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London - February 2008
Jack French paced the eerily quiet corridors of the Chalmers Hospital, clutching his mobile phone to his ear and trying to keep his patience with his oldest friend.
‘Jon you’ve got to come home now. They don’t know how much longer she’s got.’
‘I can’t come home Jack,’ Jonathan snapped in reply. ‘I’m damn well meeting with George Bush in two days time.’
‘Drop it. If you want to get back in come election time, you’re going to have to be seen to be playing the grieving husband.’
Reaching a window, Jack looked out at the crowds lining Sloane Street. The hoards of the unwashed, stretched from the bottom of Chelsea Bridge, all the way along as far as Sloane Square, only held back by police barriers. Not that there was any chance of violence or disruption; everyone was too subdued, ensconced in the misery and drama of it all. They stared up at the hospital, some clutching placards bearing tatty photographs of Antonia Smedley; others holding onto the flowers they planned to leave at the door as soon as they heard the news they were dreading.
‘I haven’t seen anything like this since Diana died,’ Jack said with a shake of the head. ‘It’s like a scene from Evita out there. I guess we should have realised they would react like this. It was always her they loved.’
‘Okay okay,’ Jonathan sighed. ‘I’ll see what I can do. Trust her to fucking well die when I’m on the most important tour of my life.’
Jack ended the call there and then. He’d been friends with Jonathan Smedley all his life; but even now, at forty years of age, he was still astounded by what a total asshole he could be. There wasn’t just his public image to think of, there were the children; Julia – just fourteen years old and watching her mother die before her eyes; and back at home baby Lucy, who would never even remember her. If Jonathan could find no sympathy for his wife, at least spare some mercy for his little daughters.
Nicholas Smedley returned to his sister-in-law’s hospital room clutching a cup of coffee and pasting on a smile before she could see him. On entering, he was positive the air was already colder, as if the spectre of death was circling, closing in on them, ready to snatch this beautiful woman away so prematurely. He was glad to see Julia had left for the day. It was exhausting for a child of fourteen to sit with a dying woman, especially when it was her beloved mother.
Toni seemed to age with every passing hour. She may have been about to die as a thirty-eight year old, but God seemed to be speeding up the rest of her life before she left the earth. Grey streaks had suddenly appeared in that once lustrous black hair, the fire was leaving her dark eyes. She was looking at him but at the same time wasn’t. She groped around the bed like a blind woman, and, choking back his tears, Nick grasped her tiny fingers and sat down beside her.
‘Have those people nothing better to do?’ he sniffed. ‘Shouldn’t they be home watching Jeremy Kyle or something?’
Toni gave a strangled laugh and gripped his hand.
‘You’re a terrible snob Nicholas Smedley,’ she whispered.
‘You wouldn’t have me any other way.’
She loosened her grasp on his hand and turned her head to the window. He wished she could see the people out there. Toni never really grasped how much she was adored, and to see them would confirm it for her before she took her final journey.
‘I don’t want them to be sad for me,’ she said. ‘I’m happy to be going. I’ll be with him.’ She looked back at Nick and he could see that despite her protestations, she was crying. Who wouldn’t weep at being cut down in their prime? ‘Nick I want you to do something for me.’
‘Anything my love.’
With shaking hands, she reached up and unclasped the chain around her neck. She held out a silver locket to him. Nick took it, assuming she wanted it to go to Julia or Lucy. He opened it up to discover it contained two old looking photographs of babies. Nick had no idea who they were.
‘Find her,’ Toni whispered.
‘Who?’ he asked.
‘The other half of me,’ she replied. ‘She’s entitled to know the truth.’
***
Farrah O’Rourke was hurtling down the A3 at just over seventy miles an hour. The wind was in her hair, Queens of the Stone Age were blasting out from the car stereo and everyone stared at the beautiful blonde overtaking them. Breaking the speed limit was one of the only illegal things she did these days, and Farrah liked to drive fast when she felt good. She’d spent the morning berating the chairman of a very high profile investment bank, and the adrenaline was pumping through her veins. NJH Bank used Cassie’s, her club in Eastcheap regularly; usually it was their Japanese clients who made the most of it, but this time one of their minions had decided to hold his stag night there and drunk out of his brain, he’d assaulted one of her girls. Farrah didn’t tolerate her staff being treated in such a way, and had demanded a meeting with the Chairman. She threatened to end the Bank’s contract with Kennedy Enterprises and in a way only Farrah could, made it clear she wasn’t a woman to be messed with.
It wasn’t a particularly warm day, but Farrah had to drive with the roof down on her BMW to help her stay awake. Over the past few months she’d been racked with the most awful feelings of tiredness and exhaustion. Friends had recommended she took a holiday, let herself grieve properly for Terry, but she refused. Work work work was Farrah’s answer to everything. The only way she could cope with her husband’s death was by concentrating on her business.
The Queens of the Stone Age CD ended and she put another one on straight away. She couldn’t bear to switch the radio on; every channel seemed to be broadcasting from outside the hospital where Antonia Smedley lay dying. It was as if there was some sort of countdown going on and Farrah half expected to hear a drum roll in the background. It was macabre and inappropriate, and at the end of the day she was only the Mayor’s wife, not the Queen. Young people got cut down in the prime all the time - Farrah knew that first hand.
She reached Guildford and soon the gates of Redwood came into view. Driving home was still a bittersweet experience. She’d spent so many happy years here with Terry and the kids, and it broke her heart to know he wouldn’t be there to greet her anymore. Driving into the property, she noticed an unfamiliar car on the drive. She didn’t know anyone who drove a vintage Jaguar and was not expecting any visitors. She doubted if this car belonged to a police officer - they only drove cars like that in TV shows; besides, all the enquiries around Terry’s death seemed to have stopped….thankfully. She wanted to handle it her way, not the Filth’s.
Parking the car, Farrah climbed out, the heel of her Jimmy Choo catching in the gravel and making her ankle bend over. Letting out an expletive, she hopped a little, and carried on into the house. Terry always asked her why she had to wear such high heels when at five ten she hardly needed them. Farrah could never explain it, but she liked being tall. Somehow, if she was half way up in the air made her feel no one down there could hurt her.
Before she had the chance to get the door, Peggy, the housekeeper, opened it. The elderly woman bearing the most concerned expression and wringing her hands.
‘There’s a gentleman here to see you Farrah,’ she said. ‘He says it’s most urgent.’
‘Is he police?’
‘No, he reckons he’s from the Mayor’s office.’
Farrah hesitated. There was no reason on earth why someone from the Mayor’s office should visit her and she immediately became suspicious. In the four months since Terry’s murder she’d been convinced she was next and was certain this was it.
‘What’s his name?’ she asked.
‘He wouldn’t tell me.’
‘Go and ask him.’
While Peggy scuttled back into the house to address the stranger, Farrah whipped off her shoes and ran back to the car. The adrenaline that was pumping through her veins prevented her from feeling the pain of the gravel cutting into her feet but she knew she’d suffer afterwards. She reached into the secret compartment beneath the dashboard and pulled out the Glock Terry had given to her so she could protect herself.
Tucking the gun into the waistband of her trousers, Farrah went back into the house, and as she stepped onto the hall carpet, her legs seemed to buckle. She assumed it was because her feet were now sore after being outside, but the loss of control alarmed her. Peggy rushed out of the living room, noticing her boss was in distress.
‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘Did you fall?’
‘It’s what I get for going outside barefoot. Did you get his name?’
‘Yes, it’s Nicholas Smedley. He’s the Mayor’s brother.’
Farrah still wasn’t convinced. Laying a reassuring hand upon the gun beneath her trousers, she thanked Peggy and opened the door to the rarely used living room. Farrah liked to keep the tastefully decorated room for special occasions, not allowing her teenage kids to wreck it. Standing in the midst of it all was a man, his frame slight, his suit tailored, his hair salt and pepper and well cut. He oozed money and class, but that didn’t mean a thing. Assassins came in all shapes and sizes.
He turned to her, and the strangest expression clouded his face. Almost as if he had seen a ghost.
‘Mrs O’Rourke?’ he asked, his American accent clipped.
‘Yes. Can I help you?’
He held out his hand, his nails were finely manicured, his watch a Rolex.
‘Nicholas Smedley. I’m sorry to visit you uninvited but this is a matter of urgency. May I sit down?’
‘Of course.’
They both sat upon the sumptuous dark blue sofa Terry had had custom made. Smedley appeared to be shaking and this puzzled Farrah.
‘Mrs O’Rourke,’ he began.
‘Farrah.’
‘Farrah. I can’t think of any other way to put this, so I’m going to be direct. Can I ask you, were you adopted?’
‘What business is that of yours?’ she snapped.
He hung his head, fiddling with the signet ring on his left hand.
‘Unless you’ve been living on the moon you’ll be aware my sister in law is dying.’
‘What’s Antonia Smedley got to do with me?’
He looked at her once more.
‘She told me yesterday that she recently found out she has a twin sister. She wants to see that twin before she dies.’
Farrah’s mouth went dry and even though her logic told her she didn’t have a clue what this camp little man was going on about, her heart knew the truth. For so many years she’d been mistaken for her - having blonde hair had done nothing to stop people stopping her and addressing her as Antonia. She was aware they had been born on the same day – 2nd January 1970. Then of course there were the dreams, that recurring nightmare where she was clinging onto a vision of herself only to be pulled away from it. Thinking of this dream even in broad daylight made her shudder.
‘I’m not a twin,’ she said, despite this.
‘Were you adopted by a Harry and Irene Kennedy in 1976?’
‘Yes.’
‘And they called you Farrah then?’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you remember what you were called until you were six?’
‘Yes, I was called Cleo.’
Smedley paled despite his fake tan, and this made Farrah even more anxious. This was like some strange TV show and she was convinced any moment now the ghost of Jeremy Beadle would come out and tell her it had all been a joke.
‘Call it special privileges but my sources ran some urgent checks on Toni. She is telling the truth. She has got a twin. Her sister is called Cleo and was given away by their mother shortly after they were born.’
‘How did you link it to me?’
‘Like I said, I have my sources. It’s amazing what people will do for you when your sister in law is the most loved woman in the country.’
Farrah couldn’t help but laugh, still refusing to believe this was true despite all the evidence.
‘So you’re telling me that my long lost sister is Antonia Smedley?’
‘Yes, and she wants to see you before she dies.’
Two Little Girls
One
It didn’t get much better than this. No more school, no more exams, blazing sunshine, a job on the Kings Road and True Blue by Madonna on the Walkman. Le Chic was the coolest shop in Chelsea, and young Toni Walker had been working there two whole days. Salvatore, the boss, didn’t mind her listening to her cassettes while the shop was quiet, but as soon as someone came in, she had to take her headphones off and give them her full attention. Le Chic wasn’t exactly the sort of shop that got a stream of customers, but when one did come in, they were likely to spend hundreds of pounds and had to be treated as though they were special.
Toni saw this job as the stepping-stone to her career in fashion design. Without even getting her results, she knew she’d passed her CSEs in Art and Design, and Textiles and she should really go to college to do her A’levels. But in Toni’s mind, qualifications did not beat practical experience, and she was only going to get this by working in the industry. Le Chic was at the epicentre of London street fashion. Models, pop stars and TV stars frequented it. The clothes were exactly how Toni liked them – brightly coloured and funky. 501s were customised with stars and patches of multi-coloured fabric; leather jackets had denim pockets stitched on them. There was one same shirt in the same design, but in a hundred different colours. The clothes were all sourced from Salvatore’s company ‘La Mode’ in Milan and this was the only shop in London that sold them.
In her innocence, Toni thought she’d got the job because Salvatore had been impressed with her designs. The day after leaving school she’d trawled the shops of Kings Road with her portfolio, looking for someone to take her on with the hope they’d help her design career. The moment she’d walked into Le Chic, Salvatore knew this girl could only be an asset. It was obvious she wasn’t a day over sixteen, gawky and unsure of herself; but she looked like she’d stepped off a catwalk. Five ten tall, black shiny hair hanging down around that oval shaped face, her skin an exotic tan. Her big, dark eyes burning like coals and even though her body was skinny, her breasts were high and firm under that flimsy yellow vest. He wanted more male customers and this girl would just be the thing to bring them in. He barely looked at her drawings - who needed drawings when you had a baby goddess in your midst?
The shop door opened and with a start Toni jolted to her senses. She whipped off her headphones and looked up to find a boy walking towards her. He was younger than the usual clientele – no more than sixteen or seventeen. He wore a floppy fringe like River Phoenix and carried a rucksack on his back like a tourist.
‘Can I help you?’ she asked.
‘Yeah, hi,’ he smiled, and to Toni’s excitement she realised he was American. ‘This is the place to be, right?’
‘Well,’ she blushed. ‘It depends what you’re looking for.’
He examined a rail of customised jeans - 501s that sold for sixty quid on the high street, but with La Mode’s embellishments the price was pushed up to one hundred and fifty.
‘I’m starting college in September,’ the boy replied. ‘I need some clothes.’ He turned to Toni then looked down at his preppy shirt and stonewashed jeans. ‘I swear I look like I’ve just stepped off the train from Hicksville. I get the feeling you Brits won’t appreciate that.’
‘What college are you going to?’ Toni asked, warming to this friendly American. He wasn’t talking to her as though she was less than dirt like a lot of the older customers did.
‘The American Business School,’ he replied, rolling his eyes. ‘It’s one of those boring private places that will no doubt be full of dorks and jocks; but Mom wants me to bone up on the business before I’m thrown in at the deep end.’
‘I’m sorry….?’
‘I’ve got to go and start working for the family business in a coupla years time. Newspapers huh? How exciting.’
‘You’re going to be a journalist?’
‘Hell no,’ he grimaced. ‘Now that would be exciting. My mom’s family owns Tara Publishing. I gotta go work for ‘em. No choice in the matter.’
‘I see.’ All Toni knew of Tara Publishing was that they owned a huge chunk of the media. This guy was obviously loaded and she guessed she could earn some serious Brownie points from Salvatore by recommending the most expensive gear. ‘Well, we’re a lot more expensive than Burtons or somewhere, but I guess that doesn’t matter to you…’
‘Nick,’ he smiled, sticking out his hand. ‘Nick Smedley.’
‘Pleased to meet you,’ she replied, shaking his hand in return. ‘I’m Toni Walker. Let’s go shopping.’
***
Farrah couldn’t believe she’d never done it before. She’d thought about it since turning fourteen, but she’d always put it off, frightened something terrible was going to happen. But now she’d done it she felt like a different person and couldn’t stop looking at herself. Darren, her boyfriend put the needle back to the beginning of The Killing Moon and came and sat behind her while she remained at the dressing table, primping and preening her newly bleached hair.
‘You look like Paula Yates babe,’ he said, kissing her neck and going for a sly grope of her tit. Farrah swatted him away like a fly. The last thing she wanted was Darren pawing her when she was admiring her new hair. Now she’d finished with school she could do as she pleased. For years the bitches at Newhaven Girls had teased her for looking different. With her olive skin, long, silky black hair and big lips, the bullies had targeted her from the off. Ironically, the moment she walked through those school gates for the final time, the realisation hit her that they’d only done it because they were jealous. But she didn’t care now anyway. In keeping with her reinvention she’d cut off most of her hair and dyed what remained peroxide white. She wasn’t sure about the black eyebrows, but they could be dealt with later. At least she didn’t look like Farrah Kennedy any more.
‘Your mum and dad are going to go nuts,’ Darren laughed, getting off of the bed and going over to the window. ‘When are they back?’
‘Monday,’ she replied, brushing the front of her hair into a perfect quiff.
‘I see you’ve got new neighbours.’
Farrah got up from the table and joined him at the window. On the drive of the house next door, a removal van was parked. In all the excitement of her new hair-do, she hadn’t even noticed the noise.
Seeing he had her attention, Darren turned round and grasped her tiny waist, throwing her onto the bed.
‘Right,’ he giggled. ‘Time for a quick one me thinks.’
‘Don’t mess me up too much,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve got a job interview in two hours time remember.’
Holidaying in Spain, Irene and Harry Kennedy were blissfully unaware their daughter had decided to cut off her beautiful hair and dye it peroxide blonde; had taken up smoking and lost her virginity to Darren Bailey, her first proper boyfriend. They also had no idea that she’d left the private girls school they’d scrimped and saved to send her to, and had applied for a job at the local leisure centre. Farrah enjoyed sports and wanted to become a gym instructor, and there was no way she could put up with another year at Newhaven just to leave with a CPVE in Sports Studies.
Darren drove her to Redhill Leisure Centre in his Ford Escort convertible, Level 42 blasting out from the stereo. Farrah didn’t even like Darren very much. He was into white soul and dressed in Fred Perry shirts and Lee jeans. Farrah aspired to go out with someone like Ian Astbury from the Cult - a longhaired rock God who rode a Harley. But Farrah hated being alone; it had been the same since childhood and had resulted in a lifetime of making friends with unsuitable children just so she had company. Darren did his best and she had managed to convert him to Echo and the Bunnymen. Maybe next she could try and convince him to go and see The Jesus and Mary Chain with her.
The leisure centre was a bland, light bricked building stuck in the middle of an industrial area. Over the past couple of years there had been a boom in people going to the gym and they now needed to take on new staff to cover the various shifts. Farrah hoped they’d give her some sort of apprenticeship as an instructor but was willing to take anything they had to offer just to get a foot in the door.
This was her first job interview and she worried she wasn’t smart enough, in her navy skirt and her black Clark’s school shoes – the only part of her uniform she’d kept. She’d slicked back the fluffy blonde quiff and even Darren had remarked how much she looked like a fashion model. He gave her a kiss for luck and she ran into the leisure centre, trying hard to still her thumping heart.
Behind the reception sat a chubby girl with spots and greasy blonde hair. Blue eyes blinked from behind her NHS glasses and Farrah couldn’t help but think she was the last person to entice someone into a joining health club.
‘Can I help you?’ the girl asked.
‘Yes, I’ve an interview with Mr Morrison,’ Farrah replied confidently.
‘One moment.’
The receptionist got on the phone to call the manager, and Farrah stood back, looking around. The smell of chlorine from the swimming pool overpowered the place and it was virtually silent. Farrah concluded this place could do with some rock music to get the adrenaline going. It also needed pictures on the wall of people with perfect bodies – something for the punters to aspire to.
She was awoken from her daydreaming by someone grasping her hand. The clammy fingers soon bringing her back to reality.
‘Farrah,’ a voice said. ‘May I call you Farrah?’
It was a podgy, rather slimy looking little man at least six inches shorter than her. The look in his eyes was one of wonderment, as if he’d never seen an attractive girl before.
‘David Morrison, come through to my office.’
Farrah followed him, noticing that the receptionist was watching her, a look of resentment and jealousy upon her pasty face. Surely she didn’t fancy David Morrison? Even a specky geek like her could do better than that.
Morrison’s office was next door to the gym. It was small and warm and smelt like a changing room. There was something about Morrison that made Farrah imagine he probably drilled holes in the walls so he could watch women getting undressed.
‘Thank you for coming in today Farrah,’ he slobbered. ‘I see from your application form that you haven’t had far to come.’
‘No, I live just on the outskirts of town.’
‘So are you looking for full or part time work?’
‘Full-time. I’m not going back to school.’
‘What do your parents think about that?’
‘They don’t know yet.’
Morrison jolted back slightly. It wasn’t that he had a sixteen year old before him, declaring she wasn’t going back to school. It was more that he’d never met a young girl with so much self-assurance. There was something special about Farrah Kennedy and he wasn’t going to let her go.
‘So what do you hope to do with your life Farrah?’
‘I want to become a gym instructor. I won several prizes for athletics at school.’
‘Well we have as many gym instructors as we need but we could certainly do with someone like you on reception.’
‘With respect Mr Morrison, I don’t want to be a receptionist. I could go and work in an office and do that.’
‘Okay, well Julie who you’ve just met is coming to the end of her YTS. How about I make you the new YTS girl, and part of your training is that you do reception work and in your spare time, we train you as a gym instructor?’
Farrah had to think about it. She was hoping to earn more than £28 a week - it wasn’t much more than mum and dad gave her in pocket money. But what was the alternative? Going back to Newhaven? No way.
‘Okay,’ she replied. ‘When do I start?’
Darren dropped her back as far as the bus station - he couldn’t drive her home as he was due for the evening shift at the Texas Homestore, where he worked. He was hoping to be made assistant manager and wanted to do all he could to impress them, so couldn’t risk being late. Farrah caught the bus home and en route thought about her new job. She was going to suggest to Mr Morrison that even though she was on reception, she should still wear a tracksuit. It would give the impression that all staff were involved with the gym. Besides, Farrah hated dressing up like a painted dolly.
She got home to find the removal van gone. She wondered what her new neighbours would be like. It had been sad when the Teagues went a few weeks ago; Farrah had struck up quite a friendship with Libby, their youngest daughter. As usual with Farrah, she hadn’t let the girl get close to her to form a bond strong enough that would ensure they kept in touch. Real friendship was something that eluded Farrah, and she was determined that was going to change.
The front door to the house opened and a man emerged carrying a large TV, heading towards a Ford Sierra parked on the driveway. When Farrah noticed the boot was closed, she rushed to help him.
‘Do you want me to open it?’ she asked.
‘Thanks lovey,’ he puffed in a chirpy, Cockney voice.
Farrah opened the boot and the man put the television into the car. When he stood up and looked at Farrah, thanking her, she uncharacteristically blushed. Even though he was old – at least thirty-five – he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. He was a proper man, with chiselled features and rugged, lived-in skin and short, golden hair flecked with grey. His eyes were the lightest blue, and seemed to dance around her face.
‘Do you live next door?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ Farrah croaked, her cockiness suddenly disappearing.
‘I’m Mark Sutton,’ he said, offering his hand.
‘Farrah,’ she replied quietly, too shy to shake it.
‘Like Fawcett?’ he laughed.
‘Uh?’
‘You’re Farrah? Like Farrah Fawcett?’
‘Oh right, yes,’ she smiled.
‘Do you live with your parents?’
‘Yes, but they’re away at the moment. Will you be living here?’
‘Yeah, me and my son mainly. The telly’s his. I just plugged it in and found it’s not working so I’m taking it to a repairer’s in town.’
This sparked Farrah’s interest. She felt the need to impress this gorgeous older man, especially seeing as he hadn’t mentioned a wife!
‘What’s wrong with it?’ she asked.
‘It comes on then flicks off.’
‘Sounds like the valve,’ she replied.
‘Know a lot about tellies then do you?’ he smiled.
‘My dad’s an electrician. He can fix anything. So can I. We’ve got loads of spare valves and stuff in the garden shed. I can have a look at it if you like.’
Mark hesitated, wondering exactly how much this young girl could possibly know about the inside of the television. But it didn’t really matter, Ciaran hardly watched it anyway.
‘Alright, you’re on,’ he said. ‘I’ll bring it in and you can do your worst.’
‘Wicked,’ she smiled. ‘Come over in ten minutes. I’ll just go and see exactly what dad has got in the shed.’
She walked off with a skip in her step. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was going to be spending time with her sexy new neighbour, or it was just that she wouldn’t have to be on her own this evening.
Toni was regretting her decision to bring Nick home to meet her mum and dad. As they sat on the train heading for Croydon, her new friend was so quiet she was convinced he was having second thoughts. After all, why would he, the son of one of the richest women in America, and Jerome Smedley, the Broadway actor, want to meet a social worker and a housewife?
Desperate to break up the atmosphere, Toni picked up a copy of The Sun that someone had left on the seat in front of them and started flicking through the pages.
‘Let’s see who we can bitch about on the Bizarre page,’ she said, trying hard to get Nick to talk. Since they’d become friends two weeks ago, he would often pop into the shop and discuss the latest fashions and celebrities. When Salvatore went to lunch, Nick would go along to the cafe where Jimi Hendrix bought his last sandwich (allegedly) and get them something to eat, picking up a copy of the The Sun en route just so they could bitch about Samantha Fox or Madonna or whoever the target of gossip was today.
Turning to John Blake’s Bizarre page, they were greeted with yet another picture of Lady Isabella Elkington being helped out of the Limelight Club. This time her right breast was slipping from her very skimpy dress.
‘Ugh she makes me sick,’ Toni grimaced. ‘She has no dignity.’
‘Who is she?’ Nick asked, unable to resist the opportunity to be vile.
‘Lady Isabella Elkington, she’s some cousin of the queen. A few months ago she demanded that The Sun made her their Page Three Girl and she posed topless. Since then she’s not been out of the papers. The Royal family went mad, but she doesn’t seem to care. She’s always getting drunk and being seen with sleazy men. Why do they waste column inches on her?’
Toni knew she was on dangerous ground when Nick didn’t come up with a reply, instead just sighed and looked out at London rushing past.
‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘We can get off at the next stop and go back into town if you like. You don’t have to meet mum and dad.’
He turned back to her, reaching down and squeezing her hand.
‘No honey, I want to meet your folks. It’s not that, it’s just that I had a call from mom this morning and she had some really bad news.’
‘What’s that?’
‘It’s Jonathan, my brother. He’s coming over to England.’
‘And is that a bad thing?’
‘Yes. There’s only a couple of years between us and yet Jon treats me like a stupid kid. I was hoping I could be myself for a while over here. But for some reason mom thinks he needs to come keep an eye on me.’
‘Does he know you’re gay?’
‘No and I’d rather you didn’t tell him if you meet him. He’ll only tell mom and she’ll go crazy.’
