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  Prologue


  Riseholme, UK




  







  1993




  The three girls huddled together, looking down at the body of an unconscious man. He was slumped on the ugly, threadbare

  brown carpet tiles in an awkward heap, his face to the ground. And he wasn’t moving.




  ‘Is he dead?’ breathed 9-year-old Deeley McKenna, her dark eyes huge with shock. She bent down as if to touch him, then flinched at the last moment,

  pulling her hand back.




  ‘He isn’t supposed to be dead!’ Devon exclaimed in panic. She was thirteen and trying valiantly to seem poised, as befitted a new teenager, but it was

  the flimsiest of facades: she was as horrified as Deeley at what they had just done.




  ‘He deserves whatever he gets,’ Maxie, the oldest of the three, said grimly, her jaw set hard.




  ‘How do we tell if he’s dead?’ Devon asked, pushing her hair back from her face.




  It was immediately obvious that the three of them were sisters. They had the same heart-shaped faces, the same thick dark hair growing back from widow’s peaks, the

  same big dark eyes and full, pink lips, the same smooth, creamy skin. Devon, the middle sister, was already a beauty, with her curvy figure and

  wide, photogenic cheekbones.




  ‘I read in a book you can hold a hand mirror to someone’s mouth to see if they’re still breathing,’ suggested Maxie, always practical.




  But none of the girls moved to follow up this suggestion. Instead, Deeley’s small hand slipped into Maxie’s, reaching for comfort from her beloved big

  sister. Maxie had always been like a mother to her younger siblings who looked up to her with absolute trust and love. Now Deeley’s pretty, round baby face was pinched

  with fear, and she clung to Maxie, her one rock of certainty in a terrifyingly unstable world.




  ‘I’m scared, Maxie,’ she said in a tiny voice. ‘I’m really scared. We didn’t mean him to be dead, did we?’




  ‘Don’t worry, Deels,’ Maxie said, squeezing her little sister’s hand tight. ‘It’ll be all right. I’ve thought of

  everything.’




  With stronger features than her sisters, Maxie was striking rather than beautiful. And at seventeen, she already looked like a woman, tall and confident. It

  was no wonder Deeley and Devon followed wherever she led.




  ‘Shall I get a mirror, then?’ Devon asked eventually. ‘To, you know, check if he’s . . .’




  She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence. Maxie shivered despite herself.




  ‘I suppose it’d be better than checking his pulse,’ she said.




  ‘He was so nice!’ Deeley blurted out, tears beginning to well up in her huge brown eyes. ‘He always read me a bedtime story . . . and he bought me the

  bike for my birthday, the one I’d wanted for ages and ages, from the Argos catalogue, brand new, with the basket and everything . . . and he was teaching me

  how to ride it . . .’




  ‘Deeley!’ Maxie snapped. ‘You know what he did!’




  ‘I’m sorry, Maxie . . .’ Deeley was sobbing now. ‘Don’t be cross, please don’t be cross . . .’




  She threw herself against her big sister, wrapping her arms tightly around Maxie’s waist, clinging to her like a limpet.




  ‘Don’t snap at her, Max,’ Devon said quickly. ‘She didn’t mean anything by it.’




  ‘I know,’ Maxie said, stroking her little sister’s glossy dark hair from the crown to the two thick plaits she had carefully done herself that morning.

  Deeley was still clinging to her as desperately as ivy twined round a tree, unable to stand up on its own.




  Maxie reached out her other hand to Devon, who took two quick steps around the prone body on the floor to wind her fingers through Maxie’s.




  ‘We’re in this together,’ Maxie said firmly, her voice strong. ‘All for one and one for all. Like we agreed. OK?’




  ‘Yes, Maxie,’ Deeley mumbled into her sister’s cheap acrylic sweater, which was now damp with her tears.




  ‘Yes, Maxie,’ Devon said, swallowing hard.




  ‘We’ll do whatever we need to do to keep ourselves safe,’ Maxie said. ‘That’s the most important thing. We’re sisters. We stick

  together. That’s what sisters do.’




  Deeley loosened her grip and pulled back to look up at her big sisters, her round cheeks pink and tear-stained, but her face still deliciously pretty.




  ‘We do stick together,’ she said fervently. ‘Always. Promise?’ She darted her stare urgently back and forth between Maxie and Devon, her

  expression serious. ‘Promise!’ she insisted.




  ‘Promise,’ Devon said, smiling, despite the desperate crisis, at her baby sister’s childish plea.




  ‘Promise,’ Maxie echoed. ‘And you both have to promise never to tell anyone about what we did today. Whatever happens.’




  Deeley held up two fingers and drew them over her throat, her eyes wide with resolve as she said, ‘Cross my heart and hope to die, Maxie. I

  promise.’




  Devon nodded as Maxie continued, staring now at the body lying on the floor.




  ‘Whatever happens.’




  







  Part One


  Eighteen years later




  







  Deeley




  This is the life, Deeley thought, stretching out her long, long legs on the lounger till her toes were dangling off the end. She was

  pleasantly tired from her Pilates session that morning, a dynamic workout on the Reformer followed by roll-downs on the Tower that had left her back feeling almost as great as it had from the hot

  stone massage the day before. Carefully, she turned over, making sure her toes didn’t touch the lounger; she’d just had her nails done, and not only did she want to avoid smudging them,

  but Nicky would throw a fit if she got hot pink nail polish on the white towelling fabric that covered the lounger. He was ridiculously fussy that way.




  Warm sunlight licked along her back; deliciously relaxing, it was like being bathed in liquid gold. Deeley was careful not to sunbathe at the height of the day, and to always use factor 30

  sunblock. You couldn’t live in LA without having a dermatologist, and you couldn’t have a dermatologist in LA without being lectured constantly about the damage the sun did to your

  skin, especially when you were as naturally pale as Deeley. But it felt so lovely to a girl who’d spent the first twenty-two years of her life in cold, rainy Britain that Deeley

  couldn’t resist slipping out after four in the afternoon, when the sun was lower in the sky, to soak up some rays and zone out, completely de-stressing.




  Because my life is so stressful, of course! she thought, self-aware enough to tease herself. No one knows how hard I have it!




  Squinting through the dark lenses of her YSL sunglasses, she looked across the glittering blue water of the infinity pool to the glass-walled house beyond, its low structure wrapped around two

  sides of the swimming pool. Juan, the pool boy, was desultorily fishing a few floating leaves out of the water. Through the open sliding glass door, Deeley could make out the lean figure of her

  boyfriend Nicky. Wearing a snug white t-shirt and HOM briefs, he was sprawled in a leather armchair, fingers splayed on the armrests, as the manicurist who had just painted Deeley’s nails sat

  on a footstool below him, painstakingly working almond oil into his cuticles.




  Big night tonight, Deeley reflected happily. We both need to look perfect.




  ‘Deeley, hon?’




  Randie, Nicky’s assistant, pushed open the door a little further, stepping out onto the terrace. Like most women who worked as assistants to celebrities, Randie was a little overweight by

  LA standards, and frumpily dressed: the first rule of her job was never to upstage her employer – or his girlfriend. Her loose chinos and baggy Gap t-shirt indicated that she was much too

  busy organizing all the myriad details of Nicky and Deeley’s hugely important lives to take any trouble with her own appearance.




  ‘Hey,’ Deeley said, raising her head a little and smiling at Randie.




  Randie flashed her a bright smile, showing no hint of resentment that Deeley was sunbathing blissfully, a tiny pink Hello Kitty bikini bottom the only item of clothing on her perfect, lightly

  tanned body, while Randie was hard at work, a BlackBerry in one hand, another phone wedged between her shoulder and her ear, her slightly sweaty forehead furrowed in concentration.




  ‘Just FYI,’ Randie said, clicking away at the BlackBerry, ‘Serita’ll be here in an hour or so to finalize Nicky’s outfit for tonight, OK? And then she’ll come

  over and dress you. Plus, I managed to snag Hervé to come do your hair and make-up – how cool is that!’




  Hervé was one of LA’s top make-up artists, always in demand.




  ‘He’s booked solid, so he won’t have much time, but it’s huge that he’s coming at all, right?’ Randie was beaming with her success.




