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CHAPTER ONE




 I KNOW I am judged when I arrive at reception. A single, measured, glance from the man behind the polished satinwood counter, followed by the minutest of pauses before he speaks, and he sees the impostor I know myself to be. He raises an eyebrow, almost imperceptibly, when I give my name, and glances down at his computer to confirm my booking. 

‘One moment, sir,’ he says. ‘I’m paging Banks, he’ll be here shortly.’

 ‘Who’s Banks?’ I say.

‘Banks is the suite’s butler, sir. He’ll take your luggage and unpack for you.’ This accompanied by a swift glance at my fifteen-year-old “wheely”. ‘Then he’ll introduce you to the suite’s facilities and ask about your personal preferences regarding service, sir.’ The pause between “service” and “sir” fractionally longer than it might be. It feels like a slight. I ignore it and hear a cough behind me.

I turn to be greeted by my name formed as a question.

‘I’ve been expecting you, sir. I’m Banks, your butler for your stay, may I take your case?’ 

He bends to take the handle. I almost say no, in the polite way you do when you don’t need any help, but hold myself in check. This is his job. I murmur a ‘Thank you, Banks,’ and follow him to the elevator. He’s about fifty, younger than I. He wears a crisp white shirt and tie beneath a waistcoat and black jacket and trousers. Polished patent shoes complete the ensemble, not a uniform, but clearly an employee.


Banks is efficient and attentive. He introduces all the suite’s accoutrements and its technology. He pays particular attention to the paging system while telling me he’s available twenty-four hours a day for the most minor of eventualities. He unpacks my case with reverence, despite the undoubted shabbiness of its contents compared to previous occupants. He asks if I need anything pressing for the evening. I almost say no but ask him to iron the better of my two shirts. I have a couple of hours to spare so I take a stroll along the embankment and have coffee in the hotel lounge. There’s plenty of time to change before my guest’s arrival.


She’s late. I look at my watch again and pace the room. I stand and stare out of the window, across the Thames, not seeing the boats on the river, not seeing the London Eye, not seeing the Millennium Bridge, not seeing the skyscrapers on the south bank. All I see is an image of home; small, quiet, and rural. Not quite the opposite of where I stand; this suite at the Corcorran, one of London’s most prestigious hotels, can’t be described as noisy. Even staff in the corridors speak quietly, their voices hushed further by thick Wilton carpet. 

By the hotel’s standards this is a modest suite, but a single night costs more than a year’s property tax on my own home. Standing here, I know I am a fake, I don’t belong, it’s not my style. During the six weeks since I booked this suite, I’ve almost cancelled it three times, my mouse pointer hovering over the button. But I didn’t, I let the booking stand and travelled into central London to occupy this opulent space for a scant twenty-four hours. I don’t know if I’ll ever want to do it again. I turn from the window. 

A small dining table is positioned so occupants can take in the view as they eat; next to it stands an ice bucket containing a bottle of Taittinger. At home I could have bought a Krug, perhaps even a Kristal, for the same amount the hotel charges, but I never would. It always seems an excessive indulgence, champagne. I’m not sure why I ordered it. I guess I want to impress my guest, but I don’t know why, I have nothing to prove.

I sit on the sofa, comfortable, clean, but somehow sterile, like all the furnishings. Well designed, high quality, chairs, desk, units, in classic styles and unknowable vintage, no scratches or marks on any of it. All top quality, but somehow exudes a sense of the impersonal; furniture meant to impress, not to be lived with. 

I decide to open the champagne. Either she’ll arrive soon or not at all, either way it will make no difference. I go to pick up the bottle, then stop and pick up the hotel phone instead. Banks answers immediately.

‘I’d like the champagne opening, Banks,’ I say.

‘Yes, sir. I’ll be there in a moment.’

He knocks on the door and waits to be summoned before entering.

‘There’s no sign of my guest, I take it?’ I say as Banks eases the cork from the Taittinger and pours a glass.

‘Not as yet, sir,’ he says, delivering the glass on a small silver tray to the occasional table by the chair I occupy. ‘As you instructed, I shall let you know as soon as she arrives. Will there be anything else, sir?’

‘No, you can go Banks.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

And he leaves. He makes no sound as he moves. The click of the door barely audible. If she doesn’t arrive in the next ten minutes, I’ll order dinner without her, I decide. 