‘It might not be that bad Nick; he’ll probably do his own thing and not bother you.’
‘Yeah, maybe but you don’t know Jonathan. He has to get involved in everything.’
Opening up about his fears put Nick in a much brighter mood, and by the time they reached Croydon he was almost back to his normal self. Toni still felt apprehensive about bringing him home. He lived in South Kensington in a house owned by an elderly aunt who let him have the huge basement flat to himself. She lived in a big, rambling house that had seen better days. Her mum and dad both used to be social workers and in the late sixties and seventies had made their former house in the town centre an open house for runaways and drug users. It was only as Toni got older they felt it was inappropriate for her to be surrounded by such people and moved into this place. But even though her mother had given up work to raise Toni, she had still remained an activist and in recent years had started to foster problem children; the latest being a little boy called Dylan who suffered from hyperactivity. If Toni hadn’t been so set on becoming a fashion designer she would have followed in her parents’ footsteps. She loved helping people and dreamed of the day she was rich enough to open her own orphanage in somewhere like Ethiopia or the Sudan.
Even though it was the middle of summer, the Walkers weren’t ones for foreign holidays and instead spent their free time at home. Ray was out the front of the house tinkering with the battered old Ford estate car they owned. Anita was in the kitchen trying to control Dylan and his two friends, who were at the table, drawing. Toni was still treading on eggshells as far as her mum was concerned. Ray had accepted her decision not to return to school with a shrug, but Anita was most disappointed. She’d such hopes for her only daughter, and fashion was such a precarious and superficial business.
‘Mum this is Nick,’ she said, hoping her socialist mum wouldn’t be too rude to the rich American boy in her house.
Anita stood up, placing her hands on her rounded hips and surveyed Nick. She couldn’t hide the disapproval on her face and Toni’s heart sank.
‘Hello Nick,’ was all she said.
‘Nice to meet you Mrs Walker,’ he replied politely, offering his hand.
‘It’s Anita,’ she snapped, ignoring it. ‘It’s a nice day, why don’t the pair of you go out into the garden? I’ll bring you some lemonade.’
Toni led Nick out into the garden – a huge, overgrown area with a space at the back that her dad had levelled out and put a bench in.
‘You don’t look like your mum,’ Nick said, battling with some deadly looking weeds.
‘I know,’ Toni laughed. It was a family joke; how her parents were both so short and yet she was almost six foot tall. Now middle aged, Anita had put weight on, making her look even more like a little blonde dumpling, and people found it strange that she had such a dark, willowy daughter. ‘Apparently I’m a throw back to some great grandfather who was six foot five.’
‘I didn’t expect your parents to be hippies,’ Nick said, finally reaching the bench and sitting down. ‘You don’t look like the child of hippies.’
‘They’re not really hippies any more,’ Toni mused. ‘More socialists I guess. Mum took me down to Greenham Common when I was twelve. I hated it so she brought me home. They both serve on loads of committees and stuff.’
‘Gee your mom and mine should get together. My mom has Ronald Reagan on speed-dial and a lifetime membership to the Republican Party. Sounds like they’d get on like a house on fire!’
The back door opened and Anita came out carrying a jug of homemade lemonade and two glasses. Looking at her mum, the overweight, English rose, Toni wondered whom exactly she did look like. Ray too had always been a small, non-descript little man and it did seem weird how the pair of them had had such a tall, dark, exotic looking child. But then again she’d gone to school with mixed-race twins and one had been black and the other white.
Passing them their glasses and pouring the drinks, Anita kept that disapproving look upon her face.
‘It pains me to tell you this, but The Style Show is going to be at the Whitgift next Wednesday,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d want to know because of your ridiculous obsession with fashion.’
With that she put the jug down on the ground and marched back into the house.
Nick looked at Toni.
‘What’s The Style Show and The Whitgift?’
‘The Whitgift is the local shopping centre and The Style Show is a really important television programme. They sometimes visit local towns, and along with them they bring designers and model bookers and all sorts of people. Nick I’ve got to go. I’ll have to take the day off sick.’
‘I’ll cover for you. I’m in the shop most days, I’m sure Salvatore will be fine about it.’
‘That’s so wicked,’ she gasped. ‘I’ll take my portfolio with me, and you know what else?’
‘What’s that?’
‘For the fact she told me. It means mum approves of my career choice. That makes me feel so much better.’
***
Mr Morrison liked Farrah’s idea about having music playing out around the leisure centre and had even invested some of the council’s money in a fairly good quality stereo system. What Farrah hadn’t anticipated was that her boss would insist on pumping out chart tunes to the paying public. The chosen cassette at the moment was a loop of Let’s Go All The Way by Sly Fox, We Don’t Have To Take Our Clothes Off by Jermaine Stewart and So Macho by bloody Sinitta!
To add to her misery, she had to share her reception with Gemma, Morrison’s teenage daughter. She was a mousy looking girl with lank hair and glasses, who spent her first half hour there with her arms folded, chewing gum and sulking. She was here under sufferance. It was Morrison’s time to have her as part of the access agreement drawn up between him and his wife when they’d got divorced. But he was off doing his work and expecting Farrah to be some sort of unpaid babysitter.
‘Have you heard Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s new single?’ Gemma suddenly piped up, shocking Farrah. While she wasn’t crazy about the Liverpool band, at least they were better than the crap being played at the moment. She just hadn’t had Gemma down as liking that sort of music.
‘Yeah,’ she replied. ‘Rage Hard.’
‘Yeah, that’s it,’ Gemma answered, her accent very South London – Morrison’s wife lived in Streatham. ‘They reckon their new album’s gonna be more rocky than Welcome to the Pleasuredome.’
‘Like that sort of music do you?’ Farrah asked.
‘Yeah. I like The Smiths too.’
‘Have you got The Queen is Dead?’ Farrah gasped, unable to hide her excitement at finding a kindred spirit.
‘Yeah, bought it the day it came out.’
‘What else have you got?’
Farrah’s day flew past from there on. Gemma Morrison was hardly the type of girl she’d imagined she’d have as a friend – small, plain and common. But she had fantastic taste in music and had even gone up to Manchester to see The Smiths play live. By the end of the day the two girls had exchanged phone numbers and arranged to go up to Oxford Street on Saturday to look round the HMV shop.
Darren picked Farrah up from work. He had the roof down on the Escort and was playing Bon Jovi really loudly. She didn’t even like Bon Jovi, but what could she say? By playing rock, at least he was making an effort. He greeted Farrah with a kiss and sped off before she even had a chance to wave at Gemma.
‘Who was that drip you came out with?’ he asked.
‘Gemma, she’s Morrison’s daughter. She’s alright. She saw the Smiths up in Manchester you know.’
‘Really?’ he took his hand off the gear stick and put it on her knee.
‘Fancy stopping off at the woods before going home?’ he smiled.
Farrah sighed inwardly. She couldn’t tell Darren she regretted ever sleeping with him. She was glad she’d got rid of her virginity, but was of the opinion that sex was definitely over-rated. She wished they could just go back to being mates.
‘I can’t,’ she lied. ‘I’ve got my period.’
‘A blow job then?’
‘Oh for fuck’s sake Darren,’ she sighed. ‘Is that all you think about? Just drive me home.’
Farrah didn’t know what annoyed her more. The fact that Darren only wanted her for sex, or that when she knocked him back he just took it in good spirits and didn’t argue. His affableness drove her mad, and sometimes she just longed for a really good argument. She concluded it was her fiery Latin blood that couldn’t take the boredom.
By the time they reached home, Bon Jovi had ended and he was now playing Hip Hop Be Bop by Man Parrish so loudly it must have caused every curtain in Acacia Avenue to twitch.
‘Dave’s having a party at his house on Saturday,’ Darren said as he stopped the car. ‘I said we’d go.’
‘Yeah, well you should have asked me first,’ she snapped. ‘I’ll have to think about it. I’m going to town with Gemma on Saturday; I might not feel like it by the time I get back.’
She got out of the car without even kissing him goodbye and stormed into the house, slamming the door behind her. Sometimes everything pissed Farrah off so much she felt like punching the wall. Before she could run up the stairs to bed, the lounge door opened and her mother emerged, those finely painted pink lips twisted in disapproval.
‘Could you tell your boyfriend not to play his music so loud?’ she snapped. ‘I’ve got Mrs Huntingdon-Bell here to discuss the village fete.’
‘I didn’t ask him to play his stereo loud,’ Farrah protested. ‘You’re always picking on me.’
She’d had enough of Irene and her social climbing and couldn’t be bothered to argue. According to her mother, everything Farrah did was a source of embarrassment, and risked her standing in the local community. More than once Farrah had suggested they just send her back to the children’s home.
When Irene didn’t return to the living room but instead shut the door behind her, stepping further into the hall, Farrah knew she was in for a further lecture. What was it today? A continuation of the drama about her cutting her hair? Or was her room too messy?
‘Farrah, can you come here?’ Irene asked quietly.
Knowing it wasn’t worth the effort of arguing, Farrah did as she was told and stepped off the stair, going to her mother. From the pocket of her apron, Irene took a strip of tablets, and when Farrah saw it was her contraceptive pill, she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her whole. This was swiftly replaced by rage at her mother’s snooping.
‘I was tidying your room today and I found these,’ she whispered. ‘Farrah are you sleeping with Darren?’
‘I’m sixteen and a half!’ she screeched. ‘It is legal!’
‘I know it’s legal, but you’re still very young. You do remember to take these every day don’t you?’
‘No mother,’ Farrah snapped, mortified at being found out and doing all she could do save face. ‘I take it once a week and I’ve already been pregnant twice and had two abortions. Satisfied?’
Not wanting to stay in the house a minute longer, Farrah turned and walked out, once again slamming the door behind her. To add to her embarrassment, Mark was walking up the path, obviously home from work for the day. He was an Inspector at Scotland Yard and looked every bit the part. Farrah wasn’t quite sure why she found him so sexy in his immaculate suit and tie, his shoes shined to perfection and not a hair out of place, after all, she’d always fantasised about bad boys, and Mark was about as far from this as possible. But whenever she looked at him, all her bravado and cockiness seemed to melt away and she felt like a vulnerable little girl. Perversely, she rather enjoyed this feeling.
‘You okay Farrah?’ he asked.
‘No,’ she pouted. ‘My mum’s being a nightmare.’
He cocked his head in the direction of the house.
‘Wanna talk about it?’
Farrah didn’t have to be asked twice. Since that day when she successfully repaired his son’s TV, she and Mark had built up quite an acquaintance. Even though she considered him way out of her league it had still pleased her when she discovered he was separated from his wife and lived here alone with his thirteen-year-old son. His daughter, who was eighteen, was in her gap year at the moment and travelling around South East Asia before starting University. Before the separation the family had lived just outside Caterham, but on splitting up had sold the house, and with the profits Mark had bought this place to live in with Ciaran, who had chosen to remain with his dad.
With Ciaran at football practice, they had the house to themselves. It still resembled a bombsite in parts, with things still in boxes all over the lounge. The only functioning room was the kitchen, and it was here that Mark took Farrah, telling her to sit at the table while he got her a can of Coke from the fridge. He took off his work jacket and Farrah watched him slyly, finding it hard to believe that someone so old could still be so fit. For the fact he had an eighteen-year-old daughter he had to be anything up to forty, and her own dad wasn’t much older than that, and he had turned to flab years ago. Mark was still muscular and hunky and she felt remarkably lucky to have him as a neighbour.
He passed her the Coke and asked if she wanted a glass.
‘Can I have some vodka as well?’ she asked.
He laughed and sat opposite her.
‘I don’t think so. Not unless I want to lose my job.’
‘I drink alcohol all the time,’ she lied.
‘I don’t want to hear it Farrah. Now what has happened with your mum?’
Too embarrassed to tell him the truth Farrah stuck to the abridged version.
‘She started on me about Darren playing his music loud in the car. He didn’t know she was entertaining the chairwoman from the Ladies’ Committee.’
Mark frowned.
‘The Ladies Committee?’
‘They’re a bunch of well off women with nothing better to do than sit around drinking tea and organising charity events. Mum’s got her eye on being made chairwoman next year.’
‘She doesn’t work then?’
‘Oh God no. Her job is to spend as much of dad’s money as she possibly can.’
‘So your dad has his own company?’
‘Yeah, he owns an electrical shop on the High Street, and another one in Purley. He’s not rich and I know for a fact they’re up to their eyes in debt. It’s all mum’s fault. She made him buy such an expensive house, and it was her idea for me to go to Newhaven. I wanted to go to Redhill High.’
‘That’s where Ciaran’s going to go. I hope it’s alright.’
‘It’s got to be better than Newhaven,’ she pouted. ‘I think mum only adopted me because she wanted me to be her Eliza Doolittle or something.’
‘You’re adopted?’
‘Yeah. Up until I was six I was called Cleo Blanco. I was in a children’s home in Epsom when mum and dad took me. Mum was obsessed with Farrah Fawcett so changed my name to Farrah Kennedy.’
‘Cleo Blanco?’ he smiled. ‘Very exotic.’
‘I presume my real mother is Spanish. I don’t know anything about her. Apparently I’d been in care since I was a baby.’
‘They should have kept you as Cleo, it suits you more. It’s very exotic and glamorous.’
Farrah laughed and blushed, not quite sure if Mark was complimenting her or not. He too must have thought he’d overstepped some kind of line because he got up and started fiddling with the kettle.
‘Jenny’s home in a couple of weeks,’ he twittered. ‘You’ll have to meet her. I think you’ll get on.’
‘She’s going to university isn’t she?’
‘Yes, Manchester, but she’s splitting her free time between me and Kate. You’ll have to take her out to Redhill Town Centre. Save you hanging around with an old fogy like me.’
‘You’re not that old are you?’
‘I’m thirty-eight in October,’ he laughed. ‘I bet that sounds ancient to you?’
‘It does a bit,’ she chuckled. ‘So did you get married when you were a teenager?’
‘I was nineteen. By the time I wasn’t much older than Jen I was married, had a baby and was pounding the streets every day arresting criminals. That’s why I want her to have some fun. I sometimes wish I’d gone to university but boys from Forest Gate didn’t do things like that in those days.’
‘So you’re a proper cockney then?’ Farrah smiled.
‘I certainly am, born within the sound of Bow Bells. My granddad was a blacksmith and my dad was a key cutter. He wanted me to go into the family business but I wanted to be a copper after watching Dixon of Dock Green.’
‘That’s just like me,’ Farrah protested. ‘I’ve always wanted to be a fitness instructor and eventually have my own gym one day. I don’t need A’levels for that, but every day mum’s just nag nag nag. Well I’m not going back to school and that’s all there is to it.’
‘You know you look a lot prettier when you stop being angry,’ Mark laughed.
A compliment like this immediately brought a smile to Farrah’s face, even though she blushed a deep shade of crimson at the same time. Being called pretty by Darren was one thing, but by a handsome, powerful man more than twice her age was something else altogether.
That look of regret returned to Mark’s face; it was as though he felt he’d let himself down again. He cocked his head in the direction of her house.
‘Go on, go home and say sorry to your mum. She only wants what’s best for you.’
‘Can’t I stay here a bit longer?’ she whined.
‘No! Ciaran will be home soon, I need to start his tea. Now go on, skidaddle, I’m a busy man.’
The Style Show and Top of the Pops were the only things Toni never missed on television. Every Thursday night she would will for Eastenders to finish just so her favourite programme could begin. The Style Show was presented by ex model Phillipa Earle, and the fashion designer Paul Cotton. They focused on all the emerging trends from both Europe and the US, as well as High Street bargains, and each week they would interview an up and coming UK designer. Last year they’d held the first ever Style Show on Tour; travelling around various shopping centres in the country, holding fashion shows and workshops with designers. Toni was so excited about going to this year’s one, she spent the night before picking all her best designs from her portfolio, hoping someone would spot her.
Salvatore had been in a good mood and said both kids could go to the event. He didn’t have much on that day and could look after the shop on his own. This little trip was just the distraction Nick needed given that Jonathan was arriving in England that evening and he was dreading it. As an only child, Toni couldn’t imagine not wanting to see a brother or a sister. She had spent her life yearning for someone to talk to and play with. Sometimes, as a small child, she would sit and talk to her shadow, just because it felt comforting.
They arrived at nine o’clock, and a long queue was already snaking around the corner outside the shopping centre. Nearly everyone there was under twenty, and mostly girls were made up to the nines hoping to be spotted as models. Half of them were too short and too fat and it saddened Toni to think that all these poor creatures ever aspired to was being looked at whilst wearing someone else’s clothes. Didn’t they want to use their brains?
Toni and Nick joined the queue, attracting glances from the other kids. They did make quite a pair – Toni in the La Mode 501s and customised leather jacket Salvatore had let her borrow, and Nick in the chic clothes he’d picked up on his recent trip to Milan to visit his cousins. They stood head and shoulders above the other wannabes, and this made Katie feel good.
Finally the doors opened, and like kids in a candy store the two youngsters explored the various stalls, exhibitions and catwalk shows. Toni was particularly interested in L H Keane, whose designs were very similar to hers - lots of bright colours and baggy clothes. While Nick went off to get them some lunch, Toni stood at the back of the packed room and waited for the show to begin, dreaming of the day when it was her designs being modelled on the catwalk.
Papa’s Got a Brand New Pig Bag struck up and from out of the curtains emerged two African dancers dressed in traditional clothes. They banged drums in time to the tribal sounding music and this got the audience clapping and dancing in their seats. When the first model appeared – a girl dressed in a banana yellow jumpsuit with a string of plastic apples around her neck, the crowd went wild. Unlike most of the models here who were pouting and preening, this one skipped barefoot along the catwalk, encouraging the audience to enjoy themselves. The next one did the same and the one after that. It was a wonderful idea and Toni decided that for her first show, she would do something similar.
When she felt someone come and stand beside her, she didn’t bother looking, assuming it was Nick.
‘What do you think?’ a female voice said, surprising Toni. She turned around to find her companion was indeed a young woman. She considerably shorter than Toni, with bobbed blonde hair tied up with a spotted hankie. She wore the Sloane Ranger uniform of shirt-collar upturned, a string of beads fastened around it; all finished off by a thin cashmere jumper
‘It’s very good,’ Toni replied. ‘The models are making it more fun. It suits the clothes.’
‘So you like the clothes?’ the girl asked.
‘I love them,’ Toni couldn’t help but swoon. ‘I’d buy the whole collection if I could.’
‘Good,’ the girl smiled slyly. ‘Cos I designed them.’
Toni blushed. This was L H Keane. She’d had no idea. She hoped she hadn’t been too gushing. She didn’t want to look like an idiot.
‘You’re my favourite designer,’ she said, trying to hide her excitement.
‘Thanks…’
‘Toni.’
‘Thanks Toni. I’m Laura. I don’t expect people to call me L H. My old tutor thought Laura Keane was too dull and that initials are cooler because it sounds androgynous. I’ve been watching you walking around. Are you a model?’
‘No, I’m a designer.’
‘Have you thought about modelling?’
‘No never.’
‘Shame,’ Laura said with a shake of the head. ‘You would look fabulous in my clothes. We’re at the Arndale in Manchester next week and I was wondering if you’d be interested in taking part in the show.’
Toni staggered backwards as if receiving a physical blow. While she’d never considered modelling - seeing it as nothing but a cop out. The thought of wearing L H Keane clothes was too good to resist.
‘Are you serious?’ she asked.
‘Yes,’ Laura nodded. ‘You’ve got the perfect look. You’re young, beautiful, exotic. I’d love you to take part.’
‘I don’t know what to say.’
From out of her jeans pocket, Laura pulled a business card and passed it to Toni.
‘Look I’ve got to go and mingle. Give me a ring tomorrow. A friend of mine will be able to spend a day with you just teaching you the basics on walking and stuff. Welcome aboard Toni.’
Before Toni could even utter a word of thanks, the young woman disappeared into the crowd. Seconds later, Nick took her place, holding two MacDonalds bags.
‘What is it?’ he asked, observing the look of shock on his friend’s face.
‘L H Keane…Laura, she was here. She wants me to model at her show in Manchester next week.’
‘Model?! You said models were the spawn of the devil.’
‘But have you seen her clothes Nick? They’re to die for. I can’t tell mum and dad, they’ll kill me.’
‘Hey stop rushing ahead of yourself. Do you want this cheeseburger or not?’
‘I’m not sure now. I’ve got to think of my figure.’
Nick rolled his eyes to the ceiling.
‘Not two minutes a model and she’s vain already.’
After the show they took the train back into town and caught the tube to South Kensington. Toni was spending the night at Nick’s; her parents were very liberal and she’d thought nothing of telling them about her friend’s homosexuality. They knew the two of them would be sharing a bed but it wasn’t as though anything untoward was going to happen.
Nick lived close to the museums in a townhouse owned by his aunt Moya. The place was part of a portfolio she’d inherited on the death of her husband, and she rarely used it; spending most of her time at the art gallery she owned in New York. Nick could have had the whole house to himself, but he preferred the intimacy of the basement flat. In a few weeks he’d made it his own; lining the walls with pictures of his beloved James Dean and a signed photo of Liza Minnelli as Sally Bowles that he’d stolen from his father’s private collection.
As they turned into the street, Toni noticed a taxi stationed in the middle of the road and someone bending over to pay the driver. It was a common enough sight on any London street, but enough to make Nick physically shrink back.
‘Oh no,’ he uttered.
‘What is it?’ she asked.
‘Jon’s here.’
Toni pulled the sleeve of his expensive ski jacket and forced him to move.
‘You can’t hide from your own brother. Come on.’
The taxi drove off and Jonathan stood up, adjusting the rucksack on his back. Coming closer, Toni got her first proper look at him and she was seriously impressed. She loved Nick dearly, but with his pudgy, spotty face he was never going to win any prizes for his looks. But his brother was probably the most handsome boy she’d seen since John Taylor from Duran Duran. Jonathan was considerably taller than her – he must have been over six foot, and even though he wore a preppy pastel coloured jumper and white chinos, she could see he had an athletic build. Once they got face to face, Toni just melted. Before her stood perfection. He looked like a male model with a tanned, chiselled face – his bone structure favouring the Irish side of his heritage. His hair was honey blonde, cropped, with just a few strands falling onto his forehead. But it was his eyes; he had the most beautiful, almond shaped light brown eyes that creased up when he smiled at his baby brother. Toni wondered how she was ever going to speak to someone so physically perfect.
‘Nicky,’ he growled, pulling the diminutive Nick into an embrace. Nick remained unresponsive the whole time. Jon pulled away and looked at Toni.
‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’
‘I’m Toni,’ she replied, her voice barely audible. ‘I’m Nick’s friend.’
‘Hey Nick,’ Jon laughed, hitting his brother on the arm. ‘You can’t tell me this honey has agreed to go out with you.’
‘Oh no we’re just friends,’ Toni blurted, letting Jon know she was single.
‘I bet you are,’ the older boy nodded enigmatically. ‘Come on, let’s go into the house.’
He strode up the steps to the front door while Nick bent down and picked up the suitcase he’d left on the pavement. He observed Toni watching Jon’s every move, and leaned in close.
‘He’s not as nice as he looks Toni,’ he said quietly. ‘My brother is to be avoided at all costs.’
Farrah waltzed around her bedroom to an ancient Aerosmith album, getting ready for her night out. She squeezed into her favourite leather trousers and tied her white silk shirt at the waist. She gelled her hair into a tousled mess and put on plenty of red lipstick. She was no longer platinum blonde - it had served its purpose in pissing off her mum, and soon lost its appeal after that. Gemma had practised her hairdressing skills and dyed it a darker blonde, advising Farrah to use Sun-In every day to give it that naturally highlighted glow.
Farrah loved being blonde and often wondered if she should get blue contact lenses to complete the look. She hesitated because a lot of the young guys who used the centre would chat her up, not only trying to impress her with the details of their weight-training regime, but also complimenting her on her looks. They were usually curious as to where she came from; with her fair hair and dark eyes she looked quite exotic. If she became a blue-eyed blonde she’d just look like everyone else.
Things were going really well for Farrah and right now she felt on top of the world. When Morrison had called her into his office the day before, the ever-pessimistic Farrah had assumed the worst. In her mind she ran through all the reasons why he might want to sack her. Maybe he didn’t like her being friends with Gemma; perhaps he objected to her now playing rock music instead of the pap he wanted pumped out. Her fears had been unfounded when her boss sat her down to announce he’d spoken to the local council and they’d agreed for him to take her on as a trainee manager. After expecting bad news, Farrah couldn’t believe her good fortune. Not even seventeen and yet Morrison considered her mature enough to be trusted with such an important role. It went without saying her mother had not been impressed. A lot of the ladies on the committee had been asking if her daughter was going to go into modelling and it had caused her great embarrassment to admit she was working in a scruffy, council leisure centre.
Farrah wished she could celebrate with anyone else other than Darren. She resented his company more with each passing day and asked herself why she was with him. He was crass and unimaginative, the sex was appalling and Farrah could quite easily never do it again. The only time she felt anything close to enjoyment was when she would close her eyes and imagine she was with Mark. No one knew of her feelings for her next-door neighbour; that she would sit at her bedroom window watching him when he cleaned his car or did the gardening. Sometimes when she was bored at work, she would sit doodling FK 4 MS on pieces of paper. Now it had gone a step further and she would daydream about him making love to her. She wondered what it would be like with an older man. Would he be better than Darren or was selfishness just something inherent in all males?
