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  Prologue


  Manhattan: Now




  







  Coco




  Coco Raeburn stared down at the display on her bathroom scales, excitement rising in her as she scanned the figures on the screen. Actually, the

  chrome and glass device on which she was standing was much more than a set of scales; it was a body composition analyser, informing her not only of her weight but also her body fat percentage, her

  total water content, and her BMI. By now, Coco was so used to seeing her fat percentage displayed that she didn’t bat an eyelid at the brutal truth; and today it was a mere 8 per cent. Under

  10 per cent body fat! That was wonderful enough in itself, but the real prize was the main display, the large figures in the centre of the screen.




  There were only two of them. Two figures. She had done it; she’d reached her goal, cracked the hundred.




  Ninety-eight pounds. She could hardly believe it. In fact, she stepped off the scales, let the screen clear, and then tapped the base of the scales to restart them. Cautiously, almost

  tentatively, she set one bare foot, then the other, on the rubber indents, watching, breath held in anticipation, as the monitor scanned her once more and then spat out the figures that by now

  – as far as she was concerned – defined Coco more completely than anything else.




  Ninety-eight pounds, again. Not only had she cracked the hundred, but she had an extra pound to spare in case of any slipbacks.




  Well, there won’t be any of those, she told herself, determined. I’m staying at ninety-eight if it kills me.




  Coco shivered in the air-conditioned bathroom; the trouble with only having 8 per cent body fat was that you felt the cold much more acutely. But she didn’t go into the hallway to adjust

  the temperature on the built-in thermostat: she couldn’t drag herself away from the sight of her thin, thin body in the full-length mirror set into the wall. With approval, she noted how much

  bone and muscle she could see. Her tummy had sunk in below her ribcage, a tight concave band of muscle, firm from all her Pilates classes and training sessions with Brad. She pummelled it lightly

  with her fists: hard as a rock. She could count every one of her ribs, the top ones slatted like a set of Venetian blinds. People commented on those, and the protruding collarbones. I need

  high-cut necklines to cover them, she thought. Diane von Furstenberg’s doing some great blouses for spring/summer. I’ll get someone to call them in.




  Blouses with high necklines and long sleeves: those would be ideal. Coco was dressing very differently than when she’d been what she now considered huge – an English size

  12–14. Gigantic! She shuddered at the thought of how fat she’d been. Then, she’d shown off her rounded shoulders, the boobs that she’d now completely lost. Now, folds of

  fabric hung on her skinny frame as if from a hanger, concealing not only the too-visible bones, but the bruises and chafe-marks that patterned her pale skin.




  At each hip, perfectly parallel, were five livid purple imprints where a man’s hands had dug into her, held her down. Big hands, which spanned half her body with ease, now that she was so

  thin; the bruises were so clear that a police pathologist could almost have taken fingerprints from them. On her stomach, a pattern of small red smudges bore witness to hot wax that had been

  dripped on her, her abdomen so hollow now it was like a shallow bowl he had taken pleasure in filling. As for her wrists and ankles . . . well, Coco took it for granted these days that she needed

  to cover them whenever she was out in public. She worked out in leggings and slim, long-sleeved tops, careful not to let the cuffs slide back and show the reddened indentations on her skin. If they

  were planning a trip to St Barts, to a beach where she would be on display, if there were any chance that someone might see Coco’s body, he switched to velvet-lined restraints well in

  advance, so that there would be no telltale rope-marks on her.




  Anyone entering the bathroom at that moment would have gasped aloud in shock at the sight of Coco’s white, almost skeletal body, the visible vertebrae like a fragile tower of stones

  reaching from nape to coccyx, the contusions on her almost-flat buttocks, the welts around the wrists and ankles. They would have rushed forward, reached for a towel or dressing-gown to cover her

  vulnerable, bruised nakedness, asked what had happened to her, if she had gone to the police.




  But then they would have noticed the faraway, otherworldly look in her eyes as she stared at herself, raising one hand to her neck, where two thumbprints could just be made out, one above each

  collarbone point. And they would have realised that this was not a woman who had been subjected against her will to a series of attacks which had left their livid evidence on her body. Coco’s

  expression was dreamy, hypnotised; her gaze passed right over all the marks, not even noticing them apart from the faint, daily registering of what she needed to cover up, protect from the critical

  attention of the outside world.




  She was looking, instead, at her extreme weight-loss, and feeling dizzyingly proud of herself.




  Her elbow joints were almost wider than her forearms, her kneecaps dwarfed her skinny legs. Her inner thighs didn’t touch at all as she crossed the bathroom floor and almost reluctantly

  drew on her Leigh Bantivoglio silk robe, wrapping it around her waist, tying it with the matching sash that could have gone round her twice. Briefly, Coco remembered the days, back in London, when

  she wouldn’t ever belt a robe or a coat, convinced it made her look like a potato on legs. She’d never been able to tuck in a shirt, or wear a pair of jeans without making sure that her

  top fell below the first few inches of the waistband, concealing the area where the jeans dug in, the button fastening them pulling at the buttonhole, stretching it with tension, her soft flesh

  bulging gently over the top.




  Well, those days were long gone. She was what everyone in fashion dreamed of being: size zero. The awareness was as heady as a drug running through her veins. Coco reached down and, through the

  silk of her robe, tried to pinch that place above the hipbones, below the waist, where the last ounces of fat always clung.




  Nothing. Her fingers couldn’t get any purchase. Not a lump or a bump. Nothing at all.




  Heart beating fast with anticipation, she crossed the bathroom, passing the floor-to-ceiling glass window set into the brushed-concrete wall, into the bedroom, which also had floor-to-ceiling

  glass windows. This apartment building had been thrown up just last year, and the developers knew exactly what their hyper-rich, hyper-trendy customers wanted: cutting-edge design that was as

  stripped-down and sleek as themselves, a dazzling array of built-in gadgets and devices, and huge walls of glass windows that were perfect for exhibitionists who worked out every day of their

  lives, watched their weight like hawks, and were more than happy to show off their slim, toned bodies for the benefit of their neighbours across the narrow street – who, of course, were doing

  exactly the same.




  The Halston was in the hippest area of what insiders called ‘the city’ and outsiders called Manhattan. On the Bowery, once a slum best-known for its drunks and dive bars, it was a

  forty-storey glass and steel palace, towering over the wide avenue, signalling clearly that the Bowery and the Lower East Side were the latest destination for the torrent of gentrification dollars

  that were flooding through the city, sweeping out the crumbling buildings, filling up disused lots, throwing up fabulous edifices into which the next generation of Manhattanites were ready to move.

  The starving artists, the performers, the drag queens, had colonised this section of the city which once had been full of sweatshops and cheap brothels: now they were moving on, priced out of the

  city, crossing the bridges to Brooklyn and Hoboken, washed away by the green river of new money.




  Coco’s bedroom floor was dark walnut, underfloor-heated in winter, smooth and cool in summer. She dropped the robe onto her wide, low bed and padded naked to the far wall, which was

  entirely filled with fitted cupboards, discreet lighting snapping on as soon as she slid open the frosted glass doors. Flicking through the carefully-curated racks of clothes, knowing how lucky she

  was to have this apartment, she still couldn’t help a twinge of envy when she thought of her boss, Victoria, who had an Upper East Side townhouse. It was large enough for Victoria to have a

  whole room dedicated to her wardrobe, the corridor which connected it to her bedroom lined with shoe racks on one side and handbag shelves on the other, all velvet-padded to protect her priceless

  accessories collection.




  Very soon, Coco thought, ambition fizzing in her like bubbles in carbonated water, very soon I’ll have everything Victoria has – the job, the house, the no-limits expense account,

  the status right at the top of the New York society pecking order. Just as soon as I get married, I’ll have everything she has – and more.




  Coco reached for a padded hanger at the very end of the cupboard, a black silk dress, fragile as a whisper of cloud, draping from it. No hanger appeal, said her razor-sharp fashion

  editor’s brain, slicing through categories of clothes. Has to be seen in movement. It was trimmed in charcoal lace, elaborate, exquisite hand-made lace that was marginally heavier than

  the silk to which it was appliquéd, a slip of a dress that billowed around the shoulders and narrowed to a tiny, clinging skirt.




  It was Chanel, of course. A present from her fiancé. Coco had never been able to do up the zip before; now she stepped into it, easing it up over her protruding hip-bones, slowly and with

  great care to avoid snagging the delicate silk, slipping her hands into the wide draped armholes, shrugging the dress over her shoulders, settling it into place before she dared to reach around

  behind her back – a gesture that made her collarbones jut out as if they were about to break through the paper-thin layer of skin that was their only covering – and start to raise the

  tag of the concealed zip.




