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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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    For my Brother, Bill Collins,


     Who has always been there for me


  

    Introduction


    I feel as if I’ve stepped off a wild fairground ride, one that may or may not meet accepted safety standards. My legs are wobbly, my mascara is smeared all over my cheeks, and I can’t understand why there isn’t a stretch limo waiting.


    I’ve been Jackie-ed.


    Rock Star is not, thank heavens, a slice of life. I don’t want a novel peopled with my own friends, I want characters who sound like mash-ups of designer brands. I want Marcus Citroen, and Kris (with a K) Phoenix. I want my baddies bad – like, really bad – and I want my good guys beautiful but flawed, preferably in leather trousers. Jackie gives me all of this and more. She gives me sex, she gives me money, she gives me fame. All without leaving my sofa.


    You’re not interested in my critique of Rock Star. Jackie Collins stands apart from literary criticism, just as the Queen stands apart from society. The Queen isn't just at the top of the social tree, she's off to one side, in a unique position. Similarly, Jackie Collins can't be compared to writers high or low. She is apart. She is herself, before all else.


    Is this why Jackie is so loved? Because of her ballsy, brazen disregard for the opinion of anybody other than her readers? And what readers. We’re more of a cult. Drawn from all sectors of society – basically anybody who loves a good yarn – the most hard-core members of this happy, glitter-drenched tribe are women. Middle-aged women, whose first ‘Oh God this is so me’ moment with a book came courtesy of Jackie. (Or Jilly Cooper – perhaps there's something about those initials . . .)


    A younger platoon is snapping at our heels, reading all about Kris and Rafaella and Bobby (poor Bobby!) for the first time. These books don't date, despite their specific descriptions of sequinned outfits and their quaint drug references. Shoulder pads are back, and Jackie never truly went away. That back-combed mane, that frank stare, the delicious irony in the glossy almost smile; these are always in fashion.


    If you force me to choose, a la Sophie’s Choice, then I must admit that Rock Star is my favourite Jackie Collins novel. Today. Tomorrow, I reserve the right to re-fall in love with Chances, or The World is Full of Married Men, but for now, I’m all about Kris and Bobby and Rafaella.


    Jackie doesn’t keep us waiting. Open this book, and you leap straight into bed with Kris. Unusually, he decides not to wake his (blonde, of course) girlfriend, but we discover that he’s spent the last few days with another woman, one who didn’t let his ‘motor idle’. From then on, we’re caught up in high-octane froth. We go to Paris. We visit the South of France. We meet a man whose parents named him Rocket. We sell out Madison Square Garden. And we end up in a bona fide ‘hostage situation’. Talk about value for money.


    Kris and Bobby and Rafaella want to be stars. No, they want to be mega-stars. It’s not easy, this stardom lark. I watch them work twice as hard as everybody else. I share their disappointments. I shout ‘No! Don’t do it!’ as they make Faustian deals with shady men who would sell their soul for a Cornetto. And throughout it all, I wonder why on earth they want to be famous. Have they never read a Jackie Collins novel? These books are cautionary tales masquerading as frolics. She’s frank about the underside of celebrity. Those limos stink of desperation, and the blue, blue swimming pools are filled with tears.


    There is also genuine emotion here. No book can be deemed a real success if you don’t care about the characters. Rock Star’s characters are absurd, and they make terrible decisions, and they really should try to go more than twenty-four hours without indulging in sex with the Wrong Person for the Wrong Reason, but we don’t give up on them. We’re rooting for them. We want redemption. We want true love. With sequins. In leather.


    For all of Rock Star’s excesses, the details feel authentic. Jackie knows her stuff. Unlike some authors, who live in the Cotswolds yet write about inner city crime, Jackie sprang straight from her own pages. She lived in one of those mansions; she owned teeny tiny dogs; she produced movies based on her own books. Jackie lived the Hollywood dream, but, ever a wry Brit, she looked sideways at it, and then shared all the dirt with her readers.


    Not just the dirt. Generous Jackie lets us share the glamour. While you're reading Rock Star (and if it takes more than forty-eight hours, you're doing it wrong) you'll be a temporary member of Jackie's club. You'll order Cristal instead of builders’ tea, and you'll commute in scarlet stilettos instead of seen-better-days trainers. And it'll be fun. It's always fun.


    Jackie, we miss you.


    Juliet Ashton




    

       

    


    Los Angeles


    Saturday, July 11, 1987


    It was a perfect, cloudless Los Angeles day. The Santa Ana winds had driven off the smog, and Saturday, the eleventh of July, dawned crisp and clean, settling into a seductively lazy heat.


    Kris Phoenix awoke early. Unusual for him, but he had flown in from London the previous afternoon and gone straight to bed. Fourteen hours later he surfaced in his oversized California King bed, in his oversized palatial Bel Air mansion, and rolled over to find that his Los Angeles girlfriend, Cybil Wilde, had joined him sometime during the night. Fortunately for her, she had not tried to wake him. Sex was great, but woe betide anyone who came between Kris and his jet-lag.


    Cybil slept on, her nineteen-year-old body smooth and naked. Long, honey-blonde hair fanning out around her wholesomely pretty face.


    Cybil Wilde was a highly paid, extremely visible commercial model. Not quite Christie Brinkley, but on her way. Recently she had appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated in a revealing one-piece swimsuit. Now the offers were pouring in, but Cybil never accepted anything without deferring to Kris’s superior judgement. And he preferred having her at home – whether he was there or not.


    He debated waking her – after all, it was several weeks since they’d seen each other. Then he remembered the concert tonight; and decided he could wait. Astrid, his London live-in, had not exactly let his motor idle. In fact, Astrid was a maniac in the sack, she never left him alone.


    Astrid, the clothes designer. They’d met four years ago in Paris, when his manager hired her to design some leather pants for him, and she’d ended up feeling a lot more than the material. At twenty-eight, Astrid was nine years older than Cybil, but she had the requisite long blonde hair and knockout body, plus she was Danish, and everyone knew about Scandinavian women.


    He liked his women blonde and long-legged, with big bosoms and an amiable disposition. What more could any man ask?


    Silently Kris stepped from bed, making his way into his black-mirrored bathroom. Fortunately he’d managed to stay sober on the flight from London. It was amazing the difference it made – he actually felt like a human being. And on close inspection in the mirror above his marble sink, he actually looked like one.


    Kris Phoenix was thirty-eight years old. He had intense, ice-blue eyes, longish, dirty-blond hair subtly streaked by the sun (and if the sun wasn’t around, an English hairdresser called Spud took care of it), and rakish good looks. Neither tall nor short, he hit a comfortable five feet ten inches – and since taking up weight training he was all dynamic body power and rippling muscles. Hardly Arnold Schwarzenegger – more Bruce Springsteen fused with Mick Jagger.


    Kris Phoenix was a rock star. A very famous rock star indeed.


    In fact, some said, Kris Phoenix was a rock legend.


    All that talk never bothered him. As far as he was concerned he made music, sang songs and played a mean guitar. So did a lot of other guys. Kris reckoned he had a hold on reality. Just because he divided his life between two fantastic mansions, made millions of dollars a year, owned seven cars, and kept two beautiful live-in females, it didn’t make him any different inside. He would always – deep down – be plain Chris Pierce from Maida Vale, London. There was no getting away from the fact that his mother once scrubbed other people’s floors, and his stepfather drove a bus.


    ‘Ohh . . . my . . . God! You . . . are . . . sooo . . . sexy!’ Cybil barefooted her way into the bathroom, and it wasn’t only her feet that lacked coverage. ‘I’ve really missed you, Kris!’ she sighed, throwing her arms around him.


    Suddenly, Astrid the maniac began to fade from his thoughts.


    ‘You too, kiddo,’ he replied, kissing her warm, inviting lips.


    She rubbed her full breasts against his bare chest, knowing full well what that would do to him.


    One snag. Sex was out on the day of a performance. Only somebody should tell the massive hard-on growing in his pyjama pants.


    Regretfully he pushed her away. ‘Leave it out, Cyb. Y’know the rules, and tonight’s that goddamn private gig for Marcus Citroen.’


    Snaking her arms around his waist, she rocked him back towards her. ‘How about a private gig just for me?’ she whispered in her best sexy voice. ‘After all, I am asking nicely. And I promise I’ll be good.’ A meaningful pause. ‘Very good.’


    There was no way Kris would break his rule. And nobody – not even the gorgeous Cybil Wilde – could make him. On the day of a performance he was like a fighter entering the ring: he needed every ounce of his precious sexual energy. Not one drop got spilled until it was all over.


    ‘Later,’ he promised, disengaging himself and moving purposefully towards the shower.


    Cybil pulled a disappointed face.


