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      In her twenties, Ronni Cooper had a successful career in the nightclub world against a soundtrack of thrusting guitars and
         killer vocals, where outrageous was the norm. She now lives between the UK and LA and writes full-time – but the music, the
         decadence and the thigh-high leather boots are still very dear to her heart. Manhattan is her second novel.
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      PROLOGUE

      New York, 1993

      New York Globe – 21 December 1993

      The stars are expected to turn out in style tonight for the first anniversary celebrations of top New York nightclub Manhattan.
            Since it opened its doors exactly one year ago today, the venue has played host to famous names from across the globe and
            garnered a reputation for glamour and excess. It was also the source of much controversy when it was the principal location
            used in the movie Disco Drug.
      

      Manhattan owners Raine O’Donnell, Mei-Lin Yan and Stevie Ross last night paid tribute to the clients who have frequented the
            nightspot, saying, ‘We are incredibly proud of our club and we owe a huge thanks to everyone who has supported us throughout
            these amazing twelve months. And thank you to the city of New York, because only in this town would three women be able to
            achieve so much in such a short time in such a crazy industry. Tomorrow night, the cocktails are on us!’

      It’s thought that the celebrities taking the Manhattan bosses up on that offer will include such luminaries as Calvin Klein,
            Jackie Collins, Janice Dickinson, Diana Ross, Jack Nicholson, Dimitri Krakov, Tala DiVinci, Leeane Star, Madonna, Sylvester Stallone, Christie Brinkley and Bruce Willis.

      Full details and photographs of what promises to be a spectacular event will feature in our Saturday edition.

      Manhattan, New York, 21 December 1993

      ‘I haven’t been this excited since Sean Penn felt me up on the back fire exit.’ Raine covered her grin by taking another sip
            of pink champagne as she waited for the inevitable chorus of outrage.

      Right on cue, Stevie’s jaw dropped. ‘He did not!’

      ‘Oh, OK, so he didn’t,’ Raine admitted glibly.

      Stevie wasn’t letting it go. ‘How many times have I told you to stop exaggerating and making things up?’

      ‘A million. You’re right. I’m sorry.’ She paused. ‘It must have been Jack Nicholson.’

      The three of them laughed and one by one put their glasses into the middle of their huddle.

      Raine offered up the toast. ‘Here’s to Manhattan and to us. To think they said we’d never make it in this town.’

      ‘That’s the worst James Cagney impression ever,’ Mei-Lin teased.

      Raine nodded. ‘I know. Sean Penn taught me.’

      After a few moments their laughter subsided and Stevie spoke up, her voice choked with emotion. If her fans could see her
            now they’d barely recognise this softly spoken, all-American blonde as the biggest female rock star of the decade.

      ‘I just want to say thank you. I’d never have made it without the two of you.’

      Mei-Lin leaned over and softly kissed her cheek. ‘You would always have made it. It just wouldn’t have been this great.’

      The others nodded. Mei-Lin continued to speak, her perfect Revlon Red lips an exact colour match of the stunning, floor-length
            red cheongsam that skimmed her petite frame. ‘You know, when I came to this country my heart was broken, but now, finally, I feel
            that it is whole again.’

      Stevie’s eyes filled with tears and even Raine executed a very pronounced gulp.

      Stevie summed it up. ‘We all needed each other. And I love both of you so much.’

      In the distance, a bell started ringing. Raine sniffed loudly and cleared her throat. ‘That’s the “Too Much Emotion In Here”
            alarm. I had it fitted especially for tonight,’ she joked.

      Before the others could reply, the phone rang. Raine was closest to it.

      ‘This had better be good because you’re interrupting a memorable moment.’ Her sing-song voice oozed happiness and excitement.

      ‘What?’ In a split second her face changed. Another bell started to ring, then another. All three heads swivelled to the fire-alarm
            board on the wall behind them. It was lighting up like a Christmas tree.

      Raine slammed the phone down.

      ‘We have to get out of here. There’s a fire on the east side, the west, the basement …’ Another light on the board. And shit,
            there’s one above us, too.’

      Despite the urgency of the situation, none of them moved.

      ‘This is it,’ Mei-Lin whispered. ‘He’s coming for us.’

      As trickles of smoke crept in around the doorframe, no one argued.

   
      
      BOOK ONE

      BEFORE THE MUSIC 
STARTED …

   
      
      ONE

      
      

      
      Raine

      
      New York, 1983

      
      It wasn’t the first time she’d watched them.
      

      
      The first time had been the year before, on her sixteenth birthday, when severe stomach cramps and an aversion to afternoon
         biology class had caused her to cut the last two hours of school. Since then, she’d encountered them at least a dozen more
         times – always without them realising that she was there. She didn’t understand why the woman brought him here. Didn’t the
         tight-assed bastard have the dough to splash out on a room?
      

      
      Her eyes flicked to the silk-lined suit that now lay discarded on the cream upholstered chair beside the bed. It looked expensive.
         Not that she was any expert, but put it this way, it looked more like the kind of outfit that President Regan wore on television,
         and less like the one her father dragged out for weddings, baptisms and funerals.
      

      
      Yeah, this joker had the money all right, but he obviously had better things to spend it on. Or maybe that was part of the
         power trip – fucking a woman in her marital bedroom while her husband was at work. Yeah, maybe that was the kick.
      

      
      So what was the kick for the woman?
      

      
      Tiny pores of moisture burst in the palms of her hands.

      
      What she’d give to throw open the door and confront them. To see the shame on the whore’s face and the surprise on his. She’d
         thought about it so many times over the years, immersed in a monsoon of guilt at her lack of action. But …
      

      
      It was a box she didn’t want to open. For all their sakes. Because even at seventeen, she realised that the consequences would
         be life-changing, and it wasn’t a call she was bold enough to make.
      

      
      A moan of pleasure dragged her attention back to the nauseating scene in front of her.

      
      Raine O’Donnell’s mom, ladies and gentlemen. Pillar of the community, chapel secretary, the woman who acted in public like
         she was a miracle and a halo away from sainthood. The one who fucked another man while her husband of twenty years was at
         work, telling all his buddies how he married the most beautiful woman in Brooklyn.
      

      
      Sometimes she wished that someone would notice her discomfort, would question why she found it difficult not to sneer when
         her mother told her that her skirt was too short or that listening to Madonna all night long on her Walkman would warp her
         for life. Warped? There was only one warped person in this house and it was the one that was lying on her back with her ankles
         around the neck of a fat, sweating bastard.
      

      
      The hypocrisy twisted her gut.

      
      Raine silently backed away from the slit in the bedroom door and retraced her steps until she was out in the front yard. She
         checked her watch. 2 p.m. Her mother would be expecting her home around four o’clock, so she had two hours to kill before
         she could safely return without the risk of walking in on the most beautiful woman in Brooklyn sucking someone’s dick.
      

      
      The street outside was deserted, the rest of the working class community on this side of Vinegar Hill were either at work,
         school or inside watching General Hospital or reruns of The Young and the Restless. Most of the people who lived in the neighbourhood were familiar to her. Predominately second-and third-generation Irish immigrants,
         it was a community that stuck together, that helped each other out and did its best to keep out the scum, the slackers and
         the trash.
      

      
      A bus stopped beside her and on impulse she jumped on and travelled several stops, ignoring the disapproving glances of two
         elderly ladies who clearly had an opinion on the hissing sound coming from the earphones attached to her Walkman. She turned
         the volume up even higher. Madonna totally rocked. Only last week her mother had snapped off an MTV show because the singer
         was wearing a wedding dress and singing a song called ‘Like A Virgin’.
      

      
      There was that hypocrisy thing again.

