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    Praise for Jackie Collins


  


  

    ‘Sex, power and intrigue – no one does it better than Jackie’ heat


  


  

    ‘A tantalising novel packed with power struggles, greed and sex. This is Collins at her finest’ Closer


  


  ‘Bold, brash, whiplash fast – with a cast of venal rich kids, this is classic Jackie Collins’ Marie Claire


  

    ‘Sex, money, power, murder, betrayal, true love – it’s all here in vintage Collins style. Collins’s plots are always a fabulously involved, intricate affair, and this

    does not disappoint’ Daily Mail


  


  ‘Her style is pure escapism, her heroine’s strong and ambitious and her men, well, like the book, they’ll keep you up all night!’ Company


  

    ‘A generation of women have learnt more about how to handle their men from Jackie’s books than from any kind of manual . . . Jackie is very much her own person: a total one

    off’ Daily Mail


  


  ‘Jackie is still the queen of sexy stories. Perfect’ OK!


  

    ‘Cancel all engagements, take the phone off the hook and indulge yourself’ Mirror
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  For all the Lovers and Gamblers I have known
Especially Oscar


  

  Introduction


  Fishbourne Roman Palace is not somewhere widely associated with Jackie Collins, but for this fan, the two are inextricably linked: it was where my copy of Lovers & Gamblers was confiscated, and by my English teacher no less. It had taken me weeks to get my hands on the book via the complicated boarding school economy of forbidden novels, Keanu Reeves posters and Madonna tapes, but at last I had one, the cover resplendent with a roulette wheel, neon font and the gold embossed promise of a good time: JACKIE COLLINS.


  In Jackie’s safe hands, the journey to West Sussex flew by as I got to know the ludicrous but impossibly hot rock star Al King and our heroine Dallas, the beauty pageant winner with a perfect body and a very dark secret. But – to my eternal regret – I made the mistake of leaving the paperback on my seat as we disembarked the school coach, and as we headed into the Roman palace I watched the teacher slowly walk down the aisle before picking it up and placing it on her own seat at the front. Perhaps for the first time the mosaics of Fishbourne were seen through a prism of anxiety about how Al and Dallas might end up. Together and in love? Apart and driving everyone around them wild? Or, best of all, together and driving each other wild? And would I ever find out?


  The novel opens with Al staring at his own dick in the shower before blasting it with cold water to make it smaller. It then cuts to Dallas checking herself out in a full length mirror and concluding, quite rightly, that she looks absolutely fantastic. Our introductions to the couple set the tone for their adventures: Al is insatiable but, at thirty-seven, he’s teetering on the brink of an epic mid-life crisis. He is on the biggest US tour of his career, having started out from humble beginnings in Wales. His dark hairy chest, wide open shirt, groin bulging beneath tight 70s flares and habit of calling his son ‘Boyo’ all seemed familiar to this thirteen year old who was well aware of iconic hits such as the Green Green Grass of Home.


  Dallas meanwhile, has made a life for herself despite having had to run away from an abusive childhood and being used like a toy by almost every man she has ever come across. We see her journey to the big time in flashbacks, rendering her current frosty ambition entirely understandable. To the post-#MeToo reader it seems eerily prescient. Early on, she stares at a bank of paparazzi lenses, giving them exactly the shots they want, musing that she can ‘communicate with a small piece of engineering much more so than with people’. But for Al, well . . . For Al, she senses vulnerability, and perhaps that’s why feels a little stirring.


  So of course I wanted to see the two of them together, and of course I wanted to read about every glistening, pulsating, detail of it. And I was so nearly denied it. As we re-boarded the coach, I dipped my knees as I passed the teacher’s seat, scooped up my copy of Lovers & Gamblers and hid it in my school blazer’s roomy inner pocket. As the coach pulled out of the car park, our entire school year received a lecture on the dangers of reading ‘lurid novels’, but I never confessed that it had been mine. To surrender the paperback would have been to surrender it for all of us, and I would never do that to my classmates.


  Because Jackie Collins was an icon, glimmering amidst the otherwise arid landscape of set texts and early 90s celebrities. Yes, we were reading some of The Greats at school, but context is everything and Jackie wrote characters whose lives seemed relevant to ours even if a million miles away. Sure, there are characters called Bernie Suntan, and turns of phrase which can make the modern reader wince, but what radiates from all of her novels – but particularly Lovers & Gamblers – is a sense that women are just as capable of great things as men. Its very premise is that Al and Dallas are a couple we want to see because they’re equals, and I suspect that dynamism is why Jackie keeps the couple largely apart for most of the first half.


  The throbbing heart of the story is that the pair have met their match, and not just sexually. Dallas doesn’t just want to be a star, she wants to earn money and financial freedom. To a teenage reader at a boarding school where ‘being educated’ seemed to take priority over life-essentials such as making a decent living, this idea that being refined might not be as much use as being smart, being savvy or being independent was a revelation. Because it’s not just Dallas who Jackie renders vividly and empathetically, but also poor old Edna, Al’s wife from back home. Without a job or a sense of herself, she is entirely dependent on her man’s whims, and it’s heartbreaking to read.


  So I’m proud to have rescued our copy of Lovers & Gamblers and I hope generations of readers continue to read it Dazzled by the rhinestones and bulges. Our teacher nearly robbed our class of a crucial life lesson. Because no matter how deliciously distracting the LA poolsides, the quivering breasts or the sweat slicked torsos are, no one could read this novel without their biggest lust being one for economic independence.


  Decades later, when I met Jackie herself, she signed my copy of her latest novel in her iconic looping font with this: ‘Remember Alex, Girls can do anything’. Thank you Jackie, for everything.


  Alexandra Heminsley


  
 



  Book One


  
 



  Chapter One


  Al King slammed and locked the bathroom door. He ran the shower until it was pleasantly warm, then let the water cascade on his body for at least five minutes. He soaped

  himself vigorously, turning the shower onto ice cold and marvelling at the sudden shrinkage of his cock. Amazing. Never failed.


  He climbed out of the shower and studied his nakedness in the full-length mirror. A week at a health farm had done him the world of good. The slight paunch he had suspected was gone, his stomach

  was flat as a pancake. Forty push-ups a day helped there. He turned sideways. Pretty good. The body was in fine shape. Lean, tanned, hairy, masculine. Al allowed himself a pleased smile, and leaned

  forward to study his face. Everything seemed in order except for an incipient blackhead lurking on his chin. He squeezed it carefully.


  Yes, he still looked pretty goddamn good.


  In fact he looked better than ever. The recent operation to remove the bags under his eyes had been an unqualified success, and the new teeth-capping job was excellent.


  Physically he was in perfect shape for his forthcoming tour across America, an event he was looking forward to with mixed feelings. It was two years since he had been on the road, and although

  he wouldn’t admit it to anyone he was worried that he could keep up the pace. Jesus Christ – so many cities – and every one of them would expect a peak performance. His voice was

  in pretty good shape, but the tour promised a gruelling schedule – and the press, the critics, would be the first to pounce if he wasn’t up to his previous standard.


  He opened the bathroom door carefully. The redhead and the blonde were both waiting, lolling on the bed in an advanced state of nakedness. He headed towards them. Time to play. Time to get it

  on.


  An hour later his enthusiasm was turning to boredom.


  ‘Al!’ exclaimed the blonde for the tenth time, ‘you are the greatest!’ She smiled a vacant pretty smile and concentrated once more on pleasuring him. Earlier in the day,

  when they had first met, she had promised him in a heavy southern drawl, ‘I am gonna pleasure you honey, like you ain’t never been pleasured before!’


  He was still waiting.


  ‘Al!’ mumbled the redhead, mouth full, ‘you are too much! Just too too much!’


  Al wasn’t really listening. He lay naked and relaxed in the shuttered hotel room, his arms casually behind his head. With his eyes half-closed he endured the attentions of the two women.

  He had no plans for getting involved or of even participating. Why should he? Let them do all the work. After all he was a star, wasn’t he? They were lucky to be in his bed, his room, his

  life.


  Al King was a rock-soul superstar. A singer who drove women mad the world over with his low throaty growl and. his sexual gyrations. At thirty-seven he had reached the peak of his success. He

  had everything.


  Money. Plenty of that. Off-shore investments, and lots of ready cash for the useful little things in life like a two hundred thousand pound house in London. A new red Ferrari, plus matching

  Rolls and Bentley.


  Love. Well, he had a wife of sixteen years standing, a fair-haired sensible woman called Edna, who stayed out of the way because that was how Al wanted it. For more exciting sex there was always

  a selection of ready and able ladies. Any shape, size or specification.


  ‘Al,’ suggested the blonde, shifting so that her well developed mammaries hung invitingly over his mouth, ‘Al, baby, why don’t we fuck?’


  The redhead paused at what she was doing and expressed great interest in the blonde’s suggestion.


  Al grunted. Stick it into these two. They must be kidding.


  ‘Just keep at it,’ he pushed the redhead back into position.


  Women had never been a problem. Always plenty to go around, even before he was famous. With the fame came the classy bits. Falling over themselves for a piece of Al King cock. And what

  ravers!


  He could feel no sign of an orgasm. The trouble was that he just couldn’t be bothered to make it with the casual pick-ups that crowded his bedroom. He started off thinking, yeah –

  great. And he ended up thinking, – why bother? Lately it had to be a very special girl – and how many of those were there around?


  It was four o’clock in New York. It was the middle of July, and hot. Of course the room was air-conditioned, but still it was a strange sort of coolness


  Al said, ‘Get dressed, girls, I’ve had enough.’


  They both chorused their disappointment. He hadn’t even touched them.


  ‘I could make you come,’ the blonde said, ‘if we got rid of her.’ Scornfully she indicated the redhead.


  Al got off the bed and headed for the bathroom. Whatever gave her the impression he would want to come with her? ‘Dressed and out in five minutes,’ he snapped.


  ‘Hey . . .’ objected the redhead.


  Al took another shower; you couldn’t be too careful. This time when he emerged from the bathroom the girls had gone. Good. Sometimes they stayed to argue. He pulled up the window shades,

  flooding the bedroom with sunlight.


  He contemplated phoning his brother Paul, but he was with Linda, and she wouldn’t be too pleased. Linda wasn’t bad: too strong for Paul though, it wouldn’t last. Anyway, she

  wouldn’t stand a chance against Paul’s wife, Melanie. Now she was a real little toughie. She liked the money, the big house, and all the perks of being Al King’s sister-in-law.

  She would never stand for another woman in Paul’s life.


  Al yawned. Now his wife was another proposition. Sweet, faithful Edna. He had met her when she was sixteen, knocked her up, done the right thing and married her. Well, her father had been

  very persuasive, he had given Al two thousand pounds to set him up in a record shop. However, being shut up in a shop did not appeal to Al. What he really wanted to do was sing. He was well known

  locally. Whenever there was a wedding or an event people would say ‘Get Al to give us a few songs.’ He made the odd five pounds here and there, but he would have done it for

  nothing.


  Paul was the brains of the King family. He had just finished a course of business accountancy and was working for a chartered accountant. Al had persuaded him to leave his job and open up the

  shop with him. ‘After all, it’s just the two of us now,’ he had said. Their parents had recently died within months of each other.


  Soon the shop became the local musicians’ hang-out, and a group called Rabble invited Al to sing with them. Paul took over their management, and within two years it was ‘Al King and

  Rabble’. Within four years it was just Al King, and the ride to superstardom had really begun.


  Edna had never complained. They had started married life in one room. Al was out all day working, and then, when he joined Rabble, he was out all night too. Edna looked after the baby, helped

  out in the shop, cooked, cleaned, struggled to make ends meet. She had been a softly pretty girl when Al had met her. Now, at thirty-three, she was plump and matronly, and she stayed very much in

  the background of her husband’s starry life.


  Al’s family was important to him. His sixteen-year-old son, Evan, received everything he wanted, although to Al’s chagrin he never seemed to appreciate anything. He was a skinny,

  sulky boy with acned skin and greasy hair. ‘You’re Al King’s son?’, people would question in disbelief when they first met him. He was a poor scholar and hated school. Al

  had promised that at the end of the present term he could leave and perhaps accompany him on his tour. Evan had shown unheard-of enthusiasm. Al had decided it would do the boy good to get away from

  his mother. Edna fussed found him too much, the boy was stifled.


  As a boy Al had never been stifled. He had engaged in sexual relations at the ripe old age of thirteen with one of the local hookers. Evan, at the ripe old age of sixteen, never seemed to notice

  girls, let alone screw them.


  Al had plans to change all of that. Get the boy away from his mother, show him what it was all about. Yes, it was about time he gave some of his attention to Evan. Get rid of those spots. Put

  some weight on the boy. Get him royally laid. Yes.


  The hell with it, Paul should be at his disposal – not Linda’s. He picked up the phone. Hey, Paul baby, you want to shift your ass up here and discuss more important things than

  getting your rocks off?’


  ‘What’s up, Al? Can’t it wait?’


  ‘No. I need company.’


  ‘Give me a few minutes.’


  Al switched on the television.


  Wrapped in a black towelling bathrobe he poured himself a bourbon and coke – fattening but favourite – and settled down on the bed.


  He clicked the remote control dial. Quiz game. Western. Cookery. Chat show. He stopped there.


  ‘Well,’ said the interviewer, ‘who shall we pick out to talk to next amongst this bevy of beauties?’


  The camera switched to a group of about fifteen girls in swimsuits clustered together at the front of the audience. ‘Miss Philadelphia,’ continued the interviewer, ‘would you

  like to step up here, dear?’


  Miss Philadelphia was a skinny, nervous girl, with long legs and freckles. She smiled jumpily.


  ‘Gee, honey,’ said the interviewer, leering at his audience, ‘I’m not going to eat you. What do you think your chances are of winning the “Miss Coast to

  Coast” title tonight?’


  ‘I’d like to,’ she replied breathily.


  ‘What would you do if you did?’


  ‘I want to travel. Then I guess I’d just like to settle down and be a good wife and mother.’


  ‘Wonderful. Isn’t that wonderful, everyone?’ The audience obediently clapped.


  ‘Bullshit!’ exclaimed Al, and he was just about to change the channel when Miss Los Angeles stepped forward. She was wearing a black shiny bikini, and she had a body that stopped

  even Al in his tracks. Big bosom, long legs, finely muscled stomach, small waist. He dragged his eyes up to her face and it was not a disappointment. She was great looking, with a wide luscious

  mouth, and long streaked blondish hair which fell past her shoulders in soft waves.


  ‘Not bad!’ exclaimed Al out loud, and he felt himself slightly aroused, which was a good sign.


  He would have her. He would get his brother to arrange it.


  For Al King nothing was impossible. He could have any woman he wanted, and he usually did.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Why do you always have to run whenever he calls?’ demanded Linda.


  ‘Because,’ explained Paul King patiently, ‘that’s why Al and I have such a good relationship, and that is why we are still together.’


  ‘Christ!’ exclaimed Linda crossly, ‘you make the two of you sound like an old married couple.’


  ‘That’s right,’ agreed Paul, ‘a manager and his star have a very sensitive relationship. It is sort of like a marriage, and Al and I have a good one.’


