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				About the Book

				From the bestselling Louise Bagshawe, now writing as Louise Mensch.

				Blend it. Sculpt it. Shape it. Use it . . .

				There isn’t a woman on earth who doesn’t have her beauty secrets. But for Dina Kane, beauty is more than just business. It’s power. And it is the secret. She’s dragged herself up from poverty to Park Avenue. She’s rolled with the punches. And she’s learned how to win.

				Now someone is out to destroy her, and all she’s built. They’ve underestimated Dina Kane. She’s staying at the top – and she’s happy to wait for the perfect moment to exact her revenge . . .
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				Louise Mensch is the author of fifteen novels under the name Louise Bagshawe and has been a top ten bestseller. She has also been published in more than eight languages. Her new novel, BEAUTY, is written as Louise Mensch, the name for which she became known in the UK as an MP for the Conservative Party. She is an active user of social media, runs a blog and is the mother of three children. She now lives with her husband, Peter Mensch, in New York.
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				Chapter One

				The maternity ward was having a bad day.

				And so was little Dina Kane.

				The newborn lay in her plastic cot, coughing and mewling; she was wrapped in a cotton blanket, and the little beanie on her head had slipped to cover one eye. Her mother lay on a bed a few feet away, passed out from the pain. Nurses rushed around, thankful that the mother was unconscious, the father at work on a building site somewhere in the Bronx. No question of a day off for him; this family needed the money.

				In another room they had a woman bleeding after a botched C-section, and two breech deliveries were going on at the same time. Dina’s mother, Ellen Kane, had screamed all the way through, like she was being tortured. This was her second child, and it arrived fast. By the time Ellen Kane got checked in to a bed, she was already seven centimetres dilated – too late for an epidural.

				Too bad for Ellen.

				It seemed every poverty-struck woman in Westchester County, New York, wanted to pop out a kid at the same time.

				The midwives ignored Ellen’s screeching. They were too busy trying to staunch the horrible flow of blood from the mother who was dying because of their obstetrician’s mistake. Others were massaging and wrestling the breech deliveries round. Nobody cared about the regular birth – agonising or not.

				No health insurance? No goddamned sympathy.

				‘Hell,’ one of them hissed at Ellen, as she moaned and tossed on her sweat-soaked sheets, ‘just push – push. Women have been doing this forever.’

				‘Please,’ Ellen shrieked, but she was casting her voice into space.

				Nobody feared a lawsuit. This was a Medicare family, too poor to sue. And so Dina Kane entered the world to the sound of her mother’s horrible screams. As she slithered from the womb, a harassed nurse cut the cord, hung her upside down and slapped her tiny bottom.

				Baby Dina screamed too – a thin little wail.

				But it was the only sound left around the bed.

				Her mother had fainted. The baby was roughly – incompetently – swaddled, dropped in her plastic cot and left alone.

				Faintly, Dina cried, ignored. Making her first bid for attention. Trying to force the world to notice. Her tiny fingers, with their translucent nails, curled into her soft, wet palms.

				Dina Kane was already making a fist.

				The journey home was better. Dina slept in her carrycot in the back of the car, as Paul Kane tried to think of a few nice things to say to his wife.

				‘She’s real pretty,’ he lied. ‘You did good.’

				What the hell? His daughter looked like a hairless gnome, all wet and wrinkled – like all babies.

				‘Thanks, honey,’ Ellen said, wearily.

				She didn’t look back at her daughter. Ellen excused herself with trauma and exhaustion. Before the birth, big as a house, she hadn’t slept for days. Now, here Dina was, the fruit of all that effort.

				Not like when Johnny was born: her firstborn, her son and the apple of her eye. Of course, Ellen had been younger then – four years younger – and the birth was OK and, besides, they’d both wanted a kid – and he was a boy, which everybody said was easier.

				Turned out kids were expensive.

				Ellen prided herself on running a tight ship. Paulie made good money on the construction site, and she had big dreams. They rented an apartment in Mount Vernon, but she wanted to own her own house one day. Maybe even something in Tuckahoe, a village a few miles away – but a world of difference. Ellen wanted the family to drive a better car, maybe go on a vacation to Florida once a year. She even had dreams of Catholic school for Johnny. Ellen could see herself, still trim and pretty, going to meetings of the PTA with those rich suburban moms, putting Christmas decorations on her own lawn, hosting her parents for Thanksgiving.

				She wanted to stay pretty and young, not beat down like those other wives of the construction guys, the ones who got slobby and spent all day in sweat pants, or went to answer the door with their curlers in. Ellen Kane spent a bit of money on keeping herself groomed, as cheap as she could manage, and she had a gift for style. She could pick out the one pair of well-cut slacks donated to the charity store, she found the best cheap place to have her eyebrows plucked, and she dyed her own hair. Paulie was happy – he loved that his wife looked good, loved all the jokes the guys on the construction site made about it – and Ellen worked on her dream.

				Johnny was a good boy. They loved him; they spoiled him. He took the breast, and didn’t complain when Ellen switched him to the bottle aged three months.

				‘I want to keep myself nice,’ she said, coyly, to Paulie, as the baby slept in his bassinet, out in their closet.

				‘Yeah.’ Paulie nuzzled his face against her tits; they still felt full, bouncy. He was so relieved. He didn’t want Ellen getting floppy and loose like all those women he saw around their way. ‘Real nice, baby; real nice.’

				He had a good marriage, mostly. Ellen wasn’t the best cook, but she looked sexy. He valued that a lot more than a pot roast. Paulie earned the wage, his house looked neat, he had a wife that was a step above, and a boy. He was happy.

				The trouble came as Johnny started to grow. Baby clothes – new ones every couple of weeks. Formula was expensive. The kid needed toys, bibs, diapers, a play mat . . . Paulie felt like every day he was being asked to shell out more cash.

				They cut back. His night at the bowling alley became a once a fortnight thing. That truly sucked, and he wasn’t happy. Paulie found himself working extra shifts, longer hours.

				‘Jesus! Borrow the fucking clothes,’ he hissed at Ellen.

				She pouted. ‘I can’t, Paulie. I don’t want Susan DiAngelo’s castoffs. She’ll tell all the girls. They’ll laugh at us.’

				He nodded, grimly. Saving face was very important around the neighbourhood.

				Then the teething started.

				‘Fuck!’ Paulie tossed in his bed, staring at the ceiling, their bedside alarm clock saying 2:15 a.m. ‘Won’t that goddamned kid ever shut up? I have to work.’

				Ellen dragged herself out from under the covers, teary-eyed from lack of sleep, and walked to the closet to pick the baby up. He was bigger now, and his cot filled almost all the small space.

				‘We need a bigger apartment,’ she said, weakly. ‘Like, with a second bedroom.’

				Paulie couldn’t disagree. He worked still more hours, took on a second job at weekends and went to his local capo for help. Paulie Kane was exactly the kind of guy the mob took care of, wanting little in return: he worked their sites, didn’t bitch about joining any unions, took on overtime and kept his mouth shut about the things he saw there.

				And he had no ambition. Guys like that, the fodder, prospered.

				They gave him a rise. Then another. Within three months, they were renting a bigger apartment, a place with a tiny second bedroom of its own.

				Sex resumed, and Paulie liked it when Ellen was happier. He took on another job on Sundays, when most of the guys were resting. Six months moonlighting at the bowling alley added a little pot to their savings, and soon they had a deposit down on the longed-for three-bedroom colonial on the Tuckahoe borders. It was more Eastchester, the lousy end of town, but Ellen didn’t care. She had a tiny scrap of garden and they could see a church spire from their bedroom window. The fence in the back was chain link, not picket, but this was their dream and everything was going so well. Ellen had plans to train as a hairdresser when Johnny went to nursery next year; she could make good pocket money doing a shampoo and set for the old ladies that wandered into the village’s only salon during the daytime.

				And then the disaster happened.

				Just when they were on top of it. Just when he was getting straight. The baby was sleeping nights and Paulie was back to bowling in the alley, not cleaning up behind the bar.

				Ellen got pregnant.

				‘Jesus! You’re kidding?’

				She whimpered, looking grey. ‘The doctor ran the tests, Paulie.’

				He was stunned. ‘What the fuck happened?’

