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Part One




Chapter One

‘Over my dead body! D’you hear me? You’ll take Palmers over my dead body, you scheming, greedy little—’

A fit of wheezing stopped Trey Palmer from finishing his sentence. But Honor, his eldest daughter, had already gotten the gist. Alzheimer’s may have cruelly eaten away at his mental faculties, and old age ravaged his once enviable physique, but his bitterness was as razor sharp as ever.

‘Mr. Palmer, please, don’t upset yourself,’ said the lawyer. Sam Brannagan had sat through more family disputes than he could remember, many of them in this very room. With its dark oak-paneled walls and reassuringly expensive soft furnishings it was all very old-school Bostonian - an appropriate setting for internecine warfare if ever there was one.

Watching the old man grapple with his oxygen mask while he glared at his hapless daughter, however, Sam didn’t think he’d ever seen quite as much open hatred as he’d witnessed today. Looking around the room at the eager, greedy faces turned towards him, he felt intensely depressed.

Honor Palmer, who had convened today’s meeting, was the only decent one among them. But even she was not exactly warm and cuddly. With her spiky, boyish hair, aquiline features and tiny, taut athlete’s body, the newly minted Harvard Law graduate looked beautiful but forbidding. Everything about her, from her four-inch Louboutins and starkly formal black Prada pantsuit, to her low, authoritative voice and impressive grasp of the complex legal issues being discussed, betrayed a steeliness unusual in one so young. Especially a woman.

As for the rest of them - crowded into his office, huddled around the old man like sharks circling a wounded seal - they made his stomach churn.

There was Tina, Honor’s younger sister, looking bored in the corner, glancing pointedly at her Chopard diamond watch. Also beautiful, but in a polar opposite way to her sister: blonde, blowsy and buxom were  the three words that most readily sprang to mind. Tina looked like she’d picked up her wardrobe from Hookers-R-Us. Even at an important legal meeting like this, Boston’s answer to Paris Hilton had shown up in a frayed denim skirt that barely covered her crotch and a pink man’s shirt tied beneath her breasts to reveal a mind-boggling expanse of cleavage. From the look of distaste on her face as she listened to her father’s phlegmy spluttering, it was clear she had no sympathy for him; nor did she seem remotely interested in her sister’s attempts to save them all from financial ruin.

Even more see-through were the Fosters. Jacob, a distant cousin from Omaha, and his wife, had heard in the press about Trey’s Alzheimer’s and the threat to his empire and crawled out of the woodwork to see what they could scavenge. Both wore ostentatious crosses and proclaimed themselves loudly to be born-again Christians, but every reference to Trey’s frozen bank accounts had them salivating like starving puppies. They’d spent most of today’s meeting glowering disapprovingly at Lise, Trey’s bimbo wifelette, whom they wrongly considered to be their key rival for the family inheritance.

Lise might give Lil’ Kim a run for her money in the slutty dressing stakes, but, unlike the Fosters, she did at least have the advantage of being recognized by her husband. It was clear to Sam that neither Trey nor his daughters had ever set eyes on Cousin Jacob before in their lives.

On reflection, perhaps it was hardly surprising that they’d all shown up today. There was, after all, a lot at stake. The Palmers were one of the wealthiest, most prominent families in Boston, and had been for three generations. Already rich when he emigrated from England, Trey’s great-grandfather had multiplied the family fortune five-fold, becoming one of the first great American hoteliers. His first hotel, the Cranley in Boston’s exclusive Newbury Street, made so much money that within a decade he’d opened two more: the King James Hotel in Manhattan, and the now legendary Palmers in East Hampton. By the time Trey’s father, Tertius Palmer, came into his inheritance, the family’s net worth was conservatively estimated to be over ten million dollars. And that was in the fifties. Heaven only knew what it translated to in today’s money.

Like his father and grandfather before him, Tertius had been a naturally shrewd businessman. But whereas they had been expansionists, Tertius was a consolidator. Cashing in on the post-war real-estate  boom, he sold the original two hotels for an outrageous profit, which he went on to invest very successfully in the equity markets. Having hired a raft of stockbrokers to manage his portfolio, he was free to focus his own energies exclusively on the one hotel he hadn’t sold: Palmers. By the time of his death - the year before Honor was born - Palmers was widely considered to be the most exclusive, most desirable hotel in the world.

Honor and Tina grew up surrounded by reminders of its illustrious history. The hotel itself was like a second home to them. As little girls they could hardly contain themselves with excitement when, every summer, their mother Laura would help them pack their cases and they’d set off for three joyously long months of fun in East Hampton.

But when their mom died - Laura Palmer was killed in a car accident when her daughters were aged ten and eight respectively - everything changed. Trey, unable to admit his grief for fear it might overwhelm him, had cut himself off emotionally from everything that reminded him of his wife and their former life together. This included not only his children, who needed him more than ever, but also Palmers. The hotel that had been the jewel in the Palmer family crown for half a century rapidly lost its premier status as Trey started spending less and less time there.

Now, some thirteen years later, it had become little more than another dime-a-dozen ‘luxury’ hotel, perhaps even a little shabbier than most of its rivals. If it hadn’t been for the Palmer fortune propping it up, and for its still-legendary name, it would doubtless have closed years ago.

 
Honor took a deep breath to calm herself and gazed out of the window. She knew that what she was doing was right. Taking control of her dad’s assets was the only way to save Palmers and what little was left of her once immense inheritance. But she still couldn’t look Trey in the eye. Even after all these years, his dislike and distrust of her still hurt her very deeply.

Ironically, Brannagan’s offices were on Newbury Street, almost directly opposite what had once been the Cranley hotel and was now a souped-up shopping mall. It was June, the schools had just got out for summer, and the place was busy. Students in shorts and varsity T-shirts stood around in groups laughing, sipping their frappuccinos in the courtyard cafe out front, while wealthy women hurried past them  into the designer stores, no doubt looking for a bargain in the summer sales.

They all seemed to be having so much fun. For a fleeting moment, Honor wished she were down there too, frittering away her trust fund like she didn’t have a care in the world. That was how Tina lived her life, after all, along with most of the other vacuous Boston rich kids they’d grown up with. So why not her?

But her stepmother’s whining, wheedling voice soon dragged her back to reality.

‘It’s outrageous, Mr. Brannagan,’ Lise was saying, doing her best to look hard done by, which wasn’t easy given the twenty-odd carats of diamonds scattered generously about her person. ‘Just because my baby is sick,’ she placed a skinny, red-taloned hand on Trey’s wizened leg, ‘these vultures are trying to move in and take advantage.’

‘Oh, please,’ said Honor witheringly. Her voice was low and husky, making her seem even more masculine. ‘Dad’s nobody’s “baby”. And if anyone’s the vulture here, it’s you.’

Though officially her stepmother, Lise was actually only a couple of years Honor’s senior. A former flight attendant with inflated Angelina Jolie lips and hair extensions that must weigh more than she did, she was the fourth bimbo Trey had married in the last twelve years, in the vain hope that one of them might bear him his longed-for son.

Ever since Honor and Tina’s mom died, Trey had been obsessed with fathering a boy to take over Palmers and carry on the family name. Honor, who loved her father deeply and wanted desperately to please him, spent most of her teenage years trying everything she could think of to become the son he wanted. Not content with excelling at both academic work and overtly male sports like baseball and shooting, she started cutting her hair short and wearing boyish clothes in an attempt to make him happy. She even began starving herself: anything to stave off the arrival of puberty and the breasts she dreaded as unwanted, but irrefutable, symbols of her femininity.

But nothing was ever enough for Trey.

Unwilling to accept it was he who had the fertility problems, he’d refused to give up hope, foisting a series of ridiculously young step-mothers on his daughters. When each one failed to get pregnant, he simply divorced them in favor of a newer, younger model. But not before he’d been forced to pay out a small fortune in alimony.

After a while, Honor had become immune to these women. Lise  was no better or worse than the others. But at twenty-seven, she sure wasn’t with an elderly cripple like Trey because she loved him. To pretend she was was laughable.

‘Dad’s been declared incapable of managing his own affairs,’ Honor continued matter of factly. ‘That gives Mr. Brannagan, as his trustee, automatic power of attorney. The decision to put me in control of Palmers, and the rest of the family assets, was his and his alone. Right, Sam?’

The lawyer shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Was it just him, or was it getting awfully hot in here?

‘So you’re saying it means nothing that cousin Trey made it abundantly clear during his lifetime that he wanted Palmers to pass down the male line?’ spluttered the Omaha cousin, sensing his hoped-for pay day slipping through his fingers.

‘It’s still his lifetime, Mr. Foster,’ said Honor scathingly. ‘He’s not dead yet.’

‘I’ve told you,’ the cousin snapped back, ‘it’s Jacob.’

‘Sorry,’ said Honor, with heavy sarcasm. ‘I’m afraid I was raised never to use first names with people I don’t know from Adam.’

‘Who’s not dead?’ Trey looked around him, bewildered. ‘And who’s Adam?’

Despite everything, it broke Honor’s heart to see him so lost and confused. If the doctors were right, he might not remember who she was in a few months’ time. Alzheimer’s was a bitch of a disease.

‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, Mr. Palmer,’ the lawyer interjected kindly. ‘I can assure you that your daughter is acting in your best interests. She’s very well qualified to take over the running of the business.’

Trey gave a short, derisory laugh. ‘Well qualified? She’s a woman, Mr. Brannagan,’ he sneered. ‘Evidently she’s every bit as sly and conniving as the rest of her sex. But that hardly equips her to run the greatest hotel in the world.’

‘But a dick and a pair of balls would equip her perfectly, right?’ chimed in Tina. ‘You’re so pathetic.’

It was the first time she’d spoken since the meeting began and everyone turned to look at her. Cousin Jacob’s wife looked like she might be about to spontaneously combust with disapproval at the coarseness of her language.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Tina continued, smiling at Brannagan. ‘I really  don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to Palmers. But if Honor wants to play the great white hope, I say we should let her. As long as I get my trust fund and my allowance, I’m easy.’

‘Yes, we all know how easy you are,’ said Honor furiously. It was bitchy, but she couldn’t help it. Tina’s devil-may-care wantonness had always provoked a mixture of revulsion and envy in Honor. She certainly didn’t need it in her face today. ‘And for your information, I’m not “playing” at anything. I’m only doing this because Dad’s so ill.’

‘Please,’ said Tina, reaching down her bra to rearrange her breasts without a hint of embarrassment. ‘That’s bullshit and you know it. You’ve wanted to run Palmers since the day you were born.’

Honor was silent. It was true: she had always wanted Palmers.

But not like this.

 
From her earliest childhood, Honor Palmer knew she was different.