  It kept sliding up. Past her almost non-existent buttocks, past her waist, up each visible knob of her spine, right up to her shoulderblades. One hand was pulling up the zip, the other holding

  the dress up at the nape of her neck, almost unable to breathe, sucking in everything she could as she went. Until the zipper tag found no more teeth to slide up, until it snicked to a halt at the

  very top . . .




  Coco spun to look at herself in the mirror, letting out her breath, her heart pounding. The dress was perfect, a sexy, flimsy wisp of silk that ended high up on her slender thighs, managing to

  be both seductive and elegant, its sleeves double-lined chiffon, gathered at the wrists to hide the reddened skin there.




  Perfect with my new Balenciaga shoes, she thought instantly. The shoes were high-cut, fastening around her ankles, concealing the restraint marks. She raised her hands to the nape of her neck,

  lifting her beautifully-streaked light brown hair, hand-painted by her colourist in artful shades of butterscotch, ash and honey. Definitely hair up and back to show off the neckline. And those

  huge Lara Bohinc earrings I got in London, with the crazy faux-pearls in rose gold.




  Oh God, he’s going to love me in this.




  She turned slowly, appreciating with a professional eye the way the skirt clung to her bottom, making it seem positively minuscule, the superbly cut float and drape of the silk over her

  shoulders. You could always, instantly, spot couture. This dress had been made specifically to her dimensions, but she had never been able to wear it before, never been able to draw up the zip with

  such effortless ease – because it had been tailored to the measurements she would have when she was a perfect size zero.




  After all this effort, all the extreme dieting and the exercise and the ironclad self-denial, here she was, standing in her perfect designer apartment, in her perfect designer dress, the perfect

  designer size. This was it.




  Coco Raeburn was finally perfect.




  And as she looked at her image in the mirror, she had to press her left hand against her bony chest to calm herself down, reassure herself. On her fourth finger was her engagement ring, an

  enormous, two and a half-carat princess-cut diamond in a simple platinum setting, so big it made her hand look impossibly fragile, so big it looked as if it weighed almost as much as she did. In

  America, the rule was that the fiancé should spend two, possibly three months’ salary on an engagement ring. But Coco’s fiancé was so rich that, as her friend Emily had

  commented in awe, she could never have, for daily use, a ring that had cost him that much money; she’d have to be shadowed by a pair of bodyguards wherever she went.




  Size zero. She had reached her goal. Their goal. She was beyond excited, into some realm of high altitude that made her head spin with exhilaration and terror. Coco recognised the sensation: it

  was the same light-headed dizziness she experienced when he fucked her, when he held her down, tied her up, slid the ball gag between her lips, fastened the eye mask over her face. Deprived her,

  utterly and completely, of any freedom, any ability to move, to speak, to protest anything he might choose to do to her.




  Coco had given herself over to him completely. The gigantic ring was a symbol of her dependency, just as much as the bruises on her body and the chafe-marks on her limbs. She was too tiny now,

  and the ring was too huge. Everything in her life was out of proportion. She was caught now, carefully and skilfully brainwashed by him, pinned down in his net, starved to skin and bone. Bucking

  under him as he dripped hot wax on her, her pain and pleasure sensors so blurred together by everything he had done to her in the last months that she could no longer have said whether she would

  have screamed in ecstasy or distress, would have pleaded for him to stop or go on, if she could have made anything beyond a flicker of sound around the firm rubber sphere of the ball gag fastened

  between her lips.




  With him, she was wordless, sightless, but never deaf. He wanted her to hear the sounds he was making, his grunts and moans of pleasure, the snap of the match as it lit the candle whose melting

  wax she was about to feel, the flick of the rubber whip as he tested it against the post of the bed before bringing it down on the backs of her thighs. He wanted to hear her try to gasp in

  anticipation, to guess where she would feel him next. To see if she would recoil at the unmistakable sound of him returning from the bar in the living room, ice cubes clinking in their metal

  container, knowing that he would be merciless with them, would slide them over her body and trail them, slowly, tantalisingly between her legs, making her jerk and try, futilely, to escape their

  burning cold on the most sensitive areas of her body. Hoping that his hot mouth would follow them, licking and biting her, sending her into spasms of orgasm that seemed even more intense because

  she couldn’t see, couldn’t speak, could do nothing but buck against her bonds, coming over and over again, feeling him drive her beyond anything she had thought she could take, over a

  dark precipice where she nearly fainted with the intensity of one orgasm thudding after another, all the while knowing that his teeth and lips would leave her wincing and sore.




  Or nipple clamps, a tiny little snip of sound as he flicked them open and closed before attaching them to her, pulling the soft pink flesh, hearing her whimper. Bending over her, listening to

  the tiny sounds she was struggling to make, before he pulled out the ball gag, tossing it aside, and straddled her, giving her barely any time to gasp a breath before his weight settled heavy on

  her chest, his cock hot and wide in her mouth as it drove into her, her lips eagerly closing around it, sucking and pulling hard, hearing his groans of encouragement above her. Knowing how much she

  was pleasing him, trying to make him come as hard as he had just made her writhe with orgasm, drinking his come down with fast, practised gulps as he flooded her mouth with hot, salty,

  almond-scented liquid. She had learned to suck it down swiftly, a series of short, frantic swallows so that she didn’t choke, her mouth distended with his stubby thrust of cock, her throat

  full of come.




  Eighteen months ago, Coco had been a girl who had a well-developed sense of humour, a quick wit. But she was too tense now, too skinny, her nerves too on edge for her to be able to relax enough

  to see the funny side of anything, to think ironically: This is the only time he doesn’t worry about the calorie content of what I’m eating. The only time he rewards me for

  swallowing something – instead of gently pushing my plate away when I’m halfway through, and telling me I’ve had enough, that I still have more weight to lose . . .




  He’ll be happy now. Surely he will. Now that I’m perfect.




  But beneath her pride in her achievement was a creeping fear. Not so much of him, but of herself.




  Because she had been starving herself for so long that she was frightened that she wouldn’t know how to stop.




  







  Part One


  London: Then




  







  Jodie




  The waiting room was full of clones. Slim, elegant girls with their hair pulled back into chignons, wearing crisp white shirts tucked into tailored

  trousers or skirts in shades of grey or beige, their wrists loaded with wide bangles, their make-up simple and discreet. They sat in the moulded white chairs that lined the walls, their legs

  crossed to show off their high stiletto-heeled cage shoes, heavy with straps that reached up to the start of their calves. On their laps were the latest It bags, or very good imitations, decorated

  with buckles and tassels and zips. They were all staring straight ahead, not deigning to notice each other’s existence, as if they were the originator of their style and all the other girls

  were inferior copies.




  Jodie stood in the doorway, her portfolio under one arm, looking at the clones with disbelief that gradually morphed into panic. No one had bothered to look up at her: it would be beneath their

  dignity to show interest in the new arrival. And the assistant, sitting behind her glass desk, tapping away at her computer, didn’t look up either. Why should she? Jodie was simply the sixth

  girl to be interviewed this morning for the coveted job of Victoria Glossop’s assistant, one in a long line of Identikit young women who had done their best to dress like their idol’s

  poorer, younger sister. It was for Jodie to go over to the desk, to give her name in a hushed voice, to sit down next to one of the other Victoria Glossop replicas and wait for her turn, her chance

  to show Victoria that she was different from the rest of them, the stand-out applicant whom Victoria really had to hire . . .




  Sod this. Jodie’s hand clenched tightly around her portfolio, sinking into the leather. It was real, and even though she’d bought it on sale from Bilberry it had cost an

  absolute fortune. She was proud of it: dark green, patent, embossed, with a heavy brass clasp, she’d been planning to lay it on Victoria Glossop’s famously immaculate desk and pull out

  her layouts. At least it’s not beige, she thought savagely, glancing from one clone to the next. But it was the only thing in Jodie’s possession that wasn’t. The clones were so

  upsetting because Jodie had, exactly like them, dressed to replicate Victoria Glossop’s famous style, her hair pulled back, her clothing colourless and perfectly tailored. Victoria’s

  hair was always in her signature chignon. She wore white, beige and grey, with touches of black-and-white fur: snow leopard, zebra, sable. Victoria loved heavy bangles. Victoria loathed hoop

  earrings. Victoria—




  Jodie took a deep breath. She’d never win if she took these girls on at their own game. Most of them were thinner than she was: Jodie was a size 12 – on a good day, and in a label

  that had a more generous definition of that size than one that sold to skinny teens or model wannabes. A Marks & Spencers 12, rather than a Lipsy or Stella McCartney. And at five foot six, that

  was a perfectly happy weight for her – or it was, till I came to London to work on fashion mags, she couldn’t help thinking. Because none of these girls was over a size 10, and

  she’d bet that several of them, at least, had independent incomes, rich boyfriends, or much better PR contacts for freebies than she did. She’d already spotted a Marc Jacobs bag, a Miu

  Miu skirt, and some amazing Zanotti heels, minimum £450 retail.




