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    Praise for Jackie Collins


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


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


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


    ‘Sex, money, power, murder, betrayal, true love – it’s all here in vintage Collins style. Collins’s plots are always a fabulously involved, intricate affair, and this does not disappoint’ Daily Mail


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


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


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


    ‘Cancel all engagements, take the phone off the hook and indulge yourself’ Mirror
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    Introduction


    I am so honoured to write this introduction to Dangerous Kiss, by Jackie Collins, the fifth in the Santangelo series. Throughout the nine book series, the mafia princess, Lucky, continues to ask a question that many of us women ask every day – why can’t she have it all? By the time we catch up with our gorgeous heroine in Dangerous Kiss, Lucky has earned her place in her crime family, found love with her husband Lennie, managed a casino in Las Vegas and bought a movie studio in Hollywood. She’s a wife and mother, a successful business woman who isn’t afraid to take risks to get what she wants and she’s proven unequivocally that, yes, it is possible to have it all.


    In Dangerous Kiss, we get to see a different side to Lucky. She’s angry and on the hunt for the killer who brutally guns down a loved family member. It has everything we normally associate with a Jackie Collins novel, but it's a little darker, too, with murder and revenge at its heart. I know a lot of people will associate passionate and uninhibited sex scenes with a Jackie Collins novel, but she is also a master at creating tension and conflict in a story. This book has bucket loads of both.


    I've been reading Jackie’s novels for thirty years, along with millions of her fans worldwide. I love how she writes strong women. In Jackie’s own words, her heroines kick ass, they don’t get their asses kicked. Long before the world woke up and began to look at gender bias in the workplace, Jackie’s novels explored the double standards that exist between men and women. The older I get, the more I appreciate any book that depicts tough, strong women who are flawed, real and relatable. But aside from that, Jackie’s books are pure escapism for me. Life can be tricky, can't it? Throwing curveballs at us when we least expect them. Finding a book that helps us forget about our problems for a little while has to be grabbed with two hands. I’ve heard many say that a Jackie Collins read is one of their guilty pleasures. This phrase is one of my pet peeves, because anything that gives us pleasure should be celebrated without any guilt.


    I was eighteen before I managed to read my first Jackie novel despite many attempts to do so before. As a kid, fortnightly trips to our local library were treasured events for me. There was a measly four-book allowance per child, which was never enough for me, so I used to trade penny sweets with my siblings in exchange for one or two of their library cards! I read every genre from Dahl to Blyton, Austen to Tolkien. By the time I was in my early teens, I'd exhausted the children's book section of our library, so I snuck into the adult fiction area, choosing books by Maeve Binchy and Agatha Christie. If anyone questioned my age, I told a white lie and said they were for my mother. But try as I might – and boy did I try – I could never sneak copies of a Jackie Collins novel past the watchful eye of our librarian who deemed them too adult for me. When I was eighteen, living on my own in Dublin, I could read whatever I wanted without any censorship. My salary was a pittance and just about covered my rent, but the little that I had leftover, I spent on books. While I still used my local library, buying a new book then placing it on my bookshelf, knowing that I never had to hand it back, was the best feeling. I joined a monthly book subscription company and each month I'd receive a catalogue through my letterbox with pages of brightly coloured books, all of which promised to transport me to new worlds. I can still remember the moment when the hardback edition of Chances arrived. With a shiny black jacket and gold embossed lettering, it was the most glamorous book I'd ever owned. Holding it in my hands made me feel older.


    We watched a lot of soap operas in our house when I was a teen. From the cobbled streets of Weatherfield to the sandy beaches of Summer Bay or the sprawling mansion of the Southfork ranch, we all loved the dramatic, complicated, over-the-top lives of the characters we saw on our screens. And when JR got up to any X-Rated shenanigans (let’s face it, he did at least every fifteen minutes), my mother switched off the TV for a moment or two. I remember thinking that Chances was better than all of the soap operas we’d ever seen. It had multi-cast sexy storylines, romance, love, drama and betrayal and best of all, my mother couldn’t switch it off when the shenanigans began! I didn't stop reading until I reached the last page, late into the night.


    There were lessons galore on every page. Not just about men, women and what they do together. But also about feminism, equality, tolerance and love. While the character of Lucky couldn't have been more different to me, living a polar opposite life, somehow I still identified with her. I loved her sass and attitude and felt that we'd be friends if our lives crossed. Beautiful and wild, she lived life on her terms. She was also tough and had street smarts that I could only dream of possessing one day myself.


    Lucky fans are going to love Dangerous Kiss. You will cheer her on as she fights for her family. And you will hold your breath as she seeks revenge. Reader, this is a one-sitting-read book, so get comfy and let the Queen of Hollywood fiction bring you on another sizzling, glamorous, thrilling journey. You are in for such a treat!


    Happy reading,


    Carmel Harrington




    

       

    


    Book One


    *


    Los Angeles


  

    

       

    


    Chapter One


    ‘Take it!’ the young white girl urged, thrusting the gun at the sixteen-year-old black youth, who immediately backed away.


    ‘No!’ he said fervently. ‘My old man would bust my ass.’


    The girl, clad in a mini-skirt and tight tank top, had long legs, a big bosom, a pointed face, hazel eyes heavily outlined in black, and unevenly cropped dark hair. She stared at the boy scornfully. ‘Chicken!’ she jeered, in a scathing voice. ‘Daddy’s little baby chickee boy.’


    ‘No way!’ he grumbled, pissed that she would talk to him that way. He was tall and gangly with large ears that stuck out, and big brown eyes.


    ‘Oh, yes,’ she taunted. ‘Way!’


    On impulse he snatched the gun out of her hands, sticking it down the front of his pants with a macho grunt. ‘Satisfied?’


    The girl nodded, hazel eyes gleaming. She was eighteen, but looked older. ‘Let’s go,’ she said authoritatively. It was obvious who was in charge.


    ‘Go like where?’ he asked, wishing she could be a bit nicer. She was always so short with him.


    ‘To have a blast,’ she answered airily. ‘Y’know, cruise around, get shit-faced. We’ll take your car.’


    His father had recently bought him a black jeep for his sixteenth birthday. It was also a present to celebrate their return to LA after a year and a half of living in New York.


    ‘I dunno . . .’ he said hesitantly, remembering that tonight he was supposed to have an early dinner with his dad, but thinking that the idea of getting shit-faced with her seemed much more appealing. ‘An’ why we need a gun?’ he added.


    The girl didn’t answer, she simply made chicken noises as she sauntered towards the door.


    The boy followed, his eyes glued to her legs. He had a hard-on, and he knew that if he played it right, tonight might be the night he scored.


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Two


    Lucky Santangelo Golden stood up behind her enormous art-deco desk in her office at Panther Studios, then she stretched and yawned. It had been a long hard day, and she was beyond tired. However, the day was not over yet because tonight she was being honoured at the Beverly Hilton Hotel for her work towards raising money for AIDS research.


    As owner and head of Panther Studios, Lucky was in an extremely high-profile position, so she had no choice but to accept the limelight gracefully.


    The problem was that she was not looking forward to being the centre of attention. It wasn’t as if she’d asked to be honoured – the evening had been thrust upon her, making it impossible to refuse.


    She reached for a candy bar, nibbled hungrily on the sweet chocolate. Nothing like a sugar rush to get me through the next few hours, she thought ruefully. Michael Caine’s famous Hollywood quote kept running through her head: ‘In a town with no honour, how come everyone’s always being honoured?’ Yeah, right on, Michael! she thought, with a wry grin. But how does one avoid it?


    Lucky was a slender, long-limbed woman with an abundance of shoulder-length jet curls, dangerous black-opal eyes, full, sensual lips and a deep olive skin. Hers was an exotic beauty mixed with a fierce intelligence. A brilliant businesswoman, she’d been running Panther Studios for eight years, making it one of the most respected and successful studios in Hollywood. Lucky had a knack for greenlighting all the right movies and picking up others for distribution, which always did well. ‘You’re Lucky in more ways than one,’ Lennie was forever telling her. ‘You can do anything.’


    Lennie Golden, her husband. Whenever she thought about him her face brightened. Lennie was the love of her life. Tall, sexy, funny – yet, most of all, he was her soulmate, and she planned on staying with him for ever, because they were truly destined to be together and after two previous marriages she was finally totally happy. Lennie and their children – seven-year-old Gino, named after her father, and adorable eight-year-old Maria – satisfied her completely.


    And then there was her fifteen-year-old son Bobby from her marriage to the late shipping magnate Dimitri Stanislopoulos. Bobby was so handsome and adult-looking – over six feet tall and extremely athletic. And there was Bobby’s niece, Brigette, whom Lucky considered her godchild. Brigette lived in New York where she was a supermodel. Not that she needed the money because she was one of the richest young women in the world, having inherited a Greek shipping fortune from her grandfather, Dimitri, and her mother, Olympia, who’d died tragically of a drug overdose.


