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Chapter One

‘No! Stop it, we can’t do this!’

Nina squirmed away. She kept her eyes down, hoping he wouldn’t see that telltale glitter, her dilated pupils. Her face was flushed from wanting, but it was too soon.

‘Come on, sugar, gimme a break,’ Jeff said. His voice was rough, and she could see the outline of his hard-on through his grey flannel pants. Nina tried to be cool about it, like Judy or Melissa or any of those popular girls, and not think how much it would hurt if he put it inside her. Perhaps he wouldn’t get it in, Nina thought wildly. She’d checked herself out in the bathroom mirror last night - pretty small. He’d split her in two.

‘You drive me crazy,’ Jeff breathed, running his hands inside the burgundy school blazer, finding her voluptuous breasts under the thin cotton of her outsize shirt. She was wearing some kind of coarse, heavy sports bra to hold them back, just like she wore her kilt a size too large, to cover up her tiny waist and full, round butt - but not even Nina Roth could hide for ever. Jeff grinned with triumph as her nipples stiffened against his palm. He’d been after her ever since he’d come off the basketball court, thought he’d like a swim, and found Nina doing twenty laps. After hours, guess she thought she’d be by herself. Jeff had hidden in a corner to watch.  Christ! Who knew? Nina Roth, scholarship girl, major nerd, charity case - had a figure like Playmate of the Month! Va-va-voom, instant hard-on! When she had climbed out of the pool Jeff couldn’t believe it - water streaming from her hair, trailing down across a cheap black swimsuit, outlining big firm breasts, a tiny waist, a flaring ass and long, curving legs. He’d felt his cock throbbing so urgently in his pants he had to slip into the guys’ bathroom and jerk himself off. That was three weeks ago.

‘Not here,’ she said, looking up and down the corridor, trying to back away. ‘Someone might see . . .’

‘So what?’ Jeff demanded sullenly. Nina was hard work for a chick that never had a guy look at her before. Sometimes he wondered if she was worth it. He had a hundred skinny blonde cheerleaders who’d jump through hoops for the chance to lay him. ‘Don’t you care about me?’

‘You know I do—’ The bell rang for third period and she jumped aside, shaky with relief, as kids came streaming out of their classrooms. ‘I have to go, I got physics. I’ll see you later . . .’

Melissa Patton came sidling up to Jeff’s locker, her arms laden with cute pink files covered in butterflies. Melissa was blonde, thin, bouncy, scraped by in most of her classes. She always talked about being an actress or a model. Real popular with the girls.

‘Hey, Jeffie . . . some of us were going to see Rage, that movie? D’you wanna come along?’ Melissa smiled invitingly, tossing one shiny blond ringlet out of her eyes.

Glazer shook his head, liking the way her eyes moved appreciatively across his chest muscles. Missy and her crowd never missed a football practice.

‘I’m going to hang in the park.’

‘With Nina Roth?’ Melissa’s manicured nails curled around her gold eternity ring. He could smell Chanel No. 5 mingling with the newly washed scent of her hair; his mom would love Melissa. Jeff shrugged.

‘I don’t know why you bother. She’s only into maths,’ Melissa snapped, and flounced away, blond curls flying.

Right! But Nina made Melissa look like a stick of spaghetti . . .

Jeff Glazer slammed the door of his locker.

 



Inside the quiet, gleaming classroom Nina Roth took deep breaths, taking in the smell of chalk and polish and disinfectant, trying to concentrate on what Sister Bernadette was saying. Normally this was one of her favourite classes; Sister Bernadette had been a research fellow at MIT before taking the veil, and it was cool to learn from somebody like that. But not today.

The class sat hunkered down at their desks, bored and restless, drawing in their margins with one eye on the clock. Rows of smart burgundy blazers and crisp cotton shirts, tailored linen pants or neat, swinging kilts were turned towards the teacher, eyes staring glassily at the blackboard where Sister was outlining equations in chalk. They did things the old-fashioned way here: the College of St Michael the Archangel was big, impersonal and expensive, one of the most prestigious schools in Park Slope. Brooklyn’s richest parents had been sending their kids here for decades, paying through the nose for the nuns, the uniform, the Catholic education. Most of the trust-fund babies ignoring Sister Bernadette were atheist or Episcopalian, but so what? St Michael’s was all about cachet, not the Church.

The kids shifted in their seats. One or two glanced over at Nina, the nerd, the scholarship girl. Her uniform was stretched and shapeless, but everyone knew she had  to buy stuff secondhand. Anyway, she never cared how she looked; she was always lost in her stupid books . . .

‘So, the sum of the angles is . . . ?’

Silence.

‘Nina?’

Nina jumped in her seat, dragging her mind away from the feel of Jeff’s hands on her breasts. She flushed a dark red.

‘Excuse me, Sister?’

The teacher pursed her thin lips. ‘Nina, what did I just ask?’

‘I - I don’t know, Sister.’

‘I’m not surprised. You’re miles away. How do you expect to get anywhere in life, Miss Roth, if you don’t pay attention in school?’

Mean giggles from the class. Nina felt the familiar haze of humiliation creep over her again. They all knew she was the only one here who’d have to work her way up: their folks were lawyers, doctors and bankers; hers were a retired cop, a slob who lived for beer and  Jeopardy, and a wasted alcoholic who ran their rundown deli between blackouts.

‘Miss Whitney?’

‘Ninety degrees, Sister,’ Josie Whitney said smugly, shooting a look of triumph at Nina.

But Nina didn’t care, not today. Because she was dating Jeff Glazer, the hottest guy in the school. Maybe things would be different now, Nina thought as she scribbled furiously. Maybe her luck was finally about to change.

 



Nina Roth was an only child, which was just as well, since her parents couldn’t have afforded a second. According to her father, wheezing and complaining whenever he signed a cheque, they barely managed the  first. Matthew and Ellen Roth shared a dingy walk-up on South Slope and an air of bitter disappointment. They also shared a daughter, but for as long as she could remember, Nina had only got attention during their endless fights. A pawn to be squabbled over. Pop was in his fifties, fat, squalid, a major armchair jock. He mouthed off about the government and the Yankees and the weather in front of the TV, never shifting his blubbery body to do a thing about it. Pop said he was retired from the force, but Nina heard on the street he’d been canned for theft, siphoning off confiscated money and goods for himself. She never asked him about it. She knew it was true.

Then there was Mom. Nina thought she remembered a time when her mom loved her, took her walking in Prospect Park, bought her Italian ice cream on Court Street, or best of all, took her out to magical Coney Island in the summer, to ride the funfair and eat cotton candy.

But that was when she was very little. Before Dad had come home. Before Ellen started to drink.

Then things got bad very quickly.

These days Mom only hugged her in a drunken stupor, with her breath rank and tears of self-pity streaking her thin cheeks. Nina hated it, hated her, preferred to be left alone. Ellen didn’t really love her daughter, Nina knew that. She took comfort solely in a bottle. Her mom was a sour woman, cocooning herself in an alcoholic fog from the misery of her life, often blacking out for entire days. She kept just enough control to staff the family store, a scuzzy 7-11 with peeling Coke ads on the door and a loaded pistol under the counter. Ellen sold cigarettes, booze and candy bars and counted the money. Matthew took deliveries, stacked shelves once a week. The important stuff, like  accounts and reordering, Nina took care of. She’d asked to do it when she turned thirteen. Somebody had to put bread on the table.

