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Chapter 1

February

Every brightly decorated street, building, bar or restaurant – and even all the houses the cab from Louis Armstrong International Airport passed on the way to their hotel – looked exactly how Sheena McQueen had always imagined they would during New Orleans’ world-famous Mardi Gras celebrations.

Even when she’d backpacked around the globe in her twenties before setting up the now world-famous McQueen Agency in London, Sheena had never been to the Deep South. It truly looked magnificent. The quaint wooden houses that popped out of the landscape reminded her of George Rodrigue’s famous Cajun paintings. She had an original of his ‘Blue Dog’ at home and had always loved the vibrancy of it, the way his work seemed to come alive. It was the only pet she’d ever allow in her pristine home, although there’d certainly been some animals passing through her doors. She was just making a mental note to try to visit his studios to pick up something to add to her collection, when she reminded herself why she was here and refocused on what was going to be an incredibly difficult day ahead.

In defence of finding herself distracted, she reasoned that the decision to hold Madeline Kane’s funeral in the midst of a carnival was bizarre, rather like a plot from one of the soap operas her renowned clients appeared in. She really hadn’t wanted to come, but her number-one client Catherine Belle was attending, and, despite Sheena’s best efforts, nothing, not even getting Falcon Bay executives to deny Catherine official leave, could stop her. Even though Falcon Bay was the show that had made her a star, Catherine didn’t always play by its rules. She had been determined to attend and, as it certainly wasn’t safe to let her go alone, Sheena had extended her role as agent into that of chaperone.

They’d barely spoken a word on their two-hour boat journey from St Augustine’s, where Falcon Bay is filmed, to Paris to catch their thirteen-hour flight to America, but Sheena had been glad of the pods in First Class that kept them apart, helping to ease the awkwardness of how tense Catherine clearly was. The morning after checking into their suites at the Maison de la Luz, a stunning boutique guest house close to the French Quarter of the city, they were picked up by a limousine to join the Kane family on the infamous Delta Queen steamboat.

Since Catherine had officially been cleared by the police of any involvement in her co-star Madeline’s death, Sheena hoped her continued silence, although uncomfortable to endure, could ultimately work in their favour. The last thing she needed was for Catherine to say something she shouldn’t when the case had been finally been closed. But with the way she was acting, which was unnervingly unpredictable for a woman she’d known for thirty years, Sheena intended to stick to her side all day. Once on board the mourning vessel, she’d only left her alone once, when she’d needed the bathroom, which was, annoyingly, below decks.

Now, as the ornate three-tiered steamboat chugged along the waters of the Mississippi, Sheena quickly started making her way across the crowded deck back towards Catherine. It was so packed that it was going to take some time before she could take up her guardswoman position once more.

Sheena had googled the Delta Queen before they’d arrived, as she was certain it had been famously retired and was no longer in service. Sure enough, she’d been right; clearly, the Kane family had serious clout in this part of the world to get an old girl like this back on the water. If Wikipedia was right, the vessel was known to be haunted by the wife of the man who’d owned the company that had made it, and when it had been in service, her spirit was said to be heard often around its vast interiors late at night. She wasn’t usually bothered by that sort of thing but considering why they were here, Sheena hoped old Mary Becker Greene’s ghost would be the only one on board today.

Taking her third glass of wine from a passing waiter’s tray, Catherine Belle, a woman who usually sipped any alcohol with the same delicacy a newly married princess may demonstrate at her first state gala, took several large gulps until it was empty. She reached out to take another glass and did the same. How could it have only been eight weeks since that day? she mused, almost haze-like as the alcohol washed over her system. She hadn’t eaten in days, so an empty stomach combined with the heat had given the wine extra power.

Feeling slightly unsteady on her feet, she moved closer towards the boat’s edge and out of the protective shadow of its canopy. The sun’s rays beat down on her. Due to all the chemical peels she’d had to keep her looking years younger than the seventh decade she was in, she usually avoided even the merest hint of the sun, like a vampire hiding in a turret. Today, she didn’t care. She could feel the fabric of her dress clinging to her skin, but as uncomfortable as she was, the heat was the least of her problems. Her mind ambled away from the noise of the steamboat and its teary-eyed passengers, back to the terrible night when she’d gone into battle with Madeline Kane on the set of Falcon Bay – a battle only one of them had survived.

Just feet away was Madeline’s widower, Chad Kane, who was sobbing violently, flanked by his father, Chad Senior, and his sister Melissa. He looked about as broken a man as she’d ever seen in her life – and she’d seen a lot of broken men, off screen as well as on. She knew a performance, and this wasn’t one: this was horribly, gut-wrenchingly real, and she was responsible.

The guilt she felt was all-consuming; it clawed its way up the back of throat and into her mouth. Keeping silent was almost choking her. She knew coming to the funeral had been a risk, but like a moth to a proverbial flame, she’d had to be here. As Chad let out another wail, suddenly, Catherine could take it no more. Overcome with the desperate need to unburden her terrible secret and let Chad’s tears turn to anger, she took an unsteady step towards the family in her six-inch black stilettos, bracing herself to finally speak her truth, but found herself in the shadow of Sheena, who had returned from below the deck and was deliberately blocking her way.

‘Turn around now,’ Sheena mouthed silently, and the two women moved away from the family and back towards the boat’s edge. Even dressed in the thinnest of the linen suits she owned, Sheena was finding the heat unbearable. The humidity in the air was making her sweat, something she rarely did. ‘And wipe your eyes,’ Sheena said quietly to Catherine, who had mascara streaking out from under her square Prada sunglasses.

Sheena knew Catherine well enough to recognise when she was about to lose it, and that would never do – not now they’d come this far. Sheena enjoyed watching lesbian prison porn from the comfort of her silk-covered queen-size bed, but that was as close to visiting an incarceration centre as she ever wanted to get, and she most certainly did not want to see her most bankable client behind bars either.

