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  For Anders You know why. Don’t forget it.




  





  Prologue




  She pulled on the black leotard that had been handed to her when she’d enrolled. It was a size too small and it pulled over the bust, but it didn’t matter. She

  looked like a proper ballerina. She slipped the satin ballet shoes on her feet – they were still warm from the previous girl’s audition – and tightened the ribbon for a better

  fit. It was the first time she’d ever worn ballet shoes and she pointed her toes, admiring how her feet looked in them.




  The double doors to the audition room opened and she looked up as another five girls came out. It was like that every ten minutes. Five girls in, five girls out. There were literally thousands

  of people milling about; she’d overheard someone saying twenty thousand kids had come to audition for the eighty places. She tried not to panic about it. She could never have imagined that so

  many people would come – that she wasn’t the only one looking for a way out to a better life.




  Many of the girls were busying themselves with impressive displays of stretching that were intended to psych out their neighbours just as much as to warm their muscles.




  She pointed her own toes and admired her feet again. To think – pink satin on her feet! For once, they looked so pretty. They didn’t usually look pretty. They usually looked

  bloodied, blistered and dusty as she desensitized them by standing on river rocks and clambering barefoot over mountain scree.




  She looked up and saw her brother walking towards her, back in his Sunday Best. The boys’ auditions had been held all morning.




  ‘How did it go?’ she asked as he dropped his basket on the floor and slid down the wall, tucking his knees up.




  He shrugged. ‘I couldn’t turn my legs round.’




  ‘You mean your turn out?’




  He shrugged again.




  ‘It’s okay. You’re only eight. They wouldn’t expect you to be able to do much technically yet. They’re just looking to see whether you’ve got the right body

  type and any musicality,’ she reassured, squeezing him to her.




  The boy rested his chin on his knees and sighed. He missed Mamma already. ‘How come you know all these words?’




  It was her turn to shrug. ‘It’s our escape ticket. I need to know as much about it as possible.’ She looked around at all the children buzzing up and down the corridor. Anyone

  wandering in off the streets would think it was an orphanage.




  ‘What will happen if we don’t get in?’ he asked her, resting his cheek on his knee and looking up at her.




  ‘That’s not going to happen. We’ve prepared for this.’ She tried to keep her voice even. She wondered how many others among the children had had only a book illustrating

  ballet steps from which to learn. He didn’t know yet they weren’t going back, that if they couldn’t make a home in here, they’d have to make it on the streets.




  A door opened and strains of Tchaikovsky filtered through.




  ‘Hear that?’ she grinned, full of the optimism of youth. ‘Our lives are going to be filled only with music and beauty from now on. We’re on our way.’




  His big limpid eyes blinked. She heard her name called.




  ‘Wish me luck,’ she said, leaning over and kissing the top of his head. She breathed in his scent and held him close for a moment. ‘Stay here and don’t go anywhere. I

  won’t be long.’




  She ran to the door and it closed with a sigh behind her.




  She never saw him again.




  





  Chapter One




  ‘Da! Leave me, I’ll do it,’ she said, her accent thickening with impatience, as the dresser struggled to find the front of the tutu. This one,

  whisper-pink with real diamonds sewn into the tulle layers, had a thong attached, carnivale style, at her specific behest. She stepped into it, completely oblivious to being half naked in

  front of a roomful of strangers.




  She slipped her arms through the ribbon straps for the overscaled tulle wings and jiggled her breasts in the balconette bra. She admired her reflection in the mirror. The audience wouldn’t

  even notice the pink diamonds on the million-dollar bra. No one worked a tutu like Pia Soto.




  ‘Miss Soto, if you’re ready . . .’ the dresser said nervously, frightened of upsetting the notoriously temperamental diva. She motioned towards the director, who was standing

  at the top of the steps by the stage, a mic wired to his ear and a clipboard in his hand. His face wore a calm smile, but his fingers were twitching against his thigh and she could see the terror

  in his eyes. Just ten more feet. Ten more feet, then she’d be on the runway, the finale would be underway and he could run screaming for the Seychelles.




  Pia pointed her four-inch stilettoed foot and checked the pink ribbons that were criss-crossed all the way up her thighs, then walked towards the eight-foot-square white glittering box, held

  together by a giant pink satin ribbon. She looked sensational.




  She stepped into it and the director shut the door behind her, as relieved as a prison warder to have his charge behind bars. He placed his hand to his ear and spoke to the DJ. Expertly,

  seamlessly, the familiar tinkling of the Sugar Plum Fairy began to thread into the funk of ‘Superfreak’ as the box was mechanically levered up through the trapdoor in the stage.




  Inside the box, Pia placed her foot on the taped square, and assumed the position. As the box reached stage level the footplate began to revolve smoothly. Outside, she could hear the scantily

  clad models lining up on each side of the box, hands on each other’s hips as they played tug of war with the ribbon.




  She heard the bow give, and the sides of the box fell down, bringing the audience to their feet as they saw the baddest and most brilliant ballerina in the world pirouette before them

  like their very own music-box fairy.




  Pia rotated four times, letting them absorb the bombshell body that was usually hidden beneath tights and classical costumes and some inappropriate lover. Although, at five foot five, she

  wasn’t tall, she had a figure that was rarely seen on pointe. For a start, most of her sixty-five inches were in her limbs – long slight arms that, with the tiniest movement of

  her wrist and fingers, could phrase a feeling better than any poet; and lithe lean legs she could famously lift and hold at 180 degrees.




  But it was her curves, squeezed closely together on a tiny torso, which so scandalized the purists of the ballet world and had Sports Illustrated begging her to do their swimwear cover.

  Her C cup threatened to spill out of every tutu, something she actively encouraged by insisting on designing her own costumes. And her handspan waist – which the male dancers loved to

  encircle when lifting her – sat atop an unashamedly high and rounded butt. ‘My Brazilian heritage,’ she would exclaim, defiantly. ‘What do you want me to do about it? Stop

  dancing so that you don’t have to look at it?’




  The cheers bounced off the walls as she stepped out of the pirouette and stalked ferociously down the Victoria’s Secret runway like a tiger in the grass – chin down,

  glass-green eyes glittering, her mane of tawny hair blowing wildly behind her.




  Hands on hips, feet apart, she stood at the end, staring past the white-hot lights she was so used to. The slick Manhattan crowd roared with delight as ticker tapes fell from the ceiling and the

  other models, as gangly as giraffes by comparison, lined up behind her.




  She knew she’d be on every front page tomorrow morning. Just like she knew her artistic director, Monsieur Baudrand, would be on the phone first thing, bawling her out. He’d

  specifically vetoed this type of event. ‘Charity or not, it is no good for the image of the company,’ he had shouted, pushed to breaking point by his young star, who acted more like a

  pop singer than a principal dancer.




  There was no doubt she had done more to raise ballet’s profile and introduce it to a younger audience than anyone since Rudolf Nureyev. She had single-handedly sexed it up. Performances by

  the Chicago City Ballet Company (ChiCi) were sold out a year in advance because of her and they were being invited to tour all over the world.




  Pia Soto may have been only twenty-four but she was already an international sex symbol, and the face of everything from Chanel Allure Parfum, Chloé and Tod’s to Adidas, Patek

  Philippe and Lancôme. Her airtight contract meant she couldn’t endorse anything that undermined ballet’s prim image but, even with that restriction in place, what she earned in

  sponsorship deals dwarfed her dancing salary, giving her financial independence from the company and the power to behave like a brat. The tail was well and truly wagging the dog.




  Backstage now, the atmosphere was electric. All the tension that had suffocated the room just minutes earlier had released into laughter and expansive spirits. Champagne corks were going off

  like party poppers, and boyfriends and journalists trooped backstage for telephone numbers and sound bites.




  ‘You! Keep them away, will you?’ Pia ordered the dresser, who had – mistakenly – assumed all the hard work was over. The director was nowhere to be seen, but paparazzi

  flashbulbs were going off.




  Turning her back, Pia untied her shoes’ silken bondage straps and shimmied out of the priceless bra and tutu, quickly pulling on the silky body stocking she’d arrived in. She

  smoothed some black leg warmers all the way up her long legs and stuffed her feet into some battered Uggs, as Sophie dashed over, checking her watch.




  ‘You’ve got nine minutes,’ she said, picking up the diamond-encrusted bra from the floor and handing it to a security guard.




  Pia nodded, grabbing a hairbrush and bashing out the backcombing the hairstylist had perfected only ten minutes before. She winced as the brush caught in the tangles.




  Sophie took the brush from her, and spritzing some detangler onto her hair she began expertly smoothing the thick, wavy, toffee-coloured mane that seemed to colour-match Pia’s skin. With a

  small, straight nose, sparkling light green eyes and pillowy lips that retained an adolescent pinkness, she wasn’t just a precocious talent – she was a notable beauty too. It was little

  wonder American Vogue had just put her on their cover.




  In the mirrors, Sophie could see her own copper ringlets bouncing up and down like Bo Peep’s. She personally bankrolled the John Frieda haircare empire with her mass-volume buys of serum,

  trying to keep her frizz under control, and she knew her pale Irish complexion was only ever going to have the ‘interesting’ gig going on. Aged twenty-two, she had been a lanky five

  foot eleven since she was twelve, and still had no bum or bust to speak of. It wasn’t that she was unattractive – far from it – but compared to the exotic promise of Pia Soto,

  Sophie O’Farrell felt as plain as they came.




  ‘You really rocked it out there tonight,’ Sophie said as she gradually tamed Pia’s hair, pulling it up into a high ponytail. ‘The Goldman Sachs table was going

  bananas.’




  Pia rolled her eyes. That figured.




  From behind her, there was a discreet cough.




  Turning, she found herself staring at an elegantly tailored back belonging to the CEO of Victoria’s Secret.