Darren pulled up, and Acacia Avenue was filled with the sound of that ridiculous Dukes of Hazzard horn he’d had fitted to the Escort. Farrah cringed and within a split second a piercing cry came from downstairs.
‘Farrah your boyfriend is here! Can you come down this moment and tell him to stop making that dreadful noise?’
Irene was apoplectic at having the neighbours thinking she knew people who drove such crass cars, and this at least made Farrah laugh.
Darren had the top down on the car and sat there in those ridiculous Ray Bans, thinking he was Tom Cruise or someone. Farrah found him nearly as embarrassing as her mother did and groaned when she got into the car and the leather of her trousers squeaked against the cheap PVC of his seats.
‘Just drive,’ she said. ‘My mother’s having kittens in there.’
When Darren had said he was treating her to a special night out, Farrah had been expecting the West End or maybe even a drive down to Brighton for the evening. What she hadn’t anticipated was her small minded, provincial boyfriend considering Wing Fu in the Town Centre, the pinnacle of sophistication. It was a mid-price Chinese restaurant usually filled with middle-aged couples talking in whispers - or not talking to each other at all. If Farrah had known she was only coming here she wouldn’t have made such an effort. She hated the thought of spilling chow mein down her lovely shirt and wished Darren had more imagination.
The waiter showed them to the table Darren had reserved, and they sat down.
‘What do you think?’ Darren asked.
‘It’s Wing Fu’s,’ she replied sardonically. ‘I came here for my sixteenth birthday.’
‘Yeah, but it’s quite classy. I must say you look gorgeous tonight babe.’
‘Thanks,’ she said, trying to smile and make an effort to be nice to him.
They began to eat and it soon became apparent they were like every other couple in this room and had absolutely nothing to say to each other. It was no use talking about work, Darren treated Farrah’s job like a joke, considering it far less important than assistant manager at a DIY store. Farrah realised she would actually rather be here with Gemma. At least she liked cool music; she played the drums and wanted to be in a band. Being a Londoner she wasn’t trapped in this small town mentality and seemed almost exotic to Farrah.
‘I’ve been thinking,’ Darren said, spearing a piece of chicken with his chopstick and shovelling it into his mouth. ‘Seeing as we’ve both been promoted, I thought maybe we could think about getting a flat together.’
‘A flat?’ she uttered. ‘You and me?’
‘Yeah. You don’t get on with your old lady. Come and live with me.’
Farrah couldn’t think of anything worse. At least mum and dad gave her space most of the time. She could just imagine Darren wanting to know every time she had a crap. He’d moan about her playing her music too loud and would expect her to do all his washing and ironing.
‘I’m too young to leave home,’ she answered.
‘Rubbish, you’re seventeen in January. Come on Farrah, I’ll make it worth your while.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well I don’t just expect you to be my live-in girlfriend. I’d like you to be my fiancé.’
From out of his trouser pocket, he took a red, velvet ring box and opened it up. Inside lay a single white diamond on a gold band. It was cheap looking and she guessed it had come from Ratners in the High Street.
‘Marry me Farrah,’ he said.
‘I can’t marry you,’ she blurted out, rather more harshly than she’d intended. ‘I don’t want to marry anyone.’
‘Every girl wants to get married,’ he smiled in a manner so patronising, Farrah’s hackles immediately started to rise. ‘Come on, say yes.’
‘No,’ she insisted. ‘My God are you some kind of dinosaur? I don’t love you Darren, why should I marry you?’
‘You really are a cold bitch aren’t you?’ he snorted, snapping the box shut and putting it back into his trousers. ‘Nothing I ever do is good enough for you.’
‘It’s not that. It’s just…well I don’t think we’re going anywhere.’
‘Are you dumping me?’
‘I suppose I am, yes.’
Without saying another word, he pulled out his wallet, took out a twenty pound note and threw it onto the table. He got up and stormed out the restaurant, the mute couples were glad of this sudden flurry of activity – at least it would give them something to talk about.
Farrah ran out behind Darren, trying to apologise for being rude. She didn’t want to lose his friendship; she just didn’t want to sleep with him any more.
‘Darren wait!’ she cried, following him out into the cool, night air. ‘Darren I’m sorry. Let’s be friends.’
He didn’t reply, just ran over to his car, got in and sped off, the tyres sparking behind him. Farrah felt both angry with him for reacting that way, and at the same time guilty for being such a bitch. She just couldn’t help herself sometimes. Things would blurt out and she’d immediately regret it.
She took her purse from her trouser pocket, hoping she had enough money for a cab home. The buses were notoriously unreliable and she didn’t fancy walking all the way back. Her emotional state made her shake, and the pound coins soon went scattering all over the ground. Cursing herself, Farrah knelt down to pick them up and was a little alarmed when another hand entered the frame. At first she thought it was a thief, until she realised she recognised the unusual Omega watch. It was Mark, and just for a moment, she felt too embarrassed and shy to even look at him. Finally finding the courage, her eyes wandered upwards and she was surprised to see how different he looked. He wore his hair looser and more casual; instead of the usual suit he was clad in a leather jacket and 501 jeans. He was perfect like a male model and sometimes it rendered Farrah speechless.
‘What are you doing out here on your own?’ he asked, passing her the money.
‘I just dumped Darren,’ she sniffed, trying not to cry. ‘He’s just gone off and left me. What about you? Why are you here?’
He looked down, seeming embarrassed.
‘I’ve been on a date,’ he said.
‘A date?’
‘Yeah, don’t laugh. She was the sister of a guy I work with.’
‘Where is she now?’
‘In the pub with her ex boyfriend. He accidentally on purpose turned up. I didn’t fancy playing gooseberry so I left.’
Farrah laughed.
‘What are we like?’
‘Exactly. Fancy sharing a cab home?’
‘I’d love to.’
They walked together to the taxi rank and Farrah slyly watched the faces of those they passed, wondering if these people thought this handsome man was her boyfriend. She hoped they didn’t think he was her dad. Then again, she looked a lot older than sixteen, and tonight he appeared younger than his thirty-seven years. Farrah couldn’t explain how she felt when she was with Mark except that it felt right, as if it was the place she should be.
They shared a minicab back home, talking non-stop. Farrah mostly did the talking - about her achievements and Mark listened patiently, trying hard not to smile at this young girl’s enthusiasm for life. Being a policeman it was easy to become cynical and hard-bitten and being with Farrah made him realise there was still good in the world; especially when you’re young and haven’t suffered many setbacks.
They arrived home far quicker than Farrah would have liked. She stood and waited while Mark paid the driver, trying to think of a million and one excuses to get him to invite her in. Even if they just chatted, at least she could spend more time with him
‘I hope mum doesn’t give me the third degree,’ she sighed as the taxi drove off and Mark joined her. ‘Even though she hates Darren, she’ll still want to know why I’m back so early.’
‘Why don’t you come in for a while? Ciaran’s away, I’d like the company.’
‘Are you serious?’ she gasped. ‘Can I really?’
‘Yes,’ he laughed. ‘Come on. I might even let you have a glass of wine.’
Mark’s house was spotless and even though he shared it with Ciaran, it was quite the bachelor pad. His sofa was the finest Italian leather; he had a top of the range stacking stereo system and a huge TV. He pointed a remote control at the stereo and soft sounding soul music started playing. It was exactly the sort of thing Farrah hated, but how could she complain when she had Mark to herself? He told her to sit down and went into the kitchen to get them a drink.
She looked around the room, trying to build a better picture of him. His bookshelves were filled with law textbooks and biographies of various West Ham players. Nestled amongst them was a photograph of the family - Mark and a woman, whom she took to be his wife at the back, and at the front, two young children; one Ciaran and she assumed the gap toothed girl was Jenny. His wife was stunning, she looked like Jerry Hall and together they made quite the couple.
He re-entered the room clutching a bottle of red wine and two glasses. As he sat down beside her and began to pour the drinks, Farrah realised how nervous she felt. Her only experience with men had been Darren and he was just a silly boy. Mark was a grown up and knew far more about the world than she did and even though she’d dreamed about him for weeks now, the thought of actually sleeping with him terrified her. She tried to calm down by telling herself he was just being neighbourly - sex was probably the last thing on his mind.
‘This is all you’re having tonight,’ he said, passing her a full glass of wine. Farrah didn’t even particularly like red wine, but she couldn’t say this to Mark. It was important she appeared grown up. She sipped and found it unbearably bitter. Desperate to cover her tracks, she gulped it down, pretending she loved it and at the same time trying not to let it touch her taste buds - like she used to as a child when mum gave her foul tasting cough medicine.
Mark looked at her and laughed.
‘Would you prefer a coke?’
‘No I’m fine,’ she replied, wincing. ‘I love wine.’
‘I’m sure you do,’ he smiled knowingly.
‘You’ve got a lovely home,’ she said. ‘Mum doesn’t believe a policeman could even afford a house down this avenue.’
‘Does she think I work for free then?’
‘No, but this road is full of stockbrokers and estate agents and surgeons. She thinks you lower the tone.’
Mark laughed out loud and drained his glass, refilling it.
‘Your mum’s classic,’ he said. ‘Will she only accept me when I become Commander?’
‘Probably.’
He cleared his throat.
‘So can I ask what made Darren go off and leave you?’
‘He proposed to me and I turned him down. He didn’t like it and went off and left me to get home on my own. What a pig.’
‘Why did you turn him down?’
‘You wouldn’t understand,’ she sighed, feeling incapable of telling this gorgeous, worldly, older man about her stupid hang-ups. ‘I shouldn’t have gone out with him in the first place. That’s all I tell you.’
‘Farrah I’ve seen pretty much everything human beings are capable of. I don’t think you’ll be able to shock me.’
‘I don’t like being on my own,’ she blurted out.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I can’t explain it. I always feel as though there should be someone with me and there isn’t. When I was in the children’s home, they used to tell me off for talking to shadows on the wall. I didn’t have many friends at school, so when I met Darren and we became mates, he was someone to talk to. I didn’t feel alone when I was with him, but it went too far, he’s not right for me.’
‘You’re very young to be deciding what’s right and wrong for you Farrah. I wasn’t much older than you when I married Kate and apart from having the kids, we both regretted it.’
‘Do you think you’ll get back together?’ she asked.
‘Who knows?’ he replied. ‘I doubt it. Kate’s seeing a doctor from Johannesburg at the moment; I don’t think I even cross her mind any more.’
‘That’s quite sad really. If I do ever get married, I want it to last forever.’
Mark couldn’t help but laugh at her naivety and felt mean for it straight away.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You just sound so young.’
‘I’m not a child Mark. I’ve never felt like a child. I’ve always felt older than the other girls at school.’
The wine started to loosen her up, warming her insides and giving her a confidence she wouldn’t have had if sober. She kept thinking of all those disappointing times with Darren, when she lay there like a block of ice, wishing for it to be over. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like with Mark. He was so gorgeous, from those light blue, wolverine eyes to his honey coloured skin and his swimmer’s muscles. The fact that he was a policeman and so straight-laced made him even more attractive - like he was almost unobtainable.
Realising she was staring at him; he turned around and sat back, making no effort to move even though their shoulders were touching.
‘What am I doing Farrah?’ he sighed.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I shouldn’t be here sharing a bottle of wine with a sixteen year old.’
‘I’m not going to report you. Do you know in France they give their kids wine with their meals?’
‘I wasn’t talking about the alcohol Farrah.’
Even in her youth and naivety, Farrah could tell he was alluding to her and how he felt about her, and terror struck her to the core.
‘I think you should go home,’ he said.
‘I don’t want to go home,’ she whispered. ‘I know what I’m doing. I’m on the pill.’
‘My daughter’s older than you Farrah. I’m in a position of authority. I should be able to stop myself from getting hot under the collar over a sixteen year old girl.’
‘Almost seventeen.’
‘It makes no difference.’
Taking a huge step, she reached up and ran her hand through his thick, dark blonde hair, the flecks of grey bringing home just how old he was. A part of her was terrified, but the other part was wildly excited that someone so special could possibly want her. She’d spent all her life being rejected and it was all she ever came to expect.
Mark didn’t pull away from her touch, instead just watched her, bewildered at why this beautiful young girl had entered his life and rocked it to its very core.
‘I’ve never met anyone as good looking as you,’ she said.
‘I could say the same to you,’ he laughed, charmed by her innocence.
‘I’m not a virgin,’ she barked, hoping he wouldn’t be so reluctant if he knew someone had got there first. ‘I’ve had loads of boyfriends.’
‘Darren?’ he smiled knowingly.
‘Yeah, well, me and Darren have done it loads of times.’
Mark moved closer to her, their lips barely touching. His eyes scanned her face, his brow knitted in puzzlement.
‘You’re a dangerous woman Farrah Kennedy,’ he said softly and he kissed her. Farrah shivered, feeling as though no one had ever kissed her before. She responded hungrily, daring to run her hands over his body, excited at how much more muscled and defined he was than Darren. In some ways she wished she’d saved herself for him. She wished that Mark could be her first.
He moved his lips down to her neck, kissing and caressing it, with none of that hungry nuzzling Darren had been prone to - making guttural noises and trying to give her a love bite. Mark was a grown man and had nothing to prove. He was doing it because he wanted her and nothing else.
‘Let’s go up to bed,’ she moaned.
Mark pulled away and looked at her, his face flushed with desire.
‘Are you sure?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve had enough of boys. I want to know what a real man’s like.’
January 1987
These days, no matter what Toni did, she was sure to upset her parents and today was no different. It was her seventeenth birthday and to celebrate it, Anita and Ray had organised a party at the local community centre. Anita had baked her special carrot cake and Ray had invited some of the disadvantaged kids he worked with to come along. Under normal circumstances, Toni would have loved to attend a party like this. She’d been raised to appreciate all the gifts she had, and to share them with others would have made her happy – there was nothing she liked better than to see the joy on children’s faces. But things were spiralling out of her control and she had no choice but to give it a miss.
Her life had changed dramatically in the past five months. Through her friendship with Laura Keane, she had become a catwalk model, and despite her initial reservations, she’d taken to it like a duck to water. At her first show in Manchester she’d brought the house down and it had gone from there. Laura took her designs on a ‘tour’ of various shopping centres and department stores around the country and within weeks Toni became the most popular model on the catwalk. She engaged with the audience, smiling, laughing and swishing her exquisite dark brown hair around. The young girls who bought L H Keane gear thought she was the best thing since sliced bread.
Things went crazy in December when Madonna was pictured wearing a L H Keane jumpsuit. Suddenly the world wanted to know who this exciting young designer was and it culminated in her winning a concession in Bloomingdales. To publicise it, ‘Haute Couture’ the world’s second biggest style bible wanted to give her a six page spread. Laura insisted Toni take part in the shoot, feeling she was the face of L H Keane and it was only right she was included. But Angelo DiCaprio, ‘Haute Couture’s’ fashion editor had gone ballistic, insisting they only used girls from the Athena modelling agency. Knowing she had him over a barrel, mentioning that Vogue had shown an interest too, Laura insisted that if Toni couldn’t be in it, she wouldn’t agree to the spread. Within an hour Angelo had arranged an interview for Toni at Athena’s headquarters in Kensington.
So here it was – her seventeenth birthday, and instead of helping under-privileged kids, Toni was at the heart of decadence. Athena Models International was based in a road off Kensington High Street. It was a huge, modern building made of glass and chrome and Toni stood in wonder, watching the lift zoom up and down the outside the building. She’d never seen anything like it.
‘Stop looking so innocent,’ Nick snapped, hitting her on the shoulder. ‘Those things are all over the place in the States, they’re not space-pods from Mars! You need to appear more sophisticated and worldly.’
Laura and Nick had come along for moral support. Toni was truly terrified, Athena was the biggest modelling agency in the world and she was going there without them even having seen her portfolio or even a photograph. Just because Angelo DiCaprio had stamped his camp little foot, it didn’t mean they were obliged to take her on.
The reception resembled an airport lounge; the walls were made of glass and decorated with reproduction Warhols of the models Athena had represented over the years. Toni recognised a couple of them from her beloved Duran Duran’s videos. These were skinny, beautiful, sophisticated women and she was a clunky seventeen year old who was an athletically built size ten. Indeed if her parents hadn’t thought competitiveness a negative quality, she would have become the sprinter her PE teacher thought she should be.
Appointing himself spokesman, Nick told the girls to wait while he went to the reception to announce their arrival. Even the receptionist looked as though she’d stepped from the pages of Vogue, and unaware that Nick was the heir to a fortune, she surveyed him with contempt. Puffing out his chest, he told her that Angelo DiCaprio had personally arranged an appointment with Sara Wiener, the head of UK Operations and even though this was treated with some disdain, the girl relented and called up to her boss.
Toni wondered if she looked okay. She was wearing a lemon yellow version of the jumpsuit Madonna had been seen in and had pinned her hair to one side so it tumbled down over her left shoulder. Laura had advised her to wear very little make-up so Wiener could see what she looked like properly. Like a fussy mother, Laura turned up Toni’s collar; taking some Vaseline from her bag and smearing it across her lips, making them look glossy and kissable.
There was a whoosh and a thud and Toni shot round. From the ‘magic’ lift emerged a tiny woman; middle-aged, with bobbed pillar-box red hair and zany yellow glasses, the vintage Chanel she wore hardly suited the image and she stomped rather than walked in her Vivienne Westwood boots.
‘Who am I here to see?’ she barked in a gruff ‘New Yoik’ accent. The bored looking receptionist pointed her pencil in Toni’s direction.
The tiny woman stomped up to Toni and had to crane her neck to take in her face. Trying to make eye contact when she was wearing those big glasses was quite difficult and Toni had to stifle a nervous laugh.
‘My God,’ Wiener uttered. ‘Who are you?’
‘T-Toni Walker,’ she replied quietly, getting the feeling this wasn’t going well.
Wiener stepped back, surveying Toni, her gaze finishing on her face. She frowned in puzzlement and Toni could only presume she was wondering who had the cheek to bring such a creature into her establishment.
‘I can’t believe it,’ Weiner said with a shake of the head. ‘I just can’t believe it. Come with me.’
She grabbed Toni’s elbow and led her across the atrium to the lift. A very puzzled Nick and Laura followed, and the four of them squeezed into the small, glass box. As it whizzed its way to the sixth floor, all Sara Weiner could do was gaze up at Toni as if she’d never seen a tall brunette before.
The lift reached its destination and Wiener marched out, taking Toni’s hand and pulling her along with her. They stepped out into a suite of offices and the scene was chaotic. The noise was a mixture of music, laughter and shouts; someone wheeled a rail of clothes across the corridor into another office, almost knocking them off their feet. Weiner marched on relentless.
‘Phil!’ she barked. ‘Phil come out here.’
From the office near to the end of the corridor emerged a man. He was terribly effeminate, with fluffy blonde hair cut into feathers on the top, and hanging longer at the back. He wore a black linen Yohji Yamamoto suit and carried a silver flask, steam emanating from the top of it.
‘What have we here?’ he asked, his voice as camp as his appearance.
‘Phil take a look at this girl. Tell me she ain’t the spitting image of….’
‘Gia,’ he gasped as he took Toni in, looking her up and down. ‘My God, it’s like looking at a ghost.’
‘Who’s Gia?’ Toni asked.
‘Gia Carangi,’ Wiener said. ‘The greatest model who ever lived. She brought ethnic to the catwalk. Stupid broad went and got a drug habit and died last year. We never thought we’d see anyone like her again.’
Phil leant against the doorframe, taking a sip of his drink.
‘How long have you been modelling sweetheart?’ he asked.
‘Since August last year,’ she replied quietly, still unsure of what exactly was going on. ‘Only catwalk stuff.’
‘We’ll soon change that honey,’ Wiener said. ‘Come into my office.’
Two hours later Toni was signed to Athena Models International. As well as the shoot for ‘Haute Couture’, next week she was to be photographed by Henry Tennant, probably the hottest photographer in the world at that moment. While Nick and Laura had sat in Weiner’s office, whooping with excitement and throwing each other high-fives, Toni expressed her concern about her weight. Weiner was honest and told her that five years ago she’d have been told to lose thirty pounds, but there was a new scene in modelling, all the designers were asking for super tall, super athletic girls - some even had big boobs. Toni’s look was perfect and Wiener didn’t even try and conceal the excitement she felt at discovering this wonderful looking kid.
It was dark and cold by the time they left, and Toni was starving. She wondered if she should go home to Croydon; after all, it was only six o’clock and the party was starting at five - she wouldn’t have missed much. Toni had never been a rebel but for the first time in her life she realised she enjoyed hanging around with her friends more than helping her parents. When Nick suggested they went for a burger in Henry J Beans, followed by a trip to Sabrina’s to celebrate not only her modelling success, but her birthday as well, she couldn’t resist it and agreed to go, not thinking of the consequences.
Sabrina’s was a disco just off the Kings Road. In the 70s it had been London’s answer to Studio 54, but with it came a spate of imitations and nowadays it was just a regular haunt for London’s rich kids. The name Smedley was enough to get them through the door without paying - the staff not caring that both Nick and Toni were underage. The DJ was playing The Pet Shop Boys and a few people were on the dancefloor.
Toni looked around and realised she fitted in with these beautiful rich kids. She may have been the daughter of a couple of social workers, state educated and had spent the majority of her childhood on marches and demonstrations with parents who constantly fought against the system; but God had blessed her with the most exotic features - dark, glossy hair and the sort of figure most girls would kill for. If anyone stood out, it was her darling little dumpy Laura, who never dressed in the bright clothes she designed. As a size fourteen she would probably look silly in bubblegum pink leggings and candy stripe dresses and so stuck to her Sloane Ranger uniform of Laura Ashley blouses and Jaeger skirts.
Nick ordered a bottle of champagne - a drink Toni was fast becoming used to. A few times after the shows in shopping centres, the manager would present Laura with a cheap bottle of bubbly from the local supermarket and the two girls would head back to their little B&B and share it. Toni liked the way it made her feel giddy and light-headed, and this evening it quelled the feelings of guilt she had deep within her for snubbing her parents.
The night wore on and gradually the club filled up. Champagne and cocktails flowed and as Toni danced, she was alarmed to find men flocking around her like moths to a flame. Despite being on the verge of a modelling career, Toni was still painfully shy around boys and it embarrassed her to be seventeen and still a virgin. She’d never even kissed a boy let alone go all the way. She usually got crushes on boys who didn’t even know she existed and they would forever remain a fantasy in her head. Things hadn’t changed much, and the latest object of her affections had just walked in the door.
Toni tried to carry on dancing but found it hard to concentrate now Jonathan was in the room. None of these rich boys in their designer clothes could match him in beauty. He was dressed simply in a pair of 501s and a white t-shirt. He looked like James Dean with his hair styled into a loose quiff, and Toni concluded she’d never seen anyone so beautiful in her life. The smug smile upon his face told the world he knew he was handsome and that every girl in this place would go to bed with him at the drop of a hat. But to Toni’s horror, she saw he had the girl he wanted with him. His chosen companion for the evening was none other than Lady Isabella Elkington. She was a stunning looking girl with Bardotesque feline features and a sensuous, pouting mouth. She’d had her blonde hair cut into a chin length bob and wore a top that showed off her perfect shoulders. Suddenly, being compared to a famous, American model meant nothing to Toni – she felt like the ugliest girl in the world.
Nick went to speak to his brother, but swiftly returned, weaving his way across the dancefloor through Toni’s crowd of admirers, a look of disdain upon his face.
‘I had to get away,’ he said. ‘They make me sick.’
‘Are they seeing each other?’ Toni asked.
‘Are they?’ he scoffed. ‘They met at a club just before Christmas and haven’t been able to keep their hands off each other since. I can hear them doing it two floors up.’
Toni couldn’t reply; if she spoke she would start to cry. The news that Jonathan was seeing Isabella choked her up and she concluded this was the worst day of her life - no matter what had happened previously.
To her horror, she looked up and saw Jonathan and Isabella heading towards her. Isabella was making a show of herself by dancing as she walked, lifting her hands above her head, making her top ride up so all the men could see her taught midriff.
‘Happy birthday Toni,’ Jonathan said. ‘Let me buy you some champagne.’
‘It’s okay,’ she croaked. ‘I’ve had enough.’
‘Nonsense Toni,’ Nick said very loudly as if to make a point. ‘It’s not every day you get signed to Athena.’
‘Athena?’ Isabella snapped. ‘Athena modelling agency?’
‘Yes,’ Nick answered smugly. ‘Toni was taken onto their books today.’
‘C-Congratulations,’ Isabella struggled to smile. ‘A friend of mine tried to get an appointment with them and they turned her down flat. Wow!’ She cast her eyes over Toni’s body, that pout quickly turning into a snarl. ‘But they do say the designers are looking for bigger girls these days.’
It was at times like this Toni wished she was quicker, the type of girl who could come back with some equally cutting comment, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t in her nature to be hurtful and the only way she could react was by remaining silent, swallowing back her tears and wishing the ground would open up and swallow her whole.
‘Well I think Toni’s a babe,’ Jonathan said rather patronisingly. ‘I’m just wondering when this brother of mine will wake up to it.’
‘Nick?’ Isabella frowned. ‘I thought Nick was gay.’
This time it was Nick’s turn to shrink back. These two bullies had succeeded in making both him and Toni feel small and insignificant. They could have both kissed Laura when she re-joined them after dancing with a sexy French guy - a tired expression upon her pudgy face.
