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      Praise for Louise Mensch


      ‘You’ll be hooked by the racy, romantic intrigues and the twists and turns of the plot’ Daily Mail


      ‘Glitz, glamour, sex scandals . . . a lot of fun’ Heat


      ‘An addictive read that doesn’t disappoint’ Closer


      ‘A heady mix of ambition, power, beauty and revenge’ Star


      ‘Witty, inspirational and unputdownable’ Company


      ‘Addictive reading’ Daily Express


      ‘Intelligent and lively’ Daily Mirror


      ‘If a novel were a glass of champagne, this would be it’ Cosmopolitan


      ‘Another gripping read, full of passion, betrayal and intrigue’ OK!


      ‘Part thriller, part love story. It’s Bagshawe at her best’ Sun
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      About the Book


      First you make it to the top. Then you have to win the game . . .


      Music mogul Rowena Krebs is now a legend – she’s even made it to the Hall of Fame. Her old rival, now best friend, Topaz Rossi, is the designer clad top dog at American Magazines. Both women are happily married – and life seems sweet.


      But things are changing: Rowena senses a shift, both in business and maybe on the home front. Topaz knows her circulation figures are dropping, but not what is wrong with her husband. And when you wear the crown, hidden enemies lurk in the shadows – waiting for the moment to strike.


      Paradise can be deceiving – if the past is on your trail.


      Never women to be knocked aside, Topaz Rossi and Rowena Krebs are alive and kicking. And they’re determined to show it.
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      Chapter One


      ‘Ladies and gentlemen – please welcome to the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame, the one, the only, the legend – Rowena Krebs!’


      The packed hall burst into thunderous applause. Coloured spotlights swept the stage, back and forth, as piped music played, a real blast from the past, ‘Tender Trap’, an Atomic Mass number one hit. The audience shot to their feet – rock stars, pop idols, mega-producers, record company moguls, and big-shot managers: anybody who was anybody was at the annual Hall of Fame ceremony.


      This was for all time. For the immortals.


      If you made it to Cleveland, music called you a king.


      Or a queen.


      Rowena Krebs swept on to the stage. She was a goddess: statuesque, beautiful, blonde hair piled regally on top of her head. There weren’t many forty-two-year-olds who could pull off cream chiffon and diamonds, but Rowena floated in a long, lean gown of buttermilk fabric that clung to her slim frame, setting off her natural tan and her toned back and arms. There was that eternal confidence and poise, reflecting the drive that had seen her become the first woman ever to run a global record label. She had dominated a man’s world for the past twenty years.


      Rowena Krebs was missing nothing tonight but an actual crown.


      A collar of diamonds fit for a Russian empress glittered around her long neck. Under the lights they sparkled wildly, her own personal firework display, flashing reds, greens and blues in their explosion of light. On her left hand was her engagement ring, a huge five-carat rock from super-producer Michael Krebs, twenty years her elder and the subject of vicious rumours since the day they’d first met.


      Krebs could be a son of a bitch, and jealous rivals whispered that his wife wasn’t much better. He’d been inducted in the Hall of Fame years ago, of course, alongside Dr Dre and Mutt Lange, as one of the most successful rock producers in the history of music. Now Rowena was going to score another Krebs triumph. They were music’s ultimate power couple, and this was their night.


      TV monitors zoomed in on Rowena’s husband. Michael Krebs sat there basking in the applause, his eyes fixed on his wife. Krebs was bald and thickset, the muscles in his chest and arms clearly visible through the tuxedo he hated having to wear. Even at sixty, he was strictly a T-shirt and jeans guy. Decades of weight-lifting had given him a firm military bearing, and the dark eyes fringed with heavy black lashes were still hypnotically sexy. That cruel stare was now focused on Rowena, full of desire. Krebs was staring at his wife as though he could hardly wait to get her back in their penthouse suite and rip that elegant dress right off her. Several women in the audience groaned a little under their breath as the camera shot caught the expression on his face; there were sidelong glances at husbands.


      It was a famously obsessive love affair. Lust and possession were written all over Michael’s face, and the TV monitors showed it.


      The applause and whistling reached a towering crescendo. Rowena smiled at the audience – and the cameras. Then she lifted one hand for silence.


      She was just an executive – but she had the presence of a star.


