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  To the wives who told me plenty . . .

  And the husbands who told me more than

  I even wanted to know . . .

  And special thanks to special friends

  who tried to tell me nothing at all,

  but did not succeed!



  Somewhere in the Midwest . . .

  Sometime in the seventies . . .

  The nightmare began for the child when she was fourteen years old and alone in the house with her father. Her brothers and sisters were long gone. As soon as they were old
  enough to earn a living they left  quickly  and never came back to visit. Her mother was in the hospital, womens problems, a neighbour had sighed. The child did
  not know what that meant, only that she missed her mother desperately, even though she had only been gone two days.

  The little girl was an accident. Her mother often told her that. Youre a late accident, she would say, an too much work for me. I should be restin
  now, not raisin another kid. Whenever she spoke the words she would smile, hug her daughter, and add warmly, I wouldnt do without you, my little one. Couldnt. You
  understand me, darlin?

  Yes. She understood that she was loved by the frail woman in the carefully patched clothes who took in other peoples washing and treated her husband like a king.

  They lived in a run-down house on the outskirts of town. It was freezing in the winter and too hot in the summer. There were hungry roaches in the kitchen and giant rats that ran across the
  roof at night. The child grew up with fear in her heart, not because of the vermin, but because of the many times her father beat her mother, and the terrified screams that continued throughout the
  night. The screams were always followed by long, ominous silences, broken only by his grunting and groaning, and her mothers stifled sobs.

  Her father was big, mean and shiftless, and she hated him. One day  like her brothers and sisters before her  she would leave, just sneak off in the early dawn as they had done.
  Only she had more exciting plans. She was going to go out in the world and make a success of her life, and when she had enough money she was going to send for her mother and look after her
  properly.

  Her father yelled for his dinner. She fixed him a steaming plate of tripe and onions just as her mother had taught her. It wasnt satisfactory. Slop! he shouted, after
  hed eaten most of it, belching loudly as she hurriedly removed the plate and replaced it with his fifth can of beer.

  He looked her over, his eyes rheumy, his face slack. Then he slapped her backside and guffawed to himself. She scurried into the kitchen. All her life she had lived with him, and yet he
  frightened her more than any stranger. He was brutal and cruel. Many a time she had felt the sharp sting of his heavy hand across her face or shoulders or legs. He enjoyed inflicting what he
  considered his superior strength.

  She washed the solitary dish in a bowl of water, and wondered how long her mother would be in the hospital. Not long, she hoped fervently. Maybe only another day or so.

  Wiping her hands, she made her way through the cramped parlour where her father snored in front of a flickering black and white television. The buckle of his belt was undone, and his stomach
  bulged obscenely over a grimy tee-shirt, an empty beer can balanced on his chest.

  She crept outside to the toilet. There was no indoor plumbing; a cracked basin filled with luke-warm water was the only means of washing. Sometimes she cleaned herself in the kitchen, but she
  wouldnt dare to do that with her father home. Lately he had taken to spying on her  creeping up when she was dressing and sneering at her newly developed curves.

  Wearily she pulled off her blouse, stepped out of her shorts, and proceeded to splash water under her arms, across her chest, and between her legs.

  She wished there was a mirror so that she could see what her new figure looked like. At school three of her friends and she had crowded together in a toilet and examined each others
  developing buds. It wasnt the same as seeing her own body  she had no interest in looking at other girls breasts.

  Carefully she traced the swell of her small nipples, and sucked in her breath because it gave her such a funny feeling to touch herself.

  So intent was she on examining her new body, that she failed to hear the clump of her fathers footsteps as he approached the outhouse. Without knocking he flung open the creaking door
  before she had time to cover herself. The buttons on his fly were open. Gotta take a piss, he slurred. And then, as if working on a slow fuse, he added, What you doin,
  girl, standin around naked?

  Just washin, pa, she replied, blushing beet-red as she frantically reached for the towel she had brought in with her.

  He was too quick for her. With a drunken lurch he stepped on the flimsy towel, and blocked the door with his bulk. You bin seein any boys? he demanded. You bin
  sleepin around?

  No. Desperately she pulled at the towel, trying to dislodge it from under his foot.

  He staggered towards her, all beer breath and bloodshot eyes. Are you sure, missy?

  Yes, pa, Im sure, she whispered, wanting to run and hide in her bed and die of embarrassment.

  He watched her for a long moment. Then he touched himself and grunted loudly.

  Her heart was pounding  signalling DANGER DANGER. She held her breath. Instinct told her she was caught in a trap.

  He fiddled with his thing until it was completely visible, sticking through his trousers like an angry red weapon. Ya see this? he growled.

  She stayed absolutely still and silent.

  Ya see this? he repeated, his face as red as his weapon. This is what ya gotta look out for. He stroked his erection. This is what every boy ya ever meet is
  gonna want to stick ya with.

  As he reached for her she began to scream. No! No! No! Her voice was shrill and unreal as if it belonged to someone else.

  But there was no one to hear her. No one to care.

  And then the nightmare really began.



  Prologue

  Hollywood, California

  February 1986

  There were two major events taking place in Hollywood on a cool weekend in February 1986.

  The first was a funeral.

  The second, a wedding.

  Some people felt obliged to attend both. Although, of course, they changed outfits for each occasion.



  Book One

  Hollywood, California

  April 1985



  Chapter One

  Jack Python walked through the lobby of the Beverly Hills Hotel with every eye upon him. He had money, charisma, a certain kind of power, razor-sharp wit and fame. It all
  showed.

  He was six feet tall with virile good looks. Thick black hair worn just a tad too long, penetrating green eyes, a two-day stubble on a deep suntan, and a hard body. He was thirty-nine years old
  and he had the world by the balls.

  Jack Python was one of the most famous talk show hosts in America.

  Hello, Jack, cooed a voluptuous woman sprayed into a mini tennis dress.

  He smiled his killer smile  he had great teeth  and looked her over appreciatively, knowing eyes sweeping every curve. Standard greeting  Hows it
  going?

  She would have been happy to tell him, only he didnt break stride, just kept walking towards the Polo Lounge.

  Several more people greeted him along the way. Two tourists paused to stare, and a very thin girl in a red tank top waved. Jack did not stop until he reached his destination. Table number one, a
  cosy leather booth directly facing the entrance of the Polo Lounge.

  A man was already seated there. A man with a slightly manic look, clad in white sweats, black Porsche shades, and a Dodgers baseball cap. Jack slid in beside him. Hiya, Howard, he
  said.

  Hiya, Jack, Howard Soloman replied with a wink. There was something about the perpetual motion of his features which gave him the crazed look. He was always mugging, crossing his
  eyes, sucking in his cheeks. In repose he was quite nice-looking  the face of a Jewish doctor who had strayed into the wrong business. However, his constant mugging gave the impression that
  he didnt want anyone to find out. What was the action last night? he asked, restlessly rimming the top of his glass with a nervous index finger.

