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  This book is for two people, without whom it simply wouldn’t have been authentic: Sally Morrison, whose information on how celebrity jewellery auctions work was

  invaluable. And David Rudlin, who knowledge about fine jewellery is encyclopaedic, and whose willingness to have his brains picked was hugely generous. David is also the author of a very

  entertaining and original mystery series, which I thoroughly recommend!
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  Prologue




  It was her own fault. She was forcing him to do this.




  It was completely her own fault that he was about to murder her.




  Even though she was sitting quite still, her hands folded in her lap, the four-carat diamonds in her ears were glittering, so large and impressive that they threw off prismatic shards of light

  with the slow rise and fall of her magnificent bosom. Her make-up was immaculate, her posture perfect. Vivienne Winter had been a film star since she was fourteen years old, and she was as used to

  being the cynosure of all eyes as a member of the royal family; she might be American, but her bearing was positively queenly. More diamonds glistened on her fingers, but as always,

  Vivienne’s eyes drew more attention than any of her jewels. Larger and more extraordinary than any precious gem, instantly recognizable by most people on the planet: those almond-shaped,

  violet eyes.




  Vivienne was seventy-three years old now, but her mere presence was still capable of making grown men babble and stammer as if they were star-struck, love-smitten teenagers. The man kneeling in

  front of her, however, was the only one in the world guaranteed not to succumb to her charms: her grandson, Angel, whom Vivienne had brought up since she had forced his mother, her daughter Pearl,

  to hand over custody of her son when he was just seven years old.




  Angel had fully inherited the Winter beauty. At seven, he had been a positive Little Lord Fauntleroy, all golden curls, porcelain skin, full red lips, and features as angelic as his name. But

  although he had grown into an equally beautiful man, at this moment he was almost unrecognizable as the gorgeous playboy who was a staple of the gossip columns. His nose had been broken just an

  hour ago in a violent attack and the wound had barely clotted; gobs of bright red blood were smeared over his cheeks, and bruising was starting to form. There were rips in his clothes, and his

  eyes, the same extraordinary amethyst colour as his grandmother’s, were wild above the smashed, gory mess that had until recently been a perfectly straight nose.




  Angel’s face was so damaged that only his eyes expressed the frenzy of his emotions: they looked almost demented, the pupils dilated. Vivienne had been his last hope. Angel had just burst

  into her apartment high above Hyde Park, pursued by the police forces of two separate countries. Throwing himself on his grandmother’s mercy, Angel had begged her to save him. To his fury,

  Vivienne had remained reclining on the chaise longue in her boudoir, not even standing up to give him a hug, surveying him with a cool, wary gaze. And once he had blurted out the size and scale of

  the trouble he was in, she had categorically refused to throw him a lifeline.




  Angel blamed his grandmother for absolutely every factor that had brought him to this crisis. Vivienne had callously snatched him from his doting mother, breaking her daughter’s heart,

  positively forcing Pearl into the drug addiction that had taken her life. Vivienne had neglected Pearl as a child, choosing her career and her love affairs over her daughter’s needs, and she

  had done exactly the same with her grandson. He was the product of her upbringing. If he had turned out spoilt, venal and selfish, so utterly self-obsessed that he was willing to commit murder in

  order to protect himself, surely – considered in the correct light – that was entirely Vivienne’s doing?




  She had made Angel into what he was, and now she was refusing to take responsibility for having ruined his life. He had been simultaneously overindulged and overlooked, given no moral compass at

  all, taught to assume he could have anything he wanted. Now she had pulled the rug out from under his feet in one terrible swoop, abandoning him when he needed her help, literally, to survive. She

  was forcing him to choose between saving himself and her, and that was not even a choice at all.




  Angel would make it quick. He would show more mercy than she was doing – condemning him to a slow, horrible death, rotting away in a third-world jail. But killing her was now his only

  option. If Vivienne dropped dead – if people assumed that an old woman had suffered a heart attack at the sight of her grandson storming into her apartment, his nose smashed, the police hard

  on his heels, an unbelievable story of theft and murder pouring from his lips – then he would be her heir. The promise of a vast inheritance would give him access to the most expensive

  lawyers available to fight the charges against him, block any extradition attempts, maybe even keep him out of jail completely . . . access that his grandmother had just refused to offer him, which

  meant that it was all her fault that he was forced to murder her now . . . all her bloody fault . . .




  She’s making me do this.




  It was those words that were ringing in his head as he leaned forward, grabbed one of the leopard velvet pillows from the chaise longue and, gritting his teeth, shoved it into his

  grandmother’s face and held it there with grim determination, pressing it down as she struggled frantically for breath.




  





  Chapter One




  Rome, 1966




  ‘Vivienne! Vivienne!’




  ‘Signorina Winter! Di qua, ti prego!’




  ‘O, bella! Bellissima!’




  Vivienne Winter – Hermès scarf wrapped around her head, huge diamond earrings glittering in her lobes, a pastel mink stole slung over her shoulders and a shantung silk dress

  swinging around her hips as she moved down the Via Veneto, sashaying in the four-inch Ferragamo heels that Fiamma, Salvatore’s daughter, had designed for her just this year – smiled

  dazzlingly at all the waiting photographers who had followed her Cadillac on their Vespas from Cinecittà, the famous Roman film studios. Rolleiflex cameras were pointed at her in ranks,

  their flashes noisy and blinding against the dark Roman night.




  What was it they were nicknamed now, these guys? Oh yes, paparazzi, after the Fellini film that had come out last year, La Dolce Vita, with the news photographer called

  Paparazzo who dashed around this very city snatching pictures of celebrities.




  Vivienne had loved that film – apart from the part featuring that whore Anita Ekberg. Ugh, Anita had had no talent beyond getting her tits out and messing around in a fountain. And

  she’d known it. Anita had, to Vivienne’s certain knowledge, staged a publicity stunt in the lobby of the Berkeley Hotel in London where her dress, already straining at the seams, split

  open very revealingly just as a photographer was set up and ready to capture the moment.




  She’s such a bloody tart. And I’m not just saying that because she cut me out with Tyrone Power. God, he was a gorgeous hunk of a man. If it hadn’t been for Anita, that

  self-obsessed slut, I might have got to sample the goods before he died young . . . damn her . . .




  Velvet ropes cordoned off the entrance to Gianni’s, the nightclub where Vivienne was heading. Security guards hired by the production staff of Nefertiti: Lady of Grace, the film

  she was shooting at Cinecittà, were holding back the crowds that had clustered in the hope of catching a glimpse of the film star. Vivienne cast glorious smiles from side to side as she

  processed down the street.




  She had deliberately had her chauffeured Cadillac drop her off a little way away so that she could make the most effective entrance possible. Nefertiti was a blockbuster Hollywood

  production with a gargantuan budget, and its publicists were determined to build up as much excitement as they could during its filming so that eager fans would swarm the box offices of cinemas

  round the world on its eventual release.




  Their main strategy, of course, was to focus on the physical presence of Vivienne, its star. The film had been written specifically for her around the planned tagline: ‘The Most Beautiful

  Woman on Earth Plays the Most Beautiful Woman of Ancient Times!’. Vivienne had not become the biggest star in the world by shunning press attention, and she had arrived fully prepared to

  dress gorgeously off set, to be photographed around Rome, visiting the Colosseum and the Vatican, posing on the Spanish Steps, visiting boutiques on the Via Condotti, wearing boldly patterned

  Pucci-print frocks and carrying Prada bags in tribute to the country in which she was temporarily residing. Her make-up was stylized to resemble an updated version of the bust of Nefertiti in the

  Berlin museum: high-arched, pencilled eyebrows, black eyeliner and strong red lips, hair drawn up and back. Revlon was planning an entire cosmetic collection to coincide with the release of the

  film.




  However, Vivienne was not the only star in the cast. The writers had plotted the film around a completely invented love triangle. Nefertiti’s husband, Akhenaten, was scripted as so

  obsessed by his quest – to abandon the Egyptian religious practice of worshipping multiple gods, and concentrate instead on a single deity, Aten, the sun god – that he neglected the

  needs of his wife. Despite having a raft of romantic titles bestowed on her – Lady of Grace, Sweet of Love, Great King’s Wife, His Beloved – it would gradually become clear that

  although her husband might love Nefertiti romantically, he had no sexual interest in her.




  Viewers, especially female ones, were meant to sympathize with her plight. What was she supposed to do, a wife who had to bear children to her husband to ensure the succession of the royal

  family, if her husband wouldn’t make love to her? And naturally, a woman who looked like Vivienne couldn’t be expected to remain celibate! The producers’ hope was that by the time

  Nefertiti finally yielded to her passion and allowed herself to be literally swept off her feet by the dashing and muscular Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian army, Horemheb, the entire cinema

  audience would exhale a loud, collective sigh of ecstatic relief.




