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Prologue
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EVERYTHING BEGAN with a look: blue eyes from an English father; ebony hair from an Italian mother. Once he had not cared that his eyelashes cast long shadows upon his cheeks, his Cupid’s bow curving like a cherub. He did not care that his cheekbones chiselled-out at a geometric angle. But when he did, he became what the English termed a ‘wanker’ or a ‘prick’. Perhaps they confused these expressions for a heartbreaker.

Thank fuck the camera loved him more than he loved himself.

He could lounge on silk sheets for cologne and seethe in a sportscar. His life could become like the silk sheet he had once reclined upon, smooth, compliant, no resistance. In pursuit for its own sake, he ventured and enterprised. His upbringing on Lake Como faded-out as he sipped sangria on a Monte Carlo balcony, basked on his cruiser in Cannes or cheered Chelsea within a glass suite above the stands. Did he feel dead inside? With what he got, who cared?

His choice widened with gains: hotels, leisure centres, nightclubs, a recording studio. Those who found his company complied like his silk sheets, to give their talents, wit, resource and diplomacy. And all for him.

He kidded himself he’d fallen in love and got...bored. He got high and watched endless sunrises. American girls were fun, the English Rose, a tease; Europeans were flamboyant, but he knew how to let them all down easy. Cut the barnacles.

He reinvented himself. No longer just a playboy but a mind turned industrious. He managed and delegated. The routine grounded him, and his success flourished. He hosted charity events to hide his disdain for the scrubbers of this world. ‘Soulless,’ someone had gibed about his lifestyle, but so what? Those that gibed would never be seen next to royalty, popstars nor politicians. Never would he contemplate the alternative.

Until the day he had glimpsed her face in the half-light, unrepentant and not of his world. As the black void swallowed him whole, his worldly achievements counted for nothing.

Nothing.

He saw himself dead.
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NANCY PRAYED the pole-dancer wouldn’t come closer. Female nudity did not cause her reserve, only what flanked Nancy at the cocktail table: Bex and Cora. Her two old schoolmates. Their cackling taunts had driven away the few remaining punters on a nearby table; the novelty of having a piss-up had yet to exhaust itself. Well, hadn’t they earned the privilege? Selling insurance through a headset would surely mangle anyone’s sanity into a drinking binge.

Bex unleashed a staccato belly-laugh that warned her monstrous inner child had now unleashed. The propane geared up and Bex’s tongue clacked against the roof of her mouth as the brain matter faded away. Her eyes snagged the pole-dancer who made an oily slalom towards Nancy’s table. A ten-pound note fluttered around like a flag. ‘Hey, come ‘ere and I’ll slide something between your butt-cheeks!’ Bex squawked.

Cora’s spat into her drink. The pair of them let forth another round of hyena-cackles. ‘I wish they’d bloody shut it,’ rumbled a bearded punter next to Nancy. Nancy closed her eyes resigned. Her table outdid the decibels of others within the Nexus nightclub, just like in the classrooms Bex and Cora had disrupted all those years ago.

Nancy knew better than to say anything. Bex’s brash hilarity wanted comebacks, a retort. Nancy sipped her tonic water that passed for a gin and lemon. God, if Bex ever found out.

The pole-dancer, a leggy brunette in a turquoise bikini, gave her right buttock a pert squat. Not believing her luck, Bex tucked the ten-pound note into the waistband. Bex couldn’t help herself. ‘Give us a snog will ya! That would just make my birthday treat!’

The pole-dancer stayed composed. A svelte limb slunk Bex’s way, the other clasping the pole behind her. She lowered herself, reaching out. Bex yet again had got a result: attention. Nancy wished the pole-dancer had simply moved on.

Instead, Bex’s simper fell like a stone, leaving the corner of her lip aquiver. Within, Nancy could tell Bex loved it. Come Monday, Bex would infect the office with her story about snogging a pole-dancer. ‘Why does this stuff always happen to me?’ she would demand. And then lift a knowing smirk.