  I can’t compete at this level, Jodie knew, without a hint of self-pity. Her family hadn’t got a penny to spare; all she lived on was her minimal salary as fashion editor of

  Wow magazine, and the freebies she could scrounge up using Wow as a lever were distinctly low-status. Her white shirt was Jil Sander, but Jil Sander for Uniqlo, her pencil skirt Karen

  Millen – it fitted her beautifully, but it was high street, not high end.




  The girl sitting closest to Jodie glanced up, probably because she’d become aware that Jodie was standing in the doorway, hovering nervously. She zipped her eyes up and down Jodie, taking

  in every detail of her appearance, pricing her hair, her clothes, her shoes: in thirty seconds, a tiny smile lifted the corners of her mouth and she turned away again, visibly relaxing with an

  attitude that said all too clearly that Jodie was no competition for her.




  She’s probably called Chloe, or Caroline, or Natasha, Jodie thought viciously. Something posh or foreign, something much classier than Jodie.




  The open contempt that Chloe or Caroline or Natasha had just demonstrated was exactly the spur that Jodie needed. It had been hard enough to even get this interview, and she wasn’t going

  to buckle under pressure now. She might not have the advantages of money and class that the Chloes, Carolines and Natashas did, but she came from a stable, loving, supportive family, she’d

  been brought up to be confident with who she was, and so what if she was a bit bigger than the other girls? She was healthy and happy, and she had great instincts for what women – real women

  – wanted to see in fashion magazines. Clothes they could actually wear, models they could identify with. Jodie knew she had real talent.




  I need to stand out from the crowd – show Victoria that I’m not just a clone.




  There were five girls in the room: that would give Jodie at least an hour before her interview. No time to go home – unable to afford a place of her own on her tiny salary, Jodie still

  lived at home with her mum and dad in Luton. There was no way she could ever make it back there to change her clothes.




  No, I’m going to have to think on my feet.




  And there Jodie had a real advantage, because she did that all day long. Jodie was a grafter; she’d been climbing the greasy pole so far by working harder, thinking faster and being more

  creative than anyone else around her. Fashion editor at Wow wasn’t much, and her budgets were small, but she’d managed miracles with the little she had, and her layouts had been

  good enough to secure her an interview with her idol Victoria Glossop, editor of Style.




  Nipping over to the desk, Jodie gave the receptionist her name, and offered to bring her back a coffee of her choice if she ensured that Jodie was called last. Agreement secured, and an order

  taken for a skinny grande latte with extra chocolate, Jodie shot out of the Dupleix building on Brewer Street, turned right and hurtled up to Oxford Street as fast as her shoes (Zara, loose

  interpretations of 3.1 Phillip Lim) would take her.




  Sixty minutes later, she was back, breathing fast, but the skinny latte was unspilled. As Jodie set it down, the receptionist did a double-take, her eyes widening as she realised that this was

  the same person who had spoken to her an hour earlier.




  ‘You’re next,’ she said in hushed tones; everyone at the Style reception spoke in an artificially-lowered voice, as if they were in church.




  It is a sort of church, Jodie thought as she took a seat in one of the uncomfortable, but highly fashionable white chairs. We ’re all worshippers, with Victoria Glossop as a

  cross between the High Priestess and God.




  The atrium of the Dupleix magazine building, which housed many other publications as well as Style, was extremely smart, but the fifth-floor reception that led to the hallowed ground of

  Style was decorated entirely in Victoria Glossop’s signature palette; it might have been her own entrance hall. Huge white vases held black orchids, the only flower that was ever

  allowed to grace the receptionist’s desk. The walls were greige – that perfect blend of grey and beige where neither one had predominance – and the huge Chinese six-fold screen

  that hung on the wall behind the desk was of a snarling white tiger, black brushstrokes on cream paper in a black lacquered frame. It was the screen, the seventeenth-century painting as vivid as if

  it had been executed only days ago, that really showed how excellent Victoria’s eye was: the rest of the room would have been in perfect taste, but bland without the huge, magnificent animal

  sprawling across its folds, bringing the décor to life.




  Jodie’s phone beeped: a message coming in. Pulling it out of her bag, she checked it quickly.




  All right darling? Get the job? Making your fave dinner – shepherd’s pie! Can’t wait to hear how it went. And turn your phone off!!! X x




  Her mum, checking in. Jodie couldn’t help smiling as she put the phone back in her bag, making sure it was set to silent.




  Thanks, Mum. I’d’ve forgotten that.




  The thought of her mum’s shepherd’s pie, rich, fragrant meat under the whipped potato topping, made her stomach rumble in happy anticipation. Briefly, she allowed herself to imagine

  returning to Luton in triumph: sitting down for dinner with her parents and sister, tucking into a delicious plate of home-cooked food, announcing that she’d pulled off a miracle, actually

  succeeding in getting a job on Style—




  One of the opaque glass double doors swung open: an impossibly thin girl in skinny grey jeans and five-inch heels emerged, followed by the interview candidate who had sneered at Jodie in the

  waiting room an hour ago. She wasn’t sneering now. Her head was held high, but her eyes were suspiciously red and she was biting her bottom lip, hard, trying not to cry.




  ‘Jodie?’ the girl in skinny jeans said, looking at a list in her hand. ‘You’re next. God, it’s taking forever.’




  Jodie jumped up, smoothing down her skirt.




  ‘I hope you’ve had a stiff drink,’ Skinny Jeans said without an ounce of compassion in her voice, holding open the door for Jodie. ‘She’s in full bitch mode. I

  could hear her through the wall ripping that one’s throat out, and once she gets the taste of blood . . .’




  ‘That one’, visible through the glass doors, waiting for the lift, had wrapped her arms around herself and was giving vent to a series of whimpering sobs that she probably thought

  were inaudible to the people in reception. Crossing the office, Jodie glanced up to the snarling white tiger on the Chinese screen: its pink tongue, the sneering curl of its nose, the sharp,

  daggerlike white fangs. It occurred to her that the tiger screen wasn’t just the perfect final decorative touch, but that Victoria Glossop had hung it there to symbolise herself. A warning

  that anyone who crossed her was liable to get their head bitten off.




  And when Skinny Jeans ushered Jodie through the assistant’s antechamber into Victoria’s office, snapping the door shut promptly behind the latest victim to avoid any last-minute

  attempts to flee the ordeal awaiting them, Jodie almost raised her hand to her throat in self-protection under the laser stare of Victoria’s cold grey eyes.




  ‘Well!’ Victoria said in a voice as crisp as her perfectly-starched white shirt. ‘At least you’re original. Five points.’ She scribbled something on her Bilberry

  notepad with a slender silver Tiffany pen. ‘Though I’m deducting two for cheapness. Those shoes. Always spend money on shoes. People notice. Sit.’




  Jodie was so shocked by this stream of words that she didn’t immediately obey the last one.




  ‘Sit!’ Victoria repeated impatiently, pointing with the Tiffany pen to the beige leather chair in front of her desk. ‘You should be grateful – I didn’t even ask the

  last girl to sit down.’




  Victoria shuddered at the recollection, as elegantly as she did everything else. Her nose was long, narrow and patrician. Generations of Glossops had looked down that nose at peasants,

  intimidating them very effectively even before they’d said a word.




  ‘I gave her a minus ten for appearance,’ she informed Jodie, who was sinking into the chair, grateful for its support; her legs were feeling distinctly weak. ‘And no one

  recovers from a minus ten.’




  There hadn’t been one girl in that waiting room who could conceivably have been described as a minus ten – not, at least, by Jodie. Heart in her mouth, she stared at Victoria, who

  had swivelled her chair and was crossing her legs, tapping on the notepad with her pen. It was true, what Jodie had heard: the back of Victoria’s chair was bolt upright to ensure perfect

  posture, beige leather made to her own specifications. Her blonde hair was swept back perfectly, literally not a single hair out of place, the side parting over her ear as straight as if it had

  been executed with a ruler. The collar of her 3.1 Phillip Lim shirt was flicked up, emphasising Victoria’s long, slender white neck, heavily twisted-around by strands of huge black pearls,

  gleaming purplish against the pale background. Victoria’s desk was a shiny sheet of glass, uncluttered by anything but a silver Apple Mac, the notepad, the pen, and a silver-rimmed glass of

  bubbly water in which a slice of lime floated. Through the clear glass, Jodie could see Victoria’s waist, impossibly small, and her legs, most of which were on display in her tiny beige

  mini-skirt.




