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To all the flight attendants who take such great care of me in the friendly skies, with extra-special thanks to the chap from British Airways who insisted on giving me a miniature of vodka with the tomato juice I had ordered on an 8 a.m. flight because ‘You might find yourself needing it’. You were damn right, Mr BA. I did.


And to my flight attendant friends, Karl Frost, Greg Herren and Brian Levett, who all answered copious questions and shared outrageous anecdotes with me over a large number of alcoholic beverages . . . not, of course, the nights before they were on the roster to fly . . .






Two crime-writer friends of mine, Laura Lippman and Greg Herren, were hanging out at the New Orleans Jazz Fest a couple of years ago. Laura’s daughter, then aged three, and getting sick of the crowds, yelled loudly: ‘I HATE PEOPLE!’


Greg, who worked as a flight attendant for a while, leaned down to her and quipped: ‘You should be an air hostess when you grow up.’
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Killer Affair




Prologue




Are you ready to join the mile-high club? I’ve been waiting so patiently for so long for us to be together . . . you know how good I’ve been, how slow I’ve taken things. But now, finally, it’s time . . .





Pen in hand, the stalker considered these words. Did they fully convey the excitement that was flooding through the stalker’s body, the heady, dizzy thrill of closing in, at long last, on the object of their desire?


The fantasy had always been extremely particular, extremely specific. Luckily, the stalker was not only a very patient person, but a born planner. Waiting had never been an issue; in fact, it had been a highly pleasurable part of the game. The slow, long-range task of putting all the pieces in place had been enormously satisfying. All the obstacles had been cleared, one by one, until every circumstance slotted perfectly together, the anticipation building month by month, year by year, until it culminated in this exquisite moment.


Finally, they were so close, the stalker and the target: Catalina, one of the few celebrities so famous that she was known simply by her first name. It was an accolade reserved only for singers; mere actors never had that privilege, no matter how many Oscars they won. She was a global star. There wasn’t a country in the world where a mention of Catalina would not spark instant recognition, prompt someone to hum a chorus of one of her ridiculously catchy songs. Her schedule was tightly controlled, her public appearances planned out far in advance, including, naturally, the one on which she was about to embark.


This was where the stalker’s meticulous organization skills had been so crucial. They had schemed and plotted and planned like a general positioning troops on a tactics board, moving the central piece, Catalina, to exactly this point, bringing her and her stalker together in the same airport terminal, about to board the same plane, where they would share the same air, the same space.


And then they would join the mile-high club together.


There was no doubt in the stalker’s mind that once this had happened, everything would change. That had been their conviction, right from the beginning. Once the eagerly anticipated physical connection with Catalina had been established, the whole world would crack and reform, reshape itself into an entirely new, glittering creation. It was fanciful, the stalker acknowledged with a little smile, but the image that symbolized this transformation so vividly for them was the scene in the first Superman film, where Christopher Reeve, alone in an icy, desolate polar landscape, places a single crystal into the snow and watches in dazzled wonder as the bleak white wastes explode into a riot of diamond-bright shards of glass, shooting up to form an ice palace fit for a queen.


Fit even for Catalina. Beautiful, enchanting, magical Catalina. The stalker drew in a long breath, thinking of how close they were to their own personal queen; the hand holding the pen trembled. Only a few hours until the Pure Air LuxeLiner was slicing through the cold skies over the Atlantic, heading for a midnight landing at Los Angeles International. And before its wheels touched down on the LAX runway, the dream the stalker had been nursing for so very long would have come to pass. Catalina would have been seduced and conquered by the sheer, unstoppable force of the stalker’s love for her.


The stalker’s eyes, which had been filmed over with desire, refocused on the words printed neatly on the paper of the notebook. The pen lowered, made some excisions: the message should be simpler and more concise. Catalina would have drunk some champagne at the launch, possibly taken a sleeping pill when she boarded the plane. Rumour had it that she was withdrawn at the moment, her usual vivacious, bubbly, outgoing personality – for which she was beloved by her multitude of fans throughout the world – oddly subdued. Because Catalina was always positive, always smiling, always joyous, just like her music.


For the last few months, however, she had barely been on the media radar, and was emerging from seclusion only because of a long-standing professional obligation to sing at the upcoming Oscars. She had just completed the British leg of the pre-publicity tour and was now heading for LA, the Dolby Theatre and her performance of ‘Forever is Now’, the song she had written for the latest Disney animated blockbuster.


To the stalker, that title was the perfect omen, the symbol of the future into which the newly minted couple were about to walk, entwined, beaming, madly in love. It was as if Catalina had known, somehow, what was in store for her, whom she was destined to meet on her journey to sing that song live before a TV audience of forty million people. As if she had predicted her own imminent happiness when she composed those lyrics.


The stalker drew in a long, slow breath of sheer pleasure. Inside their skull, Catalina was singing ‘Forever is Now’, every note, every inflection, every flourish and modulation exquisitely familiar to the stalker. That song belonged to the two of them already. It was their theme tune, their love ballad. They would hold hands and listen to it together, over and over again, smiling into each other’s eyes with sheer delight that finally they had found each other, and their life as a couple had begun.


There must be no opportunity for Catalina to misunderstand this note; it was by far the most important communication that the stalker had written to her. With further careful consideration, a few more words were pared away until the stalker nodded in satisfaction at the edit. It was copied onto a fresh page of the notebook, torn out and folded away neatly, slipped into a pocket, ready to be delivered at just the right psychological moment, containing only the essential message. Really, what more was there to say than this?


Are you ready to join the mile-high club? It’s time.


And it was signed, like all of the previous messages had been:


Cat


Is


Mine




Chapter One


Fog over London, swirling like grey wraiths across the Thames and twining around the bridges, sweeping around the great bend in the river, clouding up the mirrored facades of Canary Wharf’s jagged skyscrapers. Rising up from the murky water of King George V Dock over the single runway of City airport, trailing such thick, opaque curls of mist across the equally grey asphalt that, even without the storm clouds looming, so heavy that they almost touched the mist below, every plane at the airport would inevitably be grounded.


Buses lined up in front of the glass sliding doors, ferrying frustrated passengers to larger London airports; flights were swiftly cancelled or rescheduled, and Heathrow and Gatwick, already at high capacity, swelled like balloons about to burst. Travellers crammed into departure lounges, occupying every seat in the pubs and bistros, spending money they didn’t have on duty-free perfume and chocolate they didn’t need. Bookstores and newsagents did a roaring trade; smokers prayed in thanks to the god of nicotine for e-cigarettes; parents surreptitiously dosed their wailing children with extra Calpol. Airline employees worked frantically behind the scenes to cope with the flood of additional travellers, desperate to get them boarded before lengthy delays meant that they could start claiming food vouchers and compensation.


The view from the walkway above the airside of Heathrow’s Terminal 5 departures area showed a seething, barely contained mob besieging the information desk. Much preferable, from the airport’s point of view, were the passengers who self-medicated with tranquillizers before their flights and were slumped in Diazepam hazes on the seats facing the departures board, trying to keep their eyes open enough so they didn’t miss the eventual call for their flights.


And yet, just a wall away from the crush of people, but a world apart in every other respect, a select cluster of VIP passengers were clinking champagne glasses and nibbling canapés at the launch party to celebrate the maiden flight of Pure Air’s LuxeLiner to Los Angeles, quite unaware of the adverse effects of the bad weather on lesser mortals. Their celebrity status cocooned them from any mundane worries as if they were perpetually swaddled in silk and mink; concerns about being bumped from flights or having to crash overnight on uncomfortable airport floors were for people infinitely lower down the hierarchy of fame and fortune.


However, the woman whose job it was to make this launch, both metaphorically and literally, a soaring success, was by no means immune from pressing concerns about Pure Air 111 taking off on time.