  Akhenaten was played by Alec Guinness, who was doing an excellent job of conveying the discreet suggestion of concealed homosexuality that was supposed to explain his lack of interest in his

  gorgeous bride. And as Horemheb, the love interest who would be assassinated by a jealous priest after having fathered several children with Nefertiti, the producers had cast Randon Cliffe, British

  stage star and heartthrob.




  ‘Dov’è Randon?’ the paparazzi called. ‘Vivienne, dov’è il signor Cliffe?’




  Vivienne’s smile didn’t flicker for a moment. She threw her arms wide, palms up, pantomiming ‘Who knows? I certainly don’t!’ as she reached the entrance to

  Gianni’s. Swivelling on one heel, she posed for the press, one hand up on her mink throw, fingers splayed to show off the diamonds on the rings she wore over her satin gloves, the other

  blowing kisses to her fans.




  ‘Ti amo, Vivienne!’




  ‘Vivienne, mi fai morire!’




  ‘Vivienne, guardami un attimo, ti prego!’




  Fans and paparazzi alike screamed compliments at her, told her they loved her, begged her to look in their direction; Vivienne, with a last wave at them all, turned away, the bouncer already

  waiting on her pleasure, holding the door of the nightclub open. She swept inside, her manager following closely behind her. Gianni himself was there to greet her, kissing both her hands in the

  Italian style, immaculate as always in his tux. Behind him, the club was already full, cigarette smoke as dense as incense, the dance floor crammed with couples dancing to the jazz band, which was

  knocking out a vivid version of ‘Stomping at the Savoy’. The women’s jewellery, the cut-glass chandeliers, the gold lamè hangings that draped the bandstand, all gleamed

  through the smoke in the artfully dim lighting. Cutlery clinked against plates, glasses were raised in toasts, champagne corks popped; the laughter and chatter of Gianni’s customers, the

  pounding of their heels on the sprung dance floor, was almost as loud as the busy din of the band.




  But Gianni did not gesture to his most celebrated client of the evening to follow him through the crowds to the best table in the house. Instead, he took her arm and escorted her through the

  red-painted vestibule to a side passage, her manager on their heels, pushing open a door that led to a room in such complete contrast to the dark nightclub that Vivienne blinked, momentarily

  dazzled by the bright fluorescent light strips and the white surfaces. A swift murmur rose among the cooks and waiters at the sight of Vivienne Winter; it was like a wave of awareness as the news

  swept through the large group, heads turning, jaws dropping. Italian men are never slow to show their appreciation of a beautiful woman, and her appearance was swiftly greeted by loud sighs of

  ‘Bellissima!’ and kissing noises as the men bunched their fingertips together and raised them to their lips, theatrically casting the kisses out towards Vivienne.




  ‘Zitti tutti!’ Gianni commanded, telling them all to be quiet as he guided Vivienne across the kitchen, white-jacketed chefs and black-jacketed waiters falling to each side,

  forming a human passageway through which Vivienne walked, casting those enchanting glances from side to side, the men pressing their hands to their hearts, pretending to faint at the sight of her

  beauty – which she, naturally, enjoyed tremendously. Pans of bubbling, basil-scented tomato sauce, clams steaming in white wine, garlic frying in olive oil, scented the kitchen deliciously;

  boiling pasta in salted water was overcooked, would have to be redone, but at that moment nothing was more important than paying this tribute to beauty.




  At the far end, by the double loading doors, Vivienne’s personal publicist waited, dapper in a sharkskin suit, checking his watch. He looked up as Vivienne walked regally towards him, his

  smile appreciative of how her presence managed to turn every occasion into a near-royal procession.




  ‘Your chauffeur’s waiting,’ he said, backing up to one of the doors, holding it ajar with his body. The dark Italian night outside twinkled with neon lights; above, a yellow,

  three-quarter moon hung low in the sky. He held out a coat to her, a beige Burberry trench, but she brushed past him, ignoring it, turning instead to blow a kiss goodbye to the restaurant staff

  before she ran out into the alleyway.




  Two waiters propped the doors open to watch, unreproved by Gianni, the nightclub owner. The rest of the kitchen staff crowded towards the doors, and there was a collective sigh of pleasure, a

  supremely Italian appreciation of romance, at the sight of Vivienne running towards a man sitting on a Vespa at the end of the narrow little back street. As he turned, hearing her footsteps on the

  cobbles, the light from a street lamp illuminated his face, and the watchers sighed again in recognition.




  None of the Italians would have had the faintest idea who Randon Cliffe was until a month ago; his casting as Horemheb had precipitated him onto the world stage. Those craggy features and

  piercing blue eyes, that wild head of dark curls, were now intimately familiar to every casual reader of Italian newspapers and weekly gossip magazines. Wild speculation about an affair between him

  and Vivienne had been rife from their first day of shooting together, when reports had started to leak out from the set that their chemistry was off the charts.




  ‘É lui! Il Cliffe!’ breathed one of the cooks.




  ‘Madonna, quant’é fortunato!’ said another, and a general murmur of agreement concurred that Randon Cliffe was indeed a very, very lucky man.




  Vivienne hitched up her skirt, swung one leg over the Vespa and wrapped her arms around Randon’s waist, riding pillion. He revved the motor and the scooter roared off into the night, the

  staff of Gianni’s, together with Vivienne’s publicist and manager, watching until the Vespa disappeared round the corner. Moments later shouts rose from the Via Veneto, loud enough to

  be heard at the back of the building. Vivienne’s distinctive appearance – the Hermès scarf wound around her head, the pale pink fur tippet over the black shantung silk dress

  – had been spotted, and the shouts were swiftly followed by more revving of Vespa and car engines as the paparazzi took off in hot pursuit.




  ‘She wouldn’t put on the coat,’ the publicist said to the manager, shrugging. ‘Typical.’




  ‘Movie stars – they can never get enough attention,’ the manager said, pulling a face. ‘But he’s had a head start, and the villa gatekeeper’s waiting up for

  them. With luck, Randon’ll make it back there before the paps catch up with them.’




  He grinned.




  ‘Anyway, both of them will have the time of their lives pretending they’re in one of their own movies. It’s pretty much the way they live the whole time – as if cameras

  were always on them.’




  The manager was absolutely right. Randon was gunning the Vespa across the heart of Rome as if he were filming an action sequence, tearing around the Piazza di Porta San Giovanni, the

  scooter’s engine buzzing so loudly and insistently that one understood why it was named after a wasp. Vivienne clung on tight and let herself be tilted from side to side, following

  Randon’s lead, leaning into the curves where he did. He was driving like a maniac – the wind would have whipped her carefully set hairstyle to pieces if she hadn’t tied her scarf

  so tightly – and she was loving every moment. His leather bomber jacket smelt wonderfully masculine; she was snuggled closely into him, her nose pressed into the knit collar that held the

  scent of his aftershave and of his body so enticing that she felt her body responding.




  Not long now, she thought, and shivered deliciously.




  ‘Steady on!’ Randon called back over his shoulder, even as he gunned the bike down Via Britannica. She heard the rumble of his laugh, knew that he was thinking just what she was; if

  the paps hadn’t been chasing them, she would have reached round to stroke his penis through his jeans. She was willing to bet he was half-hard, at least; risk and danger were a huge turn-on

  for him, as she knew very well, and speed added to the mix was bound to increase his excitement.




  They had been sneaking around on set for a fortnight. Their attraction to each other had been obvious from the moment they met, but Randon was married, and the producers of Nefertiti

  were paranoid about any scandal on set, worried that it would cause Vivienne to be seen as a scarlet woman. She had never been America’s sweetheart: her looks were too sultry, her figure too

  curvaceous, her gaze too come-hither. However, she had grown up in the public eye, and thus was beloved all over the world. Her fans felt that they knew her almost as well as if she were a member

  of their family.




  This had enabled her to successfully surmount a potentially career-destroying scandal when she became pregnant out of wedlock a few years ago. Controversially, she had refused to get an

  abortion, conceal her pregnancy and give the baby up for adoption, or contract an arranged marriage and pretend the new husband was the father. Her publicists had wanted Vivienne to issue a public

  apology for her immoral behaviour, but she had categorically refused, declaring that she was a modern woman, would raise her daughter on her own like many other mothers, and that the public would

  understand and support her. To everyone’s amazement but her own, she had emerged triumphant, far from the box-office poison her team had feared; the takings for her next film broke

  records.




  But her notoriety had instantly put the Nefertiti producers on high alert once it became clear how violently she and Randon were attracted to each other. It could not have been more

  obvious: the Ancient Egyptian costumes were as authentic as possible, and one of the reasons for hiring Randon had been his muscular physique, which would be shown to great effect in the white

  linen kilt-style skirt that, together with big gold armlets and collar, he was required to wear for most of the film. The folds of the skirt, however, were not up to concealing Randon’s

  instant reaction to Vivienne in her equally clinging white linen dress, and a production assistant had been specifically tasked (on what was instantly nicknamed ‘Dick Watch’ by the

  crew) to ensure that scenes weren’t ruined by Randon sporting an erection.




