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Once, they lived in the shadows of their famous husbands.

Now, Hollywood wives are taking control. . . .

Praise for Jackie Collins and her page-turning New York Times bestseller

HOLLYWOOD WIVES: THE NEW GENERATION

“Luststyles of the rich and famous. . . . The true intrigue is in trying to figure out what real Hollywood characters Collins is caricaturing.”

—People

“[This] glam take on celebrity fashion and open sexuality make it perfect fodder for our Sex and the City era.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“[A] twisted plot.”

—Daily News (New York)

“Collins is a natural-born storyteller, a writer with an instinctive gift for racing narrative that is as willfully chaotic as anything in life.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Collins at her page-turning best.”

—The Palm Beach Post (FL)

“Sizzling. . . . Collins dishes up glamour, suspense, and heartache.”

—Good Housekeeping

“This is Collins at her ultra-celeb, super-accessorized, best-selling best.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Patented Jackie Collins.”

—The Orlando Sentinel (FL)

Also available from Simon & Schuster Audio—read by the author!

Madison Castelli, the glamorous and street-smart heroine of Jackie Collins’ miniseries L.A. Connections, sets the night on fire in two sizzling bestsellers

DEADLY EMBRACE

“The godmother of glam/vamp fiction. . . . Collins knows no limits.

—Publishers Weekly

“Deadly Embrace starts with a bang. . . . Plenty of sex, suspense, revenge, passion, intrigue, and deception.”

—The Times Union (Albany, NY)

“This book has everything—a restaurant hold-up, unfaithful wives, movie stars, sex, and murder.”

—Liz Smith, New York Post

“Jackie Collins is one incredible storyteller.”

—The Anniston Star (AL)

“[A] dishy page-turner, Deadly Embrace, will doubtless find its way into every Prada beach bag from coast to coast.”

—Hamptons Magazine

“[A] sex-o-rama. . . . Brisk and fast-paced. . . . It’s all very addictive.”

—Associated Press

LETHAL SEDUCTION

“Cool as a subzero shot of designer vodka.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] bawdy, boisterous lust fest from Collins.”

—People

“Even the tiniest nuances of naughtiness rarely escape the author’s anthropological eye. . . . Decadence, luxury, and film-land plot lines that make Collins one of the bestselling writers of our time.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Vicarious thrills.”

—Booklist

“Collins injects plenty of glamour into this page-flipping tale”

—Publishers Weekly

“No one writes a better sex-in-the-back-of-a-Bentley scene.”

—Talk

“The literary guilty pleasure is defined once again by Jackie Collins’ Lethal Seduction . . . a frothy romp packed with gorgeous people obsessed with sex, deception, cash, and more sex. . . . Fans should give in to Collins’ seduction.”

—Us magazine

“Crackles with light, beach-ready scandal and suspense.”

—The Village Voice

“JACKIE COLLINS’ BOOKS ARE HOT AND STEAMY . . . ENOUGH OVERHEATED SEX AND ACTION [TO PUT] POLAR ICE CAPS IN DANGER OF MELTDOWN.”

—Houston Post

“A LOT OF THE FUN OF READING COLLINS’ SCORCHERS HAS ALWAYS BEEN TRYING TO IDENTIFY THE REAL PEOPLE ON WHOM THE FICTIONAL ONES ARE BASED.”

—Chicago Tribune
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FOR ALL THE HOLLYWOOD WIVES

Old and new . . . male and female . . .

Gay and straight . . .

A constant source of inspiration!

And for ARNOLD KOPELSON,

who told me much more than I

ever wanted to know!

And for FRANK,

Always . . .



Prologue



ERIC VERNON walked into Sam’s Place, a seedy topless bar in the valley, and immediately fixed his gaze on Arliss Shepherd.

Arliss was not a pretty sight as he leaned against the bar, nursing a half-full bottle of beer. Long-faced with pale, pockmarked skin, and lank, shoulder-length yellow hair, he was skinny as a starving coyote and just as skittish. Nervous habits surrounded him—he chewed on his straggly hair, picked his teeth, rarely changed his underwear, and smelled of stale onions.

In spite of his shortcomings, Arliss was not lacking in friends—a group of similar misfits hung out at Sam’s Place, with Arliss leading the pack. Sam, an obese man famous for only having one ball, ran his bar like a friendly club for losers. Regulars included Davey “the Animal,” Little Joe, and Big Mark Johansson. They were a motley crew, drawing solace from each other’s company and the fact that there was strength in numbers. Together they could kick ass. Alone they were useless, nothing more than a bunch of loud-mouthed failures. Which, as far as Eric Vernon was concerned, was a good thing, because men with no self-esteem were far easier to manipulate than men with balls. He’d discovered that in prison when he was doing time for manslaughter.

Manslaughter my ass, Eric thought as he approached Arliss at the bar. I hit the scumbag with a two-by-four until he dropped dead in front of me. And not a moment too soon.

Eric Vernon was a nondescript man of medium height and slight build, with bland features and sandy brown hair cut short. He had the kind of face that blended in—the kind of face that nobody ever remembered.

Except that skanky bitch remembered me all right, he thought sourly. Oh, yes, she remembered me so well that I served six miserable years in prison because of her.

The first thing he’d done when he’d gotten out of the joint was taken care of her. Smashed her pointy face until it was no more than pulp. Then he’d burned her house down.

The best revenge is deadly. Eric had learned that at an early age.

Immediately after dealing with the tattling bitch, he’d adopted a new identity and moved to California, eventually settling in L.A., where he’d gotten a job with a computer company—using a skill he’d mastered in jail.

All this had taken place two years earlier, and no one had ever questioned who he was or where he came from. Which is exactly the way he’d planned it.

A person does not sit in jail for six stinking years without making plans. And Eric had an agenda, an agenda he was getting ready to pursue.



Chapter One



YOU LOOK FANTASTIC!”

“You think?”

“I know.”

Lissa Roman narrowed her eyes as she studied her reflection in the large, lightbulb-surrounded makeup mirror. She saw perfection and so she should, considering she worked like a long-haul truck driver to look as good as she did. And it wasn’t easy. It took real dedication and nonstop action. Yoga, Pilates, starvation, ice-cold showers, Brazilian waxing, hair coloring, jogging, swimming, weight training, fasting, aerobics, spinning—you name it, Lissa did it. Everything except plastic surgery. She was too scared of the knife. Too petrified that the surgeon would make her look like somebody else—take away her identity, her personality. She had seen it happen to numerous people in Hollywood—women and men. Besides, she was only forty—younger than Madonna and Sharon Stone, for God’s sake. And anyway, she didn’t need it.

“You’re sure I look as good as it gets?” she questioned, forcing Fabio, her faithful makeup and hair artist, to repeat his compliments.

“Divine. Beautiful. The works,” Fabio assured her, tossing back his luxuriant mane of expensive hair extensions.

And he meant every word of it, because although Lissa Roman was not a classic beauty, she had that indiscernible something that made her a superstar. It was a combination of blatant sex appeal, fiery energy, and a body to die for. Not to mention blazing blue eyes, high cheekbones, and full, pouty lips. Fabio loved basking in her aura.

“All thanks to you and your magic fingers,” Lissa murmured, smoothing her shoulder-length platinum hair.

“That’s what Teddy told me last night,” Fabio said with a self-satisfied smirk.

“Lucky you,” Lissa said, rising from the makeup chair.

“No,” Fabio said, wagging a beringed finger at her. “Lucky Teddy.”

“You have some ego!” Lissa teased, heading for the door.

“Almost as big as yours,” Fabio retorted crisply, following her out to the studio, where the photographer from Maxim magazine waited.

Lissa and Fabio had worked together for eight years and enjoyed an excellent relationship. Fabio actually liked Lissa Roman. For someone of her stature, she was not an egocentric bitch. She was warm and friendly and quite funny at times. Of course, she had appalling taste in men—but in Hollywood there was hardly a vast pool of eligible men to choose from. And as far as Fabio was concerned, all the good ones were gay—thank God!

Her second husband, Antonio—the man who’d fathered her only child—sounded the best of all. Not that Fabio had ever met him, but he’d seen photos, and Antonio was a magnificent specimen—all dark, sexy eyes, impressive physique, and broodingly handsome features. Fabio often wondered why she’d let that one slip away.

