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  ‘. . . and we should be arriving in approximately one hour. It’s a crisp, dry day in Geneva, and with a high of six degrees it looks like

  being a lovely sunny afternoon for you both. Enjoy the flight.’




  Lyric Charlton smiled as Jean-Jacques, the Lear jet’s regular pilot, finished his routine welcome from the cockpit. She wriggled her toes in her cream cashmere flight socks and marvelled

  at how perfectly they matched the leather upholstery. At this level of luxury, no detail was left unattended to, from the customized bar filled with her favourite tipple of Perrier to the

  monogrammed in-flight pillow. Not for the first time, she thanked her lucky stars. Because although she didn’t wish to take any of this for granted or abuse her privilege, the most important

  thing to her right now was speed, and this private jet afforded her the luxury of it.




  As she felt a squeeze on her hand, she turned to her right to smile at the man she loved. Here was something – someone – else she would never take for granted. The love of her

  life, her gorgeous, perfect, once-in-a-lifetime soulmate. He leaned across and kissed the top of her nose. She wiggled it delicately, breathing in the soft, musky, masculine scent of him.




  ‘Salade Niçoise, Miss Charlton?’




  Lyric pushed her thick, honey-coloured hair off her shoulders and smiled her acceptance as the air stewardess carefully placed the food in front of her on the linen-covered flight table. She

  looked the girl up and down appraisingly, taking in the demure bun holding back her shiny dark brown hair, the chiselled bone structure, her deep-set brown eyes and her pale, almost sallow

  complexion. Her fundamental beauty required no make-up other than black eyeliner and red lipstick, and she left behind the faintest aroma of hand soap, rather than scent. Eastern European, thought

  Lyric, without a shadow of a doubt, and all of twenty-two by the look of it. And what a sweet, innocent twenty-two she was, too. How different from herself at that age, Lyric thought wryly.




  As the stewardess reached the dividing curtain, she knocked something off the work station behind it. ‘Pizdets!’ she swore under her breath. Yep, thought Lyric, she was

  Russian all right . . .




  Lyric restlessly pushed her salad to one side and turned her head to gaze out of the window as the jet progressed steadily through the clouds. She was feeling too keyed-up to eat –

  reflective, and nervous, too.




  Leaning back, Lyric touched a button to recline the seat, stretched out her long, olive-skinned legs, crossed them at the ankle and rested them on the low-slung coffee table. She felt gloriously

  decadent. Madame Benoit, principal of Lyric’s exclusive French finishing school, would be apoplectic if she could see her now, she thought with a smile – in Madame Benoit’s view,

  ladies should sit with legs together and folded demurely to one side at all times.




  She smiled inwardly, thinking back to the Lyric of those days. It was only eight years ago, but it seemed a lifetime. How far she’d come from that would-be sophisticate – a born

  ringleader with a nose for mischief, fresh out of boarding school and en route to a pampered life among the upper classes. She’d thought she was invincible, but what a shock finishing school

  had been. Her own background, whilst undeniably privileged, was anything but spoilt, and the other girls’ unselfconscious flaunting of their enormous wealth had totally floored her. They used

  private jets like buses, whereas the only previous experience Lyric had had of the Club cabin on a charter flight was the glimpse of it she’d got as she turned right to take her seat in

  Economy Class. With a giggle, Lyric remembered when a boyfriend had taken her on holiday and – oh joy! – instead of turning right on the plane into Economy, they’d turned

  left, into the hallowed environs of First Class. But instead of relaxing into the lie-flat seats, enjoying the free drink and making the most of the luxury available, Lyric had spent the whole

  eight-hour flight sitting bolt upright and starving hungry, loath to blow her super-cool cover. She hadn’t dared ask how to recline the seat or extend the tray!




  Sitting up to take a sip of her mineral water, Lyric felt a tug of nostalgia for the girl she’d been then. Finishing school and all its material competitiveness had been only her first

  step into the world of the super-rich. Since then, as It girl extraordinaire and the toast of international society, she’d become fully immersed in the surreal existence of the world’s

  jet set. And whilst it had been a blast, and she’d revelled in the opportunities it had afforded her, at the same time every flamboyant display of wealth and every OTT extravagance had seemed

  to enhance her inner sense of unworthiness and the nagging feeling of emptiness.




  Her story from then on was somewhat predictable, as she’d numbed her feelings of inadequacy and unfathomable loss with non-stop parties, drink and drugs – how predictable was that?

  But now, six months out of rehab and still clean, Lyric wasn’t just on her way to restoring her own self-worth and repairing the damage her Class A addiction had done in her old life. She was

  on her way to solving the riddle that had troubled her since childhood and, in doing so, setting herself up for a whole new life.




  Because now she had a purpose – a newly discovered raison d’être that for the past six months had defined her every waking moment. And finally, discovery after shocking

  discovery, revelation after earth-shattering revelation, the resolution she’d waited for all her life was within her grasp. But what she hadn’t counted on was that others would be so

  desperately – and violently – opposed to her reaching it, and that her search would send her headlong into an international minefield of jealousy, deceit and betrayal. Right now, she

  needed to get to Geneva as soon as possible – before the forces working against her got there first . . .




  As Lyric’s thoughts turned to the unexpected opposition she’d come across as she solved the mystery of her life, she felt a chill run down her spine, and a familiar twitch in her

  left eye materialized. Absently, she reached up and scratched it. Funny that she’d never really questioned it until recently – it had always just been there, troubling her every now and

  again, a quirky part of the way she was made.




  A muffled bang from the front of the plane snapped Lyric out of her reverie. Next to her she felt her companion sit up too, before a sudden thwack sent a shudder through his body and his strong,

  upright torso slumped wordlessly beside her. There was a soft click over her shoulder and, as she turned, she gasped involuntarily. Beside her seat, the air stewardess was staring at her intently.

  There was no sign of the meek expression and sweet good nature of earlier. Now the eyes were steely and the chiselled cheekbones had taken on a sinister appearance. A vein pulsing in her forehead

  showed her deadly intent. At the end of her confident and unwavering outstretched arm was a revolver. And it was pointing directly at Lyric’s temple.




  

     

  




  Three years earlier . . .




  

     

  




  One




  August




  Crispin leaned forward and pulled the neckline of Lyric’s dress further down her front.




  ‘There you go, sweetie – if you’ve got it, flaunt it,’ he said, admiring the extra expanse of ample cleavage he’d revealed. ‘Isn’t that what Madame

  What’s-her-face would have told you?’




  Lyric laughed and looked down at her generous all-natural cleavage. ‘She would have kittens if she could see me now.’




  ‘Puppies, if that pair is anything to go by,’ deadpanned Crispin. Pulling a white-tip Marlboro out of his silver cigarette case with a flourish, he leaned forward to ask the driver

  of their limousine for a light.




