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Introduction






    ‘Don’t move bitch, or I’ll blow your fucking brains out.’


    This isn’t a line from one of Jackie’s novels, but from an actual incident in her life. Faced by armed gunmen, when most of us wold have panicked, Jackie had one thought: What would Lucky do?


    In Lucky, Jackie Collins had created an idealised version of herself. But Jackie herself is an idealised version for many of us, taking on a stature more magnificent than her fictional creations. Glamorous, funny, real, always on point and honest, yet for the ‘raunchy moralist’, two things were off limits: money and her personal life. Everything else was fair game for discussion, and people loved not only telling her their personal lives but also wanted to be in her books. She never claimed to be the best literary writer, but she was the best storyteller, her badge of honour to write books that were never boring. The absolute joy she had while writing shows clearly in her novels. Jackie’s success meant she didn’t have to work as hard as she did, yet she did anyway because it was her passion. In interviews, Jackie not only discussed the novel she was promoting, but often said how she couldn’t wait to get back to LA and carry on writing her next book, while also letting her devoted fans know what they could expect even two books away. Legend is a word used too lightly for so many undeserving people, but Jackie Collins is the very definition of the word.


    It’s difficult to imagine now just how shocking her novels were. When her first novel was banned, it wasn’t because of the sex and swearing, it was because she exposed the hypocrisy of men, especially in fiction. The double standards that meant women had to be in the bedroom or the kitchen, or be classed as whores, while men did anything they wanted. Jackie turned that notion on its head: women could do anything, and her heroines proved this. They were mistresses of their own sexuality, but also of their destinies. They didn’t rely on the men in their life to prove their worth, they played by their own rules. Rules which Jackie incorporated into her own life. Always, she encouraged her readers to do what they loved and not to be boxed in by what other people expected. She proudly told the world she had sold hundreds of millions of books and yet was a school dropout. Kick ass is another word so many people get labelled with – again Jackie was totally deserving of it. As are her heroines.


    And Cameron Paradise (Jackie came up with the best names), the heroine of Married Lovers, is no exception. While Jackie is known for her Hollywood and Lucky series, her standalones are also just as thrilling. For me, Married Lovers is one of her strongest novels. It features Hollywood, but is also the story of a woman who flees an abusive relationship and starts up again on her own in a new place. That place is, of course, LA, but Cameron isn’t an actress, she is a personal trainer and a businesswoman. Her past hasn’t held her back, but has made her more determined to make it and prove herself. And this is Jackie all over. Empowered women bucking the system and following their dreams. Married Lovers is at its heart what Jackie did best: edgy relationships, glamour, suspense, sex. She is a very underrated thriller novelist – there is always menace and a central mystery to solve. Married Lovers also has this in the story of Anya, which gives real depth to the novel, as Jackie delves into the horrors of the Chechen-Russian war, and gives a voice to the women she met in the notorious windows of Amsterdam’s Red Light District. It was on a trip to that city that Jackie got the idea for Anya’s backstory – she was always collecting ideas wherever she went. Sometimes she would go to Disneyland and sit and simply observe people.


    As Cameron’s story evolves, she comes up against the charming talk show host, Don Verona, the typical Hollywood Wives in the form of Mandy and Lucy, and the man that turns Cameron’s world upside down, Ryan Richards. As the chemistry sizzles between Cameron and Ryan, there is one major problem: he’s married and she’s dating his best friend. Jackie is the great portrayer of solid sexy marriages – Lucky and Lenny are the prime example – and her heroine and hero are both too decent to cheat. So how will they manage to survive, knowing they have met their soulmate, and yet can’t have them? Married Lovers is a page-turning novel which takes you into the lives of its characters, until the shocking and unexpected ending. Classic Jackie – you will miss this novel at your peril.


    I remember when the novel was published, there was a magic about it. Jackie herself was given a Rockstar bus which was covered with her picture and the book jacket, going on a nationwide tour, just like a music megastar. The tour extended internationally and there were a whole series of TV interviews. Jackie was releasing the book the way an artist released their latest album or an actor their latest movie – that’s how different she was and how successful and special. Only Jackie could get away with a national bus tour. All along the route there are social media videos and clips of her interacting with her fans. Always welcoming and always warm, she even managed to send survivors of Katrina signed copies of the books they had lost. A small gesture in some people’s eyes, but for Jackie fans who really had lost so much, it would have been such a massive high among so much devastation.


    Married Lovers also has a strong cast of diverse characters. This is something Jackie does better than most writers. Her characters of every background, sexuality and colour aren’t just tokens or stereotypes. They are central parts of her world, her narrative. Major characters driving the story forward and all just as important and kick ass or just as villainous as everyone else. Growing up she had a huge impact on my own life because of this. Her novels were absolute escapes from the world in which I lived. I felt comfortable dreaming about making it or being in her sphere, because she had people from everywhere. She was one of the main reasons I followed my own ambitions to write, and it broke my heart I never got to tell her that or send her Bollywood Wives, which was a love letter in so many ways to Jackie. So doing this, being able to shout about Married Lovers, is an absolute honour. I actually have tears in my eyes as I finish this, because this is my small way of finally getting the chance to say thank you to a woman who was so important to me, and to millions of her fans. Her spirit is forever alive in her work, so sit back, relax, picture the bus and strap yourself in for the adventure ride that is Married Lovers.


    Alex Khan














ANYA






Anya Anastaskia was an exquisite child. From the moment she was born in a small village outside the city of Grozny, in the Republic of Chechnya, people commented on her fair looks. Her mother–a former Russian ballerina–was not surprised, for she had fallen in love and left Moscow to spend her life with Vlad Anastaskia–a farmer–and the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes on. Anya was born on 1 August 1985, a home birth with no complications. Not only was she beautiful, she was also a sunny-dispositioned and extraordinarily sweet child. The Anastaskia family lived a peaceful life, that is until the Chechen-Russian war, which started in 1994 when Anya was just nine years old. At first it seemed as if the fierce fighting between the Chechens and the Russians would not affect the Anastaskia family. But that was not to be; Anya’s father was called to the city to fight and never returned.


Anya’s mother was heartbroken. She seemed to lose all will to live, and before the war ended in 1996 she went to sleep one night and never woke up. Anya was eleven, alone and petrified. A neighboring family took her in, but they were not kindly people and treated her harshly. It did not help that Anya’s ethereal and somewhat delicate beauty–inherited from her mother–upset Svetlana, the daughter of the family–a stocky, darkly vicious girl with a cruel tongue. Although Svetlana was only a few years older than Anya, she treated the younger girl as if she were her personal slave. Svetlana’s parents were not much better; they gave Anya all the hard jobs, such as cleaning out the pig pens, scrubbing the cold stone floors and other menial tasks. They might have taken her in, but they used her for their own purposes, and made her sleep on an old blanket in a corner of the kitchen. At night, when the lights were turned off, cockroaches and mice roamed the kitchen floor-sometimes a rat or two. Anya huddled beneath her blanket too scared to move.