  ‘It’s okay. You can turn around, Mr Spence. I’m decent.’




  ‘What a shame,’ said another voice, from the far side of a hanging rail. A tall man stepped forward, one arm resting nonchalantly on the rail, the other in his pocket. He was wearing

  Brooks Brothers’ black tie and a self-assured smile. His dark brown hair was worn long on top, and he had deep-set grey eyes and a Roman nose that looked as though it may have been broken

  once. Judging by the cockiness radiating from him, Pia was quite sure he’d deserved it.




  Pia raised an eyebrow and looked at Bryan Spence questioningly. His dove-white hair was offset by a mahogany Caribbean tan.




  ‘Please. Forgive my companion’s insolence,’ he said, bemused. ‘I hope you don’t mind our intrusion backstage. It’s just that when Mr Silk

  here—’




  ‘Will,’ the handsome stranger offered, bowing forward like Hamlet.




  ‘When Will heard you weren’t staying for the auction, he offered a rather substantial sum to the charity if I would introduce you before you left.’ Mr Spence shrugged

  apologetically.




  Pia smiled back at him. ‘Well, seeing as it’s for the charity . . .’ She looked at Will Silk. ‘A pleasure,’ she said demurely, offering an elegant hand, every inch

  the poised ballerina.




  Will took it and kissed it.




  Pia withdrew her hand quickly. ‘But I’m afraid I really can’t stay.’ She turned her head slightly towards Sophie, who checked her watch again.




  ‘Seven minutes,’ Sophie said.




  Pia shrugged. ‘I have to fly.’




  ‘Of course,’ Bryan smiled.




  ‘So soon?’ Will said, astonished. He looked at Bryan. ‘That must have been the most expensive minute of my life.’




  ‘I did tell you.’




  ‘Well, never mind. We shall become better acquainted soon enough,’ he said, slipping a casual hand into his trouser pocket as he watched Pia. Sophie was tucking and spraying the last

  stray tendrils into her bun.




  Pia cocked her head, irked by his self-assurance on the matter.




  ‘Will’s going to be among the many bidders trying to win the lot for the private solo and dinner with you, Miss Soto.’




  ‘Trying?’ Will retorted. ‘You know me better than that, Bryan.’




  Bryan Spence nodded his head, laughing. He turned to Pia. ‘Will heads up the Black Harbour hedge fund and he’s known for his . . . uh, winning streak.’




  ‘It’s true. I never lose,’ he shrugged.




  Pia stared at him, a scowl beginning to form across her pretty features. ‘Is that so?’ she asked.




  ‘Five minutes,’ Sophie whispered, beginning to break into a cold sweat. This was cutting it too close. She held out Pia’s voluminous orange quilted parka and helped her into

  it.




  ‘I’m also a patron of the Royal Ballet in London,’ he added, aware that his formidable business renown had failed to impress her. ‘Unlike most of the men who’ll be

  trying to win you tonight, I do at least know the difference between a pirouette and a profiterole.’




  ‘Win me . . .’ she echoed quietly, before suddenly shrugging. ‘I’m just amazed we’ve never met before now.’ Sarcasm hovered above her words but too

  lightly to settle.




  Will tried to read her eyes but Pia looked away. She grabbed her duffel bag and shook Bryan Spence’s hand quickly. ‘It’s been a pleasure, Bryan,’ she smiled, her eyes

  twinkling.




  ‘The pleasure has been all ours, Pia. We’re on course to raise over three-quarters of a million dollars here tonight and in a very large part that is directly due to you. So thank

  you. You are truly our angel.’




  Giving Will the briefest of nods, she ran lightly to the back door, turning to Sophie as she got there. She whispered in her ear and handed her the duffel bag. ‘I’ll see you back

  there.’




  And then she ran out into the snowy night, a woodland nymph swaddled against the New York winter.




  Adam was already back on stage, when she burst in through the Met Opera’s stage door ninety seconds later.




  ‘Oh my God! Where the hell have you been? Do you have any idea the worry you’ve caused? The panic that’s been going on?’ ranted Raymond, the stage manager, as she sat on

  the ground and pulled off her snowy boots. Her shoes and costume – a diaphanous white tulle dress – were exactly where she’d asked Sophie to leave them. Quickly, Raymond spoke

  into his mic. ‘It’s okay. She’s back! She’s back! Tell Ingrid she’s off the hook, and she’s Willi number four again.’




  Raymond looked down at Pia. ‘Do you have nothing to say?’ he demanded hissily. ‘You walk out during the interval and tell no one where you’re going? It’s

  been bedlam back here. We thought you’d been abducted. Old Badlands has practically had a stroke. The orchestra has had to play the overture twice, not that the audience seems to have

  noticed. Oh but, please God, don’t let that bastard critic Bowles be out there tonight.’ He rocked his head dramatically in his hands. He could feel one of his migraines coming on. Why

  did artistes have to be so damned . . . unpredictable?




  Pia began tying the ribbons around her ankles, stretching and pointing her feet in the blocks, and resolutely ignoring him. She needed to get her muscles warm again, and immerse herself in

  solitude and calm. She needed to get back into character. Giselle was weak, broken, and if Pia got into a confrontation now she’d be anything but.




  Standing by the podium in the wings, hidden by the thick velvet curtain, she stretched her arms into port de bras, slowly unfolding a leg like a flamingo. She extended a leg, in

  attitude devant, her supporting foot flat, before raising herself effortlessly on pointe, moving through la seconde to arrière.




  Instantly entranced and silenced, Raymond stepped back out of her orbit. And not just to let her concentrate. Getting in the way of one of her powerful legs would be like being hit in the face

  with a mallet. He knew better than most the tension at the heart of ballet: brute strength cloaked in delicate fragility.




  ‘Okay. We’ll talk about it later, then,’ he said quietly. Right now, the show had to go on.




  Pia heard the music rise, the first flute beckon, the oboes soar. She didn’t need to count the bars. The music was calling her, an irresistible pull tearing her from the shadows, drawing

  her out into the limelight and back onto the stage, the only home she had ever known.




  Only when she was on the stage did she realize she still had the black leg warmers on.




  An hour and a half later, and for the second time that night, Pia found herself stealing out of the Met Opera before anyone could notice.




  ‘A secret assignation perhaps?’ Will Silk quipped, leaning against a limo.




  Pia frowned at him. What was he doing here?




  ‘I decided that for the amount I had paid to meet you, the least Spence could do was tell me where you had escaped to,’ he explained, walking towards her. His black cashmere coat was

  turned up at the collar, his hands stuffed into his pockets. ‘Starring at a charity gala midway through a performance, huh? Did your bosses even know?’




  ‘I guess they will tomorrow,’ she shrugged, looking down the street for her car. She needed to get away from here before Baudrand came after her. The leg-warmer gaffe wouldn’t

  be easily forgiven.




  ‘Do you fancy that dinner now?’




  ‘No. I’ve got a flight to catch.’ She stared at him levelly. ‘Besides, you didn’t win.’




  Will shifted, surprised. ‘How do you know? You weren’t there.’




  ‘I have my spies,’ she replied coolly. ‘What did it go for in the end anyway?’




  Will frowned. ‘So you don’t know.’




  ‘No, I do,’ she said tonelessly. ‘I just don’t know for how much.’




  Sophie came jogging up the street, Pia’s duffel banging on her shoulder. She hit an icy patch just as she reached the duo, careering past in a flurry of limbs.




  Will reached out and hooked an arm gallantly around her waist.




  ‘Careful there,’ he grinned.




  Sophie blushed. ‘Thanks.’ She looked quickly at Pia, terrified of being bawled out. ‘The car’s just coming. Sorry. It was still outside the Mandarin Oriental.

  Miscommunication on my part.’ She dug into one of her pockets and handed Pia a form to sign. ‘Here. You just need to sign on the dotted line.’




  Pia autographed the form just as the limo purred up to the kerb and the driver got out to open her door.




  Pia nodded. ‘Two hundred and forty thousand dollars? I thought you never lost, Mr Silk.’ She gave the form back to Sophie, who in turn handed over some flight tickets.




  Will stared at her, baffled. What was that she had signed? ‘Well, to be honest, I thought I could probably persuade you to have dinner with me anyway. I had already paid a similar amount

  just to get backstage. My accountants would have been very displeased with me if I’d shelled out over half a million dollars just to be introduced and have dinner with you.’ He shot her

  a winning smile.




  ‘So, you assume I can be bought, Mr Silk . . .’ Pia said slowly, her tone deliberating. He thought she sounded like a Bond Girl. ‘But that I’m only worth a certain

  price.’ She looked at him coldly.




  ‘Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that,’ he said, surprised. She was unbelievably prickly. Everything he’d heard about her was true. ‘But I apologize if

  I’ve caused offence, and insist that you let me make it up to you. What are you doing this weekend? Come to Europe with—’




  Pia started walking away. ‘I’ve already told you I’m going away, Mr Silk,’ she said, bored by his charm offensive.




  ‘Anywhere nice?’ he persevered. He didn’t usually have to try this hard.




  ‘Given that I would now define “nice” as anywhere you’re not, then yes,’ she said rudely, stepping into the car. She just wanted to get into the mountains and ride

  her raw, poor, wicked lover.




  The driver shut her door and walked around the car.




  Will Silk stood in the cold night and stared at the car’s blacked-out windows, which remained defiantly shut.




  ‘Something tells me we’ve got off on the wrong foot,’ he said with impressive understatement to Sophie, who was standing beside him, utterly mortified.




  He turned to face her. ‘What is that piece of paper you’re holding anyway?’ he said, taking it from her hands before the words were out of his mouth.




  ‘Oh no. I really don’t think you should . . .’




