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YOU MET THEM FIRST IN THE PAGES OF

Scruples.…

BILLY IKEHORN, the owner of Scruples, once an ugly-duckling Boston aristocrat and now a tearing beauty, is imperious and stubborn, a creature of rampant sexuality, too rich, too vulnerable, and far, far too impulsive.

SPIDER ELLIOTT, a man who adores women and can read their minds, reigns like a pasha at Scruples. This wise and merry California Golden Boy is more than tough enough to stand up to Billy.

VALENTINE O’NEILL, the brilliant young designer for Scruples, is half Irish but French as the Eiffel Tower. She is alert as a vixen, hot-tempered, lovable, and as difficult to pin down as a mermaid.

VITO ORSINI, Billy’s second husband, a film producer whose career had been notable for its erratic course, has finally captured the goal of his life, the Oscar for Best Picture. Tyrannical yet a charmer, Vito is more flawed than Billy realized before their quick marriage.

Now please turn the page to meet the men and women with whom Billy, Spider, Valentine, and Vito have unfinished business …


ENTER THE IRRESISTIBLE,
UNFORGETTABLE WORLD


GIGI (GRAZIELLA GIOVANNA) ORSINI. Until her arrival in California Gigi had been brought up to take care of herself in New York. She’s an unselfconscious, adventurous gamine whose natural style needs only Billy’s touch to blossom into outrageous attractiveness. Gigi’s magical transformation eventually changes the lives of everyone who knows her.

SASHA NEVSKY. Gigi’s roommate and best friend, she’s shrewd, witty, impudent, and flat-out gorgeous, a latter-day Gibson Girl who works as a top lingerie model on Seventh Avenue.

ZACHARY NEVSKY. Sasha’s older brother, he’s the most brilliant of off-Broadway directors. Powerfully talented, a bull of a man, with a naturally magnetic personality, he lives in a whirlwind of gusto.



THE WORLD


OF POWER, WEALTH,
AND GLAMOUR …


SAM JAMISON. Tough, redheaded, and I League, he is a sculptor from San Francisc He’s a great lover, boiling with energy, pride and unforeseen emotion.

CORA MIDDLETON DE LIONCOURT. An American-born French baroness, she’s clever and manipulative, an obsessive collector of and antiques who takes a dangerous interest Billy Ikehorn.

SUSAN ARVEY. Wife of the head of a major film studio, Hollywood royalty to her fingertip she is a perfect hostess—and a tightly controlled and controlling woman who leads an explosive double life.



OF SCRUPLES TWO.…
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In the momentary wait before the presentation of the Oscar for Best Picture, that pause during which Oscar fever reaches its height, while the presenters walk out of the wings and downstage to read the list of nominations, Vito Orsini began to sweat. What if Maggie MacGregor’s information had been wrong? What if Mirrors hadn’t won Best Picture? Jesus—he’d have to buy the rights to The WASP come what may, according to the terms of his bet with Curt Arvey. But what the hell. He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. Right or wrong, he had to have that book. It had been written for him to produce. He knew it.

Billy Orsini, squeezing his hand tightly, had no such last-minute panic. Dolly Moon had called her first thing that morning, unable to hold back the good news. But Billy hadn’t wanted to tell Vito because she suspected he might feel that in some way it diminished the Oscar he was about to get if he knew the secret of the envelope had been revealed before the actual presentation. Nor would she tell him that she was pregnant until tomorrow, when the glory of this night was less fresh. The news, for her husband, childless at forty-two, would upstage whatever industry recognition he could ever be given. And as she felt Vito’s hand tense more firmly than ever over her own, she told herself to be honest. She, Wilhelmina Hunnenwell Winthrop Ikehorn Orsini, did not have the faintest intention of sharing the particular spotlight of glorious maternity with any little gold-plated statuette that the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, in its infinite wisdom, might ever bestow.
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Billy woke reluctantly from a dream of such poignant happiness that she tried to cling to it as long as possible. She was running in the dream, bounding effortlessly up a flight of circular steps that led to a platform at the top of a tower from which, she knew even as she ran, she would see a radiant springtime woodland leading to the adventure of a beckoning turquoise sea. She opened her eyes with a sigh and waited for the emotion of the dream to fade, but all the joy stayed with her.

Blissfully disoriented, confused even as to the date and place, she mistily consulted the high ceiling until memory floated back. She was in her own bed in her own house in California. It was April, it was 1978. Last night Vito had won the Oscar for Best Picture and Dolly Moon, her dear friend, had won for Best Supporting Actress. Four hours later Dolly had, with dispatch and composure, given birth to a magnificent baby girl. Billy and Vito, with Lester Weinstock, Dolly’s publicist, had skipped the post-Oscar party and waited at the hospital together. Then they had all returned here, to celebrate with scrambled eggs, English muffins and champagne. Billy remembered cooking the eggs and she had a clear vision of Vito opening champagne, but after that everything blurred into a haze of toasts and laughter. Perhaps both men were in bed with her? A quick peek revealed that she was alone, and on Vito’s side of the bed the covers were thrown back.

Yawning, stretching, groaning with pleasure, Billy eased herself cautiously upright. Her bedside clock told her that it was past noon, but she didn’t feel at all guilty. If a woman couldn’t sleep late after enduring the many nervous tensions of yesterday, when could she? Especially in her condition, her incredible condition, her excessively interesting, newly discovered condition that was still a secret. But now the time had come to make her announcement. She heard Vito’s voice on the phone in the sitting room next to their bedroom. Good, that meant she could throw some water on her face and brush her teeth before he realized she was awake. As Billy brushed her hair, dismissing as always the bugle call of her insistent beauty, even she couldn’t fail to notice the vivid freshness of her skin, the artless brightness of her smoky eyes, the deeply gleaming abundance of her dark brown hair. She looked ten years younger than her thirty-five years. It must be hormones, she thought, up to their notorious tricks.

When she emerged from the bathroom Vito was still on the phone, so Billy was inspired to take a quick shower. From the instant she told Vito about this baby, he’d be so excited, so thrilled, so blind to distraction that everything else would become unimportant while they spent hours talking and planning, so she might as well grab this opportunity. A few minutes later, still damp from her hurried shower, barefoot and all but dancing in eagerness, Billy threw on a peignoir made of almost transparent crêpe de chine and flung open the door to the sitting room.

In quick, reflex confusion, she stepped back into the bedroom. What the devil was Vito’s secretary, Sandy Stringfellow, doing sitting on Billy’s favorite chair in her very own, very private and off-limits sitting room, murmuring discreetly into Billy’s private phone, whose cord Sandy had dragged over from Billy’s desk? Neither Vito nor Sandy had noticed her, so absorbed were they in their separate conversations. Billy shrugged out of her indiscreet peignoir and put on slippers and a robe made of heavy toweling.

“Good morning,” she said, beaming at Sandy and Vito. Sandy made an apologetic grimace and continued talking. Vito looked up quickly, waved, smiled, blew her an abstracted kiss and continued listening intently.

“Yes, Mr. Arvey, Mr. Orsini will take your call as soon as he gets off the other phone,” Billy heard Sandy say. “Yes, I know how long you’ve been waiting, would you rather he called you back? No, I can’t say exactly when, that’s the problem. We don’t have a switchboard here, and the phone hasn’t stopped ringing all morning. Mr. Orsini hasn’t even had time to dress to go to his office. It shouldn’t be long now, Mr. Arvey, but this phone doesn’t have a hold button. Yes, I know that’s ridiculous, but I’m on Mrs. Orsini’s private phone.”

Billy scribbled a question mark on a piece of memo paper and thrust it at Vito. He shook his head at her and pointed toward Sandy.

“Who’s he talking to?” Billy asked.

“Lew Wasserman, about The WASP,” Sandy answered, putting her hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. The two women made wide-eyed faces of mutual congratulation at each other. The combination of the most influential and powerful man in Hollywood and Vito’s cherished new project, in which he hoped to star Robert Redford and Jack Nicholson, explained everything about Vito’s intensity.

“Where’s Josie?” Billy asked. Surely Josie Speilberg, her own secretary, should be running herd in here.

“Terrible stomach flu. She called in sick,” Sandy answered.

“Great,” Vito said, “that’s great, Lew. Yeah … yeah … uh-huh … I understand your point.… Right. Listen, Lew, thanks again for the advice. Breakfast tomorrow morning? You’re on. Seven-thirty? No problem. Good-bye, Lew.” He hung up and gave Billy a quick, violent hug and a brief, hard kiss, triumph and victory making him move twice as quickly as usual. “Sleep okay, darling? No time to talk, I absolutely have to take the other phone and talk to Curt Arvey. That miserable sucker should never have bet me that Mirrors wouldn’t win. Now he’s going to shell out the million and a half for the rights to The WASP, and I want to make sure he’s closed the deal with that New York literary agent. If ever there was a hot property.…” He had picked up Billy’s private phone and was deep in conversation with Arvey while Sandy jumped to answer the other phone, which had started ringing the minute Vito put it down.

Billy looked at the two of them and realized they had forgotten her. Well, her news would wait, she told herself, and she needed breakfast. She waltzed down the staircase and through the sun-dappled double living rooms of her very large yet supremely comfortable house. It was an old house, as houses go in California, built in the 1930s, and in spite of its size it managed to retain an intimate, human scale. It was a house rich in personal, non-fashionable accumulation. Each room beckoned the passerby with asymmetrical bouquets of upholstered furniture, interestingly covered in slightly faded, succulently flowered English linens and ribbon-striped French cottons; there were fine old needlepoint rugs on the irregular, polished floorboards; no room was without several working fireplaces in which firewood was newly laid. Clusters of blooming plants, ferns and small trees stood in nooks and corners and were grouped near the French doors, piles of books overflowed the bookcases, everywhere a multitude of paintings stood propped up and against the walls. Small, splendid bronzes, well-used silver candlesticks, inlaid tea caddies and birdless birdcages covered the tabletops; baskets brimming with magazines stood by the chairs and everywhere were gloriously idiosyncratic antiques, bought for their charm and exuberance. There was no gilt, no formality, no grandeur or opulence, not so much as one jeweled snuffbox among the hundreds of whimsical objects, yet it was obvious that Billy had never refused to be tempted when she happened across something she wanted. In spite of their fascinatingly disorganized clutter, the rooms were so big that they were characterized by crisp space and carefree freshness. It was not the house of a woman who had to please or impress anyone but herself, yet only huge expense could keep this great house in the customary immaculate perfection of unstudied disorder that Billy loved.

She made her way through the library and the music room and the dining room, on her way to the pantry, smiling gaily at her three maids as she crossed their busy paths. Two of them had their arms filled with flower arrangements that had just arrived, and the third clutched sheaves of telegrams.

In the kitchen Billy’s chef, Jean-Luc, concealed his surprise at the appearance of his employer; twice a week he conferred with Miss Speilberg about menus for the week, but Mrs. Orsini rarely visited the kitchen, and certainly never in her bathrobe. Billy asked him to send Vito and Sandy a platter of club sandwiches and make her a dish she saved for very special moments: three slices of white toast covered thickly with Tiptree’s Little Scarlet strawberry jam and topped by carefully layered slices of very crisp bacon. This combination tasted like sweet and sour Chinese food for infants, and was a masterpiece of empty calories.

Sugar, salt, white flour, and animal fat, Billy gloated while she waited in the breakfast room for the bacon to be browned to the point of almost burning. This would be her last hurrah before she began her pregnancy diet, a bravura farewell gesture that could be appreciated only by a woman as compulsive as she was, a woman who knew the value of every calorie she had ingested since the age of eighteen, when she had lost a lifetime’s accumulation of fat and determined successfully to stay thin forever.

