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One


      
      There was a joke, a plagiarised version of the one about the Sixties, that went: ‘If you can remember the Raffertys’ wedding,
         then you weren’t there.’
      

      
      Delilah could remember, however. Every last magical moment of it. The sun had rained down liquid gold all day, before evaporating
         into a deep pink sunset that melted into velvet black. Then the stars had come out, more than anyone had ever seen, and there
         were some guests who swore they could see the bride and groom’s names spelt out amongst the constellations.
      

      
      Delilah and Raf.

      
      They had only known each other two months before they were married. There had been no question about it. She wasn’t even entirely
         sure he had officially asked for her hand. It had been a given. It was meant to be.
      

      
      Raf Rafferty, the hell-raising heart-throb who could down seventeen pints of Guinness then deliver a Shakespeare soliloquy
         in a mellifluous, husky half-whisper that had his audience weeping. And Delilah MacBride, his co-star, the copper-haired ingénue,
         the only woman who had ever stopped him in his tracks.
      

      
      It still made her shiver, the memory of standing next to him at the altar, her tiny hand in his, as he slid the band of gold
         onto her finger; melting into his hypnotic blue eyes as he drew her towards him for the sealing kiss. She’d tasted the whiskey
         on him already that day, the peaty kick of Paddy’s. But that was part of the package. She’d known that all along.
      

      
      They’d barely done any organising for the wedding. No official invitations, just word of mouth amongst their coterie of friends
         and a few phone calls to lure people across the Channel or Atlantic. No formal catering: the food was thrown together in a
         languidly haphazard fashion. No seating plan – not even any seats to speak of. Just a hot summer afternoon in the medieval
         monastery in Herefordshire they were renting while they finished the movie they were making. They’d had no idea who was going
         to turn up, nor did they much care. There were barrels of cider, a cellar full of wine, Delilah barefoot wrapped in twenty
         yards of diaphanous silk organza held together with giant safety pins aeons before Elizabeth Hurley was even a twinkle in
         Versace’s eye …
      

      
      It was a million miles from the party she was planning today: her fiftieth birthday, just over two months away. A lavish extravaganza
         to recognise her half century, a fact which, with her typical and refreshing honesty, she had emblazoned across the invitations.
         It was something to celebrate, not hide. Delilah had never had a problem with age. Why bother worrying about something you
         had no control over? Life threw enough at you without inventing problems.
      

      
      Mind you, some people would say it was all right for her not to worry, when she barely looked forty. Her skin was wrinkle-free,
         still creamy, lightly dusted with freckles. Her eyes were unlined, her lips full, her cheeks still plump, her hair long and
         thick and lustrous – sure, she had it coloured, but not to hide grey, just to add streaks of amber and topaz to her natural
         chestnut. She knew she was lucky. By now she should be haggard and drawn, her complexion dull. She put it down to good genes
         and the generous application of Jo Wood organic products.
      

      
      She was sitting at the kitchen table, her bare feet resting on Doug the Pug, surrounded by brochures and menus, price lists
         and guest lists and check lists. She had her MacBook in front of her, her iPhone at her side, the lid off her Shanghai Tang
         fountain pen as she scribbled furiously, writing out all the details that she needed to check – all the minutiae that were going to make this party perfect.
      

      
      It had to be perfect. The party represented a turning-point in her life. Everything was … well, just as it should be. Her
         last cookery show was a ratings winner – again – and the accompanying glossy recipe book had shot to the top of the bestseller
         charts – again. The girls were all settled – each in jobs, flats of their own. And Raf.
      

      
      Raf was about to make a comeback.

      
      She looked at the Fornasetti clock on the wall. He should be meeting Dickie Rushe right about now. Raf would completely flip
         if he knew about all the clandestine conversations she had had with Dickie. The director had approached her first, because
         everyone thought that she wore the trousers in the Rafferty house, which actually wasn’t true at all. They were a team, a
         proper partnership. It was just that she tended to be the mouthpiece, and she was far more in the public eye these days, so
         people often thought there was no point in running something past Raf if Delilah hadn’t approved it first.
      

      
      And she did approve. The time was right. Even a year ago, she would have thought it a potential disaster. But Raf was strong
         enough. He was ready. Of that she felt certain. They’d talked it over, long into the small hours, for over a week now. It
         was going to mean upheaval, added pressure, unwanted publicity, a gruelling schedule, days and nights apart, but on the plus
         side, it was a challenge, a project for Raf to get his teeth into, the glamour and excitement that a film shoot always brought,
         new friends …
      

      
      Oh, and money.

      
      Delilah would never have dreamed of voicing it, but for her this was the biggest plus. She was tired of being the breadwinner,
         which she had been for the past ten years. And she knew Raf didn’t have any real idea of what it cost to keep the Rafferty
         machine afloat. The fuck-off mansion on Richmond Hill, the flats for the girls, the cars, the staff, the clothes … She spent
         five hundred pounds a month on fresh flowers alone – probably the mortgage repayments for the average family in Britain.
      

      
      She would never, ever have used this to push Raf into making a decision about his career. She hadn’t complained once about
         the pressure she felt to fill their coffers. She was very cautious not to push him over the edge. For all his manliness, for
         all that testosterone that made women weak at the knees, Raf was fragile. He needed cocooning. And Delilah had built that
         cocoon, carefully spinning the silken threads around him to protect him from the real world.
      

      
      Her iPhone burbled at her. She flicked her eyes at the screen: Coco. The first call of the day. There would be anywhere between
         fifteen and thirty between now and midnight. Coco might be the eldest of her three daughters, but she needed constant reassurance.
      

      
      Violet, the middle one, never called. She didn’t even have a mobile. Delilah kept buying them for her, but she left them in
         cafés, in bookshops, on the tube. And Tyger, her baby – Tyger called when she felt like it, usually at three in the morning
         when she was on her way home in a cab, bubbling with excitement and gossip and laughter.
      

      
      They were so different, each of her daughters. She wouldn’t have them any other way, but she worried about them nonstop. One
         was too dependent, another too independent. One was too focused, another too dreamy. One worked too hard, another not enough.
         There was always some issue to keep her lying awake. Like any other mother, she supposed.
      

      
      She answered the call.

      
      ‘Hey.’

      
      ‘Hi, Mum. I’m on my way to the studio. What’s new?’

      
      ‘Party planning. Are you bringing anyone, by the way? I need to know.’ Delilah’s pen hovered over the guest list, which was
         at three hundred and rising. ‘Plus ones have to be named. We can’t have random people turning up. The security guys will go
         nuts.’
      

      
      ‘No. In fact, I don’t know if I’ll even be able to come.’

      
      Delilah rolled her eyes. This was typical Coco. Drama queen. Emotional blackmail all the way. Don’t rise. Don’t rise.
      

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘It’s on a Thursday, isn’t it? We film late on Thursdays. And start at six the next morning.’

      
      ‘Surely you can talk to the producers? Book the time off?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to piss them off when I’m still new.’

      
      Delilah didn’t protest any further. It wasn’t worth it.

      
      ‘All right,’ she replied, non-committal. ‘Just let me know nearer the time.’ You couldn’t force Coco into anything. It had
         to come from her. ‘Did you sleep OK?’
      

      
      ‘Mmm …’

      
      Coco had always had trouble sleeping. Right from birth. Even now she was up half the night, falling into a troubled slumber
         two hours before it was time to get up. Delilah didn’t know how she was coping with her relentless shooting schedule. She
         worried about her driving home at night exhausted. She worried about her driving to work in the morning exhausted. She worried
         about her not eating …
      

      
      Although Coco’s constant calls drove her mad, at least when she phoned she knew she was all right.