It wasn’t just the envious way her little friends looked at her when the chauffeur would drop her and Tina off at kindergarten in the Bentley T-type. Or the photographers who frightened her by swarming around her mother and father whenever they went out to dinners or charity events. It was more than that. It was an awareness, reached very early, that the Palmer name she bore was not just a privilege but an immense responsibility.

She had never known her grandfather, and yet Tertius Palmer’s presence seemed to be everywhere when she was growing up. His portrait hung in the entrance hall of the family’s grand Boston townhouse. His books were on the shelves in the library. His heavy mahogany desk still dominated Honor’s father’s study. Even the gardens where she and Tina used to play, with their splendid formal maze and the willow walk along the banks of the Charles, had been designed and planted by Tertius.

Nowhere, however, was his spirit more alive than at Palmers. In the early days, before her mother died, Honor would spend every summer at the grand old Hamptons hotel, listening to stories of her grandfather and the wild and wonderful times he’d had there. To her child’s eyes, Palmers was a wonderland. When she and Tina played mermaids in the pool, or had tricycle races along the endless polished parquet corridors, it was as if the outside world didn’t exist.

The hotel guests, many of whom were elderly and had been coming for years, were remarkably tolerant of Trey’s two boisterous little girls. Those who remembered Tertius were happy to pull Honor aside and  tell her tall tales about the New Year’s Eve party when her grandfather had danced with an Italian princess, or the day he’d landed a biplane on the hotel’s croquet lawn.

Honor lapped up the romance of it all like a bear with a pot of honey. She wasn’t the most attractive child - with her short hair, wire-rimmed glasses and skinny, matchstick legs, strangers often mistook her for a boy, and a nerdy boy at that. But at Palmers, she always felt like a princess. She was the chosen one, born to inherit and preserve all the excitement and magic that surrounded her. Because for Honor, above all, that’s what Palmers really meant - magic.

Tina saw things differently, even back then. Two years younger than her sister, Cristina Maud Palmer was as blonde, blue-eyed and chubby cheeked as a Botticelli cherub, with a line in cuteness that would have put Shirley Temple out of business had she been born a generation earlier. Adults universally pronounced her ‘adorable’. And she was, if pink hair ribbons, a frilly dress and an ability to sing ‘How much is that doggie in the window?’ were all you looked for in a child. But underneath the butter-wouldn’t-melt exterior, a frighteningly detached, self-centered little person was forming.

Having learned early how to bend adults to her will, Tina pursued her own pleasure with all the ruthless determination of a general before battle. ‘Pleasure’ for Tina meant, very simply, the accumulation of things: toys, clothes, money, a puppy. Whatever the flavor of the month was, Tina Palmer would twirl and simper and cajole until it was hers.

Like Honor, she understood from an early age that her family was rich and important. But as far as Tina was concerned, that simply meant that she would grow up to have even more stuff, and live in even more luxury than she did now. Palmers was nothing more or less than another sign of that wealth. She had never understood Honor’s sentimental obsession with the place and its history. As a child she longed for people to stop banging on about her boring, old, dead grandfather and bring her another ice-cream. Preferably with hot fudge sauce and a cherry on top.

Despite their differences, Honor and Tina had tolerated each other well enough in those early years. It was their mother’s accident that changed things between them.

Honor still remembered the awful day as though it were yesterday. She’d been up in her room in Boston, playing an imagination game  with her dolls, and had jumped out of her skin when Rita, the nanny, burst in. She was supposed to have grown out of the dolls and passed them on to Tina. But all Tina ever wanted to do was dress them up, and Honor felt sorry for them, discarded in her sister’s toy box, never getting to go on any fun adventures any more. Her first thought was that Rita was mad she’d taken them back. She remembered feeling almost relieved to be told it was only her father wanting to see her downstairs.

Needless to say the relief was shortlived. The first thing she saw when she walked into Trey’s study was Tina sobbing hysterically on the couch. Honor remembered being shocked, because these clearly weren’t her sister’s usual crocodile tears. Something was very wrong.

Trey was making no move to comfort her. He just stood there, as gray and still as a granite statue in the middle of the room. ‘Honor, there’s been an accident.’

That was all he said at first. He wasn’t crying. In all the weeks and months and years that followed, in fact, Honor never once saw him cry for the wife she knew he’d loved more than anything. But still, he seemed to be having difficulty getting his words out.

‘Mommy’s dead. She’s not coming back.’

Clearly her father was not a subscriber to the ‘break it to them gently’ school of parenting. As an adult, Honor often wondered how many thousands of dollars in therapy that moment alone would have cost her, had she grown up to be the navel-gazing type. Thankfully, she hadn’t. Because as awful as her mother’s death was, far, far worse was to come.

Tammy. That was the name of their first stepmother. And what a fucking nightmare she was. Unlike the later models, she came from a respected Boston family, but her upbringing didn’t seem to have prevented her from growing up into a class-A bitch. It was a year almost to the day since their mom’s death and Trey had brought Tammy home like a trophy, beaming with a pride and happiness that Honor couldn’t fathom.

‘Honor, Tina, this is Tammy,’ he said, kissing the strange woman on the lips. Honor, who was eleven at the time, thought she looked like a taller Snow White, with short black hair and porcelain-pale skin. But she wasn’t kind and smiley like Mommy.

‘She’s going to be living with us from now on,’ Trey continued. ‘And we hope that pretty soon she’s going to give you girls a little brother.’


We? Who was this we? Honor didn’t hope for any such thing.

It was the first time she’d heard her father expressing a desire for a son. Over the next decade, that desire was to bloom into a full-grown obsession.

‘Why?’ Tina had asked, twirling her ringlets skeptically in the corner.

‘Your daddy needs a boy so he can take over Palmers one day, honey,’ simpered Tammy. ‘And take care of you girls, too. That’s what brothers do.’

‘Daddy doesn’t need a boy!’ yelled Honor, pulling herself up to her full four foot nine, her jaw jutting in defiance. ‘I’m going to take over Palmers when I grow up. What do you know about it, anyway?’

‘Honor.’ Her father’s voice was stern. ‘Don’t you dare speak to Tammy like that. Apologize at once.’

Honor had apologized. Not because she was remotely sorry. But because she couldn’t bear for her father to be angry with her.

That night, she’d tried to talk to Tina about it. ‘We have to do something to get rid of her,’ she whispered, once the sound of their nanny’s footsteps had finally died away.

‘Like what?’ Tina had her Winnie the Pooh flashlight on under the covers and was brushing her hair, admiring its shiny blondeness in the mirror with quiet satisfaction. Though only nine, she was already taller than Honor and much more physically developed, with tiny, nascent breasts of which she was inordinately proud. ‘It’s not up to us.’

‘For goodness’ sake,’ hissed Honor, exasperated. ‘Don’t you understand how serious this is? She’s horrible. She’s a witch. And if she does have a baby boy, Daddy won’t want us anymore.’

‘I don’t think he wants us now,’ shrugged Tina, not missing a beat.

‘Of course he wants us!’ said Honor hotly. Although deep down she knew that the tears were pricking her eyes because her sister was right. Since their mom’s death, Trey had been distant to the point of abuse. ‘It’s Tammy that’s the problem. You know she’s going to try and act like she’s our mom. And I bet she’ll try to take Palmers away. Her and her new baby.’

Sighing, Tina reluctantly switched off the flashlight and slipped the mirror under her bed. ‘I wish you’d stop going on about Palmers. It’s only a stupid hotel.’

Honor was so flabbergasted by this, she was temporarily speechless.

‘And if she does try to act like our mom, we’ll just ignore her. It’s really not a big deal. Anyway, I’m tired. Let’s go to sleep.’

Seething with frustration, Honor pulled her bedspread up to her shoulders and turned her head to the wall. There was no point pushing it any further. Clearly Tina had no understanding whatsoever of the dangers they were facing. As usual it would be up to her, Honor, to do something.

If a son was what their father wanted - and clearly it was - then that was what she’d have to become.

 
‘Miss Palmer?’

Honor looked up with a start at the sound of Sam Brannagan’s voice. For a moment she’d forgotten where she was.

‘Shall we continue?’

‘Yes, yes of course,’ she said, smoothing the crease in her black pants as she got to her feet. This was no time for melancholy reflection. She needed to be in control.

‘The fact is that while I appreciate all of you coming, there’s really nothing left to discuss. The trustees have appointed me to manage Dad’s affairs, including Palmers, and that’s what I’m going to do. I had hoped,’ she looked plaintively at Trey, ‘to make you understand why I’m doing this, Daddy. Believe me, if there were any other way—’

‘I’ll change my will!’ Trey shouted, the effort plunging him back into another bout of coughing. Jacob Foster made a great show of passing him his oxygen mask, but the old man pushed him angrily away. ‘You’re a viper, Honor. A snake in my house!’

‘Mrs. Palmer.’ Seeing Honor struggling to suppress her emotions, the lawyer addressed himself calmly to Lise. ‘For your husband’s sake, I think you’d better take him home now. And that goes for the rest of you, too. All interested parties will be receiving copies of the documentation in due course. But this meeting is over.’

Slipping on her oversized Gucci sunglasses, Tina was the first to head for the door, without so much as a backward glance at Trey. ‘Honor, call me,’ she said brusquely. ‘I wanna know when that money will hit my account.’

‘This isn’t over, you know,’ said Jacob furiously, yanking his dumpy wife up out of her seat. ‘Not by a long way. You’ll be hearing from us again, Mr. Brannagan.’

Honor said nothing as they filed out of the room, but her heart was pounding. Harvard may have taught her how to deal with confrontation and take control of a hostile meeting, but it hadn’t taught her not  to feel sick to the stomach each time, especially when your adversary was your own father, whose mind had been taken over by dark, inexplicable shadows that made him distrust everything and everyone around him. He couldn’t even trust his own senses any more, the poor bastard.

Lise was the last to go, leading the doddering Trey by the hand. Honor winced to see him so frail. She could only pray that, behind closed doors, his child-wife treated him with more kindness and compassion than she’d shown today. Somehow, she doubted it.

‘I’ll make you proud, Dad,’ she heard herself calling after him, ashamed to hear her voice breaking with emotion. Why did she still need his approval so badly? ‘I’ll make Palmers great again. You’ll see.’

Turning to look at her as the elevator doors opened, Trey shook his head bitterly. He knew his periods of lucidity were getting rarer and rarer. But to be outwitted by his own daughter was more than his pride could bear.

‘I hope God forgives you for this, Honor,’ he muttered darkly. ‘Because I never will.’

And stepping into the elevator with the rest of his so-called family, he was gone.




Chapter Two

‘Lucas, stop - we can’t! My husband might come any minute.’

Lucas Ruiz unzipped his jeans and pushed Señora Leon back against the living room wall, hitching up her skirt as he did so.

‘Fuck your husband,’ he growled. ‘I’m going to come any minute. And I intend to be inside you when I do.’

