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Letter from the Author


I’m really excited at this new publication of Going La La. I wrote this book over ten years ago, and at the time I had no idea it would be a premonition of how my life would turn out. That a few years later I would follow in Frankie’s footsteps and find myself with a broken heart and a suitcase, jumping on a plane to Los Angeles . . .


But let’s rewind for a moment. Back to the early 90s where I first got my inspiration for this story. Aged twenty-one, I’d just left university, and not knowing what I wanted to do with my life I decided to visit my sister who lives in LA.


From the moment the plane touched down at LAX airport my life completely changed. I went from attending university lectures to star-studded parties in the Hollywood Hills where I met a whole crazy cast of characters that would later fuel my imagination. And then there was the weather! They don’t call it ‘sunny California’ for nothing. Out went the grey skies and woolly jumpers, in came the bikinis and palm trees. During the week I worked various jobs and at weekends my sister and I would drive down to the beach in her 1966 Mustang and rollerblade on the path that runs alongside the ocean. It was some of the most fun I’ve ever had and I still have scrapbooks filled with memories.


But after a few months my desire to be a writer brought me back to the UK, and eventually London, where I went on to work for various women’s glossy magazines before finally plucking up courage to write my first novel, What’s New Pussycat?. A book deal followed, and Going La La was my second novel. ‘Write about what you know’ is a piece of advice often given to writers, and so I drew on my experiences of the wonderful time spent in LA, the people I met, the adventures I had, never imagining at the time I was writing that fact was going to follow fiction . . .


And yet there I was, a few years after its publication, jetting off once more again to La La Land. Only this time it didn’t turn out to be just a visit. Like Frankie I ended up falling in love and before I knew it I was swapping my life in London for life on Venice Beach.


There’s so much written about LA in magazines and newspapers, yet there’s so much more to this city of angels than mere celebrities. Yes, it’s fun to spot A-list actors standing in line in Starbucks or the supermarket. And just for the record most of the men are tiny, and most of the women look nothing like their photographs. But living in LA also means waking up to a constant lavender blue sky. To 80 degree weather in January. To being able to swim in the ocean and hike in the canyons. To being encouraged to live out your dreams.


To be who you want to be.


 


And yes of course, it can be crazy and whacky and it’s true, there is far too much plastic surgery (please! stop with the trout pouts!), but one thing’s for sure, life in LA is never boring!


I now split my life between LA and London and I think it’s these two halves that make me the writer I am today. I was born and bred in Yorkshire and my classic down-to-earth British sense of humour runs through my books like the words in a stick of Blackpool Rock. But it’s my time spent in Los Angeles, the land of make-believe, that adds that special touch of magic.


After all, like I say in Going La La,


 


‘Who says it only ever happens in the movies?’










GOING LA LA










1


Have you ever drunk vodka at nine o’clock on a Sunday morning? Neither had Frankie, but she was about to. Bracing herself, she took a deep breath – one . . . two . . . three – and swigged back the contents of her glass, wincing as the clear liquid burned an acidic path to her empty stomach. It tasted disgusting. Wiping the bitter residue from her lips with the damp paper coaster, she beckoned the barman, who was lolling against the optics reading the celebrity exposé on the front page of the News of the World.


‘Another one please. This time can you make it a double?’


Grumbling, Terry – whose name-tag was safety-pinned upside down to the grimy pocket of his thin nylon shirt – put down his newspaper and sullenly measured out the vodka from the large bottle fixed on the wall.


Frankie watched him, feeling decidedly queasy. She wasn’t used to any sort of alcohol first thing in the morning, except of course on Christmas Day, when traditional family celebrations meant lying on the sofa with a hangover and a glass of Bristol Cream Sherry, watching telly and humming along with Julie Andrews, who was skipping yet again up and down an Austrian hillside with a guitar and seven brats dressed head to toe in a pair of old curtains warbling Doh, Ray, Me. But today wasn’t 25 December and Frankie certainly wasn’t celebrating.


On the contrary. It was the middle of October and she was propping up the bar at Heathrow’s Terminal 4, trying hard to drown her sorrows in Smirnoff. A week ago she’d been deliriously happy, looking forward to a promotion at work, a proposal of marriage and a party for her twenty-ninth birthday. Fast-forward seven days and she had no job, no boyfriend and certainly no party. Which is why a normally sensible and sober Frankie was now gloomily knocking back double vodkas and feeling sorry for herself. In less than a week she’d gone from having everything to having absolutely sod all.


‘Last call for Miss Francesca Pickles on flight BA 279 to Los Angeles.’


The clipped nasal voice reverberated over the Tannoy system, crackling out of speakers inside the duty-free shops flogging perfume and giant-size bars of Toblerone, overpriced cafés offering lousy coffee euphemistically described as cappuccinos and souvenir stalls selling dodgy tartan head-scarves and Houses of Parliament fridge magnets. Frankie wrinkled her forehead. Was she imagining things or had she just heard her name? She strained to catch the rest of the announcement but it was impossible. All she could hear was Cliff Richard on continuous play through the reproduction Wurlitzer jukebox. Shrugging her shoulders, she took a sip from her glass. She must have been mistaken. Absent-mindedly she glanced at her watch – 9.20. For a split second the time didn’t register. She glanced again. This time it did.


Oh my God. Despite the neat vodka, her mouth suddenly went very dry. Twenty past nine! Where on earth had the time gone? In less than ten minutes her flight was supposed to be taking off and if she didn’t get her arse to gate 14 pretty damn quick, the only thing taking off would be her luggage – from the aeroplane.