      
      ‘You’re coming tomorrow, aren’t you?’ she asked.

      
      Lunch at the Raffertys’ on the first Saturday of every month was a ritual. All the family turned up, together with an assortment
         of current beaux or friends and whoever Delilah and Raf had invited to throw into the mix. It started at midday and finished
         – sometimes – at midnight, though it had been known to carry on until the early hours of the next day.
      

      
      The girls turned up religiously. For which Delilah was grateful. It was the only way she could keep a proper eye on them these
         days. Only today Coco was prevaricating. She was in one of her uncooperative moods, which meant she was unsettled.
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ she replied cautiously. ‘Depends whether we get through the shooting schedule. It’s pretty tight.’

      
      Delilah frowned. Of course they would get through the shooting schedule. They had to. No studio could afford to run over these days. They couldn’t cough up the money to bring in actors and crew on a Saturday, not to mention location caterers.
         Coco was bullshitting … But she was new to all this. For God’s sake, her scenes hadn’t even been aired on TV yet.
      

      
      ‘Got to go, Mum. I’m nearly at the studio.’

      
      ‘OK. Bye, sweetheart.’ But Coco was gone. Delilah looked at the phone suspiciously. What was up? Was she entangled with some
         new bloke who wasn’t yet ready for the Rafferty circus? Was she heading for one of her dark spells? Or did she just want to
         spend the day in bed?
      

      
      The phone rang again.

      
      ‘Is Tyger coming?’

      
      Delilah was instantly wary. Coco and Tyger could be the best of friends or the worst of enemies. You could never tell. Was
         this the root of Coco’s reticence – a feud with her little sister?
      

      
      ‘I haven’t heard from her,’ she replied truthfully.

      
      ‘OK.’ Coco rang off.

      
      Delilah rolled her eyes. It was such a typical Coco call – no greeting, no goodbye, just a curt question. Sometimes she found
         her eldest daughter irritatingly self-absorbed. Or maybe Coco felt so close to her that she didn’t need to be polite?
      

      
      She went back to her planning, and her heart quailed. This party was going to be a fracas, no matter how carefully she planned
         it. There would be squabbles and scenes and tantrums, about who was wearing what and who was bringing who and who was sitting
         where. The Rafferty sisters could be guaranteed to make a drama out of a crisis. She supposed it was her own fault. She’d
         brought them up to be feisty and independent, able to voice their own opinions, so she shouldn’t complain when she was on
         the receiving end of it. And they would all be as good as gold on the night, she was sure of it. She knew perfectly well Coco
         would turn up in the end.
      

      
      As she looked down the list for the hundredth time, racking her brain to see if she had left anyone off, a thought occurred
         to her. She hadn’t heard from Tyger, for over a week. She usually phoned every couple of days, her breathless, rushed tones
         imparting the latest scandal, but there had been nada since … Delilah couldn’t remember when she’d last spoken to her.
      

      
      Delilah scrolled through the names on her phone and pressed dial. It went straight to voicemail: Hi, it’s Tyger. You know
         what to do.
      

      
      Delilah hung up. There was no point in leaving a message. It would be one of a thousand. She’d see her tomorrow. Of all the
         girls, Tyger was the most loyal, even though her life was lived at a hundred and ten miles an hour. She lived in a whirlwind
         of business meetings, press launches, PR stunts and parties. She never returned anyone’s phone call, but she got away with
         it because of her impish charm. And because most people needed her more than she needed them.
      

      
      But she never failed to turn up for the Saturday lunch. Never.

      
      The Presidential Suite at the Bellagio looked as if it had been turned over by the Las Vegas Police Department. Open suitcases
         disgorged a trail of clothes that led to the bed, the bathroom, the wardrobe and back again. Plates of half-eaten food – sushi,
         Caesar salad, pizza, melted ice-cream – were strewn over every available surface. In the middle of the floor was a half-eaten
         three-tier wedding cake. Iced in red, white and black and studded with treble clefs and musical notes, it proclaimed around
         the bottom layer, ‘I Love Rock ’n’ Roll’. Two champagne glasses lay amongst the crumbs, accompanied by several empty bottles
         of Krug. A phone in the corner of the room rang insistently, then stopped, tired of being ignored.
      

      
      Room service had tried to get in but the ‘do not disturb’ sign had been up for thirty-six hours, and the management had advised
         the cleaners to steer clear.
      

      
      Honeymooners. They’d set off the smoke alarm six times with their cigarettes. And the noise of the music … Even now, at half past eight in the morning, Audioslave blared out from the sound system. On the bed, a young man lay strumming
         along on his guitar. He was skinny and sinewy; the physique of a man who burned his fuel before it even hit his stomach. He
         wore ripped jeans and a leather waistcoat, his torso bare, covered in a mass of tattoos. On his head was a battered top hat.
      

      
      A girl came out of the bathroom. She had a spiky peroxide crop and a cute little face with a turned-up nose and freckles.
         She looked about twelve, dressed in a red polka-dot dress with sky-high scarlet stilettos. She bounded across the room, scrambled
         onto the bed and straddled him. She could feel the buckle of his belt digging into her and she rubbed against it, enjoying
         the sensation of cold metal against her hot clit. He ran his hands over her taut arse appreciatively, sliding his fingers
         under the skimpy lace of her knickers. He twisted the flimsy fabric in his hands and gave a sharp tug. The knickers came away
         in his hand.
      

      
      ‘Cheap shit,’ he commented with a grin.

      
      ‘Cheap shit that retails at sixty-five quid.’

      
      ‘You were robbed.’ He held up the flimsy scrap disparagingly.

      
      The girl lowered her face down to his and wrinkled her nose.

      
      ‘Cheap shit that’s paid for this room.’

      
      They locked gazes for a moment.

      
      ‘So, Mrs Dagger,’ he said softly, ‘what do we do now for kicks?’

   
      
      
Two


      
      Coco chucked her phone on the passenger seat and put her foot down. Her white Scirocco responded eagerly. It wasn’t her choice
         of car, but her mother had insisted on something safe and practical that didn’t attract too much attention, and Coco had finally
         given in. And she had to admit the little car was nippy and comfortable, with its truffle leather seats and all the gadgets
         she needed. White was a questionable choice of colour, but she soon had a deal going with one of the guys who looked after
         the vehicles at the studios. He was quite happy to boast that he washed and valeted Coco Rafferty’s car. She hated mess, but
         not enough to muck out the empty cans, gum wrappers and cigarette packets herself.
      

      
      She pulled up at the security gates of the studio compound. A passer-by would never guess that behind the unassuming grey
         breeze-block wall was the lot where one of Britain’s most popular dramas was shot. Critical but Stable was young in comparison to some of its long-running competitors, but its steamy storylines, featuring the staff and patients
         of a fictional London hospital, had made it must-see viewing for an incredible six million viewers per episode.
      

      
      Coco had been drafted in to build on that success. The producers never let themselves get complacent. They knew they had to
         work to keep up their viewing figures, so they were always looking for ways to improve the show. Coco was under no illusion
         that she had been employed for her acting ability, but for her name and her body, which were equally hot. She was, after all, the daughter of living-legend Raf Rafferty. And her perfectly proportioned physique looked dynamite in that
         navy nurse’s uniform, her waist cinched in with a webbed belt, a watch pinned to one of her 34C breasts.
      

      
      She played Sister Emily Farraday, a virgin who was destined to break the heart of every surgeon, consultant, anaesthetist
         and registrar in the hospital, not to mention the lowlier porters and security guards. She was saving herself for her boyfriend
         Zak, currently on a life-support machine at the hospital following a tragic surfing accident.
      

