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  Prologue




  Carin Fitzgerald was sitting naked in front of her dressing-room mirror, cutting her hair. It fell in white-blonde swatches over her shoulders, and

  as she cut, she shook each lock off contemptuously so it slid to the floor. She was using a big pair of scissors, impatient for it to be done, cutting it short to her head. Frédéric,

  her hair stylist – he was too expensive to be called a hairdresser – could tidy it up later today. But she couldn’t wait for him. She wanted to do it now. Before she killed her

  husband.




  She surveyed herself in the mirror. Her short fair hair, her translucent white skin, made her look eerie, otherworldly, especially with the gleam of intent in her pale blue eyes. The haircut

  suited her more than any she had ever had before. She’d always wanted to cut it this short, but when she was modelling, they’d told her no one would book her with boy-cut hair. And then

  her husband, that tub of lard, had insisted that short hair was unfeminine. She rolled her eyes and stood up, pushing back the upholstered stool, wiping off stray hairs from her shoulders as she

  crossed the room, pulling on a white velvet robe as she went.




  She loved white. It was so simple, so pure.




  Double doors connected her dressing room to her bedroom. She took hold of the handles and pulled them open, enjoying, as always, the drama of the doors soundlessly sliding apart. Barefoot, she

  strode through her bedroom and into the huge bathroom, with the sunken bath that her husband no longer used and the wet room, so large even his bulk could fit into it comfortably. She had chosen

  the Brazilian slate flooring and Carrara marble walls herself, but she might have it all stripped out later on today, just because she could. She might remodel the whole house.




  She was smiling at the thought as she exited the bathroom.




  Her husband was lying in his gigantic bed, snoring faintly. The heavy curtains had been drawn, but the perfect New York spring morning outside – bright sunlight, clear blue sky – had

  failed to wake him. She wasn’t surprised. It took a great deal to wake him these days, apparently. The room, large and opulent, was the complete opposite to hers: brocade hangings, swagged

  velvet curtains, Oriental carpets. Everything that would catch and hide the dust. Revolting. She had never spent any time in here, so she had had no interest in redecorating it to be calm and

  serene like her own suite, with its white carpeting and blond wood furniture, its elegantly simple, though extraordinarily expensive, Japanese lighting.




  Beside the bed stood Joe Scutellaro, the day nurse. He looked nervous, which didn’t surprise her. In fact, she preferred it: had Joe been nonchalant, that would have indicated he

  wasn’t taking this whole business seriously enough. As it was, his quivering lower lip, the frequency with which he was clearing his throat, showed that he had fully taken in exactly what

  they were about to do.




  ‘He’s still asleep, ’ he said unnecessarily of the snoring bulk in the bed.




  ‘Good, ’ she said. ‘Just as we planned. Is it ready?’




  Joe reached down to the small metal trolley that stood next to the bed, and held up a syringe in a hand that was shaking a little. His dark eyes were wide with strain, his mouth taut, but he

  still looked very handsome. It had been his looks, as much as any other factor, that had got him the job as her husband’s primary nurse. Italian men, in her opinion, should always be pretty.

  Some races – the Celtic ones particularly – could be more stocky, more brutal-looking, which she liked just as much, in a different way; but Italians only worked if they were pretty.

  She surveyed Joe’s long lashes, his carefully groomed dark curls, with great approval. Oh yes, it was definitely time to do this. She was tired of sneaking around, tired of pretending to be

  an ice queen so that her husband wouldn’t pester her for sex because he thought she wasn’t interested in the entire proceeding. She’d made sure he didn’t suspect she had any

  passions at all, let alone how much she was enjoying herself with most members of the household staff.




  She preferred to have sex with men she employed. She always had.




  ‘I’ll do it, ’ she said, taking the syringe from Joe.




  His eyes widened still further.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Absolutely.’ She smiled at him. ‘My hand’s much steadier than yours.’




  Joe had already rolled up the sleeve of the pyjama-clad arm closest to them. The skin – mottled with ill health and faint fading needle marks – was so unpleasant to her that she

  could hardly bear to look at it, but she took the syringe from Joe, motioning him out of the way so that the daylight, pouring through the high window of their townhouse, illuminated her field of

  activity. In one swift, confident motion, she put the thumb and second finger of her left hand into the crook of his elbow, stretched the skin taut so she could see the old puncture marks, and

  inserted the tip of the needle into the centre of one, pressing the plunger down. As she slipped the needle out again, her task accomplished, she noted that she had left no new mark at all, nothing

  to indicate that an injection had just taken place.




  She handed the needle back to Joe.




  ‘Good, ’ she said, smiling at him. ‘That was easy.’




  He nodded, his eyes still wide, his hand still shaking a little.




  This wasn’t good. Joe would certainly be questioned, at least by the doctor, perhaps by others. Now that it had been done, she needed to take the edge off his fear. Some nervousness would

  be more than understandable, of course: but too much would raise a red flag.




  Oh, who was she fooling? Certainly not herself. She was dying for it. That had been one of the most exciting things she had ever done in her life, and now she was on fire to celebrate.




  Not that she’d ever needed much excuse for this kind of activity.




  ‘Now, ’ she said to Joe. ‘Take your clothes off, and fuck me.’




  She slipped off her robe and stood there naked, slim and pale, almost six foot tall, her physique flawless. The sight of her nude body was all the encouragement Joe needed; he was already

  fumbling with the waistband of his trousers, his rising excitement making the task of unzipping himself harder than usual.




  ‘And make it quick, ’ she said, turning away from the body on the bed. The last thing she wanted to see as she came was her husband’s face. ‘I’ve got a long list of

  things to take care of today.’








  

     

  




  Chapter 1




  ‘Miss Fitzgerald?’ The receptionist was so apologetic it sounded as if she were about to cry. ‘I’m really sorry but your

  card’s been declined.’




  But Lola Fitzgerald wasn’t listening: she was too busy examining her face in the huge gilt-framed mirror that hung in Dr Block’s reception area. The mirror was tactfully placed so

  that Dr Block’s clients had to take a few steps to approach it. This avoided them having to catch more than a glimpse of themselves if they didn’t want to.




  If you came in with a burgeoning spot that needed cortisone injected right into the middle of its nasty little swelling white cyst to kill it dead, or lines around your mouth that seemed to have

  deepened overnight and were desperate for some collagen to fill them up, you could swoop past the mirror without turning your head to see your shame. But if, like Lola, you had just had vitamin C

  injected all over your face in a stinging series of tiny needle pricks, you couldn’t help wanting to see if this apparently miraculous new treatment did actually make you look like you had

  the glowing skin of a fourteen-year-old who had been brought up on a purely organic diet, gone for long healthy walks every day, and didn’t even know what alcohol was.




  Any observer would have been amazed at how critically Lola was staring at herself in the mirror. But though Lola Fitzgerald was twenty-nine and naturally drop-dead gorgeous, she was as obsessed

  with her looks as someone twice her age with a fraction of her own lucky genetic inheritance. Lola Fitzgerald was as beautiful as a shiny gold coin, new-minted and perfect. And it took a walletful

  of shiny gold cards to keep her looking that way.




  Dr Block, the most famous and most expensive dermatologist in London, kept Lola’s skin smooth and buttersoft, while glamorous blonde Abigail, the owner of BeauBronz fake tan, had visited

  Lola’s dinky little Mayfair mews house earlier that afternoon to spray Lola from head to toe with a perfect gilded sheen. The golden colour, custom-blended for her by Abigail, matched

  Lola’s hair, artfully highlighted by a colourist whose phone number was one of London’s most closely guarded secrets.




  Lola’s eyes were big and dark and slightly slanted; her nose, while nothing special in itself, had been minimally straightened and shaved down so it was perfectly symmetrical. Her lower

  lip was markedly fuller than her upper one, but (a) that was actually very pretty, and (b) she had never seen anyone have a successful time with collagen-in-lip injections, so why fix something

  that wasn’t broken?




  Ditto with the breasts. Hers weren’t large, but they were lovely, small and round, and because they weren’t too big, she could wear anything she wanted. She could even wear a frock

  slashed right down to the waist and look elegant. Sexy, yes: vulgar, no. Which was important, because women envied you much more for looking elegant than they did for looking vulgar.




  And Lola’s aim was to be envied by every single woman in the world. Women on the street. Women in her social set. Women who bought weekly glossy gossip magazines, or monthly fashion

  bibles, thick and heavy with advertising, and thumbed through them for insights as to how the one per cent of really rich, beautiful people lived. Women who stopped at a picture of you and wished

  with all their hearts that this was how they looked, that they were inside Lola Fitzgerald’s shiny, golden body, tossing her mane of gilded hair, living Lola Fitzgerald’s

  sun-kissed, charmed, beautiful life.




  ‘Miss Fitzgerald?’ the receptionist repeated, a degree of desperation entering her voice.




  After her detailed survey, Lola decided that, to be utterly honest, it wasn’t as if her face was really capable of that much improvement. Not after the peels and the fillers and the Botox.

  It wasn’t that she needed Botox, but if you had it in your twenties as a preventative measure, you didn’t need plastic surgery till your late forties, according to Dr Block.

  Almost everyone Lola knew Botoxed on a regular basis.




  She glanced over her shoulder at the reception desk, the nervous tweetings of the receptionist having finally penetrated her consciousness.




  ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Fitzgerald, but your card isn’t going through! Do you have another one I could try?’




  Sighing impatiently, Lola flipped out another card from the pink calfskin cardholder she’d just bought in a sweet little boutique in St Trop – it would be perfect for this summer,

  she’d throw it at her cleaning lady after that and get something a couple of shades darker for autumn. With a half-smile and a small bob of the head, the receptionist scraped the card along

  the desk with her long fingernails till it reached the edge and she could lever it up and insert it into the chip-and-PIN machine.