      
      The following day Raine had taken the cash she’d earned from babysitting the DiAngelo kids next door, gone straight to the
         record shop and bought the album. She’d fallen in love with ‘Holiday’, ‘Borderline’ was stuck in her head, but ‘Lucky Star’
         was her favourite. She’d cut the fingers off her leather gloves, torn the sleeves off her denim jacket and, as soon as she
         had enough money, dear Lord the hair was going blond. White blond. With any luck it would give her mother a heart attack and
         that fat bastard would be deprived of his easy lay.
      

      
      She disembarked at the row of stores that serviced the area. A drugstore, laundromat, a 7/11, a bank and a diner that was
         always busy on three accounts – it was the only inexpensive place to eat within a ten-block radius, it sold the best bread
         and doughnuts and it was only five hundred yards from the 84th Precinct, so there was a steady supply of blue uniforms to
         fill the grey plastic stools at the counter. The mental image that was refusing to leave her head ruled out any notion of eating, but
         a milkshake would pass the time.
      

      
      The bell announced her arrival but no one paid any attention except for a couple of construction guys whose hard hats were
         fighting for space on a table laden with food. Their leers started at her black brogues, then moved up past her thick, black,
         knee-high socks, her regulation kilt and settled somewhere around the middle of her green cardigan. It was as if the board
         of governors at St Mary’s had conspired to make the uniform as unattractive as possible in order to ward off the potential
         for sin. Going by the look on those guys’ faces, the plan wasn’t working. It wasn’t the first time she’d been ogled by a couple
         of middle-aged pervs with a schoolgirl fantasy, but Raine wasn’t conceited enough to think they were taken by her beauty.
         She knew that she’d never make homecoming queen. She may have her mother’s Italian colouring and her thick black curls, but
         she was too tall, too skinny, too gangly – all arms and legs. It made her the star of the school volleyball team, but a complete
         failure on the dating scene. The only boy taller than her was Jimmy Silva, the high-school star quarterback, and there were
         way too many pert little cheerleaders flashing their pushed-up breasts in his direction for him to notice the giraffe in the
         corner.
      

      
      Not that she’d be interested anyway. Boys her age were far too immature. They were still comparing hickies and jerking off
         to Flashdance posters. Pulling the earphones out of her ears, she clicked off the cassette and made for the nearest empty seat at the counter,
         rolling her eyes at the nauseating Billy Joel ballad that was playing in the background.
      

      
      Isa, the counter server, shimmied over to her, an infectious grin beaming across her rotund face. The white of her dentures
         was matched in brightness by the screaming orange of her hair, a shade that Isa had told her a dozen times was a tribute to
         an actress called Maureen O’Hara. Raine had no idea who Miss O’Hara was, but if she was responsible for fifty-five-year-old
         women across America having hair that glowed in the dark then she really needed to rethink her legacy.
      

      
      ‘Chocolate or vanilla today?’

      
      ‘Am I that predictable, Isa?’ Raine feigned an exasperated sulk.

      
      ‘Yes you are, my sweetheart. I’m thinking chocolate.’

      
      ‘Vanilla,’ Raine countered defiantly. Isa let out a hoot of laughter and three cops sitting further along the counter smiled
         at the exchange before turning their investigative skills back to their burgers.
      

      
      Raine took a book from her satchel, slid her finger down to the page that was turned over at the corner, flipped it open and
         started to read. Within minutes she was gone. The Manhattan she was reading about in the book may just be a few miles away,
         but the characters were living in a world a million miles away from hers.
      

      
      ‘Hey, whatcha reading?’

      
      A hand came into her peripheral vision and tipped up the front cover, making her stammer with embarrassment.

      
      ‘Erm, it’s just a book about … erm, fabrics. And the textile industry.’

      
      Shirley Conran’s Lace was slammed shut, and she quickly slipped it back into her school bag, her face giving off enough heat to power up the diner’s
         coffee machine. Death would be preferable to Ricco Dimato knowing that she was reading about the kind of stuff that definitely
         didn’t come with the blessing of Father O’Flynn or the church that – his shifts permitting – they both attended on Sunday
         mornings.
      

      
      If her mother’s affair was Raine’s biggest secret, her feelings for Ricco Dimato came a close second. A cousin three or four
         times removed, he’d been around her whole life and she’d been madly in love with him for most of it.
      

      
      Raine, Father O’Flynn and God all knew it was a waste of time.

      
      Despite being only six years older than her, he treated her like she was twelve. It hurt all the more because he was major
         hot. Major. Ricco in his police uniform could even out-hot Richard Gere in that white suit at the end of An Officer and a Gentleman. And Raine should know. The summer before, her best friend Angelica Roberts had persuaded her to blow an entire month’s allowance
         in one weekend at the movie theatre, watching it on a constant loop for two full days.
      

      
      ‘You waiting for your dad, gorgeous?’ He’d called her that since she was in eighth grade and he’d found her in tears after
         Jimmy Silva and his bunch of loser jocks had teased her about her height. To cheer her up, Ricco had taken her to see Arthur with Dudley Moore and Liza Minnelli and they’d laughed their asses off.
      

      
      ‘He’s just finishing off some paperwork and he’ll be over. Picked up a couple of real scumbags today. Armed robbery. Sooo sweet.’ The last couple of words came out in a whistle of triumph.
      

      
      Six months out of the police academy and Ricco made no secret about how great it felt to lock up bad guys. It was an attitude
         that was all too familiar to Raine, given that she’d grown up as the daughter of Sergeant Patrick O’Donnell, dedicated upholder
         of the law, minor local hero, several times decorated for bravery and actions above and beyond the call of duty.
      

      
      ‘Lookin’ at something, guys?’ Ricco’s attention was momentarily diverted by the renewed stares of the construction guys. Suddenly they found something on their table that was intensely fascinating and didn’t look up again. Raine experienced a
         surge of something that was definitely more than family affection.
      

      
      One of the cops further along the counter pushed five dollars in Isa’s direction, told her to keep the change and was rewarded
         with a wink and a grin. Raine recognised him as Danny Docherty, a guy of about thirty who had done his probation with her
         dad and who’d come over to the house every once in a while in the intervening years. As he passed Ricco, he paused and shook
         his hand.
      

      
      ‘Still OK for tonight, buddy?’

      
      Wow. For the first time ever, Raine thought, Ricco looked ruffled and very slightly shifty.

      
      ‘Sure. Eight o’clock?’

      
      ‘Yeah. I’ll pick you up.’

      
      There was an awkward silence as Danny headed for the door. Eventually Ricco broke it.

      
      ‘So how’re things going with that squad of dickheads at school?’

      
      Nope, he wasn’t getting off that easy.

      
      ‘You tell me first,’ Raine probed playfully. ‘What’s going on tonight at eight? Football? Dinner? Big date?’

      
      Ricco’s discomfort racked up another notch.

      
      ‘Look, Raine, the thing is …’

      
      Oh frigging crap, it was a date. He had a date with some beautiful, non-giraffe-like female and they’d get married, have perfect
         kids and that would be that. Her heart thudded like a jackhammer, sending blood thumping to her head. The world was over.
         Done. Finished. No wonder he was practically squirming as he spoke.
      

      
      ‘You can’t say anything to your old man, OK? But there’s a new club opening in the city – Reincarnation over on West 14th Street – and they’re paying big bucks for off-duty cops to work the door. It’s like seriously easy money. Couple of nights
         a week and I’ll have enough for a new set of wheels in no time.’
      

      
      Raine fought the urge to raise both hands up to heaven and shout, ‘Hallelujah’. It wasn’t a woman. Oh dear Lord, thank you.
         An extra decade of the rosary would be offered up this Sunday. It was just a club. And that was …
      

      
      Oh crap, hang on. How many women would be there? And they’d all be beautiful and glamorous and they’d go nuts for the tall
         guy on the door with the jet black hair and the green eyes and long thick eyelashes that out-hotted Richard Gere.
      