  Both stars had been taken aside by the producers and lectured severely about not yielding to temptation. The production was costing a fortune, and if Vivienne were to be perceived as not just an

  unwed mother but a homewrecker to boot – a Jezebel who had tempted a married man away from his wife – it might finally cause film fans to stay away in droves, refusing to reward her for

  bad behaviour. Publicists were assigned to each of them, dogging their heels to make sure they weren’t in each other’s dressing rooms or spending time together after work.




  Vivienne and Randon had managed to sneak the occasional kiss and fumble so far, but today they had rendezvous’d in a prop cupboard for a few brief moments, during which Vivienne had fully

  realized how aroused Randon was by danger, the possibility of getting caught. He had been hard as a rock instantly, urgent and pressing, dragging up her skirt and almost inside her before she

  realized what was happening; it had taken more willpower than she had known she possessed to push him off, hissing desperately that they were bound to be heard fucking in a cupboard. God help her,

  she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anyone; just thinking about that hot, stiff dick butting between her legs was making her wet now.




  She shivered again, her hands clasping tightly together to stop them straying down below his waist. Her mouth found his neck, and she licked his skin, feeling his body jump at the caress.




  ‘Stop it, woman,’ he yelled, and his voice was wonderfully mellifluous even when it was whipped back through the night air. ‘Do you want to get us killed?’




  Behind them, she heard the paparazzi’s scooters gaining ground, the sound of their engines ever nearer. Wildly as Randon was driving, the native Romans knew their city better than he did,

  and had chased their targets many times down these roads.




  ‘Look back!’ Randon called. ‘How close are they?’




  Still clinging on for dear life, Vivienne turned her head as much as she could. The headlights of the scooters were a dazzling mass of brightness, as if the cameras slung around their

  drivers’ necks were flashing in unison. And then she heard something else, a deeper roar, a single light moving faster than the others, and she turned back and yelled in his ear:




  ‘Close – and there’s a motorbike!’




  Randon swore, a long poetic stream of words, many of which Vivienne didn’t even recognize. It was mostly Shakespearean in origin, but with some Christopher Marlowe and Ben Jonson in there

  too. Randon had made his name playing the major Elizabethan dramatic roles on stage, and he had absorbed a great deal of the vocabulary in the process.




  ‘Hang on!’ he yelled, even as the scooter rounded a sharp corner and shot down a short stretch of road. Vivienne screamed: Randon was racing so fast that it looked as if he were

  going to crash straight into the stone wall ahead of them that bordered the Parco degli Scipioni. They were very close to her rented villa on the Appian Way now, but with the motorbike gaining on

  them so fast she didn’t think they would make it. Its lights hadn’t yet shown behind them, but it was only seconds, surely before it was right on their tail—




  And then she knew why he’d told her to hang on, because the scooter tilted crazily; but not, as she’d expected, because Randon was dragging the handlebars round to the left, towards

  the historic gate of Porta San Sebastiano. Instead he was skewing a ninety-degree turn sharply to the right, almost scraping the wall: their elbows missed it by inches. The scooter skidded

  sideways, brakes screeching, tyres burning rubber so fiercely that Vivienne choked on its acrid smell as Randon gunned the accelerator again. Just seconds later, the brakes squealed again and the

  bike ripped into another sharp turn, left into a side lane that was an access track to the park. The Vespa shuddered to a halt, churning up gravel, barely a foot from the gate at the end. Randon

  cut the lights even before the wheels were completely still.




  Vivienne felt as if she had been through a tumble wash cycle, bounced violently up and down and side to side; she was amazed that she was still in one piece. Her breath was coming in loud pants,

  her body draped like a limp rag against Randon’s back, as if every one of her bones had been pounded into jelly. To the left, across the Parco degli Scipioni, they could hear the engines of

  their pursuers’ bikes screeching around the sharp corners, heading to the villa, aiming to catch up with Randon and Vivienne in time to snatch some pictures of the couple as they waited for

  the groundskeeper to open the entrance gate.




  And then the noise of the pursuit receded, silence fell, and all she could hear was her own breathing and the night breeze stirring the leaves of the trees in the park.




  ‘It worked, eh?’ Randon said in delight, his deep voice rumbling through his ribcage; Vivienne could feel the reverberations. Her hands were still entwined in a death grip around

  him. ‘I checked this out earlier, driving around waiting to pick you up. Recced the whole route, just in case. Impressed by my Roman driving skills?’




  ‘I nearly fainted three times,’ she managed to say; she didn’t have the energy to lift her head. ‘You’re a maniac.’




  ‘I drive like one, and I fuck like one,’ he said, and he let go of the handlebars, kicked down the bike stand and grabbed her hands, pulling them down to his waist and below it, to

  the zip of his jeans, distended by his erection pushing up against it.




  ‘I knew you’d be hard,’ she said, laughing as he rubbed her palms over the hump. ‘I just knew it.’




  ‘I’ve never been so fucking hard,’ he said.




  She reached out, tried to unzip his jeans, but he was already doing it, ripping open his belt buckle, unpopping his waist button, tearing down the zip. As her gloved hands found him, she

  realized instantly that he wasn’t wearing underwear.




  ‘Oh my God,’ she said as her satin-covered fingers closed around his big, smooth dick, its tip already moist with pre-come, and started to pump it. He was like

  rock. Her words had issued in a moan of delight, and he laughed again, deep and low.




  ‘I can’t believe it’s taken us so long,’ he said, groaning as she worked him. ‘I’ve been wanking off so much I’m starting to grow hairs on my palms.

  Getting so close to you in that cupboard today and not being able to shove it up you was bloody murder.’




  ‘Shove it up me? How elegant,’ she said, executing a clever little double-handed twist to her palm action that sent all her lovers crazy.




  ‘Fuck . . .’ was all he could manage; that double twist had had its usual brain-paralysing effect.




  And then he groaned, because she had let go, was climbing off the Vespa and onto the gravel path. She looked back down the little access drive, but it was pitch dark, no streetlights at all, and

  no cars passing; even if they did, the scooter was far enough down the drive to be invisible to traffic. Another vehicle would have to make the turn itself to spot them here. And she was as

  desperate as he was, as wet as he was hard. It was worth the risk.




  She hitched her skirt around her waist with one hand and pushed his chest with the other.




  ‘Scooch back,’ she said, and he understood at once, shifting back on the saddle, shoving his legs forwards to brace himself, grabbing the saddle with his hands as she swung one leg

  up and over, managing to climb onto the bike, feet on the base plate. Like him, she had been prepared: she wasn’t wearing any underwear, just her garter belt and stockings, which made it very

  easy indeed.




  ‘Help me,’ she said even more urgently, and his hands clamped round her waist, lifting her up with those big muscles that he’d told her airily he must have inherited from his

  docker ancestors, because he’d never exercised a day in his life. The air was cold on her wet crotch. One hand was clamped in the folds of her skirt, holding it up; the other reached down to

  find him, positioning herself, directing the tip just where she needed it so badly. With a push of her hips she drove herself right down onto him, all the way.




  She had never done this before, especially on so big a dick. And though she’d known it would be intense, it hurt like hell even as she welcomed it in. It took everything she had, every

  inch of physical self-control she’d learned as an actor, to stop her from screaming her head off as it ploughed deep in her. Although she couldn’t see his face, she heard the breath

  shoot out of him as if she’d punched him in the stomach.




  ‘God, woman—’ he managed.




  She took a long breath, her inner muscles beginning to relax after the shock of impaling herself on him as she started to rock back and forth. She didn’t have the traction to lift and

  lower herself; her feet were dangling on each side of the Vespa, her hands gripping his shoulders, and if she moved too much the scooter tipped and wobbled, even with his feet braced on the ground.

  But it was enough, it was so much more than enough. She needed to get used to the sheer size of him, the way he filled her so completely, and the rocking action felt extraordinary.




  This time had to be fast and furious; the risk they were taking was gigantic. She leaned over, found his mouth, whispered against it:




  ‘Do it quick and dirty come on . . .’




  Randon surged up immediately, his hips rising, his thighs slamming up and pushing that huge cock even further up her; she did scream now in mingled pain and pleasure as it smashed against her

  cervix. But he clamped his mouth on hers, drinking in her involuntary shriek even as she felt his cock swell inside her, impossibly large, as it started to judder with its release. The warmth of

  his sperm flooding her, so hot . . . and his tongue in her mouth was just as wet and hot. He was kissing her all the way through his orgasm, one hand behind the back of her head, holding her close

  to him. It was back to front, the fuck first and the kiss later, and it was simply amazing.




  He was the first man ever to do that, keep on kissing her even after he’d got what he came for. In Vivienne’s experience, men kissed you till they got to fuck you, and then they took

  you for granted, stopped bothering. She adored to kiss, could do it for hours, and even as his still-hard cock filled her, stretched her to her limit, he kept on kissing and kissing her, as urgent

  and passionate as if he hadn’t just come. He tasted strongly of Italian brandy – Stravecchio, a cheap brand he’d found at a Roman bar and promptly insisted be stocked in his

  dressing room on set. It had been on his breath that afternoon when they had been fumbling in the prop cupboard; she was already coming to associate the taste with him. For the rest of her life,

  cheap Italian brandy would instantly evoke bittersweet memories of Randon kissing her.