“Antonio had a wandering cock,” was Lissa’s only explanation.

Fabio didn’t get why straight people were so uptight about sex. After all, sometimes a wandering cock could be a good thing.

•

NICCI STONE gazed unblinkingly at her kickboxing instructor’s crotch. It was quite a package, and so was he. His name was Bjorn, and he was tall and blond in the Nordic style, with subtle muscles and sinewy, bronzed thighs. He was over six feet tall, with large Chiclet teeth and a gleaming smile.

I bet he gives great tongue, Nicci thought with a secretive smile. He’s Scandinavian. Scandinavian men rock.

Not that she’d had that many. Sven, the Swedish facialist. Marl, the Danish rock ’n’ roller. And Lusti, the Norwegian personal trainer. Actually, that was a lot. Enough to make her realize that European men were far more inventive in bed than their American counterparts.

She wondered how Bjorn, with his quite commendable package, would stack up. Maybe she should give him a try . . .

No! a stern voice in the back of her head commanded. You are currently engaged, and there will be no more screwing around.

Damn! Who came up with that rule?

Mommy, of course. Lissa Roman—mega movie star, singer, and legendary sex symbol—currently on her fourth husband.

Yeah. That’s right. Four.

Nicci hoped it was Lissa’s lucky number. The next wedding was hers, and she did not take kindly to competition, even though she had lived with it forever.

Growing up with Lissa Roman as your mother was no day trip to Disneyland. Whenever possible, Nicci had kept the identity of her famous mom a deep, dark secret. Although keeping it to herself never lasted long, because somebody always managed to find out—blowing her chance of a normal (What’s that anyway?) relationship.

Nicci was, at nineteen, a spirited kind of beauty. Instead of her mother’s platinum-blond sexiness, Nicci had inherited exotic Gypsy looks from Antonio Miguel Stone, her Spanish father—Lissa’s husband number two—a drop-dead handsome philanderer with no money to speak of and a somewhat shaky pedigree. His mother, Nicci’s grandma, was supposedly a third cousin to the King of Spain—although they’d never been invited to tea.

Nicci knew the story. Lissa had fallen for Antonio when he’d arrived in Hollywood to liaise with a gorgeous redhead. Five days after their first meeting, the redhead was history, and Lissa and Antonio were on their way to Vegas in a chartered plane, where after two days of gambling and incredible sex, they’d gotten married.

Nine months after that, Nicci was born.

One passion-filled year later, Lissa caught Antonio cheating with her so-called best friend and promptly divorced him. Shortly after that he’d returned to Europe to continue his career as an ace playboy and sometime race-car driver, roaming around the best resorts and the most beautiful women.

At age ten, Nicci had started demanding to know more about her father—a man she had only seen pictures of. Reluctantly, Lissa had instructed her lawyer to contact her ex and remind him that he had a daughter. Surprisingly, over the next few summers, Antonio had rallied and sent for the little girl. Nicci’s visits were a big success. She was pretty, sassy, and smart, and Antonio was quite entranced. So much so, that over the following years she began spending months at a time with her charismatic dad, until at age fifteen she dropped out of Beverly Hills High School and enrolled at the American school in Madrid. Lissa didn’t seem to mind. Lissa had a career to take care of.

Nicci was thrilled, freedom at last! She soon discovered that Antonio was far more exciting to live with than her mom. He acted more like an older brother than a father figure, full of devilish doings. He taught her what he considered to be all the good things in life—such as how to smoke pot, drink martinis without getting too wasted, and how to handle men with the right combination of flattery and disinterest. One of his many exotic girlfriends had given her a crash course in birth control. How cool was that? What more could a young, eager-to-learn teenager ask for?

By the time Nicci was sixteen she was wise way beyond her years, certainly wise enough to realize that her father was incorrigible—a bad boy with a fun-loving disposition and a big heart. He adored his daughter, she was his one link to normality. And Nicci adored him back, even though she knew he was a rogue and somewhat spineless. So what? He was her dad and she loved him.

The only downside to living with Antonio was his mother, Adela, a fierce-faced woman who dressed only in black and screamed at her son whenever the opportunity arose. Antonio didn’t seem to mind, he gave as good as he got, raising his voice back with no concern about anyone listening. Nicci soon realized it was a game between the two of them. A competition. Their deal was who could scream the longest and loudest. Grandma always won. Grandma was a determined woman. She was also the keeper of the family money, and much to Antonio’s annoyance, she doled it out on her terms.

Adela owned the house they inhabited in Madrid, plus a luxurious villa in Marbella, both properties left to her by her late husband, who’d suffered a fatal heart attack when Antonio was only ten. Since that time, Adela had drummed it into her handsome son that he was now the man in the family, and therefore, had to look after her. Then she’d promptly sent him off to a military academy, where he’d had the crap beaten out of him on a regular basis.

When Antonio had finally gotten out, he was ready to party, and in spite of Adela’s objections, party he did, winging his way across Europe and bedding a constant procession of sleek women. Along the way he’d become interested in racing cars. As soon as Adela found out, she’d thrown a fit. To appease her, Antonio made it a hobby instead of a career, a move he’d always regretted.

Now he split his time between his mother’s two residences, carefully planning to be wherever she wasn’t.

Adela was no pushover—she kept tabs on her son. She considered it bad enough that he’d married a cheap, American movie star when he’d ventured out of her range, and she certainly had no intention of allowing that kind of madness to happen again.

Nicci had a strained relationship with her strict grandmother. Adela professed to care for her half-American granddaughter, but at the same time she was forever disapproving of Nicci’s behavior. Nicci soon learned how to deal with her—whenever the criticism and muttering got too much to take, she flew back to L.A. and hardworking Lissa, who was so caught up in her career that she didn’t seem to mind what Nicci did.

And Nicci did plenty, for she had inherited both her mother’s passion for breaking rules and her father’s wild ways. She was into experimenting, seeing how far she could go without actually doing “IT.” In spite of her lessons in birth control, she was nervous about going all the way, that is until back in Europe she met Carlos, Antonio’s distant cousin.

She was seventeen and ready for the big deal. Carlos was twenty-five, self-assured and extremely good looking.

It didn’t take him long to break down her inhibitions, then, shortly after, break her heart. Unfortunately, like his cousin, Carlos was a serial philanderer who could not resist a pretty face. Furious and hurt by his rejection, Nicci had traveled the revenge route, jumping into bed with as many men as possible, while harboring the vain hope that Carlos would become hopelessly jealous and beg her to come back to him.

He didn’t.

With a great deal of prompting from his mother, Antonio eventually got on her case, pointing out that if she wasn’t careful, people would start calling her a slut and a whore.

“And what are you?” she’d yelled at her father—a man who found it impossible to keep it in his pants. “A goddamn virgin?”

“No. I am a man,” he’d replied with a small superior smile. “And men can do anything.”

They’d argued bitterly for most of the night, both of them saying things they would grow to regret.

The next morning Nicci had gotten on a plane to L.A. and had not been back to Europe since.

That had been almost two years ago, and now she was engaged and couldn’t help wondering if she should call Antonio and tell him. “Hi, Daddy,” she’d say sweetly. “I’m no longer a slut and a whore. Will you come to my wedding and give me away?”

Mr. Double Standard. He should’ve called her, and he never had. Oh well, Lissa had always claimed Antonio was a big disappointment, perhaps she was right.

Nevertheless, Nicci still loved him, although she certainly did not respect him, for his casual way with women had colored her view of all men, forcing her to adopt the motto: Use them before they use you. Up until now she’d run her life that way, unlike dear old Mom, who kept falling in love—or lust, depending on how one looked at it.

Nicci admired the professionalism and achievements of her mother. However, she did not feel particularly close to her. How could she when Lissa always seemed to put her career first, love life second, and trailing a poor third, came Nicci, her only child, to whom she’d given birth when she was twenty and on the brink of becoming very famous indeed.

Nicci often considered it a good thing that Lissa had not had more children, she was hardly mother material.

No, Lissa Roman was a true superstar, destined to be worshiped by millions.