  There was a stunned silence.




  ‘She was the winning bidder?’ he asked incredulously. ‘She bid for herself?’ He glared at Sophie furiously and she cowered beneath his gaze. ‘Why would she

  do that?’




  ‘So that . . . you wouldn’t . . . win, I think,’ she said quietly, not able to meet his eyes.




  ‘She paid two hundred and forty thousand dollars not to have dinner with me?’




  ‘Something like that,’ Sophie muttered. ‘Basically gave her advertising fee back to them.’




  Will looked after the car as it slipped into the inky night. A small part of him was impressed. Not much surprised him, but he hadn’t seen that coming.




  ‘Well, I’m delighted to have made such a strong impression on her,’ he said finally, a smile back on his lips. He turned to face Sophie again. ‘But tell your boss that

  she’s thrown down the gauntlet and I am obliged to pick it up. I won’t allow her to get away from me next time.’




  And with that, he strode back to his car, angry, intrigued and smitten. The game was on.




  





  Chapter Two




  The plane landed with a satisfying whush, the mighty engines’ roar muffled by the snowy Aspen mountains on all sides. Pia looked up at the pistes, still teeming with life

  as the night-skiers added darkness to gradient for their thrills. She was itching to get up there. Her insurance precluded it of course – day or night – but what they didn’t know

  didn’t hurt them, she reckoned. Besides, breaking the rules was almost what she liked best about it. That was her sport. Renegade, rebel, bad girl. Getting away with it.




  During the flight she’d changed into the clothes Sophie had packed for her. Skinny grey jeans, black crocodile-skin boots and a berry-coloured cashmere roll neck. As the hostesses readied

  the doors, Pia belted her black Prada ski jacket more tightly and pulled up the fur-lined hood, partly to brace herself against the cold that would come rushing through, partly as cover from the

  other passengers’ excited stares.




  She was first off, and stalked straight to the car that was waiting for her on the tarmac. She tried Andy’s number again. Where was he? Not on the slopes still, surely? The Winter X Games

  – the Olympics of extreme snow sports – was finishing tomorrow, and as one of the event’s headliners, Andy Connor, defending his Snocross title for the third year running, needed

  to be resting.




  Well, after a fashion anyway. She didn’t intend to let him get much sleeping done tonight. After all, she hadn’t seen him for twelve days now. She closed her eyes as she thought of

  him and what they had together. It wasn’t love. Nothing like. But they’d been together for four months, and the sex was scorching. She was hooked.




  The car drew up outside the Little Nell and a good-looking young porter dashed outside to take her bag.




  ‘Such a pleasure to see you again, Miss Soto,’ he beamed. The hotel got more than its fair share of celebrities, but Pia Soto was a class above. She wasn’t just famous, she was

  notorious.




  ‘Andy Connor’s in the Paepcke Suite as usual, I take it?’ she asked, going straight through the lobby and towards the lifts. There was a pause in the buzz of conversation as

  the other guests clocked her long legs and stunning deportment.




  The lift doors opened and she stepped in. The porter followed, her canvas Marc Jacobs duffel bag on his shoulder, and pressed the button to take them up. He watched Pia in the mirror as she

  untied her jacket and fluffed up her hair. Ready for action.




  ‘Yuh?’ said a deep easy voice, as they knocked on the door. Andy opened it, wrapped in just a towel, his long dirty-blond hair looking – amazingly – like it had just been

  washed. But the stubble on his chin was reassuringly established and no amount of scrubbing would shift the freaky tan marks on his face from his helmet visor.




  ‘Babe! What’re you doing here?’ he grinned, as Pia launched herself effortlessly into his arms, knocking off his towel. Andy didn’t care. He had no modesty. He just

  turned around and carried her into the bedroom, his white retreating butt signifying that the porter could leave. ‘You said you were in New York.’




  The door clicked shut.




  Andy threw her down on the vast bed, and grabbed her ankles, pulling off one boot and then the other.




  ‘I know,’ she giggled as he pushed up her hips and pulled off her jeans, her knickers sliding down with them. ‘But we’ve got a couple of days off and I figured you might

  need some moral suppor—’




  He clasped her head in his hands and kissed her deeply.




  ‘Damn right,’ he grinned again, pulling her jumper over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She rarely bothered, what with the amount of changing she had to do.




  He dropped his head and took one of her luscious, world-famous breasts in his mouth. They were like her, able to defy gravity magnificently. She tipped her head back and moaned as he used his

  tongue on her, probing and teasing. She’d been thinking about this all the way over.




  He scooped her up again and marched across the room, kissing her as he opened the doors onto the verandah. The shadowy mountains pulled around them like black curtains.




  ‘Aaaaah, let me go,’ she squealed as the freezing night air bit at her naked body.




  ‘Not if you’re going to carry on doing that,’ he laughed, feeling her wriggle against him as he stepped down into the hot tub, steaming and bubbling below.




  He felt her body go limp as the hot water warmed her up and eased her muscles, which were always so sore. If he ever thought his sport was tough, he just had to look at what she did for a

  living. When he’d surprised her coming off stage one night, she’d been more bloodied than a boxer.




  She stretched out, away from him, her arms holding on to the other side, her head bobbing as she lay back in the water and looked up at the mountains.




  ‘D’you wanna beer?’ he asked.




  She shook her head.




  ‘I will, if you don’t mind,’ he said, cracking open a bottle. Pia floated happily, aware of his eyes on her, on her breasts rising out of the water so tantalizingly. She felt

  Andy move forward, putting a hand under her butt, pushing her up so that she came out of the water, and then a soft, warm fizzing in her groin. She looked down. He was pouring his beer . . .




  She closed her eyes in ecstasy as he began to drink. The man was wild! She bit her lip and held her breath.




  The papers called her his Snow Angel. They both knew she was anything but.




  It was 9.47 a.m. Aspen time (an hour later in New York) when Pia’s mobile rang. Usually she would still be asleep. She didn’t like rising before ten, not after a

  performance (and last night definitely counted as a performance – with three encores), but Andy’s event started at ten and he had got up early to work on his bike, doing some

  last-minute tweaks.




  ‘Hi,’ she said in her best sing-song voice, as though she was picking up to a lover, although she already knew who it would be. The only people who ever rang her were Sophie, Andy

  (for the moment) and Badlands. ‘Oh hi, Monsieur Baudrand.’




  ‘What do you have to say for yourself, Pia?’ the Frenchman growled down the line.




  ‘About last night? I know. I am so furious. I mean, was I the only person doing my job?’ she sighed wearily. ‘Let’s face it, everybody knows I’m

  immersed in the role; leg warmers are the last thing on my mind. I can’t even feel my legs. I’m just spirit by then. But I can’t believe no one mentioned

  anything. Or Raymond! What’s he there for – just to raise the curtain up and down? Must I do everything myself?’ She dropped her voice confidingly. ‘You know

  it’s just like the company, monsieur. They’re always so jealous of me. It’s just the kind of petty pleasure they take in trying to humiliate me,’ she purred.




  ‘Non!’ growled Baudrand, exasperated by his protégée’s silky attempts to wriggle out of the firing line. ‘That is not why I am

  calling.’




  She heard the flutter of newspapers being swept off the desk and onto the floor.




  ‘Why do you do this?’ he said darkly down the line. ‘I said to you: Non. Non. Not this, Pia. It brings the ballet into disrepute.’




  ‘Oh that.’ Pia chuckled. ‘You don’t need to worry, Monsieur Baudrand, they’re a lingerie company, not sex traffickers. Headlining the Victoria’s

  Secret show is considered a great accolade.’




  ‘Not in ballet, it’s not!’ he stabbed. ‘I said, Non! Why do you never listen? Why must you always push me so? Is not like you need the money.’




  ‘Well, I didn’t do it for the money,’ she snapped, irritated that he thought that was what motivated her. She’d rather strip for the hell of it than for money.




  ‘Then why? It’s bad enough we have headlines all the time of you with that druggie skier.’ She heard him exhale impatiently.




  ‘He’s not a skier and he doesn’t do drugs,’ she sighed, checking her nails. ‘If you must know, monsieur, I did it for the charity they were

  supporting,’ she retorted. ‘They’re helping homeless kids in Manhat—’




  ‘You? Did it for charity?’ he interrupted. Now it was his turn to laugh. ‘Tell me, did you waive your fee, then? Or did your rush of generosity only come after a little

  sweetener?’




  Pia’s nose flared indignantly. ‘I gave it to the charity actually,’ she huffed. Only to get rid of the arrogant financier of course, but giving was giving, right?




  ‘You leave me with no choice, Pia,’ he said quietly. ‘You are in breach of your contract and you knew it when you chose to walk down that catwalk wearing little more than a

  porn-star tutu and some diamonds. I have already had the Board complain to me, and I have their full support in this. You are suspended for all remaining performances of Giselle in New

  York. You need not bother coming back to Chicago until we begin rehearsals for Le Corsaire next month.’




  ‘What? But you can’t do that,’ Pia shouted, outraged. ‘I am Giselle. You can’t honestly think that . . . that girl . . .’ She paused. What was her

  understudy’s name? ‘She’s not up to the job of filling my shoes. She’s not even up to the job of tying my shoes.’ She’d spent two months in rehearsal

  for this, damn near busting her lower back perfecting that killing sequence of tiny jumps at the beginning of the second act. Besides, the critics had loved her, lauding her vulnerable naivety and

  fluidity of line.




  ‘Actually, we’re not using your understudy. And her name’s Ingrid, by the way. Non. The tour has become too high-profile now. We need a star, not just a

  dancer.’ He paused for a beat. ‘We’ve asked Ava Petrova to guest.’




  ‘What?’ Pia shrieked again, outraged. ‘No! You can’t be serious.’




