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    Prologue


    Amber was swimming in a sea of vodka with Vicodin islands floating in it, big white oval pills like inflatable boats. The pills looked lovely from a distance, but when she got close they were hard and slippery; her hands kept sliding off them when she tried to clamber aboard. Her mouth tasted metallic and dry, like lead. She was wearing a silk nightdress, which was plastered to her body by the vodka. Maybe she was doing an underwater photoshoot? Amber loved underwater shoots; the feeling of weightlessness, her hair streaming behind her, the serenity of being completely submerged. She never wanted to come up.


    But right now, she didn’t feel serene at all.


    She started to thrash around in panic, trying to swim up to the surface, to breathe. The vodka was thick and viscous, weighing her down. Amber was pushing it away with her hands, a clumsy, ugly breaststroke that would have had her sacked from an underwater shoot immediately. Desperately she tried to open her eyes; her lids were as heavy as if she was wearing ten pairs of fake eyelashes. She turned her head, shaking off the vodka, managing to lift her face a little, to peel open her eyelids, even though her lashes felt glued together.


    Light. Daylight. No water. Soft around her. Silk on her body: her peach La Perla nightdress. Silk pillowcase; she always slept on silk pillowcases to avoid wrinkles. And a quilt on top of her. More than just one. Quilts, blankets, enough layers for an Alaskan winter. Or not blankets – books, maybe. Solid things with corners, heavy.


    Books? What were a lot of books doing strewn all over her legs?


    She heaved herself back on her pillows, eyelids fluttering, her hair matted around her face. Her skin was clammy with sweat. The quilt on top of her smelled of vodka; she managed to get one hand out from under the layers and push back the quilt, shocked by how damp it was. A bottle rolled across the bed and dropped onto the floor beside her with a crash.


    And someone laughed. A woman, standing close to her, laughed.


    Amber’s head was stuffed full of cotton wool. Cotton wool soaked in vodka. She flailed around with her hand, grabbing anything she could reach, frantically searching for clues to what was happening to her. The glossy pages of a magazine crumpled into her palm and she dragged it towards her, craning to see what it was.


    Herself. Herself in Interview, wearing a Hervé Léger bandage dress and Galliano ankle-wrap shoes.


    She closed her hand on the corner of a book and pulled it into view. A Helmut Newton retrospective, open to a double-page spread of her at sixteen, standing with her legs apart, shot from below so she looked ten feet tall, a beautiful Amazon in a one-piece black belted swimsuit, her expression sulky to conceal the terror she’d felt all the way through the shoot.


    The next thing her fingers touched was a vial of Vicodin, transparent yellow with a white plastic lid. That was when Amber really started to panic – when she realized the vial was empty. And what was Vicodin doing anywhere near her? She’d cleaned up! She hadn’t had any pills for over a month now!


    Twisting, flailing like a fish in a net, weighed down by piles of fabric and paper, she writhed upright enough to get an overview of her bed. It was covered in photographs of herself. Tearsheets from magazines. Her model cards. Polaroids from shoots. Victoria’s Secret catalogues – lots and lots of VS catalogues. Huge hard-backed coffee-table books; no wonder she was weighed down. Magazines from her glory days, some almost as heavy as the books: Vogues and Harper’s and Vanity Fairs from all over the world, advertising and editorials. Amber’s beautiful face, Amber’s statuesque body, selling watches and diamonds and shoes and perfume and handbags and lingerie.


    And then something across the room caught her attention, something incongruous, something that shouldn’t be there: she had to look up. Though her head felt as if it weighed fifty pounds and her vision was so blurry white spots danced across her retinas, she managed to tip her skull back and stare, horrified, at the white wall opposite, on which was scrawled, in what looked like dark brown lipstick: ‘I’M NOT BEAUTIFUL ANY MORE’.


    The woman standing next to her reached out one hand and pushed Amber back down to a prone position.


    ‘Go back to sleep,’ she said, holding Amber down with the press of her fingers on Amber’s forehead. ‘Don’t try to move. Just go back to sleep.’


    Amber’s lips moved, but no sound came out.


    ‘Help me,’ she mouthed desperately. ‘Please, help me . . .’


    Because if she did as the woman said, and passed out, she knew she would never wake up again.


  

    
       
    


    Part One


    
       
    


    Amber


    Amber Peters was used to being the most beautiful woman in the room. Even if there were other stunning models present – if she were sunbathing on the deck of a yacht moored off Capri, for instance, or at a cocktail party for the Paris collections – Amber would still be the one everyone’s eyes returned to, full of envy or desire. Her beauty wasn’t currently fashionable: she’d never be booked for French Vogue, which preferred editorial models with pale skinny limbs, big bug-eyes and jutting collarbones, girls who hunched their backs awkwardly to look like broken-down dolls. Though she was half English, half Slovak by birth, Amber’s beauty was the American dream; in her photos, she was either laughing, showing her perfect teeth, or pouting, sultry-eyed, at the camera over a glossy, suntanned shoulder. With her slanted green eyes, endless legs, and mane of tawny hair, Amber was the girl that every woman wanted to be, and every man wanted to be with.


    Since she was fourteen, Amber had made her living from being the incarnation of sexiness. Grooming had been drummed into her till it was as automatic to her as breathing. Currently, as always, she was flawless: her teeth were perfect and pearly, her skin smooth, glowing and lightly tanned, her eyes framed by thick tinted lashes, and her hair cascaded down her back in layers of gently styled curls.


    And this was only breakfast time.


    ‘No one here can take their eyes off you, honey,’ gloated Tony, smiling at her proudly. ‘You look stunning.’


    Sure enough, every head in the lavish breakfast room of Bovey Castle Hotel snapped away as soon as Amber glanced around, the unmistakable indication that the other guests had all been staring at her; she was so used to it by now that she took it for granted. The waitress, setting down Amber’s cappuccino, blushed and averted her gaze, overwhelmed.


    ‘I don’t fit in here,’ Amber said, embarrassed.


    The clientele were dressed in cords and sweaters, suitable wear for the English countryside; not a jet-setter among them.


    ‘I know! But hey, I don’t fit in here either!’ Tony said cheerfully. ‘This is old-school English, baby. Isn’t it cool?’ His brow furrowed. ‘Don’t you like it?’ He leaned across the table and took her hand. ‘I know it’s not the usual kind of place I take you to, but you’ve got the spa, don’t you? And the swimming pool?’


    ‘Yes! I’m fine!’ Amber said, smiling back at him. ‘I just feel too glitzy.’


    She glanced down at her skinny cream jeans, tucked into knee-length suede boots, the silk T-shirt, and the aquamarine silk and cashmere cardigan knotted at her waist. Form-fitting, showing off her long, slim body, her high, round breasts. Perfect for LA or Monaco, but not for a sporting estate in the heart of Devonshire.


    ‘We are glitzy, babe,’ Tony pointed out. ‘I’m from Houston, Texas. We like things big and shiny there. And you’re an international supermodel – that’s the definition of glitz!’ He grinned widely, his teeth a superb example of American dentistry.


    Amber was about to respond, but instead she squealed in shock as an enormous bird landed on the sill of the leaded window next to her chair. It was the size of a small dog, its eyes huge and yellow, staring directly at her through the glass.


    ‘Oh my God!’ Amber panicked.


    ‘It’s the giant owl! Cool!’ Tony said happily. ‘Remember, from the hallway?’


    Amber stared at him blankly.


    ‘Honey, you need more coffee,’ he said, beckoning the waitress. ‘Remember, in the hallway just now we walked past the guy with the giant owl on a stand? With the black Lab lying at his feet? He’s taking me out this morning to do some hawking?’


    I walked past a giant owl just now, Amber thought, baffled, and I don’t remember?


    The owl was still staring at her. She was more thankful than she could say that the leaded panes were between them. It hopped from one huge clawed foot to another, squeaking urgently. Tony reached out and tapped on the glass, and, surprised, it opened its wings, the span at least four feet, and flapped away.


    ‘You scared it,’ Amber said sadly, but Tony was already jumping up, throwing his linen napkin on the table.


    ‘Oh boy, that means the falconry’s started. I’m gonna go outside to watch, and then I’ll head off to go hawking!’ he chuckled happily. ‘And then I’ve got fly-fishing on the lake. Jeez, I can’t wait to catch us some dinner!’ He bent down to kiss her. ‘You have a great time in the spa, babe. Be back in the room by four, will ya? I’ll be raring to go by then.’


    Amber nodded as he dashed out of the breakfast room, almost a head taller than most of the Englishmen there, and much healthier-looking. Square-jawed, with a nice thick head of hair, Tony had the typical, neutral good looks of the American man. He wasn’t handsome, but he could pass for it in England because he was so big and healthy from the high-protein diet of milk, beef and eggs that all good ol’ Texan boys were raised on.