Slipping an arm around Catherine’s shoulders, Sheena pulled her in closer. To anyone watching, they looked just like any of the other guests – overcome with emotion. Silently, the women scanned what looked like hundreds or possibly thousands of mourners who’d lined the banks of the Mississippi to pay tribute to the dead wife of the city’s favourite son as the boat slowly came to a stop on the Tchefuncte River, next to a docking bay with a huge sign above it, almost billboard size, showing the late Madeline Kane in all her glossy-haired, full-lipped glory. The words above her beautiful face read we will never forget you.

Sheena couldn’t wait for the day when they all could.

As the vessel docked, more waiters passed amongst the crowd, offering long-stemmed white roses to throw into the water. Sheena winced as she felt one prick her finger, causing it to bleed. The thorns were still on the stems, which seemed strange considering they were being placed in people’s hands. As she reached into her handbag to look for a tissue to stem the blood, a faint smile crossed her lips – perhaps leaving them on was actually rather appropriate, considering who they were for.

Catherine hadn’t taken a rose; her eyes had stayed firmly on Chad as he walked slowly and sombrely, carrying a golden urn in his manly hands. When he reached the boardwalk, which stretched about twelve feet in length over the water, he hovered underneath Madeline’s image and began hugging the urn close to his chest as the tears once again ran down his handsome face. He howled like an injured animal. His broad shoulders were shaking, and his sister Melissa rushed towards him, placing her arm around his waist.

Unable to watch any longer, Catherine closed her eyes behind her sunglasses and tried to block the sound out with an actor’s rhyme she often used before filming a scene. Sheena, who was still holding a tissue to her injured finger, was transfixed by Chad. With Melissa’s support, he had finally got his sobbing under control. Slowly, he turned away from his wife’s image and back towards the passengers and onlookers on the riverbank.

‘There are so many things I need to say, but I do not know if I will get through them,’ he started, his usually velvety deep Southern accent strained and almost high-pitched with the pain and anguish in his words. ‘It was right here, where we are now, that Madeline agreed to be my wife,’ he managed, before taking a breath, which evened his voice out enough for him to continue. ‘It may have seemed like I was the giant one,’ he said, clearly in reference to his six foot five height and his impressive body, which had even Sheena, who hadn’t slept with a man in twenty-five years, wondering what he looked like under his funeral suit. ‘But it was my wife who was the true strength of us. She was my backbone, my everything, my princess.’

Catherine’s rhyme wasn’t working, and Chad’s words were infiltrating her ears. There was nothing else for it; she was going to have to let Chad’s pain in. Linking arms with Sheena, she allowed her gaze to fall on him.

‘I know how much you all loved Madeline,’ he continued. In the far corner, Sheena noticed that Chad Snr didn’t look as moved by his son or daughter’s grief, which was interesting. ‘And you know how much she loved our city,’ Chad continued. ‘She once told me she felt born again in New Orleans and her life here with me. To think she was so close to coming home when she was taken away from us is too much to bear.’ He looked up again at Madeline’s face, which shone out like that of a movie star at a premiere, then raised the urn up in a gesture to her. ‘You’ll always be a part of all of us,’ he said, turning to the crowds on the riverbank, who began a round of applause that was soon deafening, and starting to unscrew the lid of the urn.

‘You will live on in our ever-flowing river, my darlin’.’ Chad spoke softly as he stepped to the end of the walkway and poured Madeline’s ashes over hundreds of lily pads, which had been placed in a heart shape and were floating on the water. Melissa once again walked over to his side, looking worried he was going to follow the ashes over the edge, but Chad stepped back and composed himself. ‘Tomorrow, our festival will be in full swing, and you know how much my wife loved our special traditions, so as much as my heart is broken, I urge you all to celebrate this year more than ever before. Do it in honour of the finest woman I was lucky enough to ever know – our Mardi Gras Queen.’

The crowds clapped again. Sheena squeezed Catherine’s arm as the two of them silently watched Chad pick up a glass of champagne and raise it up to his wife’s effigy.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, raise your glasses and salute the first lady of your city, my baby doll,’ he said, tipping the flute towards her image. ‘I’m counting the days until we can be together again. I will love you forever.’ With that, his voice faltered, and Melissa took over.

‘To Madeline,’ she toasted. All the mourners on the boat chanted her name as another round of applause rang out from the crowds. Chad Snr raised his glass ever so slightly lower than everyone else.

‘Right, time to go,’ Sheena said, with the skill of a ventriloquist, her lips barely moving as she discreetly guided Catherine across the packed deck and towards the mooring ramp.

Silently they strode up the gantry and were just feet away from the exit when Chad’s father appeared before them.

‘Ladies,’ he said, in a Louisiana drawl that sounded straight out of A Streetcar Named Desire, ‘since you’ve come all this way, I’d like you to come for dinner at the house tonight. Despite the circumstances, it would be improper of me not to extend our hospitality.’

‘That is so kind of you, Mr Kane,’ Sheena said, as calmly as she could muster. She was still surprised at how he had managed to move along the boat to the exit at the exact moment she would have expected him to be by his grieving son’s side. She also noted the passengers’ attention was now on him and not his son; clearly, his role as preacher and pastor for New Orleans’ biggest evangelical church had made him quite the name around these parts.

‘But sadly, we have an early flight to catch as Catherine is filming,’ she said. She gestured towards Chad, who was crying again, and lowered her voice. ‘We wouldn’t want to intrude. I’m sure you need some private time as a family to grieve. We just came to pay our respects.’

Catherine nodded in agreement.

‘Nonsense,’ Chad Snr continued, ignoring Sheena’s attempt to reference the state his son was in. He reached out a hand and touched Catherine’s.

‘The Kane Foundation, which of course now owns Madeline’s shares in the production company where your divine Ms Belle here does her finest work, officially insists.’ He cast his eyes over Catherine’s beauty with obvious appreciation, then came eye-to-eye with Sheena, a little less admiringly.

