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‘Aaaand cut!’

‘Thank fuck for that!’ Larry Logan muttered, pulling a tissue from his pocket and wiping his handsome face. Tossing the crumpled wad onto the floor, he said, ‘I thought there was supposed to be flaming air-con in here?’

‘There is,’ the floor manager replied curtly, sick of Larry’s moaning and whining – like he was the only one suffering. Snapping her fingers at one of the runners now, she barked at him to dispose of the tissue properly. Then she strode out onto the studio floor, yelling, ‘Quiet in the audience, please! We’re back on air in ten minutes, so no clever ideas about nipping to the toilet or opening noisy sweets, or you’re out!’

Sticking two fingers up at her back, Larry sidestepped the make-up girl who rushed forward to repair his face and made a dash for the heavy soundproofed studio door. Yanking it open, he stepped out of the stifling heat and shivered as the contrasting iciness of the corridor bit into him.

Heading towards his dressing room, he glanced back to see if anyone was following, and groaned when he saw the assistant director barrelling out of the studio door.

‘Christ’s sakes, Gord,’ Larry complained, knowing full well that he’d come to keep an eye on him. ‘I’m only going to the fucking loo.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Gordon told him firmly. ‘You know what Jeremy said.’

‘Tell him I gave you the slip,’ Larry flipped back defiantly, walking on.

‘No can do,’ Gordon said, catching up.

‘Give me a break,’ Larry moaned. ‘I’ve got the trots, man.’

Stopping in his tracks, Gordon frowned. He’d been ordered to watch Larry like a hawk to stop him getting his hands on any booze, and that was exactly what he had been doing – all bloody day, despite having a heavy workload of his own to be getting on with. But there was no way he was standing outside the cubicle while Larry took a dump. That was way above and beyond.

Nodding, he said, ‘Okay, go on, then. But I’m waiting here. And if anyone asks, I was with you all the way.’

‘I’ll tell ’em you wiped my arse if you want,’ Larry quipped.

‘Fuck off! And hurry up. We’ve only got a few minutes.’

‘Thanks, mate. I owe you one.’

Taking off again, Larry turned the corner and ran straight past the toilets. Letting himself into his dressing room, he closed the door firmly and dragged his holdall down from the top of the cupboard. Taking out the bottle of Scotch that was stashed at the bottom of the bag he twisted the cap off and took a long drink, exhaling with pleasure and relief as the liquid seared his parched throat.

Taking another long slug, then another for the road, he put the bottle away again and gave himself an approving once-over in the mirror before heading back to the set.

Concerned that Larry wasn’t going to make it back in time, Gordon was just contemplating going to get him when he came hurtling around the corner, making an exaggerated show of zipping up his fly.

‘Sorry, Gord... took a bit longer than I expected. And there was no paper in my cubicle, so I had to run down the line with my kecks round my ankles. Thought I was gonna have to mop up after myself, as well. Still, better out than in, eh?’

‘Too much information,’ Gordon grunted, yanking the studio door open and waving Larry back in.‘Better hurry up,’he warned then, nodding towards the floor manager who was standing in the middle of the stage, hands on hips, tight-lipped scowl on her face.‘Looks like she’s on the warpath.’

‘Fuck her,’ Larry scoffed. Then, laughing, he nudged Gordon in the ribs and said, ‘Then again, maybe not, eh? I mean, you wouldn’t, would you?’

Getting a full blast of Scotch fumes, Gordon grimaced. But it was too late to say anything, because Anne was already waving Larry over, hissing, ‘Get a move on! We’ve got exactly twenty seconds.’

‘Keep your knickers on,’ Larry called back, blithely strolling towards her – and infuriating her some more when he decided to waste a few more seconds saying hello to the pretty girls on the front row.

Biting down on her irritation, Anne held up her hand when Larry finally sauntered into position.

‘Three... two... one... aaand action!’

Back under the blistering heat of the lights, the Scotch began to kick in and Larry swayed slightly as he turned to camera six to welcome the viewers back. Burping loudly when he opened his mouth to speak, he gave the audience a mock-sheepish grin.

‘Oops! Pardon me for being rude, ’twas not me, it was my food.’

Up in the editing suite, watching the action on a high-tech bank of monitors, Frank Woods gave Jeremy Hislop an accusing look, hissing, ‘He’s pissed! I thought you said Gordon was watching him?’

‘He was.’

‘So how the fuck did it happen, then?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jeremy admitted, frowning as he studied Larry’s face on the monitor. Logan was definitely under the influence: cheeks flushed, eyes beginning to glaze over.

‘Idiot!’ Frank snarled, slamming his fist down on the console. ‘How could you let this happen? It’s the Kiddie Kare Telethon, for fuck’s sake. You knew how important it was to keep him in line. You should have handcuffed yourself to him.’

‘You wanted me up here with you. I can’t be two places at once.’

‘You won’t be any bloody place if he cocks this up, I can promise you that.’

‘I warned you this would happen,’ Jeremy argued, swivelling his chair around to face Frank now. ‘But you ignored me, so...’ Leaving the rest of the sentence hanging, he shrugged, his meaning quite clear without him having to spell it out.

Annoyed as much by the intimation of blame as by the knowledge that it was rightly placed, Frank said, ‘What choice did I have? It’s the first time they’ve put a game show in the line-up, and they chose ours. I’d have been crazy to turn it down.’

Crazy to agree to it, more like, Jeremy thought scathingly, shaking his head as he turned his attention back to the screens. Only a fool would let a loose cannon like Larry Logan front a live show. He might be Mr Gorgeous, with the ability to charm the knickers off any woman at fifty paces – as he seemed intent on proving, going by the number of times he’d been papped coming out of clubs with different tarts hanging off his arm. But for those who had to suffer him on the dark side of the screen, he was rude, arrogant, and completely incapable of sticking to the format. Working with him had been the longest, most stressful six months of Jeremy’s career to date.

And it didn’t help that Star Struck was the biggest piece of TV crap Jeremy had ever been unfortunate enough to direct. But a job was a job, and this one paid well enough for Jeremy to bury his personal opinions – for the most part.