  ‘God! You and your bloody marriages! It’s not only your wife I have to contend with, Al is a lot more demanding than any woman.’ Linda Cosmo climbed out of bed. She was a thin

  woman in her early thirties, with Elizabeth Taylor eyes and straight black hair. She was strikingly attractive.


  ‘Come back here,’ demanded Paul.


  ‘Why? For a quick one? You know I don’t appreciate quick ones. Anyway, I thought you said he would be busy this afternoon – all afternoon. It’s only just past

  four.’


  ‘I expect he got bored, you know Al.’


  ‘Yes. I know Al. He’s a pain in the ass. I really don’t know why you stay with him – you have plenty of money, you don’t need Al King any more.’


  ‘Cool it, Linda,’ Paul followed her out of bed, ‘you should understand.’


  ‘Oh sure, I do understand. I understand about Al, and about your wife, and about your kids. What time does that leave for me? How often are we alone together?’ She

  locked her hands behind Paul’s neck, ‘You know I love you,’ she continued softly, ‘but love needs attention too.’


  He kissed her, running his hands down her naked body. She was right, he did neglect her. But what could he do? He had so many other commitments.


  ‘How would you like to come on the tour?’ He had blurted it out before really thinking about it.


  She looked at him suspiciously. ‘I’d love it – you know that. But how?’


  ‘Officially, that’s how. I’m appointing you tour photographer.’


  ‘You’re kidding!’


  ‘I’m serious. Only stop giving me a hard time about Al.’


  ‘You really mean it?’ She wrapped her arms around him, kissing him long and hard. ‘We can be together, and it’s a terrific challenge. I always did get turned on by a

  challenge.’


  She kissed him again and he pushed her away, laughing. If I’d known I was going to get this good a reaction I’d have given you a job sooner! I feel like a Hollywood

  producer!’


  She grinned. ‘I’ll join you on the casting couch later.’ Then seriously she added: ‘I won’t let you down, I promise you that.’


  ‘On the casting couch?’


  ‘On the tour, you fool!’


  ‘I know you won’t let me down, you never do.’


  He guided her back to the bed. ‘Why don’t we put the casting couch into action now?’


  She laughed softly. ‘Why not indeed? There’s nothing I like better than screwing the man with the most beautiful cock in the world . . .’


  As usual it was the best for him. Linda Cosmo was the only woman that he genuinely liked making love to.


  He had met her a year previously. New York. Opening night in cabaret for Al. Noise, People, Booze. Food. She had been sent by a magazine to photograph the event. Paul had seen her, fancied her,

  moved in before Al. He usually gave Al first crack, but that time it had been different.


  They had been together on and off ever since. The on was when he was in America. The off was when he was in England.


  He was pleased with the idea of bringing Linda on the tour. She was an excellent photographer, and they would be able to be seen together.


  Later, as they dressed, Linda asked, ‘Can I tell people?’


  ‘Tell them what?’


  ‘About the job?’


  ‘Not yet. Let me cue Al in first. And I’ve got to break it to B.S. – you know what he’s like, he may struggle a bit.’ B.S., better known as Bernie Suntan –

  was Al’s American publicity man – the best, but somewhat nervous and temperamental. He might object. Then again he might be delighted with the idea. Whatever he thought it was tough

  shit. Only Al could influence Paul’s decisions.


  The reasons that Paul and Al were in New York was because of the Al King Supertour. A spectacular odyssey across America. There were a few minor details to sort out – things that Paul

  could have really taken care of on the phone – but he had wanted to make the trip if only to be with Linda. Al had decided to come along at the last moment. Fresh out of the health farm he

  was ready for some action.


  The tour was immensely important. In the last year Al’s record sales had been slipping. Nothing desperate, just a slow, hardly noticeable slide. But Paul had noticed, and coupled with the

  fact that Al’s last two singles had failed to make the top of the charts, he realized that it was time to bring Al back in front of the people. Too much time in television and recording

  studios created a vacuum between a star and his public. On stage Al was pure dynamite.


  The trip was meticulously planned. Al would travel in his own lavishly equipped plane – that way all travel hassles would be taken care of.


  So far Al had made no mention of bringing his wife, and Paul was sure that the matter would not come up. Paul was relieved because it gave him a beautiful excuse with his own wife. If Edna

  wasn’t allowed on the trip, then Melanie certainly wasn’t. Not that Paul would compare the two women. Edna was a doormat and Al treated her as such. Melanie was a sharp lady, which was

  why Paul had to play it very carefully with Linda. If Melanie got a whiff that he was serious about anybody – well . . . He didn’t like to think about it.


  He had been married to Melanie for ten years – since she was eighteen – and they had two young children. Melanie was an ex-dancer. She was very pretty, but oh what a bitch! And a

  nag. And somewhere in the back of his mind Paul knew for sure that she had slept with Al. He had no proof, knew nothing for certain, but he just had a feeling . . .


  Linda was dressed and ready to leave. ‘Later?’ she asked.


  ‘As soon as I’m free.’


  ‘Come to the apartment, I’ll cook dinner.’


  ‘We may have to go out with Al, I don’t know what he’s got in mind but I can’t leave him alone.’


  Linda laughed sarcastically. ‘The great Al King alone – never!’


  ‘Watch it, you’ll be working for him soon.’


  ‘I don’t understand it,’ Linda mused, ‘you’re better looking, taller, and a whole year younger. Why aren’t you the superstar?’


  ‘Because I can’t sing, and whatever you may think about Al he’s got a bitch of a voice. Besides, I like being the manager, it means I score the best birds.’


  ‘Oh, really?’


  ‘Oh, really, yes. I got you, didn’t I?’


  ‘Yeah, you got me hooked like some stupid fish. There I was, looking for a stable relationship, and I get some dumb married man who spends his life wetnursing superschmuck!’


  ‘You’ve got a big mouth, but I love you.’


  That’s why you love me.’ She glanced quickly at her watch, ‘Hey – you’re going to be late – better move it.’


  ‘I’ll call you later.’


  ‘Fine, I’m photographing the “Miss Coast to Coast” competition tonight. It shouldn’t take long. I’ll call you.’


  ‘Can’t you cancel it?’


  ‘No way, I need the bread.’


  She left, and Paul finished dressing in a hurry. Out to the elevator, up two floors, and then he was knocking on the door to Al’s suite. A waiter let him in.


  ‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Al asked rudely. ‘I ordered you a steak sandwich, you took so fucking long I ate it.’


  ‘I’m not hungry. What happened to your companions?’ ‘Jesus! Dogs! Horrible. I had them out of here in double time.’


  ‘I warned you.’


  ‘How would you have known? In the lobby they looked like two real little darlings. I’ll tell you what though, I saw one I really fancy.’


  How many times had Paul heard that. Growing up together had been a chequered path of fame, fortune, and women. Al had always fancied anything that moved and was female.


  ‘Who is she?’ enquired Paul, ‘and where did you find her?’


  ‘You’re going to find her,’ corrected Al, ‘I don’t know her name. I spotted her on television – there’s some beauty competition tonight –

  she’s in it.’


  ‘Miss Coast to Coast?’


  ‘Yeah, that’s right. How did you know?’


  ‘I’m a detective on the side. Only how do we find the girl if you don’t even know her name?’


  ‘Miss Los Angeles.’


  ‘Dinner tonight. It’s as good as done.’


  
 



  Chapter Two


  Dallas licked already shiny lips. She stared at herself in the full-length mirror and adjusted the Miss Los Angeles sash. She wished that she could take it off, it ruined the

  whole effect of the leopard-skin bikini.


  Later in the evening, when she won, she would have to put on the stupid crown and cover herself with the fake ermine cloak. What a drag!


  Dallas knew she would win. She had taken steps to make certain she would.


  ‘You wearing a hair-piece?’ Miss Long Island asked bitchily, craning to see herself in me mirror.


  ‘Yeah,’ agreed Dallas,’ around the crotch!’


  Miss Long Island retreated angrily.


  Dallas peered at herself once more in the mirror. She did look her absolute best. She deserved to win. There really was no contest. Still, it was just as well that she had taken out

  insurance.


  ‘The judges are being introduced!’ someone shouted with excitement, and the girls in the dressing-room crowded round the closed circuit television set in the corner.


  A smile hovered round Dallas’s mouth. Five judges, and she had taken care of three of them. On those odds she could afford to feel secure.


  ‘First, the ladies,’ the announcer on television said, ‘and I would like to hear a big round of applause for that wonderful screen star, Miss April Crawford.’ April

  Crawford appeared, swathed in mink.


  ‘Now, someone we are always reading about – leader of fashion and fun, Lucy Mabel Mann.’


  ‘Isn’t she pretty!’ one of the girls exlaimed.


  Yes, agreed Dallas silently. And I should know, for it was only this morning that I visited her in her Central Park West duplex, and gave her the greatest head job she has ever had!


  ‘Now let’s hear it for Ramo Kaliffe, the man with the million dollar eyes.’


  Hello Ramo, thought Dallas. I took care of you last night, and you were more than grateful.


  ‘Petro Lorenz, writer and television personality. And lastly, Ed Kurlnik, of Kurlnik Motors fame.’


  Ed gave that short embarrassed smile that Dallas had grown to know so well over the last few months. She had been taking care of Ed for exactly sixteen weeks. Twice a week, Mondays and Fridays.

  It was no secret that he was a married man.


  The girls were being summoned together and hustled out the door. The parade was about to begin.


  Dallas shook out her mane of hair and strode confidently onto the stage.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Dallas Lunde, born twenty years previously at a small zoo her parents had off the main highway outside Miami. An uneventful childhood, no brothers or sisters, but plenty of

  animals to play with. Her parents didn’t believe in school, so they never bothered to send her.


  Sometimes, when he had the time, her father would tutor her in various subjects. He was particularly fond of geography and real life adventure.


  The three of them lived a very tight life; her parents had no friends. They were some kind of religious maniacs – following a cult all their own – which made them reject any

  contact with the outside world. The animals they looked after were their whole life.


  Dallas grew up alone. The zoo was off the beaten track, and the only other people she ever saw were the two-dollar-a-day visitors. Once a month her father went into town for supplies, and it

  wasn’t until Dallas was sixteen that he took her with him. She would always remember that day. The shops, the people, the cars and the noise. Along with the supplies her father collected a

  young man called Phil, who was to come and help out at the zoo. Unbeknown to Dallas he had also been picked out as a husband for her. She was given no choice. On her seventeenth birthday she and

  Phil were married.


  At the time it didn’t occur to her to object. Her parents’ words were law; she had never argued. She knew nothing of the world outside. She had never even seen television or

  movies. The only books she had ever read were about animals and wildlife.


  Phil was tall and nice-looking. He spoke softly. It was a shock when that evening he threw off her nightgown and violently deflowered her. The only sexual education she had received had been

  from observing the animals, but even they behaved with more gentleness than the man who was her husband.


  Night after night Phil demanded his rights. He never kissed or caressed her, merely lifted her nightdress and thrust himself in. Dallas accepted this. She worked hard during the day, and at

  night she cooked and cleaned and suffered her husband’s attentions, because this was the way she thought things were. When her mother became ill, her father decided they needed more help at

  the zoo, so he employed a young black couple named Burt and Ida Keyes. Dallas liked them immediately, they were always laughing and giggling, and they seemed so fond of each other. She

  couldn’t help watching them. She noticed the way they kept on touching each other, and the secret smiley little looks they exchanged.


  After several weeks she plucked up the courage to discuss this with Ida. ‘You and Burt are always feeling each other; kissing, things like that. Do you like it when he does . . . well .

  . . you know?’


  ‘Like it!’ Ida make a sucking sound of enjoyment. ‘I just couldn’t live without it!’


  Dallas studied Burt with new eyes. What made him so different from Phil? It couldn’t only be his black skin. It wasn’t long before she had the chance to find out. They were alone

  together one day cleaning out one of the cages, when Burt reached out and lazily pushed the hair off her forehead. Then he cupped her face in his hands, and kissed her long and hard. The feel of

  his tongue exploring her mouth created a vacuum of excitement in Dallas that she had never known before.


  He undid the buttons on her blouse, and exposed her breasts. All the time he was whispering endearments.


  Dallas could not have moved even if she had wanted to. She was powerless, thrilled, on the brink of a fantastic new discovery.


  Burt bent his head to her breasts, and she leaned back, hoping the moment would last forever. Then she saw the blood as it fell on her breasts from the cut above Burt’s eye. She heard

  the cursing as Phil lifted the stick to strike once more. She felt the shame sweep over her in a great wave.


  She jumped up, covering herself. Oh God, how could she ever face her friend Ida again?


  She ran back to the house and collected a few belongings, then she took twenty dollars from the dresser and fled.


  She had no idea where she was going, she just ran.


  On the highway she thumbed a ride, and it was only when she was settled in the front seat of the Ford car that she stopped to think.


  ‘Where to, sweetie?’ inquired the florid driver of the car, and he reached over and patted her on the knee.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Miss Los Angeles. A beautiful young lady of twenty whose vital statistics come out at a staggering 39-22-36. Dallas by name, a model, whose life ambition is to marry a

  fellow American – because – and I quote the lady herself – American men are so big and strong and handsome. Wowee folks, that’s some compliment.’


  Dallas paraded across the stage. The spotlight felt hot on her almost naked body. Stomach in. Bosom out. Head high. Fixed smile. Walk tall.


  She glanced briefly at the judges. Ed was regarding her like a proud father, and well he might. What was that sweet old-fashioned phrase? Sugar daddy. Yeah – that’s what he was, her

  sugar daddy.


  She had met him in Los Angeles, and he had transported her to New York and set her up in a very nice apartment. When she had heard he was to be a judge on ‘Miss Coast to Coast’ she

  had asked him to pull a few strings. He had done so, flown her to Los Angeles where she won the local contest, and now here she was. With connections it was as easy as that.


  Ed Kurlnik could pull a lot of strings if he so cared. He was an important man, head of the Kurlnik Motor dynasty – a vast corporation almost as large as the Ford empire.


  Dallas turned and flashed a smile at the television camera. Ed was most impressed at the fact that she was only twenty. He was sixty-one, and looked it. Money could buy most things, but it

  couldn’t turn back the clock. Having a young girlfriend made him feel virile and alive.


  ‘Honey-blonde hair, green eyes, five foot seven inches of beautiful woman. Let’s hear it for Miss Los Angeles – the lovely Dallas.’


  She turned and smiled one last time, then she was off the stage, and running back to the dressing-room.


  She unhooked the top of her bikini, stepped out of the tiny pants. Then, totally naked, she inched her way into a long green tube of a jersey dress. Nine hundred dollars’ worth, Ed had

  bought it for her. It fitted like a second skin, skimming her hips, clinging round her breasts, plunging back and front. She fluffed out her hair, licked her lips. She was ready.


  She watched the other contestants on the closed circuit television. Some were pretty, some cute, but none could hold a candle.


  ‘You sure think you’re hot shit!’ Miss Long Island hissed.


  ‘Served your way. Right up the ass!’ replied Dallas calmly. They were all jealous of her and well they might be. She was going to win. Of that there was no doubt.