  Youve been to one screening at the Goosebergers house  youve been to em all, Jack replied easily.

  Good movie?

  Lousy movie.

  I coulda told you that, Howard said smugly.

  Why didnt you then?

  Howard took a gulp of hot coffee. Adventure is finding out for yourself.

  Jack laughed. According to you no movie is any good unless it comes from your studio.

  Howard licked his lips and rolled his eyes. Youd better believe it.

  So invite me to one of your screenings.

  I always invite you, Howard replied indignantly. Is it my fault you never show? Poppys quite insulted.

  Thats because Clarissa has very particular taste, Jack explained patiently. Unless its a film shes been offered and turned down, or unless shes
  actually in it, she has no desire to see it.

  Actresses! spat Howard.

  Tell me about em, agreed Jack, ordering Perrier and two eggs over easy.

  Saturday morning breakfast at the Polo Lounge had once been a ritual for Jack and Howard and Mannon Cable, the movie star, who had yet to appear. Now they were all too busy, and it was a rare
  occasion when they were able to sit down to breakfast together.

  Howard headed Orpheus Studios, a recent appointment and one he relished. Heading a studio had always been his big ambition, and now he was there, King of the whole fucking heap  while it
  lasted. For Howard, like everyone else in Hollywood, realized that being a studio head was an extremely tenuous occupation, and the position of great and mighty power could be snatched away at any
  given moment by faceless corporate executives who ran the film industry like a bank. Being a studio head was the treacherous no mans land between high-powered agent and independent producer.
  The saving speech of every deposed studio head was: I need more creativity. My talent is stifled here. Too much to do and too little time. Were parting amicably. Im going into
  indie prod. In the industry, indie prod (independent production to the uninitiated) equals out on your ass. Canned. Cant cut it. Tough shit. Dont call us,
  well call you. And so . . . most indie prods faded into oblivion after one failed movie.

  Howard Soloman knew this only too well, and it scared him. He had struggled too long and too hard to allow it to happen to him. The one consolation he could think of was that at least when you
  failed in Hollywood you failed up. Out at one studio  in at another. The old pals act reigned supreme. Also, he was lucky. Zachary K. Klinger  the multi-powerful magnate  owned
  Orpheus. And Zachary had hired him personally.

  Tapping the tabletop with bitten-to-the-quick nails, Howard said, Since Clarissa wasnt in the goddamn movie, I guess it was one she vetoed. Right?

  Her decision made her very happy last night, Jack replied gravely. Terms of Endearment it wasnt. He extracted a pair of heavy horn-rimmed glasses from
  his top pocket and put them on. He didnt need them to see, but as far as he was concerned they took the curse off his good looks. So did the two-day growth of stubble he carefully
  cultivated.

  Jack did not realize that the glasses and the incipient beard made him all the more attractive to women. Ah . . . women . . . The story of his life. Who would have thought in seventh grade that
  shy, studious Jack Python would have developed into one of the great lovers of the century? He couldnt help the effect he had on women. One penetrating glance and they were his. No rock star
  had a better track record.

  Not that Jack went out chasing. It had never been necessary. From the onset of puberty and his first conquest at fifteen, women had fallen across his path with monotonous regularity. Most of his
  life he had indulged shamelessly. One, two, three a week. Who counted? A brief marriage at twenty-five barely stopped him in his tracks. Only luck and a certain sixth sense had prevented him from
  catching various sexual diseases. Of course now, in the eighties, it was only prudent to be extra careful. Plus he felt a more serious image was in order, and for a year he had been desperately
  trying to live down his lover boy reputation. Hence his relationship with Clarissa Browning. Clarissa was a serious actress with a capital S. She had won an Oscar, and been nominated twice. No
  bimbette movie star she.

  Id like to get Clarissa to do a film for Orpheus, Howard said, chewing on a bread roll.

  Have you anything in mind?

  Whatever she wants. Shes the star. Reaching for the butter he added, Why dont you tell her to call me direct. If I operate through her schmuck agent
  nothingll get done. He nodded, pleased with his own idea. Clarissa can whisper in my ear what she wants to do, and then Ill do the dance of a thousand
  agents.

  Why dont you phone her! Jack suggested.

  Howard hadnt thought of anything as simple as that. Would she mind?

  I dont think for her. Give it a shot.

  Thats not a bad idea . . . His attention wandered. Christ! he exclaimed. Willya look at that ass!

  Jack cast an appraising glance at a very impressive rear-end clad in tight white pants exiting the Polo Lounge. Recognizing the sway, he smiled to himself. Chica Hernandez  Queen of the
  Mexican Soaps. He would know that sway anywhere, although he didnt let on to Howard. Kiss and tell had never been his style. Let the tabloids guess their smutty little hearts out. Jack never
  spoke about his many conquests  even though it drove Howard and the other guys crazy. They wanted names and details, and all they got was a smile and a discreet silence.

  Since the start of his year-long affair with Clarissa there wasnt much to tell. A couple of production assistants, an enthusiastic bit-part actress, a Eurasian model. All one-night
  stands. As far as he was concerned he had been scrupulously faithful. Well, with a woman like Clarissa Browning in your life you couldnt be too careful. Their romance was headlines, he had
  to watch his every move.

  Jack Python was smart, charming, a concerned citizen interested in maybe pursuing a political career one day. (Hey  remember Reagan?) And although he understood women very well  or
  thought he did  he still believed (subliminally, of course) in the old double standard. It was okay for him to indulge in the occasional indiscretion  after all, a quick lay meant
  nothing to a man. But God forbid Clarissa ever did it.

  Not that she would. Jack knew that for sure.

  ***

  Faster! gasped Clarissa Browning fervently. Come on. Faster!

  The young actor on top of her obliged. Although in shock, he was managing to perform nevertheless. Well, he was twenty-three years old, and at twenty-three a hard-on is only a handshake away.

  Clarissa Browning had done more than shake his hand. Shortly after their first meeting on the set of the film they were appearing in together, she had requested his presence in her dressing
  room. He went willingly. Clarissa was a star, and this was only his second movie.

  She offered him a glass of white wine and a pep talk about his role. Even though it was only ten oclock in the morning he accepted both gratefully. Then, in clipped tones, pushing strands
  of fine hair away from her delicate but interesting features, she said, You do know, that on film reality is the core of everything.

  He nodded respectfully.

  You play my lover, she said. Clarissa was twenty-nine years old with a long face, limpid eyes, a nose just saved from being too long, and a thin line of a mouth. In life she
  received no awards for beauty. However, she had proven more than once that her ordinary looks created incandescent magic in front of a camera.