				Ellen shrugged. ‘The pills didn’t work, I guess.’

				No use saying Paulie should have used a condom. Ellen thought she’d been OK, taken most of her pills through the cycle, but she did forget things sometimes, got busy, got distracted by another diaper or the pasta on the stove . . .

				‘You forgot.’ Her husband’s voice was tight with accusation.

				‘No way, Paulie. I took them every day.’ Ellen was so definite, she’d almost convinced herself.

				‘We can’t. We don’t need more.’ Screw what his mother said; Paulie Kane had no intention of being a big Irish family. His small, neat family suited him down to the ground. With horror, he glanced at his wife – still slim, with those perky tits. Would they survive another go round? He liked Ellen’s body, liked how she kept herself pretty, kept herself lithe and sweet in his bed. Soon that handspan waist would soften, grow, she would pack on the pounds, her tits would be milky, motherly, far from anything he wanted to know about.

				A surge of fury bubbled deep within his belly.

				‘Get it seen to.’

				Ellen’s eyes widened. ‘Paulie, no. No.’

				‘What are you, some kind of God-botherer?’

				They were Catholics – sort of. Not that they went to Mass outside of Christmas and Easter, but that was the tribe – St Patrick’s day and going to your friends’ kids’ Holy Communions. Paulie didn’t know if he believed in God and he’d certainly not discussed it with Ellen. Their church wedding was fun, but so what?

				Paulie believed in Paulie. And perky tits. And weekends off.

				‘We can’t afford another kid. Get it done.’

				And, although Ellen ran into the next room crying like a baby, he was unmoved. He went to the bar and got drunk, then spent the night crashed on his friend Mikey’s couch, just so as to ram the message home.

				Paulie thought that would do it. But, when he came back from work the next night, Ellen was waiting for him.

				‘I can’t.’

				She sat at the kitchen table, her hands twisted in her lap. Ellen had never defied Paulie before, but he could see instantly that she was about to now.

				‘I went down there,’ she said, ‘to the clinic. And they put me on the table and poked around and I said, “I need some time to think,” and I got up and ran back here. I can’t do it.’

				Ellen Kane looked sick.

				‘You got pregnant on purpose,’ Paulie accused.

				‘The hell I did! I don’t want another baby, either.’ Ellen turned her big green eyes towards her husband. ‘But, Paulie, you know how it is. People know I’m pregnant.’

				His heart sank. ‘What people? How do they know?’

				‘Mona Ruffalo. And Agnes Monticello knows. They were in the doctor’s when I got tested – congratulating me and such.’

				Paulie was never going to graduate the Ivy League, but he had a good amount of native cunning. He saw immediately where this was going.

				Mona and Agnes were both soldiers’ wives, part of the Italian ruling clique that controlled all the sites locally. They were fat and greasy and wore too much make-up, not like his Ellen, but their husbands were mafiosi – made men – and they gave Paulie his orders.

				Crime round here ran strictly on its own morals. Steal from the poor, but never show disrespect; fuck all the whores you want, but out of sight of the family; kill husbands, brothers, sons – but don’t abort a baby.

				He wasn’t Italian. He would never rise, not really. But Paulie could be one of the best-paid worker bees, somebody the boys liked to drink with, trusted and rewarded. The famiglia didn’t like abortion. Might give their own wives ideas.

				‘We have to do it,’ Ellen said, and burst into tears.

				Paulie kicked the garbage can, but made the best of it. He went to the capo again, explained the predicament, got a little more money and a stern shake of the head.

				At least the house had three bedrooms.

				‘No more mistakes,’ he hissed to Ellen.

				The little mistake, Dina, grew unwanted and unconscious in her mother’s belly. She didn’t hear her father’s sighs of disappointment when the scans reported back that it was a girl. She didn’t hear her mother privately curse and rage at the gods because they had given her another baby.

				There would be plenty of time for that once Dina kicked painfully out of the womb and tried to make herself heard in a world that wanted to ignore her.

				Paul Kane stopped at a red light and glanced back at the baby. She was sleeping – that was good. He related to babies best when they were sleeping.

				‘Hey, it’s not so bad,’ he said to his wife. ‘We can make the best of it, right?’

				‘Right,’ Ellen said, wearily.

				The first thing she’d done when she came round was ask for her purse. Inside were her birth-control pills, the ones she’d lumbered to the pharmacy to purchase last month. They said breast-feeding protects you, but Ellen wasn’t taking any chances – ever again.

				She looked over at the sleeping baby and felt nothing but resentment. This one was going to ruin her figure, empty their bank account and keep her away from her little Johnny. Plus, the Italians always said girls were the difficult ones.

				‘A girl steals her mother’s looks,’ cackled Mary Kane, her mother-in-law. The old witch.

				Ellen hoped to feel something for the baby, like she had when Johnny was born, but there was nothing. The most she could say for Dina was that labour was finally over.

				‘It’s not so bad,’ she lied. ‘And the baby’s beautiful.’

				That was what you were supposed to say about girl babies, even when they looked like bald pink rats, like this one.

				‘She is, right?’ Paul agreed, with equal enthusiasm.

				Duty done, the new parents drove home, determined to forget about Dina as much as was humanly possible.

				But she was beautiful.

				The pink rat opened her big eyes and, after a little while, a soft thatch of dark hair appeared on the bald head. Even in her Baby-gro, Dina was something special: pale skin, raven dark hair and those wide blue eyes that started to deepen to green. Ellen had green eyes too, but not like this. Dina’s were as bright as a clover field, richly coloured, striking in her soft little face. Her tiny nose was delicate and her lips were full; she was a gorgeous little baby.

				Ellen enjoyed the compliments at first. Even if she didn’t have those maternal feelings, nobody needed to know. She cuddled and kissed Dina and pushed her in her chair alongside little toddler Johnny, and everybody congratulated her on her ‘beautiful family’. Johnny was the only one to truly love Dina, not that she understood it yet. He would stand for hours over her bouncer, trying to interest his sister in a threadbare stuffed dog or his old set of plastic keys. Dina loved Johnny back, and smiled and laughed whenever he was around – a little chortling baby laugh that even Ellen thought was cute. Dina kept Johnny quiet, so that was another plus for her. Best toy ever, Ellen thought to herself.

				Dina was given her brother’s stuff, even a navy blue romper suit with an anchor print. She looked good in everything.

				Paulie went back to being ignorant. He couldn’t worry about the home fires. The mortgage was a struggle, and the building trade wasn’t going so well. There were extra jobs, moonlighting. He didn’t want to hear his wife’s complaints.

				As Dina grew, her beauty just increased. There were angelic brown curls when she was three, and Ellen had to put her in little dresses. Dina loved to draw, to paint, to pick out clothes – just like Momma.

				Maybe it would make them closer.

				But Ellen was getting older. The sparkle was draining from her eyes. She was still stylish, but fewer of Paulie’s friends ogled her when she visited the building site. He was irritable, snapping at her when he got home. More interested in dinner than sex.

				And Dina grew bigger. So carefree. So pretty.

				Ellen looked at her daughter resentfully.

				She caused all this.

				One stupid mistake, and they were back slaving for every cent.

				‘Oh, your little girl’s so pretty.’

				‘What a cutie!’

				‘She’s adorable. She’s a real beauty. Where did she get those eyes?’

				Ellen would force a smile. ‘My eyes are green.’

				‘But not like that,’ Tony Verzano said, admiring Dina as she romped around in her little pink dress. ‘She’s so stunning. You must be proud.’

				Ellen wanted to be proud of Ellen. She wanted the attention, was used to it.

				Why is Dina even here?

				Nobody could see at night when Dina held out her little arms to her mother to be snuggled.

				‘I’m busy with supper.’

				‘Go get in your bath.’

				‘I have to practise Johnny’s reading.’

				The little girl would screw up her face and cry.

				‘Stop making that racket.’ Her mother held up Rabby, Dina’s favourite stuffed rabbit. ‘If you don’t behave, I’m throwing him in the trash.’

				Dina’s round mouth opened wider with horror. She lowered her arms from her mother and stumbled closer to save Rabby.

				Ellen threw the toy at her. ‘Behave, Dina. Go and be quiet.’

