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Chapter One

‘Lita!’

Lita Morales stopped scrubbing off her parents’ scratched Formica counter-top and turned around to see her mother smiling and proudly waving an envelope.

‘Happy birthday, sweetheart.’ Mama kissed her on the cheek, tugging on her gloves against the Bronx November cold. Outside their tiny apartment, the street lamps of Wheeler Avenue were silhouetted against the pale gold, icy dawn sky. It was half-past six and Mama had to head out to take the subway to Manhattan soon. ‘Your father and me got you a gift.’

Lita smiled and took the card in the crisp paper envelope. It had a picture of a hedgehog holding some balloons; a kid’s card, really. Mama had probably gotten it cheap, because one corner was frayed, and in the Morales household, they watched every cent. Inside the card was seventeen dollars, one for every year of her life, her traditional birthday present. It looked like a lot of money to Lita.

‘Thanks, Mom.’ She hugged her.

‘I got to go. Try to get back early, OK?’

‘OK,’ Lita agreed.

Mama left quickly and, of course, Pappy had already gone. He might be back to snatch a little sleep some time this afternoon. Lita couldn’t resent that nobody was here for her birthday. Her parents had to work, and Chico,  snoring in his room, didn’t count. She carefully put her seventeen-dollar fortune away in the old sock under her bed, reserving two dollars for emergencies today.

Now it was time to clear away the breakfast dishes. Lita worked quickly, not wanting to be late for school. The city, in the dawn, out past her kitchen window, depressed her. There was some new graffiti from one of the gangs on the Chinese laundry across the street. She hoped it wasn’t Chico’s gang. For once.

Lita loved her brother, but he really annoyed her. He had a serious aversion to using his brain.

She was going to be eighteen next year. She really had to start thinking hard about a job, about some way out of here. Otherwise she’d be stuck in a dead-end job like her mother, or else start hanging out on the corner like Chico, causing nothing but trouble, wasting time.

That wasn’t the life that Lita wanted.

To wind up like Mama and Pappy, dark-skinned and dark-eyed, looking ten years older than the thirty-seven they actually were. Mama’s fine bones held up well, but her face was sallow from lack of sleep. Mama had a stoop from being bent over her sewing machine all hours at the garment sweatshop in Alphabet City, a place that paid her slave wages and no benefits, that ruined her health and her eyesight, so now her lovely dark eyes were hidden behind Coke-bottle glasses. And Pappy drove that cab up and down the city, day and night, working double shift, his skin paper-thin from smoking and stress.

In a way, it was no wonder that Chico didn’t want to work. Pappy yelled at him. If they were ever going to get accepted in this country, he said, to be more than ‘wetbacks’, to get respect and not insults, they needed more men like Pappy, more guys prepared to do an honest day’s work. Chico said that was for chumps. His entire generation was opting out of it. Besides, wasn’t  there supposed to be an honest day’s pay in there somewhere? Which they obviously weren’t making, crammed into a three-room apartment in the worst part of town.

Pappy’s answer was to strike Chico. So far her brother had not responded, just balled up his fists, glowered and strode off. But it was coming. Lita knew it.

She stayed in school, which Chico had not done, promising his father that he’d work construction. Pappy hadn’t taken much persuading. Book-learning didn’t seem to benefit the family much; you couldn’t say the same for that good, off-the-books construction money. That was manly work. Besides, it wasn’t good for Chico to be idle. So Pappy said it was OK if Chico didn’t finish high school. Pappy hadn’t, and he’d done OK, hadn’t he? A roof over their heads, the same place for four years, rent always on time, and even a little stashed away for emergencies. Maybe his son could do better. That was what every father hoped for.

Carlos Sr didn’t think much about Lita. She was blossoming, but her mother dressed her nice, in long, shapeless skirts and blouses, so that the boys didn’t try and get too fresh with her. Since Lita had turned down her Mama’s proposal of a job at the sweatshop so angrily he had backed off, suggesting she follow in her brother’s footsteps. If Lita wanted a high-school graduation, maybe that was OK, too. It was true she was another mouth to feed, one that made no contribution to the house, but he worked her hard enough that it seemed fair. Their cramped apartment was spotless; the windows gleamed, even though the neighbourhood was filthy. Lita had to do her chores before she got to start her homework.

For her classmates, homework was a drag. For Lita, it was a reward. She didn’t get to sit down at the tiny desk in her minute bedroom until the apartment sparkled like an ad for kitchen cleaner. The Bronx might be dirty and  covered in graffiti, but the Morales’ apartment was clean enough for Betty Crocker to cook in.

Pappy liked it that way, so there was nothing more said about Lita going to the sweatshop.

Besides, as she grew, he started to hope there was something more for her. Maybe, with that fancy high-school diploma, she could learn to type, get a job as a secretary. They had women in the front office at the cab company, making coffee and filing. That was a good life for a girl. Soft clerical work that didn’t ruin their hands. Plus, not even Carlos Morales could ignore the way his daughter was developing.

At thirteen, she’d been the prettiest girl in school. At fifteen, she’d been the prettiest girl in Soundview. And at seventeen, she might just be the prettiest girl in the entire Bronx.

The long skirts and shapeless blouses were just no match for Mother Nature, who was shaping Lita up in a most unmotherly way. Her breasts had budded early, grown and just kept on growing, until she could fill out a tight sweater like Lana Turner, not that Mama would ever give her a tight sweater. Hand-me-down brassieres from her cousins didn’t fit Lita any more. She had to go to Marshall’s and pick up special ones, with Mama wincing as she doled the money out carefully from her pocketbook. Lita possessed only three bras at seventeen, functional, sturdy contraptions that held her softness tight against her chest, without a whisper of lace or a suggestion of silk. But they could not stop her feeling sexy.

Lita felt the eyes of the boys on her whenever she walked down the street. They lingered on her breasts when she was coming, and on her butt when she was going. The exercise revolution would not start for another ten years, but Lita was trim, naturally firm, and her glorious butt, jutting out from her tiny, handspan  waist, was high and tight, and it rolled just a little when she walked with that natural, disturbing sway to her hips.

Lita didn’t want to encounter her father’s belt. She didn’t bait him the way Chico did. She submitted to the ankle-length skirts and wrist-hugging blouses, but it was no good - she made whatever she wore look sexy. The narrow, straight skirts just emphasized all that shape - her tiny waist, her firm, flaring ass, and the breasts the sturdy cotton bras fought to confine. And she didn’t bother with drugs or booze, not because she was a good girl but because she was arrogant.

Lita wasn’t going to wind up like her brother Chico. She wasn’t going to wind up like Elena Ayala down the street, nineteen and already the mother of twin screaming brats.

Lita Morales was going to get out. And this year was the year she was going to do it.

 



‘Oh, baby, where you goin’, lookin’ like that? You sure are wearin’ those jeans, girl. Sure are.’