‘I’m going home guys,’ she said. ‘I’m starting my new collection tomorrow. I’ll need my sleep.’
‘We’ll come with you,’ Nick said. ‘The atmosphere in here has turned decidedly nasty.’
It was almost midnight and Toni didn’t fancy catching the train all the way back to Croydon. Laura suggested she stay with her. She had a small cottage in Battersea in which she lived alone and offered Toni the spare bedroom for the night. She accepted, and the girls took a taxi back. Toni knew she ought to ring her mum and dad to tell them she would be staying out all night - they’d only worry otherwise, but the thought of speaking to Anita terrified her.
While Laura went to the kitchen to make hot chocolate, Toni settled in the cosy living room and called home. She hoped her parents had gone to bed and she could leave a message on the answerphone. Unfortunately Anita answered almost immediately.
‘Finally remembered you’ve got a family have you?’ she snapped once she knew it was her daughter.
‘I’m sorry mum. I’ve been accepted onto Athena International’s books. I’m going to be a proper model.’
‘You’re such a disappointment Toni. All those children were heartbroken when you didn’t turn up to your own birthday party.’
‘Aren’t you at least a bit pleased for me mum?’
‘No. I didn’t raise you to become something for men to gawp at. At least when you wanted to be a fashion designer it was something creative. To me a model isn’t much more than a prostitute.’
‘That’s a horrible thing to say,’ Toni sniffed, wiping away a tear. Why did people always feel they had the right to say horrid things to her? ‘Anyway, I’m not coming home tonight, I’m staying at Laura’s.’
‘Please yourself,’ Anita replied. ‘I’ll see you when I see you.’
She put the phone down, leaving Toni feeling guiltier than she ever had before. It was true, her parents had brought her up to consider herself an equal to any man and here she was, about to enter one of the most exploitative industries in the world. Maybe she was letting herself down and should reconsider.
Laura came in holding two cups of steaming hot chocolate, setting them down on the coffee table. She folded her chubby body into one of the leather sofas and looked up at her friend.
‘What’s up?’ she asked.
‘Mum’s just accused me of being no more than a prostitute. Do you think I should turn Athena’s offer down?’
‘You’ll do no such thing. You’ve been blessed with gorgeous looks, make the most of it. Mother’s never want you to be happy anyway. It’s part of their job.’
‘But she’s going to make my life hell once I go home.’
‘Well don’t go home. Stay here.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘I’ve plenty of room. Besides, chances are, most of your assignments will be in London. At least this is central.’
‘Oh my god,’ Toni gasped, excited at the prospect of leaving home. ‘Thank you so much Laura.’
‘No worries. We’ll go and get your stuff tomorrow.’
Farrah woke up on her second morning of being seventeen and discovered the bed was cold. Opening her eyes, she realised the bedroom lamp was on and Mark was getting dressed. She sat up, bright eyed and bushytailed, gazing at him as he tucked his pristine white shirt into his trousers and buttoned it up. She even found him sexy when he was getting dressed. It gave her a secret thrill to see his clothes so immaculate and smart, and yet his honey blonde hair all messed up after their lovemaking. This had been the best New Year and birthday Farrah had ever spent. Her parents were in Tenerife; Ciaran was with his mother; Jenny was with friends in Edinburgh and Farrah had had Mark all to herself. She wished they could stay like it forever.
Realising he was being watched, Mark turned and looked at her, smiling as he fixed the cufflinks into his sleeves. Farrah’s heart swelled with love and her belly filled with lust. She couldn’t get enough of him. All memories of Darren had been erased the first time she made love to Mark. In her mind he was her first lover. He was fantastic in bed, and she put this down to the fact that he seemed to understand her unlike anyone ever had before - she adored him.
‘Do you have to go to work?’ she pouted, sitting back slightly, letting the sheet drop so he could see her exquisite, pert breasts. ‘It’s not even seven o’clock in the morning.’
‘Farrah the criminals of London don’t stop working just cos you’re feeling horny,’ he laughed, reaching down and slipping on his shoes. ‘Didn’t you get enough last night?’
‘No,’ she laughed, climbing off the bed and running to him, throwing her arms around his neck and lifting herself up to kiss him on the lips. ‘I love you! I love you! I love you!’
He kissed her in return and levered her away, stroking her now shoulder length blonde hair away from her face.
‘And I love you too,’ he said. ‘Mad as it is.’
Everything halted when the front door slammed downstairs and a cry bellowed through the house.
‘Dad are you home?’
Mark practically jumped away from Farrah, his face paling.
‘Oh my God, Jenny’s home.’
‘I thought she was in Scotland,’ Farrah panicked.
‘So did I.’
‘W-What shall I do?’
‘Stay in here, I’ll go and speak to her.’
It was too late, the door flew open and Jenny Sutton walked in to find her father standing two feet away from a naked, blonde teenager with perfect breasts and piercing brown eyes. They’d never met before, Mark always telling Farrah to stay away when Jenny was due home.
‘What the hell is going on?’ Jenny uttered.
Mark hung his head, pinching the top of his nose between his fingers.
‘Jenny just go downstairs.’
‘Who’s she?!’ the girl screamed, pointing at Farrah.
‘She’s just someone I’ve been seeing. Jen I’m already running late, I’ve got a meeting at the Yard at eight. Can we talk about this when I get home?’
‘You’re not even divorced from mum yet.’
Jenny turned her attention to Farrah. Considering what attractive parents she had, she was a plain girl - a little overweight, stocky and she had her father’s heavy brow and light blue eyes. It was gorgeous on a man, not so on a woman.
‘She looks the same age as me,’ she snarled.
Deeply embarrassed, Farrah shot past Jenny and ran out of the room and into the bathroom. She locked herself in, sticking her fingers in her ears, not wanting to hear the argument that was about to ensue and what might be said about her. It had all been going so perfectly. They’d kept their relationship secret from everyone, the only person she’d confided in was Gemma and she knew she wouldn’t say anything. They’d never talked about the future or going public but Farrah had hoped one day they would. She loved Mark deeply and never wanted to be with anyone else. One night she even dreamt they were getting married and when she awoke she felt embarrassed - she’d always prided herself on not being that sort of girl.
Above the pounding of her heart, Farrah heard the front door slam and wasn’t sure who it was that had walked out. She took a bath towel from behind the door and wrapped it around herself, venturing out into the hallway, hoping it was Jenny who’d left.
She was not so lucky. Jenny emerged from the bedroom at the same time, that look of disgust never leaving her face.
‘Can you get your things together and go?’ she asked coolly. ‘And don’t come back. My father never wants to see you again.’
‘Is that what he said?’ Farrah yelped.
‘Yes. He told me everything; how you don’t get on with your parents and that he only ever slept with you because he feels sorry for you. He wants to put it all behind him now and doesn’t want to see you again.’
Farrah couldn’t bear to hear any more. She pushed Jenny out of the way, scrabbling around the bedroom floor for her clothes. She didn’t even put them on, just slipped her feet into her trainers and ran out of the house, wrapped only in a bath towel. Reaching home, she fumbled in her jeans pocket for her keys and let herself in. The house was empty and cold and that horrible feeling of loneliness swept over her once more. That urge to search the house for that missing part of her was overwhelming, and it took all her strength to fight it.
She slid down the wall, pulling her knees to her chin and sobbing. It broke her heart to think she had given Mark everything; did things with him she never thought she would do with anyone. She’d let down that guard she’d spent so long building around herself and all he’d been doing was showing her pity. Farrah loved Mark like she’d never loved anyone or anything in her life and yet to him it had all been a big joke. She cried for nearly an hour before she exhausted herself and like a child, fell asleep on the hall floor, surrounded by her dirty clothes and Mark’s bath towel.
The phone ringing was the only thing that managed to awaken Farrah. Rubbing her eyes, she scrambled to her feet and ran into the lounge, pouncing on the phone, hoping Mark had got into the office and called her.
‘Mark,’ she gasped.
‘No it’s me,’ Gemma laughed. ‘Do you want to hear the best news ever ever ever?’
‘What?’ Farrah sniffed.
‘What’s the matter with you.’
‘Mark’s beast of a daughter has just found us together and chucked me out. He just fucked off to work and left Jenny to tell me her father didn’t want to see me any more.’
‘Farr what are you doing with that old codger anyway? I know he’s gorgeous and all that, but imagine him in ten years time - he’ll be well over the hill. You need someone who’s about twenty one… and you might just meet him tonight.’
‘What do you mean tonight?’
‘Well you are coming to our gig aren’t you?’
‘Your gig?’
‘Yes. The landlord of the Three Bells has just rung. One of the acts tonight has dropped out and he wants Eat to the Beat to fill in.’
‘That’s great Gem,’ Farrah struggled to smile. Gemma was the drummer with a girl band called Eat to the Beat - named after the Blondie album. They’d only been together two months and to get a gig was quite an achievement - even if it was only in a dive in Thornton Heath. It was after all, a Saturday and that meant a big audience.
‘So are you coming or not?’
‘No. I won’t be good company.’
‘Don’t be stupid. We’ll be doing our sound-check at seven o’clock, come along then.’
‘I’ll see okay? Now let me get back to my misery.’
Farrah spent the rest of the day laying on her bed listening to Psychocandy by The Jesus and Mary Chain on her Walkman. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t summon the energy to do anything else. She kept thinking about Jenny next door, imagining her swanning around like she was queen of the castle. What a peevish little bitch - objecting to her poor dad having any fun. Okay, so Farrah was only seventeen; Mark was hardly an old aged pensioner and what business was it of hers anyway?
By four p.m. it was starting to get dark and Farrah realised she was facing a lonely evening in by herself. She couldn’t think of anything else to do and knew she had no choice but to go to Gemma’s gig. She’d never seen Eat to the Beat before but she’d heard the demos they’d made on Lena - the lead singer’s four-track. They played their own rock songs and the sound was pretty good considering they were just four teenage girls from South London.
Putting Boys Don’t Cry by The Cure on - blasting it out in the hope of annoying Jenny next door - Farrah forced herself to get ready. Her parents had bought her a vintage rocker jacket for her combined birthday and Christmas present and she wore this with her 501s, cowboy boots and a denim shirt that she tied at the waist. Her hair was now dark blonde and this, combined with her intense brown eyes and that pout, ensured she looked like dynamite and far older than her seventeen years. She knew deep down she could have any boy she wanted. Maybe tonight she’d meet someone. Prove to herself once and for all she didn’t need Mark Sutton.
The Three Bells in Thornton Heath had been quite an important venue back in the days of punk. Lots of famous London bands played their first gigs there and it had built a reputation. Things had gone downhill of late; they’d lost punters to the Cartoon in Croydon, and those who didn’t mind catching the train into town, went to see bands in Camden or Covent Garden.
By the time Farrah arrived the girls were doing their soundtrack in the little performing area at the side of the venue. Even though it was small, it had it’s own bar and a dancefloor and the tiny stage was right at the back. The landlord – who introduced himself as Merv - was polishing tables while the young girl-group practiced their sound on the stage. They were playing one of their own songs; it had a heavy drumbeat that was repetitive, reminding Farrah of a Motown track. Gemma was an incredibly talented drummer and she looked great. Farrah had advised her to swap the glasses for contact lenses and to bleach her hair. The transformation was astounding; she looked cool and trendy and because it was so rare to see a female drummer, Farrah just knew Eat to the Beat would stand out.
Farrah felt the way they’d arranged themselves spoilt the whole thing. To try and be different, Lena, the lead singer was standing at the side of the stage and the two guitarists stood side by side. Farrah could see where they were coming from but it just looked wrong. Lena was a stunning looking girl, lithe to the point of skinny, she wore skin tight black jeans and a suede tasselled jacket; her shiny black hair was centre parted and tumbled over her shoulders. She was gorgeous and needed to be seen. At the moment, centre stage was taken up by Carrie, the bass player, a slightly overweight, butch looking girl who - while obviously an excellent bassist - was hardly what the punters wanted to look at. Jo, the guitarist was prettier – a non-descript blonde with a great pair of tits that she was showing off under a white silk shirt. She needed to be on show more than Cassie.
When the song ended, Farrah clapped and Gemma stood up, glad to see her friend was there to support them.
‘What do you think?’ she asked.
‘Fantastic. But can I be honest with you girls?’
‘What’s wrong?’ Lena asked, not happy about Farrah poking her nose in.
She carried on relentless.
‘I can see what you’re doing but it’s not working. Name me one rock group where the singer stands at the side.’
There was a brief silence while Farrah made her point.
‘Exactly. Cassie and Jo need to stand either side and Lena, you need to be at the front maybe just to the side of Gem. I think the audience will be fascinated to see a female drummer.’
‘Organised many gigs have you Farrah?’ Lena snapped.
‘No, but I’ve been to lots of them and I know what works. Look, girls, just try it tonight, if it works it works. If not, well you haven’t lost anything. Now, who wants a drink?’
She took their orders and headed for the side door that led to the other bar. From the corner of her eye she spotted the girls moving their equipment around and it gave her a feeling of satisfaction to see they were taking her advice. She needed something to boost her ego today.
Before she left the room, Merv, who was in the process of wiping out an ashtray, stopped her.
‘You their manager?’ he asked.
‘Not exactly. I’m just trying to help. How many tickets have they sold?’
‘None, if you want the truth.’ He nodded his head in the direction of the other bar. ‘All the blokes in there are here to see Tourniquet, the main act. They don’t wanna watch a bunch of girls.’
This was exactly the kind of statement Farrah liked to hear. Without knowing it, Merv had given her a challenge. She was now determined to prove him wrong and get punters in to see Eat to the Beat.
She headed into the other bar and found it packed to the rafters with bikers. These hairy men all squashed together was quite a comical sight; the air smelt of the rotting leather of their jackets and the pot they’d surreptitiously sneaked into the venue. When one of them spotted the statuesque blonde saunter towards the bar, the rest followed like sheep. Farrah pretended she hadn’t noticed them, taking twenty pounds from her jacket pocket and holding it out to get the barman’s attention.
Within moments a young greaser approached her. He wasn’t bad looking under the spots and waist length hair. He obviously considered himself very attractive and thought Farrah should be pleased when he sidled up close.
‘What you having darling?’ he asked.
‘Three orange juices, a half of shandy and a Bacardi and coke please.’
‘All for you?’ he frowned.
‘No, for my group in there. I’m their manager.’
‘You manage a group?’ An older man joined in. He had his long hair tied in a ponytail and wore a bandana with the Confederate flag on.
‘Yeah, Eat to the Beat. They’re supporting Tourniquet.’
‘Do they all look like you?’ the younger man asked.
‘I’m not going to tell you that,’ she laughed. ‘You’ll have to see for yourself.’
The barman came up to her but before she could speak, her new ‘friend’ butted in.
‘Three orange juices, a half of shandy and a bacardi and coke,’ he said.
Farrah smiled to herself. Men were so bloody easy to manipulate. When the drinks came, the greaser offered to carry them in for her. Within minutes, he and his older mate were chatting to the group and with them came their friends. Merv had to abandon his cleaning and pop into the tiny box office to stamp their hands and give them their tickets.
By the time the gig started, the room was packed and it gave Farrah a sense of satisfaction to know she had brought a lot of these people in. She mingled with them, dancing when they grabbed her, even though they were smelly and out of shape. She even offered to get their drinks to ensure they remained watching the band. Farrah felt popular and important and she was so busy she’d even stop thinking about Mark for a few moments. Then some guy would hit her on the bum and she’d swat him away, feeling he was touching someone else’s property.
Eat to the Beat came off stage to rapturous applause, wolf whistles and shouts for more. Lena sauntered around the men enjoying the attention they were giving her, while the other three girls headed straight for Farrah, thanking her for all her help.
‘We think you should manage us,’ Carrie said. ‘We couldn’t have achieved all this without you.’
‘Yeah, and don’t listen to anything Lena says,’ Gemma warned. ‘She’s just jealous.’
Tourniquet looked a lot like their audience - a bunch of bikers playing rock music. Farrah couldn’t deny that the lead singer was very good looking and stood out from his rather shabby band mates. He performed bare-chested, his dark hair long and glossy and decorated with feathers. Now this was the sort of guy Farrah knew she should be pursuing. Not policemen old enough to be her dad. She made her way to the front of the stage and danced right before him and it didn’t take long before she got his attention and from then on, he sang practically every song with his eyes fixed upon her.
Once the gig was over, Farrah went to the bar to drink with the other girls but it was only a matter of moments before the singer joined her. He was now wearing a leather jacket over his bare body and close up Farrah could see he was actually very young – no more than twenty, and a little spotty, but there was still a lot of potential.
‘Are you a model?’ he asked, his accent local.
‘No I’m a manager,’ she said. ‘I manage Eat to the Beat.’
‘You’re fucking gorgeous. What’s your name darlin’?’
‘Farrah,’ she said offering her hand. ‘Farrah Kennedy.’
‘I’m Perry,’ he said, raising her hand and kissing it. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’
Before he could say another word, one of his band mates tapped him on the shoulder.
‘Perry, there’s a bloke here says he’s from Roadrunner. You’d better come over.’
Perry let go of Farrah’s hand.
‘There’s a record company here,’ he said. ‘But as soon as I’m finished with them, I’ll be back.’
He walked off and Gemma took his place, looking up at Farrah.
‘Be careful what you’re doing,’ she said. ‘You only split up with Mark this morning.’
‘Who?’ Farrah replied, trying to brazen it out.
Merv laid a drink on the counter for her and leaned in closer.
‘You did good tonight,’ he said. ‘You done anything like this before?’
‘Not really. Though I am a trainee manager at a leisure centre and I’ve made a few changes there.’
‘I’m old enough to be your dad and way too over the hill to come onto you, but I have to say a cracking looking bird like you could be an asset to this place. How old are you?’
‘Eighteen,’ she said rather too quickly. ‘I was eighteen yesterday.’
‘Do you fancy giving me your number? If there are any more of these sort of gigs I’d quite like you hanging around, doing what you were doing tonight. I could pay you twenty quid for the night.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘Yeah, the blokes loved you. With you around, we could seriously put some bums on seats.’
This was the best offer Farrah had had in a long time. The thought of helping Merv with the gigs was far more exciting than running Redhill Leisure Centre. She had so many ideas for a place like this and she could meet interesting blokes in the process. Maybe it was time to re-think her plans for the future.
Jo’s dad turned up in his van and helped the girls load their gear into it. He offered to drop Farrah home and she accepted rather than get a taxi. She hung around outside lending a hand, but stopped when she suddenly she felt a pair of hands slip around her waist. She turned around and discovered it was Perry, that lustful look still in his eyes. Without saying a word, he pulled her to him and went in for the kill, kissing her passionately. It was rather like being sucked into a machine and Farrah thought she was going to lose her mouth. His kissing was clumsy and unrefined compared to Mark. He knew how to kiss, he’d tease her lips, tasting them until she couldn’t hold back any longer. Mark! Mark! Mark! Why did he have to be there in her mind all the time?
She pushed Perry away.
‘It’s been a long night,’ was all she said.
‘Can I see you again?’ he panted.
‘Maybe. Merv’s asked me to work for him occasionally, so I’ll be in here some other time.’ She looked over to the van; fortunately they were all packed up and ready to leave. ‘I’ve got to go.’ She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Bye Perry.’
Jo’s dad dropped Farrah outside her house and she laughed, imagining what her mum would say if she saw her daughter being delivered via a battered old Transit! She waved goodbye to everyone and walked up the path to her house. Mark’s Sierra was parked in his driveway but she tried hard not to look at it, trying to distance herself from him. She fumbled for her keys as she reached her front door but was stopped by a voice.
‘Farrah?’
She turned around. Mark was standing by his car door. He had obviously been waiting for her. She fought the urge to run to him and throw her arms around him. After all, he thought she was a silly girl only worthy of his pity.
‘What do you want Mark?’ she snapped. ‘I’m tired.’
‘I want to speak to you. I’ve been waiting here for ages.’
Her pride told her to ignore him, but she knew that was impossible. She opened her front door and walked into the hallway; Mark followed and Farrah led him into the living room, deliberately sitting upon an armchair so he couldn’t sit beside her. She looked up at him and when she saw how tired and fed up he looked, all she wanted to do was hold him and make him feel better.
‘Why didn’t you go home?’ she asked.
‘I wanted to speak to you before I spoke to Jenny. I’m so sorry about this morning. I had no idea she was coming home.’
‘You don’t have to apologise Mark,’ she replied primly. ‘Jenny told me everything.’
‘What did she tell you?’ he asked.
‘That you only slept with me because you felt sorry for me and that you never want to see me again.’
‘I never said any such thing.’
He slumped down on the sofa, holding his weary head in his hands, burying his fingers in that soft, golden hair.
‘You know I had to go and interview a suspect today. He confessed to raping and cutting up several old ladies as they slept in their beds. I was there, talking to this piece of scum and all I could think to myself was you’ve got someone beautiful and pure and young who you can’t get out of your head, who loves you for some reason and all you can worry about is what other people think.’
He looked at her, those beautiful, smoky eyes filled with pleading.
‘When your parents come back I want us to sit down and tell them everything.’
To Farrah’s embarrassment, tears filled her eyes; one actually tumbling down her cheek. Mark still wanted her. She thought she’d lost him forever.
‘I thought you were dumping me,’ she uttered.
He stood up and reached down, pulling her up to him. He held her head to his chest and kissed her hair.
‘Why would I dump you? Life’s too short to worry about what people think. The only thing that’s important is being happy and how could I not be happy with you?’
She pulled away, looking up at him through the mist of her tears.
‘I love you so much,’ she whispered. ‘Stay with me tonight.’
He smiled and kissed her softly on the lips.
‘I wasn’t planning on going anywhere else.’
Mallorca - July 1987
This was the biggest and most expensive shoot of Toni’s career. Since signing with Athena in January she’d appeared in the L H Keane shoot, a spread for Vogue modelling shoes and when Dior launched a perfume aimed at younger women, she’d been chosen to be the face of it. All very glamorous, but nothing had been shot outside the UK. Now she’d finally landed her very first pop video and it wasn’t just for some up and coming band - it was for Honey Ryder. Back in the early eighties they’d been contemporaries of Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet and Wham! But for the past two years they’d been off around the world pursuing solo careers and other activities, and as ‘Liar Liar’ was their big comeback single, the video had to be something spectacular.
The shoot was in the mountains around Mallorca, the premise being that each of the five band members were hunting for a girl, with it culminating in a live performance on board a yacht lent by Mykonos Dimitrious - one of the richest men in the world. Toni had been handpicked by Ed Temple-Barton, the lead singer, to play ‘his’ girl, which meant she got more camera time. Added to this, for the final shoot on board the yacht, the other girls who were to drape themselves over the band members got to wear bikinis designed by Roberto Marjello, the on-set dresser while Toni’s outfit was a very exclusive, revealing, cut-away swimsuit by Versace.
This apparent favouritism didn’t go down well with one of the other models. Eighteen-year-old Carla Jackson was one of the only black models Toni had come across and she was a London girl too. Her exotic, feline looks belied her loud Tottenham accent and on first meeting her, Toni had been really impressed and thought it was great to have another teenager on board. But as the shoot went on and Carla realised Toni was the star of the show, her talons turned to claws and she became the bitch from hell. She constantly disrupted proceedings by complaining that it was cold in the mountains; she spilt orange juice over the white toga style dress Toni had to wear for the hunting scenes, and kept shouting at make-up girl for the slightest reason. Six months ago Toni would have been terrified of this creature; but after half a year of modelling, she’d learnt to blank such people out.
The whole cast and crew were staying in a villa in the hills of Campos on the South side of the Island. It blew Toni’s mind to think she was sleeping in the same house as Honey Ryder. Back at school, her friend Cathy Robinson had had such a terrible crush on Ed Temple-Barton, while Toni herself had gone through a phase of fancying Rick Halford, the bass player. On meeting him she discovered he was a bit of an oik - in fact they all were. Honey Ryder were a bunch of posh boys and it was obvious they’d been spoilt all their lives. She conceded Ed Temple-Barton did have a certain charm. With his wavy blonde hair, large nose and almost feminine, pouting mouth, he resembled a toddler with the body of a rugby player. He was known for his love of exotic looking models and he’d chosen Toni for the shoot after seeing her at a fashion show in London and he wasn’t hiding the fact that he fancied her.
Being far too rich and decadent, Honey Ryder didn’t just have a wrap party. They had a party to celebrate the end of the first day of filming! The various lackeys were sent into Palma to fetch champagne, drugs, clothes - anything that was required, while the important people prepared themselves for the evening. Toni was sharing a room with a model called Roxy, a six-foot American girl with tumbling blonde hair and the whitest teeth Toni had ever seen. She was probably the nicest of the four other models, if not a little empty headed. She’d been very sweet the night before; Toni didn’t know if it was the trauma of flying (something she didn’t enjoy) or nerves at the thought of the shoot, but she’d had that nightmare, the one she hadn’t had since she was a little girl. It was always the same - she was trapped in a doorway, holding onto the frame while an unknown force pulled on her arm until half of her body was ripped away. She’d awoken with a yell and Roxy had rushed to her, comforting her until she went back to sleep. The whole thing disconcerted Toni. When she’d had the dreams as a child, Anita would just tuck her back into bed and tell her she had nothing to worry about and eventually they subsided – she never thought they would return.