•

LISSA ROMAN worked a camera like nobody else. She had all her moves down and enjoyed making love to the lens. Creating dynamic photographs was one of her strengths, and the camera adored her.

Hard work had never bothered Lissa. In fact, hard work was the way her parents—a strict, midwestern couple—had raised her. “Work hard and don’t expect no thanks,” her father, an austere man incapable of giving affection, had drilled into her. So she’d worked her brains out at school, achieving top grades and getting no words of praise from her distant parents. Even when she was voted top of her class, they’d refused to acknowledge that she’d achieved anything. Finally, at sixteen, after a horrible fight with her parents, she’d run away to New York with her high school boyfriend and never gone back. As far as she knew, they’d never come looking, and she didn’t give a damn.

“Do you need anything, honey-child?” Fabio asked, standing on the sidelines sipping green tea from a leopard-print mug.

“Put on the Nelly Furtado CD,” she requested. “Track four—‘Legend.’ I can’t get enough of that song.”

She always made sure to bring a selection of favorite CDs to every session. Today it was Nelly, Sade, and Marc Anthony. She was very into soul and Latin sounds and was currently planning her own CD, which would incorporate plenty of both. She was also working on a book, sitting with a ghost writer whenever she had the time, working to produce a glossy coffee-table book to be titled A Week in the Life of Lissa.

Like Madonna and Cher, she was known by one name.

Apart from the CD and the book, there was also a movie she might do—a remake of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Nothing signed yet; she was waiting for the right script. And in her immediate future was a one-night stand in Vegas at the opening of an incredibly lavish new hotel, the Desert Millennium Princess, which would pay her three million dollars for the pleasure of her company. Quite an achievement. And then there was her daughter’s upcoming wedding, which Nicci had assured her she could deal with herself.

So Lissa was extremely busy, but not too busy to contemplate her fourth divorce. Currently she was married to Gregg Lynch, a singer/songwriter, ten years younger than her. And thank God her lawyer had insisted that he sign an ironclad prenuptial agreement, because lately she’d begun to suspect that Gregg was composing his love songs elsewhere. And not only that, but over the last six months he’d started showering her with mental abuse.

His constant nagging about things she supposedly did wrong was beginning to get her down. There were times he would pick on the smallest detail and yell at her endlessly. Other times he would berate her for not recording his songs—accusing her manager and agent of mounting a vendetta against him. He’d tried to persuade her to fire them both. “Can’t you see that they’re stealing from you?” he’d yell. “And you’re too dumb and stupid to notice.”

He distrusted her business manager. Loathed her lawyer. Hated her yoga teacher. Criticized her friends. In fact, anyone who worked for or befriended her was on his shit list.

She ignored his insults because she knew that deep down he didn’t mean it. And whenever he indulged in one of his temper tantrums, he always apologized later. She also understood why he was so supercritical. He was furious that he’d never made it, and because of that, he was forced to take his frustration and anger out on someone, and since she was the closest person to him, that someone was her.

The big problem was that she was never quite sure who she was going to wake up next to—the good or the bad Gregg. Unfortunately, they now seemed to exist side by side.

She couldn’t stand him when he was in one of his bad moods. Loved him when he was mellow and caring and supportive—qualities that were fast vanishing.

Lissa was prepared to put up with a lot, but she was no Hillary Clinton. She knew from past experience there was no such animal as the perfect man; the one thing she refused to stand for was infidelity. The moment she suspected that might be happening, it was time to move on, and lately she’d been recognizing the signs only too well: all-night meetings, a renewed interest in his personal appearance, taking one shower a day too many, and developing a paranoid attachment to his cell phone.

As soon as Gregg started exhibiting the symptoms, she’d called the Robbins/Scorsinni Private Investigation Agency and requested a forty-eight-hour surveillance. She’d used the agency on other occasions and they’d never failed her.

It was so depressing that it had to come to this again. Why was it that she had yet to marry a man who could keep it in his pants?

Nelly Furtado crooned over the sound system. Lissa licked her already glossy lips while Fabio fussed with her hair.

“Will we be finished soon?” she asked Max, her publicist, who was hovering on the sidelines with a group of people from the magazine.

“Anytime you want,” said Max, a short, cigar-smoking man who wore flamboyant suits and had a different bow tie for every day of the month.

“One more roll,” the photographer begged. He was young, in awe, and excellent at what he did.

Lissa was always open to young and excellent, it kept her career edgy and fresh.

Throwing her head back, she struck a pose, honoring the camera with a true-to-form provocative gaze. Parted lips, half-closed diamond-blue eyes, an expression of sexual yearning.

Lissa Roman gave great sex. It always paid off.

•

KICKBOXING CLASS OVER—a virtual feast of kicking, punching, and sparring—Nicci hurried into the dressing room, took a quick shower and changed into shorts and a stomach-baring T-shirt, all the better to show off her killer abs, glowing tan, and recent navel piercing. Then she stared in the mirror for a moment, which reminded her that she’d certainly inherited Antonio’s looks. Rich, dark brown hair cropped like a gamine, with long bangs falling into her huge brown eyes, which were fringed with impossibly long, silky, midnight-black lashes. Long legs and a lithe, lean body. Her overly full, sexy lips and high cheekbones were the only clue that she was Lissa Roman’s daughter.

Yes, she decided, she was definitely going to call Antonio. He had to come to her wedding. He was her father, after all, and she needed him beside her on the most important day of her life. It wasn’t like she had any other family—Lissa’s parents were forbidden territory, although Nicci had always harbored a secret desire to contact them, see if they were as strict and unloving as Lissa said.

Grabbing her bag, she headed for the car park, where she climbed behind the wheel of her gleaming silver sports BMW, an engagement present from her fiancé, Evan.

Ah . . . Evan, she thought fondly. A goer. A doer. A man with a mission. Thirty years old and already a self-made millionaire thanks to a string of offbeat comedy movies he’d cowritten and coproduced with his brother, Brian.

So intently was Nicci thinking about Evan, that she did not notice the dusty brown van pull away from the curb and fall in behind her car as she left the parking lot and hit Sunset.

Evan and Brian Richter. A younger, hipper version of the Farrelly brothers. Their rise to power had been meteoric—six movies in five years, all of them box-office smashes.

Nicci had met Evan at the dog park on the top of Mulholland. She’d been walking her then-current boyfriend’s Great Dane, and Evan had been trying to control a couple of crazed, large German shepherd puppies that were intent on running riot and attacking as many other dogs as possible. Coolly assessing the situation, she’d gone up to him, grabbed the dog leashes out of his helpless hand, chased down both puppies, and gotten them firmly collared.

“Here,” she’d said brusquely, delivering the two German shepherds back to Evan. “I suggest you hire a trainer.”

“How much?” he’d asked, all spiky brown hair, lanky limbs, and comic-book features.

“How much what?” she’d answered haughtily.

“How much’ll you charge to do it?”

A disdainful look. “You can’t afford me.”

A crooked grin. “Wanna bet?”

What the hell . . . she had no job to speak of, and he seemed vaguely legitimate. “A thousand a week. Cash,” she’d said, challenging him.

No challenge was too big for Evan Richter. “When can you start?” he’d said, admiring her spunky attitude.

And that’s how it all began. A casual meeting, with neither of them knowing anything about the other. He’d only kept the dogs a few weeks, because they were messing up his impeccable house, but by that time Nicci and he were quite inseparable.

That had been five months ago and now they were due to be married in six weeks and she had a wedding to organize with no help from Lissa, whose only suggestion had been to hire a wedding planner.

Nicci sighed. Naturally, she loved Evan. Sort of. Well, he made her laugh, didn’t treat her badly, and gave great head. He could also handle the fact that she had a famous mom—which freaked out most guys.

That should be enough to sustain a long and fruitful marriage . . . shouldn’t it?

Yes. Except there was one tiny, little drawback. Very small. Extremely insignificant.

Nicci loved Evan’s brother too.

And sometimes she wasn’t sure which one of the Richter brothers she loved more.



Chapter Two



LISSA ROMAN had four best friends, three of them female and one male. They called themselves the New Hollywood Wives and tried to get together at least once a month, which wasn’t easy, because they were all exceptionally busy—except James, who played house-husband to his black male lover, music mogul Claude St. Lucia.