    Reaching into her bag, the Vuitton to which she was almost surgically attached because of its precious contents, Amber extracted her pill dispenser.


    ‘Goodness, that’s a lot of pills!’ the waitress blurted out, setting down Amber’s single poached egg on rye bread, and her second cappuccino.


    ‘Vitamins,’ Amber said, smiling at her, as she hooked a French-manicured nail under a big white oval and popped it out.


    This should help, she thought.


    And whether it was the ‘vitamin’, or the Fruit Active Glow facial in the Elemis spa, followed by the really superb Aroma Stone massage and mani-pedi, Amber felt wonderful as she lay in the sunken whirlpool bath of her treatment room a few hours later, staring dreamily at the sky. For her, this meant that she was actually feeling very little, utterly suspended in a hazy cloud of bliss that wrapped around her and insulated her from the outside world, just like the bubbles of the whirlpool bath.


    Underwater lights cast an eerie, otherworldly glow around her; they had been red when the bath was turned on, but Amber had asked for blue instead, and the beauticians had been only too happy to oblige. Red was much too stimulating. Red was the colour of passion and fire; it stirred you up; while blue was cold and clear, the colour of the sky and the sea. Blue cleansed and purified you.


    The swimming pool turned out to be blue as well, cobalt mosaic tiles with gleaming pewter accents. There was a Jacuzzi at the far end, where she sat in another cloud of bubbles and gazed at the Devon moors beyond, the gentle rise of the hills, pale green and grey. Clouds moved slowly across the gunmetal sky. It was hypnotic. She pulled herself out of the water eventually, catching sight of her reflection in the mirrors, her white crochet Shoshanna bikini pale against her lightly tanned skin. The room was lined with large diamonds of Art Deco glass, and at the far end was a sunburst of mirrors, faceted silver; if she tilted in the right direction, she could make herself disappear completely between the diamonds of cut glass.


    She wrapped herself in a big, soft white towel, sinking down onto one of the loungers arranged in a semicircle in the glassed-in pool area, staring out over the grounds of Bovey Castle, the stone terraces that led down to the lawns and golf course beyond. It was the perfect English country home. By now she was floating on her own invisible bubbles, and the covert glances everyone else cast her, their whispered speculation about who she was – actress? model? socialite? all three? – were lost in the pale blue haze that surrounded her.


    Outside the curving glass walls was a gravel path on which people strolled past, pausing by the little pond with its pale grey stone fountain of a nymph and fairy, water trickling gently from the nymph’s hands. But then they looked through the glass and saw Amber, sun-glazed, her long, perfect limbs the colour of pale biscuit, the white towel turban wrapped around her head emphasizing her slanted green eyes and impossibly high cheekbones, and they double-took in shock, staring at her avidly before they remembered their manners and reluctantly turned away. Amber was much too exotic a creature to be anything but a rarity and a wonder in the English countryside.


    Eventually, Amber got dressed and made her way back through the grounds to the stone lodge that she and Tony were occupying for the weekend. Made of local granite and oak, it had three ensuite bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room with a central fireplace and a vaulted oak ceiling, three storeys high. It was much bigger than they needed, and stunningly luxurious. Amber lit the fire, opened the glass, living-room doors, popped some more vitamins, and curled up on the wooden lounger on the deck, smoking a cigarette and gazing down the slope of the hill, through the trees to the lake below. Daffodils and crocuses bloomed in the woodland, pale yellow and white and purple.


    Eventually, she roused herself and went upstairs, to the lush, red-carpeted master bedroom. It was three o’clock, and she had completely forgotten to eat any lunch; but then, that was one of the useful side effects of her ‘vitamins’. She plugged in her hairdryer and styling tongs, sat down at the mirrored Deco dressing table, and spent forty minutes sculpting her hair into lush, cascading waves, and twenty more making up her face, curling her eyelashes, glossing her lips, dusting glossy highlighter along her cheekbones, turning up the wattage on her beauty. She stroked Lancôme’s Star Bronzer all over her body, working it in until her skin glowed pale gold, and slipped on a delicate pale blue silk bra and panty set, drawing matching hold-up stockings up her thighs and smoothing out the ribbed velvet-covered elastic.


    She wandered into the bathroom, set under the eaves. When they’d checked in last night, Tony had sighed in ecstasy over its gigantic bath, big enough even for a Texan to stretch out in, and its equally huge power shower. The walls were papered in zebra print, the far one hung with a full-length mirror in which Amber now surveyed herself.


    This was one of the moments that gave her the most pleasure of all. Dressed up in exquisite underwear, made up to perfection; she threw some poses in front of the mirror, flicking back her hair, smiling to herself. It was something men didn’t understand, the satisfaction that a woman received when all her hard work paid off, the dieting, the exercise, the grooming, the money spent on beauty treatments, the painstaking, detailed construction of the absolutely best image of herself that she could present to the world.


    ‘Babe! I’m back!’ Tony yodelled, slamming into the lodge with a burst of energy that made her jump. She walked out of the bathroom to meet him; he was running up the staircase, colour in his cheeks from the sunshine, eyes shining with excitement.


    ‘We bagged a rabbit, plus two trout!’ he said triumphantly. ‘I’ve booked a private chef from the hotel to come in tonight and cook dinner for us here, in the lodge! Romantic, huh? And eating what I caught for us, how cool is that! Wow.’ He reached the top of the stairs, taking in her appearance. ‘You look unbelievable. I’m getting a massive hard-on just looking at you!’


    Amber smiled happily, sitting down on the big, luxurious bed with its red coverlet and matching suede pillows.


    ‘I need to wash before I can even touch you!’ Tony apologized. ‘I must stink of fish. Lemme go shower and I’ll be right with you . . .’


    He bounded into the huge bathroom, cursing as his head cracked against the beamed ceiling, and turned on the power shower. Amber listened to the water pounding down, the happy noise of Tony humming to himself as he soaped thoroughly, and his bare feet padding across the floor as he emerged again, naked, his cock rising at the sight of her, a large, shit-eating grin spreading over his face.


    ‘Boy, oh boy,’ he said happily, ‘what a weekend I’m having . . . Where’s the DVD player?’


    ‘Oh, I completely forgot,’ Amber said guiltily, looking around.


    ‘No worries, babe.’


    He pulled it out of his travel case and set it up on the mirrored dressing table, clicking open the screen, inserting the DVD, lining everything up so he had a good view. Then he pressed Play, and the DVD whirred on, sultry music issuing from the speakers.


    ‘Here you are!’ Tony said proudly.


    Amber turned her head to see the screen. It was a DVD that Sports Illustrated had filmed while they were shooting her for their famous yearly swimsuit issue, the one that could make the career of unknown models and give the ultimate seal of approval to established ones. You had to be healthy, curvy and sexy to appear in Sports Illustrated; no skinny high-fashion types allowed. And as Amber appeared on the screen, her hourglass figure emphasized by a cutaway pale pink swimsuit, lifting both hands to flip her hair, walking across a sandy beach, a setting sun glowing behind her, Tony moaned aloud in excitement.


    ‘Come here,’ he said, pulling her onto his lap, kissing her thoroughly, his hands running through her curls, his cock stiffening even more against her thigh. ‘God, you’re so hot . . .’


    He eased the silk bra strap off her shoulders, kissing down the gilded skin, his mouth hot and wet, his hands all over her, caressing her breasts, kissing her nipples, easing her back till she lay on the bed, raising her hips so he could slide off her silk knickers. His mouth dived between her legs, making her moan back at him, and he slid his tongue into her, licking her, getting her wetter and wetter until she was gasping for breath, grinding into him, his big hands on her hips pulling her against his mouth.


    ‘You’re so fucking beautiful!’ Tony gasped back, climbing on top of her, reaching for a condom, positioning his dick, guiding it into her, her legs wrapping around him. ‘Oh Jesus – this is so fucking hot . . .’


    Amber’s head fell back as he drove into her, her hair streaming over the end of the bed. If she tilted her head back even further she could just see what he was watching so avidly: herself. Lying on a sand dune, back arching, sand rippling beneath her. Walking into the sea, twisting back to look at the camera, smiling seductively over her shoulder, arching to make her waist look even slimmer, her bottom thrust out even more sexily. It was a turn-on for her as well, though she’d never have realized it before Tony proposed the idea. Her entire life revolved around her looking perfect, sexy, desirable, and here was the ultimate proof of that; a man who loved her beauty so much that he wanted multiple versions of it simultaneously. If he could have surrounded them with TV screens all showing Amber on the beach in her swimsuit, he would have done.


    I shouldn’t suggest that to him, she thought, smiling despite herself. He’s crazy enough to do it . . .