‘Fog! Dammit! I said February was a bloody stupid month to launch the LAX service!’ snapped Vanessa Jenkins, the publicity director of Pure Air, staring grimly out of the floor-to-ceiling windows of the most exclusive lounge in not only Terminal 5, but the whole of Heathrow airport.


This was the Marlborough Suite, where true VIPs were hosted – no check-in queues or waiting at passport control for A-list celebrities. First-class passengers might have their own dedicated security areas, but the Marlborough Suite was the only port of call VIPs ever saw when travelling. Their limousines would pull up outside its discreet doors and the passengers would step out to be welcomed by the waiting concierge; their baggage would be carried in and stored as the concierge led them to their own private lounge, where they would be checked in by airline staff and have their passports verified. They would be served refreshments and left to relax before being chauffeured in due course to an equally discreet door next to their boarding gate and personally escorted onto their flights, the first to board.


Upon arriving at Heathrow from an international flight, the process was followed in reverse. Passengers would be met at the air bridge by a member of the VIP team and chauffeured to the Marlborough Suite, their bags collected and loaded into their waiting limo while a passport officer personally visited them in their private lounge. While hoi polloi were still queuing up for the automatic passport machines to scan their identity documents, the VIPs were already on their way out of the Marlborough Suite, a phalanx of staff trailing behind them like the wisps of fog outside the plate-glass windows. And though the concierge politely wished them a pleasant stay in London, those parting words were almost always ignored by the VIPs, as unimportant to them as the damp mists of February, which barely touched their slim, expensively dressed bodies as they moved from the carpeted, glassed-in entrance area to the soft leather interior of their limousine.


The Marlborough Suite offered not just whisper-smooth transitions from one mode of luxury travel to another, but the opportunity to celebrate one’s A-list status with fellow VIPs. Its centre was a large, lavishly decorated lounge area, hung with colourful but inoffensive paintings that alternated with flat-screen TVs, a chrome bar at its centre offering waiter service. At the far end, slightly apart from the whirl of excited, bustling activity, Vanessa stood, looking out of the window in the hope of seeing the usual stream of planes taking off and landing. However, the Marlborough Suite, not being airside, had no view of the runways, and the fog meant that she could barely make out a lone plane taking off over the terminal building, a pale white streak whose purple and orange lettering and jaunty tail fin were only visible for a brief moment as it crested the mist before disappearing into the grey clouds above.


‘FedEx,’ Vanessa muttered to herself. ‘Bloody bastards, why give them priority? They don’t have passengers to shift!’


She rounded abruptly on the director of the Marlborough Suite, who was standing nervously at her side, doing his best to maintain his customary professional poker face. Functioning as the liaison between the VIP guests and the airport authorities, he was accustomed to all kinds of demands from imperious and spoiled celebrities, but Vanessa in full flight was infinitely more menacing than an entitled film star who had pre-ordered a cheese canapé selection and then, suddenly deciding they had gone dairy-free, was demanding yellowtail sashimi with jalapeno vinaigrette plus spicy tuna rolls, to be provided immediately.


‘We’d better be keeping our scheduled departure slot to the minute,’ Vanessa hissed at the director, her voice lowered to avoid attracting the attention of the many journalists present. ‘No excuses. This is the biggest event at the entire airport this fucking month, if not year, and if there’s one flight that makes it out on time, it’s ours. Got it? I don’t care how many other flights the airport has to push back to make it happen.’


‘Lord Tony just told me—’ the airport employee made the mistake of saying, glancing over at the Pure Air CEO and figurehead. Dressed in a cobalt suit and matching silk tie, the Pure Air signature colour, his golden hair brushed back from his high forehead, Lord Tony Moore looked like a Viking who had been reincarnated as an air steward. He beamed over the heads of the assembled journalists, his teeth flashing as white as the starched collar of his shirt, his eyes as blue and bright and clear as a Ken doll’s; the Pure Air cobalt had been personally chosen by him to match exactly the same shade of blue as his irises.


‘Lord Tony tells people anything they want to hear,’ Vanessa said tartly. ‘That’s why he pays me a fortune to schlep along behind him, cleaning up the mess. Remember that big hurricane in Mexico last July? Planes grounded for almost a week? All those holidaymakers stranded?’


‘Of course,’ the Marlborough Suite director said, grimacing at the memory of the disruption it had caused.


‘We had swathes of tourists over there with Pure Air Holidays,’ Vanessa continued. ‘Stranded, running out of water at the resorts, some of them even in storm bunkers.’ She huffed out a laugh. ‘One poor guy came out of the bunker to carry out the pee bucket, apparently, and the wind blew it right back in his face. All over his clothes. And then he had to go back down into the bunker again, stinking of everyone’s pee and coated in sand, too, from the wind. Stayed there ponging up the place for three more days. God knows what they were doing visiting Mexico in July anyway. Fucking idiots.’


She fixed the director with a basilisk-like stare.


‘Remember what Bayes and Cocker did?’ she asked, naming one of Britain’s biggest package holiday companies. ‘They sent over all these BA jets to rescue their lot. Seven jumbo jets, landing one after the other at Cancun airport. Looked fantastic. Tons of publicity. Got onto the News at Ten, everything. Tony was begging me to organize a stunt to match that, but I told him no, we’d wait it out and do sweet FA till our own planes could fly. Got everyone out eventually. And guess what?’


The director knew much better than to hazard an answer.


‘We did surveys afterwards, our lot versus the Bayes and Cocker travellers,’ Vanessa said triumphantly. ‘Both sets were equally pissed off. Blamed the travel companies for them being stupid enough to go to Mexico in hurricane season, whinged their heads off, yadda yadda yadda, the usual. But Bayes and Cocker didn’t get any credit for spending an absolute fucking fortune on showing off with their BA jumbos. None at all. We got just the same customer satisfaction rating as they did. I was bloody right not to lift a finger to help them.’


She smiled triumphantly. Someone picturing a highly paid head of corporate communications might expect the stereotypical image of a high-flying career woman, slim and sleek-haired in a dark crêpe Stella McCartney business suit and Tory Burch pumps, the designer version of the handful of elegant, groomed Pure Air stewardesses who had been selected to attend the launch. Vanessa Jenkins, however, was the type of woman who people sometimes, unwisely, describe as ‘maternal’. Comfortably built, with an extra roll of padding at neck, wrists and waist, she favoured loose peasant-style blouses with drawstring necks, and wide-legged trousers to balance her substantial derriere. Her hair was cut in a short shaggy style, her fringe sticking to a forehead that was perpetually sweaty, and her brown eyes, set in little puffy casings like grilled button mushrooms in miniature vol-au-vents, had a perpetually cosy expression that lured her opponents into a false sense of security.


‘So what’s the moral of this little story, I hear you ask yourself?’ she concluded, her slightly gappy teeth giving her smile a crocodile aspect of which she was very well aware. ‘Here it is: no one ever rewards you for being nice. Ever. There is no fucking benefit in the travel industry to being nice. Which is why I’m telling you, not nicely at all, that if you don’t tell BAA that our LuxeLiner’ll be pulling back from the gate bang on time, I’ll have their fucking guts for garters, as my old granddad used to say. I don’t care if they have to fucking bump royalty to make it happen.’


The director of the Marlborough Suite, duly briefed, shot off across the wood-panelled floor so quickly that he caught the toe of his shiny brogue in a rug, tripped and did a hop, a skip and a jump to save himself. Vanessa, her smile even wider for the benefit of all the media present, headed over to the group of journalists and entertainment TV crews who were gathered waiting for the most A-list of the celebrities who would be travelling on the first-ever LuxeLiner flight.


‘She won’t be much longer, will she?’ a journalist asked Vanessa, who shook her head just as confidently as if she knew that Catalina was about to emerge from her private room off the main lounge.


‘She’s usually bang on time,’ another chimed in, eliciting nods of agreement from the rest of the press pack. ‘Could set your watch by her.’