Hastily putting down her drink on the mock-Tudor bar, she slid off her barstool, laddering her tights in the process. Shit, she cursed silently, watching the hole in her new pair of opaques weave its way down to her ankle, and realised she was actually feeling a bit tipsy. In fact, to be honest, she was more than tipsy – she was pissed. Frankie groaned. Why was it that she always seemed to miss out on the giddy, tiddly stage and go straight to the drunken staggering about stage?


Frankie tried to sober herself up by taking a few deep breaths. The vodka was meant to help blot out last week’s disastrous chain of events, it wasn’t supposed to blot out the rest of this week as well. Inhaling deeply, she fell to her knees and began scrabbling around on the garishly patterned beer-sodden carpet, gathering together her sprawling mountain of hand luggage, which had somehow taken on Everest-like proportions. What was it about hand luggage that made it multiply so alarmingly? She’d started out with one piece – as instructed at check-in – but despite all good intentions, after a couple of hours spent trawling around Terminal 4, her carefully packed compact rucksack had doubled in size and given birth to two bulging carrier bags straining dangerously under the weight of glossy magazines, a tube of Pringles, two packets of Jaffa Cakes, a Walkman, an inflatable pillow and fifty quid’s worth of duty-free perfume she’d whacked on her credit card in a desperate attempt to cheer herself up. It hadn’t. It just meant that now she could be depressed in Eternity.


Grimacing as the handles of the plastic bags cut sharply into her fingers, she stood up and began staggering towards the departure gate, struggling to keep hold of everything. But it was no good. Before she’d managed more than a few hundred yards a thinly stretched handle snapped, spilling the contents of one of the plastic bags all over the floor and sending the tube of Pringles catapulting like a missile across the departure lounge to wedge itself under one of the rows of plastic chairs. Frankie groaned in frustration. This was ridiculous. At this rate she was never going to make it to the gate in time to catch her flight.


Then suddenly out of the corner of her eye she saw it – the answer to her prayers – a shiny silver trolley, and it had been left unattended outside Knickerbox. Feeling a wave of excitement, she made a dive for it and, with a technique worthy of Magic Johnson, triumphantly threw her rucksack into the basket area. At last, something was going right. Taking a deep breath, she was about to enjoy a huge sigh of relief when she was interrupted by a voice behind her.


‘Excuse me, that’s mine.’


‘Pardon?’


She swivelled around. Standing in front of the ‘50% off G-string promotion’ was a bloke wearing faded jeans and a checked flannel shirt. Frankie’s eyes travelled upwards, noting the scuffed leather boots, fraying Levi’s and rolled-up shirt sleeves revealing tanned forearms and a couple of those hippy-dippy woven wrist bracelets. A silver chain glinted against the nape of his neck and he wore a battered old cowboy hat that cast a shadow over his face. He looked like a scruffier version of the Marlboro Man. Frankie suddenly realised she was staring.


‘That’s my cart.’ Marlboro Man spoke in a deep Texan drawl, lazily rubbing his chin, which was covered in what looked like a week’s worth of beard growth.


Frankie looked at the trolley and then back at the American. She hated any kind of confrontation and seemed to spend her whole life apologising, regardless of whether or not it was she who was at fault. But the mixture of vodka, last week’s triple whammy and airport nerves had had a peculiar effect. She might have lost everything else, but there was no way she was losing this trolley. ‘I think you must be mistaken,’ she replied politely but firmly. ‘It’s my trolley.’ She spoke slowly, deliberately emphasising the words and shielding the trolley defensively with her body. With any luck Mr Cowboy here would bugger off and get his own.


He didn’t. ‘I don’t think so.’ He shook his head and started piling his luggage on to the trolley – large black tripods, scratched metal camera cases, an oversized holdall.


Frankie watched in utter disbelief. This guy had some cheek. Determined not to be outdone, she piled her stuff on top and grabbed the handle. So did he.


‘Hey, I ain’t got time for this. I’ve got a plane to catch.’ He pushed a strand of hair away from his eyes and stared hard at Frankie.


She glowered. He had a plane to catch!  What about her? What the bloody hell did he think she was doing in Departures? Enjoying a day out? She gritted her teeth in determination. ‘Excuse me, but I’ve got a plane to catch too, you know.’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, that makes two of us then.’ And he began wheeling the trolley across the departure lounge, accompanied by Frankie, who adamantly refused to let go of the handle.


‘Bloody hell, you’re so rude,’ she gasped in amazement as he pushed defiantly on to the moving concourse, the hint of a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. ‘This is my trolley.’ Chivalry was obviously a four-letter word in the United States.


Infuriatingly, he completely ignored her.


‘Didn’t you hear what I said?’


It would have been impossible not to, with Frankie’s voice echoing loudly along the corridor, but he chose not to answer. Instead he continued striding down the moving walkway with both of his large, strong hands firmly on the trolley. They made a bizarre sight – him cool, calm and collected in his cowboy hat, her drunk and dishevelled with holes in her tights, both clinging grimly on to one trolley – but neither of them was laughing. Instead they were caught in a silent duel until, suddenly, they reached the end of the conveyor belt causing Frankie to trip as they lurched on to the carpet where they came to an abrupt halt.


Presuming he’d realised the error of his ways, Frankie felt a rush of victory. It was to be short-lived.


‘Well, thanks for coming along for the ride,’ he drawled sarcastically. ‘This is where I get off.’ He started unloading his bags – leaving hers to fall on the floor, scattering her duty-free products. ‘It’s all yours.’ He smiled broadly and, tipping his hat in mock politeness, threw his bag over his broad shoulders and strode towards his gate and a cluster of stewardesses, who took one look at this burly passenger and rapidly changed their impatient scowls to flirtatious smiles.


