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Just before Amber slapped her sister, she closed her eyes, knowing she was going to enjoy it far more than she should.

‘So, come on, Amber,’ Chelsea said, walking towards her. ‘Say what you’ve got to say to me, and let’s get it over with.’

They faced each other, the Stone sisters, two of the most famous women on the planet, adored for their talent and their beauty, and yet so different.

Chelsea: stunning, voluptuous, with her thick, wavy black hair, creamy skin and those eyes, an extraordinary dark blue, framed with thick black lashes. She was a classic beauty, like an old-school Hollywood film star, possibly the most talented actress of her day. But that talent hadn’t come without its problems . . . At the age of twenty-nine, Chelsea had seen more things in her young life than most people experience in a lifetime.

And her little sister Amber, commonly known as America’s Sweetheart even though she was from Weybridge, Surrey. A pretty heart-shaped face, green eyes like her mother’s and amber-coloured hair - it was one of the many pieces of luck she’d had in her life, that her name matched her hair colour. Amber had been the biggest pop star of her day. Now she was one of the most popular movie stars on the planet. With three platinum albums under her belt, a string of massive hit films followed: boys loved her, girls  wanted to be her. She had a voice like velvet. Soft, innocent, pure, vulnerable, yet with an underlying, breathy sexuality.

But, as the saying goes, you have to be careful what you wish for.

All their lives, the Stone sisters had pursued their dream. And it turned out there was room for only one of them at the top . . .

‘Do you even know who you are, Amber?’ Chelsea said, curiously. ‘I mean, do you have any fucking idea? You’re not even a real person. You’re’ - she waved her fingers dismissively at her little sister - ‘you’re manufactured. Fake. You smile and nod in interviews, and it’s like you’ve got a “For Sale” sign up next to you, you’re so vacant.’

‘You don’t know me,’ Amber said. Tears were welling up in her eyes. ‘Get out of my life.’

‘I don’t know you?’ Chelsea was mimicking her. ‘What’s your favourite film? Your favourite food? Song? Colour? You don’t have any fucking idea who you are! The sweeter than sweet bullshit front that you put on. You might fool everyone else, but not me. Ever since we were kids Mum’s told you what to do and say, and you’ve got no backbone, with your cutesy fake personality that Mum’s created for you!’

‘That’s not true.’ Amber gritted her teeth. No one knew the real her, least of all Chelsea.

‘It’s true, Amber. You’re just Mum’s puppet. She designs your clothes, hair, make-up, tells you who to go out with - she even picks your films for you. What does Amber want? Who the hell are you?’

By this time Amber was erupting. She couldn’t take it any more. She slapped her sister so hard that Chelsea’s neck clicked as her head flew to one side.

‘Now you know who I am,’ she said, smiling slowly and opening her eyes. God, it felt good to wipe the satisfied, sarcastic smirk off that bitch’s face.

Chelsea clutched her reddening cheek. ‘Fuck you!’

‘No,’ Amber said. ‘Fuck you, you jealous bitch. You’re trying to destroy my life.’

It was just the two of them, in the vast marbled hall of the Beverly Hills mansion. Outside, the sun was just beginning to set. The sky was streaked crimson and the palm trees were swaying in the warm Santa Ana winds.

‘I’m not trying to destroy you,’ Chelsea said softly. ‘We’re sisters. You know I’d never do that. I love you, Amber.’

For a fleeting second, Amber remembered the old days. Hard to believe that they were once as close as sisters could be. She remembered them as little girls back in the perfect house in Weybridge, how they’d wait till their mum and dad had gone to bed and take it in turns to creep into each other’s rooms so they could spend the night together, talking and giggling, singing songs softly, dreaming of what it’d be like when they were grown-up, famous film stars living in Hollywood.

Well, it had happened. Here they were, both of them. But what had happened in between? When everything should have been right, how had it come to this? Was there no way back for the Stone sisters?

Amber drew a deep breath and looked at her sister, thought about all the terrible and wonderful things they’d been through together and where they were today.

‘Screw you,’ Amber said, and walked towards the driveway.




PART ONE

Killer Queen




Chapter One

London, 1976

 



 



 



 



She’d made it. She was finally here.

‘I’m going to be a star,’ Margaret Michaels whispered to herself, staring up at the lights of Piccadilly Circus. ‘I am. And nothing’s going to stop me.’

As she shivered in the chilly September evening, she heard the flatness of her northern vowels creeping through, and winced. Though she was only sixteen, Margaret had been having elocution lessons for over a year, hoping to sound like her idol, Julie Christie. And here she was, in London, by herself, ready to make that dream come true.

Because ever since she was born, that was all she’d wanted to be. A star.

 



When she was twelve, Margaret had informed her mam and dad that she would only answer to Maggie from now on. When she was thirteen, she’d started saving her pocket money. When she was fourteen, she’d got herself a job at Toni’s, the upmarket hairdresser’s near her parents’ small, terraced house on a drab backstreet in Sheffield. The salon was a ten-minute walk away, but it was like entering another world. A magical world, far away from rusting steelworks, tired women and men, strikes and depression. It was a glittering world of skinny, edgy girls who looked like Glenda  Jackson, delicious smells, hairspray and perfume and the promise of glamour, of escape.

Maggie swept the floor, made tea and coffee, shampooed the ladies’ hair, watched as dowdy, shy housewives came in with flat greasy hair and left, faces shining, eyes aglow, smelling of Elnett and looking a little bit more like the person they dreamed of being. And Maggie watched, listened and learned, entranced. She would have done it for nothing, for the chance simply to be in this exotic world. But the pound a week wage was very welcome. And that was how she afforded the elocution lessons, the fancy handbag she’d bought from Castle House, the posh department store in town, the eyeshadow and the perfume.

‘You’re getting ideas above yourself, my girl,’ Ron Michaels had told her any number of times. ‘You ashamed of your father, Margaret? Is that it? Sheffield not good enough for you any more?’

‘’Course not, Dad,’ Maggie had answered dutifully. But she was lying. It wasn’t good enough for her. She was something special. She didn’t know why, she just knew she had to make the most of it. Her dad was a steelworker, her mam was - well, there was summat wrong with her mam and no one knew what it was. She stayed in bed most days, terrified of her husband, afraid of her own reflection and increasingly afraid of her headstrong, beautiful only child, who seemed, to Maureen Michaels anyway, to be from another planet. Like someone had left her on the doorstep and she had blossomed over the years into this exotic creature living in their house, a beautiful, ethereal thing with long legs, a mane of strawberry blonde hair, flawless skin and huge green eyes that would alternately flash fire or glitter with pleasure.

