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Prologue


‘And there he is.’ Kate Fox breathed out.


Across the room, surrounded by sycophants and hangers-on, stood Marcus Broder. Wearing an impeccably tailored suit, and a confident smile. One of the richest men in the city.


‘That’s him,’ she said lightly. ‘My future husband.’


‘Are you sure?’ Emily asked. ‘I don’t like him.’


Kate smiled. ‘But of course,’ she said, lifting her champagne flute to her lips. It was antique Baccarat crystal, filled with vintage Pol Roger. ‘Honey, men like him aren’t meant to be liked.’


She would take only a few sips. She was always in control.


The party ebbed and flowed around them. They were standing in the great ballroom of the Victrix, the most opulent hotel in Manhattan. The enormous gilded space was made almost intimate by the crush, the press of bodies. Half of Wall Street’s finest were here tonight. Just glancing around, Kate spotted four supermodels, a senator, two members of the New York Yankees, and a late-night TV host.


The social registry and the powerbroking elite were equally well represented.


Marcus Broder knew how to party.


It was his birthday. Not a milestone; just a regular birthday. But nothing in the life of the great media mogul went unremarked. Invitations thudded on to the doormats of New York’s priciest Fifth Avenue penthouses and Greenwich Village mansions, unsubtle things in thick, creamy envelopes, stiff cardboard edged in gold.


The A list all got one.


They were both an acknowledgement of the recipients’ sure social standing, and a command to pay homage. Not many who turned Marcus down would be invited a second time.


‘So is he going to be your boss, too?’ Kate turned to her friend, her green eyes alight with interest.


Emily shook her head. Kate had known her since school, and supported her as she climbed the ladder. They’d always been close, despite their obvious differences. Kate was the butterfly, Emily the moth. Whereas Kate was slim, blond and startlingly pretty – and careful to maintain it all – Emily was short, dumpy and possessed of an untamed mane of curly brown hair. They had both lived their passions.


Emily’s was magazines.


Kate’s was money.


Kate wanted no part of Emily’s hard-working life. But she still admired her for it. Emily got up early, not to jog or hit a Pilates class, but to cycle up to midtown and the dingy offices of her little publication, Lucky. It was a magazine version of the Village Voice, and produced clever writing on everything from alternative rock acts to global warming. Readership was small but loyal, and Emily was making a living out of it. Lucky was her baby, so she had no time for romance, apparently.


That was OK. Kate had dated enough for two.


Kate was also in magazines. At Cutie, the huge-selling women’s title Marcus Broder had taken over a few months back. She was a contributing editor, on a nice safe salary. She wrote lots of stylish features on fashion, and a devoted coterie of readers followed her every word. But it was not entrepreneurial, not risky. Kate Fox was not a career girl. She had her eyes on something easier and far more lucrative.


Like a big diamond ring and the man who went with it.


‘No.’ Emily shook her head. ‘I decided not to sell.’


Kate’s eyes widened. ‘But Em, Broder was offering you a ton of cash. He’d have made your fortune!’


‘And taken Lucky.’


Kate shrugged. ‘You could start another magazine.’


‘It wouldn’t be the same,’ Emily said doggedly. ‘We’re unique. Everything’s so conformist these days.’


‘Then edit it for him.’


‘It would just turn into another Broder title. Bland and big-selling. He puts his own stamp on everything he owns, or haven’t you noticed?’


Kate nodded, slowly. Indeed she had noticed. Maybe Emily intended to put her off. The trouble was that she found this arousing. Marcus Broder didn’t care what the world was like. He just shaped it the way he wanted it to be.


His third divorce had been Manhattan’s big news of the summer. Yet another Mrs Broder tried and found wanting. Marcus had sued in Connecticut for unreasonable behaviour, and his Costa Rican ex-supermodel wife had not contested it. She would never have to lift a finger for the rest of her life, and besides, you didn’t make an enemy of Marcus, not if you were smart.


Broder was back on the market. As Kate glanced around the party, she saw the excitement crackling through the young women. Models and socialites had come in their skimpiest dresses and largest jewels. There was enough hairspray and scent in the room to crack the ozone layer. No surprise; ever since the Broder divorce broke on the Post’s Page Six, you could hear the sound of garter belts snapping and push-up bras clicking all over town. He was the biggest lion in the jungle. The next Mrs Broder would live a life of unimaginable luxury.


Every gold-digger on the East Coast was on the prowl.


Kate could see Marcus now, across the room. He was standing talking to Liana Forrest, an Emmy-award-winning actress from a police procedural possessed of eye-popping fake boobs and glossy black hair. His body language was predatory. She could tell he was planning to bed her. A second later, he turned to talk to the tall, slim figure of Alexandra Timpson, the legendary fifty-something socialite who ruled the Manhattan scene with a rod of iron. Mrs Timpson hosted parties; she rarely attended them. Her presence here was a sign of Marcus Broder’s massive reach. He was speaking to her warmly, deferentially. Keeping the actress in her place, waiting.


Kate took another sip of her champagne. Liana didn’t matter. None of them did. She was about to brush her aside. She was going to marry Marcus Broder. She, Kate Fox, was going to live that life, the one they all lusted after. And she was going to do it brilliantly. Kate would be the wife who stuck.


They called them trophy wives, but it was the other way around, wasn’t it? The men were the trophies. The women were out there, hunting the big game. And Marcus Broder was the head she wanted mounted on her wall. The biggest prize in New York. The gold ring . . .


Emily followed Kate’s eyes, and sighed. She was used to seeing her friend get what she wanted. Even if it was wrong for her, even if it ate up a little bit of her soul, every day.


‘You’re certain you want to go out with him?’ she protested. ‘He’s got such a bad reputation . . .’


Her friend turned those emerald eyes towards her and smiled, and Emily felt her reservations evaporating, the way they always did.


‘But so do I,’ Kate laughed.


She glanced back at Marcus. In a second, she would go over there, bold, fearless, a natural beauty, confidence and joie de vivre making her irresistible.


‘I’m not just going to date him, Em. I’m going to marry him.’ Kate smiled. ‘He’s my destiny.’





Chapter One


‘I’m so sorry,’ the nurse said again. ‘There was really nothing we could do. She was DOA.’


Kate looked at her mom. She could barely recognise her, covered in tubes, her head and face spattered with blood.