‘A car will pick you up at eight this evening; my people will rebook your flights for later in the day, at the Foundation’s cost of course.’ He leaned in a little closer to Catherine as Sheena tried not to bristle.

‘Being well-known myself, I understand that a great star like you will want to avoid the official wake, so as not to be pestered,’ he continued, moving even nearer. ‘So I can assure you that at the house there will just be our family, and of course, the Good Lord above who is ever present. I’m sure He is impressed with your kindness to come all this way, just as we all are.’ He finished by squeezing her hand gently, then stepped back as the women began to exit.

‘See y’all tonight,’ he called out as Sheena and Catherine’s heels clicked on the boardwalk and into the sunshine.

‘Oh my god. I can’t go,’ Catherine hissed as they made their way towards a fleet of waiting limousines, where a driver was holding the door open for them. ‘If he starts with the religion, I’ll crack, I know I will. I don’t know how much more I can take.’

As soon as they entered the car, Catherine began to sob almost as loudly as Chad had. The handsome young driver looked into his mirror at her with concern.

‘It’s been an emotional day,’ Sheena said calmly. ‘Maison de la Luz, please.’ Then, looking as though she was comforting her friend, she leaned closer to Catherine and whispered in her ear.

‘Don’t say another word until we’re back at the hotel.’

The car drove off as fireworks were released from the boat behind them, turning the dusky sky the colour of a rainbow. After a few hours’ sleep, aided by the Xanax Sheena had scored from Peyton – the hot hotel receptionist who’d made it very clear whilst checking them in that she was happy to accommodate ‘any special requests’ – Catherine was feeling a bit more composed. She’d swept her hair into an updo, which not only showed off her fine jawline but would help keep her cool in the heat. She finished doing her make-up – not too heavily; humidity was a killer for foundation. She’d just used the lightest BB cream she had, added extra lashes to give her Bardot eyes, then completed the look with some nude lip gloss. Happy with what she saw in the mirror, she popped another Xanax, downed her glass of wine, then slipped on the vintage Zandra Rhodes she’d had since the eighties. The white sleeveless maxi dress was not only simple and elegant, but more importantly, unlined, meaning she was less likely to feel the heat.

As she felt the drugs mellow her mood out even further, Catherine sprayed Opium perfume across her shoulders and pondered how much she’d changed since what had happened on Christmas Day. Her whole life, she’d avoided taking most prescription drugs, a true believer in herbal remedies and rest as the best way to deal with life’s ups and downs. But she was plagued with nightmares of the moment she’d pulled her hand away from her co-star thrashing about in the water, reaching for her help. Every night since, Madeline’s screams, the same ones which had been broadcast live into millions of homes all over the world as her on- and off-screen enemy had met her demise, had filled her every sleeping moment. No amount of Rescue Remedy or soothing bath salts could wash away that guilt, and so this daily cocktail mix had become her coping mechanism.

She was just closing the clasp on her morganite pendant, which hung low around her neck, when Sheena’s familiar knock on the door drew her mind out of that dreadful day in the past and back into what she was sure was going to be a dreadful night in her present.

‘Come in,’ she called out, and Sheena entered. She was wearing a white trouser suit with a matching fedora hat that made her look a bit like a seventies-style mafia boss. Sensing Catherine’s reaction to her outfit, Sheena raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m dressed for the mood of the evening; I feel I’ll need to be on protection duty around old Chad Snr. He looked like a man with lust in his eyes to me,’ she said with a smirk, as she gestured for Catherine to grab her bag and follow her out. Catherine slipped her lip gloss, phone and foundation brush into her peach calfskin YSL clutch. Sheena noticed her slide in what was left of the strip of Xanax she’d scored for her after she’d already got through her own stash.

‘I’ll look after those,’ she said, walking over, taking them from Catherine’s bag and slipping them into her pocket. ‘You know you’re not supposed to mix them with booze. We don’t want any confessional outbursts over the amuse-bouches, do we?’ she said dryly.

The Kane mansion was set high in New Orleans’ Garden District. Although it was only a four-mile drive from where they were staying in the Vieux Carré, it might as well have been on a totally different continent – the two areas couldn’t have been more opposite. As their car took them past the Grecian-style mansions, many flanked by huge grand pillars with beautiful gardens, it was clear to the women that the Kanes lived in the very finest part of town.

‘Being a spokesman for God clearly pays well,’ Sheena said as their car entered a massive drive bordered by oak trees, which looked hundreds of years old. ‘They’re all corrupt, these preacher types, you know; you don’t get an estate like this without some sort of game going on, do you?’

Catherine wasn’t listening; she had the window open and was taking in the scent of the magnolias and sweet olive trees dotted around the huge courtyard. The car finally stopped. It was only when they exited that they could take in the sheer grandeur of the Kane family estate.

‘It’s like something from a film set,’ Catherine breathed in awe, for a moment forgetting her dread, impressed with the sheer magnificence of the building.

‘Yes, a horror movie,’ Sheena replied dryly. ‘Let’s just hope we can get through dinner with everyone still alive.’

Catherine shot her a look, which Sheena took as a sign to stop her jokes as the huge, ornate double-doored entrance doors swung open and Chad Snr appeared.

‘Ladies,’ he drawled. ‘Come in, come in.’ Two male servants were holding the doors open as he gestured for Sheena and Catherine to follow him into a big hallway. It had the highest ceilings Catherine had ever seen. Above them were portraits of the family, with dust marks where it looked like some pictures had been recently removed, creating gaps in the wall. Sheena noticed that none of them featured Madeline.

‘As everything has been so emotional today, I’ve stripped this evening down to a skeleton staff. But rest assured, dinner is ready for your consumption and Nellie, our much-loved cook, has prepared for you our city’s finest fare.’

They reached another set of huge doors, which Chad Snr pushed open to reveal an ornate dining room with a huge, lavishly laid table – it looked like it could easily seat thirty people. At the far end sat Chad and Melissa. Either side of them stood two waiters holding wine. If this was what they called a skeleton staff, Sheena couldn’t imagine what it was like around here with the full service.

