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  Prologue




  Inside Studio 9, the warm-up man strode across the floor of the Girl Talk set, whipping the audience – almost all women – into a frenzy. ‘Here they

  are,’ he boomed, ‘the ladies you love. Let’s hear it for Julia Hill, Karen King, Lesley Gold, Cheryl West and Faye Cole.’




  The audience rose to their feet, clapping and whooping, as the women walked on to the set of their popular late-night show. One by one they took their places behind the distinctive pink neon-lit

  desk. Still smiling, Faye turned in her seat, her face now in profile to the audience. ‘Why did he say my name last again? Who put him up to that? You know I hate being last; it’s bad

  luck,’ she hissed through bright red lips.




  ‘Darling, he’s simply announcing us in order of popularity,’ replied a beaming Julia, four seats along and the furthest away from Faye. ‘We can’t help it if

  you’re the least loved.’




  ‘Can you two just shut up? I’ve got the headache from hell,’ Lesley muttered through a slew of apricot lip gloss, smile fixed in place, mouth barely moving, managing to pull

  off the kind of trick a top ventriloquist would be proud of.




  ‘More like another hangover, Lesley,’ Cheryl said.




  Karen was the only one who kept quiet as the director began his countdown. ‘We’re live in five, four, three – roll opening titles – two, one . . . and we’re on air.

  Twenty seconds on the titles . . . seventeen minutes to the first break.’ The warm-up man punched the air and the audience went wild as the show beamed into millions of homes.




  ‘Hello! And welcome to Girl Talk,’ Julia purred. ‘Settle back for your nightly dose of the best news from the best of friends.’ She paused and shot a

  dazzling smile at the others as the director cut to a close-up of Lesley, ever the professional, smiling back despite her pounding head.




  Karen King gazed at the women on either side of her and braced herself for another hour of fake friendship, played out in front of millions.




  ‘On tonight’s show, let’s talk men . . . unsuitable men. The kind with trouble written in big letters all over them . . . the kind that should carry a government health

  warning,’ Julia said. ‘You know the type – charmer-meets-cheat . . . gets that shifty look every time his mobile phone rings. Never asks you back to his place. Always pleads

  poverty. So, Lesley, do you know anyone like that?’




  Lesley gave the audience a knowing look. Her head was killing her. She would take more painkillers in the break; the fast-acting, heavy-duty ones she got on prescription and kept for

  emergencies. ‘Julia, I don’t know anyone not like that.’




  Cheryl pulled a face. ‘Those guys – I can spot them a mile off.’




  Lesley grinned. ‘Me too. Doesn’t stop me going there, though.’




  Faye piped up. ‘I so used to be a sucker for a bad boy – until I met my wonderful husband.’ A murmur of approval went through the studio audience. ‘And,’ she said,

  not quite making eye contact with the others, ‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is to know I’ve found the perfect man.’




  Lesley turned to her. ‘Trust me, there is no such thing.’




  Cheryl raised an eyebrow at Faye. ‘If you ask me, men are genetically programmed to be unfaithful.’




  Julia peered along the desk at Karen. ‘You’re very quiet. We’re all dying to know what you have to say on the subject.’




  Karen mustered a cool smile. ‘I think the signs are usually there from day one and what it comes down to is whether or not you choose to see them.’ She was thinking of her

  husband, Jason. ‘My trouble is I tend to give people the benefit of the doubt, always look for the good, play down the bad – and I get the feeling some guys think that means

  you’re a soft touch.’ She gave a tiny shrug. ‘Usually, it’s the people you’re closest to, the ones you think you can trust, who give you the most grief.’ Now it

  was the women beside her she had in mind, recalling how just a few weeks ago they had all been friends – real friends – in spite of being very different characters. And then in one

  night, at the Dome Awards, jealousy and ambition had turned things ugly.




  Suddenly she had the strangest feeling – an odd prickly sensation right between the shoulder blades – almost as if a well-manicured hand was poised, ready to plunge a knife into her

  back the second she dropped her guard . . .




  

     

  




  One




  Karen pulled up the zip on her brand new size-12 dress, the silk lining cool against her skin. The dress had caught her eye as she browsed online, trawling through collections

  by every designer she had ever heard of and a few she had not. Although she must have spent hours looking at hundreds of dresses, as soon as she saw the one by Kyri she had to have it. As it

  happened, Kyri had a showroom in London not far from where she lived, so she could have arranged to go in and try the dress on, maybe see if there was something she liked more, but she preferred

  the whole virtual shopping experience. Taking her clothes off in changing rooms was something she avoided if she could.




  When the dress arrived, shrouded in scented tissue paper in a fancy box with a ribbon, she had a moment of panic. It was exquisite: elegant, classy, feminine. It was also . . . well, tiny. Karen

  held it up, convinced they had sent the wrong size. She swallowed. No way could she get into such a slinky little number, yet according to the label it was indeed a size 12. She stepped into it,

  holding her breath as she tentatively pulled it up, the fabric gliding over her curves. It was perfect, just right, accentuating her new hourglass shape. She laughed with relief. Of course

  the dress was tiny – so was she these days. It had been so long since she wore a 12 she still had moments when she couldn’t quite believe it.




  Now, feeling the scarlet silk slip rather than stretch across her hips, she was aware of every pound she had lost. She would never have dreamed something so figure-hugging and flattering, with

  its nipped-in waist and sexy little side-slit, was for her. It really is amazing how having your heart broken works better than any diet, she thought, as she smoothed and tightened the straps to

  give her more support. She might have dropped four dress sizes but she still had her boobs – they weren’t going anywhere, unlike her lousy, cheating, good-for-nothing husband. She knew

  she wasn’t over Jason yet but she couldn’t carry on crying at home any more. Seeing them splattered all over the party pages of celeb magazines attending the opening of an

  envelope told her he wasn’t staying in so why should she?




  She had never got this glammed up when they were together, mainly because he insisted he liked her looking natural. Ha! ‘Natural’ was the last word anyone would use to describe

  Hannah Blake, a glamour model barely out of her teens. Nothing about that bitch was natural, Karen thought, getting agitated. She looked in the mirror and did her breathing exercises, counting

  backwards from ten in a calm tone until she felt normal again.




  ‘I will not think about him tonight,’ she said out loud. The Domes, television’s most prestigious awards evening, was about having fun – and boy, did she need some.

  Besides, the show’s booker had told her Jason would definitely not be there so it was a good opportunity to forget all about him for at least one night. Normally she avoided awards dos like

  the plague, not least because she could never find anything even vaguely attractive to fit her size-20 frame. So-called plus-size fashions just made her feel mumsy, which was ironic considering

  that after more than twenty years together Jason had still claimed he wasn’t ready for children. It was a double shock then to open heat magazine and discover the tart he ran off with

  was up the duff in two minutes flat; either he had matured very quickly or she had planned her little accident all along . . .