Nothing but melon, broiled tomatoes and steamed fish tonight, Billy thought, without regret, as she sipped orange juice and considered the scene in her sitting room. This phone marathon couldn’t go on much longer. Presumably it had started hours ago, since Vito, an early riser under all circumstances, still hadn’t had time to shave or dress. Soon the calls would taper off, most people would be out to lunch, Sandy and Vito would go to his office to handle things more efficiently. Of course there’d be more calls to the house and more flowers and telegrams, but this post-Oscar frenzy couldn’t last more than a few hours. After all, the world had a million really important things to focus on, no matter how significant this big win was to Vito and her.

She’d finished her sinful lunch without tasting it, Billy realized as she hurried back upstairs to the private part of the house, hoping to hear Vito busy in his own dressing room, expecting to find her sitting room empty. But both Vito and Sandy were exactly where she’d left them. “What the hell?” Billy wrote and shoved the paper under Sandy’s nose. The secretary grimaced in semi-desperation and wrote, “He’s talking to Redford—I’m keeping Nicholson waiting.”

“No shit!” Billy said to the air, in a mixture of mystification and exasperation. My God, those actors had perfectly good agents. Why was Vito talking to them directly? Or had they called him? The WASP had been at the top of the best-seller list for seven months, it was the hit book of the decade, everyone wanted to be involved in it, but such a breakdown in Hollywood protocol was something she’d never heard of before. She’d settled down to listen when Sandy waved another note at her.

“Maggie’s on her way here now with a camera crew … a special day-after-Oscar roundup show for tonight’s news. Shouldn’t you dress?”

Billy’s jaw dropped. This was a goddamned invasion of privacy. She’d turned over her house to Vito and his band of workers without a second thought for six weeks of postproduction when it had been a question of getting Mirrors edited and mixed without the studio’s interference. She’d worked eighteen hours a day as a script girl; she’d never complained about the damage to shining floors or the breakage of her most delicate bibelots during the entire mad and feverish process, but Maggie MacGregor and her gonzo camera crew were something else again. She didn’t give a damn for the fact that Maggie’s television show from Hollywood was, week in and week out, one of the five most widely viewed programs in America. Nor did she care that Maggie had tipped Vito off about winning the Oscar. Maggie was Vito’s friend, not hers, never hers. She and Maggie never met without reinforcing their cordial mistrust. They couldn’t afford to allow themselves to become enemies—the town and the business were too small for that—but they’d never trust each other. Her house wasn’t a soundstage, for Christ’s sake, she didn’t want strangers inside it, she’d never allowed a single magazine to photograph it, and Maggie damn well knew that.

For the past three years, from the time she had bought her Holmby Hills estate, on Charing Cross Road, on the coveted south side of Sunset Boulevard just beyond Beverly Hills, Billy’s property had been discreetly patroled twenty-four hours a day by armed men with Dobermans; barbed-wire fences were concealed in every foot of the thick perimeter hedges of her eleven acres; there was a tall iron gate at the beginning of her driveway and a gatehouse guarded by two uniformed men who waved away anyone who stopped a car to rubberneck. All that security went with being one of the richest women in the world, as sensible and necessary as it was to any boss in organized crime, and now Maggie MacGregor, without so much as a by-your-leave, was thrusting her way in with a camera crew. Why couldn’t Maggie interview Vito in his office?

Still unwilling to disturb Vito, Billy scribbled the question and plunked it down in front of Sandy, who stopped flirting with Jack Nicholson for a second and murmured, “Human interest, she’s shooting everyone at home.”

Billy retreated to the absolute privacy of her thirty-foot-square dressing room and the deep window seat on which she’d huddled yesterday when she realized that she was pregnant, when hours of soul-searching had revealed to her stubbornly disbelieving mind that she had wanted all along to have a baby without knowing it.

It was two in the afternoon, more than twenty-four hours later, and she still hadn’t told Vito. Nobody knew. She was quivering, bursting, palpitating with her great news, and Vito couldn’t be pried away from the phone so that she could tell him first, before anyone else, as was right and proper. Until he knew, she had to stay silent. It was getting a little hard to hold on tight to that otherworldly happiness she’d carried intact from her dream into her life, Billy realized, and then she brightened. She would go and spend the next few hours at Scruples. If she didn’t actually see the camera crew invade her house, it would be as if they’d never been there.

Billy dressed rapidly and managed to leave without causing Vito or Sandy to look up from their phones. During the eight-minute drive from her house to her sumptuous boutique on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, Billy realized that the exciting weather of early spring was the perfect match for her mood. Oscar weather, like Rose Bowl weather, was uncannily dependable. No one in the world-wide television audience had ever seen less-than-perfect weather in California on those two particular days. No one had ever seen the gloom of those endlessly foggy June mornings when the sun doesn’t fight through the clouds until afternoon; no one had ever seen the dark chill and frightening floods of the January rains or, far worse, the glare of the dangerous, flat white sunlight in the late-summer forest fire season … no, Hollywood always primped itself silly and presented its best face when the world was watching. Typical, thought Billy, typical. She was still enough of a Bostonian to be able to sneer slightly at a city that managed reliably to fool the public.

She drove down Rodeo Drive and turned into the underground parking lot at Scruples, feeling the familiar, proudly swelling warmth of ownership. Scruples was the extravagant fantasy she had brought to life four years earlier, the most opulent and successful specialty store that had ever existed. Last night, during the Oscar ceremonies, Billy had decided to open new branches of Scruples all over the world, in the great capital cities where those rich women lived whose lives revolved around shopping and entertaining, that tiny but endlessly greedy consuming class born to become Scruples customers.

She’d made a resolution, Billy reminded herself, not to jump too quickly into building the new branches, not to make a single important move without the advice of Spider Elliott and Valentine O’Neill. She intended to make them her partners in the new Scruples company that Josh Hillman, her lawyer, would set up. Spider, the former fashion photographer who now managed Scruples, had been the one to supply the key inspiration that had set the right, lighthearted tone for the store’s success, and, God knows, she couldn’t operate without Paris-bred Valentine, her head buyer and designer of the brilliant custom-made clothes that gave Scruples much of its cachet. She couldn’t wait to tell them her plans, Billy thought, as the elevator mounted to the third floor, where the executive offices were located.

Strangely, neither Spider nor Valentine was to be found. Spider’s secretary ventured that he and Valentine had gone shopping. Of all the bizarre ideas, Billy thought, gone shopping where, she’d like to know, when Scruples was the shopper’s chief mecca in the world? Frustrated once more but clinging doggedly to her good temper—probably they’d gone to buy Vito a victory present, something you couldn’t find in a woman’s store—Billy decided to tour her domain as she often did, pretending that she was an out-of-town visitor seeing it for the first time. But no sooner had she begun to drift as inconspicuously as possible through the ground floor of Scruples, conjuring up the mindset of a tourist from Pittsburgh, than she was besieged by a dozen women, some of them acquaintances, some total strangers. Each of them wanted to share vicariously in Vito’s Oscar by congratulating her, by being able to go home and say to as many friends as possible, “I told Billy Orsini how thrilled I was for her and Vito today.” Instinctively, with polite smiles scattered in every direction, Billy fled to her own office and locked the door behind her.

Billy sat at her desk and considered the situation. She couldn’t possibly go home for hours, she didn’t feel like doing a Joan Didion and taking her classic Bentley on a long freeway drive to nowhere, so clearly she had to remain sequestered in here simply because she couldn’t face the barrage of women downstairs. Wouldn’t another woman, on a similar winning day, have stayed to bask in the generous, largely well meant babble of goodwill from which she had just run away?

Damn it to hell, would she ever stop being shy? Billy asked herself, finally admitting why she was unable to enjoy compliments and congratulations without painful self-consciousness. She’d had good reason to be shy while she’d been growing up, a chubby, embarrassingly dressed, motherless poor relation of all the aristocratic and financially secure Winthrops of Boston, exposed to a score of happily adjusted cousins who, at their kindest, ignored her, and, at their frequent worst, made her into a laughingstock. She’d had more than good reason to be shy when she’d been sent off to Emery Academy, an exclusive boarding school for future debutantes, where she had spent six unendingly cruel, searingly lonely years as the designated outsider, the butt of jokes and freak of the class, a girl of five feet ten inches who weighed two hundred and eighteen pounds.

But then she had spent an all-important, transfiguring year in Paris and returned, thin, grown at last into possession of her dark and dominating beauty, returned to go to New York and work as a secretary for Ellis Ikehorn, the mysterious multimillionaire whose Ikehorn Enterprises owned businesses all over the world. She had made the very first friend of her life, Jessica Thorpe, with whom she shared an apartment. Jessica lived in New York now, but Billy still spoke twice weekly on the phone to one of her only two real women friends in the world. Dolly Moon was the other.

Two close women friends, Billy mused, not much for thirty-five years. When she was twenty-one she had married Ellis Ikehorn, and from that day until his stroke seven years later, she and Ellis had led a life of international travel during which Billy, with her staggering sense of style and princely jewels, had become a fixture on the best-dressed list. When they weren’t roving on business they settled for pleasure at their villa at Cap-Ferrat, they visited their ranch in Brazil, they stayed weeks at a time in London in their suite at Claridge’s, then flew off to their seaside house in Barbados or the manor house of their vineyard in the Napa Valley. Their New York headquarters were in their Sherry Netherland tower apartment; their photographs appeared constantly in scores of magazines, they were among the few who had entry into the Olympian level of society around the globe, and it would seem that they had dozens of friends.

However, no one but Ellis and Billy ever penetrated to the single important truth behind the screen of the Stardust of privilege that radiated across their life. The closeness of their relationship was the only thing that mattered to them. Entertaining and being entertained, they never made a meaningful new friendship, for no one really caught their attention but each other. The charmed circle they created of their life, as surely as it protected them, kept other people severely out.

When Ellis had the stroke that incapacitated him in 1970, Billy had just turned twenty-eight. For the next five years, until his death, she had lived almost as a recluse in a Bel Air fortress where all life gravitated around the semiparalyzed man. Her contacts with other women were limited to the members of her exercise class, women whose poorly concealed curiosity about her had warned her off any possibility of a deeper friendship. Yet, Billy thought, naturally they had been curious, for had she not still been a freak? A supremely well dressed, thin and beautiful freak whose wealth actually created her freakishness?

Face it, she was a born outsider; she just didn’t fit into any of the groups that formed among the women of this one-industry town. She was too preoccupied with her dying husband to join in their gossipy, dressy luncheons, which were often based on the excuse of planning a charity ball. She didn’t belong to the set formed by the wives of studio executives in which each woman’s position was totally determined by her husband’s power in the film business, a fierce Hollywood version of Washington, D.C.’s political wives’ pecking order. She couldn’t remotely be a member of the guerrilla wives, the early-thirtyish, firmly fleshed, desperately calculating beauties who had married rich, divorced men twice their age, who had signed prenuptial contracts that eliminated a division of community property, and whose chief interest in life was trying to get pregnant so that they would have hostages when their husbands began to consider dumping them for still younger flesh. And she would never make a friend among the handful of women writers, producers and stars of the film business who respected only their working peers and had no time for civilians.

She might have discovered potential friends in Hancock Park or Pasadena, Billy thought, where the quietly elegant, old-money set lived, rarely deigning to cross to the “Westside,” where all the movie money settled, but even without knowing them she was sure they’d be California versions of those conservative, predictable Winthrop cousins who had made her childhood so miserable.