      
      But she’d worry about that later. Take small victories, she told herself – he hadn’t gone and got hooked up. Thank you, Mary,
         Mother of God and all the angels.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, I won’t say anything.’ A shake of the head and a swipe of her hand were added for extra nonchalance and maturity.

      
      ‘Thanks, gorgeous.’ Just when the heart was calming back down his grin ramped it right back up again and – oh God – now he
         was hugging her. Do not hold on too tight. Do not kiss him. Do not sniff his neck and then whimper …
      

      
      ‘Hey, Dimato, will you put my girl down before I slam you in a cell with those two reprobates we just picked up.’

      
      Raine jumped. She’d been so busy trying not to have a heart attack, she hadn’t noticed that her dad had arrived – a pretty
         difficult accomplishment given that he was six foot four and built like the boxer he used to be. It used to be the standing
         joke at the station that he looked a bit like William Shatner when Captain Kirk was in his prime. The guys on the shift laughed
         about it until a smart-ass perp got wind of it and murmured, ‘Beam Me Up, Scotty,’ in the middle of an interrogation. The
         guy got off on the housebreaking he’d been brought in for, but he left with a nose that would never run in a straight line
         again.
      

      
      Now, as he walked towards them, his voice was joking, but there was no hiding the tiny hint of warning. It was going to be
         a brave guy that dated Patrick O’Donnell’s daughter because he was officially the most protective dad in Brooklyn. Even the
         fact that Ricco was the son he’d never had didn’t exclude him from certain death if he ever made a move on Pat’s princess.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you worry about a thing, boss. I’m well aware how important my limbs are and I’m planning on keeping them. But I tell
         you, one day when I’m captain of this precinct I’m coming for her,’ he teased.
      

      
      ‘And we’ll all weep at the funeral for the NY police officer who served the shortest captaincy in history.’

      
      Raine grinned at the banter as she leaned over to hug her dad.

      
      ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’

      
      ‘Study time, so I thought I’d come wait for you.’

      
      It was a white lie, but despite Sergeant O’Donnell having the most finely tuned bullshit detector in the five boroughs, it
         was permanently unplugged when it came to his girl.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, baby, but I’m pulling a double shift today. Joe Greenberg’s mother passed away last night and we’re a couple of men
         down on sick leave so I’m covering. You have your shake and then get on home and I’ll see you in the morning.’
      

      
      Pat tucked ten dollars into the flap on the front of her satchel and shouted up a coffee and a roast beef sandwich to go.
         Isa acted like she’d just been given a missive from God. Twenty years she’d worked there, twenty years Pat O’Donnell had been
         coming in and twenty years she’d had a crush the size of Alaska. No one got served quicker or with a sunnier smile.
      

      
      Raine thought it was cute and occasionally wondered what it would have been like if her dad had found Isa before he met Maria. She was fairly sure she’d be going home to milk and cookies instead of a live porn show.
      

      
      The doorbell dinged again, but Raine didn’t bother to turn and see who it was. Big mistake. A few seconds later a hand reached
         out in the direction of her father.
      

      
      ‘Sergeant O’Donnell, good to see you.’ The voice resonated with suave charm and confidence.

      
      Pat reciprocated the gesture, delivering a solid, firm handshake.

      
      ‘District Attorney Mayer, always a pleasure.’ There was genuine warmth in Pat’s voice, riding side by side with an obvious
         tone of respect. ‘I thought you’d already left us to go sort out all those bad guys across the bridge.’
      

      
      ‘Another week to go, Pat, and I can’t say I’m looking forward to it. I’ll miss this place.’

      
      Pat put his hand in his pocket and pulled out his wallet.

      
      ‘Well I know that will be reciprocated at this end. We’ve always appreciated your support. This is on me. What can I get you?’

      
      ‘Thanks, Pat, I’m just in for a coffee to go. Couldn’t take any more of the court-house stuff. Don’t know what’s in it but
         I reckon more than a couple of cups could kill you.’
      

      
      Pat laughed and Raine felt every hair on the back of her neck sweep up in a wave of rage as she reflected that if Pat O’Donnell
         knew that just a short time ago his wife had been screaming at District Attorney Mayer to fuck her harder, the least of the
         lawman’s worries would be the killer coffee.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      

      
      Mei-Lin

      
      Shanghai, 1983

      
      The first thing Mei-Lin noticed as she woke was the cold. The searing, bitter cold. Every summer she would sweat through the
         months, praying for relief from the heat, but now, in December, the spirits that controlled the weather took those prayers
         and laughed as they commanded the ice and winds to wreak the bitterest chill. This year it was uncommonly harsh, with the
         freezing temperatures reaching lows that didn’t normally come until many weeks later. Her mother had thrown an extra rug on
         the bed she shared with her sisters but still they shivered. She held them close to give them comfort but it seemed to make
         no difference. At five, the little ones still found it difficult to bear the extremities and it hurt Mei-Lin’s heart to see
         them distressed.
      

      
      The hills that stood like soldiers above her village were no protection and the rags she tied around her hands as she foraged
         the land didn’t stop the excruciating pains in her joints. For decades her family had made a living from picking the matsu-take
         mushrooms that grew under the trees, but this year’s harvest had been poor. Mei-Lin knew why. It was because the gods were unhappy. No matter how many times her mother had knelt by the
         fire and prayed for more matsutake to come, no matter that they toiled from dawn to sunset, their baskets had remained half
         empty. Now, weeks after the season for picking the small capped fungi had ended, they were forced to search the land, looking
         for anything that they could sell, eat or burn. Her sisters cried with hunger and her mother cried with desperation. But not
         her father. Every evening for weeks he’d sat on the stool in the corner of their home, the anger and sadness oozing out of
         his pores. She thought he looked older, weaker. Before this winter Mei-Lin could always make him smile with her dancing, or
         make him laugh with the funny songs she would dream up to pass the day. Not now. He’d grown tired of her. He no longer wanted
         to engage her in conversation, to teach her, to hear her thoughts and share his with her. His rejection hurt more than the
         ache of starvation in her stomach.
      

      
      Mei-Lin made a fire in the sunken pit in the middle of the floor. Their home was one room, made of mud with a straw roof,
         only three miles from the river that supplied their water. Many years ago her father had made a wooden raft from a tree that
         had fallen down nearby. In the daytime this was a table around which they ate or talked. In the evening it became the bed
         for the children, the three or four inches that it was raised off the floor being a small blessing when the insects and the
         cold came. Just feet away, behind a makeshift curtain, her mother and father lay on a mat to sleep, although lately it seemed
         that even in the darkness her mother was granted no mercy from the upset that consumed her. Mei-Lin wondered if she was sick.
         Her cousin Jing Wei’s mother had died a few seasons before and she’d gone away to start a new life in the city. Jing Wei promised
         that one day she would return and they would play together again and Mei-Lin knew that she would come. Her father had taught her that friends always kept their vows to each other.
      

      
      ‘Mama, shall I heat more water? The little ones will be up soon.’

      
      Barely awake and still dazed, her mother pushed back the hair from her face and rubbed her red, swollen eyes.

      
      ‘Add a little more than usual. Uncle Cheung will be here soon and he will be thirsty after the journey.’