  She shuddered as she remembered coming home one day to change, after getting ketchup on her white shirt from a sneaky Big Mac, and running into Hannah on the landing, her hair damp and smelling

  of Karen’s shampoo, her tiny body swamped in Jason’s dressing gown. The girl had smirked as she let the robe fall open, giving Karen an eyeful of firm, young, fake-tanned flesh.

  Resisting a powerful urge to throw her down the stairs, Karen instead stormed into the bedroom to confront Jason, who was on his back, naked, eyes shut, a stupid postcoital smirk on his face. He

  managed to scramble clear just before she took a swing at him with the empty champagne bottle at the side of the bed. Their bed. For a long time afterwards it drove her crazy wondering just

  how many times Hannah had been there, making herself at home, using Karen’s things.




  ‘STOP IT!’ she berated herself. It was so annoying the way her thoughts constantly drifted back to her errant husband. It had been six months now; she should be able to control it.

  She reminded herself again she wasn’t going to let thoughts of Jason and her ruin her big night.




  People always made such an effort for the Dome Awards, and this was the first time it would be broadcast live on TV, so there was an added incentive to pull out all the stops. Karen was nervous.

  She picked up her phone and typed a message: Can’t wait to see you all tonight! XXX. Then she flipped through her address book and sent it to Julia, Lesley, Cheryl

  and Faye. Her phone began to beep almost instantly with messages back saying pretty much the same thing. She smiled.




  It would be the first time the girls had been together since the five-month summer break. As soon as the show came off air Lesley had gone somewhere hot for some serious tanning, while Julia

  went straight to a beauty boot camp in a remote part of Brazil and Cheryl got to work on a fitness DVD. She wasn’t sure what Faye had been up to. This time next week they’d be at work

  and back on air again, but the Domes was a chance to let their hair down and have some fun. Although they were up for two awards – individually nominated in the Most Popular Entertainment

  Presenter category, and the show as Most Popular Entertainment Programme – she didn’t think they’d win. Not that she minded: she just couldn’t wait to get out there.




  The other girls had been her saviours throughout the nightmare of Jason’s cheating with the bimbo slut he’d run off with. It was the Girl Talk girls who propped her up on air

  night after night as the tabloids got their teeth into her love-rat husband. That was in the late spring. By the time he’d moved out, a few weeks after the story of his affair first surfaced

  – supposedly to get his head together – Karen was at breaking point. He never told her he was moving in with Hannah; she read about it in the Sun. The girls had rallied round and

  kept her going, refusing to let the whole sorry saga drag her under. She had missed them over the summer.




  They would be so shocked when they saw her. Shocked but pleased. When she’d first noticed she’d lost a whole stone just from crying she threw herself into exercising and denied

  herself all the tasty treats she loved. If she was going to be miserable, at least she didn’t still have to be fat. All the working out, the endless salads and going without chocolate had

  been worth it. Inside, her heart still ached, but as she dusted bronzer on to her cleavage and checked her reflection she smiled again; she hadn’t looked this good in years. Her long hair

  shone, the glossy black fringe bringing out the green in her eyes, gleaming tendrils snaking over her pale shoulders. After running her fingers through her hair she dabbed her favourite Annick

  Goutal fragrance behind each ear and she was off.




  Tonight it all changes, she told herself. She was right about that, although she could never have predicted how.




  

     

  




  Two




  Bloody hell, Lesley thought, as she noticed she’d already laddered her stockings just putting them on. She rummaged in her drawer for a replacement, tossing odd stockings

  and patterned tights on to the bed. Damn, they were her last sheer pair and she didn’t want to wear any of her longer dresses so she’d have to go bare-legged in one of the coldest

  Septembers she could remember. Oh well, at least she’d been for a waxing session a couple of days ago. She rubbed some shimmer on and decided that would have to do the trick. Stepping into

  vertiginous stiletto heels, she slipped on her favourite black mini-dress. She’d had the dress for twenty years and it still looked amazing, pulled her in right where she liked and showed off

  just enough leg and cleavage without looking tarty. She loved the fact it was slashed low both front and back. No way could she wear a bra – not that she needed to. She still had great boobs.

  Maybe some tit-tape, though, just in case.




  She emptied the remains of her odds-and-ends drawer on to the bed. A few more mismatched stockings fell out, along with some hair grips and a giant pink sponge roller. There was a wispy black

  teddy, a red satin suspender belt she didn’t wear any more because it cut into her, and some frayed frilly knickers that were past their best. No tit-tape. Never mind.




  She stood in front of the full-length mirror and gazed at herself. In her heels she was at least six feet tall and her legs went on forever. She checked her rear view. The fabric clung to her,

  emphasizing her tiny waist and curvy bum. Lesley was lucky: a slender size 10 with curves in all the right places and never a day’s workout in her life. Well, not in a gym anyway. She tossed

  her mane of blonde hair. It fell in soft waves halfway down her back. Thank God for extensions. Strange to think she spent more on having her hair done every three months than she had on the dress.

  Her mum had always said, ‘If you can’t afford, don’t buy,’ but she disagreed. She did take her mum’s advice on buying the best quality you could, though, just not

  about saving up first.




  The dress had been a good investment: even now it still felt new. Two decades and a hell of a lifetime ago she had found it in a boutique in Islington and blown two months’ rent on it,

  lived on soup for weeks, but it had been worth every penny. The woman in the shop had said it was a classic, made to last, and she was right. Lesley had still never seen anything since on the Gino

  Gardini label, although she had searched far and wide. As for the shop in Islington, that was long gone.




  As she fastened a heavy silver cross studded with amber around her neck – another one-off, from a designer on the Portobello Road – Lesley thought of her mother and wished she was

  still alive. She would have loved her shoes, six-inch stilettos in the softest black suede and trimmed with feathers that sprouted from the ankle strap and ran all the way down the heel.

  They made Lesley feel like an exotic bird displaying its finery to lure a mate, although she was pretty sure it was the males who did that.




  Her mum would also have laughed at how Lesley had saved the dress but conveniently lost five years from her age. Officially, she was now forty-three. ‘Keep ’em guessing,’ her

  mum would have laughed through a haze of Benson & Hedges smoke. She loved her cigarettes, puffing away, defiant to the end. A heart attack had done nothing to stop her lighting up, despite dire

  warnings from her consultant. ‘Too late to worry now,’ she used to say. Lesley had definitely inherited her stubborn and slightly reckless streak.




  When she was a girl her mum had told her she could be whatever she wanted to be. They might have come from a two-up, two-down in Brixton but that would never do for little Lesley.




  ‘What are you, my darlin’?’ she’d ask her just before Lesley went to sleep each night.




  ‘Oh Mum, don’t be silly.’




  ‘Come on – let Mummy hear it,’ Linda would trill in her Cockney smoker’s drawl.




  ‘I am a special little girl.’ Lesley would giggle and pull the covers over her face to hide her flushed cheeks.