The two girls were enjoying the evening sunshine out on the balcony, Roxy sunbathing topless because she wanted an even tan. Toni still didn’t feel comfortable being nude in front of people. She’d done it a couple of times whilst changing backstage at fashion shows but she couldn’t imagine ever bathing without a bikini. She looked down at the swimming pool area where members of staff were arranging tables and laying out food and drink, and a part of her still felt guilty for enjoying this decadent lifestyle. She’d hardly spoken to her parents since moving in with Laura and when she made her first thousand pounds, she sent a cheque for half of it to her dad to go towards the soft play area he was trying to open at the community centre. She just wished they could understand that she was young and beautiful and wanted to have some fun before settling down into a proper career. She’d made so many contacts since becoming a model; it would now be far easier for her to branch into design and one day she would.
There was a knock on the door. She saw that Roxy had nodded off, so it was up to her to open it. She went back into the room and on opening the door, gave an audible gasp on finding Ed Temple-Barton standing there, a smug smile on his face, holding out a black gown wrapped in cellophane.
‘E-Ed,’ she gasped. ‘Hello.’
‘Hello Toni,’ he smiled in that clipped Etonian way of his. ‘I bought you a present. It’s Prada, I told my PA to get you a dress when she went into town today.’
Toni took the dress from him and saw through the cellophane that it was full-length with a low back and almost equally low front. It was hardly her sort of thing but how could she turn it down? A pop star had just bought her a designer dress - that wasn’t the sort of thing you sneezed at.
‘I don’t know what to say,’ she uttered. ‘Thank you so much.’
‘Just promise me you’ll be my escort this evening,’ he said with a noble bow. ‘I want the whole place to see you on my arm.’
‘Yes of course. Thank you.’
He took her hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing it with those pillowy lips.
‘I will see you downstairs at nine o’clock.’
Toni took the dress back into the room and discovered Roxy standing in the doorway to the balcony, an incredulous look on her beautiful but bland face.
‘Was that Ed?’ she gasped. ‘And did he bring you that?’
‘Yes,’ laughed Toni. ‘It’s Prada.’
‘Honey I hope you got some condoms with you, cos a man don’t give you presents like that without wanting a little something something in return.’
Roxy’s warning set Toni’s nerves on edge. She’d never even considered that Ed might want sex in return for the dress. The thought of sleeping with him terrified her. He was a famous pop star - ten years older than her, known for his love of beautiful women. She was a seventeen-year-old virgin. There weren’t many girls in her profession who were still in-tact but one day at a wrap party, Sara Weiner had – drunkenly – taken her to one side and advised her to hang onto it as long as possible as that virginal air was a selling point because it contrasted dramatically with her sexy, exotic looks. This had given Toni the perfect excuse to remain chaste. The truth was, she was scared of sex, frightened of giving herself completely to someone, only to be rejected. Plus there was pregnancy and AIDS and all sorts of diseases to worry about these days. It seemed safer to keep herself to herself.
There was however, one person who could change that and he barely even knew she existed. Jonathan Smedley had been seeing Lady Isabella Elkington for some time now and was completely smitten with her. So much so that he’d moved to England permanently and had taken a job as Assistant Editor on ‘Lunch’, a food magazine owned by Tara Publishing. Not that he did much work. Most of the time he was at the Limelight club with Isabella, being photographed when he came out drunk, stoned or punched a paparazzi. This didn’t stop Toni being completely besotted with him. She’d met many handsome men; male models, pop stars, actors but none of them matched Jonathan. She wished he could see Isabella was bad for him and he would be so much better off with her.
Trying to quell her nerves, Toni got ready for the party. She left her hair loose and didn’t wear much make up, just sprinkling some glitter on her cheeks. The dress left a lot of skin exposed; the back was so low, she was worried the crack of her arse could be seen. The front dipped down to her belly button and Roxy had to step in with some tit tape, fixing it to the gown so Toni didn’t fall out. It was a beautiful dress that made her look at least five years older. She just wished Jonathan could see her like this. It would make him realise there was more to her than just being his little brother’s gawky best friend.
She descended the stairs to find Ed waiting at the bottom. He wore a white suit and boat shoes, a pair of Wayfarers pushing his hair back off his lobster red face. His eyes lit up when he saw just how gorgeous Toni looked in her dress and told her it was an honour to have her on his arm for the evening.
Carla Jackson turned up wearing a lime green dress that looked more like a bath towel wrapped around her body. The colour complimented her gorgeous, chocolate coloured skin but the style made her look like a hooker. Within minutes, she had disappeared and re-emerged glassy eyed and wired. Toni had come to recognise these as the signs of cocaine. She’d never indulged herself - the most she’d done was shared a joint with Nick and Laura one evening. Hard drugs held no appeal. She’d seen too many girls who kept themselves thin by living on coke, coffee and cigarettes. She was lucky; her fuller, size ten figure, was a selling point. Over in America there were a few other girls of a similar stature to her who were making it big on the scene, and Sara was positive it was only a matter of time before Toni broke the US market too.
The music of choice was not Honey Ryder, but a mix tape of Roxy Music, Duran Duran and Japan. It was all very early eighties, but then everyone here, apart from Carla and Toni, were a lot older and this probably reminded them of their youth. Ed plied Toni with various champagne cocktails and she started to get steadily drunk. He took her by the hand and led her into the house and up to the roof garden. There were very few people up there, most of the guests preferring to remain by the pool. Toni stood and looked over the balcony; from this height she could see what looked like the whole of the island. She’d never been to Spain before and this made her feel rather childish. Everyone here was so well travelled and here was she, excited at being in the Balearics.
Ed came up behind her, slipping his big arms around her tiny waist. This was still an alien sensation to her and she felt her body stiffen a little. He nuzzled into her neck, his stubble tickling her skin and making her giggle.
‘What do you think of the party?’ he asked.
‘It’s fun,’ she replied, wishing he’d loosen his grip a little.
‘Do you know you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen?’
‘Now I know that’s a lie.’
‘It isn’t. When I saw you on the runway at that Katherine Hamnet show I knew I had to have you.’
Toni froze at these words. She knew exactly what he meant by ‘have’, and it wasn’t her appearing in his video. Roxy was right. The Prada dress was a down payment for sex. She managed to turn around, looking up at his tanned, boyish face. His green eyes were hungry for her, his mouth heading in her direction and she wondered how she was going to get out of this.
‘I think I’d like some more champagne,’ she twittered, pushing him away. He reached out and grasped her hand, pulling her to him, her body slamming against his.
‘Kiss me Toni,’ he growled.
She knew resistance was futile and closed her eyes, letting him press those big lips against hers. He gripped hold of her in a bear like embrace, pushing her back against the railings. She couldn’t help but laugh to herself, thinking how her first proper kiss was with a major international pop star – one her best friend had had a crush on. This helped her to relax a little and she reached up, slipping her arms around his neck. She knew nothing about kissing and wondered if all this slurping was normal; his tongue felt like a goldfish flapping around her mouth and it was all rather off-putting.
Ed pulled away from her, that mooning look still in his eyes.
‘Come to my room,’ he whispered.
Toni hesitated, wondering what she should do. She wasn’t even sure if she fancied him. But how many girls got to lose their virginity to a heartthrob? Everyone else was doing it, why shouldn’t she?
‘H-Have you got condoms?’ she whispered.
‘I’ve got everything you need,’ he smiled. ‘Come on. Come with me.’
The band were occupying the top floor of the villa and each of them had a massive room to himself. Being the lead singer, Ed got the biggest, right at the front. As they walked along the corridor towards it, Toni was positive she could hear moans coming from one of the rooms. The noise grew louder and in the room next to Ed’s was Carla Jackson – naked and bouncing up and down upon Nigel, the keyboardist. Ed just laughed, but Toni blushed bright red; mortified that Carla could do such a thing with the door wide open so anyone could see. She hoped Ed wasn’t planning on the same for them.
His room was very glamorous; the four-poster bed had a fur rug draped over it. Thin linen curtains hung from the windows, gently blowing in the evening breeze. It was almost romantic, but that didn’t stop Toni from being petrified. Ed sank down upon the bed, reaching out and pulling Toni down with him.
‘Can we shut the door?’ she asked.
He laughed and got up, walking over to the door and closing it. She realised she could hear the sounds of the party coming from the open balcony doors and hoped they wouldn’t be able to hear what was going on up here.
Ed resumed his spot beside her and looked at her, trying her best not to tremble.
‘Are you a virgin?’ he asked.
She nodded.
‘Fantastic,’ he swooned, lunging at her and pushing her down upon the bed. He started to kiss her once more and this time it felt even worse. He was heavy and sweaty and his mouth was intrusive and blubbery. Toni winced in panic when one of his big paws started to trail down her body, aiming for her breast. He felt it through the thin fabric of the dress and started to squeeze it, rather like someone honking the hooter on an old fashioned car.
His mouth moved to her ear, nibbling on it.
‘Bet you never thought your first time would be with a pop star, did you?’ he growled.
‘Er no,’ she replied, positive she should be feeling a lot more excited about the whole thing. She worried about what he would say when he saw the tit tape holding her dress on. Would he think her fat compared to the other models he’d slept with?
Suddenly, as though someone had dragged a needle off a record, all activity ceased and Ed rolled off her onto his back. His face was puce and sweaty and it was clear he wasn’t at all happy.
‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.
‘I’m sorry, I just can’t,’ he whined.
‘Can’t what?’
He sat up, hanging his head in shame.
‘I can’t get it up. I had a problem a few years ago….coke; it made me over-sexed and I had this therapy in a clinic in San Diego, since then, it just hasn’t happened for me.’
Toni could not express the sheer relief she felt at being spared sleeping with this man. She hadn’t wanted to do it in the first place. She sat up with him and put her arm around his big shoulders.
‘It’s okay,’ she smiled softly. ‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘But it does Toni. I’m a heartthrob. It can’t come out that I’m impotent.’
‘Well I’m not going to say anything.’
‘Do you promise? Oh God thanks Toni. I’ll do anything for you. What do you want?’
‘I don’t want anything.’
‘No, honestly, what do you want? It’s yours.’
‘Okay,’ she smiled. ‘My father is trying to get a soft play room put in our local community centre for physically disabled children. They need to raise three thousand pounds, I think they’ve got about a thousand…’
He grimaced.
‘You don’t want anything for yourself? I was thinking a car or something.’
‘No. I’ve got all I need. I’d like you to donate the rest of the money for the play centre.’
‘I’ll wire the money across tomorrow, that’s a promise.’ He stroked her face. ‘I wish things had turned out differently Toni, you’re lovely.’
Ed remained in his room after that, deeply embarrassed by his failings. Toni – relieved that she didn’t have to sleep with him and she was getting her dad his playroom – skipped back downstairs to enjoy the rest of the party. When it was over and they retreated to their rooms, Roxy asked if she’d done it with Ed and Toni replied with an enigmatic smile. His secret was safe with her forever.
The following day was the shoot on the yacht. Miles, the director didn’t want it to be too much like Rio by Duran Duran so the boat remained stationary. The band were on the top deck, the baking Mediterranean sun making their instruments unbearable to touch. The plot was that they had finally captured the five girls and the model’s role was to now dance sexily around their respective band member as they played the song. After what had happened the night before, the atmosphere between Toni and Ed was remarkably light and they had a laugh as she draped herself over him, wriggling provocatively in front of the microphone all the time dressed in the fantastic swimsuit that showed off her body. Her skin had seemed to darken in a matter of hours and a lot of the crew who were locals kept speaking to her in Spanish, laughing when they discovered she was a little English girl.
As usual Carla was making a nuisance of herself - the heat was giving her a headache. Because Nigel was the keyboardist, it meant she was further back than the other girls, and no one could see her. In the end, to shut her up, Miles agreed to move the keyboard parallel with Rick, the bassist so Carla could have her moment of glory.
Once she was placated, the scene was finished in two takes and everyone remained on board to eat the lunch prepared for them by Dimitrious’ personal caterers. It was hard to eat when it was so hot, so Toni grabbed some fruit and joined the other models out on deck. Roxy was drunk from drinking white wine on an empty stomach and was stumbling about trying to put sun lotion on; everyone laughed as the white liquid seemed to shoot everywhere other than her body. The Texan took it in good faith and wandered off, looking for a hunky Spaniard to rub it in for her. Toni leaned over the side of the boat, watching the sun dance on the Med, thinking that it didn’t get much better than this. She didn’t know what her next assignment was, but this was going to take a lot of beating.
‘I modelled that swimsuit for Versace back last season,’ a voice suddenly said. Toni turned round. It was Carla, that spiteful look on her face. She walked around Toni, eyeing her up and down. ‘I didn’t realise it was designed for fuller figures.’
‘Fuck off Carla,’ Toni hissed, surprising herself. She rarely swore.
‘You must have screwed Ed to get that part,’ Carla continued, joining her at the side of the boat. ‘Why else would the lead role go to a scraggy bitch like you?’
‘Because I’m obviously a better looking scraggy bitch than you.’
‘Ooh, the mouse bites back,’ Carla chided. ‘Little Miss Goody Two Shoes. You’re not going to get anywhere in modelling. You’ve no backbone.’
She turned around and looked at Karen and Cheryl, the other models.
‘Ain’t that right girls?’ she said. ‘Modelling’s a cut-throat business.’
The other girls said nothing, pretending not to hear. This didn’t put Carla off. She stretched upwards, arms reaching to the sky, showing off her perfect body.
‘I think I’m going to go for a swim,’ she purred. ‘The sea life has got more personality than you morons.’
She climbed over the side of the boat onto the steps. Just as she did, Toni noticed that some of Roxy’s sun lotion was glistening on the metal stair. She went to warn Carla, but thought better of it. The girl’s foot made contact with the slippery liquid and she tripped, hurtling backwards into the sea. The noise made everyone come rushing out from the dining deck, Karen and Cheryl joining them. Everyone burst out laughing to see Carla flailing around in the water, swearing and cursing, and the most amusing thing of all was that the force of the fall had made her wig come off. Her chestnut bob was floating out to sea, while she remained there topped with a hairnet. It was the funniest thing Toni had seen in her whole life.
Arriving back at the villa, thinking all she had to look forward to was packing, followed by the flight home; Toni received a wonderful surprise to discover Nick and Laura waiting for her in a Jeep.
‘Hello darling,’ Laura said, getting out of the car and rushing to her, grasping her shoulders and kissing her on both cheeks. ‘We’ve got the most wonderful surprises for you.’
‘Surprises?’ Toni laughed.
‘Um,’ Nick nodded. ‘Go and get your case packed and we’ll tell you on the way to the airport.’
Toni darted into the house wondering why her friends had come to meet her. She excitedly threw her things into her suitcase and rushed back out. Just as she was leaving, Ed was coming in, accompanied by Gill, his harassed PA. He took Toni to one side and gripped her shoulders, looking at her earnestly.
‘Thanks for everything Toni,’ he said. ‘I’ve asked Gill to get a cheque issued to you for the play centre thing. It should arrive at Athena HQ by mid week.’
‘I’m really grateful,’ she smiled. ‘And I know dad will be too.’
‘Like I said, you’re a lovely girl. I hope we can stay friends.’
‘I hope so too.’
‘Let me help you with your case.’
He picked up her suitcase and took it back outside to the Jeep. Toni laughed when she saw Laura go visibly weak at the knees in the presence of Ed Temple-Barton. It was funny on two scores; for one, Laura was usually so level headed, and two, little did she know that he was impotent!
Laura drove off with Nick and Toni hanging on for dear life in the back of the Jeep.
‘Where are we going?’ Toni asked.
‘Ibiza,’ Nick replied. ‘Jon’s holding his birthday party there and we’re all invited.’
‘Even me?’ she gasped.
‘He persuaded his friend Julian Brockhurst to lend us his private jet just so we could come and get you.’
Toni couldn’t hide her pleasure at this knowledge. Jon wanted her at his party – maybe she was important to him after all. She hoped and prayed Isabella wouldn’t be there. Maybe this would be her chance to get close to him. Prove to him what a great girlfriend she would make.
‘I’ve some other great news,’ Laura shouted over the noise of the roaring engine as the Jeep manoeuvred its way along a dirt track. ‘I’ve had the offer to open a branch of the shop on Fifth Avenue.’
‘That’s fantastic,’ Toni replied, a little sad because this meant Laura would be moving to New York.
‘I’ve already got six shows lined up in the States and I’ll be needing my number one model.’
‘Me!’
‘How do you fancy living in New York for six months Toni?’
‘I’d love to, but we’ll have to discuss it with Sara Wiener.’
‘Already have, and as we speak she’s faxing over your photos to the New York office of Athena International. You’re going global baby!’
They arrived in Ibiza by early evening. The island was fast gaining a reputation as being the party capital of Europe, and Jon wanted to celebrate his birthday somewhere hot, sunny and happening. He’d rented a villa high in the hills above Ibiza Town, and on arrival at the airport Laura had to hire another Jeep to get them up to it. Toni was so excited and preoccupied with the thought of going to live in New York, it was only as they approached the castle like villa that she remembered she hadn’t brought anything to wear for the party. All she had was the Prada dress from the night before. She didn’t like wearing the same things two days in a row, but she had no choice.
Just the same as Honey Ryder, Jonathan had drafted in local people to cater for the party. Strings of coloured lights were hung around the courtyard that stood in the middle of the complex. A DJ was setting up his decks, and from up on the balcony of her room, Toni watched Jonathan overseeing everything. He looked so gorgeous in just a white vest and a pair of khaki shorts. Like her he tanned easily and his hair had lightened to a deep gold. Her heart sank somewhat when out of nowhere Isabella appeared, wearing nothing but a white string bikini. She seemed to be drunk or stoned or both, as she was stumbling around haphazardly. She tried to wrap her arms around Jonathan’s neck but he pushed her away and strode off.
‘I don’t fucking need you Jonathan Smedley!’ she yelled. ‘I fucking hate you.’
She stumbled away again, exiting the scene like an actor leaving the stage. Nick joined Toni at the balustrade, sipping on a bottle of Sol lager.
‘Jon’s furious with her. She spent the whole flight coming here flirting with Julian Brockhurst.’
‘Really?’ was all Toni said, but it was hard to hide her excitement at the prospect of Jonathan and Isabella falling out. ‘Nothing that girl does surprises me.’
She pulled out all the stops for the party. She wore the Prada dress but didn’t have the benefit of Roxy’s tit tape, just hoped gravity would hold everything in place. Tonight she made her face up fully, emphasising her dark eyes and full lips. She spritzed herself with Poison and slipped on the pair of silver strappy Manolo Blahnik shoes she blagged from a shoot. When Laura and Nick set eyes on her they both gasped a combined ‘wow’. Toni Walker had finally realised just how beautiful she was.
In a party full of gorgeous young things, Toni still stood head and shoulders above the other girls. They may have been pretty, well bred and able to afford only the best in designer clothes. But she was a professional model; signed with one of the world’s top agencies and she knew how to work it. Men flocked around her, asking her to dance, fetching her drinks, begging for her number. The only way Isabella could try and steal attention from her was by stripping down to the skimpiest bikini in the world and suggesting everyone joined her in the pool.
Some people did, some people didn’t. Toni certainly wasn’t one of them. All this attention was making her giddy and she wanted some time to herself. She made her excuses and went out onto the veranda on the other side of the villa. The night air was cool, and below her she could see the bright lights of Ibiza Town. In the distance the black sea danced with the reflection of the moon upon it. This had been the greatest weekend of her entire life.
She heard footsteps behind her and assumed it was Nick or Laura come to check on her. She was shocked when a familiar voice asked what she was doing up here on her own.
Spinning round, she came face to face with Jonathan. He looked so gorgeous in an open necked black shirt and black leather trousers, that she was rendered speechless. He made her feel so shy and nervous, and she hated herself for it. He was only a boy after all.
‘I just needed some air,’ was all she managed to say.
He came closer to her, looking down at her intently as if seeing her for the first time.
‘Thanks for coming,’ he said softly. ‘I had to have the famous model at my party.’
She blushed and looked down.
‘I’m not a famous model.’
‘Don’t do yourself down. Half the girls here are so jealous of you. Not only are you gorgeous but you were in Honey Ryder’s video.’
‘It was just a job to me.’
He walked round and stood beside her, leaning on the balcony, folding his arms across his chest in a friendly manner.
‘Why are you always so quiet?’ he asked. ‘Most models I know do nothing but talk about themselves.’
‘My parents brought me up to believe that talking about myself won’t make me a more interesting person.’
‘Fair enough, but if I was as beautiful as you I’d want to talk about myself.’
‘But you are beautiful,’ she blurted out, immediately regretting it, blushing crimson, wanting to run away. But her mortification rooted her to the spot.
‘I wish Isabella could be more like you,’ he said. ‘Why can’t she learn to behave herself?’
‘Because that’s just how she is. I’m a different person.’
‘Come here.’
She did as she was told, practically falling into his arms. She wanted to laugh out loud, pinch herself, anything to bring her back down to earth. She was here with Jonathan Smedley and he wanted to hold her, and when he kissed her she wanted to cry out with joy. Unlike Ed, Jonathan was a gentle kisser, not treating her like a peace of meat, but instead, something to be treasured. She responded hungrily, not feeling in the least bit guilty about him cheating on Isabella. It was no more than she deserved.
He eased her away, stroking her hair off her face and smiling at her, that dimpled chin becoming even more prominent.
‘You’re wonderful,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel like going back to the party.’
‘W-We could always go to my room,’ she replied.
‘I’d like that.’
Making love to Jonathan was like a dream come true. Toni had thought of little else in recent months but had considered him so out of her league she’d convinced herself it would never happen. He carried none of his arrogance to bed, he was gentle and loving, making sure he did all he could not to hurt her. Whatever the physical pain was like, the elation she felt at finally being with him stopped her feeling it. She held him close to her, wishing it could go on forever, so glad it hadn’t happened with Ed and Jonathan was her first.
Afterwards he fell asleep and what with all the travelling, the sun and now this, Toni was soon to follow. She slept soundly until that dream abruptly spoilt everything. She awoke with a start, feeling the actual pain down her left side. The room was dark and realising she was naked, everything came back to her. She looked round for Jonathan but the other side of the bed was empty. She guessed he’d gone back to his own room to stop people talking, but she wondered what would happen now. What if he wanted to start seeing her? She couldn’t go to New York for six months if Jonathan wanted her at his side. She loved him too much to leave him for so long. She drifted back off to sleep worrying about what she was going to tell Laura; but at the same time hugging herself with joy – delighted that Jonathan Smedley was finally hers.
Toni was next awoken by the sound of laughter. Opening her eyes, she saw the room was flooded with sunlight and it was morning. Looking at her watch, she saw it was nearly ten o’clock, and she was shocked with herself for sleeping so late. The voices outside grew louder and she got out of bed, wrapping the sheet around herself, to have a look and see who it was.
Stepping out onto the balcony, she could see the front of the villa and in the drive a Jeep stood with its engine running - the driver waiting for someone to get in. From out of the front door, Jonathan emerged and closely behind him was Isabella. They giggled at something together, then Jonathan wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close, kissing her hair. They climbed into the Jeep and it sped off into the hills. Toni couldn’t move, convinced everyone in the villa knew she’d spent the night with him and would laugh at her naivety. She had given herself to him and all he’d been doing was using her to forget Isabella for a little while.
She started to weep silently, wondering why she was such an idiot. When a knock came on the door, she didn’t answer it, choosing to stay on the balcony, wrapped in her shroud. The door opened anyway and she found it to be Laura, already dressed in her vest and shorts and a big straw sun hat to protect her pasty skin from the sun.
‘All ready to go sweetie?’ she said. ‘Toni why are you out there?’
She joined her friend on the balcony, looking up at Toni’s tear stained face, taking in that she was naked, ruffled and wrapped up in a bed sheet.
‘Oh no, not Jonathan?’ was all Laura said.
Toni nodded and looked down.
‘Now this morning he’s left with her, like nothing ever happened.’
‘Jon’s bad news Toni. I know he’s gorgeous and you’ve got a massive crush on him…’
‘I love him.’
‘Whatever. But he’s a bastard; Nick’s been trying to tell you that for ages. Come on let’s go home. You’ve got to prepare for your New York debut.’
Farrah awoke with an overwhelming feeling of sadness. This happened to her sometimes and she couldn’t explain it. Maybe it was because Mark had been on nights all week and she’d hardly seen him. Maybe it was because since they’d come clean about their relationship, she’d had to go out of her way to be nice to her parents to keep them on side. When Mark invited Harry and Irene to dinner, they’d got the surprise of their lives to find their daughter playing the perfect hostess. As gently and carefully as they could, they broke the news that they were in love and seeing each other. Harry met the news with a shrug and a wish that Mark treated his daughter well. Irene had gone mad, threatening to report him to the Metropolitan Police until he pointed out that Farrah was seventeen and he wasn’t actually doing anything illegal.
From then on, whenever they went out, or Farrah stayed over at Mark’s, Irene refused to acknowledge it, preferring for her daughter to lie and say she was going out with friends and stopping at their place – even though she was perfectly aware she was next door the whole time! When Farrah was at home she made sure she and her mother never exchanged cross words because she knew if she got on the wrong side of her, she could banish her from ever seeing Mark again.
Whatever it was that was making her sad, it seemed strange seeing as it was a beautiful, sunny Monday morning and she didn’t have to go to work. Ahead of her stretched two weeks leave and all she had to do today was go to the Three Bells to watch a local band who were auditioning to play a regular Sunday afternoon gig there. That evening Mark would be home and they were spending the night together. Things wouldn’t be so easy from there on. Jenny had recently finished university and was staying with her mother for a while; however she was spending the summer in Redhill and Farrah just knew she was going to make her life a misery.