      
      Each episode began with Sister Farraday sitting at Zak’s bedside, filling him in on her life, the hospital gossip, her thoughts,
         her dreams and her prayers for him to come back to her. And throughout each episode, Zak sent her messages from limbo – not
         only could he read minds where he was, but he could see into the future. So Emily found herself interfering with Fate on a
         daily basis – more often than not steering her colleagues away from the wrong decisions and saving patients’ lives in the
         process.
      

      
      It was a complicated and risky premise that sat nicely between traditional medical drama and the more experimental shows that
         dabbled in the dark side. A hybrid formula that the production company were hoping would prove a hit with all ages, harnessing
         both the populist and the cult. With Coco’s episodes in the can but not yet transmitted, it was too soon to say whether the
         risk would pay off.
      

      
      Needless to say the rest of the cast resented Coco somewhat, because her character was becoming the main focus of the show.
         The producers had done their market research. She would be a role model for the younger viewers, a bit of eye-candy for the
         older men, and the heartbreaking romance of her situation would be a sop for the middle-aged housewives. It was no wonder
         that the other actors were miffed. They’d been working hard to establish the show over the past two years, after all – they
         had to take some credit for the existing loyal fan-base. Coco sensed they felt it was a cheap stunt bringing in a celebrity, complete with column inches courtesy of her infamous parents. But it wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t turn the
         part down on the basis that the role of Emily Farraday was a cynical marketing ploy.
      

      
      Now she was on board, she desperately wanted to break down the barrier she felt existed between her and her colleagues. As
         the new girl she felt isolated, but because of the status that had been thrust upon her, she found it well nigh impossible
         to break through and become accepted. For a start, everyone knew she was being paid a vast amount of money, and that she’d
         insisted on her own dressing room. None of this would endear her to them. Especially as she wasn’t all that experienced as
         an actress – she’d only left drama school nine months before, having enrolled at the age of twenty-two. To be fair, it was
         her agent who had negotiated her immorally high fee, but the dressing room had been the deal breaker for Coco. Everyone else
         had to share, but she desperately needed her own space. Quite simply because she was crippled with nerves.
      

      
      She was good, she knew she was good, and they wouldn’t have taken her on if she couldn’t act. But she was inexperienced and
         lacking in confidence. Every day she woke up feeling sick to her stomach at the thought of having to face the cameras. She
         would have loved to have gone to the catering bus at lunchtime and sat with the others eating free-range chicken and ratatouille,
         but she couldn’t eat, not until the day’s filming was over. Instead she went back to her tiny dressing room and sat in a beanbag
         going over and over her lines for the afternoon, doing her breathing exercises to relax her.
      

      
      As a result, the others thought she was snotty. She knew she should try to break the ice, go out with them one night to the
         pizza place they frequented near the studios, have a few drinks and let her hair down, let them see the real her. They saw
         evidence of it often enough in the tabloids and gossip magazines. The problem was she couldn’t wait to leave the studios every
         night. She escaped as soon as the floor manager told her it was a wrap, fled to her car and drove as fast as she could back to her flat, where she could finally face food. And although
         she knew she should stay in and get an early night, she so longed for non-judgemental company that she often ended up taking
         a cab into town, meeting friends in a club or a bar, then dancing till two in the morning. She’d been out last night, to her
         favourite private members’ club in Dean Street, and glugged down one too many lychee martinis. Not enough to give her a hangover,
         but enough to make her feel groggy.
      

      
      She found a space in the car park, switched off the engine and slid out of the car. She was wearing a grey tracksuit and an
         outsize satin parka, her honey-blonde hair tied back in a loose ponytail, her face make-up free. Despite her late night and
         overindulgence, she still looked a million dollars. Great bone structure, her mother’s flawless skin and her father’s swimming
         pool eyes. God bless good genes.
      

      
      Inside, she felt a wreck. She felt light-headed and her stomach was churning, as it always did first thing in the morning.
         Her nerves were shredded. Would she be able to remember her cues? Would her performance be up to scratch? Would there be an
         unexpected cut that she wouldn’t be able to take on board? It always threw her when the director changed things at the last
         minute, which he inevitably did. The script was constantly being altered because of continuity or because it was running too
         long or because the executive producer wanted to change the nuance of a story. So Coco could never be certain that the lines
         she had learned would be the ones she was expected to deliver.
      

      
      She clutched today’s scenes to her chest as she made her way down the long passage between the warehouses that held the scenery,
         then in through a non-descript door and along a corridor. Either side of her were doors leading to costume, make-up, the prosthetics
         department: inside she could see people already beavering away industriously. It never ceased to amaze her how many people
         were involved in getting Critical but Stable onto the screen. They all put in such long hours, and most of them weren’t even getting a tenth of what she was getting.
      

      
      She turned left down another long corridor that was lined with stills from the series. It unnerved her, seeing her co-stars
         peering out at her. Finally she reached the door to her dressing room. It was dark and poky. The window looked out onto a
         dingy courtyard filled with dumpsters. She’d done her best to make the space her own: a chenille rug to cover the threadbare
         beige carpet, some framed prints, a big silver beanbag, but it was still no better than a prison cell.
      

      
      Anyone who thought acting was glamorous was seriously deluded.

      
      She put the scenes she had to go through down on the dressing table, shrugged off her parka and sat down.

      
      She stared at her Marc Jacobs tote.

      
      She could almost sense the tiny little bag inside burning a hole in the soft leather.

      
      Last night, after three martinis, she’d finally confided in a friend. She’d known Harley for years, so she trusted him enough
         to reveal her insecurities and anxieties. She explained about the torture she felt, day in, day out. How she desperately wanted
         to belong to the team, but how she felt so far from being a team player. He’d found it hard to believe. Coco Rafferty, so
         bright and sexy and confident when she was out with her mates, crippled with doubt?
      

      
      But he’d come up with a solution – a very practical one. To go with it, he’d given her a list of strict instructions: she
         must ration her use, not become over dependent, and, above all, must make sure she wiped her nose clean every time she used
         it.
      

      
      ‘You’d be amazed how many people come out of the toilet with white around their nostrils,’ he’d said, slipping her a little
         package under the table.
      

      
      Coco got it out now and stared at it. She’d never been a big drug user. She and her sisters had always been more than aware
         of the dangers of addiction, whatever the substance. This was just going to be an ice-breaker, to get her over her self-consciousness and give her the confidence to make friends.
         And maybe forget her nerves. Harley hadn’t given her enough to develop any sort of habit, anyway. She would be fine. Lots
         of people she knew were light users. You didn’t become a complete coke-head with a rotting septum overnight.
      

      
      Of course, she’d have to take care. There were people all around her just waiting for her to make a wrong move. At least she
         had her own space. She jumped up to make sure her door was locked, then chopped out a line with precision. Not too much. Then
         she brought out a pink straw she’d pinched from the cocktail bar the night before and carefully snipped it into quarters with
         her nail scissors.
      

      
      For a moment she hesitated. She thought she could hear a tiny alarm bell in the back of her mind. Think of Dad, she told herself.
         Look how he destroyed himself. Images of that terrible time replayed themselves like a montage. Her mother’s tears. Her father’s
         protestations and empty promises. Rows. Pledges. Shattered hopes. Knowing looks from her classmates; sympathy from her teachers.
         Embarrassment. Lying under the covers praying he would stop … Which he eventually did, but not before he had done a lot of
         damage and ruined one of the most promising acting careers of the twentieth century. Presumably he had started just like this
         – one small drink, to give him confidence. She didn’t know. She had never spoken to him about it. As far as the Rafferty family
         were concerned, those years were ancient history, not to be revisited. A decade and a half of wanton destructiveness had been
         swept under the carpet.
      