When Ellis had died and she had been released from her solitude, rather than accepting the role of new widow and “extra” woman, she had thrown herself totally into making a success of Scruples, until, two years later she had married Vito and been immediately caught up in the whirl of making Mirrors. She hadn’t been shy with Dolly Moon when they met on the set, because Dolly had no idea who she was and didn’t let it make a difference when she found out.

Dolly and Jessica. Two true, eternal women friends out of a lifetime. Perhaps that wasn’t really such a low number. Perhaps it was about average, perhaps most women fooled themselves about how staunch their good friends were? Billy put her feet on her desk and hugged her knees. She was just feeling like a misfit because this day, which was to have started with her telling Vito about their baby, had gone so abruptly and immediately off course. She was a fool to remember the ghosts of so many lost and lonely years, to allow them to intrude on the wonder of her new life. Just because she wasn’t at ease in groups of women didn’t mean that she had no capacity for friendship. Her Aunt Cornelia would have told her to pull up her socks, Billy reflected, as she swung her feet back to the floor and bent over her desk, where there was more than enough work to do to keep her busy until the coast was clear back home. She was glad to have the work to distract her a little from feeling the growing, feverish ache to be with Vito, to have his full attention, to lie in his arms and tell him her news and watch the happiness on his face, to get him off the fucking phone!

As she drove up to the gatehouse at five-thirty, one of the gatemen assured Billy that the television people had just left. But some other visitors had arrived, he added, people Mr. Orsini had told them to admit.

Who in holy hell could they be? Billy asked herself in a wave of disappointment and irritation. It was evening, she had been gone for more than four hours, the business day was finished even for Oscar winners. Visitors! She’d throw the pack of them out, whoever they were, double quick! She didn’t care if it was Wasserman, Nicholson, Redford, and the ghosts of Louis B. Mayer, Irving Thalberg and Jean Hersholt, with Harry Cohn and the brothers Warner thrown in for good measure. She’d have them out of her house!

Billy glared incredulously at two dozen cars parked in front of the house, threw open the front door and stood riveted at the sight and sound of at least forty people talking and laughing at the top of their voices, beginning to fill up the double living rooms. She refused to believe what she was seeing. A roaring party, what promised to be a hurricane of a party, was taking place and Vito was the center of it. In the mob she spotted Fifi Hill, the director of Mirrors, the stars, the editors, the composer and a score of others who’d been involved in the making of the movie from the beginning. And behind her, pushing their way through the door, came more people, all crew and cast members, every one of whom kissed and hugged her quickly before they rushed over to Vito.

Billy pushed through the crowd until she reached her husband.

“How.… why … Vito, what the hell.…?”

“Darling! About time! I wondered what had happened to you. We’re having the wrap party for the picture—remember, the first one was cut short, so I had an inspiration and decided to have it over again. Everybody’s still as high as kites. Don’t worry about the food, Sandy called Chasen’s and told them to send over everything. Isn’t this a great idea? Listen, I’ve got to find Fifi, I still haven’t congratulated him on getting Best Director.”

“You do that,” Billy said to the spot where Vito had been standing. Had Alexander the Great ever been as blazingly sure of himself, as triumphant, as consumed with energy and excitement after any of his victories? she wondered, following her bold, bronzed Caesar of a husband with her eyes as he dashed into the throng. She had married Vito on a great wave of passionate love, hardly knowing him. Only after their marriage had she realized how much of his own passion was reserved for his work, how obsessed he was by filmmaking. Now, after ten difficult months of compromise and adjustment, Billy thought she had come to terms with it. Yes, she certainly had come to terms with it, she assured herself as she slipped through dozens of people to reach the staircase; she accepted him exactly as he was, and tonight was as it should be, a blaring, riotous celebration of a unique achievement no one but Vito had believed possible for a low-budget movie.

As Billy threaded her way across her sitting room she noticed teetering piles of unopened telegrams tossed between the baskets of flowers that covered every surface, including the floor. Tomorrow the telegrams would all be sent to Vito’s office, she determined, tomorrow Josie would open all the cards on the flowers and make a list of people to thank. But right now she’d put on something festive and join the party. Sooner or later the guests would have to leave and she’d be alone with Vito and the only other news that could possibly matter on this day of jubilation and rejoicing.

Vito and Billy were wearily saying good-bye to their last guests when one of the gatemen called the house to say that another person had arrived, asking for Mr. Orsini.

“Tell whoever it is I’m sorry but it’s too late, Joe, the party’s over,” Vito said. “What? What? You’re sure? No, it’s all right, let the taxi through.”

“Totally impossible,” Billy muttered, “even the catering crew on the picture was here tonight. Vito, make an excuse, don’t dare let anyone in this house. If I can find the strength to climb the stairs I’m going to bed, I’m beat.”

“Go on, darling, I’ll handle it.”

Ten minutes later, when Billy had stripped off her clothes, put on a robe, and was starting to take off her makeup, Vito entered her dressing room and closed the door behind him.

“Who on earth was it?” Billy asked, drooping with exhaustion in front of the mirror.

“It’s.… a long story.”

There was a note of utter disbelief and shock in Vito’s voice that told her this had nothing to do with a guest who was too late for the wrap party.

She spun around and looked at him searchingly. “It’s bad news, isn’t it?”

“Don’t look so frightened, Billy. This isn’t about us, this isn’t about you.”

“Then it’s about you! Vito, what’s wrong?”

“Oh, Jesus,” he said, dropping onto a chair and looking past her, his eyes seeming to focus on the wall. “There are so many things I’ve never told you.… it’s unforgivable. From the second we got married I’ve been so fucking preoccupied with the picture, not a minute to spare, I kept promising myself that as soon as all this craziness was over I’d tell you the whole story, the minute we had some peaceful time together.… I should have told you the day we met, but it was the last thing on my mind, it didn’t seem to matter then because I didn’t know we were going to get married … the only thing that I could think of was the present, the past was the past, and then everything happened between us so quickly.…”

“Vito, if you don’t get to the point—”

“My daughter’s here.”

“You can’t have a daughter,” Billy said flatly.

“I can. I do. I was married before. It didn’t last a year. We were divorced and she’s lived with her mother ever since.”

The shock of his words kept Billy’s voice almost even. She struggled so hard to keep from shouting that she almost whispered.

“A child? I wouldn’t care if you’d had ten other wives, but a child, Vito? In the year that we’ve been married, are you trying to make me believe that there was never, ever a single minute when you could have told me this, for Christ’s sake? My God, so what if you’ve been divorced, but a child! We’ve had hours and hours, you could have told me during any one of hundreds of meals, before we went to bed, when we got up in the morning.… Don’t tell me there was never any peaceful time!”

“I was always going to tell you, it just didn’t happen,” he mumbled.

“Vito, give me some credit for intelligence. You let it go too long and then you didn’t want to rock the boat. You should have told me before we got married, it wouldn’t have made any difference, but now, springing it on me now? I just can’t believe this is happening. What’s her name?”

“Gigi.”

“Why did she come here tonight?” Billy asked, fighting the desire to scream. She had to remain calm because Vito looked as if he was going to faint. “Because of the Oscar?”

“Her mother.… her mother died.… she was buried.… yesterday. In New York. Gigi sent me a telegram. It must be with all the others. When she didn’t hear anything from me, she got on a plane and just.… came.”

“Where is she now?”

“In the kitchen. I gave her a glass of milk and some cake and told her to wait until I’d talked to you.”

“How old is she?”

“Sixteen.”

“Sixteen!” Billy screeched. “Sixteen! My God, Vito, that’s not a child, that’s a teenager! Practically a woman. Don’t you know anything about sixteen-year-olds? Vito, get me a brandy, a large brandy. Never mind, just bring the bottle.” Billy scrubbed off the cream that was still on her face and hurried toward the door.

“Billy …”

“What?”

“Shouldn’t we talk more before you meet Gigi?”

“About what, Vito?” Billy asked incredulously. “She wouldn’t be here if she had another place to go, would she? She hasn’t seen you in at least a year because I’d know if she had, so if she flew all the way across the country without even hearing a word from you, you’ve got to be her only refuge, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh, Christ! Billy, you’re not giving me any credit for anything. This is an old story, it was over fifteen years ago, and you’re being as judgmental as if it had just happened.”

“I’m being realistic,” Billy said. “It has just happened—to me.” Billy turned and quickly made her way down to the big kitchen. She hesitated only a second before pushing open the double doors, hearing Vito still on the staircase.

A small figure was sitting very still on a high stool behind the big butcher-block table. In front of her were an empty glass and an empty plate. On the kitchen floor was a small, battered suitcase. When Billy walked in, Gigi looked up and slid off the stool, standing wordlessly, without moving. Billy’s first thought was that Vito must be wrong, she didn’t look old enough to be a teenager. And she didn’t look like Vito. What was visible of her face through a mess of plain brown hair was delicate, oddball, somehow immediately and indefinably elfin. In the several baggy, rather ragged sweaters she wore layered indiscriminately over her jeans, she seemed to be a waif, a scrap, a sprite, blown into this grand, bright kitchen by a teasing gust of wind.

Gigi remained still and speechless for a long minute, enduring Billy’s inspection. In her straightforward stance, poised squarely on her cowboy boots, standing as straight and tall as she could, there was nothing of apology or of defiance, yet somehow, tiny and nondescript as she was, she had presence, immediate, undeniable presence. She was tired and very sad but not pathetic, she was alone but not needy. Something about her was deeply interesting. Gigi’s eyes met Billy’s, Gigi smiled—and a piece of Billy’s heart she didn’t know she possessed fell in love.

The main thing, Billy told herself frantically, as soon as the necessary, conventional words of greeting and comfort had been said, was to postpone absolutely everything, every explanation, every plan, every bit of discussion, until tomorrow. None of them was in a condition to think clearly. Vito, steadily nipping brandy, was silent and visibly utterly confused in a way she had never imagined he could ever be; she herself was in the grip of a combination of so many conflicting emotions that they merged into pure bewilderment, which her own large brandy did nothing to minimize, and Gigi, who had just downed the first brandy of her life, was clearly knocked out from fatigue and grief.

“We’ve all got to get a night’s sleep,” Billy announced, sweeping them out of the kitchen. “Gigi, do you want to take a bath before you go to bed, or are you too tired?”

“A bath, please.” Her voice was so young, Billy thought. No regional accent that she could detect, a clear, pure and innocent sound with just the hint of a promise of a lilt, a musical note, in spite of her weariness.

“Vito, take the suitcase,” Billy said, and putting her arm around the girl’s almost childlike waist, she led the way to one of the many guest rooms, which were always kept in immaculate readiness.

“I’ll show Gigi where everything is. Vito, say good night to your daughter and get out of here,” Billy said as Vito stood staring blankly and unhelpfully at the suitcase he’d carried upstairs. Billy ran a bath while Gigi unpacked her few things, and as the girl soaked, Billy turned back the bed, opened the windows just enough and closed the curtains. Finally she lay back in a deep chair and had another brandy since she couldn’t think of anything else to do that was useful, appropriate or sensible, and she couldn’t let Gigi put herself to bed all alone.

Billy closed her eyes and drifted, her mind refusing to deal with the problems the girl’s arrival created. What she really needed, she thought, was one of those French fatigue cures where they keep you fast asleep, except for meals, for three weeks, and you wake up looking twenty years younger, only they seemed to have closed those clinics. Perhaps they’d found out that three weeks of a steady diet of barbiturates wasn’t good for people? Or maybe she should go to one of those frightful, cruel spas where they made you run five miles up a mountain before a juice breakfast and gave you only chopsticks to eat with so that each tiny meal of chopped vegetables would seem to last longer? In any case she needed to do something to rouse her from the spin her mind was in. She swallowed another brandy.

“Billy?”