    She looked up at Tony as he fucked her, his hands running up and down her stocking-clad legs, but his eyes staring greedily at the image of her on the screen. She knew that he was imagining all the other men who’d watched the video and reached down to pull on their stiffening dicks, pretending that they were just behind the camera, about to step forward, see Amber smile at them and pull the swimsuit straps off her shoulders and lay down in the sand so they could have sex with her. Pretending they were the man she wanted, the man she was tossing her hair back and blowing kisses to.


    She knew that the thought of how many other men wanted her was the single most powerful reason that Tony got so turned on by her, and she understood why. That was what she was selling, after all. Desire. The DVD wasn’t just a way of Tony seeing multiple images of Amber. It was to reinforce the hot rush of knowing that Tony was where every other man, and not a few women, wanted to be. It was his ultimate fantasy.


    ‘I’m fucking you . . .’ he moaned. ‘I’m making you come . . .’


    Actually, he wasn’t; but Amber slid her hand between her legs to take care of herself, bucking as her fingers stroked her clit, turned on enough by Tony rearing inside her, ramming her hard, for her to reach climax almost immediately; a scream escaped her lips as she came, rubbing herself against him.


    ‘Oh, yeah – look at you coming, you’re so goddamn beautiful . . .’ Tony groaned.


    There were three Ambers in the room. The Amber on the screen, walking out of the sea now, salt water dripping from her perfect skin, her smooth stomach, smiling at him seductively. The Amber reflected in the mirrored dressing table, her hair spilling down the red coverlet, her legs in their pale blue translucent stockings wrapped around his waist. And the Amber below him, her body jerking as she came, her pink-glossed lips open, panting, her eyes closed, lost in her own orgasm. He wound his fingers in her hair, pulling her head up so he saw her face as clearly as he saw her on the screen, unable to hold out any longer.


    ‘This is the best fuck ever!’ Tony yelled as he spasmed hard inside her.


    Amber felt him come, and tensed immediately, but Tony was always careful, and he barely got his breath back before he was easing out of her, holding the condom as he slipped it off. No one wanted her to get pregnant. He dumped it on the bedside table and collapsed on top of her, mumbling into her hair: ‘Babe, you are one hot fuck.’


    ‘I try,’ she said sleepily, already in a doze.


    ‘Ever since I saw that DVD –’ Tony raised his head for a moment, just to take a final gloating look at the screen image of the woman he’d just had sex with – ‘I knew I had to get with you. Remember when I asked you if you’d mind me playing it? I was a bundle of nerves. I couldn’t believe it when you said it was OK.’


    Amber shrugged beneath him, drifting away on a cool blue sea. ‘It’s still me,’ she mumbled.


    ‘It sure is!’


    He rested his head between her breasts. ‘Nap time,’ he said contentedly. ‘And then we’ll head up to the bar – I gotta show you off all dressed up – and you can have another one of those crazy purple cocktails you liked last night.’


    ‘Parma Violet,’ she said drowsily.


    ‘And then we’ll come back and have dinner in front of the fire. Jeez, this is the best weekend ever!’


    
       
    


    Petal


    ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ Petal demanded imperiously.


    The doorman looked down at her, rifling through pages of names on the VIP list, waiting for her to announce who she was; but Petal just stood there, blue-fingernailed hands on hips, fringe hanging into her face, ruffled top falling off her shoulder, her dangling resin earrings trembling in the night wind. He needed to work out who she was; she wasn’t going to help him along.


    ‘It’s Petal Gold!’ the PR hissed at him.


    ‘So that’s under G, is it?’ The doorman rifled back through the list.


    ‘It’s Petal Gold! She doesn’t even need to be on the list! Just let her in!’


    As the doorman rushed to unclip the red velvet rope, the PR mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ at Petal and her entourage.


    Petal smiled graciously at her as they sailed on through, Petal’s best friend, Tasmeen, snapping at the doorman: ‘You need to read Heat magazine, man! You’re ignorant!’


    ‘What is she, a singer or something?’ the doorman asked the PR as they went past.


    ‘She’s got a handbag line or something – she writes a column for Downtown – she’s Gold’s daughter, you idiot!’ the PR snapped back.


    ‘Oh fuck! Sorry,’ he said guiltily, looking after Petal, trying to see a resemblance between her and her extremely famous father. With her pale skin and thick, unevenly cut bob of red-tinted hair, her eyes heavy with dark blue eyeliner and her lips matte with pink lipstick, Petal looked like plenty of other skinny and sulky London girls in the Camden set. The look was striped T-shirts, bright layers – as if they’d just pulled on some random clothes from their bedroom floor – slouchy boots and artfully disarranged hair.


    But the reason Petal looked like all the other girls was because they copied her frenziedly; Petal only had to be photographed in Grazia or Heat wearing anything to have a ton of teenage girls storming their local shopping parades, looking for a cheap version of her top or her jeans or her bag.


    ‘I’ve seen her in the papers, come to think of it,’ the doorman admitted. ‘But her hair’s different—’


    ‘You’re sacked,’ the PR said flatly.


    ‘God, can you believe that guy!’ Tasmeen said to Petal.


    ‘I know. Total ignorance. I mean, what’s he doing on a door? He should be, I dunno, working for London Transport or something . . .’


    The girls broke into giggles as they made their way to the VIP area, where luckily the bouncer was considerably more au fait with the latest hip young London girls about town.


    ‘All right, Petal,’ he said, waving her and her entourage – Tasmeen, her hairdresser, JC, and JC’s boyfriend, Rudy – up the steps into the crammed, slightly smelly, but much-prized corner of the club designated for VIPs.


    ‘I hate my name,’ Petal sighed.


    ‘You’re kidding!’ Rudy exclaimed. ‘You’re so lucky to have a one-word name! You’re like Cher! Or Britney! Or Liza!’


    ‘You are so gay,’ his boyfriend muttered.


    ‘Her full name’s Petal Serenity Dream Gold,’ Tasmeen blurted out.


    ‘Tas!’ Petal elbowed Tasmeen furiously, utterly embarrassed.


    ‘Serenity Dream?’ Rudy was already saying. ‘That’s wild. Your parents weren’t even hippies, were they?’


    ‘I need a drink,’ Petal said, changing the subject. ‘JC?’ She fished some cash out of the little clutch bag hanging from her wrist. ‘Get them in, will you?’


    ‘God, this place is a bit of a dump, isn’t it? And smelly!’ Rudy complained, wrinkling his pretty nose.


    ‘It’s very exclusive,’ Tasmeen reprimanded him.


    Rudy looked around him, adjusting his neon-bright T-shirt over his skinny ripped jeans. They were closer to the ceiling on the raised area, which meant less air circulation than down below, and the jammed-full little club in Hoxton, with its painted black walls and ripped plastic upholstery smelled of sweat and perfume and hair products, and the occasional sneaky cigarette. But mostly, it smelled of sweat. The walls were beaded with it.


    ‘Honestly,’ he said dismissively,‘you can make anything exclusive these days, can’t you?’


    ‘Whatever,’ Petal shrugged at him. ‘KillBuzz are playing. It’s a secret gig. That makes this the coolest place in London.’


    ‘Sorry,’ he said placatingly as JC returned, narrow green bottles of beer dangling from his hands. ‘I love your hair, by the way.’


    Petal softened. ‘JC did it.’ She reached up a hand to ruffle her fringe. ‘It’s really cool. The messier it gets, the better it looks.’


    ‘Wash and wear, darling,’ JC said, handing her a Stella. ‘Listen, I want to take you blonde next week. The press’ll go crazy. Really yellow-blonde, like neon.’


    ‘Really?’ Petal said doubtfully. ‘I like the red . . .’


    ‘You have to keep changing your look!’ JC insisted. ‘That’s the only way they’ll keep wanting to take your photo!’ He grinned at Rudy. ‘She’s my muse,’ he said. ‘All that lovely thick white skin, you can take her any colour you want. She’s like this amazing canvas.’


    ‘Eww! Thick skin! What the fuck, JC?’ Petal complained, taking a pull at her beer. ‘Also, don’t muses, like, do something?’


    ‘I meant thick like cream,’ JC said quickly. ‘Heavy cream.’


    ‘Mmm, delicious!’ said Rudy, picking up his cue. ‘So lickable!’


    Tasmeen shot Petal a do-you-believe-this-guy? glance. Petal grinned, swallowing her beer. Tas was endlessly critical. She had a bad temper and a non-stop, twenty-four-seven fuck-you attitude. It was one of the things Petal liked best about Tas: she always said what was on her mind, she never sucked up to Petal because Petal’s dad was rock royalty, so famous he was known only by his last name.