The pole-dancer now clasped Bex’s head. Their lips closed in. Nancy could barely stand to watch. Cora’s sun-bleached face flickered in the strobing light, her mouth a-gawp.

Their lips squelched. Nancy felt as odd-balled as her tonic water. Forever, she stood the wallflower, with staunch views, who made the other two appear wild and fun. Nancy alone looked away as the smacking sounds lingered.

The floorboards gathered in a thrum.

‘Hey, Stripper!’ someone called out, ‘what about one for the other two slappers!’

The crowd roused up a tribal clap. Nancy took a jolt as Bex grabbed her by the elbow. ‘Yeah, what about me two sisters here!’ Cora’s grin fell lopsided as though sedated.

Nancy gritted her teeth and uttered, ‘Stop showing off!’

Cora overheard, her eyes rolling beneath hooded lids. ‘Come on, Nance, you’ve gotta get some lesbo action before you die!’

Bex echoed her tone. ‘Yeah, get yourself a fuckin’ life, Mother Theresa!’

‘You’re pissed.’

‘So what?’

A sea of notes waved about in the cacophony. ‘Me next! Do me!’ Cora staggered to her heels and made a hobble for the stage. The noise morphed into a string of two syllables. ‘Come on! Come on! Come on!’

Unfazed, the pole-dancer plucked several notes from the crowd. Cora puckered her lips, bringing creases beneath her nose. Too much sunbed, Nancy thought, too much Ibiza fag-smoke. Beneath the lurid spotlight, her makeup melted like greasepaint. The pole-dancer closed in, but this time, Nancy couldn’t help but watch. Their lips closed in to a succulent and tonguey salsa. Nancy could imagine an exchange of vodka spirits spiced with No.6s. Cora closed her eyes, more to the stupor than sensual surrender. The pole-dancer showed no sign of liking it or not. Nancy decided the huge tips occupied her brain as their mouths detached.

At that instant, a sharp realisation pierced through as the pole-dancer’s eyes shifted across and the tenners kept coming. Bex’s cackle bayed. Her lower lip jutted out in a grating gibe. ‘Come on, Nance, you frigid cow, do it for us!’

Nancy backed against her chair until her spine pinched.

‘Get your tongue in there!’ Cora catcalled.

Nancy could withstand Bex’s demands, but not a thuggish crowd. The stamping of feet did another round of gathering speed. ‘Come on! Come on! Come on!’ Nancy thought her eardrums would burst.

Everyone seemed to have walled her in: a waist-jacketed torso, teens in mop-tops and beer-nursers. Her eyes stopped dead at one pair of eyes staring directly at her from the bar. His eyes glinted like basalt in the gloom and his black skin shone almost like the bling jewellery festooning his tuxedo. He stood big and commanding, his neck filling his generous collar, yet he seemed in possession of his body. He could leap like a cat across the bar at the click of a finger. Instead, the corner of his lip gave a little smile.

Flanking the bar, Nancy spotted two other black men in same attire. All three wore Bluetooths. Although the other two stood separate, Nancy sensed their communication, monitoring her, monitoring her table.

So, it seemed, she and her rowdy company may earn themselves a boot-out of this establishment. Ejection from disapproving public houses always came hard. Twice, last month Cora and her striptease got them the hardest boot of all. Nancy hated the cold manhandle and the frogmarch through the drizzle.

Nancy turned to face the pole-dancer, troubled by the strange man with the basalt eyes. The pole-dancer grazed her fingers down the pole and planted her palms on the floor. She swivelled round with legs hanging over the edge of the stage. The crowd roared.

As her sultry gaze fell to half-masts, Nancy gave a small, but firm shake of the head. The pole-dancer returned with a soft blink. She had got the message, but had she chosen to ignore it? To Nancy’s despair, the pole-dancer snatched a few more tenners and lowered herself from the stage. Bex and Cora chanted and banged their stilettos in time.