    ‘I said later, luv,’ he repeated, flashing his famous crooked grin as he stepped under the icy needles of water and grabbed a bar of lemon soap.


    Lathering his chest he decided the shower felt good. Freezing water. Freezing out the old sexual urges. Making him feel alive and alert, ready for anything.


    Anything except a private performance for Marcus sonofabitch Citroen.


    Coldly Kris reflected on how much he loathed the powerful record magnate.


    And with dull resignation he realized there was nothing he could do about it.


    Not yet, anyway.


    *    *    *


    Rafealla alighted from Marcus Citroen’s private jet and entered Marcus Citroen’s personal Mercedes stretch limousine waiting on the tarmac. She nodded curtly to the driver, and was relieved to see upon entering the limo that there was no welcoming committee to greet her.


    Great, she thought, no one to bother me until I reach the hotel.


    She was wrong. As soon as she settled back, the driver requested she pick up the car phone. ‘Mr Citroen on the line,’ he said reverently.


    ‘Thanks.’ Her voice was flat. Marcus Citroen followed her every move. She couldn’t go to the bathroom without his knowing about it.


    ‘Hi, Marcus,’ she said listlessly.


    ‘Mr Citroen will be with you in a moment,’ replied the velvet-toned voice of his ever-so-efficient secretary, Phoebe.


    Rafealla waited. Marcus liked to keep people waiting, she had seen him do it countless times. ‘Builds character,’ he would say dryly – with just a hint of the European accent he had never quite managed to get rid of.


    Nervously she leaned forward and asked the driver if he had a cigarette.


    ‘I gave it up,’ the man said with an apologetic shrug. ‘Would you like me to stop and get you a pack?’


    ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head vigorously. She too had given up the dreaded habit, although right now she was prepared to kill for the chance of one long deep drag on anything.


    ‘Rafealla?’ Marcus’s voice. The slight accent. The oily thickness.


    ‘Yes, Marcus.’


    ‘You’re here.’


    Of course I am, you summoned me, didn’t you? ‘Yes.’


    ‘Was your flight comfortable?’


    ‘Very.’


    ‘Good, good.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I have booked you into a suite at L’Ermitage. I’ll call you as soon as you get there.’


    Yes. Probably the moment I walk through the door. ‘Fine,’ she said coolly.


    ‘Rafealla?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘You won’t regret your decision.’


    Ah, but I will, Marcus. I will.


    He had given her no option, she thought, running a hand despairingly through her long, dark hair. With a deep sigh she slumped back against the plush leather seating.


    Rafealla. She was known by just one name.


    Rafealla.


    When she sang, her voice evoked magic. Sultry nights and smoky nightclubs; for she did not sing of virgins and fresh young love, she ventured back to Billie Holliday territory and the blues. At twenty-seven years of age she knew plenty about the blues. More than she ever should.


    Rafealla was an exotic beauty. Green-eyed, with sharply etched cheekbones, a wide, luscious mouth, and a deep olive complexion. Her dark hair swept in a curtain to her waist – straight and shining. She was slight of build, not voluptuous – but her body was still quite something in the oversized man’s suit and thin silk top she wore.


    Rafealla had risen to the heights from nowhere, it seemed. Eighteen months ago she was unheard of. Now she was a star. Burning bright. A meteor streaking her way to the top of every record chart in the world. And whereas she had imagined stardom would bring her freedom – exactly the opposite had happened. Stardom had brought her Marcus Citroen. And she hated him with a deep and burning passion.


    *    *    *


    ‘Bobby Mondella, do you have any idea how much you are loved?’ crooned the affectionate tones of the pretty black woman perched on the edge of a large circular desk. Her name was Sara.


    Bobby, sitting in a comfortable leather chair next to the desk, reached out to touch. ‘Tell me, girl, tell me good.’


    Bobby Mondella gave new meaning to the word ‘handsome’. In his thirties, he was tall, well over six feet, with dark chocolate skin, curly jet-black hair, and a great body.


    ‘I’ll do better than tellin’ you, honey,’ Sara said enthusiastically, grabbing a random pile of press clippings from the desk. ‘I’m gonna read you some of the reviews comin’ in on Mondella Alive. We are talkin’ dy . . . na . . . mite!’


    Bobby reached for the dark glasses covering his unseeing eyes, took them off, put them on again. He made the same gesture about a hundred times a day. It was impossible for him to accept the fact that he would never see again.


    ‘Yeahhh. Dy . . . na . . . mite!’ Sara repeated excitedly.


    ‘I know ’bout the reviews,’ Bobby said patiently. ‘The album’s been number one on the soul charts for five weeks now.’


    ‘Six,’ Sara corrected matter-of-factly. ‘Six straight weeks, an’ still goin’ strong.’ She paused for breath. ‘Oh, sure, Mister Mondella. I know you’ve heard all about the Billboard rave, an’ Rollin’ Stone, not to mention the L.A. Times, Blues an’ Soul, an’—’


    ‘What’s happenin’?’ Bobby interrupted. ‘Whyn’t you just get to the train station an’ save me the trip?’


    ‘What’s happening,’ Sara said importantly, ‘is that all across the country, in this great land we call America—’


    ‘Cut it, babe.’


    Ignoring him, she continued her speech. ‘In every little hick town – they are lovin’ you, honey, but I mean lovin’ you.’ She paused triumphantly, shuffling the stack of press clippings. ‘Want me to read you some of this stuff?’


    ‘Sure,’ he said casually, not wishing to appear too eager, although hiding anything from Sara was almost impossible, she knew him too well.


    ‘Ridgway, PA,’ she read crisply. ‘ “Bobby Mondella is King Soul. Buy Mondella Alive an’ really get down, for Bobby Mondella puts more meaning into a lyric than anyone out there.” ’ She paused, then said, ‘You like?’


    ‘Not bad.’


    ‘Hey – listen to Mister Conceited!’


    ‘Bring your cute ass over here, I wanna play basketball.’


    ‘Will you stop,’ she scolded: ‘Here’s another one. The Duluth Herald. “The return of Bobby M. makes for the finest soul album of the last decade. Since his unfortunate tragedy the Mondella magic is hotter than ever.” ’


    Sara’s sweet voice droned on – heaping praise upon praise. Superlative after superlative.


    Listening carefully, Bobby couldn’t help being delighted by all the extravagant praise. It was good to be number one again. Real good. Especially since everyone had counted him out, said he was finished, written him off as a has-been.


    Everyone.


    Except Sara.


    And Marcus Citroen. Damn him.


    Bobby felt the hate envelop him like a noxious cloud. He loathed the man, and for good reason. But he had to admit that Marcus Citroen was the only one who had given him a chance to come back, and back he was – with a vengeance.


    ‘Enough, Sara,’ he interrupted quietly. ‘I want to get some rest before tonight.’


    ‘I don’t know why you agreed to do this dumb fundraiser,’ she grumbled. ‘Marcus Citroen and his rich friends don’t deserve to be entertained by the likes of you. Especially your first live appearance since the accident.’


    How come everyone – including Sara – referred to his loss of sight as an accident? It was no accident, goddammit. It was a crime. And one day he would find out who was responsible.


    ‘It’s for an interesting event,’ he said shortly.


    ‘Her event,’ Sara sneered, taking his arm and guiding him towards the door of his bedroom.


    Her event. Bobby hadn’t seen her since it happened. Nor had he heard one word from the cold-hearted bitch.


    Nova Citroen. Marcus Citroen’s wife. The thought of being in her company excited and disgusted him. He wondered what she would do . . . say . . .


    Oh Christ. Don’t tell me I’m still hung up, he thought. I can’t be. I mustn’t be . . .


    As if sensing his thoughts of another woman, Sara withdrew. Her voice became shrill and businesslike. ‘The limo will be here at three o’clock. What time shall I wake you?’


    ‘Make it one-thirty.’ His hand reached for her smooth cheek. ‘An’ I’ll have a bacon sandwich with all the trimmings. Okay?’


    ‘I’m not your resident cook,’ she said stiffly.


    ‘I know, baby. But nobody – like I mean nobody – makes a better bacon sandwich than you.’


    Letting out a deep sigh of resignation, she realized she would do anything for Bobby Mondella and he knew it. Whether he appreciated it or not was another matter.


    Left alone, Bobby made his way over to the bed, took off his shirt, unzipped his pants, and lay down.


    Nova Citroen. Now that he had started he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


    Removing his dark glasses, he realized with a dull feeling of hopelessness he would never be able to set eyes on her again.


    *    *    *


    Nova Citroen could not decide which important piece of jewellery to wear that night. The Harry Winston emeralds were inviting, so green and rich looking. A single huge stone surrounded with diamonds for her neck, matching earrings, outrageous ring, and a magnificent bracelet. But she had worn that set in February to the great annual Niven/Cohen/Moss Valentine party, and again to Irving and Mary’s Oscar event. Twice in one year was enough, so she discarded the emeralds, moving on to the Cartier rubies.