  Im looking forward to it, the young actor said enthusiastically.

  So am I, she replied evenly. Realize, though, that anticipation is not enough. When we interact on screen it has to be real. We have to generate excitement and
  passion and longing. She paused. He coughed. So, she continued matter-of-factly, I believe in working our roles through before we get in front of
  the camera. That way we are never caught with our pants down  metaphorically speaking, of course.

  He tried for a laugh and wondered why he was beginning to perspire.

  Lets make love and get it out of the way, she said, her intense brown eyes challenging his.

  Who was he to argue? He forgot about his California blonde perfect girlfriend with thirty-six-inch boobs and the longest legs in town.

  Clarissa reached over, unzipped his Levis, and they went to work. Even though he was somewhat shell-shocked that he was sticking it to Clarissa Browning. The Clarissa Browning! Who would
  believe it?!

  When they were finished she said briskly, Now well both be able to concentrate and make an excellent film. Just know your lines backwards. Listen to our admirable director, and
  become the character youre playing. Live the role. Ill see you on the set.

  Just like that, he was dismissed.

  As the young actor left her dressing room, Clarissa reached for a thermos of vegetable juice and poured herself a small glass of the nourishing liquid. She sipped it thoughtfully. Interaction
  with her fellow actors, thats what real theatre was all about. Making love to the young man had put him at ease, given him the confidence he would need for the difficult role. He would no
  longer be in awe of her  Clarissa Browning  Oscar-winning actress. He would see her as a passionate woman  flesh and blood  and react accordingly! This was very
  important, although some people would think she was mad if she confided that she always made love to her on-screen lovers. It worked  and she had an Oscar to prove it.

  Jack Python would throw a fit if he ever found out. Macho chauvinist. All-male stud. Did he honestly believe she didnt know about his little dalliances?

  She laughed quietly to herself. Jack Python  the man with the wandering cock . . .

  Ah well . . . as long as it didnt wander too far. Right now it suited her to have Jack as her permanent lover. Who knew what the future held . . .

  ***

  I got a friggin heart palpitation yesterday, Howard Soloman announced with a grim expression.

  What? Jack wasnt quite sure hed heard correctly.

  My friggin heart, Howard continued in outraged tones, started bouncin around like a ping-pong ball.

  Jack had long ago decided Howard was a hypochondriac. He changed the subject. Wheres Mannon? he asked. Is he coming?

  Mannon would come every day of his life if he could, Howard said slyly.

  We all know that, Jack agreed.

  Mannon Cable  movie star, director, producer, hot property (in Hollywood when youre hot youre hot, when youre not you may as well be dead)  made his entrance.
  As with Jack before him, every pair of eyes swivelled to get a better look. In fact Mannon actually stopped conversation. He was handsome. If you threw Clint Eastwood, Burt Reynolds and Paul Newman
  into a blender, you would come up with Mannon Cable. His eyes were cobalt blue; his skin sunkissed to a sexy leather brown; his hair a dark, dirty blond; his body powerful. Six feet four inches
  tall  Every inch a winner, he would mock when he made frequent guest appearances on the Carson show.

  He was forty-two years old  fit, fast, and right up there box-office-wise with Stallone and Eastwood. Mannon Cable was hitting a peak.

  Hey  Im one hungry sonofabitch, he said, sliding into the booth. He grinned. He had the I am a big movie star grin down pat. He also had a great set of caps
  (lost the shine on his originals when he laboured as a stunt man for a couple of years) which enabled him to grin from here to eternity without any trouble at all. What are yall
  eating?

  Eggs, replied Jack, stating the obvious.

  Looks like a couple of fried tits to me, laughed Mannon.

  Everything looks like tits to you, Jack replied. You should see a shrink, youve got big problems.

  Mannon roared. The only big problem Ive got is my dick. You should have such problems. He signalled to the waiter and proceeded to order an enormous breakfast.

  Jack stared at Mannon and Howard. Sometimes he wondered why the three of them remained friends. They were all so different now. And yet, whenever he got to thinking about it, he knew why. The
  truth was that they were brothers under the skin, sharing their pasts. They had made it to the top together, and nobody could split them up  although many a wife and girlfriend had
  tried.

  Howard had gone through three wives, and was currently on his fourth, the curvaceous Poppy. He had children everywhere. Mannon was still carrying a torch for his first wife, Whitney, and the new
  one, Melanie-Shanna, had not yet killed the flame. Jack had Clarissa, although deep down he knew she wasnt the right woman for him  a knowledge he refused to admit.

  Ive got a great idea, Mannon said suddenly. Why dont we fly down to Vegas next month? Just the three of us. We never get to see each other anymore. We could
  play the tables, raise hell, cause some trouble, just like old times. Whaddya say?

  Without the wives? Howard asked hopefully.

  You bet your cojones without the wives, Mannon said quickly. Well drop em off at Neimans  theyll never even notice were
  gone.

  Mugging excitedly, Howard said, I like the idea, forgetting that Poppy would singe his balls if he tried to go away without her. This one was a clinger, as opposed to the other
  three before her, who were strictly takers.

  How about it, Jack? Mannon looked at his friend expectantly.

  Jack had promised Clarissa a week in New York. Long walks through the Village. Off-Broadway theatre. Never-ending dinners with her strange, broke friends. Guess who would pick up the bill?

  He hated walking, only liked movies, and her so-called friends were a pain in the ass.

  Yes, he said. Set it up. Work permitting, you can definitely include me in.



  Chapter Two

  Jade Johnson was totally addicted to Bruce Springsteen. She had no desire to meet him, just lust from afar like a mildly randy fourteen-year-old. She put Born in the
  U.S.A. on her stereo and danced around her new apartment.

  Jade Johnson was twenty-nine years old. She had shoulder-length shaggy copper hair, gold-flecked widely spaced brown eyes, a full and luscious mouth, and a strong square jaw which saved her from
  being merely beautiful, and made her face challenging and alert.

  She was five feet ten inches tall, one hundred and thirty pounds, with very long legs, a lithe, supple body, broad shoulders, and an incredible swan-like neck.

  Apart from being kind-hearted and a good friend when the need arose, she had an acerbic wit and a wild sense of humour. She was also smart, independent, and one of the highest-paid photographic
  and commercial models in the world.

  The doorbell rang and she rushed to answer it, clad in blue jeans and an oversized sweatshirt.

  It was the foreman of the delivery crew who had just stacked fifteen large packing cases in her hallway. Thats it, lady, he said, handing her a slip to sign. All
  present an correct. I hope youre satisfied.

  Signing, she slipped him a fifty-dollar bill. Buy a beer for you and the guys.