  ‘So,’ Victoria said, snapping Jodie out of the trance into which she had fallen while taking in the exquisite perfection of Victoria’s appearance. ‘Am I to assume this

  was deliberate?’




  She flicked the pen up and down in the air, indicating Jodie’s hastily-assembled outfit. Jodie opened her mouth to give one answer, made a series of lighting-fast calculations, and told

  the truth instead.




  ‘I came in for the interview,’ she said, ‘and everyone was dressed exactly the same.’




  Victoria’s blonde brows drew together. ‘Including you?’




  Jodie nodded. ‘And they were all doing it better than me. So I ran out and got some new stuff as fast as I could.’




  ‘And your hair?’ Victoria asked. ‘Because frankly, it’s a dog’s dinner. It actually gets worse the more I look at it. Minus two.’ She made another note.




  Jodie hadn’t had time to get her hair restyled. All she’d been able to do was to pull it out of the chignon she’d spent so much time on that morning, brush it out and leave it

  loose. She was growing out the layers, and it looked shaggy she knew; but she’d given it a quick spray with styling lotion in Boots just now, and at least it was smooth.




  She reached a hand up to it, embarrassed, as Victoria said, ‘So, tell me about this outfit that you cobbled together.’




  At least she hasn’t deducted points for my outfit yet, Jodie thought frantically. It was hard to breathe: Victoria’s narrow grey eyes were fixed on her face, noticing, Jodie was

  sure, every spot and blemish that she’d done her best to cover up that morning.




  ‘Well, the T-shirt’s from Benetton,’ Jodie started nervously. ‘I know it’s not trendy, but they’re really good quality and the cut is timeless. I picked navy

  because that suits me better than white, and it’s a classic colour. And long sleeves, because I wanted to keep the bangles and I really like them piled up over a sleeve. It looks sort of

  medieval, which is coming back in. I think it’ll be huge next year.’




  She lifted one arm to show off the effect; the hem of the sleeve was pulled down to the base of her thumb. Victoria nodded.




  ‘Plus four,’ she said. ‘Go on.’




  Emboldened, Jodie continued, ‘The jeans are Karen Millen. She cuts really well for my shape and they’re classics too—’




  ‘Minus two for describing them as classics,’ Victoria snapped. ‘The grey will date fast and there’s too much branding. I can see the name on those hem zips from here. I

  loathe visible branding. But,’ she paused, ‘they do work with those cheap shoes of yours. The length is right, and they fit you well. Plus two. We’ll call it

  even.’




  Jodie gulped.




  ‘My hair was in a chignon,’ she said feebly. ‘But I pulled it down and brushed it out. I thought anything was better than looking like all those other girls. And to be honest,

  it looked better on most of them than it did on me.’




  Victoria huffed: it took Jodie long painful seconds to realise that this was a laugh.




  ‘Yes, you won’t do well copying my style.’ Victoria set down her pen, recrossed her slim legs under the glass table, and swung the one on top as if to show off her beige

  crocodile-skin Prada shoe. ‘You’re not thin enough, frankly. You don’t have the bone structure to pull your hair back fully. And there’s too much pink in your skin for you

  to wear white.’




  She looked down complacently at her legs, tanned to a delicate gold. Though naturally pale, Victoria was known to have weekly spray-tanning sessions in order to achieve her perfect, even

  colour.




  ‘Remind me where you’re working now?’ Victoria asked.




  She huffed another little laugh when Jodie muttered, ‘Wow magazine.’ Jodie felt ashamed even mentioning something so lowbrow in front of Victoria Glossop. ‘It’s a

  weekly. I don’t have much of a budget, but I’ve done some good layouts. I can show you . . .’




  She leaned down to pick up her portfolio, which she’d placed by the side of her chair when she sat down, sensing that it would be a huge no-no to put it on Victoria’s immaculate

  desk. Even now she hesitated, not wanting to set it on the smooth sheet of glass in front of her unless she was specifically invited to do so.




  ‘Don’t bother,’ Victoria said, waving it away with an imperious gesture. ‘It’ll all be cheap, cheap, cheap.’ She shivered. ‘I despise cheap. You

  know this job isn’t an editorial one? You’d be working as my assistant. As far as status goes, you’re below the junior shoe editor and the handbag girl whose name I can never

  remember. You’re at my beck and call. I’ll put you through hell. I assume you know all this already – I’m well aware of my reputation.’




  She smiled, briefly flashing even white teeth, each one polished to an opalescent gleam. Somehow, Victoria’s smile was even more frightening than her words; it was anticipatory, looking

  forward to the appalling treatment to which she would be subjecting her next assistant.




  ‘So tell me why you want this hellish job,’ she continued.




  Jodie leaned forward eagerly, her eyes bright, only to be stopped by Victoria holding up a hand to stop her. Her huge grey diamond engagement ring blazed on the fourth finger, precisely the

  colour of her eyes. Jodie, who had read up everything that had ever been written on Victoria, knew that although it had been bought by her husband, Victoria had seen it in a Sotheby’s auction

  catalogue in a sale of jewels owned by the Bavarian royal family: she had had her assistant send it on to her then boyfriend with a note that this would be the only ring Victoria would consider

  accepting when he proposed – as she assumed he was bound to do. He had instantly fallen into line, as everyone seemed to do around Victoria. Once duly presented with it, she had promptly had

  it reset more fashionably than the Bavarian royal family’s jeweller could achieve, and insisted that Alexander McQueen, who had designed her wedding dress, match the exact shade of grey for

  the embroidery on the bodice.




  ‘I don’t want to hear that this is the opportunity of a lifetime,’ Victoria said briskly, ticking off no-go areas on her fingers. ‘Or that you’ll work harder than

  anyone else I’ve ever employed, or that I’m your idol and you’d do anything to sit at my feet and learn from me. Or any variations on those themes. Surprise me. Tell me something

  that no one else has today. And make it quick,’ she added. ‘I’ve wasted far too much time on these interviews already.’




  Jodie forced herself to sit back in her chair, to try to look as cool as the woman sitting opposite her, who held the key to her future in her manicured hands.




  ‘I just completely restyled myself in less than an hour,’ she said. ‘And I bought your receptionist a coffee to make sure I got to see you last. If I can think that quickly on

  my feet, I can do anything you need me to do, and faster than anyone’s ever done it before.’




  Victoria stared down her nose at Jodie, tapping the toe of her shoe against her silky-smooth golden calf.




  ‘Plus ten. Fine. You start in three weeks,’ she said. ‘Davinia goes off to run the fashion cupboard in a month, and she’ll have to spend a whole week training you up

  first. But there are two conditions. First, go out now, buy some decent shoes and throw out those ghastly ones. I can practically smell the cheap leather from here, and it’s making me

  nauseous. Second, lose seven pounds, minimum. No one who works for Style is more than a size ten, and you’re clearly at least a twelve. If you step over the threshold in a

  month’s time and haven’t lost the weight, I’ll spin you on your heels and send you packing. Are we clear?’




  ‘As crystal,’ Jodie said valiantly.




  No shepherd’s pie for me, she thought. Mum’ll be so disappointed, but she’ll have to understand. The diet starts now – I’ll live on Ryvita, apples and zero fat

  cottage cheese. I can do this, she told herself determinedly. It’s totally worth it.




  Victoria was flapping her hands at Jodie as if she were shooing geese, the grey diamond flashing; it was the signal for Jodie to jump out of her chair, grab her bag and make for the door.




  ‘Oh, one last thing,’ Victoria said, head turned towards her computer monitor. ‘Your name. That’s a minus ten. I can’t possibly have an assistant called

  Jodie.’




  Utter panic spiked through Jodie’s veins, a surge of adrenalin so sharp she flinched from the shock. She froze as if she were playing a game of Musical Statues, portfolio under one arm,

  the bag dangling from her other hand the only thing that moved as Victoria continued:




  ‘We’ll have to call you something else. Believe me, I’m doing you a favour. Hmm . . .’ she glanced down at her skirt ‘. . . I’m loving Chanel at the

  moment. Coco! There you go. From now on, you’re Coco. Don’t bother to thank me. Tell Davinia on your way out.’