  Lyric’s stomach lurched as she looked down at her borrowed Antony Price couture gown. Old habits were hard to break. Although for the past few years she’d become as renowned for her

  outrageous outfits as for her sassy sound bites and party stamina, she could still hear Madame’s mantras reverberate around her head every time she broke one of her rules of decorum. But this

  outfit, from the delicate crystal straps designed to look like drops of water to the sequins the colour of the deepest, darkest, loneliest ocean shimmering over the low-cut bodice and sexy slashed

  skirt, was perfect for the ‘shipwrecked’ theme of the night. Not for nothing was the designer famous for giving you the body you’d always dreamed of – the hidden corsetry,

  although restrictive, had a miraculous effect and had shaped Lyric’s lithe size ten curves into something out of Greek mythology. The colour of the dress drew out the natural highlights in

  her wild mane of thick, honey-coloured hair, and the sparkles enhanced her wide brown eyes. Lyric, as usual, wore little make-up – just a sweep of mascara on her long, dark lashes and a slick

  of lip gloss on her bee-stung lips. With Manolo Blahnik sharkskin sandals (he professed to having had the shark killed especially for Lyric), a conch-shell bag personally lent to her by the British

  Museum and – the pièce de résistance – a Philip Treacy reproduction of the Cutty Sark perched on her head, her look was sure to be the talking point of the

  evening. Or talking points, as Crispin had drily observed earlier, eyeing her boobs as they’d got ready together in her tiny Kensington mews house.




  And what a night it promised to be. Of all the glamorous, extravagant, paparazzi-filled launch parties that had crammed her diary since she had taken on the mantra of London’s favourite It

  girl, the best ones were still the exclusive private parties that her social set, rather than her social standing, guaranteed her an invitation to. With every month that passed, the parties seemed

  to get more and more decadent – and tonight’s promised to be no exception. Thrown by Thierry Langton, a merchant-banking colleague of the hedge-fund-manager husband of Lyric’s

  best schoolfriend Laura, it was being held in his recently restored hunting lodge in the Wiltshire countryside, and anyone who was anyone had been invited. Except, of course, anyone with a

  flashbulb or an agenda.




  The car turned off the B road into an unassuming entrance that opened on to a tree-lined gravel drive. As it crunched slowly through the overgrown woodland, the twilight threw shadows into the

  car and Lyric screwed up her nose.




  ‘Ugh – spooky. He’d have been better off waiting until October and throwing a Halloween bash, wouldn’t he?’




  Crispin pressed his head to the window and tutted.




  ‘O ye of little faith. Take a look at that, sweetie.’




  Lyric leaned over to his side and breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Now that’s more like it . . .’




  As the drive curved round to the left, the trees gave way to the house’s main approach. The thirty-bedroom pile had been given a ten-million-pound makeover – and it showed. Set on

  the shore of a huge lake, within a thousand acres of rolling countryside and ancient woodland, the impressive ivy-clad building seemed to glow with pride under the glare of the hundreds of lights

  strung all around it. The gravel drive was packed with Ferraris, Porsches and limousines, and ‘man Friday’ valets in loincloths (models from a top London agency) scurried about parking

  the guests’ cars and directing the chauffeurs to the parking area.




  As the car pulled up at the entrance, they could see the sea-green arrivals carpet and a glimpse of ancient beams dressed to look like driftwood. Lyric clapped her hands in delight. ‘I

  just love a theme done properly!’ she cried. ‘It makes all the effort so much more worthwhile.’




  Crispin, whose sole contribution to the theme was to accessorize his Ralph Lauren slacks, just-too-tight Jean Paul Gaultier T-shirt and Gucci blazer with a seaweed-style scarf slung artlessly

  over his shoulder, ground his cigarette into the ashtray set into the arm of his seat and grabbed her hand. ‘So do I, darling, so do I. Now: party checklist. Lip gloss?’




  Lyric patted her sequinned clutch. ‘Check!’




  Crispin gave her a sidelong glance. ‘Not for you, darling – for me. Now, where were we . . . inability to breathe?’




  Lyric wriggled in her dress and blew him an exaggerated kiss. ‘Check!’




  ‘Headache from totally excruciating designer millinery?’




  Lyric pulled a face and touched the ship on her head gingerly. It was definitely heavy.




  ‘Check.’




  Crispin grinned. ‘Passport?’




  ‘Check!’ Lyric squealed. You simply never knew where you’d end up at these parties. For hosts with their own helipad, glamorous foreign after-party locations were

  literally through the conservatory and out the back door, but after a long night of partying, it was often those guests with private jets at conveniently placed airfields who carried the party on

  to breakfast in a new exotic location.




  Crispin leapt out of the car as a buffed-up man Friday appeared to open Lyric’s door. Smiling graciously, she took Crispin’s arm and the pair of them shimmied into the party.




  Compared with the dim twilight outside, the lights spilling out of the huge front door were almost blinding, and it seemed even brighter inside. The high ceilings, ancient old beams and

  exquisite antique furniture made the ‘shipwrecked’ theme seem strangely incongruous and somewhat Disneyfied. Everything was supersize – from the tall pyramids of glasses on the

  enormous bar set up along the length of the room to resemble the bow of a ship, to the wide, white, Hollywood-style smiles of the assembled guests. At one end of the room, a DJ was spinning track

  after track under a fairy-light-strung palm tree, whilst more man Fridays worked the room with silver trays groaning under the weight of fizzing champagne flutes or studded miniature treasure

  chests piled high with cocaine.




  ‘Excellent, excellent,’ said Crispin, grabbing two glasses of champagne and gesturing to a treasure-chest waiter to come back later. He handed a glass to Lyric. ‘Dom

  Pérignon, without a doubt. Now we shan’t want for anything.’




  Lyric smiled at him fondly. Despite her party-hard reputation, she still had a very low tolerance to alcohol and never touched drugs. She knew it was unfashionable, but she didn’t see the

  point – she had no problem remaining fabulous company for hours on end without them, so why bother? She pulled herself up as she felt the all-too-familiar tug from deep inside her. A nagging,

  gnawing, unexplained emptiness that had plagued her all her life and simply refused to go away. Why, when she was about to enter a room full of people, did she often feel at her loneliest?




  As she and Crispin walked into the drawing room, they were met with smiles of recognition and kisses from the people they knew well, along with many admiring glances, and Lyric felt her party

  adrenaline kick in. The guests, as always, had gone all out to reflect the theme, and the dress code ranged from theatrical Treasure Island-style costumes to ‘clever’ interpretations.

  One woman had set off a monochrome outfit with a stunning set of black Tahitian pearls, another was wearing a diamond and sapphire sea-horse brooch, and yet another some conspicuous fishnet

  stockings. But none of the outfits came close to Lyric’s. She was in her element when she had an adoring audience, and tonight’s outfit would certainly ensure that, if nothing else.




  ‘Look, darling, you’re the centre of attention, despite crack-as-whack Tara Palmer-Tomkinson strutting her stuff in a bikini and snorkel,’ muttered Crispin into her ear as they

  passed another It girl holding court by the bar. Then, spotting a group standing around the fireplace, he waved delightedly.