  Pocketing the money appreciatively, the man thought about what a knockout broad this one was. Not only good-looking in her skin-tight jeans and sweatshirt, but generous too.

  Thanks, he said, and added with a smirk, that commercial you got runnin on TV sure is blistering!

  She grinned, displaying very white, even teeth, and a warm, sexy smile. Glad you like it, she said, subtly edging him towards the door. Once they started on about her famous coffee
  commercial she knew the time was ripe to move them out, having learned, very early on in her career, to be friendly yet unreachable to her many unknown admirers. Once, at eighteen, she had been
  attacked and nearly raped by a crazed fan who had fallen in obsession with a swimsuit poster she had posed for. Only the intervention of a concerned neighbour had saved her.

  The delivery man paused at the door. Maybe ya gotta photo ycan sign for me, he said hopefully.

  Out she projected silently. She was looking forward to being alone and beginning the great unpack. Ill send you one, she said pleasantly.

  Scrawl, I love ya Big Ben, he leered. Thatll give the boys somethin t think about.

  Big Ben! Was he kidding?

  She waited patiently while he laboriously printed his address on a slip of paper. Thanks again, Ben, she said, finally closing the front door on him.

  Alone at last! In L.A. Who would have thought she would ever make the long trek west again? New York was her kind of town, always had been. California never beckoned. Well, once, when she was
  twenty and naively accepted the offer of a screen test. Stupido. She was no actress, and held no ambitions in that direction. But she was young and curious, and what the hell  a trip
  was a trip.

  She had arrived to be met by a block-long limo with a youngish agent lounging on the back seat. He wore multo gold chains with his open-to-the-limit silk shirt and carefully pressed
  designer jeans. He had a suntan, a mini-mogul cigar, a receding hairline, and an attitude. He offered her grass in the car and an invitation to dinner.

  She turned down both, which caused frown lines to appear in his perfect suntan.

  A suite at The Beverly Hills Hotel was reserved for her. Flowers and fruit abounded. She stayed five days, tested with a broody actor who tried to kill her close-ups, turned down several
  more invitations from the bronzed agent, returned to New York, and never heard another thing.

  Several years later when she was really hot, Hollywood beckoned again. Forget it, she told her New York modelling agent. Im going to be the best model in the
  business, and the highest paid. Who needs to travel the starlet route? Not this girl, baby.

  And she was right. Jade Johnson was the best. And she was  due to the deal she had recently signed  the highest paid.

  The deal was the reason she was once more in Los Angeles. Cloud Cosmetics made her an offer she couldnt refuse, and part of it was spending a year on the West Coast to make a series of
  million-dollar TV commercials. Normally she would never have considered leaving her beloved New York. However, she had just come out of a six-year relationship with a married man, and getting away
  seemed like an appealing prospect.

  She wandered around the apartment kicking off her tennis shoes and unzipping her jeans as Springsteen belted out Born in the U.S.A. The sound of his raspy voice filled the room,
  and she was content. This was going to be a new beginning, the start of a whole different life. No more Jade Johnson  mistress. Oh no, sirree. That trip was over, finito. What a fool
  she had been. What a gullible idiot, falling for every cornball line he threw her way. She was hardly naive, and yet for six long years he had kept her captive with his tongue  in more ways
  than one.

  She thought of him briefly. Mark Rand. An English Lord. An English asshole. A wild-life photographer of world-wide repute. They had met on assignment in Africa. She was doing leopard swimwear
  for Vogue, and he was shooting the photographs. He had curly hair, amused blue eyes, and fascinating conversation. It wasnt until a week of passion had passed that his fascinating
  conversation included mention of a wife, Lady Fiona Rand.

  Jade remembered her fury. She had fallen for the oldest lines in the world . . . My wife and I live together in name only . . . when the children are older . . .

  And Jade Johnson  smart, worldly, hardly a babe in the woods  listened to his corny bullshit and actually believed him! For six years she believed him. And she would have gone on
  doing so if Lady Fiona hadnt given birth to yet another little Rand heir, and Jade found out about it by accident while leafing through an English magazine.

  The end had been acrimonious, her move to California swift.

  Gazing around her new apartment she decided it was a great find. Situated on Wilshire near Westwood, she had leased it furnished, although there was no way she could think about getting through
  a year without her things around her. Books, records, her collection of china dogs, tapes of favourite movies, clothes, family pictures, and other personal possessions. Hence the delivery from New
  York a timely day after her own arrival, courtesy of TWA.

  Contemplating the many cartons piled high in the hallway, she wondered if she could summon the energy to start on them now. With a sigh she realized shed better. Grabbing a 7-Up from the
  kitchen she set to work.



  Chapter Three

  It was Silver Andersons forty-seventh birthday, and she awoke with the thought that she was one year older foremost in her mind. She lay in bed for a full ten minutes
  ruminating on this fact, and then reluctantly she arose, first buzzing her houseman and ordering bran muffins, fresh orange juice, and lemon tea to be on her table in exactly fifty minutes. That
  was how long it took Silver to be ready to face the world. Rather quick considering the transformation that took place.

  The woman who left the luxurious king-size bed was quite ordinary looking.

  The woman who left the bedroom fifty minutes later was a television superstar.

  Silver Anderson was ready for a Vogue photo session  the cover, of course, Silver only did cover stories. She was fully made up. Heavy base, dramatic eyes (she still wore false
  lashes, giving her a commanding but rather old-fashioned look). Her lips glistened with scarlet gloss, and her cheeks were sunken with shading. She wore heavy gold earrings, a white silk turban,
  and a pale beige leather outfit liberally studded with diamante. It was only ten a.m. but Silver knew she owed it to her fans to always look like a star. She was five feet three inches tall, and
  had maintained her girlish figure. It took diet and exercise, and although it was a bitch keeping to the routine, the results made it worthwhile. From behind, with her tight ass and sassy strut,
  she could easily be mistaken for a twenty-year-old.

  Sweeping downstairs, she ignored her Russian houseman, Vladimir, who was gay and couldnt care less how she treated him as long as she kept him in her employ. He dined out on his
  personal intimate Silver Anderson stories twice a week. To his friends he was the star, living vicariously through his mistresss exploits. Silver was always making headlines.
  She segued from men problems (two ex-husbands, dozens of boyfriends) to drink problems (thank you, Betty Ford, for making it legitimate) to feuds with directors, writers, producers  whoever
  was around to vent her anger on. Silver was very proud of saying, I am a professional. And I will not be screwed around by unknowledgeable amateurs trying to step in my limelight. Let
  them remember just exactly who they are dealing with.