Lita walked on, her face impassive, her banged-up satchel slung over one shoulder. She got just as many compliments in her skirts as in her Levi’s, and just as much trouble, too. Boys on the street corners yelling and whistling as she walked by. The one good thing about winter was that she got to wear her large, cheap blue coat, the one Mama had handed down to her. It covered up all that shape, as Rico Gonzalez called it, and it enabled her to walk the eight blocks to her building without too much trouble. The white boys were the worst, man. Yelling out that she was a hot tamale, mamacita, and all that jive. Lita despised them. They lumped all Hispanics into one basket, the Cubans, the Mexicans, the Puerto Ricans - everybody except the Domies, whom they thought of as black. Stupid  bastards. If you weren’t lily-white, to most of those boys you weren’t anything. They thought of all Spanish girls as hot like pepper, heavy-lidded, exotic-looking toys for them to fuck and forget. There was no considering how they’d feel if it was their sisters being leered at. What, did they really think those catcalls would make her stop and speak to them? Lita turned down twenty dates a week.

She had a kind of boyfriend anyway, Hector Fernandez. Hector was ambitious, which was one reason she liked him. He was respectful, most of the time, though he pretended to ignore her when he was hanging out with his boys. Hector’s father owned two rental apartments, and his family had a little money. Hector himself got to drive his older brother’s ’Cuda, a flash convertible. Lita loved to get driven around in it when she had time before she had to get home, even if Hector liked to try and slide his hand up her knee. And Hector was a jock, which kept the worst of the school catcalls away. She was looking forward to seeing what he’d gotten her for her birthday. She’d had to get back home today, but Hector was going to see her tomorrow, nice and early. They were meeting up before school.

He’d been in class today, and leaned over and told her he had to meet her then.

‘It’s really important, baby.’

Lita smiled back at him, her dark eyes flashing over his. ‘You got something for me?’

Hector had grinned, that same sly, easy grin he flashed at the cheerleaders when he thought Lita wasn’t looking.

‘Yeah, I sure do. Drop by tomorrow and pick it up.’

‘I will,’ she promised, then spun in her seat to face the blackboard before Mrs Meyer turned around and bawled them out.

Lita marched on to the corner of Wheeler and  Seward. There was a bodega on the corner, and she ducked inside.

‘Lita.’ Mr Perez, the owner, was a friend of her mother’s, sometimes even giving them a little credit. ‘How you doing today, querida?’

‘Pretty good.’ She flashed him one of those million-buck smiles that had gotten pretty disturbing of late. Jose Perez had played with Lita when she was a little girl. He hastily turned away as she selected some eggs and bread and riffled through his magazine rack.

‘Here, you want this?’

He offered her a dog-eared copy of Vogue. ‘Somebody spilled coffee on it. I didn’t see, or I’d have made them pay. I can’t sell it.’

She picked up the treasured object gingerly by the corner. ‘For real? You don’t want it?’

‘You take it, you take it,’ he said, hurriedly giving her change for her purchases and shooing her away. Carlos Morales would kill him for what he was thinking. ‘See you again.’

Lita stuffed the magazine into her satchel and ran down the block to her building. Her key twisted in the lock and she bounded up four sets of stairs as though they didn’t exist. A quick look around told her her mother wasn’t back yet. Chico would be down on some corner with his boys, looking to scam a dollar, if he wasn’t at the site, and Pappy wouldn’t be back until it was time to eat. Chico’s dishes from breakfast were stacked high in the sink, because she’d left before he was done. Lita felt a pang. She wanted to get out and read her magazine, but she had never skipped out on her duties and today would not be a first. Quickly she ran the water, squeezed a tiny bit of liquid onto a rag and cleaned up the sink. When the dishes were dried and put away she swept the floor, washed down the table and made her parents’ bed. Chico’s room was clean, mostly  because he was never there, and her own tiny space was immaculate.

She might want to skimp, but she never did. Roaches didn’t take the day off. Theirs was the only place she knew that had no infestation - the bugs didn’t come because Lita left them nothing to eat. She was mad that Mama had left dirty dishes out for four hours, but she knew her parents would blame her. Lita had gone to school early today to take an extra class. Drama. Her father would say she should have waited here instead to wash up.

Whatever. The apartment was clean, and now she was free. Lita went into her room, peeled off her clothes and grabbed the beach towel they used in the bathroom because Mama had found it on sale five years ago. It was great to have the place to herself, to be able to take a shower without Chico or Pappy banging on the bathroom door. They had no money for luxuries like shower gel, but that was OK. She soaped herself up, revelling in the hot water, scrubbing the dust of the Bronx from her skin. Cheap shampoo and conditioner lathered up her glossy hair, and Lita dried off quickly, hanging up her school clothes and picking a dress. Her mother was nowhere to be seen, so she chose the red one she kept in the back of her closet, the one she never wore in front of her. It came to just below the knee and had a V-neck, dropping to show just a hint of her cleavage. It was thin and badly cut, but it clung to her curves like a second skin and the fluted hem whipped around her thin legs. Lita picked her black cropped jacket to wear over the top.

She didn’t dare put on make-up; the thick blue eyeliner and fake lashes that her girlfriends liked to wear were totally forbidden in her mother’s house. But she blasted her hair with Mama’s dryer until it swung choppy and sexy around her face, grabbed her stacked sandals that she’d got from the bargain basement at J.C.  Penny and raced downstairs with her purse and her magazine. Vogue. She loved it. Sometimes she got to read a copy her friends might have bought to share, but money was tight everywhere. Lita’s dollars she saved and hid in a sock under her chest of drawers. Every cent she had went there. She didn’t trust the bank. Sometimes she did the homework of one of the richer chicks, or wrote a study paper for a senior, and cleared a couple of dollars. If it was an all-night deal for a test the next day, Lita charged a flat ten bucks. They complained, but they paid up. They had no option - it was better than flunking.

Today there was over six hundred dollars in that sock, not counting the ten dollars she’d slipped into her purse. Someday she would need that cash. Lita hoped it would be someday soon.

Lita raced down Westchester Avenue to the subway station. She bought two tokens and jumped on to the six train. It was filthy, covered in obscene graffiti and anti-war signs. She didn’t like to think of the war. All those young boys dying. Thank God her mama had bribed the doctors to write Chico up as mentally unfit. They had been going to get a used car with that money, but it was better to have her brother alive, royal pain in the butt that he was. She was passionately against the war.

‘Don’t you think these men should fight for their country?’ Mr Richards, her political science teacher, asked his angry class. ‘What do you say, Lita Morales?’

Lita knew he’d turned to her because she was the quiet one, the only student in his class that had a shot at honour roll.

‘Sure, they should fight for their country. But this ain’t their country.’ She waited till the cheers had died down, then added, ‘And this war is illegal.’

‘I suppose you support the Commies, too,’ Mr Richards sneered.

‘No, sir, I support the Constitution of the United States. And under the Constitution, the President has no power to declare war. There is only one body that can do that, and that is the US Congress. Congress never declared war on Vietnam.’

There were low whistles around the room. Lita knew that being smart didn’t always mean you were popular, but she didn’t care. She faced her teacher down.

‘Well . . . technically this isn’t a war,’ Mr Richards replied.

‘Tell that to all the boys who are dying. Tell that to the men coming back with their brains fried,’ she said.

