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For my girlfriends




OK, so I get the glory, but it takes a lot of people to write a book. I’d like to thank my amazing agent, Lizzy Kremer at David Higham Associates, for her unflinching support, advice and friendship over the years. Thanks to the lovely Genevieve Pegg, and all the staff at Orion, for believing in me and for doing such a fabulous job. Thanks to my family, especially John and the kids, for being so patient and understanding when I disappeared behind the computer for weeks on end. And thanks to Bronwyn and Steve Obourne for the use of their idyllic Cornish cottage when I needed a writer’s retreat. And finally, thanks to all my friends for their input, advice, inspiration and willingness to share a bottle of bubbly (or five) when I finally finished the damn thing! This one’s for you, ‘girlfriends’. You know who you are . . .




Chapter One

 



 



 



The girl hugs her bare knees to her chest, her back against the wall, and buries her tear-stained face into her bruised and bleeding flesh. She shivers in her thin summer dress. The room is almost pitch black but earlier, as her eyes had become accustomed to the darkness, she’d made out the shapes of vicious-looking metal implements - knives, axes, some kind of sharp-toothed trap - lurking in the corners. And then she’d sensed the hulking form of the man, bearing down on her, the whites of his eyes flashing in the darkness, his hot, rancid breath smelling of whiskey and tobacco.

She has no idea where she is. He blindfolded her as soon as he bundled her into the car. But she knows the building is cold - much colder than the summer day she left outside - and she came down some steep stairs, tripping as he pushed her, banging her head on what must have been a stone wall. The walls were rough and damp. Her captor’s hands were rough too. Like sandpaper on her smooth skin.

She’s alone now. Her captor has left her but she knows he’ll be back. He promised he’d be back. When he slammed the heavy metal door behind him she’d heard the clunk, clunk of a lock, and then another lock. There are no windows in the room, just a tiny chink of light around the frame of the door.

She pulls herself into the smallest, tightest ball she can manage and rocks backwards and forwards, sobbing with what little energy she has left. ‘I want Charlie,’ she finds herself crying. ‘Where are you, Charlie? Help me!’




Chapter Two

 



 



 



‘You need to be in Marbella in thirty minutes.’

‘What?’ Grace Melrose mumbled into her phone, scrambling off her sun lounger and dropping her sunglasses and her iPod as she groped around for her watch.

Ouch. The sunlight hurt her eyes as she tried to focus. It was eleven thirty a.m. in Andalusia and Grace had enjoyed exactly one hour of her holiday - her first proper, non-working holiday in three years.

‘I said be in Marbella by midday,’ barked the voice. ‘You sound half-asleep, woman.’

Christ! She had been asleep. She’d left her mews in Highgate at five o’clock this morning to catch her flight from Gatwick and she’d been at work until midnight last night. She’d only been at this pretty farmhouse in the mountains long enough to dump her suitcase, rummage for her bikini and collapse on a sun lounger by the pool, where she’d promptly fallen asleep. And now bloody Miles was on the phone. Already. She’d half-expected a call from her boss at some point during the week, but not yet. This was ridiculous. Grace sat back down and took a deep breath.

‘Right, Miles. What exactly is it you need me to do?’ Of course, whatever it was she would do it. There was no point in arguing. Arguing with Miles Blackwood was just a waste of breath.

Miles sounded mildly exasperated. ‘I repeat, you need to be in Marbella ASAP. Some tasteless mansion in Puerto Banus I imagine. I’ll email the address and your brief.’

There was no please. No thank you. There never was. Miles had the social skills of a five-year-old with ADHD. It didn’t seem to matter how many awards she won, her best was never enough. Grace veered from loathing her employer with a passion to being in awe of his talent. Right now, as she gazed longingly at the turquoise pool and the breathtaking mountains beyond, she definitely hated him.

‘I’m an hour away from Marbella,’ she pointed out.

Miles tutted as if Grace was the one being unreasonable. ‘I’ll stall them. You’ve got forty-five minutes. Tops. Call me when the job’s done.’

He was about to hang up when Grace interjected. ‘Miles, just one question.’

‘What?’ he barked.

‘Who am I doing this time?’

‘Oh, yes, that. It’s Jimmy Jones and Jasmine Watts.’

Damn! Grace had hoped that if her holiday had to be so rudely interrupted it would at least be for something worthwhile. She didn’t mind doing celebrity interviews, as such. She knew that it was her knack of getting famous people to spill the beans that had propelled her career from local rag reporter to broadsheet heavyweight. And now she was the darling of the tabloids. But Jimmy Jones, footballer, and Jasmine Watts, glamour girl? Jimmy Jones was famously obtuse with the press and his fiancée Jasmine Watts was the ‘It girl’ for the chav generation. At least Jimmy had a talent, Grace supposed grudgingly, but Jasmine Watts was nothing but a walking, talking, blow-up doll. The girl had breasts like cantaloupe melons, legs up to her armpits, a footballer in her bed and vacuous nonsense in her oh-so-pretty head. It was hardly worth losing a day of tanning for that, was it? Not that Grace had met her before. But these girls were all the same. Flavours of the month, created for and by the public’s ever-increasing appetite for new celebrities. They had no specific talent. They weren’t good at anything much - other than shopping and, presumably, sex. Girls like Jasmine Watts made a mockery of journalism. Jasmine would have nothing interesting to say; Grace had been in her job long enough to know that.

She didn’t automatically dismiss all celebrities. Grace had met countless intriguing, enigmatic and intelligent stars over the years, but glamour girls and footballers? She’d worked for the broadsheets. She’d interviewed prime ministers, presidents and terrorists. Just because she’d been lured by the money and profile of the tabloids, didn’t mean her brain had evaporated. Grace made a mental note to talk to Miles when she got back about exactly how lowbrow she was prepared to go. Not that he would listen.

 



Grace stared at the contents of her Mulberry suitcase and sighed despondently. She was usually groomed to within an inch of her life, but she had no time to iron anything. Her white Ghost sundress was the least crumpled item and would have to do. Teamed with gold Jimmy Choo sandals and her new De Beers diamond necklace (a guilt present from her boyfriend McKenzie) it didn’t look too bad. She brushed her sleek, short, blonde bob, dabbed on some lip gloss and she was ready for the off.

She checked her BlackBerry for instructions from Miles. Casa Amoura. Yep, sounded about right. At least it wouldn’t take long to interrogate Mr  Jones and his WAG. There couldn’t be much going on in their heads. Grace doubted they had a GCSE between them. If she was lucky, she would be back by the pool in time to soak up the last rays of the afternoon sun. She jumped in her hire car, Gucci shades firmly in place, the White Stripes blaring from the stereo, air-con blasting, and set off back down the winding mountain road towards Marbella.

 



Jasmine Watts was about to step into the shower when the bathroom door opened and her fiancé appeared.

‘I thought you were still asleep, babes,’ she smiled.

He looked half-asleep, with his blonde hair all mussed up and falling into those sexy greeny-blue eyes. But he shook his head.

‘I’m awake and I need you to come back to bed,’ he grinned.

He was naked. Bronzed, toned, honed and smooth like a statue of Adonis. Jasmine could see that at least one part of his anatomy was awake and raring to go. He grabbed her hand and pulled her back from the shower towards the door, but she held her ground.

‘Jimmy,’ she giggled. ‘It’s late and we’ve got loads to do today. We’d better get ready.’

He shook his head mischievously and tugged her arm.

‘Jimmy,’ laughed Jasmine. ‘Stop it.’

But she didn’t want him to stop it, really. He was so damn sexy. Just the touch of his hand on her arm was enough.

‘Come here, gorgeous,’ he said, pulling her towards him.

He kissed her neck just below her ear and she shivered with delight. His hands stroked her back and caressed her buttocks. Then he placed his hands round her waist and lifted her effortlessly on to the marble top by the sink.

‘We really don’t have time for this,’ she protested, but he kissed her quiet. It was the kind of kiss that sent tingles right down to her toes.

When it came to Jimmy Jones, Jasmine was a pushover. She found herself melting under his touch as his kiss drifted down over her collar bone, round each erect nipple, her navel and - ahhh, bliss! - towards her pussy. She groaned in ecstatic anticipation of what was to come. Jimmy made love like he played football - instinctively, beautifully, perfectly. He pushed her thighs apart and started caressing the soft skin there with his tongue, coming close, but never quite touching the parts that really ached for him. She gasped.

‘Oh God, Jimmy,’ she begged. ‘Kiss me there. Oh, yes, baby, just there.’

Her back arched involuntarily as he found her clitoris and her hands reached for the back of his head, stroking his hair and pushing his tongue deeper into her.

‘That’s it,’ she panted. ‘That’s it. Oh! My! God!’

She threw her hands out and a bottle of perfume crashed on to the tiled floor, smashing into a million pieces. The air filled with the scent of vanilla and roses as Jasmine reached a crashing climax.

Jimmy looked up at her and laughed. ‘Don’t worry, darling. I’ll buy you a new one.’

‘I don’t give a toss about the perfume,’ she gasped. ‘I just need you inside me now!’