  ***

  Silver Anderson first became a star at twelve. She was discovered singing and dancing in a school play by the talent agent father of one of her friends, who recommended her
  to the casting director of an important musical film. She auditioned, got the role, and went from there to mini-stardom singing like a bird in a series of hits. She certainly had a wonderful voice,
  full of power and extraordinary clarity. And so she should  her mother, Blanche (a failed singer herself), had made sure that her daughter had singing lessons from the age of five. Blanche
  often used to say to her, I never made it. But you, my dear, will take the talent you inherited from me, and become the biggest star in the world. Blanche had also insisted on dancing
  lessons and acting classes. As a result, when she was growing up, Silver never knew childhood, just vigorous training for the stardom her mother was convinced would one day be hers. When she was
  sixteen, the bottom fell out of musical comedy movies in Hollywood, and her agent suggested New York and the theatre.

  Youre not going to New York, objected her father, George, a college professor and sometimes inventor of what her mother referred to as useless devices. They
  lived in a large, rambling house in the Valley, bought with Silvers earnings, and he had no intention of uprooting.

  Daddy, I must! Silver protested tearfully, as her mother had told her she should. My career is at stake! She overdramatized everything, even at sixteen.

  Blanche agreed with her daughter. We cant ruin her life, George. We must encourage her to soar!

  George stared mournfully at his domineering wife with the carrot-coloured hair and unfulfilled dreams. He knew there was no stopping her, so it was arranged that she would accompany Silver to
  New York for six months while he stayed at home with their son, Jack  at nine, seven years younger than his famous sister.

  Both Silver and Blanche adored New York, and the feeling was mutual. Silver opened in a new show called Baby Gorgeous, which ran for a phenomenal five years. During this time she
  married her first husband (tall, dark and weak), divorced him (he asked her for alimony), helped her mother to divorce George, and attended Blanches remarriage to a
  twenty-six-year-old stage hand (her mother was thirty-eight at the time) and neither of them ever had any desire to go back to Los Angeles and the Valley. New York suited them just fine.

  George and Jack are better off without us, Blanche reasoned. You were born to be a star. And I was born to live in New York and enjoy myself.

  That, she certainly did, what with her successful daughter and new younger husband.

  After Baby Gorgeous there was another smash show, a huge-selling record album, and sold-out cabaret appearances wherever Silver cared to appear.

  It took her ten years to go home. And then she didnt go home as such, she took a bungalow at The Beverly Hills Hotel with her current lover, a Scandinavian stud. And in between giving
  head and interviews she finally called her father. Drive into Beverly Hills and Ill treat you and Jack to lunch tomorrow, she announced grandly, not letting on that
  Newsweek were doing a cover story on her and needed to get some family pictures.

  George demurred; he had given up on Silver long ago. Just because she was his daughter did not change the fact that she was selfish and egotistical, thinking only of herself. He held her
  responsible for breaking up his marriage, and he would never forgive her for that.

  Jack was home from college. At nineteen he was handsome, smart, and curious to meet the sister he could hardly remember. Ill go, dad, he said eagerly.

  George agreed under protest. He wouldnt put it past Silver to try and lure Jack away from him too, a risk he would just have to take.

  Jack went off to meet his famous sister in high spirits. He returned two hours later, a frown on his face and criticism on his lips. Shes fucking unreal! he exclaimed.
  She acts like the Queen of England.

  George did not show his relief. Dont swear, he admonished sternly. Is this how they teach you to talk in college?

  Dad! Im nineteen, for crissake.

  Then I should think you know by now that swearing does not make you any more of a man.

  Okay. Okay. Sorry, Jack said quickly, and thought that next time he came home from college in Colorado, he would take his friend Howard Soloman up on his idea that they rent an
  apartment together in Hollywood. Itll be an ace move, Howard enthused. Jack had said no. Next time he would say yes.

  Silver thought her baby brother was a handsome dolt. He certainly had the family looks, although all the talent had obviously gone in her direction. One meeting was enough. She did not
  bother to call again, and it was another four years before they came face to face at the funeral in New York of Blanche, who had died of an untimely cancer.

  Jack often wondered why he went. When his mother divorced his father she had divorced him too. He would never forget Georges grim face when he sat him down one day and gave him the bad
  news. Your mother wont be coming home, hed said. Its best this way.

  As a kid, Jack could remember crying himself to sleep for many months, trying to figure out what bad thing he had done to make his mother desert him so brutally. In his teens he had
  considered contacting her, making her tell him. But he always put the dreaded visit off, and when she died it was too late, and he knew he must at least attend her funeral.

  Silver was playing drama queen to the hilt. She was dressed in black fox furs and a pillbox hat with a veil. She clung to Blanches husband, sympathy brimming from over-made-up eyes,
  while photographers bobbed and weaved around the graveside.

  Silver failed to recognize her only brother. He tapped her on the arm to jog her memory. Thank you for your good wishes, she murmured, and moved on to the next fan.

  He could smell the liquor on her breath, and tried to understand. Three months later she married her former stepfather in Las Vegas vowing that this one was forever. Ten months later
  there was an acrimonious divorce which caused nasty headlines.

  It seemed that Silver always rode the wave of bad publicity and rose from the ashes smiling. The next year she bore a daughter, refused to name the father, and went off to live in Brazil with
  a very rich man (some said a plasticized Nazi war criminal) for two years. Then she returned to Broadway at the age of thirty-four and starred in two hit shows one after the other for a total of
  five years.

  Meanwhile Jack was getting his life together. After college he shared an apartment in Hollywood with his friend Howard Soloman. Howard wanted to be an agent, mainly because he felt it opened
  the gateway to unlimited pussy. He got himself a job at a big talent agency working in the mail room.

  Jack wasnt sure what he wanted to do. Everyone said that with his looks he should be an actor  he shuddered at the thought. Writing interested him. Newspapers interested him.
  The journalistic world beckoned. He started to review movies and records for a small magazine, and to make his half of the rent he became a tour guide at a television studio. Within six months he
  was promoted to a researcher on a local talk show.

  Youve got a way with people, said the head researcher, a woman who recognized raw talent when she saw it.

  Thank you, he replied, deftly avoiding her offer of a night of ecstasy in her Westwood condo.

  He then proceeded to sleep his way through all the good-looking female guests on the show, while learning everything there was to know about television.

  One day a young movie actor  one of the guests  grabbed Jack backstage. Hey, man  youre fucking my girlfriend, the actor protested.

  I am?

  You can bet your ass on it.

  Jack couldnt figure out which one might be the actors girlfriend so without naming any names he gave a blanket sorry.

  So you goddamn well should be, huffed the actor. She wont let me get beyond first base. Whats she like in the sack?

  Conversation led to the nearest bar, and Mannon Cable  newly discovered and busted out  became the third roommate to Jack and Howard. They called themselves the Three Comers
   a reference to their career goals rather than their colourful sex-lives. Howard was a walking hard-on. Mannon had looks and humour to lure them between the sheets. Jack had
  everything.