They were in the living room of the Leons’ luxury villa in Ibiza. To Lucas’s left, double height glass doors gave way to one of the most stunning panoramas on the island. Manicured gardens ran down the hillside, merging into olive groves that in turn blurred into the still, sparkling blue of the Mediterranean.

But Lucas was focused on a different view.

At forty-four, Carla Leon was twenty years his senior, but she still had a body designed for fucking. Her tits were round and high, and seemed to be straining now at the silk and lace of her bra as if willing him to release them. Her legs were long, but shapely, not like the twiggy twenty-something models at Pacha who seemed to think it sexy to starve themselves skeletal. Boy, did he hate that look. And even after three children her stomach was flat and toned, a testament to the long hours she spent each week in the gym.

Lucas was impressed. He liked a woman who took care of herself.

‘Oh, God,’ Carla moaned, closing her eyes and squeezing her muscles tightly around his dick as he powered into her, despite her earlier protests. ‘That’s so good.’

‘Shhh,’ he said, slipping a rough, warm hand over her mouth. ‘Your husband, remember? Besides, I’ve hardly started.’

It was by no means the first time that he’d ‘visited’ Mrs. Leon. They’d first met five years ago, when he was still in his teens, and she and her husband were holidaying in Ibiza for the first time. Back then he was stuck working for that asshole Miguel, washing sheets and scrubbing toilets at the dreadful Hotel Britannia in San Antonio, the scummiest part of the island.

Even then, he already knew he was going to get out one day. One  thing Lucas Ruiz had never been lacking was ambition. Nevertheless, it was Carla Leon who’d bought him his ticket to a new life, funding him through Hotel Management School in Switzerland.

This was the summer after his graduation, and he’d come back to see her to express his gratitude, the best way he knew how.

Staggering across the room with Carla’s long legs wrapped around his waist, he laid her down on the pool table.

‘Careful! Don’t break it!’ she gasped, arching her back and throwing her arms back behind her head so she could grip onto the corner pockets. Ignoring her, Lucas climbed on top of her, increasing the pace of his thrusts as he ripped at the lace of her bra with his teeth.

‘You are so fucking sexy,’ he breathed, his long black hair tickling her shoulders and neck now as he whispered in her ear. ‘I’m gonna make you come so hard, you won’t walk for a week.’

‘Carla!’ Pepe Leon’s gruff, booming voice echoed through the house like the voice of God. ‘Dónde está?’

‘Lucas!’ Carla’s eyes widened with panic. ‘For God’s sake, get out of here. Pepe’s back.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he said, his eyes lighting up like a mischievous schoolboy’s. ‘Not until you come for me, my lady.’

‘Lucas!’ she hissed. But at the same time she felt his hands slipping downwards beneath her bottom and his fingers probing her everywhere, rubbing and stroking as he pushed his huge cock deeper still inside her.

This was the sort of fuck that was worth losing your marriage for. Gripping him tightly round the neck, like a drowning woman grasping for a buoy, her body exploded into shuddering orgasm. Moments later Lucas also came, biting down hard onto his forearm to muffle the sound of his own delight.

‘What are you waiting for?’ he whispered, grinning, once he’d finished. Leaping off the table he started pulling up his jeans with lightning speed. ‘Don’t you know your husband’s home?’

Before Carla could catch her breath, he’d prized open the French doors, blown her a kiss, and sprinted off down the hillside like Carl Lewis.

She only just had time to do up her blouse and jump off the table herself before Pepe walked in.

‘There you are, darling,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek with the routine, absent-minded affection of the long-married. ‘Did you have a good morning?’

‘I did, thank you,’ she said, glancing briefly out of the window. Thankfully Lucas was nowhere to be seen. ‘I had a very enjoyable morning. Very enjoyable indeed.’

 
Lucas’s birth had been a difficult one.

His mother Ines, at only sixteen and unmarried, had been left to cope with her delivery alone. Too frightened to go to hospital, she endured a long and terrifying labor in a remote olive grove close to the ramshackle farmworkers’ cottage where she and Lucas’s father Antonio were living.

Antonio had promised to be there for the birth. But of course when the time came he was too high on heroin to see straight, never mind deliver a baby. This was the seventies, at the dawn of the tourist explosion on Ibiza, and drug culture had descended on the once unspoiled island like a plague, bringing misery and destruction in its wake.

Lucas’s father was only one of its many early victims. By the boy’s first birthday he had disappeared from the scene completely. Ines presumed him dead, overdosed in a doorway somewhere, but she never knew for sure. In any case, within a year she was married, under intense pressure from her family, to a reclusive local farmer named Jose Ruiz.

Twice her age and a heavy drinker, Ruiz was not much of a husband. Nor did he have any interest in his young wife’s brooding, withdrawn two-year-old son. The marriage was miserable from the start, but Ines nevertheless went on to produce three more sons in as many years. Lucas’s earliest memories were of fighting with his brothers - for some reason they were always fighting - in the filthy two-roomed shack up in the hills that the Ruiz family called home.

They weren’t happy memories. But as the years rolled by, they were to get worse. Jose’s drinking spiralled into full-blown alcoholism, and shortly afterwards the beatings began. One day, an eight-year-old Lucas arrived home from school to find his stepfather passed out on the kitchen floor and his mother hunched over the dishes, crying, and trying to hide her split lip and swollen eye.

‘Mama!’ Running over to her he wrapped his arms around her waist, as fiercely protective as a little terrier. ‘What happened? Did he hurt you, Mama?’

But Ines just shook her head angrily. ‘Do your homework, Lucas,’ she said, without looking up. ‘Everything’s fine now. Off you go.’

It was the moment that crystallized the boy’s dislike of his stepfather  into hatred. And it was also the first time he fully realized what it meant to be powerless. Those two feelings - hatred and powerlessness - became the driving forces of Lucas’s adolescent years.

When Jose hit him there was physical pain, but Lucas rapidly learned to cope with that. It was the emotional torture of seeing his mother and little brothers being hurt that kept him awake at night, sobbing tears of frustration and rage. He knew what he had to do, of course: grow. Once he was big and strong enough to take on his stepfather physically, then he would know freedom. Then, and only then, he would know revenge.

He first started lifting weights at the age of ten. Not dumbbells, just any of the heavy detritus left strewn around the farm - tractor wheels, old crates of grain, rusting parts of long-abandoned harvesters. Though he was still short for his age, he rapidly saw a change in his build from wiry and athletic to stocky and strong. It was the first time any action of his had actually achieved something tangible. Before long he was hooked.

His longed-for day of reckoning didn’t arrive for another five years, however. After a sudden growth spurt right after his fifteenth birthday, Lucas was finally able to look in the mirror and see a grown man staring back at him. Six foot tall, with an almost comically over-developed upper body, he was the sort of boy that anyone would think twice about picking a fight with. But it was the look in his eyes that really put the fear of God into would-be opponents. Underneath that wild, jet black mop of Jim Morrison hair, two darkly narrowed slits of liquid rage glinted murderously. All he needed now was an opportunity.

The next time Jose raised his fist to his wife, Lucas didn’t just hit him. He beat him into bloody unconsciousness on the kitchen floor. Turning to his mother, flushed with triumph, he was horrified to find himself being screamed at.

‘Lucas!’ she yelled, tearing her hair, while his younger brothers looked on in awe. ‘What have you done? You could have killed him!’

‘And why shouldn’t I kill him, Mama?’ Lucas looked baffled. ‘After the way he treats you. The way he treats all of us.’

‘He feeds us, Lucas,’ said Ines, shaking her head. ‘He clothes us. He puts a roof over our heads.’

‘Barely,’ spat Lucas, pulling at the peeling paper on the wall in disgust.

‘Who’s going to take care of us if your father can’t work?’

‘He’s not my father,’ said Lucas indignantly. He couldn’t believe that they were having this conversation. Didn’t his mother want to escape? Didn’t she want to be free of him? ‘And I can take care of us, Mama. I’ll get work in town, in the hotels. I won’t even drink away three quarters of my wages. How’s that?’

‘You don’t understand!’ said Ines. Wetting a tea towel she sank down to her knees and began mopping away the worst of the blood from Jose’s face. ‘You’re still a child. You don’t understand anything.’

She was right about that. He didn’t understand.

Within twenty minutes, he’d thrown his few paltry possessions into a bag and was on the point of storming out. Jose remained motionless on the floor, although occasional soft moans indicated he was still alive - more was the pity.

‘Mama,’ said Lucas, hesitating at the last moment. ‘Please. Come with me. Bring the boys. What do you have to stay for, for Christ’s sake?’

He felt betrayed, bewildered, hurt beyond belief by her behavior. But he still loved her, and his brothers. If there was any chance at all to rescue them . . .

‘Querido,’ she whispered. There were tears in her eyes. ‘I can’t.’

It was the last time Lucas was to see her for four years.

 
The first twelve months were the worst. Lucas was used to poverty, but he wasn’t used to having to sleep on the beach or in shop doorways. His first few jobs were all in the kitchens of cheap tourist cafes. The pay was third world, but the food was free, and a couple of the places even let him sleep on the floor behind the counter during the winter months.

The problem was that Lucas could never hold down a job for more than a few weeks. As soon as anyone crossed him - a temperamental cook, a demanding boss or a dissatisfied customer - he flew completely off the handle, settling disputes the only way he knew how: with his fists. Having worked so hard for it, it came as a shock to him to discover that his physical strength did not automatically translate to power and control. That sometimes it could lead him into situations beyond his control - situations that harmed him.

At sixteen, waking up cold and aching from yet another long night on the beach surrounded by junkies and hobos, he decided that his days of drifting were over. He needed a steady job, one that provided meals and accommodation as well as a wage.

By the end of that week he’d found one.

The kindest thing you could say about the Britannia Hotel in San Antonio was that it was a shit hole. Managed by a fat, ignorant sadist called Miguel Munoz, the place smelled constantly of disinfectant - it was that or vomit - and operated against a constant background white noise of electronic fruit machines, arguing couples and screaming children.

Lucas worked in the laundry room, which in some ways was a blessing as it kept him away from the loutish British and American guests, whom he soon came to loathe with a passion. But the work was tough, and often revolting, with sheets regularly covered in sick or worse. It made Lucas seethe that these rich foreigners - rich by his standards, anyway - flocked to his beautiful island in their droves, but when they got here, all they wanted to do was drink themselves into oblivion.

None of them made even the most cursory attempt to speak Spanish. They couldn’t even be bothered to sample the cuisine, eschewing the delicious local tapas and fresh traditional dishes in favor of spaghetti bolognese or the ubiquitous ‘chicken ’n’ chips’.

But his time at the Britannia wasn’t wasted. The hotel, like the rest of the dives in San Antonio, opened his eyes to a world of possibilities. If a fat slob like Miguel was making money hand over fist offering a service as atrocious as this - and he was, as he liked to remind his impoverished staff constantly - how much more money must there be in a decent, professionally run hotel?