Frankie was gobsmacked. She’d been taken for a ride – literally. Watching him disappear down the jetty to the plane, she suddenly noticed the gate number displayed in digital lights – 14. She was at gate 14. Her frustration was momentarily replaced by relief that she hadn’t missed her flight – but it didn’t last for long. As soon as she’d handed in her boarding card it dawned on her that the trolley rustler was obviously on the same aeroplane. And probably in the seat next to her. She swiftly dismissed the thought. Nobody – not even she – could be that unlucky.


 


Hurrying on to the plane, she was greeted by a stony-faced stewardess handing out boiled sweets and a 747 full of grumpy passengers who looked at their watches and eyed her accusingly. Frankie smiled apologetically and started bumping and banging her way down the gangway, struggling to keep a grip on her carrier bags – and their contents – while searching for her seat number. Out of the corner of her eye she could see a familiar-looking Stetson looming ominously ahead and as she edged closer she saw that slap bang across the aisle, next to the window, was an empty seat. Her heart sank. She didn’t even have to double-check her boarding card. She knew it was hers.


Resignedly stuffing her bags in the overhead locker, she squeezed herself into the economy seat and fastened her seat belt. She stared resolutely ahead, determined not to look in his direction, but after a few minutes curiosity got the better of her. Barely moving her head, she sneaked a look at him out of the corner of her eye. Resting his chin in his hand, he had his eyes closed and was breathing slowly and heavily, as if he was in the first stages of falling asleep. Tufts of dark hair bleached almost blond by the sun had escaped from underneath the brim of his hat and faint lines flickered around his eyes – the result of squinting in the sun. Frankie noticed his eyelashes, thick and dark against his tanned and slightly freckled skin, and the small squiggle of a scar cut across his left eyebrow. At a guess he was in his early thirties and, although she hated to admit it, he was sort of handsome, in a rugged, unkempt kind of way.


Not that Frankie liked rugged and unkempt. She liked clean-shaven and smart. Starched collars, freshly pressed suits and the faintest whiff of aftershave. Just like Hugh. Closing her eyes, she could see him now in his Ralph Lauren shirt, his neatly knotted tie, his short fair hair neatly gelled into a little quiff. Gorgeous Hugh. Her Hugh. She bit her lip, trying to stop a tear she could feel prickling her eyelash from falling down her cheek.


The noise inside the cabin suddenly rose to a high-pitched whine as she felt the Jumbo begin its slow journey down the runway. Craning her neck, she stared out of the small porthole window, watching as Heathrow Airport began to whiz past, blending into a blur of grey concrete. Suddenly there was a surge as the engines roared beneath her and she felt the thrust of the g-force as the plane tilted sharply upwards, the wheels leaving the ground.


Taking a deep breath, she slunk down in her seat. Well, this was it. It was finally happening. She was waving goodbye to London and her life as she knew it. A mixture of relief, panic and second thoughts washed over her. Was she doing the right thing? Frankie didn’t know. All she knew was that yesterday she’d been depressed, dumped and on the dole and today she was on a 747 bound for LA and the bright lights of Hollywood. It was too late to change her mind, but as daunting as it was, she knew she couldn’t have stayed. It would have been just too painful. Closing her eyes, she wiped away the tear that had trickled down the side of her nose and for the first time in ages started to smile. Yep, the decision was made and, whether she liked it or not, there was to be no turning back. Frankie was going to Hollywood . . .










2


It had all started less than a week ago when she’d discovered the receipt from Tiffany’s the jeweller’s. Not that Frankie had been meaning to go through her boyfriend’s pockets, but it was a Monday morning, she was late and she’d been looking for change for the tube. After taking apart the sofa – cushion by cushion – scouring the edges of the carpet along the skirting boards and emptying all those little candle-holders and ethnic bowls along the mantelpiece, she’d almost given up. Until in desperation she pulled out Hugh’s grey woollen overcoat from the cupboard in the hallway.


Breast pocket – nothing; inside pocket – an empty Snickers wrapper and a lottery ticket; side pocket – a pound coin and a scrunched-up receipt. She was about to throw it away when something stopped her. A gut reaction, sixth sense, woman’s intuition: whatever it was, something caused her to carefully unfurl the piece of paper, lay it on the kitchen work-surface and smooth out the creases with the palm of her hand. That’s when she saw it came from Tiffany’s and the words ‘item of jewellery’ printed underneath. Feeling a jolt of excitement, she tried to see the amount, but the ink had gone all blurry. Undeterred, she held it up to the sash window and squinted – it looked like a 2 and a few noughts. Her mind raced from nought to 2,000 in less than a second. Two thousand pounds!


Her heart accelerated into fifth gear to keep pace with her imagination. Hugh had bought jewellery at Tiffany’s for two thousand pounds. Nothing cost that much, unless of course . . . She couldn’t bring herself to even think the words, let alone say them. But it was her birthday in a couple of days and he had been acting very oddly recently. Still, surely he wouldn’t have, he couldn’t have . . . could he? She looked at the receipt. He had! He’d bought an engagement ring. There, she’d said it. He’d bought a Tiffany’s engagement ring and was going to propose – and on her birthday!