    Tonight, Steven Berkeley, Lucky’s half-brother, was picking Lucky up, because Lennie was on location downtown, directing Steven’s wife, Mary Lou, in a romantic comedy. Lennie had once been an extremely successful comedian and movie star, but since his kidnapping ordeal several years ago he’d given up performing in front of the camera. Now he concentrated solely on writing and directing.


    The movie he was shooting with Mary Lou – a talented and successful actress – was not for Panther. Both he and Lucky had decided not to provide any opportunity for snide rumours of nepotism. ‘If I’m doing this, I’ll do it on my own,’ he’d said. And, of course, he’d succeeded, just as she’d known he would.


    Tonight she was going to make an announcement at the end of her speech – an announcement that would blow everyone away. She hadn’t even told Lennie about it – he would be as surprised as everyone else and, she hoped, pleased. Only her father, Gino, knew what she was planning to say. Feisty old Gino, eighty-seven now, but still a man to be looked up to and admired.


    Lucky adored Gino with a fierce passion; they’d been through so much together – including many years when they hadn’t spoken at all. Now their closeness was legendary, and Lucky always went to him first when it came to making decisions. Gino was the smartest man she knew, although she hadn’t always felt that way about him.


    Oh, God! What a chequered past they shared – from the time he’d married her off to a senator’s son when she was barely sixteen, to the years they hadn’t spoken while he was out of America as a tax exile and she’d taken over his Las Vegas hotel empire.


    Gino Santangelo was a self-made man who had power, charisma, and quite a way with women. Women adored Gino, they always had. Even now he still knew how to charm and fltter. Lucky remembered her adopted uncle, Costa, telling her all about the infamous Gino when he was a young man. ‘His nickname was Gino the Ram,’ Costa had confided, with an envious chuckle. ‘That’s ’cause he could have any woman he wanted, an’ did. That is, until he met your dear mother, God rest her soul.’


    Maria. Her mother. So beautiful and pure. Taken from her when she was a child. Brutally murdered by the Bonnatti family.


    Lucky would never forget the day she’d run downstairs to find her mother floating on a raft in the family swimming-pool. She was five years old, and the memory had stayed with her for ever – as vivid as the day it happened. She’d sat by the side of the pool staring at her exquisite mother, spreadeagled on the raft in the centre of the pool. ‘Mama,’ she’d murmured quietly. And then her voice had risen to a scream, as she’d realized her mother was no longer with her. ‘MAMA! MAMA! MAMA!’


    Discovering her mother’s body at such a young age had coloured her entire life. After the tragedy, Gino had become so protective of her and her brother, Dario, that living at home in Bel Air was like being shut away in a maximum security prison. When she’d finally been sent abroad to a boarding-school in Switzerland, she’d immediately rebelled and turned into a wild child, running away with her best friend, Olympia Stanislopoulos, to a villa in the South of France where they’d wreaked havoc and partied non-stop. Oh, yes, those were crazy times. Her first taste of freedom, and she’d lived every minute of it, until a sour-faced Gino had tracked her down. Shortly after that he’d decided she would be better off married than careening around on the loose. So he’d made a deal with Senator Peter Richmond to marry her off to his son, the extraordinarily unsexy Craven. What a trap that had turned out to be.


    When she thought about it, Lucky realized that her life had been a series of incredible highs and lows. The highs were so utterly amazing: her three beautiful, healthy children; her marriage to Lennie; the success of running a major Hollywood studio; not to mention her earlier achievements in Vegas and Atlantic City where she’d built hotels.


    The lows were too dreadful to contemplate. First, the murder of her mother, then the brutal killing of her brother, Dario, and her beloved Marco getting shot in Las Vegas. Three devastating tragedies, for which she’d extracted her own form of revenge.


    But she had survived. Gino had taught her that survival was everything, and she’d learned the lesson well.


    The intercom on her desk buzzed, and her assistant informed her that Venus Maria was on the line. She hurried to pick up. Not only was Venus Maria an adored and controversial superstar, she was also Lucky’s best girlfriend.


    ‘What’s up?’ Lucky asked, flopping down in the leather chair behind her desk.


    ‘Good question,’ Venus replied. ‘Here’s the major problem – I have nothing to wear tonight.’


    ‘Boring.’


    ‘I know you’re not into fashion like I am, but I’ll be photographed from here to Puerto Rico, and you know I can’t look ordinary.’


    Lucky laughed: Venus was such a drama queen. ‘You? Ordinary? Never!’


    ‘Nobody understands,’ Venus grumbled. ‘The expectations are enormous.’


    ‘What expectations?’ Lucky asked, picking up a pen and doodling on a pad.


    ‘I’m a superstar, dear,’ Venus announced, tongue in cheek. ‘A superstar who’s supposed to alter her look daily. I mean – for Chrissake – how many times can I change the colour of my hair?’


    ‘What colour is it now?’


    ‘Platinum.’


    ‘Then wear a black wig. Clone me – we can go as twins.’


    ‘You’re no help,’ Venus wailed. ‘I need assistance.’


    The last thing Venus needed was assistance. She was one of the most together and talented women Lucky had ever met. At thirty-three, Venus was not only a major movie star, she was also a video and recording superstar, with legions of fans who worshipped her every move. Everything she did still made headlines, even though she’d been doing it for over a decade.


    Several years ago she’d married Cooper Turner, the ageing but still extremely attractive movie star. After a shaky start, their marriage had taken, and they now had a five-year-old daughter named Chyna. In addition to the joy of a daughter, Venus Maria’s career was going great. Ever since being Oscar-nominated for her cameo role in Alex Woods’s Gangsters, she’d been able to pick and choose her roles.


    ‘It’s not that simple,’ Lucky had replied. ‘You have to keep trying. Pick a goal and go for it.’


    ‘I guess that’s what you did,’ Venus had said. ‘I mean, considering you started off with a father who hated you and—’


    ‘Gino never hated me,’ Lucky had interrupted.


    ‘Well, you told me he always put you down ’cause you were a woman and he wanted his son to run his empire, right?’


    ‘Ah, yes,’ Lucky had said. ‘But I soon changed his mind.’


    ‘That’s it,’ Venus had said. ‘You got what you wanted. Now I’m going for what I want.’


    Lucky listened as Venus carried on about what her look for the evening ahead should be. She knew that her friend already had her entire outfit planned, but Venus liked affirmation.


    ‘And what are you wearing?’ Venus asked, when she finally stopped talking about herself.


    ‘Valentino,’ Lucky said. ‘Red. It’s Lennie’s favourite colour on me.’


    ‘Hmm . . .’ Venus said. ‘Sounds sexy.’ A pause. Then – ‘Is Alex coming?’


    ‘Of course,’ Lucky said matter-of-factly. ‘We’re all sitting together.’


    Venus couldn’t keep the purr out of her voice. ‘How does Lennie feel about that?’


    ‘Will you get off it?’ Lucky said, irritated that Venus was always trying to make a big deal out of her and Alex when there was absolutely nothing going on. ‘You know Alex and Lennie are good friends.’


    ‘Yes, but—’


    ‘No buts,’ Lucky interrupted briskly. ‘Take your fertile imagination and go write another song!’


    As soon as she hung up, she opened her desk drawer and took out the scribbled speech she planned on giving. She studied it for a few minutes, changing a word or two.


    One final read-through and she was satisfied.


    Tonight she was going to shock the socks off everyone in Hollywood.


    But, hey – shocking people – wasn’t that what her life was all about?


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Three


    ‘Fantastic! Unbelievable! More! More! Give me the lips! Those delectable lips!’ Fredo Carbanado crooned encouragement, his expressive Italian eyes flashing signals of deep lust as they appeared above his camera. ‘I get off on those luscious lips. More! Bellissima! More!’


    Brigette moved her body sensuously in front of the camera, giving him the exact poses he wanted. She was blonde and curvaceous, with luminous peaches-and-cream skin, enormous blue eyes fringed with the longest lashes, and full pouty lips. Devastatingly pretty and sexy in a child-woman way, her huge appeal had to do with a distinct air of vulnerability.


    ‘Can it, Fredo,’ she scolded, adjusting the top of her revealing coffee-coloured lace slip. ‘How many times must I tell you? I do not need to hear the riff. Save it for some new little bimbette who’ll get off on your phoney bullshit’


    Fredo frowned, forever puzzled that Brigette didn’t fall for him like all the other models.


    ‘Brigette!’ he said sadly, lowering his camera and pulling a disappointed face. ‘Why you always so mean?’


    ‘I’m not mean,’ she retorted. ‘Merely honest.’


    ‘No, you mean,’ Fredo said, scowling. ‘Mean and ornery.’