  ‘Fab!’ Deeley sat up, not bothering to cover her high, firm breasts with her hands. ‘Hervé always makes me look amazing!’




  Deeley pictured the silver-sequinned vintage Cardin sheath that Serita, their stylist, had picked out for her. Wrist-length sleeves and a stratospherically short hem, putting her long,

  gloriously slim legs on display. Serita had chosen Marc Jacobs gold platform slingbacks to go with the dress; she loved to mix up her metals. Just imagining how great she’d look in the

  photos, Deeley beamed complacently.




  ‘Great! So everyone’s in the loop!’ Randie pivoted with a rubber squeak of her practical Converse trainers and darted back inside the house again, another item ticked off her

  long list.




  Deeley heaved a deep sigh of contentment, swinging her legs, contemplating the perfect shine on her toenails and the flex of lean muscle in her calves. She was at her peak, she knew: old enough

  to work a red carpet with total confidence, dressed to the nines, and young enough to be able to wear even the craziest, most fashion-forward outfit a stylist chose for her. And that was crucial,

  because as the girlfriend of Nicky Shore, the latest, hottest male TV star, it was Deeley’s job to make it into the weekly fashion round-ups in the gossip magazines. If at least one photo of

  Deeley smiling gloriously at the cameras on Nicky’s arm didn’t make it into InTouch, US Weekly or Star on a weekly basis, Carmen, Nicky’s publicist, would rip

  Deeley a new one.




  Juan, the pool boy, had put down his leaf-catching net and was squatting by the side of the pool, dipping in the thermometer to test that the water was at the perfect temperature. His white

  trousers pulled over his buttocks, showing off their round, firm contours, and making it very clear that he wasn’t wearing any underwear. His bicep, swelling the sleeve of his tight white

  t-shirt, flexed as he lifted the thermometer from the water, turning it to take a reading. Sensing her eyes on him, he swivelled slightly, turning to glance over his shoulder, his dark slanting

  eyes meeting hers for a brief moment before he looked back at the thermometer again.




  Deeley watched from the lounger as Juan stood up, stretching out his solid, muscled back, walking over to the shed where the pool equipment was kept. Juan was built like a fireplug: square,

  every inch of him stocky, solid muscle. And Deeley had a big thing about muscles.




  She made just enough noise standing up from the lounger, slipping on her Hawaiiana flip-flops, so that out of the corner of her eye she saw Juan pause, turn, and watch her as she picked up her

  towel, slinging it over her shoulder, walking bare-breasted round the pool, flicking her fingers in a wave at Nicky through the glass doors as she went. He lifted the hand the manicurist

  wasn’t working on, flashing her his adorably sweet smile even as he said something to his trainer, Sean, who was busy at the marble kitchen counter, loading carrots and spinach into the big

  white juicer.




  ‘Want one?’ Nicky called, nodding at the juicer.




  ‘No thanks,’ Deeley called back, smiling at Sean as she passed, heading for the far side of the pool and the long sprawling extension to the house, separate but equally luxurious.

  She paused as she reached the sliding glass door, her hand on the latch, making eye contact, making sure that her message was clearly received and understood, then she pushed the door open and

  stepped over the threshold, kicking off her flip-flops, throwing her towel on the slate floor, and heading for the Italian-mosaic bathroom, a riot of tiny pink-and-gold glittering tiles and

  gilt-framed mirrors.




  It had been almost five years living in the height of luxury in LA, and Deeley still couldn’t get over how amazing American water pressure was. The huge rainforest shower poured down like

  a tropical storm and she was drenched within a couple of seconds of stepping under it. She took a bottle of Pucci bath oil from the glass shelf, uncapped the stopper and poured some over her

  shoulders, the green floral scent perfect for her mood, for a golden LA afternoon. Deeley closed her eyes, the water cooling her sun-warmed skin, breathing in the perfumed oil, smiling to

  herself.




  And when she opened them again, Juan was standing in the doorway.




  The bedroom was thickly carpeted, and he was in deck shoes – even without the shower beating down on her, Deeley wouldn’t have heard his approach. Blinking the water out of her eyes,

  she took a step forward, letting the full force of the drops pound like a massage on her shoulders. She raised her hands and pushed back her heavy hair, the weight of it settling down her bare

  spine. And then she met Juan’s stare full on.




  His dark eyes were slitted as he looked her up and down. Juan’s face might have been hacked roughly out of sandstone. His features were as blunt and solid as his body, entirely

  expressionless. Deeley’s gaze dropped below his waist and she noticed with approval that at least his body was showing its appreciation; through the tight white trousers, his cock was fully

  erect, pointing at her as best it could, fighting with the thin layer of fabric.




  She took one more step forward, and that was all it took. Raising her eyebrows, she hooked her thumbs into her bikini bottoms and lowered them a half-inch, her eyes fixed on Juan’s,

  challenging him now. With one quick movement, Juan dropped to his knees in front of her, his hands reaching for the ties of her bikini and flicking them undone, his mouth hot between her legs as

  the bikini bottom fell to the floor. He had been out in the sun all day, and was warm to the core. His hands came up to grip her buttocks, to pull them further towards him, tilt her to his mouth,

  equally hot against her skin, and Deeley moaned out loud as his tongue started to flick against her, tracing around her, closing in slowly but surely exactly where she wanted it. Her moans rose in

  volume as he closed his jaw, never stopping the constant motion of his tongue.




  She flung her arms above her head as if she were reaching for something, but there was nothing for her fingers to grasp; the walk-in shower was huge, and there was no way she could touch the

  tiled walls. Instead, her uplifted hands met the full force of the shower, water cascading from the tips of her fingers down her arms, over her breasts, onto her flat stomach as she bucked and

  heaved against Juan’s mouth, his tongue, fighting to get where she wanted, where he was inevitably taking her, the shower so loud that its steady downpour drowned out the ever increasing

  noise she was making, the screams that reached their climax as she did, coming again and again. Juan’s thickly muscled arms were more than strong enough to hold her, stop her slipping on the

  tiled floor as the orgasms hit her in swift succession, rippling her body into an arched bow. She drove her pelvis into Juan’s mouth in quick frenzied beats, determined to wrench every last

  moment of pleasure, until her legs gave way completely and, gasping, she collapsed against him.




  Deeley’s eyes were closed, her body throbbing with the aftermath of her orgasms, and as Juan pushed himself to stand up, she was hanging over his shoulder. He didn’t bother to switch

  off the shower; he carried her into the bedroom, threw her down on the bed, where she landed starfished out, her eyes still shut. Deftly he rummaged in the drawer of the bedside table and pulled

  out a condom. Deeley heard his zipper being dragged down, his trousers being kicked off along with his shoes, the condom wrapper being torn open, and she braced herself. What had just happened had

  been all about her.




  What was about to happen would be all about Juan.




  She was so wet from his mouth and from her multiple orgasms that Juan’s hard cock slid right into her in one stroke, provoking the first sound she’d heard him make that afternoon: a

  deep grunt of primitive male satisfaction. And then he was pounding away at her in a fast, frantic rhythm. Deeley opened her eyes; he was above her, arms braced on either side of her, the dark

  curls low on his bull-like forehead dampening with sweat as he worked away, his lips drawing back from his teeth in a grimace, his thick stocky torso thudding into her as he worked himself to his

  own orgasm. No variation of stroke or speed, no sophisticated techniques, just a machine-like piston stroke, slamming into Deeley again and again and again as she lay there, spread wide for him,

  knowing that nothing was expected from her. No participation, no moans of encouragement, though she was gasping deep in her throat with every stroke.




  He was almost there, Deeley could tell; his strokes weren’t speeding up, but his grunts were growing louder, his cock swelling as he worked away at her. His upper lip curled into a sneer

  as he finally froze for a split second, juddered against her, and let out a long groan of satisfaction as he spilled himself. Deeley felt his cock jerking inside her and closed her eyes to let the

  full delicious final rush of sensations flood through her, her own body throbbing in response to his.




  It was through a haze that she felt Juan kneeling back, carefully pulling himself, plus condom, out of her, and padding into the bathroom to dispose of it. Still in a haze, she felt the creak of

  the mattress as he sat down heavily on the side of the bed to pull on his trousers and shoes.