      
      Raf hadn’t wanted her to act, she knew that. Which was why she had tried several other things before finally going to drama
         school, but in the end she couldn’t shake the desire. He hadn’t stopped her, but he certainly hadn’t encouraged her. Presumably
         he was afraid that she would take the same path as him, that she would inherit his weakness and his fear and his addiction.
      

      
      But she was different. Her father hadn’t been in control. He had let drink take over completely. That wouldn’t happen to her.
         Coco knew exactly what she was doing. This was a calculated risk. Not even a risk, in fact. A tactical move to help her survive.
      

      
      She bent her head and snorted up the line carefully.

      
      Looked in the mirror and checked for evidence.

      
      Breathed in again deeply and smiled, as the magic powder whooshed into her blood stream.

      
      Would anyone be able to tell? Shit, would they all look at her and see straight away she was as high as a kite? She’d be sacked
         on the spot. There was zero tolerance on the set, though the producers didn’t go as far as random testing, not least because
         the backlash of someone testing positive would be such an inconvenience. The perpetrator would have to be disciplined, given
         a warning, the press would find out – the press always found out, no matter how confidential these matters were kept.
      

      
      For a moment, she panicked. Someone would sniff her out straight away. They were all out to get her, after all. Then she told
         herself to stop being paranoid. She’d had a little line, a tiny pick-me-up – barely enough to even count.
      

      
      She took a deep breath and waited a little longer for the cocaine to take effect.

      
      ‘Bring it on, baby,’ she said to her reflection.

      
      There was a knock at the door. She answered it with a radiant smile. The little girl who did her make-up looked at her in
         surprise.
      

      
      ‘We’re ready for you, Miss Rafferty.’

      
      ‘Call me Coco, darling,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’ll just get my bag.’ Moments later she glided down the corridor, ready to
         take on the world.
      

      
      For once, Coco enjoyed having her make-up done. Usually she was quiet and withdrawn, as once you were in make-up it was only a matter of time before you went onto the set. She used the time to go over her lines yet again. She lived in terror
         of drying up in the middle of a scene and letting her fellow actors down. They were ruled by the clock in the studio, with
         a set number of scenes to get through each day, and woe betide anyone who held up the process.
      

      
      Other people fluffed their lines. Of course they did. It happened all the time. But Coco was a perfectionist. She wouldn’t
         allow herself to fail. She had to have an unblemished track record. After all, everyone was waiting for her to slip up.
      

      
      Today, however, she let herself relax. Ruby, her make-up girl, had all the tools of her trade spread out around her – brushes,
         tweezers, sponges, eyelash curlers. The actual makeup was piled up in a huge muddle on a shelf, but Ruby’s deft fingers knew
         exactly which tube she wanted, which mascara, which powder. As she played a nurse, Coco’s make-up was fairly toned down and
         neutral, but it took time nevertheless.
      

      
      As Ruby worked, George Michael’s ‘Faith’ was blaring out.

      
      Coco smiled and clicked her fingers in time to the music. ‘God, I love this song.’

      
      Ruby looked at her in surprise. Coco was usually monosyllabic – she’d given up trying to chat with her – and she certainly
         never started a conversation.
      

      
      Ruby flicked a glance at the other two other actresses having their make-up done in neighbouring chairs.

      
      ‘George Michael. What a waste,’ she sighed.

      
      ‘My mum says he’s lovely,’ offered Coco. ‘She did a photo shoot with him once.’

      
      ‘Oh yeah – she used to be a model, right?’

      
      Coco nodded. ‘In the eighties. Before she met my dad.’

      
      ‘Wow. I bet they’ve got some stories.’

      
      Coco’s lips curled into a little rueful grin. ‘You could say that.’

      
      She took a sip of her coffee, not wanting to say much more, because she never spoke about her family, but feeling pleased
         that she had made the first move for once. Deftly she switched the conversation.
      

      
      ‘Where do you get these eyelash curlers? They’re amazing – I can never get mine to work.’

      
      ‘I’ll get you some if you like,’ offered Ruby. ‘I’ve got to go to the warehouse to pick some stuff up.’

      
      ‘That would be great,’ answered Coco, feeling warm inside. She felt, almost, like one of the girls.

      
      Ruby picked up a lipstick.

      
      ‘How about we try this colour today? Just for a change.’

      
      Coco nodded, just as Neal bounded in. He played Zak, the boyfriend in a coma, so he needed a suitably corpse-like complexion,
         which took hours to achieve.
      

      
      ‘Hey, girls, you ready for me?’

      
      ‘Hey, Neal.’ Coco greeted him with a smile.

      
      Neal took the cue and put both of his hands on Coco’s shoulders, kneading them lightly. Whereas before she would have shot
         him an icy glance in the mirror, she gave herself up willingly to his fingers, tipping her head back.
      

      
      ‘Mmmm. You’re good at that.’

      
      ‘I am.’

      
      He looked straight at her in the mirror.

      
      ‘You seen next week’s scripts?’

      
      ‘Not yet …’

      
      Coco never looked ahead, in case she got confused. She got the week’s filming out of the way, then read the following week’s
         scripts as soon as she got home on Friday night, to embed them in her brain as quickly as possible.
      

      
      Neal leaned forward and grinned.

      
      ‘We have sex.’

      
      ‘How? You’re in a coma!’ Coco feigned horror. ‘Emily’s not going to turn into some kind of … necrophiliac, is she?’

      
      Everyone burst into laughter and again Coco felt gratified that she had made a joke. This was great.

      
      ‘Relax.’ Neal grinned. ‘It’s a dream sequence. It’s Emily’s fantasy. And she turns out to be one hot little mama under that uniform.’
      

      
      He winked at her reflection.

      
      Coco couldn’t be sure if Neal was winding her up. This was exactly his sense of humour. He liked to think he was a bit of
         a joker, but in fact he was a bit of a prat, as the rest of the cast and crew had already found out. Behind his drop-dead-gorgeous
         surfer looks, he was as insecure as the rest of them.
      

      
      She wasn’t going to let him think she was fazed, however. She responded gamely.

      
      ‘Wow. That’s going to be a ratings puller – Sister Emily finally gets her knickers off.’

      
      Neal flopped down in a spare chair and pushed his shoulder-length blonde locks back from his face.

      
      ‘It’s going to make a change from me lying still on the bed trying not to laugh.’

      
      Coco looked at him.

      
      ‘It must get boring.’

      
      ‘It’s not what I went to drama school for.’

      
      Ruby gave her face a final dusting with Cornsilk powder.

      
      ‘You’re done.’

      
      Coco stood up.

      
      ‘Cheers, Ruby. See you later.’ She’d be back in after lunch for a touch-up. The make-up never lasted long under the bright
         lights. She wiggled her fingers at Neal. ‘And if you think we need some rehearsal time for those steamy scenes …’
      

      
      As she went, Neal looked round at the others with a raised eyebrow.

      
      ‘Someone’s been on the happy tablets …’

      
      Coco bounced into the green room, her mood still buoyant. The cast were sitting around, some of them nibbling on the plate
         of Danish pastries and croissants, others on fruit. They were variously perusing the daily papers, texting, going through
         their lines. One was actually knitting, supporting the myth that this was the preferred activity of waiting actors.
      

      
      ‘Hi!’ she offered gaily, and her colleagues looked up in surprise. Coco rarely ventured into the green room.

      
      ‘Is there an apricot Danish left?’ She rushed over to the plate and picked one out, sat in a chair and began to munch. ‘Are
         they nearly done?’
      

      
      She indicated a screen in the corner showing a feed through to the studio, where the cast and crew were running through a
         scene about to be filmed in the operating theatre.
      

      
      ‘They’ve rehearsed. It shouldn’t be too long. It’s only a two-hander.’