The waiters pulled out their chairs, seating the women directly opposite the solemn and silent Chad, still dressed in his black morning suit from the funeral, and Melissa, who was also still in the same clothes she’d worn to the ceremony. She wore a black Gucci two-piece suit with a huge pearl on a chain that looked to Catherine like the one Madeline used to wear. Melissa, aware of her gaze on it, touched the pearl and offered a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Finally, Chad Snr took his seat at the head of the table. They were all gathered quite tightly for such a vast space, and certainly a little too close for comfort for Catherine’s liking.

‘I’m so glad you could join us tonight. Let the first course commence,’ Chad Snr said, gesturing for the waiters to wheel huge silver trolleys towards them. Freshly opened oysters were placed in front of everyone. Sheena, who hated oysters, couldn’t believe that even the food was living up to the dread of them being here.

‘You will never have tasted anything like these, ladies. Nellie gets them from the St Roch Market herself. Try them, they slide down your throat like Jesus’s nectar,’ Chad Snr said, then raised one to his lips, sticking out his tongue in a way that looked almost sexual before sucking the oyster into his mouth and heaving a contented sigh. Catherine ate one, but as Sheena tentatively reached out for hers, Chad pushed his plate away and stood up abruptly.

‘Ladies,’ he said, with a slight bow towards Catherine and Sheena, ‘you will have to forgive me, I just cannot do this right now. I am sure you understand.’ His voice was broken, and tears were welling up in his eyes. Catherine’s heart felt like it was being trampled on by the same stampeding herd of cows that had been used for the on-screen death of Lydia Chambers, an actress from one of Falcon Bay’s rival shows.

Melissa went to speak, but was cut off by Chad Snr, whose demeanour and tone went from eccentric jovial host to menacing in just moments.

‘You will sit down and be respectful to our guests who have come all this way for your wife,’ he shouted, his voice echoing around the huge hall. The waiters didn’t flinch; clearly, this was one evangelist who was anything but saintly behind closed doors.

‘She has a name, Father,’ Chad said, his voice still faltering.

Melissa looked down at her plate between the pair, aware a storm was about to blow in the Kane mansion. Sheena slipped her hand under the table and squeezed Catherine’s leg in an effort to ensure she didn’t try to intervene.

‘Had,’ Chad Snr sneered as he gestured for one of the unflinching waiters to fill his glass with red wine, which he proceeded to slug aggressively.

There was something about the way he had put emphasis on his one-word retort that told Sheena and Catherine that Madeline’s secret past may not have been buried with her after all.

‘Show my wife some respect!’ Chad shouted, his voice now bellowing out at a tone to match that of his impressive frame.

Chad Snr rose up from his chair faster than a man of his years would usually have been able to.

‘Don’t you see, child, Jesus has shown his respect for our family, by stepping in to give you a chance to start again,’ he said, gesturing with his wine towards a huge portrait of Christ on the cross. It was hung on one wall, surrounded by lit candles. ‘Now you can find a real wife, one who can carry on the family name.’

Chad stared at him, his eyes burning like black coals. Melissa looked at her father with an expression that made clear that she was desperate for him to stop his attack, but it just seemed to anger him more.

‘Save your weepy eyes, Melissa, you’re as much use as him! Neither of you have created grandbabies to carry on my bloodline. Why, if I were to die right now, what would be my legacy? The people of this city need someone to believe in, to be guided by – who would they have left? You two? One living here alone as a lonely spinster getting older and less desirable by the day …’ He spat in Melissa’s direction, spilling his wine, then darted past her so that he was facing his son. Although vastly different in height, Chad Snr’s temper appeared to have risen him up to almost be level with his son, who stood his ground behind Melissa’s chair with a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘Or you, with your taste for circus freaks!’ Chad Snr shouted, spilling what was left of the wine, which was immediately topped up by another silent, emotionless waiter.

Chad’s face turned to full-on rage, and the veins in his neck pumped. Catherine and Sheena, now holding hands, geared up to witness a showdown of such epic proportions it would outdo anything either of them had ever seen on any of the scripted dramas they’d spent their lives working on.

‘Madeline was worth a hundred of you,’ Chad raged at his father. ‘I’d have left here years ago if it hadn’t been for Melissa. You’re the circus act. It’s you who is the freak show, the holy hypocrite. If your church could see who you really are, they’d abandon you just like our mother did.’

Chad was in full flow; Melissa was sobbing. Chad Snr raised his hand in his son’s direction, attempting to strike a blow to his face when Catherine, who couldn’t take any more, bolted out of her seat and made a dash for the exit, quickly followed by Chad who stormed out of the room. A torn-looking Melissa paused for a moment, but then also fled after him, leaving just Chad Snr and Sheena at the table. The sudden silence felt deafening. Chad Snr broke it by gesturing for the waiters still hovering nearby to fill their glasses. Sheena put her hand over hers.

‘I’d better go after her,’ Sheena said, rising from her seat, determined to catch Catherine before she could spend any time alone with Chad or Melissa.

Chad Snr shook his head dismissively. ‘Do not be perturbed by my children’s behaviour, this is what families do, Ms McQueen; perhaps the one bonus of your sinful way of life is that you won’t have to deal with this sort of disappointment,’ he said with a smirk.

Not quite sure she’d heard him correctly, Sheena challenged him, her hand on the back of her seat as she prepared to leave. ‘I’m sorry?’ she said.

‘And so you should be, but be sorry to the Lord, not me. I’m just his conduit. As I was saying, perhaps the one blessing of the curse of gayness is that you won’t have children failing to live up to your expectations like mine have.’

As the vile words sank into Sheena’s head, she felt like she’d been shot. She’d dealt with snide remarks about her sexuality years ago, in less civilised decades, but never in a situation where she felt unable to assert herself like this. There was something so hate-filled about the words he’d used, and she felt deeply wrongfooted, a position the unflappable Sheena McQueen was not used to being in.