She half opened her eyes and saw a diminutive, forlorn figure enveloped in white, who looked exactly like Casper the Friendly Ghost.

“You’re singing,” Gigi said.

“I am?” Billy was amazed. “I must be drunk.”

“ ‘Look for the Silver Lining.’ My … my mom used to sing that song.”

“Betcha all women do.… betcha a couple guys wrote it to string them along.”

“Yeah, Jerome Kern and some other guy.”

“How come?”

“How come what?”

“How come you know that?”

“My mother was a gypsy.”

Billy’s eyes popped open.

“Do you.… well, don’t you.… what I mean is, wouldn’t you have a … tribe.… or something?”

“I wish. No, not that kind of gypsy. She was a dancer. She was touring with a revival of Annie Get Your Gun … she’d been dancing with pneumonia, she didn’t let anybody know, she didn’t see a doctor … she wouldn’t pay attention to it because she couldn’t afford to lose the gig, so by the time she couldn’t hide it anymore it was too late for antibiotics … gypsies … they’ll do dumb things like that every time.” Gigi tried to speak matter-of-factly, but all her words poured out in a shaking rush.

“Oh, Gigi,” Billy cried, holding out her arms and drawing the bundle of towels down onto her knees. “I’m so terribly sorry. I can’t even think of how to tell you how sorry I am. If only I’d known! I had no idea, not the slightest, not a word! And I would have helped if I’d known, you know I would.”

Gigi sat stiffly upright. Her voice quavered from her attempt to sound in control. “Mom always said she was sure you didn’t know about us. She was too independent … she never counted on Dad, never tried to keep in touch. It had been—a while—since we’d heard anything from him. A long while. But it’s always been that way.”

“How—how old was she?”

“Thirty-five.”

My age, Billy thought, just my age. She felt a bolt of pure rage shoot through her. Vito’s career had been up and down, at times he’d been what passed for broke in producer circles, but nothing, not one single reason on earth, could excuse neglecting his child.

“Gigi, I promise you, it’s never going to be that way again,” Billy vowed, smoothing the girl’s hair. Gigi allowed herself to be caressed, but she remained awkwardly perched on Billy’s knees, obviously willing herself not to give in to emotion. With Gigi’s wet hair covered by a towel, Billy could see the details of the girl’s face. She had a straight, small nose that just missed turning up at the tip; small ears that just missed coming to a point; light brown eyebrows that formed a decided point over beautifully formed eyelids and large eyes of an indeterminate color in this dim light. Her mouth was small, her lower lip fuller than the upper. Her upper lip curled upward at the corners so that even when she was as grave as she was now, she wore the slightest tantalizing promise of a smile. Her forehead and chin were nicely rounded and her jawline oval, so that her entire head seemed cunningly and carefully made. She could be pretty, Billy thought, she just doesn’t know it, or doesn’t care. Without her messy hair hiding her face, Gigi reminded Billy of illustrations of flappers from the 1920s, with their sleek, pert, impish look.

“Is that your real name, just Gigi?” Billy asked, searching for a neutral topic, respecting her desire to be grown up.

“It’s what everybody calls me. I never tell my real name.”

“My real name is Wilhelmina, so there’s no chance that yours can be worse than that,” Billy probed, curious.

“Oh yeah? How about Graziella Giovanna?”

“Graziella Giovanna.” Billy said the words slowly. “But that sounds so beautiful; it’s melodious, like an Italian princess from the Renaissance.”

“Maybe to you, but not in grade school, not in high school, not anywhere in this century. Those were Dad’s grandmothers’ names. Mom insisted on them, I don’t know why. Her own grandmothers were called Moira and Maud. Moira Maud … ‘Come back to me my darlin’ in the evenin’ in the gloamin’ ’ … it sounds like an Irish love song—I’d rather be called Gigi, no matter what.”

“Graziella … Graziella … I wonder what I’m going to name my own baby?” Billy asked dreamily. “I only have six or seven months to decide.”

Gigi jumped to the floor. “You’re going to have a baby!” she exclaimed.

“Oh my God, I’ve told you! I wasn’t going to tell anybody until I told Vito. I just found out yesterday. But, Gigi, what’s wrong, why are you crying?”

Billy staggered, getting up from the chair, and with determination grabbed Gigi and fell back down again, cuddling her tightly. It was good for her to cry, to cry her heart out. Many minutes passed as Gigi wept in Billy’s arms. Finally she stopped and let Billy pat her wet face dry.

“I never cry,” Gigi muttered at last, sniffing fiercely, “except for good news. I’ve always hated being an only child.”

By the time Billy had tucked Gigi in and returned to her bedroom, Vito was sprawled all over the bed, plunged into a heavy sleep. Billy stared at him, her elbows akimbo, her rage returning and mounting. Suddenly he was a total stranger. This man who had not told her, in almost a year of marriage, that he had a daughter? It was not an omission that could be explained away. She didn’t know him, she had never really known him. He hadn’t seen or mentioned Gigi in a year. Must that not mean he wouldn’t want their child?

Fired by the brandies she’d drunk, Billy knew that she had to confront Vito before another second passed. She was going to have this out with him if it took all night. If he didn’t want a child, their future was impossible. She couldn’t wait till morning. It would be as difficult to get him alone as it had been all of this endless, infuriating day. No, it would be worse, since he would want to avoid the issue. Vividly she imagined Vito sequestering himself in one meeting after another for the next week, the next month, the next six months, then in preproduction, then production, then postproduction, unable to give her his precious attention until after the wrap party for The WASP—and even that minute of concentration in the far future wasn’t guaranteed, she told herself, punching him viciously in the arm, prodding him on his shoulders, pulling his ears, pinching his nose, pounding on his chest in a rising tide of violence, not giving a damn if she hurt him, finally hoping to hurt him. Just as she was beginning to think he was completely insensible from the effects of the brandy, he opened one eye, lifted his head an inch from the pillow and squinted at her.

“Vito, we’re going to have a baby. I’m pregnant,” Billy shouted furiously.

Vito’s eye closed, his head fell back, and just before he passed out again, in a voice that she could barely hear he murmured, “Yeah, Lew … sure, Lew … seven-thirty …”
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Billy had acted as if he were a serial killer, a child molester, a man who put cherished pet poodles to death slowly and painfully, Vito thought with fury as he drove too quickly to his breakfast meeting, blinking impatiently at traffic lights through the thundering gray fog of the most intense hangover of his life. So what if he had forgotten to tell Billy about Gigi? There were thousands of things he’d never yet had time to tell her, never would tell her. Okay, it was thoughtless, careless, incredibly embarrassing, but it wasn’t malicious or deceptive, he hadn’t been trying to put anything over on anyone, he just had been too busy. Busy with a man’s work, busy with the most crucial thing in his world. Why couldn’t any fucking woman he’d ever met in his life understand busy?

Trying and failing immediately to achieve a detached state of mind, Vito told himself that he was paying the too-high price, no less humiliating because it was inevitable, of marriage to a rich woman. When they’d met at the Cannes Film Festival last spring, when they’d fallen in love so immediately, when he’d let Billy talk him into marrying her in spite of all his convictions, he had been chasing his erection, nothing else. He had to look at the facts; his powers of reason and resistance had disappeared, vanquished by a hard-on. Vito remembered too well how he’d allowed Billy to convince him that if her money had been his, their marriage would be perfectly normal. Damn right it would have been normal. And it would have remained normal! But over the last ten months, from the day of their marriage, while almost all of their joint attention had been involved in the production of Mirrors, something powerful had solidified inside the internal, unseen structure of their marriage, something that he had ignored, willfully or not, until this morning when it became inescapable.

Only this morning, Vito thought, had he become keenly aware that he lived in a magnificent house he would never have been able to afford unless he’d been one of the old-time giants of his industry, a house that was maintained at an enormous weekly sum that had nothing to do with him, a sum at which he couldn’t even guess. His servants, including the second cook, whose only duty was to cook for the rest of the staff who lived in their own wing, were paid by Billy’s accountants, as were the restaurant bills, the flower bills, the entertainment bills, the travel bills, the insurance, even the dry cleaning. His car was always filled with gas by an unseen employee who kept it immaculate on a daily basis. When was the last time he’d so much as stopped at a drugstore and paid for a package of razor blades? He and Billy hadn’t been married long enough to file an income tax return, but since his income for this year had been next to nothing and hers had been in the tens of millions, the joint signing next month at her accountant’s office would be a farce, carried out because she wanted it that way. The vast, meticulous, luxury-freighted tempo at which their entire life was led existed because she wanted it that way, Vito said savagely to himself. Want, Billy’s middle name. The first time she’d asked him to marry her, he’d told her that it was impossible because it would mean living in her style, not his—when had he forgotten that? How long had it taken him to take his present life for granted, and when had he begun to accord Billy’s wants a never-mentioned power?

He’d felt the weight of that power this morning, felt it in the size and freedom of Billy’s anger, as if she were a queen who had been betrayed by a serf. Why couldn’t she understand that his long-ago first marriage to Mimi O’Brian, Gigi’s mother, carried no more real importance than a brief affair? Except for the child, of course, a child she’d insisted on having even though Vito had never wanted one. He’d told Mimi from the day she announced her pregnancy, a few months after he’d somehow entered into that impulsive, quickly regretted marriage, that he was moving too fast to have a child. He’d insisted that it was impossible, out of the question, a major mistake, but she’d been an Irish devil of stubbornness, she’d believed that a child would make their faltering marriage last, although he’d warned her that he wouldn’t be blackmailed. Her insistence on naming the kid after his grandmothers, Giovanna and Graziella, had been another form of blackmail, but Mimi had no living family to object, and she’d whisked Gigi off to be baptized before he’d even known about it. It had been a pathetic and meaningless gesture, since he’d never known either of the two old women.

But he’d done the right thing by Mimi after the divorce, more than the right thing, no matter what Billy thought. He’d waited to get the divorce until the baby was six weeks old and Mimi was back on her feet, he’d managed to keep up his child-support payments, and whenever he was in New York he tried to remember to drop in and see how they were doing, no matter how inconvenient it was, not that it was anything but inconvenient, to be honest. Half the time Mimi had been out of town with a show and Gigi had been living with one or another of a family of temporarily unemployed gypsies, all friends who took care of one another’s kids when it was necessary.… nothing wrong with that life at all, he’d decided. She was growing up in a dancers’ kibbutz, one big family in which all the kids got along just fine.

But, Jesus, when he struggled out of bed this morning, Billy had been already awake and in full fury. She must have been up all night planning how to accuse him of every crime any father had ever committed. Luckily he’d had to rush out of the house to make his early date with Lew Wasserman or he’d still be pinned down, listening to her enumerating a list of his faults. Right after the total joy of yesterday, she’d destroyed every particle of his well-deserved afterglow, Vito thought bitterly. He’d won the ultimate prize for which he’d worked all his life, he was about to put together a deal he’d yearned for, his whole career had been validated, he’d made the giant step and the future was his.

He had every right to be on top of the world, but Billy had spoiled everything with stinging recrimination for faults he wasn’t guilty of. She knew nothing about it, she hadn’t given him the benefit of any doubt. If she’d allowed him time to explain in any kind of detail—but no, she’d been transformed overnight into a hanging judge. He’d always known that Billy had the capacity to turn into a bitch. What woman didn’t? But he’d be damned if he’d stand for her announcing that someone had to start being responsible for Gigi even if he had never had the fundamental human decency to be a father, as she’d hissed at him while he tried to shave. Sure, Gigi was welcome to stick around for a little while, until she got over her mother’s death, but then she was going to be shipped right back to New York, where she’d live happily in one of the gypsy families and go back to her school and grow up the New York kid she was. His life wasn’t about teenagers, for Christ’s sake! Fatherhood had been forced on him, but that didn’t mean he had to like it, then or now. Did Billy think she could make pronouncements about his daughter? She had a lot to learn, Vito thought grimly as he turned his car over to the valet parker, and the first thing was the limitation of her power over him.