Back on set, Larry was taking the two surviving contestants into the final head-to-head. They were both female, but while one was middle-aged and plump – and, therefore, of no interest to Larry whatsoever – the other was young and pretty, with small, pert breasts, full glossy lips, and a sleek, jet-black bob. Just how he liked them!

‘The Bat’ – as Larry had mentally been referring to the older woman throughout the show – was first up. Making a concerted effort not to stare at the mole on her cheek that was beginning to look suspiciously like a couple of money spiders mating, Larry cleared his throat and peered down at the question card in his hand.

‘Right, Elaine... for a chance to win tonight’s jackpot... can you tell me the real name of the former girl-band member known as Baby?’

‘Oh, I really didn’t want a pop question,’ Elaine moaned, biting her lip. ‘Oh, damn! I can’t think of any girl groups.’

‘Gonna have to hurry you along there, sweetheart.’

More lip biting and frowning. Then, shrugging hopelessly, ‘Is it The Supremes, Larry?’

‘’Fraid not.’ Mock-sympathetic smile. ‘I was looking for Emma Bunton from The Spice Girls.’

Turning to tonight’s shag now, Larry gave her a conspiratorial wink and slipped an arm around her slim waist.

‘Okay, Cindy, my darling, get this right and you’ll steal the money. Ready?’

‘I think so,’ Cindy gasped, her heart thudding in her chest as Larry’s hand slid from her hip to the curve of her buttock. She’d loved him from the moment she’d first laid eyes on him, and she couldn’t believe that she had finally made it onto his show. And not only was she in with a real chance of winning, but she just knew that he fancied her, because he’d been winking at her all day and giving her that super-sexy grin of his. And now he was actually touching her bum!

Stumbling slightly as an alcohol rush threw his head out of whack, Larry dropped his question cards. Muttering ‘Shit!’ when they landed question-side up on the floor at Cindy’s feet, he reached down and snatched them up. ‘Sorry!’ he said, waving them at the camera. ‘But don’t panic, she didn’t see them... You didn’t, did you, darlin’?’

‘No.’ Cindy shook her head innocently.

Feigning a cough to bring himself under control as he felt a sudden urge to laugh, Larry said, ‘Sorry, folks, frog in the throat... better than cancer, though, eh?’

Waiting for the smattering of nervous audience laughter to die down, he turned back to Cindy.

‘Right, then... for a chance to win ten thousand pounds, can you tell me the name of Britney Spears’s last husband, Kevin Federline?’

‘Moron!’ the floor manager hissed, standing in the shadows beside the camera. Stepping forward now, she waved her arms to attract his attention.

Frowning when he saw her, Larry shrugged, and mouthed, ‘What?’

‘You gave her the answer,’ Anne stage-whispered, jabbing a finger at the question card. ‘Ask her another! Ask... her... another!’

‘Oh, right,’ Larry murmured. Then, giving a cheeky grin to camera, ‘Sorry ’bout that. Seems I made a bit of a boo-boo. But ’s all right. Just gotta ask another question.’

Rifling through the cards now, he pulled one out at random and looped his arm around Cindy’s shoulder.

‘Okay, my darling, for ten thousand pounds, can you tell me... why the hell Madonna picked Guy Ritchie over me?’

Cindy peered up at him confusedly. Then someone in the audience started laughing, and everyone else quickly followed suit – Larry included.

Alan Corbin, Oasis TV’s Head of Light Entertainment, was far from amused. Storming into the editing suite, he yelled, ‘Get him off! NOW!’

‘He’s on the last question,’ Jeremy said, trying desperately to remain calm even though he knew it could only get worse. ‘If we just—’

Corbin wasn’t listening. Eyes bulging from their sockets, he stared at the monitor screens and yelped, ‘What the bloody hell’s he doing now?’ in a voice several octaves higher than was healthy for a man of his age.

Down below, Larry had totally lost it. Clutching at Cindy with tears of laughter streaming down his face, he’d managed to snap one of her flimsy shoulder straps, revealing one of her bare breasts.

‘Oh, my God!’ Corbin croaked as the studio audience erupted with male approval and female disapproval. Shoulders slumping, he sank down on a vacant chair and dabbed his handkerchief over his sweat-slick face. ‘We’re fucked!’

‘Not necessarily,’ Jeremy muttered, pushing sliders and pressing buttons on the master control panel. ‘We’ve still got time-delay on our side. Any luck, we’ll black-screen before anyone spots the tit.’

‘Bit late for that,’ Frank interjected bitterly. ‘They’ve been watching him for the last half-hour.’

Ignoring him, Jeremy carried on with what he was doing. Then, sighing with relief after a moment, he said, ‘We’re off air.’

‘What about the tit?’ Corbin wanted to know. ‘Have you caught it in time?’

‘Soon know,’ Jeremy told him, turning his attention to the live-stream monitor.

Everyone in the editing suite held their breath as, on screen, Larry reached the point where he’d dropped the question cards. Snatching them up again, he started to ask the Britney Spears question, but just as he reached the point where he unwittingly supplied the answer, the screen went blank, and seconds later a ‘Technical fault’ warning flagged up, followed by the help and appeal-line numbers, and a pre-recorded voice-over by Matty Kline, the comedian who was compering the telethon, urging people to ‘Keep ringing in those donations, guys, ’cos every little helps!’

Excusing himself now that the worst of the disaster had been averted, Jeremy rushed down to the set to try and salvage what was left of the show. Grabbing Larry, he frogmarched him to the studio door and ordered him to go and get himself sobered up. That done, he asked Matty Kline to stand in and wrap Star Struck up.

Frank Woods and Alan Corbin were in the middle of a hushed but obviously heated discussion when Jeremy got back to the editing suite: Corbin was telling Frank that Larry had to go, but Frank was in no mood to be dictated to. Bad as it had been today, Star Struck was his baby, and he was proud of its success. And he wasn’t about to risk a drop in the ratings by replacing Larry – not on Corbin’s say-so, anyway.

‘You’re overreacting,’ he told Corbin now. ‘The viewers love Larry, and they won’t hold this against him. We’ll just issue a statement saying he was doped up on flu medication, or something.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Corbin snorted contemptuously. ‘Any idiot can see he’s steaming. And, to be honest, he’s not good enough that I need to be putting myself through this kind of stress every time he hits the screen. He goes – that’s my final word.’