‘If she’s not out in five minutes, I’ll go and chivvy her along,’ Vanessa promised, very aware that interview time was limited by the scheduled departure of Pure Air 111, and that it was crucial for the media to get decent quotes and footage from the one true superstar on the flight.


The term ‘superstar’ was often overused, but there was no doubt it applied to Catalina, who would be classified as A+ on any current celebrity scale. She had been an internationally famous singer and songwriter since she was fifteen, first conquering Latin America, then the English-speaking world with her crossover album, Heart/Corazón, which had been available in both English and Spanish. A phenomenal success, partly because a significant percentage of her fans eagerly purchased both versions, it had put her on the map: famous musicians had promptly lined up to collaborate and co-write with her, attracted not only by her talent but the entry she offered into the huge Spanish-language market.


Catalina was a triple threat, a singer, writer and performer who could literally dance rings round any of her peers. She had been onstage since eight years old as a child star in her native Argentina, and she was nothing if not a trouper. Her latest album, Chasing Midnight, had been a huge international success; the title song, of the same name, had gone to number 1 in almost every country in the world; she had just completed a sold-out worldwide; and the icing on the cake was ‘Forever is Now’ being nominated for Best Original Song at the Oscars, the bookies’ favourite to win.


It was a dizzyingly high peak in Catalina’s career even by her own extraordinarily successful standards. Unfortunately, this professional triumph coincided with the lowest ever point in her personal life. A few months before, she had simultaneously suffered not only a terrible heartbreak, but the worst betrayal of her life, and since then, she had been virtually a recluse, holed up in her beach house in Punta del Este with her personal assistant, Latisha, crying, grieving, and writing songs that were so depressive and miserable that the executives at her label were becoming seriously worried about the direction of her next album.


She had also dropped weight that she definitely could not afford to lose. Almost all stars are much smaller in real life than one expects, but Catalina was positively miniature, with the whip-thin, ectomorph build of a dancer that looked even tinier in proportion to the great mane of dark, curly hair that cascaded down her back. Curled up on one of the sofas in the private lounge that had been assigned to her in the Marlborough Suite, she could have been a cartoon version of herself, or one of those frighteningly unrealistic dolls made to appeal to pre-pubescent girls. Like the heroines of Frozen, her eyes seemed too large for her face, her waist and wrists and ankles so narrow that it was hard to see how those fragile bones could support even her minimal weight.


The resemblance to a doll was emphasized by her ridiculously lush hair, which cascaded around her face so luxuriantly that a little girl’s fingers would have itched to brush and plait it, and it earned her a small fortune in styling product endorsements. Right now, however, it made her face appear narrow, even pinched, by comparison, and her body as thin and easily snapped as a daisy stem.


‘Uh, hon, we need to get going,’ Latisha said for the umpteenth time. She was sitting on the sofa facing her boss, doing her absolute best to remain calm and not jump up and start pacing the room impatiently. Catalina had done a big press call that morning, but since then had barely spoken, allowing Latisha to shepherd her in and out of hotels and limos, organize their mounds of luggage, while Catalina followed along in mute acquiescence. Now, however, she was required to reactivate her personality, participate in another lively press conference, and not only did she seem completely unwilling to say a word, Latisha was becoming increasingly worried that Catalina might not even get up from the sofa in time to board the plane.


‘Hon, the clock’s ticking,’ Latisha said gently. ‘We should be getting out there and schmoozing the press.’


She shot a glance at her employer, who had taken her mass of hair out of the loose chignon in which it had been pinned that morning by the London stylist and was hiding behind it as if it were a veil.


‘I really think you should pull back your hair, hon,’ she suggested. ‘It swamps you when it’s down like that, unless it’s properly done. And people want to see your face. I can do a nice braid if you want. That always looks good.’


Catalina drew her full lips into a straight line, pinching them together, a silent gesture that rejected Latisha’s words.


‘Or, uh, a ponytail?’ Latisha suggested, although she knew perfectly well that the hairstyle suggestion was not what Catalina was refusing.


There was no response to this, not even a grimace. The only sound in the room was the soft, generic instrumental music piped through the overhead speakers, versions of pop ballads revamped for easy listening background music. One of Catalina’s own love songs had been featured earlier, the hugely famous ‘Corazón’, but to Latisha’s great relief, Catalina had not seemed to notice it. She was liable to start crying at the slightest thing, and there was a mournful, yearning element to some of the verses that might have set her off, even if she could only hear the melody.


‘Cat, look,’ Latisha tried again, only to tail off as Catalina raised her head, shaking back her mane of hair, and fixed Latisha with her huge dark eyes.


‘I don’t want to get on a plane today,’ she said softly, her English perfect, but lightly tinged with her native Argentinian Spanish accent. ‘I don’t want to go back to LA.’


Over the last few months, Latisha had been functioning more as Catalina’s on-site therapist than an actual personal assistant, and one thing she had learnt was that Catalina talking was more positive than Catalina silent. A taciturn Catalina could not be encouraged to do anything at all: eat, sleep, take some exercise. She just sat or lay wherever she was, near comatose, her increasingly skinny limbs wound into a ball, seeming not to hear any words that were being addressed to her. Food and drink left on a bedside or coffee table were completely ignored: tea had got cold, water had got warm, snacks had gone stale.


But once Catalina started to communicate, Latisha knew her boss so well that she could usually find a way through to her. She leaned forward encouragingly, trying not to panic at what Catalina had just said.


‘Hon, we gotta go back to LA,’ she said reasonably. ‘You’re singing at the Oscars! I love you – I’d do anything to look after you – I’d get you out of anything I could! But this one is so not optional.’


She paused, very aware of the reason behind Catalina’s resistance to returning to LA. It was there that Catalina had briefly been so blissfully happy before her life had been catastrophically turned upside down, there that she had lost the love of her life. Catalina now associated her beautiful house in the Hills with heartbreak and grief. She had fled it the terrible day of the showdown and never returned, holing up in a suite at the Roosevelt Hotel until she had finished her last shows in LA and been able to escape to Uruguay and the seclusion of Punta del Este.


‘We’ve got a great suite all booked in at the Four Seasons,’ Latisha commented. Worried that Catalina would baulk at returning to the Roosevelt, where she had mostly spent her stay lying on the carpet, crying and squeezing pillows to her narrow chest, Latisha had sensibly chosen a different hotel for their return visit.


‘And hon,’ she added, ‘we kinda need to get there sooner rather than later, you know? You have rehearsals scheduled, you need to get over the jet lag, you’ve got final fittings for your outfit, I have a whole bunch of beauty treatments booked in for you, and you know how busy it gets in Oscar week! There’s no way any of those can be moved – they’ve been set in stone for months now.’


‘I could get another flight,’ Catalina said in a tiny voice. ‘One where I don’t have to do interviews and all this media stuff, so I could just board in a hoodie and keep my head down and not talk to anyone.’


Latisha closed her eyes briefly – safe to do so, as Catalina wasn’t looking in her direction – and embarked silently on a long prayer that began Lord Jesus, I’m begging you here . . .


Catalina’s presence on this Pure Air maiden flight had been on her calendar for as long as the various facials, hair treatments, styling and skin-brightening appointments booked in for the pre-Oscar beautifying week. It had been a stroke of genius for both Pure Air and Catalina’s PR teams. The airline was able to garner superb press coverage from the fact that it had such a major celebrity on-board, while Catalina’s squad of publicists at her record companies around the world rejoiced in the extra boost of this triumphant return to public notice after the months she had spent completely off the radar. Latisha had played a crucial role in organizing her employer’s presence on this flight, and the mere thought that Catalina might baulk at the last moment and refuse to get on-board sent shivers down her spine. Pure Air would be livid if Catalina pulled out, and the fallout from the negative publicity would be huge.