    Petal had grown up with film stars and rock legends and real royalty, and though her father had gone all Zen in recent years, she remembered the wild parties in her early teens all too well. She’d seen too many world-famous people trashed and behaving badly to have much respect for anyone any more. When you were ten, watching wide-eyed from your window as a gorgeous female singer, famous for her perfect marriage to a film star and her super-healthy macrobiotic diet, had got drunk on tequila, stripped off her clothes, jumped into the pool naked, hit on a member of a girl group, and then thrown up over herself, it sort of did your head in about believing anything anyone ever told you. She’d heard ‘do as I say, not as I do’ so many times in her childhood it was like her dad’s mantra.


    Until he got Zen Buddhism and a mantra for real, of course.


    ‘You’re a bit of a twat, aren’t you?’ Tas was saying to Rudy, who bridled.


    ‘Don’t let her get to you, Rudy,’ JC said, wrapping his arm round his boyfriend’s narrow waist. They were both fashionably thin, their skinny jeans dropping off their narrow hips. JC, as befitted an up-and-coming hairstylist, had bleached his hair, dipped the ends in pale green, and razored it in a style that, if hanging just right, gave his round friendly face an angularity that it lacked naturally. Mascara and a hit of lip gloss added to the edgy look that he was desperate to cultivate; he would have given anything to have a sullen, bony face rather than the chubby cheeks he couldn’t lose, no matter how much he dieted.


    ‘She’s mean,’ Rudy sniffed, drinking his beer. Rudy looked like all the other boys JC had dated over the years: super-elegant, with smooth beige skin and big dark eyes with ridiculously thick lashes. He pouted prettily with resentment.


    ‘Oh, she’s a total key merchant,’ JC said. ‘Likes to wind everyone up.’


    ‘I just say what I think,’ Tas said, shrugging.


    She never apologizes, Petal thought. I love that about her.


    Also, Petal loved that Tas was definitely on the curvy side, and it didn’t seem to bother her at all. Petal was so obsessed, so driven to be thin – not too skinny, of course, or the tabloids would say you had an eating disorder. But if you were too skinny, they’d still photograph you; while if you were too fat, you’d get one photo in a ‘Who Ate All The Pies?’ section of a gossip mag, and then they wouldn’t bother with you again. You needed to be able to get into sample sizes for fashion shoots, wear up-and-coming designers’ tiny clothes out partying, so that next day you’d be ‘Petal Gold, rocking Christopher Kane’s stretch neon mini at the launch party for Chanel’s new range of mobile phone charms!’


    It was all about the press coverage. That was the one thing she’d truly learned from her mum and dad. If you didn’t get the column inches, you might as well be dead.


    ‘They’re on!’ Tas yelled, barrelling her way over to the balcony, which gave an uninterrupted view of the little stage.


    This was a secret gig, of course, like all the best ones, with an invite list of London’s youngest, trendiest opinion-formers: DJs, models, music journos and celebrities like Petal, famous solely for dressing up and partying hard and being photographed at the launch of the hottest thing that week. KillBuzz, the band playing tonight, were a new discovery from Newcastle, four cool boys whose songs about going out on the lash and trying to pull were, if their record label was to be believed, anthems for the new generation of club kids.


    ‘He’s all right!’ Tas shouted to Petal over the roar of feedback as the boys, heads ducked, hair falling into their eyes, launched into their first single, ‘Sod Off If You Can’t Take a Joke’.


    Petal looked where Tas was pointing and rolled her eyes. ‘Not another drummer, Tas!’


    ‘It’s OK for you,’ Tas yelled.‘You can have anyone you want! I’ve got to know my limitations!’


    Petal couldn’t deny the truth of what, with her usual brutal honesty, Tas was saying. In the normal, civilian world, normal boys mostly liked girls who looked, well, normal, with a bit more meat on their bones than Petal. Girls with boobs and bums, girls with sexy curves, girls who ordered dessert when you took them out to dinner.


    But in Celeb World, the rules were all flipped on their head. The thinner you were, the better it was. Because the thinner you were, generally, the better you photographed. You had to lose at least the ten pounds the camera put on, and then some more. Tas was brave to hang out in Petal’s circles, where her size fourteen figure made her a comparative elephant. She was very striking, with her strong features, thick black hair and rich red-brown skin, but she had to put up with a lot of sarkiness from girls with legs the size of pipe-cleaners and collarbones so prominent you could have hung earrings from them.


    ‘He’s hot,’ Petal admitted, glancing at the drummer, with his Afro and tattoos. ‘But I like that one.’


    She pointed at the bassist, a sulky-looking boy with full lips, wide cheekbones, and heavy-lidded grey eyes that gave him a look of debauchery. Slanting a glance sideways at Tas, Petal cracked a smile of complete and extreme naughtiness. She didn’t smile much as a rule; it wasn’t cool, and it wasn’t how people wanted to see you. They wanted you bored, petulant, resentful, their image of how teenagers should look and behave. Petal was twenty now, her teens behind her. Still, the shots of her sullenly posing outside nightclubs, fag in one hand, spokesgirl for modern youth, were the ones that the paps wanted.


    But when Petal did smile, she came to life, going from pretty to completely bewitching. Twin dimples curved on each side of her mouth, like tiny extra smiles; Petal hated them, but they were entrancing. Her eyes sparkled, her even white teeth gleamed (nothing but the best cosmetic dentists for Gold’s only daughter). Her entire face lit up. She looked mischievous and naughty and completely charming.


    ‘I’m having him,’ she yelled in Tas’s ear. ‘Him, me, back of a black cab. Tonight.’


    ‘Fab. And I’ll have the drummer boy. Pact?’


    ‘Pact.’


    They spat on their hands and shook, their code.


    ‘This is so on,’ Petal said, leaning far over the balcony rail, whistling loud enough so that, the first song winding down, the lead singer looked up, head drawn by the piercing sound. ‘Not you!’ Petal shouted cheekily. ‘You!’ And she pointed to the bassist.


    ‘I’m Petal,’ she said forty minutes later, plopping herself down on the lap of her chosen target. ‘And you’re fucking sexy.’


    He went bright red.


    ‘Um, hi,’ he said awkwardly. ‘I’m Dan Drummond. Do I know you? You look sort of familiar . . .’


    ‘I do a lot of stuff,’ Petal said, shrugging, hating to have to give her surname and watch people’s eyes flicker in recognition of her famous dad. ‘I caught your show tonight. You were brilliant.’


    ‘Yeah? Cool! We’ve barely gigged in London at all. I was shitting bricks beforehand. We all were.’


    ‘Well, it didn’t show.’


    He mimed wiping his forehead in relief. ‘It’s a lot of pressure, y’know? We’re just a bunch of Geordie lads. We’ve not done much of anything yet, just wrote some songs and got snapped up by this A&R guy who saw a gig we did back home. And now we’re hanging out with all this high and mighty lot. It’s a bit much sometimes.’


    Petal perched back on his knee, letting him get a good look at her. She could tell that, though he was trying to play it cool, he wasn’t at all used to girls like her sitting down on his lap and telling him they fancied him; those bone-sharp cheekbones were still pink, and he was babbling away in a mixture of embarrassment and excitement.


    ‘Maybe you need someone to hold your hand a bit,’ she purred, looking up at him from under her heavy fringe. ‘Guide you through the mad crazy world of London nightlife.’


    ‘That’s very nice of you to offer, Petal,’ he said, still looking a bit taken aback.


    ‘I am nice,’ Petal agreed. ‘Dan, right?’


    He nodded. She could smell his sweat, fresh from throwing himself round the stage like a whirling dervish, his hair still damp with it. His T-shirt clung to his torso, and although he was a typically lean twenty-something boy, his arms had nice definition, whipcord veins standing out along his biceps.


    ‘You smell good,’ she said.


    ‘Oh hell – I’m all sweaty.’ He pushed his hair back. ‘You’re so pretty, look at your little top and everything. You shouldn’t be this close to me, you’ll get all messed up.’


    He actually meant it. It was really sweet.


    ‘I like it.’ Petal moved towards him till her mouth was nearly touching his. ‘I told you, I think you’re sexy.’ She kissed him, just a brief touch of her pink-lipsticked mouth to his. ‘Remember, Dan, you’re a rock star now. You’re supposed to be sweaty when you come off stage. It’s sexy.’ She kissed him again. ‘It makes all the girls fancy you.’ A final kiss, still light as a feather.


    Dan Drummond’s eyes were wide, his mouth open in shock and awe.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ Petal purred naughtily. ‘I won’t slap your face if you try to kiss me back.’


    ‘You are something,’ he said, finally finding his voice.