  Mouth open, fingers sweaty on the handle of her bag, Jodie staggered out of Victoria’s office. Skinny Jeans, aka Davinia, was sitting at the desk that would be Jodie’s in a

  month’s time.




  She looked up at Jodie and drawled, ‘Do tell me you got the bloody job, won’t you? She’ll be even more of a bitch if I have to line up six more girls for her to rip to

  pieces.’




  Jodie nodded, wordless with shock.




  ‘Oh, thank God,’ Davinia sighed in relief.




  ‘Only now I’m called Coco,’ Jodie managed to get out.




  Davinia didn’t even blink at the news. Looking at her – slim, confident and off to the dizzy heights of the fashion cupboard – Jodie wondered whether Davinia, a year or so ago,

  had also been a size 12 girl with a bad haircut, called Nadine or Cheryl or Kimberley, with a much less posh accent than she had now . . .




  ‘Well, good luck, Coco,’ Davinia said dryly to her replacement. ‘You’re going to need it.’




  







  Victoria




  Victoria Glossop had never spared a thought for other people’s sensibilities. Not her parents’, not her three brothers’, not a

  single person with whom she had ever come into contact. Feelings were messy and unpredictable, a swamp in which you waded around, not knowing what you’d step on next or what would wind itself

  around your legs and try to pull you down into the fetid depths. Victoria had always had her own feelings very firmly under control, the more vulnerable and sensitive ones shoved down so far that

  she would have had great difficulty accessing them. Not that she had any wish to do so. Even when she got angry, threw a tantrum, rampaged around the office shouting at her terrified staff, she

  knew exactly what she was doing, was able to measure the precise level of fear and trembling she wanted to induce in her victims.




  An indifference to other people’s feelings was one of the principal reasons Victoria had been so successful. The other was her world-class ability to charm and flirt with powerful men,

  honed by years of practice on her father and brothers. A brilliant lawyer who had climbed the career ladder smoothly from QC to judge, Victoria’s father was the incarnation of an

  authoritarian paterfamilias who bullied his sweet fluffball of a wife and ruled his sons with a rod of iron. He had never realised how much he wanted a daughter until Victoria was born, the last

  child and by far the most indulged one. From the moment she could walk and talk, Victoria’s sharp little brain had identified her father as the one with all the power. She had quickly been

  able to wrap him round her little finger. Judge Glossop had chosen a pretty, feminine woman to marry; if Victoria had been a different kind of girl, she might have considered it very unfair of her

  father to pick an adorably ditsy, scatty wife and then spend the marriage criticising her for precisely the qualities for which he had proposed to her in the first place.




  But Victoria had always been on her father’s side. The side with the money, the control, the intelligence. Having worked out how to manipulate her father, she used the same techniques on

  her brothers: charming, beautiful Victoria, always dressed, by her mother, in the kind of pretty clothes that her father considered appropriate, cut a swathe through her entire family from an early

  age. Her mother was dazzled by her, openly admiring Victoria’s ability to do what poor downtrodden Mrs Glossop couldn’t – get exactly what she wanted from the judge.




  Victoria could easily have been a politician or a lawyer, if her father hadn’t emphasised how important he considered femininity in a woman – and if she hadn’t hugely enjoyed

  the process of choosing clothes, dressing up and then twirling in her new finery in front of her besotted father. The only items in poor Mrs Glossop’s household budget which her controlling

  husband never questioned were the huge sums spent on Victoria’s outfits. Her brothers, all competing constantly to please their father, were now, respectively, a QC, a decorated naval

  officer, and something in MI5 that he wasn’t allowed to talk about, but the child Judge Glossop boasted about constantly, the one whose photograph had pride of place on his desk, was

  Victoria, editor-in-chief of Style, a fashion icon in her own right.




  Still, despite Victoria’s meteoric rise to success, all she had achieved in her thirty-four years of life, she had one more crucial goal to achieve. And – she checked her slender

  gold watch bangle, a Vacheron Constantin antique which had cost her husband nearly ten thousand pounds as her birthday present last year – it was almost time for the dinner appointment which

  might bring the ultimate prize within her grasp.




  Victoria’s heart pounded with excitement. This meeting had been a long time coming. She’d schemed and planned and manoeuvred for years to get here, worked every single contact she

  had, charmed her way inexorably towards the ultimate goal: the crucial conversation she was going to have over dinner with Jacob Dupleix, head of the Dupleix media empire, the man whose name was on

  the building, who made the ultimate decisions about who edited his flagship magazines. Jacob’s range of investments was enviably extensive. He had been an early adopter of the internet, and

  his tentacles stretched far and wide throughout the media. But no matter how much money Jacob coined from all the pies in which he had fingers, his real love was print. His magazines were his

  babies, his editors carefully chosen for their artistic skill and business sense, but also for their ability to incarnate the magazines they represented.




  Thin, elegant, hyper-chic Victoria was the living, breathing embodiment of UK Style; however, this coveted, prestigious job, was, to her, simply a stepping-stone to the definitive job in

  fashion. The peak of the pinnacle. The biggest prize of all.




  Picking up her Bottega Veneta bag, Victoria pushed her chair back and stood up from the desk. She looked around her office with a critical eye, at its polished teak floor, silk rugs and

  custom-made cherrywood bookcases housing back issues of Style, and her own huge collection of photography and fashion tomes. She strode towards the door in her high-heeled United Nude pumps,

  designed by the famous architect Rem Koolhaas – white leather ballet-style shoes set at a stratospheric angle to the blocky black heel. They were very hard to wear, very hard to build an

  outfit around, which was precisely why Victoria had chosen them. Thousands of women would try to copy her by buying the Block Pump Hi and fail abysmally to look as good in them as Victoria did.




  By the time she had opened the door, Coco was already on her feet and moving towards her boss with a loop of wide brown sticky tape already wrapped around her hands, as if she were winding wool.

  Victoria opened her arms as if she were being crucified. She stood there motionless, the huge white handbag dangling from one wrist, as Coco meticulously went over her with the tape, lifting every

  single tiny piece of lint from Victoria’s clothing. Coco unwound the tape, dropped it into the wastebasket, produced a lint roller and repeated the process, now including Victoria’s

  wide suede belt, which she had avoided with the tape, the delicate surface of the suede being too fragile to be touched by anything sticky.




  ‘Your car’s waiting, Victoria,’ Coco said as she finished the linting. This was a procedure she executed at least four times a day – when Victoria came into work, before

  and after her lunch, and when she left for the evening. Plus, of course, after Victoria had been looking at angora or cashmere samples, or whenever she capriciously deemed it necessary.

  ‘It’ll be pulled up outside when you leave the building. The Fiji water in the car is chilled to twelve degrees this time. I’ve instructed the driver to take it out of the fridge

  three minutes before he picks you up.’




  Victoria merely nodded, but that was more than enough praise for Coco, who continued, ‘Your table at the Wolseley is waiting and Mr Dupleix’s assistant has confirmed he’s on

  his way there. He’s due to arrive at least five minutes before you.’




  Victoria refused to enter a restaurant unless she was sure that at least one of the people meeting her was already present. She had been known, on being informed by a greeter that she was the

  first member of her party to arrive, to turn on her heel and return to her car, making the driver circle round the block until her assistant had rung to assure her that the person she was meeting

  had checked in at the restaurant in question.




  ‘And when I leave?’ Victoria asked, holding out her hand imperiously for her shaved-mink jacket, silver-blue, soft and luxurious. ‘Last time—’




  ‘You’ll ring me when you’re getting up from the table, and by the time you walk out, the car will be on Piccadilly waiting for you,’ Coco said quickly. ‘I have the

  driver’s number, and I’ll liaise with him the second after I hear that you’re finished with dinner.’




  Coco was perfectly well aware that the demands of her job meant that she couldn’t make evening plans which entailed switching off her phone. No theatre, no concerts, no clubbing, because

  she couldn’t guarantee during those activities to be able to grab a ringing mobile and answer it within two rings in an environment quiet enough for Victoria to hear her with perfect clarity.

  She had tried the cinema, sitting right at the back, by the exit doors, keeping one hand on her phone at all times so she could feel it vibrating and dash out into the corridor, but ever since

  she’d been so absorbed by a thriller that she’d overlooked the tell-tale pulsating of the phone on her lap, and been subjected to a fierce tongue-lashing by Victoria the next morning,

  she’d given that up too.