  ‘And thrice excellent!’ he exclaimed. ‘There’s Mindy Braithwaite and pals. They are an absolute hoot, darling – let’s go and see them.’




  Lyric grimaced as she spotted a bloated, red-faced man in his seventies, wearing little more than an old piece of fishnet, standing beside a fifty-something blonde draped in a halter-neck Amanda

  Wakeley dress layered in different shades of blue crêpe. Half-naked, he was leering down her creased and mottled cleavage, shaking his netting and shouting repeatedly, ‘I’m still

  waiting to be caught.’ Spotting Crispin, the blonde waved flirtatiously. Lyric took one despairing glance at her, and her heart sank. Mindy was wearing rather too much make-up, which drew

  attention to her cheap surgery, and laughing loudly, all of which combined to give her a trashy look. Crispin, who had a weakness for rich middle-aged women, was drawn to her like a moth to a

  flame.




  ‘Dear God, Crispin, never mind the ship, they all just look wrecked,’ Lyric murmured in his ear. She was about to protest further when she spotted in the group a tall,

  slightly-built man with sun-streaked brown hair, hooded aquamarine eyes and a louche air, wearing a dishevelled open-necked shirt under his black dinner jacket – YSL if she wasn’t

  mistaken. But it was his unashamedly bored look that grabbed her – and the fact that he was possibly the fittest-looking man she’d ever seen. Well, since she’d sat next to Johnny

  Depp at a film premiere last year, anyway.




  Lyric gave Crispin her most ravishing smile, tossed her hair back and raised her glass to him. Crispin, having followed her gaze, smirked and raised his in response.




  ‘After you, then,’ said Lyric. ‘May the best girl win!’




  Crispin laughed and, grabbing her hand, pulled her across the room. In a shower of air kisses he introduced Lyric to Mindy, her husband Anthony and the two women standing with them. Then, openly

  appraising the stranger, he held out his hand.




  ‘And I don’t think we’ve met. Crispin Nielson-Jones.’




  The stranger pulled himself away from the bookcase he’d been leaning against and held out a limp, unenthusiastic hand.




  ‘Ralph Conway,’ he replied, pronouncing his name ‘Rafe’ in a languid, plummy drawl. Lyric nearly melted. God, he was gorgeous. Even the usually blasé Crispin

  looked flustered.




  ‘And this is Lyric Charlton.’




  Ralph looked her up and down slowly and deliberately. He sought her gaze and held it for a moment longer than was quite necessary. ‘Oh, I know who you are,’ he said, almost too low

  for anyone else to hear. Almost.




  ‘Well, you’d have to have spent the past four years under a stone not to,’ sniffed Crispin, slightly put out that Lyric had robbed him of Ralph’s attention quite so

  quickly. Lyric was speechless.




  ‘You missed dinner,’ Ralph said, still in the same low tone. Lyric had to lean in to catch what he said, and caught a tantalizing whiff of his musky aftershave.




  ‘We ate in. Why have steak out when you can have beans on toast at home?’ said Crispin tartly to the group, prompting gales of laughter from Mindy and friends.




  ‘I had . . . an engagement,’ stammered Lyric.




  What was wrong with her? Where was all her sparkling wit when she really needed it? Suddenly, she felt her left eye begin to tingle – the beginnings of an exaggerated but unexplained

  nervous twitch she’d had since childhood. It was extremely rare, her doctor had told her – just her luck! As if on cue, and before she could turn her head, her eye twitched and winked

  theatrically at Ralph. He raised an eyebrow in surprise, and Lyric cursed the affliction. As throughout her life, once again it had happened at exactly the wrong time.




  ‘An engagement,’ repeated Ralph, slowly and deliberately, in a tone that was almost mocking. ‘That sounds very important. Well, too bad – dinner was spectacular. But at

  least you made it for the Champagne Surprise.’




  Lyric looked at him blankly. ‘Champagne Surprise?’




  Ralph raised his nearly empty glass to her, drained it and tipped it upside down over the palm of his hand. From the bottom dropped a small, sparkling stone. He held it up delicately between his

  thumb and forefinger.




  ‘That’s your surprise – a diamond in every drink. Novel, isn’t it?’




  Lyric gasped in spite of herself. Despite their frequency on the party circuit, such extravagant displays of wealth still shocked her. She looked into her own glass, and, seeing nothing, drained

  it defiantly. As the bubbles coursed down her throat, she felt something else, too – something hard, something . . . She choked loudly and messily as the tiny diamond became lodged in her

  throat. The barely swallowed champagne made to return and she burped – a quiet, ladylike burp, but one firmly within Ralph’s earshot.




  ‘There you go – there was one in yours, too,’ said Ralph in amusement.




  Lyric inhaled sharply, eyes watering. Why did he make her feel so gauche?




  Ralph grinned a stomach-churning, lopsided grin and turned his back slightly on the group, who had already tired of the frisson between the two and were excitedly checking their own glasses. He

  nodded at a waiter to top up his glass.




  ‘Lyric?’ he asked. Lyric shook her head. ‘Perhaps you’d prefer a fresh glass, so you can swallow another precious stone?’ he teased. ‘Do I spy, with my little

  eye, something beginning with spoilt?’




  ‘Not at all – I simply prefer my diamonds set in platinum,’ she said, trying to match his irony. She felt herself redden and got annoyed, which only made her blush deepen. He

  was really getting to her!




  A man Friday passed with a stunning jewelled Fabergé egg on a tray and offered it to them. A delicate diamond-encrusted spoon lay by its side. Ralph picked it up and flipped opened the

  egg. There, inside, was another pile of fine white powder.




  ‘Lyric, maybe I can tempt you with a little of this rather fine cocaine?’ he said, still in the same teasing voice.




  She shook her head confidently. ‘No thank you – not for me.’




  Ralph cocked his head to one side. ‘Oh, come on – don’t tell me you don’t do drugs? You’re practically an endangered species!’




  Lyric smiled back less certainly. Was she coming across as a real bore? She looked back at the group, where Crispin was standing next to a treasure chest doing his party trick, which consisted

  of throwing a scoop of cocaine up into the air as if it were scent and walking under it, sniffing and shrieking with laughter. Mindy was preparing to follow suit.




  Ralph leaned in to Lyric again and whispered in her ear, his breath tickling her ear lobe and making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. ‘Don’t look on it as deceptively

  altering your mind, but rather as increasing your party power. If you struggle with drinking too much, cocaine is your answer – it’s the best leveller you’ll ever come

  across.’ He pulled back and gave her a knowing look. ‘And if you’re going to make it to Venice tonight, you’ll need it.’




  Lyric looked straight at him quizzically. Was he propositioning her?




  Ralph raised one eyebrow at her. ‘We’re off for liqueurs at Harry’s Bar. But later. Much later.’