    ‘I am that!’ She jumped up just as he leaned towards her for a kiss, confusing him thoroughly, exactly as she’d planned; then she reached for his hand and pulled him to his feet too. ‘Wanna come to the toilet with me?’


    ‘I’ve never had an invitation I fancied more,’ he said devoutly, following her out of the band’s crammed dressing room as the rest of KillBuzz whooped encouragement at him.


    Tas had already pinned the drummer against the wall with her lavish bosom, and was holding him there, riveted, as he did his best not to stare too openly down her cleavage. Tas always wore low-cut tops to show off her breasts, and tonight the fuchsia lace of her bra showed brightly against her dark skin, the contrast stunning; she was giggling at him while doing her best to shove her bosom up like a shelf.


    Hearing the whoops, she glanced over her shoulder, saw that Petal had snagged her target, and shot her a sneaky wink before turning back to her own.


    ‘So, um, what are we going to do in the loo?’ Dan asked as they walked down the corridor. ‘Are you going to give me a blow job or something?’


    ‘You what?’ She let go of his hand and planted hers on her hips, furious. ‘Do you think I’m a fucking groupie?’


    ‘No – sorry – I didn’t mean . . .’ He hung his head in misery. ‘I just haven’t done this much, you know? I mean, we were nothing a few weeks ago, just some lads gigging in local pubs. This is all way out of me league, pet. I’m really sorry!’


    She softened, because he was genuinely apologetic, and because close-up he was even more gorgeous than he was onstage. But she still stood there, making him suffer.


    ‘Petal! I’m sorry, right!’ He dropped to the ground and pretended to kiss the toes of her beaten-up vintage cowboy boots. ‘Forgive me, won’t you? Pity a poor country boy who doesn’t know big-city ways!’


    She was laughing now.


    ‘Get up, you idiot!’ she said, hauling him to his feet again. ‘So – you a friend of Charlie’s, Dan?’


    ‘You what?’ he said, momentarily baffled.‘Oh, right! Can’t afford it usually,’ he admitted. ‘We’re into the whiz up our way. Cheaper, y’know.’


    ‘You’ll be able to afford it now,’ Petal assured him, pushing back the door of the unisex loo. ‘Now that you’re a rock star.’


    ‘Keep saying that, babe,’ Dan said happily. ‘It’s really turning me on.’


    JC and Rudy were in the loos already, chopping up their own gear on the chipped old sink surround. Petal joined them, pulling her own supply, stashed in a silver cigarette case, from her Gucci bag. JC and Rudy had a bottle of Absolut Pear vodka, and they all took long pulls at it after they’d done nice fat lines, Rudy snapping some photos on his camera phone that sent them into hysterics. It was a grotty backstage loo, the black paint on the walls chipped and peeling, the red stall doors heavily graffitied, the Formica floor sticky with beer and God knew what: the perfect place for an up-and-coming rock star and an urban girl about town to make out.


    Coke always made Petal horny. More people came in and out, more lines were snorted, and after half an hour of vodka and charlie, she was more than ready to be alone with Dan. Grabbing his arm, she pulled him into a stall and slammed the door shut as JC and Rudy and the singer of KillBuzz yelled approvingly after them. Dan was a quick learner, or maybe coke had just the same effect on him; he had his tongue down her throat the moment the door closed, kissing her hard and deep, grinding his long skinny body against hers, making her moan into his mouth with excitement and lust.


    She reached down and grabbed his arse, pulling his crotch into hers, the stacked heels of her cowboy boots getting her just high enough to wriggle herself where she wanted to be, feeling his instant erection through his tight jeans.


    ‘God, this is good,’ she mumbled against him. ‘You’re a great kisser.’


    ‘And you’re wild,’ Dan said, biting her neck. ‘Are you, like, the fastest girl in London? You’re like a fucking lightning bolt.’


    ‘If I’m not –’ Petal ran her hands under his T-shirt, grabbing his belt buckle, pulling him in even closer – ‘I don’t know who is.’


    ‘Fuck, you’re driving me crazy!’ he groaned, sliding his hands up under her skirt. ‘You even wearing knickers? What do wild girls wear on their bums?’


    ‘That’s for me to know . . .’


    ‘. . . And me to find out!’


    He hooked his thumbs under the waistband of her tights. She was wet already, totally turned on by him, by the smell of his sweat – no aftershave for an indie kid from Newcastle, nothing but him, the sharp scent of his excitement mingling with her own – by his hands on her, the way he’d really got into it, followed her lead and gone nuclear. Boys were all the same: they’d hang around, nervous of rejection, waiting for the signals that it was OK with you for them to go for it, but when you gave them the green light they couldn’t get your knickers off fast enough.


    ‘You can’t fuck me here in the loos,’ she said, running her hands around his waist, making him moan. ‘Not with everyone right outside.’


    ‘Nah,’ he said, his grey eyes bright, his grin wide. ‘I’m going to eat you out. Seems the least I can do by way of apology for treating you like a groupie. I’m going to get down on me knees and give you a good old seeing to. How’s that sound?’


    Petal was practically dripping with anticipation.


    ‘Fantastic,’ she drawled. ‘If you’re really good at it, maybe I’ll give you that blow job after all.’


    ‘Fuck,’ Dan Drummond said devoutly, dropping to his knees and pulling her tights and knickers down as he went. ‘This is definitely the best fucking night of me life!’


    
       
    


    Joe


    Joe Jeffreys was on top of the world. His world: Hollywood. Which, if he’d wanted to, he could have ruled like a despotic emperor. He was one of the biggest movie stars in the world, he made tens of millions of dollars per picture, and if he threw his weight around, the reverberations would have been heard all round the planet.


    But that wasn’t Joe’s style. Never had been, never would be. Everything had always come easily to him; he didn’t need to throw his weight around to get what he wanted, because what he wanted had always dropped into his lap before he’d even figured out what it might be. By seventeen, he’d already been drop-dead gorgeous, and he’d only improved with age. At six foot two, with linebacker shoulders, he was that rare breed of movie star, the kind who is even more physically imposing in person than he is onscreen. Not since Clint Eastwood had Hollywood seen such a hunk of a man. Blond and blue-eyed, tanned to a perfect even bronze, his corn-fed Midwestern handsomeness was dazzling.


    Meeting Joe for the first time was as blinding as a visitation from a sun god: you blinked hard, overwhelmed, and fell instantly under the spell cast by his looks and his charm. It had been like that for the model scout who’d spotted him on Joe’s first-ever trip out of state – a family vacation to Disneyland – snapped a Polaroid of him, and signed him up then and there. It had been like that for the agent who’d seen him in a Gap ad on TV, flown him out to LA and got him a walk-on role in a movie as a hot bartender. And it had been like that for the casting director who’d cast him in an action movie as a tough young cop, his breakout role, the one that had precipitated him on his swift upward climb to his current status as the king of the blockbusters.


    Joe had never taken an acting class in his life. He was a natural. Besides, Joe would be the first one to acknowledge that he wasn’t an actor: he was a movie star. That was his job. He was damn good at it. And he loved it and pretty much everything that came with it.


    Joe was also damn good at being happy, a talent very few people are lucky enough to possess. Most of the time, he felt like the luckiest guy ever, and right then, having just hiked up LA’s spectacular Runyon Canyon, he couldn’t see a cloud in the sky. Literally or metaphorically. He stood at the top, hands on hips, surveying the dramatic, sun-kissed landscape, breathing in the smog with a happy smile on his face, his two Great Danes, Hengist and Horsa, bumping at his legs.


    Below, at the bottom of the long steep hill, the bright sunlight gleamed off the lenses of the waiting paparazzi, eager for photographs of the godlike Joe Jeffreys, hot and sweaty from a bracing run. Even though Joe knew they couldn’t see him, not from the distance, he raised his hand and waved at them, a good-old-boy, friendly wave. Joe’d never had a beef with the paparazzi; they were just doing their job. Everyone had to make a living, after all.


    Joe took off his baseball cap, ran one hand through his thick fair hair, and jammed the cap back on again. Much as he liked to feel the sun on his face, it was definitely ageing. Plus you had to worry about skin cancer now, and he hated when his dermatologist yelled at him. He took a long pull at his water bottle and squirted some into the open mouths of each of the Great Danes, who had sat down expectantly as soon as he untapped the bottle. They knew the routine; they got a drink when Joe did.


    ‘Right, guys,’ he said, hooking the bottle back onto his belt, ‘let’s sprint back down, drive home, crack a beer and watch the game, OK? Sound like a plan to you?’