‘With respect,’ Frank replied with measured calm. ‘This is my production company, and I decide who goes and who stays on my shows.’

‘And I decide which programmes to commission for my station,’ Corbin reminded him firmly. Exhaling wearily then, he said, ‘I don’t want to fall out with you over this, Frank, but if you can’t see what a liability Logan is you’re not the man you used to be.’

Frank knew that Corbin was right. Logan was a liability. But the public didn’t know that, and if Frank had his way they never would.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Corbin said perceptively now. ‘He draws the viewers, so we should give him leeway. But the Kiddie Kare Telethon is sacred, and I paid too much for the broadcasting rights to let one man – who, incidentally, I don’t even like – jeopardise its future. And you’re very much mistaken if you think the public won’t hold this against him. Jokers, they accept; piss-heads who make sick jokes, they do not.’ Standing up now, he shrugged. ‘Take my advice, get shot of the dead wood and bring in someone reliable like Dennis or Monkhouse before it’s too late.’

‘Monkhouse is dead,’ Frank reminded him, his flat tone disguising the anger simmering beneath the surface.

‘So he is,’ Corbin conceded. ‘Oh, well... Dennis, then. Or how about Richie? He’s a good-looking lad with a bit of spark about him. And the viewers adore him.’ Nodding now, pleased with his vision, he said, ‘Get Shane to front it, and we’ll talk about keeping Star Struck in the schedule.’

‘That’s blackmail.’

‘Call it what you like, but I don’t want to see Logan’s face in my station again – ever.’

‘Bastard!’ Frank snarled when the door swung shut behind Corbin. ‘Who the hell does he think he is, telling me how to run my show? His station was on its bloody arse when I gave him Star Struck!’

‘You’ve got to admit he’s got a point,’ Jeremy said. ‘You don’t realise how bad things actually are, because we’ve always smoothed everything out by the time the show airs, but it’s murder trying to get a good take out of Larry these days.’ Shrugging now, he added, ‘Might be worth thinking about a replacement – even if it’s only temporary; until he’s been through rehab, or something.’

‘Bollocks!’ Frank shot back dismissively. ‘Logan doesn’t need rehab, he just needs a damn good kick up the arse.’

‘If you say so,’ Jeremy said, casually easing up the volume on the monitor so that Frank could hear how good a job Matty Kline was doing as a stand-in for his golden boy right now. ‘The audience really likes him, don’t they?’ he commented as the sound of cheering filled the suite.

‘They liked the flaming singing gerbils!’ Frank reminded him caustically. Then, shaking his head, he muttered, ‘All you had to do was keep him in line, but if you’re not up to it just say the word, ’cos there’s plenty more directors where you came from.’

Biting down on the angry reply that sprang to his lips, Jeremy folded his arms. There was no point arguing with Frank when he was in this kind of mood; he would just dig his heels in deeper and lash out at whoever was closest.

Pushing his chair back with a scrape now, Frank stood up and headed for the door, barking back over his shoulder, ‘Find Larry and tell him I want him in my office in five minutes. And, while you’re at it, sack Gordon!’
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Katy Lowndes was in bed, but she wasn’t sleeping; she was grinding her teeth, fuming about the telethon, which she could hear coming to an end on the TV in the lounge below.

She’d enjoyed the first few hours, crying with laughter when the singing gerbils chased Matty Kline around the stage, and mooning over Westlife. But then Star Struck had come on, and her night had been ruined when she saw that Tania slaggyarse boyfriend-stealer Baxter was one of the contestants. Not only because Tania was too young to take part, but also because she’d won the money under false pretences, pretending to be her older sister, Cindy.

It had actually taken Katy a little while to realise that it was Tania and not Cindy, because she hadn’t seen Tania since leaving school a few months earlier and her hair had still been long and blonde then. But now, with it cut and coloured black like Cindy’s, with her make-up done the same way and wearing the same kind of tarty dress, Tania looked so much like her nineteen-year-old sister that it was spooky. But she’d made one mistake, and that was how Katy had sussed it.

The tits.

Cindy had had a boob job, and not a subtle one but a full-on Jordan-stylie; whereas Tania’s breasts were as small as ever. And as soon as Katy clicked on to that, she’d spotted all the other things which had confirmed it for her. Like the scar over Tania’s right eyebrow from the time she’d tried to look cool by getting it pierced only for it to go septic; and the stupid way she stood with her hand on her hip and one leg stuck out, like she was on a corner looking for passing trade; and that annoying laugh of hers: head thrown back, gob wide open like she was waiting for a dick to fill it.

It had been Tania all right, and Katy had watched the rest of the show with her arms tightly folded and her lips pursed, just praying for someone to rumble the bitch. And when the screen blacked out for a few minutes, she’d been so sure it must be happening right then that she’d been on the edge of her seat biting her nails with anticipation. But then the show had come back on with Matty Kline standing in for Larry Logan, and Katy had flipped when Tania went on to win the money.

Storming up to her bedroom to sulk in private, she couldn’t settle down for the rage and envy that was eating her up at the thought of Tania cosying up to Larry Logan and flirting with Matty Kline – like she stood a cat in hell’s chance with either of them, the ugly, lying slag! And now she was ten grand richer, while Katy had nothing but her job-seeker’s to get by on, and she’d be lording it up all over town; probably buy herself a flashy car to drive on Cindy’s licence, and splash out on loads of tarty new clothes to flaunt herself in. And, seeing as she obviously wanted to be Cindy, she’d probably get a matching boob job as well, and strut round Stretford like some kind of superstar, with all the lads falling over themselves to get with her just because she’d been on telly. And there wasn’t a damn thing Katy could do about it.

Or was there... ?

Sitting bolt upright, Katy bit her lip. There was something she could do. She could ring the papers and tell them what was going on. They’d have to check it out, and then everyone would know the truth, and Tania would be the laughing stock of England – just like she’d made Katy the laughing stock of school when she’d nicked her boyfriend from under her nose and told everyone that he’d said Katy was a crap shag.

Fuelled by thoughts of sweet revenge, Katy jumped out of bed and ran downstairs to use the phone.