  Everything in Coco’s life came a dim second to her job. And she wouldn’t have dreamed of complaining about it for a moment.




  Victoria smoothed down the jacket, enjoying the silky texture of the fur, burned-out in a subtle devoré velvet pattern. She was used to criticising her assistants, finding the flaw in

  their arrangements, driving a stiletto knife into it and twisting, exposing their incompetence, leaving them in a state of heightened nerves that motivated them better than any other lever she had

  ever found. However, Coco was different. Her organisational abilities were extraordinary. She’d made a few mistakes settling in, but not only had she never repeated them, she’d improved

  so fast that in a mere three months she was unequivocally the best assistant Victoria had ever had.




  Which left Victoria in something of a quandary. Because Coco would clearly soon deserve a promotion. But Victoria had no desire to promote Coco; ideally, she would have kept Coco as her

  gatekeeper forever.




  ‘All right,’ Victoria said curtly, walking out of the office. ‘See that it all goes smoothly.’




  From her, this was a huge compliment: not a single negative word. Briefly, Victoria considered throwing in something snippy, to keep Coco on her toes – but Coco was always on her toes,

  alert and ready.




  Like the best kind of dog, Victoria thought, amused. Always anticipating what you’re going to ask it to do, but not slobbering over you or licking your shoes.




  The car was waiting outside the glass doors of the Dupleix building, the driver running to open the door as soon as he saw Victoria exit, resplendent in her mink jacket and impossibly short

  white grosgrain Cavalli mini-skirt. Sinking into the leather seat, crossing her endless legs, Victoria debated briefly with herself on how to make sure Coco stayed in her current job for as long as

  possible. How could Victoria bear to lose the only assistant she had ever had who never, ever, bothered her boss with a single piece of information about her private life?




  God, how I loathe women and their endless compulsion to tell each other everything! Victoria thought crossly. I’ve already looked at enough bloody family photos and pretended to care about

  my bosses’ fiancés and weddings and babies to last me the rest of my life. Why don’t people realise that you don’t actually give a shit about their stupid boyfriends?

  Anyone who listens to you drivel on is either sucking up, or biding their time till it’s their turn to witter on about their own love life . . .




  Years ago, as a feature writer on Vogue, Victoria had been sent to interview a female producer at the BBC who had worked on a sitcom parodying the sacred monsters and over-the-top

  characters in fashion PR. Written by a woman, with an almost entirely female cast, it had been a template for all the girls-behaving-badly comedies that had followed it, a huge and enduring

  success, a flag-planting moment for women who wanted power in the media.




  She would never forget what the producer had answered when Victoria had asked her about working with other women. Leaning forward, digging both her hands into the roots of her curly hair,

  dragging the skin of her forehead tight, the producer had said bitterly, ‘I never want to have to start another bloody meeting at the BBC sitting down at the table and having to do the round

  of: “Ooh, you look good, have you lost weight? I love your jacket! No, I love your suit! Your hair really suits you like that. How are Jack and the kids? Lily’s just

  starting school, isn’t she – how’s she settling in? And is your cat better after it got that infection last year?” God!’




  She stared at Victoria, eyes dragged outwards by the fingers in her hairline, face distorted.




  ‘You know what it’s like,’ she said cynically. ‘You work in magazines, it’s all women there too. Shit, the time I waste on that rubbish! And they get really

  offended if you don’t remember the name of their cat or their kid or their husband! You know who doesn’t do this? Men. They don’t give a shit about each other’s families and

  they don’t bloody pretend they do. Women are such hypocrites.’




  She caught herself.




  ‘That’s all off the record, of course.’




  Victoria’s article hadn’t been much good – she was no writer, and was quickly moved back to the fashion desk ladder by the editor who was mentoring her. But that

  producer’s words had echoed in her mind ever since. It was a bare five-minute ride from Brewer Street across Regent Street to Piccadilly, and by the time the car pulled up outside 160

  Piccadilly, the stunning Grade II listed building with its three grand arches, decorated with elaborate and delicate wrought-iron struts and curlicues that had housed Wolseley cars in the 1920s and

  was now one of the most fashionable restaurants in London, Victoria had determined to keep Coco in her assistant job as long as possible. Coco would kick and scream and plead for a promotion, she

  was sure, but Victoria would hold her off. She was simply too valuable where she was right now.




  And she wants what I can give her enough to stick it out for at least a year longer, Victoria thought with satisfaction as she strode up the marble steps and into the Wolseley, past the liveried

  doorman who was holding open one of the enormously heavy glass-and-iron doors. I’ve got her over a barrel.




  Victoria didn’t give her name to the greeter at the front desk; she expected to be recognised instantly, and she was.




  ‘Ms Glossop!’ the greeter said quickly. ‘How nice to see you again. Mr Dupleix is at his usual table.’




  A waiter led Victoria past the black-lacquered bar, over the black and white zigzag marble floor to the table for four where Jacob was waiting, placed strategically near the entrance, so that

  Victoria could see everyone and be seen in her turn. The Wolseley hosted the most famous actors, TV presenters, writers and business tycoons in London, a clientele which was used to instantly

  recognisable faces passing their tables every few minutes, and which was far too sophisticated to gawk openly.




  But Victoria Glossop’s arrival turned every head. Though as stunning as an actress or a model, Victoria had infinitely more power. She could make careers by declaring a woman a fashion

  icon or putting her on the coveted front cover of Style. She had the looks of a professional beauty and the authority of a tyrant, a combination rare enough that everyone in the Wolseley had

  to sneak a quick look at her, to see her for themselves. Many raised a hand in greeting, and Victoria cast brief smiles in their direction, though without slowing her catwalk stride. Jacob Dupleix

  rose from his seat to greet her, arms outstretched, and the sight of him drew even more attention. The actors and presenters and writers were supplicants, famous as they were. Jacob and Victoria

  were the fame-makers, the powers behind the scenes who pulled the strings and made the puppets dance. They were the ones who needed to be courted, flattered, fawned to. And they knew it.




  ‘Darling!’ Jacob said, enfolding Victoria in a warm embrace, then pulling back to look at her, holding her shoulders, before planting a kiss on each cheek. Though Jacob had been born

  and brought up in New York, his family’s origins were a complex mixture of European and Middle Eastern wealth and influence, and his manners were elaborate and courtly.




  ‘You look as beautiful as ever,’ he said fondly. ‘Please.’ He gestured to the leather banquette beside him, waiting until Victoria had smoothed her minuscule skirt

  underneath her tiny bottom and sat down before he took his place beside her. This was how Jacob always preferred to be seated when he dined tête-à-tête with an attractive woman,

  on a banquette they shared; and he had the status, even at the best restaurants, to reserve a table for four if necessary to ensure his preference.




  ‘An apéritif, Ms Glossop?’ a waiter enquired, gliding up to the table.




  ‘VLT,’ Victoria ordered. ‘Plenty of ice.’ Vodka, lime and slimline tonic was the carb-free drink of choice for fashionistas watching their weight.




  ‘So,’ Jacob said, as she shrugged her arms out of the mink jacket, draping it over her shoulders. ‘How are you, my darling?’ He smiled happily. ‘I’ve been

  taking meetings with my editors all day, but this is the moment I’ve been looking forward to. My fervent congratulations. You’ve done the most amazing job.’




  Victoria smiled complacently. She knew she had, but it was pleasant to hear her boss say it, rather than having to make the point herself.




  ‘Style’s brighter,’ Jacob continued. ‘Livelier, hipper, peppier. Younger. And the advertisers love it. The circulation is rising and we’ve just managed to

  raise ad rates, even in these terrible economic times.’




  Victoria’s smile deepened, but she didn’t say a word. When people were praising you, you let them keep going. Most women would have felt obliged to murmur a self-deprecating comment

  at this stage, but the reason Victoria was so successful was that she wasn’t most women. And she certainly didn’t do self-deprecating.




  ‘Your cocktail, madam,’ the waiter murmured, sliding it in front of Victoria. ‘Are you ready to order your dinner yet?’




  ‘Tomato soup and steak tartare, no frites,’ Victoria said without even looking at the menu.




  ‘Half a dozen fines de claire oysters and the sea bass,’ Jacob said cheerfully. ‘Give me her frites on the side, why don’t you? I love the way you guys do them here. Even

  better than Balthazar,’ he added, naming the famous SoHo bistro that was the Wolseley’s New York counterpart. ‘And bring me some mayo too, why don’t you.’




  The waiter gathered the menus and slipped away. Jacob raised his glass of champagne to Victoria in a toast.




  ‘To my star editor,’ he said fondly. ‘Jesus, Vicky, how long’s it been?’