When Gigi woke up at ten, she found a sheet of paper on the carpet next to her bedroom slippers. “Gigi, I’m so glad you’re here! I’ll be home all day. Just dial 25 on the intercom on the phone next to your bed whenever you’re ready for breakfast or lunch or whatever and I’ll join you.” The communication was signed with a scrawled, “Love—Billy.”

Gigi sat up in bed and considered the note with amazement and respect. It was real, a perfectly real sheet of paper, the ink smudged when she wet it with her finger, so logically everything else in the room must be real. She’d seen rooms like this in old movies, but the person in the bed was dressed in a satin or chiffon negligee, an actress playing a grand lady, toying with a cup of tea and a triangle of toast from a tray that a butler had just placed reverently over her knees. If she didn’t have to pee so badly she’d just stay all day long, right here under the lace-bordered, monogrammed sheets in this sure-enough, honest-to-goodness, four-poster bed hung in acres of flowered cotton, a bed too thrilling for ordinary sleeping, a bed that deserved to be appreciated as a theatrical experience. She might even ring for that butler who was sure to be lurking around somewhere, Gigi thought, knowing she would never dare to do such a thing, but first things first. She scampered into the bathroom in the ripped T-shirt she wore to sleep in. She emerged in a few minutes, her face shining from the scrub she’d given it—she dimly remembered that she’d had a bath the night before, so there was no need to waste time on excessive cleanliness—and cautiously approached the intercom for the first time in her life. As she had anticipated, the phone was white. The only thing she wouldn’t do was swallow the contents of any bottle labeled “Drink Me,” Gigi vowed. This was Wonderland enough.

“Oh, Gigi, terrific, you’re up! Did you get a decent night’s sleep?” Billy asked.

“Marvelous, but I don’t remember anything. Did I drink brandy last night, or is that just my imagination?”

“It wasn’t a big drink … at least not very, purely medicinal,” Billy said guiltily.

“I guess I haven’t lost my memory entirely, but where am I? Where are you? What do I do now?”

“Just put on your bathrobe and I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Gigi looked at her ancient plaid robe, and hastily put on the jeans and sweater she’d arrived in. Clothes didn’t matter to her, but the robe looked kind of gummy. In fact it was filthy, now that she inspected it carefully. In New York it had seemed within the limits of acceptable, but the golden morning sunlight that streamed into the blue, white and yellow flowered bedroom showed stains and spots she’d never noticed before. In fact, everything in the sumptuously large bedroom existed in a different dimension of reality from anything she had ever known was possible, a dimension of never-imagined luxury that brought a shocking refreshment to her senses, as if she had wandered in the night through a black-and-white world and awakened to find herself in a Technicolor Oz. She was Alice in Oz, Gigi thought giddily, as a tap sounded on the door and Billy walked into the room, grabbing her in a firm hug.

“What do you want to eat more than anything in the world?” Billy asked.

“Oh, anything, I’m starving,” Gigi said, trying to throw the robe over the foot of the bed.

“No, really. We have everything.”

“Bagels, cream cheese and belly lox, please.”

“There speaks a true New Yorker. I guess we don’t have everything, after all. Try again.” Billy laughed. Ellis Ikehorn had always truculently maintained that belly lox was better than caviar.

“Corn flakes, fried eggs sunny side up, white toast? Orange juice?” It was the most normal breakfast Gigi could think of on a moment’s notice.

“Done.” Billy picked up the phone and relayed the order to Josie Speilberg, now recovered and back in her office. “Come on, Gigi, we’ll eat on the terrace.”

“Haven’t you had breakfast yet?”

“I’m going to watch you eat, and Josie is going to call Art’s Deli in the Valley and order the best belly lox west of Manhattan.”

“I don’t want you to go to a lot of trouble, honestly,” Gigi said in far less confusion than she would have believed possible. She had often imagined what her father’s new wife would look like, but nothing could have prepared her for the breathtaking reality of Billy’s height and beauty and powerful glamour, for her queenly assumptions and casual but absolute authority. Billy Ikehorn was totally outside of Gigi’s experience, yet somehow she had managed to make her feel uniquely wanted. The vast inequalities between them just didn’t seem to matter.

“It’s fun for me,” Billy said honestly. She yearned to fatten Gigi up. At sixteen she couldn’t possibly have stopped growing, but even at her present, decidedly modest height she looked too fragile.

During breakfast she questioned Gigi gently, and by the time the meal was over, Billy realized that there was no one in New York with a family claim on Vito’s neglected daughter. Gigi had never even known any members of her father’s family, and her mother hadn’t had any siblings or living parents. She was a sophomore in an average public high school, and although she knew a lot of boys, she hadn’t had a romance past or present. In fact she didn’t think she’d ever been in love except with James Dean in East of Eden, which she’d seen fifteen times. She liked all the three or four families she had stayed with when her mother was touring, but she hadn’t adopted any particular one as her favorite. Gigi had the subway map of New York City engraved on her heart, and she knew a surprising lot about cooking and shopping for food, tasks she’d taken over from her mother at least five years ago.

“Gypsies don’t eat right,” Gigi explained, warming to her subject under Billy’s interest. “They never have the time to buy fresh food and prepare a decent meal from scratch. Most of them live on Cokes and cigarettes, like ballet dancers. Mom used to worry that I wasn’t getting the proper nutrition for a growing girl, so I figured it was something I could help her with. Then I found out that I loved doing it and I’m good at it. I know a lot of the out-of-the-way markets in the city—I cook Italian, American and pretty fair Chinese—I learned from friends and cookbooks. I haven’t started French cooking yet, but I plan to. The thing is, even if you never make a career out of it, there’s always a job for a cook. And it’s a wonderful hobby.”

“Do you have any other hobbies?” Billy asked, impressed by Gigi’s enterprise.

“Not unless you count going to old movies and humming off-key. I was brought up on show tunes, original cast albums mostly, the real old stuff, Rodgers and Hart and Lerner and Loewe, good music. Art is my favorite class in school—I love to draw.”

“Have you ever thought about being in show business, Gigi?”

“No way. My mother.… died of being in show business and it certainly doesn’t leave Dad with much of a life. Look at the way he’s a victim of his work. It’s totally pathetic.”

“I guess you could put it that way,” Billy murmured. Vito, a victim! What a pack of lies that bastard had sold her.

“He’s such a great guy,” Gigi said with a small resigned sigh. “Of course I understood that he had to be out here where the business is, or away on location, and that there was never any reason for him to come to New York except to see me. He and Mom never got along, right from the beginning, I always knew that much. She explained to me, ever since I was old enough to understand, that Dad loved me a lot but his life was awfully difficult. Sometimes, when he was trying so hard to put together the financing for a picture, he was late with the child-support payments, but he always came through for me, no matter what. It’s so wonderful that it’s finally all happened for him at last,” Gigi concluded. “I guess this is the first real home he’s ever had.”

“I guess,” Billy said, realizing that Gigi’s mother had created a splendidly false picture of Vito so that his daughter would never suspect how little a part of his life she had been. Obviously she had been a woman who had put Gigi’s emotional welfare ahead of what must have been her own bitterness and disappointment. Billy shuddered at the thought of what Gigi’s mother’s life must have been—years of a far deeper anger than she had been living with ever since Vito rushed out of the house this morning. Only the need to distract Gigi had enabled her to put it at a moderate distance, where it lurked, unfinished business ready to pounce. Until she and Vito somehow resolved the miserable argument that his breakfast appointment had cut short this morning, there was no possible way to tell him about their baby.

“I didn’t know people really lived like this.” Gigi finished breakfast quickly, and as she looked around her, her voice was full of an innocent, gentle wonder, as lacking in envy as if she’d found herself sharing a cave with a hermit.

“Well … California … it’s sort of another world,” Billy said, suddenly seeing her familiar surroundings through Gigi’s eyes.

Gigi looked all around her, into a world of mythic freshness, and drew a breath of astonishment. The house was located at the highest point of the estate and so placed that from where they sat, no other houses were visible. All around them stretched romantic vistas that led the eye into tantalizing distances lit by the midmorning sun, a multitude of greens and a softness of many colors. There was a mellow European splendor to the scene, a European ripeness of bloom. After Billy had bought the charming, rambling old mansion, a well-ordered mass of white bricks, climbing vines, chimneys and the occasional, well-weathered half-timber, she had persuaded the greatest landscape designer of his age, Russell Page, an elusive legend, an English gentleman sometimes described as “taller than God and twice as frightening,” to redesign the entire eleven-acre property, creating gardens of lyric harmony. Dozens of tons of earth had been moved; thousands of full-grown trees had been brought in on huge cranes; magical woodlands, olive groves, and airy glades had appeared, watercourses and reflecting pools had been threaded through the gardens; richly planted flower borders illuminated the paradise of green, the triad of sky, trees and water.

“Those men over there,” Gigi said, pointing toward a group of gardeners who were visible at a distance, crossing midway down a long path created by two rows of majestic sycamores that divided a perfect sweep of lawn. “What exactly are they going to do, for instance?”

“Exactly?” Billy smiled at her innocent precision. “I suspect they’ll sweep up dead leaves, water, deadhead the flowerbeds, weed any weed that has had the nerve to spring up overnight, remove annuals that are past their bloom and plant new ones.”

“How do they know what to plant?” Gigi’s question was accompanied by a look of candid curiosity. Her knowledge of plantlife was limited to parks and sidewalk flower stands.

“There’s a head gardener who tells them what to do. Every week I get together with him and we walk around and plan things—we make lists. Something always needs work. Years ago this part of California was a desert, and without constant attention and water it could revert in no time.” Billy shuddered at the thought of nature.

“Do those men come every week?”

“Actually … every weekday.” And they were just the basic work crew, Billy thought. The head gardener, who had been trained by Russell Page himself, and his assistant lived at the house. In addition there were two men in charge of the orchid house and the greenhouses in which the blooming houseplants were boarded between seasons; another man did nothing but lawns; a part-time specialist kept a sharp eye on the temperamental rose gardens, and two women fed, watered and groomed the hundreds of houseplants three full days a week. Even a few days without intensive maintenance of her gardens was unthinkable.… but hard to explain, especially to Gigi.

“Wow. That’s neat. Never a dead leaf, is that the idea?” Gigi’s smile, now that she thought she understood how it all worked, was enchanted and amazed, like a child seeing its first huge, helium-filled Mickey Mouse balloon.

“Right, dig we must for a better Holmby Hills,” Billy answered, remembering that Josh Hillman, her lawyer, had standing orders with every major realtor in town to let him know before anyone else if one of the properties on the street came on the market. She intended to snap them up, one by one, bulldoze the houses, and lure Mr. Page back to extend her gardens. In addition to the unique pleasure of living with his work, these purchases would put even more distance between her place and Hefner’s Playboy Mansion, which was located down her street, Charing Cross Road. Billy couldn’t actually hear the inmates there doing whatever it was they did, but she didn’t like living on the same winding, narrow street as the Mansion without the widest cordon sanitaire money could buy.