Across town, in the converted attic of the shabby three-storey house in Chorlton that he shared with two fellow journalists and a photographer, Sam Brady was tapping away at his laptop, writing a scathing piece on Larry Logan’s shameful performance, while keeping half an eye on the telethon’s digital donation display board, the numbers on which were constantly changing as the money continued to pour in. The telethon itself was reaching its end – at long fucking last! – and Sam had muted the volume, sick to death of Matty Kline’s incessant gabbing and cackling, which seemed to have stepped up several hundred notches after his stint on Star Struck earlier.

Like most of the journalists he knew, Sam despised this happy-clappy bung-us-all-your-cash type of show. And it wasn’t just the blatant attempt by the Z-list celebrities who clamoured to take part to keep themselves in the public eye that pissed him off, but that these shows were even necessary in this day and age. Kids still suffering poverty and neglect, while the government wasted the country’s cash on bombs and ammunition for other people’s wars. He’d have loved to sink his teeth into a down-and-dirty exposé of that kind of injustice, but it was a rare reporter who got away with fucking with political issues without finding every door suddenly slammed in his face. So Sam chose to aim his poisoned pen-nib into the heart of showbiz instead, taking great pleasure from biting the arses of overpaid celebrities – like Larry Logan.

He was just coming to the end of his latest piece now when his phone rang.

It was Hannah, the switchboard operator at the Herald.

‘Hi, Sam. Hope I’m not disturbing you, but I thought you’d want to hear this...’

Smiling slyly as Hannah relayed the details of the call she’d just had from a member of the public complaining that the girl who’d won the jackpot on Star Struck had done so under false pretences, Sam felt the tinglings of a juicy scandal coming on. Every other journo in the country would be writing about Logan being pissed on air, so the papers would be saturated with that, come the morning. But this – providing it was true – would blow the rest out of the water.

Jotting down the alleged cheat’s name and address as supplied by the caller, Sam thanked Hannah and promised to take her for a drink as soon as he got a minute. Then, disconnecting, he tapped in Angie Rayner’s number, praying that she wouldn’t have her phone on voicemail.

‘Hi there,’ Angie crooned, her smiling voice almost drowned out by the music pumping away in the background. ‘Long time no see.’

‘Sorry, babe, it’s been a crazy few weeks,’ Sam apologised, raising his voice just enough to be sure that she could hear him clearly without broadcasting his entire conversation to his rivals in their own rooms below. ‘Bit loud there, isn’t it? Take it you’re at the after-show party?’

‘How did you guess?’ Angie yelled back merrily. ‘Shame you couldn’t be here, you’d love it.’

‘Any chance of sneaking me in?’

‘Yeah, right. Like they’re not gonna notice the press snooping round at a time like this.’

‘I’ll keep my head down – promise.’

‘Sorry, Sam, but it’s a total no-go. We’ve got major security tonight, and no one’s getting in unless they’re on the list. We’re on complete lockdown. No last-minute friends or relatives – not even for the bigwigs.’

‘Don’t want to risk anyone getting to Larry, huh?’ Sam grunted, disappointed that he’d have to wait outside with the rest of the press wolves and try to waylay the girl when she came out while the others jumped all over Logan.

‘You know I can’t discuss Larry with you,’ Angie was telling him now, her voice suddenly guarded.

‘Chill, babe,’ Sam said quickly. ‘Obviously I’m interested in him – who wouldn’t be after tonight? But I’m sure there’s enough hacks already queuing up outside for a piece of him.’

‘Yes, and they’re all wasting their time, because they’ve already gone,’ Angie said, sounding more than a little disapproving.

‘They?’ Sam pounced. ‘Are you talking about him and the girl who won? Have they left together?’

‘What do you think?’ Angie tutted. Then, remembering who she was talking to, she said, ‘But I didn’t tell you that, and if you quote me, I’ll deny it, because the boss is already on the warpath.’

‘Fair enough,’ Sam said. ‘Just tell me where they’ve gone, and I’ll be out of your hair.’

‘I genuinely don’t know,’ Angie told him. ‘But I’d say it was a fair bet they’ve gone clubbing.’

‘Sure they won’t have gone straight back to his place?’ Sam asked. ‘They’d want privacy, wouldn’t they?’

‘He’s too much of a show-off,’ Angie snorted. ‘He won’t go home until he’s been seen by everyone in town.’

Telling her she was an angel, Sam disconnected and rubbed his hands together with glee. It was a godsend having an insider like Angie to keep him up to date about the goings-on at Oasis, and he’d have to remember to send her some flowers if this turned out as good as he expected. Sure as hell none of the other journos would know what he knew yet, and the shit would hit the fan big time when he put it out there. The public might adore Logan, but while the women who made up the bulk of his viewers might tolerate the kiss-and-tells from the fully grown women he’d shagged and dumped, the slightest whiff of an involvement with a child was guaranteed to turn them against him. And – legal or not – sixteen still meant a child in most people’s eyes.

If it was true.

Calling his photographer housemate Fred Greene, he told him to get his gear together and meet him at the car – but to make sure that their other housemates didn’t see him taking his stuff out.

‘What’s going on?’ Fred wanted to know, already pulling his shoes on in his room directly below.

Telling him that he’d explain on the way, Sam slotted new batteries into his Dictaphone and gave it a quick one-two test. Satisfied that it was working, he looked around for his keys and his wallet. Then, waiting a few minutes to give Fred time to get the car running, he headed out and tiptoed down the stairs.

Blowing on his hands as he waited for the car’s heater to kick in, Fred nodded at Sam when he climbed in beside him and said, ‘Where to?’

‘Dane Grove, Stretford,’ Sam told him, pulling his seat belt on. ‘We just need to do a quick verification of facts to make sure this isn’t a hoax – then it’s off to town to catch a rat.’



Peering up at the Baxter house when Fred pulled up to the kerb opposite ten minutes later, Sam was disappointed to see that it was in total darkness. But, just as they were about to set off again, another car turned the corner and drove up to the closed gates.

Switching on the Dictaphone that was nestling in his pocket as a woman climbed out of the passenger side, Sam got out of the car and approached her, calling out, ‘Mrs Baxter?’

Turning, Judith Baxter peered at him uncertainly. ‘Yes.’