No, Sheffield was not big enough for Maggie, and by the time she reached puberty, she knew she didn’t belong there; she was going to London to fulfil her dreams. The girls at school hated her: they thought she came across like she was too good for them, with her posh voice and her hoity-toity airs and graces. And they didn’t interest her: acne-ridden, greasy-haired girls who would hang around at the back of the toilets, smoking and listening to  their cassette players, content to moon over saps like the Bay City Rollers, or Showaddywaddy - pathetic!


She liked the grown-up stuff. Old stuff, too. The Stones - Dusty - Jimi - she loved the clever catchiness of Queen, the coolness of Bad Company, the dirtiness and the raw energy of Led Zep. That was music. Music that pulsated through you. Listening to ‘Can’t Get Enough’, ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’, or ‘Killer Queen’ - how could you not feel like a woman, a grown-up? Who the hell wanted to listen to a group of drips singing ‘Bye Bye Baby’?

They were boys. Maggie wanted a man.

As for the local boys, she ignored them too. They could drool all they wanted at her, at her smooth skin, budding, pert little breasts, and her full ruby-red lips that she would unconsciously lick, coupled with those coltish limbs and that provocative stare. But she felt nothing but contempt for them: their spots, their awkward gestures, throbbing Adam’s apples and pathetic stares, like rabbits caught in headlights.

Was Maggie lonely, growing up in the terraced brick house in the backstreets of Sheffield, walking home on her own from school, ignoring the gaggles of girls skipping on ahead of her, the loitering boys who kicked empty cans around the streets, gazing at her distractedly when she glided past, tossing her hair? No, she wasn’t. Maggie moved to her own soundtrack. In her head when she was going home through the park she was really Julie Christie, on her way to meet Terence Stamp; Faye Dunaway, about to drive off with Warren Beatty; Anita Pallenberg, a cigarette hanging off her lip. It was the soundtrack in her head, the soundtrack to the life she knew she was going to have . . .

By September 1976, two months after she’d turned sixteen, Maggie knew there was nothing left for her in Sheffield. She told the girls at Toni’s she was moving to London. ‘To become famous’, she told them, and they were so impressed, so intrigued by quiet little Maggie Michaels, that on her last day at the salon Janine, the head stylist, gave her a free set of highlights. ‘It’s a going-away present, love,’ she said, as she deftly pulled the rubber cap on to  Maggie’s hair and proceeded to hook strands of hair through the colander-like holes in the cap. ‘Summat to help you on your way.’ Maggie had smiled at her in the mirror, anxiously. ‘Not that you’ll need it,’ Janine said. ‘Promise.’

They had waved her off as she left that evening, her strawberry blonde hair flecked with golden caramel streaks, silky and heavy, rushing in the evening wind. They had pressed a bottle of Quiktan into her hands. ‘It smells disgusting,’ Danielle, the owner of the salon, had told her. ‘And it streaks if you don’t put it on proper. But it’ll be worth it. Give you a California tan. Set you apart from the others, little Maggie. Good luck, love. Let us know how you go on. Remember us when you’re a big star!’

 



Maggie remembered them fondly now as she hugged herself, staring up at the lights of the big city. She was tired, and a bit hungry, but she wasn’t looking forward to going back to the hostel she’d booked herself into, round the corner from Victoria coach station. Funny - it sounded so glamorous round there, just off Buckingham Palace Road, but it wasn’t. It was dirty, there were rings in the sink, damp on the walls and she was sure it had mice. Maggie liked things tidy. For a brief second she wished she was at home, in the warm, comforting familiarity of the kitchen, with her dad reading the paper in his vest, covered in grime, and her mam making the tea. She got up to make tea in the evening, that was all she ever did, it seemed to Maggie. What would they say when they found her note, and realised she wasn’t coming back?


Dear Mam and Dad

 



I’ve gone to London. You know I don’t fit in here. I never have. I want more from my life. I want to be famous. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’ll call soon.

 



Your loving daughter,

 



Maggie



Would they be devastated, upset, angry? She shrank at the thought of her dad’s anger, at the magnitude of what she’d done . . . But no. She had come here for a reason, and she knew she could never go back to Sheffield, not now.

It was almost dark in Piccadilly Circus. The lights seemed brighter than ever. Maggie wrapped her thin fawn-coloured coat around her body and headed for the tube station, wondering if she would get lost on the trains back to Victoria like she had on the way there. She cast one last look up as she navigated the narrow steps down to the station. Through the railings of the balustrade, her eyes darted from one neon sign to the other, the bright red of the huge Coca-Cola sign to the glowing yellow of the SKOL lager banner and then to the Max Factor make-up logo. The lights of Piccadilly were hypnotising, the atmosphere intoxicating. She knew she was here to stay. Nothing was going to stop her.




Chapter Two

 



 



 



 



‘Camilla?’

Nothing. Maggie sighed, and put her hands on her hips.

‘Camilla? Are you there?’

She hadn’t heard her come in last night, so perhaps she wasn’t there, but Maggie had been caught out like this before. Two girls in a tiny, dirty, one-bedroom flat was bad enough, but when the girl who slept in the sitting room lay in till lunchtime, naked, you needed to check. She was bewildered by upper-class people, Maggie realised.

She knocked cautiously and then looked at her watch. She was going to be late for the audition. She opened the door.

It was worse than she’d expected.

‘Camilla!’ Maggie yelled. ‘What have you -’

She had been so tired the night before that she’d crawled into bed, and had not heard Camilla come in, nor the long-haired, bearded man who slept beside her in the pull-out bed, also naked. Two condoms lay on the ethnic-print bedspread, one wrinkled up, the other fully extended, and she could see the creamy grey cum still at the top of it.

Two months ago, Maggie had never seen another person naked, much less a condom, but living with Camilla had soon changed that. She wouldn’t have dreamed of going to sleep with the dishes  still to do, either, or drinking the amount Camilla drank, but down here she was terrified of being thought of as square, and so she bit her lip more than she would have thought possible.

Camilla Sherbourne was fond of saying to Maggie that they were the same - two girls who’d run away from home to the bright lights of London.

‘We’re here to experience life, my darling,’ Camilla would say, licking her tiny rosebud mouth and squeezing Maggie round the shoulders.

But the reality was very different, something Maggie couldn’t ever get her to see. Camilla was the daughter of a wealthy businessman from Hertfordshire. Her parents thought she was living in Chelsea, doing a secretarial course she had signed up for herself. They sent her money every week, proud of her for having taken the initiative to pay the rent on the pretty Onslow Square flat they thought she was living in and to cover the cost of Camilla eating out with friends, going to a couple of concerts . . . If only they knew. Camilla had never even been to the flat. She was spending the money on pot, LPs and on going out to gigs, and God knows what else. And she was paying half the rent to live on Hopkin Road, the grottiest part of Shepherd’s Bush, a narrow sidestreet full of tall, spindly houses that never seemed to get any light. It was bedsit-land, crammed with sad lives and young hopefuls. Maggie was there because she couldn’t afford anywhere else.