“Look at you ladies go,” James was inclined to say, raising his well-groomed eyebrows. “Why not play it like me and do absolutely nothing? It’s so much easier.”

James was tall and English, with fine aristocratic features and dark blond hair, worn a tad too long. He was extremely lazy, but a loyal friend who could be relied upon to listen to all their problems, and among the four women, that meant a lot of problems.

Lissa never felt the need to visit a shrink, she had James to depend on, although she didn’t tell him everything, and she certainly wasn’t about to reveal her suspicions about Gregg.

Today they were meeting at Mr. Chow’s—a longtime popular hangout on Camden Drive.

Lissa got there first, safely delivered by her permanent driver, Chuck, a large, bald, black man who doubled as her bodyguard. She’d learned the hard way that she couldn’t be too careful. She’d had her share of stalkers, freaks, and overzealous fans. Caution was second nature to her now.

Then James walked in, debonair as usual in a casual Armani sports jacket and perfectly pressed jeans. James loved clothes; Claude loved buying them for him.

Taylor Singer arrived next. Taylor was a tall, striking woman in her mid-thirties, with catlike green eyes, long wavy hair, and well-defined features. She was married to Lawrence Singer, mega Oscar-winning writer/director/producer. Taylor was an actress who had plans to direct and star in her own project—a movie she’d been developing and talking about for two years. So far it hadn’t happened, but with steely determination, and a great deal of help from her powerful husband, she was sure it was about to.

She was followed by Stella Rossiter, a short, dynamic blonde who produced movies with her husband, Seth—a man thirty years older than his pretty, smart-mouthed third wife. Together they were a well-respected, powerhouse couple who consistently made hit films.

Stella was pregnant. Well, actually she wasn’t, she was far too busy to put up with the inconvenience of pregnancy. So a mix of her eggs, fertilized with Seth’s sperm, had been implanted in a surrogate mother. Stella was delighted to inform anyone who would listen that they were about to give birth to twins.

Seth’s three grown children from his two former marriages were not thrilled. Nor were his ex-wives.

And finally, in strolled Kyndra, sultry queen of the divas, making her usual late entrance.

Lissa glanced pointedly at her watch. “What is this—black time?” she demanded good-naturedly.

“Oh, honey,” Kyndra answered in her low-down, smoky voice. “You all would still be sittin’ here come midnight if this was black time!”

Everyone laughed, while Kyndra settled into her seat. She was a voluptuous woman, with a huge bosom, long Tina Turner legs, and clouds of thick, dark curls surrounding a strong, sexual face. She’d been married for twenty-four years to Norio Domingo, one of the most successful record producers in the music business. “Come tomorrow, Norio and I are in the recording studio,” Kyndra drawled. “An’ that’s the last you’ll see of us until our party. So get this mama a lychee martini an’ let’s dish!”

It was Lissa’s lunch, so she signaled the waiter, ordered drinks and all kinds of tempting starters—from chopped seaweed to honey spareribs. The food would probably sit there, as everyone—including James—seemed to be on a permanent diet. But it was a good idea to have it on the table just in case anyone was in an eating mood.

“You’re on, James,” Lissa said, turning to her best male friend. “You always know everything first, so let’s hear the latest.”

Not that she was interested, since gossip wasn’t her thing, but she needed something to take her mind off what she was doing later.

“Well . . .” James said, a knowledgeable glint in his slate-gray eyes. “Did anyone hear about Ricky M. and the two French models?”

“Even better,” Stella interrupted. “I went to one of those ‘how-to-give-the-perfect-blow-job’ parties. Talk about bizarre.”

“I went to one of those,” Taylor said enthusiastically. “Rubber cocks straight out of the dishwasher! And some funny little ex-nurse who tried to instruct everyone how to do it. Can you imagine!”

“Pu . . . lease,” James said. “It’s far too early for this kind of crude nonsense.”

“Ladies,” Kyndra intoned, “if you don’t know how to give the perfect b.j. by this time, then I suggest you pack on up and get your skinny white asses back to where you came from!”

And after that it was all systems go.

•

DRIVING FAST, with one hand on the steering wheel, the other clutching her cell phone, Nicci reached Evan on location in Arizona, where he was shooting his latest movie.

“Busy?” she asked briskly.

“Busy missing you,” he replied.

“How come you always know the right thing to say?” she said, pleased to hear he was missing her.

“Practice.”

“I hate the thought of practice,” she said, screeching to a halt at a red light.

“Huh?”

“Practice means there’s been other women. I hate the thought of other women.”

“No other women,” Evan said solemnly. “I was a virgin before you. All I did was jack off.”

“Ugh! I’d sooner there were other women!” she laughed, ignoring the man in the Toyota behind her who was busy giving her the finger on account of her abrupt stop.

“No pleasing you today,” Evan said lightly.

“I’m planning on phoning my dad,” she announced, groping for a cigarette in her purse.

“What? To tell him I jack off?”

“You’re weird,” she said, laughing.

“I am,” he agreed. “But you knew that.”

“Uh . . . how’s Brian?” she asked casually, lighting up.

“An asshole, as usual.”

“So things are normal.”

“You could say that.”

The light changed to green, and she shot away, driving too fast, as always. “E-mail me your undying devotion.”

“I already have.”

“Miss you,” she said. “Call me later.”

“Of course.”

She clicked off, a smile on her face. Evan always made her smile, which is more than she could say for most of the men she’d been involved with. Carlos had possessed no sense of humor at all. Looking back, she had no clue what she’d seen in him—apart from his smooth looks and incredible prowess in bed.

Hmm . . . two qualities that shouldn’t count, but definitely did. Sensational sex was hard to come by.

Evan was good in bed. Obliging and considerate. But no way was he wild.

Nicci had a strong suspicion that Brian was the wild one in the family. She also had a nagging itch to find out.

No! she told herself sternly. Stop thinking that way. It’s Evan you’re marrying. Not Brian, who comes on to every woman who breathes and is certainly not faithful and trustworthy like his brother.

Cutting off a white Mercedes driven by a gray-haired letch, she pulled up in front of Starbucks and hurried inside.

Skipping to the front of the line, she winked at the lanky guy behind the counter—a wanna-be actor with bright red hair and crooked teeth. Since he knew her, she didn’t have to tell him her order. “What’s happenin’, Freddy?” she asked, reaching for a cookie on the glass-topped counter.

“Courteney Cox was in,” he confided.

“Cool.”

“She’s a babe.”

“And taken.”

“I can look, can’t I?” Freddy said hopefully.

“When you make it big, you can do more than look.”

“Encouragement,” Freddy said, grinning. “You spur me on.”

Freddy had no idea who she was, which was good, because Nicci had never traded on being Lissa Roman’s daughter. The less people knew, the better. After all, it wasn’t as if she had any desire to be an actress or a singer. Truth was, she hadn’t decided what she wanted to do. She’d dabbled in a few jobs, just like she’d dabbled in a few drugs. Nicci was an adventurer, anxious to cover every experience.

Recently, Evan had suggested that since she obviously had no intention of going to college, and was currently without a job, she might be interested in working with him.

“What as—a gofer?” she’d asked suspiciously.

“Oh, yeah,” he’d answered sarcastically. “I can see you running errands for people.”

“Then what?”

“Hang out on the set—see what gets your adrenaline going.”

“You get my adrenaline going,” she’d said warmly.

“That’s why I love you.”

“You love me ’cause we have great sex,” she’d joked.

“I love you ’cause you’re the only woman I can ever imagine spending more than five minutes with.”

And this was true, because, unlike his brother, Evan did not have a long, complicated romantic history.

According to Evan, he’d had no serious attachments before her. And that made her feel very special.

I’m getting married, she thought, as she left Starbucks, clutching her coffee. Guess that means no more adventures.

Evan had requested a traditional wedding. She’d sort of entertained the idea of running off to Vegas and getting hitched by some kind of Elvis impersonator, but Evan was having none of it. “A runaway wedding would break my mom’s heart,” he’d said.

He had a mom! How normal. A widowed mom who lived in New York. They’d flown to New York so that she could meet Nicci. Somehow Nicci had imagined a little old lady in Easy Spirit shoes who wore fluffy angora sweaters and kept cats.