The pole-dancer assumed a Betty Boop gait, planting both hands demurely on either side of Nancy’s chair. She neared her head, arching her back. Vanilla essence and musky tequila wafted over the table. She raised her chin, brought one hand to her mouth and inched closer. Eternity insignias painted on her eyelids mesmerised Nancy in tandem with a hush. Even Bex fell to silence, allowing the intones of a James Brown cover. And then with emphasis, the pole-dancer drew her hand away in an air-kiss.

The delight of the crowd hit a brick wall.

The clapping came back and died in a discordant round. The pole-dancer strutted off. Clinking of glasses gave a mundane feel to the excitement’s epic death.

And then Bex’s voice rang loud and clear. ‘You boring fuckin’ tit.’

Nancy’s tonic water quivered as she lifted the glass.

‘Yeah.’ Cora glared at the manoeuvre. ‘Go easy on the mineral water, won’t yer?’

Nancy froze before realising Cora had made a gibe, not an account of Nancy’s teetotal drink.

‘I want my fuckin’ money back!’ Bex hollered as two different pole-dancers entered the stage – cat-women in striped leotards. She took to her feet. ‘Oi, did anyone just hear what I said! I want me fuckin’ money back!’

The bearded man next to Nancy piped up again. ‘Put a bloody sock in it for once!’

Bex glared at him. ‘Who asked you, you grizzled old troll?’

The bearded man didn’t bite. He took on a haughty tone designed to rankle. ‘Look, you’ve had your fun, now why don’t you just move along?’

Bex’s eyes grew pinched and daggered. ‘We’re just trying to liven things up, you miserable old pervert!’

The bearded man’s leather-clad friend slammed his drink on the table and shot up. Bex’s daggers followed his movements out. ‘Loooser!’

Nancy snuck a second glance at the bar. The black man who liked bling had not moved. He continued to watch, but his companions had now disappeared. Mr. Bling’s inertia disturbed her. His eyes glinted with humour, bordering on contempt. Neighbouring tables shed occupants via the scraping of chairs as Bex spread her usual miasmic black cloud. ‘Stuff you with knobs on,’ she called as someone pushed another table aside. 

Cora gave her loudest cackle yet. ‘...and tell your bearded mate to go shove it up his a-hole!’

Nancy could picture Mr. Bling’s two assistants approaching the table right now. His breaths would caress Nancy’s ear before finding herself in the drizzle again. When it came to boozed-up company, Nancy learned that sadly, mud sticks.

Cora’s cackle cut sharp. ‘Oh, shit, look at that.’

Nancy followed Cora’s gaze. No Mr. Bling or his company could be seen. Instead, tucked into an alcove, Nancy spotted a clutch of tuxedoed men supping wine on loungers. One face stood out. She had seen him before but could not slot his features into her life. The perfect face for Vogue, he possessed nourished skin-tone of facials. His black, brylcreemed hair glinted blue and his harsh brows slashed from the bridge of his nose in hunter-look. A classically handsome face, Nancy thought, but over-manicured. His strimmed hairline and cleaved eyebrow made a trim look. and when he flashed his teeth, Nancy’s bathroom tiles came to mind. She disliked him on sight. And yet she could not pull her eyes away. Intense and bored. That’s how he looked. The mix unsettled her.

Cora breathed near her ear. ‘Christ, it’s Vincent Jonas!’

Nancy’s thoughts stuttered. Of course. Vincent Jonas, playboy billionaire and owner of the Nexus nightclub chain. Countless times she had seen his face fronting tabloids. He might be snapped incognito with a model or sunbathing on a yacht. No one ever snapped him on a bad day or mood, despite his wild parties and fluctuating love life. Vincent Jonas appeared to thrive on appearing unfazed as ex-lovers and piqued colleagues lost the plot.

Bex glanced round. ‘What? It can’t be. Jonas never comes to Brum. It ain’t got the glamor of London or Milan.’

‘It’s him all right. Saw a picture of him checking out the London Nexus last week. I read about it in Heat.’ Cora’s epiglottis bounced. ‘Jeeesus, he could have seen us snogging that stripper. Imagine, Vincent Jonas gets a boner for Yours Truly.’