Eventually the inevitable happened; the mother of the household became pregnant, and the father took the opportunity to force himself on Anya, appearing night after night with an erection, ready for her to service him any way he wanted. At first she resisted, but what was the point? She had no money, nowhere to run, this was her home now, so she gritted her teeth and endured the sexual abuse. It began when she was twelve and ended two years later when the war started up again with air strikes and ground troops.


One night seven soldiers invaded the house. Seven drunk, out of control rebel soldiers with nothing but destruction on their minds. They beat up the father, raped the mother, and then set upon Anya and Svetlana. Anya was the lucky one, they merely raped her–taking their turns one by one. But with Svetlana they played vile sexual games until they finally ended up slitting the young girl’s throat. Then, laughing drunkenly, they shot the parents in the head and set the house on fire, leaving everyone for dead.


Huddled in a corner, frozen to the spot, Anya waited until she was sure the soldiers were gone, then somehow or other she willed herself to move and was able to escape the burning house.


She had no idea why she’d been spared death, but the fact that she was still alive forced her to try and forget about her ordeal and concentrate on survival. She joined a procession of Chechen refugees who were fleeing across the border to the neighboring province of Ingushetia. Befriending a young mother with three children, she tried to pretend she was part of a family again. But she knew that this wasn’t so. She was half-starving, all alone in the world, and she had no idea what would happen to her next.
















Chapter One







Present day, Los Angeles


Cameron Paradise hit Bounce, the private Members Only fitness club, running–literally.


“’Morning,” she said breathlessly, waving at Lynda, the pretty Latina girl perched behind the white wicker reception desk. “Am I late? Is my eight o’clock here yet?”


“Of course he is,” Lynda said, rolling her expressive brown eyes in an exaggerated fashion. “Mister Old Fart himself is ready and waiting with the same filthy mouth as usual. Nothing changes.”


“Great,” Cameron sighed, brushing back a lock of natural blonde hair from her eyes. “Can someone please tell me why he always manages to get here early?”


“’Cause it gives him more time to sharpen his twisted old tongue,” Lynda answered knowingly. “Besides, you know he loooves you.”


“Thanks a lot,” Cameron murmured, making a face.


“That man talks nothing but sex, sex, sex,” Lynda complained. “I dunno how you take it.”


“I take it,” Cameron replied patiently, “’cause he pays over the top, and very soon I’ll have enough money stashed away to open my own place, and when I do, you’ll come work for me, and any client who talks dirty to either of us is history. How’s that?”


“You’d better make it soon, before I slap his disgusting mouth shut once an’ for all,” Lynda said, reaching for her nail file.


“Now, now,” Cameron chided. “We all know that violence is not an option.”


“Hmm…” Lynda mused, playing with one of her gold hoop earrings. “If my boyfriend, Carlos, ever heard the things that perv says to me, he’d break both his spindly little legs.”


“Tune him out, that’s what I do,” Cameron said, stretching her arms above her head.


“I try,” Lynda wailed, “but c’mon, sister, y’know it’s impossible!”


“Nothing’s impossible,” Cameron shot back, heading for the staff changing room.


“Maybe for you,” Lynda yelled after her.


Cameron was a stunningly beautiful woman in a sporty casual way. Five feet eight inches tall with a well-toned body, flawless skin, high cheekbones and dirty blonde hair worn short and spiky with long bangs that drifted sexily above her pale green eyes.


She’d worked at Bounce for almost three years, ever since fleeing Hawaii and an abusive relationship with her Australian husband, Gregg. Bounce was the perfect place for her; she paid the owner rent to use the facilities, plus a commission on each of the clients she brought in. Everything else went straight into her pocket, which meant that she could charge what she liked, and she did.


She was twenty-one when she’d first landed in L.A., and because of her exceptional looks she could’ve easily followed the actress or modeling route. But that kind of career was not for her, she was after something more substantial, so what better plan than working toward eventually opening her own fitness studio? And since everyone in L.A. seemed to be obsessed with the way they looked, it was a business she could definitely tap into. She knew plenty about health and how to be in optimum shape–at least Gregg had taught her something. And best of all she was smart enough to realize that she could achieve her goal if she worked hard and didn’t allow herself to get caught up in the whole L.A. scene of recreational drugs, too many late-night clubs and endless parties.


“Hey, beauty,” Dorian, a buff trainer with a Fabio-style mane of flaxen hair and several flamboyant tattoos, called out as she pulled on a fresh tank top. “That old dude of yours is gettin’ impatient. He’s mutterin’ obscenities under his breath.”


“Oh God!” Cameron exclaimed. “That man is such a wanker.”


“Somebody needs to put him down,” Dorian warned. “And I do not mean in a good way.”


“I’d love to,” Cameron quipped, hurrying toward the main work-out area. “Only I suspect he’d get off on it.”


“She’s so right,” Dorian agreed, tossing back his precious mane.


Her un-favorite client, Mr Lord, was indeed waiting. A bizarre figure in red and black bicycle shorts stuffed with what could only be described as a fake penis; a Rat Pack T-shirt circa tour 1965; and a crooked slime-brown toupée perched jauntily on top of his head. He was the author of crap biographies, stuffed with information gleaned from newspaper files, all out-of-date and totally inaccurate. The celebrities he’d written about regarded him as a pathetic joke who couldn’t write his way out of a corner, but he kept on trying.


He threw her a disapproving look while tapping the dial of his fake gold Rolex. “You’re late,” he grumbled. “If I wasn’t so hot t’ fuck you, I’d find myself another trainer.”


What an asshole, she thought, smiling brightly. She had a mind to dump him as a client, but right now she needed all the money she could get, so she charged him double her hourly rate, and gritted her teeth while trying not to listen to his obscene ramblings.




“My bad, Mr L.,” she said, attempting to avert her eyes from the fake bulge in his bicycle shorts. “Let’s get you started. As you’re always telling me–no time to waste, right?”


“You need a boyfriend,” Mr Lord said, leering at her breasts. “And I’m talkin’ about a man, not some boy. A real man who knows how to lick your pussy, an’ finger your—”


Cameron tuned him out as he began pontificating about the joys of oral sex–at which he was–according to him–the absolute master. The very idea of Mr Lord giving head to anyone was repugnant.


Her thoughts drifted to Gregg as they often did, and the memories that came up were still painful and difficult to think about.


•   •   •


She and Gregg had met in his native Australia when she was nineteen and backpacking across the country. She’d left her Chicago home at eighteen shortly after burying her mother who’d died of cancer. Her dad was long gone, and since she couldn’t stand her stepfather, she’d decided to take off. For the year before hooking up with Gregg she’d indulged her wanderlust, exploring Asia with Katie, a friend from school. They’d stayed in youth hostels and beach communes, working as part-time waitresses and babysitters, until they’d decided to be even more adventurous and head for Australia. Pooling their money, they’d purchased a couple of cheap plane tickets to Sydney, and from there they’d made their way to the Great Barrier Reef.