  ‘Oh God. Decades!’ Victoria said jokingly, clinking her glass with his.




  It had, in fact, been twelve years or so since Victoria, an achingly-ambitious, twenty-two-year-old, very junior editor at US Style, had targeted, focused on and succeeded in dating an

  influential, much older art dealer simply because he was a good friend of Jacob Dupleix. Twelve years since she’d been taken by the art dealer to Jacob’s mansion in the Hamptons, the

  stretch of Long Island where the truly rich New Yorkers maintained beachfront houses that cost in the tens of millions, for Jacob’s renowned Fourth of July party, and, between the firework

  displays and private concert by Mariah Carey, had wangled an introduction to the great man himself. Exquisitely turned-out in a white poplin Armani mini-dress and stratospheric heels, looking as

  cool as a cucumber, her cut-glass English accent enchanting even the most jaded of Americans, Victoria had been an instant hit with Jacob even before she casually dropped into the conversation that

  she was one of his employees.




  ‘You know what I tell people about you?’ Jacob asked rhetorically, drinking some champagne. ‘I could tell from the moment I met you that you had more ambition in your little

  finger than most people have in their whole goddamn bodies. I can smell it on people. It’s my special talent.’ He grinned. ‘Baby, if you could bottle that and sell it, we’d

  be billionaires.’




  Jacob Dupleix made being in your fifties look like the prime of life. It helped that his complex ethnic origins had given him a smooth, Mediterranean skin colour that looked as if he had a

  perpetual tan, and that his lightly-silvered mane of hair was still so thick that it made his balding, hair-plugged contemporaries grind their teeth with jealousy. His dark eyes gleamed with

  seductive warmth; everything about his demeanour spoke of worldly wisdom and the kind of sexual experience that made women melt with anticipation. In his time, he had been compared to Jeff

  Goldblum, Antonio Banderas, Imran Khan, even King Juan Carlos of Spain.




  Although Jacob was definitely not running to seed, decades of five-star living had put a little excess weight on him; he had a personal trainer and nutritionist, but he ignored their

  instructions as much as he followed them. His dark Hugo Boss suit was expertly cut to flatter his silhouette, and his big frame could carry the extra pounds that fine dining and finer wines had

  packed on.




  He’s as charismatic as ever, Victoria thought, sipping her VLT and looking Jacob up and down with open appreciation.




  ‘I know, I know,’ Jacob said, his dark eyes glinting. ‘I could stand to lose a few pounds, and you look as skinny as always. I should take diet tips from you, Vicky. You look

  amazing. Jeremy’s a lucky guy.’




  ‘He certainly is,’ Victoria said briskly. ‘And he knows it, too.’




  Jacob’s grin deepened. ‘Yeah, I bet you remind him morning and evening just how lucky he is,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t, but I will,’ he added over his shoulder

  to the waiter extending a wooden tray of freshly-baked rolls. ‘Give me that one, the tomato bread. And don’t even bother showing the lady anything with carbs in it – am I right,

  Vicky?’ He ripped open a roll, bringing it to his nose, nostrils flaring with pleasure as he inhaled the delicious, yeasty smell of the bread studded with sundried tomatoes. ‘Mmn, that

  smells good.’




  Victoria, never one to be distracted from her goal, completely ignored the pleasure Jacob was taking in his roll.




  ‘Jeremy may be lucky,’ she said, taking another measured sip of her cocktail, ‘but I’m not. Because I work like a Trojan for everything I’ve achieved. I push

  everyone around me hard, but I push myself hardest of all. You know that, Jacob.’




  ‘I do,’ he agreed through a mouthful of fluffy bread.




  ‘And I’m ready for my next challenge,’ she continued firmly.




  ‘Now, Vicky—’ he started.




  ‘I’ve done everything you asked me to do.’ In a characteristic gesture, Victoria raised her slim hand and ticked off the points on her fingers. ‘Raised circulation,

  increased advertising, raised ad rates, practically doubled the subscriptions, made the magazine the most fashionable periodical in the UK. It flies off the shelves, and the website’s won a

  whole string of awards. You know how shitty that website was before. Practically nonexistent. I sacked everyone on it and brought in my own people. Have you looked at it recently?’




  ‘I look at everything,’ Jacob assured her, dusting the crumbs off his hands. ‘Believe me, I do.’




  ‘So you know what a transformation I’ve created!’ She smoothed back her already perfect chignon. ‘It’s just what you wanted, much more vibrant and alive. I

  instructed all my editors that everything had to be shot in motion. The girls jump and run and smile much more than they used to.’ Victoria pulled a face. ‘God, the fuss everyone made

  at first. “It’s not the British way to smile in fashion shots,” they told me,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Everything was so dour and serious. Well, not any more! And

  it’s what women want to see,’ she added passionately. ‘American energy and drive. It’s so much more fun.’




  The waiter brought their first courses, but Victoria completely ignored her tomato soup; she was turned away from her place setting, towards Jacob, making her pitch with fervency.




  ‘And that brings me to exactly what I want to talk about,’ she continued unstoppably.




  ‘Oh, Vicky baby, I know exactly what you want to talk about,’ Jacob said, hugely entertained. He selected an oyster, carefully squeezed a single drop of lemon juice into the bivalve,

  then picked it up, tilting it to his mouth, pursing his full lips as the oyster slid through them. With great relish, he swallowed it slowly and dabbed his mouth with a starched white napkin.




  ‘I might as well get straight to it then,’ Victoria said, quite unabashed. ‘I want to be the editor of US Style.’




  ‘You will be.’ Jacob picked up another oyster and dispatched it, using the time it took to dress and swallow it to make Victoria wait for his next words. ‘In two years’

  time,’ he went on, reaching for the napkin again. ‘Just as we agreed in New York.’




  ‘But I’m ready now,’ Victoria pleaded. ‘I’ve done everything you wanted at UK Style, and in half the time you thought it would take. I’ve

  cleared out all the dead wood and brought in a really strong team. I have a new editor lined up to replace me, so I could take over in New York tomorrow, and UK Style would run perfectly

  well along the lines I’ve laid down.’




  ‘It’s not that simple, Vicky,’ Jacob said, his smile even more charming. ‘We discussed all this in New York, two years ago. You were going to do four years in London,

  turning round Style for me. Then – and not before – I was going to move you back to the States. I know perfectly well that’s why you agreed to leave Harper’s.

  You wouldn’t have settled for UK Style alone, and I respect that.’




  ‘I want to be in Manhattan,’ Victoria said intently. ‘It’s the centre of the media world. I should be there. I should be there now.’




  She steepled her fingers together under her chin, her grey diamond flashing, but her eyes shining even brighter.




  ‘You know I should,’ she insisted. ‘My whole career’s been leading up to this – it’s the job I was born to have! And this is the right time for me to have

  it.’




  Jacob was finishing his oysters; he didn’t speak, and Victoria, though inwardly seething with frustration, knew that she had to wait for his response. She’d pushed hard enough.




  As he picked up the last fluted shell, she found herself running through the entire trajectory of her career since meeting and impressing Jacob that Fourth of July. She’d spoken no less

  than the truth just now: her entire career had been leading up to this moment.




  With Jacob’s influence, Victoria had risen quickly up the masthead of US Style, propelled by his interest and her own undoubted talent. Jacob was well-known for talent-spotting,

  finding protégés and expediting their rise: it was known in the US as ‘Jacob’s ladder’. But Victoria’s meteoric ascent to power was faster, more jet-propelled,

  than anyone else’s. By twenty-five she was in charge of a magazine start-up which was a raving success from its first issue; by twenty-eight, she was back at Style as executive fashion

  editor, a prestigious position which she manoeuvred to give her almost as much authority as the editor herself. An increasingly vicious power struggle between Victoria and Jennifer Lane Davis, the

  editor, sent both of them complaining to Jacob, telling him that they were unable to work together. Victoria had wanted Jennifer’s job; Jacob had told her she wasn’t ready. In pique,

  Victoria had flounced off to Harper’s Bazaar as editor – Hearst had been courting her for years.




  Her run at Harper’s had been Victoria’s one stint as editor that wasn’t an unqualified success. Hearst and Victoria Glossop weren’t a perfect fit; their ethos was

  more classic, more timeless, and Victoria was always impatiently onto the next thing, the most cutting-edge fashion, finding new ways to push the envelope. Harper’s had never been her

  ultimate goal. She had known it, and so had Jacob.