Nina was sixteen years old. She knew her rich classmates despised her. She hadn’t been popular at Beth Israel Elementary, either, when she was ten years old and studying desperately for the St Michael’s scholarship, but she didn’t give a damn, because school was the way out. Her whole life had one blind obsession: to get out of the South Slope, away from the drugs and the garbage, the graffiti, the gangs, the stray dogs.

Away from all the dirt and despair. Away from home.

Even so, it hurt, the way the other kids shunned her, never inviting her to hang out, snickering at her patched-up uniform and secondhand blazers. Nobody ever asked her to sit at their table at lunch. Nobody picked her for their team at games. She’d gotten the reputation for being a loner, and nobody ever bothered to disprove it - at least, not until three weeks back.

That miraculous day, Jeff Glazer had actually strolled up to her locker after French, and casually asked if she’d like to go out with him.

At first Nina just stood there blinking, convinced this had to be some particularly cruel joke. Glazer was seventeen, school quarterback, the only son of very wealthy parents, and a major hunk; muscular, tall, with Viking-fair hair and ice-blue eyes, Jeff had every babe in school flirting with him constantly. He’d dated and dropped half the best-looking ones already; ex-girlfriends swore he was a stud but a user, but that never stopped the next crop of giggling cuties trying out as replacements. Nina Roth would as likely fly to the moon as be asked out by Jeff Glazer.

But he was there. And he was asking.

‘Like a date?’ she stammered.

Jeff gave that indifferent shrug of his. ‘Sure. You want to?’

OK, so it wasn’t exactly Romeo and Juliet, but when he’d sat next to her at lunch, Nina wouldn’t have traded the envious stares of Judy Carling and her crowd for all the roses in the world.

She pinned her compass to the paper in front of her and mechanically traced out a couple of angles. It couldn’t last like this, she knew that. Jeff wanted to make love to her, and if she didn’t let him, he was going to dump her. Even when she said she was too young, Jeff told her that everybody did it, she was way too uptight, and if she loved him she would make love to him.

Nina thought of the sniggering when Sister Bernadette said she’d have to get on in the world. They were all snobs and she hated them. But it didn’t matter when she had Jeff - he’d picked her, not them. And some of the guys on the football team, even some of the girls, had started including her in stuff since she’d been dating him. Was she going to give it up? Just ’cause I’m chicken? Nina thought. He does love me, why would he touch me like that if he didn’t love me? And I know I love him . . .

Nina breathed in deeply, trying to stop her heart thumping so hard against her chest. She could be as good a girlfriend as Melissa or Judy or Josie . . . as any of those rich babes. Jeff was gonna expect an answer in Prospect Park tonight. And the answer was going to be yes . . .




Chapter Two

The turrets of Caerhaven Castle towered black as coal against the twilight sky, darkened from the rain and wind. The bitter storm had raged all day, churning the sea to fury against the cliffs below and uprooting two pear trees in the castle orchards. But tonight nobody noticed the weather. Light streamed from every window in the medieval walls, from the sturdy marquee set up on the croquet lawn and from the stream of Bentleys and Rolls-Royces crunching past the stone dragons on the front gates and up two miles of gravel drive.

The Countess of Caerhaven was giving a ball.

‘Goddamn it, Monica. Where is that wretched child?’

Tony Savage, Thirtieth Earl of Caerhaven, tugged at the waistcoat of his immaculate white-tie suit. He hated being defied. Not only was he holder of one of the oldest titles in Wales, lord of Caerhaven Castle and seven hundred acres of rich farmland, Tony was Chief Executive of Dragon Inc., the family company. Founded on blood money from the slave trade, Dragon was a pharmaceutical giant, with divisions worldwide. It was publicly held; Tony Savage had eleven per cent.

At his side Monica shrugged, offering her hand to a new batch of arrivals. ‘Joanna, delighted you could come. Richard, how good to see you . . .’ Tall and  elegant, the second Lady Caerhaven swished around in a sea-green Balençiaga, pearls looped round her neck, sapphire clips pinching delicate earlobes. She smiled dazzlingly at every unfamiliar face: Cabinet ministers, industrialists and investment bankers, along with the society set. She was charming to them all. So important for Tony’s business.

The earl nodded softly to himself. Monica looked wonderful, behaved perfectly. Never gave him a second’s concern. She knew her place was at his side. None of that feminist claptrap had ever sullied her brain; she just liked spending his money, hosting his parties and dazzling the Tatler set every season. Women envied Monica and men wanted her. She was the perfect wife.

Monica Savage had done her duty in every way. There was Charles, Lord Holwyn, and Lord Richard; the heir and the spare. And if she no longer welcomed him into her bed, that was fine too: Tony Savage had women whenever he wanted them. Monica pretended not to notice and got her little baubles from Tiffany or Garrard’s as a reward.

Tony grinned. If he’d chosen the Hon. Monica Fletcher first, he’d have had no problems whatsoever. As it was, there was only Elizabeth.

Tony glanced at his sons. Charles, Lord Holwyn, thirteen. Dark and intense, he was destined to look like his father. Charles was handsome and callous, calculating like his mother and ruthless like Tony. Just into his teens and already cocky and self-possessed. It was easy to be confident: Charles was heir to a title, a castle, London property and a vast fortune. Eleven-year-old Richard would get a slice of that too, though nothing like as much. Another boy might resent it, but Richard was lazy and easygoing. Charles had dominated Richard  since they were tiny boys, and Richard never complained. Richard was popular with the girls because he was so pretty; he made average grades in school; he’d be a gentleman of leisure and do very well. The kid was only eleven but Tony could tell. Richard was the image of his mother.

If only they had not had Elizabeth.

The earl checked his watch and felt rage stealing over him. Elizabeth was late for her own ball.

Elizabeth. Daughter of Louise, Countess of Caerhaven, his first wife and the only woman ever to make him look a fool. To this day Tony hated the bitch. Louise worked when he asked her not to, refused to play hostess, and cuckolded him with Jay DeFries. His former best friend. Careless whether they were seen in public, Louise made Tony Savage a laughing stock and then divorced him before he’d had a chance to divorce her. He’d hated everything about her, even his infant daughter. Louise perversely delighted in the fact her baby was a girl. And little Elizabeth was just like her mother: the same downy, dark blond hair, green eyes and long, lean body, not a sign of her father on her. Tony was sure she wasn’t even his, but admitting his wife might have borne another man’s child would have been too shameful.

When Louise died, aged twenty-seven, of breast cancer, the infant Lady Elizabeth moved back to her papa. She grew up a green-eyed, rebellious minx, her mother blossoming back up in her like a flower, an almost uncanny replica, laughing at Tony even in death.

Tony ruined Jay DeFries. Dragon was powerful: it wasn’t difficult. He took over DeFries’s business, muddied the books, got the Fraud Squad in. His former best friend had gone down for eight years, bankrupt. Hanged himself in jail.

As Dragon grew bigger, the whispers grew smaller. Soon nobody dared mention Louise or Jay; Tony Savage, Wall Street’s Robber Baron, heard nothing but flattery. But young Elizabeth, running wild, flirting with the local boys, dressing indecently, blossoming into exquisite, dangerous beauty, was in his face every bloody day. She didn’t mix with her brothers or stepmother. She was her mother’s kid. The cuckoo in his golden nest.

‘I have no idea,’ said Monica, beckoning Charles over. ‘Darling, do go and find your sister. Tell her to come down here at once. It’s her sixteenth, and David Fairfax has been waiting for her all evening.’