Her need to locate Catherine, however, was more urgent than the time it would take her to hit back at his disgusting slur.

‘I must go and find Catherine; she hates conflict,’ she said, with all the composure she could muster, then left the table, absolutely fuming.

After following the flames of the Gothic torches that lit the estate’s grounds, Catherine had managed to find the terrace and was standing by the stone balustrade, overlooking a huge ornate pond, being sick. Her body shook with each convulsion as every ounce of the wine she’d drunk and every morsel of oyster came out of her.

Sheena suddenly appeared behind her and fished inside her purse for a tissue, then, like a mother might with her child, gently dabbed Catherine’s mouth. For a moment they stood in silence. When Catherine had stopped retching, Sheena spoke.

‘Catherine, you’ve got to pull yourself together,’ she said softly.

‘That’s easy for you to say – don’t you think I want to?’ Catherine snapped, her tone harsh. Considering all the drama Sheena had had to deal with this evening, this immediately got her back up. She placed her hands on Catherine’s shoulders and roughly spun her around to face her.

‘Well, stop fucking wanting to and start fucking doing it,’ she hissed. ‘I’ve just about had enough of this. I’m your agent and your friend, Catherine, but I’m not supposed to be your bloody guardian. I’m exhausted with constantly trying to defuse this truth bomb you seem intent on setting off, and what the hell for? You heard what Chad’s loony father said – well, most of it, you were spared the personal attack he launched at me after you left. It’s clear this family is insane and even in this madhouse, no one wanted Madeline, so start remembering that she just was a stone-cold bitch with a vendetta, so twisted she wanted you dead – it was you or her, remember. You just did what you had to do – the drama kicking off in there wasn’t focused on us, our involvement with her is over, so let’s keep it that way. Even Farrah couldn’t have scripted something as vile as the show Chad Snr put on. Madeline was clearly in good company here, so stop acting like you killed Joan of fucking Arc – she was no saint. Get a fucking grip before you finally say something that even I can’t save you from.’

Tears welled up again in Catherine’s eyes; she’d never rowed with Sheena before. They’d been close for over thirty years, but she just didn’t seem to understand what Catherine was battling with.

‘But Chad wanted her; look at how he was at the funeral. He loved her so much and it was clear from the way he responded to his father’s remarks about Madeline that they were aware of her past after all, though she didn’t know it.’ Catherine surprised herself by finding she was now shouting. Sheena gestured for her to lower her voice, but it was too late; words were tumbling out of Catherine’s mouth fast and loud, and she was powerless to rein herself in.

‘And we threatened to tell them her secret, didn’t we?’ she screeched. ‘And she was so terrified that he wouldn’t love her if he knew. She let us control her. And now she’ll never know that he did know about her past, but that he loved her anyway. We were so cruel!’

Sheena looked around, worried that someone might be nearby to hear. Seeing no one, she stepped back and let Catherine unload. It was clear this was the conversation that’d been brooding behind the silence she’d endured on the flight over.

‘When you say we, you really mean me, don’t you?’ Sheena snapped, spitting like a cobra.

Catherine said nothing, which riled Sheena further.

‘Well, if you remember, back in the world of reality rather than this grim fairy tale you seem to be recounting, I was protecting you and your life on Falcon Bay by using that information about her past, Catherine. That’s my job, and I did it bloody well. Let’s not forget that she bought the network with one mission only, to ruin your career, and if that wasn’t enough, she even cast herself in the show to be the one to humiliate you in front of millions! This is not Snow White we’re talking about.’

Catherine softened. ‘I know, I know. I’m not blaming you.’

Sheena eyed her suspiciously. ‘Well, it sounds like you are.’

Catherine ran her hands up her neck, something she always did when she was stressed. ‘I’m not. It’s just … to think how scared she was about Chad’s reaction when we blackmailed her, she was so scared that he would reject her that she let us derail her plans, as wrong as they were, which led to that day.’ She paused.

‘If we could go back in time, I’d never have taken part in any of it. I’d have let her drive me out of Falcon Bay and keep it all. Nothing is worth the amount of guilt I feel. I can’t go on like this; I need to tell him what I did.’ Her voice descended into a part sob, part screech again as she attempted to dart back towards the main house. ‘Whatever happens, I’ll bear the consequences,’ she said as she went to leave the terrace, but before she could get any further, Sheena grabbed her firmly, her face full of anger.

‘But the consequences are not just for you, are they, Catherine?’ she snapped, her last nerve well and truly shattered.

‘What do you mean?’ Catherine said, staring at Sheena, looking like she was going to burst into tears. ‘It was only she and I on the dock. I was the one who did what I did. I was the one who had the chance to save Madeline, and in that split second, I chose not to reach out and pull her from the water. I left her to the shark.’

‘That may be true, but the fact that Amanda and I covered up for you by burying the video footage implicates all three of us, then us explaining to Helen why she had to keep the press off our scent makes four, and although Farrah hasn’t actually said anything to me, as she was directing that scene, she’ll have seen everything that happened on those underwater cameras, so if you think you feel bad now, how will you feel if you take down the four women who’ve had your back for decades? Because we’ll all pay the price together, just for trying to help you.’

They stood in silence for a moment. Sheena, sensing that this meant her harsh words were sinking in, barrelled on in the same tone. Perhaps direction was what Catherine needed; she was an actress after all.

‘The police and everyone in the whole world think that Madeline’s death was nothing more than a horrendously tragic accident, and after tonight we are out of this mess once and for all. So if you say one word that contradicts what we’ve all been saying for months, we’ll all go to prison. It’s nearly over, so if you can just keep your mouth shut for a few more hours, then we’ll never have to see any of them again and we can finally forget about Madeline fucking Kane once and for all.’

Sheena’s words rang out loudly around the vast empty space and into the star-filled sky above them.