An enterprising landlord had divided one of the larger bedsits into two, so that Maggie slept in a tiny place like a corridor that you could barely fit a single bed in, with just enough room for a chest of drawers and a pole above it where she could hang the few clothes she owned. A tiny slit of a window looked onto a brick wall that never got any light. Camilla slept in the ‘sitting room’, which was larger and had a window, and a little counter dividing it from the kitchen. And that was it. At first - maybe for one whole night - Maggie had found it exotic. She soon came to hate it.

‘Sorry, babe.’ Camilla looked up at her, her lank blonde hair hanging around her face, her huge eyes with pupils dilated, like she  was still high, or drunk, or both. ‘This is . . .’ She paused for a moment, then giggled. She raised her arms above her head languorously, displaying tufts of wispy underarm hair that she took pride in never shaving. ‘Shit, Keith. Maggie babe, say hi to Keith.’

‘Hey,’ said the bearded man, twisting his head and looking intently up at Maggie. ‘Hey Maggie, it’s good to meet you.’

Maggie stepped smartly over an empty wine bottle, its base covered in raffia. ‘Hi. I’m going to be late. I can’t stop.’ She cast a look of disdain at the sitting room.

‘I’m gonna clear up, babe. Promise. Sorry, it’s a real tip.’ Camilla ran her hands through her hair. ‘See you later?’

She reached over to a full ashtray and relit a cigarette butt, then sat up and stretched, apparently unconcerned about her nudity, her large pendulous breasts wobbling slightly as she moved her neck from side to side. Keith watched her appreciatively.

Maggie said nothing. One day she would have her own place, and it would be immaculate, she told herself, as she did almost every day. It would be clean, perfect, a palace, the opposite of Hopkin Road. She climbed past the two of them, over the moth-eaten mattress, the armchairs covered with rancid orange and brown textured fabric, past the old, peeling, damp kitchen, where the washing-up from the dinner party Camilla had had four days ago still lay in the sink, and shut the door behind her, blinking hard. She could never bring anyone back there. Not that she had many friends in London anyway, but she’d be too ashamed to let other people see how she lived.

Camilla seemed to think it was fun to live in a hovel, never shaving her armpits, never doing the dishes, lounging around all day smoking and allegedly ‘experiencing life’. But Maggie had to go out and find work and, two months into her London life, she was starting to wonder if it would ever happen.

 



The truth was, London was nothing like she’d expected it to be. She had been for every bloody audition going, and she laughed now to think how naive she’d been when she’d first arrived. It was either that she wasn’t posh enough, she thought, or that she was  too prudish. (If she’d been Camilla, she’d thought bitterly more than once, she’d have been fine.)

Endless auditions. Auditions at the Royal Court or in tiny pub theatres, where they said they were casting for plays about ‘real life’, but where everyone spoke about university, Shakespeare and politics. Maggie knew she could act, she knew there was nothing to it. And she could sing. She loved to sing - in fact, she had to stop herself singing, as she walked along the streets with that soundtrack in her head. But the feedback was always the same. ‘Nice-looking girl, but she just doesn’t have “it”’, she’d heard a casting director say dismissively to the director, as Maggie crept out through the silent stalls.

She wondered, if she had known then what she knew now, would she still have come down here? She would think with horror of her first week in London, when she’d gone for an audition for a new run of Hair, and had stood there rooted to the spot in the crowded rehearsal room when she realised she’d have to take off her clothes. She was becoming wearily used to that, now. At least Hair was honest: mostly it was just seedy, the stuff she was asked to do. There were the auditions for ‘musicals’ that turned out to be nothing more than strip shows, where the director casually said, ‘Oh, just - just pull down your top a little bit, dearie.’ Or the audition for the commercial advertising corn plasters: ‘Just lick your lips, love, like that. Open your mouth, like you’re . . . Pout a little bit for me. Great.’

She’d had some work. If you could call it that. More like bit parts - displaying the new Rover car at a motor show, smiling politely while some fat, sweaty businessman casually draped his hand over her bottom. Greeting the guests - the male guests - at a dinner function for the pharmaceuticals industry at the Grosvenor House Hotel, one of a row of girls in red silk dresses, smiling and showing them to their table. That was the best of it.

Her dreams were being cut down to size day by day. Two months ago, she’d have assumed she would walk straight into a leading role in a film opposite Robert Redford - she just needed to be discovered. She could laugh at that now. She was going for  a bit part today, in The Sweeney - a seventeen-year-old runaway from the North who’d ended up on the London streets. If she couldn’t nail this, what hope did she have?

Walking along the cracked pavements towards the tube in the thin November sunshine, Maggie drew herself up. She was heading into Soho for the audition, a place she loved, she didn’t know why, for all its chaos and seediness. Perhaps this was the day, the day when things would turn around for her. Yes, it was. She breathed in, ignoring the faint stench of dog shit and petrol fumes. She saw only sunlight, looked down at her faintly streaky but - she hoped - fairly evenly tanned hands. She had spent all the previous night applying her Quiktan, so that her sheets were now patchily stained a peculiar biscuit colour, and she would have to wash them again tonight.

It would all be worth it, she was sure. It had to be: she was down to her last twenty pounds. Maggie shook her hair, summoning up the Maggie she knew she was inside and carried on towards the tube, her long hair blowing in the wind, head held high.

 



‘You’re a pretty kid, that’s not it.’ Davey Carlton, the producer, stared at her as if she were a piece of meat, saliva slapping around his mouth as he chewed a piece of gum.

‘So what is it?’ said Maggie, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. She slid her hands, in an effort to be casual, into the pockets of the denim hotpants they’d asked her to wear, and shifted her weight from one long leg in a platform mule to the other, as she stood on the tiny stage of the small theatre where the auditions were being held. In the background, other girls waited for their chance to shine.

‘Look, you’re a nice girl,’ said Davey. He sighed, as if reluctant to reveal a universal truth. ‘But you don’t have it.’

‘“It”?’ Maggie was tired of hearing this. ‘What is “it”?’

Davey waved his arms, vaguely. ‘Star quality. I don’t know. It’s hard to define. You’re not bad, honestly. But - you’re like all the others, darlin’. Something’s not quite there.’ He looked at her, not unkindly. ‘You know?’


You know? Maggie wanted to stamp her feet. Of course she didn’t know. She didn’t agree, either. How could he walk all over her dreams, just like that?

‘Please give me another—’ she began, pleading into the darkness, but the voice in front of her simply said, ‘Next.’

And a ginger-haired girl in tight green linen shorts and an equally tight striped T-shirt that strained over her breasts ran onto the stage, her heels clacking, her smile bright. ‘Hi!’ she called. ‘I’m Charlotte. It’s great to be here!’

‘Number eleven? Please leave the stage,’ came a bored voice from the darkness. ‘Hi Charlotte!’ it said, with enthusiasm.