    ‘Thanks!’ she said tartly.


    ‘But, Fredo, he knows what you need,’ the Italian photographer said, nodding knowingly.


    ‘And what might that be?’


    ‘A man!’ Fredo announced triumphantly.


    ‘Ha!’ Brigette said, shifting her provocative pose. ‘What makes you think I’m into men? Maybe women do it for me.’


    ‘Hallelujah!’ exclaimed Fanny, her black lesbian makeup artist, stepping forward. ‘I’m here! All ya gotta do is say the word!’


    Brigette giggled. ‘Just f–ing with Mr Charm,’ she said sweetly.


    ‘As if I didn’t know,’ Fanny retorted, touching up Brigette’s full lips with a sable brush. ‘You have no idea what you are missin’. Women got it goin’, girl!’


    ‘Can we turn up the music,’ Brigette requested. ‘I so love Montell Jordan.’


    ‘Who doesn’t?’ said Fanny. ‘If I was ever considering changin’ tracks, that’d be the man who’d do it for me!’


    ‘And if I made a switch,’ Brigette retorted, toying with all of them, ‘I’d definitely go for k.d. lang. Saw her at a benefit last week, she has, like, this insane sexual aura. It’s almost as if she’s Elvis or something.’


    ‘Dyke alert!’ screeched Masters, her hair stylist, a skeletal man dressed in a one-piece yellow jumpsuit with spiked hair to match.


    ‘Get out!’ said Brigette, giggling again.


    She loved the camaraderie of working on a shoot. These people were her family – even if Fredo was the lech of all time. He was a star photographer, and for that reason she would never dream of succumbing to his somewhat suspect charms, because Fredo could have anyone – and usually did. He went through models at an alarming rate, loving and leaving them like a regular Don Juan.


    Brigette watched him as he danced around behind his camera. Fredo missed being handsome on account of an exceptionally large nose, small eyes and alarmingly bushy eyebrows. He was also very short, which didn’t seem to faze him because most of his conquests towered over him. Her best friend, Lina, had given her a strong warning. ‘Stay away from Fredo,’ Lina had said, rolling her saffron-coloured eyes in a knowing fashion. ‘That boy fucks an’ tells. And in spite of all ’is boastin’, ’e’s got a tiny little dick! So, girlfriend, you do not wanna go there.’


    Lina was an incredibly exotic-looking black girl from the East End of London. At twenty-six she was a year older than Brigette, but in spite of their very different backgrounds, over the last eighteen months they had become good friends. Brigette had recently purchased an apartment in Lina’s building, so now they were neighbours on Central Park South.


    The fashion industry regarded them as supermodels. The very word ‘supermodel’ sent them both into paroxysms of uncontrollable laughter.


    ‘Supermodel, my arse!’ Lina would exclaim. ‘They should catch me in the mornin’ with me curlers in! Not a pretty sight!’


    ‘I can vouch for that,’ Brigette would reply.


    Lina’s turn. ‘An’ ’ow about you with no makeup? You look like a bloody albino caught in some bloke’s headlights!’


    Unlike Brigette, Lina went through men at an alarming rate. Rock stars were her favourites, but she wasn’t averse to any man as long as he was extremely rich and bought her lavish presents. Lina loved receiving presents.


    The other thing she loved was trying to fix Brigette up, but Brigette shied away from all involvements. She had a chequered history with men – as far as she was concerned they were all trouble. First boyfriend, young actor Tim Wealth. She’d been an innocent teenager with a crush; he’d been an ambitious man with an agenda. And he’d gotten himself beaten up and murdered – all because of his connection to her.


    Next there was the frightening encounter with the Santangelos’ arch enemy, Santino Bonnatti, who’d tried to sexually molest both her and her uncle, Bobby, when they were both kids. She’d shot Santino with his own gun. Lucky had tried to take the blame, but Brigette had made sure the truth came out. The judge had pronounced it a clear case of self-defence, and ordered her to check in with a probation officer once a month for a year. After that it was over.


    Then there was Paul Webster. She’d had a crush on Paul for a long time, right up until she got engaged to the wealthy son of one of her grandfather’s business rivals. When Paul finally came running, she’d decided a career was more important than any man, so she’d broken her engagement and concentrated on making it as a model. Unfortunately, one of the first people she’d hooked up with in the modelling world was Michel Guy, a top agent who’d turned out to be a sick pervert, forcing her to perform scenes with other girls, then blackmailing her with the photos. Once again Lucky had come to her rescue. Brigette loved and admired Lucky. She was her self-appointed godmother and a true friend.


    Since her disastrous experience with Michel Guy, Brigette had put men on the back burner, suspicious of their intent. And, apart from a brief affair with fellow model Isaac, that was it as far as involvements were concerned.


    ‘Doncha miss sex?’ Lina was forever demanding, after another night of passion with one of her retinue of ardent – sometimes married – rock stars.


    ‘Not at all,’ was Brigette’s airy reply. ‘I’m waiting for the right guy, then I’ll make up for it.’


    Truth was she was wary of any serious involvement. To her, men spelled disaster and danger.


    Occasionally she dated. Not that she enjoyed the dating game – it was always the same dance. Dinner at a hot new restaurant; drinks at a happening new club; the inevitable grope; and then, as soon as they moved in for the kill, she moved on.


    Safe and never sorry, Brigette had found it was the only way to go.


    ‘What you and Lina do tonight?’ Fredo asked, snapping away.


    ‘Why?’ Brigette retorted, changing poses as fast as he clicked his shutter.


    ‘’Cause I got a cousin—’ he began.


    ‘No!’ she interrupted firmly.


    ‘From England.’


    She raised an eyebrow. ‘An English cousin?’


    ‘Carlo’s Italian, like me. He work in London.’


    ‘And you promised to fix him up with a couple of hot young models, right?’


    ‘It’s not like that, cara.’


    ‘I bet!’


    ‘Carlo is engaged.’


    ‘Even better,’ Brigette said, shaking her head vigorously. ‘Last fling before the wedding. I think not.’


    ‘So suspicious,’ Fredo grumbled. ‘I thought we could have nice dinner, the four of us. Just friends.’


    ‘The only thing you’re just friends with is your cat,’ Brigette said tartly. ‘And there’s been rumours about that . . .’


    Fanny and Masters, listening on the sidelines, shrieked with laughter. They loved seeing Fredo rejected, it was so unusual.


    Later, when the photo session was finished and Brigette was on her way out of his studio, Fredo stopped her by the door. ‘Please!’ he wailed. ‘I must impress my cousin. He’s what you Americans call a prick.’


    ‘Wonderful!’ Brigette said crisply. ‘Now you want us to have dinner with a nasty guy. This is getting better every minute.’


    ‘Brigette,’ Fredo pleaded, ‘for me. It make me look good. One big favour.’


    She sighed. Suddenly Fredo the ladykiller appeared needy, and since she was a sucker for anyone in trouble, she immediately felt sorry for him. ‘Okay, I’ll ask Lina,’ she said, sure that Lina had a date with bigger and better, while she had a date with a double cheese pizza and an Absolutely Fabulous marathon on the Comedy channel.


    Fredo kissed her hand. He was still so Italian, in spite of having lived in America for many years. ‘You are special woman,’ he crooned. ‘My little American rose.’


    ‘I’m not your anything,’ she retorted crisply, and quickly skipped out of the studio.


    *    *    *


    ‘Don’t!’ commanded Lina.


    ‘What?’ said Flick Fonda, a married rock star with a penchant for gorgeous black women.


    ‘Don’t touch me feet!’ Lina warned, rolling away from her latest victim.


    ‘Why?’ he asked, crawling across the bed after her. ‘You ticklish?’


    ‘No,’ she said crossly. ‘Me feet are very sensitive – stay away!’


    ‘As long as that’s all I gotta stay away from,’ Flick said, with a ribald laugh.


    Lina tossed back her long straight black hair, inherited from her half-Spanish mother, and turned onto her stomach. She had hoped for Superman. What she’d got was an ageing rock star with no technique. She was bored with Flick. He was just another conquest and not that exciting between the sheets.


    The trouble with rock stars was that they were sated with women – all they really wanted to do was lie back and get their dicks sucked. Not that she was averse to such activity, but she did expect it to be reciprocal, and rock stars never cared to return the favour.


    She stretched languorously. ‘Gotta go,’ she said.


    ‘Why?’ he said, lecherously eyeing her smooth black skin. ‘I have all night. My wife thinks I’m in Cleveland.’


    ‘Then she’s an idiot,’ Lina said, jumping off the bed in his sumptuous hotel suite. She’d met Flick’s wife once at a fashion show. Pamela Fonda was an ex-model who’d given him three kids in a pathetic attempt to keep him home. Trouble was, there was no one who could keep Flick home. The man craved constant action. He was a Hall of Fame rocker with a wandering cock and macho attitude.