  His hands tangled in her hair, pushing back the scarf, his lips traced down to her neck; she tilted her head back, unable to believe the sensations that were flooding through her. His curls

  tickled her skin, and she wound her fingers through his hair, exulting at how springy it was, how thick. Everything about him delighted her. His mouth, his voice, his eyes, his cock, God, his

  cock . . .




  Finally, he began to subside, detumescing, and Vivienne felt liquid seeping out where their bodies were joined.




  ‘Do you have a hankie?’ she managed to say into his curly hair. His head was at her bosom, kissing her décolletage, his hands cupping her breasts, and he burst out laughing

  against her bare skin.




  ‘Do I look like a man who has a hankie?’ he demanded, raising his head.




  He put his hands to her throat, unfastening the tightly knotted silk scarf. Even as she began to object, he pulled off the scarf, shoved it down to where their crotches were joined, and started

  to blot his sperm up with it.




  ‘What are you doing? That’s Hermès!’ she protested, though she undermined herself a little by starting to giggle at his sheer audacity.




  ‘So what?’ he said nonchalantly. ‘You can afford another one! We can both afford a whole shopful! I’ll take you out tomorrow and buy you whatever you want. There’s

  bound to be a Hermes in Rome. We’ll empty out the shop, and every single time I come inside you I’ll wipe it up with one of ’em.’




  His penis slid out of her, more sperm flooding onto the leather seat.




  ‘Here, give that to me,’ she said, taking the scarf.




  Happiness welled up in her at the way he was assuming this wasn’t just a one-night stand. She might be Vivienne Winter, sex symbol that every straight man and every gay woman wanted to

  sleep with, but it didn’t stop her from having the normal, human insecurities. Rita Hayworth had said, at the height of her fame, ‘They go to bed with Gilda but they wake up with

  me,’ a poignant comment on the fact that men expected her to be exactly like the femme fatale she had famously played.




  But Rita, despite her sex-symbol looks, was shy and introverted in person, while Vivienne was just as earthy and uninhibited as the lusty, seductive heroines she played. She wasn’t afraid

  that men would be disappointed in her without the glamorous costumes, elaborate make-up and clever lines she was given on screen. No, her concern was that having had sex with her would be a supreme

  feather in the cap of any playboy, something he would be able to boast about for the rest of his life. She was wary of trophy hunters who were simply after a one-night stand and bragging

  rights.




  She found herself raising the scarf to her nose to smell him. It was intoxicating; everything about him was intoxicating. She had to fight a sudden, powerful impulse to rub the scarf all over

  herself.




  Oh my God, she thought. Just one fuck and some funny banter and I’m really far gone. What the hell is this man doing to me?




  ‘We should be using condoms,’ she said, shifting back to wipe herself, keeping her tone as matter-of-fact as she could, hopefully to disguise how fast and hard she was falling for

  him.




  ‘I’ve got loads,’ he said, still nonchalant. ‘I’m going to be fucking you a lot. I came prepared. Wipe up as much as you can and then wad the scarf up where your

  knickers would be if you were ladylike enough to be wearing any.’




  ‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ she said as he tilted his hips up, tucked his semen-wet penis into his jeans and zipped himself up again. ‘My God, you can’t wear those

  jeans again tomorrow, they’ll be all crusty! We’ll have to wash them tonight.’




  ‘Just like a woman, fussing about the washing,’ he said, putting his hands around her waist and heaving her up, helping her climb off the bike. ‘Stuff that rag up you so you

  don’t leak all over the place and get back on behind me. Oh, and take that fur off and give it to me. I’ll put it under the bike seat. Without that and the scarf, you just look like a

  bog-standard Italian girl out for a ride with her handsome stud.’




  ‘Bog-standard?’




  She slapped him across the cheek, not lightly. He didn’t even flinch, just grinned at her. But then she followed instructions, unfastening the hooks of the tippet. He was quite right:

  without the distinctive scarf and the pale pink fur, her black dress was neutral enough not to draw attention, and her black hair made her look like a local.




  ‘I’m going to ride around for twenty minutes or so,’ he said, standing up to stow the mink away under the seat. ‘Then we’ll do a pass by the villa to check. They

  should all be gone by then – they’ll think that we made it in before them, and they’ll know I’ll be too busy fucking your brains out to leave for hours. But we’ll buzz

  by at a normal speed, just in case. If there’s no one there we can loop back, nip into the villa and I can start fucking your brains out again.’




  ‘God, you have a filthy mouth,’ she said as she slid into place behind him on the Vespa. ‘And I’ll be fucking you too, you know. It goes both ways.’




  ‘No,’ he said, revving up the engine. ‘I fuck you. I have the cock. That’s how it works. And you haven’t got the least idea of how filthy my mouth is

  yet.’




  A while later, she had a better idea of what he’d meant. His arms were wrapped around her legs, strong muscles wedging them inexorably apart despite her struggles to break free; his face

  was buried between her thighs, his mouth working her to orgasm after orgasm. She needed, desperately, to stop, at least to have a break; her senses were completely overwhelmed, her clitoris so

  over-stimulated that it felt like a huge exposed nerve. She would have thought he would come up for air at some stage, but it must have been a quarter of an hour and he hadn’t stopped. She

  had screamed so hard that her throat was hoarse. Shooting tomorrow would be murder; she would have to drink honey and lemon nonstop. He was absolutely relentless. Kicking and squirming was having

  no effect; he just tightened his grip and made her come yet again.




  There was nothing for it. He had begged her to keep on the satin gloves, and now she reached down and buried her fingers in his hair. The fabric was slippery, but his curls were so springy that

  she managed to get a good grip on them even in the gloves, enough to drag his head away from her by force. He tried to shake her off, but she held on for dear life, her knuckles digging into his

  scalp, shrieking:




  ‘Stop, stop! I can’t take any more!’




  His eyes were such a dazzling blue with triumph that they looked like the summer sky lit up by the noonday sun.




  ‘I like to hear you scream,’ he said complacently, finally loosing his clamp on her thighs and wiping his mouth on his forearm. Her muscles were aching, her hips sore from being held

  open for so long.




  ‘You’re a bastard,’ she said as he climbed up the bed and pulled her into his arms. ‘There isn’t a part of me that doesn’t hurt. My throat’s wrecked and

  I must be bruised all over. And my pussy feels like you’ve burned it with a red-hot poker.’




  ‘Excellent,’ he said into her hair. ‘So we’ll have a bit of a sleep and do it all over again tomorrow morning, bright and early.’




  ‘I can’t,’ Vivienne said. ‘I have major internal bruising. That cock of yours isn’t coming anywhere near me for twenty-four hours.’




  ‘Oh, come on, at least give me a dawn blow job?’ Randon said, sliding his thumb into her mouth. ‘God knows you owe it to me after what I just did to you.’




  She sucked his stubby thumb, running her tongue around the flat nail, tracing its outline, then clamping her lips down, exerting enough pressure to hear his breath catch.




  ‘Yes, like that,’ he said, his voice less than usually steady as he pulled his thumb out again. ‘I have to admit, you fuck really well for an actress. They usually just lie

  there and think you should do all the work.’




  ‘I fuck well for an actress! That’s so sweet of you to say! You’re such a gentleman,’ she added with a considerable amount of irony, which, unsurprisingly, he completely

  ignored, exclaiming instead:




  ‘Oh! Just remembered something.’




  He let go of her, rolled over the wide bed, jumped to his feet and strode naked across the room to the pile of clothes they had literally torn off each other several hours ago. His penis bounced

  jauntily on its thick bed of curly dark hair; detumescent, it wasn’t particularly large. He was definitely a grower, not a shower.




  ‘Your jeans!’ she said, suddenly remembering. ‘I’m not having you walk out of here tomorrow looking like you came in your trousers. That would be mortifying.’




  ‘I’ll have a production assistant swing by my hotel and pick me up another pair,’ he said casually. ‘Actually, I’ll have them pick up all my stuff and bring it

  here.’




  Vivienne sat up, putting her hands on her bare hips.




  ‘How dare you take me for granted?’ she said indignantly.




  ‘God knows how you won an Oscar,’ Randon said, grimacing. ‘That was the worst acting I’ve seen in a long time.’




  ‘How dare you!’ Vivienne grabbed one of the pillows and threw it at him.




  ‘You could do with some new dialogue, too,’ he said, catching the pillow with one hand; his other was rummaging in his jacket pocket. ‘You’re starting to repeat yourself.

  Here, I’ll feed you the line. It’s “thank you”. Catch.’




  He extracted a velvet-covered jewellery box and threw it onto the bed. It landed in a tangled knot of sweaty sheets. Vivienne leaned over to fish it out.