  ‘That’s right, darlin’, and one day the whole world will know it.’ She would tuck her in, plant a tobacco-scented kiss on her forehead and leave the door open a smidge,

  just the way her little princess liked it.




  Lesley smiled, lost in the past for a moment, then frowned as it dawned on her she was very much in the present. She didn’t really want to go tonight but could almost hear her mum telling

  her to get back out there and show ’em what you’re made of. She had always hated awards ceremonies. In fact she had always hated late-night TV too, which was bizarre since that

  was where she found herself these days. And not just on any old dross; she was on the hottest show of the moment, up for two awards at the Domes, which was why she had to drag her old bones out and

  show all the fuckers who’d laughed when her career stalled that she was most definitely back on the ladder.




  Girl Talk might not be what she was into – personally she could think of better things to do last thing at night than curl up in front of the box – but millions of women were

  tuning in and the more than respectable audience had made it a hit, a great big one. The truth was the show had saved her, really. Sometimes she needed to remind herself to be a tad more grateful

  but it was still a bitter-sweet victory. Just a few years before, when she was at the top of her game, offers starting to come in for plum film roles, she would never have been seen dead even as a

  guest on a show like Girl Talk, let alone presenting it. Her mother had drummed it into her that she was destined for great things and she believed her. Only under duress would she

  have swanned in, talked about her fabulous acting career and die-hard fans, graciously accepted the wild applause, and then no doubt flounced off and hit the clubs. That had been her life before

  her fall from grace and she had loved it.




  As Karla Kane, Lesley had once been soap’s brightest star, the big-hearted landlady who for six years had been adored and envied, on and off screen, in equal measure. She’d

  thought she was untouchable but in the end all it took to bring her down was an eighteen-year-old shelf stacker, some sex toys, a small mountain of cocaine, a hidden camera and an exposé in

  the News of the World, and it was all over in a flash. Drug-taking was an absolute no-no. Splattered across the tabloids, she was swiftly sacked and humiliated. No drama would touch her, no

  one was willing to audition her, and her hopes for a series of her own were dashed; no one would even talk to her or return any of her calls. She was well and truly finished. Or so it had

  seemed.




  At first, Girl Talk was just a short-term contract, a means of paying the bills. By the time they called her she was so desperate she’d have done almost anything. Since she was the

  last one to be approached at almost no notice, it was obvious she wasn’t their first choice and guessed someone else had pulled out, leaving them in the lurch, but a break was a break and the

  producer at the time was a young gay guy who had loved her on Spitalfields and said such a brilliant talent deserved a ‘second chance’. Condescending, but sweet, she’d

  thought to herself as she’d thrown her arms around him in the campest manner she could muster, thankful that queens loved a bit of scandal. What had happened to her was probably no more than

  a typical night of the week as far as he – and possibly the odd disgraced Tory MP – was concerned.




  Things moved fast; they made her an offer and Lesley – not really in a position to haggle – said yes. The next day she was on set and suddenly she was a TV presenter. Three

  short years on and she was up for Most Popular Entertainment Presenter at one of television’s most prestigious awards ceremonies. All the girls had been nominated in that category, not that

  Lesley really expected any of them to win. They were the new kids on the block really, as was Channel 6, up against the likes of the Loose Women lot over at ITV. Still, it was

  acknowledgement that they were now a force to be reckoned with, taking on the big guns, which was something she would never have imagined.




  She opened her compact and did a final make-up check, dabbing an extra dot of concealer under each eye. You could never be too careful, not with everyone filming on high-definition these days.

  She had piled on the kohl, going for a smudgy, smoky, sex-kitten look. Glossy gold eyeshadow flecked with glitter and luscious false lashes completed the effect. Her eyes were almost exactly the

  same shade as the amber stone in her necklace.




  Never in a million years had she expected anyone to watch Girl Talk. It was only scheduled to be on for six weeks, to fill an empty slot when the host of a late-night chat show was yanked

  off air after thousands of viewers complained and the Daily Mail launched one of its campaigns over what it deemed ‘lewd and reprehensible behaviour’ and ‘the erosion of

  broadcasting standards’.




  Using the old chat-show set, Girl Talk did a quick rehearsal and before anyone could say ‘Live from London’ they were on air. They read the papers for gossip, chatted about

  anything and anyone – especially men – and went out live, which gave the show an edge and made it unpredictable. It was a sort of girls-chatting-down-the-pub-type thing and Lesley fully

  expected it to bomb. Maybe Channel 6 did too, because there was no hype, no publicity at all, but almost immediately word got out and women all over the UK switched on – and stuck with it.

  heat made it their TV Hot Pick and in the space of six weeks Girl Talk was the surprise hit of the year, catapulting the girls – all of whom had seen their stars wane in recent

  years – to stardom again. None of them was even a proper presenter, apart from Julia, but somehow the mix worked. Since then they had never come off air apart from their annual summer break.

  As she touched up her lip gloss for the umpteenth time and rummaged for her bracelet in a bag crammed with more make-up than the beauty hall at Harvey Nics, Lesley thought, You couldn’t make

  it up really.




  While it may have been women looking for something other than news or sport or a Steven Seagal film to watch late at night who first caught on to the show, the media circus wasn’t far

  behind and suddenly Lesley was actually popular again. People stopped talking about The Incident and focused more on how good she was looking. Now, almost three years to the day since the show had

  launched, they just might scoop a top gong at the Domes, Loose Women permitting. Lesley had refused to attend the first two years, but this time the producers insisted because of her

  individual nomination – a first for her and the other girls, although Julia had been nominated the year before – so she couldn’t really say no.




  Anyone who was anyone went to the Dome Awards, which ranked as the event of the year in TV circles. It had been four long years since Lesley had last seen some of the people who would be

  there and she had a score to settle. Thanks to being ‘hot’ again she finally had the power to get even with the bitch who’d set her up. She had been on the case for quite a while

  now and according to the guest list the one person she most wanted to see would be there, lording it on the Spitalfields table.




  

     

  




  Three




  In the pristine, white-walled surgeon’s room Dr Joel Reynolds, tall and handsome, in his late forties, was ‘working’ on Julia Hill. As the empty syringe

  exited her cheek, Julia was instantly focused. He was always surprised at how unaffected by the injections she was. He knew no other client like her.




  ‘Show me,’ she said, and gestured impatiently at her face.




  The nurse glanced at Joel, waiting for him to nod before handing Julia the mirror as the electronic bed whirred and manoeuvred her body into an upright position.




  Julia’s angry face swivelled towards them. ‘It’s not enough. I said I wanted to look late twenties.’




  Joel’s voice was soothing. ‘Julia, if I put any more in you’ll look unnatural – people will be able to tell.’




  She pulled the mirror closer and inspected his handiwork. ‘Listen to me: every media tart in town will be at these awards tonight and I have to be perfect.’