  He didn’t even bother to take his socks off, she thought, smiling to herself. Pretty much the definition of a quickie.




  Juan stood up, looking down at her. She opened her eyes fully, still smiling, and fluttered her fingers at him as a goodbye; he nodded at her in return, one swift acknowledgement of what they

  had just done, his face once again impassive. This was the most communication she and Juan ever had during one of their encounters; from the first time onwards, they’d barely exchanged a word

  during or after, being much too busy concentrating on the act itself. Smoothing down his t-shirt, he walked briskly from the bedroom. She heard him slide the glass door shut, considerate of her

  nakedness.




  Dreamily, Deeley rolled over on her front, savouring the aftermath, her nerve endings still shimmering with pleasure.




  That was such a good call – the best beauty treatment is really great sex. I’m going to look amazing in the photographs tonight . . .




  

    ‘You got laid, didn’t you?’ Hervé challenged her, his eyebrows shooting up as he swivelled her chair till her face was fully in the light. ‘You

    little slut! You totally got laid today! Don’t lie to me, sugar. I can always tell.’


  




  Deeley smirked as Hervé plonked his huge make-up travel case on her dressing table and plugged in his heated rollers.




  ‘It does half your work for you,’ she pointed out. ‘You shouldn’t complain.’




  ‘Oh, I’m not complaining,’ Hervé said. ‘I’m just jealous. You’re glowing like a nuclear reactor.’




  He looked over his shoulder at Serita, who was bustling in with a garment bag over her arm and a Samsonite pull-case containing the shoes and jewellery she’d picked out for Deeley.




  Serita, angel? Hair thoughts?’




  ‘Down, down, down,’ Serita said in her breathy baby voice. ‘Cascading down the back, super-simple but with lots of body. Like she did a hair commercial and then fucked

  the director.’




  ‘Don’t say another word,’ Hervé said happily. ‘I totally get it.’




  Serita was extracting the silver Cardin dress from the garment bag as worshipfully as if it were a just-discovered Old Master painting. She laid it on the bed and stood back to survey it,

  clasping her heavily ringed hands at her bony ribcage.




  ‘To die for!’ she sighed. ‘I mean, completely!’




  ‘Oh, that’s gorgeous,’ Hervé agreed, patting base carefully onto Deeley’s face.




  ‘She’s got such a lovely figure,’ Serita said, looking over at Deeley in her silk kimono wrap. ‘I mean, she’s not exactly skinny – forget sample sizes for

  this one! But she’s perfectly in proportion. The tiny waist! And those boobs! I love dressing those boobs! I mean, I’d hate to have to do it all the time, but every so often,

  it’s so much fun!’ Serita concluded happily. ‘It’s like picking out clothes for a gigantic Barbie!’




  ‘Tits and ass can change your life. They sure . . . changed . . . mine!’ Hervé warbled playfully.




  ‘A Chorus Line,’ Serita said, setting a gigantic bangle and a pair of diamond earrings on the dressing table. ‘I love that movie.’




  During her first months in LA, Deeley had been totally thrown by the way stylists, make-up artists and personal trainers talked about their clients as if they weren’t even present. Now she

  was so accustomed to it that she didn’t blink an eye. Which was useful, because Hervé was presently employed in gluing individual lashes to her lids to transform her already naturally

  thick eyelashes into a miracle of nature.




  To hear Serita and Hervé talk, Deeley reflected, you’d think that she was a plus-size model, instead of five foot eight and an English size 10. Though mind you, nowadays that

  probably would make her a plus-size model, she thought, amused. By contrast, Serita was so skinny that her chest, shown off by the low V of her neckline, looked like a slatted window

  blind.




  ‘But you know, this is what straight men like,’ Hervé said, finishing his eyelash application and standing back, squinting, to make sure they were even. He gestured at

  Deeley’s body. ‘Tits and ass. All the married guys in LA cheat on their skinny wives with pole dancers with some meat on them. And she’s perfect for Nicky!’ Hervé

  added cheerfully, starting to wind Deeley’s hair around the rollers. ‘How hetero does a man look with this on his arm? I mean, she’s like some life-size blow-up doll!’




  Serita, kneeling in front of Deeley, strapping on the gold platform slingbacks, giggled madly.




  Though Deeley might not particularly relish being compared to a blow-up doll, when she was finally allowed to see herself in the full-length mirror, she had to admit that Serita and Hervé

  had done her up in a way that belied their words. The silver dress, fitted to hug every curve, clung to her like a lover; Serita’s styling genius meant that the dress, though sexy, managed to

  avoid being vulgar. The sequins slid over Deeley with a dull sheen echoed in the soft gold of the high heels and the antique bangle; diamond studs glittered in the thick waves of Deeley’s

  hair, which an artful colourist had lightened to a rich deep caramel. Her dark eyes looked huge, and, to tone down too much overt sexiness, Hervé had cleverly painted her lips a subtle shade

  of golden coral.




  ‘Wow,’ Nicky said from the doorway. ‘You look brilliant, Deels!’




  Deeley pivoted elegantly on her heel, flicking her hair back, one hand on her hip, facing her boyfriend. In a light grey Tom Ford suit, so snug at the waist that only a lean gym obsessive could

  wear it, buttoned over a white silk shirt, Nicky was handsome enough to take anyone’s breath away. His tan set off his tight gold curls and bright blue eyes, and his smile was heart-melting.

  The icing on the cake was that the smile was genuine; he really was as nice, sweet and gentle as he appeared. Deeley beamed back at him in utter contentment at her good luck.




  ‘Love you, Nicky,’ she said happily.




  ‘You too, babe,’ he said fondly.




  ‘Oh my God,’ Sean, Nicky’s trainer, exclaimed, appearing behind Nicky. He slung one arm around Nicky’s shoulder, looking Deeley up and down. ‘Deeley!

  You’re sex on a stick!’




  ‘Well, got to bustle!’ Serita said, nipping out of Deeley’s bedroom, pausing to kiss Nicky on the lips as she went. ‘Too fabulous, both of you. I could kill myself

  now and die happy.’




  ‘Remember to touch up the lippy in the limo,’ Hervé reminded Deeley, as he packed up the last of his equipment. He winked at Sean and Nicky on the way out, his heavy make-up

  case bumping over the metal of the door frame.




  ‘And you two – stay pretty, OK?’ he added appreciatively.




  ‘Aww,’ Sean cooed, planting a big kiss on his lover’s full pink lips. ‘He will if I have anything to do with it!’




  ‘He’s a sodding slave-driver,’ Nicky sighed. ‘I was running up and down the stairs at the Hollywood Bowl all morning! And the bastard made me do all sorts of things this

  afternoon—’




  ‘Oh, I just bet he did,’ Hervé tossed over his shoulder as he trundled his case around the swimming pool. ‘Careful, hon! That stuff’s packed with calories,

  you know . . .’




  Deeley, Sean and Nicky cracked up at this perfect exit line.




  ‘Hervé’s a trip,’ Sean said, grinning widely.




  ‘And he’s not completely wrong, is he?’ Nicky said flirtatiously, sliding his hand down to squeeze Sean’s bottom.




  ‘Oh, please! No kissing and telling!’ Sean squealed as Nicky pinched him.




  ‘Hello.’ Nicky rolled his eyes. ‘What do you think Juan was doing in Deeley’s place this afternoon? Taking the temperature of her bathwater?’




  ‘God, Deeley, you lucky thing,’ Sean said enviously. ‘Dirty pool boy sex. Yum yum.’




  ‘I have to get it somewhere,’ Deeley pointed out, turning to check herself out in the mirror again. ‘I mean, it’s not like my boyfriend’s going to give me one any

  time soon, is it?’




  ‘I hope not!’ Sean giggled.




  ‘Oh, darling, I think you’re safe there,’ Nicky said, wrapping his arm round Sean’s waist. ‘I mean, if I’ve had Deeley across the way for five years and

  haven’t laid a finger on her yet, I’m not exactly going to be consumed with mad passion for her now, am I?’