				Clutching the rabbit to herself, little Dina Kane went to her tiny room to look at picture books and be quiet. She had dollies there – Daddy liked to buy her dollies; it assuaged some of his guilt.

				She would dress the dollies up so they looked cute and stylish, like Mommy. If she was more like Mommy, perhaps Mommy and Daddy would like her.

				And, meanwhile, she waited for Johnny to come back from pre-kindergarten. He always gave her a hug.

				In the kitchen, Ellen Kane was cooking, whistling to herself to drown out the sounds of Dina’s stifled sobs. But that girl was always there, hanging around like a ghost. Dina Kane was always a problem.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				‘This is an excellent piece of work.’

				Peter MacAllister handed the term paper back to Dina Kane. His eyes met those startling green ones, fringed with the thick black lashes.

				‘Thank you, Mr MacAllister.’

				She smiled, and it was like the whole classroom lit up.

				At sixteen, Dina had legs that went on for days. She had pale skin that never seemed to catch the sun, but that just played up the raven hair and bright green eyes. Her face was almost pre-Raphaelite with an even nose and full lips.

				Peter MacAllister realised he was staring.

				‘You have an excellent grasp of algebra,’ he blurted out. ‘Have you thought about pursuing math later? At college?’

				The green eyes clouded.

				‘I’m not sure about college, Mr MacAllister. We can’t afford it.’

				‘Really? Surely your mother has money?’

				‘She needs all she’s got,’ Dina said, defensively. ‘My mom works so hard.’

				Her teacher hesitated. Perhaps he should drop it. But Dina Kane deserved to go to college. She was the one really motivated, driven student he had in his entire class.

				Eastchester public schools didn’t send many to the Ivy League. They were underfunded and overcrowded. Dina was different. From her first days, the teachers had marked her out. Eager to please, to be liked, she sought more from them. She worked incredibly hard, always looking for approval, and she was bright – intensely so. She had a particular gift for creative writing, math and chemistry. Dina loved mixing up potions and experimenting; her enthusiasm was a bright spot in a room full of sullen, resentful pupils.

				It didn’t make her popular.

				‘Teacher’s pet.’

				‘Suck-up.’

				‘Such a nerd.’

				MacAllister felt bad for her. School was a struggle for Dina, as far as the kids went. First it was her great grades, next it was her beauty. The other girls got jealous and banded together. There was a lot of spite. Dina mostly sat on her own at lunch, and the girls that would eat with her were the losers. Boys would ask Dina out, but then succumb to peer pressure and slouch away from her in the playground.

				Dina Kane didn’t care. She was relentlessly focused. Her average grade was an A. And she stayed for every afterschool programme she could.

				‘Don’t you have a home to go to?’ asked Ms Segal in chess club.

				‘Oh, yes. My mom really misses me,’ Dina said, brightly. ‘She just wants me to do well in school.’

				‘Your brother’s at St Joseph’s, right?’

				‘Yes.’ A tiny cloud, but she smiled it away. ‘There was only enough money for one of us.’

				The Catholic school in Bronxville had a great reputation; it charged a small fee; class sizes were much smaller; the kids wore a uniform. They mostly headed to college and became professionals.

				You couldn’t say the same for Dina’s school.

				‘That doesn’t seem fair,’ said Ms Segal.

				‘Better one of us than neither of us,’ Dina replied. ‘I’m doing fine here.’

				And she was.

				Dina dreaded going home each night.

				‘Hey, Mom! How was your day?’

				She would smile and give her mother a hug, hoping against hope that one day things would be different. One day the hug would be returned. One day Ellen would be interested in Dina.

				‘What do you care? I just stay here and look after the house, cleaning and shopping and cooking –’ Ellen made it sound like hard labour in a penal camp – ‘while you just swan about at school.’

				‘I got a five hundred in my PSATs.’

				‘What the hell does that mean?’

				‘You know, Mom. Next year I take the SATs? For college? I got a really good grade in my practice tests.’

				Ellen looked at her blankly. ‘What the hell for? You ain’t going to college. Not unless you win the lottery. I can’t afford two of you.’

				Dina felt the tears prickle. Mostly she tried so hard to ignore her mother’s cruelty – the detachment, the coldness – but sometimes it was tough.

				College was her dream, her ticket out of a hellish childhood, her chance to make something of herself, something special, something real.

				But Ellen Kane was standing in her way, like a demon on a bridge.

				It was Johnny first – always Johnny.

				Her father’s death had started the spiral.

				‘Paulie! Look out on the goddamned crane!’ His supervisor’s yell came floating up from the ground, but Paulie Kane didn’t hear him.

				He was balancing on the heavy iron bar, trying to swing it into place. It was night and he was cold, but he had that good antifreeze, right in his pocket. Saturday frigging night and here he was, working overtime.

				Johnny had started school and it all cost: tuition, books, uniform, everything. At least Ellen was happy again for a little while. He loved how she lit up when she saw her son, so cute in his blue uniform with the white piping. She was the mom of a private-school kid. And she got to take him there every day.

				But Paulie was paying the bills. Ellen was obsessed with their status. When he’d said maybe Johnny could head to the elementary school across the block, for free, Ellen had sulked and refused to have sex with him.

				Everything seemed OK in their house. That was what all the neighbours thought.

				But it wasn’t. It wasn’t.

				Paulie barely saw the kids. On Sundays, he slept. He was packing on the pounds. When he was there, they clambered over him, not giving him any rest. And if he gave little Dina any compliments, Ellen scowled at him.

				‘She’s demanding. She’s spoiled. You’re encouraging her.’

				‘Come on, now.’ Paulie wasn’t so fatherly himself, but his wife’s barely-concealed hostility perplexed him. ‘She’s just a little kid.’

				‘If you give in to her, she’ll always be whining for attention,’ Ellen said. ‘Don’t you see how she plays up to it?’

				‘She’s real pretty, that’s all it is.’

				Exactly the wrong thing to say. ‘She’s vain, Paulie – vain – already, at four. Don’t make it any worse.’

				So he would disengage the little hands from his neck, and then, when Dina cried and Ellen yelled, he’d feel even more guilty.

				The bar seemed like a good place to go.

				A real good place – where you could get your stress relief cheap and fast, at a few bucks for a glass of rye whiskey, his favourite.

				Paulie started to spend a lot of time there. He came late to the building site, dropped bricks, made mistakes. A warning came back through the channels: Cut it out.

				He was smart. From that day on, Paulie never went back to the bar. Instead, he worked Saturday nights, and he brought a hip flask.

				Drinks tasted good when you were bored. Booze ran like antifreeze through your veins when you were cold. He had to work while the boys were out bowling or watching football, so at least there was a little bit of relief in his pocket. That made work more fun. And he didn’t have to think about the kids. Or his wife. Or his bills . . .

				Paulie unscrewed the top again and tilted the metal bottle towards his mouth. Sweet relief . . .

				Drip. Drip. He swallowed nothing. Fuck! It couldn’t be gone already?

				He had four more hours in this dump.

				His body was wedged against the corner of the bar as it swung over the street below.

				‘Paulie! Jesus Christ!’ Marco DiCapello was calling.

				Jesus? That’s funny: they think I’m Jesus. Paulie swayed and giggled to himself, then stood up on one leg, bracing his arm against the crane, to shake the bottle and tip out the last drops . . .

				He didn’t see the ice, or even feel it. There was a split second when he realised his arm wasn’t bracing. Was reaching into air. Like the rest of him.

				Eighty foot was too short a fall to scream.

				‘So sorry for your loss.’

				Sal Rispelli was the local capo. He was used to this scene and did it well. Ellen Kane was playing her part too – the grieving widow with two little children – wearing a fitted black dress. She had fixed her hair and put it up in a ladylike bun, and she had done her make-up carefully. Despite her age and cares, she looked good today. Maybe it was the adrenaline.

				‘He was everything to me.’ Ellen looked truly distressed, even frightened. Of course, Paulie was working off the books. ‘I don’t know how our family will survive.’

				‘Don’t worry.’ Sal placed a hand over hers.

				‘But I have to worry. There’s our mortgage . . . and Johnny’s school. And what will we live on? I can’t go out to work. My darling Dina needs me.’

				Ellen missed Paulie some. But she missed her security a hell of a lot more. The mascara-thickened lashes batted themselves at the capo.