  ‘Do you remember what you said when I asked you where you saw yourself in ten years’ time?’ Jacob replied eventually, pushing away the china platter loaded with empty shells,

  their interiors gleaming with a pale mother-of-pearl sheen, dappled with drops of juice from the bivalves. ‘When I first got talking to you in Montauk, you said you wanted to be editor of

  US Style.’ He grinned, his teeth perfect and white, showcasing American dentistry. ‘At twenty-two! You see, I even remember how old you were. It was quite something.’




  ‘I could have done it,’ Victoria told him.




  The waiter was hovering, waiting to clear their plates, concerned that Victoria hadn’t touched her soup; she waved him away with a quick, brisk gesture, and took a couple of spoonfuls, her

  eyes fixed on Jacob’s face.




  ‘Nah, I thought I’d let you cut your teeth at Harper’s first,’ he said casually.




  ‘You let me stew there for years!’ Victoria’s spoon clattered back into the bowl; she pushed it away impatiently, signalling that the waiter could take it.




  ‘Oh, you did good at Harper’s,’ Jacob said. ‘Hey, can I get a new napkin?’ He smiled charmingly at the waiter.




  Victoria fumed with impatience, but she had to play Jacob’s game now, go at the pace he was setting.




  It’s all a big game to him, she thought. He loves to put his hand out and play with us, moving us back and forth like pawns. She remembered the superbly detailed, nineteeth-century

  Venetian chess set in Jacob’s New York office, Murano glass, burnt orange versus viridian green, each piece flecked with gold, the board edged richly in 18-carat gold; Jacob amused himself by

  working through classic chess problems, his spatulate fingers looking even bigger as he moved the pieces from square to square.




  Well, I’m the Queen, she thought with a flash of humour. I can go up and down, from side to side and diagonally too. But I still can’t bloody move unless Jacob lets me . . .




  ‘Here’s the thing, Vicky,’ Jacob said, and she perked up: finally, they were getting down to business. ‘Jennifer still has two years of her contract to run. You know

  that. We talked this over when I came after you at Harper’s. You’d do four years here in London – nice little stay back in the motherland for you, and it was a good move

  for me. The Brits at UK Style weren’t pulling their weight, and tactically it was great for me to send in a Brit to get ’em to shape up. After four years, Jennifer’s

  contract would be over and I’d move you back to helm US Style instead. You agreed to that, honey. You know I told you Jennifer’s contract is cast-iron – I’d have to

  give her a huge payoff if I sack her now.’




  Jacob spread his hands wide. ‘You can’t just try to change the rules of the game halfway through,’ he finished. ‘And don’t tell me you’ll take a pay cut to

  make up what I have to give Jennifer, because I won’t believe you.’ He grinned. ‘I know how much you love your perks.’




  ‘I’ll make back every penny of what you have to give her in increased ad revenue alone in the first six months,’ Victoria said sharply. ‘You know I will. Jennifer’s

  wasting money over there. She’s playing it too safe, spending tons of money on big names. I can slash her budgets, get actresses who’ll model for free instead of the expensive girls

  she’s using, up-and-coming photographers instead of the Top Ten she’s been relying on . . .’




  Their main courses arrived, delivered by a waitress who could tell they were deep in conversation; she slid the plates in front of them and disappeared without a word.




  ‘Plus,’ Victoria added, her voice rising, ‘what kind of stupid name is that – “Jennifer Lane Davis”? I despise women who stick their husband’s name onto

  their own when they get married. Either bloody well take his name or don’t! It’s a ridiculous American habit, and it never ends well. The husband never double-barrels her name with his,

  and they always get divorced in the end, and then she looks like a total idiot.’




  Jacob was laughing now. ‘You’re always entertaining, Vicky,’ he said appreciatively. ‘I love your rants.’




  ‘Just sack her, Jacob,’ Victoria pressed on. ‘Do it.’ She finished her cocktail, needing Dutch courage for what she was about to say. ‘Because if you don’t

  – well, I’ve just had an amazing offer from Bilberry. They’ve been taken over by LVMH – you know, after all the scandal – and they want me to be their creative

  director.’




  Bilberry was a high-end English leather company, which was now diversifying into stationery and other luxury goods. Its takeover by Moët Hennessy/Louis Vuitton had come after the

  sensational arrest of its CEO on an unrelated charge, and provided a huge influx of investment funds which allowed Bilberry to court a fashion editor as high-profile and prestigious as Victoria

  Glossop.




  ‘They say they’ll double my salary,’ Victoria said smugly. ‘And give me an unlimited expense account.’




  ‘Right,’ Jacob said, taking a frite, dipping it into the ramekin of mayonnaise and eating it with relish. ‘But they won’t let you live in New York, will they? Which is

  what you’re dying to do.’




  Victoria’s grey eyes narrowed: she started to speak, but Jacob held up a hand, cutting her off.




  ‘I know you have a whole spiel ready to convince me you’re ready to up sticks and head for Bilberry Vicky,’ he said gently. ‘And I know it’ll be really convincing.

  But I’m not going to believe it.’




  Her heart sank. She looked at the mound of glistening dark-pink steak tartare on her plate, surrounded by smaller piles of chopped red onion, capers, anchovies and lemon slices, topped by the

  miniature yolk of a quail’s egg, presented in its half-shell. It was her favourite dish, but she had no appetite for it at all.




  ‘I don’t have to,’ Jacob continued. ‘You’ve made your case.’




  It took a few moments for his words to sink in; when they did, Victoria froze, barely able to believe it.




  ‘Give me a month,’ Jacob said, forking up some sea bass and chewing it with gusto. ‘I’ll go back to New York and set the wheels in motion. I don’t need to tell you

  not to breathe a word in the meantime. We’ll bring you over in two months, max. You and Jeremy can have the Columbus Circle penthouse. Happy now?’




  He glanced over at her affectionately. ‘Oh come on, Vicky, say something. You got it. You got what you want!’ He raised a hand, and a waiter shot over to answer Jacob’s

  summons.




  ‘Two glasses of the Pol Roger,’ he ordered. We’ve got a celebration on our hands here.’




  The champagne arrived almost instantly. Jacob touched his glass to Victoria’s; she had recovered enough by now to lift her own and clink back.




  ‘To the new editor of US Style,’ Jacob toasted.




  Victoria barely ever allowed champagne to touch her lips. The first taste was deliciously intoxicating, forbidden fruit, sweet and golden, peaches and almonds in a glass. She set the glass down

  before she was tempted to finish it in one go.




  ‘Was that a test?’ she asked. ‘One of the games you play with yourself, Jacob – like those chess problems you love?’




  ‘Why Vicky, whatever could you mean?’ Jacob asked, smiling, one arm thrown along the leather back of the banquette.




  ‘I know you,’ she said. ‘You and your tests. I think you meant to give me the job all along, as long as I fought hard enough tonight.’




  Jacob’s smile deepened, but he didn’t say a word.




  ‘I learned that from you,’ Victoria said, taking a delicate mouthful of steak tartare; it was delicious. ‘How to test people. I remember every single one of the tests you put

  me through.’




  ‘And you passed every one,’ Jacob said with great satisfaction, taking a handful of frites. ‘From the very start, when you were a little slip of a thing barely out of your

  teens.’ He looked at her fondly. ‘You had no hips at all, honey.’




  ‘Just the way you like them, Jacob,’ Victoria said dryly.




  She was overwhelmed with excitement at having achieved her goal, adrenalin flooding through her veins like liquid silver. But she knew she had to act cool; Jacob didn’t like women who

  gushed or sobbed or displayed any emotional excesses.




  ‘Uh-huh,’ Jacob said, quite unfazed. ‘Just the way I like them.’




  He reached out and squeezed Victoria’s leg briefly, high up, his large hand sliding under the hem of her mini-skirt, almost wrapping entirely round her narrow upper thigh. It reminded her

  of a trainer she knew assessing a new piece of horseflesh, squeezing the horse’s flanks, checking them for strength and alignment. Victoria smiled, proud of how well she’d kept her

  figure; she’d been an American size zero ever since she’d moved to the States and promptly slimmed down to what Manhattan considered an ideal weight.




  ‘You haven’t put on a pound,’ he said appreciatively. ‘Not a single pound. Good girl.’




  His hand lingered for a moment, his index finger reaching up just a little further, tracing slow seductive circles under her skirt, an intimate caress completely concealed from any passing

  waiter, anyone at the facing tables. The circles widened, deepened, his hand radiating heat, his finger just grazing the lace trim of her silk Myla French knickers; he flicked his finger-tip

  against the lace, once, twice, a little tease, but also a gesture of control.
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