And then he lifted her up and carried her to the bedroom, threw her on to the four-poster bed and pushed himself gently inside her. He stroked her breasts with his soft hands and stared right into her eyes as he slid deeper and deeper into her. She wrapped her thighs around his back, offering herself to him completely, swimming in his gaze, overwhelmed with love and desire. And then they moved as one, faster, harder, more desperately. Their mouths searched hungrily for each other. Jasmine felt as if her body was melting into his.

And then she was riding a wave, a delicious crashing wave and she was coming again, oh my God, and it was so perfect and she heard herself moan, too loudly, and she dug her nails into his back and squeezed her thighs and then she could feel Jimmy coming too, so deep, deep, deep inside her very core and oh . . .

It was when they made love that Jasmine knew she was doing the right thing in marrying Jimmy. The chemistry between them was unbelievable. She had never felt that way about any man before and as Jimmy gazed at her now, so obviously full of love, she felt certain that together they would conquer the world.

 



Afterwards, Jasmine gazed adoringly at the beautiful sleeping boy beside her. Jimmy always fell asleep after sex. Jasmine felt wide awake. Wide awake and tingling with the sheer joy of being alive and young and in love. In love with Jimmy Jones. And, what’s more, he was in love with her. How lucky was that? Just silly little Jasmine Watts from Dagenham and here she was engaged to the most gorgeous and talented footballer of his generation. And it wasn’t just Jasmine who thought that. She’d read it somewhere too. Yes, definitely, it was in the Sun, or maybe it was the Mirror. ‘The most talented footballer of his generation,’ it had said. ‘George Best reincarnated for the new millennium.’

Sometimes Jasmine wanted to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Sometimes she wanted to pinch him just to check he was real. But he probably wouldn’t like that. Jimmy wasn’t very good with pain. She remembered the fuss he’d made when he’d bruised his metatarsal last  season. Bless him! But then he was only a baby, just twenty-one, three years younger than she was. So instead Jasmine busied herself with gently stroking his smooth brown chest and carried on gazing, patiently, until her fingers got restless and travelled south. That roused him and then he was on her and in her again . . .

 



‘Fucking hell, babe,’ said Jimmy when it was over. He was dripping with sweat even though the air-con was on full blast. ‘You work me harder than the governor does.’

He had such a sexy voice. Even though he’d been scouted and moved south at thirteen, Jimmy hadn’t lost his Glaswegian accent. Compliments sounded so much better coming from Jimmy’s full lips than they ever had from the Essex boys she’d grown up with. And he was always complimenting her. She was so lucky to have a fiancé who respected her like that. Jasmine knew only too well that not all men knew how to treat their women with respect.

Jasmine smiled and smoothed his damp blonde hair off his face. He’d been growing it long all year and it suited him. Made him look a bit rock and roll. The advertisers loved Jimmy’s new look too. In fact it had been a three-million-pound deal for a designer sunglasses campaign that had paid for this new place in Puerto Banus.

‘I’m just making sure you keep your stamina up for next season, darling’.

Jasmine gave him one last squeeze before reluctantly peeling her bare legs off his. She didn’t want their lie-in to be over, but there was work to be done. She got up, stretched and headed towards the ensuite. Her long hair felt damp and tangled and she was worried there wouldn’t be enough time to wash it and get it dried. It was kind of her trademark - her mane - but it was so high maintenance. It was longer than ever now and Jasmine could feel it brushing her bare bottom as she walked.

‘Where are you going?’ demanded Jimmy.

‘For a shower, remember? We’ve got that journalist lady coming in a minute and I can’t exactly meet her like this!’

Jimmy’s face fell. ‘Oh, do we have to?’ he whined.

‘Yes we do. It’s work, Jimmy.’

You could say what you liked about Jasmine Watts - and people often did - but she was proud of the fact that she worked her socks off. Jasmine never forgot where she came from and how fortunate she was to be where she was today. When she remembered pole dancing in that dodgy Dagenham club she couldn’t believe only three years had passed. Now she was gracing men’s magazine covers and being interviewed by award-winning journalists for national newspapers.

There was a knock on the door and Blaine, their manager, called, ‘Ten minutes, guys.’

‘Be ready in five,’ promised Jasmine. And she was.

Jasmine had just secured her ample bosom into a tiny zebra print string bikini when she heard a car pull up on the gravel drive outside. Jimmy, who’d only just dragged himself out of bed, half stepped on to the balcony and strained to have a look at the newcomer without being spotted.

‘What does she look like?’ asked Jasmine, who was terrified of journalists, especially the female ones. They could be so bitchy!

‘Quite fit actually,’ replied Jimmy. ‘Old, like. Thirty-ish. Mind you, can’t tell these days, can you? She might be even older. But, yeah, she’s quite a sexy bird, I’d say.’

‘I meant, does she look nice?’ said Jasmine.

Jimmy wandered back inside and shrugged. ‘Yeah. A little blonde thing. Not in your league, obviously, honey. I mean her tits are nonexistent . . .’ He put his arms around Jasmine from behind and playfully squeezed her famous breasts. Then he added cheekily, ‘Nothing a decent boob job wouldn’t fix, though.’

Jasmine hit him gently over the head with her towel. She wasn’t the jealous type and she didn’t mind Jimmy looking at attractive women. She’d been around enough men in her time to know that they all did it. But he hadn’t answered her question.

‘Does she look like a nice person?’

Jimmy looked perplexed. ‘I don’t know. You can’t tell whether someone’s nice just by looking at them.’

‘Course you can,’ said Jasmine, slipping on four-inch mules. ‘It’s written all over their face.’




Chapter Three

 



 



 



Charlie ‘The Char’ Palmer smiled at his reflection in the mirror as he patted his freshly shaved cheeks with aftershave. He’d fared pretty well over the years and at forty-two he was still a handsome bugger, even if he did say so himself. Olive-skinned with a square jaw and an aquiline nose, his pale-blue eyes twinkled mischievously back at him. It was a nice face. A friendly face. A fair face. Hadn’t his old mum always told him so, even when others had doubted it? And she’d always been right, God rest her soul. His dark hair was receding ever so slightly, but he’d shaved it all off yesterday and it looked much better now. Charlie Palmer could pass for thirty-five, easy. Yeah, he still had it. He was still a player, of that he was sure.

He chose a dark-grey Armani suit from his walk-in wardrobe, a crisp white T-shirt and black Prada loafers. He had one last bit of business to take care of before his flight and Charlie always felt better - more powerful - when he was dressed the part.

The beautiful girl lying in his bed stirred as he picked up his leather holdall and his briefcase.

‘Where you going, dahling?’ she murmured sleepily.

‘Work, sweetheart,’ he replied, kissing her soft blonde hair and breathing in her musky smell one last time. It wasn’t a lie.

He would miss Nadia. She was a little cutie. Gave the best blow job he’d ever experienced and she mixed a mean martini. Loaded, too - the daughter of a Russian oligarch. She had her own penthouse in Mayfair, but she’d been a permanent fixture in his Butler’s Wharf apartment since the spring. But Charlie believed in travelling light and, lovely as she was, Nadia amounted to too much baggage. Besides, her father had had a ‘quiet word’ with Charlie the other night and it turned out Mr Dimitrov wasn’t best pleased with his daughter’s sleeping arrangements. And Mr Dimitrov could be a very persuasive man.

Nadia snuggled back down under the duvet. ‘I see you later, dahling,’ she purred.

‘Yeah, babes,’ replied Charlie. ‘Later.’

And without a backward glance at the place he’d called home for the past five years, or the girl he’d called babe for the last three months, Charlie Palmer shut the door behind him and took the lift down to the cobbled street outside. London was hot. Too hot. The Thames smelled stagnant. The sky was more grey than blue and the atmosphere was close and airless. A storm was brewing. It was as good a day as any to get out.

Gary was waiting for him in the black Range Rover as arranged.

‘All right, boss?’

Gary was the son of a pub landlord Charlie knew from the old days in Chingford. He was seventeen and he’d been in a bit of trouble with the filth so his old man thought Charlie might be the bloke to straighten him out. He had that sort of reputation back home and he liked it. It made him feel proud because he’d been in trouble with the filth himself at Gary’s age and no one had thought he’d amount to much. But look at him now, eh? Forty-two and about to retire a very wealthy man.

Charlie had had his doubts about Gary at first. The boy looked like a complete plonker with his baggy jeans pulled down and belted way below his boxer shorts and his baseball cap perched on the top of his head at a drunken angle. He was a skinny redhead with freckles who’d been brought up in a nice house in Chigwell, but he obviously thought he was some cool black dude from the Bronx. But, much to Charlie’s surprise, the kid had worked out pretty well. He was keen and respectful and did as he was told, no questions asked. Charlie liked Gary. Perhaps he could find a job for him in the new place. He would have to wait and see how things turned out.

‘Heathrow is it, boss?’ asked Gary.

Charlie nodded. ‘But I need to stop off in Hammersmith on the way.’

‘No worries, boss.’