      
      Coco walked over to the noticeboard, which displayed a variety of adverts for lodgings, invitations to parties, stuff for
         sale, yoga classes, and incriminating photos of cast members. There was a poster announcing a social night at a local bowling
         alley.
      

      
      ‘Anyone got a pen?’

      
      The knitter put down her knitting and burrowed in her bag, proffering a chewed Biro.

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Coco took it gratefully and added her name to the list of people attending. ‘Should be fun.’

      
      Mike, a twinkly eyed round fellow who played one of the hospital porters, nodded. ‘Yeah, well, you know what they say. All
         work and no play.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t had much chance to socialise since I’ve been here. I’ve been having some work done on my flat – I always need to
         get home and survey the damage, clear up the mess … To be honest, it’s been stressing me out. But it’s done now.’
      

      
      The lie was effortless. Coco hoped it was convincing. Maybe they’d swallow this explanation for her standoffishness and word
         would get round.
      

      
      ‘Well, you’d better get in training if you’re coming out for the night with us lot. It can get pretty hairy,’ Mike warned
         her.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll stay the pace.’

      
      She heard the floor manager call her for the next scene on the Tannoy, jumped up and raised a hand in farewell. ‘See you all
         later.’
      

      
      As the door shut behind her, everyone looked at each other. ‘Has she had a personality transplant?’ offered Mike.

      
      Coco teased Neal all the way through the rehearsal, trying to make him laugh as he lay in his coma. She cooed over the floor
         manager’s pregnant bump, gossiped with the medical adviser who sat through every scene to make sure it was totally authentic,
         chatted through a couple of changes with the director – normally she would have freaked out at any suggested alteration, but
         today she could handle it.
      

      
      She could totally handle it. All of it. She felt as if she could take anything they threw at her. She went at the scene with
         a renewed energy. She always gave a good performance, but this time she lifted it just a little higher. Her mood seemed to
         be catching – everyone reacted off her and the scene they finally got in the can was a scorcher.
      

      
      Coco left the studio feeling elated. She had just begun to get a headache, which wasn’t unusual. The lights in the studio,
         the concentration, the stress – but it didn’t matter. Today she had given the performance of a lifetime – and enjoyed it!
         And if she could do it once, she could do it again and again and again. Thank you, Harley, you bloody little genius, she thought,
         as she opened the door of her dressing room and slipped inside.
      

   
      
      
Three


      
      The great thing about the Soho Hotel was, no matter how famous you were, there was always someone more famous than you in there.
         But no one ever batted an eyelid, because it was uncool to be starstruck, or stare. If you saw Daniel Craig waiting for the
         lift, you had to pretend not to notice.
      

      
      So it was the perfect place for Raf Rafferty and Dickie Rushe to meet. They wouldn’t be bothered for autographs, but it was
         a given that word would be out before they had even finished their meeting – a discreet whisper would insinuate its way through
         the streets of Soho and reach the ears of every other producer and director who had their offices in the hallowed streets
         of London’s media-land.
      

      
      Raf stretched out on the apple-green sofa in the drawing room and nursed a tall glass of soda with freshly squeezed lime juice
         and crushed ice. One of the problems with giving up the booze had been the question of what to drink, and this was the concoction
         he had finally settled upon. It looked as if it could conceivably contain alcohol and it tasted pleasant enough, and he enjoyed
         giving instructions to the bartender – a whole lime, plus two wedges from another and a grating of zest. Ritual was everything
         when you were on the wagon. It helped take your mind off the longing. The longing that never left you.
      

      
      He looked over at Dickie, who was perched on the edge of a squashy pink armchair. Dickie was tall and gangly with hornrimmed
         glasses: a bundle of gentle enthusiasm and nervous energy, all knees and elbows. His first two movies, Bed Head and Bad Hair Day, had been cult hits on both side of the Atlantic, with their kooky charm and naive wit, but despite his success,
         he still dressed like a penniless student. Today he was in jeans, a V-necked jumper that was four sizes too small and battered
         desert boots. Raf was in essentially the same outfit – a fine gauge sweater in pale pistachio, jeans and Paul Smith brogues
         – but he felt positively overdressed in comparison.
      

      
      Dickie was so immersed in his work, so passionate, that he didn’t bother with small talk, for which Raf was grateful. He spent
         enough time talking nonsense with all the hangers-on that were in their lives. Raf was good at chit-chat, but it was a relief
         not to have to bother. Dickie cut straight to the chase.
      

      
      ‘OK, so here’s the pitch. It’s called Something for the Weekend. An ironic title, because it all predicates around Hugo – that would be your character – forgetting to use a condom when
         he sleeps with his mistress. Because he’s not from the condom generation – he hasn’t slept with someone else since he got
         married to his wife in nineteen seventy-nine. So what happens then is his mistress gets pregnant. Oops. And that wasn’t the
         plan. She was just supposed to be a mild diversion for his mid-life crisis – he’s been faithful until now, but he can’t cope
         with his once-glamorous wife hurtling into jam-making and comfy shoes. Thirty-something Saskia seemed the perfect answer,
         happy to have no-strings sex. But now things are complicated – and made even more so by the fact that Hugo’s oldest daughter
         has announced she is pregnant, too: he’s about to become a grandfather …’
      

      
      Dickie sat back with a smile and looked to Raf for his reaction.

      
      He gave an amused grimace. ‘There but for the grace of God …’

      
      ‘Exactly!’ Dickie leaned forward again, clasping his hands and resting his elbows on his knees. ‘This could conceivably be
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Except I’m not being unfaithful to Delilah.’ Raf fixed him with a stare. He wasn’t going to be a walkover. He would make Dickie sing for his supper.
      

      
      ‘No. But you have been in the past.’ Dickie knew he had to stand up to Raf. If he didn’t he would have no hope of getting
         the actor on board. And it wasn’t as if Raf’s former infidelities weren’t common knowledge. They had kept the nation enthralled
         for years. ‘So you understand the temptation. And the ramifications. Just imagine you took up with that waitress over there
         …’
      

      
      Dickie gesticulated towards the very attractive blonde who was taking an order from a sofa full of businessmen.

      
      ‘And then Coco or Violet or Tyger announced she was pregnant at the same time as she did …’

      
      Raf sighed and stretched out his legs. ‘That’s pure fantasy. It’s no better than saying imagine if I’d discovered the cure
         for cancer.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not that impossible! Come on, play the game.’ Dickie’s desperation was making him irritable. ‘It’s perfectly feasible.
         You’ve still got lead in your pencil. And your girls are getting to that age—’
      

      
      Raf unleashed his famous blue gaze – the one that bored right through you, so you couldn’t be sure what he was thinking.

      
      Dickie squirmed. ‘Come on, Raf, give me a break. I’m talking to you first because I think you’d be perfect. You’d walk it.
         And it’s a winner. There’s something for everyone: you for our generation, Pandora Hammond for the next generation, cutting-edge
         sound track, great locations – three months’ filming in Bath. What’s not to like?’
      

      
      Raf swirled the drink in his glass. Dickie didn’t realise it, but he was acting a part now. Playing the reluctant star. He
         wanted this part, desperately. Acting was in his blood. He longed to pick up the script, absorb every word of dialogue, immerse
         himself in the character, find all the little nuances that would make the role his.
      

      
      There was just one huge and insurmountable problem. He had never acted sober in his life.
      

      
      For all he knew, without the crutch of drink he was as wooden as the bloody table the script was sitting on. He didn’t know
         if he could do it. And he was reluctant to take a risk with a director he genuinely admired.
      