    Ah, such nice bright baubles, but a touch too jazzy for her requirements tonight.


    Without hesitation she turned to the deep burgundy box which housed her new diamond necklace, bracelet, and earrings. No contest. She had known all along that the evening cried out for nothing less than dazzling diamonds to complement her upswept white-blonde hair and the stylish Galanos dress she planned to wear. So appropriate for a simple summer evening by the sea.


    Nova Citroen’s idea of a simple summer evening by the sea and the rest of the world’s might possibly differ. Nova and her husband, Marcus, lived part of the year on Novaroen, a magnificent twenty-five-acre estate, perched on the top of a high bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean a few miles past Malibu. The estate boasted two separate mansions – one especially for guests – an Olympic-size swimming pool, three north-south tennis courts, a recording studio, a fully equipped gym, a luxurious movie theatre, stables for their expensive Arabian horses, and garage space for Marcus’s collection of immaculately restored antique cars.


    They called it their weekend hang-out. Only this particular weekend a little more than hanging out was taking place. Nova and Marcus Citroen were hosting a fund-raiser for Governor Jack Highland – the fund-raiser of the year. An exclusive black tie affair for fifty couples, each of whom had paid a hundred thousand dollars per couple for the privilege of being there. It was called protecting their future. And a very select group they were too. Nova had been ruthless in her choice of whom she would allow to attend. Once word got out that it was an impossible ticket, everyone clamoured to part with their money. After all, those in the know felt that Governor Highland was a sure thing for the next President.


    Nova was suitably pleased with her final guest list. Only the crème de la crème. The richest, the most powerful, the most talented, and the most famous. She had not wanted too much Hollywood – her desire was to attract the real power, with just a scattering of rare stardust. And she had succeeded. They were flying in from all over the world.


    The evening she had planned for her guests was spectacular. A five-course open-air dinner catered by the ultra chic Lilliane’s restaurant. Followed by a surprise concert, where three of the biggest recording stars in the world would appear. The legend – Kris Phoenix. The comeback – Bobby Mondella. And the rising star – Rafealla.


    One night. Five million dollars raised for Governor Highland’s forthcoming campaign, and that was before the silent auction and raffle, where anyone – for a thousand dollars a ticket – could win prizes ranging from a case of Cristal champagne to a Mercedes coupé.


    Clasping the magnificent diamond necklace to her throat, she decided it was perfect for later, and carefully replaced it in its velvet-lined box. After all, she had a certain reputation to live up to. She was known for her fabulous jewellery collection.


    Nova Citroen was an elegant-looking woman in her early forties, with lightly tanned skin, fine aquiline features, and mesmerizing violet eyes. Men got lost in Nova’s eyes. They were her greatest asset. She was not beautiful, but seductively attractive, with a body slim to the point of anorexia. It suited her, enabling her to look wonderful in clothes.


    ‘Excuse me, Mrs Citroen.’ Discreetly, Norton St John, her personal assistant, entered the room. ‘Mr Citroen would like to speak to you. He’s on your private line.’


    ‘Is he?’ For a moment she considered telling Norton to inform Marcus he could go to hell. It was a pleasurable idea, but one she thought better of. Marcus Citroen was her continuing ride to the top, and much as she detested him, she was aboard for the entire trip.


    *    *    *


    Speed liked money. Only one snag. Money didn’t seem to like him. Every time he made a bundle – something happened. He’d win at the track and some big-boobed bimbo would take it all from him. He’d score in Vegas. Whammo! A showgirl or two would step into the picture and it was all over. When he worked legitimately, which wasn’t a steady activity, his ex-wife’s lawyer was on his case within hours of his first paycheck. What was it with him and his freakin’ luck? He just couldn’t figure it out.


    And then, one day, a meeting came to pass with a dude named George Smith, and Speed finally knew his fortunes were about to make a drastic U-turn. There was a big job going down, and George Smith wanted him in, because, goddammit, Speed was the best freakin’ driver in the whole of Southern California, and let nobody forget it.


    There had been several meetings since the first one, and now today was D-Day, and Speed knew exactly what he had to do.


    Dressing carefully in the grey chauffeur’s uniform he had hired from a Hollywood costumiers, he admired his reflection in the long hall mirror of his one-room apartment.


    So he wasn’t very tall. Big freakin’ deal. Nor was Dustin Hoffman.


    So the hairline was receding. Big freakin’ deal. Mr Burt Reynolds had the same problem.


    So he had the features of an inquisitive ferret. Was Al Pacino a matinee idol?


    Speed creamed over the way he looked. As far as he was concerned he was a real ladykiller. And when he had the money to back up his imagined charm, he was a hotshot with women. All women except his ex-wife – a platinum blonde stripper with bazoombas to break a man’s heart, and nagging to break a man’s balls.


    Speed thought the uniform looked pretty ritzy on him – he admired himself for quite a few minutes before turning to other matters at hand. There were things to do before the evening’s big caper.


    He nodded to himself knowingly. This was the big score he had been waiting for all his life, and there was no way he was going to blow it.


    *    *    *


    Vicki Foxe had a strong urge to kick the grinning jackass security chief in the balls. Men. Sex. That’s all they ever thought about. Most of them, anyway. There were exceptions – few and far between, and those always turned out to be the ones who played hard to get.


    For a moment Vicki allowed herself to think about Maxwell Sicily – now he was an exception. Of course, he’d crap in his pants if he ever thought she knew his true identity – but who the hell did he think he was dealing with anyway? Some dumb dingbat with big tits? Oh no. When Vicki Foxe got involved in a business caper, she knew what it was all about.


    George Smith, my ass, she’d thought, when he first contacted her. And it didn’t take her long to find out his real name. It never took Vicki long to find out anything.


    ‘Are y’all wearin’ a bra, sweetie?’ The beefy man leered, staring bug-eyed at her greatest assets.


    Up yours, dickhead, she thought. What a cretin!


    If he ever saw her at her best he would go into cardiac arrest without pausing to make a will. Right now, skilfully disguised as a maid, she looked her worst. Her bright red hair was scraped back in a bun. She wore little makeup on her face. And her truly sensational body (39D cup, small waist and accommodating hips) was mostly concealed beneath a drab maid’s uniform.


    ‘Don’t be so nosey, Tom,’ she scolded, flirtatiously batting her eyelids at him, forgetting that she was not wearing the sweeping false lashes she usually favoured. ‘It’s none of your business, big boy.’


    Tom was chief of security on the Citroens’ vast ocean-side estate, and already – after Vicki had only worked there for six weeks – he was hot to do anything she might ask in exchange for a sexual favour or two.


    ‘I’d sure like ta find out,’ he drooled.


    ‘Well . . .’ Suggestively licking her lips, she gave him a little body brush. ‘Whatcha doin’ later?’


    They both had a good laugh at that one. Later was the big concert . . . the giant event. Tom would be up to his eyebrows handling massive security arrangements.


    ‘If only we could watch the concert together,’ Vicki sighed, deliberately popping a button on her uniform, and then another, and then – very slowly – another.


    Tom almost choked on his coffee. ‘You’ve got great ti—’ he began.


    Somebody walked into the service kitchen and he shut up.


    Vicki quickly turned away, doing up her buttons. She could hear Tom’s heavy breathing all the way out the door. And when the time came to take care of him, it would be no problem. Absolutely no problem at all.


    *    *    *


    Across town, Maxwell Sicily reported for work at Lilliane’s, the exclusive Beverly Hills restaurant. Maxwell Sicily was twenty-nine years old, five feet eleven, one hundred and forty pounds, and of Sicilian origin. His hair was patent-leather black and greased back. His eyes were brooding and close set. His nose was too long, and his mouth too thin. But the overall effect was of a certain cold handsomeness. He looked like the son of a mob boss.


    He was the son of the infamous Carmine Sicily – one of the top drug king-pins in Miami.


    Father and son did not speak. Maxwell had come to California to make it on his own. He’d certainly had the right training.


    ‘Hiya, George,’ said Chloe, the pudgy woman supervisor who sat behind the desk at Lilliane’s answering the phones and keeping a sharp eye on the waiters as they punched in.


    Maxwell nodded. At work they knew him only as George Smith – a suitable pseudonym.


    ‘Hot today, isn’t it?’ Chloe said, coquettishly fanning her drooping bosom with a copy of People magazine.


    Maxwell ignored her, thought better of it and nodded a curt ‘Yes.’


    ‘I never got to ask you before,’ she said quickly, glad of an opportunity to chat with the handsome waiter whom she’d had her eye on ever since he started work there. ‘You’re an actor, aren’t you?’ She gazed at him hopefully. ‘I’m right, huh? I can always spot ‘em.’