The class cheered, and nobody louder than the boys, finally showing some enthusiasm in Social Studies. They reached their majority pretty soon, and nobody wanted to join up. Some of them were heading for Canada. Others tried to get discharges and still others joined the National Guard. Those were the real smart ones, she thought. But some of her classmates wouldn’t be coming home.

‘America has never lost a war. It’s young people with your attitude who are going to make this the first,’ Mr Richards said. He had a ring of red blood around his shirt collar, like the blood vessels were going to pop.

‘No, sir. It’s old . . .’ she nearly said ‘jerks’, but stopped herself just in time . . . ‘men like President Nixon who are going to make this a first. He’s going to lose a war that Congress never authorized. And now he wants to blame kids for it.’

Mr Richards stared at her with fury, but he had no reply. The class had moved on and Lita got an ‘F’ for that week’s study paper, a paper which was well reasoned and lucid. She had only grinned. Mr Richards wasn’t going to beat her generation like that.

The train rattled out of the station, getting her away from Soundview, away from the Bronx. She was going  to Grand Central, to head out to the Village. She’d find a coffee shop and sit in the sun, on the sidewalk, and read her magazine, and dream of all the clothes she’d buy when she was a rich lady.

Which Lita Morales was determined to be.




Chapter Two

The Village was a trip. She thought it was her favourite part of Manhattan, not that she got out here too often. There was too much studying and cleaning to do. Lita had her heart set on a scholarship, maybe to NYU, maybe to Columbia. Anything that would qualify her for more than the dead-end jobs Pappy had marked out for her, or the married-before-she-was-old-enough-to-drink route that so many of her girlfriends had taken. But if it was a weekend, a Sunday, after Mass, she liked to get on the six and get into the city. Manhattan had such a vibe to it. Sure, it was dangerous after dark, and there were needles in the parks from the hippies, and graffiti over the buildings, but still . . . the concrete and glass canyons stretched up, almost for ever, and they affected Lita like a hit from the drugs everybody but her seemed to be taking.

Adrenaline crackled across her skin when she came here. She wanted an apartment on Park Avenue, on one of those buildings with silk awnings and a doorman in livery. She wanted to be like those rich young wives she saw walking out of Saks, with flunkies carrying their purchases on garment hangers and in stiff cardboard boxes. Lita could almost see inside those boxes. Delicate satin and lace lingerie wrapped in folds of gold-embossed tissue paper, tied with tiny ribbons perhaps, or a funky Fiorucci minidress, a swirling print with a flared hem,  something Mick Jagger’s girlfriend Bianca might wear with a fabulous pair of oversized white sunglasses and a large velvet hat. Lita loved fashion. Just because she didn’t get to wear much of it didn’t mean she didn’t want it.

And the Village was fashion. It was as in as flared jeans and beaded shell tops. The flower children and the black power students moved side by side through the leafy streets with their low-slung brownstones that looked as though they’d come from another age. Hip, new cafés were full of guys with long hair and guitars, pumping the latest hits from England - ‘Abbey Road’ was her favourite record right now - and serving fancy coffee at a quarter a cup. Ridiculously expensive, but worth it to sit on the sidewalk on a sunny day like this and watch the world go by. Lita was an expert in making her coffees last an hour, maybe more. Nobody ever told her to hurry up either. She was gorgeous. A beautiful girl could do whatever she liked.

She turned on to Christopher Street and headed into Incense, the best joint on the street. Pushing her way in through the curtain of gaudily coloured glass beads that jangled and flashed, Lita strutted up to the counter and ordered a black coffee with cinnamon sprinkles.

‘Ten cents,’ the boy behind the counter said, spooning a liberal amount of sprinkles on to the frothy drink.

Lita blinked. ‘But it’s a quarter.’

The guy smiled at her, flipping his long curl back over his brown corduroy collar. ‘Honey, for you it’s a dime.’

‘Thank you,’ Lita murmured, rewarding him with a rare smile. It lit up her face like a flash of light on the water, and the kid mentally dumped both his blonde girlfriends and proposed to her all within the space of two seconds. But she was gone, dropping the coin on the counter and heading outside to the street, and all he  could do was watch the sway of that amazing round booty as she sauntered out of the door.

‘Your mouth is open,’ said the guy who had been sitting at the bar, sipping a whisky sour even though it was only five o’clock. He wore the kind of real expensive suit that meant you didn’t make smart-ass comments about the hour when he asked for booze, not if you lived on tips.

The barkeeper sighed. ‘Can you blame me? Did you check out that ass, man? That is one hot chick. I dig that, I tell you.’

‘Yeah, she had nice skin.’

‘Nice skin! Forget the skin, did you see the set she’s dragging around? And those eyes. Damn.’

The man glanced at him in an assessing way he found kind of offputting.

‘This should take care of the check,’ he said, pulling out a crocodile wallet and laying a twenty on the counter. ‘Keep the change, OK?’

‘Are you sure? I mean, thanks,’ he said, instantly regretting the question and pocketing it before the man could change his mind. That was the better part of a week’s rent. And with that huge gold Rolex, he looked like he could afford it. The guy got up and followed the hot chick into the sunlight in a rattle of beads, blinking as he emerged from the dark, smoke-filled café.

The barkeeper shook his head. Eye-candy and bread. Pity neither one of them had stayed. He liked money and he liked hotties. Oh, well, he was twenty bucks to the good. He started to hum a Stones number.

He had no idea he’d witnessed a moment that would change two lives.

 



Lita sat in a patch of bright summer-evening sunlight and stretched out her calves. The delicious scent of cinnamon wafted up to her from the table and she  breathed it in, enjoying every second as she flipped through the magazine. There was Jane Asher, snapped in an awesome orange minidress with thigh-high leather boots, and there was Twiggy, exotic and limber in a long knitted skirt and a little pussy-bow blouse against the London cold. Swinging London was so hot. She wondered if she would ever go there. Maybe someday, when she had some money. Paris, too. Paris was more violent, though; it was still recovering from those student riots last summer. Lita preferred how the English girls dressed, with that thick, chalky white eyeshadow and extra-dark mascara. Dusty Springfield was rumoured to wear seven coats. She flipped the pages, drinking up the skirts and leather-bead waistcoats and almost-sheer white blouses with the broderie anglaise at the collar. All the models were lily-white, skinny like Twiggy with no butt and no boobs. Row after row of California girls with long blond hair and light tans. Lita felt a little insecure and tugged her coat around her to hide her breasts. She knew she could only drool over these dresses. Even if she travelled to some alternate universe where she could actually afford them, she wouldn’t be able to fit into them.

It was easy to drop weight on drugs. Lita was sure half these chicks never ate real food. They inhaled their sustenance through tiny silver spoons, like the whacked-out dealers that hung round Soundview. Anyway, she tried to reassure herself, she wasn’t fat. She had curves. It wasn’t her fault that women’s bodies were out of style now. She was still a woman. She could diet herself to death, but she’d never have the ass of a ten-year-old boy. Lita smiled ruefully. She’d need to have one of those plastic surgeons chop it right off for that to happen.

‘Excuse me, miss?’

Lita glanced up. A man of about thirty-three was standing over her. He wore a fancy suit and a gold  watch. She stiffened. This was her time out, and it was precious. Why did men think they had the God-given right to hit on any female that happened to be sitting on her own?

