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  Prologue




  It was an ocean liner come to rest in the heart of London, its glittering, prow-shaped facade jutting towards the Thames. From its terraces and balconies, the view was

  unparalleled: the beautiful curve of the Playhouse Theatre with its glowing lights, the flow of boats along the wide river, the sprawl of the South Bank beyond, London’s bounty spread like a

  fabulous offering of endless possibilities to the gilded, privileged guests who occupied the penthouse suites.




  However, the young woman who was climbing out of the black cab outside the hotel entrance on Whitehall was in no mood for relaxing on a private balcony with a glass of champagne, resting her

  arms on the rail, gazing down over the glittering city as she made plans for that evening. Her jaw was set determinedly, her eyes hard. The liveried doorman, reaching into the cab for her two

  suitcases, asked if she was a guest at the hotel, to which she responded curtly that no, she had a booking at the spa and needed to check her luggage.




  If the doorman thought it was strange for a day spa visitor to arrive with a pair of large, battered suitcases, there was not a hint of that reaction on his face; his demeanour remained entirely

  polite and neutral as he carried them inside. Privately, he speculated that, judging by the airline tags on the cases, she had come straight from the airport. Her deep tan, together with the dark

  shadows under her eyes and her air of jet-lagged exhaustion, were clear indications that it had been a long-haul flight. Perhaps she was heading for the spa to restore herself after a taxing trip;

  but then, he asked himself, why did she look like a woman on a mission, rather than one who couldn’t wait to float in the swimming pool, gazing up at the flickering, hypnotic waves reflected

  on the dove-grey ceiling, after sweating out the stress of the trip in the steam room?




  And then, as he handed her the cloakroom ticket for the suitcases, the doorman looked her directly in the face for the first time and realized who she was. It took all of his professionalism not

  to acknowledge that he had recognized her as he wished her a pleasant visit to the spa.




  ‘Was that—’ the other doorman asked under his breath.




  ‘Yes!’ he said, just as quietly; any public discussion of famous hotel guests was grounds for instant dismissal.




  The second doorman shook his head.




  ‘That was rough,’ he said sympathetically. They were standing side by side, no guests needing assistance with doors or luggage; it was a perfect moment for a swift exchange

  of gossip. ‘Going through that on live TV – everyone watching you get totally shafted—’




  ‘She got no sympathy from my missis, I can tell you,’ the first doorman said. ‘Thinks it’s no more’n she deserved. Practically threw a party to

  celebrate.’




  His colleague grinned.




  ‘Yeah, the wives’re bound to feel that way, eh?’ he said. ‘All things considered!’




  Upstairs in the spa, the young woman was explaining that she had rung an hour ago to book a day pass, and the receptionist, a very attractive Eastern European called Irina with a strong accent

  but perfect command of English, was asking if she would like to add on any massage treatments. Irina found the young woman just as brusque, as oddly determined, as the doorman had done. As Irina

  explained to her that her day pass, costing a hundred and forty-five pounds, included full gym access and a light lunch, the young woman seemed entirely uninterested in what she was purchasing for

  that considerable amount of money, apart from the spa access itself.




  That was unusual enough. Even more so was her indifference to the elegant foyer, with its open line of flickering flames set into a curving black glass surround, its white walls and even whiter

  floor, polished to a glossy, mirror-like sheen. Guests almost always commented on the fireplace, or at least glanced around, appreciating the sheer luxury of the surroundings. This one, however,

  might have been standing in a council gym smelling of chlorine and gym bags.




  Irina, however, was far too professional to show a flicker of surprise at the visitor’s unusual affect; she processed her credit card, showed her to the lavish women’s changing room,

  handed her a robe and slippers, and left her with a smile, wishing her a relaxing visit to the spa. When Irina returned to reception her colleague Karen was on the computer, staring avidly at the

  details that had just been entered about the recent guest.




  ‘Do you know who that was?’ Karen babbled. ‘She must just have got back from Australia! She looked weird, didn’t she? Like, really wound up?’




  Irina shook her head. She recognized the internationally famous guests – film stars and athletes – but rather than watching British television, she spent her free time either at the

  gym or studying for her personal trainer certificate, and as a result she rarely knew who many celebrities were. If anything, this was an asset, as it meant that she could deal with them in an

  entirely professional way, without any temptation to blurt out that she was their biggest fan.




  ‘She’s actually prettier than I thought she would be,’ Karen said, very excited. ‘Wow, I wonder how she’s coping with – oh my God, Irina!’




  Karen clapped her hands to her mouth, a reaction she would never have permitted herself if anyone else had been present.




  ‘Do you know who else is here?’ she blurted out. ‘She came in a couple of hours ago! Oh my God, should we do something?’




  Irina stared at Karen, baffled, as the latter started to spill out a flood of information about the guest who was already in the spa and the one who had just entered.




  ‘But there are four floors,’ Irina broke in, trying to reassure her. ‘They maybe will not even see each other! So one gets her nails done, or is in the steam room – even

  if they are both in the thermal spa, it is dark in there, they could be very close by and still not recognize the other one—’




  ‘No, you don’t get it!’ Karen interrupted. ‘I think she’s here deliberately! That’s why she looked so weird!’




  ‘Oh.’ Irina finally understood. ‘Oh no, that is not good. What should we do?’




  ‘I don’t know!’ Karen said, picking up the phone. ‘I’m going to check!’




  The young woman, meanwhile, had stuffed her creased, travel-stained clothes into her locker, and donned the hotel robe over her bra and knickers. She hadn’t bothered to retrieve a swimsuit

  from her suitcases: she had no intention of actually using the lavish facilities. As the receptionist had guessed, she was searching for another guest. She hadn’t realized how dark it would

  be inside the spa; black floors, black walls, soft lighting. Irina had been quite right: it was possible for two people to pass each other without any flicker of recognition.




  The young woman stopped just inside the entrance, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Her gaze was caught by the flames set into a black glass wall to her right. The image was like something from a

  dream, beautiful and hypnotic. No wonder it was placed in front of a row of white marble loungers, clearly the final resting place where spa visitors, having completed the circuit of all the steam

  rooms and pools and saunas and whirlpools that the huge floor could offer, arrived at last, worn out by sheer physical pleasure and ready to collapse happily, probably lulled into sleep by the

  sight of the flickering fire, the sound of the water jets bubbling in the pool beyond . . .




  And there she was: the person the young woman had come to find. It was that easy. Her target was stretched out on the far lounger, her black hair flowing over the white towelling cushion, her

  eyes closed, her breath slow and even. The young woman looked round for a water dispenser, but spotted something even better at the far end of the gigantic space, beyond the space-age sauna: a

  huge, curved stack of flaked ice piled in a coppery bowl the size of a fountain, gradually replenished by more ice slowly dropping onto the sculpture from a slanted tube above.




  Marching over as fast as she could in the hotel slippers, she dug both her hands into the ice, heaping her palms as full as possible. Then she stalked back to the lounger area. There were only a

  few other visitors to the spa, and they were all much too happily focused on their own relaxation to notice one young woman on the warpath.




  Her target was asleep, or at least in a deep trance. The young woman stood over her, quite unaware of the cold biting into her palms, the ice dripping slowly to the marble floor as it started to

  melt. So many emotions were roiling inside her that she could not have said which one was uppermost. But as she lifted her hands and dumped their contents into the sleeping woman’s face, she

  felt a rush of wild savagery that was as hot as her palms were freezing.




  The ice tumbled onto the woman’s eyes and nose and mouth, a series of brutal shocks: first the impact of the sharp slivered edges, then the cold burning into her skin. She shrieked in fear

  and panic, scrambling to sit up, not yet realizing what had happened. Her hands flew up to her cheeks, scrabbling frantically to push the ice away; she screamed again as she realized what had

  cascaded onto her face.




  Just then, the main door of the spa swung open, and the manager entered, followed by a very excited Karen, whose head was turning back and forth as eagerly as a Labrador trying to spot a rabbit.

  They stopped dead at the sight of the woman on the lounger, her hands working on her face as if she were trying to fend off an invisible swarm of bees.




  ‘What the fuck?’ the woman blurted out, her eyes finally opening now that she knew it was safe to do so, that it was only water that had landed on her, nothing more

  dangerous; but her lashes were wet and heavy, her vision blurred, and she couldn’t make out the features of the woman standing over her.




  She recognized the voice, though.




  ‘You bitch!’ the young woman hissed. ‘You’ve completely ruined my life!’










  PART ONE










  Chapter One




  Sexy Lexy was on the warpath. Her target was Frank Callis, striker for Kensington, top of the Premier League table, and come hell or high water, she was going to make sure

  she took him up the aisle . . .