      ‘Thank you. Thank you all so much.’


      More cheering.


      ‘This is an incredible honour. Mostly, it’ll just stop Michael lording it over me at home quite so much.’


      The audience laughed. Cameras shot to Krebs, who shook his head slightly. More laughter.


      ‘But I have to thank him – he’s been key to my career. As has everybody at Musica Records. My close friend, the legendary manager Barbara Lincoln. Atomic Mass, who started everything for me in that pub in Sheffield. It’s so good to see them still touring today. Most of all, though, I want to remember Joshua Oberman. When I started in business, men didn’t mentor women. He changed all of that. Josh was like a father to me. I hope that all of us here tonight remember to pull at least one other person up the ladder behind us.’


      She raised her golden statuette to the heavens.


      ‘You took a chance, Josh, and I love you. This is for you.’


      A huge picture of the old man’s face filled the screens beside her, and the sound of applause swelled to take over the hall once again. Everybody here remembered the legendary mogul, and respect for Rowena doubled throughout the room.


      Closing music started to swell up at the podium, but Rowena Krebs wasn’t quite done. She leaned closer to the mike.


      ‘Oh, and Topaz Rossi,’ she said. ‘Thanks for making it interesting.’


      Topaz Rossi’s apartment stretched the entire twentieth floor of the building, and she liked to take advantage.


      She was up early. It was her habit to make a steaming mug of fragrant cinnamon coffee and take it out to the balcony to watch the sun rise. This morning the weather was perfect. The city was peaceful at this hour, and Topaz’s balcony was a garden in the sky; as dawn light filtered through the leaves and flowers that surrounded her, she sipped from her bone-china mug, savouring the rich taste, carving out a little space for herself before the chaos of the day and the city took over.


      Below her, Central Park spread out like a green carpet, fringed on every side by skyscrapers, museums, and high-rise buildings. Sunshine glinted on the windscreens of the cars crawling like ants towards Manhattan, the centre of the universe.


      To Topaz Rossi, New York was still the most exciting city on earth. And she was on top of it in more ways than one. Literally, in her sky garden. And metaphorically, as she ruled the roost at American Magazines, where as publisher-in-chief she was finally at the apex of the country’s biggest stable of monthly glossies; everything from fashion to finance was covered in the slickly designed titles that Topaz Rossi’s team pumped out each month. She was the undisputed heavyweight champ in the industry.


      Topaz Rossi had only ever had two rivals. One, Rowena Gordon, now Krebs, was once again her best friend – even if she lived thousands of miles away on the laid-back Californian coast. The other, who had briefly defeated her, was Joe Goldstein, now her husband.


      Years ago, Joe had left magazines to head into television, and last year he had agreed to take over the moribund National American Broadcasting Network, or NAB. So now the Goldsteins were two major powers in Manhattan media – and with two kids into the bargain, Topaz felt she deserved her rooftop oasis, and the private, peaceful ritual that set her up for the morning.


      No lie, it cost a ton. But it was worth every red cent.


      New York City was renowned for many things, but ‘space’ and ‘quiet’ were not amongst them. If you wanted ‘country,’ you could get it every summer in the Hamptons, if you had the kind of life that would allow you to be two and a half hours’ drive from the action.


      Topaz Rossi and Joe Goldstein wanted the high life: the great views, the sprawling layout, and – most importantly for the Italian-American girl from the back streets of the Bronx who’d somehow managed to get herself a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford University – something green, private and leafy, a quiet backyard where they could go to decompress.


      Hence the extra half-mil and nine months’ worth of planting. Every inch was used, from the railings to the walls, and on a summer morning like today, Topaz Rossi, high-heeled killer queen, was just a girl in a Mediterranean bower.


      The cinnamon-scented coffee was delicious. She lay back on her sunlounger and enjoyed the view.


      Her roof garden was designed in ‘rooms’, outdoor spaces so you could shift your mood: verdant moss in one corner with a reflecting pool and Zen stones, a gravel garden for Joe to contemplate in, while Topaz’s side of the terrace concentrated on her Sicilian heritage. Rosemary thickly scented the air in pots under a pair of silver-leaved olive trees, and lemon blossoms grew against dark glossy leaves behind her, while hardy climbing roses scaled the high walls.