‘Sam Brady from the Herald.’ He extended a hand. ‘Sorry for bothering you so late, but I’m covering the Kiddie Kare Telethon and wondered if you’d spare a moment to give your reaction to your daughter winning the jackpot on Star Struck tonight. You must be very proud.’

‘Sorry?’ Judith looked as confused as she actually was. ‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Your daughter, Cindy,’ Sam persisted, watching her face closely. ‘You did know she was taking part, didn’t you?’

‘I think you’ve got the wrong family. My daughter’s in Majorca.’

Bingo!

‘Are you sure?’ Sam asked, knowing full well that it was the right family. Right family, wrong daughter – just as the caller had claimed.

‘I think I’d know where my own daughter is,’ Judith replied, a bemused expression on her face now as she pulled both gates wide for her husband to drive through.

Scratching his head, Sam frowned. ‘Strange. It was definitely a Cindy Baxter from this address who won.’

Taking her house keys out of her handbag and reclosing the gates, Judith shrugged. ‘They’re either lying, or somebody’s made a mistake, but it definitely wasn’t my Cindy.’

‘Black hair,’ Sam blurted out when she began to walk towards the house. ‘Nineteen; very pretty – like yourself; slim; five five-ish; works at a beauty salon called Glamoreyes; wants to be a model...’

Turning back, Judith frowned. ‘Where did you get all that from?’

‘The description’s mine, but the info’s what she gave out,’ Sam told her. ‘Sorry if I seem pushy, but I can’t see there being two girls with the same name, address and personal details. Maybe she was planning to surprise you?’

‘She’s not due back for another week yet,’ Judith said confusedly. ‘She wouldn’t have come home without telling me. She tells me everything.’

Getting out of the car just then, Phil Baxter looked from Sam to Fred to the camera in Fred’s hands, and said, ‘What’s going on?’

‘They’re from the Herald,’ his wife told him, folding her arms. ‘They reckon our Cindy’s been on some game show tonight.’

‘And she won,’ Sam added, smiling at the husband now. ‘Ten thousand pounds.’

‘Nah.’ Phil shook his head.‘You’ve got the wrong house, mate.’

‘That’s what I said,’ Judith told him quietly. ‘But it does sound like her from what he’s just said.’

‘Er, she’s out of the country,’ Phil reminded her with a sarcastic edge to his voice.

Gritting her teeth, embarrassed that he seemed intent on continuing in front of strangers the argument they’d been having on the way home, Judith said, ‘I know that, thank you very much. But he’s just described her to a T, and he even knows where she works, ’cos she’s supposed to have said it on the telly.’

‘It isn’t her,’ Phil insisted. ‘I phoned her at the hotel before we went out, and there’s no way she’d have made it back here that fast.’

‘Well, how else do you explain it?’ Judith demanded.

‘How do you?’ her husband retorted.

Sam and Fred exchanged an amused glance when the couple glared at each other. Then, suddenly, a spark of realisation flared in the father’s eyes and, gritting his teeth, he muttered, ‘Tania!’

‘It can’t be,’ Judith said, frowning. ‘She’s only sixteen, and he said this girl was our Cindy’s age.’

‘Yeah, well she’s getting pretty bloody good at lying these days, isn’t she?’ Phil snapped. ‘If this is why she’s been copying her, so she could pretend to be her, I’ll take her bloody head off!’ Snatching the keys out of his wife’s hand now, he marched towards the house.

‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ Judith called after him. Then, casting a nervous glance at Sam, she said, ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go. He’s...’ Trailing off, she shrugged, then turned and ran after her husband.

Staying put at the gate for a few moments as lights went on inside the house, Sam heard the sound of heavy footsteps running up the stairs, then shouting when Phil Baxter discovered that his youngest daughter wasn’t in her bed. Armed with all the proof he needed to know that Hannah’s caller had obviously been telling the truth, Sam jerked his head at Fred and quick-marched back to the car.



Tania Baxter was having a whale of a time. She’d been to Bone a few times with her friends and had thought it was okay, but now that she’d discovered what it was like on Larry’s side of the fence, she could see why he loved it. There was no waiting in line for the stars, being looked up and down by the doormen like you were a lesser life form; or waiting an hour to get anywhere near the bar only to find yourself ignored by the bar staff. It was all first-class treatment and free champagne for the stars, and she was loving every single second of it.

And she especially loved being here with Larry, who had caused quite a stir when they’d arrived, giving Tania her first sweet taste of the life she’d always known she was born to live as people in the queue started whistling and yelling his name. Smiling her best film-star smile, she’d welded herself to his side, determined to let it be known that she was his woman now. She’d been a bit miffed that nobody had called her name, considering they must have all seen her on Star Struck. And it pissed her off big time when three tarts at the head of the line flashed their tits at him. But – fortunately for them – Larry didn’t notice, or they’d have still been picking their teeth up off the floor.

Clinging tightly to Larry’s arm when the doormen waved them inside, Tania had noticed the envious looks she got from a group of clubbers who she’d previously have bent over backwards to be noticed by: the cool crowd, who swanned about Bone like they owned it, acting like celebrities just because they dressed more freakily and necked more drugs than anyone else. But thinking you’re a celebrity and actually being one were very different kettles of fish, as Tania now knew, and she’d felt more than a little smug as she and Larry left them behind in the cold night air.

Still gloating when they reached the VIP lounge, her jaw had dropped to her knees when she’d seen all the famous people who were already there. She’d thought she was in heaven mixing with the celebrities who’d taken part in the telethon, but they’d been small fry compared to this collection of footballers, soap stars, top chart singers and musicians. And they all seemed to know Larry, which just blew her mind, especially when they all said hello to her, too, as if she was already one of them.

But if that had thrilled her, it was nothing to the knicker-wetting experience of finding herself face to face with the three guys from Unreal when they reached the bar.

Unreal were the hottest rap group on the planet, and Tania and her friends had been watching them on MTV just the night before, fantasising about which one they were going to marry. Her choice – after Larry, who was quite simply the god of all gods – was the baby-faced lead singer, Alonzo, who had the sexiest jet-black eyes and the most dazzling smile she’d ever seen. And now here he was, in the flesh, dripping gold and diamonds, and wearing the most expensive sports gear she’d ever seen – and hugging Larry like they were brothers, telling him that he’d caught the show in his hotel room earlier and thought he’d been amazing.