  ‘But I am,’ he said, quietly delighted to have scored a victory for once. ‘The Bolshoi was happy to accommodate our request when we explained you were indisposed.’




  ‘Filho da Puta!’ she swore furiously.




  Ava Petrova had been her most avowed enemy all through ballet school. If Pia had been the darling of the Escola do Teatro Bolshoi no Brasil, Ava was the uncontested star of the Bolshoi’s

  ‘mother’ academy in Moscow, and the two girls had been forever pitched against each other in ballet competitions. Usually it was Ava who came out on top. What thrilled audiences left

  judges cold – not to mention there was a prevailing mood among the ballet world’s dignitaries that young Soto needed to be kept in check – and if Pia was the bad girl of ballet,

  showing off with her gymnastic ballon and ethereal grace, Ava was its head girl: tiny, terrifying and technically, clinically brilliant.




  ‘This will come back to bite you on the ass. Everybody’s only coming to see me. She’s like a tin robot compared to me. They’ll demand their money back. The

  ticket office will be so overwhelmed they’ll . . . they’ll go on strike.’




  ‘Pia, you exaggerate your importance to this ballet and to this company,’ Baudrand said solemnly. ‘Your flagrant flouting of the rules cannot go on. You may be an exquisitely

  gifted dancer, but you are still not bigger than this company. I hope you will use this time to reflect and come back wiser and humbler.’ He put the phone down to Pia, who was still huffing

  and puffing like the big bad wolf.




  She was right of course. Even with Ava Petrova standing in, Pia Soto’s withdrawal from the prestigious New York tour would be a PR fiasco. But the girl had to learn her place. The Board

  had insisted he take her to account on this. For all the youthful vigour and cool new profile she had brought to ballet’s stuffy image, it was still very much a world run by staid

  traditionalists for whom even a diagonal arm position was considered radical.




  Pia stared at the phone in fury. She couldn’t believe he was reacting like this. She’d got back in time, hadn’t she? She hadn’t forfeited her contract with him.

  And what about all the money that had been raised for the charity? She’d helped raise nearly a million dollars for homeless kids! How could he ignore that?




  A cheer welled up from the crowd below. She was sitting up in the VIP stands, along with the other competitors’ wives and girlfriends, and she looked down at the banks of spectators lined

  up. Very few of them, it seemed, owned hairbrushes.




  The roar from the lined-up machines (like quad bikes on skis) was deafening, as the finalists revved their engines manically, giving voice to the gallons of testosterone pumping through them.

  The crowd cheered even harder, urging them to bring it on.




  Pia covered her ears with her hands as she checked out the line-up. Andy was in the middle, dressed in his favourite ‘lucky’ black and yellow suit. His helmet was already on but he

  still had the visor up. He looked up at the stands to wave at her, his hand stalling in mid-air. Pia thought he looked uncharacteristically nervous.




  She blew him kisses back, encouragingly, and he nodded at her before slamming his visor down. Her hands flew back up to her ears as the flag came down and the race began. There was a mad

  scramble for space as the line-up immediately converged into a fiercely contested arrow, everyone clamouring for pole position. Four competitors were off their bikes before the first bend, and as

  much as she tried to be cool, she couldn’t help her hands from flying to her mouth anxiously.




  ‘They’ll be okay, you know,’ said a voice near her. She looked around. A little blond boy, no more than six, was sitting in the row behind, looking earnestly at her. ‘My

  daddy’s down there. He’s the best.’




  Pia smiled widely, her indignation with Baudrand abated by the boy’s cute freckled face. ‘Yeah? You must be very proud of him.’




  The boy nodded. ‘You bet. I don’t usually get to see him compete, ’cos I have to go to school an’ all. But Mom said this was special ’cos it’s the X Games. We

  drove through the night to get here this morning as a surprise.’




  ‘Really? Where did you drive from?’




  ‘Saskatoon.’




  ‘In Canada? Wow. You must be tired.’




  The little boy beamed. ‘Nah. I’m too excited.’




  ‘So are you going to be a snocross rider when you grow up?’




  ‘Yeah. Daddy’s already teaching me. He got me a scaled-down version of his bike for Christmas.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yeah. It’s a Polaris XC120 and it’s got the Sno-X running boards fitted already. Plus he got Oakley to make me some smaller stickers specially to put on my bike. They’re

  his sponsors. It looks just like his now.’




  Pia nodded, charmed by his enthusiasm. ‘It sounds great. Really special.’




  The little boy looked back down to the track. ‘Yeah, it is.’




  ‘What colour is it?’




  He sighed, watching his dad proudly. ‘His lucky colours. Black and yellow.’




  





  Chapter Three




  Sophie checked the room one last time, like a nervous dinner-party hostess, before she went and opened the door.




  ‘Hi,’ she smiled nervously, letting him in.




  Adam bent down and kissed her on each cheek. He was fresh – or rather, not so fresh – from class and the smell of dried sweat drifted off him. She closed her eyes, savouring the

  smell of athleticism. The company’s tour along the east coast – and currently concluding in New York – had been gruelling, with a full-on repertoire of Giselle,

  Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker and The Snow Queen, and Adam Bridges, as one of the male principals and, most pertinently, Pia Soto’s partner of choice, had only

  one day off performances in every four. Today was that day, coinciding with Pia’s brief sojourn to see Andy in Aspen.




  ‘Wow! Nice place,’ he beamed, taking in the view of the car park on the next block. ‘Pia’s really knocked herself out for you this time, hasn’t she?’




  Sophie giggled. As the stars of the company both Pia and Adam had suites on the top floor, eighteen floors up, with commanding views over Manhattan. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she

  shrugged good-naturedly. She had no ego about that sort of thing. She’d spent the first fifteen years of her life chasing through fields in southern Ireland, helping her mother milk the cows

  and collecting the eggs for breakfast. The tallest thing on her horizon back then had been the six-foot-three-inch sunflower she’d grown for a school competition. Power skylines meant nothing

  to her. Big city life, whatever its guise – be it in New York or Chicago, the place she now called home – was intoxicating enough to her. And frankly, having grown up with three little

  sisters in a two-bedroom cottage, she was just happy not to be sharing.




  ‘How was class?’ she asked.




  ‘Ugh, don’t ask. Badlands was in a particularly foul mood today. And my right hamstring’s bothering me a bit,’ he said, absent-mindedly rubbing it.




  ‘Well, what are you doing here, then? You should have gone to the physio,’ she scolded, feeling panicky at the thought that she might be held responsible for aggravating a possible

  injury. She knew from Pia’s insurance paperwork that her legs were insured for $1.5 million. Adam’s must be much the same.




  He shrugged. ‘Yeah, but if I saw her, I wouldn’t be able to see you,’ he winked.




  ‘God, you shouldn’t be missing Mary just to come and sit for me,’ she gasped. ‘It’s not like it’s for an exhibition or anything. I mean, no one will ever even

  see it and . . .’




  ‘I’m not missing Mary,’ he smiled, laying a warm hand on her arm and twisting her words. ‘And anyway, it’s not bad. I just need to get some ice on it before

  tomorrow.’




  ‘Well look, there’s an ice machine in the hall. One of the considerable perks of being on this floor,’ she said wryly. ‘At least let me get some for

  you.’




  ‘Thanks, that’d be great,’ he said, dropping his kitbag on the floor.




  Sophie grabbed the plastic ice bucket and walked out into the hallway. As the ice machine rumbled into life, she checked her appearance nervously in the glass of the fire cabinet. She’d

  spent the best part of two hours trying to get her hair sleek and she’d put on a new tinted lip gloss – she checked there was none on her teeth. She felt ridiculously nervous, hardly

  able to believe that Adam was sitting in her room. He was always so nice to her but he’d been her fantasy lover for so long, and every day watching him train and perform with Pia was

  filled with emotional drama – titillation when he caught her staring and grinned at her; despair when she caught him staring, with the same wistfulness, at Pia.




  Everybody knew he was mad about Pia; everybody except Pia, it seemed. She horsed around with him in class and looked lovingly in his eyes during performances, but as soon as the rehearsal was

  over or the curtain dropped she raced off to be with her latest lover. No one had ever known Pia to stay for a single drink, not for celebration’s sake and certainly not to socialize. She

  didn’t need to make friends with the staff. She was the star. And although Adam had the talent to shine as brightly as she did, he lacked the attitude. He was too affable, too approachable,

  too ready to smile – and so, as far as Pia was concerned, once the work was done he was lumped together with the rest of them.




  But only to Pia. To Sophie, he might be a team player but there was nothing pedestrian about him. She sighed as the ice clattered into the bucket. She didn’t blame him for not noticing

  her. She never had stood out – well, not in the ways that counted anyway. She was skinny, not slender; lanky not statuesque; pale but with a ferocious blush on her. She was always popular but

  never the leader, and she harboured no illusions about one day being the cleverest or the prettiest girl in the room – she moved like Olive Oyl, for starters.




  Still, her overall grace and grooming had come on in leaps and bounds in the three years she’d been working for Pia. She knew now that sparkly eyes, glowing skin, glossy hair and a perky

  walk came from facials at Bliss, olive-oil hair soaks, Bobbi Brown eyeshadow, ice baths and hot sex, and although Pia led the last two by example only, Sophie had absorbed the rest by osmosis.




  She trotted back to the room, cheered that he had at least agreed to help her out today. In fact, he’d been really interested when she’d accosted him at the first night after-show

  party and tipsily asked if she could draw him.




  ‘Here you g—’ She trailed off, dropping the bucket.




  Adam had stripped down and was walking naked towards the bathroom. He turned and her jaw dropped as deep as a plié.




  ‘You don’t mind if I take a quick shower, do you?’ he asked. ‘I stink.’




  Sophie shook her head mutely.