And so Maggie slid off into the wings, pent-up tears running down her cheeks.

 



Five minutes later, she was standing on a Soho sidestreet, her eyes still bleary with tears, the despised hotpants neatly folded in her bag. It was not yet eleven o’clock. The day stretched ahead of her, hunger already gnawing at her stomach. She was running out of money and, too proud to ask Camilla for anything, Maggie had started to skip meals. She was running on empty, she knew it, but this - this was the final straw. She looked up at the grey sky and a gentle rain started to fall. It was too much - Maggie started to cry again, hating herself, hating the aching pain of hunger, the loneliness, the grime and dirt . . . Something caught her eye, a sodden flyer glued to the rainy pavement. See England by coach, the advert offered politely.

It was a sign. She should go home . . . sobs shook Maggie’s body. Home - where was that? Not Sheffield, that was for sure. She’d spoken to her parents a couple of times, wrote them dutiful letters, which they didn’t answer, too mortified by their runaway daughter to show any interest. Sheffield wasn’t home. But Hopkin Road was even less so . . . She sniffed loudly, feeling as low as she’d felt since she’d got to London, and looked around her.

She had walked through Berwick Street market a couple of times, and she thought perhaps she’d go back there now; it cheered her up, the fruit and veg all colourfully piled up, the bright bolts  of fabric stacked in the windows of the shops, the cheery stallholders, the theatricality of it all. She started walking that way, humming ‘Killer Queen’ to try and cheer herself up, get her back into her stride, but it didn’t work. She walked faster. Damn them all, all of them, the snobbish, stupid, sexist idiots. She would show them all! She’d be a star one day, yes she would! She just needed a break. One little break, and then -

‘Hey!’

Just past the last fruit stall, she collided with something. Someone. A tall, lanky man with a languorous air, smoking a small cigar on the pavement, looking at his watch.

‘Eh up,’ Maggie said, catching hold of him to steady herself on her platform mules and momentarily forgetting her vowels in her confusion. ‘I’m ever so sorry.’

She was clutching onto him; he patted her arm and released her. ‘Don’t apologise, love. It’s been decades since a young woman clasped me to her bosom.’ He smiled, steadying her on her feet. ‘Those shoes are the trouble, I’d say, wouldn’t you? Why does a lovely tall thing like you want to strap those things on her feet?’

Maggie looked down at her mules, which stood two inches off the ground. She smiled. ‘Don’t know,’ she said, sniffing.

‘You been crying?’ The man nudged her and threw his cigarillo stub to the pavement, looking at his watch again. Maggie gulped.

‘Just a bit.’

‘Oh, dear me. I hate crying women. Don’t cry,’ said the older man, completely unfazed. He put his arm round her. ‘Cheer up, sweetheart. I’m Nigel.’

He had faintly purple hair; Maggie’d never seen anything like it. She knew enough by now to suspect he was probably a homosexual: back in Sheffield no one was homo, or at least if they were they weren’t talking about it. It was one of the things she liked about Soho, amid the theatricality and the tawdry glamour of it; the different people she saw on the streets every day.

‘Hello, Nigel,’ she said.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Nigel. ‘Tell Uncle Nigel.’

‘Everything,’ said Maggie. ‘I’m a failure.’ Her stomach grumbled  again, reminding her that she had fifty pence for lunch and dinner that night.

‘Listen,’ Nigel said, casting a glance down the street. ‘How old are you?’

‘Eighteen,’ said Maggie automatically. She had got used to lying about her age.

‘That’s nice. You’re not looking for a job, are you?’

‘Oh,’ said Maggie, wary of being co-opted into another audition for underwear, or sitting on a director’s knee. ‘Where?’

Nigel jerked a thumb at the pub behind him. ‘Here. The Black Horse. Stupid Sandra, my barmaid. She’s done a runner. With last night’s takings, the little bitch. I need a new barmaid, just three nights a week.’ He trailed one finger leisurely over a perfectly shaped eyebrow and drawled, ‘Who won’t steal from me, if that ain’t too much to ask.’

Maggie looked up at the black peeling window frames, through the distorted glass into a cosy little bar, lined with old black and white photos, hundreds of bottles, it seemed, and a row of silver tankards dangling from hooks. ‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘Well, no. I’m an—’

She stopped. I’m an actress, she was going to say, but she realised that sounded so snooty. I’m hungry. I need to pay the rent tomorrow. And I don’t want to take my clothes off . . .

Necessity won over, and she smiled at Nigel. ‘Can I come in and have a look?’

‘Of course, sweetheart,’ said Nigel, pushing open the rackety wooden swing door. ‘Welcome to The Black Horse. The best pub in Soho.’




Chapter Three

 



 



 



 



Though she would never admit it, Maggie found after a couple of weeks that she actually liked being a barmaid. Working at The Black Horse was interfering with her dream, obviously, but at least it paid the bills and still left her time for some auditions. She would never have thought she’d enjoy being behind a bar, and part of her was horrified at herself - had she moved to London for this? Serving drinks to people?

But it got her out of the hovel that was the bedsit with Camilla, it earned her money and, to her surprise, it was interesting. They were a strange bunch of people, the regulars at The Black Horse. Some of them reminded her of the alcoholic old men she’d have seen in the Duke of York, her dad’s local back in Sheffield - red noses, white bristling hair sticking out of their ears, stale and meaty-smelling. But the others were fascinating to her: struggling actors, all black polo necks and long sideburns, who came in after auditions to drown their sorrows, or before a show, to rev themselves up. She met struggling artists, fresh from the Slade or Chelsea, raving on about how much they hated everyone else’s work, how they despised the chocolate-box watercolourists who hung their work on the railings at Hyde Park every Sunday. (Maggie had been to Hyde Park one Sunday afternoon and seen the paintings - pastel colours, pictures of trees and lakes and white  stucco houses. She thought they were ever so pretty, but she knew better than to say so.)

There were strippers, waiting to go into the seedy ‘theatres’ that littered Soho, their make-up garish and stagey, their smiles painted on as much as anything else, but they were always friendly to Maggie, who looked down her nose at them. There were shop-keepers - the man who ran the Italian food shop round the corner, where huge salamis hung in the window, and inside it smelled of basil and garlic; the owner of the Jewish deli that sold delicious salt-beef sandwiches. There were market traders from all over Soho, on a break from selling herbs and spices, dodgy knock-off LPs, fabrics. And there was always the odd gangster, hair slicked back, in his pristine suit with huge collars and over-the-top cufflinks, flashing his cash around.

It was a far cry from Sheffield, but Maggie was growing to love Soho, and to her The Black Horse was right at the centre of it all. It felt like home, a home she’d never had before. Nigel was kind, and the regulars were too, asking after her auditions, sympathising with her when she failed, which she continued to do. They teased her, flirted with her, moaned when she forgot their drinks orders, praised her as slowly she grew more confident, enjoying her little empire behind that bar: polishing the wood, rearranging the glasses, dusting down the bottles, keeping things shiny and clean in a way she couldn’t at the flat.