Tania almost fainted when the rappers invited her and Larry to join their party. But she managed to dredge up a modicum of cool from somewhere, determined not to be mistaken for one of the numerous one-night stands that Larry was forever being photographed coming out of clubs with. But calm as she appeared on the outside, she was screaming with excitement on the inside – wishing that her friends could see her now, because they were never going to believe this when she told them.



With the champagne flowing as the night wore on, the VIP lounge was jumping by twelve, the stars letting their hair down and partying hard, safe in the knowledge that they were hidden from the public gaze. And in a corner booth off to the rear of the room, the Unreal crew were having a party all of their own; their table was brimming with bottles of alcohol as glistening, finely chopped lines of coke were passed around on one of their CD covers.

Larry was so pissed, he didn’t even notice the coke. But he wouldn’t have been interested even if he had seen it, because nothing could have elevated his mood any higher right now. Still buzzing about the positive response he’d received when he arrived, he’d mentally rewritten his shambolic performance on the telethon, convincing himself that it couldn’t have been anywhere near as bad as everyone back at the studio had tried to make out. Jeremy and his fellow dinosaur Frank were no doubt shitting bricks back there, panicking about the public’s reaction to tonight’s show and bemoaning the demise of the old-school stars who knew their place and did as they were told. But they were so far out of touch with the reality of today’s brand of celebrity that it wasn’t even funny, and Larry wished he’d invited them along to the club so they could see what was really what.

Still, he’d have time enough to bring them up to date tomorrow. For now, he was just happy to be seen with Unreal – the real big boys of the business. As well known as everyone else in the VIP lounge was in little old England, they were nothing compared to these American superstars, and Larry was amused by how many footballers and sexy starlets kept drifting by their table trying to get themselves noticed. But Unreal weren’t interested in socialising with small-timers like them. They were only interested in the big hitters, like Larry.

Closing his eyes now as his umpteenth glass of champagne carried him into oblivion, Larry reminded himself to swap numbers with the guys so he could keep in touch with them after they went home. He might even fly over for a visit in a month or so; set up meets with some producers while he was there and see what they had to offer. The US market was notoriously difficult to penetrate, but he didn’t think he’d have any trouble getting his foot through the door now that he had such high-powered friends to help him.

Shocked out of his stupor when bright lights suddenly started flashing in front of his face, Larry’s eyes snapped open. Struggling for breath as the girl – whose name he couldn’t even remember – jumped on him and clamped her mouth over his, he shoved her off and gazed confusedly around as Unreal’s minders leapt to their feet, sending glasses and bottles flying off the table. Screaming girls ran for cover as the bodyguards made a dive for the two men who had sneaked up to get shots of the party.

Too bleary-eyed to recognise them before the minders manhandled them out through the fire-exit door, Larry assumed they must have been a couple of Z-list chancers trying to steal money shots of Unreal at play. Grinning at their audacity, he shook his head and slumped back in his seat. It was one thing having paps waiting outside to take pictures of you with your latest shag, but if this was what you had to put up with when you were in the big league, he supposed he’d best get used to it.

And maybe he’d best start thinking about hiring himself a minder, too, because he was bound to get this kind of shit all the time when he hit the States. He couldn’t wait!


3

Frank Woods woke in a foul mood. Larry had already skipped out of the station before Jeremy had had a chance to tell him that Frank wanted to see him last night and, furious that he’d been denied the chance to give him a roasting, Frank had tried ringing him numerous times to tell him to get his arse straight back, only to find that the little shit had turned his phone off.

Reaching for the bedside phone now, Frank tried both Larry’s mobile and landline numbers, only to find one still switched off and the other engaged. Slamming the receiver down, he cursed under his breath. He’d been nothing but good to that boy, and the contempt he’d received in return was a real kick in the teeth. Larry had been unknown when Frank had handed him his first big break, and when his star rose and his drinking started to grow in line with his ego, Frank had given him chance after chance to sort himself out. He’d fobbed the crew off when they complained about his on-set behaviour, and had given Larry fatherly talking-tos when pictures of him and his whores falling out of nightclubs began to appear almost every day in the papers. And Larry always promised to curb his ways. But words were obviously cheap because he just carried on as usual, no matter what Frank said. And that angered Frank more than anything, because it gave everybody the impression that he was a pushover – which he most certainly was not.

Still, everyone had their limits, and Frank had just about reached his. If he could find an excuse to terminate Larry’s contract without giving Alan Corbin the satisfaction of thinking it had been done on his say-so, he’d dump him like a hot brick and bring in Matty Kline without pausing for breath.

The idea had been growing on him throughout the night, and he was convinced that it was the perfect solution to the problem of saving Star Struck. But his pride was still smarting too much to put his plans into action just yet. Not only because he couldn’t bear giving Corbin cause to gloat, but also because he didn’t want Jeremy Hislop thinking that it had been his suggestion which had swayed him, either. Everybody was just too damn full of their own self-importance these days, and it galled Frank that they all thought they had the right to butt into his business.

Still stewing, having failed to reach Larry after several attempts, Frank got out of bed and stomped down to the kitchen. Snapping at his wife when she handed him a cup of coffee and accidentally spilled a tiny drop onto the sleeve of his dressing gown, he immediately turned his frustrations onto the dog, yelling at the poor thing for getting under his feet when all it was doing was giving him its usual good-morning greeting.

Muttering under his breath when the dog slinked away to mope in its basket, he turned his back on his wife’s disapproving face and snatched up the kitchen phone. One last chance, and if Larry still didn’t answer, pride be buggered, he was history.

The newspapers dropped onto the hall mat with a dull thud. Lips pursed, Brenda Woods stalked past her husband and went to get them. She didn’t know what his problem was, but he’d better snap out of his mood before he even thought about leaving for his precious office today, or he’d find himself with a mutiny on his hands when he came home tonight.

Bringing the papers back into the kitchen now, she dropped them on the table, sending a cloud of soot from Frank’s ashtray up into the air.

‘Bloody hell, woman!’ he complained, snatching his cup up before the ash landed in it. ‘Watch what you’re doing, can’t you?’