But no one became the right-hand woman to one of the most famous stars on the planet by allowing themselves to panic – at least not visibly. Latisha’s face remained as calm as ever, her high forehead smooth and unruffled, and when she responded, it was in the most easy-going tone possible, as if it made no difference to her at all that Catalina might be about to torpedo something that Latisha had spent countless hours and much painstaking effort organizing.


‘Yeah, you totally could,’ Latisha said casually. ‘We could. It’s just that we’re here now, and our cases are all on-board . . .’


‘You could get them taken off,’ Catalina said to her lap. ‘Book us onto another flight.’


‘Oh sure, no problem,’ Latisha said just as easily as before. ‘It’s just that there isn’t another LA flight out this evening. That’s why Pure Air’s making such a big deal about this one – the time slot. It’s the only night flight. They’re really pushing the whole landing-at-LAX-at-midnight thing. So we’d have to schlep back to London now, or crash in an airport Hilton till tomorrow. The morning flights don’t start till at least 10 a.m.’ She shrugged as nonchalantly as if it didn’t matter a hoot to her. ‘I mean, we’re here now . . . But hey, if you want to head out and hit an airport hotel for the night, that’s fine with me. I can start making calls.’


Latisha didn’t reach for her phone, however. Instead, she picked up her glass of wine – sorely needed; thank God for these luxury airport lounges that laid on hot and cold everything without you even having to ask. She had meant to take just a sip, but she ended up sinking half the contents in one swig. The prospect of Catalina pulling out of the flight at the last minute, with all the mess and fuss of the consequences, the negative publicity, the torpedoing of such very carefully laid plans, made Latisha look very longingly at the Chardonnay remaining in the glass.


Catalina’s head was still lowered, watching her slender fingers fold the hem of her sweater over and over in a series of tiny little pleats. Latisha settled back on the sofa and forced herself to count down from twenty to one, as slowly as she could bear. Then she shifted a little, fixed her eyes on Catalina’s face, and said more firmly, ‘So? Shall I phone for a car? I can tell Vanessa and make all the calls about hotel and flights as we go.’


She held her breath. So very much depended on this, for all sorts of reasons. Catalina needed to pull herself together, get back on track. Yes, she had been terribly disillusioned about the man she loved: no one knew that better than Latisha, who had broken the awful news to her boss. But Catalina had made a series of professional commitments around this Oscar nomination, and if she started allowing herself to break any, it would be a terrible sign. This was the kind of behaviour for which lesser stars were notorious: partying too hard, say, and pulling out of shows claiming exhaustion or dehydration and tweeting photos of themselves in a hospital bed with an IV drip in their arm. Or turning up late for a flight, holding up all the other passengers while they strolled nonchalantly on-board, neglecting even to apologize for having made the plane miss its take-off slot.


But Catalina had never behaved like that kind of entitled celebrity. She worked hard, didn’t party, was always, as the journalist waiting outside for her had commented, a hundred per cent reliable. It was one of the reasons for her immense success, and it was a crucial part of Latisha’s job to keep her boss punctual and on track. Catalina’s management team would rip Latisha a new one if Catalina pulled out of this promotional opportunity at the last minute. For these, and all sorts of other very pressing reasons, Catalina could not be allowed to let herself and Pure Air down, had to land in LA at the scheduled time to keep all her appointments, needed, unequivocally and imperatively, to get up from the sofa right now, plaster a smile on her face, walk into the Marlborough Suite’s main room to answer questions from the media and then get on the goddamn plane . . .


Latisha realized that her fists were involuntarily clenched in tension, her elaborately decorated nails digging into her palms. She couldn’t have reached for her phone even if she’d wanted to. Finally Catalina stirred and raised her head, those huge dark eyes meeting Latisha’s in a look of silent surrender.


‘I don’t want to . . .’ she began, and Latisha actually half-choked on the breath she was holding, ‘. . . have to wait the night here and get on a plane tomorrow,’ Catalina concluded, as Latisha burst into a fit of coughs. ‘Are you okay?’ Catalina asked, concerned.


Latisha nodded wordlessly. Reaching for her wine glass, she sank its contents in one go, washing down the last spasms of coughing. Then she put the empty glass back down on the table, inhaled deeply and stood up, shaking back her heavy braids, squaring her wide shoulders. Walking round the coffee table, she held out her hand to Catalina.


‘I am now,’ she said. ‘Let’s go, hon. You’re a pro. You can totally nail this. The sooner you give the journos out there what they want, the sooner you can get on-board that LuxeLiner, settle into bed and get a good night’s sleep.’


She flashed a smile as Catalina leaned forward and took her hand. Pulling her boss to her feet, however, Latisha had to conceal a wince at how frighteningly easy it was: if Catalina weighed the hundred pounds that was the standard for Los Angeles women, it was only because of the heaviness of her hair.


‘And you should eat something,’ Latisha continued. ‘Grab a bite, settle into bed and go to sleep. I’m gonna take a Zopiclone and crash myself. You’ve got your Valium, right?’


Catalina nodded. She strongly disliked turbulence, and always took a Valium before take-off in case the flight got bumpy.


‘Well, that should zonk you out,’ Latisha said, ‘and you can take a Zopi with it too. I checked your handbag to make sure you’ve got vials of both, just in case. We’ve got a majorly busy time ahead of us over the next week – we need to get all the beauty sleep we can.’


Standing up, even in the three-inch stacked heels of her Robert Clergerie ankle boots, Catalina barely came up to her assistant’s shoulder: Latisha had gone to university on a hockey scholarship and had an athlete’s build. Latisha took Catalina’s hair in both hands, pulled it gently to the crown of her head, took a no-snag Maddyloo elastic out of her jeans pocket – Latisha was always fully stocked with these small but important necessities – and fastened it around the twist of hair, arranging it into a loose bun that revealed Catalina’s features and gave her a little extra height.


Catalina stood, acquiescent, while her assistant prepped her for the press call, dabbing her lips with tinted gloss and her cheeks with a touch of cream blusher to give her peaky face some much-needed colour. Latisha dropped the make-up back into her shoulder bag and surveyed her tiny boss, who resembled, at that moment, a depressed teenager rather than an international star. Her Latin colouring meant that her skin was naturally a pale golden shade, but her miserable state of mind made her look greyish and drawn, and there would have been pronounced dark shadows under her eyes without the reapplication of By Terry Touche Veloutée concealer (infinitely superior to the Yves Saint Laurent version, according to Catalina’s make-up artist, which in his opinion was not only far too light but also had a brush that was too fine to give the even coverage that the By Terry one achieved).


Relieved as Latisha was to have her employer on her feet and ready for the waiting press, it was hard to see her in such a despondent, depressive state. It was as if her loss had hollowed her out inside. Latisha had worked for Catalina for nearly a decade; they had seen each other through personal ups and downs, celebrated Catalina’s successes, grown together in many ways, shared hotel suites whenever they travelled, were indubitably each other’s best friend. And in all that time, Latisha had never seen Catalina so heartsick. She had truly been in love, and she had lost not just her lover but her faith in her own ability to pick a trustworthy partner ever again.


Impulsively, Latisha pulled Catalina towards her and enfolded her in a hug into which the star almost completely disappeared.


‘It’ll be okay,’ she said into Catalina’s hair. ‘Honestly, it’ll be okay, I promise. I know it’s a shitty cliché, but time really does heal everything. You’ll meet someone, you’ll see, the right one this time. Hey, who knows?’ She dropped a quick kiss on the top of Catalina’s head. ‘Maybe it’ll happen even sooner than you think!’


Above Catalina’s head, Latisha saw her own reflection in the mirror over the sofa. But, unlike her voice, which was soft and consoling, the expression in her eyes was quite impossible to interpret.