      
      A bubble of excitement rose in Mei-Lin’s stomach. Uncle Cheung was always a tonic for sadness. When he was young he’d travelled
         to Shanghai and there he’d found great success. Every once in a while he would return, bringing food and clothes and happiness
         to the rest of the family. He was a hero, a good man who did everything he could for those still working the land and facing
         the problems that came with living here. When Jing Wei’s mother had died, it was Uncle Cheung who had come to help, rescuing
         Jing Wei and taking her back to Shanghai to work for a wealthy family who treated her like their own daughter. She would never
         say it out loud for fear that the spirits would hear her, but sometimes Mei-Lin wondered if Jing Wei’s terrible loss hadn’t
         in some ways given her a new life that was so much better than the one she was born to. Here, she’d be expected to toil until
         she was old enough to marry and have children, who would then join her in the fields. In life, Jing Wei was like the translation
         of her name – little bird. She wasn’t strong enough for this struggle and physical hardship, so if missing her cousin was
         the price that Mei-Lin had to pay, then it was worth it to know that Jing Wei had the happiness she deserved.
      

      
      Was it greedy of her to wonder if Uncle Cheung would bring her a gift on his visit? Once he’d bought her a T-shirt that had
         a bottle on the front that he’d proudly informed her was the famous American Coca-Cola drink. The bottle wasn’t as pretty as a flower or a tree but the fabric was so soft that she’d worn
         it until it was so small it was no longer modest. It belonged to her sisters now. On another trip he brought her a hairclip
         that was surely the most beautiful butterfly in the world.
      

      
      He promised that one day he would bring her shoes like the city girls wore. Imagine if he brought them today! Suddenly the
         can of water that she was scooping from the barrel outside seemed as light as a feather and she didn’t even mind that her
         father ignored her as she took it back inside. She racked her brain to think what she could have done to have earned his displeasure
         but nothing came to mind. He must have slept badly or perhaps he had a headache. She’d bring him some leaf tea and perhaps
         that would soothe him. She just wished that she had some rice to boil with it, but there was only a tiny amount left in the
         bottom of the rice tub and that had to be kept for later in the day.
      

      
      Chatter from her sisters filled the silence as she went about the rest of her morning chores. Just as she finished rebuilding
         the fire with twigs and leaves, there was a thundering noise outside the front door. It could only be the noise of the vehicle
         that Uncle Cheung drove, a burgundy red car that, he explained, was made in Korea and shipped all the way to Shanghai. Mei-Lin
         could have screamed with excitement but she did not want to displease her father even more, so instead she ushered her sisters
         back to the table where they waited until their parents had gone out to greet him.
      

      
      In just a few moments they returned and Uncle Cheung was soon wrapping her in a tight embrace. For the thousandth time, she
         contemplated that she was so, so lucky to be related to such a kind and successful man.
      

      
      ‘You grow taller and more beautiful every time I see you, Mei-Lin,’ he exclaimed as he embraced her. He turned to her sisters. ‘And look at you two! Surely the most enchanting twins
         in the whole of China.’
      

      
      Mei-Lin’s sisters giggled with a mixture of shyness and pride. Uncle Cheung was right. Ling and Suyin were special. Born almost
         ten years after her, they had come into the world just months before the introduction of the one-child policy and in the year
         their beloved paramount leader Deng Xiaoping had become the ruler of all of China. Of course, her parents had been disappointed
         that neither of their new additions was a boy, but the pale-skinned beauty of these little blossoms had soon assuaged their
         sadness.
      

      
      Uncle Cheung put down the large bag he was carrying and ushered them all to the table. ‘Come, sit, sit. I have lovely things
         for all of you.’
      

      
      Despite being desperate to find out what wonderful gift awaited her, Mei-Lin knew her manners. She quickly brought a bowl
         of leaf tea to the table and was rewarded with another hug from her uncle.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, my niece, but we do not need to drink leaf tea today.’ He reached into his bag and pulled out a large tin of fine
         green tea, the kind that they normally only shared on special occasions. ‘We will be having this today. And in my car there
         is rice, a plump chicken and enough vegetables for a feast.’
      

      
      Mei-Lin thought she might weep with joy. Suddenly all wistful thoughts of shoes were abandoned, pushed aside by the relief
         that they would all eat well tonight and for several days afterwards. This was truly a special day. She quickly made fresh
         tea for everyone and then settled on the floor between her mother and uncle. Her father, as always, sat in his seat a few
         feet away and Mei-Lin could see that although his dignity restrained his celebration and gratitude for the gifts, his eyes
         welled with emotion.
      

      
      After refreshing his parched throat, Uncle Cheung reached into his bag once again.
      

      
      ‘Now, for you two angels I have something especially pretty,’ he told the little ones, then produced woollen hats, scarves
         and gloves that were the prettiest shade of pink Mei-Lin had ever seen. Her sisters shrieked with excitement, immediately
         grabbing them and pulling the hats on their heads.
      

      
      ‘And I thought that these might keep those feet warm at night.’

      
      Well, Mei-Lin wouldn’t have been more surprised if he’d pulled rabbits from his bag. The two pairs of fluffy yellow slippers
         were like nothing she had ever seen before. Soft and pliable like socks, they looked like giant balls of fur and her sisters
         screamed once again with glee.
      

      
      ‘And don’t think that I’ve forgotten about my beautiful elder niece.’

      
      Mei-Lin forgot to breathe for a few moments.

      
      ‘For you I have many things, but first I must keep my promise with these.’

      
      He handed her a box and when she opened it Mei-Lin gasped. Inside was the most exquisite pair of white shoes, with a small
         heel and a strap that crossed from one side to another.
      

      
      Ignoring the cold, she immediately pulled off her thick socks, and slipped them on. They were perhaps just a little small,
         pinching her big toes, but she didn’t care. Never had she owned something so pretty. If only Jing Wei were here to see them
         she would be so jealous.
      

      
      Her eyes were so transfixed by her feet that it took a moment to realise Uncle Cheung was holding out a large pile of garments
         towards her.
      

      
      One by one she unravelled and held them up. A dress made of pale blue silk embroidered with silver threads that glistened
         in the light. A white knitted cardigan with a belt that tied around the waist. Pale blue socks that would reach to her knees.
         And a large sliver hair clasp decorated with many little clear glass balls.
      

      
      ‘Put them on, put them on!’ her mother encouraged her, smiling for the first time in weeks.

      
      Mei-Lin ducked behind the blanket that allowed them some privacy for washing and emerged looking like a completely different
         girl. Gone was the fifteen-year-old daughter of a peasant farmer and in her place was a beauty from a fairy tale. She took
         a deep breath to settle her racing heart and looked at her father for his reaction. To her astonishment, she saw a tear run
         down his face. It was a tear of happiness, she was sure. Finally she had pleased him and the thought just added to her joy.
         This day, this moment, was one that she knew she would remember for ever.
      

      
      She was so busy watching the bottom of the dress float like a cloud when she twirled that she almost missed Uncle Cheung’s
         words.
      

      
      ‘Perfect. She will be the most beautiful girl in all of Shanghai.’

      
      It took a moment for his pronouncement to register. Shanghai? She had never been there, and while she had dreams that one
         day she would visit the city, surely that would not be for many years. They barely had enough money to eat, never mind travel
         so many miles.
      

      
      A loud clang interrupted her confusion and she realised that her father had dropped his tea bowl. She ran to pick it up, careful
         not to let the spilled liquid touch her new shoes.
      

      
      The ferocity of his expression shocked her, and she was almost relieved when he turned to Cheung instead of focusing his wrath
         on her. ‘We haven’t told her yet!’
      

      
      ‘My husband, be calm! He was not to know that and it must be that the fault here is with us.’ Her mother leapt to the defence of the brother who had been so kind and generous to them
         all.
      

      
      ‘Mama?’