  Lola tapped in her code with a perfectly manicured finger. Just then her phone beeped, and she fished it out of her bag.




  ‘Lo? It’s India.’




  ‘Hi, darling! I’m just finishing up at Dr Block’s.’




  ‘Well, hurry up! We’re all here waiting for you—’




  The receptionist was saying something, which Lola found highly annoying. She had her regular appointments already booked in; she was fully stocked with Dr Block’s skin wipes and cleansers

  and polishes, as the receptionist ought to know, as it was part of her job to send new ones out whenever Lola was due to be running low; so there was really nothing this woman with over-long

  fingernails needed to say to her at all, especially not in the middle of a very important phone conversation—




  ‘Miss Fitzgerald?’ The receptionist’s face was screwed up into a tight little knot, as if she were carrying all the embarrassment on Lola’s behalf. ‘This card

  – it’s been declined as well . . .’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Lola said impatiently. ‘No, not you, India! Some stupid—’




  But then, by complete accident, she actually caught the receptionist’s eye.




  Lola never looked directly at service people. Why bother? It made her feel awkward, because their eyes were always needy. They wanted to be her – they wanted some of her gilding to rub off

  on them and make them, for one brief moment, as shiny as her. Even if they resented her, even if they downright hated her, they still wanted that touch of gold. Poor things. As if, even if they had

  it, they’d know what to do with it.




  This woman looked needy, of course she did, but she was visibly nervous, too. She suddenly reminded Lola of Devon’s horrible husband’s poor Labradors, who he kicked all the time

  while loudly announcing that they loved it. So Lola took a breath, changed direction, and continued:




  ‘. . . Some stupid problem with my cards, ’ and, to be extra nice, she gave the receptionist a dazzling smile as she removed the card from her clasp and slid it back into the pink

  calfskin.




  ‘Oh God, I hate that!’ India was hugely sympathetic. ‘I had that in St Bart’s in February, there was some sort of transfer that hadn’t gone through and it jammed me

  up so badly at this boutique – so embarrassing—’




  ‘It’s just some ridiculous mistake I don’t have time to deal with right now, ’ Lola said to both India and the receptionist. ‘Look, just bill me – I’ve

  really got to dash, it’s my hen night—’




  The receptionist nodded subserviently. She was more than happy to assume that this was a momentary glitch in the extremely well-oiled system that funnelled vast sums of money from Lola’s

  father’s bank accounts into Lola’s own.




  Lola clipped away from the desk, her white jeans so tight it was hard to walk fast in them. The floor of the office was marble, and the atmosphere in here was always reverentially quiet,

  church-like, every visitor a worshipper at the shrine of artificial beauty. Lola’s Jimmy Choos clicked at the marble in fast, tiny little stabs, like the injections Dr Block had just dotted

  into her face.




  ‘India? I’m literally down the street. Be there in five.’




  After the respectful hush of the dermatologist’s office, New Bond Street in early spring was bustling as always with rich old men, young men in suits who worked in galleries and auction

  houses, and perfectly groomed girls who dated both types of men at the same time. Lola wove through the crowds, drawing her customary more-than-appreciative stares from the men, and noticing, as

  was second nature to her, the quality of the brief glances the women gave her. Women wouldn’t stare – that would be paying her too much of a compliment. But they flashed their eyes

  quickly, up and down, a razor-blade slice of assessment of their competition.




  The nail salon was half a block down New Bond Street, one floor up. Lola managed to wiggle up the stairs – God, these jeans had no give in them at all – and entered to cries

  of her name. Her four friends were draped over white leather sofas in the antechamber, looking, inevitably, like one of those photoshoots for the glossies that brings together a group of young

  socialities and accompanies it with breathless captions about each girl. All of them were heiresses with fat trust funds, girls who were photogenic and loved by the gossip magazines because they

  dressed to the nines and partied hard. India was aristocratic, Devon had married a marquis, Lola and Madison were American, so it didn’t matter that their money was new, while Georgia had

  already divorced a rackety Russian count and was on the prowl for husband no. 2. They all looked as if they had been styled by Italian Vogue: bright colours, sparkling jewellery, artfully

  mussed hair. There was only one brunette, and no one was wearing even a touch of black. You didn’t starve yourself and spray on fake tan and work out to the point of collapse just to hide

  your trophy body.




  ‘I love it! You managed to be late for your own hen night!’ Georgia purred.




  ‘I’m so sorry—’ Lola clipped over to Georgia and gave her two enthusiastic air kisses. ‘Dr Block was running late and the bloody receptionist buggered up my card or

  something—’




  ‘Ooh!’ Devon’s eyes widened. ‘You were having the vitamin C shots! Do they work?’




  ‘You tell me, ’ Lola said, sitting down between Devon and Georgia on one of the sofas and presenting her face under the white-bright lights of the nail salon for detailed

  observation. The girls craned in, eyes narrowing as they squinted at her.




  ‘I think you look a bit shinier, ’ Devon pronounced. ‘In a good way, ’ she added swiftly.




  ‘Yeah, ’ Madison agreed. ‘Kinda glowier.’




  ‘Needles in your face, ’ India whispered in horror. ‘I don’t know how you can do it.’




  ‘India! Your eyebrows are going to drop right on top of your eyes when you’re forty if you don’t have Botox now!’ Madison said passionately. As the only American

  in the group, she was naturally the most evangelical about plastic surgery.




  ‘Crow’s feet, India. Think about it. You blink too much as it is, ’ Devon added.




  India’s round moon-face pulled the kind of expression that every other girl present was incapable of making, the crucial facial muscles being temporarily paralysed by Dr Block’s

  cunning needles.




  ‘I just can’t, ’ she said hopelessly. India was the poshest by birth, the sweetest by nature and the only one of the group who was plastic-surgery free. Everyone else

  thought she was a little slow, frankly.




  There was a mass shrug from the rest of them. They had done what they could. Now India was alone with her incipient wrinkles.




  ‘So!’ Georgia announced. ‘Pedi time! Shoes off, ladies!’




  Naturally, Georgia had reserved the whole salon for them, so five minutes later, the anteroom resembled the most exclusive shoe shop in London. Pairs of Jimmys, Manolos and Ginas – all

  sandals, of course, chosen to show off the imminent pedicure to best advantage – nestled into each other, glittering and glistening, reflected in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, catching extra

  light from the ironic mirrorball twirling slowly in the centre of the room. While each of their owners was ensconced in a state-of-the-art padded white leather chair with full massage system, their

  feet soaking in whirlpool baths of water filled with rose petals and gold leaf, about to have pedicures with real diamonds applied to their toes, drinking rose-petal martinis.




  ‘Oh, Georgia. Best hen night ever, ’ Lola sighed happily.




  ‘First of many!’ Madison said, hoisting her glass aloft. ‘And may you come out richer every time!’




  ‘Mad, ’ India said a little reproachfully. ‘You’re so American sometimes. You said that at Dev’s hen, too, and Dev actually loves Piers, you

  know.’




  ‘Oh, I didn’t mind, ’ pretty blonde Devon said easily. ‘Besides, I’m obviously never going to divorce Piers, because of the title.’




  ‘I still can’t believe you’re going to be a duchess, ’ India sighed.




  ‘Yeah, in twenty years’ time, ’ Devon snapped. ‘When I’m too old to look really fabulous in the coronet.’




  Everyone tutted in sympathy. Devon was very unlucky that her father-in-law, the current duke, was a spry sixty-year-old with no degenerative diseases.




  ‘Maybe he’ll have a shooting accident, ’ suggested Madison hopefully.




  ‘I love you, Mad, ’ Devon commented, ‘you’re always so optimistic . . .’




  ‘Ahem!’ Lola, justifiably feeling that the focus had wandered away from her own nuptials, coughed loudly and wobbled her glass to call the attention back to herself.




  ‘Oh God, Lo, I’m sorry!’ Devon said. ‘To Lola and Jean-Marc! First of many and richer every time!’




  Everyone giggled, even Lola.




  ‘I do love Jean-Marc, ’ she protested.




  ‘Of course you do!’ cooed India. ‘We all love Jean-Marc!’




  ‘Jean-Marc is the most lovable man in the whole of Europe, ’ Devon pronounced. ‘He just has to say “Enchanté!”, and smile at you, and you fall in love

  with him on the spot.’




  ‘He is so lovely, ’ Lola agreed complacently. ‘I do adore him.’




  Plus, Jean-Marc was the man that every girl in Europe and New York had wanted to marry, but she, Lola Fitzgerald, had walked off with him without even flexing her perfectly manicured fingers to

  beckon him towards her. Jean-Marc had proposed within weeks of their first meeting. He was adorable. She loved him to bits. They were going to have the most wonderful life together. Already they

  were a staple of the upmarket glossy magazines . . . They had already received tons of requests to style and photograph the two of them smiling in pre-marital bliss . . .




  ‘He knows all the best clubs, ’ Madison said.




  ‘And all the best drugs, ’ Georgia chimed in.




  ‘And all the best places to buy jewellery, ’ Devon added. ‘Those earrings are unbelievable.’




  ‘Yellow diamonds, ’ Lola said smugly, tilting her head so the girls could ooh and aah at the sparkle. ‘He wanted them to match my ring exactly. He says they’re the same

  colour as my hair.’




  ‘Divine, ’ Madison breathed.




  ‘You two are going to be so happy!’ India exclaimed. ‘I’m so jealous!’