‘I’m sorry, miss.’ This time it was a doctor, an Indian guy. ‘If you can make a formal ID now, we can spare you going to the morgue later.’


Kate swallowed. ‘That’s her – that’s Mom.’


Her voice was barely a whisper. She stood there in her school uniform, her eyes red with crying. A car accident, that was what they said. Joyriders, drunk after the Yankees game, tearing down Grand Concourse Avenue in the Bronx. Wiping her mother out as she crossed the street. They said it had been instant. But that was something Kate would never know for sure. Because her mom had died alone.


She felt a sudden, violent surge of rage mixing in with the grief. Fury at the selfish punks driving that broken-down car. Would they get justice? Rot in jail for the rest of their miserable lives? She would see to it, she would testify in court . . .


Oh, shit; what the hell did it matter. She looked back at her mother’s corpse. Mom would still be dead.


Kate turned away. A deeper anger was bubbling up inside her now. Forget those punks. Her rage was at a man she hadn’t seen for years.


Her father.


Asshole. Deadbeat. Traitor.


Dad – if she should even think of him that way – had bailed on them when Kate was four. She had memories, fuzzy ones. A big, strong chest. Arms picking her up. Being carried to her little bed, the one with the special pink eiderdown with little white geese on it.


And then crying, because he went. And didn’t come back.


For the first couple of years he sent birthday presents, something at Christmas. A few hastily scrawled letters to Mom. That he was working things out, finding himself. He’d be back when he had figured it out. Kate had a vague recollection of waiting, hoping. Maybe he’d be back for the Fourth of July. Or Thanksgiving – he’d just walk through the door and sweep her up into a bear hug.


But he didn’t walk through the door. And the presents turned into cards, and then they stopped.


There was no more contact.


And there was no money.


Mom did her best. She kept Kate tight and close. She worked real hard at providing a normal home. The apartment was small, but it was clean and cosy and Mom made the rent right on time, every month. Dad was a building contractor with a good job, and there were some savings, and health insurance. Kate even went to a little parochial elementary school, where they charged a fee and there was a good mix of kids.


When she was six, though, the savings were done. Dad had evidently worked for his boss for a while after he left, so the insurance kept up, but then a letter landed on their doormat telling Mom that he had quit and there was no more healthcare. Her mom sat her down at the kitchen table, her voice falsely bright over their dinner of pasta and sausage with tomato sauce, and told her that Mommy had to go to work now, and that when Kate got back from school she needed to be the big girl of the house and let herself in. The key would be with their neighbour. Kate had to do her homework for a little while without Mom being there. That way, they could still make the rent and have their home . . .


As Kate stared at the motionless figure on the bed, her own words drifted back to her, down the years. ‘I’ll be fine, Momma.’ Both of them trying so hard to be upbeat. ‘It’ll be great. I’ll get all my work done, I promise . . .’


And then, everything blurred: the years of anxiety, always accompanied by the ache in her stomach, the nerves. Would Momma’s new job keep them safe? It was a bad time in the Bronx, lots of layoffs. Every few months her mother came back in tears, with a severance payment. She tried everything: she bagged groceries, worked in a pharmacy, waitressed for a while. But she was a stay-at-home mother, abandoned; she had no skills to speak of. It was low-grade stuff, bad pay. She took two jobs, one at daytime, one at night. Kate seldom saw her. Sundays together became very precious, and she tried not to show how her mother’s exhaustion worried her.


Kate did her bit. She worked on her grades, because when she came home with an A, Mom’s smile reached all the way to her eyes, for once. She kept the house clean, vaccuming, even dusting. And she kept herself pretty.


‘I want better for you.’ Mom rarely talked about it, but when she did, her bony hand gripped Kate’s shoulder, and her tired eyes grew hard as flint. ‘You do well at school. You promise me.’


‘Mom, I promise. I am doing well . . .’


‘And stay beautiful, Kate. That’s the real deal, right there. What they won’t talk about. But it’s true.’


‘Sister Francis says that true beauty is on the inside,’ Kate ventured. She was eleven then, brown haired and cute, with a dusting of freckles over her nose and creamy white skin.


‘Sister Francis is married to Jesus. And he ain’t particular about looks.’


Kate snorted with laughter. She loved it when her mother joked; it was so rare, these days. Mom was too drained to laugh.


‘But other men are, Kate, remember that. You need to find somebody who will take you away from all this. Pay your mortgage. I don’t want you renting, you hear me? You don’t go out with anybody from round here.’


Kate swallowed. She kind of liked Freddie Ciccio, her best friend’s older brother. But she knew better than to bring that up.


‘You date men with money. You’re going to be a real pretty girl. He should live in Park Slope. Or even Manhattan. And don’t give him too much; make him marry you. The kind of man, if he leaves, you get a lawyer.’ Mom’s fist curled into a ball. ‘And you take him for all he’s worth.’


‘So.’ Kate tossed her little brown bob. ‘If you want me to marry for money, Momma, why do I have to study so hard in school? I mean, what’s the point? Cinderella didn’t go to college, you know.’


She smiled, pleased with that little sally. But her mother’s grey eyes clouded.


‘Because sometimes things don’t work out, honey. And if you can’t marry the right guy, you need to have a backup. You know, work at better jobs than your momma.’


‘You do great, Mom.’ The fun was gone from the conversation now, Kate wanted to cry.


‘No, I don’t, honey.’


A tear trickled down Kate’s cheek, and she swallowed, hard. Her mother relented, reaching out her bony hand and tucking a lock of chestnut hair behind her daughter’s ear.


‘OK, darling, don’t cry. I do well enough, I guess. We have our place. We make the rent.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And I keep you in private school. Understand me, sweetie.’ Her mother’s eyes were fierce. ‘That’s what keeps me going when I’m tired enough to just drop. That we don’t have anything, but you’re educated. If you can’t marry well, after all that, you can work. White collar. Better than me. Better than Dad, even.’


‘I don’t have a dad,’ Kate said, and her voice was ice.


‘Don’t be like that,’ Mom replied, but her protest was half-hearted.


‘I just have you, Mom. And you’re all I need. I’m making good grades, aren’t I?’


‘The best.’ Her mother cracked another smile and ruffled her hair.