‘Peace and love.’ Yeah, that was cool, that was all right . . . and that was a good line for getting girls to drop their panties, Lita thought cynically. Just like it had happened to Elena, and nine months later she had two babies that you couldn’t take back to the store for a refund.

‘I’m kind of busy,’ she said waspishly, ‘mister.’

‘You look like you’re sitting reading a magazine,’ he said mildly.

‘Exactly. Like I said, I’m busy.’

He grinned, liking her fire. Man, she had some looks on her. Bill was gay, so he had an objective opinion, and this girl was hot. In the daylight you could see it all the clearer. Straight guys would sit up and pant whenever that body walked by, but he was more concerned with her face. Her skin was just fantastic. Café au lait, with long, glossy hair, pouting lips and angles on her cheekbones that meant she would keep her beauty well into middle age. Her heavy-lidded, chocolate eyes reminded him of . . . who was it, he could almost see it . . . Oh, sure - Sophia Loren. That was exactly who she looked like. A teenage Sophia Loren, with slightly darker skin and a Bronx accent. A real tough-girl. Of course, she’d be too short for catwalk work, and that was a bummer, but he just could not pass up the face. It was different, and at Models Six, different was what they were looking for, at least theoretically. It was true that every girl seemed to be a skinny blonde beatnik from Frisco, but he just had a feeling about this one.

‘I won’t take up too much of your time, miss. I’m not here to hit on you. I don’t swing that way, OK?’

He fished out a card from an inner pocket and handed  it over. ‘This is for real. My name’s Bill Fisher, and I work for a model agency.’ Seeing the look on her face, he added quickly, ‘A legit model agency. None of that nudie stuff. Some of the girls take their moms along to shoots.’

She didn’t say anything, so he bent forward and gestured at her dog-eared copy of Vogue. ‘Page sixty-seven - that’s Tabitha, she’s one of ours. And on the next page, we rep Samantha, she’s the redhead on the left.’

‘So? What do you want with me?’

Lita told herself to be cool, but her heart was hammering at a million beats per second.

‘I’d like to take some shots first. Test shots.’

‘Tests for what?’ Lita demanded.

He looked at her like she was crazy. ‘To be a model, of course.’

 



Lita told herself she shouldn’t go. She had taken her break, and now it was time to get home to her books. Mama would want help with dinner. And what if they stacked the dinner plates in the sink again and left them? The apartment would get roaches. Roaches the size of mice . . .

It was no use, though. She was acting like she didn’t care, but this might be the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. Things like this just didn’t happen. Of course, there was no way she’d make a model. Hadn’t she just finished Vogue? Almost every girl in there was a white-bread, skinny blonde, not to mention tall and willowy. The kind of chick with money, with no roaches in her kitchen. But this gay dude, and from the way he was checking out the boys in tight pants on Christopher Street, he actually was gay, this dude thought she had a good face. Good enough that somebody might pay her to take pictures of it.

Lita imagined Melissa Menes, the snotty girl at school whose father owned a run-down apartment building,  hearing that she’d had a test to be a model. Melissa got her hair dyed platinum blond in Manhattan every six weeks and had spare money for clothes. She never failed to sneer at Lita. Lita burned, remembering when Melissa scored tickets to see the Beatles and brought them to school, waving them around so the other girls could ooh and aah and crowd around her just to touch them. Lita hadn’t bothered, even though she loved George Harrison with a passion.

‘Not interested? Maybe you got your own seats,’ Melissa had said, then added, with that light little laugh Lita hated so much, ‘but . . . no, I guess not, huh, Rosalita?’

Melissa always liked to draw out her full name, like she was making a mockery of it. She thought she was Lita’s natural superior. But smoking made her skin thin and her constant tanning in the salons had made it a bit weathered. Besides, there was a lot of acne under that expensive foundation she liked to wear.

Lita told herself to make sure to get the guy’s card when they were all done here. If she didn’t bring back actual proof, nobody would believe her. And she wanted to show off. She wanted Hector to be proud of her.

‘OK, baby. Turn a little to the left. Smile. Nice. Now look at me as though I’m your worst enemy.’

Lita was too polite to do that. She gave the cameraman a slight frown.

She hasn’t got it, he thought, mentally shaking his head, and she’s too short. And what do we do with all that T and A?

He paused. There was still half a roll of film left. He couldn’t really use it for much else, didn’t like to get his rolls mixed up. Let the kid dream for a few more seconds, anyway. He hated it when the handlers cut a session short. The unpromising prospect inevitably started to cry and plead and strike stupid, embarrassing  poses. Like this Spanish chick. She was as stiff as a board.

‘OK, thanks, Mizz Morales. We’re going to cut loose now. Don’t bother posing, just look at the camera and move naturally.’

‘But . . .’

‘Don’t think. Just move, baby, enjoy it, OK?’

Suppressing a sigh, he moved back behind the lens of the Hasselblad and moved to press his button and get rid of the rest of the film.

Lita started to move.

With a rising sense of excitement, he snapped his pictures, the Models Six back room exploding in a sea of light. Hell, she was hot. Really hot. Now she wasn’t being directed, she moved like a star. She almost writhed. Sexuality oozed out of every inch of her golden skin and he didn’t think she even knew it. She was tossing that glossy dark hair, twisting at the waist, eyeing the lens like it was a lover, challenging it, daring it, defying it, those dark eyes flashing, those haughty cheekbones tilted up at him. His mouth had gone dry. He was getting a twitch in his pants. Oh, man, please; boners in the office were a definite no-no. Of course, photographers got to bang girls all the time, that was a perk of being in the model business. But not at a first session, and certainly not at Models Six. You got blacklisted for that kind of stuff. He bit down on his inner cheek to distract himself.

‘Thanks.’ He stood up hastily, and gestured to the door. ‘If you go back out there, Bill will take your details.’

‘OK,’ she said flatly.

The hot babe had gone. She was beautiful still, but she had gone back to that quiet, studious teenager that she’d been before. He started to tell her that the session had been great, but it was too late. She’d already walked out.

Outside the studio, Bill took down Lita’s phone number.

‘It takes a while for the shots to get developed. I’ll pass them on to Mr Jack Hammond, he’s the boss around here. If we’re interested, somebody will give you a call, so there’s no need to call us back.’

‘Don’t call us.’ Lita shrugged. ‘No sweat, mister, I get it. Can I have a copy of your card with the appointment on it?’

‘What for?’

‘I want to tell my friends,’ she said shamelessly.

Bill chuckled. He liked her. Maybe the pictures would come out good. One in every fifty times, that actually happened.

‘Sure, miss. Here you go. And here’s thirty bucks for cab fare.’

‘Thanks,’ Lita said, pocketing the fortune without blinking. She never turned down free money. Manners only went so far. She rode the elevator out of the impressive marble building with its smoked-glass walls and caught a subway on the next block.

She wasn’t going to waste money on a cab. Lita didn’t believe in wasting money. She could do better things with that thirty dollars than pour it down the drain.

 



It was seven-thirty when she finally got home. Mama was in a bad mood.