Lucas had no intention of spending the rest of his life removing used condoms from other people’s filthy bedding. He was going to get out of Ibiza. And he was going to get rich in the hotel business.

The first thing he needed, he rapidly realized, was an education. School had never felt like much of a priority during his hand-to-mouth childhood and the gaps in his basic learning were huge as a result. Undaunted, he enrolled himself in night school, and though he was often so tired after a day’s work that he fell asleep in class, he nevertheless managed to complete his high school diploma within a year.

‘I don’t know what you’re so happy about,’ Miguel had taunted him the day he heard his results. ‘What do you expect to do with that? Run ICI?’

But for once, Lucas didn’t rise to the insult. Instead he quietly continued with his studies, focusing on the subjects that he knew would provide a passport to the better life he craved. To his own amazement  and delight, he turned out to have a marked aptitude for languages. He’d already picked up a lot of English by osmosis from the tourists at the Britannia, and he rapidly added German, French and Italian to his repertoire. Not since he first started weight training as a kid had he experienced such a sense of achievement in such a short space of time. Slowly, like an early spring flower struggling up through the frost toward the sunlight, his confidence began to grow.

And languages were not his only talent. At school he’d been so withdrawn and moody, he’d barely noticed the lingering looks he got from girls in his class. But by seventeen he was well aware of the effect he had on the opposite sex, and the power it gave him.

Lucas’s attitude to women was complicated. Having grown up watching his mother suffer, he felt protective toward most of the girls he slept with. His natural instinct was to like them. But his mother’s example had taught him other things too: namely that women were weak, and not necessarily deserving of respect. These two conflicting beliefs, combined with his naturally awesome libido, made Lucas that rarest and yet, to many women, most desirable of males: a benevolent chauvinist pig: the sexual equivalent of a benign dictator.

Older women in particular found his combination of Latin good looks and macho sexual dynamism irresistible. Lucas made them feel beautiful, because that was truly how he saw them. But he refused to be controlled or tied down in any way.

Getting one of his wealthy, older lovers to fund his education was never something he consciously planned. And yet, when it happened, he felt quite happy to accept it as no more than his due.

As the months and years passed at the Britannia, his fantasy of one day owning his own hotel became more detailed and fully formed. His hotel would be the polar opposite of the Britannia: simple lines, an aura not just of luxury but of peace. In his mind he’d planned everything, right down to the linens and the table settings. It even had a name.

Luxe.

Not ‘The Luxe’ or ‘Hotel Luxe’. Just the one word: four letters to symbolize Lucas’s vision. His little piece of heaven on earth.

He was describing the place to Carla Leon one Sunday afternoon five summers ago, after making love. The latest in his seemingly never-ending stream of Mrs. Robinsons, Lucas liked Mrs. Leon because she was adventurous and funny, and because she seemed to know so much about the educated, wider world that he yearned to be a part of.

‘It sounds incredible, my darling,’ she murmured, laying back against the mossy ground of the secluded woodland where he’d taken her. ‘But you mustn’t underestimate what you’re going to need to make it happen.’

‘You’re talking about money?’ said Lucas, sitting up and gazing moodily ahead of him. Why did everything always come down to that in the end?

‘Not just money,’ said Carla. ‘The hotel trade is highly competitive. You need an education.’

‘I’m getting one,’ said Lucas proudly. ‘I’ve told you that.’

Sitting up herself, gloriously naked, Carla leaned forward and began to stroke his bare back. Sometimes his strength frightened her. His muscles were so taut and bulging they looked like they might be about to erupt through his skin.

‘It won’t be enough,’ she said gently. ‘You need relevant qualifications. An MBA. The place you should really aim for is in Switzerland. The École Hôtelière in Lausanne. EHL. That’s where all the top hoteliers train. Have you heard of it?’

‘Of course,’ said Lucas, who hadn’t, but was too arrogant to admit it.

By the end of the week, he knew all there was to know about the school - courses, entry requirements, fees, foreign student visas. Carla was right. Lausanne was exactly where he needed to be. But getting there was going to be a daunting task.

The night she left with her husband for Madrid, Carla made Lucas a promise: ‘This time next year, if you’ve succeeded in passing all the international exams you need for entry, I’ll fund your application.’

He neither thanked her, nor questioned her. He simply trusted in her word, and set about studying like he’d never done before, slaving over his books and sleeping with a copy of the EHL prospectus under his pillow, like a holy text. When at last he got his qualifications, with a month to spare before his ‘year’ was up, he called her.

They hadn’t spoken since she’d left the previous summer. But Carla didn’t sound remotely surprised to hear from him.

‘Send me the application form, Lucas darling,’ she told him. ‘All you have to do is sign it. I’ll take care of the rest.’

And so she had.

 
Lucas adored Lausanne. His courses were hard work, but nothing  compared to the hell of the Britannia, and his ambition and drive carried him through the four years like adrenaline spurring on a marathon runner.

Most of his classmates were from wealthy, middle-class families, but to his surprise, Lucas found it easy to fit in. Social life at the EHL revolved around frat house parties and weekend ski trips, both of which he took in his stride. And of course, it didn’t hurt that he was far and away the best looking guy on campus.

‘Are you sure you haven’t skied before?’ Daniel, a buddy from his macroeconomics class, quizzed him suspiciously on their first trip to the mountains. ‘You sure don’t look like a beginner to me.’

They were in Murren, a tiny car-free hamlet burrowed into a mountainside in the Jungfrau valley. Home of the famous Downhill Club in the 1920s, it remained popular with British skiers looking for natural Alpine beauty, but without the ritz and pretension of the big resorts like St. Moritz or Courchevel, and was also favored by the local Swiss. Lucas, who didn’t know such storybook, Hansel and Gretl villages still existed, was utterly charmed.

‘What can I say?’ he grinned. Having just completed a tricky red run, he was feeling more than a little pleased with himself. ‘I guess I’m a natural.’

‘Right. A natural asshole,’ the girl taking her skis off next to him muttered sourly, trudging up the hill to the restaurant to join the others.

Lucas had won over ninety-nine percent of his female classmates at Lausanne with his combination of humor, confidence and insanely good looks, but Petra Kamalski remained immune to his charms. The only serious challenger to his crown as EHL’s top-performing student, she was just as beautiful as Lucas, although in a polar opposite way. In fact, with Petra, ‘polar’ was definitely the operative word: tall, reed-thin and as pale as the Snow Queen, she had cheekbones that could cut glass and the sort of ice-blue, Russian eyes that both mesmerized and terrified at the same time. Her long blue-black hair was always worn up in a high, tight chignon and her body, though clearly perfect, was hidden at all times beneath polo-neck sweaters and long governess-style skirts.

‘What’s her fucking problem?’ Lucas asked Daniel, glaring after Petra as she strode up the hill in her ultra-expensive, fur-lined Prada ski suit.

‘Don’t take it personally,’ said Daniel, slapping him on the back. ‘That’s just Petra. She hates anything with a penis.’

Although this was true, Petra’s dislike of Lucas clearly ran deeper than generic froideur towards the opposite sex. In lectures she was constantly trying to trip him up, picking holes in all his arguments and doing her utmost to embarrass him in front of the professors. She’d even gone so far as to accuse him of plagiarizing one of her papers last semester - a serious allegation that, had she proved it, would have gotten Lucas kicked out. As it was, the authorities had ruled ‘insufficient evidence’, hardly the ringing endorsement of his honesty that Lucas had been hoping for. How come Petra had never been reprimanded for bringing the case maliciously, and stirring up trouble?

The answer to that one was simple: Petra’s uncle was the oligarch Oleg Kamalski, a man rich enough to buy the whole of Lausanne, if not Switzerland, with his loose change. Old Oleg was not a man that anyone wanted to alienate - least of all an institution second only to Harvard Business School in squeezing cash out of its successful alumni.

For the rest of the ski trip, Lucas did his best to keep out of Petra’s way. But it was hard. Not only were they sharing a chalet along with nine other classmates, but Murren was so minuscule it made Ibiza look like New York City, making it even harder to escape.

When the day of their departure finally dawned, Lucas wasn’t sorry. He’d come back to Murren another time on his own, or at least without Petra, when he’d be able to relax. Checking out of the chalet, with only ten minutes to go before the train for Lauterbrunnen was due to leave, he suddenly discovered that his briefcase was missing.

‘I don’t understand it,’ he said, spinning around in frustration. ‘It’s been under my bed the whole trip. Where can it possibly be?’ Then, noticing Petra standing smugly in the lobby with the others, firmly clasping her own matching Chanel luggage, it dawned on him. ‘You moved it, didn’t you? What the hell have you done with it, you shit-stirring bitch?’

‘My, my, we are paranoid,’ she smirked. ‘It’s no good blaming others for your own disorganized habits. I don’t know why you brought work up here with you anyway. I’m going to trounce you in management theory no matter how hard you cram.’

Lucas, who had never hit a woman, contemplated breaking his duck. But he knew that if he laid one finger on Petra he would get kicked out. And he wasn’t about to risk that for anything.

There was nothing for it but to stay behind and hunt. After three long hours, he found the case stuffed behind a pile of ski boots in the  garage - damn that stupid woman. But by then it was too late to get a connection to Lausanne. He’d have to stay in the village another night - yet more wasted time and expense - and catch a train first thing in the morning.

With nothing else to do, he trudged up the snowy hill to the Regina Hotel and settled in for a long night at the bar. His plan was to stare into his whisky glass until a strategy for wiping Petra Kamalski off the face of the earth appeared before him. But after about fifteen minutes he found himself joined by a big blond Englishman about his own age who looked even more depressed than he did.

‘Would you do me a huge favor?’ the man asked, looking nervously about him. His accent was pure cockney, straight out of Mary Poppins, and deep enough to be menacing, had it not been for his ‘gentle giant’ aura. ‘Would you pretend you know me?’

Even sitting on a bar stool, Lucas could see he was huge, at least six foot six and broader than a WWE wrestler. But his kind, slightly drooping eyes, freckles, and mop of surfer-blond hair were all more overgrown Labrador than killer Doberman. He was handsome, in an Iowa-farm-boy-meets-London-barrow-boy sort of a way. And right now he had a desperate, pleading look in his eye that not even a hardened cynic like Lucas could ignore.

‘Sure,’ he said, smiling. ‘Why?’

Before the man could explain, three of the dullest-looking businessmen you could imagine - gray suits, center-parted hair, matching blue ties done up to strangulation point - walked into the bar and headed in his direction. Flinging his arms around Lucas in a bear hug, the stranger started loudly proclaiming his surprise and delight to see him.

‘After all this time! Amazing!’ he gushed enthusiastically. ‘Fancy seeing you in Murren, of all places!’

The three Swiss stooges held back and hovered, looking baffled.