  ‘Besides, I figure if you’re going to be drawing me in the buff, there’s no point in me being coy, is there?’




  Sophie shook her head again. Who’d said anything about drawing him nude? He must have just assumed it. Then again, ballet dancers viewed their bodies as the tools of their craft –

  although Pia was preternaturally aware that hers also doubled as a weapon of mass seduction – and, as such, they didn’t share the modesty or vanity of the civilian population. If he

  wanted to be drawn nude, who was she to stop him?




  ‘There’s a bottle of vodka in my bag,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you pour us both a glass and chuck some of that ice into it? It’s not that cold, I’m

  afraid,’ he said, disappearing into the bathroom.




  Sophie nodded and swallowed hard. She heard the water start running and she tried to galvanize herself into action but her heart felt like it was perilously close to having an attack and she

  didn’t dare move for another minute. Adam Bridges was naked in her room! Christ Almighty!




  Oops. She caught herself blaspheming and cowered slightly, as though expecting a finger of lightning to strike her down. Think, Sophie! What would Pia do?




  She rolled her eyes. She knew perfectly well what Pia would do. She’d get naked too and that would work because she had the body of a goddess. Adam would come out of the shower and pick

  her up and make sweet love to her right there. If he came out and found Sophie standing there naked, he’d call 911. Or security. Or his mum to come and take him home.




  She was still standing there when she heard the water turn off. Quickly, she ran to the bedside table and grabbed two water tumblers, half-filling them with the vodka. She was picking the ice

  bucket off the floor as he walked back in, a towel round his waist.




  ‘Here,’ she said, dropping a clutch of ice cubes into the tumblers and handing him one.




  His eyebrows shot up and he burst out laughing. ‘Whoa! You’ll have me dancing on a hangover tomorrow!’ He looked down at her mischievously, a twist of hair flopping forward.

  ‘You’re not trying to get me drunk, are you, Miss O’Farrell?’




  Sophie blushed beetroot. ‘God, no!’ she said, her Irish accent getting stronger with her embarrassment. ‘I just thought it might calm your nerves a little.’




  ‘My nerves? But I feel fine.’ He paused, intrigued by her fluster. ‘Are you nervous?’




  Sophie swallowed nervously. ‘I feel fine,’ she croaked.




  ‘Okay, then,’ he said, clinking her glass and taking a huge glug. He looked around the small cuboid room. The hotel was a shrine to minimalism, with dark wenge-wood consoles, grey

  walls and coir-covered floors, and on the more illustrious upper floors that restraint felt chic. But down here, where you could almost stand on the bed and touch the walls, it felt naked and mean.

  Sophie must just have been grateful to find she had sheets on the bed.




  ‘So how do you want me?’ he smiled.




  ‘I was thinking maybe . . .’ She tried to think of a suitable pose. ‘How about if you sit on that chair?’ she said, pulling the chair out from under the desk.

  ‘It’d be good to get some kind of after-class, repose position.’




  ‘Okay,’ he said, whipping off his towel and sitting forward on the chair.




  Sophie blinked hard. ‘Great,’ she croaked again. ‘Can you, uh . . . yes, rest your elbows on your knees,’ she directed. She stepped back to look at him. His muddy-blond

  hair – wet from the shower – could easily be passed off as sweaty from rehearsal, and his damp, pale gold skin glistened like it always did after sixty minutes of spins and lifts. His

  eyes were blue and pronounced, his mouth wide, and he had a long, straight nose with fared nostrils, à la Nureyev, that added drama and passion to his heroic characterizations and

  had audiences, if not Pia, swooning.




  He looked up at her. ‘This okay?’




  ‘It’ll do,’ she joked, hoping her knees wouldn’t buckle as she walked over to where she’d set up her easel, and shifted it into position. A shaft of light from the

  window fell onto his shoulder and sat there like an angel. ‘Can you drop your head? Look exhausted.’




  ‘I can certainly do that,’ he sighed.




  She picked up her charcoals and began to draw. She didn’t need to watch what her hand was doing. She just let her eyes travel over him, absorbing his physique critically, mathematically

  – the proportion of his neck to his hand, the distance between his jaw and his eyes . . .




  Even relaxed, his body was astonishing. The curve of his calves was more sculpted than any mere man could attain from rugby or running, the swell of his thigh harder and more sharply contoured;

  his shoulders were like boulders, and his forearms – after years of bench-pressing ballerinas – were as big as most men’s biceps. His was the body beautiful incarnate – Man

  as da Vinci sketched; Man as Rodin chiselled; Man as God intended; Man as she dreamt about.




  Time passed slowly, but he didn’t complain or move or fidget. His body had been trained in the art of being still, as much as it had been trained to move. The more junior the dancers, the

  longer they had to hold single positions for long periods of time and though Adam’s senior status meant he was in a permanently dynamic mould, he had paid his dues and worked his way through

  the ranks. His body remembered it well.




  ‘So tell me how you met Pia,’ he said after a while, keeping his head lowered.




  ‘Just the usual way – through an agency,’ she replied. ‘She’d been through everyone else on the list and I was the last person they had to put forward. They were

  getting desperate and I guess she was too.’ She shrugged. ‘To this day I don’t know why she hired me. I can’t type for toffee, I’m the most forgetful person

  you’ll ever meet and I don’t have a qualification to my name.’




  ‘You don’t? But you’ve always looked overqualified for the job to me – and incredibly well organized, whatever you might say to the contrary.’




  ‘Well, that’s just down to the reign of fear that hangs over me. If I wasn’t so damned frightened of losing my job every day, I wouldn’t get anything done. This is the

  only job I’ve had where I wasn’t fired in the first month. I was temping before this and, honestly, some of my bosses couldn’t stomach my coffee, much less my

  spelling.’ She shook her head, baffled. ‘I don’t know why she puts up with me really.’




  ‘Funny. It’s not how I see you at all.’




  You see me? Sophie thought, forgetting to draw.




  ‘So is this what you’re doing during rehearsals? Sketching?’




  ‘Yeah. Mainly.’




  ‘I always thought you were making up lists to keep the Pia roadshow rolling forward.’




  ‘Pia does too. But I don’t think she cares, so long as I’m on top of everything for her.’




  ‘Well, be careful. She’ll get jealous if she thinks she isn’t occupying every single waking thought in your head.’




  Sophie smiled, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s for sure.’




  Adam watched her. Trailing behind Pia she always seemed so . . . not subdued, but diminished somehow. Shadowy, like she was only there in body, not spirit. But she looked different behind that

  easel. Stronger, more vibrant, empowered. Beautiful, even.




  ‘So why are you a PA and not an artist, then?’ he asked. ‘Even just watching you now it’s clear this is where you’re meant to be.’




  ‘I wish,’ she shrugged. ‘But there’s no money in it.’




  ‘There’s no money in ballet either. Not really. Not unless you make the top one per cent—’




  ‘Which you have,’ Sophie interrupted.




  ‘Luckily,’ he said. ‘But I had no guarantees of making it. And I would have done it for nothing anyway. Just getting to spend my days dancing is the privilege. I can’t

  imagine life without it.’




  ‘That’s because you’ve trained all your life to get to where you are now. It’s part of your DNA. It’s not the same for me.’




  ‘You’ve never had any formal training? You sure look like you know what you’re doing.’




  ‘Well, I was invited to apply for a place at the Slade in London, if that counts for anything—’




  ‘Invited? You mean you didn’t take them up?’




  ‘I couldn’t. I didn’t have the formal qualifications to get in,’ she sighed.




  ‘So then why did they invite you?’ Adam asked, baffled. ‘I was waitressing at the time in this little cafe near the College and one of the professors happened to see me

  sketching one day in my break. He was just being kind.’




  ‘I doubt it was that,’ Adam argued. ‘He would have seen straightaway that you had talent. You should have followed it through. You never know, he might have been able to bend

  the rules for you.’




  Sophie’s cheeks pinked. ‘It wasn’t that easy,’ she said tightly. ‘I had other things going on as well . . .’




  Adam narrowed his eyes. ‘By which you mean man trouble.’




  ‘No,’ she replied.




  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he muttered, his eyes twinkling. ‘So how about now? Are you seeing anyone?’




  ‘No. No . . . Not enough time really,’ she added lamely. As if that was the real reason.




  ‘Yeah,’ he concurred. ‘I’ve got that problem too.’




  Sophie busied herself with a detail on his hair. She didn’t want to hear about his supposed women problems. He’d slept with at least half the girls in the corps and the other half

  were just watching and waiting for their turn. The ballet world’s gruelling hours, long tours and punishing performances – alien to office workers and commuters – meant they

  bonded into a tight-knit family and affairs were commonplace. Adam had a reputation for casual flings but he was so committed to his work (and his unrequited love for Pia) and so courteous and

  disingenuous afterwards that the girls could never hate him; the only perceived slight was in not being seduced in the first place. If he had women problems, it wasn’t due to lack of

  opportunity.




  He let an easy silence grow between them as Sophie leant in towards the easel, working on the shadowing across his face.




  ‘So where is Pia at the moment anyway?’




  Sophie felt herself deflate at the wholly expected turn of conversation. As ever, all roads led to Pia.




  ‘In Aspen, with Andy.’




  ‘They’re still together?’ He looked up, surprised.




  Sophie nodded.




  ‘It’s been a while now. By Pia’s standards, at least.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘When’s she back?’




  ‘She’ll be back in time for the show tomorrow night,’ she replied factually, like the good PA she was.




  Adam dropped his head again.




  ‘How do you think she manages these hot-blooded, full-blown affairs, and we don’t?’ he asked.




  ‘We?’ She stopped drawing and looked back at him, one hand on her hip. ‘You’re bracketing me in with you? Last time I looked, you were perfectly able to afford to jet

  round the world to hook up with a lover too. Me, on the other hand? I’d have to take the bus.’