  ‘Could you throw another pillow first?’ he suggested hopefully. ‘I liked the way your boobs wobbled when you did that.’




  But she was flipping open the lid of the case and staring at its contents, mouth open.




  ‘Still waiting for the thank you,’ Randon said, jumping onto the bed again and sitting there cross-legged, watching her. He was solid and muscular, black hair dappling his forearms

  and shins, which he had refused to let them shave for Nefertiti.




  It was decades before the fashion for men being visibly ripped and cut, or for being waxed; male actors’ bodies were much more real. Neither Robert Mitchum, who had been a boxer, nor Burt

  Lancaster, an acrobat who had worked as a trapeze catcher in a circus, had six-packs or chiselled pectorals; their bodies had been honed through physical effort, not targeted gym work and the

  consumption of protein shakes. Randon would have roared with laughter at the idea that he should do sit-ups or cut down on his drinking during production of a film to tone up his physique; he had

  been reluctant enough to agree to let the make-up team darken his skin with brown-tinted oil every day saying that if they’d wanted someone who looked like an Egyptian, they should have

  avoided casting the son of Irish-origin Liverpudlians.




  ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Vivienne eventually managed. ‘Randon –’




  She tore her eyes eventually, reluctantly, from the contents of the box. It was no secret that Vivienne adored fine jewellery, collected it as men did vintage cars or rare vinyl. Film producers

  knew to greet her, on her first day on set, with a present waiting in her dressing room, both a tribute to her diva status and an investment in her future good behaviour on set. There was no

  question that having been a film star for almost her entire life had made her spoilt and demanding, and the best way to handle her was to parcel out treats to her much as if she were still the

  child star she had once been.




  A producer had once commented about Vivienne that he’d been told in rehab that addicts got stuck at the age they were when they had first become addicted; a thirty-five-year-old who had

  become addicted to heroin or booze at eighteen would never grow emotionally beyond the latter age unless they got clean and worked hard on themselves. As long as they stayed on the drug or the

  drink, they would only possess the impulse control and immaturity of an eighteen-year-old.




  The producer had said drily that one could see, dealing with Vivienne, that some actors also seemed to remain at the same stage of emotional development as when they had hit the big time. For

  Vivienne, that was in her early teens, and she could certainly be as capricious and impulse-driven as a teenager whose brain had not yet fully developed. Her love for pretty, shiny things was

  certainly childish; as she stared in wonder at the diamond and emerald earrings glittering up at her from the blue velvet bed on which they lay, her magnificent eyes were as wide and enchanted as a

  little girl who had been given exactly what she wanted for Christmas.




  ‘They’re incredible,’ she breathed, stroking one of the earrings with as much devout worship as if she had been a Catholic allowed to touch a holy relic. ‘Oh my

  God, they must have cost an absolute fortune!’




  ‘They bloody did!’ Randon said cheerfully. ‘Put them on, then – let me see what my money’s bought me.’




  The earrings were so big and heavy they needed a clip fastening, rather than being set for pierced ears. They looked like pendant drops taken from a chandelier, costume jewellery made for a

  theatre production. Each consisted of just three stones: from two cushion-cut three-carat collet-set diamonds, set above each other, depended drop-set six-carat diamonds. They were as big as

  pebbles and their weight, as Vivienne affixed them to her lobes, was equally heavy, but she did not flinch as the clips snapped tightly shut. Instead she lifted her chin for balance, looking

  positively regal.




  ‘You look like a queen,’ Randon said, his normal joking tone quite absent as he took in the spectacle of Vivienne, naked but for her gloves and earrings, sitting in the centre of the

  canopied Empire bed, her posture superb. She studied herself in the huge, gilt-framed mirror on the opposite wall, the earrings so large that they were clearly visible even across the room.




  ‘The bottom stones come from an Indian Maharajah’s turban,’ he said. ‘They were set on either side of the Timur Ruby.’




  Vivienne turned to look at him with a smile as dazzling as the diamonds themselves.




  ‘Maybe you’ll buy me that next,’ she said, her eyes alight with pleasure.




  ‘If the Queen ever puts it up for sale, I’ll be first in line!’ he said, grinning.




  ‘I didn’t know you knew so much about fine gems,’ she said, looking back at herself in the mirror again, hypnotized by the sight of herself in all her splendour. She raised her

  arms to lift her thick black hair up and back, coiling it on top of her head with her gloved hands, the movement lifting her breasts in a way that she knew was extremely flattering.




  ‘I don’t,’ Randon said, shrugging. ‘But I wanted to get you something really special to celebrate our first time. That’s where I was last weekend – in London,

  going round jewellers.’




  ‘I honestly don’t know what to say,’ she murmured, as he crawled across the bed towards her and wrapped his arms around her from behind, propping his head on her shoulder and

  staring at the mirror with an intensity equal to hers; two actors both as famous for their extreme good looks as for their acting skills, both at the height of their beauty, unashamedly relishing

  how good they looked together.




  ‘I’m going to photograph you like this,’ Randon said. ‘That pose, with your hands on your head. I did an interview earlier this year where I talked about how much I love

  taking photos – God knows why, I must have been on the lash – and Kodak sent me its latest camera. It’s amazing. I’m going to take a lot of nude shots of you so I can have

  plenty of wank material when you’re not around.’




  ‘God, you’re so romantic! You want to do porn shots of me with my tits out?’ Vivienne said, laughing, but secretly relishing the idea that Randon would be masturbating to her

  image.




  ‘Of course! They’ll never look better!’ he pointed out. ‘Don’t you want to have them immortalized for posterity? That way, when you’re old and droopy,

  you’ll be able to look at my photos of you and say to yourself, “Okay, I’m a sad old bag now, but by God, I used to have the best tits in the world.”’




  ‘I am never going to be a sad old bag,’ Vivienne said with hauteur.




  ‘Still, these won’t always be this firm,’ Randon said, reaching around to cup one of her breasts, his chunky, spatulate fingers closing round it with great appreciation.

  ‘Don’t get many of these to the pound.’




  ‘Jesus, you’re vulgar,’ she observed even as her body responded to his touch, her nipples hardening.




  ‘You love every second,’ he said, bending over to kiss her shoulder. ‘No one’s ever talked to you like this before, have they? It’s bloody good for you, woman. You

  need it. You need to be shagged and insulted on a regular basis. It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it. Marry me. I’m brave enough to take it on.’




  Vivienne’s jaw dropped, her mouth sagging open. Seeing how unflattering this looked in the mirror, she snapped it shut again, turning to look at Randon directly; for something this

  important, simply talking to each other’s reflections wasn’t enough.




  ‘I do not believe you just asked me to marry you after one fuck. You’re a drunken madman,’ she said with absolute conviction.




  ‘Always have been,’ he said, his eyes bright. ‘Always will be. But by God, I don’t lack for courage.’




  ‘All right,’ she said, and saw his eyes widen, his perpetual cocky attitude momentarily dropped.




  ‘All right what?’ he asked, and her full lips curved with delight at having successfully caught him off guard.




  ‘All right, I’ll marry you!’ she said with superbly feigned nonchalance. ‘If you’re fool enough to offer, you might as well take your punishment. I’ll make

  your life a living hell. Oh,’ she added. ‘And I expect an engagement ring that makes these –’ she flicked the earrings – ‘look like cheap trinkets.’




  ‘Hold on!’




  Randon unwrapped his arms from her, jumped from the bed and dashed from the room, his stocky body moving with the speed of a sprinter, his round buttocks rising and falling hypnotically. Five

  minutes later he returned, just as fast, with a bottle of champagne in one hand and two flutes in the other. Taking a running leap, he landed squarely in the middle of the bed, making the ancient

  frame rattle with the impact, chucking the champagne bottle at Vivienne.




  ‘Who needs to sleep!’ he said. ‘Let’s drink until we pass out, wake up and fuck our brains out to celebrate getting engaged!’




  And that was precisely what they did.




  





  Chapter Two




  Seville, 1970




  ‘Not like that! Jesus, woman, anyone would think you’d never fired a gun before!’




  Randon Cliffe grabbed the derringer from his wife.




  ‘Oh my God, you’re such a bully!’




  Vivienne Winter put her hands on her hips and glared at him. She was a little drunk, but only someone who knew her well would have realized it; her speech was barely slurred, her movements only

  fractionally impaired, and if the glint in her eyes was partly a result of the bottle of champagne she had drunk over dinner, it merely added to the sheer magnificence of her physical presence.




  ‘Men and guns!’ she continued, as Randon checked the safety on the derringer. ‘It’s just all penises with you, isn’t it?’




  ‘It’s all penises with you,’ Randon said, looking up and winking at her. Vivienne refused to be distracted.




  ‘Give me back my gun!’ she insisted. ‘I need to practise! This is such a crucial scene – it opens the play—’




  ‘Don’t hold it like it’s a separate thing,’ Randon said, handing it back to her. ‘Feel as if it’s an extension of your own body.’




  ‘But she hasn’t used it before,’ Vivienne said. ‘I wanted to show that.’