  Lyric stared at him, butterflies fluttering in her tummy. She turned to the waiter and winked cheekily in an attempt to disguise the way her left eye had now started to twitch. ‘Well, I

  guess a girl’s got to pass the time somehow.’




  Ralph allowed himself a condescending smile, and Lyric grinned bravely at the waiter. She might as well give it a try. After all, you only live once. And really, what harm could it possibly do?

  Just once.




  ~




  Two hours later, at the same party, Lyric and Ralph were sitting barefoot on a sunbed by the side of the elaborate swimming pool, spotting constellations in the sky. Lyric had

  been chatting away for what seemed to her like hours, but Ralph didn’t seem to mind. Groups of partygoers were dotted all around the edge, and the booming bass from inside was clearly

  audible, but Lyric felt, cliché though it might be, that she and Ralph were totally alone. Fire-torches cast a romantic glow across the water, and, sitting here in the open air, she could

  almost imagine they were shipwrecked together. Frankly, she couldn’t think of anyone more wildly, sexily, intoxicatingly appropriate to be shipwrecked with. She was in love. In lust? No, in

  love. She realized she’d only known him for a short time, but she was sure of it. This was it. She’d finally found the gut-wrenching, all-consuming love she’d always

  hankered after. She loved Ralph. In fact, she was going to tell him—Suddenly, from behind the sunbed, Crispin planted a noisy kiss on her shoulder. ‘There you are, darling! I’ve

  been looking everywhere for you. Shunt up, will you?’ He squeezed on to the sunbed next to her, pulling out a Marlboro Light and completely ignoring Ralph. ‘I’m starting to tire

  of tonight. I mean, how many people do you know who have been shipwrecked in diamonds and couture?’




  Lyric looked at Crispin, heart racing. He was right – this party could do with some livening up. And who better than herself to do it? She prided herself on being the life and soul, after

  all . . . With that, she leapt up and dived elegantly into the pool. There was a hush as Lyric resurfaced and pulled herself out. The crowd around the pool gasped and someone cheered.




  ‘Now do I look shipwrecked?’ she called out to Crispin and Ralph triumphantly. Her dress, always figure-hugging, now clung sexily to all her curves. Her eyes shone in the half light

  and her skin sparkled with the water dripping from it. Ralph shook his head in disbelief.




  ‘No, but you look beautiful,’ Crispin called back, laughing. ‘You’re off your face!’




  Lyric held out her arms to the sky and twirled around gracefully. ‘No, I’m not – I’m off to Venice!’




  She felt euphoric. Yes, she might be off her head – but she was happy. And one thing was certain – tonight had changed her life for ever.




  

     

  




  Two years later . . .




  

     

  




  Two




  May




  Lyric pulled on the handbrake of her Audi TT and gave a happy sigh. Despite nursing one hell of a champagne hangover, she’d made it. Broughton Hall, the family home,

  was her fortress, a haven away from the madness of her whirlwind existence, and the only place she could really relax. More importantly, it was the place she felt closest to filling the huge void

  that gnawed deep inside her. She just wished it hadn’t turned into such a chore getting here. As if getting out of bed and getting anywhere after a big night wasn’t bad enough, the

  prospect of the two-hour drive had caused her to cancel more weekends at home than she cared to remember in the past year – so much so that her mother now followed up her habitual

  mid-afternoon call to make sure the recently unreliable Lyric was still on for the visit (i.e. out of bed) with a second call: a ‘traffic update’ (i.e. a check-up to make sure she was

  on the road). But it wasn’t just the getting up and going. Once on the road, Lyric found the M4 to be a complete trial – those endless miles of tarmac and the relentless white lines in

  the middle, one after the other, racked up like thick lines of cocaine, mockingly reminding her of her narcotic-fuelled nightlife and what a mess she’d got herself into. And though it was a

  huge relief to pull off the motorway and on to the country roads that led to Broughton Hall, the relief at actually arriving was even more palpable.




  This was a three-line-whip occasion – her father’s birthday weekend, a date set in stone in the family calendar. She certainly couldn’t wriggle out of it with a fictional flat

  tyre or sudden head cold. Grabbing her Louis Vuitton weekend bag from its place amidst the overflowing ashtray, unopened post and apple cores that littered the passenger seat, Lyric banged her

  elbow on the handbrake. Damn it! She rubbed her arm in frustration and noted with dismay that a bruise was already appearing. She had always been accident-prone, but she seemed to mark so easily

  these days. Ignoring the persistent ache, she leapt out of the car and waved excitedly as she saw Jeffries, the Charltons’ ancient butler, standing between the pillars of the main entrance to

  greet her. Along with the rest of the staff, Jeffries was almost as old as some of the furniture and had probably had his suit longer than that. He still insisted on calling her Miss

  Lyric.




  ‘Good evening, Miss Lyric,’ he said, with his characteristic bow of the head.




  ‘Hello, Jeffries,’ replied Lyric, giving him an impromptu hug. He said nothing, but she was sure she detected a flush of pleasure creep over his face. Her natural effusiveness, total

  lack of affectation and innate sense of mischief had long made her a favourite with the staff.




  She handed Jeffries her bag and looked around her with undisguised joy. Although stately, there was nothing intimidating about Broughton Hall. Carefully tended climbing shrubs softened the

  austere Grade-One-listed facade, and the interior decor was more about comfort than grandeur. Although her mother’s exquisite taste and penchant for overseas travel – much of it with

  her best friend and Lyric’s godmother, A-list actress Truly Stunning – was evident in the eclectic mix of Ming china, kilims and full-sized standard bay trees artfully dotted around the

  house, Broughton Hall was resolutely old money and the epitome of shabby chic. Most of the expensive ornaments, broken by children or dogs, had been super-glued back together at some point over the

  years. Lyric breathed in deeply, relishing the familiar smell of wet dog, huge log fires and Jo Malone candles.




  As if on cue, Stan, Lyric’s beloved golden Labrador, came trotting down the hall and greeted her with adoring eyes, loud woofs and a big doggy smile. She knelt on the floor and enveloped

  him in a hug as he slobbered excitedly over her and thumped his tail heavily on the rug.




  ‘You’ll find your parents in the drawing room, Miss Lyric,’ said Jeffries with another little bow of the head, picking up her bag from the floor. ‘Will Mrs Gunners find

  your laundry in the back of your car?’




  Lyric gave him a guilty look and nodded sheepishly. She had developed the habit of saving up her washing for weekends at home, and rather than spend her coke money on a maid, she was now doing

  this more frequently. She stood up, ran her fingers through her hair (blow-dried en route by the car heater) and straightened her Chloé blouse and Joseph trousers. A far cry from her flashy

  party clothes, but the appropriate choice for a weekend in the country. Thank goodness she’d thought to change for dinner before she left London. She was always sooo late, no matter

  what lengths of forward planning she went to. Her mother expected her to be punctual, and took a dim view if she wasn’t.




  A chorus of pleased hellos greeted Lyric as she bounced into the drawing room, and she happily embraced each of the family and friends gathered around the room.