‘This is Jimmy,’ the man explained to them, gesturing towards a mutely smiling Lucas. ‘We used to knock about together as boys. Haven’t seen each other in . . . ooo, how long has it been now, Jim?’

‘Longer than I can remember,’ said Lucas, who was rather enjoying himself.

The blond turned back to his companions. ‘Look, d’you mind if we catch up for a bit? You guys go on to the fondu restaurant, and I’ll, er ... I’ll join you a bit later, yeah?’

‘But . . . but . . . ’ the first suit stammered, ‘we are booking the table for four. Without you, we will be three.’

Jesus, thought Lucas. They couldn’t have been any more Swiss if they’d been full of holes and gone ‘cuckoo’ on the hour.

‘They’ll understand at the restaurant. They know me there,’ said the blond, reassuringly. ‘Honestly, you lot go ahead and have a good time on me, all right? I’ll catch up with you later.’

After more persuading in a similar vein, they finally waddled off, like three penguins skidding back out onto the polar ice. Only then did the blond breathe a sigh of relief and introduce himself.

‘Thanks,’ he said, pumping Lucas’s hand like the arm of a slot machine. ‘I’m Ben. Really, thanks so much. I swear to God, if I had to spend one more hour with those guys I’d have flung myself off the north face of the Eiger.’

‘They did seem a little tightly wound,’ conceded Lucas with a chuckle. ‘I’m Lucas.’

‘An honour and a joy to meet you, Lucas,’ Ben grinned. ‘Let me buy you a drink.’

Ben Slater, it turned out, ran a hedge fund in London and was in Switzerland wooing possible institutional investors. The three stooges were all senior management from UBS, men almost exactly as powerful as they were dull.

‘I know I ought to be over there with them, dunking my bread in the cheese and talking bond yield curves,’ said Ben with a sigh. ‘But I really can’t face it. That fondu cheese is fucking disgusting anyway.’

Lucas laughed. ‘I agree. Here’s to bunking off.’

In the end, they got on so well that they both decided to stay on for a few more days, and this time actually enjoy the skiing. The staff at the Regina knew Ben well and were happy to move him into a larger two-bedroom suite so that he could share with Lucas. Better yet, he insisted on footing the bill for them both: ‘Honestly, mate, my fund is paying. It’s a corporate expense; you don’t owe me a dickie bird,’ and had been so persuasive that even the notoriously proud Lucas felt comfortable accepting.

Neither Ben nor Lucas were naturally big talkers, but over the course of numerous long piste-side lunches and evenings propping up the bar, they came to share pieces of their respective life stories, and discovered themselves to be somewhat kindred spirits. Ben had grown up in a happy family, unlike Lucas. But he had also been very poor, and had to  work against the odds to shake off his background and achieve the professional success that he had. And there was something so impossibly good-hearted about him, so jovial and warm and open, one couldn’t fail to be drawn to him. Having always hated Englishmen, especially cockneys since his string of bad experiences at the Britannia, Lucas was shocked to discover that the country could also occasionally turn out some genuinely charming people. Ben was the archetypal diamond in the rough, and from day one Lucas adored him.

For his part, Ben didn’t think he’d ever met someone with as much energy and ambition and lust for life as Lucas. After the mind-numbing tedium of his business trip, being in Lucas’s company was like being jolted back to life with a cattle prod - only funnier. They laughed all the time, about Petra, and Ben’s hopeless love life, and the fat Swiss matrons in their bright pink jumpsuits, wiggling their hippo-like rear ends down the nursery slopes. By the time Lucas finally returned to Lausanne and Ben boarded his private jet back to London, both of them nursing hangovers worthy of a mention in the book of Guinness World Records, a lasting friendship had been forged. For a loner like Lucas, this was a seismic event in his life and, though they didn’t see much of one another for the next few years, he never lost the feeling that in Ben he had gained a new brother.

 
Those carefree days in Murren with Ben felt like light years ago now. Jumping onto the bus for Ibiza Town, Lucas sank gratefully into a vacant seat and began to get his breath back. He flattered himself that he was still fit, but there was no doubt that the adrenaline involved in putting distance between himself and a potentially murderous, cuckolded husband took a lot more out of him than an hour on the treadmill.

Still, Carla was definitely worth it. She always had been. And a summer of exciting, extramarital sex was the very least he owed her after everything she’d done for him.

As the rickety blue bus wound its way down into town, he could see the tan-tiled roof of the guesthouse where he was staying. It wasn’t the Ritz, but it was clean and the service was friendly. Certainly it was a world away from the dreaded Britannia.

He’d already come a long way. He knew he ought to feel happy, coming back home triumphant after graduating top in his MBA class. But in fact he felt more anxious than he had in Lausanne, before his  finals. Part of it was nervousness about his upcoming interviews in London. He was applying for jobs at a number of hotels there, but the one he really wanted - a junior management position at the world-famous Tischen Cadogan in Chelsea - was going to be very hotly contested. Candidates with a lot more experience than he had were sure to be applying. And yet he knew, he just knew, that he could do a better job than any of them, if only he were given the chance.

But it wasn’t just work that was bothering him. Yesterday he’d been to see his mother.

It was only the second time Lucas had been back since the day he’d stormed out aged fifteen. The first time was after he got accepted at EHL four years ago, and that had been so uncomfortable he’d been in no hurry to repeat the experience. He and his stepfather had hovered in the same room, barely acknowledging one another’s presence, as awkward and stilted as teenage lovers at their first dance. Their mutual loathing hung in the air like the stench of rotting meat, but the only way to break the tension would have been through violence, a step neither man wanted to take.

It wasn’t that Lucas didn’t miss his mom and brothers, or that he’d stopped loving them. Far from it. But the pain of watching Ines wasting her life and continuing to take abuse from that monster Jose was more than he could bear. Instead he’d salved his conscience by writing and sending money. Even back in the Britannia days, when he could barely afford a stamp, he made sure to save something each week for his mother. Inevitably, though, the distance between them took its toll.

He hadn’t realized quite how irrevocably his life had diverged from the rest of his family’s until yesterday. Thankfully this time his stepfather was not around when Lucas turned up at the house. But that was all there was to be thankful for.

The house itself was even more dirty and dilapidated than he remembered it.

‘Jesus, Mama,’ he said, looking around him in horror at the grimy windows, crumbling woodwork and shoddy furniture. ‘What did you do with the money I sent you last month?’

Ines shrugged. ‘Your father took it. He had to pay some bills.’

Had to buy some more whisky, you mean, thought Lucas bitterly. The lines around his mother’s mouth and etched in deep grooves along her forehead spoke of a lifetime of hardship - hardship that could have been avoided, if only she’d had the courage to come with him, to break  away. She was only forty, but she looked twenty years older at least, and so fucking defeated, it made him want to scream.

‘And what about Paco? He’s earning, isn’t he? Or Domingo. Why aren’t they contributing?’

The two older boys were eighteen and twenty now and still lived at home. It was a disgrace that they’d let the place sink into such squalor.

Ines gave a short, bitter laugh. ‘Your brothers? Since when do they help me? Paco’s girlfriend is pregnant, nearly six months now. All his money goes to her.’

Lucas shook his head. Fucking idiot kid. How hard was it to use a condom?

‘And Domingo, he’s just like his father. Drinking.’ Picking up an empty beer bottle from the table, she threw it onto the overflowing trash.

Sighing, Lucas rolled up his sleeves and set about tidying the place up. He’d wanted so badly to talk to his mom - really talk - about his life in Switzerland, and London and his plans for the future. But he realized now how futile that would be. There was nothing about his world or his friends that Ines would understand. Nothing at all. The education that had liberated him had also driven a wedge between the two of them that made communication impossible. He may as well have been talking Urdu.

By the time he left, the house was at least clean, and the flowers he’d brought his mother added a tiny touch of color and joy to the otherwise cheerless kitchen. That had made her smile, as had the rolled-up wadge of notes he’d pressed into her hand despite her protests, and made her promise to hide from Jose.

Even so, when they said their goodbyes Lucas drove straight down to the first dive-bar he could find and drank until he could hardly stand. He didn’t think he’d ever felt so depressed in his life.

 
‘Ibiza Town!’ The bus driver’s voice jolted him back into the present. ‘Everybody off, please.’

Wearily, Lucas got to his feet and staggered down the steps into the harbor. It was gone two now, and the early afternoon sun beat down on his head remorselessly, reawakening the hangover that his tryst with Carla had made him temporarily forget.

He’d go back to the guesthouse and sleep. And then tomorrow he’d  look into booking himself onto an earlier flight to London.

Summer in Ibiza had seemed like a great idea when he was back in Lausanne. But now that he’d done his duty by the lovely Mrs. Leon, he realized there was nothing left here for him to stay for.

The Tischen Cadogan. That was the future.

And as far as Lucas Ruiz was concerned, the future was all that mattered.




Chapter Three

After an unpleasantly humid and muggy start to the summer, July brought a welcome still, dry heat into Boston that was already starting to turn the city’s leaves a glorious pale gold. Like most college towns, Boston sank into a weird sort of suspended animation during the summer. The sedate flow of the Charles was no longer disturbed by rowdy rowing squads every morning, and America’s gilded youth with their armfuls of books suddenly vanished into the ether, replaced by flocks of summer tourists who crawled all over Newbury Street with their cameras and fanny packs like so many heat-exhausted ants.

With the students gone, city gossip shifted from academic back-stabbing and faculty affairs to the comings and goings of the great old Boston families. Gossip, Honor had often thought, was Boston’s lifeblood, and this past summer it had been her family’s turn to provide the civic entertainment. Everyone who was anyone in Boston society had an opinion about Trey Palmer losing control of the family assets to his headstrong elder daughter. Most of them, Honor was all too uncomfortably aware, seemed to have decided that she was the villain of the piece.

‘Do you still prefer to wait, Miss Palmer, or would you like to order an appetizer now?’

The waiter hovered awkwardly by Honor’s table, waiting for a response. He looked barely old enough to have left high school, and seemed to suffer agonies of embarrassment every time she looked him in the eye. Beautiful women clearly made him nervous, poor kid.

‘I guess I’ll order,’ she sighed, glancing again at the understated, antique man’s watch on her wrist. ‘Fucking Tina,’ she added under her breath.

She ought to have gotten used to her sister’s lateness by now, but somehow it still pissed her off every time. How come she, with a vast business empire to run and a schedule so rammed with work it made the president’s look lightweight, could manage to show up to lunch on time; but Tina, who appeared to do nothing but paint her nails all day  and get her picture taken, was incapable of getting her shit together?

What made it worse was that they were meeting today at Tina’s request. She was demanding an astronomical raise in her monthly allowance from the trust, which Honor had flatly refused to authorize. But Tina wasn’t about to take no for an answer.

A commotion out on the restaurant terrace made Honor look up. A small gaggle of kids, college boys by the look of them, had pushed their way through the tables and were fighting with each other trying to get pictures on their cell phones, much to the annoyance of the alfresco diners.