No such luck. Lynda Richter had turned out to be a tall, big-boned woman clad in Escada and diamonds—purchased for her by her sons—with teeth the size of baby tombstones and plenty of overbearing attitude.

Nicci felt quite intimidated by her—especially after she got back to L.A. and had to endure a daily phone call checking up on wedding preparations.

“Have you ordered the cake? The band? Double-checked the place settings? Decided on the flowers? Hired the preacher? Booked a photographer? Chosen your dress? Chosen your bridesmaids’ dresses? What are you waiting for, dear? Your wedding is in six weeks.”

Nicci dreaded Lynda’s daily phone call. Usually she let her voice mail pick up, but she soon grew annoyed that she was prevented from answering her own phone.

She’d tried to talk to Evan about it, but, typical male, Evan thought his darling mommy could do no wrong and refused to listen to any form of criticism concerning her.

The saving factor was that Lynda Richter resided in New York. Nicci didn’t think she could have handled it if Lynda had lived around the corner. What a nightmare that would’ve been. Besides, she resented Lynda butting in as if she were a ditzy airhead. She was perfectly capable of planning her own wedding and had everything under control.

Well . . . almost.

She’d booked the venue—a gorgeous bluff situated in Palos Verdes, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The ceremony and reception would take place outside at sunset. Not exactly as traditional as Evan expected, but it would be so romantic. And the woman who ran the place had assured her she could organize whatever Nicci required.

So . . . all she had to do was figure out what she required.

Lynda’s list ran through her head like an unrelenting mantra—dress, cake, band, bridesmaids . . . Bridesmaids! God! How traditional was that.

Evan was having a best man and six groomsmen, so he’d insisted she have bridesmaids. Probably so the groomsmen can get laid, she thought dourly.

The truth was that she was not a girly girl—most of her friends were male. After much thought she’d managed to come up with six suitable candidates. Now all she had to do was get them fitted for dresses. She was well aware that she’d left it horribly late, although her maid of honor, Saffron Domingo, who was also her best friend, had offered to help.

Hmm . . . Saffron was hardly the most reliable person in the world. Like Nicci, Saffron was a free, spirit with not much idea about tradition. The daughter of Kyndra, a diva-style black singer, and Norio Domingo, an eccentric white record producer from Colombia, Saffron was a girl who lived by her own rules. Although she was only nineteen, she had a three-year-old daughter, Lulu, to whom Nicci was godmother. Lulu’s time was divided between living with Saffron in her modest Westwood house and visiting her daddy, famous NBA player, Bronson Livingston, who resided in a huge mansion in a gated community with his second wife and three children—all by different women.

Nicci hated Bronson, in her eyes he was a big, stupid sports star with a giant ego who’d taken advantage of her best friend. And the kicker was he paid minimal child support, and Saffron refused to take him to court to get more.

Nicci hated him because he’d stolen Saffron’s youth, and the sad thing was that she’d never get it back.

•

“I HAVE TO GO,” Lissa said, clicking her fingers for the check. “It’s been memorable, as usual.”

“Honey, when I’m around it’s always memorable,” drawled Kyndra, producing a solid-gold compact and applying an overabundance of purple lip gloss. “Now don’t forget—my anniversary party is coming up soon, and I expect to see you all there.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” everyone chorused.

“I’m not certain Larry will make it,” Taylor said, her green eyes darting around the restaurant to ascertain if there was anyone important she should say hello to. “He’s in discussion on a big project with James Woods, Harrison Ford, and Nick Angel. You know Larry when he immerses himself.”

“I’d love to do a movie with Larry,” Lissa said wistfully, reaching for her purse.

“I believe there is a strong female role,” Taylor said thoughtfully. “Once they’re set, they’ll be starting auditions.”

“Oh sure,” Stella said, laughing derisively. “Like Lissa would audition.”

“For Larry, I might,” Lissa said, handing the waiter her credit card. “After all, he and Spielberg are the two finest directors around.”

“I prefer them more cutting edge myself,” Stella remarked. “Such as Guy Ritchie or Sam Mendes.”

“American Beauty, an American classic,” James sighed reverently. “Claude and I saw it four times.”

“Really?” Taylor said with a bitchy edge. “And which one of you had the hots for Kevin Spacey?”

“Pu-lease,” James drawled. “He’s hardly my type.”

“Everyone’s your type,” Kyndra joked.

James shot her an “I-do-not-appreciate-jokes-at-my-expense” look.

“Personally, I preferred Snatch,” Lissa said. “Guy Ritchie has amazing style.”

“We’re using an excellent director on our new project,” Stella said, picking a lychee from a dish set in the middle of the table. “A young English guy who’s shot several award-winning television commercials.”

“Lots of luck, dear,” James interjected. “TV directors are notorious for going way over budget—especially the English. Claude says they’re not worth the hype.”

“Nobody’s going over budget with Seth and me on his case,” Stella boasted. “We know how to kick major ass.”

“Such a lady,” James murmured.

“Just like you, dear,” Stella retaliated.

Laughter all around.

The waiter returned with Lissa’s credit card. She signed the check and got up to leave.

“Where’re you rushing off to anyway?” Kyndra asked.

Lissa decided there was no reason to tell them that she had a meeting with a private investigator, it was embarrassing enough that divorce number four might be lurking on the horizon, why tip it before it happened?

Not that any of them particularly liked Gregg. Even before she’d married him her friends had warned her. Kyndra had accused him of being a user; Taylor commented he hit on other women when he wasn’t with her; and Stella observed that he seemed to be extremely needy. How right they all were.

Nobody had mentioned that apart from being a user, a flirt, and needy, he was also stone-cold broke and had been going through her money at the speed of sound. He’d lost over a million dollars on the stock market, and that was just the beginning.

No more, because she was sure that the private investigator she’d hired would come up with plenty of incriminating evidence.

Call it woman’s intuition, but she knew that marriage number four was definitely over.

•

SHORTLY AFTER Lissa left the restaurant, Taylor announced she had a meeting with her writer and had to rush.

“Jesus!” Stella exclaimed. “How long have you been working on this script of yours now?”

“Too long,” Taylor said with a grimace. “And I’m still stuck in development hell.”

“Surely Larry can help?” James asked.

Yes, Taylor thought grimly. He can and he will.

When she’d first gotten involved with the project, she hadn’t imagined that she’d require her husband’s assistance. She’d been determined to prove to Hollywood that there was more than one talent in the family, that she was quite capable of getting a movie off the ground by herself.

The truth was that—dammit—she couldn’t. Hollywood was basically a boys’ town, and even though she was married to one of the boys, when she was out there operating on her own, it didn’t make any difference.

This was infuriating, because more than anything, Taylor craved recognition and her own identity. Hollywood knew her as Mrs. Lawrence Singer, the wife of an extraordinarily multitalented man who had three Oscars on his mantel and numerous other awards. He was a man who was well respected and well liked. And just because she was his wife (second), so was she.

Larry was, at fifty, only a mere sixteen years older than she—hardly an age gap in Hollywood circles, where the norm was at least twenty years.

Successful men usually dumped their first wives within several years of making it big. Then they married the second, much younger wife and started another family—claiming that they would now be able to spend quality time with their new offspring, conveniently forgetting how much this self-serving statement pissed off the children of marriage number one.

Stella’s husband, Seth, was a classic example.

Taylor had decided that children were not on her agenda for now. First, a kick-ass career, then maybe a kid or two. It wasn’t as if Larry was desperate—the one time they’d discussed it, he’d told her he didn’t care either way. He had a teenage daughter from his first marriage, and fortunately the girl resided in Hawaii with her mother, so Taylor hardly ever saw her.

She and Larry had been married for five years. They’d lived together for eighteen months before he’d gotten his divorce—a divorce that had cost him millions. But he hadn’t seemed to mind.

Taylor had minded. Especially when his lawyers stepped in and suggested that she sign a prenuptial.

She’d moved out of his house in a rage, had not spoken to him for days.

Her behavior paid off. He’d begged her forgiveness and the prenup was never mentioned again.

They’d met on one of his movies. She’d had a small role, and he was king of the set. She’d gone after him from day one. Married or not, Larry Singer was destined to be her ticket to ride on all the roundabouts.