				‘Anything you can do for our family, Signor Rispelli,’ she said, humbly.

				There was something very sexy about a pleading woman, humble and submissive. The way they should be.

				‘Paulie was family.’ That stupid drunk. ‘We take care of our own. Don Angelo has already paid off your mortgage. And you are receiving a lump sum of two hundred thousand dollars.’

				Ellen nearly fainted. She swayed in her chair.

				‘What?’ she whispered.

				‘Two hundred grand,’ he repeated. Hell, they hadn’t put the workers in safety harnesses. It was a lot cheaper than workman’s comp. He’d chewed out that jerk-off, DiCapello, at the site this morning, and now the worker grunts had harnesses. But they were grumbling over Paulie. Watching a man die will do that to you.

				The famiglia didn’t like deaths they hadn’t ordered. It was in their interest now to take real good care of Ellen Kane.

				‘And, for yourself, a pension wage. You come down to the salon for an hour every lunch and style the ladies’ hair. You’ll get very well paid.’ A pretend job made things easier than a stipend to her little schmuck bank account.

				‘I can’t believe it!’ Ellen gasped. For once, she wasn’t faking her emotion. She grabbed Rispelli’s hand and kissed the back of it, just like she’d seen them do in the movies. Softly, again and again.

				He was starting to get uncomfortably aroused. Time to get out of here and over to a strip joint. One of their hookers could finish what Ellen had started.

				‘You and the kids won’t miss a beat. Remember, you’re under our protection. So act respectable,’ he said, with a thin smile.

				Ellen heard the warning: No drinking. No screwing. A grateful client household.

				‘Yes, Signor Rispelli. Thank you so much.’

				Joy was rushing through her, joy she had to lower her eyes to contain. No more worry. No more fear. This was the best thing Paulie ever did for her.

				‘Better get back to your daughter, then,’ Rispelli grunted, waving his hand to dismiss her. ‘Like you said – she needs you.’

				‘I have to make this money last,’ Ellen said. ‘It’s all I have.’

				Dina looked round their house. There was all new furniture and a fancy TV and videotape machine. The garden was now planted with roses. Her mother wore a soft, pretty dress made of pink wool and her hair was piled up neatly on her head. She went out to the beauty salon each Thursday.

				‘We live pretty well, Momma,’ she said, pleadingly.

				‘I know.’ Ellen turned to study her reflection in a gilt-edged mirror. She didn’t believe in making investments, hadn’t tried to sell the house and move up the property ladder. But she did love stuff that made her life easier: pretty dresses, hairdressing appointments, manicures, expensive mirrors.

				‘I take you on holiday twice a year,’ she said, proudly. ‘Disneyland! How many other kids get to go to Disneyland around here?’

				Dina sighed. At Disneyland, Mom had a great time. She and Johnny were bored out of their brains. But, no matter how much they asked to go someplace else, it was always Ellen’s choice.

				‘Yes, Momma, thank you. But, you know, school’s more important.’

				‘Johnny is at Catholic school.’

				‘I meant me.’ Dina brushed her dark hair back behind her ears, nervously. ‘You know they get much better results at St Joseph’s. I want to go there too.’

				‘Honey, you know there isn’t money for the both of you. You wouldn’t want to deny Johnny his chance?’

				Dina flushed. ‘I love Johnny.’

				‘Well, I can’t afford to pay twice. We all have to make sacrifices.’

				‘Maybe . . . Maybe you could get another job.’

				Ellen’s hour or two at the salon was hardly backbreaking.

				Dina’s green eyes begged. ‘Momma, lots of parents work, you know? And maybe we could skip the vacations? Save our money for the fee for St Joseph’s?’

				‘Dina, please stop whining. It’s all about you. I work so hard raising you two kids without Daddy. All on my own, with nobody to help me.’ Ellen’s voice cracked with self-pity. ‘Now you want me to slave till I drop for private school.’

				‘It’s not fair.’

				‘What?’

				‘It’s not fair,’ Dina repeated, louder. She could hardly believe she had actually spoken the words. They had been swimming around her little head for so long. ‘You treat Johnny better than me. You love him more than me.’

				You love him would probably have been enough.

				All her young life, Dina Kane had been wriggling away from this moment, from admitting it: her mother didn’t love her. Didn’t really even like her.

				And now, aged ten, it was staring her in the face.

				‘You’re such a spoiled little madam. You think you’re so special,’ Ellen hissed. ‘Asking a widow to work extra hours?’

				‘Don’t you want me to get a good education?’

				‘The local public school is perfectly fine. Besides, Johnny needs it more. He’s a man; he has to make his own way.’

				‘What does that mean?’

				‘You know well enough.’ Ellen tossed her head. ‘You’re a girl. And you’re not ugly.’ It was as close as she would come to paying Dina a compliment. ‘You can marry some poor schlub. Maybe he’ll have more patience for your nonsense than I do.’

				‘Momma,’ Dina’s eyes filled with tears, ‘I went to see the principal at St Joseph’s and asked about aid. You know, for the poor kids. But she said we have money, so they can’t pay it. The money we got when Daddy died?’

				‘You want me to give you my pension? Public school is good enough for you, Dina. Life’s what you make it.’

				Life’s what you make it.

				The taunt was seared into Dina Kane’s mind.

				Her mother had given her life, food to eat and shelter. Not too much else – cheap Christmas gifts and holidays that she didn’t want.

				But she had also been given the gift of determination – hard and cold as a diamond, deep inside her.

				Johnny was the light of her life.

				‘Hey, sis! Looking beautiful.’

				‘Hi, Dinasaur! Have a great day at school?’

				‘How’s my little princess? Still smarter than all her teachers, right?’

				Johnny would hug Dina, kiss her, sweep her up. She’d clung to him ever since her tiny arms could snake around his neck. Johnny made her childhood bearable. Dina knew she was loved, loved by someone, loved by family.

				Often she wished that they were like all those orphan brothers and sisters in the fairy stories: no parents. Just two children out on their own.

				A dead mommy could be mourned.

				Dina constructed a fantasy world. Her mommy loved her. Her daddy watched over her from heaven. She was at PS 935 because it was the best school and Mommy wanted the best.

				And so Dina worked to make it the best.

				She occasionally got a few friends – at least for a while – but it never lasted. Girls would invite Dina to play. Then, as Ellen never reciprocated, the playdates dried up.

				‘But why can’t we have Susan over?’

				‘I don’t need my neat house wrecked by a gaggle of screaming kids. I have enough on my plate.’

				Dina didn’t argue. She suspected Ellen was as embarrassed as she was – any strangers might see how much her mother disliked her.

				As she grew and blossomed, her friends drifted away. There was jealousy, cattiness – rumours about her mother.

				‘Did you see Ellen Kane in that short skirt yesterday?’

				‘God, I know. It’s so ridiculous. She’s, like, thirty.’

				‘Older than thirty.’

				Priscilla Contratto turned on Dina as she walked past, carrying her books. ‘Your mom looks like a tramp. Can’t you do something about it?’

				‘Shut up, Prissy. My mom looks great.’

				Truth was, Ellen feared the loss of her looks and had decided to do something about it. The skirts got shorter. The hair got blonder. She started wearing a red slash of lipstick to go grocery shopping.

				Dina tried to speak to her about it.

				‘Mom, I think the grey skirt looks really chic on you.’

				‘The grey?’ Ellen held it up. ‘No fun.’

				She was moving into a black leather mini. Dina gulped.

				‘You know, maybe that’s more . . .’

				The green eyes, duller than Dina’s own, narrowed to chips of ice. ‘More what?’

				‘More, like, for teenagers?’

				Ellen flushed. ‘Don’t be stupid. And, anyway, my boyfriend likes it.’

				Dina squirmed. ‘Who is your boyfriend?’

				‘I keep my business private. I’ll let you know if I decide to get serious.’

				It wasn’t long before Dina was doing her homework alone at night. Johnny would be at after-school programmes, or in his room, studying for SATs. Ellen would not be there.

				A succession of black Lincoln town cars would pull up at the front of their place.

				Different cars. Different licence plates.

				Ellen avoided talking about it. She wore expensive jewellery and smiled a lot, except in the mornings when she was hung-over. Sometimes she talked about ‘the boys’ and snapped if Dina tried to ask her anything.