Catherine was still. As the words percolated in her brain, now clear of the effects of the drink and drugs she’d expelled from her body whilst vomiting, she began to see reason. Hearing it out loud, she knew Sheena was right. If she did tell the truth, the Kanes and the police would work out that she couldn’t have hidden her tracks alone, and she truly didn’t want anyone else to lose their freedom for a decision she’d made. The very thought of her friend Amanda King being prised away from her young baby daughter for trying to help was enough to finally bring her to her senses. She wiped her eyes and turned back to fully face Sheena.

‘I’m sorry.’

Sheena’s contorted face softened as she gestured for her to continue.

Quietly, slowly regaining her composure, Catherine started to speak. ‘I do appreciate everything you’ve all done to help me, Sheena, I just lost it tonight. You were right: I should never have come. I understand now that it’s me who has to learn to live with what I’ve done, and I will, somehow. I promise never to speak about it again after tonight.’

Sheena looked at her intensely, then held out her hand.

‘Do you pinky promise?’ she said, referencing the phrase Madeline Kane used to use. It should have felt distasteful to copy their dead enemy, but somehow it felt like putting the lid back on the exhumed coffin of a secret that they could now leave well buried, never to be dug up again.

‘Yes, I pinky promise,’ Catherine said solemnly. The two women twisted fingers, then kissed each other on both cheeks. Catherine straightened her dress and adjusted her pendant, which had become twisted when she’d leaned over the balcony. With a tinge of sadness, she noticed the huge morganite stone that hung from the end of it was missing and must have fallen over the side. Perhaps it was for the best, she thought – gemstones were known for carrying their wearer’s energy with them. Tonight’s memory was one she didn’t want to bring home with her.

‘So are you OK now, and are we OK now?’ Sheena asked, her tone restored to that of loving friend.

‘Yes, and, of course – yes,’ Catherine said, squeezing Sheena’s hand. ‘But we need to leave New Orleans immediately if I’m to hold it together. I’ll go back to the hotel and pack our things. Just make some excuse for me; I can’t go back in there. Like you said, the past ends tonight. We’ll go straight to the airport and get on the first flight out. I don’t even care if it’s Economy.’

Sheena nodded, pleased that the reasonable and sensible Catherine she knew and admired had finally come back to life. She’d deal with the mention of ‘flying Economy’ later. The suggestion terrified her as much as a prison sentence.

‘Take the chauffeur, and I’ll blame the oysters for making you ill and see you back at the hotel as fast as I can.’ The women hugged, and Catherine made her way up the stone terrace that led back to the villa’s walkway. Sheena waved her off, then lit a cigarette and turned back to the balcony. She readied herself to pull off an Emmy-award-winning performance straight from her previous life as an actress – before she’d moved behind the scenes in showbiz – that would convince the vile Kane Snr that Catherine’s emotional outburst and subsequent exit were no more than sisterhood grief for the loss of a dear colleague and a bad reaction to that evening’s dinner. She decided she wouldn’t be picking him up on his homophobic slurs to her; he wasn’t worth her energy. She just wanted this nightmare to be over.

Fucking Madeline, Sheena raged internally. Even dead, she was still causing trouble. She hadn’t ever really said it to anyone in their group, as there had been so much pressure on keeping Catherine level, but as far as she was concerned, Madeline had got what she deserved.

Hoping tonight was the night they’d finally be able to draw a line under this horrendous saga, Sheena felt relief wash over her as she looked into the night sky and thought about how the remnants of the woman who’d turned their lives upside down were now floating in the Mississippi river. She quickly glanced around to double check she was alone, then spoke aloud: ‘You’ll get no tears from me; I’m glad you’re dead, bitch. You brought it all on yourself anyway. I hope the alligators ingest you and shit you out in the swamps where you deserve to be.’

Then she flicked her cigarette over the balcony towards the ornate pond, where it bounced against a huge fountain with a statue of Jesus on it.

‘Sorry about that, God,’ she said, mocking the absurdity of this being a holy house when the man of it was clearly nothing but a deranged religious charlatan. ‘I doubt you’ll be seeing Madeline at your Pearly Gates anytime soon,’ she said in a perfect Deep South accent. Even now, decades since she’d abandoned performing, she still had skills most actresses would envy. ‘I feel sure she’s gone to that other place, where your rival lives, down below.’

She laughed at the idea of Madeline being whipped by the Devil in some sort of horror movie fantasy that, not being in the slightest bit religious, she didn’t really believe in. Just the imaginary vision caused a huge smirk to cross her crimson lips as she headed back towards the house, her Jimmy Choos clacking on the stone slabs.

It was gone 1 a.m. when Sheena finally arrived back at their hotel, where she was surprised to find Catherine standing in the lobby with all their cases and their bill already paid.

‘At last,’ Catherine said with visible relief. ‘I’ve packed for us, now we just need to order a cab.’ She signalled to the receptionist, miming a steering wheel. Sheena thought this was an odd gesture considering everyone spoke English, but decided against correcting Catherine’s manners. She’d probably topped up her depleted Xanax.

Sheena had wanted to check out of her own room to make sure Catherine hadn’t left anything behind in a hazy stupor, but decided that it was more drama than it was worth to insist on going back up to her suite. She’d check her cases at the airport lounge, then if anything was missing, she could call the hotel and get it biked over before they boarded their flight. At this time of night, they’d no doubt be in for a few hours’ wait. The sooner they were in the air, the quicker they could close this chapter and get on with their lives.

‘On the plane, we’ll write your speech for when you pick up that best actress award when we get home,’ Sheena said with a wink, wanting to leave on a high note.

Catherine looked genuinely surprised. ‘Oh God, I forgot about the awards ceremony. My mind has been all over the place. When is it?’

‘Tomorrow!’ Sheena said, tapping her rose-gold, diamond-encrusted Theo Fennell watch, loving the way it sparkled on her wrist. ‘Well, technically it’s tonight. With the time difference, it starts eight hours after we were due to fly back on our original plane. But since we got delayed at Hell Manor, you’ve even less time to prepare now.’