  ‘How do you know? She might have been taking pot-shots at mongooses in Malaya for years!’




  Randon paused, his blue eyes opening owlishly wide as a thought hit him; he had been nipping at Spanish brandy all day even before cocktails and wine with dinner, and although his tolerance was

  by now legendary through the length and breadth of the film and theatre worlds, that meant that he was rarely – if ever – completely sober.




  ‘Is it mongooses?’ he mused, momentarily derailed, his previous thundering tone dropped as he moved effortlessly into his best university professor impression. ‘Or

  mongeese? Surely the laws of grammar should suggest the latter? What would the collective noun for them be, I wonder? A killing of mongeese? A bite of mongeese?’




  ‘Oh, shut up,’ Vivienne said. ‘You’re drunk. And you’re making no sense. No one would want to take a shot at one! People like mongooses, because they kill

  snakes.’




  Although she was making a good point, her voice had wavered, just faintly, over the word ‘mongooses’, and Randon pounced on it.




  ‘You don’t know either!’ he said triumphantly. ‘It should be mongeese, don’t you think? Logically, it definitely makes the most sense!’




  Vivienne turned on her heel, tossing her hair to make it clear that she was ignoring him completely, and swept from the room. Randon threw himself onto the sofa behind him and waited. They were

  staying in a rented mansion in Seville for the duration of their latest film shoot, a romance set during the Napoleonic Wars: Vivienne was playing a Spanish peasant girl called Conchita who fell in

  love with Randon, a British rifleman seconded to the guerrillas trying to harry Napoleon out of their country.




  However, immediately after In Love and War wrapped, she was headed to New York and a tight rehearsal schedule for her Broadway debut as the anti-heroine of Somerset Maugham’s play

  The Letter. Set in Malaya in the 1920s, it opened with a very dramatic scene: as the curtain rises on the veranda of a colonial house on a rubber plantation in the jungle, a gunshot rings

  out. A wounded man staggers out of the house onto the veranda, followed by a woman with a revolver in her hand. As he tries to escape, she fires again and again, advancing mercilessly; he collapses

  to the ground and she stands over him, emptying the gun into his body.




  It had to capture the audience’s attention from the first moment. They had, absolutely, to believe that they were watching a murder.




  The click of a gun signalled that Vivienne had started the scene. She timed it perfectly, allowing her invisible target to react and stumble into the room, clutching his stomach, before she

  appeared. Although she was wearing jeans and a silk blouse, her thick black hair loose and tumbling around her shoulders, she walked now as if she were wearing a 1920s evening dress, tightly fitted

  in the fashion of the period, forcing her steps to be short and clipped. She held the derringer in both hands, much less tightly now, with a flexibility to her wrists, and Randon nodded in

  approval; that was what he had meant by telling her to think of it as part of her body.




  She fired again, twice, and her eyes narrowed as she watched the invisible man fall to the ground, close to her feet. She made a gesture, as if sweeping something away from her legs, and then

  she raised both hands again, holding the gun, and fired down, three more times, a pause between each one, her expression icy, making it crystal clear that her intent was to kill him. And then

  slowly, a look of horror filled her eyes, as she realized the full impact of what she had just done.




  Randon left several beats before rewarding her performance with loud and enthusiastic applause. She threw back her hair, flashing a smile, Vivienne again.




  ‘Much better, wasn’t it?’ she demanded. ‘I gave myself the shivers!’




  ‘Apart from that thingywhatsit you did with your hand,’ Randon said, imitating the gesture. ‘What the fuck was that about?’




  ‘My skirt! I wanted to show how disgusted I am with him. I can’t bear anything I’m wearing to touch him.’




  ‘Much too busy,’ Randon said dismissively. ‘Cut it out.’




  ‘I shall see what my director says,’ she snapped. ‘I rather like it. I think it’s very feminine.’




  ‘He’ll tell you to cut it out too,’ Randon said, reclining back on the sofa and propping a pillow behind his head. ‘You might as well listen to me and save yourself the

  humiliation. Take some advice from someone who’s actually trodden the boards.’




  ‘Oh, shut up! If I have to hear one more time about you playing Macbeth at the National Theatre . . .’




  Vivienne mimicked Randon’s British accent perfectly, sticking her nose in the air as she did so.




  ‘You Brits are the worst snobs about the theer-ter!’ she continued, nailing the 1920s pronunciation she would be using for The Letter. ‘You think you

  own it! It’s not like we don’t have tons of good playwrights in the States—’




  It was Randon’s turn to ignore what she was saying.




  ‘That accent isn’t half bad,’ he observed. ‘Much better than the Spanish one you’re currently hawking up from the back of your throat. You sound like you’re

  about to gob up phlegm most of the time. I think you’re actually getting worse the longer you do it.’




  ‘It’s really hard to use my diaphragm properly with that corset! And at least it’s not as bad as that fake Texas drawl you did for Rattlesnake Ridge!’ Vivienne

  snapped, putting the derringer down on a side table. ‘You sounded ridiculous! “Sheriff, Ah’m bound to tell yah, stand aside or Ah’ll have to let mah trusty Colt do the

  talkin’ for me . . .”’




  Her imitation of Randon in one of his rare failures was unfortunately much too accurate. Rattlesnake Ridge, his recent Western, had been a total flop, the dialogue just as cheesy as

  Vivienne’s parody, and Randon’s accent had been widely mocked. Everyone had advised him against it; that genre of film was considered old-fashioned, and the script was weak. But Randon

  had always wanted to play a cowboy, and had refused to be dissuaded.




  ‘I did not sound like that!’ Flicked to the raw, Randon sat up straight, his blue eyes blazing with fury, grabbing for the brandy bottle on the floor by the sofa and

  refilling the glass beside it.




  ‘Just because your Spanish accent sounds like you have six angry dwarfs trapped in your windpipe arguing with each other,’ he continued, after a long slug of his spirit of choice,

  ‘there’s no need to be so vicious! And you need the corset, woman, with all that paella you stuff down every night! They’re keeping your waist the same size for the costume, but

  there’s more of you coming out top and bottom every day!’




  ‘Fuck you!’ Vivienne screamed. ‘It’s so unfair! I hate how men can eat whatever they want! You’re stuffing your face too, but you get to wear a uniform, which is

  the most flattering thing of all – you don’t have to show off a twenty-six-inch waist in every bloody shot—’




  ‘Oh, don’t worry, darling,’ Randon said with a syrupy tone of fake reassurance, setting down the glass. ‘The twenty-six-inch waist may be a lost cause, but no one will be

  looking anywhere but at those increasingly huge tits ballooning out of the top of your blouse. I can’t believe your character’s supposed to be seventeen, by the way. Great boobs for

  your age, but—’




  ‘Fuck you! My God, I need to get actual bullets for this gun!’




  She grabbed it and pointed it at Randon; he immediately reacted, jumping up from the sofa, throwing his arms wide in surrender. Vivienne pressed the trigger anyway, the empty chamber clicking,

  and he clutched his chest with an expression of horrified surprise on his face, his blue eyes wide. Vivienne fired again, and he staggered back, the imaginary impact taking him into the arm of the

  sofa; another shot, and he was thrown right over the arm, his legs flying up, his body crumpling behind the sofa.




  ‘Ow,’ came his voice. ‘Tiled floors. Bloody Spain. Forgot there wasn’t a rug back there.’




  ‘Serves you right for being such a show-off,’ Vivienne said, putting down the gun again. ‘No one made you do anything so scene-stealing. You could just have died on the sofa

  like a normal person.’




  ‘I’m not a normal person,’ Randon said, unmoving. ‘Come and help me up, woman. It’s the least you can do after having shot me down like a dog.’




  Vivienne’s heels clicked across the terracotta floor as she strode briskly around the sofa; her husband was lying there, rubbing the shoulder on which he had landed in his twisting back

  somersault fall.




  ‘You’re going to need to kiss this better,’ he said.




  ‘Kiss my ass,’ she retorted.




  ‘Language!’




  Randon reached out, grabbed her ankle, and pulled her ruthlessly downwards; she screamed, tried to clutch the edge of the sofa, but ended up sprawling on top of him, his legs coming round hers

  to hold her down.




  ‘I may have been a bit harsh about your tits,’ he said, starting to unbutton her blouse. ‘Let’s have another look.’




  ‘Randon, for God’s sake – we’re in the middle of the living room, anyone might come in – you’re too drunk to realize.’




  ‘Oh, come on, give me a quick look! We’re married, for fuck’s sake. If I can’t grope my wife’s tits when I want to, why the hell did I bother to put a ring the size

  of a tangerine on your finger?’




  He had her blouse open, was squeezing her breasts now in just the way he knew she loved, his thumbs circling her nipples through the lace of her bra.




  ‘Just a quick feel . . .’ he crooned in the deep, sexy tones that had legions of women around the world swooning. ‘Mmm, so good . . . real proper handfuls, ripe and juicy . .

  .’