  

    *   *   *


  


  The man in the car had taken her to a motel. She was grateful to him, she had nowhere else to go.


  He was about her father’s age. He wore a brightly patterned sports shirt, and baggy beige trousers.


  ‘Say, girly, what ya gonna do to, make an old man happy?’ he asked.


  Dallas sat quietly on the corner of the double bed. What was she going to do?


  ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ the man suggested, ‘and I’ll go and get us some beers.’


  Dallas sat unmoving. She didn’t know what to do. If she hadn’t met this kind man she would still be put on the highway thumbing a lift. She had made the move, she couldn’t

  go back. Phil would kill her. Her parents would never talk to her again, and as for Ida . . .


  The man returned, carrying a plastic bag from which he produced a six pack of beer, and a box of Ritz crackers. ‘We’ll have ourselves our own little party.’ He switched on

  the television, and drew the curtains. Then he snapped open a can of beer, and handed it to her. He was sweating a lot, small rivulets running down his face.


  Dallas sipped from the can. She had never tasted beer before. Her eyes were glued to the television set. So much going on. So many new experiences.


  ‘You gonna get undressed?’ the man inquired, licking his lips and sticking a fat fist into the Ritz crackers.


  ‘Why?’ asked Dallas carefully, not at all sure what it was he wanted from her.


  ‘Ha!’ exclaimed the man, ‘I’ll take care of you, girly, don’t worry on that score.’ He unzipped his trousers and struggled out of them. He had sunburned

  thighs, and underpants that matched his shirt.’ Come on, girly,’ he insisted, ‘let’s go.’


  So this was the price of a bed. Dallas sighed. She knew what he wanted now. Well, it couldn’t be any worse than it was with Phil.


  She felt nervous and unsure. But if it meant a bed for the night . . .


  She had no money, no choice. The only alternative was returning home, and she couldn’t do that. This man would look after her, he was a fatherly type, he had behaved kindly.


  She stood up and removed her jeans, and the man moved forward and took off her pants. Then, sweating more than ever, he removed his own pants, and pushed her back on the bed. He was

  struggling with a rubber thing, fitting it over his penis.


  Dallas closed her eyes, bit down on her lip and counted silently. With Phil she never got as far as fifty, with this man it only took to fifteen, and then he was grunting and heaving, and it

  was over. He hadn’t been as rough as Phil. It was almost painless.


  ‘You’re a little beauty!’ exclaimed the man, you been at it long?’


  ‘Oh,’ said Dallas vaguely, ‘I guess so.’ She went to the bathroom and put her pants and jeans back on. She stared blankly at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were

  tear-filled, but she couldn’t cry, nobody was forcing her to do anything. Quietly she went back into the bedroom and settled on the bed in front of the television.


  Half naked, the man was asleep, his snores hardly disturbing her.


  In the morning she awoke with a start. She had fallen asleep in front of the television still in her clothes. She looked around for the man, but he was gone. On the beside table there was a

  note and a twenty-dollar bill. The note read – ‘Vacate room by twelve, all paid for. Thank you.’


  Where was he? Why had he deserted her? Maybe she hadn’t pleased him. Why had he left twenty dollars?’ Did he know she had no money?


  Puzzled, Dallas ate the rest of the Ritz crackers while watching television. Then, at twelve o’clock, she was back on the highway.


  

    *   *   *


  


  There were six finalists. Nervously they huddled together backstage waiting for the results.


  Dallas stood slightly apart, aware of the fact that a television camera was trained on them to catch every nuance of disappointment. She tried not to look too confident. She smiled slightly and

  parted her lips appealingly. Let all the guys in the audience drool. She knew she looked great. She knew she was a winner.


  They were announcing the three winners now.


  Miss Kansas City was third. She squealed with delight and kissed the girl nearest to her before rushing onto the stage.


  Miss Miami Beach was second. ‘Oh my God!’ she muttered, the colour draining from her face. And she had to be pushed onto the stage.


  Here it comes, thought Dallas, here comes my little bit of fame – here comes my passport to better things. If any of those sonsofbitches have double-crossed me . . .


  ‘And now the winner – “Miss Coast to Coast” – the beautiful – Dallas! Miss Los Angeles!’


  She pulled in her stomach, threw back her shoulders and walked confidently onto the stage.


  Flashbulbs were popping, the audience was applauding and cheering. Maybe she would have won it without taking out insurance . . . She seemed like a popular choice.


  The MC was grabbing her excitedly – ‘Miss Coast to Coast! Miss Coast to Coast!’ he kept on screaming.


  She smiled towards the television cameras. The previous year’s winner was placing the sash around her. Ramo Kaliffe was placing the crown on her head. ‘Later,’ he

  whispered.


  ‘Maybe,’ she whispered back. Maybe not – she thought. Wouldn’t do to let Ed find out there were others . . .


  Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Ed, he was smiling proudly. He had been smiling the first time she had met him, but that had been for different reasons . . .


  

    *   *   *


  


  Dallas thumbed a lift into Miami with a truck driver. He chewed gum and barely spoke to her. When he stopped the truck to let her out she had hesitated.


  ‘Whassamatter?’ he asked.


  ‘I thought you might want to keep me with you . . .’ she ventured.


  ‘Aw, shit!’ he spat on the sidewalk. ‘I got daughters older than you. Go peddle it at the Fontainebleau.’


  The truck drove off and she was left standing there. Go peddle it at the Fontainebleau – what did that mean?


  ‘Excuse me?’ she asked a woman at a bus stop. ‘Is there a Fontainebleau Street?’ The woman shook her head. ‘Fontainebleau Hotel,’ she suggested, ‘but

  that’s over on Collins Avenue.’


  ‘How do I get there?’


  The woman looked her over. ‘Goin’ for a job?’


  ‘Er – yes.’


  ‘Come with me on the bus, I’ll tell you when we get there. Hadn’t you better smarten up?’


  ‘I will later,’ agreed Dallas. She was wearing her standard clothes of old jeans, a T-shirt, and sandals. Perhaps she should brush her hair and wash her face. She was beginning to

  feel extremely hungry.


  The Fontainebleau Hotel seemed a large and formidable place. Dallas hung around outside for a while and watched the people emerging and collecting their cars. Two girls walked by in beach

  clothes, and Dallas fell into step behind them as they entered the hotel. The huge air-conditioned lobby seemed even more formidable, so Dallas followed the two girls into an elevator. They took it

  down to a lower level, and emerged into an arcade of shops. She smelled the restaurant, and wondered how much a sandwich would cost. While she stood outside wondering, a group of men appeared. They

  were middle-aged and jolly. They were shouting at each other in friendly tones, and clapping each other on the back.


  ‘Excuse me?’ Dallas asked the nearest one, ‘how much is a sandwich?’


  This question produced much hilarity, and they crowded round her, staring and laughing.


  ‘What you doin’ here?’ one of them finally asked. ‘You don’t look like you belong here.’


  ‘I’m . . . er . . . looking for a job.’


  ‘What sort of a job?’


  Dallas shrugged. ‘Anything where someone will take care of me.’


  ‘If you’ll have a bath, I’ll take care of you,’ one of them suggested leeringly.


  ‘All right,’ said Dallas seriously.


  ‘I think I just got lucky!’ he joked to the others.


  Dallas stared at him. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked. This time she wanted to know, then maybe he couldn’t run off in the middle of the night.


  ‘Frank’ he said, ‘you can call me Frankie.’


  The others were walking off into the restaurant. ‘I’ll see you guys later,’ volunteered Frankie.


  ‘Make sure she takes a bath,’ one of them said as a parting shot, ‘don’t want to carry anything back to Irma!’ They all departed laughing.


  Now they were alone Frankie lost some of his strut. ‘You look awfully young,’ he said, ‘you sure you old enough?’


  ‘Twenty dollars’ stated Dallas, ‘and a sandwich.’ She was learning fast.


  
 



  Chapter Three


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Linda firmly, ‘but she wouldn’t come.’


  ‘Wouldn’t come?’ echoed Al and Paul in unison.


  That’s right. You got it in one.’


  ‘You didn’t tell her it was me,’ exclaimed Al in disgust.


  ‘Of course I told her it was you. I said, “Al King – the famous singer – would like you to be his guest for dinner tonight.” ’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And she smiled, flashed those lethal teeth, and said, “that’s nice but I’m busy.” ’


  ‘Busy!’


  ‘She probably was busy. After all, the girl just won “Miss Coast to Coast”. There were horny little guys all over the place, I was tripping over them.’


  Al shook his head in amazement: ‘I guess she didn’t believe you. I suppose she thought you were putting her on.’


  ‘Maybe,’ said Linda irritably, ‘I don’t carry an official document stating I am a certified pimp for Al King.’


  ‘Perhaps you should,’ said Al, ‘that way you . . .’


  ‘Come on, you two,’ interrupted Paul quickly, ‘the girl’s probably married or engaged or something.’


  ‘Since when has that made any difference?’ asked Al, moodily.


  ‘I have, however, managed to acquire a consolation prize,’ stated Linda. ‘Miss Miami Beach is waiting in the lobby for us, so someone believed me.’


  ‘Fuck Miss Miami Beach!’ said Al dourly.


  ‘I thought that was the whole idea,’ replied Linda. ‘She’s downstairs, gorgeously pretty, and creaming her white lace panties at the thought of meeting you!’


  ‘Great!’ exclaimed Paul. ‘She came second, didn’t she? Shall I get them to send her up, Al?


  ‘I thought we were going out to dinner,’ said Linda coldly. She was fed up with the whole thing. She hated Paul when he was with Al, she wished that just once he would tell his

  brother to shut up.


  ‘Tomorrow,’ said Al, ‘I’ll have lunch with her tomorrow.’


  ‘With who? Miss Miami Beach?’


  ‘The original one – the piece that won – Dallas – that’s her name.’


  ‘I can’t arrange it,’ said Linda quickly.


  ‘I wouldn’t ask you to. Paul can take care of it, can’t you, boyo? Come on, let’s go, I fancy some Italian food. How does that grab everyone?’


  Linda bit back a swift retort. It didn’t grab her at all, in fact it was the last thing she fancied. But she had learned not to argue with Al. What Al wanted, Paul wanted, and she was not

  ready to put her relationship with Paul to the test. If it came down to the crunch, who would Paul side with? One day she would be ready to find out. But not now, not yet.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Miss Miami Beach waited in the lobby. She was a creamy-looking blonde with puffed-out hair and baby blue eyes. She leapt up at the sight of Al. ‘Oh my goodness!’ she

  exclaimed, ‘this is like a wonderful dream!’


  Al smiled and took her by the hand. ‘Why didn’t you come first? You’re the prettiest.’


  ‘Oh, thank you. I won two thousand dollars. I’m going to go to Hollywood for a screen test too. If s the most heavenly evening of my life. And now meeting you . . .’


  ‘Are you wearing knicks?’


  ‘Pardon me?’


  ‘Knickers. Drawers. Panties.’


  ‘I don’t understand . . .’


  Linda shot Al a cold look. ‘He’s joking,’ she said, ‘his sense of humour is sometimes obscure.’


  Al laughed. ‘Oh Linda. If only you and I had met first, what a couple we would have made.’


  ‘Yeah,’ agreed Linda sarcastically, ‘a real fun couple.’


  ‘What was the girl that won like?’ Al turned his attention back to Miss Miami Beach.


  She wrinkled up her nose. ‘Horrible. Nobody liked her. She wasn’t friendly at all.’


  ‘But a great looker.’


  ‘If you like that type. I never thought she would win. We were all hoping she wouldn’t.’


  ‘Naughty little girls. Were you mean to her?’


  ‘She was mean to us. She was a – well she was a bitch.’


  ‘We’re going to eat spaghetti, with clams and meatballs. Then we’re going to come back to the hotel and I’m going to let you breathe garlic sauce all over my cock. You do

  know what a cock is, don’t you?’


  ‘Oh. Er – yes.’


  ‘Good girl. You and I are going to get along fine.’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Two hours later their table for four had swelled to ten.


  ‘Al shouldn’t drink,’ Linda complained, ‘who are all these people?’


  ‘You know Al,’ replied Paul, ‘he likes to have people around.’


  ‘I wish you’d stop saying you know Al. Yes, I know him, and most of the time I find him a big fat pain.’


  ‘I wish the two of you would get along. It would make my life a lot easier.’


  ‘I can’t help it, he just behaves so badly, bossing people around, intimidating that little blonde – he’s done nothing but make obscene suggestions to her all

  night.’


  ‘She loves it.’


  ‘She doesn’t love it. She’s just too overawed to object. He makes fun of people – cruel fun.’


  ‘You take things too seriously.’


  ‘Maybe I do. Maybe it’s because I hardly ever see you, and when I do I want us to be alone together. I want to cook for you, and make love to you. I don’t want to watch you

  being a yes man to your brother.’


  ‘Your bitching is starting to get on my nerves.’


  ‘So sorry.’ She felt tears sting the back of her eyelids and she fought for control. If only she didn’t love Paul so goddamn much. If only she wasn’t so jealous of

  him. When he left her he had another life neatly waiting for him. A wife. Two kids. A home. And what did she have? A lousy apartment and a half-assed career. It wasn’t fair. She had so much

  to give to the right man. Was that man Paul? She was beginning to wonder.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Take off your clothes,’ said Al. He was sitting fully clothed on the bed in his hotel suite.


  ‘Now?’ asked Miss Miami Beach hesitantly.


  ‘No – tomorrow,’ Al replied sarcastically, ‘Come on – strip off. Let’s see the form that made you number two.’


  ‘Can we turn the lights off?’


  ‘I don’t want the lights off.’


  ‘I’ve got a scar.’


  ‘What sort of scar?’


  ‘Appendix. It sort of embarrasses me.’


  ‘Bullshit. Clothes off or out.’


  Slowly she unzipped her dress and stepped out of it. She was wearing a flesh-coloured bra and lace briefs.


  ‘Will you sign one of your albums for me?’ she asked.


  ‘I’ll do better than that, get that felt pen from the dresser and come over here.’


  She did as she was told.


  ‘Take your bra off,’ he instructed.


  She did so.


  Roughly he grabbed her left breast, and holding it steady he scrawled Al. He repeated the process with King on the right one.


  She was breathing heavily, and her breasts signed with his name were featuring erect nipples.


  ‘Get dressed,’ Al sighed, ‘go home. I’m tired.’


  ‘But . . .’ she began.


  Why did they always have to argue? Wasn’t it enough they had spent time with him, been seen with him?


  ‘Out!’ said Al sharply.


  Miss Miami Beach snatched up her clothes, and turning her back she began to dress.


  Al waited impatiently. Why were the majority of females quick as a flash at getting out of their clothes, and yet it took them forever to put them on again?


  At last she was finished, and she turned towards Al. ‘Was it something I did?’ she asked meekly.


  Al shrugged. Conversation she wanted now!


  ‘Well,’ she sighed, ‘I guess I’ll always remember tonight Maybe I’ll see you in Hollywood.’ She waited for him to reply, but he had shut his eyes and was

  feigning sleep. ‘Goodbye then,’ she said softly, and tiptoed out.