  Sean grinned at Deeley, his perfect teeth white against his warm brown skin. ‘Nah,’ he said cheerfully. ‘If you’re not getting a hard-on looking at her all dressed up

  like that, I’d say you’re 100 per cent homo.’




  ‘Ssh!’ Nicky lifted a finger to his lips. ‘Stop it! We’re off to the Dyslexic Teen Aids benefit in an hour, and I have to put my best hetero face on! Let’s go have

  a glass of champagne. It always helps me lose my inhibitions and grope Deeley on the red carpet.’




  ‘Vodka and diet soda,’ Sean said sternly. ‘Champagne has too many carbs.’




  ‘Ah, fuck,’ Nicky sighed, as a voluptuous raven-haired woman in a red silk sheath and four-inch spike heels stalked into the room.




  ‘Lovely way to say hi, Nicky,’ she said.




  ‘Carmen, you know I wasn’t . . .’ Nicky started nervously. Everyone in Hollywood was intimidated by Carmen Delgado, publicist to the stars and iron hand in the most elegant of

  iron gloves.




  ‘I was joking, pretty boy,’ Carmen said, raising her perfectly plucked eyebrows at him. ‘When I’m cross with you, believe me, you’ll know.’




  Carmen took in Deeley in her silver-and-gold glory and her red-lipsticked mouth pursed into a whistle of approval.




  ‘Very hot,’ she commented. ‘Serita and Hervé do earn their money.’




  ‘Really,’ Sean gushed, only to have Carmen swivel and fix him with a steely stare, making it more than clear, without speaking a word, that the opinion of a personal trainer

  weighed with her about as much as that of a tabloid journalist.




  ‘I need a moment here, OK?’ Carmen said.




  With me?’ Deeley said, taken aback.




  She barely had any dealings with Carmen now, apart from the odd briefing session where Deeley was summoned to hear Carmen’s feedback on how she was coming across in the press. In the

  beginning, when Deeley and Nicky had first moved to LA, Nicky, as the star of a much-hyped new series, had hired Carmen to manage his image, and Carmen had been at the house all the time. Coaching

  Nicky on how to handle the press. Restyling him into something less ‘English poof’, as she charmingly put it, and more US-friendly. And working out a whole backstory for him and Deeley

  – how they met, how long they’d been together, what their plans for the future were.




  It had been a fairy story for Deeley. She’d met Nicky in London a year before they came to LA, that much was true. But, contrary to their meet-cute version of events (Nicky had seen her

  walking in a London park, picked some flowers and given them to her in tribute to her beauty, then begged her for a date) they’d actually bumped into each other on the dance floor at GAY.

  They’d happily bumped and ground for the rest of the night, swapped numbers and been friends and fellow clubbers ever since. Nicky was a struggling actor, with some decent stage and TV work

  on his CV, but desperate for his big break. He’d been over to LA for pilot season the year before, acquired an agent, even shot a pilot, but nothing had seemed to come of it, and he’d

  returned to London, dispirited.




  And then the miracle happened: Nicky’s pilot had killed with the focus groups. He played a sexy chef-cum-private detective, who had a different gorgeous love interest each episode, but

  whose real passion was for his Siamese cat Mitzi. Originally turned down by straight male studio execs, the pilot had been picked up by a female one who had immediately seen Nicky’s appeal.

  And now, five years later, Cooking up Murder was a smash hit; it was going into syndication, which meant untold riches for everyone associated with it.




  Nicky couldn’t have known, of course, how big Cooking up Murder was going to be. But he had panicked at the thought of hiding his sexuality all alone in LA, knowing there was no way

  the public would accept an unknown gay actor as the latest TV heartthrob. So he had turned to his friend Deeley, who photographed like a dream, and as Serita and Hervé had just said, with

  her killer curves, would make any man by her side look like the most red-blooded of heterosexuals.




  Carmen, all business, had promptly applauded Nicky’s good sense and drawn up a contract for Deeley to sign. An initial bonus, bed and board, her own car, and a yearly allowance

  index-linked to Nicky’s salary; Deeley had signed it without even reading it through. No way could she be worse off than she had been back in London, living in a crappy shared flat in Acton,

  waitressing and working as a hostess at trade shows to scrape a living, constantly having to fend off the groping hands of male employers. Well, that was one hazard she certainly wouldn’t

  have in her role as Nicky’s devoted girlfriend.




  It had been utter bliss. Carmen had told Deeley she needed to lose some weight, and she’d freaked, but Pilates, plus the low-carb eating plan Nicky was on, had melted off some pounds

  without her even trying, and comments on the online gossip columns were so positive about Nicky’s girlfriend having ‘real curves’ that Carmen had backed off. In interviews, Nicky

  was usually asked about what he liked in a woman, to which he would blushingly confess that maybe he was old-fashioned, but he loved that Deeley wasn’t a stick insect. In fact, he would add

  – to the delight of the entire female readership – he’d be even happier if she put on a few more pounds.




  It was all going absolutely perfectly. And when Nicky had fallen for Sean and moved him into the house, it had been the easiest thing in the world; the success of the Nicky/Deeley love fest had

  meant that no fan would ever believe that Sean was anything but Nicky’s trainer and nutritionist.




  So why was Carmen looking at Deeley now as if she were about to fire a bolt pistol into her skull?




  Deeley sat down slowly on the chair in front of her dressing table, her legs suddenly feeling weak. Carmen’s piercing stare had that effect on people. Strange, because Carmen was a

  stunningly good-looking woman. But you didn’t notice the attractive pattern of a cobra’s scales when it reared up in front of you and fixed you with a beady stare.




  ‘So! Five years!’ Carmen said, smiling.




  The smile’s even worse than the stare, Deeley thought nervously.




  ‘Congrats! Job very well done!’ Long black earrings glittered in the dark mass of Carmen’s curly hair as she paced the room, pulling out a cigarette packet from her

  diamanté-encrusted Judith Leiber clutch. ‘Nicky’s straight as a ruler,’ she lit her cigarette, ‘Cooking up Murder is still killing in the ratings,’ she

  shoved the packet back into the clutch and took a long drag on her cigarette, ‘plus Nicky’s first two features are doing fantastic box office!’




  In the summer hiatuses from Cooking up Murder, Nicky had taken second lead in an action movie and played the love interest in a Kate Hudson romcom that had had rave reviews. His movie

  career was well on the way.




  ‘So . . .’ Carmen pointed her cigarette at Deeley, who flinched back from the glowing point being waved in her face. ‘Time to upgrade his personal life. You two have

  been an item for five years. More than long enough.’




  Every muscle in Deeley’s body froze.




  ‘Do you mean you want us to get married?’ she managed to get out, though she could barely move her lips.




  Nicky and she had talked about this in the past. California had a community property divorce law that split everything down the middle, which would be so disadvantageous to Nicky he

  wouldn’t consider it. But they wouldn’t have to get married in California; they could elope to Hawaii, say, and make sure that Deeley had signed a cast-iron pre-nup. Deeley had

  fantasized about it; the dress, the photos, the glamour of it all. They could have IVF kids down the line. She’d thought she would be with Nicky forever; why would he want to swap her for

  another girl when he, she and Sean all got along so well? Nothing in Deeley’s messed-up childhood had given her any belief in true love or lasting relationships. Being settled with her lovely

  Nicky, cocooned in luxury, her only job to look beautiful at premieres and parties, was a far better life than she had ever thought she could achieve.




  And Deeley knew that Nicky wouldn’t come out, not as long as he had any kind of viable acting career. Other actors might be doing it, but not Nicky. Being a star was more important to him,

  and you wouldn’t make it to the A-list as an out gay man. Not yet, anyway.




  Carmen’s expression changed. To Deeley’s absolute horror, Carmen looked . . . pitying.




  ‘Oh, sweetie, no,’ Carmen said, rolling her eyes. ‘No, no, no. Look, you have a killer face and body – I suppose you don’t need brains as well, do you?’




  Deeley bridled furiously, but Carmen was already continuing.




  ‘Upgrade, sweetie. That means someone of a higher status. Get it?’ She gestured to the ceiling with her cigarette to emphasize her point. ‘Nicky definitely needs to be

  with a woman – officially. We’ve sold him as one of the good guys. Lovely girlfriend by his side. Needs to be in a relationship to be happy.’ She took a long drag. ‘Works

  very well – he plays a Casanova on TV, but off screen, he’s a devoted boyfriend. The women eat it up with a spoon.’




