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For Jackie.


I will never forget you.
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INTRODUCTION
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The French Riviera is a place of sublime contrasts. Running from San Remo, just past the principality of Monaco, and almost to Marseille at the west end of the coast, each village, town and beach has its individual charm. Most villages have looked the same for hundreds of years, yet some of the larger towns – stately Monaco, and the grand old city of Nice with its stunning boardwalk, elegant Promenade des Anglais and its splendid hotels and superb shops and restaurants – have combined the best of modern architecture with nineteenth-century grandeur.


And then there is Saint-Tropez.


That humble and holy name conjures up an idyllic paradise where hedonism reigns and wealth and beauty conquer all, supposedly. Some have called it a cultural bone-yard, for the seven deadly sins abound in this happy hunting ground.


The myth of Saint-Tropez is known worldwide, but its reputation as the de rigueur party spot of the summer is comparatively recent. Although the sleepy little port village had existed for thousands of years, it wasn’t until the 1950s that it started hitting the headlines, thanks to sex kitten Brigitte Bardot, the most nubile of post-war stars. Brigitte and her husband Roger Vadim discovered the delights of the nearby beaches of Pampelonne – then almost inaccessible thanks to the thick brush of parasol pines and tangled seaweed – while on location for Brigitte’s first starring role, . . .And God Created Woman in 1955.


On what would end up as the most famous of all Pampelonne beaches, a tiny hut, owned by the de Colmont family, cooked lunch every day for Vadim’s film unit. After the film crew left, the de Colmont family decided to keep cooking but to invite only those they knew and liked. Shortly thereafter, Bernard de Colmont created Le Club 55, named after the year of its birth, and it soon became the most sophisticated and exclusive beach club in the world. The elite of the world have done nothing to erase its unpretentious primitive charm, and it is a mecca for not only the denizens of Saint-Tropez, but for the summer season’s visitors.


In the 1960s, the newly named ‘jet set’ finally discovered the delights of Saint-Tropez and its lush, gorgeous sandy beaches. Millionaires, playboys, film stars, heiresses, high-class hookers and low-rent boys descended on this elite paradise, and the party hasn’t stopped yet. Some twenty years later, fat-bellied tourists in their buses and trailers, backpacks eternally glued to their spines like bizarre camel people, also descended in droves, marring the beauty and tranquillity of the village and its surroundings.


But Saint-Tropez has expanded significantly. In the past twenty years the environs of this charming village and the nearby villages of Ramatuelle, Gassin and La Croix-Valmer have spread like octopus tentacles via the new speedy roads and concrete apartment complexes, giant superstores and, saddest of all, McDonald’s eating establishments.


Most people only think of Saint-Tropez beaches as filled with topless hookers, heavy hitters and illicit sex. That goes on in some of the more decadent beaches, such as the recently defunct Voile Rouge, where groups of rich playboys thought nothing of paying €10,000 for a jeroboam of champagne, which they liberally squirted over their squealing, scantily clad lady friends. Lunches at some of these beaches begin around three p.m. and rarely finish before eight or nine p.m., complete with floor shows and fashion parades of the flimsiest beachwear and wild, uninhibited dancing on the tables and bars to the heaviest of rap beats.


In the hills above Saint-Tropez lie some magnificent and expensive villas, many owned by billionaires who only spend as little as one or two weeks a year in their houses. Between November and February, the village is home to only five thousand souls. As the sun shines brighter, the Parisians and foreigners arrive to un-shutter their villas until, by June and July, more than 35,000 people are squeezed into Saint-Tropez. Add to that the daily influx of some 50,000 tourists and the pace becomes frenetic as the beat goes on.


This tale is about one sizzling summer season in this bacchanalian utopia, of sun, sin, sex and scandal, and the people who made it happen.




PROLOGUE
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Lying face down in a pool, August 2015


How has it come to this? Me, the stud of Saint-Tropez. Twenty-nine years old. Handsome. Devilishly amusing. Big dick. Every woman in Saint-Tropez gladly accepting my advances. Well, not every woman, but I am seldom turned down. Think of an Italian Brad Pitt crossed with the brooding Latin sex appeal of a Benicio del Toro and that’s me. The ultimate fuck machine, constantly horny, my body a factory of raging hormones. I don’t like to boast . . . well, actually I do.


And my singing. Certainly I am no Julio Iglesias, but by the light of any silvery moon, my guitar playing and mellow, sensuous sounds have charmed many ladies (and the occasional man) into the sack. Sure, there are plenty of husbands and lovers who are insanely jealous of me, but I haven’t lasted for nine years as a gigolo without knowing how to avoid them. After all, I am the stud of studs, the adored of the bored, the life and soul of every event, ‘the second coming of Sinatra’ . . . even I admit that was a bit over the top, but Maximus, my PR, my agent – well, my pimp – actually had a hangover that morning after the night I sang at Charlie Chalk’s black and white ball and had no regard for originality when he thus described my performance to Gala magazine. That was one of the last nights I performed, while that ancient bitch Sophie Silvestri shot daggers at me.