As they talked, Billy observed Gigi as casually as possible. Her eyes, which had seemed a neutral gray last night, were discovered to be an unexpectedly fresh and hopeful pale green, as young as an opening bud on a New York tree in the early spring before a speck of soot has fallen, a green that lasts only a day in nature. Billy remembered that particular green from the days before her marriage, when she and Jessica and their boyfriends would come staggering home at daybreak and realize that spring had arrived overnight. But Gigi had pale eyelashes that didn’t call any attention to her eyes, and her incredibly uninteresting mess of dull, plain brown hair flopped over her eyes and hid them most of the time. First: Haircut, Billy thought, beginning a mental make-over. Next: Light brown mascara, I don’t care if she’s only sixteen, it’s criminal not to wear a touch of mascara. After that, clothes. Everything, from the sneakers up. It didn’t matter if Gigi chose to live full-time in jeans and ratty sweaters, but the girl needed new ones, or at least new ones that looked worn and tattered in the right way instead of the wrong way. Billy didn’t know how she was so sure that Gigi’s clothes were beat up in the wrong way, since teenagers were an enigma to her, but she was never mistaken about clothes. She was certain that she could walk through Peking and tell you which Chinese women had done a certain secret and invisible—and probably forbidden—little something to their identical jackets to give them an extra allure.

But it would all have to wait. She didn’t want to impose on Gigi, she didn’t want to make her feel that there was anything that should be improved about her. Billy tried to put herself in Gigi’s place. She was a girl who had just lost her mother and was trying valiantly not to impose her own deep pain on a stranger; a girl who found herself transported overnight into what must be an overpoweringly grand atmosphere; a girl whose father had left her alone for the day without saying good-bye; alone with an unknown older woman who Gigi had to have learned from the media was not just plain rich but famously, abnormally rich. Far more famous for being rich than for owning Scruples or being married to Vito Orsini.

And yet.… and yet. Suddenly Billy knew whom Gigi reminded her of. Spider Elliott, of all people. He had always treated her exactly like everybody else, as if she didn’t have a bean. He talked to her with the same openness as Gigi did. Her money had never impressed him worth a damn, and she felt that it didn’t impress Gigi either. She knew it didn’t impress Gigi. The house and the grounds interested her, she was curious about details and how things were done, but they didn’t awe her. She wasn’t mentally pinching herself, and at the same time trying to act as if her surroundings weren’t new to her. This was passing strange, to say the least.

“Gigi,” Billy heard herself saying with the same stealthy seductiveness as the snake in the Garden of Eden on the subject of apples, “have you always worn your hair long?”

Sara, currently the hottest hand with scissors at Vidal Sassoon’s Beverly Hills Salon, was delighted to give Mrs. Orsini an appointment in half an hour. For anyone else, as Billy well knew, the wait would be a week.

“Holy Father, what have we here?” Sara asked in her quick Cockney deadpan when Gigi sat down in her chair.

“A golden opportunity for you, kiddo,” Billy snapped. She wasn’t going to have any of the cheeky Brits Vidal brought over from London putting Gigi down as they managed to do with half the population of the city, male as well as female. “I want you to give my young friend here a look that will do her justice, not illustrate any of your pet theories, or Vidal’s either, for that matter. One trendy slash too much—just one—and we’re going to find ourselves with a serious problem.”

“I take your meaning, Mrs. Orsini,” Sara said, lifting up the weighty mass of Gigi’s totally unshaped head of hair in both hands so that she could see her hairline at the back. “Full, isn’t it? Nothing you can’t do when there’s plenty to play with.”

“You’re working today, kiddo, not playing,” Billy said severely, sitting down next to the hairdresser’s chair.

Sara looked at her sideways and ground her teeth. Billy’s grim policewoman’s expression reminded her of her own mum’s when she started to practice cutting on her younger sisters. The only thing worse was a mother with a handsome little boy. For the next half hour she put her scissors aside and combed and brushed Gigi’s hair into dozens of different styles. Gigi and Billy watched, mesmerized. Nothing worked.

“Mrs. Orsini, I’m going to have to cut quite a bit to get anywhere,” Sara said finally. “Cut and thin.”

“A half-inch at a time, Sara. Just don’t surprise me.”

“Rightio.” She set to work, as cautiously as a sculptor cutting directly into a precious piece of marble. Gradually Gigi’s neck was revealed, a very white neck that, for all its extreme delicacy of shape, was exactly as strong as it needed to be to form the perfect base for her head. More and more hair fell to the floor and was swept up by an assistant almost as soon as it fell. Repeatedly, Sara partially wet Gigi’s hair and blew it dry to estimate her progress. Basically it was ever-so-slightly wavy hair, she thought, and it wanted urgently to flip upward at the sides. She couldn’t think of anybody who had emerged from Sassoon’s with a flip since the day he went into business for himself and produced the straight, severe, geometric, face-hugging cuts that made his fortune. On the other hand, Vidal was six thousand miles away and horrible, scary Billy Orsini was almost sitting on top of her feet.

“Mrs. Orsini, the only way to keep this hair out of the young lady’s eyes is to give her bangs. There’s just too much of it to hold back off her face any other way. And it wants to turn up a bit at the sides and back.”

“That’s what I had in mind,” Billy said, smiling for the first time. “The flapper look. Louise Brooks with a flip.”

“Louise Brooks?”

“Before our time. An early movie star who disappeared after a few films. Her hairstyle was famous all over the world.”

“You don’t say,” Sara mumbled in relief, bending over Gigi now that she had Billy Orsini’s accord. Talk about your control freaks! Her rival, Dusty Fleming, was welcome to her.

Ten minutes later the haircut was finished. Gigi’s green eyes, under their pointed eyebrows, looked out at the world from a frame of wispy, multilayered bangs that revealed the shape of her oval forehead. When she moved her head quickly her hair moved too, with an enchanting, swaying freedom, and her pointed ears appeared and disappeared. When she held her head still, her hair still looked vitally alive down to the tips of each upward-flipping strand, each hair a tiny, independent arrow that seemed a lighter brown where it caught the light.

“Wow,” said Gigi in awe. “I look … Wow! There’s no word for it, is there? But better … so much better that I can’t believe it. Oh, thank you, Sara!”

“It’s my personal best,” said Sara proudly. “Mind if I take a Polaroid? I want to send it to Vidal. Wish I’d thought to do a ‘before’ shot.”

“Of course not,” Billy said, giving her a fifty-dollar tip. Gigi looked perfect. Her elfin quality was clearly visible now. She wasn’t pretty in any usual, ordinary, average way, but she was deeply intriguing to look at. Or was she just deliciously impish? Elfin, impish? Impen? Elfish? In any case, she was astonishing and undeniably chic, which was something Billy simply hadn’t had the imagination to foresee. Chic at sixteen, chic, by God and by golly, the last thing Gigi had been at breakfast, chic, one of the great, good, miraculously permanent things you could never buy with any amount of money. That neck and head could go out to lunch in any great restaurant in the world for the next seventy years, if you wrapped the rest of Gigi in a cape down to the floor. Lunch.

“What time is it?” Billy asked, incredulous at her sudden hunger.

“Almost two,” said Sara.

“Oh Lord, sorry, kiddo,” Billy said and gave her another fifty dollars for not complaining as she had been entitled to do. “ ’Bye, Sara. And thanks. Maybe I’ll come in next week and let you do your damnedest on me.”

Billy and Gigi left the shop and a hairdresser who was both gratified—she never ate lunch anyway—and determined never to be trapped into a personal booking with Billy Orsini. But she’d do that kid again any time.
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“I feel like somebody else, as if an alien has taken over my head,” Gigi said to Billy after they had wordlessly gulped two small sandwiches each at the little lunch place hidden away in the gift department on the third floor of Saks Fifth Avenue. “I wish my mother could have seen me like this.” Her voice was full of sadness.

“I do too, Gigi.” And it could have so easily happened, Billy thought regretfully, if only her blindly self-centered husband had brought his daughter out to visit while her mother was alive. But she mustn’t let the girl start looking backward or she might begin to ask some pointed questions about her father, and Billy knew that, try as she would, she might not be able to lie about Vito as effectively as Gigi’s mother had over the years. She was still far, far too angry.

“You know, Gigi, you actually are somebody else,” Billy said, handing her the menu for dessert, “or starting to be. Imagine Marilyn Monroe as a brunette with a bun and a center part. Well, you’re twice as different as she would have been. Hair … is … destiny.” Billy produced the last three words solemnly.

Gigi giggled, her expression changing. “Look, I’m just a kid, but I know you didn’t really mean that.”

“No, but it’s the sort of thing ninety-nine percent of the people I know would let me get away with,” Billy said thoughtfully. She realized that she hadn’t brooded about her wrenching fight with Vito—their first fight—since Gigi had awakened. Nor had she been fixated on telling Vito about the baby. All her attention had been focused on Gigi. She’d even forgotten to limit herself to one sandwich. This girl was addictive. And honest and smart.

“Listen, Gigi, let’s just sit here for a while and sort things out.”

“What things?”

“Your future plans. I know that when you got on that plane yesterday you were obeying a blind instinct to be with your father because he was all you had left. I doubt that you were thinking any farther ahead than that. Am I right?”

“I just knew I had to tell him. I don’t even remember what I thought about during the flight except getting here.”

“But now you are here, and he does know. Have you thought about a next step?”

“Not really.” Gigi shook her head in surprise at how easily she’d forgotten the future in the tumble of new impressions. “I’ve just been going on automatic pilot. Maybe I could spend a few more days here, if it’s all right with you, before I go back. I can make up the homework I’m missing in a few hours … it’s not exactly a school for major brains. And I think I’d like to live with the Himmels. She’s an ex-gypsy and he’s a stage manager. They have daughters almost my age and we’re all pretty tight. My child support would cover my expenses until I’m eighteen, but I’ll be out of high school and working somewhere as a sous chef by that time anyway. I can even take summer school, add a few classes next year and graduate by the time I’m seventeen and a half.”

“What if you didn’t go back to New York?”

“Huh?”

“What if you stayed with us, lived with us, went to school out here?”

Gigi was without words. Everything she’d seen and done since she’d arrived at Billy’s had been part of a dream that had nothing to do with life as she knew it. Alice hadn’t gone to live in Wonderland, she’d visited. Dorothy had returned from Oz.

“Gigi, it makes perfect sense!” Billy cried. “You have a father, you can’t just go off and live with strangers when you have a perfectly good father. I’m sure he won’t even consider letting you do it.” When she saw that Gigi’s expression hadn’t changed, Billy summoned her most authoritative voice. “And you’re going to have a brother or a sister. Last night you said you’d always wanted one. And you’d get to love California even if it isn’t New York and you can learn French cooking from my chef and …”

“But—” How could she tell Billy, Gigi wondered, that she didn’t want to be a sponge, a taker? She guessed that Vito would make a lot of money from Mirrors, and maybe someday he’d send for her, but right now he and Billy obviously lived on Billy’s money. Her mother had speculated out loud on the subject of Dad’s rich new wife many times, but she couldn’t have imagined what the reality of those newspaper and magazine digits translated into. Nobody could.

“But what?”

“It’s all so.… you’re so, well, incredibly generous—but it’s so much … you probably don’t realize how … much, that’s the only word I can think of.” Gigi stumbled, but she knew she had to say what she thought. “Your life is so.… your gardens, your beds, your sheets! Even the way you talk to hairdressers, I mean, I’m just not a part of all of that, am I? I’m a New York kid, I’m a worker bee, and this place is a foreign country.”

“Generous!” Billy picked up the key word, the only word that mattered in Gigi’s speech. She hadn’t been a poor relation for twenty-one years without learning every painful lesson about the hated feelings of obligation and not belonging. “Nonsense! Generosity has nothing to do with it. It’s normal, Gigi, absolutely normal for you to come and live with us! And I promise you’d get used to living here, it’s just a sort of super suburb, and all the kids go to public school just like in New York …” Billy fell silent, thinking nervously of the notoriously spoiled youth of Beverly Hills High. She brightened, realizing that she didn’t live in Beverly Hills, so Gigi couldn’t go there anyway.