  He is a devoted boyfriend, Deeley thought ironically. Just not to me.




  ‘So this is what’s going to happen,’ Carmen said, sitting down on the love seat and crossing her superb legs. Her stiletto heels, reaching halfway up her calves with a

  complicated arrangement of buckles and straps, looked like a cross between fetishwear and deadly weapons. ‘Nicky, regretfully, decides that you’re not The One.’ She raised her

  manicured hands and put quotation marks around the last two words. ‘It’s been five years – make or break. Does he propose, or does he regretfully move on? Beep! He picks Door B.

  Very sad, but these things happen. He has to be honest about his feelings.’




  She looked around for an ashtray, didn’t find one, and tapped her ash into a half-full water glass instead.




  ‘So,’ she continued, ‘a natural period of grieving takes place. Various starlets try to console him. He goes on some dates, but it never pans out. Until!’ She smiled like

  a crocodile. ‘Until he and Jennifer Downs star in an action thriller at the end of the year! Jennifer will be heartbroken too. Her engagement to Joe Jeffreys hasn’t worked out, and

  they’ve called it quits. Again, the right thing to do, but not easy. Nicky and Jennifer console each other, bond over their break-ups. Next thing you know – bing! They’re an item.

  They’re engaged. And this time, it goes all the way – they get married. Jennifer’s The One. Happily ever after, with a big shiny red ribbon around the package.’




  It was common knowledge among the small inner circle of actors and movie-makers in Hollywood that Jennifer Downs, beautiful, Oscar-winning Jennifer Downs, was not only gay, but in a long-term

  relationship with Carmen herself. Deeley knew this perfectly well. She also knew, through the gossip mill, that Carmen had set Jennifer up with Joe Jeffreys, A-list movie star, to counter any

  speculation about Jennifer’s sexuality. You didn’t get more macho than Joe. He was like the male Deeley.




  ‘What about Joe?’ Deeley asked; she couldn’t help being curious.




  ‘Get this!’ Carmen grinned. ‘He’s in love! For real! Whole big redemption story – she had quite a past. We’re making her into an actress now –

  it’ll play really well. They’re already engaged. Secretly, of course.’




  She tipped her cigarette into the water glass, where it hissed out.




  ‘It’s all planned out,’ she said. ‘You get your five-year bonus – it’s in the contract – and Nicky’ll kick in a nice little resettlement sum for

  you as well.’




  ‘Resettlement?’ Deeley whispered.




  ‘You’re going back to the UK, sweetie. That’s the story. You were in LA to be with your man, and it hasn’t worked out. So you need a fresh start. It wouldn’t look

  good to have you kicking round LA at a loose end. God knows what you’d get up to. We can’t have you falling in and out of clubs on the Strip. Nicky’s got a classy rep to

  maintain.’




  Deeley sat up straight, her eyes burning with indignation. ‘How dare—’ she started furiously, but Carmen cut her off.




  ‘Please,’ she said, standing up, flicking her hand at Deeley in dismissal. ‘I roll over three girls like you before my morning espresso, OK? You’ve done a great job, and

  you’ll get paid for it. But let’s face it, you’re – what, twenty-eight now?’




  ‘Twenty-seven,’ Deeley muttered angrily.




  ‘Way over the hill in starlet years. Time to take your earnings, go on home and snag yourself a rich husband who lets you decorate the place like Barbie’s love nest,’

  Carmen said snarkily, glancing around her at the pink decor. ‘Oh, and fuck pool boys. I hear that’s your type.’




  ‘I didn’t exactly have much choice who I had sex with, did I?’ Deeley snapped, jumping to her feet in fury. ‘I had to be discreet for Nicky!’




  ‘Whatever,’ Carmen said over her shoulder, already on her way to the door. ‘Just remember, that contract you signed is ironclad. Breathe a word about what really happened with

  you and Nicky and you’ll have to pay back every cent of what you got over the last five years. Plus I’ll have you arrested. Keep your mouth shut and you’ll be well taken care

  of.’




  She turned in the doorway, spearing Deeley with a last terrifying black stare.




  ‘And don’t go crying to Nicky. It won’t change anything and it’ll just make him uncomfortable. Believe me, he’s 100 per cent on board with all this. You know how

  ambitious he is. Who do you think he’s going to listen to – you or me?’




  And with a toss of her black curls, Carmen strode away past the pool to the main house, her spike heels tapping out a metallic tattoo on the stone paving.




  Deeley sank back into her chair, her heart racing like an express train. In the space of a few minutes, her life had been turned completely upside down. Everything she had taken for granted had

  been picked up by Carmen and thrown into the dustbin.




  She looked around at her beautiful suite of rooms, decorated to her exact specifications; it was a bower fit for a fairy princess, all pink and gold and lavender. How dare Carmen call it a

  Barbie love nest? It was really sophisticated! Deeley glanced lovingly at the fuschia velvet love seat, piled high with sequinned and beaded throw pillows; at her canopied bed, taffeta curtains

  tumbling down from a central rose in the ceiling and held back with silk tasselled ties. Her Italian pink-and-gold mosaic-tiled bathroom with its claw-footed bath was like something out of a film.

  So was the dressing table she was sitting at – every little girl’s dream, mirrored glass with a silver chair in front of it, laden with expensive perfumes.




  But all this was no longer hers. She had just been a temporary tenant, and now she was being evicted.




  Tears sprang to her eyes, but she had to blink them back to avoid ruining her make-up. No matter how upset she was, she knew that she was expected to leave with Nicky tonight, walk the red

  carpet, put on a perfect front, until Carmen instructed her otherwise. Carmen was holding that extra end-of-contract money over her head, and she’d be watching to make sure Deeley earned

  it.




  What am I going to do? Deeley thought frantically. Where am I going to go? She didn’t have any ties in London any more; she’d left everyone and everything behind to

  start a new glamorous life in LA with Nicky. The people she’d known in London had just been club friends, girls who shared the run-down flat in Acton with her, fellow hostesses at trade shows

  trying to climb the greasy pole of success, all of them elbowing each other out of the way for a shot at an opportunity. No one she cared about or had bonded with enough to keep in touch with them

  when she moved half a world away.




  She turned slowly in her chair, staring at herself in the dressing table mirror. In the full view, and the two smaller wings on either side, she looked as stunning as ever. Her genetic

  inheritance was excellent. Her mother had been a complete disaster as far as her maternal responsibilities went, but she had passed on her stunning features to all three of her daughters. Deeley

  had the big dark McKenna eyes, the smooth creamy McKenna skin, now gently gilded by the LA sun, and the thick dark McKenna hair, which she had lightened to shades of toffee and caramel. Deeley

  leaned into the mirror, looking for crow’s feet, lifting her hair to see if there were any lines on her forehead. She couldn’t see any. And even though she was




  wearing smoothly blended base and foundation, courtesy of Hervé, when she squinted up her eyes, she still couldn’t spot any lines. But Carmen’s words had sunk into her like

  heavy lead bullets. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight . . . way over the hill in starlet years.




  Not being able to stay in LA was the killer. She loved it here. Everything was so easy. She wafted along on an invisible cushion of money and fame, every door opening to her without her even

  having to lift a hand.




  But it won’t be so easy when you’re not dating Nicky, a little voice inside her head told her. You can kiss goodbye to the automatic tables at Nobu and Katsuya and the Ivy.

  And you won’t get the gold-star treatment in Fred Siegel if you don’t have a no-limits platinum Amex to flash around. If you stayed on here, you’d be last week’s news as

  soon as you broke up with Nicky. You’d be lucky to get offered a place on one of those shitty VH1 ‘Celebreality’ shows.




  The thought of doing something like that made her shiver; how she and Sean and Nicky had loved to watch those shows, all curled up on Nicky’s huge wraparound beige suede sofa, laughing at

  the fame-hungry contestants. What a slide down the ladder it would be to humble herself by stooping to them now.