Chapter Two


It was like the sun rising in a sudden burst of light, illumination flooding a pitch-dark room, a chandelier hung with a thousand blazing, faceted crystals: that was Catalina’s effect every time she stepped onstage, thrilling a whole arena with the force of her charisma. And she treated every press call like a performance. From the moment she entered the main room of the Marlborough Suite, she was brilliant with energy, her eyes sparkling, her lips parted, looking as excited to see the ranks of waiting media as if it were her first press conference ever and she couldn’t wait to meet the world. No matter the troubles of her personal life, professionally she was always able to flip the switch to the Dazzle setting.


Latisha, following in her wake, wore a satisfied smile. She had known that all she needed to do was to convince Catalina to take the Pure Air flight. After that, Catalina’s nearly two decades of performing would ensure that she gave the press all the glamour and sparkle that they expected from her.


Every head turned as Catalina entered the lounge. Despite her small stature, she was effortlessly magnetic. The assembled gathering was too cool to exclaim out loud or mob her for autographs, but a low whisper of excitement and anticipation ran around the various groups, her name echoing again and again, as if she had deliberately postponed her arrival for maximum drama.


‘I’m so sorry to be a little slow,’ she said in her charmingly accented English as Vanessa bustled forward to greet her.


‘Oh, not at all,’ Vanessa reassured her; like Latisha, part of her job was to keep an unworried demeanour, no matter how much she’d been concerned about Catalina’s failure to emerge for the scheduled interview. Wrapping her arm companionably through the singer’s, she escorted her up onto the low dais in front of the eager massed ranks of journalists, cameras and TV crews. Latisha stationed herself by the side of the stage. Usually she would take this time to grab a few moments for herself, as Catalina was generally more than capable of handling the press by herself; but, despite Catalina’s ability to turn up her wattage to full force, Latisha knew that her boss was not at her best and might need some help.


Sure enough, Latisha’s protective instincts were proved correct five minutes in, when a journalist from Style asked, ‘Catalina, who are you wearing?’ and Catalina’s pretty forehead contorted in confusion.


‘Who am I wearing?’ she repeated, baffled.


‘She means which designer,’ Latisha explained swiftly, leaning forward to flash a smile at the fashion journalist. ‘Sorry, Cat’s a little tired.’


‘Ah, yes! I knew that! Who I am wearing! Lo siento!’ Catalina smiled too, her pretty little white teeth flashing, her lips curving so sweetly that even the most hardened hacks in front of her found themselves smiling back. ‘It’s fashion language, and I love fashion! Okay, I am wearing Isabel Marant, I think . . .’


She pulled at the hem of her semi-transparent pale grey and white sweater, a cashmere-silk knit that looked gossamer-light.


‘With a T-shirt from . . .’ She glanced at Latisha, and sidled sideways across the stage to her, making a cute comic show of turning her back to her assistant, arching her shoulders so that Latisha could tug back her T-shirt to see the label.


‘T by Alexander Wang,’ Latisha announced.


‘And J Brand jeans,’ Catalina said, looking down at her matchstick legs, so thin now that even if she stood with them pressed together, there were several gaps between them. ‘I like them because they have a high waist. I hate to have to keep pulling up my jeans so they don’t fall down and show my ass.’


She winked at the Elle journalist, her lush eyelashes flickering down and up so charmingly that the writer actually went a little pink.


Vanessa, observing from the sidelines the way that Catalina was captivating the posse of journalists, nodded approvingly. Vanessa had been hell-bent on snagging Catalina to travel on this inaugural flight, and her sense of satisfaction now was at its peak; Vanessa had been working on this project for longer than she even cared to think about, bringing it to fruition, pulling together so many diverse strands that it had been like weaving a fiendishly complex tapestry. And there was its central decorative motif, Catalina, up onstage, now lifting up one leg to show off her boots, balancing like a gymnast on the other foot, joking that the shoes would come off as soon as she relaxed into Luxe Class, and that she had been promised that luxurious sheepskin slippers were awaiting her on-board. The journalists were laughing, utterly charmed by her. Even the hardened camera operators were smiling at her antics.


So many celebrities, given lavish freebies in exchange for publicity, fulfilled their end of the bargain by doing the absolute minimum in return. If Vanessa had not selected carefully, she might well have had to deal with spoilt rock stars turning up at the last minute, refusing to pose for the photographers, retiring to one of the private lounges of the Marlborough Suite to indulge in drugs, sex, or both. But word travelled fast in PR, and the VIPs who took but didn’t give were swiftly and discreetly blacklisted in preference for ones like Catalina.


Or – Vanessa walked over to a cluster of female journalists eagerly surrounding another of the celebrities – Danny Zasio, the internationally famous chef. Danny had, as the press release described it, ‘executive designed’ the Luxe Class menu; he had a string of Michelin-star restaurants from Tokyo to Dubai, and was travelling back to LA, where he lived, to start filming a new series of his insanely popular Food Network series, Eat Me!.


Danny was holding court, the deep lines in his forehead furrowing, the equally deep creases at the sides of his mouth curving into ruggedly handsome brackets, which the journalists had plenty of time to admire, as questions to him were barely needed. They wouldn’t have to work to prompt a shy interview subject here. Danny literally never stopped his patter, one of the reasons that his television career had experienced such a meteoric rise. The others were his genuine talent and his rough-and-ready good looks; he was the classic cheeky-chappie Essex boy who would have worked a market stall, sold second-hand cars or become a City trader if he hadn’t had a natural gift for cooking.


There was definitely a pathological side to his charm. Unlike Catalina, Danny couldn’t rest, be still, turn off the people-pleasing side of his character that was so crucial to his professional success. He had had sex with every single female journalist who had ever interviewed him; once he had started the process of seducing them into writing a hugely flattering profile of him, he simply couldn’t stop. He was perfectly capable of talking about his wife and children, who formed a crucial part of his image as a family man, even when he was stripping off his clothes and jumping on his latest conquest.


Because Danny’s ace in the hole was his complete lack of shame. It was very attractive, a purely animalistic appeal: men wanted to be him, or at least have a drink with him, while women wanted to let his lack of inhibition lure them into all sorts of naughtiness they wouldn’t normally have dreamed of performing. Right then, having reduced the experienced, cynical female journalists into giggling, hair-twiddling, dewy-eyed fangirls, Danny was winding down his spiel, his bright eyes sliding across the room to find new people to charm.


Like a shark, he needed to keep moving or die. Once he had everyone in a room thoroughly under his spell, he got restless, and headed off to find new worlds to conquer. Danny’s energy had once been entirely natural, but now that he was in his forties, with a work and travel schedule that would have been punishing for someone twenty years younger, he was fuelled by Adderall, aka prescription speed. It was usually prescribed for people with attention deficit disorder, from which Danny unquestionably suffered, but he was using it primarily for all the traditional benefits of amphetamines, and he was almost audibly buzzing as his gaze landed, with great appreciation, on Catalina’s small frame as she stepped down from the dais.


‘Oi oi! I know who you are, sexy! The “Chasing Midnight” girl!’ he shouted cheerfully at her. ‘I bloody loved that song! And your video – fucking hot! You’d make a fortune as a pole dancer, love!’


Catalina’s eyes widened at this ribald comment. Latisha, used to having to run interference for Catalina, moved closer to her side as Danny started across the room towards them.


‘Hah, Danny! Always joking!’


Vanessa swooped in to handle the awkward moment, expertly using her large frame to block Danny’s trajectory. Linking her arm through the chef’s, she said jovially, ‘Tony’s just about to introduce some of the cabin crew we’ve hand-picked to staff Luxe Class for the flight. Why don’t you come over and say hi to them? They’ll be the ones looking after you for the duration, so you can start working your magic on them now . . .’


It was perfectly done: Vanessa was making it clear that Catalina was off-limits to Danny, but the female flight attendants were fair game. As a waiter came over to refill Danny’s champagne coupe, Vanessa indicated a blonde flight attendant in a distractingly short and tight cobalt blue skirt suit, and Danny, always distractable, turned very happily away from Catalina to leer approvingly at his new target.