She put her doubts and fears out of her mind and got up, showered and dressed before heading down to grab some late breakfast. She slipped on the baggy men’s suit trousers she’d got for two quid in a second hand shop, teaming them with a tight fitting white vest and finishing the outfit off with braces. The fashion these days was for the masculine and with her build she suited it; but her beautiful face and long, blonde hair stopped her ever appearing butch.
Skipping downstairs, she found her mother in the kitchen, sat at the table with all the household papers spread before her. Irene wore her usual harassed expression, but that didn’t mean a thing, it was just how she looked. Farrah put a couple of pieces of bread in the toaster and asked her mother what she was doing.
‘Just looking things over,’ she said.
‘What sort of things?’
Irene turned around and looked at her, twisting her painted pink mouth in contemplation.
‘Your dad and I wanted to talk to you about this tonight but seeing as you’re out with…friends, I may as well mention it to you now. You know we had dinner with Len and Ann last night?’
Farrah had some vague awareness her parents had gone to the Bernie Inn with their best friends who lived in Coulsdon, but she’d been paying very little attention.
‘Yeah.’
‘Well Len’s bought a bar in Tenerife but he can’t leave the business here, to go over there and run it, and well, he’s asked me and your dad to do it.’
‘Tenerife?’ Farrah uttered. ‘Spain?’
‘The Canary Islands. But if we went, I’d want to move there permanently, which would mean selling this place.’
Farrah’s heart began to race. This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t go to Tenerife. She had a job here, her burgeoning management career and most of all…Mark. She couldn’t leave Mark.
Unable to look at her mother a moment longer, she turned away, busying herself with making the toast. Her hands shaking.
‘I take it the idea doesn’t appeal to you,’ Irene said quietly.
‘I’ve got a job here mum,’ Farrah said, swallowing her tears. ‘I don’t want to leave it.’
‘Farrah I know exactly why you don’t want to leave here. Do you really think you’ve got a future with him?’
‘I love him mum,’ she said, a tear falling onto the bread. ‘Please don’t make me choose between you.’
‘Well me and dad spoke about it briefly before he went to work this morning and we discussed what we’d do if you didn’t want to come with us. By the time the sale of the house goes through you’ll be eighteen and we’d be willing to give you ten thousand pounds to put down on a place of your own.’
‘Are you serious?!’ Farrah gasped rushing to her mother’s side and kneeling beside her. Irene wasn’t that bad. She’d always done her best, but there was no bond there and never had been. As a child Farrah would scan the faces of every Latin looking woman she passed, wondering if they were her real mother. The arrangement with the Kennedys had always felt temporary.
‘I want you to be happy Farrah. I know I don’t say it very often but I am proud of you. Mr Morrison’s very pleased with your work at the leisure centre and even what you’re doing at the Three Bells, well you’ve achieved a lot for such a young girl. I don’t doubt for a moment that you’d be able to look after yourself. On saying that though, if I had my way, you’d come out to Tenerife with us.’
‘But you’re not going to hate me if I choose to stay here?’
Irene reached out and stroked her daughter’s hair off her face. How she wished Farrah would go back to her natural colour, that blonde hair made her look so hard. When they’d adopted her at Christmas 1976, they’d been the centre of attention - the only people in the neighbourhood with a foreign looking child. Cleo – as she was then – was so beautiful, with her ebony hair and dark eyes. Now she just looked like any other girl in Surrey.
‘I do remember what it’s like to be young and in love Farrah,’ she said. ‘But don’t expect it to last forever. He’s old enough to be your father and has a very demanding career. If he ever thinks you’re getting in his way, he’ll push you aside, you mark my words.’
In typical teenage fashion, Farrah chose to ignore her mother’s words of caution and instead focused on the important part of their conversation. If her parents sold their house and went off to Spain, they were going to give her ten thousand pounds to buy her own flat. Not that she really wanted her own flat. If she was honest with herself, she wanted Mark to ask her to live with him. She knew that was unlikely to happen for some time, what with Jenny and everything, but until it did, she could rent herself a little flat. Maybe even save a little of it back to buy a car once she’d passed her test. It would be her chance to show the world she had finally grown up.
Arriving at the pub, she found Merv in a similar situation as her mother - sitting at one of the tables, making the most of the after lunch lull by doing the books. Farrah went behind the bar and got herself a coke and joined him. Their relationship was so comfortable that they didn’t even have to speak to acknowledge the other’s presence. Sometimes Merv felt more like her dad than Harry.
‘What time are Danger Zone turning up?’ she finally asked.
‘Half three,’ he replied, glancing at his watch. ‘Thought I’d start on the accounts.’
‘Any reason why?’
‘I’ve heard on the grapevine that The Dark Angel is going up for sale.’
‘The Dark Angel? The one in Croydon?’
‘Yeah. Old Reg Chisholm, the landlord had the bright idea of turning it into a wine bar. Well there ain’t that many yuppies in Croydon is there? Thing is, with a bit of work, I reckon I could turn that fancy dance floor he’s put in back into a stage.’
The Dark Angel had been a famous venue in Croydon Town Centre, specialising in rock and attracting all the local Hells Angels. Back in the early eighties, the sight of the Harley Davidsons lined up outside on a Saturday night had become somewhat of a tourist attraction. It was abhorrent to think of it as a wine bar.
‘What sort of money is he looking for?’ she asked.
‘I don’t know but I had this place valued a while back for insurance purposes and they quoted fifty grand; and this is now a thriving business - thanks to you. So given that no one goes to The Dark Angel any more. I’d say he would be lucky to get thirty five grand for it.’
‘And could you afford that?’
‘Well it’d mean re-mortgaging this place, but I really want it Farrah. I can picture my name above that door.’
‘I’ll come in with you,’ she said, far more hastily than she’d intended.
He looked at her and laughed.
‘What? And how do you propose that young lady?’
‘My mum and dad are probably selling the house and moving to Spain. Mum says she’ll give me ten grand to buy a place of my own.’
‘Yeah that’s it Farrah. A place of your own. Not a pub. Where are you going to live?’
‘I dunno. I’ll ask Mark to take me in or I’ll share with Gemma or something. Please say you’ll think about it Merv.’
‘You’re too young.’
‘No I’m not, I’m eighteen.’
He chuckled to himself.
‘Farrah do you remember that time you came rushing in here all excited because you’d had your first driving lesson and you’d loved it?’
‘Yes.’
‘When you put your driving licence on the bar and thought you’d lost it but I picked it up and kept it for when you next came in?’
‘Yep.’
‘Well I saw it expires in January 2040, when you’re seventy, which in my book means you were born in 1970, which makes you seventeen.’
Farrah blushed and hung her head in shame. She thought she’d been so clever in pulling the wool over Merv’s eyes and he’d known the truth all along.
‘Are you going to sack me?’ she asked.
‘Don’t be silly. We’ve just got to be careful that the authorities don’t find out about you - not until January, then we can do as we like. But on saying that, you still won’t be allowed to become a licensee until you’re twenty one.’
‘But there’s nothing illegal about me investing in the pub? As long as you’re the landlord?’
‘Technically, no.’
‘Well let’s do it then.’
‘Don’t be so impatient Farrah. It’s a big decision to make and I certainly don’t want you being homeless.’
***
Farrah spent the first week of her holiday making plans. All she could think about was The Dark Angel and investing her money in it. She didn’t express her wishes to her parents as she guessed they’d withdraw their offer and demand she emigrated to Spain with them. When she told Mark, he was a little more supportive, knowing that his feisty little Farrah was capable of achieving whatever she set out to do.
Jenny was due home that day and Mark deliberately wanted Farrah there so they could put on a united front. She wished Jenny was more like Ciaran – he accepted the relationship without question. Mark booked a table for the four of them at a local Indian restaurant and hoped a ‘family’ meal would help build relations. Whenever he did things like this, Farrah would love him a little bit more. It showed how serious he was about her and he wanted his family to accept her because she was going to be around for a long time. She made a pact with herself that however horrible Jenny was to her, she was just going to smile sweetly and put up with it, proving herself to be the mature one.
While Mark fussed around getting ready for the coming evening, Farrah thought she would keep Ciaran out of his way by playing a game with him on his computer. In truth, she’d wanted a Commodore 64 for her fifteenth birthday but Irene had refused, considering computer games unladylike and now to be able to play on Ciaran’s was great fun.
Sometimes it struck her as funny that Ciaran was only three years younger than her and yet she was in a relationship with his father. But at fourteen Ciaran seemed like such a child to her. Like Jenny, he was the spitting image of Mark, but being a boy, it suited him and most of all, he was easy going and had welcomed her into their lives; Mark reckoned Farrah had become like a substitute big sister to him, and she wasn’t sure if she liked this or not as she often thought of the day she’d become his step mother.
Six o’clock came and Jenny was due back any moment. The table was booked for seven thirty and Ciaran was still in his muddy football gear, Farrah in her Smiths t-shirt and leggings. She figured Jenny should accept her as she was, but Mark insisted she get dressed up to greet the prodigal daughter.
‘Come on kids,’ he said, fussing around them. ‘Turn the computer off.’
Ciaran ignored him, but Farrah couldn’t help but pick up on what he’d said.
‘Kids?’ she snarled. ‘Who are you calling a kid?’
‘You! Stop playing on that computer game.’
‘Like kids do you?’ she said in a voice implying he was some sort of pervert. Couldn’t he see she was just entertaining his son?
‘Come on Farrah, now’s not the time, just turn it off.’
Suddenly, a key went in the front door and all time and motion ceased. Mark froze on the spot as Jenny walked into the room, closely followed by a statuesque woman with strawberry blonde hair down to her waist and an expression of distaste upon her face. Farrah didn’t even have to be told who this was. She recognised her from the photograph.
‘Mum!’ Ciaran gasped, scrambling over the sofa and running into his mother’s arms.
‘Hello champ,’ she smiled, holding him tight.
‘Mum’s going off to Italy tomorrow morning,’ Jenny explained. ‘I thought it would be easier for her to stay here over night. After all, Gatwick’s only down the road.’
‘You bitch’ Farrah thought to herself.
Kate Sutton strode into the room and the first thing she saw was her husband’s new girlfriend in front of the TV, playing a computer game.
‘So this is Farrah,’ she said. ‘She is very young isn’t she?’
‘Maybe you should stay in a hotel Kate,’ Mark sighed.
‘Mum’ll do no such thing,’ Jenny snapped. ‘She’s my guest and she can bed down with me tonight.’
Farrah stood up, feeling she could compete with her predecessor if they were on the same level. Kate was exquisitely beautiful, with naturally wavy hair and a refined bone structure. She looked like a model and it was a mystery how Jenny came to look like such a pig.
‘She’s very beautiful Mark,’ Kate said. ‘You’ve done well.’
‘I am here!’ Farrah snapped.
‘Farrah calm down,’ he said.
‘So you’re taking her side are you?’ she cried.
‘Just everyone calm down. Look, Kate, I’ve booked a table for the four of us for dinner tonight, why don’t you make yourself something to eat and watch TV or something?’
‘Can’t you phone the restaurant and book an extra place for mum?’ Jenny asked. ‘She can’t spend the evening here on her own.’
‘That’s not a good idea,’ Mark said, trying to placate his daughter.
‘No, it is,’ Farrah suddenly chipped in, determined to make an effort to appear mature. Kate had her down as some sort of juvenile bimbo and she was determined to prove otherwise. ‘Mark, phone the Bengal Tiger, ask for an extra setting. I’m sure we can be civilised to each other for an evening.’
After the most uncomfortable and awkward car journey of Farrah’s short life (she sat in the front with Mark and felt Kate’s eyes boring into the back of her head the entire time), they arrived at the restaurant. The waiter ushered them in and towards a table at the back of the lavishly decorated room. When Farrah saw the two tables pushed together, two chairs on one side and three on the other, she groaned inwardly, just knowing what was going to happen.
‘There you go Mr Sutton,’ the waiter said in his heavily accented voice. ‘I thought mum and dad could sit together and the kids could have their own side of the table.’
Farrah blushed to her very core. The waiter thought Mark and Kate were together and she was one of the children. Mark politely shooed the waiter away and they all sat down, Farrah making sure it was she who sat next to Mark. Not that it helped in any way, she now had to face Jenny and Kate who were both looking at her as though they wished they could pick up their dinner knives and stick them in her.
‘Do you remember when we went into that Indian restaurant in Corfu dad?’ Jenny asked. ‘All they served was lamb curry and asked us if we wanted chips with it.’
Mark laughed.
‘And when we asked if they did anything else, they told us they had a range of kebabs.’
They all burst out laughing at this shared memory, and Farrah had never felt more of an outsider. These four people had a history she was no part of and the bond between them could not be broken. She beckoned the waiter over and ordered a large glass of white wine. To keep up appearances, everyone hastily gave their orders too. Kate waited until the waiter left before striking.
‘Are you sure you should be drinking wine Farrah?’ she frowned. ‘Jenny tells me you’re not eighteen until January.’
‘Kate,’ Mark warned her.
‘I’m only thinking of you Mark. You’re a senior police officer and you’re condoning your little girlfriend drinking alcohol.’
‘Children drink wine with their meals all the time in France,’ Farrah snapped.
‘Oh that is such a bourgeois answer,’ Jenny sighed, rolling her eyes to the ceiling.
Farrah bit her tongue and waited for her drink to arrive. She gulped it down, and as soon as it was gone, ordered another. She would have to be drunk if she was going to have to cope with these two witches for a whole evening.
‘So, Farrah,’ Kate said, trying to make conversation but that menacing look never leaving her eyes. ‘Are you doing your A’levels?’
‘No, I’m a trainee manager at a leisure centre,’ she replied. ‘I also manage a band.’
‘Oh how sweet,’ Kate gushed. ‘I guess university isn’t for everyone.’
‘Farrah’s very bright,’ Mark chipped in. He was trying to defend her, but it just resulted in him sounding as though he were talking about a favourite child, not his lover. ‘She does some work in a pub in Thornton Heath and they’ve doubled their takings since they’ve had her helping out.’
Kate sat back, banging the table and shaking her head.
‘Mark should you be telling me this? She’s underage and working a pub. You do realise you could lose your pips if they found out.’
As young as he was, Ciaran could sense a stand off developing and did his best to intervene.
‘Where in Italy are you going mum?’
‘Lake Como,’ she replied. ‘Adam has an apartment there. You’ll have to come and see it some time poppet.’
‘I’d like that,’ Ciaran nodded.
They ordered their food and Farrah gulped down her second glass of wine, starting to feel its effects already. She was less tense and her cockiness was returning. She was just waiting for the right moment to make her presence felt.
‘You should see where Adam’s apartment is Mark,’ Kate said, sipping her gin and tonic. ‘It’s just above this tiny cove, the water is so clear you can see the fish swimming about. I always think of you when I’m there. It would certainly beat fishing in the Grand Union Canal.’
‘I didn’t know you liked fishing,’ Farrah said to Mark.
‘Seems there’s a lot you don’t know about my husband,’ Kate said smugly.
‘I know he says I’m the best fuck he’s ever had,’ Farrah snapped, finally able to unleash that acid tongue. Kate jolted back; Ciaran looked down in embarrassment and Jenny sat bolt upright, looking at her father.
‘Dad are you going to let Farrah speak like this to mum?’
‘Farrah just stop drinking,’ Mark sighed. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’
‘I know exactly what I’m saying,’ her voice loud enough for the other diners to hear. ‘That old cow is jealous of me and is doing all she can to slag me off.’
‘That’s enough!’ he shouted, sounding angrier than her own dad had ever been with her. He was treating her like a child, and this hurt more than any of Kate’s insults or Jenny’s dirty looks. He was making it quite clear where his loyalty lay and it was with his family. Farrah’s cockiness melted away and all she felt was disappointed and let down. She was willing to stay in England and give up her home so she could remain close to this man, and this was the thanks she got. In a final act of defiance, she threw her napkin onto the table and stormed out.
It had started to rain and no buses were coming along to take her home so she had no choice but to stumble along in the summer storm. The rain mingled with her tears and soon her feet were soaked through. It was at times like this Farrah wondered why she put herself through this relationship with Mark. The pain was unlike any she’d ever felt before. From the time she was a tiny girl in that children’s home in Croydon she’d never let anyone get to her. The foster parents who’d take her for a couple of weeks and give her back, unable to cope with her temper; the kindly support staff who would behave like a real mummy or daddy towards her, only for them to move on to another home. After a while she learned to put a shield around herself and not let anyone in. That was until she met Mark and she’d given herself, body and soul, to him and yet it seemed she meant nothing to him at all.
Too proud to admit it had all gone wrong, she dried her tears as she entered the house, claiming to her mum that she’d come home because she wasn’t feeling well. She went up to her room and threw herself onto her bed, sobbing silently, not wanting anyone to hear her. Her clothes were wet and stuck to her but she didn’t care. Right there and then she didn’t care about anything and just wanted to die. She wished she’d stuck with Darren - at least he couldn’t hurt her, because she didn’t care about him.
She cried herself to sleep, holding onto her pillow because it felt comforting to have what felt like another body against hers. Like a child she slept heavily until she was awoken by a tapping on the window. At first she thought it was hailstones, then realised it was too few and far between. Someone was throwing stones at her window.
Getting out of bed she went to the window, pulling the curtain across and looking out. She had to stifle a shriek when she saw Mark standing in the middle of the garden, looking up at her bedroom. He must have climbed over the fence to get here, and in the dim moonlight, she could just make out his beckoning to her. Without hesitation she left her bedroom, tiptoeing down the stairs so as not to wake her parents and went out into the garden. Hating herself for it, she couldn’t hold back and ran to him, throwing her arms around his neck.
‘I’m sorry,’ she cried.
‘No I’m sorry, I was out of order. Can we talk somewhere?’
Pulling away from him, she took his hand and led him to her father’s shed. It was cluttered with various pieces of electrical equipment, but it also had a comfortable armchair in there so Harry could come in here to get away from Irene and her constant nagging. Farrah wondered where he’d find to hide in Tenerife.
Mark sat down on the armchair, pulling Farrah onto his lap. He kissed her, wiping her tears away.
‘I was a bastard,’ he said. ‘I should have come after you. Kate’s a bitch and always has been and I should have stopped her coming to dinner with us.’
‘It felt like you loved her more than me,’ she pouted.
‘Of course I don’t love her more than you. But she is the mother of my children and I don’t want to row with her in front of them, especially Ciaran, you know how sensitive he is. I’ve spoken to Jenny. Don’t worry, much as I love her, I’m not blind to my daughter’s faults.’
‘I suppose it must be weird for her. After all, her dad’s girlfriend’s younger than her.’
‘It is weird, but Jen takes it too far. If we’re going to make this relationship work, boundaries need to be drawn. If Jenny or Ciaran want to see their mother, it’s going to have to be away from here. But you’ve got to respect that this is a big upheaval in their lives.’
‘I appreciate that. It’s just that Jenny refuses to be nice to me.’
‘We need to show her we’re serious and I think the only way for us to do that is by you moving in.’
‘What!’ Farrah gasped, pulling away from him.
‘Move in with me when your parents go to Spain, you’ll be almost eighteen by then.’
‘I don’t know what to say,’ she cried. ‘I thought you were sick of me.’
‘Well you can act like a silly kid at times, but I guess we all did at seventeen. But I can’t live without you for some strange reason.’
‘I’ll be more grown up, I promise,’ she said. ‘And I’ll try not to be rude to Jenny.’
‘Okay. Are we friends again?’
She kissed him, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck.
‘We never stopped did we?’
London – November 1988
The sound of the telephone seemed to resonate around the entire house and awoke Toni like a pneumatic drill being driven into her head. Groaning, she wriggled under her duvet and hoped Laura would pick it up. After a five-hour flight from New York and the added ‘bonus’ of waiting while her luggage was mislaid at Heathrow, Toni was absolutely shattered. Her time in the Big Apple had been a roaring success and she’d worked right up until the last minute. All the big houses were clambering over themselves to use with the beautiful English girl whose trademark was now the dazzling smile she wore when striding down the catwalk, tossing her mane of hair around, flaunting her slightly fuller body. But it meant she had very little rest.
Laura was obviously out, or still in bed nursing her own jet lag, so Toni had no choice but to stick her hand out of the covers, foraging around for the receiver and picking it up.
‘Hello,’ she whispered.
‘Is that my bunny wabbit?’ a soppy voice on the other end crowed. Toni rolled her eyes to the ceiling. It was Billy, her boyfriend of the past eight months.
‘What time is it in New York?’ she yawned.
‘Oh, it’s only three in the morning,’ he chirped. ‘But I couldn’t sleep, I wanted to speak to my baby. How was the flight?’
‘Exhausting. Can I call you back Billy? I’ve a shoot with Chanel tomorrow and I can’t turn up with bags under my eyes.’
‘I understand. Are you missing me bunny?’
‘Yeah of course,’ she winced and replaced the receiver before Billy could say another word.
Turning onto her side, Toni tried to go back to sleep but couldn’t relax now she’d been disturbed. She’d been hoping her return to the UK would put an end to her relationship with Billy Forde, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. After her encounter with Jonathan she’d sworn herself off men but within weeks of arriving in New York she’d become the toast of the city and couldn’t move for suitors.
She met Billy Forde at an MTV Awards party. He was a Video Jock and determined to get his paws on the beautiful young British model. He was about as different from Jonathan as she could possibly get - short, dark and stocky to the point of chubby. He was a stand up comedian as well as a VJ and he’d initially won Toni over with his charm. They quickly became a couple and the National Enquirer dubbed him ‘ The Luckiest Man in the US’. What Toni liked best was that he was the patron of a charity for Street Kids in Harlem and while he preferred to raise funds by holding lavish parties and auctions, she thought it better if they generated publicity by actually visiting the kids themselves. They spent a wonderful day at the community centre where disadvantaged young black kids from various Projects were given an education, or taught skills that would keep them off the street. A news crew followed them and the next day the papers were filled with photos of Toni holding gorgeous little kids, making their day brighter with that beautiful smile.
As for Billy himself; after a while his constant joking and partying and rather over fondness for cocaine started to irritate her. He couldn’t keep his hands off her when they were in private, often making her feel cheap and used. She slowly came to realise it was the idea of having a top model for a girlfriend that turned him on rather than her herself. Toni wanted to finish with him but as usual hated the thought of upsetting someone. In the end her saviour came in the shape of Sara Wiener, who called to tell her Chanel wanted her for their latest European campaign. It gave her the chance to leave, but she still didn’t have the guts to tell Billy it was over, just hoped it would all fizzle out in time. But it was obvious he was still keen.
After sleeping in, she treated herself to a luxurious bubble bath. Once again the phone ringing disturbed her. Fortunately there was one beside the bath and she could remain ensconced in her Molten Brown cocoon.
‘Hello,’ she sighed.
‘Toni is that you?’ Toni was shocked to hear her mother’s voice - she called so rarely.
‘Hi mum, how’s it going?’
‘I just wanted to check you got back okay.’
‘Yes, I’m just tired.’
‘I also thought I’d let you know that the council want to close Reeder House.’
‘What? Why’s that?’
‘They don’t think it’s viable. They want to turn the building into a small business complex. How disgusting is that?’
Reeder House was a project Anita and Ray were involved in. It offered shelter for women and children fleeing domestic violence, and to close it and replace it with a business centre was Thatcherism at its very worst.
‘Well what can we do to save it?’ Toni asked.
‘We need to raise two hundred thousand pounds initially, then find someone who will sponsor it or something like that.’
‘Would you like me to help?’
‘What can you do? You just prance around wearing fancy clothes.’
‘I’ve met a lot of influential people mum. Don’t keep putting me down.’
‘Well we’re holding a Christmas fair in a few weeks time, perhaps you could donate a couple of your expensive frocks.’
‘Of course. Let me know if I can do anything else.’
This conversation played on Toni’s mind for the rest of the morning. For one, she hated the way her mother still dismissed her choice of career, and secondly, she couldn’t believe Croydon Council were closing down Reeder House. Where else would those women and children go to when trying to escape abusive husbands? She’d earned half a million in the time she’d been modelling and could easily donate the two hundred thousand pounds to buy the building; but it was setting up a charity to maintain it - that was a momentous task even Toni wasn’t capable of.
Nick came round to take her for a late lunch. She was so happy to see him; the last time they’d been together was three months ago when he’d popped over to New York to see his dad and had stayed with Toni and Laura for a couple of days. He was clearly embracing student lifestyle – he’d managed to persuade his mother to let him go to LSE – and he’d grown his hair and was wearing far more casual clothes; but underneath it all, he was still the same old loving Nick.
They found a pub close to the river. It was a miserable day and the view wasn’t particularly nice, but there was a roaring fire and more to the point, it warmed Toni’s heart to be with Nick once more.
‘So what’s happening with you?’ she asked, enjoying a rare glass of Merlot. She didn’t normally drink - wine contained nothing but calories.
‘Well,’ he smiled with a blush. ‘I’ve sort of met someone.’
‘Oh yes?’
‘He’s called Phillipe and he’s a French student. Mom thinks we’re just friends, and it can stay that way.’
‘Mum?’ she frowned. ‘What’s your mum got to do with it?’