    ‘Where you goin’?’ Flick whined, not used to women leaving unless he ordered them to.


    ‘Meeting my girlfriend,’ Lina said, plucking her skimpy Azzedine Alaïa dress off the floor and shimmying her slender body into it.


    ‘Whyn’t I take you both to dinner?’ Flick suggested, watching her as she dressed.


    ‘Sorry,’ Lina said, stepping into her scarlet Diego Dellia Valle exceptionally high heels. ‘We already got arrangements.’


    Flick stretched his sinewy body across the bed. He was naked, very white and quite hairless, apart from a full pubic bush of fuzzy orange. He was also hard again. Quite impressive for an almost-fifty non-stop raver, Lina thought. Shame he didn’t know what to do with it.


    He caught Lina looking. ‘See anything you might wanna hang around for?’ he asked, with a self-satisfied smirk.


    ‘Nope,’ she said. ‘Can’t be late for me best friend.’ And before he could stop her she beat a hasty retreat.


    She stood in the elevator on her way down to the lobby trying to ignore an elderly couple who were blatantly staring at her. The woman began nudging her husband to make sure he recognized the famous supermodel.


    Lina was used to the scrutiny; in fact, there were times she got off on it. Tonight wasn’t one of them, however. She began staring back at the man, licking her full lips suggestively, poking out her extra long tongue. He blushed a dull red.


    Oh, yes, this was slightly different from the life she’d led in England where she’d been a hairdresser’s apprentice and treated like crap because she was young and had no money and lived in a one-room dump with her waitress mother, her Jamaican father having taken off shortly after she was born. What a bastard he was. Not that she’d ever met him, although one of these days – if he ever realized she was his daughter – he’d probably come crawling back to bask in the fame and glory.


    Fuck him if he did. She didn’t need a dad: she’d done very nicely without one.


    Everything changed when she was discovered by the aunt of a modelling agent who insisted she go see her niece. Even though Lina was only seventeen at the time, the niece, recognizing enormous potential, had signed her on the spot.


    After that it was all go, a dizzying ride to the top with plenty of adventures along the way.


    She’d moved to America permanently five years ago, although most of her time was spent travelling the world. From Paris to Milan to the Bahamas, Lina was always in demand, always the centre of attention.


    Downstairs she slipped the doorman ten bucks to get her a cab and fished a small cellphone from her oversized Prada purse. ‘Brig,’ she said, when her friend answered, ‘what we doin’ tonight? It just so ’appens I’m free.’


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Four


    Hanging out in his trailer during a late lunchbreak, Lennie Golden leaned over and grabbed a bottle of beer from his portable fridge, swigging heartily until the bottle was almost empty. Lennie was tall and lanky with dirty-blond hair and ocean-green eyes. He was extremely attractive in an edgy, offhand way, with a dark humour and sometimes acerbic wit. Age agreed with him: at forty-five, women found him more attractive than ever.


    Lennie liked being alone in his trailer where he could concentrate on his work, especially as he was writing an original script and was well into it. His laptop was laid out ready for action, so it was annoying that soon it would be time to put on black tie – which he hated – and get his ass in gear. He wasn’t into big-time Hollywood events, but since tonight it was Lucky who was being honoured, there was no getting out of it.


    Lucky Santangelo Golden, his wife – the most beautiful woman in the world and the smartest. He often thought how fortunate he was to have her, especially a few years ago when he’d spent several soul-destroying months as the victim of a horrible kidnapping plot, trapped and manacled in an underground cave in Sicily. He’d sat out those interminable months dreaming of his escape and of returning to Lucky and his children. Thank God his prayers had been answered. Now he was safe and settled and things had never been better.


    Looking back on his nightmare, it all seemed surreal – as if it had happened to someone else. If it hadn’t been for Claudia, the Sicilian girl who’d answered his prayers and helped him escape . . .


    A second assistant hammered on his trailer door, interrupting his thoughts. ‘Ready on the set, Mr G.’


    ‘I’ll be right there,’ he responded, shutting down his laptop, banishing the vision of Claudia with her big, soulful eyes, long tanned legs and smooth skin.


    Skin like silk . . .


    He’d never told Lucky what really happened, how he’d managed to secure his escape from the underground prison he’d been trapped in. He’d never told her and he never would. It was the one thing he kept from his wife because he didn’t want to hurt her.


    Lucky would not believe he’d had no choice. It was his secret, and he planned on keeping it.


    He turned off his laptop, left his trailer and headed for the street location nearby, greeting Buddy, his black cinematographer, with a friendly high five on the way.


    ‘Whass up, man?’ Buddy said, falling into step beside him. ‘No food today?’


    ‘Saving myself for the plastic chicken tonight,’ he answered, with a wry grin.


    ‘Yeah!’ Buddy said forcefully. ‘Bin there!’


    They both laughed.


    *    *    *


    Mary Lou Berkeley was feeling nostalgic. It was a week away from her ninth wedding anniversary and she couldn’t help thinking about how she and Steven had first met. Of course, what she should be thinking about was her role in Lennie’s movie, especially the upcoming scene. But reminiscing about Steven was irresistible. He was irresistible, and thankfully she still loved him as much as when they’d first gotten together. They were a perfect fit, and they always would be.


    Mary Lou was a glowingly pretty curvaceous black woman of thirty-one, with huge brown eyes, shoulder-length black curls and a totally captivating smile.


    The day she’d met Steven had been traumatic, to say the least. She’d been eighteen at the time, a TV star and full of her own importance. It had not been love at first sight. She’d walked into his office at the prestigious New York law firm of Myerson, Laker and Brandon, accompanied by her mother, her manager aunt, and her edgy white boyfriend. Some entourage.


    But Steven had been pleasant and reassuring, managing to persuade everyone else to wait outside while she told him her story. And what a sorry story it was. Rashly she’d allowed her then boyfriend to take nude pictures of her when she was fifteen – nothing hard-core, simply some fun stuff they’d gotten into together while fooling around. Recently, cashing in on her TV fame in a family sitcom, the old boyfriend had sold the offending photos to a skin magazine, they’d been published, and now Mary Lou was determined to sue.


    Steven warned her that suing a magazine was not easy: there would be depositions, endless questions and all the pressures of negative publicity. ‘I can handle it,’ she’d said, full of the confidence of youth. ‘I want to see those scummy rats pay for what they’ve done to me.’


    ‘Okay,’ Steven had said. ‘If that’s what you want, we’ll go for it.’


    Finally, almost three years later, they’d gone to court. Her appearance went well. She was poised and articulate and the jury fell in love with her – especially when she smiled. They loved her so much that on the final day they awarded her sixteen million dollars in damages.


    Mary Lou was elated and triumphant. So was Steven. They went out to dinner to celebrate, and before long the innocent celebration turned into something more.


    One thing about Mary Lou – when she wanted something, she was determined. And apart from suing the magazine, she had her big brown eyes firmly fixed on Steven – even though he was over twenty years her senior.


    Later that night they ended up in bed. It was warm and exciting and it made Steven feel guilty as hell. She was too young. He was too old. As far as he was concerned it was a no-win situation.


    ‘This relationship is not going to work,’ he told her sternly.


    ‘Sure,’ she answered cheerfully. ‘I have a great idea. Let’s make it not work together.’


    All she had to do was smile and he was lost. A week later she moved into his house.


    Mary Lou gave him the personal happiness he’d been lacking for so long. His life had fallen apart for a while when his mother, Carrie, had revealed that she wasn’t sure who his father was. Mary Lou helped him to get his head straight, and to stop obsessing about his past and concentrate on his work as a lawyer.


    Then came the second magazine incident. The publisher of the magazine Mary Lou had sued published a ten-page spread of extremely explicit photos, claiming they were of Mary Lou. They weren’t. They were clever fakes with her face superimposed on a porno star’s body. Unfortunately, the magazine hit the stands before anyone could stop it.


    When Mary Lou saw the magazine, she was so distraught that she attempted suicide. Fortunately Steven managed to rush her to the hospital in time.


    Mary Lou was released a week later and Steven knew for sure that he couldn’t live without her. They were married shortly after.


    Marriage saved both of them. For Steven it was finding someone who cared about him above all else. And for Mary Lou it was the security and love she’d always craved.


    Within a few months she was pregnant, eventually giving birth to a beautiful baby girl they named Carioca Jade. Carioca was now eight. Looks-wise she was the image of her mother. Smarts-wise she wanted to be a lawyer, exactly like Daddy.


    Mary Lou was a sensational mother. In spite of a successful career she always managed to put Steven and Carioca first, making them feel like the two most important human beings on the planet.