  Adam grinned at her sarcasm. He liked it. The girl had fire. He held her gaze for a moment. ‘Or just not leave the room.’




  ‘Huh?’ she frowned, baffled but feeling the tension between them suddenly build.




  ‘You don’t need to take the bus. You just need to take your clothes off.’




  Sophie swallowed hard as he got up and walked towards her.




  ‘Why should she have all the fun?’ he asked, looking straight into her eyes. Usually she towered over most men and felt anything but girlish in their arms, but Adam, although he was

  only fractionally taller than her, was twice her size, and as he snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her into him she felt just like one of the sylphs he so ardently chased around the stage

  each night.




  ‘I mean, if Pia’s away till tomorrow night, and I’m not on stage till tomorrow night –’ he began sliding a hand up under her jumper – ‘that means

  we’ve both got twenty-four hours to play with,’ he said, kissing her lightly on the lips. ‘And you know what? I really want to spend them playing with you.’




  





  Chapter Four




  Pia had packed her bags and checked out of the Little Nell – not bothering to pick up the tab like she usually did – before Andy was over the finish line. She took

  his call on the way back to the airport, but she wasn’t interested in his excuse, if you could even call it that.




  ‘It’s not what you think,’ he said, before she could get in first. ‘It’s all above board.’




  ‘Oh. So you’re not married with a kid, then?’ she said, her accent thickening, as it always did when she got emotional.




  ‘Well, yeah. But we have an arrangement, my wife and I.’




  ‘An arrangement?’ she bristled, hating hearing the words ‘my wife’ coming from his mouth.




  ‘When the snow’s on the ground and I’m away from home in tournaments, I can – you know . . . play away. As long as I go back during the grass seasons, then it’s all

  cool. You know, “what happens on tour, stays on tour . . .”’ She could hear the grin in his voice. As if it was his wife’s tacit approval that made it okay. What

  about hers?




  ‘Listen, babe,’ he hushed, as her silence grew, ‘I’m sorry. I thought you’d be cool with it. After all, she is, and she’s the wife.’




  ‘Well, more fool her,’ Pia spat. ‘She should have more self-respect. Besides, do you really think I’m going to share myself around?’




  There was a pause as Andy realized his mistake of playing it easy with the proudest woman he’d ever met. He realized too late that Pia didn’t give a damn about his

  ‘arrangement’. He’d been a fool to treat her like all the other groupies.




  ‘Pia, listen, I—’




  ‘Your son idolizes you, do you know that? You’re his world.’




  ‘And he’s mine.’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Hey, I’m out there risking my neck to bring money home for th—’




  ‘Don’t patronize me,’ Pia cut in, rolling the R thickly. ‘You’re out there because you love it. You love the thrill, the danger, the excitement. And you love the

  freedom it gives you – away from them, your responsibilities. You love all the women it allows you to have.’




  ‘Well, like I said, she’s cool with it,’ he said testily, unable to refute her claims. ‘I don’t see why you have to play the role of the jealous

  wife.’




  ‘Let’s get one thing straight, Andy. I’m beautiful, rich, talented and famous. I can and do have whoever I like in my bed and I don’t need some other woman’s

  leftovers, do you understand? Your arrangement might be good enough for you and her, but it’s not good enough for me.’




  She looked out of the window and saw that the car was pulling onto the tarmac. They were out of time and there was nothing more to be said.




  ‘Look, we had fun together, Andy, but don’t ring me again. It’s over,’ she said flatly, as the driver got out and opened her door.




  With her biggest shades on, she swung her legs out of the car and huddled herself into her usual seat on the plane. She’d managed to get on the first flight to Denver, but there she

  stalled. Where to now? She had no job to go back to – at least not for another three weeks; no lover to stay in bed with; no family to visit; no friends. She stood at the check-in desk, her

  trademark defiance conspicuously absent. Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she rang the only person who’d know what to do.




  ‘Sophie, I’m in Denver,’ she said crossly, as though it was Sophie’s fault.




  ‘What?’ Sophie asked, panicked, disentangling herself from Adam’s muscular arms. Pia was supposed to be in Aspen for another night.




  ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Pia said curtly. ‘Where shall I go?’




  Sophie frowned down the line as Adam began kissing the back of her shoulders. She’d never heard her boss sound . . . vulnerable before. Pia always had a game plan. Her movements were

  booked two years in advance. She couldn’t suddenly have a day and a half going free. She wouldn’t have the first idea what to do with herself.




  ‘Uh . . . uh,’ Sophie stalled, panicking again. ‘Why don’t you come straight back to New York, then? You were due back tomorrow anyway.’




  Pia yawned dramatically. ‘No matter now. Three weeks off.’ She didn’t offer any explanations for that either.




  Three weeks? Just like that? No Andy, and now no work? She wondered if it was anything to do with the Victoria’s Secret show. Perhaps Badlands had come down hard on her, after all.

  ‘Well, uh . . . take a holiday, really rest for a bit. Barbados is good at this time of year.’




  ‘No,’ Pia said dismissively. ‘I need to keep my fitness up.’




  ‘Okay, well, if you want to perform, the Royal Ballet in London’s been on the phone again. They’ve got a guest spot they want to—’




  ‘As if that’s a good idea!’ she snorted. ‘What would that do to my negotiations with Milan if they found out I was even talking to the Royal, much less dancing for

  them?’




  ‘It’s just that they’re very persistent,’ Sophie said with understatement. Word had clearly got out to the powers that be in London that Pia was in talks with La Scala

  Ballet in Milan, one of the most prestigious classical ballet companies in the world, and their fierce rivals. Pia wouldn’t even table a meeting with anyone else, and yet Paris Opera and the

  Royal were still calling with ever higher financial packages and perks every few weeks. Sophie was doing her best to get Pia to at least meet up with them, but she was on a hiding to nothing.

  Getting to Milan had been Pia’s lifelong ambition and a fancy salary, cars or apartments held no sway with her because all she really wanted was a title – that of Prima Ballerina

  Assoluta – and it was in La Scala’s gift to bestow it upon her.




  ‘Whatever,’ Pia mumbled down the line, inspecting her nails.




  Damn. Sophie racked her brain. She was clutching at straws. This was not what she needed right now. Pia Soto with nowhere to go and no one to do was not a good proposition. In the three years

  Sophie had worked for her, she had never had to cater for downtime before. If Pia wasn’t working, she was seducing. There wasn’t anything else. Not even shopping.




  ‘Oh!’ Sophie said, sitting bolt upright and just about knocking Adam’s teeth out, as a thought came to her. ‘What about St Moritz? The snow polo’s on. Cartier asked

  you as a guest of honour. They offered you a suite at the Black, that fabulous new boutique hotel. I turned it down because you were already booked in at Aspen with Andy, and it’s slightly

  dodgy territory being seen with them when you’re under contract to Patek Philippe but . . .’




  ‘Hmm,’ Pia narrowed her eyes, looking suspiciously around the airport. There were always photographers hanging around here, wanting to catch those celebrities en route to Aspen who

  didn’t fly by private jet – yet. She needed to get out of there. Word would get around quickly about her suspension and she would make headline news again.




  ‘Okay. I’ll go to St Moritz,’ she said petulantly, as though she was doing Sophie a favour. ‘But it has to be discretionary, and they’re picking up all costs, and I

  want private use of the gym and a barre put in the suite. Plus all the usual.’ She stopped for breath. ‘And I want you to come out too.’




  She hung up without bothering to say goodbye and walked over to the United Airlines priority check-in desk. She kept her shades on to buy the ticket, and before it was even in her hand a manager

  had appeared to escort her personally to the first-class lounge. A few photographers, who had taken up almost permanent residence in the airport, clocked the deference around her and began snapping

  away, their fingers triggering faster and faster as they realized their quarry.




  Pia tossed her hair haughtily as she strode past, the crowd around her growing quickly, and airport security anxiously brought over a buggy to whisk her away. In all the excitement, nobody

  noticed the man who went up to the check-in desk after her and asked for a ticket on the same flight.




  Sophie’s heart sank as she heard the line go dead. It was her first day off in four months, and she and Adam had just started on their lost weekend together. And now she

  had to spend it on a transatlantic flight?




  She dropped the phone into her bag and looked at Adam, who had got out of bed to inspect his teeth.




  ‘Was that Pia?’ he asked into the mirror.




  ‘Who else?’ She rested her head on her hand idly, her eyes appraising his naked form, the stupendous physique she’d been trying to encapsulate in charcoal only forty minutes

  before. The etchings lay scattered like pieces of confetti, forgotten beneath the heap of clothes on the floor. She bit her lip as she scrutinized the carved hollow of his glutes.




  ‘Everything okay?




  Sophie hesitated. She didn’t want to tell him she thought Pia and Andy had broken up – not yet. She suspected Adam was only here because it was seduction by proxy. After all, she was

  Pia’s closest ally, her keeper, the nearest Pia got to a friend – Sophie might be the closest he could get.




  ‘Yes. Just a change of plans. I’ve got to meet her in Switzerland tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’ He whirled round.




  She shrugged, knowing his concern was about the performance schedule rather than their curtailed love-in. ‘Reading between the lines, I think Baudrand may have suspended her.’




  ‘Oh great,’ he said, hands on hips. ‘Well, I guess that explains his temper earlier.’




  ‘Yeah,’ she muttered disconsolately.




  There was a long pause and she fell back on the bed, staring up bleakly at the ceiling.




  ‘Of course, you know what this means, don’t you?’




  ‘You’ll have to dance with Ingrid.’




  He shook his head. ‘We’ll need to make hay while the sun shines.’