Within days she’d run into Gregg at a beach party. It was lust at first sight. He was six feet three, a muscled twenty-five year old, and quite a big deal in the surfer world.


She was just nineteen and surprisingly still a virgin.


Gregg went after her with a vengeance, soon dropping the several girlfriends he was seeing at the time. It wasn’t long before he’d invited her to move into his ramshackle house on the beach. She’d agreed, providing that Katie could move in with her, and that moving in certainly didn’t mean she was going to sleep with him.


Hmm…wishful thinking. Gregg was not a man to take no for an answer.


The first time they made love was not so brilliant, she was shy and intimidated and trying too hard to please him. But the second time it was explosions all round.


After a few months Gregg received an offer of a highly paid job at one of the big luxury hotels in Maui, and since the money was too tempting to turn down they’d taken off for Hawaii, full of plans for their future. Six weeks later they were married on the beach at Sunset, and Cameron had felt truly happy for the first time in her life.


Everyone regarded them as the golden couple, both so bronzed and tall and blond and beautiful, both so crazy about each other.


For two years it was all more or less perfect, until one day–after a surfing accident which put Gregg out of commission for several months–he began to change, turning from a sunny-dispositioned champion surfer into a mean and miserable shut-in who seemed to get his kicks from barraging her with endless tirades of verbal abuse.


At first she was too shocked to do anything. But after a series of vicious screaming and yelling attacks, she’d decided to fight back.


Gregg hadn’t liked that, and soon he’d turned violent, which was enough to make her know for sure that things were veering totally out of control. Her mom had been trapped in an abusive relationship with Cameron’s stepdad, and over the years she’d watched her mom change from a vibrant outgoing woman into a cowering frightened wreck. She’d vowed she would never allow it to happen to her, so even though she still had feelings for Gregg, it was time to get out.




In her mind she’d worked out an escape plan, but before she could put it into action she discovered she was pregnant. It was a surprise, and after the initial shock she’d thought that maybe she could turn it into a blessing. Naively she’d convinced herself that having a baby would change everything, so feeling pretty sure about things she’d decided to give Gregg one more chance.


It was a fatal mistake, for seven weeks later, in the middle of another of his rants, he’d shoved her to the floor, kicked her viciously in the stomach, and several agonizing hours later she’d lost their baby.


After that there was no more doubt. She knew that she had to escape.


A few days later, still battered and bruised, she’d attempted to flee in the middle of the night while he was sleeping, taking only one small bag, her passport and the money she’d saved teaching kids to surf.


Unfortunately Gregg awoke and went berserk with fury when he’d realized she was trying to leave. With a massive show of brute strength he’d knocked her down and pinned her to the floor screaming expletives in her face, blaming her for the loss of their baby, and everything else he considered wrong in his life. Then he’d beaten her so badly that both her eyes were blackened, her arm broken, and blood flowed from a deep cut on her forehead. It was almost as if he was trying to kill her.


Somehow or other she’d managed to grab a table lamp and smash it over his head knocking him unconscious. Then she’d fled from the house and never looked back.


At the airport she’d booked herself on the first plane to San Francisco, where her backpacking friend Katie was now living with Jinx, a struggling rock musician. Once she arrived in San Francisco, Katie and Jinx had taken her in, made sure she got medical attention and generally looked after her.


She’d stayed with them for several weeks while recovering from her ordeal, but as soon as the cast came off her arm, she’d decided to take the train to L.A. where she was determined to make a better life for herself and forget about the past.


It was possible. Anything was possible. Although she realized that one of these days she had to do something about Gregg, there was no way she could stay married to him. And yet she wasn’t ready to return to Hawaii and divorce him, not until she was established and felt confident that she could face him and tell him exactly what a piece of cowardly shit he was.


•   •   •


Mr Lord didn’t like it when he felt he wasn’t receiving her full attention. “What’re you thinking about?” he demanded, sweating his way through a series of arm reps.


“Nothing that would interest you,” she answered, keeping it vague.


“Ah, but everything about you interests me,” Mr Lord said with a toothy leer. “Your magnificent tits, your hot little ass, your—”


“Let’s not get carried away,” she said, interrupting him before he could say any more. “Quite frankly, I’m not in the mood to listen to your chauvinistic crap today, so can it.”


“Me? A chauvinist?” Mr Lord objected, adjusting his padded crotch. “I love women. I honor them. I love their wet—”


Once more Cameron tuned him out. He talked a good game, but deep down she was sure he was just another dirty old man who couldn’t get it up. And how sad was that?














Chapter Two






“I’m bored,” Mandy Richards announced, sitting cross-legged on the oversized couch in her enormous living room overlooking a shimmering blue swimming pool. “Nothing’s exciting anymore. I’m totally bored.”


Ryan Richards regarded his thirty-two-year-old Hollywood Princess wife with her compact body and glossy auburn hair pulled back into a girlish ponytail. Sometimes she managed to sound like a whiney teenager. Today was one of those days and he wasn’t in the mood to indulge one of her childish fits.


She was obviously expecting him to say something. He didn’t. He kept his silence, it was safer that way.


“I said I’m bored,” Mandy repeated, twisting several expensive diamond tennis bracelets on her delicate wrist while throwing him an accusing look. “Didn’t you hear me?”


“Well,” he said at last. “If you’re so bored, why don’t you do something about it?”


His reply did not please her. “You’re my husband,” she said, throwing him a baleful stare. “Why don’t you do something about it?”


Ryan was not slow. Once again Mandy was on the warpath looking for a fight, and once again he was target number one. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out. “Sorry,” he said, edging toward a fast exit. “I got a shitload of stuff to take care of today.”


Actually he didn’t have a shitload of anything, but getting out of the house seemed like a wise idea.


“What stuff?” Mandy demanded, her back stiffening. “It’s Saturday, aren’t we supposed to be spending the day together?”


“No,” Ryan said, a tad abruptly. “I thought I mentioned that I’m having brunch with that Argentinian director I’ve been waiting to meet–he’s flown in specially to see me. Then later I promised my sis I’d drop by to see the kids.”


“Which sis is that?” Mandy sneered as if “sis” was a dirty word she could barely get out. “The one with the jailbird husband?”


“Don’t go there, Mandy,” he warned, temper rising. Christ! It drove him nuts when she went after his family, and she knew it. “Marty got arrested for a DUI–it could’ve happened to anyone.”


“His third DUI,” Mandy said pointedly. “Even Daddy couldn’t help with that one.”


Yeah. Daddy. Mandy’s father. Hamilton J. Heckerling. Movie Mogul Supreme. Überproducer. Starmaker. Egocentric pain in the ass. Not a conversation took place without her bringing Hamilton up one way or the other.