I can hear people yelling and police sirens near me now, but I’m worried about the black silk Valentino shirt I’m wearing. My dear fidanzata bought me that as a making-up present last year for throwing my Etro bags off the back of her yacht. Now utterly ruined, soaking and blood spattered. I picture the wild-eyed Russian cow with her threats of ‘I will kill you, you stupid wop-bastard’, but she and I both know that her hands shake far too violently with the DTs caused by two bottles of Grey Goose a day to have done this.


My thoughts drift to the husbands. I’d cuckolded several by July, but none of them seemed to care as they traipsed off to the golf courses with their pot-bellied pals. Except the American mega-mogul, whose gorgeous trophy wife I slept with twice.


There have been hundreds, no thousands, of visitors in Saint-Tropez this hot summer, and I have rubbed shoulders with many of them. I have rubbed almost all other parts of my body with many of them too. We attend the same parties, lunches and dinners over and over again. Same people, same faces, same dialogue.


So how has it come to this? Is this the end?




CHAPTER ONE
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Cannes Film Festival, May 2015


As I attempt to sweep up the red-carpeted steps to the Palais des Arts, the agonising pain in my hips makes me feel faint. I clench my teeth, as well as the hands of Frick and Adolpho, my two faithful style gurus who support me, one on each arm, whispering encouragement while I smile for the sea of lenses.


‘Courage, Sophie. Be brave, cara – you are still the most beautiful; don’t let them see your pain,’ Frick encourages.


‘And wipe the lipstick off your teeth,’ hisses Adolpho.


And of course I won’t, can’t, let them see the effort it has taken me to strut up those velvet-sheathed stairs in six-inch Louboutins and a dress I haven’t worn since The Princess and the Playboy in ’68. Gina has let it out several inches in the waist and hips, but even with the steel corset it’s torture. ‘You must suffer to be beautiful.’ The words of my mentor, the great director Charlot Benedicto, ring in my ears as I recall his insistence on having me strapped in corsets to play the young Marie Antoinette. ‘She would have remained standing even after they chopped her head off,’ I joked behind his back. Always behind his back. The corset had taken my then twenty-three-inch waist down to eighteen inches, and I had worn it the whole ten-hour shooting day, unable to eat or go to the bathroom. I also cracked a rib but never complained. Not to his face, at least.


I smile again at the cheering crowds of paparazzi, and fans pushing behind them, who line the staircase. How ugly most of them are. Where do they come from with their werewolf teeth, their hideous tattoos, their greasy hair and their pierced ears, noses, tongues, and nipples? And fat! So many are bursting out of their jeans, their white bellies exposed in all their cellulite ugliness, wearing nothing but T-shirts with stupid slogans that mean nothing. Not one elegant jacket, not one nice shirt – just shorts and jeans and crop tops and pale ugly skin spilling out of them, but with the occasional brilliantly dressed transgender fashionista, like a cherry on stale icing.


At the top of the steps a civilised crowd awaits. Amongst the coiffed, gowned and black-tied, I glimpse Deneuve and Depardieu, and make a gigantic effort with the last few stairs. Both my hips are now torturing me. Why hadn’t I listened all those years ago when I was warned that the acrobatic exercise videos I was making, each one featuring my more and more excessive contortions, would eventually cripple me? ‘Your bones are like Swiss cheese,’ the blunt American doctor had pronounced. Did I detect a note of suppressed delight in his voice? Was I to be his retirement pension? ‘If we don’t give you two hip replacements within a year, you’ll be in a wheelchair for the rest of your life.’ He sounded slightly too pleased about that.


The rest of my life? How long will that be? I’m seventy-four now but I feel 104, and by the time I get to 104, I’ll probably be long dead. But of course I don’t look my age. No way. Frick and Adolpho see to that. Naturally, when I’m slopping around with the dogs and cats in overalls covered in dog hair, I look like an ancient Jane Fonda in Barbarella. Only my faithful menagerie and Frick and Adolpho help keep me sane and vaguely interested in what passes for a life. They don’t care how I look and only insist I hide when the postman comes or the occasional fan or paparazzo manages to sneak into my remote property, concealing themselves behind the olive trees and trying to steal a snap.


What vile creatures they are, knowing that a photo of one of the most famous sex goddesses of the 1960s, now gone to seed, would fetch a fortune with the tabloids. ‘Sophie Silvestri’s so faded, she’s almost invisible,’ one cruel reporter had written. How nasty these people can be. One managed to ooze his way in through the oleander bushes last week while I was deadheading my hydrangeas. He’d begged for a photo, even offering to pay me, so I haughtily gave him my best Bette Davis line: ‘I admit I’ve seen better days, but I’m still not to be had for the price of a cocktail or a salted peanut’ before throwing him out.


That Davis woman, she sure had a way with words, and we’d had a few when I was playing the second lead in one of her movies. She accused me of stealing her boyfriend. Boyfriend! Fifty if he was a day, and I only flirted with him because he was the director of photography and giving me great lighting, so I occasionally gave him something else in my dressing room during lunch break, careful not to smudge my make-up.