      Topaz contemplated the green expanse of Central Park below her, basking in the warm morning. Soon she would pull on her running gear and walk back through the apartment, very quietly, so as not to wake her husband. The kids, asleep in their bedrooms, wouldn’t hear her now if she stomped like an elephant; they’d probably crashed to bed late again, even though it was a school day. Joe was another matter.


      Topaz loved this time. She finished her drink slowly, staring up at the white fluffy clouds. Soon she’d be hitting the running trail, up to Central Park’s boating lake and around it, through the trees, pounding her way over the horse-riding paths. It was perfect, a little slice of the country – well, almost – in the midst of town, better than other city parks, bigger, more splendid; Manhattan knew what it was doing. The space was designed to shield the concrete walls of the city from view wherever possible. Before 9 a.m., dogs could be walked off the lead; her run involved dodging greyhounds and spaniels and enthusiastic mutts, waving at the community of early risers who were getting it done, like her, before the day kicked off. And there were runners and walkers everywhere, shirtless men out on the lawns pressing their bodies to the ground, or hauling themselves up from branches, making time for fitness. The city was full of life, and the biggest achievers regarded taking care of their bodies as an investment; from 5 till 7.30, runners were everywhere you looked, along the sea walls and the Hudson River, down amongst the docks, racing round the East River and through the parks. Central Park, her local, was at the very hub.


      Topaz jotted some notes on a pad, setting herself up for the day. The summer issues were arriving, and later she needed to co-ordinate, to knock her editors’ heads together. As chief executive, everything depended on her. Fashion, housing, financials . . . American Magazines covered the gamut, and Topaz was hands-on over content. She had edited half these magazines at some point in her brilliant career, and finally she was the top dog in the company. Top bitch? Some would say so. No doubt about that. But this was New York, and you didn’t make it here without riling a few people.


      Like Topaz cared. My way or the highway.


      She drained her coffee, the scent of cinnamon mixing with the lemon blossoms and her kitchen herbs. Still feeling a little tired, she sprang to her feet. Time to get going – exhaustion was no excuse. The answer to that was action. Just Do It? Best slogan ever.


      She padded inside to her enormous walk-in closet and pulled on her running gear. The body reflected in the mirror showed off her good habits, and she smiled. Topaz was still curvy, still firm; her ass jutted out from lean, strong thighs and a cinched-in, worked-out waist. Even after three kids her breasts were high and full, surgically lifted but all hers, and pretty much perfect. She ran her ass off and lifted weights, and it showed. That sexy figure still collected whistles on the street.


      She thought about Joe, smiling. Her husband was just as fine. He boxed four times a week and took mixed martial arts; once out of his sweats or karate robes, he switched to his perfect Savile Row suits and ties, a complement to his chestnut-brown hair and dark eyes. There were few accessories; typically just a thick platinum Rolex and the air of confidence that came with success.


      It would be another good, busy day in the office. Topaz laced up her sneakers and prepared to take charge of her morning.


      The limousine was waiting at the kerb. Krebs shook a few more hands, received congratulations. Then he went to find Rowena. She was standing in a group of rock stars, most of them younger than her, all the men looking at her with longing in their eyes, that mix of desire and fear he was so used to seeing. The girls – there was that twenty-year-old bassist from Crater, this year’s rock sensation – were simply gazing at her with moonstruck adoration.


      Rowena Krebs was one of the world’s truly powerful women. No guitar, no mike; she wasn’t a rock star or pop singer. Instead, as president of Musica Records, she bought and sold them. And they loved her for it.


      ‘Time to roll.’ Krebs strode over, breaking up the group. He placed his hand on the small of Rowena’s back, splaying two fingers over the keyhole shape in her gown, stroking her bare skin. He felt the immediate, electric reaction to his touch; she straightened, as though shocked; shivers ran through her skin. She was superbly, helplessly responsive, and it excited him. The younger men scattered; the dominant male was marking his turf.


      ‘Thanks for taking the time, Rowena.’


      ‘Congratulations, Rowena.’


      ‘It was such an honour to meet you.’


      ‘Damn it, I’m going to boast about this all year.’


      ‘Sign to Musica,’ Rowena told them lightly, pressing herself back against Krebs’s fingers. ‘Then we can talk every day.’ She turned to face Michael, her admirers forgotten. ‘Car’s ready?’