				Her eyes got redder. Her skin developed a pallid tinge. Ellen was drinking and partying like she could make her tiny life go away.

				‘We have to do something,’ Dina said to Johnny.

				He was in his room, playing with his video games. ‘Like what? She doesn’t listen.’

				‘Maybe she’ll listen to you. She likes you.’

				Johnny shrugged. He was well-meaning, but saw no reason to get involved with lost causes – like his mother’s relationship with Dina, or his mother’s need for help. Johnny Kane wanted an easy life, and that mostly involved turning a blind eye. He gave little Dina affection and, in return, she didn’t push him. On anything. It was their unspoken bargain.

				‘Hey, Mom’s not talking. Let’s leave her to her own life.’

				‘Johnny—’

				‘Drop it, Dina.’

				But if Ellen wasn’t talking, everybody else was.

				Tramp. Bike. Plaything.

				There was Sal Rispello – he was first, putting aside his earlier scruples. After all, she was offering it on a plate. Then there was Paolo Cottini, Giorgio Amalfi . . .

				‘Why’s Dina’s mom like table salt?’ Lorna Fay shouted out in recess.

				Dina scuffed her shoes in a corner of the playground, pretending to read her copy of The Catcher in the Rye.

				‘Because she gets passed around!’ Lorna shrieked.

				Dina heard the cackles of laughter, the hoots. Tears stung her eyes, but she didn’t move. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

				The next day, she skipped school for the first time in her life.

				Angelo Tallarico sat by the pool, drinking coffee.

				It was a serene scene. Angelo sat in his custom-designed chair, next to a side table made of marble. The lawns of the estate were so closely trimmed, the green grass looked like satin. Angelo wore a white summer suit, tailored in Savile Row, London. His Rolex was heavy, solid platinum, and his fingers were covered with enough diamond rings to make them look like a knuckleduster. They sparkled as he lifted his crystal glass of ice tea to his mouth.

				The infinity pool was perfectly blue; it lapped gently with its artificial current. The house behind him was white, Edwardian and huge. Angelo liked the English look. He’d had the place fitted out with rose gardens and topiary hedges. They had colour all four seasons.

				You could barely see the bodyguards stationed around the place. All of them wearing back. All of them strapped to the nines.

				Angelo loved to hire ex-military. The boys of the family were great, but, in a crisis, you wanted an accurate shot. Just one more way he was modernising his role.

				They used the old terms: Don Angelo. But not in public. That was catnip to the FBI. Angelo despised the old guard who liked to court publicity. All they did was bring trouble on everyone’s head.

				He was training his new recruits in different techniques: arms trading, union corruption, public-sector payoffs.

				Nobody does gangster like the politicians.

				But Angelo didn’t want to go too fast. He needed to carry the soldiers, the captains with him. The construction sites and gambling houses stayed open; the drug deals were still run on the corners – he was peeling back from them, but only slowly.

				All in good time. Even if he hated that petty shit.

				Angelo told himself he was patient. That was why he was now the Don. Two cousins shot, another doing twenty-five in maximum security. His uncle Claudio had been poisoned, so they thought. So Angelo avoided stupid mistakes, like trampling on the old ways, at least until he was ready.

				He shifted in his chair, enjoying the sun. August was tremendous in New York. In retirement, he wanted to leave the bitter winters, head to Florida, maybe even further afield. Get a hacienda in Mexico, where they understood security.

				There were two young girls waiting in the bedroom. A soldier had talent-spotted them at one of the family’s strip joints. Legal age – he’d checked. Big tits, curvy asses and mouths that knew how to do stuff other than talk.

				The soldier got a tip. The girls got a new assignment.

				Angelo would keep them for a month, then send them packing. He liked fresh meat, no involvement. There was no wife, nor did he want one. When he married, years from now, it would be a classy girl, not some painted screecher from round here.

				‘Signore?’ This was a new take on Don. Angelo liked both. ‘There is a girl here to see you.’

				Angelo stretched. ‘I didn’t order another one yet. I like how that redhead grinds.’

				‘Yes, sir.’ A grin. Sometimes the boss would order his girls down to the security barracks, with instructions to please every man in the room. It kept the men loyal, taught the females their place. ‘It’s not a whore, this one. A schoolgirl.’

				Angelo looked up. ‘What?’

				‘The daughter of one of your workers.’ He shrugged. ‘He died a few years ago.’

				‘Boohoo,’ Angelo said. ‘What the fuck does she want?’

				‘To see you. She said she won’t leave till she does.’

				‘Jesus! Get rid of her.’

				‘Yes, sir.’ The man straightened up, putting his hand on his gun. ‘We’ll escort her to the road.’

				Angelo sipped his tea. ‘Wait.’

				His spider-sense was tingling, as if this could be a mistake, this could be trouble.

				‘How old is she?’

				‘Sixteen, seventeen . . . I think.’

				‘And whose kid?’

				‘His name was Paul Kane.’

				A bell was ringing, but he couldn’t place it. ‘Pretty?’

				The guy laughed and kissed his fingertips. ‘Ass like a peach. Better than those two you got upstairs, signore.’

				‘I’ll see her.’ What the hell? He could give her five minutes, just to make sure this wasn’t some problem. But better, older men than him had been assassinated by kids. ‘Frisk her; frisk her thoroughly.’

				‘And if she refuses?’ He licked his lips.

				‘She’s somebody’s daughter. But, if she refuses, throw her out.’

				‘Yes, sir.’ The bodyguard walked off.

				‘Spread your legs, baby.’ The guard ran his hands down her ribcage, pausing to cup her breasts under the bra. She tensed, and he jiggled them, then laughed. ‘Full search. We don’t know what you’ve got under there.’

				Dina bit her tongue. She was facing a brick wall. There were bloodstains on it. Reluctantly, she widened her legs.

				‘Great ass,’ his colleague said. ‘Spread ’em a little wider.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because I said so.’

				He came behind her, ran his hands over her legs, starting at her ankles, squeezing tight. Then he felt her ass, briskly, and then, with more leisure, fondled it, cupped her pussy.

				Dina gasped.

				‘You a virgin?’ he said, idly.

				‘Joe, cut it out. She’s not for us.’

				The hands were removed and Dina was allowed to step back. She raised her head, scarlet with embarrassment.

				Both guards laughed.

				‘She’s clean.’

				‘Not for long,’ his friend said. ‘I’d give a week’s pay to pop that cherry.’

				The first guard smirked, then beckoned her. ‘Follow me. Don’t say shit. Understand?’

				Angelo looked over the girl standing before him, with her curvy figure and come-hither eyes.

				Marek was right. She was better than the hookers he had inside. Fresher. Prettier. Those cheap jeans and the white T-shirt did absolutely nothing to hide her assets. She was gorgeous looking, with a soft, aristocratic face.

				‘What was your father’s name? Kane?’

				‘Paul Kane, Don Angelo. He was killed in a construction accident out in the Bronx.’

				‘Sorry to hear that.’

				‘You took care of our family, sent my mother money. My brother goes to Catholic school. We live in Eastchester.’

				He nodded. ‘You are here to ask for more money?’

				The girl shook her dark head. ‘No, sir. It’s . . . It’s my mother.’

				Despite himself, Angelo Tallarico was starting to get interested. It was the courage of this little slip of a girl, standing before him. The guards would have had their fun, but she was still here.

				‘What about her?’

				‘She sees men.’

				‘That happens when you’re a grown-up, kid.’

				‘No. She sees your men. A few of them. At night, in fancy cars. They give her presents. People talk.’ A slow flush was making its way up Dina’s neck, but she ploughed on. ‘My mom is drinking more. These men don’t care for her.’

				Angelo hesitated. Why was this his problem? He should tell the feisty little piece of cooze to get back to whichever small-town hell she came from.

				‘Mr Rispello; Mr Cottini; Mr Amalfi.’ Recklessly Dina named them. ‘Mr Casini, I think.’

				All captains. All married.

				‘Then maybe have a talk with your mother.’

				‘She doesn’t listen. But you could tell the men, Don Angelo. Warn them off.’

				‘Honey –’ he sipped his tea – ‘interfering in people’s private lives . . . is not what I do. Bad for business.’