  First was her father, George, standing proudly in front of the fireplace, surrounded by photographs of the triumphs of the racing yard he’d established, and the horses he’d loved

  over the years, with a faraway look in his eyes. Lord Charlton was still handsome, his weather-beaten face tanned from years of hunting, shooting and fishing, his hair now showing more salt than

  pepper. Twinkly eyes and crinkly laugh lines gave away his permanent good humour and hinted at the caring nature that sometimes outweighed his balanced judgement.




  ‘Hi, Daddy,’ she said warmly, and was rewarded with a loving kiss on the top of the head and a hug. Dear Daddy, in his ancient, faded country clothes, smelling faintly of cigars and

  Scotch and looking every bit as much a part of Broughton Hall as the ancient beams in the ceiling.




  Next to him, cousin Jacob – thankfully without lecherous Uncle Quentin in tow – his classic good looks now slightly blurred around the edges from too many boozy Westminster lunches,

  was leaning on the grand piano as his latest girlfriend crucified Bach’s Prelude in B Minor. Predictable Jacob, thought Lyric as she silently appraised the girl. Pretty, but not

  outstandingly so, well-brought-up, polite, with a pedigree to match – but sturdy, oh-so conservative and deadly dull. When was Jacob ever going to find someone who fitted his

  personality rather than his political aspirations?




  ‘Hey, Jacob – still shaking up Whitehall?’ she said fondly.




  ‘I most certainly am,’ he said with an affectionate hug. ‘I just wish I could build my profile into a tenth of what yours is!’




  Lyric grinned. ‘Well, notoriety seems to be a family trait.’




  A shadow flashed across Jacob’s face, and Lyric suddenly wanted to kick herself. She’d been referring to herself, but she could quite equally have meant his father. Uncle Quentin was

  Daddy’s younger brother and the errant black sheep of the Charlton family – but the fact that he had been his late father’s favourite meant Daddy persisted in turning a continual

  blind eye to his gambling, debts and dodgy business arrangements. On the social scene, his reluctance to put his hand in his pocket for any of his extravagant tastes had earned him the nickname

  ‘Penguin’, and even the society pages had started to refer openly to his less appealing side.




  Across the room a couple of Daddy’s birthday guests were admiring a Constable on the wall, one of the Charl-tons’ many works of art hanging from heavy chains around the house. Then

  Lyric noted with delight that, standing behind a Sheraton sofa table, decked out head to toe in the latest Holland & Holland collection, was George’s old school friend Sheik Haddad de

  Sattamin. His latest wife Carola was perched on a chair, self-conscious in elaborately coiffed hair, glitzy Versace dress and high heels – the ultimate no-no in a house with as many wooden

  floors as theirs. No doubt Lyric’s mother would have one of the staff following her around buffing up the dents left by her stilettos – when they weren’t getting stuck down the

  cracks between the old oak floorboards.




  Lyric stifled a fond smile. Poor, gold-digging Carola. She tried so hard but always got it just that little bit wrong – proof that money didn’t necessarily buy you style, and that

  too much could make the humblest person into an instant snob. The first time Carola had visited Broughton Hall, she’d complained that the bath water was brown. Brown! Lyric couldn’t

  remember a time it had been clear! Didn’t Carola realize that soft, slightly cloudy water was one of the ultimate signs of a classy, ancient home? Then Carola had set out on the next

  day’s shoot in all the colours of the rainbow – Daddy had joked that she’d have been mistaken for a cock pheasant if the sight of her hadn’t frightened them all away first.

  Yet the Sheik, in stark comparison to his fourth wife, was an unselfconscious, worldly, larger-than-life character – jovial, sociable and super-rich, and a regular on Lyric’s jet-set

  party circuit. The Sheik was famed for his warmth and his generosity, and his own expensive attempts to fit into his social surroundings seemed endearing rather than try-hard.




  And then, of course, flitting about the room putting everyone at ease – and studiously ignoring the calorie-laden canapés – was Lyric’s mother, Lady Charlton. Ever the

  perfect hostess, Constance Charlton was the epitome of good taste, and legendary for both her sense of style and her exquisite entertaining, whether it was casual drinks before Sunday lunch, a

  formal dinner for twelve or a banquet or ball. Tonight she was resplendent in Indian silk bought on one of her many travels, the long tunic and flowing trousers emphasizing her whippet-thin figure,

  the ethnic jewellery setting off her cornflower-blue eyes and latest expensive facelift. Constance’s easy-going demeanour and ready smile belied her neurotic nature – who would guess

  from the gracious way she made her guests feel so at home that Constance herself was a total neurotic who loathed hunting, shooting and fishing, and survived on pills and diet shakes?




  Right now, Constance made a beeline for Lyric, stretching out her neck to air-kiss her daughter so that Lyric was enveloped in Fracas scent and a crêpey neck.




  ‘Darling, you’re here,’ she said to Lyric but also to the room in general. ‘We thought we would have to start without you.’ She gave her daughter a warm hug and

  then held up Lyric’s chin and studied her face, taking in the pale, pinched skin and the huge dark circles under her eyes. ‘You look tired! Did you go to see the dermatologist I

  recommended to you?’




  Lyric grimaced. ‘Yes, Mummy – he told me to drink more water and get more sleep and then tried to get me to spend my entire trust fund on a facelift,’ she said evenly. She

  smiled warmly as the Sheik approached and hugged her paternally.




  ‘I think that your mother’s dermatologist was wiser than you give him credit for,’ the Sheik said knowingly. ‘You do look tired, my dear. And so thin . . . Perhaps

  a weekend in the country – with your family – is just what you need?’ Lyric pulled a face, all at once feeling about ten years old. ‘But that’s you young people all

  over, isn’t it?’ the Sheik continued, looking over her shoulder at Constance. ‘You may be the nation’s best-loved hostess, Constance, but your daughter, she continues to be

  the world’s best-loved party guest. And so – ’ here he paused for dramatic effect – ‘I felt she might like the world’s best party dress – as a little gift

  from an old family friend.’




  Lyric looked at him quizzically. The Sheik snapped his fingers, and seemingly out of nowhere, his manservant brought over a dress bag. From it, he produced a cocktail dress in claret

  crêpe, cut on the bias and delicately encrusted with Swarovski crystals and semi-precious stones. It glittered seductively and expensively, and seemed to epitomize refined, sexy

  sophistication.




  Lyric gasped. ‘Oh my God! That’s the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen!’




  The Sheik smiled. ‘Well, if you like the dress, why don’t you put it on?’




  Lyric stared at him, thinking of the thousands of pounds a dress like that must have cost. ‘But – I couldn’t possibly . . .’




  The Sheik’s smile widened even further. ‘Yes, you could. And if it fits, Lyric, you can have it.’




  Lyric looked around the room and grinned impishly. ‘Well, I’ll bloody well make it fit!’