      
      Frankly, it was astonishing that Dickie wanted him to so much as carry a spear. But Raf wasn’t a fool. Dickie wasn’t doing
         this out of the kindness of his heart. This was a gamble, and if it paid off, Dickie would be credited with resurrecting the
         career of one of the best-loved actors of the twentieth century. Like Tarantino had with John Travolta in Pulp Fiction. Except
         John Travolta hadn’t been a pisshead …
      

      
      It was ten years since Raf had trashed the epic, multigazillion-dollar production of Homer’s Iliad with his legendary binge.
         He had been carted off the location and slung into rehab, and he hadn’t set foot on a film set since that day. No one would
         touch him. He was a liability.
      

      
      Raf picked up the script. His heart was pounding. It felt so good – that weighty sheaf of A4 paper, each page unfolding another
         step of the story. He scanned the first page. You could always tell straight away if a script was going to be a turkey or
         a diamond. At least he could. Which was why he had chosen hit after hit. Until the bloody booze got the better of him.
      

      
      He scanned the stage directions and the dialogue. By the fifth speech he was already smiling, and could feel the fizz in the
         bottom of his stomach – the fizz that made him want to carry on reading. He put the script down hastily. He didn’t want to
         look too eager. Any glimmer of enthusiasm and Dickie would start working on him. It had been a long time since he had been
         courted. It was only too easy to be flattered and cajoled. He wanted to make this decision with a clear head.
      

      
      It was strange, being a household name yet not carrying on the work for which you were famous. It was like being in suspended
         animation. He felt as if he was half living. And he knew one thing – he didn’t want to carry on as he was, playing second fiddle to Delilah. Immersing himself in tennis and rowing, writing film reviews for that poncy arts magazine, sorting
         stuff out for the girls and their various ventures, teaching himself guitar – he kept himself busy on the surface but nothing
         had ever filled the vacuum.
      

      
      This was the opportunity he had been waiting for. He knew without reading it that the script was a winner, because he trusted
         Dickie’s judgement. He completely understood what he was trying to do with this film. It would be romantic, heartwarming,
         sexy, thought-provoking. It would make you laugh and it would make you cry. And he knew he was perfect for the role of Hugo.
         He knew he could portray Hugo’s agony, the dilemmas of an attractive man of a certain age. He knew he could make Hugo sympathetic
         even though he was being unfaithful to his wife.
      

      
      By taking the role he would be taking a huge risk. Not because he thought he couldn’t do it, but because the very thought
         of doing it made him want a hefty slug of vodka in his soda and lime, and it was all he could do not to beckon the waitress
         over. And he hadn’t even started acting yet.
      

      
      He put his glass down carefully.

      
      ‘Who’s going to play my wife?’

      
      This was an important question. If the actress was a contemporary, there was every chance that Raf would have had an affair
         with her. He didn’t particularly want to open any of those cans of worms.
      

      
      ‘Genevieve Duke.’

      
      Dickie couldn’t help shooting Raf a triumphant look. Genevieve Duke was his ace. She was better known for theatre than for
         film, notoriously picky about what she chose. She was the thinking man’s crumpet, incredibly sexy in a way that couldn’t be
         pinpointed. Icy reserve, fabulous tits and a voice like dark treacle, all combined with a scathing wit. Sexually voracious,
         too, if the legends were to be believed. One famous actor had a particularly filthy anecdote involving a very short ride in
         a lift. More than anything, though, Genevieve Duke was a wonderful actress.
      

      
      Raf could almost feel himself salivating. The chance to work with Genevieve was tempting. Their paths had never crossed in
         his acting days. She had spent most of her time treading the boards at the RSC in Stratford or the National. If he was going
         to make a comeback, she was the actress to do it with. And Dickie obviously knew that only too well. They would be dynamite.
      

      
      He wasn’t going to let Dickie see his excitement. Instead, he frowned.

      
      ‘I can’t see Genevieve Duke playing a fifty-something woman who’s gone to seed.’

      
      ‘Ah, but here’s the twist: when she hears about Hugo’s affair, his wife re-invents herself and runs off with a man ten years
         younger. And at the same time Saskia – the mistress – realises that Hugo has feet of clay and dumps him. So by the end of
         the movie, he’s lost both his wife and his mistress. The final scene is him alone in the park with a double buggy containing
         his daughter and his granddaughter. And there’s no one to share the experience with him.’
      

      
      ‘The moral of the story being … ?’

      
      Dickie grinned wryly. ‘Always wear a condom.’

      
      Raf laughed appreciatively as Dickie leaned forward again.

      
      ‘No – seriously. It’s a tale of our times – about how we give in to our mid-life crises all too easily. And it’s about life
         being a cliché – how we all fall into those traps, even though we swear we never will.’
      

      
      Raf leaned back in the depths of the sofa and shut his eyes. His mind was racing. He loved the pitch. He could see the film
         already. It probably wouldn’t be Oscar material – it was a little too lightweight and fluffy – but it would definitely be
         a hit. And he would be re-launched. He would get his pick of roles. He could be a star again – someone to be revered instead
         of a has-been trailing in the wake of his glamorous wife.
      

      
      He picked up the script. Dickie looked at him expectantly.

      
      ‘Who will you get to play Hugo if you don’t get me?’
      

      
      Dickie looked him in the eye. Actors, they were all the same. Insecure. Egotistical. He’d already checked out Bill Nighy’s
         availability, but he wasn’t going to tell Raf that.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t even thought about it. To my mind, there is only one Hugo and that’s you.’

      
      Raf looked at him through slightly narrowed eyes. The guy did a great job.

      
      ‘I’ll read the script and I’ll get back to you.’

      
      Dickie smiled. ‘It’s a done deal, then. The script’s fantastic.’ He handed Raf his own spiral-bound copy in a heavy-duty envelope.
         ‘Call me when you’re done.’
      

      
      The two men shook hands. Each had a feeling in their guts that this meeting was going to change the course of their lives,
         but neither of them voiced it just yet. There was still a long way to go.
      

      
      Raf walked out into the streets of Soho. The air smelled of last night’s sesame oil and cigarette smoke. People were jostling
         each other: workers on their way to lunch, media types and strippers, waitresses and voyeurs. Triple-X movie theatres sat
         next to edgy boutiques and fashionable bars. There was an energy mixed with the scent of decadence. Raf loved Soho. It made
         him feel alive. You could be anyone here. Or no one, if that’s what you preferred. Mad, bad Soho, where anything goes. You
         could have a Michelin-starred meal or buy a pair of size-twelve skyscraper stilettos. Or both, if you had the budget and the
         predilection. Nobody judged you here.
      

      
      Raf grabbed a table outside his favourite café. It was still a little chilly, the April sunshine was lacking in confidence,
         but he wanted to enjoy the few rays it was throwing out. He ordered a coffee and a smoked-salmon bagel from the waitress,
         pulled the script out of its envelope and began to read.
      

      
      No one took a blind bit of notice of him. There was a time when he couldn’t have gone anywhere without being mobbed, or at
         least hassled for his autograph. Now he had a more low-key status as an underground icon. If anyone looked at him now, it probably wasn’t because they recognised him but because he
         was still startlingly good-looking.
      

      
      In his heyday, he’d had a wild mop of curls which he kept long. At the first hint of grey three years ago he had gone straight
         to the hairdresser’s and had every lock shorn off. He was surprised to find that it suited him better. The curls had been
         so much part of him and his raffish gypsy bad-boy image, but the close crop set off his angular features – the sharp cheek-bones
         and the hypnotic eyes – and made him look, if anything, more beautiful. Those looks, together with his immaculate dress-sense
         – he’d been voted Best Dressed Man of the Year twice – meant he often received admiring glances.
      