  She looked over at him in surprise and giggled, diving back under the sheets as he ran athletically back towards her, a devilish grin on his lips.




  





  Chapter Five




  Pia slept for fourteen hours straight when she got to St Moritz, and by the time she awoke her body was stiff with sleep. She didn’t function like other people. Her body

  only seemed to relax under strain.




  She called down for black coffee and toast, and lay back on the bed, stretching long, feeling the deep muscle fibres across her stomach reinvigorate themselves. She counted back the days since

  her last performance. Travelling yesterday, Aspen the day before that, New York the day before that. Coming into the third day, then; no wonder she was seizing up. It was true what they said

  – one day off class and you notice; two days and your colleagues notice; three days and the audience notices.




  She got up and moved into her sitting room to do some barre work. She couldn’t afford to lose form. Regardless of her suspension from the tour, Dimitri Alvisio, the legendary

  choreographer, was submitting his new ballet, The Songbird, to Baudrand in the next few weeks and she needed to be ready for it. After all, he had written it especially for her – one

  of the highest accolades to be bestowed upon a ballerina – and that was something even Ava Petrova couldn’t boast.




  Alvisio was the resident choreographer for La Scala and he had written this ballet as a gift to his old friend Jean Baudrand, who was spearheading the ChiCi’s centenary with a year-long

  programme of the company’s old favourites and a series of specially commissioned new works.




  Pia knew she needed to sparkle and shine like never before in The Songbird, not to flatter Baudrand’s tribute, but to flatter herself – for this ballet was a test. If she

  interpreted it to Alvisio’s vision, she knew he would bring her to Milan and the end of her rainbow.




  La Scala was the birthplace of the Prima Ballerina Assoluta ranking and although a couple of other companies had awarded the title in the past hundred years, it tended to be as recognition for a

  lengthy and prolific career, and was regarded as an honour rather than an active rank. But Pia had no time for such vaingloriousness. She intended to win her status at the beginning of her career,

  not the end. For her, the Prima Ballerina Assoluta ranking was alive and pirouetting, and to prove she was the very best dancer in the world she had to go there to get it.




  Ava Petrova was the only other ballerina of her generation who was ever even suggested as a possible rival in this frame, but for once Pia felt she had the edge. The brilliant execution that

  usually won Ava first prize in competitions was only a starting point for becoming an Assoluta; the other defining criteria, which were less easy to pin down or possess and which had elevated Pia

  as the bigger box-office draw – exquisite grace, fluidity of line, ethereal lightness and joyous spirit – were hers in abundance. This was going to be the year she achieved greatness

  – she just knew it.




  There was a knock at the door and the waiter came through, carrying her breakfast. Pia was standing with her back to him, one leg resting gently on the barre, her body bent over in a

  stretch.




  ‘Tell them to close the gym,’ she muttered, not bothering to turn around. ‘I need a session. And arrange for a masseur back here in two hours.’




  ‘Oui, madame,’ said the waiter, backing out of the room quickly. She was naked except for a lilac thong, and if she unfolded herself from that position, he wouldn’t be

  capable of carrying trays for a while.




  Wolfing down the toast, she pulled out a pale lime leotard, pink footless tights rolled up to her knees, some ragged leg warmers and a cropped cashmere jumper. She pulled her hair into a rough

  bun and made her way down to the gym, barefoot. She shared the lift with a fur-clad, over-tanned couple in their sixties who held their Shih Tzu that little bit closer and kept their eyes firmly

  glued to the ceiling, clearly convinced they were sharing space with a vagrant.




  The gym had been closed by the time she got there, and a buff gym instructor stepped forward from an adjacent office as she walked past.




  ‘Bonjour, madame, I am Monsieur Dillion, the manager of the gym. Is there any way I can be of assistance to you?’




  Pia walked into the gym and scrutinized it. Free weights, fixed weights, ergo machines, running machines, bikes, spinners, yoga mats, floor-to-ceiling mirrors. It had the lot. Off to the side

  was a separate Pilates room with pulleys and tables ready assembled. She nodded appreciatively.




  ‘This looks fine, Monsieur Dillion. Privacy is all I need now. Thank you.’ And she walked away from him, grabbing a towel and going straight towards the Pilates room. She started up

  MTV on the monitors in the gym and sat down at the Reformer – a machine rigged with pulleys and weights that looked like a medieval torture device – and embarked upon an advanced and

  rigorous stretching and lifting routine. She felt the bass from the TVs vibrate through the glass walls as her muscles began to quickly warm, then burn.




  But forty-five minutes later, she was still going, the back of her leotard wet with sweat, her hair hanging damply. She had progressed onto the Cadillac machine and groans of effort escaped her

  intermittently, but stopping – pausing even – didn’t cross her mind. She was still only just getting started.




  She opened the door into the gym and felt the blast of music hit her as she came out of the Pilates room. Cups of tea would no doubt be vibrating across the tables in the lobby upstairs, but she

  didn’t turn it down. She moved over to the free weights and began curling, dipping, crunching and pressing, exercising and exhausting the muscles in turn over the course of another hour,

  until eventually, slowing at last, she lay back on the yoga mats and began to stretch her muscles more deeply.




  Lying on her back, eyes shut, her ankle resting placidly by her ear, she felt a blast of air waft over her. She shivered and looked over. The door was swooshing shut.




  She lifted her head and saw a man putting his towel on a running machine. He grabbed a remote by the water cooler and turned the volume down on the TVs, switching over to CNN.




  Indignant, Pia brought her leg back down and curled up. With her elbows on her knees she tipped her head to the side and stared at him.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, clearly not. ‘But the gym is closed.’




  The man turned around.




  Pia started.




  ‘You!’




  Will Silk beamed. ‘Well, what a surprise,’ he said, eyes glittering. ‘I didn’t expect to see you again quite so soon. I didn’t realize it was to

  here that you were going.’




  ‘I wasn’t.’




  ‘And yet, here you are.’ Will paused, hands on hips. ‘You’re not stalking me, are you?’




  ‘Hardly,’ Pia snorted, getting to her feet. Will’s eyes fell to her curves. She looked a knockout. He thought of all the high-maintenance women in their designer kit usually

  populating the gym, and she knocked spots off them wearing a hotchpotch of cast-offs that even Britney Spears wouldn’t pull together. What was it with dancers wanting to look like they were

  homeless?




  ‘You can’t be in here,’ Pia said imperiously, aware of his eyes like hands on her body. ‘I have exclusive use of the gym. You have to go.’




  She turned her back to him and dropped into a deep plié.




  ‘That’s funny. That’s what I said to them,’ Will murmured, watching her. She was incredible. Even just doing that, he could see her brilliance. It was clear she had more

  raw talent – and passion – than any other person he’d ever met in his life.




  ‘What?’ Pia demanded, springing up and turning back to him. Her eyes were blazing. She wasn’t in the mood for riddles.




  ‘Well, I figure one of the upsides of owning the hotel has got to be—’




  ‘You own this hotel?’ Pia stood there with her hands on her hips. ‘You do?’




  Will nodded, enjoying her fury. He could see that she felt put on the back foot at being a guest at his establishment. He tried to keep his eyes from following a bead of sweat that was trickling

  down her neck and into her cleavage.




  ‘I’m the major investor here. I’ve got a few hotels actually,’ he added. ‘I’ll send the details through to your pretty PA, just in case you’re ever

  passing.’




  ‘P-passing?’ She was incandescent with rage.




  ‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘Seeing as we’re friends now.’




  ‘Why would you think we’re friends? I despise men like you. Bored playboys who think you can buy anything or anyone.’




  ‘Oh don’t tell me,’ he said teasingly. ‘You’re going to insist on paying for your room too now?’




  ‘Cartier’s picking up the bill for this,’ she replied witheringly.




  ‘Ah, right.’ Will nodded acquiescingly and turned away from her, stepping onto the running machine. Setting it to the Hills programme, he fell into an easy jog.




  Pia watched him for a moment, furious that she couldn’t force him to leave. The man was impossible, slippery. He had an answer for everything. She picked up her towel and flounced to the

  door, something she could achieve with a great deal more grace than most women.




  ‘Please – don’t mind me,’ Will said, as he watched her in the mirror. ‘Don’t let me drive you away.’




  ‘Oh you haven’t,’ she said contemptuously, slamming the door behind her.




  ‘I know,’ Will muttered, smiling to himself as he pushed the speed on the machine even higher and finally allowed himself to break into a sweat.




  Sophie was sitting in the suite by the time Pia got back, reading in the Daily Mail the full update on her boss’s suspension and arch-rival’s

  appointment.




  ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, as Pia burst through the doors, pink and flustered.




  ‘No!’ Pia pouted, gliding over to a table with the water jug on it. ‘That dreadful man from the Victoria’s Secret show. He burst into the gym and just leered at

  me. I had to leave.’ Her delicate wrist fluttered with distress.




  Sophie nodded sombrely. She was well used to Pia’s histrionics. As she recalled, that dreadful man had been pretty gorgeous and had retained his manners, even in the face of Pia’s

  outrageous insults.




  ‘I remember him. The guy was such a jerk,’ she said faithfully, folding the newspaper away from sight. ‘Anyway, this will cheer you up. I’ve just made some calls to Dior,

  Chanel and Dolce & Gabbana. There’s a party after the tournament today and there’s certainly nothing suitable for you in that bag I packed for Aspen, so they’re sending a

  selection of dresses for you to choose from, plus some jackets for the tournament. Cartier has already sent up some necklaces and earrings for tonight – I’ve put them in the safe for

  you. And there’re a couple of diamond watches there too.’




  ‘No. I can’t go to the tournament,’ Pia said dismissively. ‘That dreadful man will probably be there. He’ll think I’m encouraging him if I go to watch. He

  owns this hotel, did you know that?’