‘I’m going to go to college. Scholarship.’ Kate tossed her eleven-year-old curls. ‘Ivy League, maybe. Maybe Harvard.’


Her mother was delighted. ‘You keep dreaming, honey. College is great. Any college.’


And there it was. Kate heard the words in the back of her brain, even as she stared at her mother’s lifeless body. Their plan. Their pact. She, little Kate Fox, was going to be the one-two punch, the complete package. A brainbox on her way to college, clawing her way out of the neighbourhood, doing whatever it took. And yet she wouldn’t be like the other geeks in school, with their thick glasses and their retainers and their pudgy, soft bodies. She would work at having the face of a model and the body of a cheerleader. There was no money for designer clothes or shoes, but drugstore cosmetics came cheap, and you could buy blond hair dye by L’Oréal, in a box, for less than ten dollars. Mom would manicure her nails and pluck her brows. And that was what Kate Fox would be to the world.


Obviously, too good for the Bronx.


Obviously, on her way to Manhattan.


She didn’t need to be told twice. As Mom slaved away, Kate eagerly, frantically put the plan into action. Her grades improved still further, but so did her beauty. At twelve, she was already jogging around the block and blow-drying her hair. When she hit puberty, she really pulled out all the stops. Lipstick and perfume, and make-up that the other girls in school envied and didn’t understand. When Maria and Elizabetta were lashing on four coats of mascara and fire-engine-red lips, Kate was experimenting with tinted moisturiser and bronzer used as blush. She had a healthy, athletic glow, big hair, and very white teeth, and she smelled of mouthwash and fresh shampoo.


The boys clustered around like flies.


Mom was so proud. Even as she got older, and more exhausted, and her back started to stoop a little, watching her daughter blossom filled her with a kind of inner glow. Kate was so desperate to please her, she took all her advice, wholesale. She treated the guys from school with the same contempt her mom did. Tempered with politeness, but they knew when to back off. And few of them fought it. Kate Fox was so clearly not for them. Obviously destined for bigger, better things.


They got by, Mom and her. At Kate’s own insistence, she worked Saturdays at a small clothing store down the block, behind the counter, selling summer T-shirts to her school-friends and others. Cheap stuff from China, that turned into woolly hats and gloves in the freezing New York winters. The boys on the block used to come in and spend more than they could afford, just to impress her. But it was hard, dull work for peanuts, and doing it made Kate love her mother even more. Because this kind of grunt work was what her mother slaved at daily, just to keep them housed and fed.


It also made her hate her father.


He’d left. Abandoned them. And he was the kind of scrub who couldn’t provide for his ex-wife and daughter. Momma was doing all this because she’d married a loser. Simple as that.


And now here she was, and her mother was dead. What would happen now? What would happen to the plan? What would happen to Kate?


She turned sharply on her heel, and walked away from her mother’s body. She just could not bear to look at it any more.


‘You. Miss.’ The doctor came running after her. ‘How old are you?’


She drew herself up proudly. ‘Sixteen.’


‘You’re the only relative listed on the contact sheet. Do you have someplace to go, honey? A grandma, something?’


‘It’s Kate Fox,’ she said, coolly. ‘And I’m going home. To organise Momma’s funeral.’


The doctor was unfazed by the rebuke. ‘Well, Ms Fox, if you’re a minor and you have no adult relative to look after you, I have to contact children’s services, it’s the law. You understand . . .’


‘Oh, you’re doing your job.’ She turned then, and smiled at him with an open confidence that was completely charming. The doctor returned her smile, almost helplessly. ‘That’s fine, Doc. But I have a dad. I was living with Mom after the divorce, but now he’s coming back to look after me.’


‘Do you have some contact details for him? For release of the body?’ the man attempted, feebly.


Kate brushed it aside. ‘Well, they were divorced. I’m next of kin. I’ll fix it up with Father Peter, he’s our priest. At Mary Star of the Sea?’


‘Uh . . . yes. I know the church. But . . .’


‘And then I’ll go live with my father.’ Kate nodded firmly. ‘That’s what Mom would have wanted. She wouldn’t want to see me fall apart. My dad works in Manhattan, you know,’ she said, importantly. ‘He’s an engineer.’


‘OK. OK.’ Beaten into retreat, the doctor smiled weakly back. ‘If you’re sure . . .’


‘Somebody will ring you tonight about Mom,’ Kate said. ‘Thank you, Doctor.’


And he was left staring after her back as she marched out of the ward.


Kate didn’t dissolve. Not in the hospital grounds. Not on the bus, on the way back home. Not until after she had actually called the church, and gotten a discount from their local funeral parlour; Father Peter, distressed beyond belief, rang them and told them that if they didn’t bury Mary Fox for next to nothing, he would see to it that all his elderly parishioners started to switch their burial arrangements to the more modern establishment a few streets away.


Only that night, once everything was in place and her mother’s body had been properly removed for burial, did Kate fling herself face down on Mom’s bed, wailing as though her heart had been ripped from her chest, as though she would never, ever recover.


That was the weird thing about a broken heart, Kate thought; it actually still worked. Even if you didn’t want it to. It still kept right on pumping that blood around your body. When you longed to close your eyes and sink into darkness, you still woke the next day, seeing the harsh light of morning, hearing the cars honk, smelling the bagels cooking in the coffee joints. Every day, just the same. Her mom was still dead. And she was still here.


She tracked her dad down. It didn’t take too long, if you called his old workplace, made a concerted effort. There was a real awkward telephone call. Great to hear from her, he said, with false heartiness. He was sorry about her mother. Kate’s accusatory silence hung heavy in the air, and her father started talking to fill it, the hurtful words tumbling out of him, telling her about his life as though she were some distant cousin, some old acquaintance. He was living in Florida, had remarried. Got three little boys. Thing was, they only had a four-bedroom house and his wife Georgette was knocked up again . . . a surprise stepdaughter would be stressful to a pregnant woman . . .


Surprise?


Yeah, well. He hadn’t told her. Clean slate, all that stuff. Better for everybody . . .


Kate didn’t bother to argue. What was the point? A tiny flicker of hope against hope, that she’d carried for a long time, died in her, but it was nothing compared to the ongoing pain of Mom’s loss. Quickly she turned things around. He would send her twenty thousand dollars, she said.