Tracking him was easy—especially for an experienced player like Taylor, who’d been knocking around Hollywood for several years, snagging small roles in theatrical movies and starring in a couple of failed sitcoms.

Taylor was an ex-cheerleader who’d come to Hollywood after winning a beauty pageant. Once there, she’d managed to fuck her way to the middle.

Larry was an extraordinarily talented, rather plain man who’d never explored his sexual potential.

Taylor had helped him make the trip.

Now it was his turn to help her.

She had a script that was almost right—and so it should be, she’d been working on it for long enough, hiring and firing a succession of writers. When the script was exactly the way she wanted it, she planned on directing and playing the lead, the role of a strong woman. So far three studios had passed, and finally she’d been forced to ask Larry to come to her aid. With his kind of clout, they both knew he could get anything done.

Pending script approval, he’d set a deal for her at Orpheus Studios. God knows what he’d promised them to make the deal. She didn’t know and she didn’t care. It was her turn to shine. Her turn to get the recognition. She’d given up her acting career for Larry, and now it was time to get it back on track.

She stood outside the restaurant, waiting for the valet to bring her car, a metallic-blue Jaguar that Larry had gifted her with on her last birthday.

In her mind she was just as talented as her famous husband, and it was about time the world realized it.



Chapter Three



WE GOTTA PLAN your bachelor party,” Brian Richter remarked as he finished rolling a joint. “Or rather I do. All you gotta do is gimme a night, and leave everything else to me.”

“No party,” Evan Richter answered stubbornly. They were sitting around a long table covered with scribbled-on script pages in a hotel room in Arizona, where they were on location for their current movie, Space Blonde.

“Why not?” Brian said, lighting up the joint.

“I’ve been a bachelor forever,” Evan said, annoyed that he had to explain. “Did enough partying to last a lifetime, so what’ve I got to prove?”

“You gotta be shittin’ me?” Brian said with a disgusted look. “Bachelor parties are the only sane reason for getting married. If you’re gonna lock yourself up in pussy prison, you may as well fuck your balls off before your old lady cuts ’em off.”

“You’re sick,” Evan muttered.

“No. I’m normal,” Brian retorted, dragging deeply on his joint. “You’re the fucked-up member of the family.”

“It’s a tragedy we weren’t separated at birth,” Evan muttered, wishing it were so.

“That would’ve suited me just fine,” Brian retorted. “And I’m sure Mom wouldn’t’ve minded.”

The Richter brothers. Fraternal twins. Totally unlike physically. Evan, quirky and nice looking, but no hunk with his spiky brown hair and lanky frame. Whereas Brian was all piercing blue eyes, shaggy beach-blond hair, and a hard body. In spite of Brian’s bad-boy habits—which included gambling, drinking too much, drugging a lot, and indiscriminately sleeping with a variety of nubile females—he was in excellent shape.

The Richter brothers. Hot properties in Hollywood. Hot and unpredictable. Some thought Evan was the one with all the talent because he appeared to be more serious than Brian. But Brian was the one with the best ideas. And Brian was the one who came up with the main story line and wrote most of the scripts. It was Evan who kept it all together, handled the financial aspects, could unfailingly close any deal, and made sure their movies came in on time and usually under budget.

The Richter brothers were always arguing; it amazed everyone who came in contact with them how they were able to maintain such a successful working relationship. Bicker, bicker, bicker. Day and night they went at it.

Often they threatened to dissolve their partnership and go their separate ways. But usually sanity soon prevailed, because why mess with something that was making them both more money than they could ever have imagined?

“How is dear little Nicci?” Brian asked sarcastically. “Still calling you six times a day?”

“We alternate,” Evan muttered, wondering why he was even bothering to explain.

“Bullshit,” Brian said disbelievingly.

“How come you’re always on her case?” Evan responded, frowning.

“ ’Cause she’s nothing but a needy kid.”

Evan glared at his brother. “Like you date adults,” he said.

“I date ’em, don’t marry ’em,” Brian pointed out. “Marriage is for old people who can’t get it up.”

Fortunately, Teena, their script assistant, rushed into the room, speaking into a cell phone. Short and in her thirties, she was an eccentric-looking woman with hair like straw, decorated with various colored clips and slides—plus a bold blue streak. Her round face was made to seem more so by the addition of huge wire-rimmed glasses, and she had a prominent snub nose.

“What’s up?” Evan said, happy for the interruption, because he was not about to get into a discussion about why he was marrying Nicci with his sex-crazed brother. It was none of his business.

“Everything,” Teena said, clicking off the phone and rolling her purple-shadowed eyes. “Abbey doesn’t care for her new lines. Harry is under the impression that his trailer is smaller than hers. And Chris can’t handle it. He’s apparently gone into a funk. We’d better get over to the location, pronto.”

Abbey Christian—a leggy, twenty-two-year-old natural blonde, with a smile that could light up Christmas. Star of their latest movie. Major player. Major cokehead.

Harry Bello—big-deal comedy actor supreme. Rubber faced and coming up to fifty. Paranoid about getting older and quite certain that Abbey was receiving better treatment than he was.

Chris Fortune. Boy-wonder director. The same age as Abbey and somewhat intimidated by his two stars—even though he’d directed the big sleeper hit of the previous summer.

“Freakin’ actors,” Brian grumbled, exhaling smoke. “We should be making animated movies.”

“You finally came up with a decent idea,” Evan said. “No more over-the-top salaries.”

“Please, guys, let’s move it,” Teena urged, almost jumping up and down with agitation. “Abbey won’t come out of her trailer. Harry’s sulking. And Chris is heading for a panic attack. We must get over there.”

“Let’s go,” Brian said, carefully preserving his joint in a Kleenex for later. “Nothing like a view of Abbey’s tits to wake me up in the morning.”

“Remember,” Evan said ominously. “No fucking our star until the movie wraps.”

“Hey,” Brian said innocently. “I can look, can’t I?”

•

LISSA ROMAN went to great lengths to keep her private life private. Which was not easy considering she lived under constant media scrutiny. Danny, her assistant, was a big help. Earlier that day she’d instructed him to hire a car, leave it in the parking lot at Saks, and give her the ticket. He’d done so, no questions asked.

After lunch, she’d had Chuck drop her off at Barneys, instructed him to come back in two hours, walked across to Saks, got into the rented car, and driven out to the valley. There was no way she planned to alert Gregg to what was going on, or anyone else for that matter. This was her business, and when Lissa wanted to keep something private, she knew how to do it.

Anyway, she was quite capable of driving to the valley on her own. She didn’t need security, just a pair of dark glasses and a baseball cap to hide her telltale platinum hair. Besides, it was an adventure to be doing something on her own for a change.

She put on talk radio and listened to the various callins, which was always a trip, until finally she arrived at the Robbins/Scorsinni offices on Ventura, where she was greeted by a plump, middle-aged Asian assistant in a flowered pantsuit. The offices were old and kind of run-down, but Lissa felt quite comfortable. She wasn’t looking for one of those hotshot Hollywood P.I. agencies that knew everyone’s business. This low-key place suited her fine.

Quincy Robbins, who ran the private investigation/ security agency with his partner, Michael Scorsinni, was a pleasant, reliable man, whom Lissa had used on several other occasions for various matters. He and his partner were ex-New York detectives, and that made her feel secure. When she’d moved into her house several years ago, she’d hired Quincy to be her chief security advisor. She’d never met his partner, but she knew that his reputation was stellar.

“Take a seat, please,” the Asian woman said with a gummy smile, revealing a row of uneven teeth. “I am Mai Lee. Michael will be with you soon.”

“I’m not here to see Michael,” Lissa said, anxious to get this over with. “Quincy is expecting me.”

“Nobody contacted you?” Mai Lee said, sounding surprised.

“Not that I know of.”

“Oh dear,” Mai Lee said, now highly embarrassed. “I think I was supposed to call you.”

“About what?” Lissa said, fast losing her patience.

“Quincy’s laid up at home,” Mai Lee said, fluttering her hands. “He broke his leg.”

“You’ve got to be kidding?”

“I’m afraid it’s true.”