Meanwhile, Pure Air’s founder and CEO, Lord Tony Moore, was ascending the dais for the central presentation. Vanessa, who worked very closely with him, had familiarly called him by his first name, and certainly he made a point of cultivating a hail-fellow-well-met image. What he was really like in private very few people knew. His staff joked that he was actually a robot, powering down at the end of each working day, because though he was always cheerful and good-humoured, he had no actual, discernible personality. It was impossible to divine any specific preferences of his and proceed accordingly. He seemed to have no chinks, no weaknesses. It made him extremely boring as a dinner companion, but incredibly effective in business, and he had deliberately made himself the figurehead of Pure Air, branding the airline as one man’s vision. Everyone in Britain would have instantly recognized his handsome face with its bright blue eyes, its white permasmile, and the mane of golden hair that curled magnificently back from his high forehead.


He beamed that permasmile around the room now. Behind him was a wraparound glossy backboard featuring three different images of the huge, sleek white LuxeLiner, pictured against a sky as gloriously blue as the cobalt drops of water painted onto its ergonomic sweep of tail fin. The drops had been strategically chosen to echo Lord Tony’s first-ever brand, Pure Water, extended now to include the Pure Spa chain and, next year, Pure Hotels. A born showman, Lord Tony was, like Donald Trump, the frontman for the various Pure spin-offs rather than the finance behind them, but he had unerring instincts for marketing and salesmanship, and his physical presence, plus his ability to stay relaxed and fluent under the spotlight of press attention, made him the ideal company figurehead.


In addition, Lord Tony was prepared to do absolutely anything to promote his companies: appear on reality shows, get dunked in gunge on live TV, engage in all sorts of ridiculous stunts, always smiling, and always wearing at least one piece of clothing in the bright blue that symbolized the Pure brand. Today, it was a custom-made shirt, worn under a pale grey two-piece suit that had also been tailor-made for his big frame, a blue silk handkerchief tucked into the breast pocket.


‘Well, hello, everyone! Isn’t this just the most magnificent party?’ he said happily.


Vanessa started clapping, sending a sharp look around at her staff and the selected members of the Pure Air 111 cabin crew, who had joined the launch after their flight briefing. They all promptly joined in, followed after a few seconds by the rest of the guests. There was absolutely nothing Lord Tony loved more in the world than applause. Tossing back his golden curls, he threw his arms wide to receive it, some of the champagne spilling from the coupe that he held; it was his first glass, and he had barely touched it. Lord Tony’s drug of choice was not alcohol, but adulation.


‘Bang on schedule! So much plotting and planning, and so many design decisions to make along the way, and here we are!’ he said euphorically as the photographers snapped away, capturing him in relief against the LuxeLiner background. ‘From the moment I first decided to commission these two amazing aircrafts as the flagships for my Pure fleet, it’s been an incredible journey, the realization of my most ambitious dream yet! But that’s what I always say: dream as high as the sky, and reach for the stars!’


Vanessa automatically lip-synched along to these last words: they were his signature theme, the slogan of the airline, and they were always accompanied by the dramatic gesture of arms stretched up to the ceiling. More champagne dribbled out from the coupe as Lord Tony duly thrust his outstretched arms aloft, his smile magnificent, his personal magnetism so powerful that it dwarfed even that of Danny Zasio, who was clapping and whooping by the side of the stage.


‘Believe me,’ Lord Tony said as the applause ebbed, ‘more planning has gone into this than you can possibly imagine!’


Vanessa’s nod of agreement was heartfelt. The behind-the-scenes work she had put in had been all-consuming, much more than Lord Tony could possibly imagine. She had been living, breathing and sleeping the launch of Pure Air 111 for the last six months, fine-tuning every detail, and even now she was running through what seemed like an endless, last-minute checklist to be completed before she could fully relax on-board and allow herself to bask in the triumph of everything coming together, just as she had so carefully strategized.


‘You’ll all be given press packs, of course,’ Lord Tony said, indicating the table by the exit door stacked high with bright blue and silver folders, shiny and sleek. ‘But right now I want to introduce some of the key members of the crew, the absolute best of the best of my brilliant Pure Air people, personally selected by me to give all my passengers the most perfect on-board service experience. You all know how hands-on I am!’


From another CEO, this could have sounded suspiciously like sexual harassment: if Danny Zasio, for instance, had been introducing a group of attractive staff members with those words, the journalists would have assumed that he had slept with all of the women, and introduced considerable innuendo into their coverage. But Lord Tony Moore’s affect was as sexless as the robot to which his staff compared him. As he gestured to a woman to approach the dais, there was not a hint of anything off-colour, merely a cheerfully benevolent boss appreciating a particularly valued employee.


‘First and foremost,’ he was saying, ‘our amazing cabin service director, who’s been with us almost since the launch of Pure Air, but doesn’t look a day older than when she started – Lucinda Waters, up you come!’


The woman duly ascending the stairs was doing so with the grace of a catwalk model in the tight-fitting pencil skirt of her uniform, hitching it up fractionally with a tiny movement invisible to the photographers. It was immediately obvious why she would be the first member of the cabin crew called up to be presented to the media. In her mid-thirties, she was tall, very slender, with her black hair straightened and pulled back into an immaculate bun at the nape of her neck, her pale brown skin matte-smooth with equally immaculately applied foundation, her almond eyes outlined neatly in black pencil, her full lips painted soft coral. She could have stepped right out of a television commercial for Pure Air.


As befitted the responsibility of her position, her demeanour was sober and poised; even her smile for the cameras was measured. She had just been running the crew briefing, delegating all the various on-board duties with absolute precision, ensuring that everyone knew their roles backwards and forwards. It was like being a director of a play, but with the extra weight of all the actors having potential life and death duties of care to their charges. Despite her comparatively young age, Lucinda was the most senior of all the cabin service directors in the Pure Air fleet, highly efficient, competent and meticulous. She knew absolutely every single member of the crew, their strengths and weaknesses: nothing escaped either her own notice or that of her grapevine of informants who kept her fully briefed about everything that happened both on flights and on layovers.


Lucinda was not liked, which was more than fine with her. Being liked, in her opinion, would have meant that she was weak. Instead, she was feared and respected, which she infinitely preferred: she led from the top and worked at least as hard as any member of her crew, although she used assignments of the most disliked tasks or rosters as a way of keeping them in line. And though Lord Tony had boasted of hand-selecting the crew for this very important flight, it had actually been Lucinda who had assembled the team, Lucinda who had picked out flight attendants who were attractive enough to be photographed for publicity purposes, competent enough to take on the responsibility of a maiden flight on a brand-new aircraft, and deferential enough to her to be rewarded with such a prime assignment.


‘Lucinda’s going to be running the Luxe cabin for us,’ Lord Tony said, throwing an arm around her shoulders; he was famously physically affectionate with his staff members, and, again, his asexual demeanour meant that he could indulge himself in this without anyone raising an eyebrow. People would more easily believe that Lord Tony had been born without genitals than that he had groped a member of his staff.


He pointed at Danny Zasio, who was attempting to press a glass of champagne on the pretty blonde flight attendant, despite her blushing and insisting that she couldn’t possibly drink on duty.


‘See that man over there? Danny Zasio? Mr Hellraiser?’ Lord Tony said jovially.


His audience turned as one. Danny raised his glass to Lord Tony with a shit-eating grin.


‘All right, Tone!’ he said, winking irrepressibly at his host. ‘Just getting to know this very charming trolley dolly of yours – lovely girl!’


The flight attendant blushed even more, the red of her cheeks contrasting with the blue of her uniform.


‘Believe me,’ Lord Tony continued cheerfully, ‘if there’s one person that can handle even Mr Danny Zasio in party mode, it’s Lucinda! I’ve seen her deal with a whole first-class cabin full of rampaging hedge-funders without getting a hair out of place!’