‘Oh you don’t know, do you? She’s over here. Tara Publishing are trying to take over Drayton Books. Mom’s negotiating the deal and keeping an eye on me and Jon in the process.’
‘And how is Jonathan?’ she asked quietly.
‘Well he’s trying to throw himself into work to get over splitting with Isabella.’
‘He’s split from Isabella?’
‘Yes. As soon as mom came over and saw the state of the White Witch, she put the pressure on Jon to dump her. When you’re threatened with disinheritance, you kinda put the brakes on love.’
Toni hated herself for being pleased at hearing this news. She still hadn’t forgiven Jon for making love to her and then dumping her, but it was nice to know he wasn’t with Isabella anymore.
‘So what’s he doing then?’
‘Well he’s appointed himself creative director of Lunch magazine. He’s cut down on the partying a bit but it won’t last.’
Toni had a sudden flash of inspiration and hoped she wouldn’t sound too cheeky for asking.
‘Nick, does your mother do things for charity?’
‘All the time back home. Why?’
‘There’s a hostel close to where I used to live. It’s where women go when they’re fleeing abusive relationships. The council aren’t going to fund it any more and it’s going to close down. I wish we had some way of saving it. We need to set up some sort of charitable trust that could maintain it.’
‘And you want mom to help?’
‘Do you think she would?’
‘Well she hasn’t got a big profile on the charity scene here, she might be interested.’
‘Could I meet her?’
‘You want to meet my mother?’ He said it as though she’d asked to swim with sharks.
‘Yes. I think we could help each other.’
Nick stuck to his word and two weeks later, Toni faced a lunch date with Sophia Smedley. They were to meet at The Derby, a restaurant off Shaftesbury Avenue and Toni was terrified. Nick had warned her that his mother was a ball-busting bitch who had a propensity to taking an instant dislike to people, and there was a chance she might feel that way about Toni. Sophia came from a line of people who operated on gut instincts. Tara publishing had been built up by her grandfather, Liam McDonagh, who named his printing business after his wife. They moved to America in the early 1900s and by the time Sophia’s father was born in 1912, they already owned three newspapers in Baltimore and a hobbyist magazine in New York. When Niall McDonagh married Dorothea Scaggio in 1939, Tara publishing was one of the biggest companies in the US. Today it owned a television channel, and newspapers and magazines all over the world. Apparently Sophia aspired to be like Rupert Murdoch and part of this plan involved building up her profile in the UK.
Laura drove Toni into town in the brand new Volkswagen Golf convertible Toni had treated herself to as an early Christmas present. Toni had had to learn to drive while in the US for a role she was playing in a commercial and she had her UK test booked for two weeks time. She hoped she passed as it was annoying not being able to drive her pride and joy anywhere by herself. To quell her nerves, Laura suggested they play a game in guessing what Sophia Smedley looked like. Laura imagined Mickey Rooney in a frock whereas Toni pictured Audrey Hepburn – tall, slim, dark and elegant. Toni herself had played it safe, dressing in a simple vintage Chanel suit in lime green, fixing her hair in a chignon and applying only light make up. Even though she was now a successful model, this was outside her comfort zone and she didn’t want to give the impression of being poor and ignorant, even though she was far from either.
On arriving at The Derby the maitre d led her into the restaurant. She tried hard not to look around the large, half occupied room, but found it difficult not to try and spot Sophia. She almost accused the maitre d of leading her to the wrong table when he stopped at one close to a palm tree that was occupied by a tiny woman with a modern, feathered haircut; clearly two stone overweight and squeezed into a chocolate brown Armani suit. She looked like an upmarket secretary, not one of the richest women in the world.
‘Your guest Mrs Smedley,’ the maitre d said. The tiny woman – Sophia - stood up, coming as far as Toni’s shoulder, and held out her hand.
‘Pleased to meet you Toni,’ she said. Even her accent was fairly strong downtown New York, nothing like a lady who’d been to the finest finishing schools.
‘And you Mrs Smedley,’ she replied, shaking her little hand.
‘Ah call me Sophia. Sit down.’
Toni sat down and concluded to herself that Jon must have got his looks from his father. Sophia was a female version of Nick – squat and ordinary looking. She ordered a whisky on the rocks while Toni stuck to mineral water. Once the waiter left, Sophia leant onto the table, fixing Toni with those piggy dark eyes.
‘I saw you in the newspapers back home,’ she said. ‘You’re quite the thing in the States. Why did you come home?’
‘I was missing England. America’s fabulous, but my family and friends are here.
‘You know Nick thinks the world of you; it’s a shame he’s a fag and won’t date you.’
‘You know he’s gay?’ Toni uttered.
‘Hell I’ve known since he was fourteen. Like I care. I don’t exactly want him to go join the Village People, but what he does in his private life is up to him. What about you Toni? You still seeing Billy Forbes?’
‘We didn’t make any firm arrangements when I left. Let’s see how it goes.’
The drinks came and at the same time Sophia ordered a Caesar salad and Toni felt it safe to do the same. That was the one thing she hated about modelling, how she had to watch every single thing she ate. Her healthy size ten body was something of a novelty and embraced by designers, but who was to say people would be quite so accommodating if she became a size 12 or 14?
‘So, Toni,’ Sophia said, swigging back the whisky. ‘Tell me about your family.’
Toni swallowed her annoyance. This felt like some sort of job interview rather than an informal chat about charity. What did her parents have to do with it? Even so, she had to remain polite if she was going to try and get this mean little woman on side.
‘Well, they were both social workers in the late 1960s and early 70s. Mum gave up work when I was about two but she gets very involved with various causes and she fosters children. My dad still is a social worker.’
‘Are they socialists?’
‘Yes.’
‘I see. So what do they think about their pride and joy jetting all over the world promoting consumerism?’
‘They tolerate it. I know mum would have preferred me to do something worthwhile but modelling’s what I’m good at.’
‘True,’ Sophia nodded. ‘But I guess I see their point. I mean I know it’s hard for you to believe now being what is it eighteen? Nineteen?’
‘Eighteen.’
‘Eighteen and the most beautiful girl in the world. But in ten years time you’re gonna have to think about the rest of your life. There must be something else you want to do.’
‘Well I originally wanted to be a fashion designer, but now I think I’d prefer to do something for charity. Use my celebrity to highlight good causes.’
‘Good for you. May I ask where your parents are from? You’ve got that Latin look about you.’
‘My mum’s English and my dad’s great grandfather was Welsh, that’s about it. Everyone in my family’s pasty except me.’
‘God must have blessed you,’ Sophia smiled enigmatically. ‘So tell me about this charity of yours.’
‘It’s not a charity as such, but a hostel for women and children fleeing domestic abuse. Croydon Council have always funded it but they now want to turn it into a business centre and if they do, these women will have nowhere to go. Mum tells me they need two hundred thousand pounds to buy the building and everything that’s in it, but after that they’ll need a regular income to pay staff wages, buy food, pay bills and everything else that goes with it.’
‘Two hundred thousand pounds? That’s not a lot is it?’
‘It is if you’re broke. I could buy it myself but it’s the rest of the money. I’m not going to be modelling forever and couldn’t make a commitment like that as I might not always be able to afford it.’
The food arrived, but Toni was so nervous she found it difficult to eat. She hadn’t expected Sophia’s scrutiny to be so personal. She’d anticipated her questioning the cause, not Toni herself.
‘Okay, you want my advice?’ the older woman offered, spearing a lettuce leaf. ‘You use your money and buy the building. That’s step one. Step two, we hold a function, invite loads of important people, wine them, dine them, schmooze them and ask them to make regular donations to the charity.’
‘Just like that?’
‘Yep. Rich folk like to feel they’re doing something worthwhile; they think it’ll get them into Heaven. You get two hundred people in a room and ask them to donate a thousand a month, you got more than enough money coming in, am I right?’
‘I guess so. But I can’t believe it would be that easy.’
‘It will be when we make you the belle of the ball. You’re gonna be a shining example to them all. You’re eighteen, just starting out and you’re giving a big chunk of your own wealth to buy this home. They won’t want to be outdone by a newcomer and they’ll dig their hands in their pockets, I can assure you.’
‘Would you help me Sophia? I’ve never done anything like this before in my life.’
Sophia laid her tiny hand upon Toni’s arm and squeezed it tightly.
‘Honey I’m gonna be with you every step of the way. We’re a team now yeah?’
‘Yeah,’ Toni smiled.
***
Even though Toni was buying Reeder House outright and the charity gala was organised for Saturday January 7th; the Christmas fair in the local church hall was still going ahead. It was Toni’s idea, knowing the local people would want to do their bit to keep the hostel open. As the new owner, she had a say on where funds went, and decided that any money raised at the fair would go on buying Christmas presents for the women and children who would be in the hostel over the festive period. Doing this filled her with excitement, and she realised helping people gave her as big a buzz as modelling, and it was here that she wanted to dedicate the rest of her life.
Sophia promised that she would find time out of her schedule to accompany Toni to the fair. Even though she was a fantastic mentor, Toni wasn’t sure if she liked Sophia or not. She never seemed particularly interested in Reeder House as a cause; more how the whole thing was going to reflect on hers and Toni’s profile. Toni felt guilty for having these doubts because Sophia had made it clear she thought she was someone special. She’d taken huge chunks out of her schedule just to primp and prime Toni into becoming quite the society hostess, and not trusting her seemed quite cruel.
Toni had spent hours deliberating on what to wear for the fair. She had a wardrobe full of designer clothes, but she wanted to appear ordinary and not flaunt her new wealth to the people she’d grown up with. In the end she chose her old 501s, a white t-shirt and a rocker’s jacket. Even then she stood in front of the mirror twisting and turning, wondering if the £500 jacket appeared too ostentatious. She was disrupted by the doorbell ringing and rushed to the window to discover a limousine waiting in the middle of the road. She groaned inwardly, imagining her parent’s faces when she turned up in such an ostentatious vehicle.
A driver waited for her on the step and showed her to the car. She climbed in without thinking, but jumped out of her skin to find Jonathan sitting there and not Sophia. She went to get out, but he leaned forward and addressed the driver.
‘Drive on Perkins,’ he said and the car moved off. Toni moved to the far side of the seat, not even wanting to look at him or acknowledge him.
‘I didn’t choose to do this today Toni,’ he said. ‘Mom had an urgent meeting and wanted someone from the family to come with you, and she chose me.’
‘Why not Nick?’ she asked. Finally looking at Jonathan, Toni received a shock. He had changed dramatically. The tousled highlighted hair had gone, it was now its natural dark blonde and slicked back. He wore an Antony Price suit and an open necked shirt and he looked grown up all of a sudden.
‘Nick’s off with his friend Phillipe. They’ve gone skiing, so it was left to yours truly.’
‘I can’t see a church fair being your sort of thing Jon,’ she snapped. ‘I am capable of going on my own.’
He leaned forward, sliding over the smoked glass partition that separated them from the driver. He moved across the leather seats so he was next to her and, hating herself for it, Toni got a thrill from being close to him.
‘I’m sorry about what happened in Spain,’ he said. ‘I was pissed off with Izzy and well, you really were the most beautiful girl at that party, and I was feeling sorry for myself. I figured I deserved a treat.’
‘A treat?’ she cried. ‘A treat? I’m a human being Jon.’
‘I know that, and I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, I felt like a piece of shit afterwards.’
‘Now you know how I felt.’
‘Anyhow, you’ve moved on. You’re seeing Billy Forde.’
‘Sort of,’ she pouted, not quite sure how she wanted to play this. Much to her dismay she couldn’t stop herself from feeling just that little bit excited at not only having the newly single Jonathan to herself but that he was grovelling too. She also couldn’t deny that although it had been her first time and it was painful and he had walked out on her afterwards, making love with him had still been a hundred times more thrilling than any encounter she’d had with Billy.
‘What do you mean sort of?’ he asked.
‘Well I’m home now and he’s in New York. We’ll see how it goes.’
‘Okay,’ Jon said with an enigmatic smile. ‘Let’s see how it goes.’
Toni felt so embarrassed as the limo pulled up outside St Matthew’s church, especially when she noticed the reporter from the Croydon Courier hanging around with a photographer. She didn’t want today to be about her, she wanted it to be about Reeder House. As she emerged from the car with Jonathan, the reporter rushed up to her. It had become instinct, when having a camera pointed at her, to smile and pose, but today Toni resisted. This event wasn’t an ego trip for Toni Walker; it was about helping underprivileged women and children.
‘Hi Toni,’ the reporter said. ‘Graham Holeman, Croydon Courier. Can we have a word?’
‘Maybe later,’ she said. ‘I just want to get inside and see how it’s going.’
Undeterred, Holeman rushed round to Jonathan, offering his hand.
‘Graham Holeman, and you are…’
‘Jonathan Smedley,’ was all he needed to say and it was enough to make the reporter’s face pale. He hadn’t recognised Jonathan - he was used to seeing the vacuous blonde boy who regularly fell out of nightclubs with Isabella Elkington. Not this well dressed young businessman who was the son of the most powerful woman in the media.
‘Mr Smedley, hi,’ he twittered. ‘Are you friends with Toni?’
‘Very good friends and my mother is a patron of the Reeder House charity, so I’m here to represent her. Now if you’d excuse us.’
He swatted the reporter away like a fly and Toni felt a grudging admiration. Even though he was only twenty years old, Jonathan exuded a power and confidence men twice his age didn’t normally possess. She got the feeling that even if he’d been born to a dustman, he would still have made a success of himself; and even though she’d been brought up not to appreciate such traits, she couldn’t help but find it an aphrodisiac.
The church hall was kitted out with tatty fairy lights, and the same old Christmas tree that had been used since 1967. The place smelt of over sugary cakes, stale clothes and musty books; a badly scratched Christmas album was playing on the vicar’s ancient record player. Heads turned when Toni walked in with Jonathan, and even she wasn’t too naïve to realise they made quite a stunning couple. She sought her mother out, and found her helping Mrs Baker, the local lollipop lady set up her white elephant stall.
‘Hello mum,’ Toni approached, hoping Anita wasn’t going to be too prickly.
Anita stood up and gave a begrudging smile to her daughter.
‘Hello Toni,’ was all she said, her eyes then fixed on the Adonis beside her; dressed head to toe in designer gear, his tan real. He smelt of money and she did nothing to hide the disgust she felt.
‘Hi Mrs Walker,’ he said politely. ‘I’m Jonathan. My mother’s organising the ball in aid of the charity and she wants me to become involved as well.’
Anita turned away from him, unpacking a load of LPs from a cardboard box.
‘I’d have thought your mother could fund the home herself.’
‘Mum!’ Toni snapped. ‘Jonathan didn’t have to come here today, can’t you at least be civil?’
‘I’m busy. Why don’t you go and help Mrs Williams, she’s running the cake stall by herself today.’
Despite being hurt by her mother’s reaction, Toni painted on a smile and worked the room. Everyone else here was very grateful to her for her enormous generosity in saving the hostel. Rather than spend her money buying a home for herself, she’d chosen to remain with Laura and give her money to those less fortunate. It frustrated her that Anita couldn’t see she was only like this because it was how she’d made her. However much money she earned, she’d always appreciate that there were those less well off than her and would do all she could to help. All Anita could see was the glamour and the glitz - holding her daughter in contempt for ‘selling out’.
With the very handsome Jonathan serving on the cake stall, it became somewhat of a magnet for the middle-aged ladies attending the fair. Jon surprised Toni by seeming to really enjoy himself. Despite his wealth and privilege, he had a natural way with people and did all he could to have a laugh - although it did become a standing joke when he struggled time after time to try and understand the rather harsh South London accent the locals spoke with.
Towards the end of the afternoon the vicar got up on stage along with Susan Khan, the woman who managed Reeder House. In typical novice fashion, the vicar banged the microphone, causing painful sounding feedback to reverberate around the room.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began. ‘Thank you for all coming here today. It’s the first fair we’ve had in ages where everything has practically sold out. I think Susan would just like a few words.’
Susan Khan took the microphone. She was a striking looking woman whom Toni had known her whole life. She was half English, half Pakistani and her father had forced her into an arranged marriage at seventeen. After years of abuse at the hands of her husband, she’d ran away to London with her kids and found shelter at Reeder House. Her strength and determination made her a natural leader and she eventually came to manage it. She was a remarkable woman and Toni envied her courage.
‘I’d just like to say a few words about one person,’ Susan began. ‘I first met her when I came to stay at Reeder House as a nervous and abused wife. Her mum was working as a volunteer and would bring her gorgeous toddler with her. She was the most beautiful baby I’d ever seen, well apart from my own.’ There were chuckles around the room and Toni blushed, knowing Susan was talking about her. ‘Even back then she was going around making sure the babies all had their dummies, and would try to chat to scared little kids who couldn’t talk because they’d seen their dad half strangling their mum. Within minutes they’d be sharing their dolls with her. Well, Toni’s all grown up now and she’s still as beautiful as she was then and she’s got a wonderful career as a model and she deserves to be world famous. But most of all, she hasn’t forgotten where she came from and without her we wouldn’t be able to keep Reeder House open. I’d like you all to put your hands together for Toni Walker, she really is a truly remarkable young woman.’
Everyone put down what they were doing and clapped loudly for Toni, she blushed and without thinking, allowed herself to be pulled into Jon’s arms. His support made all this adoration easier to cope with. She looked over to the white elephant stall and saw her mother, her hands raised above her head, clapping louder than everyone else and for that moment, she was the happiest girl in the world.
She left the church hall on a total high, wishing she had more money so she could do good like this every day of her life. It was such a wonderful feeling and what made it even easier to take was that she had Jon by her side. He held her hand as they left, the photographer from the courier snapping away. They got into the limo and sped off, and were half way to London before Toni realised they were still holding hands.
‘You were fantastic today,’ Jonathan gushed. ‘Why didn’t I notice you before?’
She blushed and looked down.
‘You did,’ she said. ‘In Spain.’
‘Let’s forget Spain Toni. I can’t believe you’ve been under my nose all this time and I’ve just seen you as my kid brother’s friend. You’re beautiful and kind and intelligent and graceful and I don’t want you to ever leave my side again.’
Toni gasped, her body jolting backwards.
‘What?’
‘I know you’re seeing Billy Forde and I did what I did but would you give me another chance Toni?’
‘You want us to go out together?’
‘Yes.’
‘Oh my God!’ she yelped, making herself laugh. She threw her arms around his neck, holding him close. ‘I’ll make you so happy Jon.’
‘I know you will my love,’ he said, squeezing her tightly. ‘That’s why I chose you.’
***
If this was the olden times, Toni thought to herself, checking her dress for the slightest crease, I would be a debutante and tonight would be my coming out ball. Her entire career had been spent representing someone else, selling clothes for some designer or brand. But here she was, five days after her nineteenth birthday and about to announce herself to high society. Sophia had gone to town in helping her organise the charity ball at the Café Royal. There were whispers that Princess Diana was going to drop in and the thought of this made Toni go weak at the knees. She adored the Princess and couldn’t even imagine meeting her.
She checked and rechecked herself in the mirror, making sure nothing was out of place. She wore a red, vintage Valentino gown with a boned bodice and flowing net skirt. She’d pulled her hair up into a conservative chignon and finished it with a tiara from Butler and Wilson. She’d even hired the services of Eva Bull, her favourite make-up artist to ensure no errors were made. She looked divine but when the street doorbell rang and she knew it was Jonathan come to collect her, she still panicked, convinced something was still wrong about her appearance.
Laura opened the door and Toni hoped her friend would keep her boyfriend downstairs until she was perfectly happy with how she looked. But this was not to be, there was a knock on her bedroom door and it opened. Jonathan entered, looking divine in his tuxedo. Even now after two months of dating, Toni had to pinch herself to believe this gorgeous man wanted to be with her. Toni couldn’t remember ever being happier. Jonathan was a changed man. He no longer hung around in nightclubs and was instead happy to do mature things like eating out, taking weekends away and going for long, country walks. They shared a closeness Toni had never experienced with anyone and she couldn’t imagine being with another man.
‘Toni you look…’ he shook his head. ‘I haven’t any words to say.’
She gripped her narrow hips, turning from side to side.
‘The dress isn’t too figure hugging.’
He laughed and walked up to her, putting his arms around her waist and kissing her neck.
‘It’s a wonderful figure to hug,’ he growled. ‘And if we weren’t running late I’d feel the need to peel that dress off here and now.’
‘You’re terrible,’ she laughed, pulling away from him. ‘Go and wait in the car, I’ll be down in a minute.’
‘Wait, I’ve got something for you, something to finish off the outfit.’
From his inside pocket he pulled out a jewellery case and Toni could see straight away it contained a necklace. It was only when Jon opened it, she saw exactly the sort of necklace it was. There must have been at least a hundred tiny diamonds hanging off of it, cascading like a waterfall. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
‘My grandfather gave it to my mother for her twenty-first birthday,’ Jon explained. ‘But she gave it to me on my eighteenth to give to a special girl.’
‘Is it mine to keep?’ she gasped.
‘Yes, now let me put it on you.’
The main ballroom of the Café Royal was packed to the rafters with people desperate to network with the rich American lady who controlled so much of the media. Even if it meant donating a few thousand to her son’s girlfriend’s little cause, it would be worth it just to obtain the sort of exposure Tara Publishing could give them. Sophia was alone as Jerome was on the last leg of his latest Broadway run, and all the single, older men there saw this as an opportunity to chat her up. It made Toni laugh; it must have been Sophia’s power they were attracted to because it certainly wasn’t her looks!
Most of the eyes in the room, however, were fixed on the beautiful young woman who was trying to raise money. A lot of the women here were married to wealthy men who kept them in a lavish manner, not asking for much in return except loyalty and discretion, and they had very little sympathy for women who they felt had the stupidity to marry men who hit them. But they didn’t express this tonight; they were all too desperate to bask in the glory of this beautiful new star. Not only was she gorgeous, she was also a model and knew most of the top designers and would be a great contact to make. So, plastering on their best, fake smiles; these rich, bored women made conversation with her, feigning interest in her cause and promising to hold coffee mornings and charity auctions to raise money, just in the hope she’d be able to attend of them.
The only time she left Jonathan’s side was when Bernard Collington, the head of Banner Insurance whisked her off around the dancefloor. He was a jolly, elderly man who held her tightly, but not inappropriately - rather like a kindly uncle.
‘I had to dance with you my dear,’ he laughed. ‘Before long we’ll all have to pay to be in your company.’
‘What do you mean?’ she asked.
‘You’re going to become a huge star my love. The women in here can’t take their eyes off you because you’re a clothes horse, and the men here are enchanted by you because you’re not only the most beautiful girl in the room, you’re also kind and generous.’
‘I just like to help people,’ she replied modestly. ‘Not everyone in life is as lucky as me.’
‘Don’t be so modest Toni. Who has ever heard of a fashion model buying a hostel when they’re just eighteen? You’re a remarkable young woman and I for one will make sure a handsome amount goes to your charity on a regular basis.’
‘Really?’ she gasped. ‘Thank you so much.’
‘No, thank you. It’s a pleasure to be in such wonderful company.’
By the end of the evening, Toni’s feet were killing her and she was longing for bed; but tonight had been such a success, she wanted to hang onto this feeling forever. She retreated to the top table, sitting next to Sophia who’d spent the evening keeping kept a fairly low profile, mostly watching her protégée with a knowing smile upon her face.
‘You’re quite the lady,’ Sophia said, reaching out and grasping Toni’s hand. ‘How have you found all this?’
‘I’ve loved it. I can’t believe all these people have donated money.’
‘Well you go and tell your parents the rich ain’t that bad.’
Toni laughed, but was interrupted by Jonathan, who tapped her on the shoulder.
‘Toni can I speak to you outside?’ he asked.
‘Yes of course,’ she replied, getting up, asking Sophia to excuse her.
She followed Jonathan out into the hallway and he took her into a side room, a separate banqueting room that was smaller and empty. He sat her down upon a chair and kneeled before her, clasping her hands. Toni’s head swam. She knew exactly what was going to happen and didn’t know how to react.
‘Toni, I hope I’ve made up to you what happened in Spain.’
‘Of course you have,’ she smiled. ‘A hundred times’
‘I know we haven’t been together long, but it doesn’t take long to know you love someone, and I love you.’
‘I love you too,’ she replied. ‘Very much.’
‘Well. I know we’re young and just starting out, but I’d like us to travel our roads together.’ From his inside pocket he pulled another jewellery box - a smaller one, obviously containing a ring. He opened it up to reveal a pink diamond sparkling upon a platinum band.
‘I had this diamond cut for you and named it after you. I’ve called it the Antonia Smedley diamond in the hope that’s what you’ll become.’
‘You want me to marry you?’ she uttered, choking back her tears.
‘More than anything in the world. Please say you’ll accept.’
‘Of course I accept,’ she cried, throwing her arms around him. ‘Oh Jon I love you so much.’
He eased her away, slipping the ring on her finger; it was slightly loose but looked divine.
‘It’s beautiful and precious, like you,’ he said. ‘I just know you’re going to make such a wonderful wife.’Ten
This was the most exciting night of Farrah’s life and she was dressed to kill. From a shop on Kings Road she’d bought a pair of soft leather trousers and a matching full-length coat. In her black cowboy boots she was six foot tall and in all her make-up, looked at least twenty-five. In reality she was nineteen and about to attend the opening night of The Dark Angel. It had taken a year for her and Merv to achieve all they wanted and it upset her that it was only his name above the door; but this was just a formality, most of the people who would be attending knew what a pivotal role Farrah had played in it all.