“Where is Big Daddy?” he asked, not really caring, but determined to steer the conversation away from his sister, Evie, whom he loved dearly, and whom Mandy couldn’t stand. He knew she was jealous because he and Evie were so close.


“Hamilton is in New York,” Mandy said, uncrossing her yoga-pant-clad legs. “I suspect he has a new girlfriend.”


“Another one?”


“He’s divorced,” Mandy said, immediately jumping to her father’s defense. “He can have as many girlfriends as he wants.”


“He sure can,” Ryan answered–adding a dry–“How many times has he been married?”




“You know how many times,” Mandy sniffed.


“I’m no expert.”


“Oh, for God’s sake!”


“What?”


“Perhaps that’s where I should be,” she said, hurriedly changing the subject because she did not appreciate discussing her father’s love life–especially with Ryan.


“Where?” he asked, purposely needling her.


“In New York with him,” she snapped.


“Well, if you—”


“No!” Mandy said, throwing her husband a sharp look. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d enjoy having me out the way so you could hook up with some little tootsie whore and play around.”


Jesus Christ! Why did she say such things? Why did she go out of her way to piss him off?


Seven years they’d been married. Seven long years, and not once had he cheated on her, although the opportunities that came his way were abundant. He was thirty-nine and not bad-looking, above average in fact. He was over six feet tall, quite fit–thanks to daily jogging. He had longish sandy-brown hair, extremely intense blue eyes–his best feature–and a slightly crooked nose busted in a football game when he was twelve. The vibe he had going for him was a kind of younger Kevin Costner thing–it was a vibe women found most attractive. He got hit on all the time by actresses, models, young executives, other men’s wives, but he always turned them down. Ryan Richards was one of that rare breed–a man who believed in the institution of marriage. He’d married Mandy for better or worse–and just because it had turned out to be a nightmare did not mean that he should cut and run–although sometimes he yearned to. Neither did it mean that he should cheat the way most of his married friends did. He had principles, and staying faithful was one of them.




It had all started out so well. Mandy–pretty and sweet and caring–she’d presented herself as perfect wife material.


He’d met her at the première of the second movie he’d produced. A gritty drama about a woman on Death Row. And even though he was in his early thirties at the time, he was more than ready to hook up with the right girl. He’d had it up to here with the wanna-be model/actress types. He found them to be vacuous, boring, ambitious and too pretty for their own good. Mandy appeared to be the right girl at the right time. She made interesting and insightful comments about his movie, and not in a fan-like way. Her words were smart and to the point, and he was delighted to discover that she could actually hold an intelligent conversation about film-making. Another major plus was that even though she was very pretty in a petite way, she had no desire to be an actress. “One of these days I plan on raising a family and being there for my children,” she’d informed him. Ryan was immediately impressed.


At the time he had not realized that Mandy was Hamilton J. Heckerling’s daughter. Of course she knew exactly what to say to up-and-coming producers; she’d been raised by one of the biggest showmen of all time–Hamilton Hamilton J. Heckerling–a legend in his own lifetime–a throwback to the moguls of yesteryear.


By the time Ryan discovered who her famous father was, they’d been on three under-the-radar dates, and had extremely satisfying sex several times. Young Mandy was certainly no slouch in the bed department; she’d given him a series of blow-jobs the like of which he’d never experienced before, and he’d been around–nobody could say that he hadn’t enjoyed his single days.


After he found out who her father was, he’d decided that it didn’t matter–in fact, it was kind of a kick. And even though all his friends warned him about marrying into the Heckerling family–he’d done it anyway.


Foolish.




Stupid.


Dumb.


But he was in love at the time, or at least he’d thought he was.


Several of his friends got together and insisted on throwing him a bachelor party. They’d told him they were taking him to Vegas. Instead they’d commandeered a private plane and flown him off to Amsterdam for a long weekend of lust, adventure and debauchery. His final fling.


It had turned out to be one long memorable weekend, four days he would never forget.


When Mandy learned that he’d flown to Europe without her, she’d been furious. If she’d found out what had really gone on during the trip, she would’ve been more than furious. But she’d married him anyway. Mandy was a girl who always got what she wanted, and the man she wanted was Ryan.


Their marriage had taken place on a private beach adjacent to Mandy’s father’s twenty-five-million-dollar estate in Puerto Vallarta. Ryan had opted for a close family affair, but Mandy had begged him to acquiesce to her wishes. “Daddy doesn’t ask for much,” she’d said, all sweetness and light. “I’m his only daughter and you can’t blame him for wanting my wedding to be a memorable event. It’s the least we can do for him.”


So he’d given in.


Their wedding was attended by six hundred guests–eighty were his friends and family–the rest of the people he didn’t know, although Mandy assured him they were all important players in the film industry.


So be it, he’d thought. We only have to do this once.


Except it turned out to be once a week, for Hamilton hosted weekly soirées at his magnificent hill-top home in Bel Air, and he expected them to attend every time.


“This is bullshit,” Ryan had complained after the fourth weekend in a row.


“No, it’s not,” Mandy objected.




“I can’t take all this socializing,” he’d said. “It’s not my scene.”


“Daddy calls it networking,” she’d answered. “You should thank him. You’re meeting all the most important people in town.”


“Why would I want to do that?” he’d demanded.


“For your career,” she’d countered. “You never know when you’ll need a favor.”


“My career is progressing very nicely,” he’d said irritably. “In case you’ve forgotten, I have two movies in development, and one about ready to shoot.”


“Daddy thinks you should make bigger movies,” Mandy had informed him. “He thinks you should come work for him.”


“Are you kidding me?” he’d said, outraged. “I certainly wouldn’t want to work for your father. I make small independent movies, that’s my style.”


“Sometimes style is not enough.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that if you did work for Daddy, you could do anything you wanted.”


“I was under the impression I was doing quite well on my own,” he’d said dryly.


“It’s just a thought,” Mandy had said, deftly reaching for his fly, because she knew exactly when to stop pushing and concentrate on other things. After all, they were newly married, so it might take some time to turn Ryan around.


But Ryan was no pushover. He might have married a famous man’s daughter, but when it came to the movie business he walked his own path–he needed neither help, advice nor interference from Hamilton J. Heckerling.


A year into their marriage Mandy reluctantly admitted defeat when it came to Ryan’s career. He was indeed his own man, and she could do nothing to change that. At least she’d persuaded him to accept her father’s wedding gift–a house in the flats of Beverly Hills with six bedrooms, lush gardens, a pool and a tennis court.


At first he’d objected. “It’s way too big,” he’d said.


“Not when we have children,” she’d replied, cannily playing the family card. “Besides, Daddy will be heartbroken if we turn him down.”


After arguing about it for a couple of weeks he’d finally given in, and they’d moved into the house on Foothill. He’d had to admit that the idea of a large family appealed to him. He’d been raised with three sisters and loving parents, so family was extremely important, he couldn’t wait to start one of his own.