  One thing Jack never advertised was his famous sister. Howard knew, but kept it to himself. Mannon found out, and thought it was a hoot. Why the secret? he asked.

  Jack shrugged. I hardly know her. Who needs the connection?

  Fortunately, Silver, at the start of her career, had chosen to use her mothers maiden name, which was Anderson. Jack preferred the more dramatic family surname  Python.

  And so the Three Comers careers rose.

  Howard by the age of twenty-six became a fully fledged agent, and at twenty-eight he was hot. Along the way he got married, took out a mortgage on a too-expensive house in Laurel Canyon,
  purchased his first Mercedes, and gave great meeting.

  Mannon hit the road to big stardom via a centrefold in a popular womans magazine. He out-Reynolded Burt Reynolds, starred in several sure-fire hits, bought the requisite beach house
  and cream Rolls-Royce, and supported a constant stream of beautiful ditsy girlfriends.

  Jack went off to Arizona and worked on a local television news station. After two years he was hosting everything they had to offer. He got an anchor position in Chicago, then Houston. He
  tried his hand at everything from serious news to fluff pieces, covering politics, film festivals, murders, movies, child molestation. You name it  he knew something about it. In Houston
  they gave him his own show, The Python Beat. He out-rated everyone and everything in the vicinity. His fan mail was legion. By the time he hit New York to host a nightly network show, Silver
  was on her way to Hollywood to star in a movie version of one of her Broadway hits. He often wondered if she would make contact to congratulate him. After all, like it or not, they were
  brother and sister, and maybe they could forget the past and start again.

  He never heard a word from her.

  The movie Silver starred in bombed. It wasnt just an ordinary bomb, it was a mega-explosion, a nuclear disaster, wiping out all connected with it. Silver fled to Europe, humiliated.
  Everyone seemed to blame her. As far as she was concerned she was the best thing in it.

  She went through what she now delicately referred to as her nervous breakdown period. Actually it was a serious flirtation with booze and drugs which very nearly ended her life
   let alone her plummeting career.

  Thats when Jack heard from her. Well, not from her exactly, he got a call from London, and a ten-year-old girl named Heaven. Are you my uncle? she demanded. Can I
  come and stay with you? Mamas sick. Theyve taken her away.

  Jack cancelled a weeks interviews and took the Concorde to London. He found Heaven living with a transvestite in Chelsea. Silver was locked up in a mental institution.

  She tried to take her own life, poor dear, the transvestite whispered. Can you imagine what it must be like when the looks go, and the talent. I did what I thought
  was best. Oh, and by the way, she owes me two thousand pounds. Id like cash, please.

  Jack took care of everything. He paid the bills, arranged for Silvers transfer to a private nursing home, hired twenty-four-hour nurses and the best psychiatrists.

  When he visited his sister she stared at him blankly. Without makeup she looked like a pale white shadow, but her eyes burned with heat. Hows George? she asked. Forty
  years old and she was finally asking after her father  the father she had abandoned at sixteen.

  Hes doing okay, Jack replied. Im taking Heaven to stay with him. If thats all right with you.

  Yes, she replied listlessly, her tapered fingers plucking at a loose strand of hair. Im finished, you know, she continued matter-of-factly. All
  washed up. In Hollywood they cant see real talent for shit. All they want is twenty-year-olds with big boobs. Ill never come back.

  Jack felt uncomfortable with this pale, wan woman who spoke with such bitterness. This was not the Silver Anderson he had watched throughout the years. In a way it was a relief to know he was
  out from under her shadow  although the shadow had only existed in his eyes.

  Hey  he tried to give her confidence. Youre still a beautiful woman. And youll always be a big star.

  Thanks! Her tone was full of sarcasm. Words of encouragement from baby Jack. God! When you were still in diapers I was a star. I dont need you to tell
  me.

  She made no comment on his career, Jack Python. Man of the hour. His own network show.

  Settling everything, financial and otherwise, he flew back to California with Heaven. Youll camp out at your grandpas house, he told the child. Hes
  quite a character. And when your mother is better shell send for you.

  No she wont, replied Heaven, wise beyond her years. She was small, with pinched features and enormous amber eyes.

  Yes she will, he countered.

  Bet? questioned Heaven.

  Sure. Youre on, kid.

  Heaven won her bet. In London, Silver recovered and never did send for her daughter.

  Jack was disgusted. He talked to the head honchos at his network and asked for his show to be moved to Los Angeles. They agreed, and he was delighted. At least Heaven would have someone
  around  apart from her grandfather  who genuinely cared for her.

  Silver resurfaced on the English stage in a new production of Pal Joey, which brought her excellent reviews and a resurgence of fame. English fame. She loved being back in the
  spotlight and basked in the light. But it was only English light, and that wasnt enough. England was a small pond and she wanted America. With that thought in mind she acquired a new agent
  in Hollywood, Quinne Lattimore, and badgered him to do something about it.

  Quinne did not think they were going to create any fires. Silver Anderson was hardly hot news  she had been around too long and stepped on too many toes to set the town alight. He
  suggested her name for a few projects and heard everything from Shes too old to The broads a lush. And then along came the unexpected offer of a role
  in Palm Springs, a daytime soap. Normally Quinne would have rejected the project immediately. Silver wanted to come back, but hardly on daytime television playing an ageing torch singer.
  However, when City Television came in with an offer that was too tempting to ignore, he called her in London and said, I think this might be the showcase to get you here, so that the people
  who matter can see you.

  Im not doing a soap, she steamed.

  Its a six-week guest spot, Quinne interrupted. Top dollar, unlimited budget for wardrobe, and you get to keep the clothes, approve the script, and anything else we
  want to throw at them. Theyre anxious.

  So they should be, she sniffed. A soap indeed!

  Sleep on it, he suggested.

  Why should I? she argued.

  Because its the only ballgame in the park.

  Silver did Palm Springs. She was fabulous. The shows ratings rocketed. The producers made her an offer she couldnt refuse, to stay on. And Silver Anderson became the
  hottest actress on daytime television.

  For three years now she had reigned supreme. She was bigger than shed ever been, and revelled in every minute of her success.

  ***

  A black stretch limo waited outside the front door of Silvers mansion high up in Bel Air. Inside the limo sat her publicist, Nora Carvell, a fifty-nine-year-old lesbian
  with knowing eyes and a gravelly voice (who else could possibly put up with Silver?), and her personal assistant  a tall, jumpy young man who had held the job for two weeks and was about to
  get fired.

  Good morning, everyone, Silver beamed.

  There was an imperceptible sigh of relief. Silver was in a good mood  thank God for that!