      
      It wasn’t enough, to be a bit of iconic eye-candy. He was no longer known for what he did best. He was in the shadow of his
         dazzling wife. Nobody knew what a struggle it really was. He was the envy of everyone he knew – not having to do anything
         but swan about and look the part – but the truth was he was in a gilded cage.
      

      
      His life was entirely at the mercy of Delilah’s schedule. His house was over-run by a film crew six months of the year. He
         couldn’t sit and read the paper in his own kitchen half the time. He was wheeled out to any number of award ceremonies, premieres
         and after-parties – and all he really had to think about was what to wear. It was hardly stretching.
      

      
      So Something for the Weekend was a proposition he had to take very seriously. He didn’t want to melt into middle-age a nonentity. He wanted something
         for himself, something he could be proud of and that stretched him. His renaissance was long overdue.
      

      
      The part had to be right, of course. In his time, he had played bad boys, scoundrels, lovable rogues, smooth-talkers. There
         had even been talk of him becoming the next James Bond. He’d had the looks. He’d perfected the art of the ruthless stare.
         He’d had the animal magnetism. The killer body – fit, lean, not too obviously worked out but panther-like. There was no doubt it would have taken him onto a whole new level, but he’d blown it.
      

      
      Did he regret the error of his ways? Would he have swapped those wild years of excess for the chance to be 007? He didn’t
         think so. Raf didn’t believe in regret. The party years had made him what he was today, and even if he wasn’t totally enamoured
         of who that was, here in front of him was a chance to change, to be who he wanted to be once again.
      

      
      Half an hour later, his coffee untouched, he picked up his mobile, scrolling through till he found the right number.

      
      ‘Dickie? It’s Raf. You’re totally wrong about this script. It’s not fantastic.’

      
      There was a disappointed silence at the end of the phone. Raf grinned.

      
      ‘It’s totally fucking out of this world.’

   
      
      
Four


      
      Polly Fry’s legs were pumping furiously. Her heart felt as if it was going to burst out of her not insubstantial chest, but
         she had to keep going. This was going to be the regime that worked, she knew it. She’d snipped up her bus pass so she wouldn’t
         be tempted to hop on. She’d bought a huge cagoule so the weather could never provide an excuse.
      

      
      Surely cycling three miles to work and back every day would have an effect? It was bloody torture, so there ought to be some
         payback. She was halfway across Richmond Bridge now – nearly there, though she still had that ghastly hill to navigate. She
         knew she would probably have to get off and walk, but that was still exercise, wasn’t it? And she would arrive at work red-faced
         and panting, but no one would mind. It had been Delilah’s idea, after all. It was Delilah who’d ordered the bike for her birthday,
         after she’d found Polly sobbing in the cloakroom two weeks ago.
      

      
      She’d polished off the rest of the cranberry and coconut cookies after the afternoon’s shoot – even though they had been under
         the bright lights all day. She hadn’t been able to resist. She’d been good all day – porridge for breakfast and a salad pitta
         bread for lunch. But the cookies had smelled so delicious. And once she’d had a bite of one – sugary, buttery, slightly salty,
         soft but crumbly – that was it. The whole lot had to go.
      

      
      Why hadn’t she been able to stop at one? Or even two? Like a normal person? She had to trough the whole lot, until she felt
         sick. And she couldn’t even be sick. She didn’t have the nerve to stick her fingers down her throat and chuck it all up. She wasn’t bulimic; she was just a pig. She ate like a pig and looked
         like a pig.
      

      
      Working with beautiful people didn’t help. Delilah wasn’t thin, she was curvaceous, but it was all in proportion, the classic
         hourglass figure. And the girls were all perfect – not an ounce of fat on one of them. If Polly wanted a reminder of her gluttony,
         she only had to compare herself to one of the Raffertys.
      

      
      She’d worked for them for nearly ten years. She’d been taken on when Delilah was writing her first book. The publishing company
         had sent her along to collate the recipes, check them and make sure the measurements were correct. It had been hard work,
         deciphering Delilah’s elaborate scrawls with the asterisks and squiggles and scratchings-out. Most of her recipes were from
         her head. But Polly was a plodder, meticulous and organised, and had done the most brilliant job.
      

      
      She had been shocked at the chaos of the Rafferty household. Gradually, over the three months she had been employed, she had
         sorted out their lives. The girls had all lived at home then, which only added to the confusion. Polly had established some
         sort of order, starting with a huge calendar wall-chart she put up in the kitchen with a sticker system – a different colour
         for each of them. They had all been astonished at the difference it had made, and clearly thought Polly was a genius.
      

      
      When her contract came to an end, Delilah had begged her to come and work for them full time and Polly had agreed. She didn’t
         have a title. She wasn’t a PA, because she could turn her hand to anything. Cook, chauffeur, hairdresser, sticker-on-of-false-eyelashes:
         her job description covered every eventuality. She never knew what she might be asked to do when she turned up in the morning.
         And she never knew quite what time she might go home at night. And she loved it. She loved being at the heart of this mad,
         noisy family
      

      
      She had a stock answer when people asked her what the Raffertys were like. ‘They’re lovely, absolutely lovely.’ And that’s all she would ever say.
      

      
      She could never leave. Polly Wolly Doodle Dolly, they used to call her. They were her family, her social life, her entertainment,
         her sounding-boards. Her parents and her children in one. And in return they couldn’t live without her. Her calm, her common
         sense and her meticulous organisation had kept the Rafferty family afloat for a decade. She was the voice of reason in a house
         full of neurotic mayhem.
      

      
      Her parents and some of her friends had often expressed concern. They felt she was living in the Raffertys’ pockets, that
         she had no identity of her own, and that they exploited her good nature. Her father thought it was incestuous and her mother
         felt the family were too dependent on her, given that she wasn’t paid a huge salary, though the perks were spectacular. If
         the truth was known, Polly would have worked for them for nothing. She adored the girls – they were like sisters to her. Naughty
         little sisters who came to her for advice. She worshipped Delilah. And as for Raf …
      

      
      She would walk over burning coals for Raf. Stick pins in her eyes. She adored him, unreservedly. Of course she knew he was
         out of her reach. He and Delilah belonged together. But as long as she could be near him, feast on him with her eyes every
         day, breathe in the same air that he breathed, then she was happy. Besides, he would never look at a pudding like her.
      

      
      All in all, Polly was perfectly content with her lot, except for her wretched weight. It was getting out of hand. She was
         no fashion plate, but even she knew that size-sixteen stretch jeans with elasticated waist bands were hideous. She wore them
         with a rotation of baggy sweatshirts, topped with a padded waistcoat when it was cold. And loafers. She knew she dressed like
         a frumpy English cliché, but girls like her didn’t have much choice when it came to fashion. The baggy layers were an institution
         to hide behind. There were carbon copies of Polly all over the Home Counties – women to whom skinny jeans were as inaccessible
         as the moon. Her face was pretty – round, with twinkly eyes and a mass of unruly curls that she tied back in a scrunchy – but she felt sure no one saw beyond the massive
         arse and wobbly stomach. Not to mention the thunder thighs.
      

      
      She reached the bottom of Richmond Hill. There was no way she would be able to cycle to the top. Her legs were already trembling,
         so she climbed off and began the ascent.
      

      
      ‘I will not ask a lovelier dream, A sweeter scene, fair Thames, than thine …’ she murmured as she looked down at the famous
         view – the only view in England to be protected by an act of Parliament. And rightly so – the sight made her heart soar every
         time. The lush green meadows, the mighty trees, the silver thread of the river pushing its way determinedly through the verdant
         landscape, and in the far distance, on a clear day, the outline of Hampton Court. It was a slice of English countryside in
         the middle of town, and the reason why so many celebrities had made Richmond their home. With the centre of London only twenty
         minutes by train, yet the splendours of the Thames and Richmond Park on your doorstep, it was the perfect compromise. And
         the spattering of high-end boutiques, delis, restaurants, the theatre, and the Green – what more could a wealthy, aspirational
         family ask for?
      