    Great Danes were hunting dogs; they could spend all day running with horses, tracking down wolves or wild boar. Even though Joe was at the peak of physical fitness, there was no way that the pace he set back down the canyon path was a challenge to them. But they lolloped along beside him, tongues lolling out happily, always happy to run with their human, the leader of their pack. The paparazzi had been briefed on the names of the dogs, and called them out as Joe approached, the lenses clicking frantically as they fought to get the best action shot of him, the damp white T-shirt clinging to his firm round pecs, gold hairs glinting on his tanned arms, his strong thighs pounding a steady rhythm down the hill.


    ‘Joe! How’s Jennifer doing?’


    ‘Hengist! Horsa! Over here! Over here!’


    ‘Joe! How’s it feel to be engaged?’


    ‘Joe, could you lose the baseball cap?’


    Joe flashed them all a wide smile, keeping up a steady pace as he jogged to his Lexus Hybrid 4 × 4 and unlocked it, throwing the back open for the dogs to leap in. The paps all knew what to expect by now: he never uttered a word, never reacted apart from giving them the big Joe Jeffreys photogenic grin. There was no point provoking him by yelling insults or foul language, as they did with other celebrities who might rise to the bait; but they’d get what they came for, a great shot of a sweaty, sexy Joe out with his dogs. A good morning’s work.


    ‘Joe! Did you have a good time in Vancouver?’ yelled one guy just as Joe was pulling his door shut.


    Weird question, Joe thought as he drove home. I mean, you go to film in Vancouver cause it’s a hell of a lot cheaper, you shoot a movie, you come back to LA. Who asks if you had a good time in Vancouver? Must be a newbie.


    It wasn’t much of a drive from Runyon Canyon to Joe’s compound in the Hollywood Hills. As the electronic gates swung open, Joe was already picturing the rest of the day laid out before him, a whole series of his favourite things, one after the other. A long steamy hydro-massage shower, the body jets turned up to the max, pounding out his tight muscles from the run. A couple of cold beers, put in the freezer by Estrelita, the housekeeper, when he drove out, so they’d be ideally chilled for his return, moisture beading on the green glass of the bottle. Chips, celery, and plenty of blue cheese dip; he’d just wrapped a movie, so for a couple of weeks he could eat whatever the hell he wanted.


    And the game, fired up in his private screening room, so vivid you’d think you were right on the baseball diamond with the Royals. They’d done nothing for twenty-five years, the last time they made it to the World Series, but who else could a Kansas boy support but the Royals? Sure, it’d be easier to transfer allegiance to the LA Dodgers, but where was the integrity in that?


    Plus, of course, a couple of bongs of British Columbia’s best hydroponic bud, just enough to get him all loose and happy. Soak in the pool for a while, catch some rays when the sun was past its peak. And then, who knew? Call up a couple of girls he knew, see if they wanted to come over and party. Or just chill out at home, enjoying the peace and quiet after a long hard shooting schedule – rifle through his extensive porn collection and show himself a good time.


    Decisions, decisions. Joe sighed, a long happy near-groan of pure anticipation. The dogs, hearing their master’s voice, flopped their tails heavily in response.


    Then the Lexus rounded the corner of the long white mansion, turning onto the gravelled parking area, and Joe said, ‘Ah, fuck,’ so explosively that one of the dogs whined in empathy.


    It wasn’t the sight of his fiancée Jennifer’s red Prius parked next to the staff’s cars that bothered him. Jennifer lived in an entirely separate area of the compound, in a self-contained house with her own private pool; they could happily go for days on end without seeing each other, unless they had some red carpet to walk hand in hand.


    No, Jennifer wasn’t the problem. What had rattled Joe was the vehicle parked next to hers, the gas-guzzling, very much nonenvironmentally friendly SUV belonging to their publicist, the much-feared Carmen Delgado. Joe and Jennifer had to drive hybrids, because otherwise they’d have been slated by the press. But Carmen made the news, she didn’t appear in it. Therefore, Carmen could drive whatever the hell she wanted.


    There was only one reason for Carmen to be making an unscheduled visit during the day: some sort of crisis. And even if it were a crisis about some shit Jen had pulled, there was no way in hell Joe wasn’t going to be sucked into it too. Damn. If he’d known the Bitch Queen was dropping by, he’d have made sure to have a couple of beers beforehand. In Joe’s long experience of dealing with Carmen, it was never a good idea to go into it totally sober.


    They were waiting for him in the main living room, Carmen pacing up and down, a tigress strapped into Louboutin spike heels, which clicked up and down the slate floor, sounding like a whip-fast game of speed chess. She was dressed to the nines, as always, in a red tailored Roland Mouret dress that flamed gloriously against her dark golden Latina skin. Her blue-black hair was curled into loose ringlets down her back, and her makeup was impeccable; she carried a professional Smashbox case in her Range Rover at all times for touch-ups. If you didn’t know that Carmen was one of the top three publicists in this town, that she ruled it with an iron fist in a clanking iron glove, you would have realized it as soon as you met her.


    But you certainly wouldn’t have identified the tiny, almost frail girl curled up on the huge white suede sofa as one of the most successful movie actresses of the moment. Jennifer Downs had just come off the set of her latest film, a thriller in which she played an LAPD detective who, while investigating a serial killer who preyed on prostitutes, was conducting torrid affairs with two separate men, both of whom were suspects in the case. In order to lend Jennifer’s fragile build and doe-eyed features a tougher edge, which would make casting her as a hard-bitten detective remotely plausible, her light brown hair had been given a short, shaggy crop. Her skin was bare, without a scrap of makeup, and she was wearing soft, fleecy sweats and flip-flops which were specially engineered to prevent cellulite. She looked ten years younger than her true age, which was twenty-five. This was partly because she was underweight, which made her eyes look as huge as headlights in her small heart-shaped face.


    ‘Hey, ladies!’ Joe said easily as he strolled into the living room. Estrelita had met him at the door with a cold Bud, and he tilted it to his lips, relishing the clean sharp taste of the chilled lager, the bubbles popping on his tongue.


    He was hoping against hope that this wasn’t a biggie. And then he noticed the magazine on the huge glass coffee table, and his heart sank right down to the floor.


    Oh boy, I’m in trouble now, he thought ruefully.


    ‘You’re an idiot!’ Jennifer said furiously, glaring at him. ‘A stupid fucking idiot dickhead who can’t keep it in his pants for more than two fucking seconds at a time!’


    ‘Careful, honey,’ Joe said, drinking some more Bud. ‘Your personality is showing.’


    Jennifer would have burned holes in him with her stare if she could.


    Carmen swung to a halt, swivelled, and pointed one red-tipped, perfectly manicured finger at him.


    ‘She’s on the money,’ Carmen hissed. ‘You are a fucking idiot.’


    ‘Wow, you’re taking her side. No surprises there,’ Joe commented ironically.


    He walked over to the built-in wet bar, where Estrelita had set out his snack, beautifully arranged in a huge bone china dish: in the centre was blue cheese dressing, dusted with freshly ground white pepper. Sticks of celery and carrot rested on one side, and a stack of his favourite Doritos on the other.


    ‘Yay! Cool Ranch Doritos! Estrelita’s the best!’ Joe said, dunking a chip into the whipped dressing. ‘Ladies? Chip and dip?’


    As he’d known they would, both Carmen and Jennifer recoiled as if he’d offered them arsenic laced with weedkiller.


    ‘Oh, yeah, sorry, Jen. Forgot you don’t eat solid food on weekdays,’ he said cheerfully.


    ‘God, I hate you sometimes,’ Jennifer said, turning away so she didn’t have to watch him eat. She looked to the left, not because she wanted to examine the Roy Lichtenstein painting of the cartoon woman firing a ray gun, the words ‘BANG! ZAP! KAPOW!’ exploding above her head, for which Joe’s designer had paid tens of millions of dollars; no, Jennifer always automatically turned to the left, because she knew how perfect her profile was from that side.


    ‘Is that cheese?’ Carmen asked, horrified.


    ‘Sure is,’ Joe confirmed.


    ‘He’s so freaking lucky not to be lactose intolerant,’ Jennifer sighed.


    ‘He should be allergic to strippers!’ Carmen yelled, getting right back to the point, batting aside Joe’s attempt to distract her. ‘Look at that fucking magazine cover!’


    Fortified now with beer and Doritos, Joe strolled over to the coffee table. It was one huge slab of glass, six feet long and two feet high, with artfully rough edges, stacked with two perfect piles of the latest sports and cigar magazines. And tossed right in the centre was the latest issue of the National Investigator, a blurred picture on its cover of a woman sitting on the lap of a man, another woman lying beside them, her legs draped elegantly up a pole. Over the photo, in bright yellow, deliberately obscuring much of it so that readers would have to buy the issue to look inside, blared the head-line:‘JOE CHEATS ON JEN WITH STRIPPER!’


    ‘Hey, I wonder how much time they put into thinking that headline up,’ Joe said, uncapping a second beer. ‘You think they worked all night to come up with something that catchy?’