‘Step back now, please.’ A booming, male voice rang out through the melee. ‘No pictures. Let Miss Palmer through.’

Honor put her head in her hands. Why did her sister always, always  have to make a scene?

Dressed utterly inappropriately for the formal restaurant in a tiny pair of white shorts and pink vest top, Tina was strutting through the throng, accompanied by a suited black man not much smaller than a rhino.

‘Hi,’ she said breathlessly, reaching Honor’s table at last, but sitting down only once she was sure that all eyes in the room were on her. ‘Sorry about that. Ever since I hooked up with Danny I can’t seem to go anywhere without, you know,’ she waved regally at the gaggle of boys outside, ‘all this shit.’

‘Is Godzilla staying for lunch?’ Honor asked frostily, nodding at the black giant who stood looming over them, arms folded, like a sentinel. ‘Because if so, you can eat on your own.’

‘He’s my security,’ Tina pouted. ‘I need him.’

Seeing Honor pushing her chair back to leave, she reluctantly relented.

‘Oh, all right then. Mike,’ she turned to the heavy, ‘you’d better go wait in the car. I won’t be long.’

Once he’d gone and the furore in the restaurant had finally died down, Honor let her have it: ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’ she hissed.

‘What do you mean?’ Tina feigned innocence. It wasn’t a look that suited her.

‘Turning up here looking like Cristina fucking Aguilera,’ said Honor. ‘Courting publicity like some cheap starlet. You promised me you’d cut it out, at least until I make some progress with Palmers. You know  how conservative our clientele are - what’s left of them,’ she added ruefully. ‘Everything this family does reflects on the business.’

‘Blah, blah, blah,’ said Tina, looking bored. ‘Change the record, would you? Martini,’ she added, barking at the waiter without looking up.

‘And you’re late,’ said Honor. Her green cat’s eyes were flashing with irritation, and her knuckles were white from where she’d been clenching her napkin so tightly. But other than that she betrayed no outward sign of her fraying patience. Unlike Tina, she had always preferred to keep her inner feelings private. Even at school, kids used to tease her that the ‘C’ of her initials - actually ‘Constance’ - stood for ‘Control.’

‘I’m late because people kept stopping me for pictures,’ said Tina. ‘And I’m not courting publicity, thank you very much. I can’t help it if people find my life exciting, or think I’m a sex symbol or whatever, can I? That’s the way life is when you’re a famous actress.’

Honor bit her lip. The arrogance was breathtaking.

‘Tina, you’ve done two commercials. That doesn’t make you a famous actress.’

‘It makes me an actress,’ Tina shot back. ‘And dating Danny’s made me famous. Whether you like it or not.’

Ah yes. Danny.

Danny Carlucci, officially a local real-estate entrepreneur, was in fact a well known mafioso, tipped by those in the know as the likely future boss of Massachusetts. He was pushing sixty, heavily overweight, and already had a wife, two grown sons and a legion of grandchildren. He was also Tina Palmer’s latest lover.

‘We need to talk about that, too,’ Honor whispered. ‘It’s got to stop.’

Tina’s martini arrived at the same time as Honor’s sparkling water. Taking their drinks they both ordered salads - Tina was on a diet and Honor seemed to have suddenly lost her appetite. It was a few minutes before either of them spoke again.

‘I’m open to it. Breaking it off with Danny, I mean,’ said Tina, taking the olive out of her drink and pulling it in and out of her mouth slowly, like a porn star.

‘Really?’ Honor was surprised. She hadn’t expected her to give in so easily.

‘Sure,’ said Tina. ‘If I can afford to, that is. Danny pays for a lot of my shit right now. And he’s been talking about setting me up in my own place in LA. I really need to be there now, for my work.’

Oh, so that was the deal. Blackmail. She’d drop the mobster if Honor upped her cash. It was such vintage Tina, it actually made her smile.

‘How much?’

Tina looked blank.

‘How much for you to drop Danny and move to the West Coast?’ Honor clarified.

‘Well, LA’s not cheap,’ said Tina, downing the last of her cocktail and immediately scanning the room for the waiter to order another. ‘And I’d have to live in Holmby Hills, obviously.’

‘Oh, obviously,’ said Honor, rolling her eyes. Holmby was by far the most expensive neighborhood in the city, out-pricing homes in next-door Beverly Hills by almost three to one. ‘So. How much?’

‘Forty-five a month,’ said Tina.

Honor choked on her water. ‘Forty-five thousand? Dollars?’ she spluttered. ‘A month? Jesus, Tina. Do you understand the financial hole Dad’s gotten us into? Palmers is losing money every day. Every fucking day.’

‘Fine.’ Tina shrugged as her salad arrived and started attacking it with gusto. ‘So I’ll stick with Danny. He can pay. Or I’ll move to New York. See what turns up there. I am willing to compromise you know, Honor. I don’t know why you always make me out to be this, like, unreasonable bitch.’

A move to New York was Honor’s absolute worst nightmare, and Tina knew it. It was bad enough having her sister all over the gossip columns in Boston. But at least Boston was insular, a tiny social world unto itself. Once Tina started flashing her underwear and flaunting her underworld sugar-daddies on the New York club scene, it was only a matter of time before the bad press went national.

Honor was flying out to the Hamptons herself next week, and when she did she wanted Tina to be as far away as possible. For the last month she’d been holed up with the accountants in Boston, poring over Palmers’ depressing P&L and trying to figure out a plan of action. But the time had come to see the hotel’s problems for herself. She was dreading it.

‘Fine,’ she said, waving at the waiter for the check, although she hadn’t touched her own food. ‘You win. I’ll sign off on forty-five thousand.’

‘Good.’ Tina positively beamed with triumph.

‘But I want you on a plane to LA by the end of the week. And the  very first whisper I hear about you and that slimeball Carlucci . . .’ Pushing back her chair, she got to her feet. ‘The money stops like that.’ She clicked her fingers for emphasis. ‘Are we clear?’

‘Sure,’ said Tina. Having got what she wanted, she was more than willing to be accommodating. ‘I’ll get the check here, don’t worry. And hey, good luck with the hotel next week, OK?’

‘I don’t need luck, Tina,’ said Honor drily. ‘At this point I need a miracle.’

And slipping on her sunglasses, she strode out of the restaurant.

 
Sitting in the back of a blacked-out limo five days later, Honor tried again to focus on the papers in front of her. On the top was a spreadsheet of all the Palmers staff and their monthly wages. Normally she was brilliant with figures, but today for some reason the numbers swirled around her head like the pink elephants in Fantasia, and she couldn’t concentrate.

Giving up, she gazed out of the window instead. They were almost at Southhampton now, and she could still feel a faint echo of her childhood excitement as the familiar landmarks rolled past: The Boxfarm Inn; the roadside cherry stall that had been there since Honor was a tiny kid and which looked completely unchanged; the hollow tree where she and Tina used to play hide and seek.

Honor hadn’t been back here in almost seven years, not since she first started college, and already she was regretting her long absence. Despite everything, the Hamptons still felt like home.

Not that today was likely to be much of a homecoming. Though she feigned indifference, the spiteful whispers about her ‘conning’ Trey out of Palmers and ‘stealing’ her inheritance had left her deeply wounded, and insecure about the reception she’d receive. She was also acutely aware that most of the industry shared her father’s view that she was far too young and inexperienced to turn around the failing hotel. They’d written both her and Palmers off and beneath all the spiky bravado, Honor worried herself sick that they might be right.

She’d deliberately decided to show up unexpected a day early so that Whit Hammond, Palmers’ dilettante manager for the past decade, wouldn’t have a chance to get too prepared. However bad things had gotten at the hotel, she needed to see the reality, not the edited, Sunday-best version.

As always when there was a confrontation looming, she’d been  horribly stressed last night. Twitching with nerves and frustration in her lonely kingsize bed, she’d tried to masturbate, but was so tightly wound she found she couldn’t come. Thanks to her short hair and deliberately masculine dress sense, most people assumed she was either a lesbian or just not interested in sex. In fact her boyish look, like her punchy, aggressive personality, was only a disguise, armor she’d donned in her teens to protect her from her father’s rejection and never quite learned how to take off. She yearned to be loved and desired, but sex was a game she simply didn’t know how to play. The few lovers she’d had had all tended to be older men, fairly obvious father figures, but they never lasted for long. Her longest relationship, of eight months, had been with one of her professors at Harvard, a kind, bookish divorcee in his early fifties. Drawn by her fierce beauty and intelligence, he had done his best to coax her out of her shell as a lover, constantly assuring her of her beauty and gently offering his love. But Honor’s insecurities were so huge - deep down she loathed the athletic, boy’s body she went to such lengths to maintain, and she had about as much sexual confidence as a spotty teenager on a first date - that in the end he, too, gave up.

Sexual frustration added to the tension that snaked its way around her heart now, in the back of the limo, at the prospect of returning to Palmers. She was coming back, not just as Trey’s daughter and Tertius’s granddaughter, but as the boss. It was a strange and, at times, a terrifying feeling.

Thankfully, by the time the car swung into the grand, graveled forecourt, she’d pulled herself together sufficiently to make a suitably confident entrance. The hotel’s timeless, half-timbered elegance was just as she remembered it. Originally built as a wealthy merchant’s summer home in the late eighteenth century, Palmers had always exuded a sort of genteel restfulness, with its wraparound wooden porches and forests of trailing wisteria clinging to the ancient walls like barnacles. Most of the older homes in East Hampton were made of gray, weathered wood. But Palmers stood resplendently white, a single iridescent flake of snow amid the verdant green of her gardens.

To Honor, that pristine whiteness had always been a large part of the hotel’s magic. But today she could see that the paint was not only fading but actually peeling away in places. Even worse, small nickel-sized pieces of facade had begun breaking off in chunks, and had been left lying scattered on the steps and front lawn like  giant crumbs from a wedding cake. As for the gardens themselves, Tertius would be spinning in his grave to see how overgrown and neglected they’d become, with dead leaves blowing everywhere and weeds left to multiply unfettered amid his beloved English rose garden.

The place was a disgrace.

Striding grimly up the steps into the lobby, Honor threw the receptionist into a spin by demanding that the manager appear immediately.

‘I’m afraid Mr. Hammond is, er, unavailable just now, Miss Palmer,’ stammered the hapless girl. ‘We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow. ’

‘So I see,’ said Honor, snapping the dead head off one of the wilted roses in the vase by the door, and staring pointedly at the overflowing wastepaper basket in the corner of the lobby. ‘Where is he?’

‘Well, I . . .’ the girl trailed off, blushing the color of an overripe beetroot. If she looked any more awkward she’d probably burst into flames. ‘I’m not a hundred percent sure he’d want me to say.’