Catherine’s face looked panicked as she fished around in her Lady Dior handbag for her mobile. Turning it on for the first time in days, her Inbox flashed up with emails containing the results of the Google Alerts settings she had pre-set. Sure enough, hundreds of emails swamped her Inbox, all with her name and pictures of her face next to the other nominees she was up against from competing dramas. Her stomach flipped as she realised Sheena was indeed correct. Even if they caught the first commercial flight out, and it was on time, and they made their connections back to the island, she’d still only have an hour max to get back to her condo on St Augustine’s.

Sheena could see she was beginning to panic.

‘I can’t think about that now. I won’t win anyway, and we’ll never make it in time,’ Catherine said, scanning the empty road for the cab she was so desperate to arrive.

Sheena looked her deeply in the eyes. ‘Well, you better start thinking about it, because you will win and I will make sure we make it in time. We’re going to fly into London instead of Paris, where I’m going to charter a helicopter direct to Jersey, which will take us less than an hour.’

Catherine’s eyes looked tearful once more, but this time with gratitude and what looked like just the faintest glint of excitement.

‘We made a pinky promise: we are returning to our old lives,’ Sheena said firmly. ‘And this is what we do. We fly A-list, so forget about Economy!’ She held up her own phone, showing Catherine that she’d found an option for them to start their long-haul return as they’d arrived – in First Class. Then they’d be picked up at Heathrow and whisked into the sky once more on a private helicopter called the Bullet.

‘We’ll email the glam squad from the airport and make sure Brad and everyone down at the Bay has your dressing room ready. They’ll buff and polish the memories of this trip out of you so you’re sparkling when you pick up that statue and pose for all you’re worth in that press room. I’ll work the room and bash the phones. This is who we are, Catherine. Let’s return with a bang! I’ll be using this win to get you on all the front covers you’ve been splattered over since Christmas – but for the right reasons.’

Catherine felt a hint of a smile reach her lips; Sheena was the most inspirational woman she knew. She wasn’t just a glass-half-full person, she could spin the merest drop into a full pint. Perhaps she could carry on with her life as she had before.

Sensing that the old Catherine she knew well was starting to rise to the surface, Sheena barrelled on enthusiastically. ‘We’re going to use this moment of victory to celebrate a fresh start, for all of us,’ she said with a grin.

Catherine nodded softly. Before Sheena could continue her pep talk, a car horn beeped in the distance and Catherine’s eyes lit up at the sound of it. They were about to begin their return home to St Augustine’s.

‘OK, you’re on, let’s get back to being us,’ Catherine said, with the first real smile she’d managed in months as the two women walked arm in arm out of the lobby. She understood now that as she couldn’t change the past, she must give her all to her future. The receptionist pushed their trolley behind them, and with the slam of a cab door, they were gone.

Down by the river, Madeline’s photo was now illuminated by hundreds of fairy lights that had been sprinkled all around the billboard’s edges, in keeping with Mardi Gras, due to start in a few hours’ time. Chad made his way down to the moor-side decking, and looked up at his dead wife’s beautiful effigy. With tears streaming down his face, he continued to stare deep into her feline eyes. In a scene from one of the Sinbad movies he’d loved in the seventies, a beautiful female figurehead which had been carved into the front of the boat for luck on their voyage into the unknown suddenly came to life. He prayed Madeline’s billboard would do the same and she would speak to him.

But no matter how long he stared, nothing happened. His beautiful wife was dead and his longing for her was agony; he needed so badly to be close to her, to feel her touch, to have her pressed against his body. No woman had ever reached him the way that Madeline had. When his father had uncovered her history and used it to try to stop him from marrying her, not once had Chad’s feelings wavered. He’d never cared about her life before they’d met, and he had vowed to protect her from being humiliated by telling his father that if he ever tried to hurt her or reveal to her that he knew her past, he’d leave the country and never speak to him again.

His father’s vanity as a New Orleans man of God was too strong for a public rejection of his only son, so that had kept his silence as they were married in a lavish ceremony celebrated by the whole of New Orleans. Chad knew that if Madeline had wanted him to know what she’d been through she’d have told him. He’d hoped that maybe one day, she’d have felt able to share what had happened to her, but if and when that conversation ever happened, it would always have been up to her. Now he knew that day could never come.

From the moment they’d said, ‘I do’ just feet from where he now stood, inches away from where the remnants of her body had been sprinkled into the floating lilies, he’d vowed to love, honour and defend her. Death may have parted them, but he was determined to keep those promises alive. First, though, he had to have one last moment with his beloved wife.

Moments later, he’d taken off his suit, stripped fully naked, and begun walking into the middle of the lily pond. The flashing lights of the bulbs highlighted his ripped physique. He waded into the water until his thick thighs were out of sight, then picked up an ash-soaked lily and pulled it up to his face. He kissed it, then rubbed it along his chest, imagining it was the silky touch of his wife’s caress. Chad submerged himself in the water, praying Madeline’s DNA would soak into his skin and become part of him. Even in the depth of his grief, the very thought of her presence was arousing; he imagined his wife’s lean, perfect body was wrapped around him. Every lily that brushed past his skin felt like the tips of her perfect fingernails.

Overcome with heartache, emotion and desire, as his body throbbed for her, he felt his legs buckle as he sank under the water. Knowing this was the last time he’d ever be anywhere near her, he lay there, his blood pumping as his lungs desperately signalled that they needed air, but he didn’t want to leave her. For a moment he considered letting the water enter his throat, so that he’d drown right there. Perhaps beyond the corruption of his father’s fakery, the true God would reunite them again. He was just about to let go when his eyes focused under the water on Madeline’s face once more. As their eyes connected, he was sure he saw a glint appear in her eye, the one he used to see when she was determined to get what she wanted. Arising from the water with a huge gasp of breath, he stood up and walked towards her image, his beautiful naked body highlighted by the moon. When he reached the bank, he pushed his wet hair off his face, then looked deep into her eyes. He knew his job of protecting her was far from over; in fact, it was about to begin all over again.