  Trying to be helpful, the young nurse at the side of the bed placed her hand on Julia’s arm. ‘How about an oxygen facial and some hydro cosmetics? I could do your make-up

  myself.’




  ‘Fuck the hydro and fuck you!’ Julia screeched, her voice shaking. She turned on the doctor. ‘What exactly is she doing here anyway?’ Before he could answer Julia rounded

  on the nurse, who had taken a step back and looked shaken. ‘Make-up is useless, it does nothing any more,’ she spat. ‘You stand there with your twenty-year-old skin and

  tits like rocks and think you can advise me? Get this stupid little girl out of here!’




  The nurse stepped back in shock as Joel gestured for her to leave. ‘Julia, you can’t speak to my staff like that . . . You have to be realistic. I mean, there’s only so many

  procedures you can have in such a short space of time otherwise you risk—’




  She cut him short and brought her face close to his. ‘You’ve done very well out of me, haven’t you, Joel? I’ve sent you clients here, clients there . . . you’ve got

  this brand-new clinic’ – she gazed about her – ‘which clearly hasn’t come cheap. Your suits are Savile Row instead of that high-street trash I found you in, and

  judging by the way that toddling nurse was mooning over you you’ve found yet another young tart happy to bend over your designer desk. You think you’re a proper Mr Big Shot these days,

  don’t you?’




  Joel shook his head. ‘Julia, stop it – you’re being ridiculous.’ He hoped the interruption might shut her up but it was useless; she was in full flow, her breath on his

  cheek, her face practically touching his now.




  ‘Shhh . . . I’m talking now, so time to listen up . . . You do know all this can come crumbling down as fast as it went up . . . if people were to know about your past,’

  she hissed in almost a whisper.




  Joel glanced around, nervous, making sure they were still alone, then lowered his voice. ‘You wouldn’t. And besides, who’s to say anyone would believe you?’




  ‘Oh, they’d believe me all right, because I’m famous, Joel, which makes what I say count. You, on the other hand . . . well, that’s a different story

  . . . All your fancy clients, what would they think if they knew your grubby little secrets?’




  ‘OK, that’s enough,’ Joel said, defeated. ‘Get back on the bed.’




  Julia smiled. ‘Good boy. Now do as you’re told and fill me up – I need to be flawless.’




  Julia lay back as Dr Reynolds reached for his syringe. ‘You’re going to regret this,’ he muttered, sinking the needle into her skin.




  ‘No I’m not; I need it,’ Julia replied, gritting her perfect porcelain teeth as the filler oozed into her forehead.




  But it wasn’t just the filler he was talking about.




  

     

  




  Four




  Faye nibbled on two dry crackers and sipped from a large glass of equally dry white wine as she studied her reflection in the mirror.




  ‘Not bad. Not bad at all,’ she said, as she turned and admired her rear view. The dress, in purple shot silk with a beaded bodice and short net skirt, had cost a small fortune and

  she had felt a touch guilty when a transaction for a cool £6,000 popped up on her black Amex, although not for long. The dress looked good on her slight, lithe frame, and showed off her toned

  legs. That was Pilates for you. She gathered up a handful of glossy red hair and piled it on her head. She might wear it up, give herself a bit of extra height. The dress was fabulous. She spun

  round. A sheer chiffon panel covered her back. Yes, it was perfect, and it was ages since she had splashed out. She deserved it. She worked hard and if she didn’t indulge herself, who would?

  Not Mike, certainly. She looked at her wedding-ring finger, at the monstrous and still beautiful ten-carat glittering stone, remembering when he’d given it to her and said he’d love her

  forever, how she’d believed him. Again. No fool like an old fool, she thought.




  She really should have known better. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been there before. Their friends, having seen them split up and get back together more times than anyone could

  remember, had nicknamed them Taylor and Burton. Mike was always promising to change, although it never lasted long. It wasn’t other women he cheated on her with; his ‘mistress’

  was his job as an ITN war correspondent. She’d begged him to give it up after he’d been shot in the leg and spent months laid up. Back on the front line, when he saw two of his

  co-reporters die in a bomb blast, Faye felt sure he’d finally come to his senses and call it a day so they could start a family. But it was too late: by then he was addicted to the thrill of

  it, so while he was out in Kabul being shot at, she was home alone in Balham, watching his reports and waiting for the call every war wife dreads.




  He claimed he did it because he wanted to make a difference, but recently she had noticed that he was never happier than when he was doing one of those live links back to the studio. It was

  written all over his stubbly, battle-worn, sunburned face. He loved the way the press bigged him up as their brave poster boy. The women’s mags voting him sexiest man on television

  hadn’t helped either. Faye couldn’t move these days without someone telling her how proud she must be and what a wonderful man he was, so fearless and dedicated, so selfless.

  Huh. Not dedicated enough to put his wife first. Ten years of worry and coping for months at a time on her own was long enough for Faye to know he was unlikely ever to change now.




  Of course she’d had the odd fling before, but nothing serious, just the warmth of a body on a cold night when she was going out of her mind with loneliness. This one was different though.

  This time she was actually in love, and Mike had no idea. Not that he would believe it even if he knew. Actually, no one would believe it; she barely believed it herself.




  ‘Faye?’ A voice rang out from the bathroom, breaking her chain of thought.




  ‘Coming,’ she called, slipping the dress off, putting it back on its hanger and wrapping a towel around her naked body.




  ‘Can you give me a hand?’




  Faye walked into the large, white-tiled room where Cheryl West, her co-host on Girl Talk, lay up to her neck in soap suds in the bath.




  ‘You’ve been in here ages – we’re going to be late,’ Faye said.




  ‘Only the dross arrive early, Faye. The real stars always make the biggest entrance at the last minute, and this is our year, so we don’t need to flog ourselves on the red carpet all

  night.’ She sipped at a glass of red wine and luxuriated in the bubbles. ‘This time we can just enjoy it and take our time.’ She ducked her shoulders under and came up again,

  water running off the gleaming ebony skin. She had fastened her hair up in a topknot and a purple strand fell on to her brow. Faye gazed into emerald eyes and felt her stomach lurch.




  She looked at her watch. ‘It’s already five, you know.’




  ‘Plenty of time for what I have in mind.’ Cheryl put down her glass and whipped off Faye’s towel in the kind of fluent abracadabra motion that would have made Paul Daniels

  proud.




  Faye laughed, dropped her watch on the side of the washbasin and climbed into the bath as Cheryl pulled her into a soapy embrace.