“Billy, this idea of yours—it’s so …” Gigi thought of another way to protest. “I’d be completely changing my life. How can I make that kind of decision?”

“Your life changed when your mother died,” Billy answered gently. “She was your family. Now your father is your family, and I’m.… well, listen, I have some rights here too, I’m your wicked stepmother.”

“How corny can you get?” Gigi couldn’t suppress a spurt of laughter.

“I know, but it’s legally true. You can’t deny that your father’s wife is your stepmother.”

“You don’t feel like a stepmother.”

“What do I feel like?”

“A friend.”

Billy’s eyes filled with tears and she turned her head so that Gigi wouldn’t see them. They sat silently for a moment until Billy reached out and grasped Gigi’s hand.

“Please stay, Gigi. Stay for me. I don’t want you to go away. I want a friend. I need a friend.”

“Oh.” Her voice was small and strange.

“ ‘Oh’?” Billy repeated the word in confusion.

“That makes it different. Completely different. I didn’t know if you wanted me or if you felt it was something you ought to ask.”

“There’s no ‘ought’ about it. I never do anything because I ought to.”

“No kidding.”

“Gigi, stop teasing me. Yes or no?”

Gigi turned quickly and her lips pressed firmly on Billy’s cheek. “Yes! I must be crazy, but how could I possibly say no?”

After an intense hour and a half in the Saks teen department, Billy had arranged for Gigi’s old clothes to be disposed of and all the new ones delivered to the house. Gigi was now clad in severely faded jeans that looked as if they had belonged to her for years of sailing and riding with Ralph Lauren, Calvin Klein, Gloria Vanderbilt and dear old Mr. Levi of Levi Strauss. Her baggy cardigan, an unnameable green between sage and emerald, had obviously been hand-knit for her great-grandmother, the young duchess, by a crofter in an Irish cottage. Her open-necked white lawn shirt had almost certainly been found in a flea market off Portobello Road and her slightly shabby, faintly tattered black velvet vest, with a jet bead or two still hanging by a thread, had been left to her by an eccentric transvestite uncle. Everything but the jeans was just a bit too big, and the jeans were the essential bit too small. The general impression was of a girl who not only hadn’t the faintest idea how she’d chosen her becoming clothes, but didn’t care, had never cared, couldn’t be forced to care, a girl who had simply put on the first things that came to hand from a pile of stuff she kept on her floor, since she was too busy on the phone to put anything away neatly. Billy decided that Gigi should keep her canvas shoulder bag and dirty sneakers. They had an authentically cheap and utilitarian throwaway quality that couldn’t be duplicated. Just as good shoes and a good bag were essential for a woman, they could be a sign of overcalculation on a teenager. New sneakers could ruin everything.

“You’re sure?” Gigi asked, thrilled but still looking at herself suspiciously in the mirror.

“Positive.” After the first ten minutes of browsing in the teen department, Billy had caught the wave. Her years of dedicated devotion to clothes had been focused on the stock of the department, and as she looked she mentally discarded everything that wouldn’t do justice to Gigi, as well as everything that was over the top, too much of a costume. Gigi was wearing the most original of their purchases; most of the others were more standard teen gear, although Billy hadn’t been able to resist some deeply funky bits and pieces.

Billy looked at her watch. It wasn’t even half past four yet. She’d just phoned Dolly at the hospital and had been told that she had a “do not disturb” on her phone and regular visiting hours weren’t till after dinner. She’d planned to take Gigi to see Dolly and her new baby girl as soon as possible and now, frustrated, she decided that she couldn’t go tamely home after all this excitement, she had to show Gigi off to somebody who could properly appreciate her. Clearly that left only Valentine and Spider. What’s more, they hadn’t been in yesterday when she went looking for them, they hadn’t even called to congratulate Vito, and she wanted to know exactly what they thought they were up to, neglecting the store and ordinary politeness as well. It was time for a little trip to Scruples, the one thing she had promised herself this morning that she absolutely wouldn’t do because the store would just be too much for Gigi to absorb.

But that was then and this was now and Gigi had already absorbed so much new experience without being the worse for it, that a touch of Scruples couldn’t hurt, Billy decided in an adrenaline high.

“I really should stop by Scruples,” she said to Gigi. “You’re not tired, are you?”

“Tired? I’m so excited I won’t sleep all night, maybe not all week.” Gigi thrust her thumbs in the pockets of her jeans and slumped. Yeah!

They walked the two blocks to Scruples, the tall, magnificent woman and the small, graceful, distinctive teenager who obviously belonged on Rodeo Drive, drawing appreciative and curious glances from dozens of passersby. As they walked, Billy told Gigi about Spider and Paris-bred Valentine, explaining briefly that they had been good friends for six years, meeting in New York in 1972 and working there, Valentine as a fashion designer and Spider as a photographer, until, two years ago, she’d hired them to help her at Scruples.

“Spider’s a born-and-bred Californian,” she told Gigi. “He has that typical California hair, streaky gold, like a lifeguard, and those outrageous beach blanket eyes, so blue you simply can’t take them seriously, his taste is sublime but in some ways he’s still a big rambunctious kid even though we’re about the same age. Still, all my best Scruples customers refuse to buy a single dress if he hasn’t approved of what it does for them. Valentine’s something else entirely, a very passionate, serious kind of person, and very private. For reasons they haven’t shared with me, they’ve been barely talking to each other lately, some sort of misunderstanding between co-workers, I guess, but normally they’re pretty good pals and totally professional.” There was no need, she decided, to confuse Gigi by any mention of Spider’s underground but well-established reputation as a seducer, a charmer who knew—and kept—the sensuous secrets of a hundred women.

As they arrived at the store, Billy hustled a foot-dragging Gigi through the temptations of the first floor, heading directly up to the executive offices.

“Did they ever get back from shopping?” Billy asked Spider’s secretary.

“Yes, Mrs. Orsini, they’re both in their office.”

Billy turned and hesitated before going in. As she’d warned Gigi, Spider and Valentine had been visibly on the outs for weeks. She didn’t want their glum humor to affect the girl, but on the other hand, who else could appreciate Gigi as much as they could? And didn’t they need cheering up? Didn’t Gigi, far more than they? Didn’t she herself, come to think of it? It would be a kindness all around. Without knocking, Billy opened the door to the office where Spider and Valentine shared an antique, leather-topped partners’ desk. Billy took two long steps into the room and stopped dead, Gigi bumping into her heels.

“Oh. Sorry,” she mumbled automatically and turned to flee, grabbing Gigi by the hand. Jesus Christ Almighty! Valentine was sitting on Spider’s lap and he was kissing her on the lips, his arms wrapped so tightly around her that he was actually cupping her breasts. Jesus Christ Almighty! She’d seen it with her own eyes, and so had Gigi. An impressionable child. Jesus Christ Almighty!

“Billy, come back here, you idiot,” Spider commanded, laughing so hard that he almost made Valentine fall off his lap.

“Not right now, I don’t want to interrupt you,” Billy said in desperate confusion, trying to sound as if this were something that happened every day. “I’ll be back later, I’ll knock next time.”

“Will you get your ass in here, or do I have to come and make you?” Spider shouted while Valentine shook with laughter.

“I thought you’d gone shopping,” Billy said, turning reluctantly. Oh God, Valentine was still cuddled up on Spider’s lap. Billy had never seen such a look of blissed-out contentment on Valentine’s alert face, such a flashing of joy in her mermaid’s eyes. Had they no shame?

“Just what the hell is going on here, anyway?” Billy asked, beginning to get over her shock, but still holding Gigi’s hand for moral support.

“We got married yesterday,” Valentine said.

“Oh, bullshit,” Billy said indignantly.

“I told you,” Valentine exclaimed, delighted. “I told you that’s what she’d say! You owe me twenty dollars, Spider.”

“Congratulations,” Gigi said, uncertain at these developments but automatically polite. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy.”

“You don’t even know these people!” Billy said to Gigi, even more indignantly. “Why did you say that?”

“They look married to me.”

“They do?”

“Definitely.”

“But they can’t just get married, not just like that, not without telling me, anyway they’ve known each other forever, they’re not in love with each other … they … they.… they got married.” Billy sat down weakly. Why was she talking to Gigi instead of to Spider and Valentine, she wondered, unable to grapple with more important questions.

“We went to Vegas, we eloped, we didn’t tell anybody. You’re the first to know,” Valentine said, jumping off Spider and coming to kiss Billy. “You and …?”

“Gigi Orsini, Vito’s daughter.”

“Sure, Billy,” Spider said indulgently.

“Graziella Giovanna Orsini, Vito’s daughter and my stepdaughter. Gigi’s come to stay.” Billy stated these simple words in a multileveled complexity of tone combined with a certain unmistakable look with which they were both deeply familiar. They were immediately informed that not only was this girl undoubtedly Vito’s daughter, although, incredibly, they’d never heard of her, but they had better not ask any questions or display the slightest surprise at her sudden appearance.

“I’m enchanted to meet you, Gigi,” Valentine said, shaking Gigi’s hand and, on second thought, kissing her on both cheeks. “Welcome to Scruples.”

Spider got up hastily and approached Gigi with the ease of a man who had rarely encountered a female mind he couldn’t see through. “Hi,” he said, looking down at her with unfeigned interest, taking both her small hands into his and holding them carefully as he inspected her with warm curiosity. “I’m happy you’re here. And I know we

“Come on.” Gigi smiled up at him. “It’s just that I’m from New York.”

“That would explain it.” Spider wondered what would account for the look in her eyes that contained an inexplicable sadness, the slight trembling he felt in her hands and the vulnerability she radiated? “Has Billy been showing you the town?”

“I have a haircut and a whole new wardrobe. If there’s more to this town, I’m not ready for it.”

“It takes a bit of getting used to. But since you’re going to live here, Gigi, you have all the time in the world. And one day you’ll wake up in the morning and wonder how you could ever have lived anywhere else and you’ll look at all the people coming out of the tourist buses and taking pictures of each other on Rodeo Drive and you won’t know why they’re doing it when it’s all so ordinary.”

“That sounds like being brainwashed,” Gigi said, laughing at his nonsense. How could such a spectacular-looking guy make her feel reassured, protected and appreciated, when, as a rule, exceptionally handsome men made her nervous, Gigi wondered, not knowing that hundreds of women had asked themselves exactly the same question. Maybe it was the laughing crinkles at the corners of his eyes, maybe the broken nose, maybe the chip missing on one of his front teeth, maybe just the genuinely involved tone of his voice, but magically he’d made her relax more than she had all day.

“It is being brainwashed, only we prefer to call it the California lifestyle. Gigi, you look hungry to me, and Billy, you too.”

“Oh, Spider,” Billy protested, “you always think women look hungry. Gigi, believe it or not, practically the first thing Spider made me put into Scruples was a complete kitchen so our customers never had to leave for lunch and break the rhythm of their shopping.”

“Didn’t it work?” Spider asked.

“It tripled our business and paid for itself in two months,” Billy admitted, “and I’m famished. Gigi and I had a pitiful lunch, and then we wore ourselves out shopping.”

“I’m feeling faint,” Gigi said hopefully.

Spider picked up the phone to the kitchen and ordered high tea, complete with cakes, scones and sandwiches for all of them.

“Spider, you forgot to ask for champagne,” Billy said. “I want to toast you and Valentine, even if I still can’t get straight how this happened or why I didn’t even have a clue, which is what really irritates me.”