Bex’s tone got needy. ‘He’s gorgeous. I could just...I could just...’

‘Do you think he’d let you?’

Cora’s face creased up. ‘Why the hell not? Bloody Stringfellow would!’

Nancy couldn’t understand the fuss. From what she could see, Jonas’ self-absorption smacked of the overblown alpha male who ticked the boxes for the tabloids. His features had the mould of the ‘good life’. Bland. And why should he care?

Bex stumbled to her feet, yanking her blouse over her shoulders. Her full bosom almost spilled from the cups of her bra. They glowed pastry-white in the half-light. ‘Hey, Vince, Vince! Check out the real thing!’ She gave her boobs a jiggle.

Jonas had obviously heard. Several onlookers tittered. But Jonas did not flinch; he did not even pretend to take an interest in the words of a wine-supping colleague. His eyes rested on the cat-women cavorting to a Lady Gaga mix. Jonas’ hooded eyes did not blink as he lifted his glass.

Bex remained standing. ‘C’mon, Vincent! I’ll let you do me both ends!’

Jonas smoothly lowered his glass, his eyes never leaving the stage.

‘Hey, Vince! Vince!’

So, Bex’s attention-seeking inner brat doesn’t get her fix. Nancy found the scene awkward rather than satisfying. She glanced round for Bling.

‘Last chance, Vince! I ain’t puttin’ out for you much longer!’

A muffled applause returned as the cat-women ended their routine. Bex collapsed into her seat, perplexed. ‘Stupid gay.’

At that moment, Nancy caught sight of Mr. Bling making his way to the alcove. His bulk drifted with smooth grace as though a ship to harbour. He fingered his cuffs as he bowed to Jonas and imparted words with minimal lip flow. And Jonas did something surprising: he moved. He leaned over and listened. Per syllable, Mr. Bling seemed to inspire more interest from Jonas than the cat-women, his wine-supping colleagues or Bex. How come Nancy still sat here? Why hadn’t Mr. Bling shoved the three of them out?

‘Fuck this place,’ Bex’s tone came thick. Her words arrowed, not at Cora, but Nancy. Drunk people always seemed to sniff out the sober on which to dump their emotional baggage. ‘What the hell was I thinkin’ coming here for my birthday, anyway? The Nexus is a pretentious dive. Jonas is a wanker who shouldn’t snub the likes of us paying customers who have made him rich! I have thousands of friends on Facebook and I’m gonna to say some stuff about it; I’m going to rubbish this hole to the ground!’

Nancy begged Bling would come over. Why hasn’t he done anything? Nancy didn’t like things that made no sense.

Cora wobbled to her feet. ‘C’mon, Bexie, Liquid Envy’s down the road. We can head off there.’

‘Yeah.’ Bex’s eyes stuck to Nancy’s. ‘Get your coats, girls. There’s still time for a blast.’ Bex straightened with surprising agility for an imbiber of several vodka doubles. ‘Shift it, Cora, I wanna get out of here! This place is a dump!’

The two women made a spectacle as they donned their coats and gathered their bags. Nancy sensed a collective sigh of relief from the now-thinned crowd.

Nancy waited until they had entered the foyer before speaking. ‘Did you notice security watching? We almost got barred.’

Bex merely sneered. ‘Why do you always have to sit there and...and make observations? You’re a bloody watcher, you are. I must’ve been mad to invite you to my birthday bash.’

Nancy lowered her tone. ‘You drove people out, yet nobody did anything. You could have held an Anne Summers party on stage, and I think security would have let you do it.’

Bex grinned at the idea. ‘Hmm. Well, maybe Mr. Jonas had a soft spot for me after all.’

Nancy’s smile stiffened on her face. ‘Yeah, maybe he did.’