‘Don’t you woman me,’ Brenda retorted indignantly. ‘I don’t know what’s eating you today, Frank, but whatever it is, it’s none of my doing, and I won’t have you taking it out on me. It was bad enough putting up with you tossing and turning all night. I hardly slept a wink.’

Muttering ‘Sorry,’ because she was right that this wasn’t about her, Frank clicked the still-unanswered phone off and swept the ash off the table with the back of his hand. But just as he was about to blow the residue off the newspapers, the main headline of the Sunday Herald caught his eye and, snatching the paper up, he spread it out to read the article.

‘LOGAN’S LOLITA!’ the headline screamed, followed by the sub-heading: ‘Read the exclusive account of what happened when Herald reporter Sam Brady caught game-show host Larry Logan seducing the 16-YEAR-OLD girl who tricked her way to the £10,000 jackpot on Star Struck last night!’

Turning from her washing-up when Frank uttered a strangled gasp of horror, Brenda asked him what was wrong. Tutting loudly when he brusquely shushed her, she turned back to the sink and clattered the plates into the rack with venom.

Ignoring her, Frank read on.


Larry Logan surely lost any shred of credibility when he appeared drunk during live filming of the Kiddie Kare Telethon last night, prompting the organisers to ask Matty Kline to stand in for him. The official explanation – released post-broadcast, in what some may consider an attempt by Oasis TV to cover for their golden boy’s indiscretions – cited an adverse reaction to flu medication as the cause of Logan’s bizarre behaviour. But, whatever the truth, Logan’s shameful display of contempt for one of the country’s most sacred causes won’t easily be forgotten – or forgiven – by a nation already weary of his antics as, week by week, he drags Star Struck into territory more befitting a late-night slot on a dodgy cable channel than prime-time family viewing.

And now we can exclusively reveal an even darker side to the Logan saga, having caught him in a steamy clinch with the winner of last night’s jackpot – 16-year-old TANIA BAXTER!

Masquerading as her 19-year-old sister CINDY – who is currently out of the country and unavailable for comment – TANIA duped the producers of both Star Struck and the telethon into allowing her to take part, despite being two years too young. Then she tricked her way into trendy nightclub Bone, in Manchester’s fashionable Northern Quarter, where, surrounded by alcohol, drugs, and some seriously dodgy company, we caught her sharing an illicit embrace with 27-year-old Logan.

Questions must surely be asked as to how a 16-year-old got through Oasis TV’s supposedly rigorous security procedures to waltz off with a cheque for £10,000. But love-rat Logan must come under scrutiny too, because this isn’t the first time a female contestant has caught his eye only to go on to win the jackpot. And while his Romeo reputation has been well documented since his sudden – and, some might say, undeserved – rise to fame on Star Struck, this latest foray into the murky underworld of barely legal bed-mates is a new, more sinister twist, and must surely serve as a warning to every parent whose little girl has a picture of the handsome heartbreaker on her bedroom wall.

There’s no way of knowing if Logan and his Lolita left Bone together at the end of their passion-fuelled night, because reporter Sam Brady and photographer Fred Greene were chased from the club in fear of their lives by the vicious bodyguards of American rap group Unreal who are currently touring the UK to promote their latest – and aptly titled – album, Baby Ho! But we think the photographs paint a clear enough picture for people to draw their own conclusions about the outcome of the sleazy clinch. And, while Tania Baxter may be just about legal, Logan will feel the cold winds of suspicion blowing his way from here on in – and we can rest in the knowledge that we’ve done our duty in raising the public’s awareness of the evil that may well be lurking behind that seductive smile.


Looking now at the two photographs attached to the story, Frank gritted his teeth. Eyes glazed, body slumped like a sack of wet spuds in the first shot, Larry seemed to be sucking the face off the girl, who was more or less straddling him, with only the edge of the table and the bottles cluttered on its surface covering what was most probably going on below decks. The second shot clearly showed just how drunk Larry had been as, shocked out of the clinch by the flashing lights and fracas that had reportedly followed, he gazed out with unfocused eyes, not seeming to know what was happening or where he was.

The girl, however, not only looked absolutely aware of her surroundings, she’d even managed to locate the camera’s lens and was staring straight into it like a seasoned pro, with a mile-wide smile on her lying face – no doubt hoping to launch her future modelling career off the back of this amazing photo opportunity.

And the gold-digging, publicity-seeking little slut would probably succeed, too, Frank thought, furiously skimming through the rest of the papers now. The Herald was the only one carrying this story, but the rest were full of Larry pissed out of his head live on air, which was just as bad.

Shoving the papers angrily away when he’d seen enough, Frank lit another cigarette and snatched up the phone again. This was the worst publicity he’d faced in twenty-three years as a producer, and – pride be damned – he’d rather eat Corbin’s shit-caked underpants live on the six o’clock news than have the public think he was standing by Logan after this.

He would demand an internal investigation, of course – to find out how the girl had managed to slip through the net in the first place, and to nail the stupid bastard who’d let it happen. And he would stop the cheque immediately, before the girl managed to cash it. And – for face-saving’s sake – he would then publicly donate the prize money to the Kiddie Kare fund.

And then he would murder Logan with his bare hands!

‘I take it you’ve seen the papers?’ Jeremy said when he answered – further incensing Frank, who sensed more than a hint of I told you so in his flat tone. ‘Doesn’t look too good, does it?’

‘Get everyone in for a meeting,’ Frank barked, letting Jeremy know from the off that he was still in control and wouldn’t tolerate any bullshit. ‘And get hold of Matty Kline while you’re at it.’

‘Do you want Larry there, too?’

‘Only if you want to see me go down for murder! Just ring the little fuckwit’s agent, and tell her to tell him that if I see him anywhere near the studio again in this lifetime, I will personally rip his fucking face off. Got that?’

‘Loud and clear,’ Jeremy replied, sensibly keeping his opinions to himself: that this could have all been avoided if Frank had only taken his advice and kept Larry Logan well away from a live broadcast.


Over in the city centre just then, the sun was casting an orange glow through the uncurtained floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall window of Larry’s penthouse apartment. Hanover Towers boasted some of the finest views, and some of the richest, most famous inhabitants of Manchester – the latter being the major reason why Larry had bought the apartment. No point being a star if you couldn’t show it off to the world, and all that.