  Caroline paused, fingers fractionally raised from her laptop keys, considering what she had just typed. Had she pushed it too far? Would Lexy think it was funny, or that it sounded too much as

  if she had chased Frank till she let him catch her, as Caroline’s grandmother had said disapprovingly when she thought a woman was setting her sights too blatantly on a man?




  And what about the style? Caroline wanted to flatter Lexy, make her sound clever and sophisticated. Was this opening a little too crude for that?




  She tried a spin on one of the most famous lines to ever begin a novel:




  It is a truth universally acknowledged that a glamour model in possession of a great pair of boobs must be in want of a footballer husband . . .




  But regretfully, she deleted it. Lexy wasn’t likely to recognize the start of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, and nor were her fans. It was a shame, though; this actually

  worked very well. Maybe Caroline could use it for her blog?




  She retrieved the line, cutting and pasting it over to a blank document, then switching back to her draft of Lexy’s life story. The woman sitting next to her cast a desultory glance at the

  screen of Caroline’s laptop, saw that it was just boring text, no tweets or gossip, and looked away again, scrolling down the Daily Mail website on her phone.




  Caroline had checked the Daily Mail earlier this morning: there was, as usual, a piece about Lexy in the sidebar that ran down the right side of the page. Lexy’s management team

  was indefatigable, conjuring up stories about their most prominent client from practically nothing, but this one was a genuine triumph of the publicist’s art.




  ‘Sexy Lexy’s Near Miss!’ the headline shrieked.




  It was a royal dilemma for Queen Elizabeth I when she found a puddle in her way – and Lexy O’Brien, reigning queen of reality TV, had exactly the same problem yesterday.




  Sir Walter Raleigh famously laid down his cloak for the monarch to keep her feet dry but Frank Callis, Lexy’s heartthrob footballer hubby, was nowhere to be seen.




  With her favourite high-heeled suede Gina stilettos costing £390 (see box for Get the Look for Less), Lexy couldn’t afford to ruin them.




  Luckily she spotted the puddle in time and a short skip to the left was all she needed to avoid a watery disaster.




  Carrying one of her many Birkin bags, the reality star and entrepreneur flaunted her famous curves in skintight jeans, those Gina heels, and a low-cut tee showcasing her latest boob

  job.




  Caroline usually hated press descriptions of women ‘flaunting’ or ‘showcasing’ their bodies, but in Lexy’s case, she had to admit that the verb was perfectly

  justified.




  The article continued breathlessly:




  Lexy recently confessed to boosting her bust from a 34C to a 34DD cup, admitting that breastfeeding and previous surgeries had left her breasts ‘a bit shit’.




  In her weekly column for Lovely! magazine, Lexy shared that her operation, costing £7,500, had ‘perked up her boobs’, restoring them to the size and shape of her

  glamour-modelling days.




  ‘They’re back to their prime,’ the star wrote. ‘I’m over the moon. I’ve got my volume back and there’s no more sagging. It’s a real confidence

  boost! ’




  Fashion editor: We know Lexy loves her Ginas and this pair’s a particular fave! Remember her Instagram caption last year: ‘In my Ginas 4 my b’day gonna dance all night

  #killerheels #ginalove #becauseImworthit #soglam’! Get the look for cheap with these fab ASOS stilettos at just £24.99!




  Caroline had read the story in reluctant admiration, which was blended with envy at how striking Lexy looked in the candid photos. Of course Lexy had seen the paparazzo’s camera: she was

  playing up to it, exaggerating her side-step round the puddle, first pulling a comic face of panic, and then flashing her best smile when she side-stepped the obstacle.




  She was a relentless self-publicist. It was the secret of her success.




  Many aspiring glamour models, all teeth, tits and hair, had tried to parlay their youthful, plump-cheeked prettiness into marriage to a high-earning sportsman, and quite a few had succeeded.

  However, Lexy had achieved the Holy Grail: although she had snagged a footballer, she had, uniquely, surpassed him in the fame stakes. Frank had a regular presenting gig giving sports commentary on

  Sky TV, as well as various guest slots on radio shows, but he was as modest and retiring as Lexy was outgoing and attention-seeking, and it was Lexy who dominated the tabloids, Lexy who kept

  rolling out new products, all relentlessly branded with multiple photos of her famous face and equally famous cleavage.




  Sensibly, Lexy made no secret of the fact that both face and cleavage had had surgical interventions over the years. They had been well done, however – Lexy was too self-protective to

  overdo the injectable fillers, a particular danger – and her teenage prettiness had evolved into the striking good looks of a confident woman in her prime.




  She was thirty-seven, and in considerably better shape than Caroline, who was ten years younger than her. It was an unpleasant observation for the latter, who was squashed uncomfortably into a

  seat on the South West Trains 9:35 a.m. service to Bournemouth. Caroline wasn’t fat, precisely, but she was no sylph, and it wasn’t easy for her to cross her legs under the table for

  any length of time, which would have reduced the space they took up. She felt that she was spilling over normal boundaries with not only her body but her laptop, which was taking up more than a

  quarter of the four-seater table and garnering annoyed glances from the man opposite her, who was compensating by shoving his knees aggressively into hers.




  Caroline couldn’t even dream of being Lexy’s size, a slim 8–10. It was impossible, unattainable. She would be ecstatic if she could fit into a 12 – not a Marks and

  Spencer or Wallis 12, however, with such a generous cut they were effectively vanity sizing! No, she wanted to be a Topshop or River Island 12. If she were that enviably slim, she could kick off

  her shoes, curl up in her window seat, remove her knees entirely from contact with the man facing her. Lexy would be able to manage that without any effort at all . . .




  Caroline couldn’t picture Lexy on this train service, however. Not even in the first-class section, which was near-identical to standard class apart from the fact that it was slightly less

  crowded. Lexy was surely whisked back and forth from London in a chauffeured limo, rather than waiting, shivering, on the wind-whipped, ugly platform at Waterloo in a throng of intent, narrow-eyed

  travellers who, knowing exactly where the train doors would open, were poised to dash on and claim their preferred seat. The term for this, Metro had said that morning, was

  ‘pre-boarding’.




  Caroline hadn’t thought this journey would be so crowded, but the previous train had apparently been cancelled, and this one was a carriage short, so the result was a series of overstuffed

  sardine cans packed with a lot of extremely unhappy sardines.




  The man opposite her pushed his knees further forward, pretending that he didn’t realize he was butting against her, his head buried pointedly in his copy of the Guardian. One of

  those types who was all sharing and caring in public – above the table, with his lefty newspaper – but was quite happy to shove her underneath where no one could see. Another

  observation for the blog! Doing her best to squash her thighs to one side, Caroline opened another document and noted it down before switching back to the Lexy draft, praying that, unlike her, the

  man wasn’t travelling all the way to Bournemouth . . .




  Bubblier than a magnum of Cristal, bouncier than a tennis ball smashed by Rafael Nadal, Lexy flirted her way into the nation’s heart the moment she appeared on

  ITV’s Who’s My Date?. With her big blue eyes, tumbling dark ringlets and swift-witted banter with the suitors vying to take her out, Lexy was an instant sensation. Offers from

  men’s magazines to pose for them flooded in, and a producer from the show pitched a special to ITV: Love Me Lexy!, in which members of Lexy’s army of admirers would go through

  a series of challenges for the chance to spend a weekend away with her in Marbella.




  The viewers watched agog – bookies even gave odds on who Lexy would choose. But though the public’s hearts were on fire, Lexy’s was not. No matter how many hoops they

  jumped through, Lexy was never going to settle down with a plumber from Portsmouth or a brickie from Bognor. She was on her way up, and she wouldn’t stop till she reached the

  heights.




  As soon as Love Me Lexy! aired, Lexy dumped the winner of the show, selling a tell-all story to the Sun about that weekend in Marbella, spilling saucy gossip about his lack

  of endowment. But that was only Part One of her publicity coup. Outrageously, just days afterwards, she stepped out on the arm of Darrell Rose, the presenter of Love Me Lexy! himself

  – with Darrell’s long-term girlfriend nowhere to be seen.




  It was a genius move, cementing Lexy’s position as a C-list celebrity. The scandal of Darrell dumping his girlfriend for her, plus the fact that he’d presented the very show on

  which Lexy was supposed to find love, meant that Lexy was no longer the nation’s sweetheart. She’d become something even better, even more attractive to the media: controversial. People

  could project what they wanted onto her. For some, Lexy was the sex bomb they fantasized about being, wild and fun and uninhibited. For others, she was a slut, a homewrecker, just like the younger

  woman who had run off with their husband, and they could conveniently offload all the hate for that man-stealer onto her.