Maybe, one day soon, she told herself, someone would spot her serving behind that bar and recognise her talent, maybe give her a break. She consoled herself with that thought: this was how it was going to happen, of course! She’d be spotted, like Lana Turner in the 1930s, at Schwab’s on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood.

So far, the only job offers she’d had were to join the ranks of strippers and prostitutes who crowded the Soho bars like The Black Horse. But Maggie refused to use her gorgeous body that way. She would rather starve on the street.

In fact, she was something of a prude. The regulars called her ‘Princess Margaret’. They tried - increasingly half-heartedly - to chat her up, with the low-level banter that was a constant at The  Black Horse, but soon realised they’d be getting nowhere with her, and stopped.

‘Maggie May,’ Nigel said, one night, to roars of approval from the bar, ‘but Margaret Certainly Won’t.’

 



All that changed the night Derek Stone came into the pub.

The first thing she noticed was his eyes.

The second thing Maggie noticed about Derek Stone, when he burst into The Black Horse one cold February evening, was that he was hiding something. Always running away from something or someone, that was Derek. She should have known, that first time.

He tried to pretend otherwise, but the way the door flew open that freezing evening, bringing in a shaft of sleeting rain and dirty, cold London air, and the way he flung himself into the warmth with such a clatter that Maggie looked up from her barstool, gave him away. She was trying to learn some lines for an audition for a bad Carry On-type film the next day, where she’d been told to turn up with a ‘skimpy’ bikini.

The door slammed shut again, and the regulars raised their eyes and went back to their drinks while Derek straightened himself out. The panic that had been on his face vanished, and those dark blue eyes twinkled at her.

‘Hello! You’re new here, ain’t you?’ he said, shaking his shoulders just a little so that the smooth wool cloth of his suit fell back into place. He cast a brief look at the door, checking for whom or what, she didn’t know. Then he walked towards her, smiling that smile, fiddling with his cufflinks.

‘I’ve worked here for three months, thank you.’ Sometimes Maggie’s elocution lessons were a blessing; sometimes they just made her sound like that Sybil Fawlty, from the sitcom. She heard her own voice, prim and high.

‘I haven’t seen you before,’ said Derek. He stroked the metal pole running along the bar with his hand and looked frankly at her. ‘I’d remember you, you see.’

‘I’m sure,’ said Maggie. She tossed her hair a little uncertainly,  because she didn’t want to tear her eyes away from him. Derek Stone was like no one she’d ever seen before. Smartly dressed, too smart, like so many of the guys around here. A pale blue handkerchief poked out of his breast pocket, and a heavy gold chain with a disc on it nestled in the hair on his chest. She wanted to laugh, scoff, like she did at all the others. But there was something about him. The sweat on his brow, like he’d been running. His easy smile, his close-cropped, thick black hair. And his beautiful blue eyes. Eyes which were roving over her, waist up, as she stood behind the bar.

‘Have you been running?’ said Maggie, haughtily.

Derek tore his eyes away from Maggie’s breasts, snugly encased in a tight denim shirt with pockets which served only to emphasise them. ‘Need to hide out here for a while,’ he said. ‘There’s a bloke round the corner who’s got the wrong end of the stick.’

‘Why?’

Derek was vague. ‘Well . . . He thinks I did him out of a deal.’ ‘What kind of deal?’

‘Misunderstanding about some Oriental rugs.’ He raised his eyebrows. Down the other end of the bar, Nigel snorted. Derek said, frankly, ‘Ran halfway through Soho to get here.’ He smiled back at Maggie. ‘I’d have run faster if I’d known what I was going to see when I stepped through the door. Where have you come from, then?’

‘Sheffield,’ said Maggie.

He laughed, not unkindly. ‘What brought you to London?’

‘I’m going to be a star,’ Maggie said. She pouted. ‘You can laugh, but it’s true.’

‘I’m not going to laugh,’ Derek told her. ‘What - actress? Dancer? Singer?’

‘Anything, really,’ said Maggie. ‘Don’t mind. I just want to make it. Make it big.’ She was nervous telling him this, she didn’t know why. But Derek looked at her sympathetically, and like she was a person, Maggie Michaels, not just a girl with nice tits and long legs, which was how she had become used to being looked at.

‘I think you’d be bleeding great on the stage,’ Derek said. ‘I can tell who’s got it. You got it, babe.’

‘How do you know?’ said Maggie, unbending, and unable to stop herself.

‘Oh,’ Derek said casually. ‘I run a theatre. Round the corner from here.’

‘Theatre?’ Nigel laughed loudly from his position a few feet away. ‘Pull the other one, darling. It’s got nipple tassels on.’

Maggie, looking from one man to the other, saw Derek shoot Nigel a look of - what? - amused outrage, it was. Derek winked at him. ‘All right, Nigel?’

‘Not too bad, duckie,’ Nigel said, smiling at him. ‘Nice to see your beautiful face in here again. Leave my staff alone. As it were.’

‘Any time,’ Derek said. He turned back to Maggie. ‘What’s your name?’

‘It’s Maggie,’ she said.

‘I’m Derek,’ he replied, and he took her hand, holding it in both of his. ‘And you are the most gorgeous girl I’ve seen in a long time.’

‘Stop messing about,’ Maggie said pertly, doing her best Kenneth Williams impression, and he laughed, delighted almost.

‘And she’s funny, too.’ His eyes rested on the swell of her breasts. ‘Maggie, eh?’

‘You really own a theatre, then?’ Maggie tried not to sound too impressed.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Derek said casually.

‘What’s it called?’

‘Amours du Derek,’ Derek said, nodding seriously.

Maggie didn’t know what that meant. It sounded to her like Amorzzdoo Derek, but she didn’t want to sound unsophisticated and show she didn’t understand. ‘How nice,’ she said, politely.

‘It’s French,’ Derek said. ‘You know. Little bit classy. I’m opening up another place next year, just round the corner. Don’t believe what you read in the papers. Business is booming.’

‘Yeah,’ said Maggie, nodding to show she understood. ‘That’s - impressive.’ She caught Nigel’s eye. ‘Can - can I get you a drink, then?’ she said, trying to sound businesslike.

‘’Course you can, darling,’ Derek said. ‘That’ll do for starters, anyways.’ And he winked at her, and smiled.

For the first time since she’d arrived in London, for the first time in her life, really, Maggie Michaels blushed, a flush of desire rising up her breastbone, staining her cheeks red. Derek saw it, and laughed, softly.

Nigel turned the page of the London Evening News and snorted. ‘Another one bites the dust,’ he said to Graham, one of the actor regulars who was gazing gloomily into his pint.

‘Hm, love?’ Graham said.