As I drink the most expensive champagne I’ve ever bought; I sit and stare at the lights on the big wheel of the Eye and wonder why they had ever bothered to build it. The answer is money, of course. British Airways’ involvement meant the early rides on the glorified Ferris wheel were booked as “flights”, despite no flying taking place. I’ve never been on it, and don’t see the need to either. I get up and walk to the window again in time to see a black limousine disappear beneath the awning of the hotel. 

I’m swirling the dregs of the first glass around when the phone blips at me. It’s a message from Banks.

	- Your guest has arrived. Shall I bring her straight up, or would a slight delay be in order?

Do I want to stoop to playing games? No, I don’t think I do.

	- Bring her straight up.

I down the remnants of the glass.





I TOLD SERGEI about the punter. I had to. He gets vengeful if you keep secrets from him. The clients I usually get in upmarket hotels are middle aged men in finance or something who make outrageous demands even before I get to the job. But this guy seems to be different. For one thing, he’s a lot older than my usual. I don’t mind. I don’t care how old they are. Actually, that’s not true, I do care. The older the better really, they get worn out sooner and I can get on with my life. If they’re too young, they just want to start over again.

Anyway, I get a call from this bloke who tells me he’s seen my profile and he’d like to book me. That was six weeks ago. It’s a lot longer notice than I usually get so I was a bit suspicious. I wondered what was going on with him, so I asked, and he told me straight it was the only night he could book the suite he wanted at the hotel. When I told him there were plenty of hotels, he said he wanted this one because it looked over the river and he thought we could have dinner together and would that be all right with me and did I have any special dietary things or allergies. I almost laughed, but I didn’t because he sounded serious about it. I told him I’d be happy to have dinner with him as long as he was paying. He said he’d already assumed he would be, so I figured he understood the game.

Sergei asked all sorts of questions about him. I think he was wondering if he could be a mark for his blackmail business, but I didn’t have a lot to tell him. Even so I think Sergei checked him out because he told me he’d get Jamie to drive me over and pick me up, but he wouldn’t be hanging about waiting for me. I guess my man can’t be super wealthy. Maybe not, but a suite at the Corcorran would set him back a couple of grand a night at least. Which meant there should be a decent tip on top of the fee, and that would be for me. Well, mostly for me. Sergei is bound to ask, and he has an uncanny way of knowing if I’m lying. He’s a bastard he is. But he’s useful. I’ve had a bit of trouble in the past from punters, and Sergei makes sure it doesn’t happen.

One guy did hurt me once. Sergei took pictures of his injuries. If he thinks anyone might try the same on one of us girls, he makes sure they see what he’s capable of. The guy wasn’t hospitalised for too long.

Jamie arrives in the Merc to pick me up. It’s swanky, but not the swankiest of Sergei’s cars. If he wanted to impress it would be the Bentley. But it’s doubtful the john will see it, so it doesn’t matter. Jamie says he’ll drop me at the main entrance; he’s had a word with front desk, so I’m expected. He’s a bit of an arsehole is Jamie, but he never asks me any daft questions about the gig, not like Ralph. I’m glad it wasn’t Ralph doing the driving. He always has a lecherous smirk about him.

Jamie does the gentlemanly thing, picks up my case, and puts it in the boot, then opens the back door for me to get in. I’m wearing my killer heels and it’s a bit of a hobble, so he puts his arm out for me. Maybe he’s not such an arse; I’m wearing a plunge top too, but Jamie looks up at the sky and murmurs something about the weather. Ralph would have leered down my top, tried to make me feel awkward.

Jamie gets in the front, and we set off across town. It should only take us fifteen minutes, but there’s been an accident at Piccadilly Circus so we get diverted. And the traffic soon builds up. We’re going to be late. I hate being late. I’m never late. I can feel myself getting annoyed. I’m angry with Jamie, with London, with the Police. I tell myself I have to calm down, there isn’t anything I can do about it. And I don’t want to meet my client in a temper, do I? If he gets a whiff of how temperamental I can be and decides he’s changed his mind, Sergei isn’t going to be pleased. I take a couple of deep breaths while Jamie does his best with the traffic. I’m always a bit nervous before I meet a client, especially a new one. I guess it’s a bit like stage fright. That’s what I am really. An actor, I play whatever part will fulfil the clients demands. I get well paid for it too, a lot more than most actors, except the famous ones.

Finally, we’re out of the traffic and along The Embankment, then slipping under the Corcorran’s massive awning. I’ve been here before, but only once or twice. And my customers have never had a suite before, so I regard it as a bit
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