  Vivienne’s eyes were rolling up into her head with pleasure. Randon had been doing all his own stunts for the film, dragging ox carts, packing rifles with gunpowder, and his palms were

  deliciously callused. Previous lovers had made the mistake of treating Vivienne Winter as if she were made of porcelain as delicate as her skin. She had been so famous for so long that it was hard

  for them to believe they were truly having sex with her, and most of them had consequently felt the need to comment on it repeatedly in near-worshipful tones. Unfortunately for them, Vivienne had

  no interest in soft caresses or endless compliments, and even less in men telling her over and over again how lucky they felt to have her in their arms.




  There had been a few types who had tried the opposite approach, coming on too rough once they were alone with her to show that they weren’t intimidated by her fame. Vivienne had once had

  to break a vase over the head of a fellow actor who had seemed to think that it was okay to grip her arms hard enough to leave bruises when they were just kissing. God knew what he would have done

  in bed! So, as soon as he’d let her go so he could undo his jeans – apparently he considered that he’d performed sufficient foreplay by shoving his tongue down her throat and

  marking her arms so badly they would have to use heavy body make-up on her for days – she had writhed away, snatched the vase and crowned him with it.




  And he hadn’t been the only one. There was something about the prospect of fucking Vivienne Winter, the film star who had been a sex symbol since her mid-teens, that drove men literally

  crazy; alone with her, they seemed to turn into completely different people, slavering beasts or humble slaves.




  Randon, blissfully, was a rare exception. He was always himself, vulgar and unrestrained, intimidated by not a single person in the world, and in bed he treated Vivienne with happy, uninhibited

  lust. Right now, the way he was groping her breasts was perfect, his touch just rough enough without manhandling her as if she were a piece of meat.




  Like Goldilocks with the porridge, she thought unexpectedly, her head swimming with the champagne she had drunk earlier. Not too cold, not too hot, just right . . .




  She started to giggle tipsily.




  ‘What? Why the hell are you laughing?’




  Randon sat up, wrapped his arms around her waist and flipped the two of them over so that she was underneath, the tile chilly on her back. He propped himself on his elbows, frowning at her

  comically.




  ‘Why is it funny suddenly when I’m touching your tits?’ he demanded.




  ‘I was thinking that you’re like the porridge,’ she said, still giggling. ‘Goldilocks’ porridge.’




  ‘What?’ Randon’s frown of confusion deepened.




  ‘Mummy?’ a plaintive, piping voice cut in. ‘Mummy, why doesn’t the gun go bang? Mummy, where are you?’




  Staring into each other’s eyes, caught up as they were in their very intimate and particular world, it took Randon and Vivienne a long drawn-out moment to realize that Vivienne’s

  daughter, seven-year-old Pearl, was in the room. To their horror, in the silence that followed, they heard the clicking sound of the derringer’s trigger being pulled again and again.




  ‘Pearl! Put that down!’




  Vivienne wriggled frantically from under Randon, dragged her blouse closed and climbed to her feet, running around the sofa to her daughter. With her blonde mop of curls and angelic face,

  dressed in a white embroidered nightdress that tied with big bows at her shoulders, Pearl looked like Shirley Temple, which made the pearl-handled revolver in her small hands even more incongruous.

  She was diligently pressing the trigger with her forefingers, presumably trying to make it go bang.




  ‘Put the gun down!’ Vivienne screamed. ‘Jesus, what are you doing? You’re supposed to be in bed by now!’




  Pearl dropped the derringer and burst into tears, the big purple eyes filling up immediately. However, Vivienne too could cry on demand, and, knowing that, she always took the sight of her

  daughter in tears with a pinch of salt.




  ‘Maria!’ she bellowed into the hallway. ‘Get down here and take my daughter back to bed, now!’




  Almost immediately the local maid who was tasked with looking after Pearl could be heard running down the central staircase of the villa and into the living room.




  ‘What the hell is she doing up?’ Vivienne demanded, as Pearl bawled even harder. ‘She was playing with my gun, for God’s sake! She could have killed

  herself!’




  ‘I’m so sorry, Mees Winter . . .’ Maria babbled. ‘I theenk she is in bed with her dolls . . .’




  Randon, who had been waiting for his erection to subside, was on his feet now, striding towards the little group, bending down to pick Pearl up.




  ‘Come on, little Pearl, stop crying,’ he said, bouncing her up and down. ‘You mustn’t play with guns, you know! Mummy’s quite right about that.’




  ‘I just wanted to make it go bang!’ Pearl sobbed.




  ‘It’s way past your bedtime!’ Vivienne said furiously. ‘You shouldn’t be down here!’




  ‘But I just wanted to see you, Mummy!’ Pearl said, opening her eyes wide and putting on her best cute expression.




  ‘Sneaking to the kitchen for some more cake, more like,’ Vivienne said, with a total lack of sympathy. Pearl’s eyes flashed as she shot daggers at her mother, so cross she

  completely forgot that she was supposed to be upset.




  ‘Ooh, she got you!’ Randon crowed cheerfully. ‘And you look just like your mummy when you get angry, Pearl – it’s very funny. Here, off you go to Maria like a good

  girl. Children should be neither seen nor heard after seven o’clock.’




  ‘I never see Mummy at all,’ Pearl said sulkily. ‘It doesn’t matter what time it is.’




  Randon grimaced at the truth of this.




  ‘After this film, Mummy will be in a play and you’ll see her much more,’ he said consolingly. ‘She’ll be at work in the evening and free to play with you all

  day.’




  It was Vivienne’s turn to pull a face.




  ‘With two matinees and six evening shows?’ she said. ‘I’m going to need a lot of rest, you know.’




  ‘Well, you’ll have more time with Mummy than you do now,’ Randon said to Pearl. ‘You can wake her up every morning to say hello!’




  Pearl brightened visibly; Vivienne shot Randon a dagger-look of fury. She was famous for sleeping in late whenever she could, to the point that filming schedules were adjusted to fit her

  requirements for as few early starts as possible.




  He plopped Pearl back on the ground and nodded at Maria.




  ‘I’ll kiss you goodnight now,’ Vivienne said.




  ‘No! Mummy I want you to kiss me in bed!’ Pearl wailed.




  ‘Then you should have waited there like a good girl!’ her mother said, conveniently ignoring the fact that she had completely forgotten to go upstairs and kiss her daughter

  goodnight. ‘You’re lucky you’re getting a kiss at all! Here.’




  She bent down and dropped a brief kiss on the top of her daughter’s head.




  ‘Off you go,’ she said, nodding at Maria.




  ‘No! No! I want a proper kiss in my own bed! No!’




  Pearl started sobbing again as Maria obediently took her hand and pulled her from the room, big hopeless cries that echoed all the way around the hallway, bouncing off the tiled floors, the

  terracotta staircase, the white-painted stone walls of the villa.




  ‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ she wailed. ‘Mummy, I want you!’




  ‘God, she’s such a little drama queen!’ Vivienne said, turning back to Randon, who was picking up the brandy bottle and refilling his glass.




  ‘God knows where she gets it from,’ he observed, straight-faced, tossing down the brandy and setting down the glass.




  Vivienne executed a big, stage-fighting slap on the side of his face; he pretended to take it with a flinch, then doubled back to grab her round the waist.




  ‘Where were we before we were interrupted?’ he said, his hands sliding up to her breasts.




  ‘Mmm, there,’ she said, closing her eyes in pleasure. ‘Exactly there. God, yes . . .’




  ‘Here’s the thing,’ Randon said, kissing her shoulder, his brandy breath hot against her skin. ‘I don’t want to take my hands away. It’s like they’re

  glued here now. But we can’t go upstairs with me groping your tits, not with Pearl on the loose . . . and we can’t fuck in here either, as you boringly pointed out . . . So I’m

  thinking, what about a quickie in the study? That’s only got one door. I can shove the desk or something in front of it. And then I can get your tits out and apologize to them.’




  ‘What, with your penis?’




  This was supposed to be sarcastic, but Randon chose to take it completely seriously.




  ‘Great idea!’ he said, still kissing her neck. ‘I’ll come on your tits. They always love that. It’s the highest compliment a man can give . . .’




  ‘God, you talk such rubbish, such absolute drunken bullshit—’




  ‘You love it,’ Randon said complacently. ‘You love my drunken bullshit, and you love me. And I’ll love you till the day I die, you colossal drama queen. Right, first

  I’m going to bend you over the study desk and fuck your champagne-soaked brains out. And then you can tell me why the hell you said I was like porridge, you crazy bitch!’




  





  Chapter Three




  Paris, 1990




  It was an unusually warm spring morning, and both the beautiful young mother and her lovely little son were damp with sweat after a long walk across the Luxembourg Gardens and

  through the sixth arrondissement to the hôtel particulier whose doorbell, framed by elaborate metal curlicues, the former had just rung. The little boy’s small hand was slick

  with perspiration, slipping from his mother’s. She gathered it up in a firmer grip as a security camera attached to the high stone wall swivelled, fixing them with its lens, and a voice

  issued from the intercom beside the bell she had just pushed, discreetly labelled on a polished plaque: Hôtel Delancourt de Saint-André.