  He waited until he heard the door shut, then he got up, switched on the television, fixed himself a scotch and coke. It was four in the morning and he wasn’t tired. He felt like a little

  action – a game of poker or craps. But this wasn’t Vegas, and he didn’t know where it would all be happening. On impulse he decided to phone Edna. There was no delay, so he got

  right through.


  ‘Al?’ questioned Edna sleepily, ‘is anything wrong?’


  Edna had a hangup about spending money. She still assumed that to go to the expense of telephoning from America meant instant disaster.


  ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ assured Al, ‘just thought I’d see how you were,’


  ‘I’m fine. You only left yesterday. Are you sure nothing’s the matter?’


  Oh God. Why couldn’t she just accept the fact that he had called for the pleasure of hearing her voice. ‘Is Evan around?’


  ‘He’s asleep. Al, these calls are so expensive, I wish you wouldn’t waste your money.’


  It was always your money. Never our money. If Edna had her way they would still be living in one room. She had never learned to accept his success gracefully. She always predicted gloom. If the

  truth were known she was a miserable woman. He had to twist her arm to get her to go out and buy herself a new dress.


  ‘Wake him up, Edna. I want to say hello.’


  ‘He’s got school tomorrow.’


  ‘OK. So don’t wake him up.’


  ‘I’ll tell him you phoned.’


  ‘All right, tell him in the morning.’


  ‘Goodbye, Al.’


  ‘Goodbye, Edna.’


  She couldn’t wait to hang up. Waste not. Want not. Her favourite motto.


  Edna probably would have been the perfect wife for a guy with no money. But as the wife of a superstar she was a total loss.


  Al phoned room service. Bacon and eggs. Christ – but he must keep a sharp eye on the weight. Al knew what was happening every minute of the time. On stage he had to look great, and to look

  great he had to be thin. It was a lot easier to keep your weight down when you were twenty-seven. At thirty-seven, bulges appeared where they shouldn’t, and they were hell to get rid of.

  However – one portion of bacon and eggs, some champagne to swill it down with. He would cut out breakfast. He would save himself for lunch.


  Dallas – funny name for a girl. She was certainly a great looker. If he was lucky she just might be able to hold his interest for an afternoon.


  Probably another dumb bitch though. They were all dumb. Starstruck pushovers. They would fuck for money. Fame. Power. Whatever happened to good old lust?


  

    *   *   *


  


  Bernie Suntan stretched in front of the Beverly Hills Hotel pool. ‘Jesus H!’ he exclaimed. If they were givin’ out tickets for happiness this would be

  it!’


  ‘Mr Suntan,’ a female voice boomed through the loudspeaker. ‘Telephone for Mr Suntan.’


  Bernie heaved himself up. Two hundred and sixty pounds of fifty-two-year-old flesh, every inch – except a few crucial ones – heavily suntanned. He wore white boxer shorts trimmed

  with a Mickey Mouse motif, purple sunglasses, a white peak cap which bore the legend ‘Everybody Likes It’, and a lot of solid gold jewellery. Underneath the cap the dome of his head was

  totally bald, but halfway down his scalp a profusion of blond curls sprouted and luxuriated well past the back of his neck.


  ‘I’m the oldest hippie in the business!’ Bernie would often announce. And nobody ever argued with him.


  En route to the telephone Bernie stopped to greet people. ‘Hey, Rod baby, where’s the kilt?’ ‘David Tebet – my favourite man – when did you get back? Good to

  see you.’ ‘Princess! How do you look! How does she look?’


  He finally reached the phone and snapped into a rapid business dialogue. Apart from being the oldest hippie in the business Bernie Suntan had the reputation of being one of the top press agents.

  If you wanted action, call for Bernie. It would cost you, but it would be worth it. Right now he was setting up the public relations side of the Al King tour. And setting it up right. Every city

  had to roll past like clockwork. No riots. No trouble with the local police. No drugs. No bad publicity.


  He didn’t worry about Al too much, the only thing you had to watch out with him was the women and gambling. But the others on the tour could cause trouble, and by doing so give the whole

  caboodle a bad name.


  For a start Bernie was doubtful about the three black girls who were to be Al’s backing singers. The Promises. Three beautiful girls – if you liked spades and frankly that

  wasn’t Bernie’s particular scene. So they sung up a storm, but what about their private lives? One of them married to a drummer who just drew three for dealing. One of them making out

  with a certain minor mafioso. And the third young enough to be definite jailbait. Three ding-a-lings. Bernie wasn’t happy about having them along.


  Then he had also heard talk that Al was planning to bring his son. Well what was that all about? A sex symbol superstar dragging along his teenage son. Bad image. Very bad image. If he

  did come he would have to be pushed very much into the background. Like completely out of sight.


  Bernie had big plans for Al in Hollywood. As far as he was concerned it would be the publicity pinnacle of the whole trip. The stars would be brought out in force to meet the great Al King.

  There would be parties, receptions, interviews. There was so much to get together before the start of the tour. Everything had to be planned down to the last detail. Nothing could go wrong. Bernie

  was staking a lot on this tour – he had been offered an incredible deal that would take him out of the publicity business forever and into the heady world of production. If all went off

  without a hitch Bernie had no doubt the job would be his.


  ‘Hey,’ he yelled into the phone, ‘I want the best. Everywhere we go – the best.’


  
 



  Chapter Four


  Edna King sat in the kitchen with eyes downcast, trying to shut out the slightly hysterical voice of her sister-in-law.


  ‘It’s bloody disgusting!’ shrieked Melanie. ‘Honestly, Edna, I just don’t know why you stand for it. I wouldn’t, I’ll tell you

  straight.’


  It’s all lies,’ muttered Edna, going over to the fridge, opening it, and staring vacantly inside.


  ‘You know that, I know that. But don’t think that everyone who reads it is going to think that. They’ll eat it up. The public loves a bit of juicy gossip. What

  are you looking for?’


  ‘Nothing.’ Edna shut the fridge and came and sat back at the table.


  ‘Anyway,’ continued Melanie, ‘what about Evan? It can’t be much fun for him reading all this junk about his father.’


  ‘I’ll hide it from Evan.’


  The boys at school will show him.’


  ‘Oh, Melanie!’ Edna’s eyes filled with despairing tears, ‘What can I do?’


  Melanie smiled triumphantly. ‘You know what you can do, I’ve told you enough times. If you really want to put a stop to all the gossip and lies, you can go on the tour

  with Al.’


  ‘But . . .’


  ‘No buts. I know what you’re going to say. Al likes to travel alone. He worries when you’re along. He likes you in the background. Well, shit, Edna. If you want to put a stop

  to the gossip you must be seen by his side.’


  ‘Maybe you’re right. . .’


  ‘Of course I’m right. And I’ll come too, you won’t be alone. Will you tell Al? Or do you want me to?’


  ‘No.’ Edna jumped up nervously. ‘I’ll mention it.’


  ‘Don’t mention it – tell him.’ Melanie stood up. ‘I’ve got to be off, hairdressing appointment. Now don’t forget, when he gets home tomorrow tell

  him.’


  Edna nodded unsurely.


  Outside the house Melanie climbed into her new white Simca sports car. Edna wouldn’t tell him. Edna was scared shitless of him. If only she was married to Al. Oh boy, but things

  would be different then. Unfortunately she had picked the wrong brother. Paul just basked in the aura of a star – what she needed was the real thing.


  Al liked her, he had always liked her. In fact . . . Melanie smiled. If she was married to him he wouldn’t have to spend his life whoring around. Edna was a drag. Fat and dreary,

  not even pretty. What on earth had Al ever seen in her?


  Melanie wanted to go on the tour. She would give anything to go on the tour. But – and it was a big but – as long as Edna wasn’t going there was no way she could be

  aboard. She had nagged and cajoled Paul, but he had pointed out that as long as Al wasn’t taking Edna it would be impossible for him to take her. And of course Al had no desire to take Edna.

  It would restrict his activities.


  So Melanie was stuck, and the only hope was to prod Edna into a little action – and that was a difficult task. Edna thought the sun shone out of Al’s ass, and even if she actually

  caught him screwing some hooker she would have a mouthful of excuses ready on his behalf.


  Melanie pulled up her car on the double yellow line outside Mr Capone’s and got out. She was blonde and pretty, with slightly pointed features, fashionably thin in all the right places,

  with a reasonable-sized bosom, and long dancer’s legs. It was her legs that had first attracted Paul’s attention. It was her legs that first attracted everyone’s attention;

  She remembered, with a little smile, Manny Shorto, the Manny Shorto – famous but elderly American comedian. He had started on her legs and worked his way up . . . But then the bastard

  had run out on her . . . And she had met Paul. She had been one of the dancers on an Al King television spectacular. Paul had invited her out, and a year later they had married. Materially she had

  everything she wanted. It wasn’t enough.


  She swayed into Mr Capone’s, throwing her jacket at the receptionist. Mr Capone himself stepped forward to do her hair.


  ‘Hi there,’ she smiled lazily, catching his attention with her eyes, and holding it.


  Mr Capone responded with a lingering look of his own. He was all tight trousers and teeth. He ran his hands through her hair. ‘What do you want today?’ he inquired.


  Melanie smiled. ‘Paul’s coming back tomorrow, so you’d better make it something fuckable!’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Edna didn’t smoke or drink. Her weakness in times of crisis was eating. As soon as Melanie had departed she returned to the fridge and stared yet again at the contents.

  There was nothing she fancied. Nothing with chocolate or cream or pastry.


  The maid came into the kitchen, and Edna shut the fridge guiltily. She could never get used to the servants. She hated having them around. A maid to do the work. A cook to prepare the meals. A

  chauffeur to take care of the shopping. What was there left for her to do?


  ‘Can I get you something, madam?’ asked the maid.


  ‘Nothing, thank you.’ Edna picked up the newspaper with the vitriolic gossip item that Melanie had brought over and left the kitchen. She wandered into the garden: it was a nice day,

  sunny and warm. She hoped that the good weather would last over the weekend. Al enjoyed sitting by the pool, it did him good to be able to relax.


  Maybe Melanie was right. Maybe she should go on the tour. She didn’t relish the thought much, doing anything with Al publicly was a frightening experience. But it would put a stop

  to all these terrible rumours . . .


  Al had mentioned he might take Evan along. She didn’t like that idea at all, the boy was difficult enough as it was. Bad tempered, lazy, untidy, rude. However, without Evan at home

  it would be so quiet, and she could handle him, she understood him. He was a growing boy and needed the presence of his mother close by.


  Edna sighed. Perhaps she should have gone to the hairdressers with Melanie. She wanted to look pretty for Al, she had been trying to diet but it wasn’t easy. Anyway he was always saying

  that he liked her just the way she was. ‘I like something to grab hold of,’ he would comment.


  On the other hand Melanie was always nagging at her to do something with herself. ‘You must lose weight,’ she would insist, ‘why don’t you come to the health club

  with me?’ Edna remembered her day at the health club with cringing embarrassment. Perfectly made-up girls in white mini dresses who looked like they had come straight from the hairdressers

  verbally pulled her to pieces. ‘You’re very overweight.’ ‘Your skin is in a neglected state.’ ‘Your hair is lifeless.’ ‘You need massage, sauna,

  scalp treatment, colouring, tinting, skin therapy, a professional make-up.’


  Edna had got through the day somehow, and she had to admit that when she emerged she did look almost glamorous. But the price had been ridiculous, and Al had hardly noticed any difference. That

  had been three months previously and she hadn’t bothered to go back.


  ‘Do you want to swim, Mrs King?’


  Edna jumped. It was Nelson, the odd job man, who also attended to the maintenance of the swimming pool.


  ‘No thank you, Nelson.’


  ‘You sure? Won’t take me but a minute to get my equipment out.’ He leered knowingly at her.


  ‘No.’ Edna shook her head. She didn’t like Nelson, there was something not quite nice about him. He had only been with them six weeks, and when she had complained to Al about

  him he had said, ‘Give him a chance. It’s not that easy to get people to work for you today.’


  Nelson was watching her, and she tried to avoid his penetrating stare. It was no good, she couldn’t feel at ease in front of him. Abruptly she turned and went back into the house. Was it

  her imagination or could she hear Nelson laughing? She would really have to talk to Al about him again.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Evan King sat chewing on his fingernails in the back of the chauffeured Rolls. He huddled into the upholstery hoping as usual that not too many people would notice him. He was a

  very thin boy, with acned skin and greasy brown hair.


  He resented the fact that every day he had to be ferried to and from school in a Rolls Royce. ‘Why can’t I take my bike?’ he constantly demanded of Edna.


  ‘It’s not my decision,’ she would reply. ‘You know that your father insists on security.’


  ‘Balls!’ Evan would mumble in reply. He hated his bloody father. Bloody Al King. What a burden it was to go through school with someone like that for your father. The other kids gave

  him hell about it. Evan looked forward to the end of term with unconcealed joy. It was his last term, the end of school forever. He couldn’t wait.


  The Rolls dropped him off in front of the house, and Evan kicked at the gravel drive moodily. He anticipated his mother’s questions. Hello, dear. Did you have a good day? What was for

  lunch? Who did you talk to? Is anyone corning over?


  She bloody knew no one was coming over. They never did, except maybe once to check out Al King’s house, and then to sneer. Three colour televisions. A billiards room. A

  swimming pool.


  ‘Evan! Evan!’ Nelson was calling to him from the side of the house.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Come here for a minute, got something to show you.’


  Evan followed Nelson to the shed he used. ‘Seen these?’ said Nelson, proudly thrusting a pile of magazines upon him.


  Evan squatted down on the ground and leafed through the magazines. They featured titles like Sun Child, Birds of Nature and Pussy. They consisted entirely of females in various

  stages of undress.


  ‘Where did you get them?’ asked Evan, slowly.


  ‘I found them. Nice, aren’t they? Some lovely little birds in there, real tasty little pieces. Nice. Aren’t they nice then? I’ll sell you the lot for a quid.’


  ‘OK,’ agreed Evan quickly. He stuffed the magazines in his school satchel and fished in his blazer pocket for some money.


  ‘I could get you the real thing for a tenner,’ offered Nelson, slyly. ‘Ever had the real thing?’


  ‘Course,’ said Evan weakly.


  ‘Yes,’ agreed Nelson, ‘I expect your old dad passes a few your way.’ He laughed knowingly. ‘I bet he’s got crumpet knee deep.’


  ‘See you,’ said Evan, and headed for the house. Now if he could only avoid his mother he could settle down and really get a good look at the magazines.


  ‘Evan, dear.’ Edna sprang at him from outside the kitchen. ‘How was school today?’


  ‘OK.’


  ‘Your father telephoned from New York last night. He sends you his love.’


  ‘What did he want?’


  ‘Just to see how we were.’


  ‘Did he mention the tour? I can go on it, can’t I?’


  ‘I suppose so. Whatever your father says. I was thinking that perhaps I might come too.’


  ‘You,’ stated Evan scornfully, ‘why would you want to come?’


  ‘I just thought it would be nice for both of us to go . . .’


  ‘That’s a lousy idea. It stinks. I don’t want to go if you’re going.’