      He nodded. ‘This way.’


      ‘Hey, what’s the rush?’ Jefé, a million-selling rapper whose record was crouched like a tiger at the top of the charts, held up one hand, thick with knuckle-duster rings of solid gold, obviously unwilling to let Rowena go. He looked sullenly at Michael Krebs, challenging him. The older man was a legendary producer, sure, but he’d been out of the game for years now, sitting on the goddamned beach in Malibu or whatever. What right did he have to hang on to a babe as fine as this one? Rowena Krebs was the ultimate trophy wife. This woman was class.


      He scowled. ‘Getting an early night? Let the lady stay. If your plane leaves, I can always buy you guys some fresh tickets.’ He grinned, displaying white teeth filled with solid gold. ‘First class.’


      ‘That’s nice of you.’ Krebs looked the younger man right in the face. ‘But we head out tomorrow, and our plane leaves when I say it leaves. We’re on a private jet.’


      The other guys in the group snickered, and the rapper flushed a dark red. Goddamn, that was some kind of a burn. He inclined his head to Krebs in reluctant admiration.


      ‘Good night,’ Rowena said. She followed her man out without a backwards glance.


      ‘That’s ballin’, man,’ one of Jefé’s hangers-on said to him. ‘They’re legends. And that ass is smoking hot.’


      ‘Meh.’ He shrugged, masking his jealousy. ‘She’ll get tired of the old man soon. And you know, both of them are dinosaurs. That’s what “legend” means, right?’ He stared back at the huge ballroom, waving dismissively at the black-tie crowd, the jewels, the spotlights. ‘That’s what happens here. You come and get buried.’ He grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waitress. ‘It’s our time now.’ There were sycophantic hoots of agreement. ‘Krebs and the Ice Queen are finished.’


      The hotel suite had been meticulously prepared. There was more champagne, unopened, in a silver bucket, and dozens of red roses, artful designer arrangements of peony and iris, clouds of scented daffodils and narcissi filled the room. Half the record industry was paying tribute to Rowena Krebs. Nobody wanted to be forgotten. Other gifts were scattered around – baskets of scents from Floris, Charbonnel and Walker chocolates, Americans paying tribute to Rowena’s British roots.


      ‘All very sweet,’ she commented as Krebs shut the door behind them, pressing the ‘Do Not Disturb’ button and sliding the old-fashioned chain on to its latch. ‘Do we have to find out who they’re from?’


      ‘The concierge can catalogue them. And send the flowers to a local hospital.’


      ‘That’ll take him forever.’ Rowena took in the profusion of blooms, ribbons, cut-crystal vases.


      ‘I tipped him five hundred bucks.’


      She laughed. ‘Then I guess it’s fine.’


      There was a stab of fresh desire. Michael took charge, always. Whatever they needed, he had already thought of it.


      He came up to her, eyes sweeping over her gown. It was the same predatory look he’d given her at the Hall of Fame, but now, the TV lights gone and the audience vanished, Rowena could see it too. She breathed in sharply.


      Krebs moved closer, crowding her, standing over her, his lips inches from her face. Her breath came faster, her body warming, opening. She was wet and excited. She had seen this look from him before, a thousand times. She knew what came next.


      ‘Nice dress,’ he said shortly. ‘Take it off.’


      Rowena reached up behind her back, her fingers struggling with the hook and eye. Krebs didn’t help her. The gown, her haute couture confection of buttery chiffon, slithered down her body to pool on the floor. She was there before him, her small, sweet breasts in a strapless bra, her panties a scrap of coffee-coloured lace, bare, toned legs tapering down to Manolo Blahnik heels.


      Krebs felt himself harden further. Rowena was luscious, delicious. And his. He reached behind her back, loosened her bra, threw it away. Her little apple breasts were warm, welcoming in his hands, the nipples sharp with wanting against the roughness of his palms.


      ‘Hair,’ he said thickly.


      She whimpered and raised her arms, pulling the pins from her long blonde hair, allowing it to tumble endlessly down her back. It reached almost halfway down; she never shortened it, never gave in to fashion. He played with her breasts, constantly, mercilessly, still fully dressed, as she struggled to control herself, rubbing her thighs together.


      ‘All these kudos. Great. Wouldn’t do for you to get an attitude. Right?’