    It had been Steven’s idea to move to LA when they’d returned to the States after a two-year stay in England, where he’d studied English law, played golf and generally done nothing except enjoy spending time with his wife and daughter. ‘Settling in LA will make it easier for you to get back into the business,’ he’d told Mary Lou. Besides, he didn’t want to live in New York again, and he had the urge to spend some time with his half-sister, Lucky, and his father, Gino. It had taken him a lifetime to find out that he had a family, and when he did it was a strange, overwhelming feeling. Lucky had accepted him immediately, but it had taken Gino a while to fully realize he had fathered a black son, the result of a long-ago one-night affair with Carrie, Steven’s mother.


    When Steven told his friend and partner, Jerry Myerson, that he wanted to settle in LA, Jerry had been understanding as usual. He’d suggested that they open a West Coast branch of Myerson, Laker and Brandon. Steven liked the idea, so did Mary Lou.


    Fortunately Steven had been proven right: re-locating to LA was great for Mary Lou’s career. She started getting the movie roles she’d been missing out on while living in Europe. And after taking on two junior partners, Steven’s new law firm took off. It was an excellent move for both of them.


    ‘They’re ready for you on the set, Miz Berkeley,’ said a second assistant director knocking on the open door of her trailer.


    ‘Oh, right,’ Mary Lou said, jumping back to the present. ‘I’m on my way.’


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Five


    Zipping along the Pacific Coast Highway in her red Ferrari, vintage Marvin Gaye blasting on her CD player, Lucky felt pretty good about everything. All she hoped was that she was making the right decision. Gino seemed to think she was.


    ‘You gotta do what you feel in your gut,’ he’d told her. ‘So if you feel it, do it!’


    Well, she’d find out soon enough when she got everyone’s reaction to her announcement – especially Lennie’s.


    It was too late now, but it occurred to her that maybe she should have told him first. The problem was that Lennie had a way of analysing things, and she didn’t want him analysing her decision, she simply wanted to do it.


    At the beach-house everyone was assembled in the big, comfortable kitchen overlooking the ocean. There were little Gino and Maria with their cheerful black nanny, CeeCee, and Bobby – who was so damn good-looking, a taller version of his grandfather, Gino.


    ‘Hi, Mom,’ Bobby said. ‘Wait’ll you see my Armani tux. You’re gonna freak.’


    ‘I’m sure,’ Lucky said drily. ‘Who told you you could go to Armani?’


    ‘Grandad,’ Bobby said, chewing on a carrot stick.


    ‘Gino spoils you,’ Lucky said.


    ‘Yeah,’ Bobby said, laughing. ‘And don’t I love it!’


    Lucky had agreed that Bobby could come to the event tonight. However, she did not want little Gino and Maria coming too, they were too young. She had no intention of raising them as Hollywood kids: she’d seen enough of those brats with no manners and a Porsche at sixteen.


    CeeCee, who’d been with the family since Bobby was born, was busy serving the younger children rice and beans.


    ‘Mmm . . .’ Lucky said, hovering over the table. ‘That looks yummy.’


    ‘Where’s Daddy?’ Maria asked. ‘He promised we could jog along the beach.’ Maria was a pretty child, with enormous green eyes and wispy blonde hair. She looked a lot like Lennie, while little Gino favoured Lucky in the looks department.


    ‘Daddy’s working,’ Lucky explained. ‘He’ll jog with you this weekend. How’s that?’


    ‘I’m going to my friend’s this weekend,’ Maria announced. ‘She’s having a big, big birthday party.’


    ‘You’re deserting us for a whole weekend?’ Lucky said, pulling a sad face.


    ‘You told me I could go, Mama,’ Maria said seriously. ‘You promised.’


    Lucky smiled. ‘I know,’ she said, remembering how she had been at eight. She’d had no mother to watch over her, only the gloomy walls of the Bel Air house, with Gino keeping guard. ‘I’m going upstairs to get ready for tonight,’ she said, ‘and when I come down, I want to see all this food eaten up. And I want to see pyjamas on bodies, and two small people ready to give me big hugs and kisses.’


    Little Gino giggled. She bent over and gave him a hug before hurrying upstairs to her bedroom, where Ned, her hairstylist, was waiting patiently. She usually fixed her hair herself, but since tonight was such an important event, she’d decided that she’d better make a special effort.


    Ned appeared quite agitated.


    ‘What’s up?’ Lucky asked.


    ‘You make me nervous,’ he complained. ‘You’re always in such a rush.’


    ‘Especially today,’ she said, causing him to become even more agitated. ‘I’ve got to be dressed, made up and in the limo by five thirty.’


    ‘Okay, into the chair,’ Ned said, clapping his hands together. ‘How are we doing your hair?’


    ‘Up. Something sophisticated.’


    ‘You mean something that’s completely not you?’


    ‘Ha ha!’ Lucky said. ‘I can look like a grown-up for once, can’t I?’


    ‘Of course,’ Ned said. ‘Only do not nag. Nagging gives me heart palpitations.’


    ‘You’ve got twenty minutes,’ she said, glancing at her watch. ‘I can’t sit still for longer than that.’


    ‘Oh, God,’ he groaned. ‘Give me a movie star any day. At least they’ll stare at themselves in the mirror for hours and not utter a word.’


    Ned fixed her hair in record time. She thanked him, paid him and hustled him out. As soon as he was gone, she raced into the shower, making sure to angle her head back so that she didn’t ruin Ned’s do. Then she quickly towelled herself dry and sprayed herself all over with Lennie’s favourite scent. Next she applied her makeup, and slid into a long slinky red Valentino, with spaghetti straps, plunging neckline, and a slit to the top of her thigh. The dress was very revealing; fortunately she was slender enough to carry it off.


    She stared at herself in the mirror. I look like a real grown-up now, she thought with a smile.


    Lucky Santangelo. Little Lucky Saint, as they’d called her at school so that her real identity was never revealed, and it would not be known that she was connected to the notorious Gino Santangelo – the Las Vegas hotel tycoon with the somewhat shady past.


    Gino. Daddy. What memories they shared. Nobody could ever break the bond between them. Not one single person.


    She remembered how at nineteen she had pleaded with him to let her take over the family business. But no, Gino had never entertained the idea, until finally she’d proved to him that there was no stopping her.


    ‘Girls gotta get married and have babies.’ That’s what he used to say to her.


    ‘Not this girl,’ she’d replied, full of steely determination. ‘I’m a Santangelo – just like you. I can do anything.’ And in the end she’d won.


    She opened her safe, removing the diamond hoop earrings Lennie had given her on her fortieth birthday. Then she added a wide diamond and emerald bracelet, a present from Gino, and she was ready to go. It was exactly five twenty.


    Downstairs Bobby was showing off his new tux to his siblings.


    ‘Why can’t we come, too?’ Maria complained, adorable in Snoopy pyjamas.


    ‘Because this is not a children’s event,’ Lucky explained. ‘It’s strictly for adults.’


    ‘Then why’s Bobby going?’ little Gino asked.


    ‘Because he’s taller than all of us,’ Lucky said, thinking this was rather a good answer. ‘Is the limo here?’ she asked Bobby.


    ‘Yeah, Mom, it just arrived.’


    ‘Then let’s go,’ she said, kissing Maria and little Gino.


    *    *    *


    ‘Honey,’ Steven said, frantically rummaging through his top drawer, the phone balanced precariously against his ear, ‘I can’t find my bow-tie.’


    ‘Steven,’ Mary Lou said, ‘how can you call me when I’m on the set? You just blew a take.’ She was speaking into her cellphone, trying to edge away from her co-star, who could not believe she’d left her phone on while they were in the middle of a scene.


    ‘Sorry, sweetheart,’ Steven said, ‘but this is an emergency. Lucky’s gonna be here any moment.’


    ‘Your tie is on your dresser where I put it this morning. I told you where it was before I left.’


    ‘Oh, yeah, right,’ he said, suddenly remembering.


    ‘You drive me crazy, Steven,’ she said crossly.


    ‘Good crazy?’


    A quiet giggle. ‘Well, of course good crazy.’


    He put on his real low-down sexy-soul-singer voice. ‘Later tonight, I’ll really getcha outta your mind.’


    ‘Oooh, baby, baby . . .’


    Now they both giggled, secure in the knowledge that they were still crazy about each other, and that the sex got better as each year of marriage passed.


    ‘Mary Lou,’ Lennie yelled from behind the camera, ‘we’d like to get out of here sometime this year. Is that okay with you?’


    ‘Sorry, Lennie,’ she said guiltily. And then into the phone. ‘See you soon, lover. There’s somethin’ special I have to tell you.’


    ‘What?’ he asked, hoping she hadn’t signed for another movie without telling him, because in his mind they both needed a nice long vacation.


    ‘You’ll see,’ she said provocatively, and clicked off her phone.


    ‘Can we get back to work now?’ Lennie enquired.


    ‘You got it,’ Mary Lou said, smiled her captivating smile, and nobody could stay mad at her.