  

     

  




  Five




  Inside the chauffeur-driven Mercedes Julia perched almost mannequin-like on the back seat, determined not to crease her dress. She had taken great care over her appearance and

  wanted everything to be perfect. Although she was older than the others she still graced the most covers and had been the only one to feature in a spread on classical beauties in one of the

  high-end glossies, flanked by Keira Knightley and Kate Beckinsale. She studied her reflection in the window of the car, admiring the high cheekbones and flawless skin, the rosebud mouth and

  sparkling turquoise eyes. Her contemporaries were Madonna, Michelle Pfeiffer, Sharon Stone, and she had no doubt she could give any of them a run for their money. She suited her hair short and this

  new cut, what her stylist called ‘choppy with attitude’, had taken years off. She ran a hand through the front, teasing it into brash platinum spikes. Sharon Stone meets Sarah Harding.

  The girls would be impressed, she just knew it.




  As the driver slowed in front of the Grosvenor House Hotel, just yards from the drop-off for red-carpet arrivals, Julia spotted two Hollyoaks girls in barely-there dresses. Showing off

  acres of adolescent flesh, they were turning this way and that as the photographers went crazy, their flashbulbs lighting the night sky. Julia said, ‘Go round the block again, Jeff. I

  don’t want to be early.’




  The car accelerated and pulled away. ‘Tacky bitches,’ Julia muttered under her breath. She wasn’t about to see all her effort to look her best go down the pan as two teenage

  tramps upstaged her. As the limousine cruised past the back of the hotel she felt a sudden pain shoot across her top lip and pulled out her compact mirror to check her face. Perfect, she thought,

  as she studied her newly plump lips and dewy, childlike skin. Joel Reynolds may be difficult but there was no questioning his genius. She wondered whether she’d been too hard on him and

  decided to call, let him know how pleased she was with his work.




  The phone rang twice before a voice invited her to leave a message. Bastard! Julia knew he had cut her off. How dare he? She would have to deal with his attitude once and for all – but

  that would have to wait as the car drew to a stop at the edge of the red carpet, now thankfully minus the Hollyoaks tramps. Julia was ready to make her entrance. Jeff swung open the door and

  she stepped out into the night.




  ‘Julia, over here . . .’ ‘One to me . . .’ ‘This way . . .’ ‘To me, Julia!’ The paparazzi jostled and shouted as she worked the carpet, loving it,

  feeling alive as the flashbulbs warmed her skin against the cold night air. She posed coyly, chin tilted down – something she had seen Anna Wintour do – not wanting to look as if she

  was trying too hard, and was just about to do her classic over-the-shoulder look when she felt the cameras begin to turn towards the latest arrival on the red carpet. Blinded by the flashbulbs, she

  couldn’t quite see who was causing all the fuss.




  The moment Karen’s foot hit the carpet the cameras went crazy. She hadn’t known anything like it since the early eighties when her band, the Thunder Girls, had

  toured Japan and been chased by fans and paparazzi everywhere they went. The paps yelled at her. ‘Karen!’ ‘Karen!’ ‘Karen!’ Damn, she thought, struggling

  to see with all the lights popping in her eyes. The steps were steep and as she took a tentative step forward she prayed she wouldn’t go head-first. Steadying herself, she managed an awkward

  pose, trying to remember what Lesley had once told her about keeping her shoulders back and putting one hand on her hip. She had never been any good at red carpets, would normally just put her head

  down and make a run for it, like a suspect dodging the press on the way into court, hating to get in anyone’s way.




  The photographers usually took a polite picture as she went past, just being nice, making it clear they weren’t all that interested. A size-20 Karen didn’t sell magazines. Tonight,

  though, was a different story. Tonight was extraordinary.




  ‘Karen, is that you?’ Jackie Martin, the producer of Girl Talk, hurried towards her, hitching up a strapless black dress that skimmed the floor. Thrilled to see a

  friendly face, Karen threw her arms round her and the women hugged.




  The look on Jackie’s face made it clear she was shocked by Karen’s astonishing transformation. ‘Oh my God, you look amazing!’ She stood back and took a long, appraising

  look.




  ‘Stop it!’ Karen laughed as they both stepped to one side to let Tamzin Outhwaite have her moment with the paps. ‘Seriously – do I look OK?’ Karen knew she sounded

  nervous and was annoyed at herself, but Jason had shredded her confidence and she needed reassurance.




  Jackie looked her up and down again. ‘No, actually, you really don’t look OK.’ Karen’s face fell. ‘You look fabulous! You look like a different woman. Have

  you seen the other girls yet?’




  ‘No, I just got here.’ Karen smiled and, starting to relax, slipped her arm through Jackie’s.




  Jackie scanned the carpet and spotted Julia, who was now watching them from the edge of the press pen. ‘Oh my God. Don’t look now, but you and Julia are wearing exactly the same

  dress!’




  Karen froze. ‘Please tell me you’re joking.’ She clutched at her arm, not daring to turn towards where Jackie was pointing and waving.




  Jackie gave her a comforting squeeze. ‘Nope, I’m afraid I’m not.’




  ‘God, she’ll go mad!’ Panic welled up in Karen as she raised a hand in a limp wave at Julia. Julia waved back, smiling, apparently not in the slightest bit bothered at the

  clash of dress. Karen’s shoulders, rigid with tension, relaxed. She let out a sigh of relief.




  ‘No, see, she’s smiling!’ Jackie said. ‘She’ll see the funny side of it. Oh look, here comes Lesley.’




  The girls turned to watch as a pair of glistening pins emerged from a black taxi and Lesley sashayed across the red carpet, tossing her hair and pouting.




  Inside, tired of smiling and waving at people who were just blurs, Julia peered around the room, trying to spot someone she knew, but bad laser surgery in the nineties had left

  her with appalling vision. On TV she only wore contacts as she would never be seen dead in glasses, but her eyes had felt irritated and, knowing they were on table six, right in front of the stage,

  she had chanced going without them – a decision she now felt was a serious mistake. She had just waved at the Girl Talk publicist and mouthed a flirty Missed you, darling, at him, only

  to discover she was actually batting her eyelashes at Calum Best, who was over in two seconds flat. ‘Have we met?’ he asked, holding her hand and looking puzzled. Fortunately he was

  distracted by a stunning brunette who flung her arms around his neck, squealing.




  Julia blinked, straining to pick out someone she knew. About the only thing that was crystal clear was that her face felt most odd. Not only was her lip aching but now her cheeks were tingling

  and she was getting worried. She felt hot as she wandered down the corridor towards the ladies’ room; once inside and sure she was alone, she studied her reflection close-up in the mirror.

  She let out a dramatic sigh of relief: she looked fine, but definitely did not feel right. Reaching into her purse, she found her contact lenses. Sore eyes or not, she wasn’t going to be

  guessing who people were all night. She slipped them in, wincing, not able to feel the skin around her eyes as she steadied her fingers on her cheekbones to pop the plastic lenses over her corneas.

  Very weird indeed.




  It must be OK, she told herself. She’d had Botox and fillers dozens of times before with no adverse effects. Fishing in her bag for painkillers, she took two, swallowed them without

  water, applied a fresh coat of gloss to her lips with another wince, and left the room.