“When did this happen?”

“A few days ago. But not to worry, Michael took over your case. You’ll be happy with Michael, he is most capable.”

Lissa stood up. “I always deal with Quincy,” she said tightly. “This could’ve waited if I’d known he wasn’t available.”

“My fault,” Mai Lee said, now taking full responsibility. “I was supposed to explain. You see, Quincy didn’t seem to think you would want to wait.”

Lissa wondered how much Mai Lee knew. This was so embarrassing, she could see the headlines now—LISSA ROMAN CATCHES ANOTHER CHEATING HUSBAND.

“Oh, God!” she sighed, realizing there was nothing she could do at this late stage. “I suppose I’ll have to see Michael. Where is he?”

“Sorry,” Mai Lee said apologetically. “He’s out of the office right now.”

This was ridiculous, she’d driven all the way out to the valley, and now she was getting a runaround. “Are you telling me that you expect me to sit here and wait?” she said sharply. It wasn’t often she played the star, but one perk of star treatment was never having to wait.

“He’ll be back soon,” Mai Lee volunteered. “Very soon.”

“Unbelievable!” Lissa muttered irritably. “I drove over here especially.”

“There’s plenty of magazines,” Mai Lee offered soothingly. “Why don’t you sit down and relax?”

Why don’t you shove it up your ass, Lissa wanted to say, but she didn’t. That would have been mean and petty, and one thing she was always careful about was preserving a good public image.

I’m nervous, she thought. I’m nervous because even though I know for sure that Gregg’s screwing around, it’s still difficult to deal with. At least Quincy—big, black, comfortable Quincy—would have held her hand and said, “Listen, this is something you’re not gonna want to hear, but these are the facts.”

Now she had to hear it from a stranger.

Well, not exactly a stranger, Quincy had often mentioned his partner’s name. “My friend Michael,” he’d always say. “You should’ve seen us when we were detectives together in New York. Michael got shot, nearly bought it. You’ll like him. He’s one of the good guys.”

And yet over the years she’d never met him.

She sat down, picked up a magazine, and flipped the pages impatiently, until suddenly the door was pushed open and a tall man strode in.

“Michael,” Mai Lee said, jumping up. “Ms. Roman is here.”

He walked right over to her. “Sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said. “Quincy insisted I shouldn’t make you wait, but it was unavoidable. I’m really sorry,” he added, giving her a long, sincere stare.

He had the blackest eyes she’d ever seen, thick jet hair, and dark olive skin with a two-day stubble. He was handsome, with a dangerous edge—an irresistible combination.

So this is Michael Scorsinni, she thought. Quincy never told me he looks like a movie star—only better.

“Uh . . . hi,” she said, and wondered if this might turn out to be easier than she’d thought.



Chapter Four



HOW’S EVERYTHING?” Eric Vernon said, sliding onto a bar stool next to Arliss Shepherd.

Arliss bobbed his head several times. Eric Vernon made him fidgety, he couldn’t figure out what the man was after. No one kept on buying drinks unless they were after something.

“Another beer?” Eric offered.

Arliss bobbed his head again. Rule one: Never turn down a free drink—even though he still had a half-full bottle clutched in his hand.

“Pattie,” Eric said, snapping his fingers to attract the attention of a half-clad woman with a lopsided boob job, who toiled behind the scuffed wooden bar. “Another bottle for my friend.” He patted Arliss on the shoulder. “Been thinking about you,” he said.

“You have?” Arliss replied, stifling a fast-rising burp.

“I was remembering that conversation we had the other night.”

Arliss scratched his head. If the conversation wasn’t about tits and ass, he did not retain it.

“Yes,” Eric continued, thinking that Arliss Shepherd smelled like a Mexican meal left out in the sun for a week. Putrid. But since he wasn’t about to hire him for his good hygiene, who cared if he stunk? “I was thinking ’bout how you said you hated your job.”

“I do,” Arliss agreed, nodding furiously. “I certainly do.”

And who wouldn’t? He was the caretaker of a big old building filled with nothing but rats and roaches and memories of the time it was a flourishing dress company. Why the owners needed a caretaker in a place they’d been threatening to pull down for years was beyond him. In the meantime, it was his job to keep the transients out and the place protected.

Protected from what? Who knew? Who cared?

He’d fashioned himself a makeshift apartment in the basement, and he didn’t have to answer to anyone—except the snotty-nosed son of the owner, who put in an occasional appearance.

Still, what kind of an existence was it to be shut up in a deserted building all day and most of the night? Arliss wished for something better, although deep down he knew there wasn’t anything better. He had no qualifications, he could barely read, he was fortunate to have any kind of job at all. However, that certainly didn’t stop him from complaining, which, after several beers too many, he’d obviously been doing to this Eric Vernon character.

Pattie slid a cold bottle of Heineken in front of him while shooting Eric a flirtatious sideways glance. This infuriated Arliss, because he’d been trying to get her to pay attention to him for months.

“She’ll give ya crabs,” he muttered to Eric as Pattie sashayed off.

Eric got it immediately. “Not interested,” he said abruptly.

Why not? Arliss thought. You one of them faggot freaks?

Prudently, he kept his thoughts to himself. If Eric Vernon was a fag it was none of his business as long as the man kept on buying. He lifted the cold bottle of beer to his lips. “You married?” he asked.

“No,” Eric replied. “Are you?” He asked the question even though he already knew the answer. He knew everything about Arliss Shepherd that needed knowing.

Arliss shook his greasy head. “I’m stupid, not soft,” he said scornfully. “Wimmen give a man nothin’ but trouble.”

“Right,” Eric agreed, his small, sharp eyes checking out the bar.

“ ’Course, they’re all right for some things,” Arliss added with a lewd wink.

Eric had endured enough small talk, weeks of it in fact. What he needed now was action. Leaning closer to Arliss, almost recoiling from the stink, he said, “How would you like to make some real money?”

Arliss’ narrow face brightened. Real money. Who wouldn’t want to make a score? If he had real money he could buy himself a better life. “How’d I do that?” he asked, trying not to sound too eager.

“By cooperating on something and keeping your mouth shut.”

“Somethin’ legal?” Arliss said suspiciously.

“If it means big bucks, do you care?” Eric shot back. He knew Arliss had done time for petty burglary, so he would not be averse to criminal activities.

“How big are the bucks?” Arliss ventured.

“Enough to keep everyone happy,” Eric said, tapping his fingers on the bar. “I need to put together a team I can trust.”

“What kinda team?”

“I’ve been watching you and your friends. You all seem pretty tight.”

Arliss did not take kindly to the thought that Eric had been spying on them. Davey and Joe, and especially Big Mark, would not like it either. Big Mark could crush this guy’s ass if Arliss gave him the word. Mark was the strong one in the group. He worked as a bouncer at a club on the Strip, and according to Mark, not a night passed unless he split some asshole’s lip or broke a nose or two.

“We’re tight all right,” Arliss said stiffly. “Tight enough not to need any intruders.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Eric said quickly. “I’m looking for a few guys who can handle themselves in any situation and make big money doing it.”

“Doin’ what?” Arliss asked, blinking rapidly.

“It doesn’t matter,” Eric said, backing off. “I sense you’re not interested.”

“Didn’t say that,” Arliss growled. “If it means big bucks—I could be ready t’do anythin’.”

“Anything, huh?” Eric said, giving him an appraising look.

“Short of murder,” Arliss added with a nervous cackle.

“And even murder has a price, doesn’t it?” Eric said mildly.

Arliss nodded, he couldn’t help himself.

It was then that Eric knew he had found the right man.

•

IT NEVER OCCURRED to Eric that he could fail at the scam he was shortly to put into motion. Failure was not a word in his vocabulary. Failure was his past, and he was never revisiting his miserable past.

Two months previously he’d been sent to a big movie star’s Bel Air mansion to do some work on her computers—upgrading, Mr. Hailey, his boss, had informed him. Usually Mr. Hailey took care of all the famous clients, but recently Mr. Hailey had been undergoing a punishing course of chemo treatments and was losing his hair, so he’d started sending Eric out on the more high-profile jobs.

Mr. Hailey trusted Eric, who was quiet, always on time, and did his job well. And then, of course, there were Eric’s forged references attesting to his diligence and honesty. Those references had landed him the job.