‘That,’ said Nigel. He nodded ominously at Maggie, who was handing Derek his drink, leaning over the bar so her hand touched his, her eyes sparkling. ‘He’s trouble, that one.’ He smiled. ‘But dammit, I can’t help but like him.’

 



That night, alone in her half of the bedsit, with a pillow over her ears to block out the sound of Camilla and two of her Hooray Henry mates laughing with increasing hysteria over a bong, Maggie smiled into the darkness. The flat was even more disgusting than ever - someone had been sick in the toilet, there was a mulch of burnt toast, cigarette butts and rancid avocados, Camilla’s favourite food, in the sink - and it was freezing cold as usual. She had another depressing round of auditions tomorrow, and she knew she wouldn’t get the parts. Knew it. But she didn’t mind, somehow.

She thought of Derek, grinning stupidly to herself. She knew he was a shyster, as Nigel called them. Dodgy as you like, unsavoury, but immensely likeable. Nigel had even warned her to steer clear of him. ‘Derek’s charming, and he’s a nice chap underneath it all, but don’t trust him,’ he’d told her in the doorway after they’d closed up and Maggie was swinging her satchel over her shoulder. ‘Little Maggie May Well Regret It, you know, dear.’ He had looked at her so seriously.

‘I’m not a little girl, Nigel,’ she’d told him.

‘Yes, you are,’ Nigel had replied, sombrely. ‘I sometimes wonder if I did the right thing, hiring you.’ He saw her stricken face.  ‘You’re an innocent, Maggie, my love. You’re not cut out for this.’ He waved his hand round the bar. ‘The conmen, the wankers who talk rubbish all day, the rubbish itself, the Big Smoke. You should be in a nice little cottage somewhere, you know, with a thatched roof, roses round the door.’

‘I don’t like thatched roofs,’ Maggie said promptly. ‘Mice get in there. I’d rather live somewhere big and modern with proper radiators. With a built-in garage for my sports car.’

Nigel had laughed and put his arm round her and hugged her. ‘You ain’t going to get that from Derek, ducks. Trust me.’

She wasn’t remembering that now, though. She was remembering the touch of Derek’s hand on hers, his eyes on her body, the expression on his face, the curiously kind way he looked at her, laughed at her. He had charisma, that was it. He was going places, he shared her dream for a better life. But no, Maggie told herself firmly. Derek Stone was trouble, she was sure of it. And then she smiled again, snuggling under the scratchy sheets and ignoring the screeching noises from the next room.




Chapter Four

 



 



 



 



‘Come on, Maggie.’ Derek’s hands were roving around, tracing the neckline of her lacy top. He kissed her neck, and she closed her eyes briefly, wanting to give into him, knowing she mustn’t, couldn’t. Good girls didn’t do this. But what if they really, really wanted to?

‘Not here,’ Maggie said, squirming on her barstool. Nigel had left early - ‘nocturnal business’, he’d said mysteriously - and she was locking up. Derek had stayed behind to help her, he said, but instead he’d spent the last ten minutes kissing her and trying to put his hands down her top.

It was spring, and in the few weeks since Derek Stone had run into The Black Horse, ducking out of trouble, he had pursued Maggie almost relentlessly. He was unpredictable, and that was what annoyed sensible, organised Maggie, but also excited her, about him. She never knew when she’d see him next, when he’d appear in the bar with a bunch of wilting yellow freesias (a couple of days past their best; ‘nick them from the ladies’ bog at Kettners, did you?’ Nigel had enquired cattily) or a little cupcake from the old-fashioned baker’s round the corner, or a ladies’ magazine he thought she’d like to read on the tube back to Shepherd’s Bush. ‘To take your mind off me for a bit,’ he’d said, staring sorrowfully at her, and then he’d smile and those deep blue eyes would blink  lazily at her and Maggie’s heart would take a leap. He was like a dark-haired Alfie - beautiful, but all man.

She kept saying no to him, though.

The truth was, she was scared.

Maggie was still a virgin. She’d kissed a couple of boys before. But the idea of the rest of it repulsed her. She’d been on a date with David Crouch, three years older than her at school, up at the cinema back in Sheffield. They’d seen Tommy, his hands roving all over her upper half while she was trying to get into the music. And then he’d tried to do something vile to her in an alley on the way back home while they kissed. Maggie was chewing gum, getting increasingly bored of David’s limp tongue in her mouth. But then he’d suddenly stiffened, started grinding his body against her. A few seconds later, he’d collapsed suddenly in what seemed to be agony, before she pushed him away in total disgust, running back home as fast as she could, a strange wet patch on the front of her patchwork jeans. In the cinema, he’d taken her hand and put it in his lap, and she’d felt this hard thing bulging out of his jeans that he’d run her hand up and down, shuddering slightly before she pulled away, bewildered.

Since then, there’d been the tiring groping from the sleazy directors, the oh-so-casual brushing of the breast, clutching her bum, and she’d just got used to men staring at her. She was sick of it, and confused. How could they tell her she didn’t have ‘it’, that star quality, and then try and squeeze her tits, or get her to ‘go for a drink’ with them? It bewildered her.

At least with Derek she knew where she was. She knew he wanted her. He was quite clear about that.

‘Let’s go for a drink somewhere else, then,’ Derek said, running his hand lightly over Maggie’s right breast. She shivered, and pushed his hand away.

‘No,’ she said, tossing her hair. ‘I’ve got to get back. I’ll miss my tube if I don’t go soon.’

‘Come and stay with me,’ Derek said. ‘I’ve got a lovely little place round the corner.’

Maggie said, ‘Above a knocking shop? What do you take me for?’ 

Derek looked wounded. ‘It’s above a gentlemen’s cinema. And it’s bleeding nice, I’ll have you know.’

‘So it is above a knocking shop, then,’ Maggie said. ‘No thanks, Derek.’ She looked at her watch. ‘You’d better go.’

Derek shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Sweetheart, you’re killing me.’

‘Tough,’ she said. ‘Good night.’

In the last few weeks she had come to see that what Nigel had said was partly true - Derek was dodgy. But after she’d watched him saunter out of the bar, after days of Derek’s expansive descriptions of the wonders of Amours du Derek, Maggie decided to take a detour. On her way home she walked down Brewer Street, looking curiously in and around the alleyways, till she found what she was looking for.

The neon sign outside hummed loudly. There was a neon palm tree and a picture of a girl in a Hawaiian skirt - she never found out why. Above them, in purple neon, the legend Amours du Derek. The doors were bolted shut and she couldn’t get in. Still, she’d been impressed. It was a theatre, then. He was telling the truth.

Maggie was still a naive little girl, though. She didn’t see what went on inside. She only saw the outside, and that was enough for her. Perhaps she should have looked a bit further.