Unfortunately it was not to be. Over the course of their seven-year marriage, Mandy had become pregnant three times. She’d lost the first two babies to miscarriages, and their third baby was stillborn.


It was heart-breaking for both of them. It was also the main reason he stayed, for how could he desert her after all she’d been through? It wouldn’t be right, and throughout his life Ryan had always tried to do the right thing.


•   •   •


“Okay, Mandy,” Ryan said impatiently. “I have to get going.”


“If you must,” she said in an uptight voice. “What time will you be home?”


He hated being questioned, but Mandy could never resist going there.


“Around five,” he answered vaguely.


“Don’t forget we’re having dinner with Phil and Lucy at the beach,” she reminded him. “Geoffrey’s. It’s our check. We should leave before six. One never knows what the traffic will be like on P.C.H. and you know how I hate being late.”


Funny, coming from a woman who always kept him waiting.


“Got it,” he said, finally making it to the door.




Geoffrey’s restaurant with Phil and Lucy Standard wasn’t such a bad thing. Phil was a close friend, and Lucy could be entertaining when she wasn’t zoned out on her favorite Vicodin/Xanax combination.


Yes, an evening with the Standards sure beat out an evening at home with Mandy.














Chapter Three






Six clients later, Cameron finished her day at Bounce, although she was by no means done; she still had several house calls to make, which would take her way past eight p.m. When she was finally through, she’d collect her two dogs from Mr Wasabi, her friendly Asian neighbor, fix herself something to eat, and fall into bed ready for tomorrow’s early start.


She knew she was a workaholic, but nobody was about to do it for her–and she was determined to put away enough money to enable her to open her own studio soon.


Fortunately she was well on her way to achieving her goal, proof that all her hard work was worth it.


“Where you off to now?” Lynda inquired as she made her way past the front desk.


“Charlene Lewis,” she replied, pausing for a moment. “Isn’t she your unfavorite Hollywood Wife?”


“Oh, her,” Lynda said, tapping her overly long manicured nails on the counter-top. “That woman is a true puta. A typical double-trophy wife with an alcoholic old dude husband.”


“You think?” Cameron said, tongue-in-cheek.


“Oh, c’mon,” Lynda insisted. “Everyone knows she’s waiting for him to drop so she can inherit his millions an’ start bumpin’ an’ grindin’ with cabana boys.”




Cameron raised an amused eyebrow. “Cabana boys?”


“You get what I mean,” Lynda said with a dirty giggle.


“Do you hate all my clients?”


“Only the bad-ass ones,” Lynda retorted. “You got a few hot actors I wouldn’t say no to hopping in the shower with. An’ I looove Joanna P.–she knows how to have fun.”


“How bad can my bad-ass clients be when I get them to pay double my usual rate?” Cameron said. “They’re helping us, you know.”


“No,” Lynda argued. “You’re helping them get their saggy asses into shape.”


“Whatever.”


“You work too hard,” Lynda said, wrinkling her pert nose. “Thing is, sister–you got no personal life, an’ that ain’t healthy.”


“I have a perfectly fine personal life, thank you,” Cameron replied tartly.


“Y’know,” Lynda began with a sly smirk, “Carlos has a friend—”


“No!”


“What?” Lynda said innocently. “I can’t even remember the last time you went on a date.”


“I do, and it was a total disaster,” Cameron said, recalling a short, hairy agent with a handle-bar moustache, who’d kept on insisting he could get her into movies–a place she had no desire to go. She shuddered at the memory.


“All work an’ no sex—” Lynda sing-songed.


“Makes me stronger,” Cameron said, cutting Lynda off.


“Yeah, yeah, you’re Superpussy!” Lynda teased.


Dorian appeared in the doorway flexing his considerable muscles. “You called?” he said archly.


“You wish!” Cameron said, grinning.


“Bitch!”


“Slut!”


“Ah, she knows me so well,” Dorian said with a proud smile.




“Me and half of West Hollywood,” Cameron drawled. Dorian was a major slut, but she loved him all the same; he had a big heart, and could always be relied on in a crisis.


Smiling to herself, she made her way out to the lot at the back where her 1969 fastback silver Mustang was parked. It was a fantastic car that got her where she needed to go and was major fun to drive. She especially enjoyed firing up her iPod, and on one of her rare days off, driving to the beach with the dogs in the back, and L.L. Cool J and The Black-Eyed Peas serenading her. That was her relaxation, simply doing nothing much, certainly not going on useless blind dates with one of Carlos’s “hot to get laid” friends. Besides, unbeknownst to Lynda or anyone else–she had sex whenever she wanted it with Marlon–a nineteen-year-old college student she’d met running the UCLA track. They’d struck up a “friends with benefits” relationship. Nothing serious, simply uncomplicated sex whenever either of them felt like it. It suited both of them just fine. Although sometimes she did feel a bit guilty because technically Marlon was still a teenager, although his twentieth birthday was just around the corner, so it wasn’t as if she was sleeping with a boy. Besides, she was only five years older than him.


Nobody knew about Marlon, and that’s the way she intended to keep it. Lynda would criticize, and Dorian would be after Marlon for himself.


Cameron’s three best friends were Lynda, Dorian, and Cole de Barge, another gay trainer who was black and totally hot. Three close friends, but she kept her secrets to herself.


She made it in record time to the gated community where Charlene lived with her rich husband. Their luxurious mansion was perched atop a hill with a magnificent view from every room. To reach the house, visitors had to drive through security gates and inform the guards–who kept a detailed log of everyone who entered–exactly which house they were visiting.


As she drove down the neatly kept streets past a series of enormous gated mansions, she decided the set-up was like some kind of surreal billionaires’ ghetto. The thought made her smile.


Charlene Lewis had been around Hollywood for twenty years. First married to a Vegas singing star, then a famous composer, she was now on her third husband, Aarron Otterly, an eccentric billionaire who was twice widowed and fast approaching eighty. Charlene knew a thing or two about promising prospects, so the moment she’d realized Aarron was available, she’d moved in on him like a hooker intent on getting paid for sucking cock. Her sell-by date was fast approaching, and she was well aware that most billionaires liked their women to be twenty-something, or if any older, at least Asian.


She’d hooked Aarron by allowing him to try on all her clothes and parade around in full drag–it turned out that he was especially fond of her vintage Valentinos and Dolce & Gabanna ultra-sexy evening gowns.


The good news was she didn’t have to indulge in sex with him, he preferred to pleasure himself while admiring his dolled-up image in a full-length mirror. As long as she was there to watch along with him, he was happy.


The bad news was he had grown offspring who couldn’t stand the sight of her; they were convinced she was after his money.


Cameron realized that Lynda was probably right, Charlene was merely biding time until her dear hubby dropped so she could get on with her life and not be bothered by pesky financial problems. She’d never worked and she never intended to.