At this, Lucinda allowed herself a small smile of satisfaction. Lord Tony was quite right: she prided herself on being able to deal with absolutely anything. She glanced sideways, at the man who was being guided by Vanessa towards the dais. Karl Frost was her right-hand man, her chief lieutenant, who had come up through the ranks with her, though not quite as rapidly or to the same level. Lucinda was a born leader, able to give orders, even unpopular ones, and see them carried out, while Karl was the perfect sidekick, efficient, trustworthy, and loyal to a fault. She ruled through a blend of intimidation and discipline, and although Karl was the closest thing to a friend she had in Pure Air – or, in fact, anywhere – she was perfectly well aware that he, too, followed her primarily because of those two factors.


‘And by Lucinda’s side in the Luxe cabin, we have Karl Frost, our very able chief purser!’ Lord Tony was announcing.


Lord Tony made a sweeping gesture of summons, and the chief purser came positively bounding up the stairs. Pale-skinned, his hair clipped very close to his well-formed skull, his eyes bright and his smile wide, Karl was not only dapper but the picture of energy. The Pure Air blue three-piece suit was so fitted to his trim, muscled figure that he looked almost dandy-like, his coral, blue and white silk tie knotted jauntily at his Adam’s apple, his shoes and teeth gleaming. He tripped athletically over to Lord Tony’s other side so that the peer could throw his other arm over Karl’s shoulders and pose for the cameras bracketed by the two leaders of his crack Luxe cabin team.


‘These two fantastic people are going to be looking after us all the way to LA in five-star style!’ Lord Tony said happily. ‘And joining them, here’s a very special new recruit to Pure Air. Angela, will you come up here?’


The blonde flight attendant, who was still fending off the offer of champagne from Danny Zasio, looked up at the stage, clearly taken by surprise.


‘Hah, Angela! You didn’t expect me to be calling you up, did you?’ Lord Tony beamed. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Angela’s quite a celebrity in her own way. You all know that recently we merged with ReillyFly after the tragic death of poor Terry O’Reilly . . .’


This provoked sniggers among the gathered media. Terry O’Reilly, an extremely flamboyant Irishman famous for running an airline whose low fares were more than balanced out by eye-watering charges for anything from a glass of water on the plane to replacing a boarding pass, had dropped dead recently of a heart attack under very unfortunate circumstances. His latest wheeze had been to charge passengers for using an ‘all frills’ toilet on-board his planes, accessed by the swipe of a credit card. The only other toilet was a pod design, deliberately made too miniature for anyone over five feet tall to be able to sit down on the lavatory seat without bruising their knees painfully against the door. All sorts of special interests groups had duly taken the bait and campaigned vociferously against this two-tier system, which Terry O’Reilly had gleefully used as a way to promote his rock-bottom fares even further.


Disaster, however, had struck when, demonstrating to a group of journalists on-board a grounded ReillyFly plane how the credit card swipe worked, Terry had entered an ‘all frills’ toilet, shut the door behind him and then been unable to open it again. Attempts to swipe a card from outside to trigger the door’s opening mechanism had been met with beeping and a panel lighting up with the information that the toilet was already in use.


Normally, all airplane lavatory doors were designed to be easily opened by a member of cabin crew using a coin in the plastic tab-release socket, in case a passenger were taken ill inside; but Terry O’Reilly had been the agent of his own downfall, insisting that the release socket was located at the base of the toilet door, so that cabin crew could spot someone on their knees fiddling with the lock, trying to sneak in without paying. That had required a special design, which, unfortunately, had proved to be much harder to operate in an emergency than anyone had anticipated.


Realizing that he was trapped, and beginning to feel claustrophobic in the small space, Terry O’Reilly had swiftly panicked and started banging on the door, shouting, in his familiar profanity-laced brogue, that some fucker needed to get him the fuck out of there right fucking now. And then had come the unmistakeable noise of a very overweight airline magnate falling heavily over the lavatory, with the wince-inducing crack of skull against sink on the way down. Unfortunately, by the time the only member of the cabin crew who hadn’t succumbed to total panic had managed to wedge a fifty-pence coin into the very awkwardly placed lock release and swing the door open, the combination of a stress-induced heart attack and the blow to the head had meant that Terry O’Reilly was a goner, no matter how heroically the cabin attendant had tried to apply CPR.


Lord Tony, seeing an excellent business opportunity, had swept in, taken over ReillyFly, done a complete rebrand and relaunch, and cherry-picked selected ReillyFly employees to move to Pure Air routes. The young woman whom he had just named was one of that select group, and both Lucinda and Karl’s lips were curling in disdain for her humble origins as a ReillyFly serf as Angela made her way shyly up onto the dais.


‘. . . and Angela Stiven, bless her,’ Lord Tony announced, ‘is the very flight attendant who battled so heroically to save poor Terry!’


Lucinda had been opposed to Angela working this flight at all – let alone in Luxe Class! – but Lord Tony had overruled her, enjoying the extra fillip of publicity that her presence would bring. The world of air-travel professionals operated on a distinctly demarcated class system, and Pure Air crew were hugely proud of the fact that their airline had been rated one of the top ten in the world for three years running. They were up there with Etihad, British Airways, Emirates and Qantas, while ReillyFly, notorious for treating its passengers like cattle, shaking them awake to hard-sell them scratch cards on-board, was, compared to Pure Air, the scum of the earth, its staff right at the bottom of the pecking order. They didn’t even fly long-haul.


Karl and Lucinda’s short-haul flying days were far behind them. Long-haul was infinitely superior for all sorts of reasons: on those routes, you were put up in nice hotels for layovers, where you could mingle with the jet set, feel yourself to be part of the glamorous elite. You didn’t have to live close to airports, as you had plenty of notice when your roster was drawn up, and might only be going into work once a week, as you would be away for so much longer, up to ten days at a stretch; you could live in another country and fly yourself in cheaply using the deep crew discounts available even for airlines for which you didn’t work. You didn’t have gruelling turnarounds on multiple flights, which so often meant helping to clean the aircraft, dealing with the knock-on effect of delays, plus the extra stress of repeated planeloads of passengers pushing and shoving to stow their over-large carry-on baggage and get to their seats.


Once you graduated to long-haul, working your way up to business and then first class, you never had to deal with passengers pushing and shoving again. People travelling at that level might be entitled, spoilt even, but they weren’t trying to cram a suitcase into an overhead storage compartment, threatening to punch you because it wouldn’t fit, or kicking the seat in front of them because its occupant wanted to recline. At its best, you served champagne and caviar to elegant, grateful travellers rather than practically throwing stale rolls at belligerent people complaining about you refusing to serve them another drink because, frankly, they already looked several sheets to the wind.


As a result, cabin crew in first class looked down from a very dizzy height on their comrades working in the economy section, let alone ones from an airline that didn’t offer a higher class at all. The first question one flight attendant on a layover would put to another in the hotel crew room was which airline they worked for. If the response named one that was considerably socially inferior, the questioner was considered very polite if they raised an eyebrow, replied, ‘Oh, how nice for you’, and walked away. Less well-mannered people would simply turn their back without even a word.


Lucinda and Karl, the crème de la crème of Pure Air, one of the top airlines in the world, had barely even acknowledged the existence of the cheap-as-chips ReillyFly. The fact that their boss had chosen to allow any staff from a bargain bucket airline to join them had shocked every employee of Pure Air to the core, and the handful of ReillyFly crew who had initially been over the moon at their new, exalted status were learning the hard way that they would need to prove themselves for years to their colleagues merely to be addressed civilly by them, let alone be considered their equals.


In mergers between airlines, the staff of the lower-status fleet were always treated appallingly by the employees of the higher-class one. Confined as they were to small spaces for most of their work day, flight attendants were not only obsessed with hierarchy between the cabin classes; the British Airways employees on old contracts, which gave them many more privileges, ruthlessly mocked their counterparts on the new ones, who were paid much less, had shorter turnarounds between flights, and – the worst humiliation at all – were required to wear their uniform hats and jackets at all times, even when they nipped to the loo. It was a visible sign of the two-tier system that the old-contract BA staff relished tremendously.