“Oh, Billy, it’s such a long story and it was all my fault,” Valentine said joyfully. “I was so suspicious of him—he was too frivolous, this big, blond creature, this typical American beach bum with all his adoring girlfriends, too sure of himself—so I decided he could never be more than a friend.”

“No, it was my fault,” Spider objected, as a waiter appeared with a heavily laden tea cart and four bottles of champagne. “She frightened me off with her French superiority, so I got involved with the wrong people because I couldn’t get anywhere with her.”

“Oh, nonsense,” said Valentine, “practically the first thing you said to me was that I was a bad-tempered bitch who lacked gratitude. Does that sound like a frightened man?”

“No, you said I thought that’s what you were. Don’t put words in my mouth,” Spider corrected her.

“This sounds like the first draft of a script I’m going to be listening to for the next fifty years,” Billy observed dryly. “Or is it more like a Cosmo article come to life? ‘Men and Women, the Communication Gap’? Could we save the next installment of your mutual divine blindness until after the toast?”

Spider opened the champagne, offering a glass to Gigi with a question in his eyes. How old was she, he wondered. Fourteen, maybe?

“I started on brandy last night,” she assured him, “so I’m an old hand at this.”

“To Mr. and Mrs. Spider Elliott, together at last and not a minute too soon, it would seem. But let’s not bother with details, I love both of you and I always will. Long life and great happiness to you both.” Billy raised her glass and sipped deeply as the others raised theirs.

For a minute all four of them drank champagne peacefully, feeling a warmth envelop them that had nothing to do with the level of alcohol in the Dom Perignon. Spider poured more champagne, thinking that he’d never seen Billy look so glowingly beautiful. Perhaps it was Gigi, although the idea that Billy had been longing for a stepdaughter of her very own seemed farfetched, even considering that Billy had an immense capacity for hankering for things she didn’t yet have.

Billy waited until the others started to circle the tea cart before picking up a phone and calling her secretary at home. No, Josie told her, Mr. Orsini hadn’t called in. There were literally dozens of other messages for her, more flowers, more telegrams, but not a word from him.

“If he calls, I’m at the store,” Billy said abruptly, hanging up and drinking another glass of champagne to douse the flames of her renewed anger. Normally she and Vito checked in with each other by phone twice a day, no matter how busy he was. So he was going to go out in the garden and eat worms, was he? Well, that wasn’t going to stop her from enjoying herself, she vowed. Gigi was going to stay and be cherished by her, and cherish her; Spider and Val had found each other at what they insisted was long last, and what’s more, Lester Weinstock, her darling Dolly’s personal publicist, had just arrived in time to join the party, looking as happy as he deserved to be and carefully bearing a crumpled mound of sparkling fabric in his arms.

“Dolly sent me,” Lester said, his voice almost hesitant as he looked around at the festivities, but his smile as cheerful and reassuring as ever. “Here’s the dress Valentine made her for the Oscars. It finally dried out and she thought that maybe if it was sent to the cleaners …”

“Of course it can be rescued,” Valentine interrupted, “and there’s so much fabric in it that I promise when I’m finished with it she’ll have two dresses instead of one, a short and a long.” Billy, remembering the sight of Dolly leaving the Oscars after her water broke while the memorable wet patch of amniotic fluid on her miraculous dress was televised all over the world, drank another glass of champagne to Valentine’s talent.

“She made me promise to deliver it to you personally,” Lester added.

“Quite right, a dress like that must not be allowed to pass into any hands but those that understand it. But how is the baby, Lester, and how is Dolly?” Valentine vowed never to tell anyone that she and Spider hadn’t watched the Oscars.

“They’re both absolutely perfect. Incredibly perfect. I didn’t know anything could be so perfect.” Lester just stood there, never so much a tall, bespectacled, somewhat overstuffed rumpled teddy bear as at that minute. But, thought Billy, there was something very different about him from the young and unseasoned PR man she had made the studio attach to Dolly six weeks ago, after her Oscar nomination. What accounted for his new self-assurance, his visibly unbounded pleasure with all things in life, including himself?

“Lester, get yourself some champagne, sit down, say hello to Gigi Orsini, Vito’s daughter, and tell me how Dolly is besides perfect,” Billy ordered. “I couldn’t get through to her on the phone a little while ago, they wouldn’t let me. Was she sleeping, is she exhausted, will it be all right to visit her tonight?”

“She’s not a bit tired,” Lester said. “I had to cut off the phone. Hundreds, really hundreds of press people from all over the world want to interview her. There were a couple dozen photographers around the hospital, but they couldn’t get in. Normally there’s a lot of interest in the Oscar winners anyway, but with Dolly …”

“The circumstances were unusual,” Billy said, beginning to grin as she remembered the saga, known only to her and Dolly, of Sunshine, the rodeo rider, with whom Dolly had followed the circuit for a year before they broke up. Their reunion for a Fourth of July fling had resulted in Dolly’s baby.

“As her publicist, I think it’s a mistake for her to talk to anybody, anybody at all,” Lester declared. “It’s not as if she’s married.”

“You know you won’t be able to stop her,” Billy said. “Dolly’s such an innocent, short of sitting on her head.…”

“Yeah, and she’d probably tell them about Sunshine too,” Lester said firmly. “Except I’ve put the lid on that.”

“She told you about Sunshine?” Billy asked, stunned.

“We’ve told each other everything,” Lester answered, beaming with pride.

Billy looked closely through his heavy glasses into his nearsighted eyes. “Lester Weinstock, I think you are trying to tell me something, so will you stop beating around the bush and spit it out, we’re talking about my best friend here.”

“I love Dolly and she loves me and we’re going to get married as soon as possible,” he declared.

“Good God! Has everybody gone crazy? You’ve known her only six weeks, and she was pregnant the whole time. Lester, is this a rescue fantasy?”

“If it is, she’s the one doing the rescuing. Aren’t you happy for us?”

“I’m … overjoyed … I think it’s wonderful beyond words,” Billy said, feeling the tears begin to rise. What was wrong with her today? She, who almost never wept, was leaking tears all over the place.

“Dolly’s decided on the baby’s name,” Lester said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Wendy Wilhelmina Weinstock. Wilhelmina for you because you’re the godmother and Wendy because it goes with Weinstock. Do you approve?”

“W. W. Weinstock,” Billy said slowly. “She sounds like a studio head. Very Hollywood, Lester, in the grand tradition. Of course I approve. You’re marrying the best girl in the world.”

Billy stood up and took the floor. “Order in this room, I demand order here! We will now drink a toast to the engagement of Lester Weinstock and Dolly Moon and their baby daughter, my goddaughter, Wendy Wilhelmina Weinstock.”

In the uproar that followed, Gigi tried to count all the things that made up the California lifestyle. A stepmother who had become a friend, a major haircut, a totally new wardrobe, a promise to move three thousand miles from New York and live in the most beautiful house in the world, an elopement, an engagement, a new baby, about four glasses of champagne—and that was only since breakfast. She adored it here, she thought giddily, as she toasted Lester and Dolly and the newborn baby with such an impressive name. These people were even crazier than gypsies.

Billy poured herself another glass of champagne. Dolly was a wonder, she mused, a miracle of nature. She and Lester were exactly right for each other. And now that the proof was before her eyes, Spider and Valentine were exactly right for each other too. Obviously she had no natural matchmaking instincts or she would have seen it all coming long ago. If it weren’t for Gigi she’d be feeling intolerably out of things, sitting here with her secret while the others drank to marriage, engagement and childbirth.

Imagine having a husband who passed out after you’d told him in plain English that you were pregnant! Vito hadn’t had the decency to phone all day. If there had been a mere message that he’d called, she’d have known that he wanted to make up their quarrel. One item of faith on which Billy would bet her last dollar was that if you truly want to make a phone call, no matter how busy you are, no matter how important you are, no matter how the weight of the world is resting on your shoulders, you can do so if there’s a phone available. Years ago Billy had stopped believing anybody who said, “I was going to call you, but I couldn’t get a minute.” But who was she to moralize, she asked herself, she who still hadn’t made her apology to Valentine, who had informed her that she was pregnant two days ago when her Oscar dress wouldn’t zip up. She drank more champagne, brooding, while Spider, Valentine and Lester excitedly discussed wedding and honeymoon plans, and Gigi tried to take it all in.

Gigi was used to the theatrical excess of dancers’ lives, but these people made dancers look drab and ordinary. Spider Elliott was like.… like … if her beloved James Dean had grown up into a man and become two feet taller and moved like Fred Astaire and been combined with the young Gary Cooper in one of the old movies she loved so much … yes … that might almost make a Spider Elliott, Gigi decided in a haze. He had the kind of splendor she associated only with Marlboro Country and Viking sea captains or college football stars, never with real people. And Valentine … she was the most French thing Gigi had ever imagined, her hair the most enviable firecracker red, her eyes the most brilliantly green, her face the most expressive.… everything about her was perfect down to the freckles on her nose, Gigi thought, carried away by a fever of hero and heroine worship.

As Gigi looked from Spider to Valentine and back again, Billy told herself that some things demanded to be made known. Some things were ripe for the telling and would only lose their flavor if they were kept back. Some secrets were made for sharing at certain moments when a crucial mass of energy developed, when you were in the right place at the right time with the right people, or at least all of them but one. Anyway, Gigi knew and Valentine had guessed, so it wasn’t really a secret anyway.

“I have another toast to propose,” she said, getting up rather unsteadily from her chair. “To Valentine O’Neill, who told me something I didn’t believe two days ago, Valentine, darling Valentine, as usual, you were right.”

“Billy! Oh, Billy, how wonderful!” Valentine ran and hugged her, leaving Spider and Lester mystified. “You silly men, she’s going to have a baby, at least give her a kiss!” Valentine laughed at their expressions as they began to comprehend what she had said.

Vito, frowning, appeared in the doorway a moment later as Billy was standing, bathed in glory, surrounded by a pandemonium of exclamations and congratulations. When he had arrived at the house and found it empty of everyone but the staff, Josie had directed him to Scruples, where, as he had expected, he had walked in to find Billy the center of attention as usual.

A small, mysteriously familiar figure flung herself at him, crying, “Dad, I’m not going to be an only child forever, and I’m coming to live with you and Billy!”

“Vito, terrific news! Do you want a boy or a girl?” Lester demanded. “I hope it’s a boy, since you’ve already got Gigi.”

Spider clapped him on the back. “Well done, Vito! Gigi arriving for good and Billy having a baby all in one day—you’re a hell of a fast worker, fellow.”

“Vito, it’s thrilling! I’m so excited about your baby and Gigi is so delectable—you must be on top of the world! Did Billy tell you I was the first to guess?” Valentine asked.

“Vito, you’d better have a drink,” Billy drawled. “You’re pretty far behind the line of scrimmage.”

Automatically Vito accepted a glass of champagne, automatically he arranged his face in a smile and shook his head in a way that indicated that he couldn’t answer such a barrage of excitement, that he was speechless with delight. He sat down, with a look of a man in control of his life, and asked himself what kind of witch he had married, a woman who had metamorphosed herself into a prospective mother without the slightest communication with him, without a word of consultation or warning, without mutual agreement that they both were ready for a child or, at the very least, some private announcement. What kind of way was this to hear such news, having it babbled at him from everybody but Billy? And meanwhile, in a few hours, she had used her crafty wiles to put her unmistakable stamp on his daughter, at least he supposed it was still Gigi who called him “Dad,” to take it entirely upon herself to arrange Gigi’s life, and to announce her future to everybody.

“Cheers,” Billy said so quietly that the others couldn’t hear. She looked at him hard and raised her glass.

“Cheers?” Vito replied. “Cheers to the winner? I guess I’m the only one who didn’t realize that this was a contest.”
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