    Maxwell repeated his nod. Thank God this was the last day he had to put up with this. Tomorrow he would be on a plane to Brazil with a king’s ransom supplied courtesy of Mr and Mrs Marcus Citroen. Maxwell Sicily couldn’t wait.


  

    

       

    


    Kris Phoenix: London


    1965


    Chris Pierce celebrated his sixteenth birthday three weeks after being expelled from school. He hit the streets with a vengeance, changing his name to Kris Phoenix because he wanted – more than anything else in the world – to be a rock star.


    His entire family thought it was the dumbest thing they’d ever heard. Out of school and out of work, he was not the most popular member of the household. Both his older sisters called him a lazy layabout. His stepfather said he should get himself a job and throw away the third-hand guitar he’d been strumming since he was thirteen. And his brother, Brian – considered the prince of the family because he’d landed a job as a bank clerk the moment he’d left school four years earlier – said, ‘Come off it, deadbeat. You’re never goin’ to get anywhere with your lousy voice and stupid guitar. Pack it in, make mum happy for once.’


    Mum. Kris wondered why it always had to come back to mum. Everyone knew she ruled the family with her loud voice and sarcastic tongue, but she hardly ever gave him a hard time and it pissed them all off. Especially Brian, who liked to think of himself as her favourite.


    The truth was, Avis Pierce was secretly pleased her youngest son showed signs of wanting to do something different. She had worked as a cleaner in other people’s homes since she was fourteen, and was proud of the fact she’d done that and raised a family. Shortly after Kris was born his father was killed in an industrial accident, and for six years Avis had got by on her own. It was tough with four hungry kids to feed, but she’d managed, until eventually she met and married Horace Pierce, a bus driver, and a brave man to take on the responsibility of a woman with four children.


    Kris had no memories of his real father. Just a faded snapshot of himself balanced on his dad’s knee when he was a few months old. His father appeared to be quite a lad with his spiky hair and crooked grin.


    ‘Ah, yes,’ Avis would often say, a faraway gleam in her eyes. ‘’E was a real caution – your old man. Give ’im a beer an’ a smoke an’ ’e was ’appy as a pig in muck. H was a wicked bugger!’


    Avis had a way with words.


    Kris wished he’d known the father he looked just like. He never seemed to be able to communicate with Horace – who spent most of his waking hours glued in front of the television.


    While he was growing up, Kris spent a lot of time with his mum. When he was a kid she used to take him with her on her rounds. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays she cleaned the Edwards’ house on smart Hamilton Terrace. And Tuesdays and Thursdays, around the corner on Carlton Hill, she ‘did’ for Mr Terry Terence, a show business agent.


    The Edwards lived in a five-storey luxury house, with a permanent maid and butler. Avis was brought in to do the hard work, such as polishing floors, cleaning windows, and taking care of the laundry. Kris liked it best when the Edwards had one of their frequent dinner parties, and early the next morning he was sent around the living room and the library to empty all the ashtrays. At eight years of age, pocketing the cigarette butts and producing them at school made him quite popular with the other lads.


    The Edwards had two daughters, snobbish little fair-haired girls. Kris developed a crush on both of them, but they never gave him the time of day.


    Mr Terry Terence was his favourite. Avis liked him too. ‘A real gent,’ she was fond of saying.


    ‘He’s a pansy!’ Horace used to sneer whenever his name came up.


    It wasn’t until Kris reached the ripe old age of ten that he found out what a pansy was.


    Mr Terence was an interesting man. He had an autographed picture of Little Richard in a pewter frame on his desk, and a large poster of Johnnie Ray in his hallway.


    ‘Who’s Johnnie Ray?’ Kris asked one day.


    ‘Johnnie Ray is the best bloody singer in the whole bloody world!’ Avis replied with gusto. ‘I saw ’im at the Palladium once. Nearly wet me pants, din’t I.’


    Mr Terence thought that was most amusing. He gave Kris two Johnnie Ray singles, and threw in an Elvis Presley for good measure.


    Kris listened to them on his sister’s record player. He hated Johnnie Ray, was crazy for Elvis, and decided then and there – he was eleven years old – he would be a singer and learn to play the guitar.


    Now, five years later, he was trying to do just that. Only it wasn’t easy. In 1965 teenage boys with aspirations to rock and roll were everywhere. Ever since the giant success of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones every Young Turk in England fancied himself as a future international rock star. The only difference was that Kris was dedicated, and thought of nothing else. Not even girls.


    ‘Ain’t it about time yer got a leg over?’ his best friend, Buzz Darke, asked one day. ‘I got two little darlin’s lined up fer later. Whyn’t yer come with?’


    Buzz was always trying to drag him along on his girl-finding missions. Kris preferred to practise his guitar in the dank and dusty back garage attached to the old house Buzz lived in with his divorced mother.


    ‘I thought we were goin’ to play tonight’, Kris said accusingly. ‘You promised me.’


    ‘Not every night we can’t,’ Buzz replied in exasperation. ‘Cor! I don’t believe it! Ain’t yer interested in crumpet?’


    ‘It’s more important getting our group together,’ Kris said stubbornly. ‘If all you want to do is chase scrubbers instead of practisin’ – fat chance we got of ever gettin’ anywhere.’


    ‘Balls! I need t’get me leg over!’


    ‘I’ll practise without you then.’


    ‘Good. An’ I’ll tell yer wotcha missed.’


    ‘I’m pantin’ t’hear,’ Kris replied sarcastically.


    At seventeen, a year older than Kris, Buzz Darke had developed a look all his own. He never wore anything that wasn’t black. He never smiled. He was thin and agile as a snake, and had a bruised, satanic look. Girls loved him.


    Kris loved him too, because they were soul-mates when it came to music. They could spend hours on end discussing the merits of The Rolling Stones as opposed to the Yardbirds. Or was Bob Dylan’s latest album better than The Beatles? And who was the greatest soul singer in the world – Sam Cooke or Otis Redding?


    Also, Buzz could play a mean guitar – not quite up to Kris’s standard, but pretty impressive all the same.


    Kris had decided long ago he couldn’t be bothered with girls. He had his guitar, his singing, and his treasured import record collection. That was his life. Besides, he always came off like dunce of the year whenever he got anywhere near a female. At school he’d never been able to understand any of them, and once he’d even caught two of them discussing him. ‘That Chris Pierce is a weirdo,’ one had said. ‘Yeah,’ the other replied. ‘He’s got ’orrible starey eyes. Wouldn’t like to come across ’im on a dark night!’


    That overheard conversation, plus the sneering giggles of the two little Edwards girls over the years, put him off the female sex altogether. Anyway, what did they know about music? Exactly nothing.


    Buzz had set up a rehearsal room in the garage of his house. There was a third-hand drum set he had cadged off an uncle, a large tape recorder Kris had found on a garbage dump and promptly repaired, their joint collection of records, and an ace stereo with giant speakers, a gift from Buzz’s mum, Daphne – an emaciated-looking woman who wore too much makeup, constantly chain-smoked, and worked as a hostess in a Soho nightclub.


    Kris liked Mrs Darke, although she didn’t seem at all mumsy with her stiletto heels and all-black outfits. In a funny sort of way she looked exactly like an older, female version of her son.


    Sometimes, when Kris and Buzz were locked into their music, playing guitar riffs along with Chuck Berry – the great Chuck, who had taught them more than any music academy ever could – she would enter the garage and stand silently by the peeling paint of the old double doors. ‘Hmmm . . . not bad,’ she would say when they’d finished. ‘You boys are going to get somewhere one of these days.’


    Yeah, Kris thought, if only Buzz would give up on stupid girls and concentrate.


    It annoyed him that his own mother hadn’t heard him play in years – ever since he palled up with Buzz and moved all his stuff over to the garage. His family were relieved. ‘Thank God we don’t have to put up with your bloody racket night after night,’ Brian had said. ‘You sound worse than the bloody cats around the dustbins.’


    Kris made up his mind there and then that if he ever made it, his brother would be the last person he’d invite to one of his concerts.


    ‘Well, mate, see yer,’ Buzz said, throwing a tatty black scarf around his neck. ‘Sure yer don’t want t’change yer mind?’


    ‘Give ’em one from me,’ Kris said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster – and wondered exactly what he was missing, and why Buzz pursued it so relentlessly.


    He didn’t have to wonder for long. Soon he was lost in the magic of the music – playing along with his precious record collection – fighting Chuck Berry for a solo – shouting out the lyrics on a Little Richard track – marvelling at the Ray Charles mastery on ‘What’d I Say’.