A Filipino butler greeted Cameron at the door and informed her that the lady of the house was waiting for her. She made her way through luxury until she reached the gym out by the pool.


“You’re late,” Charlene admonished, sitting astride a stationary bike clad in a shocking-pink leotard that clung like a second skin.


Charlene was an ode to Botox, Juvena, silicone, collagen, and any other facial fillers on the market. Lipo-suction was her best friend. She didn’t believe in the plastic surgeon’s knife unless it was for her overly large breasts, but she did believe in everything else. At forty-six she was immaculately preserved with disturbingly enhanced lips, and not a line on her smooth face.


“I’d hardly call five minutes late,” Cameron retaliated.


“You know I’m a stickler for punctuality,” Charlene said petulantly. “Every five minutes count. I could’ve been doing something else.”


Like what? Cameron wanted to ask. Lending your husband your mascara? Shopping for more designer outfits? Screwing the pool boy?


“Take your ring off,” Cameron said cheerfully, indicating the twelve-carat diamond monstrosity Charlene wore on her middle finger. “It’s time to get limber.”


Reluctantly Charlene removed her enormous ring. It was her security blanket and never left her sight. Cameron mused that if Charlene sold the ring, the money could feed a family of five for at least ten years.


“C’mon, let’s hit it,” Cameron said, beginning a series of deep stretches. “Gotta suffer for that amazing bod.”


“Why?” Charlene snapped.


“’Cause if you want to keep on looking great, that’s what you have to do.”


“One of these days,” Charlene muttered, “I’m gonna sit on the couch an’ do nothing but scarf down Krispy Kremes.”


“No, you’re not,” Cameron said briskly, switching on the sound system. “You’ll be buff forever. It’s your destiny.”


“Really?” Charlene said, preening.


“Absolutely,” Cameron responded.


Positive energy always got her through the day. And motivating her clients was one of the keys to her success.


It was past nine by the time she made it home to her modest one-bedroom house situated in a quiet street behind Von’s supermarket on Santa Monica. She rented the house from a flamboyant interior designer who was one of her favorite clients. The house was tiny, but it did have a small garden in back where Yoko and Lennon–her two golden Labradors–loved to stretch out and bake in the sun. Yoko and Lennon were great company; with them around she never felt lonely.


After fixing herself a cup of Miso soup, she listened to her answering machine. It was mostly calls from clients booking or changing appointments. The final message was from Jill Khoner, a TV producer client, who wanted to know if she was available to pay a house call to Don Verona–the talk-show host. She was aware of his name, but she’d never got around to watching his show. However, new clients were always welcome, so after finishing her soup, she called Jill back and took down Don Verona’s details. Then she led Yoko and Lennon outside, ran them around the block, and finally made it to bed.


It had been a very long day.














Chapter Four






Once he was sitting in his car, Ryan called his best buddy, Don Verona, who immediately told him to come on over. Their friendship went way back to their college days when they’d shared a tiny apartment near USC and harbored big ambitions and a never-ending stream of nubile girlfriends. They’d both made it in their chosen careers, and they’d always remained close in spite of numerous girlfriends and wives who’d tried to split them up. Some women were extremely threatened by their man’s long-time buddies, but Ryan and Don weathered all attempts to break up their friendship.


Don lived in an ultra-modern house he’d personally designed and had built after the demise of his second marriage to a French movie star. Perched at the top of Sunset Plaza Drive, his house was a true bachelor’s paradise with all the accoutrements. A professional-size pool table; three flat-screen high-def TVs with full sports packages on every one of them; a fully equipped gym; a state-of-the-art sound system; and a virtual reality games room–which included an immaculate poker table. Outdoors there was a scaled-down golf course, a full stainless-steel barbecue pit, and a six-car garage to house his impressive collection of automobiles.


“Hey,” Ryan said, walking into the living room and flopping straight onto the couch.




“What’s up?” Don asked. He was movie-star handsome, with jet-black hair, dark eyes, rugged features, and a trademark two-day stubble. He was also an extremely successful and popular late-night talk-show host. Don Verona was Letterman without the Mid-Western hang-ups; Leno without the insults; Craig Ferguson without the Scottish accent; and Conan without the red hair. Don had his own particular style and it worked.


Don’s big problem was women. They loved him, and he loved them back. But with two divorces behind him he was having difficulty getting it up for the parade of gorgeous women who threw themselves at him. Since his last divorce from the French movie star, the only time he felt he could really relax in bed was with a paid professional. His shrink informed him it had something to do with alimony anxiety. Yeah, he was paying out plenty to both ex-wives, so he could understand that.


“Dunno,” Ryan said, shrugging. “Had to get out of the house. Mandy’s driving me nuts.”


“Yeah,” Don answered knowingly. “I remember the feeling well. Women can do that to you; they’ve got this misguided idea that it’s their right.”


Picking up a copy of Sports Illustrated, Ryan began studying the bikini-clad supermodel on the cover.


“Mandy’s in one of her clinging moods,” he remarked.


“Big surprise.”


“Huh?” Ryan said, throwing the magazine back on the coffee table.


“C’mon,” Don said, trying to talk some sense into his friend. “You know your wife’s a world-class manipulator; she gets off on fucking with you, that’s her deal.”


“Maybe…” Ryan said, trying to convince himself Don was wrong, but knowing that he was right. Mandy did get off on fucking with him, sad but true. And he let her get away with it because…well, because it was easier that way.




“I speak the truth, bro’,” Don continued. “The way I see it, you haven’t been happy in a long time.”


“Not true,” Ryan said, still hovering in a state of denial.


“You’ve got to start thinking of an exit strategy,” Don said, opening up the enormous glass doors that led out to an infinity lap pool.


“Hey,” Ryan objected, getting up and joining Don by the open doors. “Just because you had two failed marriages doesn’t mean that I should give up. Mandy has her good points.”


“Like what?” Don said, as Butch, his black Labrador, wandered into the house from outside and rushed over to nuzzle Ryan. “Every time I see the two of you, she’s on a major nagging binge.”


“Mandy’s been through a lot,” Ryan said, absentmindedly bending down to stroke the dog.


“And how long are you supposed to pay for it?” Don asked bluntly. “Shit happens. You need to move on. Either that or get something going on the side.”


“That’s not my thing.”


“Maybe it should be, ’cause I’d bet money you’re not getting laid.”


“What makes you think that?”


“You’re so fucking tense lately it’s ridiculous.”


“I’m not like you,” Ryan said defensively. “I don’t believe in giving up easily. And I certainly don’t believe in cheating.”


“Who’s cheating?” Don said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m single, remember? It’s you we’re talking about.”


“Do me a favor and get off the subject of my marriage,” Ryan said. “I came up here to relax.”


“Relax away,” Don said, stifling a yawn. “I got a new trainer coming over. One of my producers recommended her, she’s supposed to work it like a drill sergeant. I need some discipline.” He patted his flat stomach. “Getting flabby.”