  ‘Jean-Marc could have had anyone, ’ Georgia commented.‘I went after him hard myself. He doesn’t like redheads.’ She sighed, flicking back her auburn locks.




  ‘You are a specialised taste, ’ Madison said seriously. ‘This complete whoremonger friend of my dad’s – after his third divorce he only dates Russian

  prostitutes—’




  ‘Bloody Natashas!’ Devon exclaimed. ‘They’re everywhere! And they’ll do anything for money!’




  ‘Sluts, ’ Georgia agreed.




  ‘Anyway, ’ Madison went on, ‘he says that the madams don’t keep more than one or two redheads on their books, ever. Because a lot of men just don’t like them. But

  if they do, they go crazy for them.’




  ‘I’m a niche market, ’ Georgia said. ‘Matching collar and cuffs.’




  ‘Right, ’ Madison said witheringly. ‘Like any of us have any pubic hair left.’




  That was so true that the conversation fell off for a moment, a natural pause as they all nodded in agreement and sipped their cocktails.




  Lola adjusted her shoulders so that the knobs of the massage chair were kneading her just where she wanted them, and settled back, already blissed out. She gazed round the room. Here they were,

  five of the most beautiful, most socially successful, wealthiest girls in London, each with her own pedicurist in a white uniform kneeling before her, coaxing one pampered foot after the other out

  of the whirlpool baths for a long luscious massage. Five gorgeous examples of what happened when very rich men bred with very beautiful women and used their enormous fortunes to ensure that their

  daughters had the best of everything from the cradle onwards, from nutritionists to personal trainers to plastic surgery as soon as the doctors would agree to perform it. They were the girls

  everyone wanted to be friends with, the thoroughbreds who shook their manes and cantered through the best parties everywhere, jingling with the sound of tiny bells, shining like stars.




  This was where she was born to be.




  Georgia had organised the pedicure party – to perfection, everyone agreed – and Madison, who knew every fashionable restaurateur on three continents, had taken

  charge of dinner. Naturally, they had a private room in the Japanese restaurant, with a long table made from a single sheet of black granite with a black glass strip set into its centre, lustrous

  and smooth, the perfect surface for what Georgia was pouring out of a plastic bag, carefully, making one straight line all the way down the glass, from one end to the other.




  ‘You look like you’re icing a cake!’ giggled India, who had had refills on the rose-petal martinis and was already, as Madison would say, lightly toasted.




  ‘Right, ’ Lola drawled, ‘as if any one of us would get near enough a cake to ice it—’




  ‘Or even know how!’ Madison exclaimed, horrified that anyone would think she would know one end of a piping bag from the other.




  ‘Mmm, cake, ’ India said wistfully.




  ‘Oh darling—’ Georgia threw one slender, tanned arm round India’s shoulders. ‘You can have cake, just as long as you—’




  ‘Bring it straight back up again afterwards!’ Devon along with Georgia chorused.




  Georgia set out five narrow, short-cut straws.




  ‘Ooh!’ Lola said, reaching for a straw. ‘Exactly what the doctor ordered when you’re trying to get into a size zero bias-cut satin Vera Wang wedding dress.’




  With a practised gesture, she held one nostril closed with the thumb of the hand holding the straw while inhaling three inches of Georgia’s long line of cocaine up the other nostril, her

  other hand sliding back to her nape to hold her hair out of the way.




  ‘Whoo!’ she said, straightening up and shaking back her mane of hair. ‘Good stuff, Georgie!’




  ‘Fresh off the plane, ’ Georgia said smugly. ‘Only the best for us.’




  ‘Darling! You look so pretty!’ came a man’s voice from behind them, and all the girls turned round, flicking their hair and flashing their best smiles.




  ‘Jean-Marc! You shouldn’t be here!’ Lola said, shocked. ‘It’s my hen night – isn’t that bad luck or something?’




  ‘I’m sorry, darling!’ Jean-Marc’s smile was just as wide as the girls’, his blond hair just as shiny. In a dark blue velvet jacket, white silk shirt, perfectly

  faded jeans and custom-made loafers, he looked like Lola’s exact male counterpart, glossy and groomed, impossibly handsome, his teeth and the whites of his eyes almost blindingly bright.

  ‘I just wanted to drop in for two seconds – Madison told me where you’d be.’




  He was holding out a jewellery box to Lola, who cooed: ‘Oh, you shouldn’t have . . .’ even as she took it and snapped the lid open.




  ‘Oh my God!’ exclaimed Georgia, who was standing close enough to Lola to see the contents.




  ‘Just a little something to make you sparkle even brighter.’ Jean-Marc smiled.




  Lola slipped the yellow diamond bracelet out of the box and onto her wrist, where it rippled elegantly, catching the light. Jean-Marc fixed the clasp for her, and they admired the effect

  together.




  ‘It’s your stone!’ he said. ‘Gold diamonds for my golden girl!’




  ‘I’m so fucking jealous right now, ’ India muttered, tipsy and honest enough to say out loud what every other girl was thinking.




  ‘Thank you so much, darling!’ Lola purred, leaning forward just enough to brush Jean-Marc’s lips with hers. ‘You’re so sweet.’




  ‘Anything for you!’ he said. ‘And now’ – he looked round the room and mimed shock on seeing the cocaine-covered table – ‘I see you have your appetiser

  all set out, so I mustn’t keep you from dinner!’




  A chorus of laughs greeted this, as Jean-Marc produced his own straw and took an extremely long pull of ‘appetiser’.




  ‘One for the road, ’ he said, wiping his nose as elegantly as he did everything. ‘And now I love you and leave you.’




  ‘You are so fucking lucky!’ Georgia complained as the door closed behind him.




  ‘I know, ’ Lola admitted smugly.




  ‘Right then, time for dinner!’ Madison announced. Over six feet tall in heels, her pale green silk jersey dress – the precise colour of her contact lenses – clinging to

  her Amazonian frame as if it were in love with her, she moved to the sliding doors at the back of the room and stood there, commanding everyone’s attention. Her pale blonde hair glowed

  against the black walls. ‘Everybody ready?’ Her grin was wicked. ‘It is a hen night, after all . . .’




  She held up her free hand and tapped once on the sliding doors, still facing the girls, making the scene as theatrical as possible. The doors slid back, guided by unseen hands, and the four

  girls facing her gasped in unison, and then burst into titters of laughter.




  ‘Oh, Mad, you are amazing!’ Lola cried, teetering across the room to embrace her friend. ‘Thank you so much! Best hen night ever!’




  In the room beyond Madison was another long granite table with glass running down its centre, just like theirs. But this one, instead of being decorated with a long fat line of coke, was

  sporting an extremely buff, nude young man, lying on his back, with exquisitely prepared bite-sized portions of sushi and sashimi garnishing his long, smooth, heavily muscled limbs. Against his

  skin, which was almost as dark as the table, the raw fish glowed like jewels: coral salmon, cerise tuna, white mackerel translucent as moonstone against its jet background. The girls clustered

  round their dinner, their giggles deeper, dirtier, acknowledging the sexually charged treat that Madison had provided, the erotic charge of slowly, ritually stripping a gorgeously built hunk of

  manhood of the scraps of food that were partially concealing his nakedness.




  ‘I’m not even hungry, ’ India announced, ‘because of all that lovely lovely coke, but I’m going to have a bite anyway!’




  And, with glee, she picked up a pair of ivory chopsticks and selected a glistening piece of yellowtail, framed by a couple of bright green leaves, nestling right on the centre of his stomach. As

  she lifted up the sashimi, she squealed in excitement, having revealed his belly button, a dark hollow swirl, mysterious and inviting, the start of a very faint line of black hair leading down to

  even more inviting places. There was a real gasp in the room, the first piece of real nakedness, of something that had been hidden that was now revealed, and the awareness, too, that it was in

  their power to strip this gorgeous young man of everything. Eyes widened, tongues flicked out to lick lips, and the girls closed in on the table. No one, after the coke, was hungry: but nobody

  cared.




  ‘Is he completely starkers, Mad?’ Georgia exaggerated her drawl to sound as if she didn’t care one way or the other, but her eyes were gleaming with excitement.




  ‘I think Lola should find that out, don’t you?’ Madison said, smiling wickedly. ‘She is the bride-to-be, after all.’




  ‘What will he do after we’ve eaten everything?’ Georgia breathed.




  ‘Oh, honey, ’ Madison said, ‘it’s a hen night! He’ll do absolutely anything we want!’




  And she reached out and flicked a piece of tuna off the swell of a pectoral muscle, revealing a plump little nipple so pink and pert that everyone sighed in unison, snatched at the chopsticks

  and dove into their dinner.




  ‘Ugh, my head’s killing me, ’ Lola mumbled, paying off the cab driver, and looking so pretty, even after a long night and morning spent partying, that

  he smiled at her sympathetically and waved her away when she started fumbling in her change purse for a tip.




  Dying to climb into her cosy bed, don her cashmere eye mask, and take a super-strength sleeping pill to knock her out during the hangover and coke comedown that were well on their way, Lola

  teetered down the Mayfair mews street. She was pretty good at walking on cobbles in four-inch heels by now, but that didn’t make the process any less painful. Just a few more steps –

  ow, she felt like the Little Mermaid when she got her feet, every step was walking on nails – yes, she was at her cute little white house, sliding the key out of her bag, in seconds

  she’d be inside and kicking off these instruments of torture she had strapped to her feet—




  That was weird. Her key wasn’t working.




  She pulled it out, looked at it, tipping up her sunglasses to check it was the right one. Even the pale London sunlight hurt her eyes. But yes, it was the right key. Despite the pain to her

  retinas, she kept the sunglasses propped on top of her head as she re-inserted the key.