  ‘Oh, Evan.’ Edna bit her lip, ‘why ever not?’


  ‘Because you spy on me. You’re always asking me questions. Anyway, I’d like to be with dad alone.’


  Edna nodded miserably. Where had they gone wrong with Evan? They had given him everything, denied him nothing. Yet he was full of hostilities and resentments. ‘Is anyone coming

  over?’ she asked.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Do you want some tea?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Edna scurried off to the kitchen to prepare him a tray. He was going through a difficult time. It was his age. She understood. He was just a child. Although when she had been sixteen she

  had been pregnant, and shortly after, married.


  Edna sighed. She wished Al was home, she hated it when he was away.


  
 



  Chapter Five


  Things were beginning to grow hazy. She had won. She was a star. And prepared as Dallas had been, the fuss and activity around her was startling. Photographers. Television

  cameras. People. Men. And a sudden tinge of respect reserved for a person who was about to become a personality. Dallas liked it, in fact she loved it. But she wanted to get rid of the cheesy cloak

  and crown. Most of all she wanted a drink.


  At last the photographers were finished, and she was escorted back to the dressing-room to collect her belongings. The organizers of the contest seemed intent on taking her over. She was their

  ‘Miss Coast to Coast’, and as such they expected to make quite a bit of money promoting her for the year she would carry the title. She had won ten thousand dollars prize money, a

  screen test, and the chance of making a lot more money by accepting the various contracts to promote products that would be waved in her direction. For the time being she was being given a suite at

  the Plaza for a week, a car and chauffeur for the same period, and a list of immediate engagements that she would be expected to fulfil.


  She was also being given a permanent escort, Mrs Fields, a middle-aged lady hired to keep a firm eye on the winner, and an even firmer eye on the winner’s reputation. ‘Miss Coast to

  Coast’ was supposed to represent the young, good, clean image of American girlhood. Dallas couldn’t help giggling at that thought.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Dallas Lunde survived the hazards of staying in Miami with hardly any money, no permanent residence, and no job, for almost three months.


  She quickly picked up the pattern of the way things were. No man was permanent. They came and they went, and the trick was to find one who wasn’t just a one-nighter.


  The conventions were the best hunting grounds, and sometimes Dallas found herself with a man who might even stay as long as six or seven days.


  She soon developed a routine. She got up late in whichever hotel room she had spent the night. Then she would order a substantial breakfast, watch television for a few hours, and if the man

  she was with had checked out, she would saunter down to the beach or swimming pool and look for a likely replacement. There was no shortage of replacements. She began to use make-up, bought herself

  some new clothes. In a way it was a whole exciting new life.


  She had started to copy the way people talked on television. She loved the old Lana Turner movies, and moulded herself on the good-time girl with a heart of gold.


  It did not occur to her that the type of life she was leading might be wrong. Sexually she derived no enjoyment from her encounters with the mainly older men she slept with. They seemed more

  than delighted with her, and she tried to please. They didn’t bother her, they didn’t hurt her, and most of the time she was free to watch television which was teaching her so much

  about life.


  Then one day she met Bobbie.


  It had been a fairly normal week. A married man in his fifties had kept her in his room for three days. He was in from Chicago on a toilet tissue convention. On his last night he became

  restless. ‘Know any other broads?’ he questioned.


  Dallas shrugged. ‘Nope.’


  ‘I fancy a sandwich, a nice thick juicy little sandwich. Rye one side, white the other. Can you handle that?’


  Dallas smiled vaguely. She had no idea what he was talking about.


  The man phoned the desk clerk and made some mumbled requests. Half an hour later Bobbie arrived. She was a tall black girl, wearing denim hot pants, boots, a lace-up sweater, and a curly wig.

  She had an incredible rounded jutting-out ass, and a flashing dazzling smile.


  She greeted the man with a friendly kiss and a ‘hey baby sugar. We gonna have ourselves a party.’ Then she requested a hundred dollars which she tucked safely into her boots.

  ‘This your wife?’ she asked, indicating Dallas. She had a habit of emphasizing the last word of every sentence.


  ‘Just another hooker,’ the man said, and a thick excitement was creeping into his voice.


  Dallas sat watching bemusedly.


  ‘Well!’ exclaimed Bobbie, arms akimbo, ‘watcha want, man? What’s your pleasure?’


  ‘Undress me. Both of you.’


  ‘Sure, sweetie honey. Bobbie will do a job on you that you ain’t never gonna forget.’ She turned and smiled at Dallas. ‘You gonna help out, sister?’


  Dallas stood up. She was wearing a red bikini.


  Bobbie grinned at her, ‘We all gonna have ourselves a little fun. Good clean dirty fun!’


  She wriggled out of her hot pants, revealing a thick bush of wiry pubic hair. ‘Take your drawers off’ she instructed Dallas, ‘let’s get this dude really in the mood. I

  don’t want no limp dicks come hangin’ out at me when I peel down his pants.’


  Dallas slipped off the bottom half of her bikini, and for the first time since Burt Keyes she felt a strange sexual stirring.


  ‘Let’s get this show shakin’. Lie down, mister, I’m a gonna give it to you good!’ Bobbie slithered his clothes off him as he lay immobile. Dallas stood

  watching as Bobbie casually hoisted herself on top of him.


  ‘Come on, baby,’ Bobbie encouraged, ‘show him your titties, sit on his face, do somethin’!’


  The situation was strange to Dallas. She didn’t know what to do. And all the time there was this strange building excitement. She unhooked her bikini top.


  ‘Hey momma!’ shrieked Bobbie, bouncing happily up and down, ‘you have got yourself a real pair!’ She climbed off the man, leaving him gasping. ‘Wanna see a show,

  daddy? Wanna see a little female action?’


  The man nodded, his face red, his eyes bulging.


  ‘So!’ stated Bobbie, and she smiled at Dallas. ‘Watcha say, sister? You wanna be the fella? Or will you leave it all to big bad Bobbie?’


  ‘I don’t know . . .’ stammered Dallas. This was one situation that television hadn’t covered.


  ‘Lie down,’ said Bobbie with a wicked grin, ‘I always did like virgins!’


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘You’re a very lucky girl,’ Mrs Fields said crisply, as they sat in the limousine whisking them to the luxury of the Plaza.


  ‘Yeah,’ replied Dallas in mocking tones, ‘a lucky little girl.’


  Mrs Fields looked at her sharply; she hoped this one wasn’t going to be difficult. The previous year’s winner had been a sweet child, but the year before that the girl had been a

  bitch and caused everyone a lot of trouble.


  ‘There will be a photo call at nine thirty in the morning. Usual thing, sitting up in bed wearing a nightie and the crown. Then we’re to go to the office for you to sign some

  contracts. Lunch will be with a representative of a wool firm, if they decide to sign you it could be most lucrative. In the afternoon you open a supermarket, and in the evening you will go to the

  premier of Guns at Dawn. Do you have a boyfriend?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Good. Much better that way. Boyfriends can get very jealous. This title will make a lot of difference to your life, you will be amazed at all the important people you’ll meet.

  “Miss Coast to Coast” 1966 married a Senator. She was a lovely girl.’


  ‘Was he?’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Joke.’


  ‘Oh. Well anyway, there are a few things you would do well to remember. You will be in the public eye for a year, and if you conduct your private life discreetly it will be much better for

  all concerned. A lot of men will be after you, but as far as this title is concerned morals are most important. My advice to you – and I have been looking after “Miss Coast to

  Coast” for thirteen years – is to not let it all go to your head. Remember your home and your family. Remember your grass roots.’


  Dallas choked back a laugh.


  ‘I shall be staying at the Plaza with you for a week,’ Mrs Fields continued. ‘During that time your year’s reign will be planned, and we will find you a suitable place to

  live, and of course, after that, I will accompany you on any out-of-town trips, and I will always be available for help and advice.’


  ‘Sounds like a heavy schedule.’


  ‘“Miss Coast to Coast” 1972 made a hundred thousand dollars. She was dedicated. She worked hard and she never complained.’


  Dallas was silent. A hundred thousand dollars was a lot of bread. Not bad. She had entered the contest for a joke, an ego trip. Now perhaps she should look at things more seriously. She would

  have to ask Ed’s advice, he might not be too thrilled now she had won. She would ask him later at the party.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Dallas went to live with Bobbie. It was nice to have a proper home again after so many hotel rooms.


  ‘Twenty dollars a lay!’ Bobbie had scoffed,’ and all-nighters too! Kid – you bin givin’ it away! From now on you’re with me, and we don’t do

  nothin’ under a hundred apiece. Stick with me, baby queen, and we will all get rich!’


  Bobbie lived in an untidy one-room apartment with mice roaming the kitchen, shabby furniture, and a closet full of kinky outfits. She had connections with most of the hotel clerks and her

  phone never stopped ringing. Most important, she had television, colour, twenty-eight-inch screen.


  She taught Dallas everything she could. At first Dallas was a reluctant learner, but as her body responded to Bobbie she began to enjoy their relationship. Bobbie was the first person to come

  along that seemed to care about her.


  Making love with men had never triggered any response, but with Bobbie it was different, and sex took on new meanings.


  Bobbie organized their business engagements. She told Dallas what to do, what to wear. She taught her how to turn men on in exciting, new and inventive ways.


  ‘You can fuck ’em shitless,’ she advised Dallas, ‘but it’s only a job – keep it businesslike, never let them get to you. I’m the only one that can

  get to you – right, sugar sweet? Right.’


  Dallas agreed. But she didn’t really agree. Deep down she knew that Burt Keyes could have got to her.


  Six months went by. Then one night there was a call from a motel on the highway.


  ‘Shoes. Chocolate sauce on your tits. Raincoat,’ Bobbie instructed. ‘I know this old dude, all he wants to do is lick the sauce off and come in your shoes.’ She

  giggled. ‘He’s old?


  Bobbie drove them to the motel in her battered Ford. She was laughing and chattering all the way.


  Dallas felt strange with the chocolate stickiness on her breasts, and her nakedness sticking to the plastic raincoat.


  The man was indeed old. Bobbie had forgotten to mention the fact that he would be wearing pyjamas with his shrunken penis hanging limply out.


  ‘He must be about ninety!’ Dallas whispered, ‘I don’t think I can stand it.’


  Bobbie threw her a stern look. ‘I never back out on a promise. I’ll make it up to you later. Let’s go.’


  They took off their raincoats, and the old man’s eyes shone with a long lost desire. He lay down, and Bobbie leaned over him, dangling her chocolate-coated nipple over his mouth. Dallas

  did the same. The old man licked feebly.


  After a few minutes Bobbie took off her shoe and held it over the old man’s slightly aroused penis. Let’s do it for mamma!’ she crooned.


  He started to come in great heaves and jerks.


  Dallas turned away. Was that the moment she decided that this wasn’t the life for her?


  Suddenly there was a strange, groaning, rattling noise, then silence.


  ‘Oh Holy God!’ exclaimed Bobbie suddenly, ‘the old bastard died on us. He died!’


  Dallas turned slowly round. Surely Bobbie was making one of her usual jokes? But when she saw the old man lying there, she knew that he was dead.


  Bobbie slapped him on the face. ‘Wake up!’ she commanded, ‘wake up!’


  ‘If he’s dead,’ stated Dallas blankly, ‘what are we going to do?’


  Bobbie gathered her raincoat up. ‘Get the hell out of here, that’s what we’ll do.’


  ‘But what about the police? They’ll know we were here, the desk clerk called you, he’ll tell them.’


  ‘We didn’t kill him.’


  ‘I don’t want to see the police.’


  ‘I’m with you, sister. We’ll get the hell out. Nobody will find him till the morning, we can be in LA by then.’


  ‘Have we got enough money?’


  ‘Sure and he hasn’t paid us.’ Bobbie looked for his bankroll, found it, started to peel off two hundred dollar bills, thought better of it and pocketed the lot. Let’s

  go, sugar, baby. Let’s get our asses out of here.’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Dallas was the star of the party, and she positively glowed in the limelight. Everyone wanted to talk to her, men and women alike.


  Ed Kurlnik hovered nearby. He had to be cool, couldn’t be obvious. Ramo Kaliffe flashed Arab white teeth in her direction. Lucy Mabel Mann smiled sweetly and invited her to lunch.


  ‘Miami Beach has gone off to meet Al King,’ Miss Boston volunteered, ‘isn’t she the lucky one.’


  Dallas smiled, and vaguely recalled some photographer offering her the chance of a night with Al King. Who needed that scene? Stars were boring. Boring people. Boring fucks. All they did was

  talk about themselves and break a leg to reach me mirror first.


  ‘I think I’ll stay at the apartment tonight,’ Ed managed to inform her.


  ‘I thought you always had to go home on Saturdays?’ ‘Tonight will be an exception.’


  She had only won a matter of hours earlier, and already Ed was prepared to make exceptions. ‘I have to stay at the Plaza for a week.’


  Ed raised his eyebrows, ‘You don’t have to.’


  ‘But I think I will.’


  Ed frowned. ‘Why?’


  ‘Why not? I’ve always wanted to stay at the Plaza.’


  ‘Why didn’t you say so before, we could have done so any time.’


  ‘Any time, Ed?’ He was scared to even walk down the street with her. If wifey ever knew she would clamp down on his seventy million dollars like a vice.


  ‘If you like,’ Dallas offered slyly, ‘you could come and see me at the hotel later.’ The thought of Ed Kurlnik sneaking into the Plaza to visit her brought tears of

  laughter.


  ‘I can’t do that,’ replied Ed, outraged. ‘You know I can’t do that.’


  They were interrupted by a photographer snapping random shots, and Ed nipped smartly out of the picture.


  Dallas yawned. It had been a tiring day and she was exhausted. But so what? She was a somebody. She was ‘Miss Coast to Coast’, and she couldn’t flake out on her night of

  triumph.


  This was her night and she was determined to enjoy it.


  
 



  Chapter Six


  Al woke late with a feeling of apprehension. He didn’t feel that good, in fact he felt dreadful.


  He lay in bed, opened his eyes, and did not feel like getting up at all.


  He knew why he felt bad, it was fear, plain honest to goodness fucking nerves.


  The forthcoming tour was bugging the hell out of him.


  Why was he so nervous? He had tried to figure it out. It wasn’t like he had never been on the road before; he had done many successful tours. But the last one had been two years

  previously, and two years was a long time between gigs. OK, so there had been the cabaret dates, the television spectaculars, the records. But basically what Al liked, what he wanted,

  was that contact with a huge live audience. Going out there and doing your thing was what it was all about. The ultimate high.


  He had made so much money in the last few years. If he wanted to pack it in and never work again he would be more than set. So the records weren’t selling so well – they tried to

  keep it from him, but he was well aware of every happening in his career. So what did the tour really mean to him?


  It meant finding out how the people felt. Were the same fans who had been out there two years ago still going to be around? Were they still going to react with the same degree of enthusiasm? Was

  he still the tops? Or was he, at thirty-seven, a little too old for the adulation and hysteria? Would he now be regarded as just another establishment star?


  He still looked great. He still sounded the same. Was that good or bad? Would they expect him to have changed?