      
      Her mother reached out and gently took her hand. ‘Mei-Lin, you know that we love you so and that the thought of not waking
         with you every morning breaks our hearts, but the land has failed us this year and we will starve through the winter if we
         do not find another way to support ourselves. Uncle Cheung has found a job for you in Shanghai with a family that needs a
         girl to take care of their children. He has told them how well you tend to our little ones and they will pay excellent wages
         to you – enough to give you a good life and to send some back here to help us.’
      

      
      ‘But … but … Baba?’ She looked searchingly at her father, but he couldn’t meet her eyes. Suddenly she understood. The moodiness,
         the subdued behaviour, the sadness, the rage – he knew he was sending her away and the grief was as plain as the tears that
         now filled his eyes.
      

      
      Her father’s pain was unbearable to her and she knew immediately that she must do something to make him feel better.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Baba, I understand and I’m happy to do this for us.’

      
      She saw her mother’s face flood with relief and Uncle Cheung smile with approval. Yes, she was saying the right thing. All
         she had ever aspired to be was a dutiful daughter and now the time had come to prove that her loyalty to her family would
         never falter. She was just glad that her sisters were too busy revelling in their gifts to pay attention to the conversation
         because if she looked at them now she didn’t think she could maintain her composure.
      

      
      ‘You are indeed a credit to your parents, Mei-Lin. Let’s eat and then we will set off, so that we will be back in Shanghai by nightfall.’
      

      
      ‘Today?’

      
      How foolish of her not to grasp that this would happen immediately. Of course it had to. When the food that Uncle Cheung had
         brought today was done, there was no more to be had, so she must start earning money immediately.
      

      
      As she washed the vegetables she saw that her hands were shaking and for the first time in weeks her stomach no longer gnawed
         with hunger. Fear had taken over.
      

      
      Would she like it in the city? Could she really leave her family behind? Would they forget about her? Would she be lonely?
         Would the family she was going to really be kind and welcoming?
      

      
      A voice in her head tried to push away the doubts. Of course they would be kind. Didn’t Uncle Cheung say that he knew them
         personally and that they lived in a big house where she would sleep in her own bed? Her own bed! Imagine!
      

      
      The thought made her feel a little better, but it was a sudden realisation of something far more wonderful that really calmed
         her fears and perhaps gave her just a glimmer of optimism about the huge change that was about to take place in her life.
      

      
      She was going to Shanghai and that meant one of her biggest wishes would come true – she would once again see her beloved
         Jing Wei.
      

   
      
      THREE

      
      

      
      Stevie

      
      Los Angeles, 1983

      
      Stevie ran her eye across the inside of the guitar case and made a mental calculation. There had to be at least twenty dollars
         in there – not bad for just a couple of hours. Even after she deducted the cost of the bus fare to Santa Monica, it was more
         than she would have earned in a day at her usual spot outside the Medical Center in Willowdale, twenty miles inland. There
         she was more likely to get a mouthful of abuse from a strung-out gangbanger than a dollar for her troubles.
      

      
      She adjusted the tuning on the D-string on her guitar and broke into her favourite song of all time. Five years before, at
         the age of eleven, she’d shortened her real name Stephanie to Stevie in honour of her ultimate heroine Stevie Nicks. Now with
         her long, shaggy blond hair and huge brown eyes, she looked a little like her too. But the biggest similarity was her voice
         – sharp yet haunting, rich yet vulnerable, sweet but with an unmissable sexy edge.
      

      
      Two new romantic girls walked by, both with blue, asymmetric, razor-cut hair bouncing against the frills around the collars of their white shirts. One of them threw a few dimes into the case just as Stevie reached the chorus of Fleetwood
         Mac’s ‘Dreams’.
      

      
      Eyes shut, lost in the vibe of the song, she barely registered their approval. After fading out the last few bars she checked
         her watch. Six o’clock. There was no point going home yet, so she might as well keep going and get the last bus at eleven.
         Her mother’s cleaning shift at the school didn’t finish until midnight and there were still plenty of shoppers on the streets,
         most looking slightly frazzled by the hunt for Christmas gifts. Living in Los Angeles was definitely a bonus when it came
         to busking. If this was New York she’d have frozen her ass off by now.
      

      
      A group of older women approached, heading in the direction of the mall. Too over-dressed and highly groomed to be Californian,
         they were definitely tourists, and given that their make-up was impeccable, their hair huge and their shoulder pads the approximate
         width of a linebacker, she guessed they were from somewhere in the South. She immediately broke into the opening lines of
         Patsy Cline’s ‘Crazy’. It was always a winner. The whole group actually stopped to listen, then every single one of them dropped
         some cash in the case before moving on, wrapped in the blanket of nostalgia that came free with every verse. It was Stevie’s
         mother Ella’s favourite song, although it was difficult to understand why, given that it made her think about the man who’d
         knocked her up twice and then went out for a packet of cigarettes sixteen years ago, never to return.
      

      
      For men like that there should be a song called ‘I Should Have Killed You When I had The Chance, You Piece of Crap.’ Perhaps
         she should write it, and maybe then one of the music companies she’d sent a million tapes to would listen to her.
      

      
      In the meantime, she’d stick to crowd-pleasers that brought in the dollars. As she strummed the intro to ‘Up Where We Belong’ she realised that she had almost enough to buy her mother the new coat she’d been looking at in the JC Penney catalogue.
         Ella would be thrilled and it was about time she got some payback. It had been years since her mother had bought anything
         for herself, spending every dime she earned on keeping Stevie and her brother Matt fed and clothed. Now Matt had gone off
         to college on a basketball scholarship, Ella was bursting with pride and working double shifts to supplement Matt’s night
         job at McDonald’s. Between them, they were determined to get him through the four years and into a job in sport or, even better,
         the holy grail of a career in the NBA.
      

      
      Stevie was glad that Ella’s hopes and dreams for her offspring’s success were all on the extra-wide, athletic shoulders of
         her brother because it was highly unlikely that her daughter would deliver any heady acclaim.
      

      
      All Stevie had ever wanted to do was write songs, play guitar and sing.

      
      That was it. Growing up, while other girls dreamt of being a princess, Stevie dreamt about being Carole King or Janis Joplin.
         When her friends were listening to ELO or Kool and the Gang, she was listening to Carly Simon. When her peers were fantasising
         about boys, she was fantasising about being Debbie Harry.
      

      
      Her musical appreciation crossed all genres, styles and artists. At any point her record player could have heavy rock, country
         and even occasionally classical on there. Music was her life, but she was under no illusion about where that path would take
         her. Everyone knew that it was almost impossible to break into the industry, especially for a girl like her – no contacts,
         no money and too young to gig in bars and clubs. It hadn’t stopped her sending cassettes of her songs to every music company
         listed in the business directory at the local library, but she didn’t hold out much hope of a reply. If she was being perfectly honest, obscurity wasn’t the end of the world. Burning drive and ambition
         just weren’t in her genetic make-up. She was pretty chilled about life and just took it day by day. As long as she had a guitar
         and something to say in a song, she’d happily busk away the years, perhaps travelling as she did it to see the world. She’d
         heard Europe was cool and one day she’d go there. Busking in Paris in the spring – wasn’t that the kind of thing that would
         give her the material for a dozen new songs?
      

      
      ‘You’re good.’

      
      Stevie looked up to see a young girl standing in front of her. At least she thought it was a girl. The androgynous apparition
         looked like a cross between Ziggy Stardust and Steve Tyler from Aerosmith. Only a slash across a white T-shirt that showed
         a hint of breast pointed Stevie in the female direction.
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      ‘But do you always play that kinda shit?’

      
      ‘Nope, I can play any kinda shit you like as long as you’ve got a dollar for the case.’ Stevie smiled without malice or irritation.
         In truth, she was more than a little fascinated by this strange, confrontational creature in front of her. That kind of individual
         expression – the clothes, the make-up, the attitude – was definitely some kind of kick-ass statement.
      