Tony Savage looked across the grey stone of the Great Hall, lit by torches flickering in iron sconces and the roaring fire burning in the grate, past the rich swirl of silk, lace and velvet, to where the plump figure of a young man stood, surrounded by toadies and cradling a glass of vintage champagne. His Grace the Duke of Fairfax, one of the most eligible men in England. Suitor for the hand of his only daughter.

‘Can’t think what he sees in her,’ Tony said.

 



In her bedroom in the West Wing, Lady Elizabeth Savage leaned against the chill stone of the turret window and stared out into the night. Her eyes were used to bleak darkness and she could make out most of the landscape: the stable roofs, the black stretch of forest outside the castle walls, the low hills in the distance. She ignored the sounds of the glittering party below her and listened for the endless sigh of the sea. The cold air tasted of salt.

Granny was dead. Only two days ago she had been sitting with her in the East Wing, chattering about business, politics, and the roaring twenties. Granny never minded her talking on, her curiosity and ambitions. Two days without her already seemed like an eternity.

Despite what she said - ‘Don’t be ridiculous, child, everybody loves you’ - Elizabeth knew Dad and Monica didn’t care for her. She thought it was because she wasn’t a boy.

Elizabeth grew up eager and vivacious. Scandalously careless of her station, she made friends with the servants’ kids, climbed apple trees in her vest and knickers, and got suspended four times from Cheltenham - twice for smoking, twice for swearing at her teachers. A cold letter to the countess had threatened expulsion. She wasn’t bookish, but Elizabeth was fascinated by business, the only thing about her dad she admired. There was an almighty row the day Tony discovered she’d been sending away for Dragon company reports.

‘What is this nonsense, young lady?’ he spluttered.

Elizabeth hurried to explain. ‘I’m just taking an interest, Daddy. I thought I could study how Dragon does its marketing - you know I’m interested in how people sell things—’

‘How people sell things? What are you, a salesman?’

‘I want to work at Dragon,’ Elizabeth said stubbornly.

‘You have no idea what you want to do.’

‘I do. I’m fifteen years old. I want to work in advertising, in Dragon . . .’

‘Over my dead body.’ Tony actually laughed. ‘The  company is going to your brother! Behave like a lady for once in your life.’

White faced, Elizabeth had turned and raced away up the stone staircase, looking for her grandmother. Flushed with anger, her father drew a deep breath and walked slowly back to his offices. With every year that passed, he was more certain Elizabeth would disgrace the family just like Louise.

But no. He would never let it happen again.

Elspeth, the dowager countess, had occupied the East Wing for twenty years since her husband died. She loved Elizabeth, although she too was convinced the girl was Jay DeFries’s bastard. Elspeth’s heart sank each year Elizabeth grew older, looking like a younger, prettier version of Louise. She knew Tony would never give the child a chance.

When Elizabeth sobbed out what her father had said about Dragon, the old lady coughed drily and gave her a hug.

‘Never mind, Lizzie. He’ll come round.’

‘He won’t.’ Elizabeth buried her face in the stiff cotton petticoats. ‘He doesn’t want me to do anything! He said it wasn’t ladylike . . . and he said if I’m expelled he’ll have Dolphin put down!’ Dolphin was her Labrador puppy. He slept on her bed and she loved him fiercely.

‘Did he?’ Granny said, frowning. ‘I was expelled once, dear.’

‘You? When? Why?’

Elizabeth’s face was blotched red and puffy from crying. Her son was going to crush this one, unless somebody stopped him. Liz was a merry little thing. She wouldn’t let Tony snuff the child out.

‘The year before I married your grandfather. From finishing school in Switzerland.’ A wicked chuckle. ‘For painting my nails red.’

‘Just for that?’

‘Very wanton in those days.’ Elspeth smiled, slipping her wrinkled hand over Elizabeth’s smooth one. ‘So, you want to work? If that’s what you want, dear, you shall.’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘Daddy said the company belongs to Charlie. He won’t let me anywhere near it.’

‘But it isn’t up to him. I own fifteen per cent of the stock . . . it was a wedding gift. It would get you a seat on the board. If you like, I’ll call a lawyer and change my  will. You can have it on your eighteenth birthday.’ Granny’s wrinkled face creased into a smile. ‘I don’t need to play at tycoon any more.’

Elizabeth stared at her grandmother. ‘Truly? But what will Daddy say?’

‘He can like it or lump it,’ the old lady said crisply. ‘Oh, don’t worry, child. I’ll speak to your father tomorrow. He can bluster away, but that never frightened me.’

She knew Daddy had called on his mother the same day.

When he went up to her again the following morning, however, the earl found Granny stiff in her chair. Dead, from what the family doctor called a ‘routine coronary’.

Elizabeth resented every smiling idiot at the ball downstairs. All she wanted was to be alone, to have a little time to mourn. The wonderful news about Dragon was dust and ashes without Granny. How can I bear being stuck with the rest of them? Elizabeth thought, blinking back tears.

There was a heavy creak as the ancient oak door to her bedroom swung open.

‘I should have known you’d be hiding up here,’ Charles said. His low voice was full of disapproval. ‘Everybody’s waiting for you. It is supposed to be your party, Lizzie.’

‘Nobody asked me if I wanted a party!’

‘You’re spoiling things again, as usual. Mamma can’t believe how selfish you’re being. Don’t you know David Fairfax wants to see you?’

‘I couldn’t care less about David.’

‘What’s that dress you’re wearing? That’s not the gown Mamma bought you!’

He was annoyed. Elizabeth glanced back at the plain green Laura Ashley dress with the huge bow on the  bottom, lying rejected over a Regency chair. She’d known there was no way out of this horrible ball, so she’d snuck upstairs to Granny’s rooms last night. Undisturbed by the cleaners, she’d unpacked the gown she wanted from Elspeth’s chest of drawers; under folds of crisp white tissue, hidden away for nearly sixty years, was this vision of a dress. It was a cloud of the palest gold silk trimmed with cream lace, a whalebone corset tapering down to a billowing skirt over stiff petticoats of ivory lace, a discreet pattern in gold thread and seed pearls dusted over the bodice. It fitted Elizabeth’s long, lean body snugly, pushing her small breasts together and lifting them up, the skirts sweeping gracefully with every movement of her legs. She’d pulled her tawny hair up into a formal French pleat, added topaz drop earrings and slipped her feet into apricot satin heels.

Dad could try and ignore her now.


‘It was one of Granny’s,’ Elizabeth told him. ‘Just go away, Charles, please.’

‘All right, I’m going, but you’d better get down there. Otherwise, Father’s going to come up here and drag you down, in front of everybody . . .’

He would, too. Elizabeth knew that. She had to face her parents and all their vacuous friends . . .

Taking a deep breath, Lady Elizabeth Savage composed herself, opened her bedroom door, and walked slowly down the winding stairs to her sixteenth birthday party.




Chapter Three

‘I told you before. I can’t come back early tonight, I have economics,’ Nina said.

‘Yeah? And what are we supposed to do? The stock needs checkin’.’

Nina shrugged. They were arguing in the tiny, cramped kitchen, standing shoulder to shoulder while Nina washed the dishes. Ellen gave them a perfunctory wipe with the towel and stashed them in the rack. She was only interested in haranguing her daughter.

‘You’re never around,’ Ellen whined. ‘You’re always studyin’ or out with your friends. Don’t even have time for your mom.’