  She raced upstairs to her mother’s bedroom – the closest – and, making a mental note to come back and raid her dressing table for a new stash of Valium later, tore off her

  clothes, heart racing. The dress had to fit! She’d always been sample size, and she certainly hadn’t put weight on lately – if anything, she’d lost it.




  Lyric touched the fabric reverently. It slipped softly through her fingers as she pulled it on and seemed to glow under the dressing-table lights. Lyric gazed into the mirror. She gasped at the

  sight of herself, and tears welled up in her eyes.




  ‘Come on, Lyric, we’re waiting!’ called Jacob from the bottom of the staircase. ‘Have you got it on yet?’




  Lyric stared at herself miserably. The dress hung limply as if it were hanging off a coat hanger. Her limbs stuck out in it like jagged corners, and where there should have been curves the

  material simply sagged. Panicking, Lyric opened her mother’s tights drawer and, pulling out a pair of stockings, shoved them down her bra. But it was no good. It wasn’t just her weight,

  it was the expanses of skin, too. All over her usually flawless skin were big, ugly, black bruises – on her arms, her shins, her legs: bruises everywhere. And not just where

  she’d bumped herself, but, it seemed, even where she’d slept. On her back, her collarbone, her thighs. What had happened to her once shapely figure? What had she done to herself?




  One thing was certain – she couldn’t go downstairs looking like this. Slowly, reluctantly, she slipped off the dress and pulled her own clothes back on. Carefully, she folded it over

  her arm and walked down the stairs.




  Back in the drawing room, all eyes turned to her and jaws dropped in disappointment as they saw her return in her own clothes.




  ‘Lyric, darling, don’t tell me you couldn’t fit into it?’ Constance tutted. ‘How can you look so thin yet still not fit sample size?’




  Lyric, ignoring another of her mother’s habitual put-downs, smiled at the Sheik shyly, eyes downcast, scared to meet his gaze. ‘You know what, I can’t accept this,’ she

  said. ‘But thank you – it was a very kind gesture.’ She looked up into his eyes, and with a shot of realization instantly knew that he was totally aware of just how deeply

  she’d got herself into trouble. And he was offering to help her. But how?




  Just then, Jeffries appeared at the door. ‘Your Ladyship, dinner is served.’




  Lyric was now shaking from something other than her champagne hangover, and wished she’d had time for a drink to steady her nerves.




  The guests took their seats around the table, and the cheese soufflé was served. Lyric, feeling conscious of both the Sheik’s and her mother’s eyes boring into her across the

  table, tried to please them both – Constance by appearing to have a healthy appetite, and the Sheik by playing delicately with her food with polite nonchalance. As usual, Constance had

  managed to spread her own tiny portion around her plate without actually consuming any of it. Trust Mummy to avoid eating any of what was really no more than Gruyère-flavoured air.




  As the main course of roast grouse was served, Lyric caught her father’s eye as he looked at her in fond amusement. They both knew she hated the pungent taste of game and would have

  preferred a breaded veal escalope. Her childhood favourite, the dish had been banned from Broughton Hall menus from the day she had taken one of her mother’s ‘chicken fillet’ bra

  pads, tossed it in oil and breadcrumbs and had it served up for dinner on a bed of rocket salad. Whilst Lyric and her father had been in hysterics, Constance had feigned amusement – but ever

  since, the dish had been absent from the Charlton dinner table.




  The studious scraping of cutlery on china and cheery dinner chat was abruptly shattered by the tinny ringtone of Lyric’s mobile.




  ‘Does your phone ever stop ringing?’ laughed Jacob, peering at her round the tall vase of Casablanca lilies in the middle of the table. ‘You’re in more demand than I

  am!’




  ‘Yes, well, dear, there’s always been more politics at parties than in Parliament,’ quipped Constance. ‘But Lyric, you might have the decency to switch it off at

  dinner.’




  Lyric flushed and, fishing the phone from her clutch bag, rejected the call. She picked up her heavy silver knife and fork and returned to her food. She’d only managed one more mouthful

  when Jeffries appeared at the door.




  ‘Miss Lyric, there is a telephone call for you. I explained you were dining, but the gentleman was most insistent.’




  Lyric looked up at him, perplexed.




  ‘Dear God, does no one respect mealtimes any more?’ sighed Constance, more to herself than anyone in particular. ‘Who is it, Jeffries? Don’t tell me – it’s

  that Conway boy.’




  Forgetting her inner turmoil for a moment, Lyric scowled at her mother. She never missed an opportunity to put Ralph down. Why was no one Lyric fell in love with ever good enough for

  Constance?




  Jeffries cleared his throat. ‘The gentleman claims he is ringing from the News of the World.’




  A hush descended over the table, and concerned looks were exchanged. Lyric, suddenly and inexplicably fearing the worst, turned to Jeffries and held out her hand for the receiver.




  ‘Please, excuse me – I think I should take this,’ she said quietly. Inadvertently, she caught the Sheik’s eye. He looked about as worried as she felt.




  Her concerns were wholly justified. Listening silently to the voice on the other end of the receiver, Lyric felt as though she was going to pass out. She sat, dumbstruck, head pounding. It

  couldn’t be any worse. The public humiliation. The shame. She looked around her at the people she loved gathered at the dinner table, and felt physically sick. The hurt this was going to

  cause them . . .




  ‘No comment,’ she said into the phone and hung up.




  She paused for what seemed like for ever, then looked up, eyes full of fear. She almost couldn’t speak.




  ‘Daddy, Mummy.’ Her voice broke. The table now was deadly silent.




  ‘That was—’ she swallowed hard. ‘The News of the World have some pictures of me. Taking drugs. In a public loo. In Camden.’




  In the context of admitting she took drugs, the details of where and how hardly seemed important. But she knew that it was exactly this that would matter so much to the paper. It was so sordid.

  And so . . . so much of a one-off. She took drugs, yes. She had a problem, yes. But her habit had never been that . . . desperate. That depraved. If only Ralph hadn’t been so insistent

  about going to that bar, the latest hang-out for super-cool rock types, if only they hadn’t bumped into their dealer, if only . . .




  If only.




  There was a deadly silence.




  ‘So what are you saying, darling? You’ve smoked some cannabis? Isn’t simply everyone doing that again? God, you’d think this generation had invented it,’ sniffed

  Constance with a dismissive air.




  The Sheik cleared his throat. ‘I think Lyric may be referring to something rather more serious. Rather more than a simple puff on a naughty cigarette?’ He raised his voice

  questioningly at Lyric, inviting her to open up, to admit everything. ‘Something that, maybe, she’ll need treatment for? And that’s before we’ve dealt with the media

  backlash.’




  Again all eyes turned to Lyric. She hung her head.




  ‘I have a drug habit,’ she mumbled. ‘I think I’m . . . addicted to cocaine.’




  There was another stunned silence.