				Dina shook her dark head. ‘See, Don Angelo, my daddy worked for you. And he died. You took care of us. All the other workers know it. But now people are talking bad. Like, your bosses will use a guy’s widow. All the kids in school –’ the blush got deeper – ‘they all know. And some of them have fathers who used to work alongside Dad. Still work for you now. They won’t like the thought of that happening to their wives.’

				Angelo considered this. Then he turned away and rifled through the papers in front of him, on his white marble coffee table. He didn’t trust computers. They could be hacked, traced, run through by the FBI. Reports were typed out and sent to him; he read the papers and burned them each night.

				Construction site delays in Brooklyn, Bronx.

				Workers quitting. Sickness. Retired. Morale low.

				Experienced hands replaced. Younger guys making mistakes. Costing money.

				Project budget may need revision.

				Angelo saw through the dry lines of old-fashioned ink. There were problems. The old guys were dropping out.

				The girl is right.

				‘OK. I’ll speak to the boys.’ And your mother, but he didn’t tell her that. It was time for Father Confessor Angelo Tallarico to pay a visit to Ellen Kane, and he would have a stern penance to deliver for her sins.

				‘You were right to come to me,’ he said. She had stopped the rot. ‘What’s your name again, baby?’

				‘Dina.’

				‘You can leave school next year, right? Want to work for me? As a secretary?’

				He could station her out of sight of her father’s old gang, working the head offices in Jersey City. She was smart, and she had that look about her – that she’d fuck like a freight train once the right guy had warmed her up.

				Dina’s green eyes opened wide. ‘Oh, no,’ she said, like it was a stupid question.

				Angelo was amused. Working right for the Don was an opportunity girls round here would kill to have. ‘Why not?’

				‘Because I’m going to make something of myself,’ Dina said, artlessly.

				Angelo Tallarico laughed aloud. ‘You know what, kid? I don’t doubt it.’

				The next night, in her room, Dina was hunched over her desk, working, waiting for the limousines.

				They didn’t come.

				She heard her mom making calls. They were short; there was shouting. And after that, nothing.

				Ellen sloped round the house, getting drunker, missing her days at work, lashing out. She stopped cooking, cleaning. Dina quietly did it all herself. She poured out the vodka bottles she found hidden under the sink, but her mother bought more.

				Still, the kids at the school stopped talking. Dina went back to her schoolwork. Johnny looked a little less hunched, less defeated.

				Ellen Kane was drunk.

				She didn’t know why. Just a little hair of the dog from last night. That was bad; she had the shakes. She needed it.

				And then she felt so much better. One more wouldn’t hurt. Anyway, she was quitting after this bottle. It cost money, it would be a waste to pour it away.

				She deserved it. They were all bastards, all of them – using bastards. Something had happened, something bad. It worried her nights. She had anxiety – that was it, anxiety. And if a little martini made you feel better, so what? It was better than them shrink pills. They would kill you.

				The doorbell rang.

				‘Comin’!’ she yelled. Her words were slurry. Shit! Maybe it was Paolo, come back. He was her favourite. The way he caressed her ass . . . made her feel good, sexy, young again.

				But she was already, well, a little bit nice.

				Ellen stumbled to her bathroom and swilled the Listerine around her mouth. Yeah – great. Now she was set.

				She opened the door, steadying herself on the handle.

				It wasn’t Paolo. It wasn’t any of them.

				But it was a younger man, handsome in a kind of fierce way, with a scar on his cheek. And a fancy suit and a reeeal nice watch. He was Italian, for sure.

				Ellen glanced behind him. He didn’t have a town car. He had a limo you could take a bath in.

				Maybe one of the boys had recommended her. Recommended her. That was kind of humiliating, but sexy, too. Ellen tossed back her blond hair. She liked to party; she was a pretty girl who liked to party. Not a goddamned crime, right?

				‘Hey, baby,’ she said, carefully enunciating. ‘Come on in.’

				Angelo Tallarico sat on the couch and stared at Ellen. She was a sloppy, drunken mess. Now she was sobbing, her small shoulders heaving, eyes and nose streaming.

				He glanced around; the little house was neat. Dina had probably taken care of that.

				Tallarico was a murderer and a drug dealer – with very particular ideas about how things should be done.

				And Ellen Kane didn’t fit the template.

				‘Stop crying,’ he said, coldly. ‘I’m not your shrink. You understand me?’

				She mopped at her face.

				‘The boys aren’t coming round. None of them. Ever. Don’t call. Don’t email. You’re an embarrassment to the family.’

				Ellen trembled. She thought she’d get more compassion from a snake.

				‘We support you. But one more incident and that money is cut off. One more embarrassment, so are you.’

				She moaned.

				‘Do you understand?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘You’ve had your last drink. If I ever see you drinking again, ever hear reports of you drinking, you will wind up in an accident.’

				Ellen’s whole body shuddered. Never had she wanted booze as much as she did in that second.

				‘Don Angelo—’

				‘Don’t call me that.’

				‘I can’t stop drinking . . . not right away. Give me a week, a month . . .’

				‘You have the weekend to clean up. Lock yourself in your bedroom and order a pizza. Monday morning, you’re back at work. Sober. For good. If not . . .’ he shrugged.

				‘I . . . I . . .’

				‘Call it the fast-track twelve-step programme, lady –’ a thin smile at his own joke – ‘one step: you stop. Or you die.’

				‘And men?’

				‘Nobody from the family. If you can find a nice single, divorced guy, date him like a civilised broad; you can get married. Good luck with that.’ He laughed cruelly. ‘I wouldn’t fuck you with my gardener’s dick.’

				‘Oh, God,’ Ellen said.

				‘Spend our money. Live clean. Live quiet. Then you live. Shit, you could consider looking after that pretty little daughter of yours.’

				Ellen collapsed into sobs. When she looked up, Tallarico had gone.

				She fled to the kitchen and picked up the vodka bottle.

				Outside, in the street, the limousine flashed and dipped its headlights.

				Fear gripped her. Fear worse than the craving. Ellen lifted the bottle, so he could see, and poured all that lovely, calming liquid right down the sink.

				Then she collapsed on to the floor and crawled upstairs to her bedroom on her hands and knees.

				That pretty little daughter of yours . . . Pretty little daughter . . .

				Dina!

				It was Dina. She was here to curse the mother that slaved for her. Here to ruin Ellen’s life.

				Ellen bit her lip. She dared not say anything to Dina. The man – the bastard, Tallarico – would not like it. And, like a threatened animal, Ellen scented danger.

				He was angry. If she did anything to worsen that, she was dead. And not in a metaphorical sense.

				Lying on her bedroom rug, watching the ceiling spin and dance as she gasped and sweated and longed for a drink, Ellen Kane held tight to one thing:

				She would have her revenge.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				Dina Kane graduated from school a major success – that is, if you were looking at grades. She was top of the class.

				Despite her mom, Dina had applied to the Ivy League – and got in. There were acceptances from Columbia, Vassar, even Stanford.

				But Dina could not afford the fees. She was considered too well-off for financial aid – her mother had almost three hundred grand in the bank.

				None of her pleading meant a goddamned thing.

				‘No, Dina.’ Ellen was colder these days in her dismissal. Unable to compete as an aging sexpot, she had taken refuge in the clothing of the upright. Hair twisted into a severe bun, Ellen Kane favoured long, stout skirts, membership of community organisations and a disapproving frown at all times.

				For some time now, she hadn’t touched a drink. Or any drug stronger than caffeine.

				Ellen joined the PTA at Johnny’s Catholic school. She volunteered in the St Patrick’s Society. She was on the town-beautification committee. Their house grew cleaner and neater and Ellen gave gifts to local organisations so she could be thanked at dinners.

				At first, Dina was thrilled. That horrible trip to Tallarico had had its effects. Her mother had said she was sick and barely came out of her room all week, but when she did, she was changed. Older. Sober. No mascara. Plain, sensible pants. She looked like a mom.

				Unfortunately, she still didn’t act like one. Dina got a square meal at supper and new clothes when she’d worn out the last set. And that was it.

				They were strangers. No people came to the house; no men visited at night. Dina Kane started to live for the moments her brother came home from school.

				‘There’s no money for you to go to college. I need it for my pension. I won’t be marrying again and there’s no security in welfare. Besides, this place has property taxes . . .’