  Chapter Four

  When Mannon Cable got up to go to the john, Howard Soloman leaned anxiously towards Jack Python and said, Youre never gonna believe this, but I ran into Whitney
  at a party last night, and I swear shes got the hots for me.

  Jack started to laugh. Whitney Valentine Cable was Mannons ex-wife, a stunning-looking actress for whom Mannon still carried a torch. Whitney, Jack said slowly, has
  the hots? For you? He continued laughing.

  For crissakes, Howard said irritably. Whats so funny about that?

  Because you and Whitney hated each other when you were Mannons agent. Christ! If I had a nickel for all the times you bitched about her, and likewise she about you.

  A hard dick an a soft pussy creep up on people in a variety of ways, Howard said wisely.

  Jack almost choked. I love it when you wax poetic.

  Fuck you.

  When Im at a loose end Ill think of you first.

  Howard belched, not so discreetly. Im tellin you, she came on to me. The next move is mine an Im gonna make it.

  Youll make it when Mannons six feet under, Jack warned. You move on Whitney and hell have your balls for breakfast.

  Whats the big friggin deal? Howard waved his arms excitedly in the air. Theyve been divorced for nearly two years. Mannons married to Melanie
  whats-her-name. And Whitney hasnt exactly acted like a virgin since they split.

  Youre talking like a dumb asshole, Jack said, bored with the conversation. Has it ever occurred to you that Whitney suddenly getting the hots for your body coincides
  very nicely with your primo position at Orpheus?

  Are you saying Howard began indignantly. He stopped abruptly as Mannon slid back into the booth.

  Ive been thinking, Mannon said expansively. Somebody should do a movie about middle-aged broads who follow movie stars into the can. I just got trailed by a real
  prize. She bird-dogged me into the goddamn john and asked for my autograph while Im in the middle of taking a leak! Can you believe it?

  Jack could easily believe it. The same thing had happened to him a week before at a fashionable restaurant. Fame. It was the one part of his life he did not enjoy. Sister Silver revelled in it.
  You couldnt pick up a magazine without seeing her face staring at you. Her comeback was phenomenal, and yet fortunately it hadnt affected him. In the publics mind they had two
  very separate identities. Like Warren Beatty and Shirley MacLaine, the fact that they were brother and sister rarely came up.

  Today was Silvers birthday. He hadnt spoken to her in months. The only conversations they did have concerned Heaven, who was now sixteen years old. When Silver first came back to
  America, the expectation was that the child would leave her grandfathers house and return to live with her mother. However, one week in Silvers company put paid to that plan,
  and Heaven returned to her grandfather, who had continued to bring her up ever since. It pissed Jack off. George was getting older and needed a little peace and quiet in his life. Heaven was
  turning into a wild child and Silver was the last one to care. She wouldnt even reveal who Heavens father was.

  What dyou think, Howard? Mannon demanded. How about doing a movie called Old Groupies or How I Learned to Take a Piss in Public? Is the idea grabbing
  you?

  I think you should do a film for Orpheus, Howard said seriously. Name the deal and its yours.

  Cmon. You know better than anyone that I dont even have a minute to scratch my ass.

  Swooping on another roll, Howard said, Lets get something in the works. When youre free we want you. Remember, Orpheus is first in line.

  What is this, calling-in-favour time?

  Howard nodded vigorously. Yeah.

  In that case, Jack joined in, when are you going to do my show? Youve promised for God knows how long. What is this unswerving loyalty to Carson?

  Throwing up his hands, Mannon grinned. Im in demand! I love it!

  He had been in demand for over fifteen years now, and he was still enjoying every minute, not to mention the publics adoration and the millions of dollars he made.

  Mannon had everything he wanted. Except Whitney. She had left him just when he needed her most, and he was taking his time getting over her. His new wife, Melanie-Shanna, had not solved any
  problems. She was a recent Miss Texas Sunshine, pretty and sweet, but Whitney she wasnt, and marrying her had been a grave mistake. If it wasnt for alimony and community property, he
  would have dumped her a week after the wedding. Like a jerk he hadnt gotten her to sign a pre-nuptial agreement limiting her demands. However, his lawyers were working on it, and as soon as
  he got the all-clear he was going for a divorce. Naturally, Melanie-Shanna knew nothing of his plans. It wouldnt do to forewarn her. Let her think everything was perfect until D-Day 
  and then bye-bye, pretty little beauty queen.

  He must have been insane marrying her. It was a revenge strike aimed at Whitney, who had moved in with his ex-friend, a Malibu stud named Chuck Nielson. The guy couldnt even act, and only
  appeared in the movies Mannon turned down. Fortunately their affair was shaky, and now Mannon (as soon as he could arrange a divorce) planned to win her back.

  I cant do your show, he said gravely. Youre too serious.

  Serious! Jack shook his head. I guess you missed me and Ms. Midler last week.

  Great tits! interjected Howard.

  Great talent, scolded Jack.

  And great tits, added Mannon.

  Jack couldnt help laughing. You two! he said. Tits n ass. The story of your lives.

  And you never think about it, right? Howard and Mannon said as one.

  Only when Im horny, Jack replied, and the three friends laughed.

  ***

  Whitney Valentine Cable had a spectacular body and a striking face. Her eyes were a dreamy aquamarine, her nose straight and freckled, her mouth drooped at the corners until she
  smiled, and when she did, Whitney Valentine Cable had the biggest, the best and the whitest smile in Hollywood.

  Her hair was blonde and long and fluffy. Grown men fantasized about her hair And grown women copied whatever style she chose to wear her luxuriant tresses in.

  She was a personality and a star, but sad to report, Whitney Valentine Cable could not act.

  This did not seem to matter very much, for in the five years she had pursued an acting career she had ridden the crest of mild popularity. Countless magazine covers helped. And a year-long
  television sit-com, followed by a string of exploitation movies featuring her in various scanty outfits. Whitney had worn everything from three strategically placed fig leaves, to a mink peek-a-boo
  ball gown. She had never shown EVERYTHING. Oh no. Gorgeous as she was, Whitney knew the good sense in keeping something hidden. So the great unwashed public
  had never spied upon her luscious nipples or her silken furry bush. Even though Playboy and similar magazines had begged, pleaded, even cried for her to reveal all  offering vast sums
  of money for the privilege.

  It was never enough. If Whitney was going to show off the goods it would be for a million dollars or not at all. And that offer hadnt materialized yet.

  ***

  Whitney Valentine made the trek to Hollywood the easy way. Working as a hairdresser in a small town outside of Fort Worth, she was as eager as the rest of the town to watch
  the location shoot of a genuine Hollywood film taking place. She visited the outdoor set with her girlfriend on a Saturday afternoon, and immediately caught the eye of Mannon Cable, the
  macho star of the movie.