  Lexy and Darrell were splashed over the tabloids and gossip sites, Lexy dazzling in a series of very revealing outfits, Darrell apparently dazed by the entire turn of events. After Lexy left

  him for a more famous rugby player, Darrell described her bitterly as a tornado who had whirled him up in the air, spun him around and jettisoned him when she had no more use for him.




  The rugby player was merely the second celebrity boyfriend in a long male beauty parade. Even when Lexy dated a ‘civilian’ – a sexy barman, a stripper she’d met at a

  friend’s hen night – she transformed him into a celebrity, polished him up and got the maximum value from him that she could.




  In short, for almost twenty years, ever since she exploded into the spotlight, Lexy’s been a publicist’s dream client. Her life has been non-stop drama, keeping her fans on

  tenterhooks to see what’s coming next.




  But now . . .




  Caroline’s fingers, which had been flying over her laptop keys, finally paused. She wasn’t quite sure what she was writing: a pitch for Lexy to read? An attempt to prove to herself

  that she could pull off the sort of fun, breathless style that would work in a book? Or should she be trying to tell the story as Lexy would, capture Lexy’s distinctive voice?




  Over the last two days, Caroline had spent all her spare time researching her potential subject, but had been too nervous to start writing anything. As soon as the train had pulled out of

  Waterloo, however, she had learned something that many established authors already knew: travel was very stimulating to the creative impulses. Typing busily away, she did not even notice when the

  Guardian reader opposite alighted from the train at Basingstoke, barely registering the fact that she could lean over the keyboard without getting knobbly-kneed pushbacks under the

  table.




  Finally, the words were flowing! She would have something to show Lexy at today’s meeting, something to demonstrate that she was actually capable of the job for which she was pitching:

  ghostwriting a memoir for Lexy. Caroline had not realized initially why the agent had got in touch with her. The email had simply been one curt line, mentioning Caroline’s blog and asking her

  to get in touch. It hadn’t even come from the agent herself, who was far too important to contact Caroline directly, but her assistant, a very posh-sounding girl called, implausibly, Campaspe

  Norton-Brown.




  Heart pounding, thinking that she was being offered an opportunity to discuss the novel she had always dreamed of writing, Caroline had completely failed to play it cool. She had rung the agency

  as soon as the email pinged onto her screen, and only when someone answered, his accent impeccably upper-class, had she realized that she had absolutely no idea how to pronounce the name of the

  person she was calling.




  But she had stumbled through the syllables and been connected to the ineffably bored-sounding Campaspe. To Caroline’s great disappointment, however, the assistant did not even bother to

  begin by telling her how much she loved her blog, let alone ask if she’d ever thought about expanding some of her short stories and blog entries into a novel. Instead, she had asked Caroline

  if she knew who Lexy O’Brien was, and, having received a positive response, proceeded to sound her out as to whether she would ‘care’, as Campaspe put it, ‘to

  consider’ ghostwriting for Lexy.




  ‘It’s a fixed fee, no royalties,’ Campaspe had drawled. ‘Standard drill. Full confidentiality agreement, of course.’




  ‘Of course,’ Caroline had said, so taken aback that she could only parrot what Campaspe was saying.




  ‘Ideally, we want someone who can write a blend of autobiography and fiction,’ Campaspe said, her tone, Caroline thought, slightly quizzical. ‘That’s Lexy’s

  concept, anyway. She wants her story told as a novel. Don’t worry if you don’t have the faintest idea what that means – she’ll tell you exactly what she has in mind. We need

  someone who’ll get her voice, obviously, but also someone who’ll sort of embed herself in the family, to an extent. I don’t know how much you know about ghosting, but it’s

  standard practice to spend a good deal of time with the subject, at least at the start, so Lexy has to get on with whoever it is.’




  Unable to repeat ‘whoever it is’, Caroline fell back on ‘Of course’ again.




  ‘Having said that, she’s seeing this collaboration as a source of future book ideas too,’ Campaspe continued. ‘I’ll let her explain what she means, but basically

  she’s suggesting that a fiction writer will be able to help her come up with real-life stories that’ll feed into projected books and be fodder for the tabloids at the same time . .

  .’




  And that was the central issue. Even before embarking on her frantic two-day Lexy research binge, Caroline had read the Mail Online as much as the next woman. Caroline was aware of the

  way Lexy and her publicists contrived to get herself, Frank and her children into the press on a very regular basis. Look at that puddle story – in its way, it was a triumph of the genre, a

  much-ado-about-nothing that still kept Lexy’s face in the press.




  Clearly, however, Lexy was wary of being reduced to that kind of wisp-thin newspaper filler. The familiar faces who regularly appeared in the tabloids generated constant lurid stories –

  broken engagements, torrid affairs, betrayal by close friends, lawsuits over libel, weight loss and gain, threesomes, drug use, even husbands who turned out to be transgender – that kept

  their fans perpetually enthralled by their real-life soap operas.




  Lexy’s problem, Caroline assumed, was that she was now, by all accounts, happily settled down with Frank and the kids. The older one, Laylah, was from a previous marriage of Lexy’s;

  Frank had adopted her, and they were bringing her up together with London, the little boy fathered by Frank. Now that Lexy was in a long-term, solid marriage, the titillating stories would dry up.

  Was Campaspe hinting that Lexy wanted a writer to help her concoct fake news items so that she could stay in the news forever?




  There had been no point asking Campaspe that question: she had made it clear that Lexy would be briefing Caroline.




  ‘But now . . .’




  Caroline looked at the last words she had written as the train pulled into Bournemouth station.




  Nothing follows a happy ever after, she thought. The prince and princess get married and have some babies and that’s it. End of the line. Just like the train announcement, we

  terminate here and start reading about a new princess instead. If Lexy wants to keep herself in the papers for the next ten years, she’ll have to come up with a whole new storyline, and

  how’s she going to manage that?




  She packed away her laptop in her shoulder bag, unwedged herself from under the table and shuffled off the train with the rest of the passengers, hoping the bus stop would be easy to find.

  Campaspe had told her that Sandbanks, where Lexy lived, was equidistant to Bournemouth and Poole stations, but that the former was preferable as it had a taxi rank. Caroline had waited eagerly on

  hearing this piece of information, but no offer of compensation for train ticket or cab ride had followed, and she couldn’t possibly afford to pay for a cab herself.




  Caroline was quite aware that if she had been an established writer, not just a nobody blogger, expenses would have been offered. Ironic, of course, because a proper writer would surely need the

  money much less than she did. Caroline had had to buy an open return, having no idea how long the interview would take. At least she’d been able to get an off-peak ticket, but it had cost

  over fifty pounds, and she had had to take the day off from her job. Her boss had sounded thoroughly pissed off when she rang in that morning, pleading flu: half the department had recently been

  sacked and the survivors were working double time to catch up.




  It was too far to walk to Sandbanks; Google had told her that Bournemouth was also a better choice for the bus service. But the bus was running late, and then she got off at the wrong stop

  because she was so stressed about the delay. When she realized her error, she launched into an awkward half-run to get there faster. Caroline never ran, was totally unfit, and by the time she

  arrived at the big security gates of Lexy’s mansion she was not only clammy with sweat and out of breath, but her hair and coat were damp because a light rain was falling and she hadn’t

  thought to bring an umbrella.




  Caroline felt disgusting. And as she gave her name to the tinny voice answering the intercom, the access door in the gate buzzing open, the sight of The Gables, Lexy’s multimillion pound

  mansion, was so intimidating that she almost turned on the scuffed plastic heels of her cheap boots and ran away.










  Chapter Two




  Sandbanks, the peninsula on which Caroline was standing, was known as the British Palm Beach. Unbelievably, it had the fourth highest property values in the world. The forty or

  so houses that ran around the outside of the sand spur, having direct access to the sea, were worth seven- to eight-figure sums. It was a millionaire’s playground, and a tiny one; it measured

  just half a square mile.




  Looking at the house – no, the mansion – awestruck and daunted, Caroline could quite believe that it had cost a fortune. It was colonial-style, pale blue wood siding with white trim,

  its roof gabled, its matching white balconies and terraces delicately carved, composed of one long central building with wings on either side reaching away from the entrance gate towards Poole

  Harbour beyond. What she was looking at was clearly the rear of the house, despite the imposing marble staircase that led up to the large front door; and that was even more intimidating, because

  the back of this house was more impressive than the front of any other she had visited in her life.




  The most elegant of backs, Caroline thought. A supermodel walking away down a catwalk. A ballet dancer gliding offstage. Having been writing for two hours straight, her brain

  was creatively fired up, primed to find metaphors. Then, as she walked up the marble steps, the big front door swung open, and the vista in front of her made her gasp in appreciation, her brain

  racing even faster to think of how she would describe it. The mansion, like so many other Sandbanks houses, had been designed to face the sea, making the most of the superb panorama over Poole

  Harbour and the marina. Its wings opened like arms to frame the view.