Feeling her legs tremble as if they were going to buckle and give way beneath her, she plonked herself down on top of the stainless-steel pedal bin, still clutching the receipt. Her stomach was doing gymnastics and she felt as if she was going to laugh and cry at the same time. It was such a surprise. Such a fantastic surprise. Looking down at her left hand, she wiggled her ring finger in anticipation. Mrs Hamilton, Mrs Hugh Hamilton. Grinning ecstatically, she thought about Hugh. She’d had other boyfriends, but she’d never felt like this before. Never had a man made her regress from being a twenty-eight-year-old career girl with a private pension, gym membership and a Boots club card, to a dippy, daft, dumb-struck teenager every time he even looked at her. Never before had she spent her precious weekends getting grass stains out of golf trousers or shivering under an umbrella in the pouring rain, watching him playing rugby, when she could be snugly tucked up on the sofa with a cup of tea and an old black and white movie. But now she did. And she enjoyed it. Frankie was in love.


 


They’d met nearly two years ago. It had been the week before Christmas and she and her flatmate Rita had just been bluntly informed by their scrooge of a landlord, Mr Figgins, that the lease was up on their cramped flat above Toni’s Tanning Salon on Westbourne Grove and he wanted them out before the new year. His timing was lousy. Rita – receptionist/shop assistant/part-time hairdressers’ model and now budding actress – was in panto in Southend-on-Sea (‘You may laugh, but playing the back end of Daisy the Cow is just the beginning,’ she’d sulked at Frankie, who, on hearing the news, had collapsed in a fit of hysterics and nearly choked on a veggie sausage. ‘Every actress has to start somewhere. Just look at Anna Friel – she was a lesbian!’) and it was therefore left up to Frankie to sort out their housing crisis.


Which is why she’d sneaked out of the office at four thirty one afternoon and fought her way through hordes of half-crazed Christmas shoppers spewing out of the tube station hungry for tinsel, Christmas compilation CDs and glittery boob tubes for the office party. With only six shopping days to go, Kensington High Street had become a no-go area – one false move and you could be poked in the eye with ‘three for the price of two’ rolls of metallic wrapping paper – and shops that were normally perfectly safe were now potentially hazardous. In Marks & Spencer, empty shelves in the food hall were causing a threatening furore among present-buyers desperate to snap up boxes of chocolate truffles and gift-wrapped wooden cases of vintage port and matured Stilton, while in WH Smith an ugly fight had broken out over the last pack of charity Christmas cards.


Making little progress with polite ‘excuse me’s, Frankie had adopted a rugby stance – head tucked in, elbows out – and, breaking out of the scrum, headed blindly for the blue and white striped awning of Binkworths Estate Agents. On making it, she’d wearily pushed open the heavy glass door and had been hit by the warmth of central heating. Loosening her fluffy mohair scarf, she’d stumbled gratefully inside and, with flushed cheeks and watering eyes, slumped herself and her quilted puffa jacket into one of the shiny leatherette chairs in the sales and lettings department.


‘Do you need any help?’


Frankie looked up from the glossy property magazine she was idly flicking through and into the velvety green eyes of a very good-looking man who’d sat down behind the desk opposite. Raising his eyebrows, he smiled at her as he leaned back against his chair and ran his fingers briskly through his blond hair. Frankie was slightly taken aback. She’d been expecting to meet one of the usual run-of-the-mill estate agents: early thirties ex-public schoolboy, pigeon-toed and portly, wearing a nasty pinstriped suit and pinky ring, with a permanently red face from a shirt collar that was too tight and dug into his burgeoning double chin. But the man behind the desk was none of the above. Slim, self-confident and sexy, this particular estate agent was a very handsome member of the male species.


Feeling suddenly self-conscious, she promptly removed her mangy old sheepskin hat. It was one of those that had flaps you could pull down over your ears – the type that always makes models in Vogue look seductive in a lip-glossed Russian-spy kind of way but makes anybody without Kate Moss cheekbones look like a chubby five-year-old in a furry bonnet. Frankie fell into the second category.


‘Er, yes, I’m looking to rent a two-bedroomed flat,’ she answered, fiddling with her hair, which had been squashed against her forehead in a highly unattractive side parting.


Mr Good-looking straightened up in his chair, nonchalantly loosened his tie and undid the top button on his collar. ‘So is there anything you’re particularly interested in?’


Yes, you, thought Frankie, watching his Adam’s apple bobbing seductively up and down against the pale clean-shaven skin of his throat and wishing she was one of those confident, mouthy types like Rita who wouldn’t think twice about chatting a guy up. ‘Erm, not really,’ she mumbled awkwardly. Stick her with a bunch of girlie mates and she could talk the hind leg off a donkey – hell, she’d even been a member of the debating society at university (albeit she’d only gone once after discovering it consisted of blokes in corduroy jackets with elbow patches spouting a load of old twaddle) – but unexpectedly coming face to face with the best-looking bloke she’d seen all year had turned her into someone with the vocabulary of David Beckham.


Mr Good-looking continued staring at her, waiting expectantly.


She tried again. ‘But I’m willing to consider anything. You see, I’ve got less than two weeks to find a new flat.’


‘Why, what happens in two weeks?’ His brow furrowed with concern. It made him look even more handsome.


Frankie bit her lip. It was becoming increasingly difficult to concentrate on her housing problem and not on the estate agent. ‘Our landlord kicks us out.’


‘Us?’ He picked up a Mont Blanc pen from his desk and began twirling it between his fingers like a propeller.


‘My flatmate Rita and I. Luckily she’s OK for a couple of months because she’s away in a panto.’


‘She’s an actress?’


‘You could say that . . .’ A smile played on Frankie’s lips as she tried not to laugh at the thought of Rita trotting around on stage in her black and white Friesian costume.