  And would his voice still be up to it? Would it survive the strain of God knows how many performances in vast stadiums?


  Al coughed nervously. He wished the goddamn tour would start already. Every morning he woke up to the same fears and it was getting him down. He couldn’t even discuss his thoughts with

  Paul, he didn’t want to give voice to his doubts. Maybe when he got home he would tell Edna, but knowing her she would probably suggest that he cancel the whole tour and stay at home. Her

  secret dream was that they would lose all their money and move back into one room.


  Edna was still the same sweet simple girl that he had married. She hadn’t changed with his success. She hadn’t grown.


  In a way Al was grateful, but in another way he resented her. Why didn’t she read more? Entertain? Wear beautiful clothes? Improve herself?


  He had changed, and he was glad of it. When he had started in the business he had been very rough, a right layabout. Now he could go anywhere, meet anyone, and feel perfectly at ease.


  Edna was more like a mother than a wife. Always there. Always uncomplaining. Hot meals. Clean shirts. She was the one who took his cock out to massage his balls because his stage trousers were

  too tight. That was about the only time she took it out too. He sighed. Every day the bridge seemed to get wider.


  Of course he should never have got married. But then he would not have had Evan, and it was wonderful to have a son, even if the boy did need taking in hand.


  How many happy marriages did he know of? How many that lasted longer than five years? In the world he moved in now – not many. At least he could trust Edna. She would never think of

  looking at another man. And she loved him for himself, the whole Al King bit meant nothing to her.


  He sighed again. Then he remembered Paul was supposed to be arranging lunch for him with – what was her name the beauty contest winner – Dallas. Yeah. Al grinned. Not a bad bit of

  crumpet.


  He consulted his digital watch to discover it was eleven-thirty. He hauled himself out of bed, and launched into thirty push-ups. Christ, but they got more difficult every day.


  Lunch with a girl called Dallas. What would she be like?


  Like the rest. Pretty but dumb. Either posing in front of a mirror all the time, or allowing him to scrawl his autograph across her ripe and ready breasts. Women – they were all the

  same.


  Disgust built in Al’s gut. Disgust at himself for using women, and contempt for the women for allowing themselves to be used just because he was a star.


  Fuck it. To hell with a girl called Dallas. He picked up the phone and dialled Paul’s room.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Paul had not spent the perfect morning.


  He had left Linda’s place at six a.m. while she still slept. She had woken at seven and phoned to inform him that she was not pleased.


  He was not pleased either. He had fought off a stoned mugger and been unable to find a cab for ten blocks.


  Mental note. Get Linda an apartment on the better side of town.


  Now he was going through one big hassle trying to arrange a lunch date for Al with ‘Miss Coast to Coast’. He had finally convinced the organizers what a great coup it would be, but

  apparently Dallas felt otherwise.


  Paul wondered who or what would placate Al. Turn-downs were rare, in fact Paul could not recall the last one.


  The phone rang. It was Al.


  ‘Ah,’ said Paul cheerily, ‘how we feeling today?’


  ‘In good shape. What’s new?’


  ‘Mention of the tour in all the columns. Bitch item in Reporter. Nothing heavy.’ Paul was damned if he was going to mention the lunch. Maybe Al had forgotten.


  ‘About that lunch I wanted you to arrange . . .’


  ‘Oh, yes. Well, it’s like this, she . . .’


  ‘Cancel it.’


  ‘Cancel it?’


  ‘You heard me. ‘Who needs it?’


  ‘You’re right. ‘I’ll wipe it out immediately.’ Paul hung up relieved. He was off the hook. Now Al would never know he had been turned down.


  Paul was very protective towards his brother. He liked things to go smoothly for Al, he always had. Even at the beginning Paul had only told Al the good things that happened. He never mentioned

  the recording companies and theatre managers who had not wanted to know. . . He spoke only with glowing enthusiasm of Al’s future career, and he pushed and pushed until he made a crack big

  enough to send Al into orbit.


  He had willed Al’s success, and he had also worked his ass off to make it happen.


  There was a knock on the door. ‘Morning,’ Linda said brightly, ‘I was a bitch on the phone and I’m sorry.’ She put her arms round his neck and stretched on tiptoe

  to kiss him.


  The phone rang, and Paul went to answer it.


  Linda lit a cigarette and wandered over to the window. She felt the usual tight feeling that she always got when Paul was leaving. He came into her life. He went out of her life. He was like the

  goddamn sea. It was most unsettling. She was just his New York girlfriend, someone to hump while he was away from his wife. She had made up her mind though that something would have to be

  settled on the tour, or that would be it.


  ‘Trying to get hold of Bernie is impossible,’ Paul complained, hanging up the phone.


  Linda laughed, ‘What about “Miss Coast to Coast”? Did you line her up for lunch?’


  ‘Funny thing, she turned us down flat. Can you believe that? First time that happened in—’ He was interrupted by the phone jangling. It was Bernie Suntan. He launched into a

  business conversation.


  Linda was just lighting another cigarette when Al came in. He swooped down on her with a kiss and a hug. Standard Al King greeting, but it made her uncomfortable. He had a habit of thrusting a

  knee intimately between her legs. She had learned to automatically back away, but this time she was not quick enough.


  ‘You smoke too much,’ Al admonished.


  ‘It’s my cancer.’ Linda replied defensively.


  ‘Funny. Hope you’re not laughing all the way to the grave.’


  ‘So “Miss Coast to Coast” was still not available,’ Linda snapped, ‘hate to say I told you so!’


  ‘What do you mean? I was the one who cancelled out on the lunch.’


  ‘Oh come on, Paul told me she turned you down flat.’


  Al’s smile faded. ‘Paul – what is this shit?’


  Paul waved vaguely. He was busy on the phone and had not heard their conversation.


  ‘He’s talking to Bernie,’ Linda explained.


  ‘Fuck Bernie. When I want to talk to baby brother, I talk.’ Al walked over and cut off the connection with a vicious slam of his hand.


  ‘What the hell are you doing?’ complained Paul, ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of Bernie all morning.’


  ‘Did you fix up that beauty queen bitch for lunch or did you not?’


  ‘You said you didn’t want to have lunch with her.’


  ‘I know that. But was she coming?’


  ‘I don’t really know – I was—’


  ‘Cut the shit . . . She said no. Right? As your girlfriend so nicely put it, she turned me down flat. Right?’


  Paul glared at Linda, ‘What does it matter? You didn’t want to have lunch anyway.’


  ‘I’ve changed my mind. Get her.’ Al slammed his way out of the room.


  ‘What can I say?’ mumbled Linda.


  ‘I think you’ve said enough. You know what he’s like, why couldn’t you just keep quiet?’


  ‘I guess I’ll go home.’


  ‘I guess you should.’


  Once again Al had come between them. Well screw him, she wasn’t going to creep out. ‘If you like,’ she ventured, ‘I’ll see if I can fix something. I have some

  pictures I could drop by the hotel – maybe I could talk to Dallas.’


  ‘Anything would help.’ He softened. ‘Look, I know it’s not really your fault, I should have told you not to say anything.’ He kissed her. ‘I’ll be

  waiting for your call, do what you can.’


  
 



  Chapter Seven


  Her photograph adorned the front page of the newspapers, and she studied it intently. It was a thrill, a great big crazy thrill. On the same page there was an article about the

  President, and there was a picture of him also, a small picture, much smaller than the one of her. Suddenly she was somebody, no longer a faceless hooker, but a person whose

  photograph was larger than the President’s!


  She was staying at the Plaza Hotel and she didn’t have to fuck anybody. She was a free agent. She had a cheque for ten thousand dollars, and she hadn’t lain on her back to earn

  it.


  She felt incredibly elated. She leapt out of bed, threw open the window, and admired the view.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Check out the view, sugar baby!’ Bobbie insisted when they flew into Los Angeles, ‘Mind blowing!’


  They went to stay with a friend of Bobbie’s who was white, miserable, and addicted to heroin.


  ‘I can’t stand it here!’ Dallas insisted after a few days. ‘Aren’t we going to get a place of our own?’


  ‘Yeah,’ agreed Bobbie,’ we gotta get back in action.’


  So she found them an apartment off the Strip, and renewed her connections.


  Things in Hollywood were different. No longer out-of-town schmucks set on getting laid. Instead, sophisticated, jaded people, who required much more than a simple fuck. Dallas started to

  complain immediately.


  ‘Shit, man!’ exclaimed Bobbie, ‘just shut your eyes an’ think of nothin’. Their money is just the same.’


  ‘No,’ insisted Dallas, ‘I won’t do it.’


  ‘OK,’ agreed Bobbie, ‘well only book you out to the straights.’


  So Dallas found herself alone most of the time. She cleaned the apartment and did the cooking; it kept her busy while Bobbie was out working. She also learned to drive – an essential

  for California living.


  But it wasn’t long before she started to feel a revulsion at Bobbie’s advances. At first it had been something new, but now, with Bobbie coming home from a twenty-handed orgy, it

  began to pall when she wanted to make love.


  ‘You got yourself another girlfriend?’ Bobbie asked accusingly.


  ‘No, I’m just tired.’


  The more she resisted Bobbie, the more the black girl started to do for her. She bought her presents and flowers and chocolates. She became like an attentive suitor.


  One day Dallas packed her things and left. She was fed up with the whole situation. She moved into a bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel with an impotent writer who liked her to walk around

  naked. That was all he required of her, and he was quite friendly and nice. He didn’t pay her, but she had free board and lodging at one of the best hotels in town, and the use of his

  Cadillac. It was a convenient arrangement, and occasionally Dallas would pull a trick on the side and make some extra money. There was one man who came to the hotel pool every day and offered her a

  thousand dollars to star in a porno film. Dallas declined. ‘Why?’ he had questioned, affronted.’ Ain’t ya ever heard of Linda Lovelace?’


  She had heard of her, but it wasn’t the kind of stardom she wanted. In her mind she knew there was a better life for her somewhere. Television had shown her the American dream, and she

  saw no reason why there shouldn’t be apiece of it for her.


  Bobbie found her five weeks later. She was waiting when Dallas returned from a shopping trip. ‘Get your ass packed and out of here!’ she snapped.


  Dallas stopped in amazement. How had Bobbie found her?


  The writer, somewhat nervous, but smiling bravely, said: ‘I think that you had better do what your – uh – friend says.’


  ‘You goddamn right she better do it!’ snapped Bobbie, tossing her wig impatiently, and tapping green-taloned nails on the table.


  ‘Are you asking me to go?’ Dallas inquired of the writer.


  ‘Well – er – yes: I didn’t realize that you were – that you had a – uh – well permanent sort of – ’er – friend.’


  He was deeply embarrassed and would not look her in the eyes.


  ‘I don’t have to go,’ Dallas stated flatly.


  ‘Oh yes you do, sugar sweets,’ interrupted Bobbie quickly, ‘I got things to say to you that you ain’t gonna want no one to hear.’


  Dallas packed. One suitcase of possessions was the sum total of her belongings.


  ‘Goodbye,’ she said to the man she had lived with for five weeks.


  ‘Bye,’ he mumbled, redfaced. God knows what Bobbie had told him.


  ‘See ya!’ yelled Bobbie cheerily, ‘any time you wanna free one give me a call.’ Under, her breath she muttered, ‘No balls, you sure picked a loser,

  kid.’


  Outside, in the car Bobbie said: ‘I bail ya outa the shit in Miami, give you a home, clothes, work my black ass off fuckin’ pigs so that you can take it easy, and what happens?

  What the frig happens? Soon as I turn my back you all hightail it outa my life for what you think will be forever. Well, sugar baby, life just ain’t that simple. I knew I’d find

  you, and I did.’ She smiled triumphantly. ‘Shoulda bin a friggin’ detective.’


  ‘What do you want? I didn’t take anything.’


  ‘I didn’t take anything!’ mimicked Bobble sarcastically. ‘Kid, you are green all the way up. You an me are together, a team. We know too much about each other to split

  up. You dig what I mean, baby doll? Cast your mind back to a certain motel and a certain old dude, a very old dude. You get it?’


  ‘I get it.’


  ‘Good girl. I knew you would understand once I explained it to you real simple like. Now we can get to work – you an’ me. I think it’s about time ya got used to the

  Hollywood way of life. Shit, baby – I am through protectin’ you – from now on it’s togetherness – all the way. You dig?’


  

    *   *   *


  


  The photo call was fun. Sitting upright in bed, low-cut nightie, crown on the head, and fifteen guys struggling to get the best picture. Smile. Flash. Laugh. Flash. Sexy look.

  Flash.


  Mrs Fields allowed them an hour, and then it was up and dressed and over to the offices of the organizers to sign some contracts.


  Dallas wouldn’t sign. ‘I have a friend who I’d like to check them out with first,’ she explained sweetly.


  ‘Sure,’ they agreed, but they were all pissed off.


  ‘By the way,’ Mrs Fields said, ‘Al King, the singer, would like to take you to lunch. We could arrange it as a nice little publicity thing.’


  ‘I thought I was supposed to be having lunch with some wool firm?’


  ‘We could postpone that.’


  ‘Don’t. The more things I do as “Miss Coast to Coast” the more I’ll like it.’ Offhandedly she added, ‘Let’s face it, Al King’s probably only

  looking to get laid and really, I’m not that sort of a girl.’


  ‘Quite,’ agreed Mrs Fields, and she sighed, because suddenly she realized that it was not going to be an easy week.


  ‘Now,’ said Dallas brightly, ‘have I got time to spend some money before lunch? I’ve always wanted to go into Saks and spend my money.’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Life with Bobbie was no longer the same. The black girl’s easygoing friendliness was gone. Instead she was tough, flip, and businesslike. She spelled it out to Dallas

  in no uncertain terms. They had killed a guy, together, and because of that simple fact they were stuck with each other.


  ‘You had better get used to it, kid,’ Bobbie warned, ‘’cos if you run off again I’ll find you, and next time I ain’t gonna let you off so

  easy.’


  So began a year of complete and utter degradation for Dallas. She had not believed that people with such devious and perverted tastes existed. Bobbie made sure that she came across every one

  of them.


  ‘They’re clients,’ Bobbie would explain, straight faced, ‘it’s just another job.’


  It was a year of gradual hardening for Dallas. The only way she could face the things she did for money was to shut everything out. They could have her face, her body, but they could never

  get into her mind. She became as good and as practised at her job as Bobbie. And like the black girl who had been a hooker since was was thirteen, she became hard, cynical, tough and unfeeling.

  Unlike Bobbie, she wanted no other comforts, she didn’t turn to women for a relationship, she cut that side of her life out completely. Sex was her profession, and that was all.


  Bobbie and she lived together increasingly uneasily.


  They did not resume any personal relationship, and Bobbie, who had always been into smoking pot, started on other little habits. By the end of the year she was into heroin, and Dallas knew

  she had to get away.


  She waited for the right opportunity, and as soon as she set eyes on Ed Kurlnik she knew that this was a chance she mustn’t blow.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Mrs Fields accompanied Dallas around Saks.


  ‘I want this – this – and this,’ Dallas snatched dresses off the racks. ‘Oh and the black evening gown from the window, and does it come in any other colours?