‘Mom, I have to go to school, and I took that job at Duane Reed,’ Nina told her shortly. She was too tired for this. SATs were two months away, she worked weekends and two nights a week at the local drugstore, and three evenings she had to be as fresh as she could for Jeff. The deli was just too much extra grind. They’d have to work it out by themselves.

Mr David had been right. Nina’s maths teacher had called her in last semester and laid out the facts.

‘Nina, I have to tell you, I’m concerned about your grades trailing off.’ He’d looked at the solemn little face bunched with worry under its mop of raven hair. ‘Your  concentration seems to be wandering, you’re constantly tired, and Sister Agnes tells me you fell asleep during chemistry practical last week.’

‘I’m sorry, sir. I’ll try harder.’

‘I don’t think that’s the problem.’ He paused. ‘Are things difficult at home?’

Nina stiffened. ‘No, sir.’

Peter David gently motioned his star pupil to a chair, wondering how to handle this. He took a personal interest in the welfare of Nina Roth. She had an instinctive grasp of economics, the like of which he had not encountered since leaving Harvard. What most of the other teachers took for shyness and quietness, he knew was something very different - a blind concentration, a steely determination to master her subject. Nina might be a gangly, awkward teenager, but there was a core of iron in her soul that almost scared him. Nina Roth was destined for great things.

And now she was letting it crumble to dust. Her grades had plunged. Her essays lost their sparkle. The Ivy League scholarships he’d assumed were sure things were slipping away.

Mr David felt close to this girl. He’d asked around when Nina first came to St Michael’s, knew all about the lazy father and the lush mother, heard on the grapevine that the kid practically ran the family store herself - no wonder she was so clear about basic business economics. You didn’t have to be a shrink to see that Nina was compensating hard for her parents’ failure, and he approved of that. But now something had changed; she was getting exhausted at school.

He knew Nina was too proud to discuss it, but everything would go up in smoke if he didn’t do something.

‘You work for your parents, don’t you?’ Mr David  asked gently. ‘Have you taken on any extra duties besides that? School clubs, for instance? Drama, volleyball, something like that?’

Nina smiled slightly. Drama or volleyball, indeed. He must think she was like Missy or Josie or the rest of them.

Since she’d been dating Jeff, she needed more money. He liked her to look pretty, to have good Levi’s, cool boots, whatever the other kids took for granted. And though he always picked up the cinema tickets or the beer or whatever, she wanted to spring for it sometimes, and there was no way her parents would come up with an allowance.

Before Jeff Glazer she hadn’t had a social life, but that had changed, and she needed money.

St Michael’s, Jeff and her parents all taught Nina the same lesson: money was everything. It was new uniforms and fancy cars. It was American Express cards and respect. It was a house on the North Slope and your own business, versus a walk-up on the South Slope and a rundown deli. Jeff’s folks versus her parents. Hope versus despair.

People who said ‘Money isn’t everything’ had one thing in common.

None of them was poor.

Nina Roth had known since she was a baby that the worst thing in life would be to turn out like Mom or Dad, sitting around, waiting for rescue, waiting for something to happen. She was filled with contempt when she thought about it. There was no White Knight. You made things happen yourself. When Duane Reed advertised for a junior clerk, Nina marched off to the interview, lied about her age, and was hired on the spot. First week, she’d taken her paycheque and opened an account at Wells Fargo. Each month, she checked her balance,  watching the tiny green glowing numbers with intense satisfaction. She spent only what she had to, and those numbers were creeping up. They were small, but they were growing.

Money was independence, power, freedom.

Nina’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her teacher. No way was she giving up her job.

‘I work at a drugstore part-time,’ Nina said. She sat up in the chair, determined. ‘I need the money, Mr David.’

‘Well, we all need money,’ the older man replied, surprising her, ‘but you’ll be giving up a lot more money if you go on this way.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Nina said, but she was listening. She respected Mr David; he took an interest in her when other staff hadn’t bothered, just dished out good grades and no feedback. Early on, Peter David graded one of her projects a ‘C’ when any other student would have gotten an ‘A’. When Nina complained, he told her she was smarter than the rest of the class, and therefore he wanted better results. She’d get graded by her own standards, and she’d only get an ‘A’ for outstanding work. If she didn’t like it, she could drop his class.

Nina never got a ‘C’ since.

‘You have your SATs coming up, assessments, reports. You’ll need all that for college. Now, we both know that you’re good for an academic scholarship to NYU, Mount Holyoke, Brandeis, maybe Vassar, but you can do better than that, Nina.’

‘Better than Vassar?’ Her eyes widened.

‘Sure. Sure.’ Peter David nodded impatiently. ‘I’m talking Harvard or Yale. Maybe MIT if you planned to specialise.’

She shook her head, glossy raven hair gleaming in the light from the office window. ‘I’d need a full scholarship for that, and they only give out a handful each year.’

‘That’s right. You could easily take one of them, Nina, but not the way you’re performing now.’ Her teacher brushed aside her protests with an impatient wave. ‘No, stop giving me excuses. You are a student gifted with outstanding mathematical ability. Your economics are fluid and perceptive. You’re strong in physics, chemistry and business studies, but you’re letting yourself down.’

He leaned forward.

‘It amazes me that someone like you would sacrifice longterm profit for pocket money. Look, Nina, the graduate market is a market. Maybe it doesn’t matter to some of your fellow pupils, but when you come out of college, do you want a résumé from somewhere OK, or do you want to be the best?’

Nina sat there, taken aback.

‘Something’s got to give,’ Peter David said.

She pushed back her chair, stood up straight, and offered him her hand. She’s so dignified, David thought, his dry academic’s heart touched by this tall, awkward teenager, standing there so seriously.

He shook it warmly.

‘I hear you, sir,’ Nina told him. ‘I’ll work something out.’

From now on, she thought grimly, Mom and Dad are on their own.

Starting that day, Nina cut back on her hours in the deli. She told Dad he’d have to check the books himself; she told Mom she’d need to spend more time behind the counters. But they didn’t like it, and every day they let her know.

‘You’re workin’ for them when we need you here,’ her dad grunted. Nina looked behind her to see him slumped in his easy chair, eyes fixed on Wheel of Fortune.


‘You don’t need me, Daddy, you could do the books,’ Nina said. ‘You’re just as smart as me.’

‘I know that, miss. Don’t you sass me,’ her father said. He fancied himself a great brain, always quoting from Shakespeare and Whitman. Nina despised him all the more because he was intelligent: an intellectual, real proud of his education and never doing anything with it. ‘I’m busy enough with deliveries . . .’

‘They only deliver once a week,’ Nina tried.

‘And I gotta stack the shelves. That’s real work.’

Nina waited for Mom to wade in shrieking, but there was only silence. They were united for once. Against her.

‘You spend way too much time with that fancy jock you’re seein’,’ her mother snapped.

‘He’s not a jock, he’s just athletic,’ Nina said, her buttermilk complexion lighting up. She couldn’t help it. Just the mention of Jeff was like the sun bursting through the thick clouds all round her. She’d be going round to the park to meet up with him tonight . . .