    Kris had taught himself everything he knew just by listening to the greats – starting off at eleven on an old acoustic guitar kept in the music room at school, and graduating to his own, third-hand electric model bought at thirteen with his savings from a paper round and a little help from his mum. Avis hadn’t exactly encouraged him although, to be fair, she hadn’t discouraged him either. It was the rest of his family who were a pain in the neck, always bitching and complaining about the noise.


    Getting together with Buzz – two likely lads with the same dream – saved him. They shared the rock star vision, and were prepared to work hard to achieve it.


    He was deep into a guitar lead on Buddy Holly’s ‘That’ll be the Day’, when he realized Mrs Darke was leaning against the garage door quietly watching him. ‘Don’t stop,’ she said, smoke curling from her nostrils.


    So he didn’t, allowing the music to envelop him, feeling the beat, the heat, letting his instrument become a welcome part of him.


    When he was finished along with the record, she clapped, scattering cigarette ash on the floor. ‘You’re not half bad,’ she said, walking towards him.


    ‘Thanks,’ he mumbled.


    ‘And not bad looking either, for a kid.’


    Was he hearing right? Nobody had ever told him that before. Oh, sure, he knew he wasn’t ugly – just sort of ordinary looking – maybe weird if he listened to the girls at school.


    ‘Tell me something? How come you’re not out cattin’ around with my Buzz?’ she asked, squatting down on her haunches and flipping through some of the albums stacked against the wall.


    ‘I’d sooner practise,’ he replied, trying not to stare at the thin line of flesh showing between her tight black skirt and form-fitting sweater.


    She turned to look up at him, and to his embarrassment he felt a solid hard-on begin to grow in his pants.


    Don’t you like girls?’ she asked, staring at him intently.


    ‘Uh . . . n-no . . . I mean . . . y-yeah,’ he stammered, wishing only for a locked loo and a Playboy magazine – for that was the only way he could deal with the urgent feeling in his pants.


    ‘No?’ she said, with an amused glint. ‘Or yes?’


    He struggled to regain his composure. ‘Er, I like ’em okay,’ he managed, and repeated weakly, ‘I’d just sooner – y’know, like; practise.’


    ‘Hmmm . . .’ She licked her lips. They were thin like the rest of her. And then, as if it was the most natural move in the world, she raised her arms and took off her sweater, revealing small, hard breasts, with large, purple nipples.


    Kris actually heard himself gulp. The sound echoed across the dusty garage.


    ‘You’re sixteen,’ Mrs Darke said matter-of-factly. ‘And I’m thirty-two, luv. It’ll be better for you to do it with me than some messy little teenager who’ll get herself knocked up before you can turn around.’


    Reaching for the zipper on his jeans, she pulled it down slowly. Then she touched his cock, which he knew was just about ready to burst. Springing it loose from his Y-fronts she deftly rubbed the tip, and to his embarrassment he came all over her hand.


    A blush suffused him from head to toe, but Mrs Darke didn’t seem at all put out. ‘First time?’ she asked sympathetically.


    He nodded dumbly, too humiliated to speak.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ she continued. ‘You learned how to play the guitar pretty good. Now you’ll learn how to make love to the ladies. Just lie back an’ enjoy lesson number one. I’m the best teacher you’ll ever have.’


    *    *    *


    Having a secret thing with Buzz’s mum was not exactly easy. Whereas, before, Kris was always badgering his friend to practise, now he couldn’t wait to get Buzz out of the way.


    ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Buzz asked irritably one day, after a long and not very good practice session. ‘This used t’be all yer wanted t’do, an’ now ’alf the time yer screwin’ up. We’ll never get anybody innerested in us if yer carry on like this.’


    Kris shrugged. It was true. He was screwing up, but not on purpose. Somehow, for the time being, playing had lost its edge, and being with Daphne was a greater thrill.


    ‘It’s my bloody job,’ he muttered. ‘I hate it.’


    His mother had insisted he do something rather than just pick up unemployment cheques. It’s about time, lad,’ she’d announced grimly. So he’d found work as a window-cleaner, and it frightened the shit out of him every day when he had to ride on the precarious little platform hanging from the side of a multi-storey giant office tower.


    ‘Do somethin’ else then,’ suggested Buzz. He’d got himself a job as an attendant at an amusement park for the summer, and was enjoying every minute. ‘I can pull twenty birds a day if I want,’ he boasted. ‘An’ right little darlin’s, too.’


    The truth was Kris was undergoing a massive guilt trip. He’d discovered the joys of sex along with the culpability of sticking it to his best friend’s mother. Plus his brother was getting married, which meant the atmosphere at home was chaotic, with Avis acting as if a Royal wedding was about to take place.


    Brian’s bride-to-be, Jennifer, was the daughter of an accountant. Brian was marrying up, and Avis let no one forget it as she nagged them all about how they were to dress and behave in front of Jennifer’s family.


    Kris was elected best man. His mother made him hire a suit. It was too tight and smelled faintly of stale sweat. One day, he thought to himself as he stood behind his brother in the church, he was going to buy suits that he only wore once and then gave away – maybe to Brian if the bugger was lucky.


    The summer progressed.


    Kris’s affair with Mrs Darke progressed.


    Buzz announced he was fed up with England and wanted to go abroad for a while, suggesting Spain. ‘It’ll be a right giggle,’ he said. ‘Plenty of cheap booze, lotsa crumpet, an’ I’ve ’eard we can get jobs playin’ our guitars in the local restaurants an’ bars. It beats stayin’ here through the winter freezin’ our balls off. Besides,’ he added with a knowing wink, ‘if yer don’t get laid soon, yer balls are gonna fall off – without any help from the bleedin’ winter thank you very much.’


    Buzz still had no idea of the steamy affair going on in his own house.


    Weighing up the possibilities, Kris decided it wasn’t such a bad idea. He had just turned seventeen and nothing was happening. He hated his job. He hated the duplicity involved in seeing Daphne. He hated watching his mother arrive home every day, worn out, her hands red and chapped from cleaning other people’s dirt. He hated listening to his sisters fight all the time. He hated the weekly Sunday visits from Brian and his uptight wife. And – worst of all – he was getting nowhere with his music.


    ‘Okay, we’ll do it,’ he decided.


    ‘Fanfuckin’tastic!’ yelled Buzz, quite elated for once.


    Avis had a fit when he told her. ‘You’re too young to go to one of them dirty foreign countries,’ she informed him. ‘They eat dogs an’ drink filthy water in them disgusting places.’


    ‘Let ’im go,’ said Horace, an unusual ally, rousing himself from the telly. ‘It’s about time ’e stood on ’is own two feet. ’E’s old enough an’ ugly enough.’


    Daphne Darke took the news calmly. She even helped pay for the second-hand bikes they bought, and gave them money for the ferry trip across the English Channel to Belgium. Kris had a funny feeling he would never see her again.


  

    

       

    


    Bobby Mondella: New York


    1966


    At sixteen years of age Bobby Mondella was a handsome if blubbery singing star (he weighed over two hundred pounds). ‘Sweet Little Bobby’, as he was known, had made quite a few country and western hit records between the ages of eleven, when he started to sing professionally, and sixteen, when it was suddenly all over.


    His voice broke, and before you could say ‘Two flop records in a row’ Sweet Little Bobby was dropped by his record company, his manager, and all his so-called friends.


    Mr Leon Rue, his guardian/manager in Nashville, relinquished both appointments, gave him a cheque for six thousand dollars plus twenty-five dollars in cash, and put him on a plane back to his Aunt Bertha in New York, from where he had plucked him five years previously.


    Sweet Little Bobby didn’t know what had happened. One day he was churning out best-selling records, the next he was on an airplane heading home, and he was so used to doing what he was told that it seemed the right thing. It wasn’t until the plane landed at Kennedy Airport and there was no one to meet him, and no waiting limo, that slowly realization dawned. He’d been disposed of. Cleanly. Neatly. He was on his own. And the funny thing was, he didn’t mind too much. No more pressures, no more non-stop work. He was free! And he was coming home to dear old Aunt Bertha.


    Managing to find a cab, he got himself and his luggage (three suitcases filled with glittery stage and television outfits) into it, and set off for Aunt Bertha’s house in Queens.


    There was only one problem. Aunt Bertha had expired six months earlier, leaving behind six cats and a thirty-year-old daughter named Fanni, who was even fatter than Bobby.


    Fanni’s greeting was not friendly. ‘What you want, boy?’ she screamed, standing on the doorstep, hands on ample hips, huge bosom quivering with indignation.


    ‘I’ve come home,’ he said simply.


    ‘You done what? This ain’t your home no more,’ she yelled, attracting the attention of several neighbours, who leaned from their windows in rapt attention. Everyone within miles knew who Sweet Little Bobby was. Hadn’t Bertha kept his picture in a frame on her window sill? Hadn’t she always talked of him proudly – boasted about how she’d brought him up, ever since her sister died when he was only two years old?