  Great, I’ll take it in every colour.’


  ‘Your money won’t last long at this rate,’ Mrs Fields said warningly.


  ‘I know,’ laughed Dallas. But oh, the thrill of spending her own money. She had a charge at Saks that Ed had opened for her, but buying this way was much more satisfying. She managed

  to spend three thousand dollars in half an hour, and she was giddy with excitement. She breezed through lunch with the wool firm representatives full of charm and laughter. They wanted her to sign

  to an advertising and promotion contract immediately. Mrs Fields was impressed. ‘They usually take weeks to make up their minds.’


  ‘I want double the amount they have paid before.’


  ‘They’ll never pay more.’


  ‘Wanna bet, baby!’ Dallas laughed, ‘they’ll pay, and be pleased to.’


  ‘I’ll tell the office,’ said Mrs Fields, tight-lipped.


  ‘By the way,’ inquired Dallas, ‘what’s the fee I’m getting for opening the supermarket this afternoon?’


  ‘I don’t really know.’


  ‘Find out, ’cos if it’s not enough I’m not doing it.’


  Mrs Field nodded. She had been right, this one was going to be difficult.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Ed Kurlnik and Dallas Lunde were side by side in their respective cars at the traffic lights. Dallas recognized him immediately, she had seen him on television only three

  days previously.


  Ed Kurlnik. Head of the Kurlnik Motor dynasty. One of the richest men in America. Married. Two children. Sixty-one years old.


  And here he was, driving a Kurlnik Leopard, completely alone. Dallas couldn’t believe her luck.


  The traffic lights changed, and his Leopard sprang away with surprising speed. Without hesitation Dallas slid into the lane behind him. She knew exactly what she would do.


  He stopped at the next red light, and Dallas, in her battered old Buick, careered into the back of him. It wasn’t a bad smash, but it was enough to dent her fender and break one of his

  rear lights. She slumped forward over her wheel and waited.


  It was that easy.


  He was concerned. He took her to his hotel for coffee.


  ‘I must have fainted,’ she explained.


  He was kindly, fatherly. He asked her out for dinner. She told him she was a student. He took her out again. She told him she was a virgin. Another date. She became an orphan.


  When he suggested the apartment in New York she hesitated at first. When he insisted she finally agreed. But what to do about Bobbie? She would never let her go, and if she did manage to get

  away, Bobbie would come looking for her, and then Ed would find out the truth and that would be that.


  Dallas puzzled over what to do. This was her chance and she didn’t want to blow it.


  The answer when it came to her was incredibly simple – she would kill Bobbie.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Not enough,’ Dallas stated. ‘If you want me to open supermarkets I get a thousand dollars.’


  ‘They won’t pay that.’


  Then I won’t open them. It’s that simple. Now I’m taking the afternoon off and I’ll see you back at the hotel later. Don’t worry, I’ll be there in plenty of

  time for the première.’


  She left Mrs Fields sitting rigid-faced in the offices of Beauty Incorporated Co. – the outfit that organized the ‘Miss Coast to Coast’ contest.


  If they thought they had hold of another dumb girl to hustle and promote for a year, they were on the wrong track. She had her own idea of the way things should be, and that way was her

  way.


  She took a cab over to the apartment in the hope that Ed would be there, but he wasn’t. Probably pissed off about the previous evening. She phoned him on his private number at his New York

  office. He was pissed off.


  ‘Listen, sweetie,’ she cooed, ‘it’s just all been so exciting. I’m sorry about last night, were you lonely? Why don’t you come over now and I’ll

  surprise you.’


  He wasn’t hard to persuade:


  She took a quick shower, and then surveyed her closet of Ed’s favourite outfits. What would surprise him today? Something subservient, something apologetic.


  She finally hit it. Martha the Maid.


  Humming softly to herself she slid into the short black dress with the white starched collar and cuffs, the sheer black stockings, the neat black shoes, and as a final touch a small adornment of

  white lace ribbon in her hair.


  One thing about Ed, he loved surprises.


  
 



  Chapter Eight


  The stewardess smiled winningly. ‘Everything all right?’ she asked for the twentieth time.


  Al ignored her.


  ‘Perfect,’ replied Paul, returning her smile.


  ‘More champagne?’


  ‘I think we’re well topped up.’


  ‘If you need anything just give me a buzz.’


  ‘Wouldn’t hesitate.’


  She smiled and lingered. ‘Mr King,’ she said directly to Al, ‘I loved your last record, I just had to tell you.’


  Al looked her over. She was sleek and blonde with a well-developed bosom straining at the confines of her regulation blouse. ‘Do you fuck?’ he asked crudely.


  She didn’t even blush. ‘It depends.’ Leaning forward slightly she added, ‘are you offering?’


  Paul wished that he was somewhere else. Al was impossible when he was in one of his ‘I hate women’ moods, and that was the mood he had been in all day.


  ‘When?’ inquired Al.


  ‘Tonight, tomorrow.’


  ‘Screw tonight, tomorrow. I want it now.’


  She laughed. ‘I’m on duty.’


  ‘All I want is a little service.’


  Paul got up. He was not enjoying being in the crossfire of their conversation. He wandered over to the magazine rack.


  A few minutes passed and then Al got up and vanished into one of the toilets, followed shortly by the stewardess.


  Paul went back to his seat. Casual sex had never appealed to him, it gave him bad vibes. It always reminded him of the way animals went at it. Sniff sniff – I fancy you. He preferred to

  get into a woman’s head first, her body second.


  He thought about Linda. She was all the woman he had ever wanted. Intelligent, attractive, independent. If he wasn’t married to Melanie . . . But he was and somewhere along the way, she

  had changed. She had become one of life’s grabbers. Gimme . . . Gimme . . . Gimme. Bigger house, bigger pool, bigger car. She demanded the best of everything, and nagged the hell out of him

  if she didn’t get it. If it wasn’t for the children . . . married man’s lament, and he knew it. But they were both so young and vulnerable, and they needed him.


  Al returned to his seat, strapped himself in, and resumed gazing out of the window.


  ‘Only another two hours,’ remarked Paul.


  Al nodded. He had become completely uncommunicative ever since Paul had been unable to arrange lunch with Dallas. It was his way of showing disapproval.


  He was a star for Chrissakes. If he wanted something, he should have it immediately.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Melanie King went to the airport in Al’s white Rolls Royce to meet them. She enjoyed being the centre of attention, and some of the airport photographers took her

  photo.


  Al and Paul came walking through from customs, and the photographers sprang into action.


  Melanie darted forward and kissed Al. She followed this up with a quick peck for Paul, then hanging firmly onto Al’s arm she walked with them both to the car.


  ‘Edna’s cooking dinner,’ she volunteered, ‘steak and kidney pud, she slung the cook out and she’s having a ball.’


  ‘She hasn’t fired the cook, has she?’ asked Al, alarmed.


  ‘Oh no, just got rid of her for the night. The maid too. I don’t know how she manages.’


  ‘She enjoys it,’ sighed Al. ‘My wife the worker!’


  Melanie squeezed his arm. ‘Tell me about the trip, I want to hear all about it. I hope you two didn’t get up to anything naughty.’ She giggled. ‘Bet you did, Al.

  It’s all right, I won’t tell Edna.’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Edna opened the oven and prodded the sizzling potatoes with a fork. They were just the way Al liked them, cut into thin slices and covered with onions and herbs. The steak and

  kidney pudding simmered on the cooker, and all she had left to do was to whip the cream that would accompany the baked jam roll dessert.


  All Al’s favourite things, and yet she couldn’t remember the last time they had eaten such delicious food. Al usually instructed the cook on what they would have for dinner, and it

  varied between steak, plain chicken, or fish, always with a salad. Al insisted that he had to watch his diet. ‘Cholestrol,’ he would mention ominously if Edna suggested so much as a

  cottage pie. In the old days they had lived on cottage pie, sausages, mashed potatoes, and chips. In the old days Al had loved his food, and for once Edna wanted to be sure that he got something he

  enjoyed.


  She hummed softly as she busied herself in the kitchen. It seemed such a long time since Al had been home, although in point of fact it was only a couple of weeks. New York, and before that the

  health farm.


  Everything in the kitchen seemed in order, so Edna went upstairs and changed out of her pinafore dress into a long plum-coloured shirtwaister. She powdered her face, added lipstick, too much

  rouge, and blue eyeshadow which immediately streaked. She had never been much good with make-up, but Al liked her to try. She dabbed on some perfume, and brushed her short mousey brown hair. As she

  was surveying herself in the mirror Evan slouched in.


  ‘What are you all dressed up for?’ he asked sneeringly.


  ‘I want to look nice for your father.’


  ‘Well, you look awful. All that stuff on your face doesn’t suit you. It looks stupid, I don’t know why you bother, he knows what you look like.’


  Edna frowned. Perhaps he was right, perhaps she did look ridiculous. But it was too late to do anything about it; she could hear a car pulling up on the gravel outside, and excitedly she ran

  downstairs.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Al got out of the car and Paul pulled Melanie back and snapped, ‘Do we have to stay for dinner?’


  ‘Yes,’ snapped back Melanie, ‘Edna’s prepared it specially.’


  ‘I wanted to see the children.’


  ‘Nobody’s stopping you. Pop over, kiss them goodnight, and come right back. I’ll go in and make some martinis, I shouldn’t think Edna could cope with that.’


  ‘All right,’ agreed Paul. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


  Al and Paul had adjoining houses. They had acquired the land at a reasonable price some seven years previously, and they had divided it neatly down the middle and built respective mansions.

  Al’s was ranch style, Paul’s white and modern. They both had swimming pools, garages large enough for four cars, billiard rooms, and saunas. Paul often thought it was stupid and nouveau

  riche to have both built swimming pools, but Melanie had insisted. ‘I don’t want to feel like a poor relation,’ she had complained when he had suggested they didn’t

  need one.


  His children were sitting up in bed washed and scrubbed, and Nanny was reading them a story.


  ‘Hey, kids!’ exclaimed Paul, ‘did you miss Daddy?’


  They leapt excitedly out of bed and threw themselves at him, until he was a tangle of arms and legs and kisses. It was a good feeling. Love. Pure and unblemished. The only true kind.


  Nanny got them off him and settled them back in bed.


  ‘Mustn’t get too excited,’ she admonished, ‘otherwise we won’t sleep, will we?’


  Paul knew when he wasn’t wanted. Nanny hated having her routine screwed up. And Melanie bent over backwards to please Nanny. ‘Do you realize,’ she had once informed Paul, her

  pretty face grimacing with horror, ‘if Nanny ever left us I’d have to look after the children myself!’


  On impulse Paul went downstairs to his study, locked himself in, and direct dialled Linda’s number in New York. She was there.


  ‘I miss you,’ he said.


  ‘I love you,’ she replied.


  He wondered very seriously what Melanie would say if he asked for a divorce.


  

    *   *   *


  


  ‘Hello there, fatso!’ Al walloped Edna on the behind. ‘All tarted up. Are we going out?’


  Edna blushed. He had noticed.


  Melanie hung onto Al’s arm. ‘How about a delicious cold martini? Shall I fix us some?’ She led Al into the living room and called over her shoulder, ‘Ice,

  Edna.’


  ‘Where’s Evan?’ Al demanded. ‘Funny kid, you’d think he’d be here to greet me.’ He went to the foot of the stairs and screamed out,

  ‘Evan!!’


  The boy appeared at the top of the stairs, white-faced and pasty.


  ‘Don’t I get any sort of greeting?’ demanded Al. ‘Come down here.’


  Evan walked slowly down the stairs and Al grabbed hold of him in a bearhug.


  ‘How’s it going, boyo?’ he asked cheerfully, ‘still the randiest little bugger at school?’ He winked at Melanie. ‘Just like his dad. I thought about nothing

  but girls when I was his age.’


  ‘Have things changed?’ giggled Melanie.


  Al burst out laughing. Evan scowled.


  Edna came bustling in with the ice. ‘Where’s Paul? Dinner’s nearly ready.’


  ‘He’ll be right back, he just popped over to see the kids.’ Melanie busied herself behind the bar.


  ‘Was New York nice?’ Edna asked.


  ‘Not bad,’ replied Al, ‘business, business, business. I just want to relax now. Christ, but it’s a noisy city.’


  ‘I love it there,’ interrupted Melanie. ‘The shops, and the theatres. Wouldn’t you love to go, Edna?’


  ‘Not really . . .’ she caught Melanie’s look and added lamely, Well yes, I suppose I would.’


  Al wasn’t even listening, he was staring out into his garden. ‘Who’s been fucking around with my apple tree?’ he demanded.


  ‘Don’t use that language,’ said Edna, ‘not in front of you know who.’ She glanced stealthily at Evan. ‘You know I don’t like it.’


  ‘Who,’ said Al coldly, ‘has touched my apple tree?’


  ‘I did,’ scowled Evan, ‘I cut off a few rotten branches.’ He turned to Edna. ‘She told me to.’


  Edna blushed. ‘I didn’t think you’d mind. The bad apples were falling in the pool. I didn’t think you’d mind . . .’


  ‘Jesus H!’ exclaimed Al. ‘What the fuck do you think I employ a gardener for? It’s too bad, Edna, just too bloody bad . . .’


  Her eyes filled with tears. ‘I’ll see to dinner,’ she mumbled.


  ‘Martini!’ said Melanie brightly, and she handed Al a glass.


  Paul returned, and Al took him to one side. ‘I’ve had a great idea.’


  ‘Yeah?’ questioned Paul with relief. At least Al was talking to him again.


  ‘We finish off the TV special next week?’


  ‘That’s right. There’s just the locations left to shoot.’


  ‘Great. You know the number “Lady”?’


  ‘The song you sing to Katy May?’


  ‘Right. Where are we shooting it?’


  ‘South of France.’


  ‘Terrific. Now Katy just sits there, right?’


  ‘We start off with a shot of you and her in an open car driving along the coastline, then the beach, swimming, fooling around. Should be fantastic’


  ‘Have you ever seen Katy in a bikini?’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘She’s short. Oh I know she’s cute and cuddly, and a lovely little singer, but . . .’


  ‘And very popular.’


  ‘I give you that.’


  Paul sighed. He smelled trouble. ‘What are you leading up to?’


  ‘I don’t think it’s going to look right my singing “Lady” to Katy.’


  ‘She’s the only female guest on your show.’


  ‘She doesn’t have to be.’


  ‘Who do you want? Raquel Welch?’


  ‘I want “Miss Coast to Coast”. Perfect little spot for her. She’ll do it if we pay her the right amount. Call New York and arrange it. And Paul – this time

  don’t fuck it up.’


  ‘Dinner’s ready,’ called Edna. She had recovered her composure, and proudly set out all Al’s favourite foods in the middle of the dining-room table.


  ‘When you get a hard-on . . .’ muttered Paul.


  ‘Humour me. After all, I am the star of the family. Evan! Come on, boyo, dinner’s ready.’


  Melon to start. Al liked melon. He wolfed it down, then got up from the table and said, ‘None of this other crap for me, I’ve got to watch the old weight.’