  And then twisted her wrist uselessly, trying to force it to turn.




  Oh! Was she so drunk and coked up still that she was at the wrong front door? How embarrassing that would be! She took a few steps back to make sure, raising a hand to shade her eyes from the

  almost non-existent sun.




  No, she hadn’t made a mistake: this was definitely her house. Her silver-beige silk curtains at the downstairs window, her pretty little topiary pots on the first-floor wrought-iron

  balcony. God, she was going to miss this place when she moved into Jean-Marc’s Chelsea penthouse.




  One more try with the key. It definitely wasn’t working. And now that she looked closer – which of course aggravated her headache even more – she could see that the lock was

  really shiny. New-shiny. As if it had just been installed. Which wasn’t possible, because she had never had the lock changed, and she’d been living here for three years now . . .




  Through the drug-addled, martini-and-champagne-fuddled haze in her brain, Lola slowly began to connect the strange new lock on her front door to the fact that none of her credit cards had been

  working since yesterday afternoon at the dermatologist. With the first faint stirrings of disquiet, she fished out her phone and scrolled to her father’s mobile number. It would be seven a.m.

  in New York – Daddy would be up by now. But frankly, even if he wasn’t, she’d be ringing. This was an emergency.




  ‘Hello, Lola, ’ came a voice.




  Not her father. Her stepmother, Carin.




  And for maybe the first time in her life, Lola Fitzgerald felt a faint cold tremor of fear slide down her spine.




  ‘What are you doing answering Daddy’s phone?’ Lola blurted out.




  ‘Ah, Lola. Always so polite, ’ Carin commented. ‘I have some bad news for you, I’m afraid.’




  ‘What? What is it?’




  The headache was really beginning to clamp itself round Lola’s temples now.




  ‘Benjamin slipped into a diabetic coma last night, ’ Carin said as lightly as if she were announcing that she’d had steak for dinner. ‘Apparently there’s no chance

  he’ll come out of it. God knows I tried to get him to diet, but he was always so stubborn. Well, you know what your father was like.’




  Lola nearly dropped the phone.




  ‘What? Daddy’s in a coma?’ she gasped.




  ‘It was inevitable with his lifestyle, Lola. You know he refused to take care of himself.’




  ‘You’re talking about him like he’s already dead!’




  ‘Well, we must face facts, mustn’t we? As I said, the doctors say there’s practically no chance Benjamin will come out of the coma.’




  Lola realised that she had never fully before understood the meaning of the phrase ‘being unable to get your head round something’. It felt as if Carin’s words were bouncing

  off the side of her skull, failing to penetrate her ears. Her beloved Daddy in a coma? He’d had Type II diabetes for years, of course, brought on by the huge amount of excess weight he

  was carrying, and the doctors had kept warning him how dangerous that was, but neither he nor Lola had ever believed that he was seriously at risk: how could a man as phenomenally rich as Benjamin

  Fitzgerald be seriously at risk of anything? Money would buy him the best healthcare, keep him safe, just as money had bought him and Lola everything else they could possibly want.




  Money had bought him Carin, too, an ex-model who had put a very high price on her own head. Horrible, frigid Carin, with her white-blonde hair and icy, pale-blue eyes, as cold and frightening as

  the eyes of a Siberian husky, with a soul even more frigid than her eyes and an Ice Queen shard of glass for a heart.




  ‘You can’t be serious!’ Lola managed to get out.




  ‘Oh, I’m afraid I am, ’ Carin said.




  ‘But you didn’t – when did this happen? Why didn’t you ring me?’




  One of Lola’s neighbours, a middle-aged divorcee who managed to look like Lola and her friends from behind, but whose face, despite all the surgeries, looked like a raisin stretched on a

  rack, walked up the mews, tutting at how loud Lola’s voice had risen. Still, she couldn’t hide the jealousy in her face as she snapped her eyes up and down Lola’s perfect figure

  in the tight white jeans which would have revealed every imperfection, if Lola had any.




  So it was with utter shock that Lola realised that the tables had just been turned. Because, watching Raisin-Face teeter along in over-tight jeans tucked into high suede boots, shifting her

  Selfridges Food Hall shopping bag to reach for her keys, Lola was flooded with jealousy for her. Because Raisin-Face was about to go inside her own house, and Lola was locked out of hers, which

  meant she had to stand in the street hearing this appalling, unbelievable news about her beloved Daddy, unable to crumple onto a sofa in decent privacy and cry her eyes out—




  ‘I didn’t want to disturb you, ’ Carin said, distinct amusement creeping into her voice now. ‘Weren’t you on your hen night? I was sure you’d ring sooner or

  later. When you realised there was a problem with the money fountain.’




  Lola swallowed hard.




  ‘Did you do something to my credit cards?’ she asked in a tiny voice. ‘And my key isn’t working—’




  ‘Like I said, I was sure you’d ring sooner or later!’ Carin wasn’t even bothering to pretend not to enjoy this. ‘I’m organising something of a financial

  restructuring, now that I have power of attorney—’




  ‘You have power of attorney?’ Lola realised that she wasn’t quite sure what that meant.




  ‘You do know that the house is owned by one of your father’s companies for tax reasons?’ Carin said. ‘And your father made me a co-trustee of your trust fund.

  I’ve suspended payments from that too. I think your withdrawals from it have been unreasonably large for years.’




  Lola’s headache was like a vice now. She was literally unable to process all the information Carin was throwing at her. Grief was bubbling under the panic. She could sense it down there

  somewhere, far below, but it hadn’t reached her yet. Could Carin truly be behind Lola being locked out of her own house.




  But, according to what Carin had just told her, it wasn’t her house at all . . .




  ‘How could you do this?’ Lola gasped. ‘How could you think – Daddy’s really sick and instead of looking after him, you actually got someone here to change

  the lock on my house—’




  Carin’s voice sharpened to a point.




  ‘I think I just explained that it isn’t your house, Lola! You have a fiancé – go and stay with him! Your father’s supported you for long enough – it’s

  someone else’s turn now!’




  ‘But I’ve got all my stuff in there!’ Lola wailed, too hungover and spongy-brained to come up with any better riposte, though she was dimly aware that there must be

  hundreds.




  ‘I’ll make arrangements for you to get your things, ’ Carin said airily. ‘Now I must go, I’m afraid. I have so much to organise!’




  A click on the line signified that Carin had hung up, but Lola, unable to believe it, kept saying: ‘Hello? Carin? Hello?’ for at least a minute afterwards. Then, frantically,

  she searched her phone for Jean-Marc’s number. Five minutes later, having left three frenzied messages begging him to call her as soon as possible, she slumped back against her pretty

  pale-green front door, which wasn’t her front door any more, apparently. Her headache was pounding at her temples with a croquet mallet, and her brain was so overloaded she thought that if

  she had to take in one more unbelievable piece of information, grey ooze would start pouring out of her ears.




  She was almost convinced that this was some awful joke Daddy and Carin were playing on her. It couldn’t really be true. Her father couldn’t really be in a coma! Maybe this was some

  kind of Swedish custom, messing with the bride the day after her hen night? Some awful, psychotic, evil Swedish custom, of course—




  And why wasn’t Jean-Marc calling her back?




  Across the little mews, a front door burst open and Raisin-Face came running out, waving something. Having changed into slippers and velvet lounging trousers, she reached Lola in a matter of

  seconds.




  ‘Do you know? Do you know? Have you heard?’ she gasped, flailing with the paper.




  ‘It’s in the Standard?’ Lola grabbed the paper. ‘Daddy’s in the Standard?’




  But the headline that greeted her wasn’t about her father.




  ‘PLAYBOY HEIR IN SEX SCANDAL OVERDOSE!’




  Lola’s legs gave way under her. She sank down to the cobbled pavement, one of her Jimmy Choos twisting and snapping off a heel as she collapsed. But Lola was far, far beyond realising that

  her last pair of shoes had just broken. She was staring at the photograph on the cover of the Evening Standard, which showed someone being carried on a stretcher out of the nastiest-looking

  council estate staircase Lola could imagine. His face was blurred, but the golden sweep of hair over his forehead was horribly familiar.




  Lola realised why Jean-Marc’s phone was going straight to voice-mail.




  ‘STEEL HEIR JEAN-MARC VAN DER VEER OVERDOSES IN TRANSSEXUAL LOVE PAD!’ the cover screamed. ‘FIANCE OF “IT” GIRL LOLA CAUGHT WITH TRANNY

  LOVER!’




  And just then, from the main street, a woman came running into the mews, her face lighting up as she spotted Lola.




  ‘Lola!’ she yelled. ‘Caroline Francis from the Sun! Am I the first to catch you? What are your feelings about Jean-Marc’s overdose? Had you heard? Did you know he

  was seeing a transsexual prostitute?’




  Raisin-Face grabbed Lola’s arm and dragged her up.




  ‘Run!’ she said. ‘Come on, run!’




  And so, hopping grotesquely from a four-inch heel to a flat foot, her head feeling as if it were about to explode, her only refuge the house of a woman she didn’t even know, Lola

  Fitzgerald ran from the home that wasn’t hers any more, pursued by a Sun reporter yelling unbelievable allegations about her fiancé.




  They barely made it back to Raisin-Face’s house in time. She literally slammed the door in the eager face of Caroline-Francis-from-the-Sun, and turned to Lola, completely unable to

  disguise both her excitement at being in the middle of such a juicy tabloid story, and her joy at Lola’s humiliation.




  ‘So!’ she said, her over-stretched face trying so hard to move that it looked as if it might pop at any moment. ‘Did you know about the transsexual

  prostitute?’