 



Nadia Dimitrova watched her lover leave from the third-floor window and sighed a little sadly. As the Range Rover rolled out of view she pulled Charlie’s fluffy white bathrobe around her slim frame and breathed in the musky scent of his aftershave. She would miss Charlie. She really would. Silly boy. He thought she didn’t know he was leaving, but she wasn’t stupid. Why did men always think she was oblivious to what was going on? Her father was just the same. But Nadia knew more than either man could imagine. She was not the innocent little girl they took her for.

She wiped a stray tear from her cheek and turned from the window. Never mind. It had been a delicious love affair, a real treat while it lasted, and Charlie was such a handsome man…but he was not the only handsome man in London. Nadia threw herself on the bed and picked up her phone. She scrolled down her contacts until she came to a name that  interested her. Ah, yes! This could be fun. Not something her father would approve of, of course, but then that was the biggest part of the attraction. She pressed the ‘call’ button with a naughty grin on her face.

 



Charlie and Gary sat in silence as the Range Rover crawled through the mid-morning London traffic. Fridays were always the worst. Charlie wouldn’t miss the crowds. Not one bit. He contemplated the job ahead. He’d been through it a hundred times in his head and he knew what had to be done.

Gary pulled into a quiet dead-end road and parked.

‘Five minutes,’ said Charlie, picking up his briefcase.

Gary nodded and flicked on the radio. He would sit and listen to music on XFM and wait. Five minutes or five hours, the kid would wait. No questions asked. Yeah, he definitely deserved a job in the new place.

The building site was round the corner. Luxury riverside apartments had been going up at a staggering rate on the site of an old tyre factory as part of some regeneration project or other. But rumour had it that the property developer was in trouble, the latest victim of the collapsing housing market, and work was grinding to a halt.

The site was eerily deserted, much to Charlie’s relief. McGregor had promised it would be, but you never knew. There was something of the Marie Celeste about the place - tools had been downed mid-job and a half-drunk mug of tea still sat waiting in vain for its owner to return on a half-built wall. It looked as if everyone had left in a bit of a hurry.

Charlie could see Donohue by the water’s edge, chatting into his mobile, shades firmly in place despite the black clouds that were gathering ominously overhead. He was wearing a bad suit, a cheap approximation of Charlie’s. That was part of Donohue’s problem. He thought he was one of them - a player - but he was just a cheap, spineless little shit. A tiny fish in a huge pond full of sharks. And he’d got in way over his head.

‘Chaz, my man!’ Donohue snapped his mobile shut and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

Charlie flinched. No one called him Chaz. Who did this little fucker think he was?

‘Good to see you, mate. McGregor said you’d got something for me.’

Charlie forced his features into a smile and shook Donohue’s small hand just firmly enough to show him who was boss. Donohue’s palm was clammy and Charlie wondered whether the small man was nervous or just too hot in his nylon suit.

DC Dave Donohue was thirty-seven years old, short, slight and balding.

‘Take off the shades,’ said Charlie.

‘Why?’

‘Cos I like doing business eye to eye.’

Charlie’s facial muscles ached from holding the false smile.

Donohue placed his sunglasses on top of his head. His grey eyes were small and shifty, forever darting around, looking for some action. Now he was looking everywhere but into Charlie’s face. Was that shame? Too much coke? Or just lack of respect? Charlie wasn’t sure, but the man made him want to throw up. He was everything Charlie despised - a vice cop who lorded it over the pimps and dealers he arrested while snorting their cocaine and shagging their girls as some sort of perk. Charlie didn’t do drugs, never had, and he didn’t pay for sex either. He had too much respect for himself and the opposite sex to do that. Of course Donohue wasn’t the only one in the vice squad who abused his power, but lately he’d gone way too far and now McGregor had had enough.

‘Yeah, I’ve got something for you.’

Charlie squatted down and placed his briefcase carefully in the dust. He opened it slowly, oh so slowly, and then stood up. The handgun felt heavy and cold in his hand, but it was as comfortable to him as a hammer was to a carpenter. The gun was just a tool of his trade. It was such a familiar feeling - cool metal against warm flesh - and Charlie found himself wondering, for a moment, if he would miss it.

Charlie was almost a foot taller than Donohue and so, when he finally drew the gun, it was exactly in line with the shorter man’s eyes.

‘Oh, Jesus fucking Christ! Charlie, what are you doing, man?’

Donohue’s shifty eyes widened. He leapt backwards but then realised that the river was only inches away and that there was nowhere to escape to. His mouth gaped open and shut, open and shut, but no more words came out, just gurgled, garbled noises. The confusion in his eyes turned to shock and then sheer, unadulterated terror as the seriousness of the situation seeped into his drug-addled little brain.

Charlie continued to smile but said nothing. The longer he remained silent the more Donohue would have to think about why he was here.

‘What . . . what . . . what’s this about, Charlie?’ he stammered. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong. I don’t understand.’

Charlie continued to stare at Donohue, trying to bore into his very soul, if he had such a thing, willing him to redeem himself in some way. Just tell the truth, man, he thought. Just say the thing out loud. But Donohue was the type who needed a bit of persuasion. And still, he wouldn’t meet Charlie’s eye.

‘I, I, I really don’t have a fucking clue why you’re so . . . so . . . so . . .’ Dave glanced at the gun and then quickly looked away again. ‘So pissed off with  me, Charlie. I don’t.’ He shook his head manically. ‘I don’t. I really don’t. I’ve done nothing. Nothing wrong at all.’

At last Charlie spoke. ‘What do you think this might be about, Donohue?’ he asked calmly. ‘What dirty little secrets of yours might have come to my attention?’

Donohue shrugged almost petulantly and looked at his feet. Charlie dug the gun into the smaller man’s forehead, forcing his head up, and took a step closer. He could see the sweat trickle down Donohue’s face and smell the fear on his breath.

‘I’ll give you a clue,’ continued Charlie. ‘Her name was Clara.’

‘Oh, fuck. Oh, shit,’ stammered Donohue. ‘The . . . the . . . that.’ He seemed to shrink then, to deflate, as if the very worst case scenario had been confirmed. Which, of course, it had.

‘What did you do to her?’ demanded Charlie.

‘We had a kind of . . . a sort of . . . an altercation, of sorts . . .’ Donohue rambled.

‘Oh, an altercation? Is that what you call it? You and Clara had an altercation and somehow she ended up dead.’

Donohue raised his hands in front of him with his palms open towards Charlie.

‘I didn’t mean to kill her,’ he said. ‘I swear. Things got out of control.’

Charlie thrust the gun harder into Donohue’s forehead. He couldn’t hold the false smile anymore and when he demanded, ‘Tell me exactly what happened, you fucking little shit,’ he more or less spat the words into Donohue’s face.

Donohue closed his eyes. He was shaking.

‘She tried to run. She’d nicked my ID, for fuck’s sake. I just hit her to stop her going; I didn’t think I’d done it that hard. I didn’t mean her to die. Jesus, Mr Palmer, you’d have done the same.’

Charlie couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How dare this piece of shit suggest that Charlie would have killed some poor young girl? Charlie had never laid a finger on a female in his life, let alone a child.

He twisted the gun so that the barrel dug deep into Donohue’s forehead. Blood trickled and merged with the sweat that ran down the man’s face and dripped on to his cheap suit.

‘How old was Clara?’ demanded Charlie.

‘I don’t know. Young.’

‘Thirteen,’ said Charlie angrily. ‘She was thirteen, Donohue. She’d run away from home. Her poor mother was waiting for her to come home. You should have been protecting her, you fucker. You should have been the one taking her home.’

‘Shit, I didn’t know she was thirteen,’ mumbled Donohue. ‘I honestly didn’t know she was thirteen.’

‘And what were you doing with Clara?’ Charlie continued. ‘What were you doing alone with Clara, up some Dalston alleyway, Donohue? Explain that.’

‘I was . . . I was arresting her for soliciting.’

‘Try again,’ shouted Charlie. He was getting impatient now. He knew the truth, but he needed to hear Donohue admit it. ‘What were you doing with Clara?’

‘We were having sex,’ Donohue whispered so quietly that Charlie could barely make out the words.

‘Speak up, Dave. I didn’t quite catch that.’

‘We were having sex,’ Donohue repeated, more clearly this time.

‘No, you weren’t,’ spat Charlie. ‘You were raping her. Sex is consensual.’

At last Donohue met Charlie’s stare and his eyes were full of desperation.

‘Please, Charlie, don’t do this. It was an accident. I didn’t mean to hurt her.’ He was pleading now. ‘What about my wife? What about my girls?’

‘Your wife will be better off without you. And your girls? Your girls are only a couple of years younger than that kid you killed.’

‘She was just another little whore. They’re ten a penny out there. You know that.’

‘She was a kid. Someone else’s kid. And you know what that makes you, mate,’ Charlie spat with disgust. ‘That makes you a nonce. And we all know what happens to nonces, don’t we?’

Charlie could smell urine as a large wet patch appeared on Donohue’s trousers. Disgusting little maggot. He unleashed the safety catch with a loud snap.