Honor’s lips tightened. Resting both hands on the desk, she leaned forwards ominously. ‘What’s your name?’

The girl swallowed. She was older than Honor and a good foot taller, but she didn’t think she’d ever felt quite so intimidated in her life. It was the deep, gravelly voice that did it.

‘Betty,’ she mumbled. ‘Betty Miller.’

‘OK, Betty,’ said Honor. ‘I’m going to ask you one more time. And either you tell me where Mr. Hammond is, or I fire you. Do you understand? ’

The girl nodded miserably.

‘So.’ Removing her sunglasses, Honor smiled patiently. ‘Where is he?’

‘He’s at the golf club,’ whispered Betty. ‘He’s been there all morning. ’

 
Guests who heard the screams and yells coming out of the manager’s office a few hours later were sure that some of them must have warranted a reading on the Richter scale.

‘But Miss Palmer, you’re being completely unreasonable!’ Whit Hammond could be heard shouting himself hoarse. ‘I was entertaining guests. That’s a legitimate part of my job. Perhaps if you knew a  little more about the hotel business, or were willing to listen to wiser heads—’

But Honor hadn’t let him get any further.

‘Don’t patronize me, you lazy son of a bitch,’ she roared. ‘I know enough about the hotel business to realize you’ve been ripping my family off for the last God knows how many years.’ Leaning across the desk - this morning it had been his desk, but now it was most definitely hers - she brandished the rolled-up spreadsheets like a sword.

‘Those numbers don’t tell the whole story,’ he spluttered lamely. ‘It’s a lot more complicated than that.’

Honor felt her upper lip curling with disdain. Whit personified everything that was wrong with Palmers: overweight, stubbornly complacent, his florid, ruddy cheeks criss-crossed with broken veins that spoke of a lifestyle of high living and neglecting his duties.

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘The numbers are only half the story. The other half is shoddy housekeeping, poorly trained staff, a kitchen that would have us closed down in a heartbeat if anyone from Safety and Health saw it. This was the greatest hotel in America once, Mr. Hammond.’

‘With respect, my dear,’ he simpered, ‘that was a long time ago. Things have moved on.’

‘Yeah,’ said Honor. ‘They have. And now they’re moving on again. You no longer have a job here. And I am not your dear.’

The decibel level had shot up still further at this point, with plenty of ‘you can’t do this’s and ‘you’ll be hearing from my lawyer’s thrown in for good measure. But within an hour the manager who only yesterday had been considered part of the furniture at Palmers, with a job for life, had packed his things into a couple of boxes and driven out of town like a spluttering, paunchy Jesse James.

By the end of the day, some twenty-five other staff had followed in his wake, fired with equal firmness and finality by a righteously indignant Honor. And there would be more to come. The era of the freeloader was well and truly over at Palmers, and anyone who didn’t like it could lump it.

It was gone eight in the evening by the time Honor finally emerged from Whit’s ex-office. She was shattered - she hadn’t even had a chance to take her case up to her suite and unpack, never mind eat or take a shower. Right now, though, the number one thing she needed was a drink.

Heading for the hotel bar through the lobby and the library with its roaring open fires and thickly comforting red velvet upholstery, she couldn’t help but notice the way that staff scurried out of her way like terrified rats. Even the guests looked distinctly ill at ease. By the time she clambered up onto a bar stool and ordered her Scotch on the rocks she was starting to feel about as popular as Lady Macbeth.

‘Tell me,’ she turned to the middle-aged man sitting next to her. ‘Can you see the blood on my hands? Or am I imagining things?’

‘I’m sorry?’ He looked perplexed, and she instantly regretted being so obtuse. Partly because he was probably a guest, and the last thing she could afford to do right now was alienate another paying customer, and partly because he was, she now realized, distinctly attractive, in a gravelly, distinguished, older-man sort of a way.

He was wearing a slightly threadbare tweed jacket and corduroy pants, giving him the air of a somewhat countrified Cary Grant. Until Honor had accosted him, he’d been reading Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, which for some reason she found both surprising and endearing. Somehow it wasn’t what you expected in East Hampton, or at least not in the Palmers bar.

‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I’m talking gibberish. It’s been a long day.’

‘Well.’ Putting his book to one side the man smiled, revealing a row of slightly crooked teeth. Even those seemed to suit him. Perfect dentistry would have clashed with the whole academic, Indiana Jones vibe he had going on. He reminded her a bit of her Harvard professor, although perhaps not quite as gentle. ‘Why don’t you let me buy you that drink, and you can tell me about it.’

Honor waved her hand in protest, but he wasn’t having any of it.

‘A woman shouldn’t drink alone,’ he insisted. ‘Especially not whisky.’

In another place, with another man, Honor would have taken umbrage at this sort of sexist pronouncement. As it was, she merely smiled, and offered him her hand. She hadn’t the stomach for another battle this evening. ‘Well, in that case, I’ll accept the offer, thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m Honor Palmer.’

For some reason this nugget of information seemed to throw him off stride. For a moment he didn’t say anything at all. When he did speak again, it was hardly the most articulate of responses.

‘Honor Palmer. Good God.’ He kept shaking his head, mumbling to himself like a lunatic. ‘Honor Palmer. After all these years.’

‘Er, have we met?’ Now it was Honor’s turn to look baffled. Just her luck that the only attractive man in the hotel should be a nut-job. It was turning out to be that kind of day.

‘We have, yes,’ said the man. He was smiling again now. ‘But I don’t expect you to remember. You must have been, oh, about eight at the time. Sitting on your mother’s knee in the garden just out there. I’m Devon Carter,’ he added belatedly.

Carter. Honor turned the name over and over in her mind, like an interesting pebble, searching for some clue to its meaning. Devon Carter. It did ring a bell. But she couldn’t quite place it.

‘My family’s from Boston too, originally,’ he explained. ‘We’ve been coming out here in the summers for over a century, just like the Palmers - although sadly we never did quite as well in the Hamptons as your lot. My father and your grandfather were good friends.’

Honor clicked her fingers. ‘Evelyn. Your dad was Evelyn Carter, right?’

Devon nodded. ‘Exactly. Apparently our great grandfathers used to play poker together back in Boston. My dad used to say that old man Palmer died owing his grandpa a fortune. But maybe that’s apocryphal. ’

Honor laughed. ‘Well, if you’ve come looking for your money, Mr. Carter, I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place. Between my sister and this place,’ she looked around her at the distinctly down-at-heel, half-empty bar, ‘I’m pretty much cleaned out right now.’

‘It’s Devon,’ he said, looking her directly in the eye in a way she found both flattering and disconcerting. ‘And it isn’t your money that interests me, Honor.’

Honor blushed. He was flirting with her! Men never flirted with her. At long last she felt herself letting go of some of her pent-up tension and starting to relax. It was nice. He was nice. At least, he seemed to be.

‘Are you propositioning me?’ she asked bluntly. She never had learned how to do the coy, eyelash-fluttering thing.

Devon grinned. He was looking less ‘teacher’ and more ‘naughty schoolboy’ by the second. ‘If I am, then I’m afraid I shouldn’t be,’ he said. ‘I’m probably old enough to be your father. And besides,’ he stared deeply into the amber liquid in his own glass, ‘I’m married.’

Honor couldn’t help but notice that he said this last with all the enthusiasm of a man admitting to advanced-stage syphilis.

‘You don’t sound too happy about it,’ she observed.

Devon shrugged. ‘It is what it is.’

It was as if she’d inadvertently popped a balloon. All at once his mood had shifted from playful to serious. The next thing she knew he was looking at his watch and gathering up his coat, preparing to leave.

‘Please, don’t leave on my account,’ she blurted, unable to keep the disappointment out of her voice. ‘I was only kidding about the proposition thing.’

‘Look, sorry,’ he said, pulling out a twenty-dollar note and leaving it on the bar beside the pretzels. ‘It’s not you. I have to get home, that’s all. But it was a pleasure meeting you again, Honor. Really. Maybe next time you’re in town we can catch up properly.’

‘I’d like that,’ she said. ‘Actually, I’ll be staying in town for a while, if you—’

But he’d already gone, hurtling out of the door like he had a fire to put out.

She seemed to be having this effect on people a lot today.

‘What do you know about that guy?’ she asked Enrique, the barman, after he’d gone.

Now in his sixties, Enrique had been running the bar at Palmers since before Honor was born. As one of the few staff who knew for sure his job was safe, he was more than happy to stop and chew the fat with her.

‘Devon Carter? He’s Mr. East Hampton,’ he said. ‘Or at least, he is for the summers. Comes out here every year with his family, sometimes for Easter too. He’s on the planning committee, secretary of the golf club, part-time deacon over at St. Mark’s . . .’

‘Jeez, OK, OK,’ said Honor, frowning. ‘I get the picture. He’s Ned Flanders.’

‘Not quite so God Squad,’ chuckled Enrique, surprising Honor by getting the Simpsons reference. Somehow he didn’t seem the type. ‘But he’s big on family values, yeah. Definitely not for you, my dear.’

‘For me? Oh, don’t be so silly,’ said Honor, blushing again. ‘Although, for what it’s worth, I’ll have you know I’m huge on family values. And I bet you my family’s much more valuable than Devon - deacon-of-St.-Marks - Carter’s.’

Enrique smiled and poured her another drink.

‘It’s good to have you back, Miss Palmer.’

‘Thanks,’ said Honor with a sigh. ‘But I’m afraid you’re the only person around here who thinks so.’




Chapter Four

Lucas tried to tune out the drunken ramblings of the stinking tramp sitting next to him on the tube as he re-read the article in yesterday’s  Evening Standard.

‘What saddens me most,’ says bubbly Heidi, her eyes brimming with tears, ‘is that Carina’s the innocent victim here. She’s a four-year-old child that desperately needs help. How can her own father let her down like this?’

The paper had devoted two full pages to the interview and pictures of ‘bubbly Heidi’ explaining that she was now a trainee nursery school teacher - although looking at her brassy hair and short black skirt it came as no surprise to Lucas to learn that her previous occupation was ‘exotic dancer.’ It was in this incarnation that she’d met and become involved with the millionaire hotelier and hedge fund guru, Anton Tisch. The same Anton Tisch whose office Lucas was currently on his way to, for the third time in as many days.


‘He makes himself out to be this kind, charitable man, like some sort of saint,’ Heidi went on damningly. ‘Yet he won’t even provide basic medical care for his own kid. It’s disgusting.’


If the story was accurate, Lucas was inclined to agree. Apparently, having fathered a daughter by this cretinous-looking young woman, Tisch had only agreed to pay basic maintenance for the child when forced to do so by court order. This, despite having, conservatively, eight hundred million-odd quid in the bank. Like so many of the Eastern European and Russian super-rich who’d washed up in London in recent years, the original source of Tisch’s vast wealth remained an open question. Certainly he was known to have close links with Ilham Aliyev, president of Azerbaijan and ultimate controller of the Baku-Ceyhan pipeline responsible for piping a million gallons of oil a day into Western markets. Though no longer in the energy business - his passport described him as a ‘fund manager and investor’ - Tisch’s money still reeked of Caspian crude.