‘I left your plate, but it already got cold. You’ll have to wash up after yourself, too.’

‘Don’t I always, Mama? How was work?’

She blew the air out of her mouth. ‘Work’s work. You know how it is. Your father already left for the night shift.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Lita said, feeling guilty.

‘Just don’t be late again. Chico’s always late, but Pappy relies on seeing you.’ Her face brightened. ‘Chico  gave me some money today. He did good overtime on the site.’

‘That’s great,’ Lita said, wondering whom her brother had jacked up to get an extra twenty bucks for the house. Maybe she was being too cynical. Maybe he had actually done some work. Anyway, money was money. ‘I’m going to be hearing from the colleges soon, Mama.’

‘College. That’s good, honey. But you know it’ll be hard to pay for,’ her mother said. She meant it would be hard for Lita to pay for. There had never been any suggestion that her parents could possibly afford it.

‘But they offer scholarships.’

‘Those things don’t pay rent, Lita.’

‘I can take a job.’

‘You? You don’t work,’ Mama scoffed. She loved her daughter, but sometimes the sight of her, her hands still delicate, the nails not chipped and torn, unroughened by honest labour, maddened her. Mrs Morales did not count book-studying as real work.

‘I’m pretty good at typing already. There are people who need that.’

‘If you’re at college all day you can’t be no secretary,’ Mrs Morales snapped, then instantly regretted it. It was Lita’s birthday today, after all.

Lita sighed. They had this fight almost every time Mama came home. She helped herself to chicken and rice and grabbed a fork. She would eat it cold so she could kiss her Mama and get away into her tiny room quicker.

‘But I could type stuff up at night. Reports and stuff. They farm out that work.’

The phone rang and her mother jumped on it, holding up one hand. ‘Hola. Si. Who is this? What do you want with her?’

Lita jumped up, her heart pounding. Her mother glanced at her.

‘Yes, OK. Yes, I guess you can talk with her.’ She held out the receiver gingerly. ‘Querida, it’s some gentleman from the city. For you.’

 



‘Oooh, Hector, ayy babee,’ Melissa moaned, sitting astride him, grinding away rhythmically. Her parents were out for another hour and she had the place all to herself. It was the second time this week that Hector Fernandez had come over to ‘study’, and Melissa was triumphant. Hector had that cool-ass car, and it had been driving her nuts to watch him squiring Rosalita around in it. Missy couldn’t stand that arrogant bitch, anyway. She wasn’t even popular, despite her glossy hair and her figure, because she was, like, a superbrain swot. Plus, what was she putting on airs for when everyone knew her dad drove a car and her mom worked in a sweatshop? Plus, she wore second-hand shit they bought at the Salvation Army, ridiculous baggy clothes. She had no pride in her appearance, but Missy thought Rosalita considered herself all superior. Didn’t her brother Chico run with the gangs on the corner like the rest of the boys in the neighbourhood?

Melissa squeezed her slightly heavy thighs on Hector and bounced up and down so he could get a better view of her tits, blond hair flying. Mmm, that bitch didn’t know what she was missing. Did she want to die a virgin? Whatever. It was her problem that she couldn’t keep a man.

Hector grunted, looking away, an expression of fierce concentration on his face as he thrust into her.

Melissa smiled, reaching her long, polished fingernails behind her to tickle Hector’s balls lightly, the way she knew men liked. Rosa Morales was the one girl in school that had never seemed impressed with Melissa, never paid court to her expensive blond hair and her nice make-up and her money. Once Melissa had  announced that she’d just die if she wasn’t married by twenty-five, and Rosalita had laughed and said she’d just die if she wasn’t in a good job by twenty-five. Like she was Golda Meir or something. Like she was too good for Melissa.

‘Hey, that’s good,’ Hector gasped, ‘just like that -’

He stared up at Melissa’s jiggling tits with those dark, perked nipples, and felt the wave of lust and pressure start to build up. Melissa Menes was not his ideal, but what the fuck, Hector was eighteen and it didn’t take much. The thought of what Lita might be hiding under those shapeless duds her Mom made her wear had kept him going for months, but he’d been starting to feel ripped off. Man, she never put out. And Melissa had made it clear she was good to go. Mind you, his friend Jack Metcalf said he’d banged Melissa, too, but any port in a storm . . . and she did have real big titties . . .

Hector grunted, gripped Melissa round the waist and exploded inside her. Yeaaahhh . . .

Now he had to break up with Lita, but so what? Lita wasn’t gonna give him anything. Melissa had been nagging him to do it for weeks, and now she was gonna get her wish. He didn’t need no uptight broads. Melissa said Lita had all the makings of a bra-burner, and Hector thought she was right.

‘Let’s cuddle,’ Melissa suggested.

Hector grimaced. Hell, no. ‘You should shower, sugar. Your folks will be back soon. Anyway, you want me to meet Lita, huh?’

‘Yeah.’ Melissa’s red-lined lips curled up into a victorious smile. ‘It’s about that time.’

 



Lita walked to their spot on Castle Avenue - there was a little island on the service road leading down to the Cross-Bronx which had a statue on it. Kids liked to meet there; you could tell, because the base of the plinth was  littered with cans, cigarettes and marijuana butts. Hector always met her here and this morning he was waiting for her, too. She squinted to see if he was holding a parcel or a bunch of flowers, but she couldn’t make anything out. Never mind, maybe it was small, like a gold pin or something.

She was almost skipping. Wow, wait till she told Hector they actually wanted her to be a model, wait till he heard the kind of money they were talking about, enough to let her drop out of school, enough so that she could put college off for a few years, maybe even get a house -

Wait. There was someone else with her Hector. A girl. Oh, man -

‘Hector?’ Lita ran across the little road and looked uncomprehendingly at Melissa Menes, wearing even more foundation than usual and a pair of little gold studs in her ears. ‘What is this? Did you bring my birthday gift?’

Melissa burst out giggling. ‘It’s your birthday?’

‘It was yesterday.’ Lita stared at her. ‘What are you doing here, Melissa?’

‘I came to wait with my boyfriend.’

Lita’s eyes rounded. Hector was staring at his shoes.

‘Your boyfriend?’

‘That’s right. Hector don’t want to see you no more.’ Melissa shoved an elbow in Hector’s ribs. ‘Ain’t that right, baby?’

‘You didn’t give me nuttin’,’ Hector grumbled.

Lita shook her head. ‘I thought we had something, man.’

‘Well, you didn’t.’ Melissa’s eyes flashed triumphantly under her mop of blond hair.

‘You blew it, Hector.’ Lita blinked back the tears that threatened to spring to her eyes. ‘I told you we could get out of here together.’

‘That was always bullshit, Lita.’ Hector looked at her sullenly. ‘This is good enough for me.’

‘And me,’ Melissa piped up.

Lita shrugged. ‘But not me. See you two around.’

She turned on her heel and walked off.




Chapter Three

‘A thousand,’ the young woman said.