    Yes, indeed.


    ‘Where’s Aunt Bertha?’ Bobby asked plaintively. He was beginning to feel tired and hungry – not to mention depressed, for he knew it was all over, and at sixteen that was a frightening thought, even if it did mean freedom.


    ‘Don’ give me none of that where’s Aunt Bertha crap.’ Fanni mimicked his voice with mounting fury. ‘She done be ten foot under six months now, an’ you don’ even sen’ no flowers. Big star my fat ass!’


    Bobby felt the tears well up in his eyes. For five years he had been away from his aunt, recording, writing songs, performing. And all that time he had known that one day he would come home. Now that day was here and Fanni was telling him that Aunt Bertha was dead.


    ‘Mr Rue would have t-told me,’ he stuttered. ‘I d-don’t believe it.’


    ‘You callin’ me a liar, cousin?’ Fanni roared.


    ‘Nobody told me,’ he repeated dully.


    ‘Well, ain’t that a good excuse.’ Sarcasm dripped from Fanni’s wide, angry mouth. ‘I guess when you all are a star, little things like a death in the family are sure ’nuff kept from you.’


    By this time the cab driver, a gum-chewing Puerto Rican, had dumped all three of Bobby’s suitcases on the doorstep and was getting impatient. He started doing knee bends and cracking his knuckles. ‘Ya wanna pay me?’ he asked. ‘Or mebbe I wait around, have a meal, play some pool, huh?’


    ‘This boy ain’t stayin’ here,’ Fanni said firmly, indicating Bobby. ‘You kin put his stuff right back in your cab.’


    The Puerto Rican grimaced. ‘Hey lady – I look like a porter? Ya wanna put his bags back in my cab? Sure. You put ‘em there, mama.’


    ‘Don’t you call me mama,’ Fanni cautioned, giving him a filthy look.


    ‘Just pay me, lady,’ the cab driver said wearily.


    Suddenly Bobby remembered his cheque. Six thousand dollars for five years’ hard work. Pulling it from his pocket he handed it to Fanni. ‘This is for you if I can come home.’


    Fanni eyed the cheque, devoured the amount, held it up to the light as if it were a counterfeit bill, and then finally she said, ‘Inside, cousin. I’ll take care of the cab fare.’


    Fanni lived with a man called Ernest Crystal. Ernest was large in every way. Six feet five inches in height, and a solid three hundred pounds. A former pro football player, Ernie did a little bit of this and a little bit of that. He had two ex-wives, and several children. Right now he was staying with Fanni and not doing much of anything.


    Ernest took one look at the six-thousand-dollar cheque Fanni brandished in front of his eyes and his face lit up. ‘Woman, where you get this?’


    ‘Sweet little Bobby’s back.’


    ‘Holy mother! Don’t you be tellin’ me I finally stepped in she . . . it!’


    Ernest and Fanni were married two weeks later, whereupon Ernest appointed Fanni and himself as Bobby’s legal guardians. The first thing he did was drag Bobby around on a relentless tour of all the record companies. Only he was too late to make a killing. Nobody wanted to know about Sweet Little Bobby anymore. He was yesterday’s news. A fat teenager with a baby face and cracked voice.


    Aggravated, Ernest then set about hiring a lawyer to find out what had happened to the rest of Bobby’s earnings from the five years he had spent with Mr Leon Rue. Six thousand bucks didn’t seem right at all. And it wasn’t. But Mr Leon Rue had covered himself with legal documents giving him most of everything Bobby earned right up until he cut him free. Plus he owned every song Bobby had ever written.


    ‘Shyster honky bastard!’ Ernest complained to Fanni. ‘Your mama musta bin some dumb woman. She jest signed the kid away. Now we got him back worth nothin’.’


    ‘We have ourselves six thousand dollars,’ Fanni said tartly.


    ‘Pig swill,’ Ernest spat in disgust. ‘That honky cheater stolen hundreds an’ thousan’s of big bucks shoulda bin mine.’


    ‘Ours,’ Fanni corrected him, double chins quivering indignantly.


    ‘Yeah, ours,’ Ernest agreed.


    Bobby couldn’t help overhearing their discussions. He had the little room next to the kitchen, and most of the day he just lay on the bed munching cookies and candies, thinking about how nice it was just to laze around doing nothing. The five years he’d spent with Mr Leon Rue were all work. Weekdays, weekends, and if he wasn’t performing Mr Rue had him sitting at a table, writing. He had lost count of the number of songs he’d composed. No time to make friends or get to know anybody. A tutor taught him school work three times a week. A hooker gave him his first sexual experience when he was fifteen – paid for and organized by Mr Rue. He hated every minute of it. The woman had hair like an oven-cleaning pad, and smelled of sour milk.


    There were always lots of girls in the audience when he performed. They squealed and giggled, but he never got to meet any, and now it was over. The truth was he didn’t care if he never sang or wrote another song again. He couldn’t sing anyway, puberty had struck, and his voice was now an unfamiliar croak.


    Mr Leon Rue had discovered Bobby the day after the boy’s eleventh birthday. Bobby was singing and playing the piano in a local talent contest, and he was good, having learned to do both at Aunt Bertha’s weekly prayer meetings. The music came naturally to him and gave him enormous pleasure. It gave Aunt Bertha pleasure too. She encouraged her nephew, and boasted about his God-given talent and pure falsetto voice to all her friends. Bobby won the contest and fifteen dollars, while Mr Leon Rue won Aunt Bertha’s confidence, and within weeks he had persuaded her to let him take over Bobby’s career, become his legal guardian, and build him into a big singing star.


    ‘It’s for your own good, Bobby,’ Aunt Bertha whispered sadly when the time came to say goodbye. ‘This be the only way you’ll ever get yourself a real chance.’


    Soon he was whisked off to Mr Rue’s large house in Nashville, where he was put to work writing simple country and western ditties. He was used to gospel, but he soon learned what Mr Rue wanted by listening to countless country records – most of them with the same familiar theme.


    Churning out hits was easy, even though it failed to inspire him.


    *    *    *


    Bobby’s six thousand dollars did not last long. Ernest needed a new car, which took most of it. And Fanni needed new clothes, which took care of the rest of it. Aunt Bertha had left her only daughter the house and a small amount of money, but the time soon came when everyone had to get a job, including Bobby.


    Fanni resumed her old position as book-keeper in an accounting firm, and Ernest began working as a magazine salesman.


    ‘What you gonna do, boy?’ Ernest demanded belligerently. ‘Can’t sit ’round here on your fat ass livin’ off your cousin all day long.’


    Conveniently he had forgotten Bobby’s six-thousand-dollar contribution to the family’s fortunes.


    Bobby had no idea what he could do. The only thing he knew was music, and that part of his life was over. He was sixteen years old and finished, and yet there had to be a future for him. Scanning the job ads, he circled anything that looked remotely interesting and did not require a college degree.


    Five interviews later he found he had been turned down for a variety of reasons. Too young, too inexperienced, too fat, too uneducated, and most of all – too black.


    Of course, none of the people who interviewed him actually came out and gave their reasons, but he knew. Living in New York, he was wising up fast


    Finally, after several weeks of looking, he tagged three years onto his age and got a job in the Chainsaw, a vast Manhattan discotheque, as a men’s room attendant.


    The final humiliation. ‘Sweet Little Bobby’ no longer existed.


  

    

       

    


    Rafealla: Paris


    1967


    It was Rafealla Le Serre’s seventh birthday, and as she skipped along the Paris street hand in hand with her best friend, Odile Ronet, she could feel her heart beating fast with excitement. Odile had celebrated her birthday ten days earlier, and she had received a bicycle – a fantastic, shiny red bicycle.


    Rafealla desperately hoped she would be as lucky.


    Mrs Macdee, her Scottish nanny, walking ahead with Odile’s nanny, turned to scold the two little girls, but in an affectionate way. ‘Come along, do come along,’ she said briskly. ‘There won’t be time to change into your pretty frocks if you don’t hurry.’


    Rafealla giggled nervously, squeezing her friend’s hand. Odile giggled too, and they whispered together about bikes and dolls and dresses and chocolate cake.


    Nanny Macdee led the way as they turned briskly into the Avenue Foch, where Rafealla and Odile lived in neighbouring houses. The two little girls kissed each other on the cheek and ran up the steps to their respective homes.


    ‘All this fuss! You’re going to see each other in a minute,’ grumbled Nanny Macdee.