Her stomach felt squirmy with excitement, hungry for his touch. Sometimes she was ashamed to find how hot he could get her. Lying in her cramped bedroom at night, Nina would stare at the damp cracks in the ceiling and think about Jeff, about his smooth strong chest and the flat of his stomach with its smattering of wiry hair, trailing down to his cock, and she’d feel weird, hot and edgy, and her hand would slip between her legs, rubbing herself frantically for some release. Somehow it was better when she was imagining it than when it happened. In her dreams, Jeff’s tongue was gentle over her aching nipples, his hands would stroke her butt and her back and tease her the way she teased herself . . . Nina’s hands would start to move of their own accord under the languorous heat of her body, her mouth slightly open, panting softly as she thought about Jeff inside her, kissing her and saying soft things but somehow fucking her harder and harder all the time,  until she’d lose control and her stomach would contract and expand in an exquisite, savage flash of white fire . . .

Actual lovemaking with Jeff wasn’t quite that way and sometimes Nina thought about it guiltily when she began to pleasure herself. But it was thinking about Jeff that got her that way, after all, and she loved him so much, it just couldn’t be wrong.

‘He’s not interested in you, girl. He’s playin’ with you,’ her dad grumbled.

‘Jeff’s in love with me,’ Nina said fiercely.

‘Oh yeah?’ Her father’s pudgy face creased in scorn. ‘He take you back to meet his folks yet? White trash, that’s what we are. You reckon he thinks any different? Don’t kid yourself.’

‘You’re wrong!’ Nina shouted. She grabbed her coat from the back of the door.

‘Where d’ you think you’re going, Nina Roth? You got work to do here!’ her mother yelled.

‘Sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is, to have a thankless child,’ Matthew pronounced.

‘I’m going to meet Jeff,’ Nina told them. She nodded back at the ragged pile of papers stacked on the couch. ‘You should deal with those, Mom. I don’t have time.’

The door slammed on its hinges behind her.

Ellen Roth stared at it. ‘Little bitch thinks she’s too good for us,’ she said bitterly.

‘You got that right,’ grunted her husband.

 



A fresh fall wind whipped around Prospect Park, sending golden leaves dancing across the paths as Nina hurried towards the Long Meadow. She drew deep breaths, elated to be out of the claustrophobic apartment. Tantalised by the thought of seeing Jeff. A pair of joggers huffed past her and Nina flashed them a beaming smile. No matter what, when she was with Jeff, life was good.

‘Hey!’

She spun round, the wind lifting her coal-black hair, and saw her boyfriend lounging under an elm tree. She felt her heart jump. God, he was so gorgeous, all those muscles huge and hard under his navy sweatsuit, picking out his cornflower-blue eyes. He was wearing the latest black Nike runners and a steel Rolex. Nina pulled her threadbare duffel tight against the chill and told herself clothes didn’t matter.

‘Hey,’ Jeff repeated, when she caught up to him. He smiled, his eyes trawling lazily over her wrapped-up body. ‘Where you been?’

‘Sorry I’m late. I had some trouble back home,’ Nina apologised. She knew he hated to be kept waiting. ‘I got out as soon as I could.’

‘No problem,’ Jeff said graciously. He turned and started walking west out of the park, heading for the cheap hotel on Eighth Street they always used. Nina used to think that was so cool of him, the way he’d casually spring for a whole night although they only took a couple of hours - ‘So we don’t need to sneak around at my place,’ he’d explain, kissing the nape of her neck. Often he’d order up room service, too, and that made her feel spoiled and exotic; waited on hand and foot, even if it was only cheeseburgers and beer. The sex was usually just OK; she always felt hot and weird when he started, but after Jeff collapsed across her with that strangled groan, bathed in sweat and looking drained, she felt . . . unsure. Left out. Maybe the flashes of excitement and tenseness she felt sometimes were an orgasm. Maybe that was what they felt like when you weren’t doing it to yourself . . . She wasn’t sure, and something told her there was no way she could ask Jeff. It was being alone with him, being kissed, stroked, told how beautiful she was - that was what Nina loved. In  bed with Jeff she was accepted. Desired. That made up for everything else.

But today Nina could still hear her mother’s carping voice. Suddenly the hotel didn’t seem so magical . . . it seemed a little cheap, a little seedy.

‘Hey, Jeff?’ She caught up with him, putting a hand on his arm. ‘Could we maybe do something else tonight?’

He stopped short, frowning.

‘You don’t like the Payne? Where d’ you want to go?’

‘I was thinking maybe we wouldn’t go anywhere.’ Nina paused nervously at the shadow that crossed over his face. ‘I’d like to go to your house and meet your mom and dad.’

‘Oh yeah? What for?’ Jeff demanded, irritated. Nina Roth looked pretty sharp, despite the cheap clothes and lack of grooming: her creamy skin, perfect without make-up, was flushed and glowing from the fresh air; her heavy-lidded eyes glittered like polished slate and her ebony hair cut down across her cheekbones in a gleaming cap. But he could imagine the reaction if he took her home! His mother would go ballistic! She was always nagging at him to find a ‘nice girl’ , but to the Glazers, that meant someone like Melissa or Josie . . . someone like themselves. Not a Jewish checkout girl from South Slope, a scholarship kid with a lush for a mother.

‘It’s a dumb idea. We can’t just drop in on them like that.’

‘Why not?’ Nina asked stubbornly. ‘Are you ashamed of me? That’s what my mom said.’

‘She’s nuts,’ Glazer said warily. He didn’t like that mutinous look she was giving him, though. Nina’s body had nearly given him a heart attack once he finally coaxed her into bed, and there was no way he was  letting her go now. ‘Look, we can’t go tonight, because, uh, we’re having some people over for dinner. Let me talk to Mom and you can maybe come for tea, or something. OK?’

‘Sure.’ Nina smiled up at him, bursting with happiness. He does love me, she thought triumphantly. He does, he does, he does!




Chapter Four

Murmurs rose from the crowd as Elizabeth descended the stairs, floating on a glorious cloud of pale gold silk. The apricot satin shoes, topaz earrings and coral necklace were perfect with her glowing skin and tawny mane.

Monica’s first frown of disapproval at Elizabeth’s rejecting the Laura Ashley melted into a warm smile. Her one aim in life was to get rid of Elizabeth as quickly as possible. Her husband’s discreet nudge pointed out the young Duke of Fairfax, at the door to the Great Hall, gasping like a dying trout. The countess heard wedding bells.

‘Happy birthday, darling. I must say you look splendid,’ Tony boomed, moving to grip her elbow firmly as Elizabeth started shaking hands. He felt taken aback. His tomboy daughter looked enchantingly feminine. David Fairfax was interested, and if Love was that blind - well, Elizabeth might bring something besides trouble to the family. He thrust her forward briskly through the glittering crowd.

‘Evening, David. Glad you could make it,’ the earl said genially.

Elizabeth blushed scarlet. How could he be so obvious! She wanted to pick up her cascading skirts and scamper away. Anything rather than listen to Father  suck up to David Fairfax while he showed her off like a prize heifer.

‘Good of you to ask me, Lord Caerhaven,’ Fairfax replied. His gaze swept approvingly across Elizabeth’s figure-hugging bodice and lingered on the freckled swell of her breasts. ‘Hello, ’Lizbeth. Happy birthday. Smashing dress,’ he added with more spirit.

Elizabeth looked at him wearily. David had had a crush on her for years. He was ordinary looking, with sandy hair and a strong jaw; he’d graduated from poly with a spurious degree in estate management. In real life, if you were David Fairfax, that consisted of hiring a manager to run your estates. They’d met often at parties and later hunt balls and Tory fundraisers Dad wouldn’t let her duck. He was OK, but pretty boring, and he was twenty-four, while she was sixteen today. She secretly thought he was a bit of a perv, chasing after a girl eight years younger.