      
      Ziggy Tyler shrugged and flicked over a quarter. ‘It’s all I got. How about just one verse and a chorus?’

      
      Before she could apply conscious thought or intent, Stevie’s fingers took on a life of their own, cranking out the intro to
         Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Voodoo Child’. It had taken her months to learn it, and another few months until she felt she could do it
         justice, but she had never played it before in public. She had absolutely no idea why now seemed like the right time.
      

      
      Androgynous chick got value for money. Eyes closed, transported to another place, it was more than five minutes before Stevie
         sang the last line and brought the guitar to stillness.
      

      
      ‘Fucking wow! That was amazing,’ said her audience of one. ‘Look, I don’t know if you’re interested, but I’m in a band and
         we’re looking for a singer.’
      

      
      ‘That sings that kinda shit?’ Stevie teased.

      
      ‘Yep, that’s about it. I’m Cally. The band’s name is The Bitch of Thorns.’

      
      ‘Classy.’

      
      Cally ignored the gentle sarcasm.

      
      ‘Thanks. We think so, too.’

      
      There was a momentary silence as Stevie weighed up the conversation so far. It was intriguing, that was for sure, but being
         in a band had never been her thing. She just wanted to play her own stuff and let her music develop in its own way, stay individual,
         no pressure. She had no interest in the inevitable drama of the whole big group thing.
      

      
      ‘What happened to your last singer?’ Stevie asked.

      
      ‘Overdose.’

      
      ‘Not exactly setting out to win me over here, are you?’

      
      It was Cally’s turn to smile. ‘OK, so it’s not the best reference. But we’re good. We play alternative rock stuff – you know,
         everything from Bowie to The Clash.’
      

      
      Stevie knew who The Clash were – an English band with a really distinct sound. Without conscious thought, she picked out the
         first few bars of ‘Rock The Casbah’.
      

      
      ‘Now you’re just showing off.’

      
      ‘You’re right.’ Stevie knew she should pass, say no, move on, but it was cool to talk to someone with a real interest in music.

      
      ‘How many are in the band?’

      
      ‘Three. Drummer, bass and I play lead. We need a really good singer. I can hold a tune but I’m not stupid enough to think that I’ve got a voice that can sell albums. You do.’
      

      
      OK, so the flattery was nice – especially coming from such an unlikely source – but the fact was she didn’t want to be in
         a band and this chat was starting to take up a little too much money time. Ella’s new JC Penney coat wasn’t in the bag yet
         and there were only a few more hours of earning potential before the shops would start to shut and she’d have to head for
         the bus stop. Time to wrap it up and politely decline.
      

      
      ‘And we’ve got a record company that’s interested.’

      
      The last sentence cut through her thoughts like one of the Jimi Hendrix riffs she’d just nailed.

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Yeah. But they say we need a new lead singer on account of the last one being dead.’

      
      ‘I can see their point.’

      
      Cally shrugged and kicked at some imaginary crack on the boardwalk.

      
      ‘Look, just come and listen to us. We’re rehearsing tonight over at the drummer’s dad’s place. It’s only ten minutes from
         here.’
      

      
      It was a tough call. She’d be giving up probably another twenty dollars and how did she know this girl wasn’t a complete weirdo
         who would totally waste her time or, worse, mug her for her busking cash and leave her half dead in an alley?
      

      
      ‘I have a bus to catch at eleven.’

      
      ‘I’ll make sure you’re back at the bus station by then.’

      
      Stevie scooped the money out of the case, replaced it with her guitar, and then snapped the clasps shut. Decision made.

      
      They walked in silence along 3rd, slung a right onto Washington Avenue, then a left on 7th. A hundred yards along, Cally dipped
         into a doorway under a sign that said, ‘O’Neil’s Hot Legs Bar’.
      

      
      Stevie paused warily. ‘I thought you said we were going to someone’s dad’s place.’
      

      
      ‘This is it. He’s the “O’Neil”. We practise in the basement. The place stinks of beer, your feet will stick to the carpet
         and there are entirely too many nipples on show, but the acoustics are fucking wild.’
      

      
      There was no denying that her safety senses were tingling, but in a way it made sense. In fact, if this was straight up maybe
         this band were a bit more organised than she’d first thought.
      

      
      A few moments later she realised that was definitely the case. They descended down a warped set of old wooden stairs to the
         beer cellar and the first thing she saw, in amongst the huge steel kegs, crates of soft drinks and boxes of spirits, was a
         spectacular set of red Pearl drums that looked almost identical to a poster ad she’d seen featuring Chester Thompson, the
         guy who played with Genesis. Behind this set of drums was hair. Lots and lots of shaking, flame-coloured hair, from which
         protruded two hands, clasping drumsticks that were being struck together in some kind of frantic rhythm.
      

      
      ‘Dixie!’

      
      No break in the rhythm.

      
      Louder this time. ‘Dixie!’

      
      Finally there was silence, and one stick was used to flick the hair back, revealing a startlingly pretty face so pale it could
         have been carved from porcelain and framed with piercing blue eyes and black painted lips. The image was somewhere between
         a pageant queen and the return of the undead.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘This is Stevie. She’s a singer.’

      
      ‘Cool.’

      
      The face retreated back into its red bush and the tapping of the sticks recommenced.

      
      Cally rolled her eyes. ‘She’s a chick of few words.’
      

      
      ‘I got that impression.’

      
      ‘Take a seat over there and let me get set up. Wanna drink?’ Cally gestured to two crates of Bud which had been transformed
         into a bench by placing a thick slab of foam on the top.
      

      
      ‘It’s comfortable, but if you start to itch it’s probably better to stand.’

      
      It took Stevie a few seconds to realise Cally was messing with her and a few seconds more to realise that she liked that.
         Even if this whole band thing wasn’t a goer for her, it wouldn’t hurt to have a friend out this way. In fact, it wouldn’t
         hurt to have a friend, period. Since she’d dropped out of school, she hadn’t really kept in touch with any of the old crowd.
         What was the point? They were all into hanging out at the mall, spending money she didn’t have and checking out boys she wasn’t
         interested in. All she wanted to do was to play music.
      

      
      ‘Hey. Who’s the new bitch?’

      
      The voice was a twisted spike of suspicion and aggression, surprising since it came from the mouth of one of the most stunning
         girls Stevie had ever encountered. Tall, tall, tall. This Amazonian looked like she’d walked straight off the cover of the
         Victoria’s Secret catalogue. It was impossible not to stare at her unfeasibly high breasts, visible through a shirt held together
         by nothing but a knot, at her tiny waist. Her tanned stomach was almost concave and now that she’d turned to face Cally, Stevie
         could see that bongo drums could be played on her denim-clad ass. She made everyone in the room look average. Hell, next to
         her, Cindy Crawford looked average.
      

      
      ‘Enough, Lou, play nice. This is Stevie and she’s here to check us out. She’s a singer.’

      
      Lou spun round to face Stevie, green eyes blazing. ‘So sing.’

      
      There was a pause as the two women faced off, one confrontational, the other making no effort to hide her amusement. So this
         was the last member of the band. Stevie knew her kind – she’d come up against cheerleaders with attitude her whole life, so
         it would take more than a dose of bitchiness to get under her skin. On the other hand, though, she sure didn’t need this shit
         when she could be out earning money. Sliding off the makeshift seat, she smiled at Cally as she pulled her bag on to her shoulder
         and picked up her guitar.
      

      
      ‘I can see why the last singer checked out.’ She shrugged. ‘Cally, it was good to meet you but I’ve got some place to be.’

      
      The only thing standing between her and the door was Cindy Crawford, the psycho bassist. Stevie had handled worse. The whisper
         was so quiet that the others barely heard what she said as she strolled past.
      