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Six


    Cruising around getting shit-faced was not exactly what the boy had imagined they’d do. He’d kind of pictured sex in the back of his jeep, or at least a blow-job. But no: the girl – who was extremely bossy – had her own agenda.


    She’d always pushed him around, ever since they were kids. It was do this, do that, and usually, because he was in awe of her, and she was two years older than he was, he obliged.


    But he resented her big time.


    He also lusted after her with a permanent hard-on.


    He was sure that if he could have sex with her, just once, it would break the hold she had over him. Meanwhile, she kept on telling him what to do.


    They drove to a supermarket, where she purchased a couple of six-packs of beer. She looked much older than her eighteen years and, besides, she knew the checkout clerk, so the dude didn’t bother carding her; he was too busy staring at her tits.


    In the parking lot she opened two cans of beer and thrust one at him. ‘Last one to finish is a pussy,’ she said, immediately lifting the can to her lips.


    He was up to the challenge, conveniently forgetting his dad’s words when he’d handed him the keys to the jeep: ‘Now you gotta promise me, son – you will never drink and drive.’


    ‘Yeah, Dad,’ he’d said. ‘You got my word on that.’


    The beer was ice cold and tasted good. Not only that, but he beat her to emptying the can, a minor triumph.


    ‘Not bad,’ she said grudgingly.


    ‘Where we goin’ now?’ he asked.


    ‘Dunno,’ she said.


    ‘How about a movie?’


    ‘Waste of time,’ she said disdainfully, fiddling with one of several stud earrings attached to her left ear. ‘Movies are for morons who got nothin’ better t’ do.’ She knew he was crazy about her, and used it. ‘Let’s go steal something,’ she suggested, as if it was the most normal thing in the world.


    ‘Why’d we wanna do that?’ he asked, pulling on his ear – a habit he had when he was nervous.


    ‘Kind of an initiation,’ she answered casually. ‘If you wanna stay tight with me, you gotta do stuff that’ll make me believe you’re committed to our friendship.’


    ‘Committed?’ he said, wondering if committed meant an eventual blow-job.


    ‘It’s easy. All we gotta do is go by the CD store an’ see how many you can score.’


    ‘Why don’t I pay?’ he said logically. ‘My dad picks up my credit-card bill.’


    ‘What’s the matter?’ she jeered mockingly. ‘Daddy’s precious little boy don’t wanna mess with trouble?’


    ‘That’s crap.’


    ‘What did Daddy do?’ she continued, in her mocking tone. ‘Keep you locked in the house in New York? I would’ve thought living in the city would’ve given you balls.’


    ‘I got balls,’ he said, suddenly angry.


    ‘Naw . . . you’re a daddy’s boy.’


    ‘No way.’ And as if to prove her wrong, he opened another can of beer and took a few hearty gulps.


    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Mr Macho, huh?’


    ‘You don’t know anything about me really,’ he said.


    ‘I know everything about you,’ she answered quickly. ‘Bet you’ve never had sex.’


    The fact that she knew he was still a virgin threw him. ‘That’s crap,’ he said, quickly denying it.


    ‘Good,’ she said. ‘I like a guy who can get it up an’ keep it that way.’


    He swigged more beer. Did that mean that later she’d allow him to prove it?


    The first can of beer had made him more relaxed; the second one was helping with the job. ‘Okay, let’s do it,’ he said, swallowing a burp. ‘Bet I can score more CDs than you.’


    ‘That’s what I like to hear,’ she said, pleased. ‘Want me to drive?’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m cool.’


    And they set off.


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Seven


    Things were moving slower than Lennie had anticipated, and on top of everything else they would soon be losing light. He’d promised he would get to Lucky’s event as soon as he could, but the way it was going, he and Mary Lou would definitely be late arrivals.


    No good obsessing. Two more set-ups, and they could finally wrap this particular location. Especially as everyone was co-operating by working as fast as possible.


    The good news was that Mary Lou was a pleasure to work with. Some actresses were divas, bitching and complaining about every little thing. Not Mary Lou. She had it down. She was pretty and talented, but above all she was nice, and the entire crew adored her.


    Buddy had a major crush, which Lennie found amusing to observe, because visually Buddy was Mr Stud, a true ladies’ man with a happening wardrobe and an Eddie Murphy swagger.


    ‘She’s married, you know,’ Lennie remarked, strolling over to Buddy while they were setting the lights for the second to last shot.


    ‘Hey, man, I know that,’ Buddy said, hardly able to take his eyes off Mary Lou, who was sitting in her chair chatting with one of the grips. ‘And I also know if she wasn’t—’


    ‘Hey, hey,’ Lennie interrupted. ‘She’s married to my brother-in-law.’


    ‘Fortunate guy,’ Buddy said.


    ‘He sure is,’ Lennie answered. ‘Good fortune runs in the family. My wife . . . well, what can I tell you about my wife?’


    ‘I’ve seen her,’ Buddy said. ‘You don’t have to say a word. But, let me ask you, isn’t it kinda difficult being married to a woman like Lucky?’


    ‘Why difficult?’


    ‘’Cause she’s running a studio, man, making all kinds of big decisions. The woman’s a real power player in Hollywood, and, uh . . .’


    Lennie shook his head and laughed. ‘You think my wife running a studio threatens my ego?’


    ‘Naw, didn’t mean that.’


    ‘Oh, c’mon, that’s exactly what you meant.’


    ‘No, man,’ Buddy insisted. ‘All I’m thinkin’ is that I couldn’t do it.’


    ‘Do what?’


    ‘Be with a woman who got all the attention.’


    ‘I had the attention,’ Lennie said. ‘When I was acting in movies the attention never stopped. Hot and cold running women. Phone numbers stuffed in my pocket. Naked pictures in the mail. Believe me, I much prefer it this way.’


    ‘That’s cool,’ Buddy said.


    ‘Right,’ Lennie agreed. ‘Now, keep your eyes off Mrs Berkeley an’ let’s get it going here.’


    *    *    *


    Gino Santangelo was dressed and ready to go. It didn’t take much preparation to get ready when you were eighty-seven years old. Christ! He looked in the mirror and saw this old, grey-haired man, and he thought, When the fuck did this happen?


    In his mind he still felt about forty. Forty and ready for action. Only the action wasn’t so easy to come by when you were his age. There were aches and pains to contend with. A stiffness in his joints. Getting up to go to the john a thousand times a night. Growing old was a bitch, but it sure as hell beat out the alternative.


    He went to the bar in his Wilshire apartment and poured himself a hefty slug of Jack Daniel’s. Two inches of Jack Daniel’s a day keeps the doctor away – that was his motto, and he was sticking to it.


    He thought about Lucky, his crazy daughter – she was strong, smart, and knew all the right moves. In fact, she was him in a dress. What a girl!


    He was so goddamn proud of her, which is why he’d flown from his home in Palm Springs to attend this special evening honouring her. His wife, Paige, had been planning on coming with him, only Paige had gotten the flu at the last minute and stayed in Palm Springs. Paige was a good woman. They’d been married several years and got along fine, even though she was over thirty years younger than he was. He liked her spirit, not to mention her sexy pocket-Venus body, which still turned him on. Not that he was as into sex as he once was. But at least he could still get it up on occasion – much to his doctor’s amazement. ‘You’re eighty-seven, Gino,’ his doctor had told him last week. ‘When is it going to stop?’


    ‘Never, Doc.’ He’d laughed. ‘That’s the secret.’


    Gino had never really gotten over his first wife and one true love, Maria. Her murder had shattered his life, and changed him for ever. Even now, all these years later, he still lived surrounded by high security. He often begged Lucky to do the same, but she ignored him. She didn’t realize the Santangelos had enemies out there going back many years. Between them, he and Lucky had dealt with the Bonnatti family in a vendetta that had lasted several decades. Now, with the demise of Donatella Bonnatti, the last of the clan – that particular feud was over. But there were others who’d always harboured a grudge.


    Gino worried about Lucky. Sure, she was independent and feisty, but she was still a woman, and no woman could ever be as strong as a man.


    Not that he’d dare tell her that. Lucky would bust his chops if he ever voiced such a thought.


    He grinned, downing the Jack Daniel’s in one fell swoop. His daughter, Miss Balls of Fire, the original feminist. And tonight she was being honoured. Tonight she was the most important person in Hollywood. His daughter. It was some thrill.


    The intercom buzzed and the doorman informed him there was a limo waiting downstairs.


    ‘I’ll be right there,’ Gino said.


    And he wished his precious Maria were alive to see this memorable day.


    *    *    *


    Meanwhile, in his house on Sunset Plaza Drive, Steven found his tie, put it on, stared at himself in the mirror, decided he didn’t look too bad for a guy in his fifties, and, with a smile on his face, thought about Mary Lou and their conversation.