  ‘Oh, come on, now – a few days in the Four Seasons and a couple of algae wraps and you’ll be back on your feet,’ said Constance matter-of-factly. ‘Truly’s

  always going off somewhere or other to treat her exhaustion. I’m sure this is nothing different.’ She fixed Lyric with a stern glare that seemed to be saying, I knew hanging about

  with that Conway boy was going to end in tears, Lyric – and now look.




  Lyric’s father shook his head kindly, his eyes twinkling at his daughter. ‘Constance, I think she’s better off staying put here. Some home cooking and fresh country air and

  she’ll be as right as rain.’




  The Sheik clapped his hands authoritatively. ‘If I may be so bold? I think we might be underestimating the gravity of the situation here.’ He turned gently towards Lyric. ‘You

  see, it’s not really about the newspaper story, is it, Lyric?’




  Lyric shook her head miserably.




  He turned back to her parents. ‘You see, George, Constance, this is more like having an illness. Lyric is very ill, and she needs to go and get better. But the newspaper story –

  well. That puts a whole new level of urgency into the situation. We have to get her on a plane before it hits the news-stands on Sunday.’




  ‘On a plane?’ asked Constance stupidly.




  ‘On a plane,’ repeated the Sheik gently.




  ‘But where on earth to?’ questioned Constance.




  ‘I know of a very good place – extremely discreet – in the middle of the desert,’ said the Sheik. ‘I took the liberty of speaking to them some weeks ago. It is

  exceptionally exclusive, but it seems they would be happy to welcome an associate of mine.’




  Constance gulped, for once close to losing her legendary composure. Her eyes shone with unshed tears. George blew his nose noisily into his handkerchief, his brow furrowed as he wrestled with

  the bare truth. Jacob raised his eyebrows at his girlfriend and looked over at Lyric with concern. The rest of the table shuffled cutlery and wine glasses uncomfortably.




  George, pulling himself together and looking meaningfully down the length of the table at his wife, cleared his throat and turned to the Sheik. ‘So, then, this place in the desert –

  tell me more.’




  ‘She’ll have to give up that Conway boy once and for all,’ said Constance, almost to herself. ‘There’s no way we shall ever condone that relationship

  now.’




  Lyric listened miserably as the assembled crowd discussed her future, numbly watching her family make the arrangements for her salvation. She was humiliated, she was embarrassed, and she was

  scared. The fact that they were all being so goddamn understanding almost made it worse.




  But in her heart of hearts, Lyric felt sheer relief. It was her ugly secret no longer. Somebody understood how bad it had become and wanted to help her. Somebody had taken her under their wing

  and was going to make it better.




  One thing still troubled her, though. Solving her drug addiction was one thing, but would she ever get to solve the real problem in her life – this nagging sense of debilitating

  loneliness?




  

     

  




  Three




  ‘Well, well, well – Lyric always did have a penchant for trouble,’ said Treeva Sinclair gleefully. She dropped the copy of the News of the World

  she’d been scanning on to the deck and held out her left hand to the white-linen-clad manicurist. At her feet, another nail technician was busy painting her toes a vivid pink. Treeva turned

  her attention back to the portable plasma screen in front of her, currently blaring out MTV Cribs.




  ‘Still, I hope she’s OK,’ she added, almost as an afterthought.




  Her mother, Pamela Sinclair, looked at her over the top of her oversized Dior sunglasses.




  ‘I just can’t believe a well-brought-up girl like Lyric would get herself mixed up in something like this,’ she said. ‘I’ve known her since she was tiny! I remember

  when you first told me she was taking drugs, I refused to believe you. I mean, why? You’d never do that!’




  Treeva smiled sweetly and pulled her baseball cap further down till it covered her face. ‘Of course I wouldn’t. Don’t be ridiculous, Mummy.’




  Blowing on her long, airbrushed acrylic nails, Treeva casually looked over the side of the luxury super-yacht at the sparkling azure sea. A perk of having Jed Sinclair, one of the most powerful

  men in music, as a father meant that she had grown up surrounded by not only the luxurious fruits of his success, but those of his wealthy friends too. This floating palace, all cognac marble,

  beige deep-pile carpets and mirrored ceilings, belonged to his Saudi business associate Nasser Al Haji and was a favourite bolthole for Treeva and her mother. She surveyed the waters surrounding

  the yacht disdainfully – a school of snorkellers and divers were bobbing up and down like porpoises.




  ‘Haven’t you found it yet?’ called Treeva as one popped up and, seeing her peering over the edge, took off his face mask.




  He shook his head emphatically, waving his torch aloft. ‘There’s no sign,’ he called. ‘It’s not easy trying to find a diamond in waters this deep.’




  ‘Well, it’s in there somewhere – don’t come back until you’ve found it,’ she replied dismissively and turned back to her nails. ‘It wouldn’t

  surprise me if one of them had found it and pocketed it,’ she said out loud to no one in particular. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have gone swimming in it. I mean, a solitaire ring like

  that could set one of them up for life.’ Her mother, head buried in a gossip magazine, murmured in agreement without looking up.




  Picking up her glass, Treeva swirled the cocktail umbrella around and drained the rest of her Sex on the Beach. She held out the glass to a nail technician without turning away from the TV.

  ‘I’ll have another of these. And some of those crunchy little crudités we had last night.’




  The nail technicians both looked around for a bartender or waiter, but, seeing no one, looked back at each other in confusion. The manicurist scowled and muttered something unintelligible under

  her breath, whilst the woman at Treeva’s feet raised her eyebrows, downed tools and scurried off in search of the refreshments.




  Treeva stroked her mahogany-brown shoulder thoughtfully, picked up the bottle of Piz Buin Classic Brown next to her and shook it. It was empty.




  ‘Oh, look, I’m clean out of suncream,’ she said to the manicurist. ‘Get me some, will you?’




  The woman hesitated a nanosecond as if waiting for something, but when no pleasantries were forthcoming stomped sulkily off below deck.




  ‘I’m so glad I tan naturally like you, Mummy,’ Treeva said, stretching out one of her long legs, which had the deep orangey-brown look of fake tan, and contemplating it

  happily. ‘I couldn’t stand to be all white like Laura.’




  Pamela looked over the top of her magazine. ‘Well, it’s just as well you grew out of your own pale skin then, darling,’ she said pointedly. Treeva’s insistence that she

  had naturally sun-kissed skin might fool most people, but her obsessively secret twice-daily applications of fake tan couldn’t fool her own mother.




  ‘Talk of the devil . . .’ said Treeva, unabashed. As the latest grime track blared out tinnily from under her sunbed, she picked up her pimped-up BlackBerry, which sparkled with

  Swarovski crystals. ‘Yah, Laura – hi, sweetie.’




  ‘Hi, Tree,’ said her other best friend, Laura Hoffman. ‘Have you seen the papers?’




  ‘Yah, sweetie,’ said Treeva, picking up her newspaper again and fanning herself with it nonchalantly. ‘Trust Lyric, eh?’




  ‘Have you spoken to her yet?’ asked Laura, her voice full of concern.