Cora loafed near the doors calling a taxi. Nancy would mete out an excuse to split once the taxi had pulled up.
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‘ARE YOU comin’ or what?’ Bex waited at the foot of the steps. The right leg of her tights had laddered to the knee and her crimson lipstick gave a Dracula look beneath the neon light. Cora hopped about on one foot, pulling at her shoe. ‘My heel!’ she moaned. ‘My stupid heel!’

Nancy saw their opportunity to bitch about her in the taxi. But Bex’s words rang true: Nany preferred the boring tit way. Come Monday, the three of them would meet at lunchbreak as though nothing had happened – and moan about life.

Bex’s glare hardened. ‘Come on, Liquid Envy closes at two!’

‘Haven’t you had enough?’

Bex’s nose turned up. ‘Cora had you spot-on, earlier – you are a miserable old cow.’

Nancy’s eyes narrowed in reply. ‘See you in a ditch somewhere.’ Nancy took a U-turn and made for the steps. A taxi started up. The tempo of Bex’s footfalls made plain, she didn’t care. The taxi door slammed hard. Nancy didn’t look back.

A knot of hooded parkas releasing steam loitered at the front entrance. Zoom lenses glinted against the security lights. Vince is in town. Nancy watched and understood why the bouncers had not approached Bex and Cora: because Jonas didn’t care. A couple of pissed working-class slappers meant nothing to him. Tomorrow he could be in Paris, the next day, New York. Nancy would be sweating it out at LossLess Insurance, a grey steel building on the Parkway Industrial Estate outside Coventry. Check out our premium policies for acts of God, theft, accidental damage and death. Nancy had never known a tagline so depressing.

She knitted her lip and entered the foyer. A quaintly French partition next to the desk offered privacy. She called a taxi. Once done, Nancy drifted to the bar. An Eighties theme now took the ambience. A huge disco ball spun from the ceiling, casting spotlights. Michael Hutchence gravelled through the speakers on how your moves are so raw. Celebrities and rockstars had left their mark via token shots: Gary from Take That, George Michael and Celine Dion. An original Degas sketch, a handwritten recipe from Heston Blumenthal and a diamond Tiffany ring, all housed within cabinets gave the place a cosmopolitan slant. Nancy had tried to look the part – a blue cocktail dress from Kelly’s next to the fish shop in Debton...oh, and black strappy shoes and a mock leather handbag from, well, The Bag & Shoe Place in the market. Nancy didn’t look half-bad considering. Beneath this dusky light, no one would know.

She checked her appearance from the small mirror tucked beneath the flap of her bag. She’d overdone the eyeliner, giving her dark eyes a hard look. Or perhaps the eyeliner merely etched out the imprint of her life. People envied her heart-shaped face, her flat broad brow and deft chin. Yet it all came together somehow stern, like a ward sister or a school ma’am. In a film, she would make a convincing nun. Well, at least she hadn’t winded up like her mother.

Nancy closed her bag along with her thoughts with a sharp click.

‘Pardon me.’

A small guttural sound escaped her as she turned.

Mr. Bling in all his glory stood behind her. Had he been watching her smudge out her eyeliner just then? She didn’t want to know but her cheeks flushed all the same.

‘You didn’t leave with your friends?’

Mr. Bling’s voice deeply rang with a soulful lilt. His eyes twinkled as a grin cavorted about the edge of his lips. Nancy realised she hadn’t spoken since his first address. Her vocal chords seized up like a wind instrument stuffed with grit. She coughed. ‘L...Look, I’m sorry about earlier. They’re just bored and frustrated. Wouldn’t you be if you’d been yakking all day long about insurance in a stupid headset?’

Mr. Bling’s grin fell lopsided in a quizzical slant. He responded to her rhetoric by offering his hand. ‘Let me introduce myself. I’m Leon, Mr. Jonas’ personal assistant.’

Nancy’s voice box seized up all over again. Stupidly, she took his hand. Leon’s palm engulfed hers in a bear-like clasp. His skin felt warm and dry, and he did not shake. He held hers, still and firm, his eyes unwavering.