      
      ‘Nice meeting ya, Lou,’ she whispered sweetly. ‘Oh and, bitch, if you’re at the store anytime soon, you might wanna shop for
         some people skills.’
      

      
      As she went to take the first step up out of the basement she realised her path was blocked by a tall, dark guy wearing a
         floor-length leather coat and a menacing expression. Probably somewhere around thirty, the steely flint in his eyes and hard
         set of his jaw made him look like a character in a photo with numbers running across the bottom. Three options sprang to mind:
         drug dealer, pimp, hood. So much for not putting herself in a dangerous position. If this was an episode of Cagney and Lacey, the detectives would spend the next hour notifying her mother that her beloved daughter had been found in a dumpster. Then
         they’d retrace her last steps before solving the case with the aid of that large group of Patsy Cline-lovin’ tourists from
         the Deep South.
      

      
      ‘Going somewhere?’ New York accent. Drug dealer now rose to option number one – unlikely that he’d pimp or steal this far from his territory – a theory that she realised was
         based on the in-depth criminal knowledge she’d gleaned from watching Hill Street Blues.

      
      Her demeanour betrayed no nerves whatsoever.

      
      ‘Home.’

      
      Stand off. The next few seconds felt a whole lot longer, until the drug-dealing/pimp/hood stuck out his hand. ‘I’m Jude Castigan.’

      
      Did drug-dealing/pimp/hoods generally introduce themselves with a smile like that? Stevie decided that civility was the route
         to go and shook his hand. ‘Stevie Ross.’
      

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you, Stevie Ross. And don’t worry about Lou,’ he added. ‘Being a bitch is her favourite sport.’

      
      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Lou toss her hair back in fury, then go and pick up a gleaming jet-black Steinberger
         bass that Stevie had noticed hanging on the wall. It was the new style of bass, sleek, sexy lines and no head. What she’d
         give to play around on it for a while, but somehow she didn’t think Lou was the type to share her toys.
      

      
      ‘I brought her here, Jude. You ought to hear her sounds, man, she’s got a fucking incredible voice.’ Cally turned to Stevie
         again, her expression apologetic. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I know this ain’t starting off good but stay a bit longer. Just listen
         to us, and if you don’t like what you hear then you can walk. I’ll even get you a cab to the bus station.’
      

      
      Stevie hesitated. This was a complete bust but she had to admit she was still a little intrigued. And besides, short of tackling
         this guy out of the way, she still had no idea how she was going to get past him.
      

      
      ‘Oh and by the way, that’s my Uncle Jude – he’s in A&R for Spin Records.’

      
      Spin Records. Stevie had heard of them. In fact, she was sure she’d included them in the last lot of demos she’d sent out.
      

      
      Amongst others, they represented Della Voight and Meteor Blue. Della had the best soul voice on the Billboard charts at the
         moment and Meteor Blue were still hot even though their stadium days were probably behind them. Stevie had seen them once,
         supporting Aerosmith at the Bowl.
      

      
      OK, so this put a whole new spin on things. Cagney and Lacey could probably rest easy, and she was no longer concerned about evading possible death at the hands of a drug dealer/pimp/hood.
         And besides, what the hell were the chances of this happening? Just a few hours earlier she’d been happily channelling Stevie
         Nicks and now she was in front of a real-life A&R exec. The gods of stupidity would be lining up to salute her if she didn’t
         at least stick around to see where this went. She checked her watch. ‘OK, but another half hour then I’m outta here,’ she
         replied.
      

      
      Cally grinned, Dixie started knocking out a beat with her sticks again and Lou kicked a case of empty bottles. Stevie pretty
         much figured that was reflective of the dynamic of this band right there. The cool one, the introvert and the crazy-ass bitch
         who would end up doing life for first-degree murder.
      

      
      A screech of feedback blasted from the Marshall amp in the corner as Cally flicked the juice on for her guitar. Dixie counted
         in the intro and Lou did some weird combination on her bass that sounded freaking awesome. They were barely into the first
         verse of Bowie’s ‘Scary Monsters’ when Stevie realised they were good. Not perfect, but definitely good. Cally was right about
         her voice – she could hold a tune but it didn’t have that memorable quality they’d need to make them stand out. Dixie was
         fierce on the drums and Lou was shit hot on the strings. They definitely had a good vibe. Before she realised it, she was
         harmonising with Cally, who then let her vocals fade into the background, giving Stevie full control.
      

      
      Shit, did it work.

      
      Even Lou dropped the snarl down from evil to just minor fury.

      
      Jude’s expression didn’t change and his body language remained inscrutable right up until they faded out the last line, when
         a glimmer of a smile played on his lips.
      

      
      ‘Not bad.’

      
      ‘Not fucking bad? It was fucking sensational!’ Cally bit back. ‘That sounded fan-fucking-tastic, Stevie.’

      
      Stevie turned to the others to gauge their reaction. Dixie was nodding her head in agreement while Lou was intently focused
         on tuning her bass and refused to meet Stevie’s gaze. It would almost be worth joining this band just to piss her off.
      

      
      ‘D’you wanna think about it?’ Cally asked, her words infused with the unmistakable sound of hope.

      
      Stevie turned to Jude. ‘What do you think?’

      
      Shit, he was attractive. Why was she just noticing this?

      
      ‘I think it’s raw and the harmonies are a mess …’

      
      ‘Wow, there goes the ego. Hard crowd.’ Stevie put it out there with a smile. His verdict was correct, though, and she kinda
         liked the fact that he wasn’t bullshitting them.
      

      
      ‘… but it could definitely be bankable.’

      
      There was a loud snort of disapproval from Lou that everyone ignored.

      
      ‘It’s up to you, but I think you should give it a shot. You’ve got somewhere to rehearse, you could sound great, all you need
         is some really hot material and you could have something.’
      

      
      ‘I have that. I write my own stuff,’ Stevie blurted, then immediately regretted it. Why the hell had she said that? That was
         her music, to be used on the million-to-one, pigs-might-fly, only-if-there’s-a-blue-moon chance that she ever managed to get a record deal. There was no way she was sharing her songs
         with two girls she met an hour ago and one who looked like she’d take a hit out on her at any moment.
      

      
      No fricking way. Not for anything. Time to get out of there and hit the road. She’d already wasted enough time and, much as
         it had been a blast, it was time to move. This went against everything she saw for her future. She’d never imagined herself
         as part of an ensemble thing, travelling around in a van, forced to spend day and night with other people. Since the moment
         she’d left school she’d been a free spirit, busking around, only herself to answer to, no pressure other than making enough
         cash to help Ella out with the bills. That was her scene – this definitely wasn’t.
      

      
      ‘Well, look, it’s up to you. But if you can put something together in the next couple of weeks, I’ll let you in on a showcase
         I’m doing for the board at Spin. They’re looking for a new rock act to go up against guys like Decomp and Nuclear Fear. I
         don’t think it’s where you’re at, but it’s good to get the exposure anyway.’
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ Cally punched the air. ‘I’ve been trying to get in front of these guys for months. You’d think being related to someone
         in the business would’ve come with perks before now.’
      

      
      ‘If your lead singers didn’t keep committing suicide then maybe it would have,’ Jude bit back.

      
      Whoah! ‘There was more than one?’ Stevie exclaimed.

      
      Cally shrugged sheepishly. ‘Two. But the first one had issues long before she met us and we were never sure it was deliberate.’

      
      ‘This offer gets more attractive by the minute.’ Jude pushed back his sleeve and checked his watch. Damn, he really was good
         looking. ‘I’ve got somewhere to be. Cally, call me, let me know what goes down.’
      

      
      He’d barely disappeared from view when Cally started with the persuasion.
      