He laughed. He didn’t have it.


That laugh was a mistake. Driven to fury, Kate made him a promise. That if he did not send it, she would turn up in Florida. On his doorstep. To say hi to her stepmom and half-brothers. Oh yeah, and she’d bring the cops with her, for non-payment of child support. He owed her.


‘Wait,’ her father whined. ‘I need time, baby. Gimme some time . . .’


‘Don’t call me baby. It’s Kate. And you can have time.’


‘OK.’ He exhaled, let off the hook. ‘OK . . .’


‘Until Friday. That’s four working days. Meaning you wire the money tomorrow, three days for it to get to my account. I don’t want to be behind on the rent. Mom never was. And I can’t work, I’ve got to go to school. Go to college.’


‘I can’t get it that quick,’ he protested. Kate noted how he didn’t ask her about college, about her dreams. He didn’t give a damn.


‘OK, Daddy. Guess I’ll see you on Tuesday.’


‘Fine. You’ll get the money.’


‘If I don’t, you’re going to find yourself all over the front page of the local paper, and in court. Oh, and looking after me till I turn eighteen. It’s a deal, Father. Jump on it.’


She hung up.


The money turned up in her account on Friday, buffering the paltry bit of cash Mom had had left over at the end of the month. It was enough; two years’ rent, to see her through to eighteen, and whatever came next.


For the first time in her life, Kate Fox felt a little bit of power.


It was there, in between all the sadness, like a dandelion poking up through a paving stone. She’d taken on her little weasel of a father and she’d crushed him. And one phone call had gotten her what she needed. She thought how proud her mother would be.


They still had the plan. No way was Kate going to waste what Mom had done for her, what she’d fought for all these years. It was a sacred compact; she was sticking to it.


She took a little out of her account and walked it over to her landlord, paid him in cash, got a written receipt. Then she went home. On Monday she was back at school, working hard. Harder than she ever had before.





Chapter Two


‘I don’t know what to do with you,’ Sister Augustine said.


She stared across her desk at the young woman sitting in front of her. Looking her over with deep suspicion. Everything was right, on paper. The girl was effectively an orphan – her father had abandoned her – although there was apparently a little money. Her attendance record was one hundred per cent. The teachers reported that she tried her best in class; she was not one of the most academic students, perhaps, but she was bright, and she worked with dedication. Really, waiving the fees was a no-brainer.


Still, Sister Augustine had run this school for fifteen years, and she knew a faker when she saw one. Beautiful Kate Fox sat there demurely, but her heart wasn’t in this. The school had a small endowment; it ran a debt most years. Bursaries were strictly limited. And Kate Fox . . . Her body sat there in class, but her head was somewhere else.


It was her beauty. It was devastating, really. Sister Augustine was surrounded, in her vocation, by the health and lightness of youth. Kate Fox was different, though. In her hands, beauty was a weapon. She never actively flouted the dress code; unlike some of the girls, she didn’t roll up her waistband to shorten her skirt, or thrust down her socks to bare her calves, or leave the top button of her cheap blue school blouse undone. There were no pierced ears or lipstick or eyeshadow.


But Kate Fox was working it.


The hair. Dyed, cheaply but well, to a glossy, butterscotch blond. She always came to school with it shimmering down her back. Blow-dried three times a week for a discount at the cheap place near the deli. Perfectly conditioned, the ends cut razor sharp, so it moved around her face like a shampoo commercial. The principal had watched boys younger and older sigh after Kate Fox’s golden hair. Her face was free of make-up, but her skin was exceptionally smooth – yet how could she fault the girl for eating well and sleeping properly? Her nails were manicured with an elegant, traditional French polish. Since lipstick was banned, she applied a clear gloss – perhaps it was just a dab of Vaseline – that gave her full, soft mouth shine and plumpness. Even Sister Augustine could tell it was begging to be kissed. She chose shoes with the tiniest of heels, that threw her ass out in the little pleated skirt when she walked. A healthy appetite, lots of protein and fruit, and the girl flung herself into sports; as a result, while her contemporaries were getting spots from Dunkin Donuts or trail mix, or sallow teeth from smoking, Kate Fox positively glowed with vitality.


Sister Augustine glanced involuntarily at the full breasts jutting forward under the shirt. She realised that Kate was hardly responsible for these. But add in the hair, the lips, the shoes, the uniform worn tight against the body; the kid was dynamite. Teachers had complained to her that Fox in class was worth one grade less for half the boys that attended. She was bad for concentration.


Sister had quietly ordered that Kate Fox always be assigned a desk at the back.


There were no boyfriends. Kate had a group of girls you might call friends, but they weren’t truly tight. She was too pretty to snub, and always got a place at the refectory table at lunch, but apart from little chats in the hallway and recess, and pleasant conversation at meals, the girl had no close connections. Nobody seemed to know what she did with her break times. Weekends were a mystery. She wasn’t going to the bowling alleys with the rest of her working-class friends. She didn’t queue up for the cinema or attend pop concerts. In fact Sister Augustine detected a strong current of resentment towards the girl. She was holding herself aloof, apart. Like she was too good for the kids, too good for this school. Even for Sister Augustine.


Kate returned her gaze, politely but firmly. There was a steel there. Sister had seen it before, with certain of the other sisters back in the convent house. They usually went on to bigger things. One had risen to be prioress. Sister Augustine tried not to resent that look.


‘I don’t understand, Sister.’


‘You have a good record.’ She hated how clipped and cross she sounded. Was it the sin of vanity? The young woman’s lushness . . . was she seeing it as a challenge? She was meant to be above such things. ‘But I feel that your mind is unfocused.’


‘But my record.’ The green eyes widened innocently. ‘You know I always attend, Sister, I make good grades . . .’


‘You’re a B student in everything except business studies.’ Sister Augustine sighed. ‘I have applicants for this bursary who make A’s, Kate.’


‘Yes, Sister, but I try my hardest. I might not be as clever, but I’m harder-working. And I don’t have help with my homework,’ Kate added.


For the first time in the conversation, Sister Augustine cracked a slight smile. Grudging admiration. What a beautifully subtle way to remind the nun that she was, in fact, an orphan. Kate Fox might not be the most studious girl in the building, but she had incredible low cunning.


‘I find your appearance disturbing,’ she said. ‘Kate, you must remember that you are here to study.’