      ‘Right,’ she managed, soaking wet for him, so hot she could hardly stand. Krebs yanked her panties down around her thighs, cupping her, trailing one finger backwards and forwards over the slit of her pussy, teasing. ‘Oh God, Michael, please . . .’


      ‘Please?’ He grinned, moving closer, taking her in his arms, nude against the fabric of his suit. ‘Is that what you said? I didn’t hear you right.’ His hand was under her ass now, caressing her, warming her. ‘Say it again.’


      ‘I need you . . . God, please, baby . . .’


      He slid one finger inside her, caressing the heat and warmth of her belly. She was his, completely his. Still hot and helpless for him every night, every time he reached for her. Krebs wanted to laugh with pure triumph, draw it out, really make her suffer with wanting, the way she liked to, the way they both liked. But he was too hot for her to wait. He scooped her into his arms, her slim body nothing against his muscled frame, and carried her over to the bed.


      There was a huge mirror opposite them, covering the whole of one wall. Krebs ripped off his jacket, his shirt, unzipped the front of his pants, and pinned Rowena’s hands over her head, pushing her legs apart. She gasped in pleasure, turning her head to see her husband moving over her.


      ‘It’s like they knew we were coming,’ Krebs said, and bent his head to her, grinning, holding her tight as he took her.


      Joe Goldstein was hung-over. The night before had been heavy: the cast and crew of NAB’s biggest hit series, Summerside, were celebrating the record-breaking viewing figures for the series finale. The network’s board of directors wanted him to schmooze with the guys, all of them, in the faint hope that the showrunners would come up with a spin-off. The end of Summerside meant the end of five years of top ratings and advertising dollars, even in this incredibly fractured world. And that scared NAB.


      Dan Patrice and Jordan Ballot were hardly geniuses in the world of the one-hour drama. But they owned the modern police procedural, and it was all because of the megawatt sex appeal of one woman.


      Summerside’s cranky, gorgeous star, brunette bombshell Maria Gonzales, had decided she’d just about had enough, and her legions of fans were going with her. Desperate to hang on to some of her magic, Goldstein’s bosses ordered him to stay up, show up, and smile. If Maria wouldn’t do another Summerside, better get her for something else.


      Joe hated this crap. The executive suite wasn’t meant for ego-stroking. The network’s dependence on Gonzales had aggravated him for the last two seasons of Summerside, but nobody wanted to rock the boat. As the new chief exec, Joe was meant to improve NAB’s financials and leave the programming directors in charge of their content. Only they were failing. NAB’s old, tired schedule just stunk, and last night’s party didn’t mask the stench of desperation around the place.


      Joe’s head thumped. He looked at his watch. The kids were late for school. They’d already missed the bus. Damn it, where the hell was Topaz? Running again? OK, so it was his morning to make breakfast, but Topaz should have known, should have realised. After all, she knew he had to go to the Summerside wrap party last night. How was he going to be fit to make breakfast?


      ‘Get up,’ he barked towards the kids’ rooms, and winced at the pain pounding through his skull.


      ‘Whatever,’ came the reply behind the left-hand door.


      ‘Rona, what the hell.’ Enraged, Goldstein strode into his daughter’s room, turned up the lights, and pulled the covers off her. ‘Get dressed in the next five minutes or I swear you’re grounded this weekend. I don’t want another meeting with the principal.’


      ‘Fascist,’ she said, but she swung her long legs out of bed. He could hear the sound of his son showering in the en-suite bathroom behind her wall.


      They’d be ready shortly, dozy and ill-prepared. Joe grabbed his cell phone and called the garage, telling them to have his car ready. Because of these two entitled, lazy teenage jerks, he was going to be late to the office, that is, if he wanted to shower.


      ‘Better get a muffin from the fridge. That’s your breakfast. I don’t have time.’


      ‘Dad,’ Jacob said. ‘That’s not breakfast.’


      Rona emerged from her room in jeans and a dark shirt, her still-wet hair in a ponytail, her dark eyes sleepy.


      ‘Get up earlier, then. Don’t stay up on school nights playing World of Bullshit.’


      Goldstein slammed the door to his bathroom while the kids sniggered. He was furious with himself and them, with Topaz, with Maria Gonzales, with the company, with the whole goddamned world.


      Just another day in paradise.
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