I was so gorgeous then, I had to fight ’em off. Why are people so horrible to the elderly? Being beautiful and getting old is like being rich and becoming poor. One day they’ll be old (if they’re lucky) so why should they be so unkind? There should be a law against ageism. There are laws against racism, homophobia, sexism and the mocking of midgets – sorry, vertically challenged. So why can’t we be polite to the over-sixties?


But the fans still try to break in. Usually Frick and Adolpho and my dear dogs manage to get rid of them. Of course, there was the unfortunate incident a couple of years ago when my favourite Doberman Pinscher took a little snack out of some fat fan’s fanny. The idiot was bending over behind the bougainvillea bushes, camera posed, ass in the air – naturally dear Faustus couldn’t resist the temptation of that gelatinous white builder’s cleavage.


The Saint-Tropez gendarmerie hushed up the potential scandal, of course. The man looked like a pervert anyway, and Captain Poulpe and his daughter Gabrielle used the persuasiveness of truncheon and their posse of grim-faced goons to banish him from our lovely village for ever. Dear Captain Poulpe. He has always been one of my biggest fans. I think he has a tiny crush on me too. Sadly he’s on the point of retirement, which is what I should probably have done years ago.


I wince as I make the top step and air-kiss Deneuve on both cheeks. The bitch looks far too good and, as I kiss, I try to check behind her ears, but all that real blonde hair (double bitch) gets in the way. After all, we are almost contemporaries. The crowd cheers, the cameras click, the flashes flash insanely, recording the moment when two queens of the French cinema reunite, and I feel the instant rush of adrenalin that these events still give me. After all, I am still a star.




CHAPTER TWO
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La Recoleta Cemetery, Buenos Aires, February 2015


Nicanor Di Ponti was lowered to the ground as his entire family and his beautiful wife Carlotta wept, the tears running down her oval face. The drizzle of the Argentine summer rain was as steady and copious as the tears of the mourners, but the tears, like the rain, did not all come from the same cloud. In Carlotta’s case, the tears were tears of freedom, tears of joy.


Carlotta had met Nicanor when she was a sixteen-year-old virgin from a poor family and he was a twenty-nine-year-old sex addict from a rich one. They had married and had a baby girl and their marriage seemed storybook, although sadly – and despite herculean efforts by Nicanor – Carlotta was unable to give him the male heir he longed for. They lived in mansions around the world, paid for by the vast sugar-cane fortune that the Di Ponti family had established, but which Nicanor’s mother had made into a global brand. With its distinctive image of a gaucho riding free on the plains of the pampas, Di Ponti sugar was the staple in every supermarket, kitchen and restaurant in the world. How far from the truth that was, Carlotta often thought. What if they knew that the handsome man in the gaucho photograph, which Nicanor had posed for when he was twenty-two, was into kinky bondage and hardcore sex?
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I had never seen anything so beautiful as the villa that Nicanor took me to on our first date. I had been sitting by the fountain in the middle of our village square, thinking for a long time that my life had been ‘one step forward and two steps back’. Ever since I left school last year, I’d been working in the chocolate factory owned by the powerful Di Ponti family. They owned practically everything in the village and the surrounding towns and villages too.


Nicanor was driving a very fancy car, red. The top was down and the wind was blowing his thick black hair into a pompadour. I recognised him immediately. ‘Gaucho’ – his photograph – was on every bag of sugar and on every wrapper of the delicious chocolate bars sold everywhere. However, they were not so delicious when I worked ten hours a day in the factory that made them.


‘Want a ride?’ he asked, the sun glinting on his blue-mirrored glasses.


I couldn’t see his eyes but I knew they were black, black as the night that comes so quickly in our village.


My mother had brought me up to never accept anything from strange men, but this was no stranger. This was ‘Gaucho’ – a man admired and worshipped by all young girls and women in Argentina, his face on the front of every carton of sugar.


‘Where to?’ I asked, wondering if I sounded too eager.


‘We’ll go see the countryside,’ he laughed, and I had never seen such brilliant white teeth before. He was wearing a red polo shirt that matched the colour of his car, which featured a black horse inside a yellow shield on the bonnet.


He asked me my name and what I did for a living, and I told him.


‘That’s not good enough for a beautiful girl like you,’ he laughed. I blushed. ‘Are you a virgin?’ he asked.


I blushed even more fiercely and hung my head. My mother would kill me if she knew I was talking so freely to a man. But he wasn’t just a man – he was ‘Gaucho’ – he was almost a God!


‘Of course,’ I replied, ‘I’m only sixteen.’


‘Good, that’s very good,’ he said. He had a kind smile.


We drove around to his family’s sugar-cane plantation and he spoke most amusingly of places I had only heard of – Paris, Vienna, Capri. He seemed to have travelled the globe many times; his stories were captivating but they also made me laugh a lot.


I became worried that it was getting late and I asked him to please take me back to the village.