Richard Jenner, the President of Women’s Magazines, stared helplessly at the model. He looked at Bill Fisher for help, but the booker just shrugged his shoulders powerlessly. Models weren’t supposed to negotiate their own rates. Please. They were there to show up, shut up and smile. But everybody knew about Rosalita Morales. She was a fly in the ointment. She had never had a cover, never graced the front of Cosmo or Glamour, but she had attitude like she was Ali McGraw. Somehow she’d gotten hold of the rate sheet for regular jobs like this one, and she charged a full fifteen per cent more than the going rate. His deputies had warned him that she was non-negotiable, but he’d thought he could charm her.

He’d thought wrong.

‘That’s a little high, isn’t it, Rosalita?’

Lita narrowed those lovely dark eyes. ‘Your circulation is a half-million copies per issue. You can afford it.’

He would have bristled with rage if another woman had spoken to him this way. But what could he do? She was standing there in that sprayed-on silver miniskirt riding high and tight on those golden thighs, with a vest made of mesh links pulled across those glorious breasts, held together by nothing more than a piece of tape. It was hard to be mad with her. Jenner was concentrating  on not losing his professional cool. She was also wearing outrageously stacked cream thigh-high boots, which brought that arrogant, slanted face right up to his. A dusting of sheer pink over her eyebrows, white eyeliner to brighten her pupils, and a slick of gloss on her lips, and she was ready to shoot. He couldn’t recall when he’d had another model do an editorial for City Woman  wearing so little make-up.

What was the scoop on this one? Discreet sources at Models Six had assured him she didn’t put out. Models that hadn’t made it all the way were usually so pliable. He could drop Si Newhouse’s name, mention Condé Nast, assure her of a push for that coveted Vogue cover. If that didn’t work, usually a piece of jewellery was enough to see the little lace panties sliding down. It was a fabulous perk of being in the fashion business. Jenner allowed the corner of his eyes to take in the sides of those tantalisingly concealed breasts, quivering as her chest rose and fell with her anger. It was a mistake. He started to get hard.

She’d never make it in modelling, he thought. Not even if she put out. She was a man’s woman. All those curves. Short and luscious. But middle America didn’t aspire to the skinny-minnie look as much as the city chicks. He thought contemptuously of his own readership. He sold to milk-fed farmers’ daughters in Des Moines.

‘And it’s Miss Morales, Mr Jenner.’

Arrogant little wetback, he thought, his groin tightening. He’d have to call in one of the blonde interns he had come up to his suite on the twelfth floor and get some head. It wouldn’t be the same as having this Chiquita do it, but he needed something.

‘There are lots of other models.’

‘And there are lots of other magazines. I think Bill told your people the price. If it’s too much, we’ll wish you good day and be on our way.’

The almond-shaped eyes were staring him down so coldly he felt his erection subside.

‘Pay her,’ he said furiously to his assistant. He stormed off the set.

He vowed he’d never use the bitch again. But he knew that wasn’t true. The last two times they’d featured her - in sprayed-on Levi’s and a backless evening gown - sales had improved by ten per cent. Using her café-au-lait skin and large-breasted, firm-assed shape next to all the heroin’d-out stick insects gave his magazine a certain erotic daring, and his readers something to identify with.

When he used Rosalita, sales went up. And his bosses were happy.

For Jenner, too, it was all about money.

 



‘You gotta be careful,’ Bill Fisher said, as they emerged from the City Woman building. Lita wore a pair of tight black pants with a gold belt, kitten heels and an off-the-shoulder black silk jersey. The silver outfit was neatly packed into the black leather holdall she brought along with every job. In addition to her extra money, Lita insisted that each shoot let her keep the clothes. That was unheard of, but if they wanted Lita, they had to agree. Even if they shot her in Chanel.

‘If you cop that much ’tude, baby, they might stop using you.’

‘They won’t. Sales are up.’ Lita looked at her booker with all the confidence he didn’t feel. ‘Besides, they always give me grief over there, and still come back for more.’

Bill didn’t argue. Besides, he was getting better commissions for Lita than any of his other mid-level girls, and she was doing all the negotiating. After two weeks he’d learned to stop giving advice and start taking it. The most Models Six could do was to keep her up to date on  circulation and rates. He had never known a chick to take an interest in that kind of thing. What most of them wanted to know was which photographers were straight, so they could try and get into their pants and maybe get a better shoot, nicer lighting or an in at a big magazine. Morales lived in her own little world. She even checked out the advertisers. She knew, being Hispanic, that the big campaigns were probably beyond her, but she didn’t seem to care. She took every job that paid her price, and made sure that it kept going up. She took receipts for everything. He had an idea that she even kept a log of her subway tokens. Come tax time, she was going to screw the government out of every last dime.

Bill found her intensity a little scary.

But it was exhilarating, too. He’d ‘discovered’ Morales, but that was the extent of it, he thought with a rare burst of honesty. Lita was a freight train, and he’d just jumped on board.

‘Costa Rica Coffee,’ she said.

‘What about them?’

‘They’ve just fired Carmen Liena,’ she said flatly. ‘I heard it from Marcel LeBroux at the Seventeen shoot last week. I want that campaign. It has TV spots coming up, the whole deal.’

‘That’s a serious deal, Lita . . .’

‘They’re considering Rachel Diego, Consuela Benes and Tina Mendes,’ Lita said, ignoring him. ‘All those girls are in their late twenties. My family’s from Puerto Rico, so I have the looks, plus I’m eighteen years old. They’ll want somebody fresh.’

‘You don’t have experience in TV.’

‘Just set it up, Bill, OK? This is my stop.’

He looked up. They were at Penn Station. ‘At least take a cab.’

‘Call me when you have the audition, honey,’ she said, kissing him on the cheek.

Was she really eighteen? he wondered, watching her go, that sexy little sway in her walk. She acted like she could be thirty-eight.

He adored her. She almost made him wish he were straight. Maybe not, though; the guy that wound up with her was going to have a spitfire on his hands.

 



Lita took the train out to Jamaica, Queens. The first thing she had done with her money was to get out of Soundview. She’d done it quietly, using a real-estate agent to get around the red-lining. If you wanted to move somewhere tony, you needed to be white. That was the first thing she learned. Black people, even black people with money, weren’t acceptable in certain places. The real-estate agents suddenly had nothing to show. The prices went up fifty per cent, and previously ‘unforeseen difficulties’ came up in the surveys. For Hispanics, it wasn’t much better. She’d burned when she’d found this out.

‘That’s just the way it is, honey,’ one buyer’s agent said to her, right before she fired him.

But Lita had come to accept certain things. Her parents were not cut from the same cloth she was, she knew that. If she was confronted with prejudice, she fought it. Mama and Pappy would not. Stick them in a racist, white-bread, country-club community in a good part of Brooklyn and the hostility would make them miserable. It might almost be better to be back in the shoe-box in Soundview.

There were better destinations. She chose a nice two-family in Queens, in a Hispanic section, one with low taxes and a big yard in the back. Mama could do gardening there - something she’d always wanted. There were four bedrooms, which meant Chico could get some space. She took the lower, two-bedroom apartment and had steel bars run over the windows. Once it was secure,  she would live in it, and when she’d made some more money, she could rent it out. Some veteran with a war pension could take it. Then she would move to the city. Manhattan was the place to be, and Lita was moving there as soon as she could afford it.