He released in a relaxed fashion before speaking again. ‘Mr. Jonas is leaving for London tonight. As you may know, word always gets out to the big p.’

Nancy’s tongue delayed in moving. ‘The big p?’

‘The paparazzi. You may have noticed them waiting outside.’

Nancy’s thought processes forestalled. In the space of half a minute, she had met Mr. Jonas’ personal assistant, he had mentioned his client by name and had referred to the paparazzi, all to Nancy.

Leon clearly sensed Nancy’s inner tumult. ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t fully explained myself. What I meant was, that I would like you to accompany Mr. Jonas on his way out of the building for the shoot.’

The inference of his words slowly hit. ‘M...Me?’

Leon chuckled, yet the twinkle in his eyes kept steady. ‘Who would print a picture of Mr. Jonas leaving the club alone? No. The big p will only publish if he is seen incognito with a pleasant young lady...a mysterious young lady.’

Pleasant? Mysterious? Nancy saw herself as more prosaic, ordinary. This must be a prank, surely. Nancy had encountered more than her share of wind-up merchants in her life. But the ilk of her neighbourhood did not suit Leon. He oozed panache, class. And she had seen him speaking to Mr. Jonas only moments earlier.

‘But...’ she found herself arguing, ‘there are plenty of other girls here, much prettier, more intelligent...’

‘That is hardly for you to judge,’ Leon returned. ‘Besides, they don’t have your spirit. I noticed your table. You certainly know how to have a good time.’

Nancy felt ashamed more than flattered. Her attempt at carefree laughter came stilted. ‘Yes...I suppose we do...’ she knit her lip. ‘Look, I’ve ordered a taxi. It’s probably waiting outside and, well...’

Leon’s gleam remained. ‘It can be taken care of...if you will permit me. Of course, you will be provided with a free ride home in a more...accommodating environment.’

Could this be really happening? Nancy tried to take caution, but a flaky side to her she never knew existed bulldozed through the barricade of her usual reserved self. Blood flooded her cheeks, and she came over giddy. ‘Wow...well, I don’t know what to say to this. I mean, yes, yes, of course. I’d love to do the shoot.’

Leon’s half-grin burst open to expose square teeth. ‘Excellent. I will show you to a private room where you may freshen up, after which I will escort you to Mr. Jonas’ dressing room. Your name is...’

The foyer seemed to have tilted without moving. Her smile morphed into childish glee that felt too big for her face. ‘Nancy. My name is Nancy.’ She gave a trembling gasp. ‘Oh, my God, I can’t believe this is happening!’

Leon nodded soberly. ‘Believe it, Nancy. This is all happenin’. Now, if you will follow me.’

Leon led her through a frosted glass door at the back of the reception and up a carpeted stairwell. The lush pile hugged her stiletto heels. She feared one would snag and send her reeling. A working-class girl in a cocktail dress from Kelly’s perhaps deserved to stumble. Leon would notice her fake leather handbag and plastic shoes. Worse, he would see the person who wore them and call the whole thing off.

But she didn’t stumble. She followed Leon to a panelled door near the apex of the corridor. He opened it for her. ‘You may freshen up in here. It’s a little more private than the restrooms downstairs.’

Nancy stepped inside. She found herself in a large chintzy bathroom with marble tops and coral tiles. Leon kept watch with a smile. ‘You’ll be fine, Nancy,’ he tried to assure. ‘Get yourself fixed up and I’ll come collect you shortly.’ He then turned and closed the door.

This bathroom could easily house the upper floor of her two-bed terrace in Glebe Hollow. And nothing in here could be found within a two-mile radius; the substance came too refined, other-worldly – and ideal nicking material for some of the locals of the Liberal Club. Part of her would have too.

She shoved aside these squalid thoughts and met her reflection in a full-length mirror. She expected to see an intruder. Instead, she saw a creature caught off-guard. Her brow cast angular shadows over her eyes and her mouth seamed firmly up, as though holding a lie. Her dress at least looked good. The fabric clung nicely to her pert breasts, although her hips hung a little low. She had good ankles, slim, tapering. Ankles became a focal point in full-body shots. At least she didn’t have fat ankles. And no ladders to be seen.