      
      ‘Did you hear that? It would be crazy not to give this a shot. I know this has all come out of nowhere, but come on, a showcase.
         People would fucking kill for that.’
      

      
      ‘Cally, I don’t want to mess with you but this isn’t my thing. I’m cool with just doing my own stuff and seeing where that
         goes.’
      

      
      Stevie was just about to pack up her guitar again when Lou gave her opinion on the situation.

      
      ‘Fucking bitch. She’s not that great anyway.’ Lou dinged the bell at the top of the petulance scale. Stevie would never understand
         what happened to her at that moment. She would never be able to explain what clicked in her mind. And she would never be sure
         if it would turn out to be the biggest mistake of her life.
      

      
      The guitar returned to its spot on the floor.

      
      And she never did make that bus home.

   
      
      FOUR

      
      

      
      Raine

      
      New York, 1984

      
      There was a rustling noise from behind the pile of garbage bags in the doorway and Raine had to stop herself from screaming
         as a rat shot out across the front of her shoes. This was such a bad idea. On the scale of bad ideas it was right up there
         with choosing to study economics and allowing one of the jocks to give her a hickie at the school prom. He’d automatically
         taken it as permission to proceed further and she’d had to knee him in the balls thirty seconds later when he’d slipped his
         hand into her bra.
      

      
      If she’d hated that crowd of jerks at school before, it escalated to a whole new level of mutual loathing after that. Nothing
         she couldn’t handle, though. She just kept telling herself that they’d still be living in their parents’ dens and working
         the drive-through in five years’ time, but she’d be out of Brooklyn and on her way to bigger things. And as soon as she decided
         what that was, she’d get right onto it.
      

      
      Anyway, the hassle with the jocks was kid’s stuff compared to this current situation. Actually, that was the problem. Her dad, her mother, Ricco – everyone insisted on treating her like a kid and she damn well wasn’t.
      

      
      Well, who was the kid now? She was in Manhattan, on her own, and apart from the minor inconvenience of the rat variety, she
         was doing just fine.
      

      
      Getting the clothes had been easy. Her friend Angelica’s older sister was a wannabe model and the only other girl she knew
         who hit the height chart at almost six foot tall. She was away this weekend with a guy who owned a sportswear store, fully
         prepared to put out in return for some catalogue work. The timing had been perfect. On Raine’s behalf, Angelica had raided
         her sister’s wardrobe for a black, baby-doll halter dress, a silver lamé jacket and sparkly silver high heels that were currently
         giving her vertigo. In return, Angelica had wanted to come along for the ride, but Raine had refused. She was going to be
         in enough shit if she got caught, without incurring the wrath of Angelica’s parents, too.
      

      
      Getting here had gone without a hitch. No one recognised her on the bus, and the Jamaican cab driver that picked her up at
         the station and dropped her at the end of the street didn’t look at her twice, not even when she counted out the fare in dollars
         and dimes. He did mutter ‘whore’ under his breath when she didn’t tip him, though.
      

      
      It had all gone according to plan.

      
      But now what?

      
      If she stayed in this doorway any longer she was going to end up with a serious disease.

      
      A bit more forward planning and a tetanus shot might have been a good idea.

      
      A spectacularly long white limo pulled up across the road and she watched Ricco come down the few steps at the entrance and
         reach forward to open the door, ignoring the long line of people waiting behind the red velvet rope to his left-hand side.
      

      
      A few of them protested, a few of them booed, but most of them just watched in awe as Dimitri Krakov, the infamous Russian
         dancer turned actor, and Leeane Star, the notoriously decadent supermodel, emerged from the back seat and strutted into the
         club.
      

      
      Reincarnation.

      
      Yep, she’d given in to the notion that had been eating at her since that day in the diner almost exactly a year ago – she’d
         come to see exactly what Ricco did on the nights he worked at the club. Now she’d been standing in a garbage-filled doorway
         for over an hour and what had she learned? That he looked even more incredible in his black suit and slicked-back hair than
         he did in his uniform – and that was a mighty high standard to surpass.
      

      
      The line of people waiting to get in stretched for about thirty yards along the side of the building, a former cinema that
         had been transformed into the hottest club in town. From what she could gather, it seemed like two very different sets of
         people gained immediate admission. Every few minutes a flash town car or limo would pull up and impossibly glamorous people
         would sweep straight in. And at the other end of the scale, anyone dressed in wacky, outrageous or borderline-pornographic
         outfits sailed right through, too.
      

      
      Two guys wearing nothing but G-strings, roller skates and dog collars. A woman sporting a red rubber suit with a ten-foot-long
         tail. A guy wearing some kind of leather skirt and nothing else except a knitting needle through each nipple. A gaggle of
         girls wearing plastic dresses that were completely transparent, all of them with their pubic hair dyed a different colour.
         Raine would never have believed such a world existed. This lot would definitely send her mother screaming to the chapel to
         pray.
      

      
      The sight of Ricco looking at those girls, sometimes even laughing with them, made her teeth clench. Yeah, she realised she
         was acting like a jealous wacko, but it was just so damn tough to watch.
      

      
      So. Now what? What would Madonna do? She sure as hell wouldn’t be standing here when the guy she was hopelessly in love with
         was only a few feet away, completely oblivious to her presence.
      

      
      She was mid-deliberation when a buzz-cut dude in a trench coat, who was not a stacked heel away from seven foot tall emerged
         from the club and whispered in Ricco’s ear. Ricco smiled, nodded, then turned and headed inside.
      

      
      Noooooo. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      
      OK, so the option of standing here all night watching him had now been kicked out of the park, so her choices were down to
         two: go home or find a way to get inside and check out what was happening.
      

      
      After all the effort she’d put in to make it this far, going home wasn’t going to cut it. And anyway, the whole Ricco thing
         aside, she was desperate to see more. There was something about this scene that totally fascinated her and got her adrenalin
         going. Eighteen years old and she’d just seen her first pierced nipple. Maybe she really did need to get out more.
      

      
      But how was she going to get into the club? She had thirty dollars, the entire contents of her babysitting fund, tucked into
         her little silver clutch purse, but she had no idea if that would be enough. Problem number two, she wanted to get in right
         now, not wait in the queue for the rest of the night. Problem number three, if Ricco saw her he’d go nuts. Seriously nuts.
      

      
      And number four … OK, there wasn’t really a number four, other than the fact that standing here waiting for some act of divine
         intervention wasn’t going to help, so she tentatively stepped out to cross the road and … Shit, what was that? What just happened? And why was she lying flat on her back with a
         … God, her head hurt.
      

      
      ‘Are you OK? Oh fuck! Fuck! Giles, you fucking cretin, I told you to look where you were fucking going. Can you speak, sweetie?
         Sweetie, can you speak?’
      

      
      Raine tried but no words would come. However, it was nothing to do with the fact that she was now flat on her ass having come
         off worse in an altercation with a … a … oh my God, it was a Rolls Royce. A huge, gleaming, gold Rolls Royce. She’d only ever
         seen those in movies.
      

      
      That wasn’t even the weirdest thing about this situation. Nope, that was reserved for the fact that the female kneeling in
         front of her was Tala DiVinci, Hollywood star and renowned bad girl, and the Giles she was screaming at was Giles Corcoran.
         Giles Corcoran! Raine had watched him a hundred times in a string of Mafia movies that had broken all box office records.
         He was a legend. A total legend. Only …
      

      
      He didn’t look particularly iconic at the moment. His floppy brown hair was greasy and dishevelled, his eyes were bloodshot
         and he was so skeletal he could clearly do with some of Isa’s roast beef sandwiches. As for his white suit, he looked like
         he’d slept in it. For several days. In a ditch.
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