‘Only if you promise you will go out with me tomorrow,’ he replied.


I was stunned. ‘Gaucho’ asking me, Carlotta Perez, a poor girl who worked in one of his factories, to go out with him? What else could I say but yes?


I told my mother I was going to go visit my cousins in the next village, and Nicanor arranged to pick me up in a quiet grove near the windmill.


He was in a different car this time. The windows were made of black smoked glass and it looked quite old.


‘It’s a classic Bentley. I collect vintage cars,’ he informed me as I clambered in. He didn’t offer to help me. My mother had told me to expect men to help me, but I was young and agile and, after all, he was ‘Gaucho’ and everyone did things for him.


We drove for miles until we came to an enormous pink villa perched on a hill with a beautiful view of the sea.


‘Where is this?’ I whispered. I tried not to be afraid even though it was getting dark, but it seemed he sensed my fear and put a hand on my knee.


‘Don’t be frightened, amor. This is our summer house – come.’


When I stepped inside the gorgeous villa I couldn’t stop staring at the magnificence of it, at the many oil portraits of men in old-fashioned clothes who all looked very much like Nicanor and the dim lighting from golden sconces that illuminated them.


‘Those are my ancestors,’ he said, then ushered me into a room which had bookshelves covered in books. A deep, comfortable, dark-green velvet sofa stood in front of the grand fireplace.


‘Sit,’ he commanded, ‘and I will get you a drink – prosecco and peach juice – okay? It’s called a Bellini. It’s a specialty from Harry’s Bar in Venice.’


‘I . . . I don’t . . . I’m not allowed to drink,’ I stumbled.


‘Nonsense, you’re sixteen. Of course you can drink – you must.’


He filled two crystal glasses at a dark wooden bar and brought them over.


I sat beside him and I gazed into his deep black eyes, and although I was apprehensive I felt a wonderful feeling of excitement. ‘To us,’ he declared, raising his glass.


I took a tentative sip from mine. It was delicious. The tart taste of the prosecco was offset by the sweetness of the peach juice.


‘I just need to make a couple of long-distance phone calls,’ he abruptly announced. ‘Amuse yourself with this, mi amor – I’ll be back shortly’.


He handed me an enormous illustrated book bound in deep burgundy leather. I opened it and almost choked.


It was full of the most explicit images of men torturing women – of a woman being ravaged by a massive dog and of men doing things to each other which I could not understand, much less imagine.


And that was the last thing I remembered.


I regained consciousness to the morning sounds of birds waking up. It was dawn. A TV flickered black and white shadows in a corner and an early newscaster was droning on.


I was sprawled on the sofa. There were bloodstains on the green velvet and a broken champagne glass on the floor. My stomach felt like lead and there was a throbbing ache between my legs. I picked up my underwear, skirt and blouse and quickly pulled them on. I started hyperventilating. Where was Nicanor and why had he done this to me? Was he lurking somewhere upstairs in his darkened house, perhaps waiting to pounce on me again? I wasn’t going to wait around to find out.


My head throbbed, and when I touched it I could feel a bump the size of an egg. The painful memories suddenly rushed back. I had a flash of the images in the big burgundy book. Before I even finished it, I’d passed out. And then . . . and then? Had he done those things to me? I wasn’t about to wait to find that out either. Oh God, he’d drugged me and . . . raped me? Why? Why would the great ‘Gaucho’ do this to me – an innocent sixteen-year-old? I never wanted to see him again.
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Carlotta had to get out. She dressed hastily and crept out of the library, but when she tried to open the enormous, copper-studded mahogany front door, she found it firmly locked. The villa was vast, with many windows that looked out at the verdant landscaped gardens, but as she dashed through the empty rooms draped with tapestries and paintings of Nicanor’s frowning ancestors, she found these windowed sentinels firmly locked.


She found her way downstairs into the bowels of the house, hoping against hope that there would be an open door or window or perhaps a kind-hearted staff member who would let her escape. As she opened the basement door to a shining kitchen outfitted with the latest technology, Carlotta heard a low growl emanating from beside an incongruously old-fashioned Aga.


Suddenly two giant Dobermans jumped up from their cushions and raced towards her, barking furiously, teeth bared in a ferocious snarl, saliva dripping from their dark jowls. Carlotta screamed and, slamming the door on the beasts’ angry faces, slumped to the floor and started to weep uncontrollably.
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Suddenly I felt him beside me.


He was naked and he was – oh! I couldn’t bear to think what he’d done with that thing. Even though he was wearing a dressing gown, that huge thing stuck out from between his legs. It had hurt me so much and I couldn’t bear to be near to him.


‘Where are you going, you pretty little girl?’ he whispered, holding on to my shoulders tightly. ‘Come back to bed, mi amor.’


I struggled to free myself, but he was so tall and so strong that I couldn’t. I burst into tears of anger.


‘How could you – how could you have done this to me? Why?’ I wailed.


‘I want you for my wife,’ he said simply. ‘I’ve been watching you for weeks. Come, my darling girl, let us talk.’