What delighted Farrah even more was that Mark would be by her side. They rarely went out. He would cite tiredness as a reason, but Farrah knew deep down he was still uncomfortable about them being seen together. But tonight he’d made an effort; in his leather bomber jacket and jeans he looked five years younger, not caring that his hair looked scruffy or he hadn’t shaved. To Farrah he seemed more handsome than ever and she felt so proud to be by his side. Sometimes Farrah worried herself; the other day someone had left a wedding magazine in the changing room at work and she’d found herself poring over it, daydreaming about what it would be like to marry Mark. This had been promptly followed by a mental kick – she’d always vowed she was not going to get married, and besides, Mark hadn’t even divorced Kate yet!
Merv had pulled out all the stops, hiring The Last Time, one of the country’s premier Rolling Stones tribute acts for the opening night. Broken Rain, the support group also had a large local following and Merv was expecting it to sell out. This was great news to Farrah seeing as she now owned ten percent of the club. She decided she would put her profits into her ‘Kennedy Enterprises’ bank account. Morrison had given her a bonus of a hundred pounds at Christmas for all her hard work at the leisure centre and instead of spending it, she’d saved it, determined that one day she’d have enough money to buy her own club outright.
The venue looked amazing. The first thing they’d done was rip out the fancy pine bar Reg Chisholm had installed, and replaced it with an old fashioned counter. There were traditional stools, patterned carpet, and from a bankrupt stock sale Merv had bought some antique pub mirrors. The most modern thing installed was the top of the range PA system Farrah had insisted on. In the side bar, it blasted out songs from the jukebox to entertain the punters that didn’t want to go into the little stage area. They walked in to find Paradise City by Guns n Roses playing and it sounded fantastic. Some of the punters from The Three Bells had turned out and greeted Farrah like a returning hero, congratulating her on the new venue. Mark tried to look cool by ordering a Jack Daniels, but he still seemed so slick compared to all the greasers.
The gig was fantastic; Mark knew all the words to the Rolling Stones songs - having been a teenager in the 1960s. They’d had many a playful argument over music. While most of the stuff he liked was pretty classic, Farrah drew the line at Genesis; meanwhile Mark thought The Smiths and The Jesus and Mary Chain produced nothing but dirges and would insist she only listened to them on her walkman.
After the gig Merv called Farrah into the little broom cupboard at the back of the bar that was now his office.
‘We must have taken five grand tonight,’ he said slumping down at his little desk. ‘If we keep that up, we’ll be rich.’
‘It’s just about getting the right bands in. So many venues get it wrong.’
‘You’ve got a good head for business Farrah,’ he nodded. ‘That’s why I want to make you an offer. I’d like you to become my assistant manager here.’
‘You’re kidding!’ she gasped.
‘No. You’ve never let me down, you’re a hard worker, the punters love you and most of all you know what people like. Nights when I’m over at the Bells, you’d be looking after things here on your own. Do you think you can cope with that?’
‘Of course I could. Oh my God Merv thank you so much.’
‘No, thank you Farrah. Every day I thank the Lord for bringing you into my life.’
Mark and Farrah didn’t leave the venue until nearly two the following morning. Farrah had only had two drinks all evening and yet felt higher than she had in a long time. Everything in life was going so well; Merv wanted her to run his bar, and Mark had made their relationship public. He held her hand as she waved goodbye to Merv, and the remaining die hard punters who were gathered outside the bar. They walked to West Croydon and got a cab back to Redhill. They sat close together, watching the town slowly turn into the country. Mark put his arm around Farrah’s shoulder, pulling her close to him.
‘You were fantastic tonight,’ he said. ‘You’re quite the star.’
‘I’m going to make The Dark Angel the best venue in South London,’ she said sleepily, her natural high beginning to wear off. ‘I’ll have to hand my notice in to Morrison tomorrow.’
Mark started kissing her neck and this woke her up some, she giggled and moved in closer to him.
‘Are you working on Wednesday evening?’ he whispered into her ear.
‘No,’ she replied. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘I’ve got a favour to ask you.’
‘What’s that?’
He looked to the taxi driver, making sure the partition was closed and Farrah wondered what the hell he was going to do. She shivered with anticipation.
‘I haven’t told you this, but I’m going for the post of Chief Inspector at Surrey Police HQ. Frank Evans, the Commander there was my Sergeant back when I was a probationer at Bow Station. I’m inviting him and his wife for dinner on Wednesday and I think it’s best that I handle it on my own.’
She pulled away and looked at him, trying to work out exactly what he was saying.
‘Are you ashamed of me?’ she snapped.
‘Of course not, but it’s going to be stuffy and formal with lots of police talk. I don’t think it’d be right for you.’
‘You’re embarrassed by me aren’t you?’
‘No.’ He gripped her shoulders, looking her in the eyes. ‘I’m not ashamed of you. I love you more than anything, but my promotion is resting on this and I need to give Frank my full attention.’
‘But I won’t say a word,’ she pleaded. ‘I can cook for you. You know I can cook.’
‘Farrah, darling. Do yourself a favour; go out with Gemma or something. You don’t want to spend an evening with three middle-aged people discussing law and order. I’m not working Saturday, I’ll take you out then to make up for it.’
‘Oh please your fucking self,’ she snapped, sliding to the other side of the taxi and pushing herself against the door. When was he ever going to realise she wasn’t that silly sixteen-year-old kid he fell in love with any more? She was a nineteen year old woman with responsibilities; who’d lived with him for the past ten months; done his cooking and washing, helped his son with his homework, driven him to work some mornings. All adult things and yet she couldn’t attend this dinner with his poxy future boss.
They remained silent for the rest of the journey and when they got back to the house, Farrah went in first, running up the stairs and throwing herself onto Jenny’s bed. She hated being in her potential stepdaughter’s room – it smelt of her horrible Lou Lou perfume and still had Spandau Ballet posters on the wall. But it was better than sleeping with Mark. She was so angry with him she wanted to scratch his eyes out.
Mark’s shift didn’t start until mid-morning the next day but Farrah still couldn’t bring herself to see him so she chose to pick Ciaran up from his Sunday morning football practice. She’d passed her driving test back in October and as an early Christmas and birthday present, Mark had bought her a two-year-old convertible Volkswagen Golf. She loved the car but this morning she hated it because it reminded her of him and if she hadn’t had his son sitting next to her, she would have slammed on the pedals and taken her temper out on it.
Ciaran was now fifteen and almost as tall as his father and just as good looking. Sometimes he was the only person Farrah could talk to and in him she’d found the little brother she’d always longed for. She got the feeling he enjoyed having her around as well – Jenny had moved into a flat near to her university and had no time to come to Redhill, and while that suited Farrah just fine. Ciaran missed his big sister.
Today Ciaran’s mood matched Farrah’s. His team had lost the match and he wasn’t happy.
‘Mum’s a bit upset and wants me to go and stay with her next weekend,’ he said. ‘Will that be okay?’
‘Fine with me, but you’d better ask your dad. What’s wrong with her?’
‘She’s split up with Adam. I feel quite sorry for her in that house on her own, I said I’d stay with her.’
Farrah had to bite her lip and swallow back the words that came to her mind; that poor old Adam had probably had enough of the witch. Instead she just drove Ciaran home and was glad to see Mark had left for the day.
By the time he came home at midnight, she had finished a bottle of red wine and it had had its usual effect of making her sleepy, content and forgiving. She was dozing on the sofa, and just like a puppy, when her master put his key in the door, she woke up and rushed to him, throwing her arms around his neck.
‘You do love me don’t you?’ she cried.
‘You know I love you,’ he said, easing her away. ‘Come on, let’s go to bed, I’m bushed.’
By Wednesday, Farrah thought she’d got her head round Mark’s rejection. He promised he would take her to dinner on Saturday night to make up for it and she tried to understand why it was for the best she didn’t have dinner with Frank Evans and his wife. She asked Gemma if she wanted to go out somewhere and they settled on The Dark Angel. Merv was in charge that night, so Farrah didn’t have to work. The place had become something of a second home to her and the familiarity was warming. Gemma was at a low ebb – Eat to the Beat had split up, and with Farrah about to leave the leisure centre, Morrison had almost forced her to take her place. She couldn’t refuse, having just moved into her own flat in Balham, she had rent to pay and had to keep on working - even if it was with her dad.
Farrah drank rather too many Jack Daniels and cokes, and it didn’t take long for the various men in there to try take advantage of her tipsy state. Even though she felt pretty worthless at that moment, all they saw was a beautiful, inebriated girl and wanted to dance with her or ask if she wanted to go somewhere else. The devil on Farrah’s shoulder was tempted to take them up on their offer, but her conscience – that part of her brain that drove her on, just wanted to go home to Mark and snuggle up on the sofa.
After being whirled around the dancefloor by yet another greaser, Farrah staggered back to the bar, asking Colin the barman for another JD and coke. Gemma just stuck to water as she was driving.
‘You want to come out with us one weekend Farr,’ she said. ‘We went to The Imperial last week and we, you know.’
‘What?’ slurred Farrah.
Gemma came close to Farrah’s ear.
‘Did E.’
‘Did E!’ Farrah screeched, prompting Gemma to tell her to shush.
‘What was it like?’ Farrah asked.
‘It’s unbelievable Farr, much better than booze. You feel like you can dance all night long and everything in the world is just brilliant. One tab was thirty quid but you spend more than that in a night on alcohol.’
‘I suppose so,’ Farrah mused. ‘You know as a policeman’s girlfriend I should actually go home and tell him what you’ve just said.’
‘But you won’t will you?’
‘Course I bloody won’t,’ she put her arm around Gemma’s shoulder, giving her a wet slobbery kiss on the cheek.
‘You’re my best friend and you know what I think? I think the fucking police are a bunch of tight arsed cunts who don’t want anyone having fun. Like, you take my Mark, he never lets himself go, never…well, except when we’re having sex of course but other than that, all day long he’s got that rod up his arse. Don’t do this Farrah, don’t do that Farrah. It’s like living with my mum all over again.’
Gemma laughed.
‘What? You had sex with your mum?’
Farrah laughed so much she almost fell off her stool.
‘I just wish he’d take me seriously,’ she whined. ‘Like tonight. I could have put on a nice dress and cooked dinner. Instead I’m banished here. What’s wrong with me Gem? I could have any bloke in here, so I can’t be that ugly. I went to fucking private school for fuck’s sake, I had it drummed into my head how to behave myself.’
‘Perhaps he was telling the truth Farr. Perhaps they will just be talking about boring police stuff. It’ll all be alright.’
‘It will won’t it? Drive me home Gem, they should have finished by now.’
With a belly full of Jack Daniels, Farrah felt more confident than ever, and made up her mind she was going to sit Mark down and tell him they should make some definite plans for the future. She couldn’t shake the feelings she had about marriage. It was time he divorced Kate and thought about settling down with her. Maybe getting married wasn’t a sell out as long as you were doing it for love and not just because you wanted a big posh wedding as most girls did.
Gemma dropped her off and as she walked up the drive to the house, she tried to take as many deep breaths as possible to sober up. As soon as she let herself in she realised dinner wasn’t over as voices could be heard from the dining room. If Farrah had been sober, she would have used some discretion and made her way up to bed, but she was drunk and brazen and wanted to see Mark and tell him she loved him.
They were seated the end of the table. Frank Evans was a small, grey haired man who looked to be pushing sixty. His wife was a woman with a 1950s bouffant, too much face powder, and an expression like a slapped arse. All three of them looked at Farrah as she came wandering into the room, clearly worse for wear. Mark shot up and rushed over to her.
‘Farrah what are you doing here?’ he asked.
‘I wanted to come home to you,’ she whined, wrapping her arms around him.
‘Who’s this?’ Frank asked.
‘This is Farrah,’ Mark explained, glancing round at him. ‘She’s er a friend of Jenny’s. She’s just staying with me for a while.’
This was the spark that lit the fuse in Farrah’s head. He was dismissing her here in front of his precious former boss who he was so desperate to impress. What would he do if he got the job? Go on pretending she was his daughter’s mate?
She pulled away from him and walked to the dinner table, leaning on a chair to give her some support.
‘Don’t listen to him,’ she smiled. ‘We’ve been living together for the past ten months. I hate Jenny, why would I want to be friends with her?’
She laughed at her own joke, but Mark failed to see what was funny. He gripped her by the arm and pulled her out of the room.
‘I’ve had enough of you young lady,’ he cursed. To her horror he opened the front door and pushed her out onto the porch, stepping out to join her, pulling the door to so the Evans’ couldn’t hear.
‘Farrah I told you to stay away,’ he whispered. ‘Couldn’t you just do as I asked for one night?’
‘But why are you ashamed of me?’ she cried.
‘Because of this!’ he snarled. ‘You can’t hold your drink. You make a show of yourself. Your idea of entertaining is chatting up a bunch of Hells Angels. In there is a police commander.’
‘Well fuck him and fuck you,’ she spat through her tears. ‘I’m going to stay at Gemma’s.’
‘Don’t be stupid, you’re in no fit state to drive to Balham. Just go up to bed and I’ll be with you in a while.’
Farrah felt inside the pocket of her rockers jacket and realised she had her car keys.
‘Try and stop me,’ she said, running to her car. Before Mark could even reach her, she had started the engine and roared out of the road.
Somehow Farrah made it to Balham without smashing into a wall or being arrested for drunk driving. She collapsed sobbing and inconsolable into Gemma’s arms, and after several cups of coffee was put to bed on the sofa. Exhausted, she fell into a deep sleep that was only disturbed by that horrible dream that only happened when she was distressed. So vividly she could feel her arms wrapped around something warm and comforting when suddenly she was pulled away from it. The pain was immense, literally like someone had ripped part of her body away. With a cry Farrah awoke, turning over and expecting to hit Mark’s back. When all she bumped into was the back of the sofa, the events of the night before came back to her and this made her start crying again.
The following day she had a shift at the leisure centre followed by a gig at The Dark Angel. She was tempted to stay on the sofa with the duvet over her head but resisted. Driving to work, she toyed with the idea of going to see Mark and beg for forgiveness but the more she thought about it, the more she realised she wasn’t entirely the villain in the piece. Mark had chosen to live with her, but when it suited him he’d pushed her aside, pretending she was his daughter’s friend. He was ashamed to be in a relationship with a nineteen year old girl and surely that meant she should be the one issuing forgiveness, and if he wanted it, this time he would have to come crawling to her.
On Saturday Gemma and her friends were going to The Imperial Club in Vauxhall, where they planned to get off their heads on Ecstasy and dance all night long. The invitation was extended to Farrah but she had no desire to party. She wanted to go home. Gemma’s flat was small and cramped and she missed Mark so much, she knew it was only a matter of time before she caved in. Besides, all her stuff was at his house, she couldn’t go on borrowing Gemma’s clothes forever.
Tired of Farrah’s melancholy, Gemma escaped at the crack of dawn, citing a hairdresser’s appointment and the need to go and buy some new clothes. Farrah barely noticed she’d gone, so ensconced in her misery, all she could so was sit on the sofa with the Smiths and Echo and the Bunnymen playing full blast on the stereo. When the front doorbell rang, she assumed it was someone for Gemma, and trudged down to the door, ready to tell them she wasn’t in. She received a shock to find Mark standing there, a suitcase beside him. Her suitcase. She almost shut the door in his face, not wanting to hear what he had to say.
‘Can I come in Farrah?’ he said.
‘Yes,’ she uttered. ‘It’s the top floor.’
She led him into the tiny flat that was above a shop, and so cramped and untidy compared to his home. It looked like student digs and just seemed to bring home how young Farrah was. Mark laid the suitcase by the street door and joined her in the living room. She told him to sit down while she went into the kitchenette and made a cup of tea.
‘I can’t stop long,’ he said. ‘I’m meeting Kate off the train.’
Farrah froze and turned around, looking at him.
‘Kate?’
He looked down, his face filled with regret and Farrah started to shake. He’d come here to dump her. Mark was finally going to dump her.
‘We had a really long chat on the phone last night. Adam’s left her and well, Ciaran’ll be doing his GCSEs next year; it’d be nice for him to have his mum around, so we’ve decided to give it another go.’
‘No!’ she cried, the primal sound coming from the very pit of her stomach. ‘No you’re lying.’
He sank down onto the sofa, gripping his head in his hands.
‘Farrah I’m forty years of age. I just want a quiet life. Being with you is like being on a rollercoaster. You’re so young and just finding your way in life. You need someone who can do all that with you. It isn’t me.’
‘It is you,’ she cried, rushing to him and falling to her knees. ‘It is you Mark. No one will ever love you like I do.’
‘It’s not enough Farrah,’ he said, finally finding the courage to look at her. There were tears in his eyes and this made her feel better. At least he was hurting too. ‘I had to go back into that room the other night and lie to Frank and Sheila and tell them you really were Jenny’s friend and you had a crush on me. How do I explain to the man who helped train me when I was a rookie of seventeen, that I’m not much better than a sex offender, having a relationship with a sixteen year old girl.’
‘But I’m not sixteen now,’ she pleaded. ‘I’m nineteen and look, Merv thinks I’m grown up enough to help run The Dark Angel.’
He reached out and stroked the side of her face. A tear dropped onto his cheek and he struggled to smile.
‘But that’s your world my darling. It’s a completely different world to mine and I’m too old to change.’
‘I’ll do anything,’ she sobbed. ‘Anything you want Mark. I’ll give up the bar. We can have a baby, anything. Please don’t leave me.’
‘Farrah I’ll always love you, please believe that. But I’m a father and my kids will always come first and I know, if they’re both honest, there’s nothing they’d rather have than their mum and dad back together.’
He pushed her away and stood up.
‘I think I’ve packed everything,’ he said. ‘But if I haven’t let me know.’
He stepped over her and walked out of the door. She scrambled to her feet, running after him.
‘Mark come back,’ she cried. ‘Please, I’ll die without you.’
He turned to look at her and she could see he was crying properly now. He loved her, so why was he doing this to himself?
‘You won’t die Farrah,’ he said. ‘You’ll just grow into the wonderful woman you’re destined to be.
He turned once more and walked out the door. Farrah fell to the floor, painful sobs racking her body until she felt she was going to be sick. This pain was so deep, and so familiar. It seemed to happen time and time again. She would be torn away from someone she loved and left to cope on her own. No one ever stuck around her.
She crawled into the living room and curled up on the sofa. The smell of his aftershave – Kourous - was still in the air, and she tried to breathe it in as deeply as she could so it felt as though he was still with her. The more she cried, the more she hurt and the more convinced she became that life wasn’t worth living. No one wanted her. Her own mother had abandoned her, so had the various foster families; Irene and Harry had gone off to Spain and now Mark - her Mark, had dumped her to go back to that horrible wife of his.
There was nothing but two paracetamol tablets in the flat, so Farrah knew if she was going to kill herself it was going to have to be done some other way. She sat on the edge of the bath, carefully dismantling a woman’s razor, taking the blade out, ready to slash her wrists. It was only as she went to press the steel into her skin that a strange numbness suddenly started to envelope her. Her fingers involuntarily opened, sending the razor to the floor. From out of nowhere all the taunts by all the girls at school who’d hated her and wished her dead came into her mind. Why should she please them by killing herself? She also thought of Mark – how would he feel knowing his leaving had driven her to take such dreadful action? She scolded herself for feeling sorry for him and decided that was going to be the last ever charitable thought she had about Mark Sutton. Indeed about anyone. The only way to protect herself from feeling this way was by not letting anyone ever get close to her again. If she didn’t let people into her heart then they couldn’t hurt her.
Farrah scrambled around the floor for the razor blade and had only just thrown it in the bin when Gemma walked in the door. Seeing her friend on the bathroom floor, her eyes red and sore from crying, she wondered what was going on.
‘Has Mark been here?’ she asked. ‘I saw your suitcase in the hall.’
‘Yes,’ Farrah replied, getting to her feet. ‘He’s going back to the witch.’
‘The bastard! I’m so sorry Farr. Are you okay?’
‘Me!’ Farrah chirped, a little too brightly. ‘Look at me, I’m a total babe. Why was I wasting my time with a forty year old anyway? Now, I hope he packed my clubbing gear because you and me my friend are going out tonight and I am going to get off my nut like there’s no tomorrow.’
March 1989
There were some benefits to marrying into a very rich family and one of them was that despite tradition, when you married a Smedley, the groom’s family paid for, and organised everything. If Anita and Ray had had their way, their daughter would have been married at Croydon Town Hall, with a reception at the Community Centre, but this was out of the question. Mega-rich Americans did not get married in Croydon!
While they were aware their daughter was expected to have a religious ceremony, what Toni had neglected to tell them was that the Smedleys were Catholic and on the day of her wedding she would be taking a vow to be accepted into the Faith. Every Saturday she met with Father Seamus at St Philips Church for instruction and he’d even roped her into helping the parishioners who volunteered to clean the church. She didn’t even tell her future mother-in-law about that one; she was pretty sure Sophia wouldn’t be happy about her getting her hands dirty!
Today Toni finished her instructions and drove herself into town to the hairdresser. Tonight was her engagement party and she wanted to look better than ever. Not only was it the official announcement of her betrothal to Jonathan, it was also the first time she would meet her future father-in-law. Jerome’s play had finished and he’d come over to join the rest of the family. Neither Jon nor Nick spoke of their dad much. As a stage actor most of his work was done at night so both boys had hardly seen him when they were growing up. Besides, Sophia was so overbearing she was like two parents rolled into one. According to Nick, Sophia’s marrying Jerome had caused great fuss amongst the McDonagh family. Her father had sent her to England in the hope of meeting a member of the aristocracy and instead she’d fallen in love with an impoverished American actor who was appearing at the Royal Court. In some ways Jonathan was following in his mother’s footsteps - marrying someone far below him in station. Not that Toni ever felt it; with her modelling career going from strength to strength she was wealthy in her own right.
Jonathan was a changed man. Gone was the partying and womanising. He had suddenly become obsessed with his career and there had been the occasional week when Toni hadn’t even seen him because he was putting so much into the magazine. ‘Lunch’s’ circulation had doubled in the last couple of months and part of that success had been down to Toni. She felt the magazine had been too elitist to attract a large audience and suggested they include a supplement each month highlighting mid and lower priced restaurants on a regional basis. Jonathan had taken it on board and sales had shot up. In return for her advice and support she was lavished with diamonds and jewels, most of which now sat in a safety deposit box in a bank off Jermyn Street.
Tonight Toni was pulling out all the stops. Her gown was by Thierry Mugler, midnight blue, strapless with a fishtail. Around her neck she wore the diamond lariat necklace by Bvlgari Jonathan gave to her when she attended a Conservative Party dinner with him. He could be sensitive when he wanted to be and realised that to attend such a thing would be a struggle for the daughter of committed socialists, so he’d rewarded her by buying her such a wonderful necklace. The diamond was pink and matched her engagement ring so she instructed Eva Bull to mix a lip colour the same and in her hair she wore pink flowers.
Jonathan picked her up in the limo and took Nick and Laura along too. Nick looked most uncomfortable in his tux, and Laura’s outfit - a knee length pastel dress she’d designed herself, topped off with a pink, wide brimmed hat – was more suited to Ascot than a high society party. For a designer, Laura had no dress sense and this always made Toni laugh. They arrived at the Dorchester, and as she entered the lobby, Toni couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw her dad standing there. The normally casually dressed Ray looked like a spare part in his evening suit, fiddling with his cufflinks. She hadn’t expected either of her parents to come to this and it meant so much to her. She rushed to him, throwing her arms around his neck.
‘Dad,’ she gushed. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’
He eased her away and looked at her, unable to disguise the pride on his face at seeing his daughter looking like such an angel.
‘Your mother won’t talk to me for a week, but I couldn’t miss my girl’s big night. Besides, if I’m going to be giving you away, I thought I’d better get to know some of these people.’
‘You’re going to give me away?!’ she screeched. Up until now Ray had refused to do it, siding with Anita and insisting Toni was selling herself short. But Toni knew if one of her parents relented it would be her dad.
They walked into the ballroom, so engrossed was she in her dad, Toni almost forgot to grasp her fiancé’s hand. Letting go of Ray, she entrusted Nick and Laura with taking care of him, making sure he didn’t feel out of place. Nick hated the majority of the people who were invited here tonight and would rather spend his time talking to someone ordinary like her father anyway. As they entered the room, everyone stopped what they were doing and a round of applause broke out. Jack French, Jonathan’s old school friend who’d come over to help with the magazine, let off a popper and the coloured string flew everywhere. Sophia rushed up to them. She was squeezed into a pastel yellow Nina Ricci strapless gown, her leathery breasts wobbling over the top.
‘My darlings,’ she said. ‘Toni you look like a dream, come on, join the party.’
The nine-piece orchestra struck up the Love Theme from Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet, though Toni giggled to herself, thinking of it as the background music to Our Tune on the Simon Bates radio show. Little did she know that for the rest of her life she would remember it as being the music that was playing when she met the love of her life.
‘There’s someone who’s desperate to meet you,’ Sophia enthused. ‘Come over here.’
Leaving her father, Nick and Laura behind, Toni – and Jonathan – were rushed over to the far side of the crowded ballroom. The moment Toni laid eyes on the tall, handsome man standing there with his hands in his pockets, making his evening suit look scruffy, an enigmatic smile upon his face; she knew exactly who he was – Jon was his double, only not as beautiful.
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