    The front door was opened by a uniformed manservant. Rafealla rushed by him, racing up the grand staircase to her room, where her party dress was laid out on the bed, just waiting for her to climb into. Oh, what a beautiful dress, she thought, gazing at the pink organza creation with a full skirt and white satin sash. Throwing off her school uniform, she attempted to struggle into it.


    ‘Dearie me, no,’ stated an out-of-breath Nanny Macdee as she entered the room. ‘We’ll have a wash first, missy, won’t we?’


    Rafealla stifled a groan. Washing was so boring. She obliged anyway – arguing with Nanny just wasn’t worth it.


    Soon she was ready. Face washed. Hands scrubbed. Long dark hair brushed and ribboned. Pink dress in place on her lithe young body.


    ‘Now we’re ready,’ said Nanny Macdee, finally satisfied. ‘Come along, dear.’


    In the living room, Anna and Lucien, her parents, waited. Rafealla paused in the doorway so they could both see how pretty she looked. Then with a whoop of delight she ran straight towards her father, who swooped her into his arms, swinging her around and around as if she was a limp rag doll.


    ‘Poppa! Poppa!’ she shrieked happily.


    ‘Happy birthday, my sweet little sugar-cake,’ he said in his wonderfully deep booming voice.


    Wriggling free, she ran to her mother, who enclosed her in exotic fragrances as she hugged her close.


    Out of the corner of her eye Rafealla spotted a pile of colourfully wrapped presents.


    ‘Yes, they’re for you,’ smiled her mother, gently releasing her. ‘You may open them now.’


    To her great consternation Rafealla couldn’t see any package that looked big enough to conceal a bicycle. With grim determination she began tearing open the fancy paper wrappings, wondering if perhaps her precious bicycle was divided into pieces and scattered among the presents.


    ‘Not so fast,’ admonished Nanny Macdee from the doorway.


    ‘It’s all right, she’s so excited,’ excused Anna Le Serre, watching her daughter with warm amusement.


    ‘Just like her mother when she gets presents’, teased Lucien, putting his arm around his delicately beautiful wife, causing her to gaze up at him with open adoration.


    Nanny Macdee averted her eyes. She had never worked for people who were quite so openly affectionate as the Le Serres. They acted like a honeymoon couple, always billing and cooing as if no one else existed.


    Nanny Macdee had been in their employ since Rafealla was born, and she had decided long ago it was because of Mr Le Serre’s background. He was . . . different. Not only was he extremely famous – a great tenor who performed in the most prestigious opera houses in the world. He was also black – half Ethiopian, half American – and quite the most imposingly handsome man Nanny Macdee had ever set eyes on.


    Anna Le Serre was the perfect foil for her giant of a husband – he was six feet five inches, and she was a bare five feet four. Her skin was alabaster white, and her hair raven-black. Combining English and French blood, she possessed a rare and gentle beauty and was fine-boned and slim. Once a promising ballerina, she had given up her career to marry Lucien, a career she now hoped her daughter would follow.


    Rafealla had inherited the best of both her parents, with her smooth olive complexion, luxuriant, thick dark hair, long legs and budding beauty.


    Her mouth down-turned with disappointment as she unwrapped the last of the presents and discovered no cleverly concealed bicycle.


    The doorbell rang, and her school friends began to arrive for her afternoon tea-party. Breathlessly, Odile, in brown velvet with a white lace collar, asked to see her gifts. Her eyes commiserated with her friend when she realized a bicycle was not among them.


    Tea was delicious. Cakes and scones and tiny little English tea sandwiches filled with cream cheese and cucumber, jam and chocolate spread. All of Rafealla’s favourites. And then out came the cake – a huge confection of meringue and strawberries, with seven candles.


    I’m seven, Rafealla thought in wonderment. I’m almost grown up.


    Lucien picked her up and gave her a big kiss. ‘I love you, sweet-cakes,’ he said in his big gruff voice. ‘You make my life so very pleasurable. And don’t you ever forget it.’


    He then carried her into the front hall, where there was the biggest, the best, and the shiniest red bicycle she had ever seen.


    With yells of joy she fell upon it. Her day was complete.


    Later, when her friends had gone home – all except Odile, who as a special treat was to stay the night – Rafealla and Odile sat at Anna’s feet as she prepared for an evening out. Both little girls found it fascinating to watch as she applied makeup, pinned her luxurious tresses on top of her head, and clipped on exquisite diamond and turquoise earrings and a matching necklace.


    Rafealla knew for sure that her mother was extremely beautiful, and it made her very proud.


    Nanny Macdee soon arrived to shoo the girls away. ‘Give your mama privacy, for goodness’ sake!’ she scolded.


    They fled downstairs to the library, where Lucien was entertaining Odile’s father, Henri – a prominent French politician. The two men were good friends as well as neighbours, and tonight they were attending an important political dinner together. Odile’s mother, Isabella, was away visiting relatives in the country.


    ‘What naughtiness have you two been up to?’ Lucien demanded with a big smile.


    The girls protested their innocence, and were each rewarded with a tall glass of forbidden Coca-Cola. Nanny Macdee would have a fit. No fizzy drinks, especially just before bedtime.


    Anna entered the room, a vision in pale lilac chiffon. ‘I’m ready,’ she said apologetically. ‘I do hope I haven’t kept you waiting.’


    The men told her how lovely she looked, and she accepted their compliments with grace and charm.


    Rafealla felt happy inside – it had been a lovely birthday.


    ‘We’d better get moving,’ Lucien announced. ‘We cannot be late.’ He stared intently at his daughter. ‘There’s something different about you, my sweet little girl. Ah, yes, I know what it is,’ he added with a chuckle. ‘You look like you must be seven!’


    Amid much laughter the three grown-ups moved towards the front door. Lucien flung it open, standing back to allow his wife to pass through first.


    ‘Oh, dear!’ Anna exclaimed. ‘I forgot something. You start the car, I won’t be a minute.’


    We’re going in Henri’s car,’ Lucien said, with a sigh of impatience. ‘Hurry up.’


    Smiling at Odile’s father she said, ‘You can’t take Lucien’s driving either, eh, Henri? I thought it was just me!’ With that she hurried upstairs.


    Rafealla stood on tiptoe to kiss her father, but even then she couldn’t reach. Picking her up he whispered, ‘Sweet dreams, my baby girl.’


    ‘Poppa, I’m grown up now,’ she protested.


    ‘Ah, well.’ He kissed her affectionately. ‘In that case, sweet dreams, my big girl.’


    And then he and Mr Ronet walked down the front steps and climbed into Mr Ronet’s silver Mercedes.


    The two little girls stood at the open door waving as Nanny Macdee came bustling up behind them with a cross expression. ‘You’ll catch your death!’ she complained. ‘And I’ll be blamed. Now come along, upstairs. Right now.’


    Obediently Rafealla turned away, ready to do as she was told. So did Odile.


    ‘I should think so too,’ sniffed Nanny, not really as cross as she made out.


    Anna was on her way downstairs, lilac chiffon flowing behind her as she rushed so as not to keep Lucien and Henri waiting. She had never looked more beautiful.


    Together they all heard the roaring explosion. It came from the street. A blast so loud it sounded as if a bomb had landed on top of the house.


    And then came the effect. Windows shattered, as the full force hit, and – they were all thrown to the ground and showered with lethal shards of glass.


    Rafealla saw her mother begin to fall down the stairs, and it was as if she were Watching a slow-motion ballet.


    As pieces of glass embedded themselves in her legs causing unbearable pain, she began to whimper.


    ‘Poppa,’ she called out in frozen terror. ‘Oh, poppa! Save us! Please save us!’


  

    

       

    


    Kris Phoenix


    1968


    After a late start, Kris discovered sex with an enthusiasm surpassing even his best friend’s.


    ‘Cor blimey!’ Buzz exclaimed one day, as they lounged on the beach in Majorca. ‘You never bleedin’ stop! At least I give it a breather once in a while.’


    Kris laughed. Two and a half years away from home, fending for himself, including a year and a half spent hitchhiking across Europe, had given him a new sense of confidence. He was not only sure he could be independent without scrounging handouts from his mum, but he was now secure in the knowledge that he could pull the birds with the best of them. He might not be tall, dark and traditionally handsome, but at nearly twenty he had his own style. Crooked good looks, dirty-blond hair, a wiry body, and a solid suntan.


    ‘Best thing I ever did was draggin’ yer out of England,’ Buzz remarked.


    Kris rolled over on the hot sand. He had his eye on two giggling girls in bikinis standing by the edge of the water. ‘I’m not gonna argue with that, mate.’ He squinted at the girls. ‘Which one you want?’


    Buzz looked surprised. ‘Am I gettin’ first choice for a change?’


    ‘Yeah, why not,’ Kris said generously.


    ‘The one with the big tits,’ Buzz decided.


    ‘Aw, c’mon. Do me a favour. Y’know you like ’em skinny.’