‘Please, Mr Palmer, I’m begging you. Don’t do this. I’m a cop. You can’t go around shooting cops and getting away with it. What about McGregor? He’ll never let you get away with this.’

That was just like Donohue, to hide behind his badge for protection. Charlie remembered what McGregor had told him and he lowered the gun slowly.

‘You’re right, Donohue. I do have to think about McGregor.’

Donohue sobbed in relief and fell to his knees. He looked up at Charlie with sheer gratitude. ‘Oh fucking hell, you really had me there, mate. I honest to God thought I was a goner. Look I’m really sorry about that girl. It’s not going to happen again. McGregor doesn’t know—’

Charlie interrupted. ‘McGregor does know. Why do you think I’m here?’

Donohue looked confused and then the terror filled his eyes again. Charlie lifted the gun a fraction and calmly shot DC Dave Donohue in the groin. Blood and flesh splattered on to the dusty ground. Donohue collapsed to one side. His grey eyes stared uncomprehendingly at Charlie. Charlie watched without emotion as the small man’s face contorted in pain for a few moments and then, keen to get the day’s business over and done with, he lifted the gun to Donohue’s head and finished the job. The odious little shit was no more.

Charlie dropped the gun into his briefcase and snapped it shut. Without looking back he walked towards the building site and tossed the briefcase and its contents into the damp concrete foundations. He watched as the evidence was swallowed up for ever. Very neat. Very tidy. Just how he liked it. And anyway, it wasn’t as if he’d need a gun where he was going. Then he called McGregor.

‘DCI McGregor,’ said the gruff voice.

‘The job’s done.’

‘Good. I owe you. That little bonus we talked about should be cleared with the accounts department early next week.’

‘Thanks, guv.’

‘You off now?’

Charlie checked his watch. ‘Plane’s at one.’

‘Well, have a good trip. Oh, and Char . . . The wife and I are coming out your way in August if you fancy a round of golf.’

‘Look forward to it.’

And that was that. The business was done. McGregor would send some plain clothes off to ‘find’ the body and DC Dave Donohue would die a hero, having been shot in the line of duty. His wife would be duly compensated and Donohue would receive a posthumous award for bravery. The murder would be pinned on some lowlife scum the filth had been trying to get rid of and the job would be a good’un all round. No one would ever know that his death had been arranged by his own chief inspector to save the force a scandal. No one, that is, but Charlie. And Charlie, being Charlie, would take that piece of information to the grave.

It had been a while since he’d had to get his hands dirty. He’d paid his dues in the early days of his career and that had stood him in good stead. He was well-respected in the business and most people knew not to cross him. If you’re nice to Charlie Palmer, then Charlie Palmer will be nice to you. As the years passed he’d found that his reputation alone was enough to trade on. A threat from Charlie was usually enough to get the job done without resorting to anything too heavy. And he liked it like that. Charlie didn’t enjoy killing people. It was a messy business. But some lowlifes  needed to be sorted good and proper and, unfortunately, Donohue had been one of those. And now, because of that little maggot, Charlie had to scarper.

‘That was quick,’ said Gary as Charlie slid back into the passenger seat of the Range Rover.

‘Yeah, wasn’t anything important.’

‘Straight to Heathrow, then?’

‘Straight to Heathrow,’ confirmed Charlie.

Yeah, London was too hot for Charlie now. It was time to get out.




Chapter Four

 



 



 



‘Right, I can do this,’ Maxine de la Fallaise told herself out loud, squinting at the cookery book propped open on the granite work surface. She swept her curly blonde hair out of her eyes and wiped her hands on her apron. Then she read through the list of ingredients again.


12-18 slices prosciutto - check.


3 cloves of garlic, peeled - check.


1 good handful of dried porcini - eh?

‘Isabel!’ called Maxine. ‘Isabel! What’s a porcini? I don’t have a porcini!’

Maxine’s maid sauntered into the kitchen from the terrace outside. She was wearing a high-cut black one-piece and carrying a copy of Hola! in her hand. She leaned against the central island with her head on one side and an ‘I told you so’ look on her face. Maxine had given Isabel a couple of hours’ break while she prepared a special lunch for Carlos. Isabel had been grateful for the time off but sceptical about Maxine’s abilities in the kitchen.

‘Have you ever actually cooked a meal before, Miss Maxine?’ she’d asked in her alarmingly good English.

‘Of course I have,’ Maxine had scoffed, remembering a disastrous episode with a roast chicken during a domestic science lesson at boarding school. The local fire brigade had been a little bit peeved, but the other girls were delighted with their afternoon off lessons. ‘I’m just a bit rusty, that’s all.’

Could it be so difficult to become a domestic goddess? Her household certainly seemed to think so. Her long-term lover Carlos had laughed his head off when she’d offered to cook for him.

‘Chica! Chica!’ he’d cried, between great guffaws. ‘You have many, many special talents but you are no, what do you call her? Nigelica.’

‘Nigella,’ Maxine had corrected him. ‘I’m no Nigella.’

‘My dahling, there is a reason why this town is full of top-class restaurants. It is because glamorous women like you are too busy being beautiful to worry about cooking, no? Anyway, we have Isabel. Isabel is a  wonderful cook. She is from Seville. Women from Seville are all wonderful cooks.’

Sometimes, Maxine felt that Carlos and the staff ganged up on her for being the only non-Spaniard in the place. OK, so she was born in New York, raised in LA, educated in Britain, and London remained her ‘official’ home, but she’d spent the best part of the last two years here and she loved it. Couldn’t they see she was an honorary señorita? Sometimes she felt they ganged up on her, full stop. They were always laughing at her. Oh, they did it affectionately, she knew that. But it did bother her sometimes. Why did no one take her seriously? She wasn’t a kid anymore. She was a mature woman who’d been round the block a few times. OK, so she didn’t know how to switch on the extractor fan, but so what? She could learn. She was determined to prove to Carlos that she was proper ‘wife’ material.

It had been during one of their many discussions about his wife, Esther, that she’d had the idea to cook for him. Carlos and Esther had been married for almost thirty years but had spent the last fifteen of them leading entirely separate lives. While Esther was ensconced in her Beverley Hills mansion, Carlos was here, on the Costa del Sol, with Maxine. The Russos were married on paper only. It was just a technicality. Esther point-blank refused to grant Carlos a divorce on the grounds that she was a devout Catholic and he didn’t see any reason to push the subject. But Maxine did. She’d been with Carlos for ages now and she loved him passionately. She wanted to be Mrs Russo.

‘Dahling, you are not really the wifely type,’ Carlos had smiled patiently when Maxine had brought up the subject again.

‘Yes I am,’ Maxine had insisted crossly. ‘I’ve already been married three times!’

At that Carlos had laughed out loud. ‘And exactly how long have these marriages lasted?’

‘Almost a year, one of them,’ Maxine had replied earnestly.

‘Exactly, chica!’ Carlos had said, still laughing. ‘You are not the wifely type!’

‘So what is the wifely type?’ Maxine had snapped. She did so want to be that woman.

Carlos had shrugged. ‘A woman who can cook. A woman who can bear getting fat long enough to become a mother. A woman who can leave the house without spending three hours preparing herself.’

Leaving the house without her make-up on? Well, that was never going to happen. And pregnancy? That still scared the living daylights out of her (although lately she had been warming to the idea). But cooking? Perhaps she could master cooking. And so Maxine was going to surprise  him today with a . . . she glanced at the cookbook again. With a roasted fillet of beef rolled in herbs and porcini and wrapped in prosciutto. But he would be back from the golf course in an hour and the beef wasn’t even in the oven yet. More to the point - what was bloody porcini when it was at home?

‘Miss Maxine,’ said Isabel patiently. ‘I told you already. I bought all the ingredients for you yesterday.’ She pulled open the larder unit and handed Maxine a bag of dried porcini.

‘Oh, mushrooms,’ said Maxine with relief. ‘Well, why the hell don’t they say that in the book?’

Isabel grinned. ‘You want me to help you?’ she asked.

‘No, no, no,’ insisted Maxine, shooing Isabel back out on to the terrace. ‘I’ll be fine. I need to do this on my own.’

Maxine did as Jamie Oliver told her to. She soaked the porcini in water, then fried it with garlic. She wasn’t exactly sure what reducing meant, but she carried on regardless. The mixture stuck to the pan and ended up looking a bit gritty, but never mind. She spooned the lumpy grey mixture on to the prosciutto. It didn’t look very appetising at the moment but it would be OK once it had been in the oven, she was sure. She covered the beef Isabel had bought at the farmer’s market with herbs and then attempted to roll the ham and mushroom mixture around the fillets. Disaster. However hard she tried it wouldn’t even begin to look anything like the neat little packages of meat in the picture. Oh, bugger it. Maxine searched furiously through the unfamiliar kitchen drawers until she found some string. That would do. She tied the string around the beef fillets and then threw them into the range oven. The clock on the oven said twelve thirty. Oh shit! Carlos would be home in half an hour and it said the beef would take forty minutes to cook. She turned the knob from two hundred degrees to three hundred. There, it would cook quicker that way. Ta da! All done. This cooking business wasn’t as difficult as it looked.