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He made me sit down in the vast kitchen, shooing the now silent dogs into the corridor.


‘Breakfast – you need food.’


Suddenly he had become so kind and caring – I didn’t know what to think. I was terribly confused. My head was throbbing, as was the pain between my legs. I watched him fry eggs and chorizo. And then he explained.


‘I need to take a wife, Carlotta, before I turn thirty, and I wanted my wife to be young and a virgin. I could not take your word for it, so I had to find out the only way I knew.’


I was stunned, ‘So you raped me? This was how you wanted to find out if . . . if . . .?’


‘No, no – it wasn’t rape. It was . . . well, you didn’t refuse me.’


In my muddled mind I thought maybe he was right, and he was being so sweet – so nice and so kind now.


‘I couldn’t wait for our wedding night to find out, Carlotta, do you understand? So now I can propose to you.’


I nodded, even though I found this all more than strange. Gaucho was proposing to me? Of all the women I had seen him with in the celebrity magazines – actresses, princesses, heiresses – he wanted me? It didn’t make any sense.


Then he did the strangest thing of all – he got down on one knee and, taking my hand, he asked, ‘Will you marry me, Carlotta? Will you become my loyal, my obedient wife?’


I was no longer a virgin. This man had raped me, but I was also a very poor girl who had little prospect of any good fortune in the future – I would be doomed to a life of poverty like my parents. He was ‘Gaucho’, the handsomest, richest man in San Miguel – maybe all of Argentina.
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Nicanor held her tight, murmuring into her ear, whispering how he loved her and wanted to make her happy. Carlotta closed her eyes. Then he gently picked her up and, mounting the marbled staircase, took her back to her bedroom.


‘My darling, mi amor, don’t cry, please,’ she heard Nicanor’s voice, considerate and charming, and looked up at his handsome figure in the paisley silk dressing gown. He cradled the sobbing girl in his muscular arms as she wept on his shoulder. ‘There, there. Please don’t cry, my little pet, my little darling butterfly.’


‘Butterfly? Why do you call me that?’ Carlotta said as she brushed the tears from her cheeks and attempted to struggle free from Nicanor’s strong embrace, which tightened as he held on to her, rocking her lovingly, his warm breath on her neck.


‘Because you are frail and delicate as a butterfly, and because you try to fly away from me,’ he answered as he held her tighter. ‘But butterflies can be caught with the right net, isn’t that so, my darling?’


Carlotta nodded. Nicanor’s voice was soothing and the scent of his skin calmed her in spite of her fear. As he continued talking to her in a soft, soothing voice, she felt herself melting and he, aware of her imminent surrender, bent his head to her parted lips. As he kissed her delicately but with passion, she felt herself succumbing.


‘I want you,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘I am sorry about what happened before, my darling. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I adore you. Something came over me. I desired you so much – too much, my love. And I want you to want me too. Please, my love, please give me another chance.’


Nicanor set her gently down on to the silken bed. His lips travelled to her breasts, which he freed from her simple blouse. Carlotta started to respond. His lips were so soft and warm as he licked and sucked her nipples. She had never felt anything like this before. Then his hand crept down between her legs. She couldn’t believe she could feel this much pleasure.


Having caused her the most agonising pain just a few hours ago, he was now giving her the most exquisite sensual delight she had ever experienced. He didn’t try to enter her, his fingers had found her pleasure point and within minutes Carlotta experienced her first orgasm. It was so intense that she screamed with the joy and the pain and her tears started to flow again.


After he had finished with her he had immediately fallen into another deep sleep punctuated by snuffling snores. Making sure he was fast asleep, Carlotta crept out of bed and felt her way to the bathroom. She closed the door softly, marvelling at the huge mirrored and pale marble bathroom en suite to Nicanor’s bedroom, and drew a bath.


She luxuriated in the vast bathtub with the gold-plated taps and buttons and switches that turned on all manner of jet streams and showers; they would pamper every part, and help to heal her aching body. She sampled the delicately scented soaps, oils and lotions that surrounded the marble-topped bath. They were delicious, and as Carlotta lay back in the foamy warm water, the thought crossed her mind that maybe she could become accustomed to this sybaritic lifestyle.


Marry him? Of course she would.
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Carlotta didn’t dare tell her mother what had happened with Nicanor. She went through the next few days in a daze, constantly reliving the night of pain and passion with Nicanor in an alternating haze of disgust and anticipation. But as the days passed, the anticipation turned into disappointment, as she heard no word from Nicanor.


After a week in which disappointment turned into doubt and then to despair, Carlotta took a ride on her bicycle to the outskirts of the village where the Di Ponti villa stood, in all its baroque majesty. Shielded from the road by the tall pine trees, thick foliage and luxurious flowering shrubs, all that was visible were the tall golden spires on the rooftop.


Carlotta sat beneath a gardenia bush and took a queso fresco and tomato sandwich wrapped in greaseproof paper from her rucksack. She was wearing faded red espadrilles and a secondhand pink and white striped halterneck sundress that she had bought for ten pesos at the local market.