  Forget it, Deeley, the voice snapped. Carmen would never let you do a show like that; it’d make Nicky look like shit. That contract you signed must have been thirty pages thick.

  I bet it’s got more sub-clauses than the Bible.




  She kept staring at herself, trying to assess her worth, because that was how she’d always calculated her value. Looks were all she’d ever had; her older sisters had got all the

  brains in the family. Snag a rich husband, Carmen had said, but Deeley couldn’t help seeing that as prostitution. Having sex with someone you didn’t fancy because he had tons of

  money – what else was that? She shivered again at the thought. It felt as if the world was closing in around her, squeezing her down to nothing. No options at all. Whatever money Nicky gave

  her wouldn’t last long, she knew; she was terrible with money, always had been.




  And then she thought of her older sisters. Maxie. Devon. They’re both back in London, and doing so well. They’ve really made something of themselves.




  Deeley hadn’t seen either of them for years. Longer than the time she’d been in LA. What had happened that day in the front room of Bill’s council house in Riseholme –

  that day she tried never to think about – should have brought them closer together than anything, bonded them for life. But for her, at least, that hadn’t happened. Never the brainy

  one, Deeley had dropped out of school at sixteen and headed to London, where Maxie and Devon were already living by then; but they’d been too busy establishing their careers, building their

  glamorous lives, to have much room for a younger sister with no greater ambition than to go out dancing every night. When Nicky had whisked her off to LA, Deeley knew that both her sisters had

  thought it was just the right place for her. And since then they’d barely been in touch.




  It was Deeley’s fault as much as theirs. She’d been swept away by Nicky’s amazing lifestyle and had never looked back. She hadn’t even gone back to London for

  Devon’s wedding to Matt Bates, the England rugby star.




  Well, it’s time to build some bridges. I need Maxie and Devon now. Maxie always looked after me . . . she’ll help me till I get on my feet in London, I’m sure she

  will.




  After all, we promised to stick together – whatever happened . . . didn’t we?




  







  Devon




  Devon felt really, really fat. Hugely, grotesquely, enormously fat.




  She reached down and put both hands round her stomach. She was lying in bed, so it was at its flattest, but she could still make her tummy bulge into a solid roll, thumbs digging in on one side,

  fingers into the other, like a big doughnut round her waist that easily filled her palms. She couldn’t think why she was feeling this bloated when she’d had such a virtuous dinner last

  night: she’d made pasta carbonara for Matt, but only had a few forkfuls herself, filling up on carrot sticks and beetroot slices. No cream in the carbonara, the fat trimmed off the bacon, and

  barely any cheese on hers; besides, it had been rice pasta. Matt wasn’t as keen on the rice pasta, but sod him, it was much more digestible than the wheat version and it didn’t make her

  retain water . . .




  Oh. Shit. A memory of the last part of the evening flooded back to her. Matt had gone to sleep early, as he always did when he was training. One beer with dinner, then his

  favourite TV programme, Escape to the Country, a kiss on Devon’s lips, and then off to bed by nine thirty with the latest issue of XBox magazine. The glamour of married

  life, Devon thought sourly. If the people who read OK and Hello! and gawk at the spreads of me and Matt ‘enjoying a cocktail while relaxing in our gorgeous living

  room’ could see the reality, they’d be a lot less jealous of our lifestyle. Honestly, most of the time I’m bored out of my mind.




  Matt never wanted to go out any more. Devon grimaced. To be fair, Matt had never wanted to go out. The longer they were together, the clearer it was how different their lifestyles were. In the

  first exciting flush of dating, Matt had accompanied her everywhere, but she had made the fatal mistake of assuming that this was because he loved parties as much as she did. Actually, the reason

  was simpler: he just wanted to be with her. Now that they were settled down, Matt still wanted to be with Devon as much as ever, but for him that meant cosy evenings in at home, dinner and a TV

  programme, and then bed. He’d given up asking her to come to bed with him, to curl up and read a novel while he paged through his gaming magazine; he’d resigned himself to the knowledge

  that he and his wife had very different body clocks. And very different ideas of what constituted a fun evening.




  And Devon, still wide awake, had roamed the house, a big glass of red wine in her hand. She’d Twittered, logged on to her Facebook page and checked out what her friends were up to, envious

  of the ones who were out at gallery openings and cocktail parties and launches, dying to be out with them, all dressed up, laughing and gossiping and sinking martinis.




  But I was supposed to be having a quiet night in, she’d thought gloomily, shutting her MacBook and watching as the apple glowed brightly and then faded to grey. I’ve been

  going out too much. And when I go out, I drink too much, and eat canapés, which are really fattening, and then I get home drunk, and Matt’s fast asleep, so I raid the kitchen and stuff

  down cheese and biscuits and bread and butter and ice cream . . .




  She’d curled up in one of the corners of the huge leather U-shaped sofa, swaddling herself in her favourite cable-knit plum Mongolian cashmere throw, and watched some crappy TV, refilling

  her glass a couple of times till the bottle was empty. If she turned her head, she could see herself in the huge antique mirror hanging above the wrought-iron fireplace to her left, tilted down at

  a slight angle so it reflected the room. Thick dark hair piled up on top of her head, secured with a big tortoiseshell clip, creamy skin against the purple of her silk lounging pyjamas, her body

  flatteringly concealed by the soft knitted throw; she looked stunning, like one of those shots from a magazine: ‘Devon McKenna, culinary goddess, relaxing at home with a glass of Pinot

  Noir after a long day whipping up delicious recipes!’




  Only, when she unwound the throw and stood up, glancing at herself in the mirror, the image wasn’t quite so picture-perfect. She could see the curve of her bum distorting the smooth line

  of the silk pyjama jacket, which ought to hang down straight, but instead stuck out like a pelmet over her bottom. And her boobs, lifted and supported by a bra (she never, ever went bra-less unless

  she was in bed or in the bath, it was too uncomfortable) were doing exactly the same on the front of her body, straining the buttons of the jacket. The silk was pulled tight at the buttons, gaping

  open on either side of them; anyone looking at her would have said the pyjamas were too small.




  And they were a size Large.




  Devon shuddered, turning away from the mirror. She knew she should go to bed; it was nearly midnight. Yes, she’d had a couple of glasses of wine too many – more than a couple, if she

  were being honest, because their Riedel crystal Burgundy wine glasses were enormous, and she’d been pouring very generously. And the calories in wine were . . . well, she wasn’t going

  to think about that now. It was too depressing.




  A little voice was telling her to put the wine glass on the mantelpiece, turn off the lights and head upstairs to the master bedroom, where her husband was already, doubtless, fast asleep,

  making those little snuffling noises that she’d used to think cute, years ago, and now just made her want to hold a pillow over his face. But instead – because she really ought to put

  the wine glass in the dishwasher, not just leave it like litter around the house – she found herself walking into the hallway, its stained-glass skylight overhead dark now, and into the huge,

  stunning, perfect kitchen where her TV cooking show was filmed.




  A great deal of money had been spent on making this kitchen camera-ready, probably fifty thousand pounds. But it had been essential. An ex-model turned TV cook had made her debut last year, and

  been slated for letting the viewers believe that the lovely white-painted kitchen where the series had been filmed was her own. The whole point of these series was not, really, for the viewers to

  learn how to cook. It was for them to bask in the reflected glow of the perfect life they saw on screen: to imagine, for the forty-five minutes of the programme, that they were part of it. Acting

  as if she had been in her own house, when she wasn’t, the ex-model had invited catty criticism.




  Devon hadn’t been stupid enough to make that mistake. Her kitchen took up the entire back of her Georgian house, and had been extended out into the hundred-foot garden with hyper-modern

  glass walls and a sloping glass roof that provided all the natural light that any TV crew could need. Black granite Corian topped the cherrywood cabinets and kitchen island, all the fittings were

  stainless steel, and though the walls were white, for filming purposes, the ceramic floor tiles and all the appliances were deep purple, Devon’s signature colour.