    Carmen froze him with a glare colder than his bottle of Bud. ‘Cut the crap, Joe,’ she snapped.


    Joe sighed. ‘OK, I’m holding my hands up,’ he said, suiting the action to the words. ‘I fucked up. I’m really sorry. Can you fix this, Carmen? Stage me apologizing to Jen, or something? Say it was my early bachelor party?’


    ‘You agreed to this whole deal, Joe,’ Carmen said, flicking a cigarette out of the pack of Merits that lay on the table, and lighting up. ‘We went over and over it, remember? You needed an image makeover. There were too many George Clooney-type stories about you being an eternal bachelor. People speculating all over the Internet that you were gay.’


    Joe couldn’t help smirking at that one.


    ‘Hey, being a pussy-hound who can’t stay away from cheap whores is almost as bad as being a faggot for the movie-going public!’ Carmen hissed, firing smoke out of both her nostrils like a glamorous dragon.


    Jennifer nodded vigorously, reaching for the Merits herself.


    ‘It looks terrible,’ she chimed in. ‘You know how important the women’s magazines are. I mean, if you were serial dating, that’s one thing. But strip clubs . . .’


    ‘You’re thirty-five, Joe,’ Carmen said coldly. ‘You can’t keep playing the playboy card.’


    Hell, I know she’s right, Joe thought gloomily, snagging a piece of celery and dragging it through the dip. That’s why we cooked up this whole engagement crap in the first place. Jennifer and I, we both needed to get married. Shoot a romantic comedy together, say we fell in love on set, sell the hell out of the movie, get married on a Malibu clifftop, stay together for a few years, see how it goes . . .


    That’s why the rendezvous with the paparazzi had been set up by Carmen’s assistant today; candid shots of him with his dogs, to publicize the movie he and Jen were starring in, which was due to be released in a couple of months’ time. It was an adaptation of a best-selling memoir called Me, Him and Mr Paws, about feuding neighbours who have to put aside their differences to look after a cute chow puppy that gets dumped on their doorstep. Jennifer played the uptight career woman, Joe the laid-back commitment-phobe, drawn to each other despite themselves. It was going to make everyone involved a shitload of money.


    Joe being photographed taking his dogs for a run was perfect prerelease publicity. Or it had been, until that damn gossip rag had screwed up all their carefully laid plans.


    ‘This is going to need really serious damage control,’ Carmen pronounced, staring hard at Joe, her black eyes shiny and hard as rifle casings.


    ‘Stage a really big apology?’ Joe offered weakly, finishing his second beer. ‘I mean, I just wrapped a movie, I was celebrating with a couple of consenting adults . . . Could I sweep Jen off to Venice for the weekend or something? Make some huge romantic gesture? Buy her some of Liz Taylor’s diamonds?’


    Carmen laughed hollowly. Jen, sitting up straight on the sofa, feet curled under her, shook her head.


    ‘Joe, they’ve got a lot of photos,’ Carmen informed him. ‘There’s a whole series of one of the girls going down on you.’


    Joe pulled an agonized face. ‘That’s not good,’ he said feebly.


    Hengist and Horsa, who had padded off into the kitchen to drink some water, re-emerged and flopped down in the marble-tiled hallway, which didn’t get the sun and therefore was the coolest place in the entire house. Their heavy tails pounded a few times before they settled down for a nice long nap, breathing heavily and sighing to each other.


    ‘You’re addicted,’ Jennifer said.


    ‘Say what?’ Joe spun round to look at her.


    ‘You’re addicted,’ she said, eyes wide, her photogenic face composed into the precise expression of utter conviction that had appeared on all the posters for her movie last year, Saving Susan, in which she’d played a nun battling to prevent her drug-addicted sister from being convicted of killing her abusive husband.


    ‘You’re a sex addict,’ Carmen confirmed. ‘You just can’t stay away from strippers. It’s a disease. Which means it’s not your fault. Neat, huh! I’ve set it all up. You make a huge apology to Jen, then you go into Cascabel for a few weeks for a residential stay. Work through the programme, Jen meets you when you get discharged, you have a reunion, she falls into your arms, you promise to be good, the movie premieres, you two lovebirds get married. The End.’


    ‘Cascabel? That’s a rehab clinic!’ Joe protested. He really wanted another beer, but three in a row, this fast . . . Even if he’d just finished a movie, that wasn’t such a good idea. He tried the yoga breathing that one of his trainers swore by; pulling right up from his gut, in through the nose, out down his shoulder blades. It just made him feel dizzy.


    ‘It’s very plush,’ Carmen assured him. ‘You can have a private room. There’s a pool, the food’s great . . . think of it as a country club.’


    ‘Or a health spa,’ Jennifer chimed in, shooting a pointed look at the empty bottles of beer and the chip-and-dip plate on the wet bar. ‘You might even shed a few pounds.’


    ‘Look, you little bitch!’ Joe said angrily, taking a couple of steps towards her. ‘You need this goddamn wedding more than I do! So I like to party with strippers every now and then – what man doesn’t? And maybe some of the women who see those pictures will turn their noses up, but I tell you, the guys are thinking, Good for Joe!’


    ‘Endorsements,’ Carmen chanted. ‘Commercials in Japan.’


    ‘Yeah, yeah, Carmen, I know, OK? I know I need to watch my rep! That’s why, when you pitched it to me, I agreed to marry your girlfriend, OK?’ Joe stormed over to the bar, slammed open the Sub-Zero and grabbed himself another cold one. ‘So don’t make it like I need you more than you need me! Jodie Foster, Portia de Rossi – the celebrity rug-munchers aren’t exactly racking up the nominations or the big bucks, are they? You thought it was too dangerous to set Jennifer up with a gay guy, ’cause if that blows up in your face, everyone looks bad! Oh no, you wanted me! I’m the big score, ’cause everyone knows damn well that I’m as straight as Sean mother-fucking Penn!’


    ‘Ew, that animal,’ Jennifer muttered.


    ‘So don’t play this like I’m the total fuckup here!’ Joe looked at the beer, swore in fury, and slammed it down, unopened, on the granite surface of the bar. ‘I can’t believe I’m pounding the beers like this! Man, you got me all wound up!’


    ‘You should switch to low-carb,’ Jennifer offered.


    ‘Tastes like shit,’ Joe said gloomily, sinking down in one of the big leather recliners and kicking out the footrest. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. ‘I’m fucked, aren’t I? These pictures, coming out before Mr Paws . . . ugh, I’m sorry, Jen.’ He looked directly at his fiancée, the whites of his eyes a little red now, but their bright candid blue as clear and charming as ever. ‘And I’m sorry I called you two rug-munchers,’ he added to placate a fuming Carmen. ‘It’s not like I don’t like a pussy appetizer myself.’


    ‘Please.’ Jen rolled her huge, beautiful eyes. ‘Like I care what you do in bed.’


    Carmen stalked across the room, round the back of the sofa, to lean down and wrap her arms around Jennifer’s neck. Jennifer turned to kiss her lover’s cheek lightly.


    ‘You know how this looks, Joe,’ Carmen said, calming down as Jennifer reached up to stroke one of her ringlets. ‘Like Jennifer’s a total patsy for staying with you. This wasn’t just getting drunk in a bar, letting off steam by flirting with some girls. This was getting blown by a stripper.’


    ‘She was a nice chick,’ Joe muttered. ‘We all had a good time.’


    ‘I can stage all the apologies I want, but this is the worst time possible. Your movie’s coming out . . . it could tank Jen’s career if she doesn’t dump you. She’s supposed to be a strong modern role model! Strong modern role models don’t stick with guys who cheat on them!’


    ‘Ah, fuck,’ Joe said, once again, the weight of what Carmen was saying slowly sinking in. ‘I’ve got no choice, do I?’


    The two women shook their heads in unison.


    ‘I’ve booked you into Cascabel from tomorrow,’ Carmen said. ‘And I’m putting out a press statement from the both of you. I’ve got the first draft for you to look at.’


    With increasing misery, Joe began to realize what was in store for him over the coming month, which he had planned to spend chilling out, catching up on his TV shows – there was a boxed set of The Wire he’d been dying to get to – having his stuntmen buddies round to shoot some pool, calling up some girls to come over and party. Relaxing his rigid diet and exercise schedule, just enough to make him feel like a man, not a performing animal on a treadmill. Hanging out with Hengist and Horsa, throwing Frisbees for them on the lawn, taking them for runs; their company was the best tonic he knew. Just now, one of them was snoring lightly, which normally would have made him chuckle with amusement.


    ‘God damn it,’ Joe said with such deep feeling that both dogs woke, looking up to see what was wrong with their beloved human. Hengist clambered to his feet and lumbered over to Joe, shoving his damp nose into Joe’s hand for comfort.