  A double staircase curved up either side of the huge entrance hall, encircling the vista. Glass walls beyond gave an open perspective all the way through the house to a rich green lawn sloping

  down to a jetty that reached out into the grey, wind-flecked English Channel. The sky beyond was equally grey, rain falling with increasing strength, creating a veil of water between clouds and

  sea.




  It had a bleak, hypnotic beauty. Caroline imagined herself owning this house, curled up in an oversized armchair, watching the rain beat gently against the windowpanes as classical music played.

  It was such a compelling picture that for a moment she lost herself inside it, and jumped when the young woman who had let her in said briskly:




  ‘You leave your coat. Outside is wet.’




  The young woman had a light foreign accent, an impressive head of thick black curly hair contained in a heavy plait, and a no-nonsense attitude. As Caroline took off her thin, cheap wool coat,

  she flinched in horror: someone had started screaming upstairs, the screeches at a near eardrum-piercing level. The young woman, who was opening the hallway closet, paid not the slightest

  attention. Footsteps sounded above, and a small child dressed from head to toe in pink dashed along the landing, screeching ‘I won’t, I won’t, I won’t!’ so

  loudly that a recording of her could have been used at riots to disperse crowds. All Caroline’s instincts were to clap her hands over her ears and duck for cover.




  The little girl skidded to a halt, pressed a button and stepped into a glass box against one side of the hall at landing level, a lift that Caroline had not previously noticed. As the lift began

  to descend, the little girl kept screaming, hands clenched into fists, cheeks as fuchsia as her stripy tights, her blue eyes round and bulging. The lift was demonstrably not sound-proof: the

  screeching was muffled but still audible.




  It was an extraordinary sight. Caroline goggled at the child as she sank to ground level, her eyes sliding over Caroline and her companion without a flicker of interest, dismissing them as

  utterly unimportant. She was screaming all the while, barely taking a breath, the noise persisting even after she had disappeared from sight into the depths of the house.




  ‘I don’t like children,’ the young woman said flatly, nodding at Caroline to hang her coat up in the closet. ‘There are two here. The boy is not as bad as the girl. But I

  only like cats.’




  No response seemed to be required, which was lucky, as Caroline had no idea what to say. A dispirited-looking, dowdy, drooping young woman came along the upper hallway, glancing at the steel and

  glass lift shaft as she started to head down one wing of the staircase.




  ‘I know what you’re going to say, Carmen,’ she said wearily. ‘Kittens are better than children.’




  ‘Kittens are so fluffy!’ Carmen said, coming fully to life. ‘And they don’t talk! I keep saying to you, you should get a job looking after kittens!’




  ‘Please don’t make me cry,’ said the young woman, reaching the ground floor. ‘I just hope she hasn’t thrown herself into the swimming pool by now.’




  Carmen shrugged with superb nonchalance.




  ‘She will float,’ she said. ‘In my country we say that. Witches float.’




  The nanny snorted out through her nose and went through a side door which presumably led to a staircase to the basement and the swimming pool in which the small child would be floating.




  ‘Are you the housekeeper?’ Caroline asked her politely, closing the cupboard door.




  ‘I am the cleaning lady,’ Carmen corrected her. ‘That was the nanny. But she won’t be here long. She’s weak. Her hair is thin. It’s because she is vegetarian.

  I tell her many times what to do about her hair, but she won’t listen.’




  ‘What should she do?’ Caroline asked, fascinated. ‘Eat meat?’




  ‘Of course,’ Carmen said, looking at her with mingled contempt and pity. ‘But also, when you brush your hair, you must always leave the hair outside for the birds, to make

  their nests. Then your hair will grow long and thick like mine.’




  She tossed her plait back over her shoulder complacently and pointed ahead, towards the view.




  ‘You go there,’ she said. ‘Lexy is in there.’




  Tentatively, her nerves on edge, not knowing how to react to the scene she had just witnessed or whether she should mention to Lexy that her daughter might be floating – or sinking –

  in the swimming pool, Caroline crossed the hallway. It was a long walk, and she was acutely aware of Carmen’s eyes on her back as she went, judging everything about her. God knew what

  comments Carmen would be making about her to the nanny in due course, but she already guessed that they wouldn’t be positive.




  Caroline had seen multiple photographs of the huge sitting room online. It had featured in spreads for weekly magazines for which Lexy, Frank, London and Laylah had posed, modelling clothes from

  Lexy’s fashion line. Running the entire length of the main part of the house, it was even more spectacular than it had appeared in pictures, partly because it was visually extended by the

  stone terrace beyond, which also ran the length of the house and was fully visible through the glass back wall.




  Like the sitting room, the terrace had groups of square, modern furniture composed into conversational areas, interspersed with decorative planters or vases. The sofas and armchairs inside were

  grey suede, the ones outside pale grey with white cushions, all neatly protected against the rain by transparent covers. The effect was to double the size of the already enormous room. It was like

  walking into the lounge of a generously proportioned boutique hotel rather than that of a private home. On the various glass coffee tables were bowls of flowers, platters of fruit, and fanned-out

  magazines, which only increased the resemblance to a chic hotel.




  ‘Over here!’ instructed a very familiar voice, and Caroline turned to see Lexy reclining on a chaise longue, a tablet in her lap and a pile of magazines scattered next to her.

  ‘It’s Caroline, yeah?’ she said, not waiting for confirmation. ‘Find it okay?’




  ‘Yes, thank you,’ Caroline said, her heels clattering across the expanse of beautifully polished wooden floor.




  As she had known she would, she felt hugely self-conscious about her walk, her outfit, her hair, her make-up. She had spent a considerable amount of time debating what to wear for this crucial

  meeting, and decided that there was no point her trying to look like a less attractive, much fatter clone of Lexy, dressed in tight jeans, with cascading hair and cleavage popping out of an

  animal-print T-shirt, the look finished off with shiny jewellery and heavy eye make-up. Instead, Caroline was positively dowdy in her grey jersey top and long black skirt. She had tonged her hair

  into loose waves that morning, but the rain had put paid to those, and it was hanging limply on her shoulders. After her sweaty dash from the bus stop, her BB cream felt greasy on her cheeks, but

  she didn’t dare blot it, in case she rubbed it off and revealed her rosacea.




  Lexy’s eyes flickered up and down Caroline’s body as she approached. And Caroline, a born observer, could tell straight away that she presented no threat to Lexy, none at all.

  Caroline had very enterprisingly found back copies of Lovely! magazine at her local library, in which Lexy had a weekly column; she had soon noticed how often Lexy feuded with women she

  saw as her rivals, how rarely she complimented or spoke positively of them. In all her research, Caroline could barely find photographs of Lexy smiling and posing with fellow glamour models or

  other footballers’ wives. She seemed to have no real female friends, nor feel any need for them.




  So, in choosing her outfit, Caroline had avoided any suggestion that she might be on Lexy’s level, any presentation of herself as a potential equal with whom Lexy might form a bond.

  Caroline’s outfit and bearing were humble and self-effacing, presenting herself as a person who would be easy to have around, who would not seek attention or put herself forward. Someone to

  whom you could tell your stories; someone who would structure them into books. Someone who wouldn’t dream, however, of bothering you with their own stories in return; someone who had no

  pretensions to anything like friendship with you.




  I’m like a governess, Caroline thought with a quick flash of inner amusement, in a nineteenth-century novel by the Brontë sisters. Jane Eyre or Agnes Grey. Quiet,

  retiring, unobtrusive, there when you want me, slipping away like a shadow when you don’t. Look at me! I’m even dressed in grey, just like the governesses in those books!




  And as Lexy gestured at Caroline to sit in an armchair facing the chaise longue, she gave a small nod of approval. This could have been a set-up for therapy, the therapist sitting while the

  patient stretched out on a sofa, vulnerable and open. But there was nothing vulnerable about Lexy in her black velour diamante-trimmed onesie, unzipped enough to show off the upper curves of those

  recently plumped and lifted 34DD cups. She adjusted the zebra-print faux fur cushions behind her, swivelling to fix Caroline with those famously big blue eyes that were identical to

  Laylah’s.




  ‘I saw your daughter just now,’ Caroline said, lowering herself into the armchair. ‘She’s really pretty.’




  ‘She’s a right little madam,’ Lexy said with unabashed frankness. ‘Goes through nannies like a knife through butter. And not a butterknife, either. A steak one. Fuck

  knows what we’re going to do with her – she’s always kicking off at school too. They’ll be telling us we’ve got to take her out if she carries on like this.

  Wouldn’t be the first one she’s been chucked out of.’