Maxine glanced in the mirror. There were mirrors everywhere in the house. And not because Maxine was vain, either. It was exactly because she wasn’t vain that she needed the mirrors. Maxine knew she looked totally rubbish in her natural state and used the mirrors to check that her hair and make-up were always just so, lest the ‘real’ Maxine de la Fallaise should ever rear her ugly head. Jesus! How did those TV chefs manage to look so appealing in the kitchen? Maxine was beetroot in the face, sweaty in the armpits and mascara-smudged in the eyes. Eurgh! Her trademark tumbling curls had turned into a frizzy mess. And, oh my God, were those mouse-coloured roots showing beneath the peroxide? She made a mental note to get to the hair salon that very afternoon for an emergency appointment. She ran to the nearest bathroom to fix herself up, took off her apron (she was wearing nothing but a gold string bikini underneath) and joined Isabel on the terrace with twenty minutes to spare.

‘Is everything OK?’ asked Isabel, doubtfully.

‘Everything’s fine!’ announced Maxine confidently, picking up a copy of OK! in search of pictures of herself and her many celebrity friends. The spreads from Cannes should be in this issue. Oh, yes! There she was next to Liz Hurley. Hmm, those white jeans were doing nothing for her thighs. She made a mental note not to wear them again.

It wasn’t until fifteen minutes later that Isabel noticed the burning smell.

‘Oh my God!’ Maxine exclaimed, peering through the smoke into the oven. ‘Are they supposed to be black?’

‘No, Miss Maxine, I don’t think so,’ said Isabel patiently. ‘I will make  Señor Carlos something else.’

‘Crap!’ announced Maxine. ‘You see, Isabel? There’s something else I’m useless at.’

Isabel smiled warmly at her mistress. ‘You are too hard on yourself, Miss Maxine,’ she said, gently. ‘You’re not useless. You’re a successful businesswoman. Now you own a nightclub, remember? And you’re the nicest employer I ever had.’

 



By the time Carlos returned from the golf club, Isabel had made him a lovely frittata and Maxine’s Shih Tzu, Britney, was enthusiastically tucking into some charred beef. Maxine was perched innocently on a bar stool, filing her nails and flicking through her magazine.

‘Hi, handsome,’ she said cheerfully, slipping off the stool and planting a juicy kiss on her lover’s cheek.

And wasn’t he handsome? Six foot two, suave, broad-shouldered and raven-haired (with a little help from his hairdresser), Carlos was a dead ringer for Cary Grant. His pale-blue golf shirt set off his tan and his chocolate-brown eyes perfectly. She’d fancied Carlos Russo when his melodic ballads had topped the charts in the eighties. And she still fancied Carlos Russo now. Except these days she got to live with him. Yes, Maxine was a lucky girl.

‘What’s that burning smell?’ asked Carlos, sniffing the air cautiously. ‘Have we had a fire?’

‘Don’t be silly, señor,’ scoffed Isabel. ‘I just burned the frittata a little.’

‘You did?’ asked Carlos, suspiciously.

‘I did,’ lied Isabel.

Maxine shot her a grateful look.

‘Oh my goodness,’ shouted Carlos suddenly. ‘What’s wrong with Britney?’

Everybody turned to look at the tiny creature, who was heaving and choking dramatically in the corner.

‘Do something!’ squealed Maxine, watching her little ‘baby’ convulse in agony. ‘Carlos, save her!’ She dissolved into floods of tears and covered her eyes with her hands. ‘I can’t look!’ she wailed.

Ever the hero, Carlos grabbed the little dog, forced open her jaws and fished around for the cause of the problem.

‘What on earth is this?’ he asked, baffled, pulling a burnt piece of string from the dog’s throat.

Maxine picked up her treasured dog, who was shaking uncontrollably after her ordeal, cuddled her into her chest and kissed her fluffy head passionately. ‘Poor little Britney! I almost killed you,’ she said to the dog.

‘You?’ asked Carlos, bemused.

‘I tried to cook for you,’ explained Maxine sheepishly. ‘It went wrong. Britney was eating the evidence.’

Carlos’s handsome face broke into an amused smile. ‘Oh well, no harm done, Maxi.’ He laughed heartily, patted Maxine playfully on the bottom, and sat down to eat his frittata.

Maxine flinched. She hated it when Carlos patronised her like that and treated her like a silly little girl. Hmph! She was highly competitive. Always had been. Just because she’d failed in the kitchen department, it did not mean she was a failure. She might have lost this battle, but she would never lose the war. From now on she would leave the domestic goddessery to Isabel. But she would find another way to convince Carlos of her marital virtues. When she set her mind on something she was like a dog with a bone. Or, perhaps, a dog with an incinerated piece of beef. Like Britney, she wouldn’t let go without a scene. It was time to come up with a Plan B.

 



As Gary crawled through the West London traffic, Charlie undressed. He slipped off his suit, T-shirt and loafers and shoved them into an empty sports bag. Gary didn’t bat an eyelid as his boss stripped down to his Calvins. He’d seen it all before. A couple of posh birds in an open top Audi TT noticed Charlie’s buff naked body though and they beeped and whooped on their way past on the M4 slip road. Charlie winked at them. Then he took his neatly folded navy linen shorts and a white linen shirt from his holdall and struggled into them. He held up his new brown leather Mui Mui sandals that he’d bought up west with Nadia the day before.

‘Are these a bit gay?’ he asked Gary.

‘No, boss. They’re class. Like something Beckham would wear, innit?’

Charlie nodded, satisfied, and slipped them on. He threw the sports bag on to the back seat.

‘Get rid of that once you’ve dropped me.’

Gary nodded. He would burn it once it got dark.

As Charlie got out of the Range Rover at the airport he tossed Gary a set of keys. ‘For my flat,’ he said. ‘Make yourself at home. I’m going to be away for a while.’

‘Eh?’ Gary looked perplexed.

‘And keep the motor ticking over for me. Stay out of trouble, keep your nose clean and I’ll be in touch.’

Gary scratched his head, forcing his baseball cap up into an even more peculiar position than usual.

‘And don’t call me unless it’s a real fucking emergency, OK?’

‘Right, boss,’ he said uncertainly.

‘Send Nadia home to her dad,’ Charlie continued. ‘Oh, and tell her I’m sorry about running out. Nothing personal and all that. Grab her some flowers on the way back. Classy ones. Not from the garage, OK? Here.’

Charlie tossed a huge bundle of fifty-pound notes on to the passenger seat. ‘That ought to cover it. Keep the change. Thanks, Gary. You’re a good kid. I’ll see you around.’

Gary was still staring open-mouthed at the enormous wad of cash as Charlie disappeared through the revolving doors towards departures.




Chapter Five

 



 



 



‘What do you mean, you’re not coming? You’re supposed to be on the bloody plane! They’re holding the flight for you!’

Lila Rose realised, too late, that she was shouting. She could see the smirks and nudges of the assembled group, her so-called loyal staff, out of the corner of her eye. They were vultures. They pretended to like her but they were paid to do that. She knew they were all just waiting for their pound of her flesh. And when they got it they would sell it to the tabloids . . . or on eBay for fifty quid. She turned her back, lowered her voice and continued.

‘I don’t understand, Brett. You have to come. You promised.’

Her husband’s voice crackled from across the Atlantic.

‘I know, sweetheart, but it’s beyond my control. It’s a really important meeting about a big, big part. The director starts shooting in Montreal on Monday so it’s this weekend or not at all.’

Lila sighed and raked her hand through her glossy brown hair. Brett was lying of course. Brett spent his whole life lying. He’d been an actor for so long that he’d completely lost the knack of telling the truth. Three Oscar nominations said that her husband was one of the greatest movie stars of his generation, but his wife could still see right through him. The fact was that any director would move heaven and earth to secure Brett Rose as their leading man. This meeting - if there was any meeting - would easily have waited until Brett returned from Europe.

‘You’re a shit, Brett. A complete fucking first-class shit. What am I supposed to tell my parents? How do I explain this to the children? They’ve all been looking forward to this weekend for months.’


And so have I! Lila could feel her cheeks getting hot and tears welling up in her eyes.

‘Oh, come on, honey. Don’t be mad. I’m disappointed too, but you know how it is out here. Things move fast. Your folks will understand and I’ll make it up to the kids. Hey, I’m still coming; the trip’s just on hold for a few days, that’s all.’

‘My dad’s birthday is on Sunday,’ Lila reminded him, coldly.

‘Huh? It’s a bad line, honey.’

It was indeed a bad line but Lila could tell that Brett was somewhere noisy. There was music playing in the background and voices - excited, high-pitched voices. It was four a.m. in LA and, as usual, her husband was partying like the young bachelor he’d been before they’d met.

‘Anyway, sweetheart, I’d better go. I’m sorry, yeah? I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know my plans. Right now, I gotta get to bed.’