So the expressions that Lucinda and Karl were now wearing as they regarded Angela were identical: heads tilted back so that they could look down their noses more effectively, lips pursed, their nostrils flaring as if they had just smelt something extremely unpleasant, clearly revolted by the mere idea that an ex-ReillyFly employee could be considered their equal.


‘Angela here was the one who got that toilet door open, pulled Terry out and spent fifteen minutes giving him CPR!’ Lord Tony was saying, holding out both hands to Angela. ‘The only one who kept her wits about her! I hear the ambulance crew said they couldn’t have done a better job themselves. Sadly, poor Terry didn’t make it . . .’


‘So she’s being rewarded for not saving his life?’ the Sunday Herald diary writer whispered to her photographer colleague, who snorted out a laugh loud enough to encourage the diarist to note down her observation for use in her column.


‘. . . but that’s the kind of cabin crew we want on Pure Air!’ Lord Tony finished. ‘Calm, collected people who keep their heads and don’t panic in a crisis! She’s a very special crew member for a very special flight. Angela, my dear, welcome to Luxe Class on the LuxeLiner!’


Belying Lord Tony’s introduction of her as calm and collected, Angela was visibly nervous and pink-cheeked. It was no surprise that Danny had paid such attention to her: she was only twenty-three, and with her wisp-fine blonde hair, round blue eyes and the sprinkling of freckles over her nose, she looked very sweet and innocent, just the kind of target a predatory older man would want to corrupt. Working on a bargain basement airline like ReillyFly had certainly not brought her into contact with anyone as famous as Danny Zasio, and as he flirted heavily with her it had been quite a struggle for her to maintain an appropriately professional manner, especially as she couldn’t help finding him extremely attractive. He was worldly and sophisticated, teasing and seductive, which, coupled with his celebrity, was absolutely dazzling to a comparatively sheltered girl. Who would have imagined that Danny Zasio off the TV, looking even more gorgeous in real life, would have been paying her such lavish compliments, and actually listening to the pathetic little comments she managed to stammer out in return?


Her confidence was particularly low that evening, so she was especially vulnerable to being overwhelmed by Danny’s fulsome flattery. The pre-flight briefing session had been a cripplingly humiliating endurance test for her. Lucinda had seemed to take exquisite pleasure in firing the most complicated and arcane questions at Angela, encouraging the rest of the crew to laugh sycophantically if Angela took more than a few seconds to respond, even making her stand up and bend over in front of everyone to ensure that there was no visible knicker line to be spotted through her uniform skirt. This was strictly against union rules, but Karl, Lucinda’s loyal vassal, was the union rep, and it would be impossible for poor Angela to make a complaint; she knew perfectly well how detrimental that would be to her future on Pure Air. All she could do was take whatever Lucinda chose to dish out, keep her head down and survive as best she could.


So Angela was dreading not only the coming flight, on which Lucinda would clearly do her best to catch Angela out in every tiny mistake in procedure she made, but the layover, when Lucinda would doubtless forbid any other Pure Air crew to socialize with Angela. She had been so excited to travel to Los Angeles, but exploring it on her own would be lonely enough, let alone the prospect of being cut dead every time she tried to enter the crew room for a nice friendly chat with someone. And then there was the return flight with the same crew to be endured . . .


Lord Tony summoning her up onto the dais, calling even more attention to her, was the last thing she had expected or wanted. It was bound to make Lucinda and Karl even more hostile. She glanced briefly at their expressions and felt herself wilt at their matching sneers as she managed to stutter out a few words in a light Northern Irish accent about how proud she was to wear the Pure Air uniform and how much she hoped that she’d be able to live up to the trust Lord Tony was placing in her. She added, as cringingly as a dog exposing its vulnerable belly to show submission, that it would be very hard to live up to the very high standards of her fellow cabin crew, but that she’d work with everything she had not to let them down.


‘Oh, Lucinda and Karl will look after you!’ Lord Tony assured her, blithely unaware of the roiling tensions between his employees. ‘We’re one big happy family at Pure Air!’


He turned to beam at his cabin director and senior purser, who, sensing the eyes of the media once more upon them, promptly wiped the contempt off their faces, replacing it with polite smiles and little nods of assent. At a gesture from her boss, Angela went over to stand beside Lucinda and Tony, humbly positioning herself a little behind them, her hands clasped in front of her in perfect imitation of their stances.


‘Right, you’ve met some of our lovely crew, and now it’s boarding time for the lucky passengers on our maiden voyage!’ Lord Tony said happily. ‘As you all know, this is a really unique concept in luxury aviation. Our LuxeLiner is business class and Luxe Class only, premium all the way. We’ve triumphantly negotiated a very special slot here at Heathrow, taking off at 10 p.m. in London and flying through the night to land on the dot of midnight in LA, making it the ideal flight for high-flying business travellers – sleep through the night, get settled in LA and then wake up fresh for work the next morning. We’re confidently expecting that a very exclusive clientele will travel with us on a regular basis. Look who we have aboard tonight! Catalina, Danny Zasio, and Jane Browne, of course! Two Oscar nominees on this flight, and many more to come in the future!’


Vanessa tutted, looking at her watch: it was indeed boarding time, but Lord Tony found it very hard to stop giving a speech once he had begun. Now he was gesturing at Jane Browne, the actress, who was standing quietly to one side of the Marlborough Suite, doing her best to remain unobtrusive. This kind of flashy press junket was anathema to Jane, who preferred to fade into the background when she wasn’t playing a part that required her to stand out: but her publicist had insisted that it would be an extra fillip for her profile precisely because her trip was being made for the Oscar ceremony.


Although she had been nominated for a Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her role as Charlotte Brontë in a British biopic of the Brontë sisters, it was not quite as thrilling as it sounded. Yes, having an Oscar nomination was a career-making achievement, but that was as far as it would go: everyone knew Jane was going to lose to either Carey Mulligan or Laura Linney. She smiled politely at Lord Tony. He was trying to beckon her up onstage, but Jane, choosing to interpret his gesture as a wave, gave a friendly wave back, declining the invitation. She had already talked extensively to various members of the press, something she never enjoyed, and felt that she had more than fulfilled the requirement to do publicity in return for her free flight.


Also, glancing at Vanessa, Jane could see that the publicity director was chafing at the bit to escort Pure Air 111’s passengers on-board.


‘Vanessa, I’m happy to say we’ve got clearance! Your take-off slot’s confirmed.’


The Marlborough Suite director, arriving back by Vanessa’s side, was over the moon at being able to announce the good news, and his voice was a little louder than it should have been. A couple of journalists looked back, interested that this information was being confirmed, when it should have been taken for granted. Vanessa, deeply irritated, smiled brightly at them while hissing under her breath at him, ‘Shh! For heaven’s sake! Are all the limos ready outside?’


‘Absolutely! I just thought you’d want to know.’


Vanessa’s crocodile smile deepened.


‘I never doubted it for a moment,’ she said, still sotto voce. ‘No way was BAA going to fuck with me. Right! Time to get our VIPs to the plane!’


Lucinda, Karl and Angela were whisked away so that they would be on-board and ready to greet the first wave of passengers with ice-cold champagne and hot canapés; a last toast to the LuxeLiner voyage was made; the final shots were taken of Lord Tony and the gathered celebrities. And then the inner circle of VIPs – Lord Tony, Catalina, Danny Zasio, Jane Browne, Latisha and Vanessa – were formally ushered out of the Marlborough Suite and into the waiting limousines that would chauffeur them directly to the gate, where the white wide-bodied jet airliner was waiting and ready. The co-pilot had returned from her walk-around of the plane, and the pilots were running through their final checks and initializing their computers.
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