Waking up in his bed now, Tania stretched her arms out above her head and gazed around the unfamiliar room, sleepily studying the designer furniture and the funky artwork decorating the walls. She hadn’t noticed too much after falling through the door in the early hours, but now that she could see everything clearly she was far more impressed than she’d expected to be, because the whole place screamed of money and style.

Switching her gaze to the window after a while, she sighed longingly as her eyes danced over the few building tops that were visible from up here, imagining what it would be like to live here permanently.

Turning to look at Larry when he made a soft noise beside her, Tania inhaled softly and bit her lip. He always looked amazing on screen but here, in the naked flesh, with his usually perfect hair tousled, his eyes closed so that his long dark lashes rested on his cheeks, and his lips parted to reveal a sliver of white teeth, he was so breathtakingly beautiful that she could have cried.

Just wait till her friends heard about this! They’d think she was lying, because they all knew how much she idolised Larry. But they’d soon know she was telling the truth when they saw the pictures those men had taken at the club last night. It was just a shame that Unreal’s minders had chased them off before she’d had a chance to get her pose exactly right, but at least they should have got a good one of her and Larry kissing, which was fantastic. And any picture was better than no picture, so there would be plenty of opportunities to get into modelling now that the world was going to see how gorgeous she was. And being Larry Logan’s girlfriend wouldn’t hurt her future prospects, either. She could just see the headlines now:

Larry Logan and mystery lady only had eyes for each other at Bone last night...

Larry and lover at premiere of Ritchie’s latest movie...

Larry and supermodel girlfriend Tania Baxter spotted looking at diamond rings...

Wedding bells for Larry and—

‘What the fuck!’ Larry squawked, opening his eyes to find Tania peering glassily down at him. ‘Who the hell are you?’ Sitting bolt upright, he dragged the quilt up over his stomach to cover his need-a-piss hard-on.

‘Morning,’ Tania purred. ‘Sleep well?’

Jerking away from her, Larry glared at her with suspicion, convinced that she was a whacked-out stalker who’d broken in while he was sleeping. At least she was naked, so she obviously didn’t have a concealed weapon on her. But, knowing his luck, she’d probably have something heavy close at hand – to beat his face to a pulp when he rejected her.

Tempering his tone now, in case he alarmed her and made her do something stupid, he said, ‘How did you get in here?’

Giving him a quizzical smile, wondering how he could have forgotten, Tania reminded him that he had invited her back here last night.

Muttering ‘Did I?’ Larry ran a hand over his aching eyes, damned if he could remember.

‘Do you want me to get you anything?’ Tania asked, thinking he looked a bit pale and wanting to make him feel better.

‘Coffee,’ he croaked, replacing the phone which had somehow been knocked off its stand and reaching for a cigarette. Lighting up, he lay back against the pillows and peered at her through the swirling smoke screen as she climbed out of bed. She did look vaguely familiar, he supposed. But then, she had tits and a pussy, so she could be literally anybody.

Stretching languidly, hoping that the sight of her naked body in the sunlight would inflame Larry’s desires and cement her place in his heart, Tania tipped her head to one side and smiled coyly down at him.

Eyebrows puckering with irritation, Larry said, ‘What?’

Smiling knowingly, she said, ‘You’ve got a hangover, haven’t you? I’m not surprised, with all the champagne you drank last night. You were wrecked enough before we left the studio, so God knows how you managed to—’

‘The studio?’Larry repeated. Then, with a flash of recall, he clicked his fingers. ‘You were one of the contestants.’

‘The winner,’ she corrected him, grinning proudly as she reached down for her handbag and pulled out the cheque.

Nauseated by the rocking motion of the mattress when she jumped back onto the bed to show the slip of paper to him, Larry muttered, ‘Congratulations.’

‘I thought they were going to cancel everything when you went off,’ she told him. ‘But Matty Kline stood in for you, so it was all right.’

‘Matty Kline?’ Larry’s eyebrows knitted together. ‘What was he doing on my show?’

‘That snotty director with the bushy hair brought him on after he sent you off,’ Tania explained, adding loyally, ‘But he’s nowhere near as good as you. No one was laughing at his jokes – not like they were at yours. Especially when you gave me the answer to the Britney Spears question. That was classic. Everyone was cracking up over that.’

‘Oh yeah?’ No recollection.

‘Then you had to ask me another one, and it was so funny.’

‘Uh-huh?’ Still nothing.

‘Then you snapped my strap and my boob fell out, and all the guys in the audience started cheering and whistling.’Giggling now, Tania’s eyes were lit with satisfaction as she added,‘The women went mad, though. You should have seen them, slapping their boyfriends for looking, and everything!’

‘Well, you have got nice tits,’ Larry murmured, feeling the hard-on that had died creeping back to life as he eyed her jutting nipples.

Spotting the movement beneath the quilt, she gave him a catlike smile. ‘Still want that coffee, or would you rather—’

The phone started to ring before she had a chance to finish the sentence. Glancing at the clock, Larry groaned when he saw that it was only nine-thirty. No one with any sense would disturb him at this time of the morning, so it had to be Jeremy Hislop calling to give him a bollocking. He had half a mind to ignore the phone but decided he might as well get it out of the way so that he could get on with shagging thingy here in peace.

‘Do us a favour and get us that coffee while I take this,’ he said, waving her towards the door. ‘You’ll find everything you need in the kitchen.’

Blowing him a kiss, ecstatic that everything seemed to be going so well between them now that he’d remembered who she was, Tania slid off the bed and sashayed out of the room.

Reaching for the phone when she’d gone, Larry started speaking immediately, intent on depriving Jeremy of the pleasure of lecturing him.

‘Yes, Jez, I know I was a twat, but I’m really, really sorry, and I promise it’ll never happen again.’

‘You’re right there,’ his agent, Georgina Wise, replied coolly. ‘You’re sacked.’

Frowning because he hadn’t expected to hear her voice – or to hear what she’d just said – Larry said, ‘What are you talking about?’

‘You’re sacked,’ she repeated. ‘I’ve just had Jeremy on the phone, and he says Frank’s absolutely had it with you.’

Sure that it was a wind-up – Frank’s way of punishing him for taking off before the after-show party – Larry said, ‘All right, Georgie, you can quit now. We both know I’m worth way too
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