  Caroline had no idea how to respond to this, and she was sensible enough not to try. Lexy continued almost immediately:




  ‘So you’re a blogger, yeah?’




  Caroline nodded, unable to stop staring at Lexy. Her face and body were so familiar and so beautiful, her skin extraordinarily smooth and clear; her eyes were outlined with black pencil and

  carefully shaded and highlighted, her eyebrows perfectly shaped, thick and dark. Even in the unforgiving clear cold daylight, her skin had a smooth texture which made her look ten years younger

  than she was.




  Her lips were clearly enhanced. There was that tell-tale fullness to their outer corners, a shape that never occurred in nature, indicating the presence of injectable fillers. Her forehead was

  Botoxed, and the corners of her eyes too. From a distance, it looked as if Lexy had been frozen in time at the age of twenty; closer up, one could see that parts of her face were fighting silently

  with others, the nose wrinkling too much because the forehead couldn’t, the mouth fractionally stretched against the cheeks when she smiled.




  But these were tiny flaws, and only noticeable if you were Caroline, accustomed to sitting quietly in a crowded room, people-watching. By any standard, Lexy was breathtakingly pretty, with those

  huge blue eyes, the tightly curling dark ringlets which were pinned up today on the crown of her head, the cupid’s-bow mouth and pale creamy skin.




  She held herself, too, with the air of a woman who knew exactly how lovely she was. She might have been a queen reclining on that chaise longue, talking to a lowly lady in waiting. But her

  confidence was even higher than that, because Lexy hadn’t been born to this celebrity royalty status: she had created it herself. Plenty of very pretty girls had sat on the Who’s My

  Date? stool over the course of the series, girls with quick wits and good personalities. But only one of them had ever broken out as Lexy had so successfully done. Only one girl had ever

  managed to forge an entire career on the charisma she had projected sitting there, chatting to Darrell Rose, making a nation fall in love with her.




  Lexy’s fashionably heavy eyebrows were raised. Caroline snapped out of her reverie, realizing that there was a question that required answering.




  ‘Yes, I’m a blogger,’ she said, and was about to elaborate when Lexy continued:




  ‘But it’s not your day job, right? You’re not one of those people who make money from blogging?’




  ‘No,’ Caroline admitted. ‘That works if you do recipes, or run a gossip site, something that you can sell ads for. Book reviewers do it for love and free copies, but me putting

  up my writing is basically a pitch to get a book deal. That’s the dream.’




  Lexy nodded.




  ‘Money in writing books, is there?’ she asked.




  ‘I don’t really know,’ Caroline said honestly. ‘I’ve never published one. Everyone in the online writers’ groups says it’s really hard to make a living

  doing it. The big names make loads, but what they call the mid-list doesn’t. And romance novels – the branded ones – don’t pay much at all, apparently. You’d need to

  write loads a year to make a living.’




  ‘I hope you’re not expecting to get rich writing for me,’ Lexy said. ‘I’m really tight. Everyone knows that.’




  ‘Well, if they read your column about your vaginal surgery, they do,’ Caroline blurted out, and then went cold with horror. She literally could not believe what she had just done:

  she’d referred to the fact that Lexy had told anyone who’d care to listen that after the birth of London she had had vaginal rejuvenation surgery.




  Lexy stared at her, mouth falling open, and Caroline’s entire body tensed, going as taut as, presumably, Lexy’s now-restored vagina.




  ‘You are fucking kidding me,’ Lexy said, and if Caroline could have got up and fled the room, clumsily, stumbling over the edge of her long cankle-hiding skirt in her cheap

  boots, she would have done. But her muscles were cramped too rigidly for her to be able to move, and she sat there mutely as Lexy went on:




  ‘That’s fucking funny. I’m going to put that in my column. Nice one.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Caroline said, her voice a faint thread of relief, fresh sweat puddling in the small of her back.




  Lexy’s eyes were narrowed now.




  ‘Do you think I write my column myself?’ she asked Caroline.




  ‘Um, I don’t know,’ Caroline said carefully.




  ‘Well, I don’t! Not a word of it!’ Lexy flashed her a beautiful smile. ‘None of us do! Honestly, some of the other bitches are so fucking thick they can barely even sign

  their own names! Some poor editor rings us up, same time each week, tells us what’s been in the news and what the latest jealous wannabes are saying about us, and then we mouth off about them

  and what we think of the name the latest silly slag gave her baby, and they write it all up and put “Love, Lexy!” at the end with a lot of kisses. Pretty much like what I’ll be

  doing with this book.’




  She lay back on the chaise longue.




  ‘You’re just filler,’ she continued. ‘You know that, right? They only sent you ’cause I didn’t like anyone they sent so far, and I was kicking off about

  wasting my time with writers who were really posh and up themselves, or thick as planks. They must have panicked – gone googling for people on the internet and found you in some random

  search. I’ve got two more bloggers coming in the next couple of days.’




  Unflattering as this was, it did not come as a surprise to Caroline. She couldn’t flatter herself that she would have been anyone’s first, or even tenth, choice for a ghostwriter.

  Although she hadn’t known much about the profession until Campaspe’s email, she had researched it on the internet with the same dedication she had invested in finding out about

  Lexy’s vivid life story to date.




  Ghostwriters for sports stars’ autobiographies, apparently, could make a great deal of money. The good ones were in high demand, and the use of them was an open secret, as no one expected

  a cricketer or rugby player who could barely talk in full sentences to produce an entire book on their own. Writing autobiographies for other celebrities, however, was a more ambiguous affair, as

  was the authorship of the novels to which they put their names.




  Generally, the celebrities liked to pretend that they had written the book themselves, with the most minimal amount of ‘help’ from someone hired by the publisher to, as they tended

  to phrase it in interviews or book acknowledgements, ‘put together the novel’. A pop star had recently been exposed as not having written her own bestselling novel, and the young woman

  who had actually done the work had apparently been paid very little. From online newspaper reports Caroline had googled, it looked as if the book had been written in under two months and the writer

  had been paid a measly flat fee, just eight thousand pounds, with no stake in the millions the novel had made. Exposed, the pop star had insisted that the ‘story and characters’ were

  hers, but had refrained from adding that she now felt that the person who had done the work should be getting a proportion of the royalties.




  It was shockingly low pay. But Caroline would have leapt at the offer to ghostwrite for the pop star as eagerly as the novelist had probably done. Caroline had done the annual challenge to write

  a novel in the month of November, NaNoWriMo, the year before, and despite the demands of her day job, she’d pulled it off. It hadn’t been much good, but it had had a beginning, a middle

  and an end, and she was sure that if she were offered eight thousand pounds, a fortune to her, she could manage a novel in two months . . .




  Campaspe had made it clear already that there wasn’t much money on offer. Lexy’s frankness hadn’t been a surprise. The only celebrity who openly acknowledged her ghostwriter,

  as far as Caroline could see, was Katie Price, and hers had apparently been paid very well; but that seemed to be an exception to the normal rule. Caroline had no expectation of getting rich if she

  were lucky enough to be chosen to write Lexy’s novel-cum-autobiography. But her hope was that if she did a good job, Campaspe or some other agent would read the book and take her on as a

  client, get her a publishing deal to write a novel of her own.




  Caroline didn’t know why Lexy had just challenged her about her lowly status. But she sensed that Lexy wanted to see whether Caroline had a backbone.




  ‘I’m surprised you even wanted to meet me, then,’ Caroline answered. ‘You’re surely too busy to bother with someone who’s just filler.’




  ‘It’s not much trouble for me,’ Lexy said nonchalantly. ‘I just have to lie around in my own cosy house. You’re the one that had to trudge here from wherever you

  live.’




  ‘London,’ Caroline said equably. ‘It wasn’t like I had to come from the Hebrides. And I quite fancied a nice day out by the seaside.’




  Lexy grinned at this.




  ‘Bad luck for you with the rain,’ she said.




  ‘It’s good for the skin, my grandma used to say,’ Caroline countered, and hoped that her BB cream was still doing its job well enough so that Lexy wouldn’t observe her

  rosacea and comment that her skin could do with all the help it could get.




  ‘Yeah, I’ve heard that too,’ Lexy said. ‘It’s the way all the British people make themselves feel better about the shitty weather. I’d be in Dubai right now

  if I could. You know what’s really good for skin? The absolute fucking fortune I spend on vitamins and omega oils and facials and mineral make-up. Costs me a shitload of money, even with my

  VIP discount. But it’s totally worth it.’




  She glanced at Caroline.




  ‘Think I should put that in my book? What I spend on my skin?’




  ‘Definitely,’ Caroline said without hesitation. ‘Your skin’s lovely. I noticed it already. People will be really keen to know what your regime is.’




  ‘My regime,’ Lexy repeated, and Caroline thought that she was being mocked.