Nancy fished out her makeup bag. She neared the mirror and brought her mascara brush to her lashes. Her hand juddered. She paused and took a breath. A better course would be to lead in via eyeshadow, easier to apply.

Nancy smudged silver into grey. Having such dark brown eyes required more blending than usual. She didn’t want to ask herself who the hell is that hard-eyed tart standing next to Jonas on his preamble down the Nexus steps. The thought of them side-by-side made her stomach churn.

She applied peach lipstick and a little blusher. Blend. Keep blending. Nancy gathered her hair into a large bun-clip, teasing whorls around her ears. She aimed for a soft, maidenly look. Could her blending lead to a blur-out of her identity? Nancy secured the wingnut of her crystal earrings. They dangled pleasingly within the whorls of her hair. She could be pretty if she wanted– a traditional English rose, not borne of fake tans or Botox. Her face could be seen on an Edwardian chambermaid, a Forties farm lass or a waitress at Kew, just before hitting the big time.

She zipped her bag. Who was she kidding?

A rap came to the door. Nancy gathered her things and clopped across the tiles. Her harsh whisper echoed against the marble. ‘Leon?’

His soulful voice came soothingly back. ‘We’re ready to go, Nancy.’

She opened up. Leon’s sedate expression took her in. His nod implied approval. ‘Let’s walk.’ He offered an elbow.

In automation, Nancy curled her palm within the crook. Only the silk of his suit shifted. Spiced cotton and spearmint teased the air. ‘Just a few ground rules to guide you, Nancy.’ Leon gently urged her towards the end of the corridor. ‘You are not to speak to Mr. Jonas unless he asks you a question. You are certainly not to speak in public. The pap will do their shoot. Don’t let ‘em faze you, just smile, give ‘em a little wave if you feel so inclined. You don’t have to do much else, just let Mr. Jonas take the lead. You will accompany Mr. Jonas to the limo, soon after which, you will be dropped off at a location of your choice.’

Vincent Jonas, the paparazzi, the shoot. Nancy’s brain sizzled. She could barely take it in.

Leon paused at a large door. He lowered his arm. ‘Just one more thing,’ he uttered facing her. ‘As you leave the building, you will link little fingers...’ He gently took her hand and deftly teased out her small finger. He entwined his with hers and allowed their arms to drop. The link remained intact. ‘...like this.’

The result suggested a coupling but of the most formal and distant kind. This suited Nancy. She didn’t want to create the wrong impression. The finger-linking also gave something for her hands to do. Still, she would soon make physical contact with one, Mr. Vincent Jonas.

At that point, Leon gently opened the door.
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Chapter 3
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THE ORDINARY doorway belied the grandeur of Vincent Jonas’ dressing room. Gas lamps lined the walls casting an intimate glow over mocha panels. An entire wall gave to a walk-in wardrobe. Within, Nancy glimpsed racks of shoes, suits, shirts and ties. A chaise lounge, Turkish rug and a drinks bar added decadence to a room she suspected served also for business.

Vince courted a large mirror, checking his look. She couldn’t see his reflection for the oblique view but guessed he must be adjusting his tie. Leon stood behind the chaise lounge, hands clasped at the groin like an usher at a funeral. Nancy kept herself in check. She didn’t want to appear stupid in front of two men who saw this routine as another day at the office. She pinched her lip between teeth and an iron tang blossomed over her tongue. She swallowed it down.

Without warning, Jonas turned – not to face her, but Leon. As though by script, Leon scooped up a long, black overcoat from the back of the chaise lounge and opened the collar for Vince. Vince turned and allowed Leon to drape it over his shoulders. Leon brushed, as Vince gazed soberly ahead. Nancy stifled an urge to snigger. Never had she seen a routine task performed so gravely. The scene deserved the proverbial banana skin – for Jonas only. She would cherish the image next time he is seen next to Beckham or Barlow. Would Leon keep his poker face? Would Leon sneak Nancy a grin? The set of his mouth as he flattened Jonas’ lapels suggested not. Nancy sensed their closeknit relationship came from trust and loyalty.