  ‘Miss Pearl?’ a male voice said tinnily.




  ‘Yes! Baxter, I’m here with Angel!’ the young woman said eagerly ‘We’ve come to see Mummy!’




  There was a pause, lasting several seconds, before the male voice responded.




  ‘Madame said nothing to me about a visit, Miss Pearl.’




  ‘Well, she must have forgotten,’ her daughter said sharply.




  ‘I’m afraid that Madame is not at home at the moment, Miss Pearl,’ the voice replied. ‘She had a costume fitting this morning with Monsieur Lacroix and is not expected

  back till after lunchtime.’




  This news seemed to come as no surprise at all to Madame’s daughter.




  ‘Well, buzz us in and we’ll wait for her!’ she instructed. ‘We just flew in from London – we got the bus from the airport, but we’ve been walking

  forever from the stop, Angel’s exhausted and thirsty and he needs a wee—’




  ‘Mummy!’ the boy objected in embarrassment.




  It sounded as if Baxter had heaved a sigh, but possibly that was the hinge of the automated iron gate beginning to swing open. Pearl heaved a sigh of her own, but hers was of sheer relief.

  Clutching her son’s hand, she darted into the entrance courtyard even before the gate was fully open, as if worried that Baxter would change his mind and start to close it again. She was

  making for the entrance across the courtyard, framed imposingly by double stone columns, but the little boy called Angel stopped, looking around him, his amethyst eyes wide with wonder.




  ‘Does Granny Viv live in a hotel all by herself, Mummy?’ he said in awe. ‘When I grow up, I want a hotel all to myself as well. And then I can stay in all the rooms till I pick

  the one I like best.’




  ‘Hôtel’s just what the posh houses are called in France,’ Pearl said airily, dragging him into movement again.




  Pearl’s mother had done her best to secure her daughter the best of educations at a variety of very expensive schools – and then private tutors, when each school in turn had

  regretfully declined, despite her mother’s celebrity and Pearl’s considerable intelligence, the continued privilege of having Pearl as a student. While Pearl might not have passed any

  exams, she had learned everything she considered necessary, including the ability to speak French and Italian – or at least, all the words relating to the high life.




  ‘Wow,’ Angel said in awe, swivelling around the cour d’honneur to take in the golden stone walls and soaring windows. The Hôtel Delancourt de Saint-André,

  which his grandmother was renting as her private residence while she shot a film in France, had been built in the eighteenth century for the Marquise de Delancourt, a famous society hostess whose

  weekly salons had hosted the wits and writers Madame de Sévigné, Corneille, Richelieu and La Rochefoucauld.




  As Pearl had told her son, in French a hôtel particulier was the town house of an aristocrat, an imposing detached building that was always constructed entre cour et

  jardin, between the entrance court and the garden behind. Two high storeys rose around Pearl and Angel, topped by a mansard roof; the entrance door, which was now swinging open, was a good

  nine feet tall, carved elaborately with the crest of the Delancourts.




  ‘Hello, Baxter,’ Pearl said, pegging her chin high and sailing past the butler, who was holding the door open with a hand gloved in perfectly pristine white. The accent in which

  Pearl had been talking to her son had been more London-inflected, but when addressing Baxter, she sounded like a visiting English duchess about to socialize with the Marquise de Delancourt at one

  of her salons.




  ‘Miss Pearl, Master Angel,’ Baxter said, greeting them with a deferential nod even as he closed the heavy door. ‘Welcome to Paris. I wasn’t aware that you were planning

  to visit the city . . .’




  He let this observation tail off enough to hint at a question, which Pearl completely ignored.




  ‘Well, we are,’ she said briskly. ‘And it’s hotter than we expected.’




  She raised her free hand to push her hair back from her damp forehead. Grunge might be the current rage in London, where Pearl and Angel lived, but Pearl affected a 1970s boho princess throwback

  style. Her shoulder-length fair hair tumbled in loose tangles around her pretty face, which was nearly bare of make-up; all she wore was mascara, eyebrow pencil and pink-tinted Carmex lip balm. Her

  long-sleeved vintage blouse was white-on-white embroidered voile, falling off one skinny pale shoulder, and her jeans were faded and ripped.




  Little Angel was dressed in a stripy T-shirt and cargo trousers, his tousled white-blond curls and big violet eyes making him a miniature version of his mother; they were an enchanting pair, and

  had turned many heads on their journey from London. The butler, in fact, was the first person they had encountered who seemed entirely unaffected by their picture-perfect good looks.




  ‘Master Angel would like to use the facilities, I understand,’ Baxter said politely. ‘If you would like to follow me into the Gold Salon? And maybe you would both like some

  freshly squeezed juice? An orange or citron pressé? You always used to like citron pressé as a little girl, Miss Pearl.’




  ‘What’s that, Mummy?’ Angel began, but Pearl was already pulling him across the black and white tiled grand hall towards the gilt-balustraded central staircase.




  ‘Thank you, Baxter. Please set drinks up for us in the Gold Salon while we wait for Mummy to come back,’ she said airily. ‘White wine for me, and something to eat. Angel is

  terribly fussy about where he goes, though, so I’ll take him up to Mummy’s private loo. He’ll be much more comfortable there.’




  ‘Mummy!’




  Angel writhed in embarrassment, but Pearl’s grip on his small sweaty fingers was like a vice now, and even as he tried to say ‘I want a juice, I’m thirsty! I don’t need

  to—’ she was squeezing his hand painfully to indicate that he had no choice but to follow her up the stairs, and hissing ‘Sssh!’ at him.




  Baxter, a meticulously dressed man in his fifties, watched his employer’s daughter and grandson trip lightly up the red-carpeted stairs, his forehead creasing. This was the maximum facial

  expression he ever allowed himself when on duty.




  Turning on the heels of his immaculately polished black shoes, the butler walked across the hall, under the soaring sweep of the staircase. He was heading for the kitchen, where he would

  instruct the chef to prepare a selection of freshly squeezed juice, chilled Sancerre for Miss Pearl, which he knew to be her preferred white wine, and a selection of pastries, sandwiches, fruit and

  macaroons light enough to appeal to Pearl but substantial enough to satisfy a hungry seven-year-old who had doubtless worked up a considerable appetite.




  But he paused before he reached the baize doors that led to the servants’ area, stopping by the exquisite Chippendale side table. On it sat a Sèvres porcelain vase containing an

  arrangement of fragrant white and pink hyacinths, and a console phone with enough buttons running down the side of the keypad to be suitable for a company with at least twenty employees.




  Raising the handset, Baxter touched one of the preprogrammed buttons with the tip of a white-gloved finger, waited for the person he was dialling to answer, and then began to speak in low,

  swift-paced tones.




  Although Angel had not yet visited the Delancourt hôtel particulier, Pearl had been here a fortnight ago, on a visit to her mother that had not gone according to

  plan. Hence the return trip, with her adorable son in tow. And now that she had recced the mansion thoroughly, she knew how to find her mother’s suite of rooms with no delay.




  She was almost running as she reached the top of the staircase. The landing debouched onto a corridor on one side and, on the other, a long gallery spanning the entire length of the central

  wing, its tall windows looking over the elegant square of the cour d’honneur below. The back wall of the gallery was hung with dark red brocade, almost completely covered by

  gold-framed paintings. This was the Delancourt art collection, amassed over centuries: a mixture of landscapes, still lifes and family portraits, such beautiful images that the precocious Angel

  immediately said:




  ‘Mummy, I don’t need to wee! I want to look at the pictures.’




  ‘Lovely, darling,’ Pearl said without a break in her stride as she relentlessly swept the two of them along the landing to the corridor that led to the right-hand wing of the

  mansion. ‘You can look at the art all you want later and say clever things about it. Granny Viv will adore that.’




  ‘But I want to—’




  ‘Angel, be quiet and do what Mummy tells you!’ Pearl snapped. ‘Don’t make me angry! You know you don’t like it when I get angry!’




  There was enough harshness in her voice to silence Angel instantly. His big eyes widened and he pressed his lips together so tightly that the skin around them went white.




  Unerringly, Pearl headed for the door that led to her mother’s suite of rooms, pulling Angel through and shutting it behind them, moving fast across a sitting room tastefully appointed

  with silk-covered sofas and armchairs, occasional tables with vases of hyacinths and narcissi, and coffee tables laden with the latest issues of every glossy magazine imaginable.




  Off the sitting room lay a corner bedroom, its windows facing south and east to give a view of the carefully tended back garden, an example of what the cleverest landscape artist could achieve

  in a small city space with its decorative topiary, low hedge-lined paths and central fountain. The bedroom itself was fit for a queen – or a major movie star – with its magnificent bed

  framed by pale pink silk curtains that tumbled dramatically from a carved and painted wooden tester fixed to the high ceiling, held back on either side by thick silk cords looped around the large

  posts at the head of the bed.
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