    ‘If those slobbery things come anywhere near me, so help me God . . .’ Jennifer muttered to Carmen.


    ‘I can’t take the dogs with me, can I?’ Joe asked Carmen, the hopelessness in his voice indicating that he knew the answer perfectly well already.


    ‘To rehab?’ Carmen’s perfectly threaded black eyebrows shot up. ‘Don’t you think that might just tell people you’re not taking this whole thing seriously?’


    ‘Ah, fuck,’ Joe said for the last time, rubbing Hengist’s huge head for comfort. ‘Do you know what shit I’m going to take for this? The rest of my life, they’re going to talk about the sex addiction every time my goddamn name comes up.’


    He leaned down and hugged Hengist round his neck. Hengist was drooling on his hand. Yeah, Great Danes were slobbery, but who cared? Women were always bitching about the dogs, but they didn’t realize that Joe would choose over them a stinky big dog that couldn’t quit dribbling any day of the week. At least you knew where you stood with a dog.


    He sighed deeply, thinking of the month he’d been planning for himself, and the one that was actually coming down the pike. Trapped in a rehab centre with a bunch of drunks and junkies whining about their miserable lives. Without even a beer now and then to take the edge off.


    And then another thought struck him, such an awful one that he involuntarily tightened his arms too hard round Hengist’s neck, making the poor dog squeal and scrabble back in panic.


    ‘Oh, no,’ he groaned. ‘Clooney and Pitt are going to rip me a new one when they hear about this!’


    
       
    


    Skye


    If Tinkerbell were completely naked, and if she worked as an exotic dancer in a Manhattan strip club called the Midnight Lounge, she would look exactly like Skye Simmons did that Saturday night. Skye gleamed like she’d been brushed with gold. Her blonde hair was pinned back at the crown, falling down her back in an arrangement of carefully arranged curls. Her big blue eyes looked huge, thanks to her battery-operated eyelash curlers and three coats of lash-building mascara. Her lips were glossed, her cheekbones highlighted with a dewy gel stick. She smelled of peony and chypre, and if someone had licked her, they would have tasted strawberries.


    Skye examined her nude body in the mirror as she affixed a pair of gold pasties to her nipples. Yup, she looked good enough to eat. It was the umpteenth confirmation of what Skye had known ever since she got her first training bra; her pretty angel face, combined with her tight, curvaceous body, had meant that she’d had guys chasing her ever since she could remember. At school it hadn’t been just the boys; teachers had hit on her too. She couldn’t walk down the street without hearing hoots and catcalls or, if she was in a Hispanic area, hisses of appreciation from between their teeth at every involuntary swing of her hips.


    Skye’d grown up in Trenton, New Jersey, an ugly manufacturing town where more people were laid off than had jobs, and the prospects were only getting bleaker: huge clusters of concrete buildings, the factories that were still open spewing filthy smoke, tens of thousands of people crammed too close together. Always guys hanging around, like nobody ever went to work, or at least had the kind of job where the IRS took a cut of your paycheque. Men on every street corner, every doorway, every alley, whistling and yelling and hissing at Skye.


    Not that it wasn’t good to know you were sexy. Whenever Skye had complained about it to her mom, all she’d heard was, ‘Honey, when the guys stop whistling, that’s when you should worry.’ Living a hardscrabble existence with five kids by two different guys, neither of whom had stuck around to help her raise them, had taken its toll on Leanne, and she had no sympathy to spare for a daughter whose problem was being so pretty and sexy she practically had to fight men off with a stick.


    Well, Skye had learned that lesson. No point in getting mad, no point in asking for help. So she figured out how to roll with it instead. Guys were still staring at Skye – more than ever – but now they had to pay for it. She put on a damn good show, she worked it with everything she had, and all those years of hassles and catcalls and filthy propositions were turned on their head. It was Skye who had the power now. And she loved to use it.


    She picked up the giant can of Elnett and misted her hair with it, the chemical tang of hairspray adding to all the other odours in the dressing room: nail-varnish remover, sweat, body spray, perfume, and traces of cigarette and dope smoke – it was illegal to smoke in here, but sometimes the girls just couldn’t wait to run down the back stairs to the side door to the alley. While the hair-spray was still fresh, Skye scooped a handful of gold glitter out of her jar, held her fist as high as she could over her head, and opened it, turning on her toes at the same time so the gold dust landed evenly on her hair, sticking to the hairspray: the final touch.


    ‘You love your glitter dust, baby doll,’ Maria, the house mom, said from her cosy nest in her battered old armchair. ‘How much do you blow on that stuff every week?’


    ‘Hey, better on my hair than up my nose!’ Skye retorted, which caused Jada, pulling on a leather bra at the other side of the dressing room, to crack up with laughter.


    ‘Right,’ she commented. ‘Like it’s one or the other.’


    Skye grinned at Maria over her shoulder. Hired by the management to run the dressing room and keep a lid on trouble, Maria was always there, refereeing conflicts, pouring oil on the waters, eternally ready with a needle and thread for rips in costumes. Often house moms in strip clubs were ex-dancers themselves, but tiny, wizened Maria had never been that glamorous. She’d been a costume maker for years, till her eyes got too strained. Now she sat, every day from noon until closing, in her big armchair, a piece of knitting on her lap, and a big mug of coffee, laced with something stronger, on a table at her side, and though her eyesight wasn’t up to sewing on sequins for hours on end, she never missed a thing that went on in her dressing room.


    ‘It’s gonna be a good night,’ Jada said, lifting her surgically enhanced breasts one after the other and settling them into the bra cups. ‘There’s a real buzz out there. I can smell it.’


    ‘All you can smell right now is hairspray, honey,’ Maria cackled, as Skye pulled on a gold G-string and wriggled into two shiny gold stretch tubes, one barely covering her breasts, the other doing the same for her bottom. ‘Skye, honey, you wanna coffee before you start work?’


    ‘Sure,’ Skye said, taking a polystyrene cup from the wobbly stack on the table.


    Maria reached for a Thermos and poured Skye a cup.


    ‘You wanna top-up?’ she asked, winking.


    This was a special favour, and you couldn’t say no. Maria was already pulling a bottle from its hiding place down by the side of her chair. Skye perched on a battered chair, too ripped up to be used in the club any longer, as Maria laced the coffee with Kahlúa.


    ‘Hits the spot, huh?’ Maria said, as Skye took her first sip.


    How many times had Skye heard Maria say that? Thousands, probably. How many nights had she sat here, drinking coffee, coming up or coming down, listening to the girls chatter and bitch and fight?


    ‘Hit me too, Maria,’ Jada said, a six-foot Amazon with pale mocha skin in her black leather bra and panties, and black spike heels, coming over with a cup of her own.


    ‘Girl, you look like a porn warrior,’ Skye giggled.


    Jada threw her hip sideways and clenched a fist, posing hard. ‘I will lap dance the fuck out of you!’ she said menacingly.


    Skye finished her coffee and stood up, whooping to get herself into the zone.


    ‘OK!’ she said, throwing her cup into the trash. ‘Let’s go and take those suckers out there for everything they’ve got!’


    ‘From your mouth to God’s ear,’ Jada said devoutly.


    They looked at themselves for a moment in the mirror.


    ‘We are so going for different markets,’ Jada giggled, towering over her friend.


    Skye was the archetypal American blonde, with rounded cheeks and a pouty pink mouth; she had the full, lush features of a teenager, or the baby doll for which Maria had nicknamed her. But her figure was pure Barbie, with implausible breasts and a butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth, wide-eyed, innocent stare that had patrons of the club reaching for their wallets in reflex.


    Jada was the opposite to Skye in every way: breathtaking, tall and imposing, with narrow hips and swimmer’s shoulders. Her cheekbones were a sculptural miracle, and her mouth was so wide and full she didn’t like to smile too much; she called it the grin that ate her face.


    ‘Better that way,’ Maria said drily. ‘You got a shot at staying friends.’


    Skye grinned, acknowledging the truth of this.


    ‘Come on, girlfriend!’ she said, grabbing Jada’s hand, winking at Maria over her shoulder. ‘Time to empty out some wallets!’


    The main floor of the Midnight Lounge was already half full at six in the evening. In a couple of hours, it would be packed. And Skye and Jada, striding in through the double doors at the back of the club, the bouncer stationed there nodding at them as they made their entrance, were the queens of the club. Even though there were girls gyrating on the poles, writhing on the lit-up stage, all the men’s heads turned at the sight of the dark Amazon and her blonde little baby-doll friend.


    Skye wiggled up to the bar in her four-inch-high Lucite heels and flashed a smile at the bartender.
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