  ‘No way!’ Sophie replied, shocked. She’d assumed he was a banker. ‘But . . . well, forget about him. You can’t have come all the way here to just sit in a hotel

  room?’ she continued, trying to keep the frustration out of her voice. Look at all this decadence – jewels, furs – being thrown at her, and she was fretting about some guy who had

  made the mortal mistake of assuming he could buy her dinner! ‘And anyway, there will be thousands of people out there. He won’t be able to pick you out from among them all.’




  She bit her lip at the gaffe. Of course Pia believed she would stand out in a crowd of thousands. She was an uncommon beauty.




  Pia pulled off her damp clothes and walked into the bathroom for a shower, with the same nonchalance as Adam the day before. Sophie watched her retreat, that perfect butt without a trace of

  cellulite or jiggle. Not that she should be jealous. She knew better than anyone what it took to hone a figure like Pia’s. Sophie saw how Pia moved like a geriatric in the mornings, how two

  of her toenails were black and dead-looking, how she gasped with pain as the sports masseuse tried to ease and soothe her bruised muscles, how her bloodied feet meant she got through five pairs of

  shoes each performance. No, Sophie knew she had no right to be jealous of Pia’s stupendous physique. The most she sacrificed her body to pain was the occasional spinning class, trying to pump

  some volume into her butt. She deserved the droop.




  There was a knock at the door. ‘Housekeeping.’




  The door opened and a stream of women in black skinny trousers and black shirts filed in, carrying towers of pillows and blankets. They were the most glamorous housekeepers she’d ever

  seen; surely they were spies sent in by Gucci?




  ‘Actually we’re fine, thanks,’ Sophie said getting up. ‘The bed’s already been done.’




  ‘Is special request of Monsieur Silk,’ the first woman replied, pulling the perfectly plumped and creaseless pillows off the bed with a look of disgust, as though muddy dogs had

  slept on them rather than the exquisitely perfumed Pia Soto. The other two women took their positions at the bottom corners of the bed and expertly, seamlessly, silently stripped it down,

  synchronizing their movements and origami folds.




  My God, they’re like a housekeeping SWAT team, Sophie thought to herself as they speedily redressed the bed in gossamer-fine cashmere blankets finished with hospital corners, flat pillows,

  and a white fur throw lovingly draped across the foot.




  The first housekeeper fished an envelope out of her pocket and laid it gently on the pillow, while another sprinkled white rose petals across the bed. A plate of cupcakes covered in white

  chocolate curls, and a bottle of Cristal were placed on the bedside table. Then, nodding briefly, the women filed out silently again, leaving behind them a soft and inviting snowy scene. What, no

  albino reindeer? Sophie wanted to ask, as she sighed at the pristine sight. It would be a damn shame to wreck the perfection by actually sleeping in the bed.




  The bathroom door opened and Pia emerged from the steamy haze.




  ‘Who was that?’ she asked, wrapped in a towel. ‘I heard the door.’




  ‘Uh, housekeeping,’ Sophie replied.




  ‘Oh.’ She saw the envelope on the pillow and picked it up, flinging herself casually onto the bed, completely oblivious to the scene change.




  Sophie blanched, just as her boss coloured. ‘What’s wrong? What does it say?’ she asked after a moment.




  Pia shrieked indignantly. ‘Dah! That man! How dare he speak to me like this? After all his insults and still he assumes he will get me? I hate him! Hate

  him!’




  She flung the card to the floor and stalked over to the wardrobe.




  Hesitantly, Sophie picked up the card and read it.




  

    

    

      This isn’t quite what I had in mind when I thought about getting you into my bed.




      But it’s a start.




      WS x


    


  


  


  





  Chapter Six




  Pia chose the white belted off-the-shoulder fur-trimmed jacket from Dior in the end. Sophie couldn’t see how on earth such a jacket could be worn – off the

  shoulder? In the snow? – until Pia put it over her black 6-ply polo neck with skinny black jeans. With her hair tumbling out from a matching white fur turban, her green eyes hidden behind

  enormous smoky shades, and a diamond watch dangling precariously from her thin wrist, she looked glamorous and incredibly famous. There was no chance the ‘dreadful man’ was going to

  miss her. Not even in a crowd of eight thousand. Not even from the moon.




  Sophie pulled up the hood to her olive-green Fat Face ski jacket and they walked out of the hotel together. The wind was but a tickle today, the sun obliging, and as she stared into the dazzling

  horizon Sophie realized too late that she had left her sunglasses at home. She didn’t need to run up and down the street to know she wouldn’t be able to afford anything here . . . or

  that Pia would ever offer to buy some for her.




  Reluctantly, she pushed her hand into her pocket and pulled out her ski goggles. It wasn’t like anyone was going to notice her anyway.




  A horse-drawn sleigh was parked outside the revolving doors, and Pia clapped her hands with delight, a rare flash of childlike excitement softening her pretty features. Sophie grinned back and

  they jumped in with all the glee of ten-year-olds, covering their knees with blankets and furs.




  ‘Where would you like to go, m’moiselles?’ asked the driver, a middle-aged man with a thick beard and sun-burnt cheeks.




  ‘The slow route down to the tournament, please,’ replied Sophie immediately. Pia didn’t speak to the public.




  ‘Ha!’ said the driver to the horse, giving a short tug on the red leather reins, which were threaded with bells.




  The two women sat back and enjoyed the view, eyeing up all the glossy pedestrians stomping along the pavements in their moon boots as they slid past the upscale boutiques and the grand

  old-school palace hotels. The town was heaving with revellers and every other car parked was either a Ferrari or a Lamborghini.




  As they jingled down the central boulevard they rounded a corner, and the cosmopolitan spectacle on the frozen lake suddenly hove into view.




  Sophie gasped. Pia just nodded appreciatively. It was exactly as she’d hoped. All of Europe’s flashiest and trashiest were here – and they were here to party. Champagne, snow

  and Argentinian boys. It was just what she needed.




  The sleigh drew to a gentle, silent stop by the grandstands and Sophie reached in her purse to pay. Pia hopped down, being instantly enfolded in a throng of ardent fans all clamouring for

  autographs.




  The PR for Cartier rushed over, ecstatic to see Pia looking so exotic and so here.




  ‘Miss Soto, we are so delighted you have been able to join us. Please, come through to the VIP area, won’t you?’




  They were ushered through with great ceremony – even Sophie in her ski goggles – and taken to a roped-off area where a magnificent ice sculpture of a polo player and pony was

  discreetly and regretfully melting. Glasses of champagne were thrust into their hands and Pia was taken over to air-kiss the MD of Cartier and his wife.




  Sophie walked over to the ropes and scanned around to make sure no seasoned enemies were hovering within striking distance. Pia’s indiscriminate seductions and outspoken comments over the

  past few years had not only made her a tabloid target but also precious few friends. The woman really was an island.




  A hundred yards away, on the pitch, the packed snow was being swept for the final time; the seats in the bleachers were already full and announcements were being made over the loudspeakers in

  French, English, Italian and German.




  Alongside a corner of the pitch, by the gleaming state-of-the-art horse boxes, Sophie could see the ponies saddled up and tethered, grooms milling about and making final checks, the players

  strapping on their knee pads and helmets. It was annoying how good they looked in their kits, satisfying the clichés with aplomb.




  ‘Are you a fan?’ a thickly accented voice enquired behind her. Russian, she thought.




  Sophie turned around. A tiny man in a cravat was staring at her. His hair was thinning on top, and he was holding a walking cane in one hand, a Glühwein in the other.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she shrugged ruefully. ‘I’ve never seen a snow-polo match before. Or a grass one either actually.’ She paused. ‘I’m not really

  here. I’m just with—’




  The man stared at her. ‘Well, you look here to me.’




  Sophie smiled politely. ‘My name’s Sophie O’Farrell.’ She held out a hand.




  He took it without smiling. ‘A pleasure to meet you, Miss O’Farrell. Please, allow me to acquaint you a little with the basic rules of the game, else you will never know what it is

  you’re actually seeing. The first thing you should know about polo – of any variety – is that when a goal is scored, the direction of play switches round . . .’




  Sophie tried to keep up, but as he baffled her with chukkas and ROWs she came to the conclusion that polo was a more intricate game than just horseback hockey. Besides, he spoke with a

  devastating monotone that seemed to be the verbal equivalent of a legal document. Why, oh why, couldn’t he be a handsome groom instead, with smouldering eyes and hot hands?




  From the corner of her eye, she could see Pia revelling in glory, greeting met-once celebrities like old friends and being feted by some of the teams’ patrons, who were standing in a

  gaggle around her as the photographers snapped away, eager to try to catch her with her next conquest. Word was already out about her split with Andy Connor.




  She tried to tune back in to what her companion was saying, but found the short man staring at her.




  ‘I’m sorry – I’m sorry, what did you say?’




  ‘I asked whether you knew the beautiful woman over there. Why is everyone flocking around her?’




  Sophie shrugged, amazed to have found someone oblivious to Pia’s star. ‘That’s Pia Soto. Pretty much the most famous ballerina in the world.’




  ‘Then why is she here, and not dancing?’




  ‘She’s got a bit of time off, so why not?’ she said mildly. She had the feeling he wouldn’t be impressed to hear she’d been suspended for running out of a

  performance to model lingerie at a fashion show.




  He was silent for a couple of beats as he continued to stare at Pia.




  ‘She is very beautiful,’ he said finally.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘But a whore.’




  Sophie’s mouth dropped open. She replayed the conversation in her head. Surely she had misheard? Or he’d misunderstood?




  ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’




  ‘I said she is a money-grabbing whore. She sells herself to the advertisers, does she not? She is not interested in the art of ballet. In its spirit. She’s in it for the

  money.’
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