Nancy swallowed her smile down. She braced herself for when Jonas turned. She would need to jettison her thoughts quickly. No one must suspect. She rebooted with a brief closing of eyes and tried a smile. Oddly this one felt sincere. Deep down, she wanted to impress, after all. Soon, she would shake hands with one Vincent Jonas, an A-lister.

Vincent turned. Nancy put on full-beam. Her molars must have glinted in the gloom. But Vincent didn’t even look at her. He made a beeline straight for the door, pulling at his cufflinks as he did so. The shoulder of his overcoat scuffed against hers on passing. Leon didn’t seem to notice. He donned his Bluetooth and stepped towards her. ‘After you, Nancy,’ he uttered.

For her sake, she held onto her smile. Well, what else had she expected?

Leon held back as Nancy made progress. Jonas continued ahead. A man of perfect gait, his spine stayed vertical as his limbs worked in faultless sync. Without effort, he gained distance. Before she knew it, he had disappeared through the stairwell at the other end. In her effort to keep pace, one stiletto veered. She kept going, aware of Leon’s presence behind.

On reaching the foyer, she spotted Vince standing at the grand entrance. Flashbulbs etched out his silhouette. She admired his square stance, unfazed by the mayhem. She wished she had one iota of his poise. But she didn’t understand the world in which he lived. Her naivety must have taken her wits to be standing here. A grubby outcrop of Coventry had seen her twenty-five years of existence. She had been mangled by the welfare state, a city comprehensive and a string of measly jobs. Surely, any demon that may await her out there, could not compare to the prospect of a dead-end, rigid life.

But when the papers came out tomorrow, at least she had no current boyfriend to give her the third-degree. Who knew, this fifteen-minutes of fame could offer the key to freedom. Freedom. Someone might consider her perfect for a soap extra, a face for a skin cream advert, or a model for Kay’s Catalogue. She suddenly felt like a child on a bunk-off from school. She didn’t have to be like Bex and Cora, trapped in that tin box of the Parkway Industrial Estate. In a job she hated.

Monday didn’t have to come.

Leon drew up beside her. She took a step. She took another. And another. And then she drifted towards the grand entrance where Vince stood. Leon uttered into his Bluetooth. His two other bouncers appeared from the entertainment suite. Drinkers milled through the other exit, one of them the crabby bearded punter of earlier.

If only they knew.

She stopped next to Vince. And snuck a sidelong glance. Vince appraised the photographers at the foot of the steps. His jaw set firm but without the clench. A crowd assembled. Security staff peppered the melee. Several others had cleared a path towards a large black limo Sedan. It’s mirror-bodywork gleamed. Leon coughed. She glanced aside and he raised a brow. She nodded remembering. She carefully brought her hand towards Vince’s and sought out his little finger. She entwined hers with his. She detected no reciprocation. His finger felt cool and lax. The tabloids may see this finger-clutching as a sign. Her starstruck expression may bring the notion a chemical reaction had unleashed. In reality, all ended with a cool, lax finger.

The congregation closed in. She caught eyes – curious, quizzical, sneering and envious. Never had she experienced such fierce attention. Would she love, hate, become addicted to such moments? Most of her life, she’d been invisible. Her hand gave a gentle tug as Vince boarded the portico steps. The light pulses exploded into blinding white. Nancy’s pupils could barely react. A green afterimage of the limo fluxed ahead. It looked like a coffin; the paparazzi shimmered beneath, like pallbearers. She blinked, confounded.

Her heels clopped onto the step. His finger slipped from her upper joint and latched onto the lower nodule. She sensed their finger-link could break unless she held on.

Her finger quivered but no one suspected. Nancy and Vince made their slow way down the steps. Body heat eddied into the damp
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