    Steven was extremely modest, having no idea that he gave handsome a whole new meaning. He was six feet three inches tall with a killer body. His skin was the colour of rich milk chocolate, his black curly hair only slightly touched with grey, and his eyes were an unfathomable deep green. Mary Lou spent hours telling him he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen. This from an actress who mixed with perfect specimens every day. ‘You’re just prejudiced,’ he told her.


    ‘You bet your ass I am,’ she answered, with the sweetest smile in the world.


    Steven figured he was a pretty lucky guy. He had a wife he adored, who adored him back; the cutest little daughter in the world, and a whole new family. Lucky was the greatest: she treated him as if they’d grown up together. ‘When my brother, Dario, was murdered,’ she’d told him, ‘I never imagined anyone could replace him. Then you came along, and I’m so grateful to have you in my life, Steven.’


    Gino had finally accepted him too. ‘Gotta tell you,’ he’d growled one day, ‘never thought I’d have myself a black kid.’


    ‘Yeah, well,’ Steven had responded, ‘never thought I’d have myself a white Italian father.’


    ‘Guess we both got unlucky,’ Gino had joked, and then he’d hugged Steven.


    Sometimes the three of them went out for dinner. To Steven, those nights were the best of times, special evenings that he treasured.


    He never thought about his past – the dark days when he was married to ZeeZee, a crazy, exotic dancer; or being raised by Carrie, his mother, who once worked in a whorehouse; and then there were the interminable years of never knowing who his real father was.


    He had good friends too. Jerry Myerson had always come through for him, even when he was at his most miserable and a real pain in the ass.


    Now he was content, he had everything he’d ever wanted and it was a satisfying feeling.


    His eight-year-old daughter came into the room. She was the image of Mary Lou, with her sweet smile, light brown skin, and cascades of curly hair.


    ‘Anyone ever told you you look exactly like your mom?’ Steven said.


    ‘Daddy, you look sooo handsome,’ Carioca Jade said, peering up at him.


    ‘Why, thank you.’


    ‘You’re welcome, Daddy.’


    His daughter was growing up so fast. Surely it was about time they considered having another child? He’d been meaning to talk to Mary Lou about it. He wanted a son. A boy he could go to ball games with and teach many things – not that he didn’t adore his daughter, she made every day worthwhile, but a son . . . Well, it was his dream.


    ‘Where’s Mommy?’ Carioca Jade demanded, tilting her head on one side.


    ‘On location, sweetheart,’ he answered. ‘She asked me to tell you to be a good girl and be sure and do your homework.’


    Jennifer, their English au pair, appeared. ‘Everything all right, Mr Berkeley?’ she asked crisply, shades of Mary Poppins.


    ‘Everything’s fine, Jen,’ he said. ‘You’ve got the number of my cellphone if you need me. I guess we’ll be home around midnight.’


    ‘Don’t worry about a thing, Mr Berkeley. Come along, Carrie, let’s get into that homework.’


    ‘Daddy, can’t I watch TV and do my homework later?’ Carioca pleaded, all big eyes and quivering lower lip.


    ‘No way.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘’Cause education is everything. And don’t you ever forget it.’


    ‘Okay, Daddy,’ Carioca said reluctantly. ‘I get it.’


    ‘I’ll see you in the morning, sweetheart,’ he said, giving her a hug and a kiss. Then he walked out the door just as the limo drew up in front of the house. The driver jumped out and opened the car door.


    ‘Hey,’ Steven said, ducking inside.


    ‘Hey,’ Lucky answered. And they grinned at each other.


    ‘Evening, Steven,’ Gino said.


    ‘Hey – Gino, Bobby. Everyone’s lookin’ mighty good,’ Steven said. ‘This must be a special occasion.’


    ‘Let’s go,’ Lucky said impatiently. ‘This is going to be a big night, and now that I’m committed, I do not intend to miss one single moment.’


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Eight


    ‘It’s babe alert big time!’ Lina said.


    ‘What?’Brigette said.


    ‘Look at ’im,’ Lina said admiringly, staring at Fredo’s cousin as they headed to their table on their way back from the ladies’ room where they’d gone to touch up their makeup and discuss the situation. ‘He’s definitely the shit!’


    Brigette took another look. True. Carlo Vittorio Vitti was handsome in an arrogant way: he was tall, with dark blond hair, piercing ice-blue eyes, designer stubble and a slender body. He was wearing a grey pinstriped suit and casual black silk T-shirt. She figured him to be in his early thirties.


    In spite of her afternoon session with Flick, Lina was in lust at first sight. ‘And ’e’s got a title,’ she said, fully impressed. ‘Fredo told me ’e’s a count. My mum would ’ave a fit if she knew I was out with a real live count!’


    Brigette wasn’t really listening. She was too busy regretting eschewing pizza and Ab Fab for a night on the town. This was not her idea of a good time. Fredo was all over her like a particularly annoying rash, and his arrogant cousin had barely said a word. What did she need this for?


    Lina was definitely after the cousin. Brigette couldn’t care less: she merely wanted to go home.


    ‘I’m gonna fuck ’im tonight!’ Lina announced, licking her full, glossy lips in a predatory way. ‘Oh, yeah!’


    ‘He’s engaged,’ Brigette pointed out, idly wondering to whom.


    ‘Ha!’ Lina snorted. ‘Engaged means nothing.’


    Brigette nodded as if she agreed, although actually she didn’t.


    ‘Just lookin’ at ’im makes me dead horny,’ Lina continued. ‘Know what I mean?’


    Brigette nodded again, as if she knew exactly what Lina meant when, actually, she didn’t get it at all. It had been several years since she’d slept with a man. Sometimes she thought her libido had died and drifted off to heaven. Now she felt no desire at all. Nada. None. It was quite obvious she was a freak of nature.


    Sometimes she wondered how her friendship with Lina survived. Because of their great camaraderie, she tried not to let the fact that Lina was man hungry get in the way of their friendship. The truth was that she understood exactly where Lina was coming from. Both of them had grown up with no father around, so Lina was always chasing the strong masculine image, whereas Brigette did the opposite and shied away from men altogether. They were so different, yet they had fun together and plenty of laughs, especially when they travelled around the world on their various assignments. Location shoots were the best. Brigette was especially looking forward to flying to the Bahamas where they were doing a major shoot for Sports World International magazine. Last year she’d been on the cover. This year she knew that Lina was after the coveted spot and she was rooting for her to get it.


    Back at the table Fredo had ordered a bottle of Cristal. He was so delighted they’d agreed to have dinner with him that he hadn’t stopped beaming all night. ‘Well, my beauties,’ he said enthusiastically, ‘what club shall we visit next?’


    ‘You choose,’ Lina said, flashing a seductive smile at Carlo, who, much to her annoyance, failed to respond. Lina was used to men falling all over her and she did not appreciate indifference.


    ‘I want to go home,’ Brigette announced, causing both Lina and Fredo to glare at her.


    ‘It’s much too early,’ Lina snapped, shaking her head in an exasperated fashion. ‘It’s time for dancin’.’ She turned to Fredo. ‘I should never ’ave warned ’er about you.’


    ‘What you mean?’ Fredo said, bushy eyebrows shooting up. ‘You warn her about me?’


    ‘Yeah,’ Lina said, with a wicked grin. ‘I told ’er you’re a real fuck-an’-run merchant. That’s why you’ve never got anywhere with ’er.’


    ‘Thanks,’ Fredo said huffily. ‘Now I must show her my true personality.’


    ‘She’s seen your true personality all right,’ Lina said slyly. ‘An’, believe me, that’s all she wants to see.’


    While Lina and Fredo were bantering back and forth, Brigette took the polite route and leaned towards Carlo. ‘Fredo told me you live in London,’ she said. ‘That must be interesting.’


    He fixed her with his piercing blue eyes. ‘You are very beautiful,’ he said in a low voice – so low that neither of the other two heard.


    ‘Excuse me?’ Brigette said, taken aback.


    ‘I think you understand me,’ he said.


    She glanced quickly at Lina. Her friend would not be happy if she thought Carlo was coming on to someone else. ‘Well, uh . . . thanks,’ she said, slightly flustered. ‘It’s my job to look good in front of the camera.’


    ‘I’m not talking about your photographs,’ Carlo said smoothly.


    For a moment she felt uncomfortable under the scrutiny of his probing eyes. ‘Well,’ she said, lifting her champagne glass and making a big show of including the others, ‘I’d like to propose a toast. Here’s to Carlo and his fiancée. What a pity she’s not here.’


    Lina shot her a deadly look for mentioning that her new object of lust was engaged.


    ‘What fiancée?’ Carlo asked, as if he had no idea what she was talking about.


    ‘Fredo told us you were engaged,’ Lina said, shooting Fredo a look that said, Well, is he or isn’t he?