How easy it was to clean the plate and start afresh. How simple it was to fool people.

So one fine morning Eric had set off to the movie star’s Bel Air mansion, pressed the buzzer at the bottom of a long, winding driveway, and when the gates opened, had driven up to the house.

He was greeted by her assistant, a gregarious gay man with a halo of curly auburn hair and matching beard. He introduced himself as Danny and led Eric into the office.

“This is her home office,” Danny said. “Her production offices are at Universal. I work here.” A conspiratorial wink. “Lucky me!”

Eric had no idea who the celebrity was. He didn’t watch TV or go to the movies, and he certainly didn’t buy CDs or attend concerts. The walls of her office—covered in framed posters and photographs—soon clued him in. He recognized her as that slutty blonde who wore revealing outfits and sang controversial sexy songs. He recognized her because the con in the cell next to him had her picture pinned to his wall and had christened her “Queen of the Wankers.” Lissa Roman, that was her name.

So here Eric was in the office of the Queen of the Wankers, and he didn’t give a damn because he didn’t like women, and he liked famous, rich ones even less.

“Madam is not around today,” Danny announced.

As if Eric cared. The last thing he needed was to check out some overblown movie-star tramp.

“The princess is working on her new video,” Danny volunteered. “It’ll be amazing, as usual.”

“Mmm . . .” Eric said, heading toward the two computers. “What needs doing here?”

“Sometimes Miz Roman enjoys dropping in to chat rooms,” Danny confided. “Naturally she uses an alias, but she likes to visit, and right now she’s not getting connected quickly enough, so I was told you could do something.”

“The phone company has to install a DSL line,” Eric said gruffly. “Then I can fix it so that everything happens faster. After the phone company’s done their work, I’ll come back.”

“I don’t understand this chat-room obsession some people have,” Danny said, pursing his lips. “Me—I’m bored by them. All those fifty-year-old men pretending to be twelve-year-old boys.” A sly giggle and a provocative glance. “Naughty, naughty!”

Faggot, Eric thought. I don’t want to hear about what you do in your spare time.

“Ms. Roman’s husband wishes to update some of their equipment,” Danny continued. “He was thinking of a new photo scanner, and perhaps the latest flat-screen computer. We’d like suggestions and price quotes.”

Eric nodded, checking out the equipment.

A week later he returned with several new items.

This time Danny greeted him like a long-lost friend. “So good to see you again,” Danny gushed. “Has life been treating you well?”

Eric barely nodded and immediately went to work installing the new equipment, tuning out on Danny’s annoying chatter.

Why should some people have everything and he nothing? Oh, yes, he had a job, a van, and a one-room apartment, rented, but that was about it. Why couldn’t he enjoy the luxuries that all these rich people seemed to possess? Why couldn’t he be living in a mansion with a swimming pool and several cars in the driveway?

Exactly what had this Lissa Roman bitch done to deserve such recognition anyway? Sung some slutty songs and exhibited her body in a few commercial movies. Any little tramp could do that.

And then Lissa Roman herself put in an appearance. The woman had porcelain skin, white-blond hair, ruby-red lips, and a welcoming smile that revealed small, sharp teeth. “I’m so glad you’re doing this,” she said in a low throaty voice. “Would you like a copy of my latest CD—maybe for your wife or someone?”

“What?” he said, frowning.

She looked a little taken aback that he hadn’t jumped.

At that moment it occurred to him that Lissa Roman thought everyone loved her. Well, she was wrong. She was standing in a room with someone who couldn’t give a rat’s ass.

Danny obligingly handed her one of her CDs and a pen. She turned to Eric with a bright smile. “To whom shall I sign it?” she asked.

“Eric,” he muttered, watching her carefully.

She signed the CD with a flourish and handed it to him. She’d written, To Eric—with love, Lissa Roman.

“Want me to explain how this new scanner works?” he asked, shoving the CD in his back pocket to be thrown away later.

“No,” she said, shaking her platinum head. “Danny will fill me in. Nice meeting you, Eric.” And she left the room, leaving behind a trail of exotic perfume.

“Isn’t she a treat?” Danny enthused when she’d gone.

Eric grunted. He didn’t find her a treat at all.

“She’s so nice to everyone,” Danny said reverently. “Such a lady.”

Lady, my ass, Eric thought as he continued working. And then he noticed the two trade papers casually laid out on Danny’s desk. Variety and The Hollywood Reporter. They both sported stories on the front page about Lissa Roman. Danny had outlined the pieces in thick red pen, ready to put in her scrapbook.

As he worked, Eric managed to read the headlines.

LISSA ROMAN INKS THREE-MILLION-DOLLAR DEAL FOR ONE NIGHT’S WORK AT DESERT MILLENNIUM PRINCESS HOTEL.

Three million dollars. Eric was in shock. That amount of money could buy him everything he’d always craved. And this blond bitch was making it in one night.

He managed to scan the other headline, which was much the same. She was opening a new hotel in Vegas, for which they were paying her three million big ones. Jesus!

Then it came to him in a flash. What if he kidnapped her and held her for ransom? Would her record company pay? Would her movie bosses cough up? Or would the cops come down so hard that they’d find her before he could collect the ransom?

Back at the office he looked her up on the Internet. There were over eight hundred sites devoted to her.

He clicked on to several of the main ones and found out more than he ever wanted to know.

She was very, very famous. Too famous.

She’d made seven movies. Released ten bestselling CDs. Appeared on over a thousand magazine covers. Been married four times.

How did he go about kidnapping someone with such a high profile? This obviously needed meticulous planning.

Over the next few weeks he spent all his spare time following her, soon discovering she was an extremely well protected woman who never went anywhere by herself. She was always accompanied by a publicist, a driver, sometimes guards, and often her husband—a muscle-bound man who appeared never to work.

Eric realized that kidnapping Lissa Roman was not going to be an easy task.

He decided that befriending Danny—her loyal assistant—might be a good plan. So he called him up, reminded Danny who he was, and suggested they meet for a drink.

Danny agreed, and they met at a gay bar on Santa Monica Boulevard.

“My boyfriend would be livid if he suspected I was stepping out on him,” Danny said archly. “However, he’s away in Seattle for the weekend, so no harm.”

Eric knew exactly how to deal with fags, after all, he’d been incarcerated with a whole bunch of them for six long, miserable years. He proceeded to get Danny good and drunk, then questioned him, finding out everything he wanted to know.

By the end of the evening he had his answer.

Lissa Roman had a daughter, Nicci, who did not live with her. Nicci was the one he should be targeting. Nicci was the perfect victim.

And from that moment on, Nicci had become his obsession.



Chapter Five



CAN YOU MEET ME for lunch?” Nicci said on her cell phone, still driving.

“I’m not eating,” Saffron replied.

“Why?”

“ ’Cause I’m fat.”

“You’re a size four,” Nicci pointed out.

“I’m zeroing in on a size two.”

“Get a life, girl.”

“Have you seen Calista Flockhart and Lara Flynn Boyle? That’s my goal.”

“Oh, to be white and skinny,” Nicci said scathingly, glancing at a passing stud on a Harley, while almost rear-ending an uptight face-lift in a cream Bentley. “Anyway, you have to meet me for lunch, it’s urgent.”

“Does it concern a prenup?”

“What prenup?”

“The one he’s gonna make you sign.”

“Evan will not make me sign anything,” Nicci said haughtily. “I think you’re forgetting we’re in love.”

“Ha!” Saffron exclaimed rudely. “So were Sly Stallone and Michael Douglas at one time, an’ look what happened to them. Man, did they get a blast of the first-wife blues!” A beat. “Evan’s lawyer will never let him marry you without a prenup. So get ready.”

Nicci realized there was no use arguing with Saffron when she was on a roll. “Meet me at Fred Segal in half an hour,” she said. “And try not to be late.”

“Only if you promise you’ll let no food pass my lips.”

“Deal.”

“See ya.”

Nicci had decided to hand over responsibility for the bridesmaids’ dresses to Saffron. She could handle it, she had nothing else to do.

It did not occur to Nicci that she had nothing else to do either; that wasn’t the point.
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