Chapter 2

Fourteen hours later, Amanda King, executive producer and showrunner of Falcon Bay, watched Catherine Belle and Sheena McQueen land on the helipad on one of CITV’s giant production building roofs. She let out a sigh of relief.

Safe in the knowledge that their biggest star was back where she belonged, and just in time, she turned her gaze towards the vast ocean that surrounded the studio complex. The sea looked more beautiful than ever. Amanda was up on the luxury balcony of the office, and the view was spectacular. Even after all the years she’d spent living on the island, Amanda never tired of watching the sun set over the tiny private piece of nature’s heaven where they filmed the show. The primetime soap opera had kept audiences glued to their TV screens all over the world and had been dubbed in a dozen foreign languages for nearly forty-one years. Her hazel eyes scanned the shore, which was decorated with a red carpet today and could easily have made the Oscars or even the Met Gala look dull. Falcon Bay had been nominated in several categories for the International Drama Awards, one of the most prestigious events of the television industry’s annual calendar. Knowing the eyes of the world would be on them in just hours, Amanda had made sure St Augustine’s looked even more beautiful than usual. Due to the eight-week hiatus they’d had to take to show respect for the fatal sequence of events of their Christmas Day live episode, they were now playing serious catch-up – with a schedule of five episodes a week to return to.

The industry rumour mill was in full force, with the social-media sites ablaze with predictions that they were going to win big tonight. As much as she’d have loved the cast and crew to fly to America where the awards were taking place, there was the production backlog, and Falcon Bay’s leading lady Catherine Belle had put their schedule even further behind by taking time off to attend Madeline Kane’s funeral. Amanda had had no choice but to make the executive decision that they would only attend via video link. To make up for the disappointment she knew everyone was feeling, she’d thrown a quarter of a million out of their annual marketing budget to make sure that when the cameras cut to them, the press party CITV was hosting would make all those attending the actual awards in person jealous that they were not in St Augustine’s Cove themselves.

All the island’s palm trees were covered in sparkling lights and rigged with speakers blasting their theme tune out, and Falcon Bay branded bunting ran between them, giving the effect of a huge late-night street party. All around the bay, ornate, Hollywood-style projection screens with authentic retro seating had been erected, with huge lights projecting the show’s logo into the darkening night sky and far out into the ocean. Several of the pop-up viewing areas filled the sandy boardwalk set, giving the effect of a 1950s drive-in cinema. The biggest screen had been bolted high up on the rockface above the cove, where the candy-coloured cottages used for filming exterior scenes were. They also had a huge platform with an illuminated Falcon Bay sign, brightly shining out, and each of the fake housefronts had pre-set pyrotechnics, ready to be detonated in celebration should they win.

Amanda hadn’t told anyone about the fireworks; she wanted it to be a surprise. Although never one to tempt fate, not allowing herself to believe the bookies’ odds that they were due to sweep the board, she had allowed herself to be cautiously optimistic that at least some of them could well be setting the sky ablaze with glory if they picked up even one prestigious gong. She smoothed down her ivory jumpsuit and adjusted the gold locket her boyfriend Dan had bought her to celebrate the nominations so that it nestled just above her discreetly displayed hint of cleavage. Inside it was a photo of them both holding her daughter, Olivia. Dan may not have been her biological father, but in less than a year he’d proved that blood meant nothing when it came to parental love. He made both of them feel like they were the most important people in the world to him – everything that Olivia’s father and Amanda’s estranged husband Jake had revelled in failing to do.

The thought of Jake having to watch them celebrating made her smile. Just a few months ago, he’d have had total control over what was happening at CITV, but now she was in charge and she could imagine how jealous he must be feeling. He’d kept an uncharacteristically low profile since his axing from the show. She’d expected him to pop up at one of their rivals to launch an attack on their ratings, especially when they’d been off-air, which would have given him the perfect head start, but he’d totally gone off-radar. He hadn’t even contested the application for sole custody of Olivia she’d applied for via their divorce lawyers. Not that that had been a surprise either, as he’d shown zero interest in their daughter when they were together, but it still brought tears to her eyes, wondering what she’d tell their baby when she was old enough to ask why he’d never wanted to be part of her life.

Determined to bury her sad feelings about Jake and concentrate on the big night ahead, Amanda grabbed the bottle of champagne chilling on the balcony bar and poured herself a glass, reminding herself that tonight was all about celebrating the future, not mourning the past. Every moment since she’d regained control of Falcon Bay had been special, but tonight’s buzz in the air was off the scale. As she downed her drink, the bubbles tickled her nose and Amanda’s eyes followed glammed-up cast members emerging from their trailers, all having taken advantage of the show’s extensive wardrobe to dress up for the evening. Even actors who usually played the more dowdy, comedic characters on the show had undergone almost unrecognisable transformations. She could feel their happiness rising up and mixing with the sea air wafting through her softly curled hair.

CITV had been started in the sixties by the most adorable couple – Harry and Tina Pearson – who’d stayed on the island crafting the show they loved until both had passed away. Since Amanda had returned to power, she’d been determined to turn CITV back into the happy ship she knew they’d be proud of.

Tina and Harry had started the network off as Channel Islands Television, having bought the cove of St Augustine’s, just off the Jersey coast. Their whole ethos was about happy programming making for happy people. Looking at their photos on the in-memoriam wall by the main production office, it was hard to imagine that such a kind and unassuming couple had created one of the world’s most glamorous, longest-running, and ultimately dangerous on-screen and off-screen soap operas. But they had.

Amanda had only got to work with them for a few years before they passed and their sons took over, who were nowhere near as committed to their parents’ vision. She’d never forgotten their passion and belief in the show. It was
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