  

     

  




  Six




  Inside the ballroom, no expense had been spared. All 150 tables were beautifully styled, with lavish flower arrangements and ice sculptures in the shape of award statues. The

  stage was decked with sparkling curtains and a jewel-encrusted staircase that led to the podium where the show’s host, Phillip Schofield, would soon be presenting the ceremony live on Sky1.

  About half the guests were already seated, while others milled around the room, drinking champagne and discreetly eyeing the competition as wine waiters in stiff white jackets buzzed around filling

  glasses. Thanks to her contact lenses Julia had found the Girl Talk table and was sitting with Lesley and a handful of the show’s production staff.




  Lesley sniffed at her wine and waved at a waiter. ‘Darling, could you bring me a bottle of Laurent Perrier Rosé please?’




  Julia shot her a look that said, I hope you’re not planning to get hammered.




  ‘Oh, please! It’s an awards do; don’t tell me you want to drink this crap all night?’ Lesley winked at the waiter and gestured at the house wine on the table as Julia

  shrugged. Lesley watched as the waiter scurried off to get her champagne.




  She giggled. ‘Nice arse!’




  Julia rolled her eyes and looked around at the gathering.




  Spotting Lorraine Kelly on the opposite side of the room, Lesley nudged Julia in her direction. ‘I swear she only turns up to these things if she expects to win. That’s another one

  down the drain then!’




  Lorraine noticed the women looking at her and gave them a friendly wave. Lesley and Julia gave her their best Stepford Wives smiles.




  ‘I swear she’s got the luck of the Irish,’ Lesley said.




  ‘She’s Scottish,’ Julia pointed out in a long-suffering way.




  Jackie made her way towards them. ‘Hi, girls!’ she said, almost throwing herself into a seat. ‘God, I’m knackered! What a palaver today, but worth it, because I think

  you’re in with a very good chance tonight.’




  Julia and Lesley exchanged a curious look.




  ‘I’m not supposed to breathe a word,’ Jackie said, leaning forward, her voice dropping to a whisper as she tucked a gleaming red curl behind her ear, ‘but the

  Domes execs called and requested several compilation scenes from the show and checked that all of you were coming tonight. Now, they only do that with winners so we must have won one

  of the awards!’




  ‘That’s great!’ Lesley laughed. ‘I’m glad I came now.’ She spotted Faye and Cheryl across the room and waved. ‘Oh look, there’s the girls –

  let’s tell them!’




  Jackie looked panic-stricken. ‘No! I wasn’t supposed to say anything and you’ll need to look surprised when the cameras pan over to you, so not a word.’




  Faye and Cheryl made their way through the room and reached the table, waving and blowing kisses as they went.




  ‘Fancy seeing you here!’ Cheryl pulled two chairs out for herself and Faye.




  Faye scanned the table. ‘Where’s Karen? She is coming, isn’t she?’




  Jackie gave her an enigmatic smile.




  Julia looked at her quizzically. ‘Well?’




  ‘Well what?’




  ‘Well, where is she?’




  ‘Didn’t you see her on the carpet?’ Jackie asked curiously as Julia shook her head. Jackie looked puzzled. ‘But you were waving . . . Oh, well she’s here all

  right and I don’t think you’ll be able to miss her.’




  Faye looked worried. ‘Oh God, what do you mean? Is she wearing something awful?’ She leaned over to Cheryl. ‘I told you we should have come together. She’ll be really

  upset if the mags take the piss out of her again for turning up in some shapeless tent.’




  ‘She’s a big girl, Faye. I’m sure she can take it,’ Julia said, helping herself to a glass of Lesley’s bubbly.




  ‘Very funny.’ Faye gave Julia a disapproving look.




  ‘That’s not what I meant!’ Julia said in mock hurt. ‘I just mean she’s used to it by now. And anyway I’m sure she looks fine. Assuming she hasn’t been

  comfort-eating her way through the summer break, that is, and ended up even bigger.’




  ‘We should be there for her, that’s all—’ Faye said before suddenly breaking off, startled.




  ‘What?’ Julia sounded a tad annoyed.




  Faye dug Cheryl with her elbow and gestured towards the entrance of the ballroom where Karen, in all her slim, trim, size-12 glory, was standing.




  ‘Oh my God!’ Faye squealed and jumped to her feet, waving. ‘Over here!’




  Julia and Lesley turned just as Karen strode towards them, weaving through the tables.




  Lesley screamed. ‘Look at her! She looks amazing!’




  Cheryl was also on her feet. ‘Karen? She’s so . . . different!’




  Jackie laughed. ‘I know! I saw her on the red carpet; they were going mad for her! I almost didn’t recognize her at first. Julia, doesn’t she look fab?’




  All the girls except Julia were now on their feet as Karen reached the table. Faye threw her arms around her as heads turned and the room, practically buzzing off the energy of her entrance,

  looked on.




  ‘Karen! I can’t believe it – my God, you kept that quiet!’ Faye laughed as the two women hugged.




  Karen beamed, her cheeks flushed from all the attention.




  ‘You look fantastic, well done, babe,’ Lesley said, raising a glass to her from the opposite side of the table.




  ‘I hope Twatface is here tonight – he’ll die when he sees the new you!’ Cheryl said, also hugging her.




  Karen held up a hand. ‘He is off the agenda. We are not going to talk about him or even think of him tonight. Let’s just leave him to his sad, pathetic life and have some

  fun.’




  ‘That’s more like it – go, girl!’ Cheryl filled a glass and handed it to her.




  ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ Lesley said, coming round to Karen’s side of the table. ‘It must have been hell losing all that weight on your own.’




  ‘It was! But I wanted it to be a surprise! God, I’ve missed you lot!’ As Karen smiled she couldn’t help noticing Julia was not joining in the conversation.




  Jackie gave her a nudge. ‘Julia, doesn’t Karen look amazing?’




  ‘She does indeed, Jackie,’ Julia said, ‘but we’ve got to work out a little problem.’




  Karen managed an awkward smile. ‘The dress. I know, what a nightmare,’ she said, apologetic. Jackie pretended to be shocked as Lesley burst out laughing and Faye and Cheryl stifled

  giggles. Only Karen sensed that Julia was genuinely annoyed.




  ‘Karen, everyone knows I wear red at awards. It’s my colour. I’ve always worn it.’




  Karen seemed to shrink into herself. ‘God, Julia, I’m so sorry, I just didn’t think. I saw the dress and loved it and never even thought about the colour . . . I’m really

  sorry.’




  Julia, sensing the other girls’ eyes on her and the tension in the air around the table, tried to soften her tone.




  ‘It’s just if you’d told us you had a waist these days I’d have called and checked what you were planning to wear so we wouldn’t clash!’




  Karen’s face went red with embarrassment under Julia’s icy gaze.




  Jackie stepped in. ‘You both look different in the dress, and Karen wasn’t to know, so it’s nobody’s fault.’