  It was a dream kitchen, kept shiny and polished by the cleaning lady who came in every day, working baby oil into the Corian surfaces to keep them glossy. Like a showroom from a catalogue, it

  was unreal in its perfection. But a few minutes after Devon had come in, that perfection was a distant memory. The Tupperware container of leftover pasta carbonara was out on the countertop next to

  the open Sub-Zero fridge, a folding chopping board with a heap of grated Parmesan beside it, which Devon was scattering so thickly over the pasta that it disappeared under the heavy coating. She

  pulled open the larder and extracted a bottle of extra-virgin olive oil, uncapping it and drizzling a bright green stream of rich, peppery oil over the layer of cheese. Mixing it all up with a

  fork, she added the rest of the Parmesan and




  some more oil for good measure before starting to fork up mouthfuls, barely taking time to chew one big bite before adding the next.




  It was delicious. Crunchy little bites of pancetta contrasted with the eggy sauce coating each strand of spaghetti; the freshly grated cheese was sharp and tangy, the olive oil giving it an

  extra spicy kick. Of course, it would have been even better if she’d taken the time to reheat the pasta, melting the cheese into it, maybe scattering a few red chilli flakes into the mix; but

  she was binging, not cooking, and this wasn’t about anything but stuffing food into her mouth as fast as she could.




  Devon didn’t sit down, because that would have meant acknowledging what she was doing. Standing up at the counter, she could stay in the moment, pretend it wasn’t really happening,

  that she was in some sort of suspended, parallel world where calories didn’t count and it wasn’t her, sophisticated, grown-up, envied and celebrated Devon McKenna, celebrity TV cook,

  gorging on leftovers like a fat greedy pig.




  She didn’t stop till the container was finished. If someone had walked in while she was stuffing herself, she’d have shoved everything into the fridge as fast as she could, pretended

  that nothing was happening; but she’d have sneaked back in later to demolish what was left in the container. Once she’d started, nothing on earth could have stopped her till it was

  empty. And afterwards, she cleaned up everything till there was no evidence left: Tupperware, chopping board and fork loaded into the Miele dishwasher, oil and cheese back where they’d come

  from. Matt would never notice that the leftovers had vanished from the fridge; though he ate a lot, he wasn’t greedy.




  Unlike Devon.




  And then she did what she always did after a binge. She went into her office, sat down at her modular desk, opened up her MacBook once again, and went onto the Daily Mail website. It

  specialized in photos of female celebrities, their bodies displayed for judgement by the Mail and its online readers. Devon, in the




  Vivienne Westwood, Donna Karan and Karen Millen dresses that flattered her hourglass figure, was by no means thin, and the occasional snarky comment emphasized that cruelly:




  ‘Voluptuous? More like obese!’




  ‘Looks like the hourglass is expanding dangerously at both ends!’




  ‘Come on – any of you who don’t think she’s fat must be porkers yourselves!’




  But every single nasty post about Devon’s weight had been red-arrowed by the rest of the commenters. And the positive posts outnumbered the negatives by at least ten to one.




  ‘Leave her alone, she’s stunning! I wish I had her curves, LOL!’




  ‘All those skinny-minny Kate Moss types could do with looking more like Devon – this is how men like their women – someone to squeeze!’




  ‘What do you mean fat? Devon can’t be over a size 14, that’s still fine in my book! She loves food, you can see that on her programmes, if she was thin

  she’d be bulimic wouldn’t she? It’s amazing she’s not much bigger, good for her’.




  It was amazing she wasn’t bigger, Devon thought gloomily, closing the laptop. Usually the comments section cheered her up, but it was always a risk. The negative remarks affected

  her much more than the positive ones, naturally, but the sheer number of people who bothered to post was always a tribute to how many fans she had. Devon was a poster girl for women with curves,

  women who loved to eat; if she lost a few stone, she’d lose her devoted following as well. But if she lost a stone – well, twenty pounds, who was she kidding — if she lost twenty

  pounds, got back to the weight she’d been when she first got her TV series, the weight she’d been on her wedding day . . .




  For a moment, Devon allowed herself the bliss of imagining it. Imagining herself able to fit into a size 12 – even to fit her boobs into a size 12, if the top were generously cut. God, how

  happy she’d be! She thought miserably of all the clothes in her huge closet that she couldn’t fit into any longer. Jeans that had been her normal, everyday wear. Dresses that had made

  her feel like a film star. Even shoes she wouldn’t put on any longer; she wasn’t comfortable wearing ankle straps any more, because she thought they cut her legs off and made them look

  stumpy.




  If I’d only been happy with my weight then! The trouble was that you never enjoyed what you had. You always wanted to be thinner. If you were a size 12, you wanted to be a size 10.

  Women were never happy with their bodies, in Devon’s experience.




  If I could only somehow manage to get back to the size I was . . . if I went on one of those bikini boot camps, or did a cabbage soup diet, or just stopped binging after dinner . . .




  I will. I will stop binging after dinner. That’ll do it. I must have eaten a thousand calories just now with that pasta. Much more if I count the wine as well . . . Oh God .

  . .




  Depression had fully settled in, waves of exhaustion and gloom sweeping over her. Which meant she was ready to go to bed. Padding up the staircase that wrapped around the open hall, her cashmere

  White Company slippers making no sound on the polished floor, she pushed open the door that led to the master bedroom suite. Matt was fast asleep, making those snuffling noises, damn him. She

  slipped under the white velvet coverlet and closed her eyes, hoping to fall asleep straight away – before she got so annoyed with Matt’s bloody snuffling that she pushed him right off

  the mattress . . .




  

    ‘Dev? You awake? Oi! Dev!’


  




  Devon snapped out of her memories of the night before, very grateful for the distraction. No more late-night snacking, she told herself firmly now, a resolution that she had made many,

  many times already.




  ‘Dev!’




  Someone was knocking on the bedroom door. It couldn’t be Matt – he was long gone, always up just after dawn to have breakfast before heading off to training. Devon pushed the pillows

  behind her and sat up.




  ‘Gary?’ she called. ‘Is that you?’




  ‘Of course it’s bloody me,’ Gary Jordan, her make-up artist, said impatiently, opening the door and coming in, carrying a tray with two cups of coffee and a plate of pastries.

  ‘Who were you expecting, the Easter bunny?’




  He set down the tray on the bedside table and crossed the room to draw the light silk curtains. Spring morning light flooded into the bedroom. With his back to the window, Gary surveyed Devon,

  who had reached gratefully for her coffee and was sipping it, her head clearing as the caffeine hit her system. The morning light illuminated her face all too clearly; beautiful as she was, the

  regular binging and drinking was making her eyes a little puffy and her skin dull.




  ‘Ooh dear,’ he said, clicking his tongue. ‘I’ve got my work cut out for me today, haven’t I?’




  ‘Shut up. The Easter bunny would be nicer to me,’ Devon said, sticking her tongue out at Gary. ‘And he’d bring me chocolate.’




  ‘You shut up,’ Gary said. ‘Chocolate’s the last thing you need.’




  Taking the second cup of coffee and a croissant, he perched comfortably on the bed. In his grey waistcoat, tight black jeans and jaunty grey tweed cap over his carefully tonged hair, Gary

  resembled a modern version of the Artful Dodger.




  ‘Mmn, nice,’ he said appreciatively, stroking the mauve silk coverlet. ‘So what are we doing today? Bit early for you to book me in when you’re not working! You usually

  like to sleep till noon, don’t you, love? Going out for a posh lunch?’




  Devon shook her head. ‘Interview,’ she said through a mouthful of Danish pastry. ‘Women’s Life magazine.’




  ‘Photos?’ Gary asked, narrowing his eyes.




  ‘No, did them last week, remember,’ she said. ‘In their test kitchen.’




  ‘Oh, so it’s just nice and natural, cover up the spots and don’t scare the horses,’ Gary said, relaxing.




  Devon had been working with Gary since she first started in TV; he’d been doing the make-up on the breakfast show on which she’d started out as a lowly runner. They’d both come

  a long way since then. Gary was in high demand, working on major TV series and feature films, but Devon booked him whenever she could. Gary knew exactly what she needed, how to shade her jaw so it

  looked slimmer, how to make her lips look fuller and more lush than anyone else could; she never had to tell him anything.