      
      Eventually, panting and perspiring, she reached the crest of the hill and came to a halt outside the electronic gates of The
         Bower. Delilah and Raf had resisted this type of security for years, but had eventually capitulated, after several attempted
         break-ins, prowlers and press intrusion.
      

      
      The house was an estate agent’s dream. Queen Anne listed, it was perfectly proportioned, a large family home that was neither
         ostentatious nor unmanageable, with every twenty-first-century luxury sympathetically integrated into its gracious walls.
         Polly pressed the code that allowed her access through the tradesman’s gate, pushed her bike through and left it propped against
         the garage wall before slipping through another gate into the garden and down the path that led to her office, housed in a little lodge that also contained a gym and the massive laundry room.
      

      
      It was Friday, which meant she had to order up food for tomorrow’s lunch, as well as flowers. She needed to check with the
         housekeeper that scented candles and soaps were all in stock. She needed to organise deliveries from the butcher, greengrocer,
         cheesemonger, wine merchant and bakery, depending on what Delilah had decided to cook. Extricating this information from her
         was the most difficult task: Delilah hated to be pinned down, but unless Polly got the menu from her by midday, she wouldn’t
         get the ingredients. The days of Delilah having either the time or the inclination to wander into Richmond and do the shopping
         herself were long gone. And Polly knew her likes and dislikes only too well by now, her preferred brands and varieties.
      

      
      She flicked on the lights, booted up the computer and pottered across the garden, into the main house by the back door then
         through into the kitchen.
      

      
      This room was familiar to nearly everyone in the land, as it was where Delilah’s cookery show was shot. Nearly thirty foot
         by twenty, it was fitted with hand-built cupboards painted in rich cream, limestone flooring and a semi-circular island topped
         with white marble, behind which Delilah cooked the mouth-watering food that was emulated in virtually every kitchen nationwide.
         The canary-yellow Lacanche cooker into which she slid her concoctions was almost as famous as she was.
      

      
      Adjoining the kitchen was the orangery where Delilah’s guests were filmed devouring the food she made in each episode. This
         in turn overlooked the walled garden, where a stone terrace looked down on a series of three tiered ink-black pools. Here
         and there were dotted pieces of antique statuary mixed with more modern pieces of garden sculpture – Raf’s passion – the pride
         of which was an entwined couple made of wire. This had been Delilah’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary present to him.
      

      
      Delilah was sitting on a high stool at the island, her paraphernalia around her. She was just hanging up her phone. She looked
         pale, slightly shocked.
      

      
      ‘Delilah?’ Polly rushed forward, anxious.

      
      ‘It’s Raf …’

      
      Polly’s heart gave a lurch. What had happened to him? Had there been some sort of accident? An image flashed into her mind,
         of Raf’s beautiful body crushed under a lorry. She couldn’t bear it. Her mouth was dry with panic. She could barely speak.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened?’ she croaked.

      
      To her relief, Delilah smiled. ‘He’s doing the movie. He’s taken the part.’

      
      Sweet relief flooded through Polly. ‘That’s … fantastic,’ she breathed, still feeling a bit shaky.

      
      ‘I know. I think …’ Delilah replied. ‘It’s going to be … weird.’

      
      For a moment she looked totally at a loss. Then she slapped her hands decisively on the worktop. Delilah was never thrown
         by anything for long.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ she said, ‘action stations. We need to get Tony over here for a meeting as soon as. And Miriam. Work out when we’re
         going to announce this. And who to. Get on to the film company – tell them part of the deal is we control the publicity. Ask
         Dickie Rushe for lunch tomorrow. And Genevieve Duke – she’s going to play Raf’s wife …’
      

      
      Polly had already grabbed a notebook out of her bag and started writing notes. She’d been expecting a quiet day, and now it
         was going to be anything but. The Rafferty machine was whirring into action.
      

      
      Tony was the Rafferty publicist, responsible for keeping bad things out and getting good things in to the press. Miriam was
         the Rafferty family’s agent – although Raf hadn’t acted for years, she still dealt with various things he was asked to do,
         occasional public appearances and voice-overs. She would be negotiating his contract, just as she had recently negotiated Coco’s.
      

      
      Delilah was running her hands through her mane of hair, looking slightly overwhelmed. Polly knew her mind would be working
         overtime, working out all the ramifications of this new departure. There was no doubt it was going to have a huge impact on
         all of their lives.
      

      
      ‘The girls …’ she was saying. ‘We need to tell the girls.’

      
      ‘They’re coming tomorrow, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘I think so. Coco’s being tricky. I don’t know what’s up with her. I’m sure Violet will come. And I haven’t heard from Tyger
         all week.’ Delilah looked at Polly. ‘Track her down for me, will you?’
      

      
      Polly nodded, scribbling furiously. Any thoughts she’d had of a restorative cup of tea were out the window. Any thoughts she’d
         had of escaping early tonight to attend Weight Watchers at the local primary school were out the window. Life was going to
         be full-on for the duration. Still, when it was hectic there was less opportunity to eat.
      

      
      Welcome to the Rafferty diet …

      
      Having given Polly her orders, Delilah ran up the sweeping staircase and along the upstairs corridor to the master bedroom.
         She threw herself onto the bed, shutting her eyes and breathing in deeply to try and calm herself.
      

      
      Why did she feel so horribly unsettled?

      
      Ever since Raf had phoned to tell her he was doing the movie, she’d had a tight knot in her stomach. She should be ecstatic,
         jumping up and down for joy. She was the one who had encouraged him, after all. Instead, she felt nothing but dread. Now it
         was a reality, she suddenly wished she’d told Dickie it was out of the question when he had first mooted the idea.
      

      
      Had she secretly hoped that Raf wouldn’t take the bait? That he wouldn’t have the courage? What kind of a bitch was she, that
         she couldn’t be happy for her husband? Was she … jealous? She knew he was going to be in the limelight. Was there some kind of green-eyed monster lurking in her that was resentful
         of his incipient success?
      

      
      He would be successful. Of that she had no doubt. The formula was practically tried and tested. With all those talented people
         on board, the film was hardly going to bomb at the box-office. And that would lead to other things. More roles. A higher profile.
      

      
      Wasn’t this exactly what she wanted? To be relieved of the responsibility of being the breadwinner and to take a back seat?
         She’d felt so tired of late. Not physically, necessarily, though it did take a little more effort to bounce out of bed in
         the morning than it had in her youth. But mentally. She was tired of juggling everything in her head. Trying to assess what
         mental state each of the girls was in. Trying to assess what mental state Raf was in. Finding ways to keep her show fresh
         and exciting and inspiring, as well as her books, in a market that was fiercely competitive. Keeping herself looking good,
         without resorting to anything extreme. Did anyone have any idea how much work it took to look youthful, to keep her figure
         just the right side of fulsome without running to fat? It was easier to be thin than aesthetically curvaceous. If she dieted
         too much it instantly went off her breasts, yet if she ate too much her stomach ballooned. Being the woman every woman wanted
         to be and the woman every man wanted to shag was exhausting. You didn’t get a day off, you couldn’t go out looking anything
         other than fabulous, even if it was an artless fabulous that suggested she had just thrown on the first thing that came to
         hand. Those sneaky photos that made you look bloated and unkempt could do untold damage, and the papers and magazines seemed
         particularly enamoured of them these days, as if they were trying to reassure their readers that glamour and beauty were just
         smoke and mirrors.
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