Sharing her smile, he rested his chin on his elbows and leaned across the desk towards her. ‘You do realise that with it being nearly Christmas, it could take a little longer than two weeks to find you a rental property—’


Frankie interrupted. ‘It can’t. I’ve got to find somewhere.’ She thought about Figgins the landlord, with his nicotine-stained fingers and revolting habit of wiping his constantly running nose on the back of his cardigan sleeve while he spoke to her chest. She wasn’t going to ask him for any favours.


‘There’s nobody who could put you up for a couple of weeks?’


She shook her head.


‘A boyfriend perhaps?’ He lowered his voice against the steady hum of the office.


‘Nope.’ She smiled, feeling surprised and slightly embarrassed. Anybody would think he was chatting her up.


He was. Breaking into a broad grin, he gave the bezel on the face of his very expensive-looking Rolex a satisfied twirl. ‘Well, I’m sure we’ll be able to come up with something . . .’ He nodded, swinging his legs from behind his desk. Easing himself up from his black leather chair, he strode past one of his portly pinstriped colleagues and over to the filing cabinet. ‘But first I’ll need to take a few details.’ Yanking open the top drawer, he grabbed a photocopied piece of paper, slammed the drawer shut, strode back across the room and handed it to her. ‘By the way, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Hugh. Hugh Hamilton.’ He held out his hand.


Standing up, Frankie hurriedly pulled off her pink woolly mitten. ‘I’m Frankie. Pleased to meet you.’ She shook his hand, trying not to blush as his fingers wrapped warmly around hers. Was she imagining it or was he holding on to her hand for just a little too long? Nope, this was definitely longer than normal. A gust of excitement fluttered in her stomach, and she couldn’t help hoping there might be more on the market than she’d bargained for after all.


 


Over the next week Frankie met Hugh many more times. Unfortunately, it was only on a strictly professional basis, and after looking round a dozen dodgy flats with second bedrooms that could have been mistaken for closets, hideous 1970s avocado bathroom suites with shag-pile toilet seat covers and enough mould in the kitchen cupboards to make a year’s worth of penicillin, any hopes she’d harboured of finding a flat, or getting a date with Hugh, were fading fast.


Which is why she was taken by surprise in flat number thirteen on the twenty-seventh floor of a council high-rise in Acton. Fully fitted with rising damp and an infestation of cockroaches, she was ready to admit defeat and give up when Hugh cornered her by the fridge freezer and confessed his undying love. Well, not exactly – but he did admit to giving her a guided tour of the worst flats in west London, just so he could carry on seeing her. Flattered – and somewhat relieved that she wasn’t going to have to live in a squat after all – she agreed to a date. Seventy-two hours later and she was celebrating New Year’s Eve drinking champagne and singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ in her lovely new flat with her lovely new boyfriend. Correction: by half past ten she’d finished off the Moët and, unable to remember any of the words to ‘Auld Lang Syne’, was being drunk and disorderly with Hugh under the duvet. It was the perfect ending to 1997.


 


Now it was 1999 and they were living together. Not that they’d planned to or anything, but three months before Rita had legged it to Los Angeles, leaving Frankie with the problem of trying to find someone new to share the rent with. It hadn’t been easy, and after meeting several would-be flatmates images from Single White Female began to spring to mind. Just as she’d resigned herself to sharing her Earl Grey teabags with a potential murderer, Hugh had said she could move in to his bachelor pad in Fulham. It was the result she’d been hoping for.


Not that their cohabiting hadn’t led to a few teething problems. Hugh’s suggestion that she move in hadn’t allowed for the sheer tonnage of Frankie’s belongings. Minimalist Hugh, with his Habitat two-seater and concealed cupboards, was less than impressed with Frankie’s collection of clutter. Never one to travel light, she’d crammed his VW Golf GTI with five binliners of clothes, her cheese plant which she’d had since university and was now a straggling six-footer held together by pieces of Sellotape and string, her collection of old movies, a cardboard box full of hair-straightening products, a roof rack full of her grandad’s old gardening books, and then, of course, Fred and Ginger.


Found abandoned round the back of Tesco, Fred was a twelve-year-old tabby and Ginger was his much younger red-haired feline friend. Frankie adored them both. Unfortunately Hugh didn’t. Not being an animal lover, cats were only acceptable in an Andrew Lloyd Webber way. Matters weren’t helped by Fred and Ginger immediately sensing Hugh’s dislike and behaving accordingly – sharpening their claws on his brand-new sisal matting and pissing all over his golf clubs. It hadn’t exactly been the kind of house-warming Hugh had had in mind . . .


 


Frankie was suddenly brought back to her Monday morning by the sound of the breakfast- TV theme music. Glancing across the open-plan living room, she realised it was the closing titles. Christ, she was late. If she didn’t hurry up and get a move on, she’d have her boss breathing down her neck. Which, considering that the woman had chronic halitosis, was hardly a pleasant thought. Frankie sighed and prised herself off the pedal bin. If she ran to Earls Court tube station, she could probably make the office by ten. Grabbing Hugh’s coat, she took one last lingering look at the receipt, before scrunching it up for authenticity and replacing it in his pocket. Her birthday was on Friday, so all she had to do was sit tight until then. After all, she could hardly spoil his surprise, could she?


Pulling on her jacket, she glanced at her reflection in the large gilt-edged mirror which hung in the hall. She looked the same as she always did first thing in the morning: no make-up, hair all over the place, another spot on her chin. But today she had something different. There was a warm Ready Brek glow around her, and it had nothing to do with the central heating. It was the thought that in four days she’d be engaged. Engaged! God it sounded so grown up. She felt as if she was that chubby four-year-old again playing at being a bride in her mum’s grubby old veil and winkle-picker shoes. Except she wasn’t. She was nearly twenty-nine and this time it wasn’t a game.