				The list went on and on.

				‘But, Mom, you’ve got plenty – really.’ Dina didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t help it. ‘I need you to help me out, Momma.’

				Ellen looked blank. ‘Johnny’s at college. I’m paying for that.’

				Johnny was at a pretty nondescript, local private university – the best he could get into with his so-so grades. But at least it was college.

				‘You can’t just favour one of us over the other, Mom!’

				Ellen smiled, very quickly, very slightly, then swallowed it. She turned to Dina, her face set once more. ‘It’s clear from your school success that I picked the right place for you. Johnny might have needed more help. Putting one kid in college is all that I can manage. You should respect that, Dina. You can always get a job, work your way through.’

				‘I can’t work through Columbia’s fees . . .’

				‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing to discuss.’

				‘Mom –’ Dina tried one last, desperate tactic – ‘if you lend me the money for college, I’ll graduate, I’ll have a career and I can pay you back . . . I’ll do well in life, Momma; I’m going to work hard.’

				Her mother laughed. ‘Really, honey, don’t get ideas above your station. You should go out with one of the local boys. Get married, have some children. Life’s all about a happy home!’

				‘So what will you do?’ The principal, Mr Rogers, looked at Ellen Kane’s departing figure with withering contempt.

				She’d turned up at graduation, sat there for the ceremony and clapped politely as Dina received her cap and gown, and the meaningless little scroll that made her a high-school graduate. Then, as soon as she’d posed for a photo with her desperately smiling daughter and the slothful elder brother lolling around next to her, Ellen had turned around and walked off.

				Mr Rogers had no doubt that the photo would be framed. It would go on her mantelpiece. Ellen Kane: pillar of the community, single mom of the year. But she had no few minutes to spend with her daughter – the one whose incredible potential she was just throwing down the drain.

				‘There’s always community college.’

				‘My mom’s too poor to afford college,’ Dina said again.

				He smiled sympathetically. Now wasn’t the time for the truth. ‘Sure, Dina.’

				‘I think I want to move to the city. Get a job and save some money. Then maybe I can reapply next year.’

				He wanted to tell her she was crazy, but he had no answers. ‘What kind of job?’

				‘I’ll figure something out,’ she said.

				‘OK.’ Mr Rogers hesitated. ‘Is your momma setting you up in an apartment?’

				‘Of course.’ Dina smiled. ‘Momma does everything for me.’

				She walked home, thinking about it. Letting the warmth of the sun on her back calm her. New York was great when it was baking hot. It could distract you from pain.

				Johnny had left home now . . . He couldn’t bear to be around Ellen and Dina, to see the cruelty, the tension. Johnny wasn’t built for confrontation – or, really, effort of any kind. He wanted to hug his sister, have a good time. And he avoided acknowledging how he hadn’t protected her, skipping out whenever a bad scene came up, which was more and more often these days.

				Dina never quite believed it – that the mom who raised her would dump her like this. In a few months she’d be eighteen, a legal adult.

				Ellen was finally shot of her.

				And it showed. Her mother could barely contain her jubilation.

				‘I hope you’ve worked at finding a job,’ she’d said. ‘And can you make sure your things are packed? I need a real guest bedroom.’

				‘But where will I sleep?’

				‘Sleep?’ Ellen arched a brow. ‘Dina, adults have their own lives. It’s healthy for you to get on with yours.’

				‘I don’t know anyone in the city.’

				‘You know Johnny.’ Her brother had a tiny apartment near his college. Ellen gave him an allowance, part of his college arrangements, so she told Dina. As a working woman, Dina could afford her own rent.

				When she turned the corner into her street, Dina Kane had made up her mind.

				She looked up at the house in which she’d been raised. It was neat, well kept and pretty – exactly the same as it always was. Her mother’s big break meant nothing. She spent all that money on herself, and spent it just to stand still.

				If Dina got a hundred grand, she would do something with it.

				Momma was right. It was time to move on. But Dina would do it on her own terms.

				‘Hey, Momma.’ Dina walked into the kitchen and set her graduation cap down on the counter. She carefully hung up her cape on the hook on the kitchen door.

				Underneath, she wore a pair of jeans from Gap and a plain white T-shirt. On her, this was an absolutely knock-out look. Her naturally tanned skin popped against the white, and her breasts, medium sized and sweetly shaped, were outlined perfectly. Dina had a narrow waist and was naturally slim. Even in flats, she was absolutely stunning.

				‘Well, I’m glad that’s over,’ said Ellen, brutally.

				Dina breathed in. The casual cruelty, so normal, so painful, gave her strength to come out with what she had to say.

				‘So, I’m not eighteen for two months. But I’d like to move out now.’

				A slight flicker of a smile; it hurt Dina like a punch to the gut.

				Why do I still care?

				I love her. I hate her.

				‘You found somewhere?’

				‘I’m going to. I have places to visit today.’

				‘Places to visit? Aren’t you staying with a friend?’

				Dina shook her head. ‘Rentals. I found them in the Village Voice.’

				Ellen paused. ‘But you don’t have a job. And rentals need a deposit.’

				‘Yes – two months’ rent, and security. It’s more for me, though, because I don’t have a job yet, you’re right. I plan to move to the city and job hunt from there.’

				Her mother saw where this was going.

				‘Dina, we’ve spoken about money. You can’t ask me for any.’

				Dina took a deep breath. ‘Not asking you, Momma – telling you. I need fifteen thousand dollars.’

				Ellen laughed. ‘I can’t lend you fifteen grand.’

				‘It won’t be a loan. It will be a gift. And you’re going to give me fifteen thousand right now.’

				Her mother looked up from the stove, startled. There was a fire in her daughter’s green eyes that she had never seen before.

				‘Write me the cheque and I will be out of your hair – permanently. Don’t write it, and I will go and see Don Tallarico.’

				Ellen gasped. Adrenaline prickled across her skin like she’d been doused with water. ‘My God. It was you.’

				‘Yes, it was. And it will be again. Give me the money now, Momma. There’s a pen on the countertop. Write me that cheque.’

				And Dina Kane held out her hand.

				The apartment was vile. It was tiny, cramped and filthy. The bathroom had a stand-up shower in it with a dead bug resting against the drain. The paint was peeling and the kitchen alcove was barely big enough for a refrigerator and a hot plate. A rickety double bed took up most of the rest of the space. There was a chair wedged right up against a large TV, one closet and stains on the green rug. Plus, you had to walk up eight flights of stairs to get there.

				‘Are all the apartments in the building like this?’

				The realtor sniffed. ‘Honey, you couldn’t afford any of the others. This used to belong to the super. He was from Mexico.’

				‘So, for him, it was a palace?’

				She shrugged. ‘Don’t give me any of that equality crap. You want it?’

				The building itself was in a backwater, but it was secure and it was Manhattan. And Dina wouldn’t have to share.

				‘Not at this price,’ she said.

				Ten minutes and a five-hundred-dollar discount later, Dina Kane had a deal. As she folded up her copy of the lease papers, she took note of the landlord’s address.

				As soon as she got the keys, Dina moved in. She called a handyman to remove everything in the flat and dump it into storage. Next, she got on the subway to a cheap furniture store in Midtown.

				She looked around, thinking carefully about what to buy. After two hours, she was satisfied with her purchases.

				‘We deliver,’ the saleswoman said. ‘Twenty-four hours’ notice.’

				‘See you tomorrow.’

				‘You getting everything delivered?’

				‘All except this.’ Dina held up a sleeping bag.

				Next, she headed to the local grocery store. She bought bleach, roach traps, dust cloths, mops and several pairs of bright yellow rubber gloves.

				Long into the night, Dina was on her knees, cleaning. The stench was so bad, she had to stop twice to throw up. Heaving, she managed to open a window; warm air floated up from the alley below, but at least there was some oxygen in it. The stale odour of booze and sweat and sex dissipated under her assault – washing, scrubbing, mopping, till the place smelled like a hospital.

				She showered in her clean stall, clambered into her sleeping bag and lay down on the floor.

				The filthy net curtain on the single window had already gone into the trash. The bright lights of Manhattan streamed into her apartment. But Dina was content.

				She was in the big city now.

				In the morning, Dina woke early. She had no choice – her curtainless window got her up with the sun.