The sun dappled her lightly tanned shoulders as she leaned against a pine tree, watching a yellow butterfly dart amongst the foliage, and considered her options. She wanted to see Nicanor again. She yearned for him. Against all her better judgement, she had wrestled with her conscience for hours each night as she lay in bed thinking about that extraordinary night.


Yes, Nicanor had taken her by force. Yes, he had hurt her, but after subtly questioning her best girlfriend Livia after school one day about sex, Livia had confided, ‘Losing my virginity hurt like hell, Carlotta, but after that it was heavenly.’


Carlotta ruminated as she gazed up at the blue summer sky and the scudding clouds. The memory of the feelings she had finally experienced with Nicanor had become her most prevailing thought. She had known little real affection in her life. Her father had left her mother shortly after Carlotta was born and her mother blamed the new baby for his disappearance. Consequently she gave little heed to Carlotta when the baby cried or when, as a toddler, she hung on to her mother’s skirts, hoping for a crumb of affection but receiving nothing. Her grandmother was more affectionate and loving, but the old lady suffered from painful arthritis and her withered old limbs didn’t make cuddling Carlotta comfortable.


As she lay in bed at night, her hands strayed to that place whence Nicanor had extracted such deep pleasure, and she found herself climaxing gently to images of his mouth on her body and his lips on hers. She knew these were wicked thoughts and actions and she tried to banish them, but it was difficult when every magazine she scanned there he strutted, the ‘Gaucho’, with his handsome, insouciant gaze, his tight trousers outlining his manhood, one hand on his hip, the other holding the harness of a fierce black stallion.


On the outskirts of the village, Carlotta had passed another giant coloured poster of him proclaiming the values of Di Ponti sugar while astride a horse. He looked supremely confident, supremely male, and Carlotta realised she was supremely smitten.


Suddenly there was an excruciating roar and a posse of leather-clad young men on motorcycles zoomed past her, the noise of their exhausts so loud that she had to put her fingers in her ears. After they had ridden into the distance in a haze of fumes, one of the cycles stopped, turned, and came back to where Carlotta sat. As the rider stepped down and removed his helmet, Carlotta’s heart leaped.


‘My butterfly, I’m so happy to see you here!’ Nicanor smiled broadly. Bending to hug her, he took a huge bite of her sandwich and sat down beside her.


‘Oh, what are you doing here?’ she stammered. ‘I thought you’d forgotten about me.’


‘Forget you? My gorgeous butterfly – never. You have been in my thoughts the whole time. I’ve been on a trip,’ he laughed, then took another bite of her sandwich as Carlotta gazed at him open mouthed.


My God, but he was even more handsome than ever in his black leather jacket and trousers. His raven hair clung to his head in tight curls that accentuated the darkness of his eyes.


‘Miss me?’ he grinned, his mouth full of Carlotta’s lunch.


‘Ah, ye-es . . . yes, I did but, why . . . why didn’t you call me or send a message . . .?’


‘My darling – I thought of you when we were on the road with my gang and I couldn’t . . . well, you know what it’s like when you’re in a group. We went all the way to Punta del Este,’ he laughed. ‘God, we had fun!’


Carlotta took a sip from her water bottle and kept silent. She didn’t know what to say and remembered the advice of her ancient grandma: If you don’t know what to say – say nothing.


Misinterpreting her silence for reproach, Nicanor looked repentant. ‘I’m sorry, my love, truly sorry. I’m a rat, I know, but it hasn’t been that long, has it?’


‘Ten days,’ said Carlotta weakly.


‘Then let’s start making up for them right now,’ he declared and, taking her hand, led her deeper into the dense foliage until they came to a grassy clearing surrounded by flowering bushes and smelling of hibiscus. He laid her softly on the grassy mound and looked into her beautiful innocent brown eyes. ‘How lovely you are,’ he breathed as he brushed her parted lips with his.


Undoing the halterneck tie, his hands pushed the straps of her sundress to her waist and his lips eagerly found her soft mounds. It was useless to resist, and besides, Carlotta loved the feel of his mouth on her breasts, the touch of his hand on her loins, which felt heavy with desire. In seconds she came, her cries mixing with those of the Andean gulls that circled above them.


‘Hush, hush,’ he whispered, entering her while she still quivered with ecstasy. ‘Hush, my little butterfly. We have our whole lives ahead of us to make love.’
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They married four months later, on Carlotta’s seventeenth birthday, in a lavish ceremony in Buenos Aires at the Metropolitan Cathedral. Society, royalty and A-list celebrities ensured that the wedding received maximum coverage in People, Vanity Fair and Hello! magazine. Carlotta was a ravishing bride in a pure white Alençon lace wedding dress by Valentino.


Her jet-black hair, held on her forehead by a hundred-carat antique diamond necklace that had been in the Di Ponti family for nearly two hundred years, flowed down her back, covered in a downy soft veil embroidered with tiny butterflies.