Lila hung up without saying goodbye. The poor baby needed to go to bed. The question was, with whom? Lindsay Lohan? Paris Hilton? Somebody nubile and a fraction of Lila’s age, no doubt.

She excused herself and headed for the ladies’ where she locked herself in a cubicle and dissolved into tears. Why was she surprised? He was always letting her down. But she’d desperately hoped that this would be the week to get their marriage back on track. It was her father’s sixty-fifth birthday party and the whole family was going to be there. Lila had been so excited at the prospect of having everyone she loved in one place - her parents, her children and, most importantly, her husband. After years of feeling alone, the thought of being surrounded by her entire family had been too delicious for words.

She took a deep breath and unlocked the door, then stared in horror at her reflection in the mirror. Even heartbreak had looked hauntingly beautiful in her youth - it had suited her huge, watery blue eyes and quivering full lips - but now all Lila saw in the mirror was a pathetic, broken woman sliding inelegantly towards middle age. Desperation sure as hell felt the same as it had at eighteen, but it certainly looked worse at thirty-six. Lila noted how her mascara had run into the laughter lines around her eyes. Mother Nature was a bitch - it wasn’t as if she’d had much to laugh about recently. With her face flushed with tears the broken veins in her cheeks were clearly visible. Maybe it was time for a chemical peel. Or something more radical, perhaps. Lila had always been appalled by plastic surgery, and she’d said so publicly many times, but that was before the wrinkles set in. The irony was that women’s magazines continued to hail her a great British beauty. If only they could see her now! Talented make-up artists and great photographers were all that stood between Lila Rose’s adoring public and the grim truth. And the truth was, in Lila’s mind at least, that her famous good looks were nothing but a fading memory. All washed up, just like her acting career. Lila longed to get back into work now the children were getting older, but who would cast her? She was too old for the ‘love interest’ roles and too young to be considered a ‘character’ actress. Plus she didn’t have an ounce of self-confidence left. She was nothing. A big fat nothing.

There was a gentle knock on the door.

‘Are you all right, hun?’

It was Peter, Lila’s PA and the only man, other than her father, whom she could truly trust. He was not one of the vultures. He was gay, of course. Peter was too sensitive and compassionate to be straight. Not to mention well-groomed, witty, insightful and tactile. He was everything her husband was not. Brett called Peter her ‘designer handfag’ but he was so much more than a beautiful accessory. For the past decade Peter had been Lila’s rock - her PA, her style advisor, her confidant, her shoulder to cry on, her son’s godfather and more than anything her best friend. He took one look at Lila’s crumpled face and smudged mascara and threw his arms around her. She buried her face in his cashmere sweater and sobbed. Peter rocked her like a tiny child and didn’t seem to care a bit that Lila’s mascara was running all over his pale-blue top.

‘Brett the Bastard strikes again, then?’ he muttered, more to himself than to Lila.

Lila nodded but was too upset to speak. Peter stroked her dark hair gently and kissed the top of her head. Then, once the tears had subsided, he carefully reapplied her make-up.

‘There,’ he said when he’d finished. ‘Stunning.’

Lila looked in the mirror. Even she had to admit that with enough make-up on she still scrubbed up pretty well. But it was just a mask: illuminating foundation to make her skin all dewy, shimmering eyeshadow to brighten her eyes, lip-plumping lipstick to swell her pout and rose-pink blusher to fake a nice youthful bloom to her cheeks. None of it was real.

‘Just one thing missing,’ said Peter.

‘What?’

‘A smile.’

Lila nodded, took a deep breath and switched on her famous winning smile. The mask was complete. She was ready to face her public. It always amazed Lila how everybody fell for the pretence and bought into the idea of the Roses’ perfect celebrity marriage. Peter knew the truth, of course. And her mother, Eve. Eve saw through the false smile and immaculate make-up to the broken little girl inside. But only one other person had seen through the mask; a journalist called Grace Melrose who’d interviewed her last month.

What was it she’d written? ‘The Rose fairytale romance is the stuff of Hollywood fantasy. Ten years of blissful togetherness is practically unheard of in the quickie divorce culture of La La Land. But, alas, I suspect that’s all it is - a fantasy. All is clearly not well in the House of Rose. Indeed Lila wears her pain etched into every line on her beautiful face.’

Brett’s PR people had gone completely mental when the story was printed. They’d threatened to sue and vowed never to give the paper access to the Roses again. And, yes, part of Lila hated Grace Melrose too - partly for stripping her soul bare, but mostly for noticing she had lines! It wasn’t easy on the ego, being married to a Hollywood megastar. Brett was the same age as Lila, but while mid-thirties is still youthful in a man, it’s practically geriatric in a woman, in Hollywood at least. And yet, despite Grace Melrose’s harsh words, a bit of Lila respected the woman for looking beyond the mask and into her eyes. It was the first time in such a long while that anyone had bothered to see her as a living, breathing, feeling human being and not just some wife of a movie star. Lila suspected that if she were allowed to live in the real world a woman like Grace Melrose would make a very good friend. But friends were a luxury Lila couldn’t afford. She’d learned from bitter experience that members of her own sex were the first to stab her in the back. And straight men were no better. And so she had Peter.

‘What time is it?’ she whispered to Peter as they strutted back into the VIP departures lounge, side by side.

‘Nearly two.’

‘God! The plane was supposed to leave an hour ago.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Peter scoffed. ‘They’ve held it for you.’

‘I know, but the other passengers will think I’m such a diva.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly. They’ll be over the moon. Having Lila Rose on their flight will make their holiday.’

Lila sighed. Having Brett Rose on the flight was the only thing that would have made her holiday.

 



Charlie was getting nervous. The plane had been sitting on the runway for far too long. He wasn’t a big drinker but he’d already had two glasses of complimentary Jack Daniels in the comfort of his leather window seat. Charlie usually loved flying, especially now that he could afford the best seats; it gave him such a buzz to think that he, Charlie Palmer, could afford to lord it over the ‘ordinary’ people crammed in to economy like battery chickens. When the curtain was drawn between him and the masses behind it was like a line being drawn over his past. No bickering families and screaming kids on his journey, thank you very much. Mind you, those kids were lucky to be going abroad at all; he’d never got further than Margate at that age.

It was pissing down outside now. Maybe the weather was holding them up. But why did that trolley dolly keep going to the phone and having hushed snatches of conversation? And why hadn’t they closed the doors  yet? Charlie was an expert people-watcher. He’d had to be in his line of work. The cabin crew kept giving each other meaningful glances and he could tell they were all excited about something. The plane felt charged with an atmosphere of anticipation. Something big was about to happen and Charlie was concerned that it might have something to do with him. He eyed the open cabin door, half-expecting an armed police raid. Could McGregor be trusted? He’d thought so. He’d been sure. But the longer Charlie sat there, the less convinced he became.

And then it happened. Flanked on all sides by an entourage of designer-clad minions, Lila Rose swept on to the plane and into the empty seat directly in front of Charlie. He was so close he could smell her perfume. Charlie grinned to himself with relief. And then he grinned again because he couldn’t believe his luck. Lila Rose: now there was a classy bird. Beautiful, talented and smart, she was pretty much Charlie’s ideal woman. She was tiny, or at least tiny by Charlie’s standards, but then Charlie was six foot four. But she was curvier than most actresses these days. Charlie liked his women like that, with a bit of flesh on their bones. Not fat. Just the way nature intended, rather than starved half to death. Her hair was dark and glossy, like something out of a shampoo ad and her face . . . well, Charlie had always thought it was the face of an angel.

He’d always thought she was a really amazing actress, too. He’d actually cried when her character died during childbirth in that silly soap opera she’d been in. Not that he’d ever admit that to anybody, of course. Oh yeah, and then there was that time he’d gone to see her in that chick flick. His girlfriend at the time had twisted his arm. The film wasn’t his thing at all - no sex, no violence! In fact it had been some weepy period drama. But gazing at Lila Rose on the big screen, her lily-white cleavage heaving in a tight corset, her huge blue eyes weeping over some unrequited love and her full lips trembling and moist . . . that had been pure cinematic Viagra. Oh yeah, she was some woman. He couldn’t for the life of him remember which girlfriend he’d been on that date with, but he hadn’t forgotten those images of Lila Rose. And here she was, right in front of him. If he reached out he could touch that perfect dark hair.

Charlie sighed. Pity she was married to the most handsome man on the planet. Charlie knew his good points, but he also knew his place in life and sitting behind Lila Rose for two hours was as close as he was ever going to get to Hollywood royalty.

Within minutes the cabin doors were shut, the engines started and the plane was taxiing down the runway. Once they were airborne the captain’s voice came over the tannoy, welcoming the passengers to the flight.

‘The temperature in Malaga is a very pleasant twenty-eight degrees, the  skies over Spain are clear and we don’t expect any further delays, so just sit back and enjoy the flight.’

Oh, I will, thought Charlie, staring at the back of Lila Rose’s head, I will.