  ‘It means—’ she started hurriedly.




  ‘Yeah, I know,’ Lexy said. ‘The beauty places always talk about regimes. It’s a good word. Like something out of a book.’




  She was still staring at Caroline, those big blue eyes penetrating.




  ‘How do you know you can write a book?’ she asked.




  Caroline took a deep breath and prayed that her hands weren’t shaking. She couldn’t mention that NaNoWriMo novel; it wasn’t good enough to show anyone.




  ‘I don’t yet,’ she said. ‘But it sounds like you didn’t like any of the people who’ve proved they can.’




  Lexy tilted her head a little to the side. Caroline would come to know that this gesture meant she was thinking hard.




  ‘Some of them had a go at writing stuff,’ she said. ‘I read bits of what they wrote, and it didn’t sound like me.’




  Caroline frowned.




  ‘I don’t think my stuff would sound like you either, though,’ she said honestly. ‘That comes after, surely? I mean, someone needs to sit down with you for a while, talk

  to you, see what story you want to tell, and then work on it till you feel they’ve got your voice.’




  She paused, wondering if she should say what was on the tip of her tongue. Being direct with Lexy had worked well before, but still . . .




  ‘Spit it out,’ Lexy said, reading her mind with disconcerting accuracy.




  ‘Well, I was thinking that they’d have to cut out a lot of your swearing,’ Caroline said. ‘I don’t think a publisher wants a book full of effing and blinding,

  unless it’s an East End gangster novel.’




  ‘That’s fucking funny,’ Lexy said for the second time, nodding in approval. ‘I could use that in my column too. I want to give updates about the book as I write it

  –’ she had the decency to raise her hands and pantomime quotation marks around the word ‘write’ – ‘to fire up the fans on my social media, too. Make them excited

  for it as I go along, get them pre-ordering online.’




  ‘That’s a great idea,’ Caroline said, but Lexy wasn’t listening to her; the doorbell had rung, and the clattering of equipment, bustle and overlapping voices filled the

  hall.




  ‘Here we go,’ Lexy said, swinging her legs over the side of the chaise longue and standing up, pulling the bunched-up crotch of the onesie out of her own with an absolute lack of

  embarrassment. ‘Time to get to work. I’m filming my show this afternoon. We’re doing a scene where I get my anal bleaching done.’




  She grinned at Caroline, not in an entirely friendly way.




  ‘Tell you what. You watch the whole thing, then write it up like it was in a book, happening to me, but me telling it. I’ll have a read and see what I think. That’s further

  than any of the other writers got with me. I see your writing, you get to see my arsehole. Looks like this is your lucky day, eh?’










  Chapter Three




  You know what real fame is? It’s being known by your first name only. It’s everyone knowing who you are as you walk into a restaurant, not just your hardcore

  fans. It’s being in the sidebar of the Daily Mail because you nearly walked in a puddle, but didn’t.




  But if I had to pick a single example of what real fame means, it’d be not having to hold open your own bum cheeks when you get anally bleached.




  In the old days, for waxing and bleaching, it was always me reaching back like I was doing some sort of mental yoga pose, grabbing my bum and trying not to wince while some Russian cow with

  an advanced degree in KGB interrogation techniques smeared hot wax on me and then ripped all the hairs off while I screamed and swore and said I’d tell her anything she wanted as long as

  she’d just effing stop. Nowadays, I know to take a handful of ibuprofen an hour or so before, never schedule this sort of thing when you’re premenstrual as it’s even more bloody

  painful then (excuse the pun!), and have a nice glass of champers before you get started, to take the edge off.




  Plus, get someone else to do the bum-cheek holding so you can relax and breathe your way through it as best you can. Right now, I’m stark naked on the treatment table while my make-up

  artist and my fake tanner are stood on each side of me. Each one of them’s got a handful of what I must say are my very impressively firm round buttocks – all those lunges my bastard

  trainer makes me do three times a week – and they’re hauling their side towards them so that the technician can get a good old look at my bum hole.




  It’s ironic, because Jay and Nathan are totally gay, and couldn’t give a shit about a woman’s arse (yeah, I like my puns!). God knows what the technician fancies, but all I

  can say is that if she’s gay she’s in heaven with her job. She must see more women’s bits in a day than a gynaecologist – they only get to do the front part, right?




  Normally, of course, I’d be on my knees, shoving my bum back at her. But because I’m being filmed for my reality show, I’m having to lie down. Apparently it’s

  ‘too real’ to film me naked on all fours screeching ’cause I’m getting acid rubbed into me back there . . .




  ‘You want front done too?’ asked the bleaching technician, as she had been prompted to do by the producer of All About Lexy. And as they had rehearsed, Lexy squealed with

  laughter.




  ‘Nah, love!’ she said. Her head was raised, propped on her hands, so that the camera directly in front of her could capture her facial expression. Eyes dancing with amusement, full

  lips curved, she added:




  ‘Frank likes it pink! If he fancied copping off with an albino chick he should’ve done it before he got married, shouldn’t he?’




  ‘God, the hell you women have to put up with!’ Nathan said, shuddering theatrically. ‘Do some of you actually bleach your vadges?’




  ‘Mental, isn’t it,’ Lexy said casually. ‘What some needy desperado bitches do to snag a man. Hey, Ghost Mouse, don’t put “desperado” in! I know

  it’s wrong, I just like using it.’




  Everyone looked over at Caroline, who was sitting tucked away in one corner of Lexy’s sprawling bathroom. She was ensconced on the loo seat, a suitably humble position for a lowly blogger

  who was lucky even to be interviewing for this job, scribbling away on a notepad, since tapping on her laptop keys had been banned by the TV crew on the grounds of background noise.




  ‘Cut,’ the director said, sighing. ‘Lexy—’




  ‘Yeah, yeah, I’ll pick it up, no worries.’




  Caroline’s cheeks were tingling, that unpleasant feeling when all her little rosacea nodules became activated. She hated attention, and even though the anal bleaching technician, the

  make-up and hair artists and the crew had only glanced her way for a moment, as Lexy mentioned her, it had made her extremely self-conscious. Absurd, of course. There was Lexy, not only naked but

  positively splayed open to one of her cores, and it was the fully-dressed Caroline who was shrinking from being stared at.




  ‘Okay to go again?’ the director said to Lexy.




  ‘In three,’ she said, leaving a pause. Then, with the skill of long practice, in just the same tone as she had used before, she repeated:




  ‘Mental, isn’t it. What some needy desperado bitches do to snag a man.’ She paused. ‘Oi, Nathan! You got to keep opening up my area so she can get to it!’




  Nathan tightened his grip on Lexy’s left buttock.




  ‘You’re in good nick, babes,’ he said. ‘Nice and plumptious.’




  ‘Got to have something for Frank to hold on to!’ Lexy said. ‘Oh, look, speak of the devil.’




  ‘You’re the devil,’ Jay commented, his pre-scripted dialogue for the scene. ‘Frank’s the angel, if you ask me.’




  Once more ignored in the far corner of the room, quite removed from the angles of the cameras, which had been carefully positioned to avoid unwanted reflections in the many mirrors, Caroline

  looked over as Frank Callis, Lexy’s husband, walked into the room. This was scripted too, of course. Caroline had been privy to the whole planning and choreography of this scene, the producer

  and Lexy conferring on the shape of it, feeding Nathan and Jay their catchy lines, deciding that Frank should enter and feign shock at Lexy’s latest beauty treatment to give the scene some

  drama.




  ‘What you doing to yourself now, Lex?’ Frank asked, one of the cameras turning to capture his entrance, though naturally it would be reshot as well. His delivery was not lively, but

  it wasn’t wooden either; apart from several seasons of his wife’s reality show, having been a sports commentator for years he was very used to the demands of television by now.




  ‘Bleaching me arsehole for your pleasure!’ Lexy said, blowing him a kiss. ‘I hope you’re happy!’




  Tucked away on the toilet seat, Caroline had a clear view of Frank. His wife’s tanned, hairless, naked body was stretched out on a treatment table covered with white towelling. The

  contrast made Lexy’s skin glow luminously against the white background. Her dark hair was pinned up on the crown of her head, elongating her neck; it looked positively swanlike as Lexy

  swivelled to address him directly: she was breathtakingly attractive




  But it was Frank who was holding all Caroline’s attention. He’d never been a classically handsome heartthrob, pursued by adverts keen to use him for underwear or aftershave

  campaigns: he was no David Beckham or Freddie Ljungberg. However, Caroline was realizing, this must be due to the fact that he did not photograph well. It was her first experience of the capricious

  gift that nature bestows on some people but not others, the magic of being born photogenic. Lexy had it in spades. Frank did not.