 



Derek knew how to play her, too. The next night, Maggie was behind the bar, trying not to wonder when he’d next come in, when the door swung open and there was Derek, in a flashy checked coat, velvet collar, the gold medallion glinting in the low light from the pub. He had his arm round a curly-haired blonde girl, and as they ambled casually to the bar he moved his hand to her ribcage, casually caressing the side of her breast.

‘Daisy, Daisy,’ he said, nuzzling her neck. He turned to Maggie and said, as if she was an old friend, ‘Hello darling. Bottle of your best champagne, please.’

‘Sure,’ said Maggie automatically, trying not to show she was bothered.

‘Thanks, doll.’ He squeezed Daisy’s bum and said casually, ‘Daisy and I, we’re going to the Hippodrome in a bit, catch a show, then onto Sheekey’s, nice fish supper.’ He blew nonchalantly onto his nails as Daisy snuggled up next to him. ‘So we won’t be staying long.’

‘Right,’ said Maggie, tossing her hair as she turned to the bar to fetch the glasses. ‘That sounds great. Hope you have a wonderful evening.’

‘Oh, we will, we will,’ Derek said airily.

Watching Maggie from his usual vantage point, Nigel said nothing, but he saw the bright glistening in her eyes, the colour in her cheeks, and he shook his head. Poor, silly Maggie. Why Derek? Why did she have to fall for him?

 



She didn’t see him in the pub for two weeks.

And when Derek Stone finally reappeared, and asked her if she’d like to have a late dinner with him, at the Italian round the corner, she only hesitated for a second before saying yes.




Chapter Five

 



 



 



 



It took two dinners and three glasses of wine for Derek to lure Maggie back to his studio apartment, high above Beak Street. It was a warm spring night as they arrived back from Andrew Edmunds, the restaurant and artists’ hang-out, to Derek’s bachelor pad. It was painted white and was almost completely bare, apart from a record player, a pile of LPs, a bed that came down from the wall, a safe and four cardboard boxes overflowing with papers and wads of cash. In the corner were three TVs.

‘They’re colour,’ Derek said casually, throwing his keys on the floor. ‘Know anyone who wants a colour TV? I can do them a good price, tell them.’

‘Er - no,’ said Maggie, standing in the doorway, twisting the fringe of her shoulder bag around in her fingers. She felt a bit drunk. She didn’t know what she was getting herself into. She’d shaved her legs that morning - much to Camilla’s amusement. ‘Got a date, dahhling?’ she’d drawled, watching her from her bed, smoking a cigarette and winding a lock of thin blonde hair round her fingers. ‘Who’s the guy? Must be special if you’re shaving your legs for him.’

Since Camilla had never shaved any part of her body, Maggie wanted to tell her she didn’t know what she was talking about, but she’d got quite used to ignoring Camilla, the squalor of the flat and the slightly hopeless state she found herself in, these days.

‘Come here,’ said Derek, walking towards her. He flicked a switch in the wall, and the bed fell out to the floor with a loud thump. ‘All mod cons,’ he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

A few minutes later, somehow, she was sitting on the bed with a glass of whisky in her hand, Derek was stroking her hair, loosening his tie and her shirt dress was off, and she was just in her white nylon and lace bra and frilly knickers.

‘I - I can’t,’ she said, biting her lip nervously.

He kissed her neck. ‘I love you, don’t I? Don’t I, Maggie May?’ He blew cool air onto her neck, her breasts, in her ear, stroking her trembling body with a calm, certain hand. ‘Just - do something for me, will you? You love me, don’t you?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, hesitantly.

‘Just lie down on the bed,’ he said, patting the nylon cover with his hand, and taking off his shirt. ‘Lie down next to me. Don’t be scared, Maggie.’

‘I can’t help it. I am scared.’

It felt good to say it, to be honest. His blue eyes were smiling at her, and all of a sudden she felt at ease with him. It was Derek, after all. He was trouble . . . she knew that - it was part of the attraction.

She felt nervous, her heart pounding, but excited at the same time.

‘Trust me. I won’t hurt you.’

She didn’t trust him, that was the problem. But she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. She cupped the side of his face with her hand. No more needed to be said.

He breathed out. ‘OK.’

He touched her and stroked her, and slowly undressed her; there was no tugging at her underwear, no clumsy groping. He gently removed her bra and knickers until she was completely naked.

‘Oh, Maggie May, look at you,’ he said, and he bent forward, licking her breasts, teasing her nipples with his tongue, his teeth. He moved his hands slowly over her body, so gently she wanted more, and then he pushed her back. She was lying on the bed, suddenly, and he had one hand on her stomach, and the other  between her legs. His hand moved gently from her knee to the inside of her thigh. It seemed to take an eternity before he reached her lips, which guarded her virginity.

‘I’m going to put my fingers inside you,’ he said, pushing one, then two, slowly inside her, leaning over her again to kiss her firm breasts. Then he knelt between her legs, looking down at her, as she stared up at him, her beautiful eyes glazed over with desire, her mouth open, moaning as she bit her lip, trying not to cry out that she wanted him, wanted him to fuck her more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life. Her - prim, well-behaved, hard-working Maggie Michaels, and Derek Stone had reduced her to a writhing form beneath him, begging him to devour her.

He stood up in front of her and slowly proceeded to undress himself, while never breaking eye contact with her. She was hypnotised by his magnificent body. It was as if he was carved from marble. He lowered himself on to her. She closed her eyes and used her fingertips to trace his body. How firm, how soft he felt: his shoulders, his biceps, his chest, his ribs, his firm buttocks, his strong thighs. His smell was intoxicating.

She had never seen or felt a naked man before. She bit her lip, but then Derek smiled at her again, looking down at her, and she knew it was right, it was time.

He was breathing heavily, holding his now rigid cock in his hand, and then he took her hand and wrapped it around him. He gasped, closing his eyes.

‘Is it too tight?’ she said, releasing her grasp, terrified she’d hurt him.

‘N-no, no,’ he choked. ‘No, that’s great, my angel. Don’t stop, carry on just like that.’ She felt his warm breath as he exhaled and leaned over her and kissed her neck, still kneeling between her legs, as his fingers stroked her clitoris and she started moaning again. After a minute or so Derek took his cock back into his hand.

And then he placed the head of his penis inside her for the first time, starting to touch her again with one hand. Then he took his fingers away and smiled down at her. He thrust his cock deep into  her body. He put a finger in her mouth; she wrapped her tongue around it and moved it with the same rhythm as his cock inside her. For the first time in her life she knew how she tasted - sweet, sensual, alive. He took his fingers away from her mouth. He pinned her arms above her head, leaning down to lick her nipples, touch her body, and he smelt delicious, like honey.

And then he thrust harder, touching something deep inside her. All the time he was watching her, a curious expression on his face, and when Maggie came she started sobbing, crying out for him to give her more, her breath ragged, her voice broken. Then Derek pushed hard, once, twice, three times, groaning deep, exploding into her, because he knew then he’d conquered her, he’d got her, she was his now.