  Lola did the only thing left to her. She burst into a flood of hysterical tears. And then she fainted.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  Evie was halfway up her pole and contemplating what to do next. She hung there, head down, her ponytail a pale line of hair pointing towards the

  ground. Her ankles were wrapped tightly around the pole, her knees clamped one on either side in a double-lock that ensured she wasn’t going anywhere.




  Hmm. She tried a Caterpillar, holding onto the pole with both hands and levering herself up, rubbing her upper body along the pole so her bottom rose up suggestively, repeating it in a long slow

  sexy loop of movement that she knew would send anyone viewing it into an instant wash of desire, watching her taut buttocks lift closer and closer to her crimson stack-heeled shoes, then descend as

  the front of her body caressed the pole. After a couple of Caterpillars she checked her lock and changed her grip and pushed herself up and away from the pole into a Swan, gripping for dear life

  with her legs, using her considerable abdominal strength to hold her in a deep arch, arms out to either side, breasts pushed forward like a figurehead on a boat.




  It felt good, but it was a little too gymnastic to be sexy. Evie crossed her arms in front of her chest. Was that better? No, too coy, a bit like a statue on a tombstone. . . She lifted her arms

  again and played with her hair, flicking it lightly, swaying her upper body fractionally from side to side, and knew she had the move now. Sexy mermaid. Cool. She could always sense it as soon as a

  move worked, as soon as it connected with her crotch, like someone pulling lightly on her G-string. Instantly she felt sexy, as if a hundred male eyes were on her and fifty men were breathing fast

  and deep, watching her play with her hair and twist her body into shapes that made their palms sweat and the blood rush to their groins.




  Jesus, her ankles were killing her, and the muscles along her spine were burning up . . . Evie came out of the Swan, loosening the locks at knees and ankles just enough to slide gently down the

  pole till she could put her palms on the floor. Then she let the locks go completely, straightened her legs against the pole, and used it to kick herself over into a bridge. Careful not to bang her

  face into the pole – she’d nearly broken her nose once doing that – she stood up from the bridge, her back groaning after holding the extreme arch of the Swan for all that time.

  She dropped to all fours and did some cat stretches, pushing her lower back as high as she could, forcing it to round out, and finally it stopped complaining.




  Then she looked at her ankles and winced. She was really working hard on all her extreme hanging poses, and it showed. Benny would freak. He was obsessed with her feet being smooth. He paid for

  twice-weekly pedicures, threw hissy fits if he ever saw her with bare feet – even in the apartment – and had bought her so many velvet slippers, marabou mules, softening foot lotions

  and pumice stones that even if those were the only possessions she owned, her bedroom and bathroom closets would have been bulging at the hinges.




  It wasn’t all she owned, of course. Benny had bought her plenty more than that. Which was why the spare bedroom had been converted three months ago into her walk-in closet. Evie loved that

  room, with its cedar panelling, its sliding drawers, its revolving clothes rails, its recessed lighting that switched from day to evening so you could assess the true colours of the clothes you

  were choosing, its shoe shelves reaching to the ceiling with the built-in stepladder for getting right up to the top.




  Shoes. All those shoes. And the entire set of drawers right next to the shoe rack which were all for stockings, hold-ups and knee-highs. Benny loved that room even more than Evie did: he could

  spend hours in there pulling things out and selecting outfits for her. She was his little dress-up doll. With a special emphasis on the leg and foot area.




  Evie grimaced, looking down at her ankles with the hard red lines running across the front of the bones, where the pole had bit in. She’d have to put on some opaque stockings for Benny

  this afternoon, or he’d have one of his tantrums. God. Benny was a wonderful guy – so sweet, so generous – but you’d think a guy as smart as he was could figure out that a

  girl he’d met hanging upside down on a hard metal pole by her ankles might have a few scrapes and bruises every so often as she pursued her art.




  Benny didn’t think that way, of course. He’d seen a girl who could do all those moves in a pair of flame-red patent heels, stacked six inches high, and fallen in lust in twenty

  seconds. Hard and fast, the best way. He’d had Evie out of the Midnight Lounge and into this Tribeca penthouse loft quicker than you could say ‘billionaire tycoon’. And Evie, like

  every other girl she’d worked with in the Midnight Lounge, could get those words out pretty damn quickly. Benny saw Evie as a delicate, fragile creature, slender as a wand (years of

  gymnastics at high school, you needed to be skinny to compete), big dark doe eyes, slender wrists and ankles, small pointy breasts – his little gazelle, he called her sometimes.




  Actually, Evie was lean and strong as a steel wire, tensile and hyper-flexible, with clearly defined muscles in her arms and back from all that taking her weight on her hands, and she needed to

  be that thin to do the pole moves she did. Curvier girls looked even better on a pole, those luscious breasts and asses wrapping round it seductively, but they could rarely do the hardcore flips

  and climbs, or hold the poses for long. They were carrying too much weight for full-on routines, it strained their arms and back too much and cut into their ankles really bad. Whereas slim light

  little Evie could haul herself up that pole in seconds and hang off it for what seemed like hours. She had the wiry build of an athlete. And for a Latina, she was pale, pale enough for her blonde

  hair to be plausibly natural.




  But Benny, bless his heart, chose to see Evie as a frail soft-petalled naturally blonde orchid whose petals had been gently bruised by the cruel world. An orchid that Benny needed to put in

  water and cherish like a precious jewel. And Evie was more than happy to let him have his fun.




  She undid the cruel stacked stilettos and took them off, flexing her feet. Other girls practised in bare feet, but not Evie. Nothing to do with Benny and his particularities on the subject; no,

  she’d always thought that if she started training in bare feet, she’d get too nervous to do some of the scarier moves when she put her shoes back on. If she always wore the wicked

  spiked heels, took them for granted, allowed herself no possibility of trying any move without them, then she eventually forgot the fear that comes with knowing you’re kicking above your head

  in stilettos that could take your eye out if you aimed one wrong.




  The clock on the wall said ten of twelve. Evie felt her lower body soften, melting down in pleasurable anticipation. Lawrence was always punctual to the minute. She hadn’t realised how

  much she was looking forward to seeing him till this precise moment.




  She stood up, suddenly half a foot shorter, and kicked her shoes across the room. They were just practice heels, banged up already, it didn’t matter how scuffed they got. For the rest, she

  was already dressed for it; a black racerback sports bra and high-cut short shorts, covering the minimum amount of flesh possible. You needed bare skin on the pole: it gripped ten times better than

  any fabric you could ever find. Evie swivelled a tad to catch sight of herself in one of the full-length mirrors. One thing this apartment wasn’t short on: mirrors. It was like a cross

  between a dance studio and a, well, a mirror showroom. You’d have thought Benny sold the things for a living. He sure did like to watch.




  And so did Evie, though in an utterly different way. Benny looked at her and saw fantasy: Evie, merchandise. As she did several times a day, she stared at herself now with narrowed, assessing

  eyes. With the shoes off and her hair tied back, she could be taken for a gymnast still, her stomach flat, her small breasts pretty little points flattened slightly by the sports bra. She was

  short-waisted, which meant she had to work really hard on keeping that stomach flat, as there wasn’t much space for all her internal organs, and that tended to make your tummy bulge out, even

  without any fat over it. But the plus side of being short-waisted was that you got lovely long legs. Even though Evie wasn’t that tall, in her heels it looked as though her legs went on for

  days. All the women in her family had good legs, but hers, after all the exercise and stretching, were perfect now.




  Almost perfect. She bent down, critically pinching at a small swell of flesh on the inside of each knee. It wasn’t fat, of course not, it was solid muscle, but it needed to go just the

  same, so her line was totally smooth. Well, that was what she had Lawrence for. And at the thought of his name, her lower body softened again. Lawrence, her personal trainer, who would be here any

  minute, and who would gaze into her eyes and make her sweat from every pore of her body . . .




  Just on time, the buzzer went. Evie crossed the floor to the intercom and said:




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Miss Lopez, it’s your noon appointment, ’ said Henry, the doorman.




  ‘Send him up, ’ Evie said, and disconnected. She used to be all polite with Henry and the other doormen and the cleaning staff and the delivery men and everyone else she had working

  for her since Benny had established her here, high in the air at the bottom tip of Manhattan, where all the action was. Only, after a few weeks, she’d started realising that everyone else in

  this building, where one-bed apartments went for millions of dollars, was short with the staff, if not downright rude. And that the staff seemed to give them a hell of a lot more respect than they

  gave Evie.




  Evie was a fast learner. From that moment on, she cut the staff dead if she didn’t have anything to say to them, and was curt with them when she did. And guess what? Way more deference and

  politeness now than before, when she was all nice and friendly. It sucked, but that was New York for you. She should have known already. Be nice to people, they’ll kick you in the face and

  laugh at you. Be rude to them, they’ll take you seriously.




  She’d once seen a girl knocked over at a newsstand by a guy pushing past her to get cigarettes. The girl was a tourist: you could tell by the fact that she had been approaching the

  newsstand slowly, getting her purse out, rather than marching up to it, money already out, good to go. The guy who’d bumped into her didn’t even look down to see her sprawled on the big

  stacks of newspapers piled up by the side – lucky for her they’d broken her fall. Another guy leaned over to help her up, and she smiled at him gratefully, till he snapped at her

  brusquely: ‘This is New York, baby. You better toughen up if you wanna stick it out here, ’ and the girl’s expression went from grateful to appalled in a single beat.




  Only in New York. But what could you say? It was Evie’s town, she was born and bred here, it was in her blood. You had to hustle to get along. And yeah, that guy had given the girl good

  advice, if she’d only had the sense to listen. You did need to toughen up to stick it out here.