Chapter Six

 



 



 



Grace speedily read Miles’ email on her BlackBerry as she waited for Jimmy Jones and Jasmine Watts under the shade of a gazebo overlooking the pool. She couldn’t help giggling at his notes. Jimmy Jones, good at football but IQ of an amoeba. Wedding next week - Scoop! magazine have exclusive but see what you can get. Details of meringue? WAG bridesmaids? Beckhamesque thrones? Is she up the duff? Jasmine background (classy stuff ) - hails from Dagenham, used to be a pole dancer at Exotica, family are pond life, mother’s an ex pro, brothers in and out of jail, younger sister had baby at fifteen. Father’s deceased. Jasmine claims she’s adopted (I would too). Most important: are her tits her own? Must admit they’re magnificent.


‘Something funny, Grace?’

Grace looked up and squinted into the sunlight at the approaching hulking figure in the canary-yellow Hawaiian shirt. And then she laughed again, but this time in resignation. Blaine Edwards. She might have known he’d be behind this.

‘Blaine, you tart, I should have known you’d be sniffing around somewhere. ’

‘Sniffing around?’ Blaine pretended to be insulted. ‘I’ll have you know that the JimJazz brand is the latest addition to the Edwards dynasty. The only reason you’re here is because I said it was OK.’

Grace groaned inwardly. This was the last person on earth she wanted to bump into on her holiday. Blaine Edwards, PR guru, was an overweight, overbearing Australian, who dressed like something out of Miami Vice and acted like a slobbering St Bernard on heat. Somehow, over the past five years, he’d managed to claw his way from paparazzo photographer to celebrity fixer extraordinaire. Now Edwards controlled half the cheesy pop bands, glamour girls and reality TV stars in Britain and every tabloid journalist knew that he was a man to be kept sweet.

He was vile, of course: full of puffed-up self importance and prone to outrageous hissy fits. He was much more of a diva than any of the girls on his books. It was quite evident, to Grace at least, that he was only in it for the sex. A man as unattractive as Blaine wouldn’t stand a chance with the  opposite sex in the real world but, with the promise of fame at his fingertips, he always managed to have some eighteen-year-old wannabe by his side on the red carpet. He made Grace’s stomach turn, but she pretended to find him charming for the sake of her career.

Grace stood up and allowed Blaine to kiss her on both cheeks. Eurgh! As always he held her too close, for too long, and planted his damp lips too close to her mouth. He was sweating and smelled of Hawaiian Tropic and cigarettes.

‘You’re looking radiant as always, Grace.’

Blaine threw himself onto a wooden lounger beside her, folded his chubby arms behind his head and grinned at her. The lounger creaked under his weight.

‘You’re looking, erm, different,’ ventured Grace.

‘Ah, the hair? Do you like it?’ He didn’t let her answer. ‘Great, isn’t it? You know me, always one step ahead of the fashion pack.’

Blaine’s hair had been dyed blue and sculpted into a Mohican. Needless to say, he looked ridiculous.

‘Anyway, more to the point, what are you doing here? I was a bit surprised when Miles said you were in the neighbourhood. Didn’t think Marbella was exactly your scene. I had you down as more of a culture vulture. I mean, you’re far too posh for Spain, aren’t you?’

‘Actually, Blaine, I love Spain but you’re right, Marbella is not my scene. I’ve rented a farmhouse in one of the white villages up in the mountains. I’m supposed to be on holiday. Not that Miles seems to have grasped that concept. I had planned to get away from the celebrity circus and spend a bit of time unwinding.’

‘Ah, got some bloke tucked away up there, have you?’

Ouch! Grace flinched. Blaine had hit the nail on the head.

‘No. I’m on my own. I like it that way.’

‘On your own! I can’t think of anything more tragic than having to spend seven days in my own company.’


I can’t think of anything more tragic than spending seven days in your company, either, Blaine. But Grace bit her tongue and shrugged nonchalantly. ‘We can’t all be party animals like you.’

The truth was Grace was supposed to be on holiday with McKenzie - as in McKenzie Munroe, MD of Global Media Incorporated. McKenzie owned not only Grace’s newspaper but half the newspapers, magazines and TV channels in the Western World. She’d been having an affair with him for two years now and not a soul knew. Especially not McKenzie’s wife. And yet, somehow the woman had telepathic powers. Every time Grace and McKenzie planned something Mrs McKenzie would suffer  some kind of crisis. Usually it was a migraine when they were due to have dinner. This time it was more dramatic. McKenzie had called her at the office yesterday afternoon.

‘We’ve got a problem,’ he’d said, ominously.

‘What is it this time?’ Grace had demanded. ‘Jean again?’

‘Uh, yes; she’s been in a car accident.’

‘Oh God! That’s dreadful. Is she OK?’

‘Yes, yes, she’s fine. She’s got a broken collarbone and a mild concussion. It’s nothing life-threatening but obviously I’ll have to cancel our trip . . .’

‘Obviously,’ Grace had replied, tartly.

An hour later the De Beers necklace had arrived by courier with a note saying, ‘Sorry darling. Next time xxx’. It was in his assistant’s handwriting. And so Grace was to spend the week alone in the mountains while McKenzie played the dutiful husband at the hospital bedside.

Blaine was still talking. ‘Anyway, Grace, I can’t wait for you to meet Jasmine. You. Are. Gonna. Love her!’

Grace raised a sceptical eyebrow. The last starlet that Blaine had promised she would love had turned out to be a monosyllabic airhead.

‘Ah, come on Grace, give her a chance. She really is a lovely girl. And be gentle with her. She’s a puppy and you’re a fully grown Rottweiler. I’ve warned Miles already - none of your poison pen nonsense, OK?’

‘I write as I find, that’s all.’ Grace smiled sweetly.

‘Yeah, I saw that piece you did on Lila Rose.’ Blaine sucked in his breath. ‘Bet that didn’t go down too well with her people.’

Grace shrugged. ‘I just do my job to the best of my ability. If people don’t want column inches they shouldn’t hog the spotlight.’

‘I agree,’ Blaine nodded enthusiastically. ‘If it wasn’t for those column inches we’d both be out of a job, eh?’ He snapped his fat fingers in the direction of the maid. ‘Señorita! Drinks! Pina Colada for me and . . .’ He turned to Grace.

‘A sparkling mineral water, please.’

Blaine curled his top lip in disgust and mimicked Grace’s cut-glass accent. ‘“A sparkling mineral water, please.” Fucking hell, girl. You do need to unwind. We’re in the Costa del Sol. Let your hair down.’

‘Maybe later,’ replied Grace. ‘When I’ve finished work.’

Grace was just dreaming of the ice-cold glass of rosé she’d have the minute she filed her copy when she spotted the girl. She was walking, ever so carefully, down the wide marble steps from the house in a barely-there bikini and ridiculously high heels, carrying what appeared to be a tiny puppy. She was tall, Amazonian even, and far more athletic than the skinny little wretches Grace usually had to interview. Her long, long hair  was almost black and tumbled in damp ringlets over her toned brown shoulders and down to her tiny waist. Even from a distance Jasmine Watts was seriously beautiful. Grace had spent a lot of time in the company of the beautiful (and the damned) and she knew beauty when she saw it. It struck Grace that Jasmine didn’t look British. She was too tanned and too comfortable in her bikini. She was one of those perfect creatures you see on the beach, the ones who make you want to keep your kaftan on all holiday.

Grace was pretty adept at reading people on sight, but this girl was confusing. Her brown, almond-shaped eyes looked tentative, almost scared, like a wild deer eyeing a hunter’s gun, and yet she’d had the nerve to come out and meet a perfect stranger in nothing but the skimpiest of bikinis. Surely most women, even the gorgeous ones, feel at their most vulnerable when they’re naked. Grace’s mind was working overtime as Jasmine approached. She was trying to figure out her prey. Her good looks are her armour and her amazing body is her weapon, but she’s not confident of her mind. She’s trying to intimidate me with her perfect flesh before I intimidate her with my questions. And it’s working. I can’t think of one opening line because I’m transfixed by her beauty and beside myself with envy. What a genetic lottery that girl won. Why the hell don’t I look like that?


Blaine’s grin was straining his cheeks and his eyes were open so wide that he was forgetting to blink. What a letch, thought Grace.

‘Jesus fucking Christ, is she something else, or what?!’ he said without taking his eyes off Jasmine for an instant.

For once, Grace had to agree with Blaine.

‘Hiya,’ gushed Jasmine. ‘You must be Grace. I’m so very pleased to meet you.’

Jasmine’s looks were pure Hollywood but her voice was still Dagenham through and through and she had an air of someone who knew her station in life - a working-class girl with respect for her elders and betters. When Grace stood up and shook her hand she could have sworn Jasmine almost curtseyed. She was really reminding Grace of someone, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on whom.

‘I’ve read all your stuff and I think you’re brilliant,’ Jasmine enthused. ‘You must have met so many interesting people and Blaine says you’re writing a book, too. That’s amazing. I could never do that. All those words! Do you need a drink or anything? Are you hungry?’

Grace was taken aback. She wasn’t used to celebrities treating her like a guest. She shook her head and indicated the water the maid had just handed her.