He loomed over her, sweat glistening on his forehead, breathing deeply, and he could hear her heart hammering on his tongue as he licked the sweat beneath her breasts.

She gazed up at him, helpless, completely unable to move, her chest rising and falling.

‘You know what, Angel,’ Derek said, kissing her. He flexed inside her one more time and she jumped beneath him, powerless, a fresh wave of pleasure sweeping over her. He smiled down at her. ‘I think you might just be good at this.’

Maggie knew it then, knew with a total certainty as she gazed up at him, still panting in his arms, that she wanted more. She felt safe. Because she had fallen completely and helplessly in love with Derek Stone.




Chapter Six

 



 



 



 



‘But when will you be back?’ Maggie asked, trying to keep the whining note out of her voice.

‘Don’t know, Angel,’ Derek said. He kissed her on the lips. ‘It’s an investor, darling. I got to meet him. He likes Amours du Derek, been there a few times. I want to move it to another venue. Hire some new girls. Make it a bit classier.’ He winked. ‘Gotta have my eye on the future, babe.’

In the weeks since she had started seeing Derek, Maggie had learned a few things, the most alarming of which was that Amours du Derek was not the chic Broadway Follies show she’d wanted to believe it was, but something more sinister - just like Derek’s various businesses, the TVs in the bedroom, the knocking on the door of the studio at night, the strange people who turned up in the pub asking for him.

Maggie leaned over the bar, trying not to sound desperate. ‘Shall I come over later?’

‘Best not, babe. We’ll probably go on late. I’ll catch you tomorrow, yeah?’

‘But - Derek - I want to talk to you about something -’

‘You off, Derek?’ Nigel said, as Derek tucked his wallet smartly inside his perfectly cut suit. ‘How’s tricks?’

‘Not too bad,’ said Derek, smiling at him. ‘All right, Pete?’ he said, winking at another regular. ‘Good to see you, mate.’

‘Saw George the other day,’ Pete said. ‘He looked well.’

‘Old Georgy Porgy,’ said Derek. ‘I haven’t seen him for a while.’

‘Who’s George?’ Maggie said, desperate to detain him for a little while longer.

‘My brother, darling,’ Derek told her, tucking his handkerchief back neatly into its pocket.

‘Oh,’ said Maggie.

It was this kind of thing that left her feeling miserable. She was absolutely in love with Derek, and the pain was enormous. She’d thought being in love would be a wonderful thing, and it wasn’t. She wanted him with her the whole time. She was realising how little she knew him - five weeks after they’d first had sex, and she hadn’t known he had a brother, for Christ’s sake. She didn’t trust him. That was the trouble.

Being with Derek was like being on a roller coaster - fun and flowers and amazing sex - he would wake her up by stroking her very gently between the legs, growing more and more insistent, till she woke up, gasping with pleasure, her eyes flying open. He knew exactly how to play her, she was helpless in his hands. But that only made her more miserable, as she told him.

‘I’ve not had anyone and you - you’ve been with all these women!’ she’d say, shyly.

‘It doesn’t matter, does it?’ he’d say cheerfully, poised between her legs, just before he entered her. ‘You’re a natural, Maggie. Born to have sex, darling. Now come here . . .’

They’d picnic in Green Park before walking into Soho, or sit in dark cinemas in the afternoons, watching the latest films, or wander along the South Bank, by the river, hand in hand. Maggie would catch sight of their reflection in a window and think what a nice couple they made, him so dark, her blonde, the two of them so happy. Because he was happy when he was with her, she was sure of that.

Wasn’t she?

And then she wouldn’t hear from him for two, three, four days,  and she’d call his flat from the pub, and there’d be no answer, go round to Amours du Derek, no sign of him, and she’d start to think he’d dumped her and then - is he dead? Perhaps he’s dead, that’s it, that’s why . . .

And then he’d turn up, full of apologies - I had to go to Rotterdam, urgent business. I had a meeting up North, Angel. I’m sorry. I had a tummy upset, terrible it was, sweetheart.


She knew he was lying, knew it. But she couldn’t prove it, and there was something about him that meant she didn’t push it.

But it was worth it, she told herself, for those moments when they were alone. When he would stroke her cheek and kiss her tenderly, play with her body, stroking and touching her, teasing her slowly until she was screaming out for him to come inside her, to fuck her, till he left her panting, crying, exhausted, and he would draw her into his arms and hold her tight till she fell asleep. And she knew he was a player, but there was something about him, something about the way they laughed together, she could cut him down to size, how he would agree with her, smiling ruefully, how wonderful it felt to walk down the street with him, hand in hand, knowing he was hers . . .

Until the game-playing got worse, and the absences, the noncommittal behaviour. It had started after a week or so, and now she was miserable.

She couldn’t have him back to her flat, she was too ashamed of the filth left by Camilla, and the fact that most likely they’d have to step over her the next morning and whoever she’d spent the night with, naked, snoring, stinking of sex and stale sweat. So she had to go to Derek’s - or wait for him to ask her round. And it was driving Maggie mad.

In fact, this particular May night, she was close to breaking point: tired (she didn’t sleep, worrying and thinking about him), hungry (she wasn’t eating enough; too sick with love), and increasingly disillusioned with her life in London, sick of Camilla and the flat and even sick of her own dreams of becoming a star. They seemed further away than ever, now, and somewhere along the line she wondered if she’d given up, in the back of her mind.

As if she’d conjured her up, just then the pub door swung open and Maggie was bewildered to see Camilla come in, her thong sandals slapping on the floor, her floaty dress wafting around her as if it had a life of its own. Maggie had forgotten that Camilla was actually rather beautiful, in a feral, lazy way. She stared at her.

‘Wow. Camilla! What are you doing here?’

Camilla smiled round at the room, as if expecting an audience.

‘I’m going to the Roundhouse. To see some new band with Debs and Jamie. So I thought I’d make a stop in Soho before I did, and then I thought, gosh, why the fuck don’t I just pop in and see where Maggie toils all day - ha, ha!’

Her posh, clipped tones grated on Maggie, they always had. She thought Camilla was a big fake. But she smiled at this and said, ‘What can I get you?’

‘Ohhh,’ Camilla said, flicking her sheet of blonde hair over her shoulder. She turned to the man next to her at the bar, who happened to be Derek, who was watching in amazement like she was an alien creature he’d never seen before. ‘What’s that drink? It looks awfully jolly.’

‘London Pride,’ Derek said, looking her up and down.

Camilla nodded at Maggie, who collected herself. ‘Coming right up. Camilla, this is Derek. My boyfriend.’

‘Oh my God!’ Camilla said loudly, turning to Derek and taking his hand. ‘You’re the famous boyfriend! She doesn’t stop talking about you.’
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Two sisters. One dream.
Winner takes all