Dad had made himself crystal clear. To him, no duke could ever be boring, but David was a young fogey: he actually wore tweeds and he listened to Cole Porter instead of Bowie or T-Rex.

Granny’s spirit bubbled up mischievously inside her.

‘Hiya, Dave. How’s it hanging?’ Elizabeth asked, grinning.

Her father stiffened, but when Fairfax laughed he just glared at her and moved off.

Elizabeth chatted briefly to David and then tried to get away. Her heart sank as she saw Monica swooping down on her.

‘What do you think you’re doing? Can’t you see the way David’s looking at you?’ Monica hissed.

Elizabeth sighed and glanced back to the fireplace. Mother was right, His Grace was gazing after her with a particularly annoying sort of moony-calf expression.  Like a spaniel after you refused to give it a bit of your cheese: all helpless misery and silent pleading.

‘I want to dance with Richard Villiers,’ she snapped.

Richard was the bluff son of Dragon’s finance director, a massive Blackburn Rovers fan. She’d rather talk about football than David Fairfax’s gardeners any day of the week.

‘For God’s sake, Elizabeth!’ Monica spat.

Elizabeth pouted. There was no way out of it, if she wanted to avoid a scene. She walked back across the room and watched the moony eyes light up with the enthusiasm of a border terrier spotting a rabbit.

‘Smashing dress, smashing,’ David repeated. ‘D’ you like a dance?’

She surrendered sullenly to the inevitable, much to the fury of the gaggle of hopeful debs who’d been hovering in the duke’s vicinity all night.

‘Sure, Dave, that’d be cool.’

David hauled her bodily round the draughty hall, stepping anxiously all over her apricot slippers. Elizabeth was selfishly furious. Why couldn’t the great hulking lout take dancing lessons? He spent his life attending these wretched things!

‘I say, Bessie - can I call you Bessie?’

‘No,’replied Elizabeth coldly.

‘You’re wasted at school. Really, you know. You’re very pretty. Ever thought about gettin’ hitched?’

Elizabeth withdrew as far as the waltz allowed her, but was caught by David’s plump arm squeezing her waist.

‘Definitely not. I’m only sixteen, I haven’t even been to college yet.’

The duke looked nervous but tried again. ‘What does a pretty girlie like you want to bother with college for? Bet your ma and pa wouldn’t mind.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ said Elizabeth sharply. ‘Anyway, I’ve got a boyfriend. Joe Sharp in the village.’

‘Sharp? Never heard of him.’

‘You wouldn’t.’ Elizabeth grinned again, picturing Joe, stained overalls, swearing, muscular, the forbidden taste of cigarettes in his mouth when she kissed him. ‘He’s an attendant at the garage, he goes to St Joseph’s school.’

‘Ha ha,’ Fairfax chuckled, annoyingly, ‘don’t be ridiculous.’

Suddenly he caught her to him as they whirled in time with the Strauss, thrusting his face into her neck and kissing it. Revolted, Elizabeth braced herself and shoved him away.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get off me!’

She was a strong girl. Fairfax tripped and fell sprawling, and there was an agonising crack as his head hit the flagstone floor.

Around them couples stopped dancing to stare. The string quartet faltered in its playing for a second because of the commotion at the centre of the ballroom. It struck up again as the countess made frantic motions to continue, but David Fairfax lay crashed out on the polished marble, groaning in agony. Blood was seeping out of one cheek.

There was a stunned silence amongst the assembled guests.

 



Leaning back against the tree trunk, Elizabeth winced at the memory. Her father’s face had set like granite and the ball had started breaking up as of that moment. Suddenly all the tycoons remembered important breakfast meetings and the socialites developed headaches, as the guests made polite excuses to their hosts and scurried away. David, helped to his feet by the onlookers, gave Elizabeth an embarrassed nod and hobbled towards  the door. It had taken barely half an hour for the piles of fur coats and cashmere shawls to disappear from the cloakroom, and once the last guest had hastened outside the earl sent his daughter to her room, the quiet menace in his voice worse than any shouting fit.

Neither last night nor this morning had Tony wanted to hear her explanation. As far as her parents were concerned she was simply a disgrace.

Elizabeth sat under the mossy trunk of an apple tree, biting into the crisp, smoky flesh of a windfall. She loved it out in the orchard: the dry-stone walls covered with bindweed and ivy, the warm scent of mown grass, the tiny white moths that fluttered around her like scraps of lace. They kept pear, apple and plum trees, and if you didn’t mind the wasps that gathered greedily around all the ripe fruit, the orchards were a glorious place to get lost in. Elizabeth discovered them as a child, to her parents’ dismay. She liked nothing better than shinning up the ancient, gnarly trunks, finding a nook to sit in, and hiding there all afternoon, while the stable-hands combed the grounds calling for her.

Maybe that was the start of my rebel streak, she thought ruefully. It had been so exciting, clambering up a tangle of branches and leaves like a squirrel. If she got high enough, she could see over the orchard walls, to the red-roofed stables and the manicured green of the croquet lawn, and even past the bounds of the estate, to the cliff tops and the silver glitter of the sea. She would trek back up to the castle around teatime, with grazed knees and torn stockings, leaving mud and leaves all over the kitchen flagstones, and be marched off to bed without supper.

Elizabeth smiled. Sixteen years old, and she was still in trouble.

Even the servants had been giving her stern looks at  breakfast. Mother had been reduced to taking a tray of coffee and dry toast in her bedroom, while Daddy and that little prig Richard had glowered their way through the kippers and marmalade without so much as a ‘Good morning’.

My God, if he wasn’t already leaving everything to the boys, he’d disinherit me, Elizabeth thought, then hugged herself. Granny had put a stop to that. She needn’t be afraid of Dad any more.

Even so, she had saddled up one of the bay mares as soon as breakfast was over and taken her out for a gallop across the cliff tops. It was good to be out of his way; the turrets and battlements rearing behind her seemed gloomy and menacing in the chill morning light. She’d never known Tony so furious. It was dawning on her that he had been serious about her marrying David. He was outraged that she’d blown her chances of becoming a duchess . . .

‘Lizzie!’ called a reedy voice.

‘Right here, Richard,’ Elizabeth said, throwing her apple core into some bracken. Her brother came clumping through the trees, looking annoyed.

‘Where on earth have you been? You’d better get yourself inside, sharpish. Father wants to see you in the library, right away.’

She got up, ignoring the gloating tone to Richard’s voice. What an unpleasant little brat he was, he loved to see her in trouble.

She tried to ignore the nagging voice inside her that told her she’d behaved like a spoilt brat herself last night. Poor clumsy David, he hadn’t meant any harm.

But no! Elizabeth thought sulkily. Why should I have to put up with him on my birthday!

When they reached the dark-panelled hall Richard turned pointedly away towards her stepmother’s  morning room, leaving Elizabeth standing in front of the library door by herself. She looked at the brass studs in the old oak door and drew herself up bravely. Father’s bullying needs standing up to, Elizabeth told herself. She smoothed down her long mane of hair and knocked sharply.

‘Come in,’ the earl snapped.

Elizabeth pushed the thick door hard and it swung open, creaking on its hinges. The library was a large room, tapestries and antique swords mounted between rows of dusty, leatherbound books. A mahogany grand piano stood to one side. Behind it, his back to her, her father was sitting in front of his writing desk, a sheaf of papers laid out neatly on the green baize.