“Yeah, sure,” Ryan said disbelievingly.




“You should work out with us,” Don suggested. “It’ll shake you out of the dumps. Then we can take in some college football. I’m in an insane betting mood.”


“’Fraid I gotta pass,” Ryan said. “I’m going over to my sister’s, then stopping by the editing rooms.”


“I thought you were done with your latest masterpiece,” Don said, strolling into his hi-tech steel and concrete kitchen, Butch at his heels.


Ryan followed. “A movie is never done until it hits the theaters, and even then…” he trailed off.


“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Don said, tossing Butch a dog biscuit. “When it comes to work, you’re a perfectionist.”


“And you’re not exactly a slacker,” Ryan responded. “Five shows a week, and every one a ratings winner.”


Don shook his head as he filled a ceramic mug with coffee. “The difference is that you’re doing what you always wanted, while I’m swimming in crap.”


“Crap? Are you kidding me? Having one of the three top-rated talk shows in the country is hardly crap. And let’s not forget that you make a helluva lot more money than me.”


“Ah yes,” Don said immediately. “But we both know it’s not about the money, it’s about the passion. And when it comes to work–you got it. I don’t.”


“That’s not true.”


“Yeah,” Don said ruefully. “Unfortunately it is.”


“Anyway,” Ryan said, “I should go. Whyn’t you join us for dinner tonight?”


“Where?”


“Geoffrey’s. Seven-thirty. It’s my check, and Phil and Lucy are coming. Bring a date, and not someone you’re paying–Mandy’ll suss that out in two seconds flat.”


Don laughed. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you at seven-thirty.”


•   •   •




The moment Ryan was out of the house, Mandy called her father in New York. To her fury his pissy housekeeper refused to put him on the phone, claiming he was otherwise engaged. Mandy clicked off her phone and threw it on the couch. She hated her father’s “protectors” as she called them. He employed a whole coterie of housekeepers, assistants, drivers and bodyguards who made sure nobody could get to him unless he wanted them to.


“I should be the exception,” she was constantly reminding him.


“Why’s that?” he would reply.


“Because I’m your daughter, and that should give me privileges nobody else has.”


Hamilton usually chuckled when she tried to elicit privileges.


That was another thing she hated about her father–his chuckle. It had no warmth, it was a mean-spirited sound. She preferred him in serious mode. Unfortunately he spent most of their time together giving her “the chuckle.”


“I want to marry Ryan Richards,” she’d informed him seven years ago.


Chuckle. Chuckle.


“I’d like to produce one of your movies with you.”


Chuckle. Chuckle.


“Can I get my Trust Fund early?”


Chuckle. Chuckle.


He never took her seriously.


The rumor on the street was that Daddy Dearest had a new girlfriend. Mandy wasn’t too pleased about that. He’d gone through five wives, wasn’t that enough for any man?


She’d heard about the latest girlfriend from her secret confidante, Lolly Summer, who worked for one of the major gossip sites on the Internet. In exchange for juicy tidbits about the stars, Lolly made sure to tell Mandy absolutely everything.


After not getting through to her father, Mandy called Lolly. “Any more news?” she asked.




“He’s throwing a dinner party tonight,” Lolly responded. “A big deal dinner party–everyone from Rudy to Trump. It promises to be quite an affair.”


“And the purpose of this dinner party is…?”


“I’ll let you know. I have two contacts on the guest list.”


“If you find out anything at all, text me. I’ll be out tonight, but I need to know what’s going on.”


“Of course,” Lolly said. “Now, about that Owen Wilson item you promised me…”


•   •   •


Ryan’s sister, Evie, lived in a small house in Silverlake. She had three children, all boys, and all under the age of eight. Marty, her husband, worked as a stuntman. He was also a raging alcoholic.


Alcohol and stunts. A dangerous combination. Ryan had used him on one of his movies, and that was enough for him. His brother-in-law was an unpleasant bully with few friends; Ryan couldn’t wait for the day when Evie finally decided she’d had enough.


At the present time Marty was languishing in jail on account of a third D.U.I. arrest.


Financially, Ryan knew things were tight for his sister–because any film company with any sense refused to hire Marty–but Evie flatly refused any help.


Evie greeted her brother with a warm hug. Seven years younger than Ryan, she was pretty in an exhausted kind of way. Her three boys were transfixed, sitting on a worn couch watching cartoons on TV.


“Thank God for Saturday mornings,” she sighed. “It’s the only time they’re quiet, bless their murderous little hearts.”


“Hey guys,” Ryan said, bending down to greet his nephews. “What’s goin’ on? Anything I should know about?”


The boys didn’t budge.




“They want a dog,” Evie said, tucking a strand of curly brown hair behind her ear. “It’ll mean more work for me, but they really want one. And with Marty away so much…” she trailed off, as if the very mention of her jailed husband was too painful.


“Maybe I can get them a dog,” Ryan suggested.


“Well,” Evie said, hesitating for a moment. “Only if you promise no fancy breeds. They’ve made me swear I’ll get them a rescue dog from the Pound.”


“Proper little citizens and so young,” Ryan said, ruffling the youngest’s hair.


“I know,” Evie said ruefully. “Petey refuses to eat chicken anymore, which makes planning family meals so much fun.”


“I could take them for burgers at In ’n’ Out,” Ryan said, aware that Evie looked like she could use a break. “Then I’ll run ’em through the park and we’ll kick a ball around. What do you think?”


“I think I love you,” she said gratefully.


“That’s nice to know,” he said. Of course the perfect day would’ve been taking them to his house and letting them splash in the swimming pool, but Mandy would throw a fit. Since they couldn’t have children of their own, she didn’t want someone else’s around, especially Evie’s three rambunctious little boys. They argued about it often.


“Gotta use the john,” he said.


On the way to the bathroom he stopped off in Evie’s bedroom where he took a stack of tens and twenties from his jacket pocket and artfully distributed them around the room. That way it didn’t look like a hand-out; hopefully Evie would think she’d left the money lying around.


It was ridiculous that she wouldn’t allow him to help her out. There he was living in a ten-thousand-square-foot mansion in Beverly Hills, making an excellent living, while she was stuck with her dead-beat husband in Silverlake barely able to pay the bills.




The three boys were happy to devour their In ’n’ Out burgers along with cartons of unhealthy French fries and scads of tomato ketchup. After watching them stuff themselves, Ryan took them to the park where they ran riot, and on the way back to the house he stopped at Best Buy and bought them each Sony PSPs. They were beyond excited.


By the time he delivered them back to Evie he felt as if he’d taken a five-mile hike.


“Your kids have worn me out,” he complained. “Dunno how you do it.”


“You’re not as young as you used to be,” she remarked with sisterly candor. “Face it, big brother, you’re getting up there.”


“I’m thirty-nine,” he objected.


“Soon to be forty,” she pointed out.