  ‘I’ve cooked all your favourite things,’ wailed Edna. ‘Al, you must eat.’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Al cheerfully, ‘can’t let the paying public down. Anyway, I’m not hungry. Evan, fancy a game of tennis?’


  Evan scowled. That was the last thing he felt like doing.


  Edna’s eyes brimmed over with tears, and, streaked with blue eyeshadow, they fell silently down her cheeks.


  One thing stardom had done for big brother, mused Paul, it had turned him into a right bastard.


  
 



  Chapter Nine


  When Ed Kurlnik left, Dallas fixed herself a large vodka on the rocks. She put on a bathrobe, curled up in a chair, and nursing her drink, she mulled over the previous

  scene.


  Ed Kurlnik. Powerful. Rich. Married


  Ed Kurlnik. Little sixty-one-year-old boy who liked to play games. Naughty games.


  She reached beneath the chair she was sitting on and fished out a recent magazine. Ed Kurlnik was on the cover with his wife, Dee Dee, a strong, respectable-looking woman with steely grey hair

  and icy blue eyes. A woman in her middle fifties – fifty-six, the magazine said – who was still attractive in a ‘lady of the manor’ way.


  Dallas opened up the magazine and turned to a picture of two girls. The Kurlnik twins. The Kurlnik heirs. Rich bitches, with cool blonde hair and wide-spaced grey eyes. Twenty years old. The

  same age as she was. One of them wore riding clothes, the other a neat skirt, sweater, and pearls.


  Dallas laughed aloud. Pearls indeed! She would fuck their father wearing pearls, she would make him buy them for her. Or maybe he could borrow them from his daughter, now that would be a laugh .

  . .


  She read the article through for the hundredth time. It was like reading about a stranger. And yet she knew him so well, or thought she did. ‘Ed and Dee Dee Kurlnik are one of the happiest

  married couples on the island.’ She read about their holiday home on Fire Island. ‘There is nothing better Ed Kurlnik likes to do than pitch a barbecue and feed his family.’

  Dallas could think of many things he liked to do better than that. ‘Ed Kurlnik has always been the perfect father. Work or play, he always puts his family first.’ Did they still make

  love, Ed and the well-preserved Dee Dee? Dallas bit hard on her lip. She didn’t want him making love to anyone else, she wanted to be the only one.


  ‘The twins never bother or worry their father. Dana is studying nursing, and Cara is interested in social work.’ Crap! No one family could be that perfect. Dee Dee was

  probably an old lush, and the twins raving nymphos.


  Dallas stuffed the magazine back under the chair.


  How would life have been if Ed Kurlnik had been her father? Would she have worn riding clothes and studied nursing? Would someone have cared what she made of her life?


  She had left home at seventeen and nobody had cared. Nobody had come looking for her. She had become a hooker, a whore. Nobody had forced her to, she had just drifted into it. And nobody

  gave a shit. She wondered if her parents or her husband or even Burt and Ida Keyes had given her a second thought. Probably not. Life at the zoo had probably just kept going.


  What would they all think of her now? A beauty queen, a title holder, girlfriend of one of the richest men in America. They still probably wouldn’t give a shit. They were like that.


  Dallas sighed. She had got over the hurt a long time ago. So they hadn’t come looking for her. Big deal. They wouldn’t even recognize her now, she had changed. Before she had been a

  pretty little nothing, now she was a beauty, a show-stopper, a breathtaker, a winner.


  She downed the rest of the vodka, dressed, and took a cab back to the Plaza.


  Mrs Fields was waiting impatiently. ‘Where have you been?’ she demanded.


  ‘Did my shopping arrive? I want to wear the black dress tonight.’


  ‘I hung everything up.’


  ‘How kind of you. Just like having a personal maid!’


  

    *   *   *


  


  Once the decision to kill Bobbie was made, Dallas fantasized hundreds of ways to do it. She hadn’t been watching television steadily for four years without having

  learned a thing or two. There were several workable methods.


  Poison. Fire. Gunshot. Drowning.


  Dallas finally picked on drowning as the neatest method. Bobbie had never been a very good swimmer, she attacked the water like a dog – thrashing around in all directions. ‘I like

  the water, but it scares me,’ she had confided to Dallas, ‘I think my old man tried to do me in under a fire hydrant one hot and funky summer!’ Pity he hadn’t

  succeded.


  Bobbie had become very dependent on her heroin, and because of her habit she was not insisting on such a vigorous professional schedule. That was a relief as far as Dallas was concerned. It

  gave her time to see Ed, and also time to plan what she was going to do. Her constant fear was that Ed might find out her line of work. He wouldn’t want her if he knew, he would want nothing

  to do with a common hooker. She vetted every job Bobbie arranged. Who would be there? How many? What was involved?


  ‘Don’t start getting high hat again,’, complained Bobbie, ‘I need the bread.’


  Half the time she was incapable of performing at all, and Dallas was tempted to leave, just vanish off to New York with Ed. Bobbie would never find her in the state she was in most of the

  time. But if she did it would blow everything . . . No, it was a risk Dallas couldn’t afford to take.


  She felt no remorse about what she was planning to do. The things that Bobbie had forced her into . . . The humiliations, the degradations, the sexual nightmares of beatings and animals and

  sadomasochist happenings . . .


  She watched one night while Bobbie fixed herself up, then she produced good Mexican grass, turned on, and invited Bobbie to join her. She cooked a sensational dinner and made love to the

  black girl for the first time in a year.


  ‘Wow!’ Bobbie exclaimed, ‘What’s happenin’, man? What’d I do?’


  Dallas smiled. ‘Like old times, huh?’


  ‘Like – yeah sugar. Do that again.’


  Dallas obliged, then later she suggested they go down to the communal pool and swim.


  ‘Skinny dip?’ inquired Bobbie, ‘I love to feel that warm water go ridin’ up my hot little pussy!’


  ‘Sure,’ agreed Dallas, ‘only quietly, We don’t want to wake everyone up.’


  They twisted towels around their nakedness, and crept down to the pool.


  Dallas slid in the water first. It was cool and dark. ‘Come on,’ she called to Bobbie.


  ‘Hey, I’m cold,’ Bobbie complained.


  ‘It’s lovely in the water, come on.’


  Bobbie sat gingerly on the edge of the pool in the shallow end and dangled her legs in.


  ‘Let’s go, baby,’ whispered Dallas.


  ‘Aw – I think it’s too cold.’


  Suddenly Dallas gripped her by the ankles and pulled her sharply into the water. She kept a firm hold of Bobbie’s ankles, raising them above the water so that the top half of the black

  girl’s body was completely submerged.


  There was no sound, just the sudden splash when she had first pulled Bobbie in. For seconds Bobbie was still, and then all at once she started to struggle, and it was like holding a fish.

  Dallas moved slowly back into deeper water, but Bobbie’s struggling was becoming so intense that she managed to free one leg, and was kicking out with it. Dallas hung firmly on to the other

  one.


  How long did it take to drown? How painful was it? Jesus Christ – what was she doing? This wasn’t some TV film, this was life, this was happening, this was now.


  Abruptly she let go of the struggling girl, and spluttering and choking, Bobbie surfaced. She thrashed her way to the side of the pool and crawled out. She lay by the side retching.


  Dallas climbed silently out. She wrapped the towel around herself.


  ‘You fuckin’ bitch!’ Bobbie groaned, ‘you tried to kill me. You want me out of your life that bad you fuckin’ got it. Get out of my apartment – and

  don’t you never come back!’ She started to retch again, and Dallas left her lying there. She went up to the apartment and packed her things.


  Maybe she hadn’t meant to kill Bobbie at all. Maybe she had just wanted to frighten her . . .


  Yes, that was it. She had only wanted to frighten her and it had had the desired effect. Dallas nodded to herself. She wouldn’t have hurt her, really she wouldn’t.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Ramo Kaliffe was Dallas’s arranged date for the premiere, and Ed would not be pleased about that. She froze him out of thinking there would be any action. Screw

  him. He had served his purpose. ‘Did I not please you last time?’ he asked in a hurt voice at the end of the evening.


  ‘Please me?’ she said incredulously. As far as she could remember she had spent three quarters of an hour going down on him, and he had kindly dipped his head to her for a

  fast two minutes. Not that she minded, sex was no turn-on whichever way it was served. Sex was a means to an end. Sex was Ed Kurlnik and pleasing him.


  Back at the hotel someone had dropped off an envelope of photos, and she devoured them with her eyes.


  They were ten by eight glossies of her taken at the ‘Miss Coast to Coast’ contest. Enclosed was a brief note, ‘Dropped these by as souvenir – would like to get together

  and do some more. Please call Linda Cosmo.’ And there was a telephone number.


  It was still early, before midnight. Dallas picked up the phone and asked for the number.


  Linda answered sleepily.


  ‘Hi, this is Dallas – “Miss Coast to Coast”. I got your note. I’d love to do some photos.’


  Linda stifled a yawn, she had been fast asleep. ‘Marvellous. When are you free?’


  ‘Tomorrow morning?’


  ‘Wonderful. About ten o’clock.’


  ‘Couldn’t be better. What shall I wear?’


  ‘Can I look at what you have when I get there?’


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘See you tomorrow then.’ Linda hung up and switched on the light. Too late for Al King, but it would be a good scoop to do some photos of the girl. She might be able to place them in

  People or Newsweek.


  Dallas hung up the phone and flopped out on the bed. She felt drained, it had been a busy day. The first day of her new life. Beauty Incorporated were probably going to be furious that she had

  arranged her own photo session, but that was just too bad. For once in her life she was going to be the decisionmaker, and doing a photo session with a female photographer appealed to her.

  Guys were always on the make, trying to hustle, making suggestive comments. It would be nice to have some good photos taken, sexy but decent. Not like the murky photos from her past. Photos where

  she had tried to keep her face out of the picture. And it had been easy really, it wasn’t her face they were after. Gyno shots, Bobbie had called them – ‘Snatch money! The easiest

  way to make it!’ she had joked. But Dallas had hated posing for that kind of picture. What kind of sick people paid for that kind of photograph? Guys who couldn’t get it up . . . Or

  maybe guys who didn’t want to . . . Dallas finally fell asleep, surrounded by the glossy pictures of her as ‘Miss Coast to Coast’.


  
 



  Chapter Ten


  The sun at Nice Airport was blazing down. Photographers were jostling for shots of Al as he disembarked from the Air France plane. Tourists were gaping. Officials were pushing

  forward to greet him.


  He wore a white sports shirt, white trousers, and a thin black alligator belt that clasped together his initials in gold. His black hair was just long enough and carefully tousled. His black

  eyes hid behind grey-tinted shades.


  He had spent the previous week at his home in London lying by the swimming pool and acquiring a perfectly respectable golden tan. London had been having a heat wave, and Al had taken full

  advantage.


  Paul, by his side, was more conservatively dressed. But the women, when they had stopped eyeing Al, turned their attention to him and wondered who he was. He was a couple of inches taller than

  Al, leaner, with finer bones and smokey eyes. The brothers were by no means plain.


  Al was in a very good mood indeed. Dallas had been booked for the show, and everyone seemed pleased about it. The producer had been delighted, and the only person who was somewhat put out was

  Katy May.


  The English press played the whole thing up to the hilt, with photos of Katy in a swimsuit looking dejected, and recent shots of Dallas.


  Bernie Suntan had telephoned from California. ‘Ace publicity – great starter.’


  With Melanie’s coaching Edna had finally said to Al that she would like to come to the South of France with him. ‘Forget it,’ he had replied, ‘I’ll be working all

  day, you’ll be stuck in a hotel, and I’ll be worrying about you.’ That had been that. No Edna. No Melanie.


  A convertible Cadillac met them at the airport and sped them off to the Hotel Voile D’Or, at St Jean Cap Ferrat.


  ‘This is the life!’ exclaimed Al. ‘Give me the sun and I could become a real beach bum.’ He admired the passing girls. ‘Place is jammed with little

  darlings!’


  He had not mentioned Dallas to Paul since the night he had told him to get her for the show. It was almost as if he had forgotten all about her, and when Paul had told him it was arranged he had

  just nodded. Paul understood. The girl had said yes and that was that. Al knew that he could have her, so the thrill was gone.


  They arrived at the hotel, and Paul went off to meet with the director and camera crew. Al changed into white swim shorts and a short towelling jacket, and sauntered down to the pool. He enjoyed

  the buzz that went up when he appeared, but it was a sophisticated group and no one came running over for his autograph.


  He acquired a beach bed and lay out. A girl in an orange bikini was openly staring at his crotch. The myth of Al King and his tight stage trousers was alive and well and bulging in his swim

  shorts.


  The sun was delicious, burning into his dark skin and causing thin rivulets of sweat to moisten on his hairy chest.


  He tried to empty his mind and think of nothing. But the tour kept on drifting uneasily into his thoughts, and his stomach turned mildly in anticipation of the ordeal. He had spoken to Edna of

  his fears. He had lain next to her warm comfortable body in the night, and confessed his terror. She had held him close and crooned, ‘Don’t go, stay with us, stay with Evan and

  me.’


  That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. He wanted encouragement. He wanted building up. And if Edna couldn’t give him that, who could? Who else knew the real Al King? They all saw the

  strutting, cocksure, virile star. They didn’t want to see just another man with insecurities. They wanted glamour. He gave them what they wanted. Why else did he force himself to diet, have

  plastic surgery to remove that extra chin, re-cap his teeth so that the famous Al King smile remained whiter than white.


  

    *   *   *


  


  Later Al hosted a dinner at an open-air restaurant called The African Queen for some of the crew, and an assortment of local talent rounded up on the Croisette in Cannes.


  It was a boisterous evening, the wine flowing freely and food likewise. Around midnight Al got bored, and he brushed aside the girls swarming round him and suggested to Paul that they split and

  carry on to Monte Carlo, where they could indulge in a little gambling.


  Paul was only too pleased to oblige. He discreetly settled the bill, and they escaped.


  Al wanted to drive. He handled the Cadillac restlessly, and drove it too fast along the winding coastal road.


  ‘Let’s get there at least,’ muttered Paul.


  ‘You nervous?’ laughed Al, putting his foot down harder, and nearly colliding with an oncoming Citroën.


  ‘Cut it out,’ mumbled Paul.


  ‘Trouble with you is you don’t want to live dangerously. You live a safe life – you’re even faithful to your girlfriend! Didn’t you fancy any of them

  tonight?’


  ‘Didn’t you?


  Al sighed. ‘I don’t fancy any of them any more. They’re all a bunch of scrubbers. Get the clap as soon as look at them.’


  ‘So don’t look,’


  ‘Do me a favour. You know the score. I’ve got them comin’ out of my ears! Who has to look? They’re grabbing at me before I even fart in their direction!’


  They drove straight to the Casino in Monte Carlo.


  Al could feel the adrenalin flowing. He headed over to the nearest roulette table and surrounded twenty-six and twenty-nine with fifty franc chips. Seventeen came up. He repeated the procedure,

  doubling his bet. Six came up. He piled some chips on black, and once again chevalled twenty-six and twenty-nine. Zero came up. He changed tables and piled chips on number five. He was lucky first

  time, and the croupier pushed stacks of chips in his direction.
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