She had the lawn mowed, cheap, attractive flowers planted and a bottle of Sangria chilled in the brand-new fridge. Then she brought her parents to see it.

‘It’s amazing, Lita. Is this your boss’s house?’ Pappy asked her doubtfully.

Her parents no longer complained about her ‘dirty’ photos. For her father, any photo in clothes other than the long shapeless skirts was indecent. At first he and his wife had been so ashamed that they threatened to kick Lita out of the house. But it only took one week for Lita to come back and count five one hundred dollar bills into his hand.

Carlos had never even seen a one hundred dollar bill. He held it up to the light, then looked at his wife. They never complained about Lita’s career again.

‘No.’ She passed him a set of keys. ‘It’s your house.’

Lita let herself in. She switched on the lights and carefully unpacked the bag of clothes, smoothing down the leather and holding up the mesh vest so that it sparkled. Mr Wong owned the dry cleaner’s two blocks away; she’d take them to him in the morning. Right now her place was little more than a storage rack for clothes. Mobile garment racks were in every room, neatly stacked against the wall. Because of her insistence that she keep all the pieces she modelled, Lita was one of the best-dressed women she knew and it all cost her nothing.

She fixed herself a light salad with a glass of white wine. Gradually the chilled alcohol seeped its way into her bloodstream, relaxing her. Lita turned to the Village Voice and the local PennySaver. Demand for apartments in  this area was increasing. Tomorrow she would speak to a rental agent. This place could fetch a decent rent, and it would defray the costs of her move across the bridge. If she wanted to get the Costa Rica campaign, she needed to be where the action was.

And that wasn’t Queens.

She marched into Bill’s office the next day.

‘Costa Rica,’ she said brightly.

His face fell. ‘Honey, I asked the agency, they said the girl has to be at least five ten, and they said they don’t have a screen test of you.’

‘So let them take a screen test,’ Lita said impatiently.

Bill blenched. He had no desire to tell her the truth. ‘They just decided to go in another direction. We’ll get the next one.’

‘Bill, if you want to remain my agent, I suggest you tell me exactly what they said,’ Lita replied coldly.

He did want to remain her agent. ‘Don’t take it personally. The guy said that he didn’t want a minor model, that he wanted somebody well known, he had a big brand to sell, and Models Six should know better than to waste his time.’

What the guy had actually said was that he didn’t want some two-bit fat chick from the inner pages, but Bill wasn’t brave enough to relay that message to his client.

‘What’s the name of the account executive?’

‘Rupert Lancaster. A limey.’ Bill realized too late what that look on her face meant. ‘But you can’t go over there, Lita. He works for Benson Bailey and we do a lot of work with them. Renee has a shot at an Estée Lauder ad with them . . .’

‘I have to,’ Lita said.

Bill folded his arms and studied his feet. ‘Lita, I hate to break it to you. But we have bigger clients than you, cover girls, that do a lot of work with Benson Bailey and  you’re going to jeopardize our relationship with them if you start causing a scene. We’ll just have to work twice as hard to get you another TV campaign.’

He looked up. She was already gone.

 



Lita had chosen her outfit carefully this morning. She threw together pieces from her last ten or so shoots. Nothing stereotypically South American - that wasn’t the impression she was aiming for. Teetering shoes by Gucci in pale pink leather with rhinestone straps, a one-shoulder halter-necked top by Fendi in clinging white jersey, to bring out her golden skin, and a swirling, bias-cut printed skirt by Mary Quant in eggshell blue and ivory. Her hair had been blown out by Roberto at Elizabeth Arden and blew glossy and perfect in a loose mane around her shoulders. She topped it all off with a pair of huge white Chanel sunglasses set with crystal and bright glittery silver eyeshadow. Even her underwear was Dior - a tiny wisp of coffee-coloured lace, a thong, with a matching underwired bra. Over the top she threw a belted cotton Burberry raincoat.

As she reached the lobby of Benson Bailey, Lita examined herself in the mirror. Perfect. She looked like a dusky flower child, like a groupie with a million bucks. She could have stepped off the back of a Rolling Stones tourbus with no problem. It was so, so, so . . . sixty-nine. With money.

The receptionist fairly quailed when Lita strutted up to her desk.

‘What floor is Rupert Lancaster again? I work with Bill Fisher over at Models Six. I have some details I need to discuss with him on an account.’

‘Eighth floor, ma’am,’ the girl said hastily.

‘That’s right. Floor eight,’ Lita agreed, and stepped over to the elevators. A suited man dived to press the button to hold it open for her. Lita minutely inclined her  head. Long ago she had learned not to thank men for things. You always had to act like it was your right. Otherwise men assumed it wasn’t, and they wanted you to pay for it.

Her adrenaline started to race as the floors ticked off. This was taking a risk. Even though she had ignored Bill, what he said was true. If she pissed off this Rupert dude enough to cost Renee that campaign, a million-dollar job that would net hundreds of thousands in commission for Models Six, they might drop her. And even though she’d get new representation, the jobs would lessen, would drop in price. Nobody wanted to work with ‘difficult’ girls. As much as she refused to budge on the money and the clothes, Lita was not known as difficult. She showed up on time, she was polite to the photographers, she stole nobody’s boyfriends, she didn’t shoot up, she didn’t come to work with bags under her eyes and she didn’t try and get out early. She did what she was told. If Lita Morales was your model, you could expect to pay, but you could also expect no disruption.

She was about to be very disruptive.

She took a deep breath and walked out of the elevator.

 



Benson Bailey was one of the biggest advertising firms in New York, and it showed.

The eighth floor was as impressive as the lobby had been. Photos were mounted on the walls - she thought they were original David Baileys. There was also a Hockney and a massive Jackson Pollock. Futuristic silver-leather furniture that looked like the miniskirt she’d worn yesterday was everywhere. Discreet stills from their more famous TV campaigns were mounted on every office door right over the name-plate.

Lita marched up to the polished girl with the pearls sitting at the kidney-shaped reception table.

‘I’m here to see Mr Lancaster,’ she said smoothly. ‘I have an appointment.’

The girl looked up sharply.

‘Mr Lancaster? I don’t see anything in Lord Lancaster’s book.’ Her eyes darted towards a corner office. ‘I’ll have to check with his assistant, miss.’

Damn. Lord Lancaster. She should have checked; Bill said he was a limey. Rookie mistake, Lita thought, angry with herself. She followed the suspicious girl’s line of sight.

‘I can’t help it that you don’t know how to keep appointments written down,’ she snapped, and marched across to the corner office. She heard the girl getting up from her desk and padding across the thick white carpet after her, but she didn’t look back. Lita was used to running the streets of Soundview and this Upper East Sider was no match for her. Her hand closed on the office’s brass door and she pushed it open.

A tall, thin, dark-haired, utterly gorgeous man in a pinstriped suit, his curly hair coming over his collar, was standing there with his assistant, a plump woman of forty. He stopped speaking, and his eyes flickered over Lita, taking in every inch of her, finally resting on her breasts.

‘I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop her. My lord,’ the girl said, flirting with him heavily even though she was out of breath. ‘I don’t know how she got past the lobby . . .’