  And Gary’s total lack of respect for her fame and fortune, the way he teased her just as if she were still a runner on a breakfast TV show, not a famous icon and sex symbol, was exactly

  what she needed. A born-and-bred Londoner with an acid tongue, Gary wouldn’t have dreamed of sucking up to anyone. Which was ideal, as Devon had always responded best to people who made fun

  of her. Growing up, she’d missed out on the banter and jokes that would be expected between three sisters relatively close in age. She, Maxie and Deeley had been too traumatized, too fearful,

  to ever relax and mess around with each other like more normal sisters did. Nor had they been able to have close friends at school; their family problems were too intense, their secrets too

  profound, for them to be able to form bonds outside their little threesome.




  Devon still didn’t have any close girlfriends. She’d never learned how. She and Maxie were very close – though, to be honest, Devon didn’t much like Maxie, and had the

  feeling that the sentiments were returned. But what they had been through when they were young, culminating in that awful night in the autumn of 1993, had locked them together forever, as tightly

  as if they each had a wrist in a pair of handcuffs.




  Deeley, somehow, had escaped. Perhaps by being so young, that night, too young to have been as involved in what they had done as her two older sisters had been. And she had disappeared,

  literally, off to LA, living a golden existence with her gorgeous gay boyfriend, with nothing to do but look pretty and smile and dress up like a beautiful doll. No responsibilities, no career to

  manage, no marriage problems, no weight issues.




  Lucky Deeley. Lucky, lucky Deeley.




  Devon pushed back the wave of resentment that tended to flood up whenever she thought about her younger sister’s charmed, easy life, and turned back to the present.




  ‘What spots?’ she said, drinking more coffee. ‘Fuck off, Gary. I’ve never had spots.’




  Gary snorted. ‘Of course you haven’t, darling,’ he said. ‘Just like you’ve never had an STD.’




  ‘I’ve never . . .’ Devon started indignantly, then stopped, realizing he was joking. ‘Shut up,’ she said, taking another bite of Danish. ‘Just for

  that, you’d better make me look absolutely gorgeous.’




  

    ‘Wow, Devon, you’re so lucky!’ the interviewer from the women’s magazine gushed. ‘You have such a great life – this kitchen’s

    even more amazing in real life than on TV!’


  




  Devon flashed her biggest, most charming smile, tossing back her shiny dark hair. Gary had done a fantastic job with her hair and make-up; she looked flawless, but natural. She was in Earl jeans

  and a black Ghost crêpe shirt that flowed over her curves rather than clinging to them, amethyst earrings dangling in her ears. Simple, relatable clothes. Devon’s image wasn’t

  exactly the girl next door, but it was crucial that she seemed approachable. Friendly. Normal. I.e., not so groomed and perfect that she intimidated the interviewer and caused her to write a catty

  article in revenge.




  ‘Oh, I spent hours tidying up this morning!’ Devon lied cheerfully. ‘It’s usually an awful mess.’




  ‘And the sofa’s even comfier than it looks,’ the interviewer said, patting the arm of the huge cranberry velvet sofa that sprawled along the back wall of the kitchen. ‘I

  love that bit on your shows when you’ve finished cooking, and you take a portion of what you’ve just made and sit down here to eat it . . .’




  That was how Devon’s programmes usually ended; with her announcing that she’d worked hard to feed everyone else and she was going to take a special, indulgent moment to treat

  herself.




  ‘Or a drink,’ Devon said, smiling. ‘Sometimes I take a lovely big glass of wine and sit down here to put my feet up.’




  ‘Oh yes! Everyone loves that too!’ The interviewer giggled girlishly. ‘What do you call it?’




  ‘My little bit extra,’ Devon said, winking at her. ‘I have to have my little bit extra. I think we all do, don’t we?’




  She had this line down pat. And though it was a routine, it wasn’t hypocritical; Devon genuinely meant it. That was the secret of her appeal; the persona she projected on TV was her own

  – exaggerated, as everything is on TV, but definitely her own. She wasn’t playing a part.




  The interviewer giggled harder. ‘That’s what the next show’s going to be called, right?’ she said. ‘It’s such a great title!’




  Across the room, perched on a chrome and white-leather bar stool, Devon’s publicist, who was fiddling with her BlackBerry but mainly listening hard to the interview, nodded approvingly.

  Five minutes into the conversation and the title of the next series had already been namechecked; nice work, the nod said.




  ‘I’ve been saying it for years,’ Devon said, curling up in the corner of the sofa, tucking her bare feet sideways. ‘Ever since I first started out on Wake up UK.

  So finally Rory – that’s the producer I work with at the TV company that makes the show for the Beeb – he said, “You know, this is the perfect title for the new series

  – Devon’s Little Bit Extra.” I think it’s hilarious.’




  ‘Oh yes!’ The interviewer beamed, sliding her digital recorder a little closer along the coffee table to Devon till it butted against the one Devon’s publicist had placed

  there. This was standard practice now for celebrities; you always kept your own copy of the interview, to ensure no quotes got exaggerated, embellished or just simply made up. ‘Can you talk a

  bit about how you got started on Wake up UK? I mean, you didn’t actually train as a cook, right?’




  Devon had to be careful not to stiffen up at this question. It was one of her two main weak points, and no matter how nice an interviewer seemed, how much they were telling you that they loved

  you and your house and your life, if you showed weakness, they’d sense it and use it to dig away at you.




  So she smiled as easily as ever, and tossed her hair back casually as she said, ‘Yes, that’s right! I think that a lot of women identify with me because of that. I mean, I’m

  just like them. I didn’t go to cooking school, and I didn’t apprentice in restaurants. I taught myself to cook and I never put on airs and graces about it – I mean, I’d

  never call myself a chef.’ She looked self-deprecating. ‘But what I really love is to help people learn to cook. You know, nothing pretentious. Just nice comfort food, the kind you want

  to eat every day. And that’s how I got started. I was working as a runner on TV – very lowly, just racing around getting people coffee.’




  ‘Did you always want to be on TV?’ the interviewer asked, tilting her head to one side.




  ‘I didn’t know what I wanted to do,’ Devon lied. ‘I got the job through a temp agency and just sort of stayed on.’




  Of course I wanted to be on TV! she thought. Everyone wants to be on TV! But you couldn’t say that. It made you sound stuck-up and ambitious, and there was still a lot of

  hostility towards ambitious women. And of course she hadn’t got the job through a temp agency; she’d written letters and pestered producers and got Maxie’s then

  fiancé, Olly, to pull some strings to get her into an interview that had led to her being taken on as a runner – not even a researcher. But it had got her foot that tiny crack in the

  door, even if it was a lowly job where she was paid practically nothing to get up at 3 a.m. every day for the breakfast show and to get screamed at by everyone for not getting their coffee fast

  enough.




  ‘And you ended up doing a cooking slot on the show,’ the interviewer prompted.




  ‘It was so funny!’ Devon said cheerfully. ‘There was this guest,’ she named a famous footballer, ‘who mentioned in an interview that he’d never cooked

  anything in his life. So they said they’d book him in the week after to give him a cooking lesson, but the chef who was supposed to do it pulled out at the last minute.’




  Too hungover to be in the studio by 7 a.m., she remembered. Bloody celebrity chefs think the world shines out of their bum.




  ‘And the producer asked me to do it,’ she continued.




  ‘You must have been terrified!’




  Well, not really. What really happened was that I begged the producer, practically on my knees. I pleaded, I swore I could do it, and when he said yes, I could do the cooking segment, I was

  so excited I could barely breathe. I wanted to be on TV so badly I’d have done anything. Anything at all.




  But she didn’t mention any of that when she answered, smiling, ‘I thought I was going to throw up, I was so scared!’ She leaned back, crossing her legs. ‘But I loved it.

  It was really fun. We laughed and laughed. I tried to show him how to cook an egg, and he barely even knew how to tell when water was boiling. We got swamped with phone calls and texts – all

  the viewers loved it – so the producer said that I should do it regularly. I mean, at first it was really basic. You wouldn’t believe the amount of famous guys who didn’t even

  know how to make toast.’




  ‘Wasn’t the joke that they were too busy looking at your – um . . .’ the interviewer looked knowing as she nodded in the direction of Devon’s bosom, ‘to, um,

  concentrate on cooking anything?’
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