  It was not exactly love at first sight for Mannon. More If it moves  nail it. And delectable Whitney was the most nailable girl hed seen all week. She was eighteen and
  innocent, or so she said when he tried to initiate her into the joys of going to bed with a movie star.

  Whitney was not happy living in a small town. She wanted out, and Mannon Cable seemed the perfect exit visa. Holding back, instinct told her, was the only way to get him. And she was right.
  He called her everything from a dumb broad to a prick-tease, but six weeks later he married her, and when the movie finished shooting he brought her to Beverly Hills as his bride.

  For five years Whitney played the model wife. Cooking, shopping, taking care of their Malibu ranch house, posing for photo layouts with her famous husband, and generally behaving like the
  woman every man wished was his.

  And then, one hot Malibu Sunday, with the jacuzzi going full force, and the waft of barbecue in the air, Mannons friend and agent, Howard Soloman, whispered in her ear that there was a
  role in a television pilot for which she would be perfect if only she were an actress.

  Excitement lit up her face. Put me up for it, Howard, she begged. Oh, please! You must!

  Mannonll kill me, he groaned.

  And so will I if you dont, she hissed.

  Secretly she tested for the role.

  Secretly she got the job.

  When all was revealed to Mannon he was furious. You stupid asshole, he yelled at Howard. The last thing I need is a starlet for a wife.

  Its what she wants, Howard argued lamely.

  Well, youre no longer my agent, I can tell you that, Mannon screamed, then turned his wrath on Whitney.

  I want to work, she told him calmly. Im bored.

  Bored! He was outraged. Youre married to me, for crissake. How can you possibly be bored?

  Youre always working, she complained. I have nothing to do all day. Im lonely.

  So how about starting a family? Weve talked about it enough times. You know its what I want.

  And I want to do something with my life before I settle down and have babies. Please, Mannon, youve got to understand that this is what I need.

  Reluctantly he agreed that she could take a shot at it. Whitney was the only woman he wanted to spend his life with, and if she required a few months messing around in show biz, let her do
  it. Shed soon find out what a crap-shoot it all was.

  The first thing she did was dye her light brown hair blonde. And then she decided to call herself Whitney Valentine  adding the Cable to please Mannon (it also pleased the press
  department of her television show, but thats another story).

  And so began her climb to stardom. It wasnt difficult. The sit-com was a hit, she had all the right requirements in abundance, plus a very famous husband, and the publicity mill took
  it from there.

  Five years and five hundred magazine covers later she was a star  just as shed wanted. And she and Mannon were history. She hadnt planned to divorce him, but he was
  jealous of her success, and there was nothing she could do about that. They had been divorced for eighteen months. The moment the decree was final Mannon had married some Texas beauty queen.
  Whitney could not help feeling hurt, for it was she who had instigated the divorce, not Mannon, who had declared undying love right up until the moment he married again. For a while she was tempted
  to do the same with the guy she was living with  Chuck Nielson, an ex-friend of Mannons. But Chuck was great when he was straight, and insane when drugged out. Besides, she was
  enjoying her new-found freedom.

  ***

  As she sipped a glass of iced tea beside her kidney-shaped swimming pool in the garden of her house on Loma Vista, Whitney thought about Howard Soloman. Who would ever have
  imagined that one day he would be running Orpheus Studios? When he was Mannons agent she couldnt stand him. And when he launched her career she tolerated him, until he left
  agenting to form his own production company. A few powerful jobs later he was head of the studio. She was impressed.

  Extending a delicate foot, she admired the pearly glow of the polish on her pedicured toenails. Howard Soloman. One of Mannons best friends. Funny, vulgar, street-smart Howard.

  She shivered uncomfortably. Even thinking about going to bed with Howard was crazy; she had known him for too many years  and all four of his wives, including Poppy, the present
  one. And yet, last night at the Fields party, Howard and she got to talking  quietly, in a corner, with no one else around  and something had happened. He understood her. He
  understood her career needs. And sometimes that could be the most important part of any relationship.



  Chapter Five

  Springsteen belted, and Jade felt good. She had unpacked three boxes and already the apartment seemed more like home. The doorbell buzzed and she peered through the spy-hole
   an old New York habit. Who is it? she called out.

  Pizza.

  I didnt order any.

  Youve always got an order of pizza on the way.

  Corey! She flung open the door. What a sneak! You told me you couldnt get here until next week.

  For you, sis, I worked magic.

  He placed the box of pizza on the floor and hugged his sister. There was no family resemblance. Corey was shorter than Jade, and several years younger. He was pleasant looking, with uniform
  features and none of his sisters mesmerizing charisma.

  This is so great! she exclaimed.

  Me or the pizza?

  The pizza, what else? Lets eat. Im starving! Its double mushroom, I hope?

  And cheese and bologna and meatballs and peppers. Does that suit you?

  Oh, Corey, baby  you suit me. Its fantastic to see your silly smiling face.

  He grinned. Likewise, pretty sis. Its been too long.

  I know.

  He picked up the box of pizza. Am I coming in? he asked jokingly. Or are we eating out in the hall?

  Sorry! Cmon. In. Now. Food. And all the news. Right?

  You got it. He followed her into the ultra-modern kitchen and placed the box on a counter top.

  Jade reached for plates and a knife. Hows Marita and the Johnson heir?

  Corey looked around. This is a really nice place, he said admiringly.

  Better than my rabbit hole in New York, huh? she teased.

  Bigger.

  What do you want to drink? Shall we live dangerously and open a bottle of wine?

  He consulted his watch. Its only twelve-thirty.

  Yknow, sometimes I think you never moved to the big city.

  He glanced out of the window. Sometimes I wish I hadnt. Turning towards her he added, Have you spoken to mom and dad lately?

  She handed him a bottle of white wine and an opener. Im going to call tomorrow. I always call on Sunday. If I change the routine they get panic-stricken and think God knows what.
  Why? her tone became anxious. Theres nothing wrong, is there?

  He wrestled with the wine. Theyre fine. I spoke to mom yesterday.

  Good. She busied herself with dividing the pizza into two huge pieces.

  Uncomfortably he said, Its just that I figured if youd spoken to them you wouldve heard.

  She fixed him with a sharp look. He had something to say and she wasnt sure she wanted to hear it. Whats on your mind?

  Marita and I split up.

  Oh, shit!

  Shrugging defensively he said, Its no big deal.

  Yes it is, she replied grimly. You have a child. That makes it a very big deal.

  He glared. No lectures. Not unless you want me to talk about your situation.

  Im out of my situation, she said pointedly, a determined set to her jaw.

  Sensing a weakness he pounced. You
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