  The elevator pinged, announcing Lawrence’s arrival. The doors opened at the base of the long, long room, and there he was, smiling at her, his pale brown hair loose around his face,

  slightly damp from the heat of the street, a small kitbag over one shoulder, wearing a shabby T-shirt and a pair of sweats hanging off his narrow hipbones.




  ‘Hey, ’ he said.




  ‘Hey.’




  Evie smiled back at him. She had all these work smiles, running the gamut from bright innocence to full-on sultry seductress, but with Lawrence her smile was so natural she didn’t even

  think about it. Lawrence was as clear as water in a glass. His eyes were the colour of a lake in winter, pale grey, and when she looked into them she saw nothing but sweetness and clarity and

  straightforwardness. Total oddball. It was a miracle he survived in this town.




  ‘Been doing some pole work?’ he asked, walking across the floor towards her.




  He had the sexiest walk, and he didn’t even realise it. Evie had read, in the kind of bosom-heaving, princesses-and-pirates kind of book Evie’s sister was literally addicted to,

  descriptions of heroes who ‘walked like a panther’, and she’d always thought it was just a dumb cliché. But Lawrence really did walk like a big cat. He was so in tune with

  his body that he moved like the big animal that he was, that all humans were, only they forgot it when they put on clothes and stood upright and started cutting their hair. Lawrence’s DNA

  hadn’t forgotten, though. He moved so lightly, so effortlessly, the slight roll to his shoulders like a cat’s when it puts down one paw after another, his feet padding the ground rather

  than hitting it, that Evie had taken one look at him the first time she met him and thought, if he makes walking look that easy, I bet he makes everything else look that easy too, and then

  her mind was on sex with him and she couldn’t get it off again.




  ‘Uh-huh, ’ Evie said, reaching her arms up to the ceiling and taking a long stretch, partly because she felt like it, partly to make completely sure that Lawrence couldn’t take

  his eyes off her.




  ‘So you’re nice and sweaty already?’




  She nodded, her lips slightly parted. And she reached one hand down behind her back to massage her shoulderblades, which had the effect of making her breasts swell under the sports bra.




  Lawrence was in front of her now, smiling down at her. She could smell him, a light musky, manly scent, fresh sweat from the street. Lawrence never wore aftershave, not even scented soap: it was

  all him and his Tom’s of Maine natural deodorant. Mmm. She got what they’d called at the Midnight Lounge a girl hard-on: her nipples tightened. And he hadn’t even touched her yet.

  She wanted to reach up and push back his hair, stroke along those high cheekbones that he’d got from his Russian mom.




  ‘Well, now let’s really work up a sweat, ’ Lawrence said, taking off his bag and putting it on the floor. Evie watched him bend over. His bottom was small, but round,

  and the sweats slid down it an inch or so as he leaned over, revealing a tantalising glimpse of pale skin lightly dusted with soft blond hair. Lawrence straightened up, produced an elastic from his

  pocket, and pulled his hair back into a scrappy little ponytail.




  ‘Rolling sit-ups and obliques first, ’ he said firmly. ‘Lots of them. We’re trying to sculpt your waist, remember? And then leg pushes for here.’




  He reached round her and touched her lightly just above her bottom, an area she had to target like a sniper to make sure she didn’t build up a tiny roll on it. And then he opened one of

  the built-in cupboards and extracted an exercise mat, unrolling it and flipping it down on the wooden floor. With a theatrical sigh, she lay down on it, reached back for her pole, gripped it firmly

  and started pulling her lower body up into a ball. Knees to chest. Roll up, roll down, as slowly as she could. It hurt like hell. It also, as Lawrence knew perfectly well, was the best thing for

  putting her back into alignment again after the extreme arches of her pole work. Plus, it made her abs strong and flat and flexible. Win-win.




  Evie loved to work out. It was her hobby, her profession, her vocation. If Lawrence hadn’t been her trainer, she would be lying down right now doing sit-ups on her own. But Evie’s

  life had been so much about self-discipline, about driving herself to higher and higher heights of physical excellence, that it was the biggest treat she could imagine to give over that discipline

  for an hour to someone whose job it was to take responsibility for her exercise. It was the supreme pleasure to be able to whine and protest and have Lawrence make her do a hundred sit-ups

  anyway.




  Well, maybe not her supreme pleasure. That would come afterwards, when he massaged out all her kinks.




  Evie did sit-ups for twenty minutes. Then Lawrence supported her on the pull-up bar, his hands steady at her waist, taking only the bare minimum amount of weight that he needed to, letting her

  struggle with the effort of chinning herself up and down. Then she lay down again, this time on her stomach, with her legs in what Lawrence called a figure 4 – the right one straight out, the

  left one bent to the side, foot back in, touching the knee of the right leg – and then she bent her right leg so her foot was parallel with the ceiling and pushed it up and down, hard and

  fast, with Lawrence kneeling next to her and holding down her lower back in just the right place, so all the painful muscle work focused into one exact spot above the right buttock, targeting that

  infinitesimal swelling which she needed to punish with regular leg pushes . . .




  She did two hundred on each side and then collapsed, face down, puffing into the mat. This was another luxury she only allowed herself with Lawrence present, this theatrically exaggerated

  exhaustion. On your own you had to suck it up and keep going. When Benny watched her on the pole, she had to make everything look easy, as if she were floating, as if she were a fairy made of

  tinsel and moonshine, and then she had to float down off the pole and come over to him and go to work and make that all look easy too. But with Lawrence, she could let go and show the effort: he

  was a trainer, for God’s sake, he knew how hard this shit was. So she lay there, groaning, and he knelt there, laughing at her, and finally said:




  ‘I guess all this puffing and panting means you want your massage now?’




  And she nodded, pretending she didn’t even have the energy to talk any more. She heard him stand up and go over to his kit-bag for the massage cream, and all the breath really did go out

  of her in one long delicious exhale of release, because there was nothing more for her to do now, Lawrence was going to put his clever hands on her and work out every single knot and leave her all

  loose and stretched and happy.




  He started with the stretches, folding one of her legs over the other and pressing down, down, leaning right into her, till her bottom was off the floor and she was folded up into a tight parcel

  like a contortionist, her glutes stretching till she bit her lip with it, strands of his hair coming loose from the ponytail and falling over his face.




  ‘Hurts?’ he said, those slanting grey eyes watching her, serious, making sure he didn’t go too far.




  ‘Hurts so good, ’ she gasped.




  ‘Another inch?’




  ‘Just one.’




  ‘OK.’




  He put slightly more weight on her, leaning into it, his eyes even more intent now, his hands feeling out exactly how far he could push to give her maximum stretch without ripping or tearing.

  Lawrence would never go too far, never over-work her. You could see that from his own body, which wasn’t pumped-up like that of most muscle-crazed trainers going for the burn, but long and

  lean and endlessly flexible from three hours of yoga a day, from five to eight every morning. Lawrence treated his body as though it was his most precious possession, and when he told you that was

  his philosophy you found yourself wondering why everyone else didn’t do that too.




  And after the stretches, he turned her over, and she reached up and pulled off her sports bra, and he sat on her buttocks and worked on her shoulders and back and upper arms, smoothing in a

  cream that smelt of mint and geraniums, his clever fingers seeking out and undoing every tangle of muscle and cramp, digging all the way around her shoulderblades, finding areas of tension she

  hadn’t even realised existed, and rolling them away with his fingertips and his knuckles and even, sometimes, his elbows. Pain burned through her and was gone as if it had never existed. Her

  eyes were closed, her breath was slow and, honestly, she was drooling a little, though she’d have died before she let him know.




  By the time he moved lower and worked on her buttocks and all the way down her strong, tight hamstrings, she was in a trance, even though it always hurt so bad when he massaged her calves. They

  were so pulled up from all the dancing in heels that he had to hurt her to get into them and do any good. And by the time he turned her over again and straddled her and started smoothing the cream

  into her upper body – long, slow strokes to get to the hard pectoral muscles under her soft little breasts – she felt, as she always did at this stage, as if she were in another

  dimension, where time had slowed down with Lawrence’s firm palms moving in small circles around her chest, easing out the muscles under her arms, which worked so hard to pull her up the pole

  and hold her there that they had always been tight till Lawrence started work on them.




  She was in water. She was floating on the sea, buoyed up by gentle waves, totally safe. The water was blood-warm, and it would taste like her own salt skin, or Lawrence’s, the moisture she

  could see collecting between his pecs as he bent over her, so close that all she could smell was him, his warm strong scent, the faint trace of shampoo on his hair from his morning shower. He

  rubbed cream into her stomach, and now she smelled geraniums again, soft and faintly peppery, and he was running his fingers round the waistband of her shorts, and she lifted her hips to help him

  slip them off, and he pulled them down and sat back and took hold of his T-shirt and pulled that off too in one smooth movement, and reached down for his sweats and, half-sitting, half kneeling,

  dragged them off, so he was naked.




  The kitbag was close by; he had a condom out and on in a few seconds, and then he was back, pulling her up so she was sitting, pulling her up and down onto him and rocking them back and forth,

  knowing that Evie was in such a trance right now he couldn’t expect much muscular effort from her. Sometimes the massages took her like that, and they would sit there, her on his lap, her

  legs wrapped round him, and he would rock them both, slowly, with huge care and control, for what felt like hours and hours, Evie clinging on to him, damp face against his damp shoulder, his cock

  hitting the exact spot inside her that made her shudder in spasms again and again, Lawrence holding on, moving her where he wanted, where he could sense she wanted it, his face the most serious she

  ever saw it, utterly concentrated so that his eyes and his cheekbones seemed to be slanting even more than usual with the effort.