‘But Sister, my attendance and—’


‘And so are the young men that come here.’


Kate glanced down at her uniform. For the first time Sister Augustine noticed that it was freshly ironed. She imagined the kid, in her apartment, pressing her shirt before school. Kate Fox was on a mission in life, and not the kind that ended tending to the sick in Africa. On the other hand, as a woman who rose at half-four to sing Matins, she had to appreciate the discipline. But in the service of what, my dear, in the service of what . . .


‘I hope I haven’t broken any rules, Sister,’ Kate said.


‘Of course not. That would give me an excuse to deny you this bursary.’ The nun sighed, and surrendered to the inevitable. How could she refuse a place to a teenage orphan with a good record? Impossible.


‘Excuse me?’ Kate replied.


‘Don’t play games, young lady. I don’t understand exactly what you are doing, Kate. I think you could apply yourself more. You seem to concentrate on looking beautiful as much as on your SATs. And I’m sure you are well aware of your reputation for being a distraction. To our male students.’


‘I haven’t even got a boyfriend,’ Kate protested.


‘And apparently you do not intend to get one. No, don’t say anything, Kate. Credit other people with some perception, as well as yourself. There is no need to torture our young men. I have the sense you are using them for . . . for practice,’ the nun said, with a sudden flash of insight.


The young girl dropped her eyes, and a blush crept up the creamy skin of her neck, suffusing her cheeks. Sister Augustine felt a small burst of triumph, as though she had won a game of chess with a master.


‘You will wear your hair tied back in a ponytail. Drop the lip gloss.’


Kate nodded. ‘Do I get the bursary, Sister?’


‘Of course you do, Kate.’


Kate sighed, a deep, long breath, relief suddenly evident in her whole body, and the nun was slightly ashamed. The girl was an orphan, truly, looking after herself, and she needed to stay in this school.


‘Keep out of trouble, and you will have a first-class recommendation to any college you want to attend. You can do better in your studies, too.’


‘I really don’t want to be a professor, though, Sister.’


‘I’m sure you don’t. But you meet a better class of man at the good universities. Remember that, Kate.’


A sheepish grin. ‘Yes, Sister Augustine. And thank you.’


The young woman reached into the pocket of her pleated skirt and took out a small pink hairband. She carefully twisted her glossy mane, once, twice, three times, tying it high on her head into a sleek ponytail that swung as she moved, making her look sporty and sexy. Then she stood up, and left the office.


Sister Augustine didn’t bother calling out to remind her to wipe the gloss off her lips. She knew when she was beaten.


Kate was a model student after that. Playing by the rules, mostly at least, showing up early, toning down the flirting. But as Sister Augustine kept an eye on her, she wondered what it was that still disturbed her.


‘Kate Fox. There’s something wrong there,’ she said aloud in the staff room one morning.


‘Kate?’ asked Sister Francis immediately. ‘The girl has no friends.’ She stirred her coffee, indulging in an unusual luxury.


The older woman raised a brow. ‘Surely that’s not true. She remains popular. Always sitting at a packed table at lunch, always in the crowd . . .’


‘Yes, and never actually with anybody. Fox has nobody special. She was always focused on her mother, and the boys. It’s not healthy. Less so now.’ Sister Francis took a sip from her mug, mulling the problem. ‘But what can we do? We can’t make her sociable.’


‘Time for a prayer to St Jude,’ Sister Augustine joked. He was the patron saint of lost causes. But the younger teacher’s words stayed with her all afternoon.


What did Kate need? This was hard for the old nun, who long ago had chosen such a different path to this young butterfly of a woman, this sparkling beauty who was so full of life, so vibrant. Yet she was sure that Kate had suffered more, of the two of them. And under all her asceticism and discipline, Sister Augustine struggled to empathise.


She was not of the world, as Kate was. And that brittle determination Kate wore all about her, like a suit of armour, was alien to the nun. Not for the first time, Sister Augustine wished she had known Kate’s mother. She might get a better read on her pupil. Kate was so hard . . . She refused all help. What did she need, this girl who was so forcefully self-sufficient?


And suddenly it came to her, in a brilliant flash. Kate refused to accept help. But maybe she would not refuse to give it. Kate Fox needed softening, needed exposure to somebody who was not like her, who was vulnerable, who could use some of that extreme sass and devil-may-care attitude. Sister ran through the girls in Kate’s class. Ordinary, most of them, distinguished now only by the extreme beauty of youth, which they would grow out of, and then grow into very average lives, she feared. There was the usual motley crew of common or garden sins. Arrogance and vanity, that teenage cruelty of cliques and exclusion, one-upmanship that would shame a French Renaissance court. And of the kids on the outside . . . she couldn’t see Kate forming a true connection with any of the stupid ones. The girl was too bright for that. Which left one candidate. And immediately Sister Augustine had the girl in her mind, she smiled. It wasn’t the obvious pairing, but she somehow sensed they would be very good together.


Chalk another one up to St Jude.


She scribbled a note to Kate’s form teacher.


‘Yes, Sister?’


Kate hovered in the doorway. She must be nervous; even the lip gloss had vanished. Sister Augustine felt a crunch of pity in her heart.


‘Don’t worry. You aren’t in trouble, yet. Take a seat.’


Kate slipped into the chair in front of the desk, breathing out.


‘I want you to do something for me. It’s a little delicate.’


Now the young face was interested. Kate tilted her head slightly. Good Lord, but she was a pretty one.


‘Emily Jones is applying to colleges. I’d like you to discuss her options with her. As far as I can see, she has no close friends.’


‘That’s right,’ Kate said, at once.


‘You know Emily?’


Kate grinned. ‘She edits the magazine. Of course I know about her.’ And to the nun’s amazement, Kate rattled off a string of facts about her classmate, her family, her interests.


‘So you’re friends?’ Sister Augustine blinked. ‘I haven’t noticed you together.’


‘Not particularly.’ Kate shrugged.


‘Then how do you know so much about her?’


‘I’m interested in people,’ her pupil replied simply.


Sister Augustine suppressed a smile. That was an excellent sign; interested in people was almost as good as interested in God.


‘Well, between you and me, my fear is that Emily’s parents may be forcing her down the wrong path. Why don’t you intervene?’