‘Elizabeth,’ he said icily without turning round, ‘your behaviour last night was unforgivable. You disgraced yourself in front of all our friends. You made a public exhibition of yourself. Your stepmother was so ashamed she has made herself ill.’

‘David Fairfax kissed me. What was I supposed to do? He was slobbering down the front of my dress—’

‘Elizabeth!’ Her father spun round on his seat, glaring at her. ‘Not another word, do you hear me? Stop lying!’

‘But I’m not lying!’ Elizabeth protested, feeling the tears well up despite herself.

The earl raised a warning hand, his expression dark.

‘For the sake of sheer impudence and disobedience to us you chose to assault one of your own guests.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Why in the name of God a decent young man like that should have been interested in you, Elizabeth, is quite beyond me, but you could not even accept a small romantic gesture—’

‘There’s nothing romantic about being pawed by that baboon!’ Elizabeth cried angrily. ‘You and Monica just  want to marry me to a duke! You’re nothing but a pair of snobs!’

Father gazed at her impassively. Then he reached down to his desk and picked up a piece of paper.

‘This is a letter of registration, enrolling you at the Ecole Henri Dufor.’

‘The Ecole Henri Dufor?’ Elizabeth repeated blankly.

‘In Saas-Fée.’

‘You’re sending me to Switzerland?’

Her father nodded coldly. ‘Since you cannot seem to behave yourself here, I am sending you to your stepmother’s finishing school to learn some manners.’

Elizabeth stared at him in disbelief. ‘To learn flower-arranging and deportment? This is the seventies, Daddy. Nobody does that any more. What about my A-levels?’

‘You can take the Baccalaureate, for all I care.’ He laid the letter purposefully in front of him. ‘You have gone too far, young lady. I tell you that I will not permit you to make a mockery of this family.’

She thrust her hands deep inside her jodhpurs. ‘I won’t go.’

‘You’ll go. Or I will cut you off without a penny.’

‘I’ll borrow money from the bank.’

‘Indeed. Do you imagine that banks take charity cases? Against what would you borrow money? Your pony, perhaps?’

Her father’s expression frightened her, but Elizabeth stubbornly shook her head. ‘You know perfectly well. Granny told you about her will the day she died. She left me fifteen per cent of the company.’

There was a silence, broken only by the crackle of the pine logs blazing in the fireplace.

‘Your grandmother left me her entire estate,’ Tony Savage said.

‘No.’ Elizabeth paled. ‘Granny wouldn’t lie to me.’

Her father picked up a tiny brass key from the green baize, reached under the desk and unlocked a small side drawer. Elizabeth felt her heart thumping as he drew out a thin sheaf of vellum, yellowed somewhat with age.

‘This is Mamma’s will, Elizabeth. If you doubt my word, you are at liberty to read it yourself.’

‘She was making a new one,’ Elizabeth said.

‘She did not make a new one. She did not leave you any stock.’ The earl glanced down at the parchment. ‘I seem to remember there is a small jewellery bequest to you in here, but you won’t inherit that until your twenty-first birthday. A bank wouldn’t think much of it.’

Elizabeth stood there trembling with shock. The bequest had been her protection; she had counted on it.

‘Phone her solicitors, if you like,’ her father told her cooly, indicating the telephone that stood next to her on a card-table. ‘They will confirm it.’

Fighting to stay calm, Elizabeth shook her head. Father wouldn’t make that offer if he was bluffing, but Granny had given her a solemn promise just a few days ago.

‘She can’t have got round to changing it, then,’ Elizabeth managed, ‘but you know she intended to, Daddy. That was what she told you when you went upstairs to see her. She wanted me to have her stake in Dragon. You have to respect her last wishes!’

‘Mother told me no such thing.’ The earl’s tone was flat. ‘I confess I am sorry that you choose such a subject for more lies.’

‘I’m not lying,’ Elizabeth gasped. ‘You know how much I loved Granny!’

‘Did you? It sounds to me as though you were trying to influence a frail old woman for your own benefit. You have been a thoroughly selfish girl for far too long.’ Her father leaned forward, his sallow face set hard. ‘For your  information, Mamma and I were discussing your brother’s trust fund. The world does not revolve around you, whatever you may believe. And I notice you never mentioned this so-called bequest until this moment.’ He snorted with contempt. ‘You fool only yourself, Elizabeth.’

Panic and doubt washed over her in a wave as she looked at her father’s cold, certain face. Did he really think she would lie about Granny? Was it possible that Granny had planned on telling her father later? And never had the chance?

The earl was holding the vellum will firmly. Elizabeth realised, with a terrible sense of desertion, that she had lost. She wasn’t a major stockholder in Dragon. She had no chance of a marketing job, no right to a seat on the board. She was just a rebellious teenager whose parents were determined to crush her.

For one wild moment Elizabeth thought about running away, but where would she go? Cardiff? London? With what money, and to do what? She was only a schoolgirl, and she’d lived in luxury all her life. She knew she’d last about ten seconds on the streets.

‘You will go to Switzerland, one way or the other,’ the earl snapped, as though reading her mind. ‘If you behave sensibly, we will continue your allowance at the Ecole. If, on the other hand, you decide to cause your stepmother or me any more distress, you will receive not one centime. Which is it to be?’

At least she would get away from him.

‘I’ll go to Switzerland,’ said Elizabeth.




Chapter Five

‘Would you like some ham, Nina?’ Mrs Glazer asked.

Nina shifted uncomfortably on her seat, unsure if she was being deliberately insulted. Jeff had mentioned that she was Jewish at the start of tea, and an extra chill had settled over the already icy table.

‘No, thank you,’ she replied quietly, taking a sip of her tea. The cup was made of bone china and rimmed with gold leaf. The cutlery was silver plate, the table made from some dark wood that looked very expensive, and the Glazers’ carpets were so thick her shoes sank into them as she walked. They lived in a redbrick townhouse on Willow Street in the Heights; the neighbourhood was rich, the streets leafy and clean. Mrs Glazer answered the door in a smart red woollen suit, with gold earrings and Italian leather shoes.

Nina smoothed down her own cheap black dress. Nothing could quiet the bolting nerves in her stomach. She’d known Jeff was rich, but it was still a shock. They might both reside in Brooklyn, but he lived in another world.

Clearly his mom thought so too. Her thin, polite smile never reached her eyes.

‘It’s beautiful neighbourhood,’ Nina said, trying hard to make conversation. Jeff was no help; he’d spent the  meal with his head lowered, pushing blueberry pancakes round his plate.

‘Isn’t it?’ Mrs Glazer answered coolly. ‘Henry Ward Beecher used to live right opposite us.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Nina, tell me again about your parents,’ Ken Glazer said. Ken was looking uncomfortable in weekend clothes. She’d asked around and found that Mr Glazer had a job with IBM, supplying mainframe computers. The computer industry was in its infancy, but growing every year. Most people thought of the huge machines as a science-fiction fad, but Nina was certain they had a big future. Maybe every company would need a computer of its own one day . . .

At any rate, computers had been good to the Glazers. She’d have liked to discuss it with Jeff’s father, but every time she looked over at him his eyes were glued to the large swell of her breasts. Maybe that explained Mrs G.’s obvious dislike. Nina didn’t know which was worse.

‘Jeff tells me they have their own business.’

‘Well, uh, not exactly.’ Nina coloured. ‘My mom runs a store.’

‘Oh?’ Mrs Glazer took a tiny bite at a chocolate wafer. ‘What kind of goods does it sell? Clothes, cosmetics . . . ?’