‘Entirely my fault,’ the young man said smoothly, in an aristocratic English accent that turned Lita’s bones to water. ‘I forgot to notify Mrs Smith about this appointment. So nice to see you, Miss . . .’

‘Morales,’ Lita said.

‘That’s it. Miss Morales. Won’t you come in?’




Chapter Four

He closed the door behind her.

‘Have a seat.’

Rupert Lancaster gestured to her to sit down. His brows were slightly raised, and he was smiling slightly. Lita was used to beatnik art directors and account executives in flares and orange-and-purple print shirts. This classic look, the English tailoring and the sober tie, almost made her nervous. He looked damn good in it. He also looked serious.

He was the first man she’d felt attracted to since Hector, and suddenly the last small pangs she’d felt for Hector disappeared. She knew they would never be back either. Rupert Lancaster was in a different class.

Lita sat down. ‘You’re Lord Rupert Lancaster?’

‘I’m Rupert, or Lord Lancaster. In your case, Rupert. I make a point of not being stuffy with brave young women.’

Lita blushed richly. She had been expecting him to say ‘beautiful young women’. The compliment was so much better this way. She had been brave. ‘Well, thank you anyway.’

He settled back in his chair and looked her right in the eyes. Normally their gaze went straight to her breasts and hovered there throughout a meeting. Lita found she was breathing a little heavier. Man, she loved that  accent. She loved those dark eyes, the aquiline nose and the dark hair just creeping over his collar.

‘Now. I assume you have something you want to say?’

‘Yes. You manage the Costa Rica account. You’re looking for a new girl for the TV campaign.’

‘And you want to be considered.’

‘No. I don’t want to be considered. I want the job,’ Lita said boldly.

He chuckled.

‘My clients are a big brand. They think it’s better to be associated with a well-known model.’

Lita brushed the objection aside. ‘Rachel, Consuela and Tina are the girls on your list?’

He nodded. ‘You have good information. How did you find that out?’

‘It’s not important,’ Lita assured him. ‘But Rachel has never even had a Vogue cover, and the other two girls only picked up their covers after they got their first TV slots. It’s TV that makes a girl well known. If you use me, I will be well known the first time you show the commercial.’

‘Hmm. I’m not sure they’d go for it, Miss Morales.’

‘Lita, please. May I take my coat off?’

As she stood, he came around the desk and peeled it from her shoulders. She heard his faint intake of breath as his head came close to her one bared, bronze shoulder under the clinging white knit, as he took in the glorious curve of her back and her high, tight butt. She smiled softly. She was going to get him.

Rupert hung her coat up on a mahogany rack in the corner of his office. Lita turned to face him, so her silk skirt could flare up a little and show off her calves and the rhinestone pink Gucci straps could flash. She was the height of fashion and they both knew it. Delicately she folded herself back into her chair. Her top clung to her  curves and her hair was trailing over her one bare shoulder.

‘Maybe you could also tell them that all three girls they are thinking of are in their late twenties. I’m almost ten years younger than some of them. If Costa goes with me, they’ll get young and fresh. And it’s all about that today.’

‘I know. You might have a point there, Lita.’

She loved hearing her name pronounced with that aristocratic accent. She leaned forward to close the deal.

‘Look - Rupert - I’ll make a deal with you. You don’t have to give me the campaign right away.’

‘Very good of you,’ he said dryly.

‘But give me a screen test. Thirty seconds. You take that to your clients, and you’ll have discovered a fresh face. Plus, I’ll work cheaper than Rachel or Consuela.’

‘You certainly will, if you want the job.’ He grinned. ‘Well, you sold me on the test. However, please understand I’m not promising you anything. Your enthusiasm and . . . presence may not translate to the screen. I think they will still prefer Consuela. But I am prepared to offer you a test for the part.’

‘Great. Where do we go?’

‘You go home.’

He walked over to the coat-stand, took her Burberry off it and shook it out for her. Lita reluctantly put it on.

‘I’m a busy man, surprising though that may seem to you. Right now I’m ten minutes late for my next appointment. Leave your details with Mrs Smith, and when I’m ready to set it up, I’ll call you.’

‘But wouldn’t it be better to do it -?’

‘No, it wouldn’t.’ Rupert opened his door. ‘Mrs Smith, would you see Miss Morales out?’

Lita caught a cab for once. She needed the privacy to collect herself. She felt elated, but a little humiliated. And strange. What was it about him that made her feel  like this? Her heart was thudding. He had been so rude, almost dismissive, when he turfed her out of his office. But it made her all the more attracted to him. Why?

It dawned on her slowly. He had refused to take her shit.

They were going to do the screen test, but they were going do it on his terms and his schedule. She felt a squirmy sensation in her chest. Then there was his eyes . . . those dark eyes with the black lashes, and the black hair that was almost as glossy as her own. You could stick him in a pair of flares and he could be Mick Jagger. But the dark, insistently businesslike suit just made him ten times as attractive to her.

She felt like she was floating all the way back to Models Six.

When she got there, Bill wasted no time bursting her bubble.

‘How could you do that to me? You can be such a bitch, Lita, you know?’

‘I did what had to be done, Bill.’

‘You did what could have cost Renee her Estée Lauder shot. I do have other girls, you know, toots. I could just walk away.’

‘I won’t do it again.’

‘Damn straight you won’t. What happens to me if I have to go to my boss and say I just lost them a campaign worth a hundred Gs, not to mention all the future business Benson Bailey wouldn’t do with us, all because I can’t control one of my clients?’

He didn’t say ‘one of my smaller clients’, but it hung in the air between them.

‘And,’ Bill continued, not drawing a breath, ‘what do you think happens to agents that lose accounts? They get the can, and it’s not like other agencies are banging down their doors to get them to sign up. You have no idea how fickle this business is, Lita. Right now you’re  hot. But when you’re cold nobody wants to know your name. All those great friends you thought you had really don’t give a shit about you. So I don’t need you going around screwing things up on some crazy mission!’

Lita swallowed. She felt bad. Bill was her friend, and she had put his career in jeopardy. She said in a small voice, ‘It didn’t go so bad. He told his people that I had an appointment, and we talked, and -’

‘Was that before or after he asked you to give him a blow job?’ Bill passed a hand over his hair. ‘I’m sorry, baby. You didn’t deserve that. I know you’re not that way.’ He grinned. ‘If you were, we’d have at least had the cover of Elle by now.’

‘He offered me a screen test,’ Lita said proudly.

Bill rolled his eyes. ‘Of course he did. To get you out of his office without causing a scene.’

Lita felt her face crumple. ‘You think so? You think he lied to me?’

‘Why not? You lied to them, didn’t you?’ Bill shrugged. ‘I guess he might arrange a test for you, but it won’t do you any good. He’ll pick Rachel or Consuela, that’s the word around town. He most likely warned you that they were still the favourites.’

Her heart dropped to her boots. ‘He did.’

‘See, he gave you what you wanted so there wouldn’t be a scene, but put his firm in no danger of getting pressganged by us. He’s a limey, very polite and proper. Hates scenes. You know that’s how Rupert Lancaster is.’
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