  Finally she roused herself, coming back a few stages towards full consciousness, reached round to sit so she was completely facing him, and took his face in her hand and kissed him: long slow

  druggy kisses. She was sitting harder on his lap now, pushing down more, feeling him higher and higher inside her, making him take more of her weight, rubbing her whole body against him, using

  those whip-strong thighs of hers to raise and lower herself till he started moaning.




  ‘Evie, no—’




  ‘Come on, ’ Evie whispered in his ear. ‘I want you to, I want to feel you come—’




  ‘No, Evie, wait, I’m holding on for it, it’ll come when it’s ready—’




  Evie circled his ear with her tongue till he moaned even harder.




  ‘Fuck that Tantric shit, Lawrence, ’ she whispered. ‘I’m going to make you come so hard you’ll feel your head’s going to blow off.’




  And she lifted herself slightly off him, reached down and slid her hand into the space she’d made, and, looking straight into his eyes, she made herself come as hard as she’d

  promised Lawrence he would, and as she screamed he did too, tightening his grasp on her hips and pulling her down on him so hard she screamed even louder and he shot himself up into her like a

  bullet, so that Evie felt it even through the condom, and they collapsed against each other, staying upright only because of the balance of their two bodies propped together.




  ‘God, ’ Evie said eventually.




  Lawrence sighed into her hair.




  ‘I have to come out of you . . . I so don’t want to . . .’




  He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, and Evie made a small protesting noise as he slid out of her. They fell to the ground together, still touching at most points, and lay back down on the

  mat, breathing hard, facing each other. Lawrence pulled off the condom and wiped himself with Evie’s sweat towel, hardly taking his eyes off her face through the whole process.




  ‘You look like the cat that’s got the cream, ’ he said, smiling at her.




  ‘I am. I did, ’ Evie said smugly.




  His smile faded.




  ‘Don’t do that again, Evie.’




  ‘What, make you come like a train?’ Evie ran her tongue around her lips, remembering him exploding inside her.




  ‘Evie, I’ve told you.’ Lawrence’s brow furrowed, which it only did when the subject was of vital importance to him. ‘When you have a Tantric orgasm,

  it’s transcendent. It’s worth the wait. And it’s not like you didn’t have tons of orgasms along the way. I’m not making you wait with me. I can’t believe

  we have to go through this every single time.’




  Evie rolled her eyes. How ironic was it that of the two men in her life, one was really tough to make come (God, the things she had to do for Benny sometimes!) and one was really easy,

  but bitched and moaned about it afterwards?




  Men. The thing she was best at. Her specialist subject: men, and what men wanted. And still, they could be so fucking perverse that sometimes they made her want to slap them round the head till

  they rang like a bell.




  Evie was showering, one of her favourite ways to pass the time ever since Benny had moved her into this penthouse apartment. The shower was about as big as her mom’s

  living room, and had probably cost ten times as much to do up. It had a rainforest shower head, plus surround jets, and was lined in travertine marble; the dark blue ceiling was set with a series

  of tiny glittering lights that dimmed and dipped in endless permutations. Stars in the night sky, Benny had called them. It was one of the reasons he’d chosen this place: that, and the fact

  that the shower was big enough for Benny and Evie to fit in it together, which was no small achievement, considering Benny’s bulk.




  Benny only took showers. He was scared one day he’d take a bath and not be able to get himself out of the tub again.




  Being in the shower with Benny wasn’t so bad, because the stars-in-the-night-sky lighting meant that she couldn’t see Benny all that clearly, which was always a blessing. But being

  in the shower by herself was bliss. Lawrence had taken a quick one, but he’d had another training appointment across town and had to run. So now Evie was all alone, turning slowly to get

  every single jet on every single part of herself, slicking herself at intervals with honey shower gel from Diptyque. In the main bathroom she had honey Diptyque candles burning in the built-in

  niches, and when she eventually came out of the shower she was going to slather herself in more of their honey body lotion. Scent layering, the guy at Barneys had called it. It was amazing to have

  so much money that you could just walk into a store and pretty much buy whatever you wanted. In addition to her credit cards, Benny had given her charge accounts at Henri Bendel and Barneys and

  Bloomingdale’s, which pretty much covered everything. She was shopping in places she hadn’t even known existed till she met Benny. Shit, she’d have thought she was lucky to get a

  Macy’s charge card till she met him.




  And she didn’t even have to look at the bills. They went straight to one of Benny’s many secretaries. Which, of course, meant she spent even more, because she had no idea how much

  she was racking up.




  Though, considering all she had to do was shop, work out and maybe pop to an afternoon movie if she was sure Benny wouldn’t be coming by, at least he’d given her plenty of resources.

  One thing she wasn’t short of was time. These twenty-minute showers, if she was honest, were partly a way to kill the time before she turned on the TV and flicked through some gossip

  magazines.




  But just then, Evie’s ears pricked up. Even through the pounding jets of water, she thought she’d heard something. Growing up in the projects made you alert even when you were

  sleeping, always on the lookout for something that might be a threat to you. The urban jungle trained its kids well. Benny might have taken her away from the slums, but you couldn’t take the

  slums out of the girl. So Evie stuck one hand out to whip off the water jets, and with the other she pushed open the heavy glass shower door and stepped out onto the plush bath mat, reaching for a

  bath sheet.




  She stood, listening, her feet toasty on the bath mat, warmed by the constant underfloor heating. Yes, there was definitely someone in the apartment. Benny? But he always called first, always.

  Not that he suspected about Lawrence – Jesus, she damn well hoped he didn’t! But Benny liked her to look a certain way. Dressed up, made up, hair done, and, of course, in some form of

  sexy legwear and high high heels. Often he’d specify exactly what he wanted her to wear when he called. He had a freaky memory: he’d say stuff like: ‘Those knee-highs I bought you

  in that SoHo boutique, the white ones with the dots, and the mules with the Lucite heels and the red trim on the third shelf up, OK, baby?’ And he was always right: the shoes were just where

  he’d said they’d be. She couldn’t give him points for good taste when he thought up her outfits, but then, good taste wasn’t exactly what most men wanted in a mistress.




  Wrapping the bath sheet tightly around her, Evie looked around for her slippers. Benny would freak if she wasn’t wearing something on her feet. Shit, they were nowhere to be seen. When he

  wasn’t around, she didn’t wear them: she loved the feel of heated marble, or luxury pile carpet, under her bare toes. It was a reminder of how rich she was living. She’d have to

  distract him by a complaint about his scaring her shitless just using his key and coming in like that when she was in the shower. Working up a rant about how much he’d freaked her out, she

  crossed the bathroom, biting her lip to get some tears starting. Benny hated it when she cried.




  And after all, who could it be but Benny?




  Evie flung the bathroom door wide, but the scene before her dried up both her tears and her shrieking reproaches to Benny about thinking he was a serial killer come to slaughter her in the

  shower. Her mouth dropped open, and all that came out was a gulp.




  Standing in the middle of the huge, open-plan living room was a woman, a woman who was taller than most men, with white-blonde hair in a short cut that emphasised her knife-sharp bone structure

  and the eerie pale blue of her eyes. She was wearing a white cashmere coat, belted tightly at the waist, pearl earrings so huge it was hard to believe they were real, and knee-high brown leather

  boots. She looked like the villain from a designer sci-fi movie.




  ‘What are you doing in my apartment?’ Evie managed to exclaim, praying to God that the woman was some interior designer Benny had sent round to surprise her.




  But she had a horrible feeling that she knew exactly who this woman was. She’d seen photos of Benny with her in the society pages.




  ‘Mrs Fitzgerald? Just pile all this stuff into trash bags?’ came a man’s voice, deep and rasping, and a Hispanic guy, dressed all in black, emerged from Evie’s bedroom, a

  rack of her dresses hooked over one brawny arm. He must have been at least six-foot three, and with his shaved head, bodybuilder’s walk and shoulders too big for his suit jacket, he was a

  type Evie had seen all too often: bodyguard/bouncer/hired muscle. Benny had a bodyguard, sometimes, but Evie had never seen this guy before.




  This guy was from the streets. She could tell by his eyes, which were hard dark shiny stones, and from the backs of his hands, which were marked with faded blue prison tattoos. Probably gang

  stuff. And it looked as though he was getting them lasered off, because they were blurry in places. But still, to have a bodyguard with visible prison tats? Benny would never have gone for that.

  That was gangster stuff. Hardcore.




  ‘That’s right, ’ the woman said, staring straight at Evie. ‘Everything into the trash.’




  ‘You’re kidding me!’ Evie said. ‘That’s mine! That’s my stuff!’




  ‘Not any more, ’ the woman – Benny’s wife – said. She smiled. It was terrifying.




  ‘Benny bought all that for me!’ Evie protested. ‘It’s mine! Look, it’s shitty you found out about us this way, but that’s all mine, you can’t

  just take it—’




  ‘Keep at it, Rico. You know what you’re supposed to do, ’ the woman said to the hired muscle, who nodded and disappeared back into Evie’s bedroom.




  ‘You can’t just trash it!’ Evie stalked across the room to grab her cellphone. ‘I’m calling Benny right now, ’ she said furiously. ‘He

  won’t let you do this!’




  My shoes! she thought. All my porno sex shoes! Benny’s obsessed with them – no way is he going to let this bitch dump them in the street!




  ‘Call away, ’ Benny’s wife said. It was like watching a skull smile.