Jesus! Was it true? Was he about to score the big four O? Crap! No longer the hot shot young producer in town, he, Ryan Richards, was hitting middle age. He could hardly believe it.


He started thinking about his earlier conversation with Don. Deep down he knew Don was right, he wasn’t as happy as he should be with Mandy. She was always on a rant about something or other, always complaining and nagging. And for the last year their sex life had been practically non-existent–ever since the stillbirth of their son. Whenever he made a move, Mandy shied away from him, coming up with yet another lame excuse. This from a woman who’d once prided herself on giving the superlative blow-job.


Perhaps they’d both be better off if they weren’t together.


Suddenly the word “divorce” slipped into his head.


No. Impossible. His mom would be so disappointed if he couldn’t make it work. Before his dad had passed, his parents had been married for forty-five blissful years. Divorce was not a situation his mom would take lightly. And as for Hamilton J. Heckerling–Jesus! The old man would probably put a hit out on him.




Ryan smiled grimly as he imagined himself running around L.A. scrutinizing every other person as a potential assassin, while checking under his car to see if there was a bomb planted there.


Your imagination is out of control, he told himself as he kissed his sister goodbye.


“Take care,” Evie said, squeezing his arm.


“No, you take care,” he responded. “When’s Marty getting out?”


“This week.”


“Is he going to A.A.?”


“He says he doesn’t need to.”


“Evie—”


“I know, I know,” she said, refusing to look him in the eye. “Please don’t lecture me. It’ll be fine.”


But they both knew it wouldn’t be.


She touched his arm again. “Is everything okay with you and Mandy?” she asked as they walked toward the front door.


His sister had excellent instincts when it came to him, but he didn’t care to get into it.


“Yeah, sure, everything’s great,” he said breezily. “Why?”


“I don’t know, you look tired.”


Hmm…reminding him of his upcoming birthday wasn’t enough, now he looked tired. Great!


Today was not turning out to be the best of days.














ANYA






Life in the city of Magas was harsh. With so many refugees pouring in–over two hundred and fifty thousand–food and housing was short. Anya soon found herself separated from the mother and children she’d traveled with. Before long she ended up alone with only the clothes she was wearing and a chunk of stale bread a kindly old woman had given her. No money. No identity. But still, nobody could take away her delicate beauty.


The refugee camps were filled to bursting, nowhere to go, nowhere to settle. Anya hovered on the perimeter, shivering, half-starved, her thin body trembling, unable to speak as she remembered the horrors she’d witnessed.


This was how Sergei found her. A resident of Magas, he’d been given a job to do by his boss, fat old Greedy Boris Pinski, a man of many trades. Greedy Boris dealt in arms and black-market goods. He also dealt in women, and his young henchman, Sergei, was dispatched to the refugee camps to see if he could come up with any strays Greedy Boris might put to good use in the underground brothel he ran in the middle of the city.


Serge drove a dusty American station-wagon his boss had won in a card game. By the time he came across Anya the wagon was already filled with two sisters, a scrawny girl with lank red hair, and a short fat woman who Sergei knew Greedy Boris would reject–but what could he do? The pickings were not exactly abundant.


He almost didn’t stop for Anya. Such a skinny little thing and much too young. Then he caught a glimpse of her face, and for a moment he was lost in her pale blue eyes–so filled with pain, so expressive. He pulled the wagon to a sharp stop. “Get in,” he ordered, jerking his thumb.


She did as she was told and climbed into the back of the station-wagon. The other women ignored her; they had their own problems.


Sergei drove his carload of women to the center of the city and delivered them to Greedy Boris, all of them except Anya, whom he hid in the trunk. “Stay quiet,” he warned her. “If you behave and give me no trouble, you’ll get food and a place to sleep.”


She stayed quiet. She was fourteen. She didn’t know what else to do.


At first Sergei decided he would keep Anya for a few days, have his way with her, then hand her over to Greedy Boris. But this was not to be, for twenty-year-old Sergei, who’d lived most of his life on the streets using his wits to survive, fell in love with the child.


He took her to the room he rented in a run-down house, made her strong tea and pieces of burnt toast with thick black pudding spread on top, then after washing her in a communal bathroom, he allowed her to sleep in his bed, while he settled on his one ratty chair with loose springs and a torn cover.


He considered himself mad to do this, but there was something about Anya, he didn’t quite know what it was. She refused to speak, not one word; all she did was look at him with those big sad blue eyes and that was enough.


He realized she must have been raped, for when he’d washed her he’d discovered dried blood stuck to her thighs. It was obvious that the girl had suffered a terrible ordeal.


Yes, he could have left her with Greedy Boris, but why would he do that? She looked at him with such longing, a yearning in her eyes that begged to belong, to be close to someone.


Sexually he forced himself not to touch her. He wanted to, but somehow he felt it wouldn’t be right. In a way he was afraid. This was strange, as Sergei had never been afraid of anything.


Every day he tried to persuade her to speak. She steadfastly refused.


When he had to go out to work, leaving her alone in the room, he sternly instructed her that under no circumstances was she to answer the door.


She nodded her head.


“One of these days you will say something to me, yes?” he asked her in the Russian language they shared.


She nodded again.


“I can be patient,” he said.


He thought about all the whores he’d screwed, all the women who’d passed through his life. He thought about his stepmother, who’d forced him to have sex with her when he was twelve. His stepmother’s best friend had also used him for her own pleasure. And then a procession of women all shapes, sizes and ages. Those women he’d used for his own benefit.


Sergei had developed a tough exterior. He’d had to.


After two nights of sleeping on the chair, he decided it was okay to move into the bed next to her.


She immediately shied away from him, those sad eyes of hers filled with fear.


“I will not touch you,” he promised. “You don’t have to be afraid.”


He turned his back to her and slept fitfully.


Early in the morning she leaned over and whispered in his ear. “My name is Anya.”


“Oh,” he said, startled. “You can talk.”


“Thank you,” she murmured. “Thank you for your kindness.”


The girl was thanking him. Nobody had ever thanked him before. He was filled with a strange feeling.


Now he could never hand her over to Greedy Boris. It wouldn’t be the right thing to do.




Meanwhile, Greedy Boris was on his case. “Is this all you bring me?” Greedy Boris screamed, eyes bulging with fury, fat arms waving in the air. “Two sisters who aren’t worth shit, and a ratty girl with bad teeth. Go back to the refugee camp and get me more girls. There must be plenty of pussy. Get it for me and bring it here.”


Greedy Boris’s clientele was not of the highest caliber. Mostly they were married workmen who came by at all times of the day, stayed five or ten minutes and went on their way. Greedy Boris worked his girls hard; sometimes they were forced to service fifteen or sixteen clients a day.


Sergei did not want this fate for Anya. His Anya. His little bird. For in his heart he knew they were destined to be together.


One day he decided they had to make an escape from the ravaged war-torn city. They had to get away from Greedy Boris and everything he represented.


It was time for them to run.
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