Closing the front door behind her, she clattered down the steps and turned right into the street. It was a dull, grey wintry morning and she hurried towards the station, weaving her way through the last straggles of commuters. Everybody looked so grumpy, dowdy and fed up, but she couldn’t help the huge grin plastered on her face. She must look deranged, like one of those people you see wearing newspaper shoes and talking to themselves. But she didn’t care. She’d found the fella she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, and he wanted to spend it with her. It was like scooping the lottery jackpot. The odds were a million to one, but she had the winning ticket – and it was crumpled up inside the pocket of Hugh’s overcoat.
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‘And where the bloody hell have you been?’


With a moustache of cappuccino froth, Audrey, her editor, collared Frankie as soon as the lift doors slid open and she entered the lobby of Lifestyle, a magazine for thirty-something, scented-candle-buying, career-climbing women who wanted to read about how to have the perfect orgasm/dinner party/relationship/thighs – all for just £2.60 a month.


‘Sorry. I was running late . . .’ gasped Frankie, out of breath from doing the four-hundred-metre sprint from the tube station. ‘I’m really sorry . . . I had to go to the cashpoint, and then the Central Line was playing up and we got stuck in a tunnel, and then—’


‘Stop!’ Audrey held up her huge meaty palm as if she was a lollipop lady. ‘I’m not interested in excuses.’ With an air of managerial superiority, she fixed Frankie with a beady Cyclops eye, magnified several times due to her inch-thick glasses. ‘You’ve been with us for six weeks and I thought you’d have realised by now that at Lifestyle we’re interested in results . . .’ Struggling to fold her arms over her ample bosom, she paused, determined to milk this moment as much as she could for dramatic effect. ‘And members of staff who can manage to get their backsides out of bed and in the office. On time.’


Frankie nodded dutifully, trying to look repentant. ‘Look, I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again, promise.’


‘Hmm.’ Audrey raised her eyebrows disbelievingly. ‘By the way, I need you to write a feature before lunch . . .’


‘OK.’ Squeezing herself between the fire extinguisher and Audrey’s fuchsia bottom – despite fashion tips that dark shades and vertical stripes were slimming, Audrey had plumped for an entire wardrobe of primary colours and patterns – Frankie legged it down the corridor and pushed open the fire doors.


‘Ten Easy Steps to Feng Shui Your Relationship . . .’


Audrey’s bark was drowned out as she let the doors swing loudly behind her.


 


You have one new message.


Frankie’s mailbox flashed up on her computer screen. She double-clicked on her intray and saw that it was Rita. Frankie smiled. Because of the eight-hour time difference between London and Los Angeles, she often e-mailed Frankie in the middle of the night.


 


Happy birthday! I know it’s not until Friday, but I thought I’d get the congratulations in early. Hope everything’s OK – still loved-up with Hugh and the new job. Guess what? I think I’ve fallen in love with my acting coach. Before you say it, I know what you’re thinking. What happened to Kurt, the valet parker? Turns out he was married. What is it with me and married men? Anyway, Randy’s much nicer. And he definitely lives up to his name!!!!! As for my name, it’s still not in lights, but I’ve got an audition next week. Fingers crossed. Meanwhile I’m ‘resting’ – actress speak for only working on my tan. Would you believe it’s October and it’s 80 degrees! You don’t know what you’re missing. Randy’s taking me to the opening of some new bar on Sunset tonight. I can’t wait, you know how much I love star-spotting! Oh, blimey, that’s him at the door now. Better go. Haven’t finished putting the slap on yet. Love yer lots and lots and lots and wish you were here . . .


 


Frankie grinned to herself. Despite being complete opposites – Frankie had a steady job, a steady boyfriend and a wardrobe full of Next suits and Jigsaw jumpers; Rita juggled temping with acting auditions, had flings with married men and an overflowing wardrobe of multicoloured Lycra and Top Shop accessories – for six fun-filled, vodka and cranberry-drinking, EastEnders-watching years they’d been best mates and flatmates. But when a number 27 bus smashed into Rita’s Mini, causing a broken wrist, whiplash and a ‘disfiguring’ i.e. barely noticeable gash on her forehead, she received a substantial insurance payout from Westminster Council – and everything changed.


Giving it a lot of careful consideration – an evening spent chatting to Frankie over a bottle of white wine and a packet of Benson & Hedges at the Prince Bonaparte – Rita made the decision about what to do with her unexpected windfall. At thirty-one she realised a career at Manpower, a few panto roles, a sanitary towel commercial and a walk-on part in The Bill were never going to make her rich or famous. So, ignoring the advice of Frankie, who did the sensible-friend bit and suggested a savings account with the high-street building society, she packed in her day job, packed up her belongings and, with a dream in her heart and fifteen grand in her wallet, bought a ticket to LA and moved, lock, stock and two bursting suitcases, to Hollywood. Rita had never been one to do things by halves.


 


Frankie clicked on reply.


Have I got news for you . . . She typed hurriedly, keeping an eye out for the reappearance of Audrey, who had a habit of sneaking up behind her. I think Hugh’s going to . . .


Her computer screen suddenly went blank. Frankie wrinkled up her forehead. What was going on? She pushed on/off several times, but nothing. Just a black, empty screen. Deliberating whether or not to ring one of the nice, nerdy blokes from IT, she swivelled round in her chair, only to see everybody else in the office fiddling impatiently with their computers.


‘What’s going on?’ grumbled Audrey, her mouth full of almond croissant. ‘What’s wrong with these bloody machines?’ She gave her monitor a few hearty thumps with her fist.