Kate squirmed a little. ‘Like I said, Sister, we’re not friends. She might not want . . .’


‘Please. No excuses. The school has accommodated you, Kate. Now it’s your turn. That’s all. Shut the door when you leave.’


Emily Jones was sitting in the school library when Kate Fox walked in. Almost unconsciously, she straightened her dumpy body. Kate just had that effect on everyone, even the girls, really. Walking everywhere like she carried a pile of books on her head, like this was the best finishing school in Switzerland or something, not a little parochial joint in the Bronx.


For a second Emily felt a pang of envy. Dislike even. The girl was so confident, so cool. The little cruel games of cliques and favourites that the other kids played, Kate just didn’t get involved in. When one of the popular chicks tried to snub her – she was orphaned, she was poor, she lived in a crappy rental apartment somewhere on Grand Concourse; hell, at lunch she only ever bought a cheap tray of stuff, no frills, almost like she was on food stamps – Kate just smiled pleasantly, and the insult sailed harmlessly over her head.


Emily’s life was made miserable by those girls. They laughed at her weight, her braces, her greasy hair. Even her grades. She was a geek, she was a loser. And even though Emily had two married parents and her pop was a dentist in Westchester, she had a baby sister, a dog and a fish tank – prosperity, a full family, money for college, the works – she would happily have traded places with Kate Fox in that moment. Real happily.


She sighed.


Kate looked her way. ‘What’s the matter?’


Oh, man, Emily thought, wearily. Did I do that aloud?


She shrugged and tried to recover. ‘It’s all this stuff. It’s overwhelming.’


Kate walked over and hovered by the table. ‘Mind if I sit down?’


Emily was flattered. The blonde bombshell wanted to sit with her. Her jealousy evaporated. ‘Hey. Sure you can.’


Kate glanced at the pile of glossy prospectuses surrounding the other girl. ‘What’s this stuff?’


‘College. I have to pick.’


‘Exciting,’ Kate said, and she looked like she meant it. ‘Can I help?’


‘Help?’ Emily blinked. ‘Like, help me pick a college?’


‘Sure. You’ve got money, right?’ That smile again. Kate waved away Emily’s worry like it was nothing, this was simple. ‘I know where all the good ones are, depending on what you want to major in. Like, which places are social, what’s good for politics, arts, pre-med, that sort of stuff. What they don’t write in these things, too.’ Her manicured hand patted the Yale prospectus. ‘Which have the best hiring prospects, the affirmative action programmes for women; where the kids are stuffy, where they’re rich liberals, or social-register Republicans . . . the drug campuses, the sports franchises . . . pretty much everything.’


Emily looked at Kate’s beautiful face, as though she was seeing her for the first time. It was like that detached mask had slipped. She was passionate, engaged. And looking at Emily as if she wanted to help.


‘How do you know all that?’ she asked, timidly.


‘I’ve been studying up. Weekends, evenings. Deciding where I want to go. You know, when we get out of here.’


She talked about it like it was a prison cell.


‘I thought you loved the school,’ Emily ventured. It had been all round the place that Kate Fox picked up the bursary last year. Over some guys with better grades and parents on welfare. She was like this unstoppable force of nature.


‘It’s what I can get,’ Kate said, and for the first time there was a touch of bitterness. ‘All my mom could afford. And when she got killed . . . I needed somewhere I could reach cheap, on the bus, and I kind of knew this place. She thought it was good enough. Food’s cheap. Plus, they were gonna have to let me stay. So it’ll do, because it has to.’


‘But you want to go on to bigger things?’


Kate rolled her eyes. ‘Of course. What, you don’t?’


Emily looked at the glossy prospectuses. They all seemed intimidating to her. Ivy League kids, all skinny and driving rich-kid cars, and her, the dentist’s daughter, scraping in on the back of good grades. It would be school all over again. No different.


‘My dad wants me to do science, so I can be a dentist, like him.’


Kate looked at her. ‘You don’t sound enthusiastic. A lifetime bending over people’s mouths, wearing rubber gloves and breathing their skanky breath?’


Emily giggled. She’d never have dared say that to her dad, but she pretty much thought it every day.


‘Come on. Tell me your dream.’


‘I don’t do dreams. I do a nice house in Bronxville at best. Suburban Westchester at its finest. Ducks in the park, a ball game twice a month. That sort of life.’


Kate stared. ‘When you were a kid, didn’t your mom read you “Cinderella”?’


Emily’s confidence was growing. Kate Fox wasn’t so bad; she wasn’t eating her alive.


‘Don’t be dumb.’ She gestured at her own dumpling thighs and soft stomach. ‘You’re Cinderella, babe. I’m an Ugly Sister. Prince Charming isn’t in the plan.’


‘I can make you over,’ Kate offered.


Emily shrugged. You couldn’t make over her heavy body or ordinary face. But she had learned a while ago not to complain about it too much. Any man that was going to love her would want her for her mind. She didn’t have great expectations.


‘You can give it a shot. I’m not one of those babe types, like Priscilla.’


‘Priscilla!’ Kate’s nose wrinkled. The polished brunette led the most popular clique in school. She was a rich girl from Scarsdale; her daddy worked in a bank. She had tried, and failed, to crush Kate Fox. Other chicks lived in fear of her cutting remarks and the sniggers of her little crowd of sycophants. ‘Thank God you’re not. Believe me, she’s going to wind up a fat housewife.’


‘You think so?’


‘Look at her ass.’ It was true Priscilla was voluptuous. Her ass and tits hung right out there, and her shoulders were softly rounded. ‘It works, at sixteen. By twenty-six she’ll already be droopy. By thirty her thighs will look like cottage cheese and that ass will have its own zip code. Mark my words. And she’ll have married some poor schlub from down her block, and the best she’ll do in life is be, like, president of the PTA. And bully all the other moms.’


Emily chuckled. Yes, Priscilla did have a certain overripeness to her look. Maybe she would wind up fat and desperate. It was a cheery thought.


‘But I’m never going to appeal to the jock crowd, face it.’


Kate looked at her shrewdly. ‘You weren’t made for the jock crowd, Emily.’


Emily’s eyebrows lifted. So Kate Fox knew who she was? That surprised her. Kate was surprising her.