‘I’m a bit peckish myself. Maria, do you think I could have a cup of tea  and a biscuit or something, please? Oh, and a beer for Jimmy, thanks.’

The maid hurried off towards the house.

‘Where is Jimmy?’ asked Blaine impatiently, glancing back at the house. ‘Miss Melrose here wants to speak to both of you, remember.’

Grace could see Jasmine blush. ‘I’m really sorry, Miss Melrose. Jimmy’s just coming, I promise.’

Grace shrugged. ‘It’s fine; I’m not in a hurry. Oh, and call me Grace, please. Miss Melrose makes me feel like a teacher.’

Grace watched closely as Jasmine smiled shyly, and then shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Every now and then the puppy - a scruffy little tan-coloured mongrel - would kiss its mistress adoringly on the lips.

‘And who’s this?’ asked Grace, reaching out and stroking the puppy.

Jasmine’s face broke into a wide smile. ‘Oh, this is Annie - orphan Annie. I found her in the old town. She was a stray. We were having dinner in a restaurant and the waiters kept kicking her away. I just had to save her.’

‘Jasmine would open a dog sanctuary here if Jimmy would let her,’ said Blaine, rolling his eyes. ‘She’s a sucker for waifs and strays, aren’t you, Jazz?’

Jasmine nodded. ‘Don’t you think animals are just so much nicer than people?’ she asked Grace, nodding her head ever so slightly in Blaine’s direction and smiling cheekily.

Grace had to stifle a laugh. ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I’ve met many people I’d like to have put down, but no dogs. In fact I always had dogs when I was growing up. Black Labradors. Lovely beasts.’

‘I love your accent,’ said Jasmine and then she blushed again. ‘I mean, you talk really refined. It’s lovely. Isn’t it, Blaine? Her voice, it’s lovely.’

‘Oh yeah,’ deadpanned Blaine. ‘Her voice is delightful; it’s her writing that’s vicious.’

Grace narrowed her eyes at Blaine. ‘Ignore him,’ she told Jasmine. ‘I’m harmless.’

‘Do you have a place in Marbella?’ asked Jasmine, putting Annie down on the ground.

Grace laughed. ‘No, unfortunately. I just happened to be on holiday in the mountains.’

‘Ooh lovely,’ cooed Jasmine. ‘I made Jimmy drive me up to Ronda last week.’

‘Did you?’ Grace couldn’t keep the shock out of her voice. Imagine Jasmine Watts fancying a daytrip in the Andalusian mountains.

‘It’s gorgeous when you get away from the built up bit, isn’t it?’ Jasmine was continuing. ‘I love Spain. It’s funny, but I feel really at home here.  Even when the weather’s bad. It rained last week and everybody else was complaining but I still love Spain. Even in the rain.’

And that was when it hit Grace. When she said ‘Spain’ and ‘rain’ with those East End vowels - the rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain - Jasmine sounded just like Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady before she learned how to talk ‘proper’. Audrey Hepburn with breasts. Now there was an angle for her story.

‘Oh, at last. Here’s Jimmy,’ said Jasmine.

They all turned to look. Jimmy Jones was male-model handsome with a chiselled jaw, high cheekbones and striking turquoise eyes. He was wearing a lightweight white shirt completely unbuttoned, khaki combat shorts and green Havaiana flip flops. His smooth, tanned skin glistened with suntan oil and his six-pack rippled as he strode towards them. Grace noticed he looked just as good in the flesh as he did on the billboards she’d seen on the Underground back in London. A little shorter than she’d expected maybe, but pretty nearly a perfect specimen. All that was missing from the ad campaign image was the megawatt smile. But Jimmy wasn’t smiling now. In fact he was kind of pouting at them from beneath his floppy blonde fringe. The boy obviously took himself very seriously indeed and Grace had to stifle a giggle as he approached.

 



Lila Rose and her entourage were whisked off the plane before everyone else, much to Charlie’s disappointment. He had been hoping for one last lingering look, perhaps even eye contact, before she walked away. But it wasn’t to be. Never mind. Charlie still had plenty to be excited about. Today was the first day of the rest of his life. And from now on things were going to be a lot less eventful. Or at least, that’s what he hoped.

As he stepped off the plane he could feel the strength of the Mediterranean sun on his skin and smell the sea in the air. He strode purposefully through customs, out into the departures lounge and towards his new life. In London he was known as The Char because he cleaned up everybody’s mess. But here, in Spain, things were going to be different. The Char had retired. And Charlie Palmer wouldn’t be cleaning up after anybody.

He knew people over here, of course. The Costa del Sol had become Essex-on-Sea over the years and now half of Chingford had second homes within spitting distance of Malaga airport. Most of them were in Marbella. That’s where he would head. But where should he go first? His goddaughter was in town and he couldn’t wait to see the little darling, but that should probably wait until he’d found himself somewhere to stay. He didn’t want to crash at her pad tonight, much as he loved her. Charlie needed his own space.

And he’d have to pay old Frank a visit pretty pronto. He hadn’t seen Frankie in years but he’d know Charlie was coming - Frank made it his business to know everybody’s movements - and he’d be expecting a courtesy call at least. He’d be insulted otherwise. And you couldn’t go putting Frankie’s nose out of joint.

But not yet. Charlie jumped in a taxi and told the driver to take him to the Marbella Club Hotel. First he’d have a long shower, a cold drink and a walk on the beach. Yeah, a walk on the beach would clear his head.




Chapter Seven

 



 



 



She’s been waiting in the darkness for ages. Waiting for something to happen. But when she hears his footsteps and the clunk of the lock she yearns for the silence again. As the door opens, the light blinds her, and he’s nothing but a black shadow looming towards her.

‘Hello darling,’ he says.

His voice is so familiar and yet eerily unreal. Now she knows why she’s never liked him, always been wary of him. Understands why she felt uncomfortable when he stood too close, and sickened when he kissed her hello. Warning bells had chimed. In hindsight. But this? Even in her darkest nightmares, how could she have imagined this?

The light is flooding in; his shadow is shifting, becoming a man, but there’s no colour. Everything is black and white. She refuses to look at his face; she can’t meet his eye. And now he’s stroking her cheek, and her bare arm, and her body through her thin summer dress. Her eyes are clenched shut, hot tears are streaming down her face and still he paws her. Make him go away, Charlie! Make him go away.




Chapter Eight

 



 



 



Lila spotted the photographers outside her parents’ drive from halfway along the street.

‘What the hell are they doing here?’ she exclaimed in disgust. ‘How did they know I was coming? And how do they even know my parents live here? Oh God, Peter, this is awful. My poor mum and dad.’

Peter shrugged his shoulders at Lila, obviously as perplexed as she was. Lila was used to having her publicity tightly controlled by her team. The Roses were powerful people and they could afford the very best PR machine. Lila was used to it working like clockwork. She was only photographed when she needed to be - at film premiers or award ceremonies. She was not the kind of downmarket star who was ‘papped’ popping out for a pint of milk without her make-up. And anyway, even her staff didn’t know the address. She’d sent all of them, except Peter and the driver, to a boutique hotel in the old town.

Peter hurriedly rang ahead to the house so that the gates swung open as they approached. The windows of the Mercedes were blacked out, but Lila bent forward and shielded her head just in case.

‘That is so weird,’ said Peter as the car flew round the corner and came to an abrupt halt.

‘What?’ Lila sat up.

‘They didn’t even look at the car,’ explained Peter. ‘They seemed to be watching the house next door.’

‘Oh,’ said Lila. ‘How very strange.’

But Lila didn’t have time to dwell on the matter. The minute she opened the car door, two tiny people rushed at her shouting, ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ And then her body was entwined with their little limbs and her face was wet from their kisses and a feeling of sheer, blissful love overwhelmed her.

Sebastian, aged seven, and Louisa, just five, had been staying with their grandparents since school broke up last week and Lila had missed them terribly. They looked tanned and healthy and Sebby’s blonde hair had turned almost white in the sun. Then the children turned their attention to their darling Peter and Lila embraced her parents.

‘Hello petal,’ said her dad, hugging her tightly. ‘How was your flight?’

‘Fine, fine,’ she answered. ‘We were held up but we got here in one piece. Hi, Mum.’

Lila kissed her mum warmly and squeezed her hand. ‘You look so well,’ she said and meant it. They’d both shed years since retiring to Spain last year. At first Lila had been horrified at their insistence on moving to Marbella. She’d thought, Marbella of all places. How terribly nouveau riche! She’d offered to buy them a place anywhere in the world. Literally anywhere. And they’d chosen here. Eurgh! But the fact was that half of their friends from their Cheshire golf club had retired to southern Spain and the other half seemed to have time shares in the area so Lila had accepted, grudgingly, that it made sense. There was Dad’s arthritis to think of and the climate did seem to suit him here. He was back playing golf every day now and her mum was having something of a second youth, shopping enthusiastically in the town’s designer boutiques and booking herself in for manicures and pedicures at every opportunity. She was proud to announce that she and ‘the girls’ (over sixty, each and every one) were now ‘ladies who lunch’.
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