  His features were blunt, his forehead too low. But the dark curls clustering over it gave him a very youthful appearance, and his almond-shaped black eyes were luminous and compelling. He was

  taller than Caroline had expected, his shoulders wider, his stomach flatter. It was amazing to her, staring at him, that Frank had never had a fan club of admirers, never been considered anything

  but a safe pair of hands, a very reliable winger, a thoughtful and considered TV pundit. The television cameras did not capture the softness of those wonderful dark eyes, the quiet confidence of

  his demeanour, and most of all, the luminosity of his skin.




  Lexy glowed because of her excellent and expensive fake tan, but Frank’s colour was all his own. Caroline had copy-edited a press release for a luxury wood company the year before, and

  still remembered some of the more exotic varieties. Cherrywood, fruitwood, Ipswich pine, red mahogany, colonial maple: poetic names. Well, Frank’s skin made her feel poetic: it looked like

  the burnished golden pecan about which the press release had waxed lyrical, the heart of a fire against which you could warm your hands. Frank might have been planed down and then oiled deeply,

  just like the wood; Caroline imagined that if she ran her hand down his chest, which was partly visible at the neckline of his open shirt, it would feel just as smooth . . .




  She caught herself, swallowing so hard it was almost painful. But she simply hadn’t expected Frank to be so handsome. On TV, on Lexy’s show, he came across as – not bland,

  exactly. But . . . nice. Dependable. The voice of reason on every panel discussion, the foil to Lexy’s high-spirited, attention-seeking loudmouth. Good husband material, a man who had

  unquestioningly taken on Laylah, Lexy’s daughter, raising her as his own. Laylah’s biological father, a basketball player with whom Lexy had had a famously tempestuous affair, had

  walked out when she told him she was pregnant. Frank was, in every way but genetic, Laylah’s father.




  Good husband material: that phrase was never used to describe a man who was sexually attractive. But as Caroline, her face on fire now, ducked her head to hide it, she was so dazzled by

  Frank that all she could manage was to make squiggles in her notebook so that anyone who looked over would think she was writing. She had never seen a man who she had found more compelling.




  Frank said the line fed him by the producer: ‘Babes, you know I like you a bit more natural.’




  Even his voice sounded different than it did on television. Charming, gentle, amused. Sexy.




  He really cares about her, Caroline thought. You can tell he loves her in their series, but in real life . . . he doesn’t just love her, he likes her. That’s just as

  important.




  ‘Oh, come on, Frank, you love it when I’m all nice and smooth!’ Lexy was saying flirtatiously.




  Frank raised one big hand and wiped it over his face as if he were trying to block out the image of his wife lying naked in front of him with two gay men pulling her buttocks apart, a young

  woman with a white plastic spatula smearing gel between them, and a camera crew surrounding her, with bright lights illuminating the entire scene.




  ‘Sometimes, Lex,’ he said, lowering his hand again, ‘I wonder where this is all going to end, y’know?’




  Lexy paused. This wasn’t what he had been supposed to say, and she wasn’t sure whether to make an unscripted joke about him and one of her ends; their show was re-run in the daytime,

  and she couldn’t say anything too explicit.




  Although she was being filmed in the nude, the viewers would see nothing but the blurred curve of her bottom. It was commonplace now on reality shows for female cast members to get their private

  parts waxed. The network, however, was increasingly strict with Lexy about her swearing and sexual innuendo, and she knew that if she made a joke that was too risqué it would be cut.




  And yet Frank’s reaction, though unscripted, had been so good, so honest, that it would work fantastically on TV – if she could find something light and funny to respond with . .

  .




  ‘Mummy!’




  Laylah tore into the bathroom, her plaits bouncing on her shoulders, her blue eyes wide as she took in the sight of her mother splayed on the beauty therapist’s table. She skidded to a

  halt beside her father as, following in her footsteps, her little brother London, a stocky four-year-old, tumbled in behind her. With his tight dark curls and burnished skin, his slanting eyes and

  square jaw, he was the image of his father, apart from the light eyes that were clearly from his mother’s gene pool. Suddenly shy at the number of people present, he slipped behind Laylah,

  aware that all the attention would be on her as soon as she entered a room.




  And he was perfectly right. Laylah stole the scene.




  ‘Oh no, Mummy!’ she said, nailing that world-weary tone that small children can sometimes assume. Playing for the cameras, as she had been taught, she folded her arms over

  her chest and stuck out her small pointed chin. ‘Why have you taken all your clothes off for the men again?’




  ‘And cut,’ the director said gratefully.










  Chapter Four




  He was blindfolded, helpless, his sweat beginning to soak into the silk bonds that held him strapped, spread-eagled on the mattress. No wonder the Marquis had had him

  escorted to this room, with its four-poster bed whose curlicued mahogany pillars looked as heavy as marble. No matter how much he thrashed, trying to loosen the woven cords around his wrists and

  ankles, the wood to which they were fastened barely even creaked; and not only was he a strong young man, his muscles were not merely for show. He was the son and apprentice of a blacksmith, his

  biceps mighty, his stomach thick and solid for balance, to hold his back safe against the swing of the forging hammer: no footman, hired for height and decoration, no young Regency buck who sparred

  with Gentleman Jackson at the latter’s Bond Street boxing salon for sport.




  That last image made his blood stir. None other than Lord Byron had recorded in his diary that, after pugilistic instruction from Jackson, the two men had enjoyed an encounter just as

  sweaty, just as intense, but even more stripped down and private. Byron swore that he had had carnal knowledge of Jackson, and whether it were true or not, the vivid picture that this conjured up,

  the Champion of England and the famous poet, the one all muscle and sinew, the other a beauty for the ages, naked, wrestling for physical supremacy, on a bed identical to this, the sound of their

  panting as they struggled one to conquer the other with urgent cocks rather than clenched fists – not just the sounds of them gasping for breath, but the slick of sweating flesh against

  flesh, the quick spit of saliva into a palm, the moist slick of that fluid, enhanced by thick drops eagerly released in anticipation, up and down a thrusting shaft, the final gushing rush of

  release into mouth or arsehole, the groans of both men as they gave and received in turn . . .




  His cock was straining now. If his hands had been free – even one hand, even his less-favoured left hand, which lacked the long expertise in pulling his own cock with the exquisite

  torture that would inevitably lead to the longed-for explosion – he would have come immediately at the picture of those two men. It was their physical competition that excited him so much,

  the element of constraint, of force, one compelling the other to a surrender that was so desired but also so erotically resisted to prolong delight.




  This was what he craved: the being forced, the forcing in turn. This was why he found himself now, here, oil worked into his body as if he were a harem slave, tied to a bed, desperate for

  satisfaction, but longing to greet the Marquis with a stiff cock whenever he deigned to enter this bedroom, rather than a belly smeared with his own almond-scented liquid.




  It was agony, this waiting, this anticipation. When, finally, after God knew how much time had passed, his tears wetting the silk blindfold that kept him in delicious darkness, he heard

  footsteps in the passage, the doorknob turn, his balls tightened, his cock sprang even fuller, even more erect, its tumescence now more pain than pleasure . . .




  Oh, heaven help him! No – heaven would scorn to reach out and save him from what awaited him. It was his punishment for being who and what he was, not just for desiring men, but for

  his need of restraint and restraining. For it was not just the Marquis who had entered the room, who was staring at his naked and aroused body. There had been more than one set of boot heels

  stepping heavily down the corridor, into this bedroom. One man closed the door while another walked to the bed, stood beside the mattress, his gaze as hot on the young man strapped down there as if

  it were a flambeau held by a footman, so close it could burn the skin.




  ‘You filthy catamite,’ the Marquis said softly, and more tears dampened the blindfold even as, to his humiliation, his hips thrust upwards at the insult, silently showing his

  submission. ‘You deserve more punishment than I alone can give you for your disgusting lusts.’




  And even as the Marquis’s leather-gloved hand closed around his cock, other hands unfastened the cords around his ankles, freeing them, pushing them up towards his chest. The mattress

  sagged with the heavy weight of a man climbing onto it, up between his spread legs, still in riding boots, the squeak of the leather unmistakeable. He was to be fucked by a gentleman who did not

  even deign to strip before he drove his cock in, just loosened his breeches, spat on his hand and went to work.




  It was glorious. It was all he could do not to shoot straight away into the Marquis’s calfskin glove. He grit his teeth, threw back his head, held out as long as he could, and his

  reward, on feeling the stranger’s hot eager come flood his arsehole, finally, was to yield his own to the Marquis’s mouth, which was now tightly sealed around his cock, lapping up every

  drop of the catamite’s filthy, sinful, forbidden spunk.




  ‘You wrote this?’ Lexy stared at Caroline, turning over the pages of print-out to see if there was any more of the story. ‘You wrote this?’