‘The photocopier isn’t working either,’ whimpered Lorraine, the teenage work experience girl, who, suddenly realising she’d spoken out loud for the first time, looked mortified and went the colour of Audrey’s trousersuit.


‘There must be something wrong with the central system,’ know-it-all Becka, the stick-thin fashion stylist, said, putting down her fruit salad. ‘Where’s Simon?’


Simon Barnet was the managing editor and owner of Lifestyle. An ex-hairdresser from Essex, he’d cut his publishing teeth on several popular hair magazines before venturing into the glossy women’s market, and he seemed to spend most of the time in his office, fiddling with his feather cut and rubbing aromatherapy oils into his pulse points. Nobody ever saw him, unless he was going out on appointments, when he’d shimmy through the office in his pastel-coloured jackets and pleated trousers, leaving behind a whiff of vanilla essence.


‘I’m here.’ Simon made an unexpected appearance from his office. He looked serious. Gone was the pistachio Miami Vice suit; instead he was wearing navy-blue pinstripes. And he hadn’t even pushed the sleeves up round his elbows. Something was wrong.


‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.’ He fiddled nervously with his gold identity bracelet.


‘Is it the computer system? The bloody thing’s just died on us,’ interrupted Audrey, tutting loudly and shoving her glasses up her nose with a podgy finger.


‘I’m afraid it’s more than just the computers . . .’ Simon cleared his throat and looked nervously at the floor. ‘I’ve just had a meeting with my bank manager and . . . Well, there’s no easy way to say this, but they’ve called in my loan.’


‘What does that mean?’ asked Frankie quietly, feeling a knot beginning to grow in her stomach.


He paused for a moment and swallowed slowly. ‘It means that I’ve just lost my business. And you’ve just lost your jobs.’


 


Silence. Deadly silence. It seemed to go on for ever, until the work experience girl dropped a pile of envelopes, sending them scattering on to the floor.


It brought Audrey back to her senses. ‘What do you mean? We’re in the middle of an issue.’ She picked up one of the wire trays on her desk that was overflowing with unfinished feature pages and began waving it defiantly around in the air. ‘We can’t just stop.’


A few members of staff murmured their agreement.


Simon shrugged his shoulders. ‘We don’t have any choice. I’ve run out of money. Everything’s rented . . . I can’t pay the bills, so they want it all back.’


As he stopped speaking, Frankie suddenly noticed a bald-headed bloke in an orange boilersuit emblazoned with the words jessops removals appear from Simon’s office. He was carrying the central computer.


 


The scene that followed would have been funny if it hadn’t been so awful. Audrey ran around like a headless chicken, protesting frantically and playing tug-of-war with the removal men over bits of furniture, while Simon sat cross-legged on the floor – his leather chair having been taken from underneath him – puffing furiously on Menthol cigarettes and doing some kind of meditational chant.


Frankie didn’t do anything. She just stood and stared, unable to take on board what was happening. She’d just lost her job. Gone. Disappeared. Taken away, along with the office furniture. She’d been made redundant! She flinched at the words. They sounded so alien to her. Being made redundant was something that happened to other people – coal miners and car manufacturers, middle-aged men who lived up north. Not twenty-something, university-educated women who worked in publishing and lived in west London. For years she’d paid no attention to newsreaders going on about unemployment figures. She should have done. She’d just become one of them.


In a daze she started emptying the drawers of her desk, throwing away out-of-date Cuppa Soups, a pair of unflattering flesh-coloured tights, a mouldy old packet of Lockets. She’d been trying for a job like this for ages and now she’d got it it was being taken away from her. What now? Temping? The dole? She’d been used to mornings writing features, lunchtimes shopping on Oxford Street, afternoons sharing office gossip and using the phone to make long-distance calls to her family and friends. Now what did she have to look forward to? Mornings with terrible TV talkshows, lunchtimes holed up in the flat with only a plate of beans on toast for company, afternoons scouring the job ads, trying to convince herself that insurance telesales might be rather fun. Picking up a couple of A4 files, she put them with the rest of her stuff. There wasn’t much. It was depressing to realise she could fit her career into one cardboard box.


 


She said a few lame goodbyes. Nobody knew what to say, not even Audrey, who for the first time in her life opened her mouth to find no words came out. Picking up her things, she went into the corridor to wait for the lift. It arrived carrying two permed secretaries from the solicitor’s firm on the seventh floor, who, as soon as they saw Frankie and her cardboard box, stopped gossiping about the rumoured redundancies at Lifestyle magazine and fell into an embarrassed silence. The atmosphere was a killer. Trying to avoid their pitying stares, Frankie stared fixedly at the stained nylon carpet, wishing the lift would get a bloody move on. It didn’t. Instead it took it upon itself to stop at every floor and wait for a few minutes, opening and closing its doors for no apparent reason.


It was at the third floor when, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the edge of a photograph poking out from underneath the files in her box. Pulling it out, she saw it was a photo of her and Hugh, who was looking sexy in a dinner jacket, his bow tie hanging loosely around his neck. It had been taken last year at his work’s Christmas party and they had their arms around each other, smiling drunkenly into the lens. God, what on earth was she wearing? It was a ruffled, purple satin Gone With the Wind number from Laura Ashley – a desperate I’ve-got-nothing-to-wear panic buy that she’d regretted before the ink had even dried on the three-hundred-quid cheque. In her frenzied delirium, the shop assistant had managed to persuade her she looked like a seductive Scarlett O’Hara, but in the full-length mirror at home she’d discovered the awful truth: she looked like someone’s bridesmaid. Luckily Hugh had come to the rescue by saying he’d always had a thing about bridesmaids and kissed her reassuringly.