    ‘Me? I think not,’ Carlo said, with a fleeting smile. ‘It is over.’


    ‘You didn’t mention it was over to me,’ Fredo said accusingly.


    ‘You did not ask,’ Carlo replied, freezing him out.


    Lina immediately moved in, snuggling close to Carlo. ‘Not engaged, huh?’ she said happily. ‘Nor am I. That makes us a cosy couple, don’t it?’


    Carlo smiled politely, but his eyes remained on Brigette.


  

    

       

    


    Chapter Nine


    ‘Where the hell are they?’ Lucky muttered, pulling on the sleeve of Steven’s jacket so she could take a peek at his watch.


    ‘It’s only eight,’ Steven said, calm as usual. ‘They’ll be here in time for your speech.’


    ‘Yeah, honey,’ Gino joined in. ‘You gotta learn t’ relax. Lookit me.’


    ‘I guess it’s easy when you’re eighty-seven,’ she murmured drily.


    ‘My kid,’ Gino said, with a wide smile. ‘Always with the smart answers.’


    ‘Wonder where I inherited that from,’ she drawled.


    They’d just sat down after a long cocktail hour. Bobby was hovering at the next table, desperately trying to make conversation with the perky young star of a TV sitcom as he strutted proudly in his first tux. He was certainly good-looking, with his mother’s striking colouring and his deceased father’s charisma. Dimitri had been a major charmer.


    Lucky nudged Gino. ‘Was that you at fifteen?’ she asked, watching her son as he attempted to put a move on the eighteen-year-old sitcom star.


    Gino checked out his grandson and roared with laughter. ‘When I was his age,’ he said, ‘I was screwin’ my way around the block.’


    And so was I, Lucky wanted to say, but she didn’t; Gino wasn’t too fond of remembering his daughter in her wild days. He’d married her off at sixteen to curb her out-of-control behaviour. Big deal. She’d soon gotten out of that fiasco, and the moment Gino took off for Europe on an extended tax exile, she’d moved back to Vegas and taken over the family business with a vengeance.


    ‘Is that how you got your nickname, Gino the Ram?’ she asked innocently, pretending she didn’t know he hated that tag from so long ago.


    ‘I always knew how t’ treat a woman,’ Gino said indignantly. ‘Treat a lady like a whore an’ a whore like a lady. Works every time.’


    ‘Now don’t you be teaching my son sexist crap like that,’ Lucky scolded sternly.


    ‘Bullshit!’ Gino spat. ‘The sooner he learns, the better off he’ll be. For his sixteenth birthday I’m takin’ him to Vegas an’ buyin’ him the best-lookin’ hooker in town.’


    ‘No, you’re not.’


    ‘Yes, I am.’


    ‘The last thing I need is my son getting your antiquated take on women.’


    Gino roared with laughter. ‘I never had no complaints, kiddo.’


    ‘Shove it up your ass, Gino.’


    They did not have the traditional father–daughter relationship.


    Steven returned to the table. ‘What are you two up to?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m listening to Gino blow wind,’ Lucky said, feigning an exaggerated yawn.


    ‘That’s nice,’ Steven said, shaking his head. ‘When you two get together it’s exactly like being back in high school.’


    ‘I can’t help it if he’s stuck in a time warp,’ Lucky said, laughing.


    ‘Time warp, my ass,’ Gino interjected. ‘I’m tellin’ you the way it is with men and women. It’s about time you understood.’


    ‘Hold that thought,’ Steven said. ‘Here comes Alex and his date.’


    Lucky glanced up at the approaching couple. ‘And what exotic little number is Alex with tonight?’ she asked casually.


    ‘What do you care?’ Steven asked. ‘It’s you he wants.’


    ‘Nonsense,’ Lucky said, knowing that Steven, along with Venus, was absolutely correct. Alex Woods did have a thing about her, and she was strongly attracted to him, too, but not enough that she would ever betray Lennie – except, of course, that one time when Lennie had been gone for months and she’d thought he was dead. It was a secret she kept close to her heart, because it was better Lennie never knew. Instead of lovers, she and Alex had become best friends, a friendship they shared with Lennie, although he was not as close to Alex as she was.


    Alex Woods. Writer. Director. A man who did everything his way and usually got away with it because he was Alex Woods, and in the great Hollywood tradition he was one of those characters who stood alone. Alex was shining brilliance in a sea of mediocrity, a true original talent like Martin Scorsese, Woody Allen and Oliver Stone.


    ‘Lucky,’ Alex said, bearing down on her. At fifty-one he was still a dangerous-looking man: darkly brooding, with compelling eyes, heavy eyebrows and a strong jawline. He was tall and fit, due to vigorous daily workouts. His hair was longish, curling just above the back of his collar, and he always wore black. Tonight he was in a black tuxedo with matching shirt and no tie. Alex enjoyed making statements.


    His date was Asian. Big surprise, Lucky thought. The girl was petite and in her twenties. Lucky hadn’t seen this one before. It was rare that any of them lasted longer than six weeks. She often joked with Alex that he had an assembly line that churned out Asian women on a regular basis.


    ‘Hi, Alex,’ she said warmly, standing up to greet him.


    He let out an admiring whistle. ‘Spectacular!’ he said, checking out the floor-length red Valentino that skimmed her slender body, plunging at the back to reveal almost everything. ‘Sometimes,’ Alex said, ‘I almost forget how dazzlingly beautiful you actually are.’


    ‘Compliments,’ she said, smiling. ‘You must want something.’


    ‘Oh, yeah,’ he said, smiling back. ‘That shouldn’t surprise you.’


    ‘Stop it, Alex,’ she said sharply, not in the mood to deal with his heavy flirting, which he indulged in whenever Lennie wasn’t around. ‘Introduce me to your date.’


    ‘Pia,’ he said, pulling the girl forward.


    ‘Hi, Pia,’ Lucky said, checking her out.


    ‘Hi, Lucky,’ Pia said, not quite as submissive as his usual type.


    Thank God! Lucky thought. Dealing with Alex’s never-ending procession of girlfriends was exhausting. Recently she’d told him that she couldn’t do it any more. ‘Do what?’ he’d asked innocently.


    ‘Well,’ she’d said, ‘when the four of us go out to dinner, you and Lennie have a fine old time talking about everyone and everything, while I’m stuck making polite conversation with your date.’


    ‘So?’ he’d said.


    ‘So,’ she’d answered, ‘you get to fuck ’em. I’ve got to talk to them!’


    Alex had roared with laughter.


    Lucky smiled at the memory.


    ‘Where’s Lennie?’ Alex asked, looking around.


    ‘Working,’ Lucky explained. ‘He’ll be here shortly.’


    ‘Shame!’ Alex said.


    ‘Will you stop?’ Lucky said.


    ‘Never,’ Alex said.


    There was a sudden commotion and turning of heads as Venus Maria made her way to the table, accompanied by her extremely smart movie-star husband, Cooper Turner.


    Venus was huffing and puffing, all platinum hair, luscious cleavage, and glossy lids and lips. ‘Jesus!’ she exclaimed, finally reaching the table. ‘It took us twenty-five minutes to negotiate the press line. The things one does for friends!’


    ‘What did they ask you?’ Lucky said.


    ‘What didn’t they ask me?’ Venus replied. ‘Am I pregnant again? How’s my marriage? Do I consider Madonna competition? If I was single would I date Brad Pitt? The usual crap.’


    ‘No, I mean what did they ask you about me? This is my evening, remember?’


    ‘I thought you hated publicity.’


    ‘I do.’


    ‘So I tried not to mention you – except to say that next to Sherry Lansing you’re probably the smartest woman in Hollywood, and that under your amazing guidance Panther makes the best movies. Lucky Santangelo is the queen of equal sexuality, I said. How’s that for a killer quote?’


    Lucky grinned and kissed Cooper, who was his usual smooth self. Before marrying Venus he’d been the number-one playboy in Hollywood. Now he was Mr Married and revelling in it. Fatherhood suited him, and had certainly calmed him down. Chyna, their five-year-old daughter, was the pride of both their lives.


    ‘Hi, Alex,’ Venus said, kissing the director on both cheeks. ‘When am I going to star in your next movie?’


    It had become a joke between the two of them that since she’d been nominated for her small role in his film, Gangsters, he’d never asked her to work for him again.


    ‘Dunno . . .’ he said hesitantly. ‘Can you play a flat-chested psycho with a penchant for cutting off men’s balls?’


    ‘My dream!’ Venus squealed, her animated face lighting up. ‘You won’t find another actress more suited to the role!’


    ‘Well . . .’ Alex said thoughtfully. ‘Would you be prepared to shoot a test?’


    ‘Hmm . . .’ she said, pretending to think about it. ‘I guess it would depend on whose balls you wanted me to chop!’
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