The gown had a thirty-foot train and was carried by a dozen tiny tots, all distant relatives of Madame Elsa Di Ponti, the fearsome matriarch of the Di Ponti clan and mother of Nicanor.


‘The most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen,’ Adolpho breathed in admiration to his employer and mentor, the legendary screen star Sophie Silvestri, as they watched the couple walk up the aisle.


‘She’s short.’ Sophie was hard-pressed ever to give a good review to a beautiful woman, particularly one of only seventeen summers.


‘Petite,’ answered Adolpho. ‘A perfect little package, I would say.’


‘Well, since you bat for the other team, I don’t think you’re much of a judge of female flesh,’ said Sophie, checking her immaculate maquillage in a jewel-encrusted minaudière.


‘Shhh!’ hissed the famous record producer Khris Kane, who was sitting behind them.


I think she’s a little beauty.’ Adolpho turned to look at the newly-weds as they passed the flower-covered aisle in a flurry of confetti and petals.


Sophie turned to him. Snapping her compact shut, she adjusted the blonde confection of her wig and the tiny hat tilted over her famous blue eyes and sneered. ‘A little! A very little beauty she may be, but she’s bitten off far more than she can chew with this marriage.’


What do you mean?’ asked Adolpho, nonplussed.


‘Darling, everyone knows Nicanor Di Ponti is a complete bastard and an absolute degenerate.’


They stood up as the congregation began to shuffle out into the brilliant sunshine.


‘Everyone knows,’ whispered Sophie. ‘The family have tried to hush it up for years. Apparently he almost killed a young girl a couple of years ago. The Di Ponti family had to pay the girl’s parents a fortune to buy their silence.’


Adolpho stared at the receding figures of the laughing bride and groom as they exited the church to shouts and cheers from the excited crowd outside and the blinding flashes of the cameras.


‘Then,’ Sophie bent to whisper in Adolpho’s ear, ‘he was caught in a New York hotel last year with three girls all under the age of sixteen and with enough heroin to service a drug addict for a month.’


How come he wasn’t arrested?’


‘Diplomatic immunity. The Di Ponti family have a lot of influence, darling. When it comes to the drug offences of the rich, it’s easy to turn the other cheek if the rich grease palms with enough silver.’


Well, he looks ecstatic with the new bride,’ said Adolpho.


Yes, the perfect picture of happy newly-weds,’ answered Sophie, graciously acknowledging the cheers of the crowd as she came out of the cathedral. ‘Just you wait and see,’ she whispered.


[image: Illustration]


For Carlotta the honeymoon period did not last long.


They flew to Las Vegas – a strange choice, thought Carlotta. She had tried to influence her new husband to go somewhere more romantic, but what Nicanor wanted, Nicanor got. Their honeymoon suite was garish; as big as an arena, complete with four bedrooms, a fully stocked wet bar and a butler who discreetly slipped tightly wrapped packets of white powder into Nicanor’s pockets whenever he was asked.


After a desultory bout of lovemaking on their wedding night, Nicanor had disappeared to the baccarat and blackjack tables. She had gone with him the second night, but the noise and clatter and flashing lights of the casino gave her a headache, and playing blackjack, which she did badly, or roulette, at which she consistently lost, frustrated her. She tried the slot machines but the intense monotony of pressing a button over and over again to get a line of matching fruits bored her to tears.


The front windows of the huge rooms overlooked the Vegas strip, where lonely Carlotta spent hours sitting with binoculars, helpfully provided by the hotel, to gaze at the passing throngs. In their Lycra shorts and flashy cheap T-shirts, most of them were so fat that Carlotta wondered how they could even walk.


She persuaded Nicanor to get tickets for Cher’s show at Caesars Palace, but on the appointed night he simply disappeared, so she watched her favourite star, cavorting on stage in gorgeous Bob Mackie gowns, all by herself.


That night she couldn’t sleep then Nicanor showed up stoned and stinking of vodka at four a.m.


‘Where have you been?’ she asked. ‘I looked everywhere for you. I had to go and see Cher alone last night.’


Oh, you poor baby,’ Nicanor spat out sarcastically. Throwing off his sweat-stained silk shirt. ‘Feel sorry for me, why don’t you? I’ve just lost thirty thousand dollars on that crappy poker game – Texas hold’em.’ He drawled out the word in a hideous impression of a mid-Western accent.


‘Well, I think that serves you right.’ Carlotta sat up in bed defiantly, emboldened to stand up for herself. We’re married and we should do things together.’


‘We should? We should? Ha!’ Nicanor stalked towards the massive four-poster bed, which was festooned with hanging ropes and mirrors on the ceiling and on the walls at either side. ‘Don’t you dare tell me what I should and shouldn’t do, woman!’ He raised his hand and hit Carlotta so hard on the cheek that she yelped and fell back whimpering.


Oh, yes, go on – cry, why don’t you? D’you want to cry like the silly little idiot you are? Then I’ll give you something to cry about, you stupid little bitch!’