Smiling as she remembered, Frankie suddenly felt a wave of relief. Thank God she had Hugh. Losing her job was a shock, but Hugh would soften the blow. He was someone she could rely on, someone whose shoulder she could cry on, someone who would put his arms around her and tell her how much he loved her – P45 or not.


The lift finally reached the ground floor and, with a ping, the sliding doors opened. Without a backwards glance, Frankie strode across the carpeted lobby, past the uniformed porters and out through the revolving doors. She suddenly found herself outside in the cold, not sure which direction to take. She paused, and it was only then that she realised that the knot she’d had in her stomach had unravelled and disappeared. A sharp gust of wind tugged impatiently at her coat and, wrapping it tightly around her, she set off through the crowded streets of Soho. She didn’t have a job, but she had Hugh and everything would be OK.
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Frankie turned on the hot tap and emptied into the bath a mixture of all the fiddly trial-size Body Shop bottles of raspberry jam gel, white musk lotion and spearmint goo she’d amassed over the last ten years and kept in a dusty wicker basket on top of the bathroom cabinet. She’d once read that hot baths were a beauty no-no, something about how they gave you cellulite, broken veins and sluggish circulation – but what didn’t? Coffee was enemy number one, alcohol was just as bad, and as for sunbathing and smoking . . . they were beauty suicide. Easing herself into the bathtub, she watched her legs turning a steamy scarlet and took a sip from her glass of ice-cold Chardonnay. Following all that health and beauty advice meant drinking gallons of water, slapping on SPF50 and being wrapped in cold, slimy seaweed twice a week. She knew which she preferred. Taking another mouthful of wine, Frankie lay her head back on a pillow of wet froth and poached herself in a medley of scented bubbles.


 


She’d been unemployed for four days, one of which she’d spent in the Benefits office filling in dozens of colour-coded forms and waiting in a maze of queues, before being told by Brenda in Claims that it would take at least six weeks before she received her ‘jobseekers’ allowance’ which would just about cover a Friday night out. Depressed, she’d gone home and spent the rest of the week outrageously embellishing her CV, floundering nervously through typing speed tests at intimidatingly trendy media temping agencies, and buying lots of beaded things on her credit card at Accessorize to try and cheer herself up and convince herself this was just a hiccup in an otherwise flourishing journalistic career.


Hugh’s reaction to her redundancy hadn’t exactly buoyed up her sunken spirits either. Instead of putting his arms around her and telling her not to worry, he’d gone all pale and twitchy and started talking about bills, the rent and the price of  Whiskas cat food. It wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear. After trying to put on a brave face all day, she’d been hoping for love and affection. Not a financial lecture on how she was going to have to tighten her belt, beaded or otherwise.


 


But today was her birthday, and she didn’t have to think about tightening belts, or saving money, or any of the other depressing stuff that came with not having a job. It was her twenty-ninth birthday and, unemployed or not, she was going to enjoy herself. She’d slept in decadently late. Hugh had already left by the time she’d woken up, but there was a card and a note telling her to be ready for seven. She didn’t know where he was taking her, but last year it had been a wonderfully expensive French restaurant in the West End. She’d forgiven him for being such a grumpy sod the last couple of days. After all, he was probably worried about their financial situation, what with a wedding to pay for.


She felt a guilty pang about the new Karen Millen outfit she’d bought that morning, but it was just that, a pang, and it was swiftly replaced by an overwhelming feeling of excitement. Tonight was the night. The proposal. She closed her eyes and surrendered to her imagination. Would he get down on one knee? Hugh was a sucker for tradition, but surely he wouldn’t go that far. Would he? Her stomach fluttered excitedly as she tried to imagine how she’d react. Would she pretend to be surprised, or would she come clean and confess to finding the receipt for the ring? And talking of rings, what would it be like? An in-yer-face diamond, a sophisticated cluster of rubies, a traditional solitaire? Would the band be 24-carat gold, white gold or platinum? A million thoughts whirled endlessly around in her head like confetti and, relishing every one, she poured herself a top-up, sank deliciously back into the bubbles and hummed happily along to the sounds of Abba wafting from the stereo in the living room.


 


Her daydreams were interrupted by the sound of a key in the latch. It was Hugh, home from work. She heard the door open and slam shut behind him, the heavy thud of his briefcase on the floor, the jangle of keys thrown on to the table. He turned off her CD and switched on the radio.


‘Frankie?’ He sounded grumpy.


She hesitated. ‘I’m in the bathroom.’ She hid her wine glass under the bubbles. She didn’t want him thinking she was drinking already.


Footsteps. The door opened. ‘I hope you’re not going to be in there for ages. The cab’s booked for seven.’ He walked over to the mirror, wiped away the steam and ran his fingers impatiently through his hair.


‘Don’t I even get a kiss?’ She puckered her lips in a petulant, playful pout, ignoring his bad mood.


‘Sorry, I’ve just got a few things on my mind.’ Avoiding her lips, he brushed the side of her face with his mouth, barely touching the perspiration on her skin. ‘Did you like my card?’ he asked, changing the subject. Loosening his tie, he took it off and threw it over the towel rail.


‘Yep, it was lovely.’


Frankie loved receiving cards from Hugh, though she couldn’t help wishing he’d written something a bit more romantic this time than his usual ‘Lots of love Hugh’ and a smiley heart face. He drew one whenever he gave her a card. At first she’d thought it was a cute, couply gesture, but then she noticed he did it on everyone else’s birthday cards too.


She leaned forward, resting her head on her soapy knees, a damp curl falling across her forehead. ‘Hugh, where are we going tonight?’
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