‘And you weren’t made for the dentist crowd, either. No disrespect to your pops. But you obviously hate Westchester and you don’t much like it here. And they’re trying to shove you into being something you’re not.’


‘So what am I?’ Emily leaned forward. She hadn’t had this much attention for years. She was really warming to Kate, beauty or no beauty. The girl was a people-watcher, she was quiet, but she was soaking up information like a sponge. And she had good judgement. Didn’t like Priscilla, that had to be a great start, right?


‘Don’t be offended,’ Kate warned. The gorgeous eyes twinkled.


‘I’m not making any promises,’ Emily said, but it felt good to wisecrack. Kate wasn’t making her feel small.


‘You’re a bluestocking. A classic academic, the type these teachers are always saying they want, but they don’t know what to do with when it turns up. Only thing is, you’re also kind of a rebel. You’re bohemian. Real liberal. You’re the opposite of “dentist in Westchester”, actually. You’re more “artist loft in Tribeca” and having an intense romance with a physicist from MIT or something.’


Emily’s eyes rounded, and she laughed aloud. ‘Jesus.’


‘Blaspheming? See, I got you pegged. Rebel.’


‘You know what? I think you actually do.’ Emily sat up straighter, and unfamiliar sensations ran through her body. Adrenaline, maybe. Excitement. Just talking to Kate Fox, she had the sense that anything was possible – amazing things, stuff she would not have believed could come her way. She might never be a model, but that didn’t interest her. Kate was showing her a vision of what Emily Jones could be – not trying to make her into a Priscilla clone. Just a more thrilling version of herself. ‘What made you think I was a liberal?’


‘You don’t mix with the standard cliques. You study, but I’ve seen you reading graphic novels and Kerouac and Douglas Copeland. You read the New York Times. You have just one ear pierced, you let the other one close up. And you edited the school magazine.’


‘For one semester.’ Emily frowned. ‘Then the sisters took it away from me.’


‘Of course they did. You put in articles about modern art and censorship. You ran a photo of a nude model. You wrote about rent control in the city. You had a long piece about gay marriage. This is not the mix they want in a Catholic parochial school.’


‘Guess not.’


‘But you made the damn thing interesting. And there’s something to be said for that, Em.’


‘Em, is it, now?’


‘Why not? We’re going to be friends, aren’t we? Two freaks like us?’ Kate said disarmingly.


‘Yeah.’ Emily nodded. ‘We sure are. I can’t believe I never talked to you before now.’


Kate shrugged. ‘I won’t dwell on the past if you won’t.’


‘So tell me where I should go to college.’


‘Columbia or NYU,’ said Kate, instantly.


‘Because?’


‘It’s Manhattan. And you need to be in Manhattan. The art, the journalism you love, it’s all there. All the big glossy magazines are there. Fashion Week is there. TV. OK, not Hollywood movies, but indie movies, they shoot plenty of those in the city. Plus you got your liberal arts professors, your museums, the Metropolitan Opera. You’ll love it there, Em, you’ll spread your wings. Maybe Columbia is a better school.’


‘So I should apply there?’


‘No. You should go to NYU. Because that’s where I’ll be going,’ Kate said, smiling disarmingly. ‘They have better financial provision, better scholarships, and I can’t afford Columbia, even if they waive tuition. Too many extras and suchlike. Besides, even if Columbia is an Ivy League school, NYU is the place for the arts, you know. It’s got the film school and the fashion design and lots of liberal creative types turn up there. I think it’s your destiny. You could make movies or be a fashion designer. Something like that. And it’s the kind of place you’ll find a guy that fits you, too.’


‘OK,’ Emily said, and it was like an anvil lifted effortlessly off her back. ‘OK.’


‘Just like that?’


‘You’ve convinced me. It sounds a lot of fun, the way you sell it.’ Emily reached out and pushed the rest of the shiny brochures to one side. ‘I didn’t want to do any of them, you know? Go away from home to some place with a bunch of Barbie doll girls and jocks.’


‘You want adventure, Manhattan’s far enough.’


Emily smiled. It was so true. Barely twenty-five minutes on Metro North, but an entirely different world. She looked at Kate Fox, and suddenly a golden future spread itself in front of her. Art, music, bohemian guys with dark eyes and bad attitudes. Freedom. And a real friend, to go with it. A surge of gratitude washed over her. She stuck out her hand, and Kate shook it.


‘I’m glad you came into the library,’ she said.





Chapter Three


Their friendship deepened at college. Emily’s parents tolerated NYU, although her dad was upset she hadn’t chosen Columbia, and was only working at a liberal arts degree. But she called home three times a week and went back regularly for Sunday lunch, and they were indulgent, covering tuition and paying for a small apartment. Kate shared it. Rent-free.


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said wistfully, when Emily showed it to her. Downtown, with two tiny bedrooms and a sitting room with a kitchenette. It had a huge mirror over the fireplace, edged with cracked gold paint, exposed brick walls and dusty wooden floorboards, giving it an air of faded glamour, like a Parisian attic in a good building. Kate loved the big windows and high ceilings that helped the small space not feel cramped. The bathroom was tiny, just a shower cubicle, but you couldn’t have everything, and it was a short walk to campus, with all the artists and musicians and banking millionaires of Greenwich Village on their doorstep. ‘You’ve even got a spare room.’


‘Spare?’ Emily blinked. ‘That’s your room. We’re going to share.’


Kate flushed, unusually discomfited. ‘Oh no, Em, I can’t afford to pay rent on somewhere like this. Even sharing. I’m going to look for a cheap studio in Red Hook and get the train in.’


‘Red Hook?’ That was in Brooklyn, and one of the roughest parts of the city. But it was about all Kate could afford with her new job at Bloomingdales, working shifts on the cosmetic counter to fit around her tuition. She was on a scholarship, but still had to work to make living expenses. ‘Don’t be an idiot. You stay with me. No charge, I mean, come on, we’re friends.’


Kate breathed out. ‘You’re kidding. I mean, Em, I can’t accept that.’


Now it was Emily’s turn to blush. ‘But you have to – or I don’t get to stay here. Please, Kate. My parents . . . They want me living with somebody they trust.’


‘I don’t even know your parents.’


Emily brushed it aside. ‘They saw you at graduation day, remember?’


‘Well, just to shake hands.’


