?”
“Not just their hair. But . . . I think I know them from somewhere.”
“The floor of the stock exchange?”
Lexie laughed.
We didn’t have long to wait for the big finish. The twin models disappeared behind the curtain at the back of the runway, and the lights brightened. The crowd held its collective breath.
Suddenly the futuristic theme exploded. No more hard rock or outer-space girls. Even the videos changed. The images became deep forests and tumbling waterfalls.
The curtain parted, and the lights struck the gleaming black coat of a magnificent stallion—a gigantic live animal snorting and tossing its thick ringlets as his rider spun him on his haunches and sent him strutting onto the runway. On his back was no astronaut girl in plastic harness but a modern Lady Godiva, clad in little more than a long red wig and artfully cast seaweed and, of course, a Brinker Bra that drew the eye to her beautifully displayed breasts.
Behind her strode Brinker Holt himself.
Brinker—tall and rangy in blue jeans and a T-shirt that clung to his gym-rat physique—accepted his applause with unsmiling aplomb. Then he lifted his camera and began to film the crowd. We could suddenly see ourselves projected live against the walls, then spinning across the floor and climbing to the ceiling. Brinker filmed his applauding audience—an auteur recording his own adulation. An ego trip magnified.
But I wasn’t looking at Brinker.
I only saw the model on horseback. And recognized her instantly.
“Emma,” I said aloud. “What the hell are you doing out of rehab?”
She had a whip in her hand—a long one. With a strong snap of her wrist, she cracked it over the heads of the audience, then down beneath her horse’s feet. The animal danced, causing shrieks in the crowd. But Emma was in total control. She rode the enormous horse straight off the end of the runway and directly toward me. As the crowd behind her jumped to a standing ovation and the music crashed to a climactic conclusion, my sister effortlessly guided the stallion through the crowd and out of the warehouse.
Going past, she leaned down to me with a grin. “Hey, Sis. Happy New Year!”
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