  ‘If she’d told us she’d had such a makeover, it might have been less of a shock,’ Julia said.




  ‘I wanted it to be a surprise.’




  ‘Well nobody likes a show-off, dear,’ Julia said sweetly, downing more champagne.




  ‘Excuse me,’ Karen mumbled and walked away from the table. Jackie set off after her, shooting a look of disgust at Julia.




  Cheryl leaned across the table. ‘What did you do that for? You’ve really upset her.’




  Julia merely smiled, prompting Faye to chip in.




  ‘You know she’s had a hard time over Jason, and we’re supposed to be her friends. So what if she’s got the same dress as you? It’s hardly a hanging offence. Get

  over it and stop being such a bitch!’




  Julia smiled again. Faye appealed to Lesley, who was distracted by something on the other side of the room. ‘Lesley, aren’t you going to say anything?’




  ‘Sorry, I’ve just seen someone I need to speak to. I’ll be right back.’ With that she left the table and made her way to the corner of the room where she could see her

  former Spitalfields co-star and real-life nemesis, Sasha Gates.




  On the far side of the building, a good five-minute walk from the main ballroom, Karen ducked into a deserted bathroom. Seconds later Jackie came in after her.




  ‘Why is she being like that with me?’ Karen sat on the edge of an elaborate brocade sofa that seemed out of place in the powder room and wiped tears from her eyes.




  ‘She’s just a bit jealous. You know she likes to be the centre of attention. Think about it: you’ve not only turned up looking drop-dead gorgeous but you’re also wearing

  the same dress. You’ve got to see the funny side. The fact she’s so pissed off is a compliment really.’




  Karen managed a small smile and Jackie grinned at her. ‘There we go! Come on, get yourself together; we’ve got a big night ahead of us, so don’t let anyone spoil it for

  you.’




  ‘Maybe you’re right. Now she’s had her say she might just calm down.’




  Jackie nodded. ‘You know what she’s like – bark worse than her bite and all that.’ She peered at herself in the mirror and pulled a face. ‘I think I might have

  overdone the fake tan. If anyone asks, I’ve just come back from Barbados.’ She straightened her slinky black dress and smoothed her red curls. ‘Right – ready to go back

  in?’




  ‘You go on ahead. I’m just going to redo my powder.’




  ‘Thank God for waterproof mascara, eh?’ They both giggled. ‘Sure you don’t want me to wait?’




  Karen shook her head and got out her compact, blotting the shine on her nose and cheeks with the fine translucent powder. She took several deep breaths. That was better. Maybe she would just

  give herself a moment before going back into the ballroom, run through a few positive affirmations. I am calm and serene, she told herself, standing at the sink with her wrists under the cold tap.

  I deserve to be happy. Right, she said to herself, drying her hands, get back in there and stop being such a baby.




  As she made her way back along the hall towards the ballroom she kept her head up and her shoulders back. I am calm, she said over and over. I am serene. Rounding a corner, a broad smile on her

  face, she bumped slap bang into Jason and his tramp of a girlfriend.




  Jason did a double-take. ‘Karen?’ He took a step closer. ‘Is that you?’




  She lowered her head and tried to hurry past but slutty Hannah, in a skimpy frock, practically see-through and barely big enough to cover her bump, was in the way. Jason put a hand on

  Karen’s bare arm, sending volts of shock and alarm through her body. She shook herself free. ‘Can you let me get past, please?’ Miraculously, her voice was clear and firm.

  ‘I need to get to my table.’




  Jason took a step back and gazed at her in admiration. ‘You look absolutely fantastic . . . I mean, I almost didn’t recognize you.’ He gave a low, appreciative whistle.

  ‘Really, you look hot.’




  Hannah tugged at his sleeve and said something in her whiny voice that Karen didn’t catch.




  She felt her stomach lurch. She wanted to tell Jason he looked ridiculous, with that half-dressed thing on his arm, but she seemed unable to speak. I am calm, she told herself,

  frantic, her heart thumping inside her chest. I AM calm.




  You are not, a second voice in her head countered.




  ‘Well, it would be lovely to stay and chat,’ she said eventually, hoping Hannah wasn’t too dense to appreciate the sarcasm, ‘but I really have to run. We’ve got two

  nominations tonight and I don’t want to miss all the fun.’ She brushed past Jason and another disconcerting crackle of electricity surged through her.




  Julia was standing outside by the fire escape. She felt hot and fanned herself with one hand while using the other to hold her phone to her ear.




  ‘Joel, this is my fifth call. I need to speak to you and I know you’re getting these messages.’ She paused. ‘Something serious is happening to me so call me

  back or else. Please.’ She slammed her flip-phone shut, almost breaking it in two, and put a hand on her forehead. She could no longer feel parts of her face. ‘Oh no,’ she

  said out loud and began to ferret frantically around in her bag until she found her compact. She steadied herself on the wall and slowly opened the compact to check her reflection. ‘Thank

  God.’ She still looked fine, a bit shiny as she was sweating with stress, but a quick dab of powder would fix that. What it wouldn’t fix was the strange numbness now sweeping down her

  neck.




  ‘What on earth has he done to me?’ She cursed under her breath and fanned herself again. Joel, please call me back. She gripped the phone, willing it to ring. Stop panicking, Julia,

  she told herself. You’re getting all worked up over nothing. As long as she looked good for the next few hours, that was the main thing; the rest she could deal with once she’d got

  through the night.




  She looked at her watch – 7.45. The awards would go live in fifteen minutes and she needed to get herself camera-ready. She couldn’t risk being caught with an expression like a

  sweaty smacked arse if they didn’t win anything.




  She regretted being so obviously rattled at the table earlier. So what if Karen’s had a revamp, she thought? It’s no big deal, good for her. She’ll pile it all back on in a few

  weeks anyway, she reasoned, which brought a smile to her throbbing lips. And, yes, they were in the same dress but she still looked by far the best and, if anything, magazines might compare them

  and give her the thumbs-up while Karen would get the ‘could do better’ card. Maybe she had overreacted at the table, been a bit over-the-top. She wouldn’t normally show her

  feelings so obviously but all this business with her face was stressing her out. If she was going to enjoy the evening at all she had to get in the party mood. And she knew just how to do that.




  Fishing in her purse, she found her trusty old friend: a small white wrap guaranteed to turn even the worst of times into a celebration. It was her emergency stash. She examined the packet

  – a little hard as she hadn’t needed to use it in a while – but once she rustled it between her fingers it soon loosened up to produce some grains of the good stuff. Turning her

  back to the staircase, she dug a long red fingernail into the powder, scooped up a small amount then snorted it discreetly up her delicately reshaped nostril. She gagged a little as it hit the back

  of her throat and her blood began to race, but instantly she felt like the good version of herself again. She was going to go back in that room, be nice to Karen, and show them all she wasn’t

  such a bitch.