  Evie stabbed at her speed dial key, ringing Benny’s private line, her brain racing frantically. She was used to crises, used to threats of trouble and violence – she had grown up in

  one of the worst projects in Spanish Harlem, a pretty girl with no one to protect her. Her father wasn’t even a distant memory – he’d walked out on her mother when Evie’s

  sister was still five months off being born. Evie’s mother Mariluz was too busy complaining about her own troubles to spare a thought for Evie, and while Mariluz cosseted Evie’s little

  sister Ria, Evie was out on her own, dealing with the gangs, the dealers, the guys trying to get with her, or pimp her out, or both.




  Evie had had to fight for everything she’d ever got in life. Every single thing. She’d seen the worst things that could happen, and the people who’d done them and then laughed

  about it afterwards. And now, appraising Benny’s wife, she knew instinctively that she was in the presence of an enemy worse than any she had ever encountered in her short hard life. Not just

  because she had that look in her cold blue eyes, the killer look. Because she had more power to execute her wishes than anyone Evie had ever met before.




  Apart from Benny. And Benny wasn’t answering his phone. Evie tried again, going for his cellphone number. It started to ring and, a second later, she heard Benny’s ringtone in her

  ear, a classical music piece that he’d told her was his favourite. But how come she was hearing it? Was she so freaked out by this woman’s invasion of her home that she was

  hallucinating Benny’s cellphone ring?




  Then she realised that she wasn’t. Because Benny’s wife was reaching in her coat pocket. The woman’s smile deepened still further, like a slash, as her hand came out holding a

  ringing phone.




  ‘Benny’s not answering his phone any more, ’ she said.‘Benny will never be answering his phone again.’




  Evie’s phone dropped onto the wooden floor with an ominous cracking sound.




  ‘Benny’s dead?’ Evie gasped.




  ‘He might as well be. He’s in a coma, ’ Benny’s wife informed her with as much emotion as if she were reading out stock prices. ‘Which means you’re out of

  here. You’ve got twenty minutes to pack up as much as you can and get out.’




  ‘But I live here! You can’t just—’




  The ice-blue eyes gleamed. ‘You should have got Benny to put the apartment in your name, shouldn’t you? Stupid girl. You won’t make that mistake with the next man you whore

  for.’ She lifted her wrist so the coat cuff could slide down her arm, revealing a watch so thickly studded with diamonds Evie was surprised it didn’t blind her. ‘Twenty minutes

  and counting, ’ she observed.




  Evie knew she wasn’t bluffing. She grabbed the towel tighter around her and sprinted for her bedroom door. The Hispanic guy – Rico – had already pulled out so many of her

  lovely things that she could have cried to see them so contemptuously tossed aside, her shoes knocked off the shelves to the floor as if he’d just swiped along them with his arm, her lingerie

  lying in piles on the bed and floor as if he’d lifted them out from their drawers and thrown them over his shoulder. But that wasn’t what she was focusing on. She was staring at him as

  he pulled out a leather box from the built-in, cedar-lined cupboard and shouted:




  ‘Mrs Fitzgerald? I think I found it.’




  Evie’s blood turned to ice water.




  ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘No! You can’t take that! It’s mine!’




  She leaped at him, fingers hooked into claws, pretty face distorted into a mask of fury, grabbing for it. Rico knocked her away with one elbow to her jaw, still holding the box. Evie landed on

  the bed face down, limbs sprawling, dazed from the blow, and then Rico did take one hand from the box. He leaned down and pulled the towel right out from under her, flipping her over like a pancake

  as he did so.




  ‘Nice tits, ’ he said, staring at her naked body and nodding appraisingly. ‘I don’t like them too big.’




  Fury gave Evie the strength to jump off the bed, drag on some sweatpants and a T-shirt and dash out of the room after Rico, despite the pounding in her jaw that was still making her dizzy.




  In the living-room, he was standing holding the box open, presenting it to his boss, who was extracting from it exactly the items that Evie was desperate for. She held them up, one in each hand,

  tilting them back and forth, watching them shine. Twin circles, each the diameter of a small teacup, silver fabric richly encrusted with sewn-on diamonds, glittering as if they were worth a small

  fortune. Which, to Evie, they were.




  ‘What do you call these again?’ she inquired.




  ‘Pasties, Mrs Fitzgerald, ’ Rico said, winking unpleasantly at Evie. ‘Strippers wear ’em to cover their, uh –’




  ‘Nipples, ’ Mrs Fitzgerald finished. She looked at Evie. ‘And I suppose you generally tear them off for the grand finale and throw them into the audience, do you?’ She

  was smiling still. ‘Not these ones, though. Benny paid a hundred thousand for them. That makes them strictly for private performances only.’




  And she tilted her hand still more so that the diamond-covered pasties dangled temptingly from her fingers, as if she were taunting Evie, daring her to come and take them.




  ‘Give them back!’ Evie yelled, running towards her.




  Rico moved fast. He caught her upper arms, stopping her in her tracks. Evie wriggled and fought and kicked at him with her bare feet, but Rico’s grip just tightened till she yelped in

  pain.




  ‘I don’t think so, ’ said Mrs Fitzgerald, laughing. ‘Out of the question! This was how I found out about you – doing checks on Benny’s credit cards.

  Custom-made diamond pasties. Very funny. I don’t think I’ll have them broken up – I think I’ll keep them. They’ll make me smile every time I look at them.’




  Snapping open the crocodile-skin purse that hung from her wrist, she dropped in the pasties.




  ‘You can’t take those!’ Evie screamed. ‘OK, so the apartment’s not in my name, but the pasties are mine! Benny gave them to me! They were a

  gift!’




  ‘Sue me, ’ said Benny’s wife. ‘Really. Go ahead and sue me.’




  And she smiled again.




  Evie stopped kicking. She hung in Rico’s grip like a rag doll, momentarily paralysed with the shock.




  ‘Now, I’m being nice to you, ’ Mrs Fitzgerald said. She consulted her watch again. ‘You have fifteen minutes left. I’d make good use of them if I were you. Or do

  you want me to tell Rico to throw you out now, just as you are?’




  Evie had been right about Benny’s wife. This was a woman who loved to exercise every ounce of power that she could, in the worst possible way. She was enjoying throwing Evie out of what

  she thought was her home, stealing Evie’s property before her eyes, and mocking her with it. She was enjoying humiliating Evie by making her tear free of Rico, run back into the bedroom, drag

  down her suitcases and grab great handfuls of her clothes, stuffing them in as fast as she could, snatching as much of value as she could possibly manage, tearing into the bathroom to get her

  expensive toiletries, emptying out her secret stash of cash in the cistern, where she kept it in a plastic bag. She was enjoying watching Evie run around like a mad thing, those icy eyes gleaming

  with pleasure at having reduced her to the mortification of doing a supermarket sweep on her own possessions.




  And when Evie pulled her suitcases out into the living room, sweating because she was wearing three coats, one over the other, since she couldn’t fit them in the suitcases, that bitch was

  standing there, arms folded, swinging her shiny crocodile bag slowly back and forth from its gilt chain hung over one white cashmere-clad elbow, so as to emphasise that she had Evie’s

  precious diamond pasties inside. Those diamonds were Evie’s talisman, her security. They were everything she had in the world of solid value. Her fingers were itching to snatch that bag off

  the bitch’s arm.




  But Rico was standing right beside her, arms similarly folded, and Evie knew there was no way she could grab her jewels and run before Rico got to her. Besides, the bitch would just have her

  arrested.




  So Evie stuck her chin in the air and crossed the room, pulling her suitcases behind her. She wouldn’t look back for one last glance at her beautiful apartment, at its suede sofas and

  hardwood floors and recessed lighting, at the floor-to-ceiling windows with their view over downtown skyscrapers and the Hudson River beyond, because if she did, she might start crying. And she

  never cried.




  She dragged open the door and pulled her cases through, swallowing hard as it shut behind her. Evie’s perfect life was over, as if it had never been. She pressed the button for the lift.

  The only thing she knew for sure was that she was going down.




  Behind her, her old front door swung open.




  ‘Mrs Fitzgerald thought you might want this, ’ Rico rasped. ‘She says she don’t need it.’




  And Evie heard the familiar clatter of a dismantled pole being dropped to the floor.




  Evie wanted desperately to walk into the lift and not look back. But all she had in the world was the cash she had on her. She didn’t have a bank account, only credit cards, and she was

  sure that the bitch would have had those all stopped by now. She couldn’t afford to turn down anything she could take with her. And a good pole cost $250.




  ‘I need the carrying case for it, ’ she said to Rico, trying to sound as if it didn’t matter to her one way or the other.




  ‘Oh yeah?’ He wasn’t fooled. Those hard black eyes looked her up and down, and slowly, he smiled. ‘You want me to get it for you?’




  She nodded.




  ‘I can’t hear you, babe.’




  ‘Yes, ’ she said.




  His tongue flicked out, and he licked his lips.




  ‘How much d’ya want it?’




  She shrugged, staring back at him. This wasn’t the first time she’d dealt with men like Rico, and the most important thing was to show no emotion at all.




  ‘Shit, you’re a hard case, ’ Rico said, staring at her hard. ‘I like that.’




  He turned and went inside, coming out a short time later with the plastic carrying case for the pole. But he didn’t go back into the apartment again straight away: he stood there, watching

  her, as she knelt down and slid the sections of the pole into each other, and then into the case, moving awkwardly in the bulky coats. Eventually she got it done and stood up again, pressing the

  button for the lift. Rico watched as she dragged in her cases and then came back for the pole, smirking at her efforts.




  Just as the doors were about to close, Rico made his move. He stuck one meaty arm into the cabin, blocking the doors, and with the other he reached forwards and grabbed Evie’s crotch

  through her sweatpants.




  ‘Just so you remember me, babe, ’ he said, leering at her.




  His fingers dug in so tight that when he finally let go, she could still feel their grip. She’d have bruises tomorrow.
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