  ‘No – I’ve tried a few times, though,’ lied Treeva. ‘Her phone’s always turned off.’




  ‘That’s weird. I‘ve been trying to get through too, but it’s always engaged,’ said Laura absently. ‘Poor thing! I just want to make sure she’s OK. I

  wonder how it’s gone down with Constance and George?’




  Pretty mother-of-two Laura was a born worrier and natural do-gooder, and had spent the past twenty-three years picking up the pieces after whatever trouble Lyric had got into – usually

  having led a willing Treeva along with her. This episode, however, put Lyric’s former loveable scrapes and high-spirited mischief in the shade. This was trouble with a capital T.

  Lyric’s life was never going to be the same again.




  ‘I would imagine she’s more worried about how it’s gone down with the Guess jeans campaign, her column and her adoring public – not to mention her record company,’

  Treeva said bitterly, not bothering to disguise her jealousy at Lyric’s successful career. ‘The papers say she’s lost the lot – and if their tone is anything to go by, the

  public won’t be far behind them.’




  Treeva’s own career in the public eye had never quite got off the ground in the same way that Lyric’s had. Her modelling career had started and finished when her disastrous debut on

  a London Fashion Week catwalk a decade ago had eclipsed the schoolfriend’s first collection she was modelling. The collection – and Treeva – got the desired column inches, but for

  all the wrong reasons, as Treeva’s ‘Playboy Bunny’ image had jarred uncomfortably with the pared-down grungey minimalism of the early-Nineties styling. Since then, she’d

  tried her hand at singing (her girl band, Sugar Rush, was dropped by her father’s record label after their first single bombed), and acting (her walk-on role as an extra in Hollyoaks

  was turned into a cameo when, despite all efforts to disguise her, Treeva Sinclair simply looked like – well – Treeva Sinclair). Her latest attempt at world domination – as a VJ

  presenter on a satellite music station – seemed similarly doomed.




  ‘I heard they’d all dropped her, too,’ said Laura compassionately. ‘Poor, poor Lyric. It’s just so unlike her. How on earth did she get herself into such a

  mess?’




  ‘Well, Laura, think about it. Lyric’s always had some weird kind of attraction to the world’s low-life. I mean, let’s not forget that she is the only girl to go to an

  exclusive French finishing school and fall in love with the gardener’s son, for God’s sake!’




  ‘Oh, Treeva, come on – that was a silly crush, that’s all,’ cooed Laura soothingly. ‘Lust from afar. I don’t think she ever even spoke to him!’ It never

  paid to encourage Treeva when she was warming to her favourite activity – bitching.




  ‘Well – OK, you’re right,’ Treeva acknowledged grudgingly. ‘But the drugs thing, you know – it could happen to anyone in our position. Drugs are just so

  available, aren’t they, and it takes a strong person to say no to them,’ she continued, her voice loaded with meaning.




  Which was lost on Laura. ‘Yes, but surely you can just turn them down?’ she said with genuine confusion. ‘I mean, it’s not as though Lyric’s ever had problems with

  her confidence, or had to resort to some kind of artificial high to be the life and soul of the party.’




  ‘Oh, Laura, we don’t all have your strength of character or your constitution,’ snapped Treeva. ‘And people are not always what they seem. Maybe Lyric just wanted to do

  us all a favour and take a break from being a national treasure for five minutes.’




  There was a silence on the other end of the phone as Laura absorbed the rebuke and worked out how to respond to it. Throughout their years together at boarding school, she’d been the

  sensible, sturdy one of the trio – in looks as well as personality, for whilst leggy Lyric had the racing metabolism of someone of her restless disposition – not to mention the honed

  limbs of someone used to skiing for several months a year – and image-obsessed Treeva had shaped her model-thin limbs with years of working out and liposuction, five-foot-nothing Laura had

  spent her adolescence fighting a losing battle with puppy fat, not helped by stodgy school meals and generous helpings of her grandmother’s lemon drizzle cakes during the holidays. But at

  some point during the final year of school, she’d shed all her excess weight, and ever since then her jet-black hair, alabaster skin and dark brown eyes had been set off by the appearance of

  some striking cheekbones and sexy 1950s contours. Her new sex-bomb status – not to mention social eligibility as the daughter of banking supremo Tiny Goldstein – had attracted the

  attentions of hot-shot hedge funder Robert Hoffman, and she now lived the society-wife dream, running charitable events and lunches for super-rich and super-bored ladies. But despite the fact that

  she had been first to achieve the next accepted rung of marriage and motherhood, it felt a world away from Lyric and Treeva’s nocturnal existence, and in their company Laura often felt

  transported back to the days when she was the eternal singleton, dowdy in comparison with their glittering public personas.




  ‘Well, Treeva, maybe you’re content to go along with the superficial line the rest of the world will take, but as her best friend I’m a little more inclined to look beneath the

  surface for the real reason,’ said Laura calmly. ‘Now, tell me, how does the Med find you on this glorious June day?’




  Treeva sighed disinterestedly. ‘Well, guess what, more bad news – I’ve dropped my solitaire in the sea and the service is all mañana, mañana – oh,

  thank you,’ she finished sarcastically as a steward brought her drink and some crisps. ‘I thought you must be growing the potatoes for them.’ She turned back to the phone.

  ‘But you know, I needed the break. Filming just totally takes it out of me.’




  ‘I thought you were doing one show a week?’ questioned Laura.




  ‘Yes, sweetie, but filming is ten a.m. till two p.m.!’ exclaimed Treeva. ‘And then there’s hair and make-up on top of that. It’s simply relentless.’




  There was a brief pause as Laura tried to formulate a response, which was shattered by the ear-piercing wail of her baby daughter. ‘Tree, I’m going to have to go –

  Kitty’s just woken up,’ she said distractedly. The birth of Laura’s son Max, now three, and her daughter had uncovered her inner earth mother, and despite her and her husband

  Robert’s joint fortunes and traditional upbringings, she had resolutely refused to employ a full-time nanny, preferring instead a part-time mother’s help to cover for her appearances at

  fund-raising charities. Robert had been unimpressed. However, the thing about Laura was that she didn’t insist on much, but when she did, she really meant it – so in the end he’d

  had little say in the matter.




  Treeva sighed again. God, children were so boring. And why was it that, having long decided that kids would do nothing but cramp her style, other people’s had to come along and spoil all

  her fun anyway?




  ‘OK, Lau, see ya! Wouldn’t wanna be ya! Ciao-ciao, baby.’ Dropping her BlackBerry on to the deck, Treeva picked up the gold hand-mirror she’d pinched from one of the

  yacht’s bathrooms – there were over thirty bathrooms throughout the yacht; who was going to miss one teeny mirror? – and checked her appearance. She really needed to get her

  veneers done again – she was convinced one of them was going yellow. Baring her Hollywood-white teeth at herself, she idly rearranged the white-blonde strands of hair poking out from under

  her cap.
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