				She showered, dressed from her suitcase and raced to the nearest hardware store. A few more dollars for brushes and paint. White – that was all she needed.

				Dina painted with rollers and brushes. She wasn’t her dad, and she had no practice, but the colour was basic, and forgiving enough that she did a reasonable job.

				Besides, she was motivated. This was home. In a way, it was her first.

				She was finished by eleven. Starving, she headed out to eat – anywhere, as long as it was cheap.

				Dina had about two thousand dollars left in the account, and it had to last her. There was a Greek place across the street, the Olympia Café. She picked it because it was the closest, and she was so tired her legs could hardly hold her up.

				She ordered a pork gyro. It would be hot, and she needed the iron. She waited and waited, but it didn’t come, so she meekly flagged down a waiter.

				‘Jeez, baby, I’m sorry.’ His shirt was open and he looked stressed. ‘Girl’s off sick again. I’ll bring it right now.’

				Dina ate the pita; it was nothing remarkable, but she was so hungry, and it tasted good. As she chewed, she thought hard.

				‘Check, please.’

				‘Nothing else? No coffee?’

				Coffee was a dollar fifty. Dina shook her head. The tap water came free.

				‘You got it.’

				‘Your waitress often sick?’ she ventured.

				‘Sick? No, honey; it’s a Sunday. Saturday night on the town.’ He looked fed up. ‘Rolls around every weekend.’

				‘I can waitress. I don’t drink.’

				He laughed.

				‘I’m serious,’ Dina said.

				‘Are you? Then turn up here at eight tonight. We’re an all-night operation. Minimum wage; no benefits. You keep the tips.’

				‘Aren’t you a waiter too?’

				‘I own the place. We don’t spend money we don’t have. Rents are high.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll try you out. Sandwich is on the house.’

				Her furniture was delivered just after three. Dina got out a hammer, some nails and twenty whole dollars to tip the delivery guys, who cursed her as they set the heavy stuff down.

				‘Eight goddamned flights. What a dump!’

				‘Have a nice day,’ said Dina.

				‘Whatever.’ He snatched the money.

				Dina loved it – Manhattan attitude. She rolled out her new rug: chocolate brown, to hide any stains. The old bed and chair were gone; in their place was a neat, compact couch that unfolded to a queen-sized bed. She hung a plain cream blind over the window and a large mirror on the opposite wall, to catch the tiny amount of light and reflect it – that gave an illusion of space. Add a new fridge and a toaster oven to the cleaned-up hot plate, and the tiny studio was chic and respectable.

				Dina added wire baskets to the single closet; she couldn’t magic up more room, but she could make it work. There wasn’t space for a lot of clothes. Good – that would mean she couldn’t make any mistakes.

				When she was finished, it was six p.m. She napped for an hour, then got up, showered and put on flats and a simple black dress.

				‘You’re back.’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				He grinned. ‘I can’t believe it.’

				‘It’s ten to eight,’ Dina pointed out.

				‘What’s she doing here?’ A heavy-set girl, twenty-two or so, with thick black eyeliner and greasy hair swept back in a ponytail, had marched up to the man.

				‘Working. What you should be doing.’

				‘We don’t need you.’

				‘Not your call, Aella. Get back in the kitchen.’

				Dina hovered.

				‘You done this before?’

				‘No, sir. But I’m a quick learner.’

				‘You don’t have to call me sir. My name’s Gil Barberis. I own the restaurant with my brother Dimitri. You’ll see him in the kitchen. He cooks.’

				‘OK.’

				‘There’s a changing room behind there with an apron you can put on. Dimitri will tell you what to do. If he’s busy, ask Aella.’

				‘Got it.’

				‘Any questions?’ Gil asked, but she had already disappeared, walking into the back.

				He realised he didn’t even know her name.

				Dina set her back to it. Dimitri, the brother, was fat, made good food and cooked it fast. He shouted out orders and she tried to get the hang of it. Aella cursed her and jostled her and tried to make her spill platters, but Dina was quick and focused. She dropped two plates and served three customers the wrong orders.

				‘I guess it didn’t work out,’ she said, at the end of the shift.

				‘Are you kidding? You were great. Can you work tomorrow?’

				By the end of the first week, Gil was really pleased. This girl was something else. She showed up on time and learned quick. Plus, she actually smiled at the customers, passed the time of day.

				And, goddamn, she was pretty.

				Women gave her tips. Men gave her even bigger tips. Plus, they started showing up on off-times, just to catch a glimpse of her.

				Dina Kane was a real gorgeous girl. More than that, she had a certain way about her. She wore form-fitting, minimal black clothes under the diner apron, just a little make-up, so that she always looked smooth, but not a drop more. She wore her hair high, in a clean bun. It made her look out of place. It made her look expensive.

				He knew she needed money. She was grateful for every tip – thanked the customers personally. Gil was afraid to lose her. He offered her more work, the pick of the sessions. Aella and Katrina bitched, but bad waitresses were a dime a dozen.

				‘I can’t. I have to look for a job,’ Dina said.

				‘You have one.’

				‘I mean a real job. I need to make rent. So I have to take time out for that.’

				Gil sighed, but he couldn’t push things. He didn’t want Dina Kane to leave completely.

				Dina worked her shifts diligently, collected her money, went home and slept. In her off hours, she tied on her trainers and her cheap running clothes and worked out every day, following the streets down to the Hudson River and racing alongside the water. Men whistled at her, stared; she ignored them all.

				She was running – from her mother, from her heartbreak, from a tiny life.

				The waitress job paid enough to feed her, buy her make-up and clothes. It couldn’t touch the rent, and Dina was scared. She had assumed the money from her mother would buy space and time, and that she’d get a real career, a foot on the ladder.

				School had been easy; work – not so much.

				‘I’m sorry; you need experience to be a paralegal.’

				‘Our internships are unpaid.’

				‘Assistants at our company all have college degrees.’

				‘When did you graduate college, Miss Kane?’

				‘Nanny? Do you have referrals? A child-related qualification of some kind?’

				‘Babysitter? Our agency only takes girls currently at university. Which is yours?’

				Great jobs all had something in common – Dina wasn’t qualified to do any of them.

				Some men at the diner had advice for her.

				‘Get a boyfriend – he’ll look after you.’

				‘Baby, if you’re nice to me, I can do you favours.’

				‘Lots of girls who can’t afford college go dance in the clubs. I know a guy—’

				‘I’m not a stripper,’ Dina said. She smiled at the customer, but her eyes were ice.

				‘Who’s talking stripper? This is exotic dancing – like, artistic shit. They make the real money over there.’

				I hate you, Momma, Dina thought.

				Desperately, she tried to make something more of the job she had.

				‘Dimitri, maybe you could experiment. Cook some more authentic dishes.’

				‘What?’ Her boss stared at her blankly. ‘People come for diner food.’

				‘There are lots of diners. Lots of delis. Not too many Greek restaurants, not proper ones. I reckon, if you made some real stuff, people would come. You could try adding a few items to the menu. And a promotion.’

				Dimitri looked at Gil. They’d already learned to listen to Dina Kane. Her simple suggestion of photocopying colouring pages and bringing in a stack of crayons in plastic cups had led to a real surge in moms with kids. Now the dead times between lunch and dinner covers had a healthy number of tables occupied with spaghetti and meatballs, coffees and cookie plates. Even better, Dina had sectioned off a corner of the diner, and they sat all the happy families there. Working men went the other side, away from the coffee klatches, where they could ogle the waitresses.

				‘What kind of promotion?’

				‘Get it grandma tested. Do a one-day promotion. Seniors eat free if they bring one younger paying adult.’

				‘That will cost.’

				Dina wasn’t listening. ‘See, you print a flyer – but you only print it in Greek. Put it up in the Orthodox churches, the community clubs. You want to get the community in to talk up your place. Like – it’s a small market, but not much competition. What do you think?’

				They tried it. It worked like a dream.

				‘I want a rise,’ Dina said.

				Gil sucked it up and gave her another fifty per cent. It still wasn’t enough.

				One evening, about a month later, when Dina was looking at another three weeks before she defaulted on her rent, an older man came into the restaurant. His suit was beautifully cut, and it was clear he didn’t want to be there.
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