When doctors had diagnosed his illegitimate daughter with severe autism a year ago, Heidi had gone back to her erstwhile lover asking  for more money to pay for a nurse and to help fund a place for the little girl at special school. But Tisch had told her to take a running jump. Unable to raise the legal fees to fight him a second time, Heidi had sold her story to the tabloids instead.

Of course, it might not be true. To be honest, Lucas wanted to believe it wasn’t; not least because it was depressing to learn that the man he hoped would soon be his employer was tighter than a mosquito’s asshole and had about as much compassion as a Nazi concentration camp commandant. But something about bubbly Heidi’s face told him she was telling the truth. She might be a tart, but she didn’t look like a liar.

‘Embankment. This is Embankment.’ The oddly soothing, automated woman’s voice rang out through the speakers. ‘Next stop, Westminster. Change here for Charing Cross and other mainline stations.’

Only one more stop, thank God. There were lots of things Lucas hated about London: the weather, the prices, the way strangers kept calling him ‘mate.’ But he reserved a specially vehement dislike for the filthy, overcrowded underground system. Normally he’d have walked the four-odd miles from the Cadogan, where he was staying, to Tisch’s office overlooking the Thames. But despite the fact it was August, the rain today was torrential, and he couldn’t afford to show up looking like a drowned rat.

He’d been to London before, to visit Ben, but never for more than a few days, and he’d spent most of those trips too drunk to know his left from his right, never mind what city he was in. But having lived here now for nearly two months, he was having serious second thoughts. Why couldn’t he have set his heart on a job somewhere warm and civilized, like Madrid or Rome? With his languages and starred MBA, he could have gone just about anywhere in Western Europe. Did he really have to pick this grayest, wettest, most astronomically expensive of cities, and surround himself with a nation of people he had long ago learned to loathe?

Unfortunately, the answer to that was yes. Lucas had made a decision years ago never to aim for anything less than the best. And in the world of luxury boutique hotels, the Tischen Cadogan was the best. No question.

Two weeks ago he’d moved out of the squalid bedsit he’d been renting in Tooting and checked himself in to the Cadogan. His room was the cheapest the hotel had to offer and was little more than twelve-foot  square, but it had still cost him every penny of his remaining savings. Literally every penny. As of tomorrow morning, he had no idea how he was going to eat.

Still, it had been worth it. In the past two weeks he’d gotten to know the hotel’s inner workings every bit as intimately as Julia Brett-Sadler, the Cadogan’s bossy, school ma’am-ish manager did. He knew about the morale problems in the kitchen, and the Michelin-starred, megalomaniac chef who made his staff’s life hell. He knew about the barman who regularly slipped free drinks to girls he was sleeping with. He knew about the maitre d’s two-hundred-pounds-a-day coke habit.

If he was going to have any kind of a shot with Anton Tisch - a guy who wouldn’t even give his own kid a break, apparently - Lucas knew he would have to be more informed and more impressive than everybody else. Of course, he first had to swing himself an appointment with the guy, something that so far was proving depressingly difficult.

Battling his way through the commuters at Westminster station, he finally emerged into the drizzle of the street. Storm clouds hung low in the sky like a thick, heavy blanket, blocking out so much light that it almost felt like night. Not even the gold-faced splendour of Big Ben or the intricately carved towers of the Palace of Westminster could lift the atmosphere of dreary depression lingering in the air. Clicking open his umbrella with a curse, Lucas made his way along the now-familiar route by the river, towards the Adelphi building where The Tischen Corporation had its offices.

‘You ’ere again, mate?’ The doorman seemed less than thrilled to see him. ‘Don’t give up easy, do you?’

‘No,’ said Lucas, pushing past him into the lobby. ‘I don’t. I’m here to see Mr. Tisch.’ He smiled firmly at the Asian girl on the reception desk, who glowered back at him.

‘Do you have an appointment?’ she asked wearily. It was the third time she’d been through this charade this week, and the novelty was wearing thin.

‘Yes,’ lied Lucas. ‘He’s expecting me.’

The girl gave him a look that made it clear she knew he was bull-shitting, but that at this point she really didn’t care.

‘Sixteenth floor,’ she sighed, handing him a visitor’s pass. ‘Once you’re up there, you’re Rita’s problem.’

Luckily for Lucas, Rita was much more amenable to his particular blend of Latin charm than the Thai harridan downstairs. Somewhere  in the no-man’s land between middle-aged and elderly, her sensible tweed suit and Miss Moneypenny manner hid a mischievous streak that Lucas was quick to pick up on. He guessed it was a long time since any good-looking young man had bothered to flirt with Rita. And it seemed he was right. No sooner had he started to banter with her than the floodgates opened.

‘Darling.’ Striding over to her desk, grinning from ear to ear, he kissed her hand while she laughingly attempted to get rid of another caller.

‘Mr. Ruiz!’ Switching off her headset she pulled her hand away and tried to look stern.

‘I know what you’re going to say,’ said Lucas. ‘We must stop meeting like this. People are going to start talking. But you know, all you have to do is let me see him. Just for five minutes. Then I’ll be out of your hair for ever.’

‘I’ve told you,’ said the secretary, blushing like a giddy schoolgirl, ‘it really isn’t up to me. Mr. Tisch’s diary is booked up months in advance. I can’t just squeeze people in willy nilly. However charming they might be. I’d lose my job.’

‘Ah, lovely Rita, surely not?’ said Lucas. He’d perched on the corner of her desk now, close enough for her to smell his cologne. Really, he could be most distracting when he wanted to . . . ‘No man in his right mind would let you go. Won’t you at least let him know I’m here?’

‘Well . . .’ she said, her resolve already crumbling. ‘All right. I’ll buzz him. But I can tell you right now, he won’t see you. He’s having rather a bad day, I’m afraid.’

 
This turned out to be an understatement.

Inside his office, Anton reached for his open bottle of antacids and slipped another revolting, chalky pill into his mouth.

‘No, I will not calm down, Roger,’ he yelled into the phone. ‘She’s crucifying me. And that cunt of an editor’s giving her a free pass to do it! There’s more on the story in tomorrow’s paper, apparently. When I think of how much fucking money I gave to their bloody Help a London Child appeal last year. I mean, where’s the fucking loyalty, Roger, huh? Answer me that!’

Anton Tisch was one of life’s winners. Having cleaned up in Azerbaijan in the mid nineties, he’d gotten out of the oil business while the getting was still good, before he found himself poisoned or shot, or  shipped off to Siberia like so many of the Russians who’d gotten greedy and kept their fat fingers in the pie for too long. Diversifying into other industries, he had reinvented himself as a legitimate businessman. His hedge fund, Excelsior III, was now one of the largest and most profitable in Europe. His media empire stretched from Delhi to Vladivostok, and incorporated everything from online search engines to cable TV stations. And his hotel chain - the mighty Tischens - was among the most prestigious and well respected in a notoriously cut-throat and fickle business.
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HONOR PALMER

TINA PALMER

TREY PALMER
LAURA PALMER
LISE PALMER
CALEB

TERTIUS PALMER

DANNY CARLUCCI
DICK GREAT
JACOB FOSTER
SAM BRANNAGAN
LUCAS RUIZ

INES RUIZ

JOSE RUIZ

PACO and
DOMINGO RUIZ

CARLA LEON

PEPE LEON
BEN SLATER

Heiress to the Palmer family fortune and the
iconic Palmers Hotel. A society beauty with
brains.

Honor’s nymphomaniac younger sister. A
Hollywood starlet.

‘Their elderly, Alzheimer’s ridden father.
‘Their late mother.

Trey's latest gold-digging wifelette.
Honor's faithful boxer. A very naughty dog
Honor's legendary grandfather, the founder
of Palmers Hotel,

Mafiosi. Boss of Massachussetts and
sometime paramour of Tina Palmer.
Another of Tina’s conquests. An ‘adult
entertainment’ star, he lives up to his name.
Trey's distant cousin. A money-grubbing
born-again Christian.

Honor Palmer’s lawyer and friend.

Hotel industry Wunderkind, a poor boy
‘made good. Rampantly ambitious in business
and in bed. Lucas is Ibiza's hottest export
His struggling, downtrodden mother.

Her husband, Lucas's stepfather. A drunken
bully,

Lucas’s half brothers.

Lucas'’s lover-cum-mentor, a beneficent Mrs.
Robinson.

Her doting husband.

Hedge fund millionaire, genius and all-round
good guy. An Essex boy with a heart and
wallet of gold.
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EILEEN SLATER
KAREN and
NIKKI SLATER
TAMMY

SIAN DOYLE
SIMON DAVIS
BIANCA BATTIST
DEVON CARTER

KARIS CARTER
LOLA CARTER

NICK CARTER

ALEX LOEB

ANTON TISCH

HEIDI

MITZI

JULIA BRETT
SADLER

PETRA KAMALSKI

SASKIA
KENNILWORTH

MORTY SULLIVAN

His mum, a terrible cook.

His sisters.

His devoted gem of a secretary.

Irish American beauty from Nowheresville
New Jersey, an aspiring newspaper reporter.
Features Editor at the News of the World.
Affectionately known to his staff as Satan.
Latin American supermodel. An angel inside
and out.

Fifty-something pillar of East Hampton
Society, a successful lawyer and family man.
His neurotic, fragile wife, a former model
Their drop dead gorgeous, wild, red-headed
daughter.

Their equally gorgeous, but spoiled and
obnoxious son.

East Hampton trust fund brat, friend of Nick
Carter.

Billionaire businessman, hotelier and
financier. An utterly ruthless control freak.
One of Anton's many exes, the mother of his
daughter.

Anton’s German Shepherd dog, the only
living thing he truly loves.

Manager of the Tischen Cadogan, Anton's
flagship London hotel.

Russian oligarch’s daughter tumed up-and-
coming hotelier. Lucas Ruiz's sworn enemy,
one of the few women impervious to his
charms.

Slutty, Sloaney PR girl. Works for Anton in
more ways than one.

Head of the East Hampton Planning
Committee, courted by all would-be hotel
builders.





OEBPS/till_9781409105251_oeb_003_r1.gif
WHIT HAMMOND  The last in a long line of lazy managers at
Palmers.

ENRIQUE  Head Barman at Palmers. Part of the
furniture, he has known Honor since
childhood.

MIGUEL MUNOZ  Manager of The Britannia Hotel, Ibiza, and
Lucas’s first boss. A shit running a shit-hole.
PADDY McGUIRE  Irish journalist and racing fanatic. A
sweetheart.
MARTI GLUCKMAN  Clark Kent look-a-like internet entrepreneur.
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