  Caroline nodded, pressing her lips together to control her fear, as she couldn’t tell from Lexy’s stunned reaction whether she loved or hated the Regency gay sex scene, and it was

  crucial that she did. This was the second test: Caroline had passed the first, as Lexy had liked the first-person narrative that she had challenged Caroline to write about the anal bleaching scene.

  Lexy didn’t know yet, she had said, what she thought the book should be; a novel, a biography, a combination of the two. But she had pronounced the piece to be easy to read, full of

  personality, and not pompous or patronizing. From the way she’d delivered the last words, it was clear that some of the other potential ghostwriters had been exactly that.




  So Caroline had demonstrated that she could write in a way that appealed to Lexy. And her attitude was clearly acceptable; in fact, Caroline’s deference provided Lexy with a great deal of

  amusement. Lexy had a way of looking at Caroline with lightly concealed mockery every time Caroline acted too humbly or seemed intimidated by Lexy’s sheer physical confidence.




  They were meeting today in the bar of a Bloomsbury hotel, all black leather sofas and parchment-toned orchids on polished silver tables, and Lexy had already laughed out loud at Caroline’s

  insistence that she was perfectly fine just drinking tap water. Lexy was on Pinot Grigio, which she had ordered with a slice of lemon in it. The nervous waiter had brought the lemon on the side,

  and Lexy, tutting loudly, had plonked it into her glass, commenting on how annoying it was when people couldn’t listen properly. The waiter, not knowing where to look – her famous face,

  her famous breasts and her famous legs were all very much on display – retreated backwards as if she had been the Queen, bowing and mumbling apologies.




  ‘Well,’ Lexy finally said, putting down the pages once she had confirmed that the Regency bondage and buggery scene ended at the point that two out of the three participants

  reached their climax. ‘I’d never have guessed it! You don’t look the type at all. But they say the quiet ones are always the filthiest, don’t they? Fuck me, I need

  a drink after that!’




  She picked up her glass, drained the wine, sucked enthusiastically on the lemon, and waved over to the barman to order another. Then she turned back to fix Caroline with a stare that, for the

  first time in their acquaintance, had respect in it. Caroline had emailed Lexy the anal bleaching scene a couple of days after the meeting in Sandbanks, and though Lexy had rung her up that very

  day to convey her approval, she had added that she had a big question which needed to be resolved. As far as Caroline was concerned, that could have been almost anything, and she held her breath

  until she heard what Lexy was about to say.




  ‘No offence,’ Lexy had said breezily, which naturally meant that something very likely to insult was coming down the pipeline. ‘But can you be sexy?’




  Caroline – who was at work, in her usual uniform of Next grey skirt and M&S polyester crepe shirt – looked down at herself instinctively and winced.




  ‘I could try, I suppose,’ she said feebly.




  ‘Hah!’ Lexy laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to make you get on a pole and give me a twirl! I mean your writing, Ghost Mouse! Can you write

  sexy?’




  ‘Oh!’ Caroline let out a sigh of relief. Was bated breath the same as holding it? If so, hers was unbated now. ‘Yes,’ she said confidently, careful not to repeat the word

  ‘sexy’ so that her colleagues didn’t realize this wasn’t a work call. ‘Yes, I can definitely do that. You don’t need to worry.’




  ‘Okay, but I can’t just take your word for it,’ Lexy pointed out.




  ‘I’ve already written, um, quite a lot of material in that area,’ Caroline said, glancing around at her co-workers to make sure they didn’t notice anything unusual in

  this conversation.




  ‘Great! You got something I can read?’




  ‘Yes. I could email it—’




  ‘Nah. Bring it along this afternoon,’ Lexy said briskly. ‘The Bloomsbury Square Hotel, three o’clock, in the lobby bar. Print it out, yeah? My editor says it’s

  better to read stuff on paper than screen. Fuck knows why.’




  And without bothering to say goodbye, Lexy had hung up, leaving Caroline impaled on the horns of a dilemma. If she ducked out of work that early, her boss would be livid; the day she had taken

  off to go to Sandbanks last week was still being held against her because of the lack of notice. And walking out in the middle of the day was even more extreme.




  Caroline would have to plead a family emergency – after she’d surreptitiously printed off a sex scene for Lexy, of course, a sackable offence in itself to use office equipment for

  private purposes – but she was dreading how this would be received. She was quite right to be worried. Her boss threw a massive wobbly: to placate her, Caroline had to promise to come in an

  hour early for the rest of the week and stay an hour late, effectively tripling the time she would be taking off this afternoon.




  It wasn’t fair. But no one in their twenties expected the job market to be fair. You didn’t go to HR to complain, you didn’t point out that you had holiday days or sick days

  coming against which you could set this afternoon. You were desperate to keep your job, pathetic and low-paid and prospect-free though it was. So you kept your mouth shut and apologized and agreed

  to anything your boss demanded, then grabbed your cheap plastic knockoff handbag from under your desk and slunk out with your head hanging, pantomiming guilt, mumbling a string of sorrys

  to the colleague who was going to have to finish your proofing work as well as her own . . .




  And having to meet Lexy while dressed in ugly work clothes was an extra punishment. Caroline had been staring miserably at her handbag on the tube, mortified at the state of it. Threads were

  coming off the stitching all round the handle, and when she tried pulling at one to break it off, it just kept coming till she got scared it would all pull free. She ended up wrapping the thread

  clumsily around the base, trying to knot it as best she could so it wouldn’t keep working itself loose. The bag, bought from a market stall a couple of years ago, was in a terrible state. She

  had known it was very bashed up, but it was only now, sitting with it on her lap, that she took in how badly the plastic was cracked and curling away from the corners, the threads on the side seams

  fraying as well.




  She had strategically pulled out the book extract for Lexy before entering the hotel, bunching the handbag up under her arm and then dropping it onto the armchair, practically sitting on it to

  conceal its decrepitude. The waiter brought Lexy her second glass of Pinot Grigio, this time with not only a slice of lemon in it but a decorative curl of peel perched on the rim, and she nodded at

  him in thanks as he set it down.




  ‘So what’s with the gay stuff?’ Lexy asked Caroline, picking up the glass. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I like gay porn as much as the next girl! The only thing better than

  one naked hot guy is two or three naked hot guys, right?’




  Having lived her adult life under the glare of TV cameras, Lexy was entirely nonchalant about making sexual or revealing comments in front of staff. The waiter’s ears were bright red as he

  withdrew to the bar once more, and Caroline, much shyer, waited until he was out of earshot before she answered.




  ‘I wrote a novel last year,’ she said. ‘That’s an extract from it. It’s about a blacksmith who falls in love with the son of an earl. In the end they run off to be

  pirates together on the South Seas—’




  ‘Cool, but why the gay stuff?’ Lexy was inexorable. ‘Why not girls and boys?’




  Because I don’t feel sexually confident enough to write straight sex scenes, Caroline thought. Because describing women’s bodies that are way better than mine –

  women who don’t have any problems getting on top of a guy because their tummies are flat, or doing reverse cowgirl because their bums are smooth and not spotty or pocked with cellulite

  – makes me feel incredibly sad about my own really boring sex life. I’m too embarrassed to try anything but missionary. Or doggy, but only in the dark.




  I bet that’s why women write male gay porn novels, she thought suddenly. I bet it’s because it doesn’t make them depressed at the contrast between the perfect

  figures they’re describing and the state of their own belly fat. If you’re creating hot guys with washboard abs and bulging biceps and bums like twin peaches, guys who would never look

  at you in real life, it’s much easier to have them fancy each other. That way you don’t have to deal with the cold hard truth that you’ll never, ever, shag a man that hot and sexy

  . . .




  ‘Lots of women write this kind of thing,’ she told Lexy. ‘They use their initials, or men’s names, otherwise the gay guys wouldn’t buy it. Or the women readers, I

  suppose – the fantasy is that it’s a sexy man telling the story. There isn’t loads of money in it, though, because only gay guys and some women buy them, which doesn’t add

  up to a huge amount of people.’




  ‘I didn’t even know there were books like this!’ Lexy said. ‘I’d definitely give this one a go, though! Hot gay porn! And I don’t even read

  books much.’




  She glanced at the pages spread out on the table, nodding approvingly.




  ‘I didn’t understand some of the words, honestly, but that doesn’t matter, ’cause you can totally work out what’s going on,’ she commented. ‘It makes

  you sound really clever. Plus it makes the reader feel clever too, reading a dirty sex scene with long words and all that posh history stuff in it, Lord Byron and that. It’s much classier

  than . . . I dunno, those porn novels with the black and white photos on the cover.’
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A shocking betrayal deserves a wicked revenge . . .