‘That was enough. They’re paying for this place. I mean, I don’t have a job, they’re covering tuition, the whole bit. They weren’t happy I don’t want to be a dentist. But they are letting me do this, providing I’m chaperoned. You’re a girl from school . . . I’ve talked about you,’ she added, understating it quite a bit. The friendship of glamorous, popular Kate Fox was a major thing in Emily Jones’s life. ‘Dad doesn’t care if you don’t pay rent, he just doesn’t want me falling in with a bad crowd. Sharing digs with a model with a coke habit, you know? He understands you got a scholarship and you work. See, he thinks you’re responsible.’


Kate laughed. ‘Your poor dad.’


‘You kind of are responsible, you know.’


She tossed her head. ‘I’m focused,’ she said. ‘It’s different.’


‘Anyway, you’ll stay here.’


Kate beamed with joy. No point playing hard to get; she loved Emily, and she’d be living in Manhattan, and with tuition covered by the scholarship . . . immediately she started to spend her tiny salary in her head, a few good dresses, some nice make-up, all on an employee discount . . .


‘Then thank you, sweetie,’ she said, giving Emily a big hug. ‘I’m so grateful.


It was unspoken, the bargain between them. Emily shared the good things her parents could give her, and her brains and hard work. She helped Kate with her grades and papers. And Kate, glorious, smiling Kate, freed from the strictures of high school, just sprinkled a little of that pixie dust over Emily.


Not that Em could ever compete. But she didn’t want to. Kate, in her sprayed-on jeans, with her glossy mane of blond hair, her tight little sweaters, teetering ankle boots; the boys panted around her like dogs, all the jocks and the rich kids. And she went through boyfriends like a laser beam. Lots of dates; many guys never made it to a third or fourth. Emily watched her like it was a science experiment. All of them had money, but somehow Kate was never satisfied. It was as though she were fishing for some major target, and the sons of lawyers and plastic surgeons, the comfortably off film-makers with their bachelor-pad studios in the Village or the Upper West Side, they just weren’t cutting the mustard.


But Kate was having fun. It was like watching a movie, Emily thought. She was like the Queen of England, never carrying any money to speak of. The boys always paid. There were presents, too; jewellery and flowers, champagne at dinner, ski trips to Aspen. Kate received everything with a light laugh, a kiss on the cheek. Her heart was a fortress. Young men flung themselves at it like waves breaking on a cliff. But Emily detected nothing, no real love, no passion.


Kate never brought boys home to their apartment; that space was sacrosanct. Emily’s dad would have approved. And from what Emily could see, she rarely slept with them. Sometimes, if a boy lasted several months, Kate would give in. If it had the makings of a serious relationship. But few did. She was jealous of her reputation, and as the years rolled by at college there were lots of boys but few bad stories. Kate Fox was not easy. The ploys men used were legendary: flowers, dresses, a weekend at a country estate in Dutchess county where she was picked up by helicopter. But she would come back with her heart intact and the young man frustrated.


Sometimes Emily wondered why the boys put up with it. But they seemed to have a sneaking admiration for Kate. She was holding out for something major. And as word got around, more and more of them wanted to try their luck at being the one . . .


As she dazzled at the centre of the whirlwind, Kate didn’t neglect her best friend. She insisted on making Emily over, despite her protests, so that the worst of her laziness got masked; her short brown hair was cut into a chic bob, and Kate found her some fitted pantsuits and even, despite her protests, a couple of dresses, tight round the waist, making the most of her large breasts and covering her ass and thighs. When Kate hit the gym at the YWCA regularly every morning, Emily was shamed into taking a relaxed stroll around the city. She never got thin, but at least she never ballooned. And Kate didn’t make her feel bad about her body. She taught her basic make-up, even bought her a little bag of cheap cosmetics.


‘Takes the guesswork out of it,’ she said. ‘You moisturise. Oil of Olay, OK? Can’t go wrong. Then foundation. Takes ten seconds. I like this shade on you, Maybelline, they’re cheap but they’re good. Neutral eyeshadow. Like a biscuit shade.’


‘OK,’ Emily said, feeling alarmed.


‘Don’t panic, I’m almost done. Here’s a bronzer. You sweep it over the cheeks, like blusher. Instead of blusher. It’s failsafe. I learned that from Bobbi Brown.’


‘Who’s he?’


‘She.’ Kate rolled her eyes. ‘The make-up woman? Look, don’t worry about it. Just use it, the brush is right there. Finally you can put some mascara on, Great Lash waterproof. The whole thing costs under twenty-five bucks and it’ll last you all year.’


Emily looked dubiously at the array of lotions and compacts before her, neatly ranged inside a clear Sephora plastic make-up bag.


‘Try it.’ Kate was implacable. ‘You liked those Levi jeans I put you in last week. Let me see you do it. It’s easy. Em, even professors wear make-up.’


‘But . . .’


‘No buts. Put it on. Hell, you should see me without make-up, I’d frighten small children, sour the milk.’


Emily laughed. ‘Sure. Right.’ Kate natural was gorgeous; Kate made-up was stunning.


‘Waiting,’ her friend said, impatiently.


Self-consciously Emily squeezed out the moisturiser and smeared it across her face; then, since Kate showed no signs of backing off, she did her best with the rest of it.


‘Perfect. I’ll show you.’ Kate took her by the shoulders and marched her off to the huge mirror over their tiny fireplace.


‘Wow,’ Emily breathed. The face that looked back at her seemed so different. At school she wasn’t allowed make-up; at home, on the weekends, she’d never dared. Any attempt to look pretty was just licence for the cruel girls to make fun of you. But this, this was . . . hell, it was really cool. She was still Emily, but smoother, better, with a suggestion of cheekbones, and her large eyes popped in her face, and she was almost . . . how to put it? Attractive. Maybe. To a certain type of guy. Hope and pleasure welled up in her. It wasn’t difficult; Kate gave her the stuff, she could put it on. Between this and the good-fitting jeans and the tight sweater – and her body was firming up from the walking – well, Emily knew she wasn’t Marilyn Monroe, but then again, the guys she liked weren’t Clark Gable, either. They wore black-framed glasses, they were skinny, they had their hair long. And their intelligence was the most attractive thing about them. Men like that didn’t date cheerleaders. Best part was, they didn’t want to.
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