    ‘I feel like a handful today.’


    ‘Screw you.’


    The two friends laughed, while the girls – who knew they were being watched – pretended not to notice.


    ‘You pull ’em, then,’ Kris said.


    Buzz groaned. ‘I’m still recovering from that little Swedish raver last night. I can’t bleedin’ move, can I?’


    Buzz had lost his eerie pallor, and was now a deep gypsy brown. He wore his black hair long and unkempt, and one gold stud earring decorated his right earlobe. He was so thin his ribs stuck out.


    ‘Bloody hell!’ Kris said, with mock annoyance. ‘Why have I always gotta do the pulling?’ Leaping up, he swaggered across the sand towards the giggling girls. ‘’Ello, darlin’s’, he said confidently. ‘Speaka da English?’


    They spoka da English all right. They were on vacation from Liverpool.


    Taking a survey one day, both Kris and Buzz had decided that the easiest girls to have it off with were the English. A quick bit of the verbals and it was up, up and away. Second were the Scandinavians – Swedish, Danish and Finnish – easy pickings. The local Spanish senoritas were a no-no, while German and French girls were a pain in the backside. And Americans – impossible, unless you romanced them and got them pissed – which took time and money. Neither of which Buzz or Kris was inclined to do.


    After a brief chat-up, Kris took the two giggling females over to meet Buzz, and before long it was Sangrias (a lethal combination of red wine, fruit and lemonade) all round, and playful gropings on the hot sand.


    By sundown things were getting serious, and a romantic stroll along the beach led the way to a quiet wooded area, where after five minutes of concentrated foreplay it was time for the great moment.


    Kris got off on that first plunge into a new girl. Every time he did it he thought of the two stuck-up little Edwards girls and the other girls at school who’d called him weird and wouldn’t give him the time of day. When he jammed it into a new female he was doing it to all of them, and it felt good.


    ‘Will I see you later?’ his latest conquest asked, awkwardly hitching up the bottom half of her bikini.


    ‘What hotel are you at?’ Cleverly he avoided answering her question.


    She told him and he nodded knowingly. ‘An’ how long you stayin’, luv?’


    ‘Six more days’, she said obligingly, adding hopefully, ‘Can I see you later?’


    Ah, six days to avoid that particular beach and hotel, and then it would be safe again. ‘I wish I could, but I can’t manage tonight,’ he said regretfully. ‘Whyn’t I see you here tomorrow?’


    And that was how it usually went. In and out and on to the next. Evenings were for work. A gig at a local restaurant playing the guitar and singing – and then usually a late night session at a club or discotheque where they got together with other musicians and really let rip. They were getting so hot on their guitars that they’d acquired quite a reputation, and any visiting players sought out the two English kids to jam with.


    They had stayed in Majorca for nearly a year, sharing a one-room apartment. The weather was sensational, the booze cheap, and a continual stream of tourists kept the place interesting, not to mention hot and cold women on tap at all times. Before that they had travelled across Belgium, Germany, France and Italy – taking jobs along the way, and enjoying every moment of their new-found freedom.


    The drag was they hadn’t been discovered, and that bothered Kris more than it did Buzz, who seemed quite content to live his life in the sun without, any of the hassles of England. Kris knew for sure that if they were ever going to put a group together and try to do something decent, it was not going to be in some Spanish holiday resort getting laid regularly. Eventually they were going to have to go home, whether Buzz liked it or not. England was where it was all happening, and he was anxious to be a part of it. New groups were springing to prominence all the time – he read the trades – a couple of weeks late but better than nothing. The Musical Express and the Record Mirror were full of success stories – Rod Stewart, the lead vocalist from the Jeff Beck Group, was making his mark, and groups like Blind Faith, Yes, and Led Zeppelin were leading the trends.


    It was 1968, and ever since the advent of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones, England was hot. The swinging sixties all started in London, with fashion, movies, style, and most of all – music. London was definitely the place to be.


    One day, after receiving a letter from his mother, Buzz said, ‘I think I’m gonna ask Daphne t’come an’ stay with us fer a couple of weeks.’


    Buzz never called Daphne mum, he always referred to her by name.


    ‘Why?’ Kris blurted out, forgotten guilt creeping up on him.


    Waving her letter in the air Buzz said, ‘She’s given up ’er job, chucked out that new bloke she was livin’ with, an’ – I dunno – she sort of sounds on edge, y’know what I mean?’


    ‘Where’ll she sleep?’ Kris asked. ‘There’s no room here.’


    ‘She can have my bed. I’ll kip on the floor. Yer don’t mind, d’you?’


    Christ! Did Buzz know? Impossible. Daphne had sworn him to secrecy – she would hardly confide in her son.


    Forcing himself to sound casual he said, ‘I couldn’t give a monkey’s.’


    ‘Okay, I’ll give ’er a ring then,’ Buzz decided. ‘I guess I can just about scrape up enough readies for ’er ticket.’


    Kris wondered if Daphne would expect him to resume service. He had no desire to do so. After all, he was no longer the innocent virgin she had initiated on her garage floor. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her, it was just that the guilt of giving one to his best friend’s mother was too much to take.


    Buzz went off to the local bar to call her, while Kris figured out what he was going to do.


    He didn’t have to figure too long or too hard. When Buzz returned he was pale beneath his tan.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ Kris asked quickly.


    Buzz sat on the edge of his bed, his thin face a mask of shock. ‘She topped ’erself, didn’t she. Daphne’s dead.’


    *    *    *


    Returning to England for the funeral was the most depressing thing that had ever happened to Kris. It was October, and he had forgotten the icy cold, the afternoons when it was dark by four o’clock, the relentless drizzling rain, and the heavy traffic. Most of all he had forgotten what it was like to live at home with his two sisters – both unmarried – shrieking at each other all the time; his stepfather, Horace, the television zombie; and his mum, Avis – still cleaning other people’s houses, and ruling the home front with her loud voice and bossy manner.


    ‘Yer too skinny,’ she informed Kris sternly. ‘Why didn’t yer write? I could box yer ears, y’little bastard!’


    Both his sisters stared at him jealously. The younger of the two said, ‘It’s all right for some people, ennit? Just laze about in the sun all day an’ don’t send mum no money. I pay for my room an’ board.’


    ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist,’ Kris said quickly, ‘I’m not stayin’.’


    ‘Shame!’ exclaimed his other sister, who had inherited her mother’s sarcastic tongue. ‘Goin’ off to America to be a pop star, are we?’


    He couldn’t stand his sisters, but his dislike for them paled in comparison to his relationship with his brother. Brian came over for Sunday tea trailing his wife, Jennifer, and two snotty-nosed kids. The two-year-old was the reason Brian had been forced to get married in the first place, and the baby, Kris figured out, was just to make him feel bad. Brian’s smug face said it all. I’ve got a job, a wife, and a family. What have you got, little brother?


    It’s about time you decided what you’re going to do with yourself,’ Brian lectured him pompously. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bloody disgrace the way you’re worrying ma?’


    ‘Fuck you,’ Kris muttered, a low aside destined only for Brian’s ears.


    Unfortunately the two-year-old caught the rhythm and proceeded to chant, ‘Fuckoo, fuckoo, fuckoo!’


    ‘You low-life scum,’ Brian said angrily. ‘Teaching my boy to swear. You’re just a no-good layabout – whyn’t you start behaving like a man, cut your hair and get a job?’


    Is that what you think being a man is all about?’ Kris asked, with a derisive snort. ‘Short hair an’ some lousy job?’


    ‘I don’t have to worry about it,’ Brian puffed self-righteously. ‘You’re the one that looks like a bloody queer.’


    Kris started to laugh, which infuriated Brian even more.


    Avis cracked the whip. ‘Will you two shut up?’ she said, her loud voice booming across the table. ‘If yer wanter act like squabblers, go outside an’ do it.’


    ‘Yes,’ chorused the sisters, livening up at the prospect of a possible fight.


    ‘Another cuppa tea, luv,’ Horace requested, oblivious to the simmering hostilities around him. ‘I don’t want ter miss the football on telly.’


    Kris knew he wasn’t going to be able to take family life for long. He was used to his freedom now, and sleeping on the couch in the front parlour – because one of his sisters had taken over his old bedroom – was a real drag. He had only been home five days, and already it was time to move on. The problem was he had no money, and Buzz was no help. Ever since Daphne’s funeral Buzz had refused to leave his house. He didn’t want to practise, or go round the clubs. He didn’t want to do anything.


    Daphne had killed herself in the traditional way – stuffed her head in the oven and turned the gas on. Nobody knew why. ‘Poor dear. She got depressed a lot,’ a relative explained at the funeral. ‘Depression’s a terrible burden to bear.’
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