‘It’s just a deli,’ Nina admitted.

Jeff’s mother gave a tinkling laugh. ‘How refreshing. And whereabouts is it? I must pop in some time.’

Nina wanted to die. ‘I think it would be out of your way. We’re on the south side of Park Slope.’

Mr Glazer frowned disapprovingly at his son.

His wife pursed her lips. ‘Yes,’ she said after a moment. ‘I’m not down that way very often.’

I’ll bet you’re not, Nina thought miserably. She gave Jeff a pleading look but he reached for another scone, refusing to meet her eyes.

It was another dreadful hour before Jeff lumbered to his feet, muttering something about football practice, and they were able to escape. Nina thanked her hostess for the tea in as dignified a manner as she could, and took her time about putting on her coat, as though it were a silver fox instead of her threadbare duffel. She felt Mr Glazer’s eyes roaming hungrily over her body the whole time, but she tried not to show it. As Jeff’s girlfriend, she knew she had to win his parents over. That awful woman would be her mother-in-law eventually.

As she descended the Glazer’s scrubbed stone steps, Nina turned round and gave the townhouse a long, cool look. Some day, I’ll be richer than you are, she thought. I’ll own a bigger house, wear better clothes and have the kind of success you’ve never even dreamed of. I swear it.

Her small fist clenched under her cheap coat. I swear it.


‘God, aren’t families the worst?’ Jeff said lazily. Outside the house, his confident swagger reappeared. ‘That was lame. Come on, baby, let’s go and make love.’

He admired the way Nina’s glossy hair caught the light as they walked off down the street. Damn, she was a hot babe. He got turned on just thinking about peeling those heavy clothes off that dynamite body. It was worth all the shit he was going to get tonight.

Beside him, Nina dropped her eyes so Jeff wouldn’t catch the contempt glinting in them. Ordinarily, she’d have laid into him for letting her down like that, but not tonight. They had more important things to talk about.

She had a sneaking suspicion she was pregnant.

 



‘What do you mean?’ Jeff asked her half an hour later. They were sitting on the bed of the same room they  always used, but for once the coverlet remained straight, the sheets unrumpled. Nina could see their reflection in the dresser mirror and shrank inwardly at the sight of Jeff, his athlete’s body hunched up in tension and disbelief. ‘You think you’re pregnant? You can’t be.’ He passed a hand through his gleaming fair hair. ‘We’ve been careful.’

It was true that they’d followed all the current teen wisdom on sex - antiseptic douches and avoiding the middle of the cycle - but Nina had no money for a doctor and no access to a birth-control clinic. South Slope was big on coat-hanger abortions and welfare mothers instead. Jeff had tried condoms before he met her, and refused to do so again. Douches worked, he promised her: ‘I’ve been around, baby, even if you haven’t.’

‘I’m late,’ Nina said dully. She hadn’t expected him to jump for joy - at least not right away - but this blind panic was making her nervous.

‘How late?’ Jeff demanded.

‘Two and a half weeks.’

He shot up from the bed and started pacing the room. ‘But it could be stress, right? Girls sometimes skip one for stress. You had all those college exams last week. It must have been pressure.’

Nina shook her head. As if ! ‘I’ve been under a lot of stress before, and I’ve never missed a period.’

Jeff rounded on her, his handsome young face suddenly aggressive. ‘You don’t know for sure. And anyway, who says it’s mine?’

‘What?’ Nina gasped.

‘Don’t give me that weepy look. Come on, Nina, I’ll bet you’ve been seeing other guys as well as me. It’s been three months. Nobody’s that saintly.’

‘You know there’s only you!’ Nina cried, battling  tears. How could he say that to her? Didn’t he love her? And what did that mean, was he saying he’d been cheating on her? ‘Have you got somebody else?’

Jeff leaned heavily against the window and thrust his hands into his jeans. He shrugged defensively. ‘Sure. I’ve seen Melissa Patton a few times.’

Nina’s beautiful face went grey with shock. She felt ill.

‘See? I knew you’d start gettin’ heavy,’ Jeff sneered. ‘Why the hell shouldn’t I? We weren’t married. I never said I wanted to go steady. That was your deal.’

Despite herself, Nina felt two huge tears well up and trickle down her cheeks. She felt like such a fool. ‘I thought you loved me. I thought we’d get married,’ she said bleakly.

Jeff gave a harsh laugh. ‘You’re kidding. You thought I’d marry you?’ His stare was cruelly indifferent. ‘OK, now I got it. You reckoned I’d fall for this baby crap and get you a one-way ticket to the good life. Huh?’ He pulled out a cigarette from his jacket pocket and lit up with shaking fingers. ‘Don’t pull that with me, sugar. I’m not getting married at nineteen. And when I do, it won’t be to some white trash.’

Nina couldn’t speak. She couldn’t take it in. Was this the same Jeff who had held her close all those nights, whispered sweet things in her ears, covered the back of her neck with downy kisses? Was this the boy she’d spent hours daydreaming about, the lover she’d killed herself to get time with?

Just a few hours ago she’d been eating with his parents, thanking God that Jeff was nothing like them. And he wasn’t. He was worse. At least his mother hadn’t been a hypocrite as well as a snob.

She’d thought Jeff Glazer was her Prince Charming: the most popular guy in school, the football hero, big  and brave and daring. Now Nina saw him for what he was, as he stood scowling by the window: an immature boy, a coward, a bully, a cheat.

And she had his child growing inside her.

‘I shouldn’t have said that. We’ll work something out.’ Relieved that Nina wasn’t arguing, Jeff looked away. All that white-faced melodrama, he couldn’t stand it. It was kind of a shame, but there was no way he was up for this. Marry Nina Roth! She must have been out of her mind. It had been tough enough getting her invited to the house.

Sooner or later, he thought sourly, they all start whining.

‘I know this guy works out of Sixth Avenue,’ Glazer said, calmer now. ‘Dr Fenton. He’s sorted out some of the girls from St Mike’s before - he’s a real doctor, qualified, he’ll give you anaesthetic and he’s clean and stuff. It’s expensive, like five hundred dollars.’

Nina was gazing at him, her face expressionless.

‘Hey, I’ll spring for it,’ Jeff said magnanimously. ‘I know my responsibilities. I’ll get the money to you in school next week.’ He paused. ‘No hard feelings, Nina, right?’

Nina stood up slowly and reached for her coat. She let herself out of the hotel bedroom without looking round and quietly closed the door behind her.

 



The journey home through the park had never taken so long. The bluster of the early afternoon had given way to a glorious sunset of rose and gold, but Nina was blind to the beauty of the day. Nobody watching the tall young girl striding home, her black hair tousled and ivory complexion flushed pink from the fresh air, could have been aware of the dark thoughts racing through her. As she walked slowly home, grief gave way to furious  anger, and by the time she reached Third Avenue she had started to form a plan.

 



‘Can I see you for a moment, sir?’

Peter David turned round in the corridor to see young Nina Roth standing patiently behind him, a heavy sports bag slung over one shoulder. Not for the first time, he thought what an attractive kid she was. Her hair was swinging around her face in a shining bob, and she smelt of some delicate perfume. School uniform looked disturbing on that voluptuous body. He could feel the gaze of the boys linger on her as they streamed past. Only some heavy, dark circles under her eyes marred her beauty. He supposed a girl like Nina would be out late with some lucky boyfriend. And why not? It was the last few days of the semester. If any kid deserved a little partying, it was Nina Roth.
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