Horrified, Carlotta saw her husband rip off his trousers. Without preamble he tore off her flimsy nightgown, then threw himself on top of her. Where once he tenderly licked and kissed, now he bit her breasts so savagely that they bled. He plunged into her with the atavistic roar of a wild animal, and thrust so hard that she screamed with pain.


‘Stop it, Nico – stop it, please!’


‘Why should I?’ he growled. ‘You’re mine, I can do what I want with you. You belong to me now.’ He thrust harder and grabbed her breasts, squeezing them violently as she moaned in agony.


‘Stop it, Nico, stop it! You’re hurting our baby!’


‘Our what?’ Nicanor stopped abruptly and stared at her with bloodshot eyes.


‘Our baby,’ cried Carlotta. ‘Nico, I’m pregnant.’


‘Oh, my God! Oh, my God!’ He rolled off her and sat on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands, his flaccid penis hanging forlornly on his thigh. ‘When did you . . . are you sure?’


‘Yes,’ said Carlotta quietly. ‘I went to see a nice American doctor today because I suspected and it’s true – I am.’ She smiled pleadingly, hoping that now perhaps Nicanor would become the tender lover that he had been before the marriage. ‘I’m only seven weeks but it’s definite.’


‘Then you must rest,’ he slurred, as he staggered up and walked shakily to the bathroom. ‘I won’t bother you again, my dear.’
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Throughout Carlotta’s pregnancy, Nicanor had seldom come near her. They returned to San Miguel, where the family doctor told her that, given her young age, barely seventeen, and petite build she must spend the next six and a half months confined to her bed. Carlotta was lonely and horribly confused.


Her mother, despite being happy now that the Di Ponti family had bought her a cottage on the outskirts of the village, rarely came to visit. Madame Elsa was seldom at home, busy socialising in all the jet-set spots of the world, and Carlotta’s grandmother, racked with arthritis, couldn’t make the journey. Therefore Carlotta’s only visitor was her schoolfriend Livia. Livvy had married her boyfriend and was divinely happy. She visited often, regaling Carlotta with tales of family gatherings and outings to the beach, pizza restaurants and the movies – all things Carlotta could no longer do.


When Carlotta’s daughter Flora was finally born, Nicanor couldn’t hide his disappointment. ‘Why couldn’t it have been a boy?’ he whined. He started blaming Carlotta for ‘the mistake’, as he referred to the child. When she asked him if he still loved her he replied bitterly, ‘To quote Prince Charles, my dear, “Whatever love is” – quite apt for a Brit, I thought.’


Nicanor’s desire for a son became more and more obsessive. His monthly lovemaking, if you could call it that, was timed to Carlotta’s menstrual cycle. The doctor had told the couple which were the optimal times of the month to conceive, so for three days in the middle of her cycle, Nicanor pounded relentlessly into his young wife. These couplings were completely without affection or even a modicum of lovemaking. He seemed to think that the rougher and more brutal the sex, the stronger the chances were of producing a boy. She had endured his perversion as long as she could until, after a near-death episode involving a vodka bottle, she decided that a sexless marriage was preferable to what he demanded. This was reinforced by her doctor who informed her she was badly scarred by the incident. Carlotta became resigned to the fact that he found satisfaction elsewhere. ‘Just not in our house,’ she had requested.


Carlotta’s life revolved around her gorgeous baby Flora, and eventually she gave in to the blandishments of the Buenos Aires socialites and started frequenting their gossipy lunches and get-togethers. She adored her daughter and spent her days involved in charities helping the poor and destitute of San Miguel. But she was not happy. It was an empty life, and when she brought up the subject of divorce, Nicanor refused to even consider it.


‘You have your new life – I have mine, and if you divorce me I will see to it that you don’t receive a penny from me or my family,’ he threatened.


His jaunts with his motorcycle buddies became more frequent and, heedless of her request, he constantly brought under-age girls back to the villa, where he would abuse them, often so loudly that the sounds of the young girls’ sobbing penetrated Carlotta’s bedroom – despite being as far away from her husband’s vile den as it could possibly be.


‘One day – one day it will all end,’ Livvy told her comfortingly.


‘But how?’ sighed Carlotta, watching the now six-year-old Flora play with her favourite parrot. ‘How can it?’
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The official cause of Nicanor’s death seven years later was a heart attack, but everyone wondered how someone so young, so vital, could have had a heart condition. Carlotta had found his body hanging by a black silk stocking from a rafter in his lair; a chair overturned and an orange stuck in his mouth, while a terrified teenaged whore in a Nazi cap wearing one black stocking and a garter belt screamed her head off. His family was shocked with the suddenness of his death, even though his debauchery was common knowledge among the elite of Buenos Aires.


With the help of the family lawyer, Carlotta had managed to brush the potential scandal of her husband’s death efficiently under the Aubusson carpet, and salvage Nicanor’s reputation, but not without first taking some graphic photos of the death scene. No longer the ignorant and naïve girl she had been before their marriage, she made sure to show his immediate family some of the photos, in the event there was any resistance to his will, which left her a very handsome woman in every aspect.
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