  Just as she was about to slip the wrap back in her purse she paused, checked her watch again and, knowing it would be ages before she would get a chance for a top-up, did another scoop and

  snort, only this time a much bigger one, almost finishing the packet. As the taste filled her throat once more she really felt ready; in fact, suddenly she felt invincible.




  ‘Julia, my girl, it is show time,’ she said breathlessly as she snapped her bag shut and descended the stairs into the crowd, feeling like a queen sweeping through a court packed

  with admirers on her way to her throne. I am the best, I am the most beautiful, she chanted to herself as her mind raced and her emotions pulsed. Maybe she had been excessively harsh with

  Joel, she thought, a wave of benevolence consuming her as she entered the main room.




  She was smiling to herself and it struck her people might think her expression odd but she merely chuckled and muttered, beaming away, not caring what anyone thought. She was lucky really:

  unlike some people who became weird on drugs, she softened when she took cocaine, always had. She reasoned she was a nice person really and flashed a radiant smile at total strangers as she walked

  back to her seat, waving at people she vaguely recognized on other tables.




  ‘Watch out, girls, Ms Hill is in the mood again,’ she giggled to herself as she felt another rush hit her body. Ooh, that was a strong one. She hoped she hadn’t taken too

  much.




  ‘Karen, darling, I just wanted to apologize for earlier,’ she said as she took her seat. ‘My mind was elsewhere when you came in and obviously I was a bit annoyed about Kyri

  lending us the same dress, but I know that’s not your fault.’




  Karen was about to point out that she had bought her dress, got it off the internet, but Julia silenced her, placing a hand on her arm.




  ‘And you know we’re all so, so proud of your weight loss, don’t you?! She really does look great, doesn’t she, girls?’




  Faye and Cheryl nodded as a beaming Julia twitched her nose twice. They exchanged a knowing look with Jackie while Karen, oblivious, rose to her feet to hug Julia.




  ‘Thank you! That really means a lot. And I’m sorry about the dress. No harm done anyway!’ She went to put her arms around Julia but was met with a polite air kiss as Julia

  waved an arm erratically in the air.




  ‘Waiter! More champagne! Let’s celebrate Karen no longer being second only to whales on the Greenpeace protection list!’ Julia laughed and waved her glass around, spraying

  champagne on Karen’s dress without even noticing.




  Karen smiled although Julia’s comments stung; she didn’t want to make a big deal of it but she couldn’t believe what a cow she was being. As she sat down she could feel the

  eyes of the others on her, urging her to let it go.




  ‘Where is Lesley?’ Julia asked dramatically. ‘Don’t tell me – she’s shagging that cute waiter already!’




  The women gestured to the corner of the room by the staircase, where Lesley was talking to Dan Kincaid, an infamous male model and well-known womanizer on the celebrity scene, while edging ever

  nearer the Spitalfields table.




  ‘Oh my God,’ Julia said. ‘Clear the decks! There’ll be breakages if those two get together. He’s as bad as her.’ The women watched as Dan drew closer to

  Lesley, who seemed in a world of her own.




  ‘She doesn’t look very interested,’ Faye said.




  ‘She must be ill!’ Jackie said, laughing in disbelief.




  ‘Well, not in him, anyway,’ Cheryl said, as she noticed Lesley’s gaze was fixed on Spitalfields’ biggest star and Lesley’s sworn enemy, Sasha Gates.

  She raised an eyebrow at Jackie. ‘I smell trouble brewing. Shall I go over and bring her back?’




  ‘I’m sure she can handle herself. Now where’s that waiter? I need another drink,’ Julia said. Still smiling manically, she began to fidget with her glass and scan the

  room for a passing drinks tray.




  Jackie leaned towards Karen and whispered, ‘If we win I want you to make the speech.’




  Karen leaned in closer to her. ‘I can’t – Julia will want to do it.’




  ‘Look at her, she’s in no fit state to get on that stage.’




  Karen tried to protest but Jackie cut her off. ‘You’re doing it and no arguments.’ She glanced at Julia, wondering how best to get her out of the room without making a

  scene.




  Just then, Julia stood up. ‘Where’s the bloody service?’ she shouted as people turned to stare at her. Suddenly she didn’t feel jolly, she felt rather messed up; she

  really needed another drink to take the edge off that coke. Oh God, I’m losing control, she thought, as a little more slipped from the back of her nostrils and down her throat, almost making

  her gag. Try as she might she just couldn’t sit still for much longer.




  

     

  




  Seven




  Joel Reynolds lay with his eyes closed on the sofa in a spacious living room where the walls, floors and even the furniture were white. The only variation in the room was

  courtesy of the black Bang & Olufsen stereo and the sixty-inch plasma screen mounted on the wall. Joel did not like clutter. He did not like complications of any kind. And he did not like Julia

  Hill.




  ‘I’m warning you, call me back or else.’ Her voice echoed around the stark room as he played the messages through a speaker connected to his answering machine.




  ‘See what I’m talking about?’ he said, turning on his side to face Laura Lloyd, an investigative journalist from the Sunday, who sat taking notes in a nest of scatter

  cushions on another immaculate white sofa. Laura was an unusual-looking woman, not conventionally attractive but striking, almost masculine, although that might have been down to the fact she was

  wearing a starched white shirt and paisley-print tie teamed with a black waistcoat. Her fair hair was pulled back off her face in a severe ponytail and as far as Joel could tell she wasn’t

  wearing a scrap of make-up. She frowned and two vertical lines appeared in the centre of her brow – a novelty for Joel, who was used to dealing with Botoxed women – then removed her

  glasses.




  ‘Are you prepared to take this the whole way, Joel? Because once I start working on this the entire paper will be aware of it, so if you try to pull out it might just backfire on

  you,’ she said, straight as a bullet.




  Joel didn’t flinch. ‘She’s pushed me to this. I know the risks. A connection to a celebrity scandal could send every pair of Manolos clicking out of my clinic and straight

  through the doors of my nearest rival. But I’m prepared to risk it. It’s about time she got a taste of her own medicine, so yes, I’m sure.’ He gave her a reassuring smile,

  although the truth was he did feel anxious. Taking on Julia was definitely a scary prospect.




  Laura eyed him up and down. Damn, he was a sexy man, not that he’d ever look at her, she knew that for sure. It was the Julia Hills of this world that got to sleep with the likes of him.

  Julia must have really worked his buttons to push him to bring his story to her, considering the risks involved for him. And while it would take more than reports of a few abusive messages to bring

  down one of the queens of late-night TV, it was enough to start the ball rolling. To think she was once a Julia Hill fan seemed bizarre considering she was now on a quest to damage her reputation.

  Not that she felt bad about it; Julia was well known in the industry as a grade-A bitch. As it happened, Laura didn’t need to listen to other people’s accounts of her atrocious

  behaviour to know what she was like. Oh no, she had first-hand experience of Ms Hill, and it had not been pleasant.
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