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Chapter One

Megan Silver woke up with an idea worth a million dollars.

Not that she realized it, of course. The excitement sweeping through her, that sweet adrenalin rush, was just a sudden panic to jot something down on paper quickly, to grab what she remembered of the dream before it faded. Groaning, Megan reached blindly for the scruffy notebook and ballpoint pen she kept by her bed, hopefully, in case something like this should ever happen. It never had before.

The pen had rolled onto the floor. Megan patted the dusty wasteland under her bed with one hand, feebly, not wanting to get up to look for it. The pain of her hangover throbbed under her temples, but she didn’t care, couldn’t care, it was such an incredible story, she had to get it down right now.

Thank God, she thought, her fingers closing round the biro.

She grabbed the notebook and began to scribble, long, flowing sentences, her spidery handwriting streaking across the page. Outside her tiny bedroom window the first red streaks of dawn had appeared over the San Francisco skyline.

 



‘He left me,’ Declan announced an hour later, marching  into her bedroom without knocking. ‘Do you hear me? He left me.’ He struck a pose of exaggerated grief, looking across at his flatmate to check she was suitably shocked.

‘Who left you?’ Megan murmured, barely looking up from her story. Ripped-up sheets of paper littered the bed, covering the old copies of Spin magazine and British music papers she’d been reading last night. She’d been jotting down ideas since she woke up, not stopping to use the bathroom or make a coffee. Like she had time for Dec’s crash-and-burn dramatics right now! This story was different to all the others. She was sure about that. She didn’t know why, but she was sure.

‘Jason,’ Declan said, in tones of utter despair. ‘We were at The Box last night and he left with somebody else. Some asshole,’ he added viciously. ‘The guy had a crew-cut and a signet ring. A real yuppie.’

Megan smiled despite herself. ‘Dec, you’ve been on exactly three dates with the guy.’

‘But I thought he was -’

‘The One? You think every guy’s The One,’ Megan said, putting the notebook down. She’d just about got it now, and anyway, when Declan wanted to talk, he wanted to talk. ‘Come on, you don’t even care. You just want me to tell you how attractive you are and how you can have anyone you want.’

‘That’s not true,’ Declan said, giving himself a smouldering glance in the mirror. ‘Although I have put on weight lately. Does it show?’

Megan sighed, turning her full attention to the sculpture of masculine beauty that was Declan Heath. Wiry, muscular torso, thin and fit from dancing all night on Ecstasy. Eyes the colour of Irish mist with silver-grey lashes to match. Black hair curling loose round the nape of the neck in accepted Generation X style. Totally gorgeous, totally unavailable. Like just about everything she wanted in life.

‘No,’ she said. ‘But you look great anyway.’

‘Why don’t you get dressed?’ Dec suggested. ‘We could go down to Ground Zero and get coffee . . . don’t look at me like that, I got paid yesterday. I’ll buy. OK?’

He sauntered out of her bedroom, and seconds later she heard ‘Mountain Song’ by Jane’s Addiction flood the tiny flat.

Megan got dressed, not wanting to face the day. She felt like shit after last night and she dreaded whatever the post was about to bring - another bill, another sheaf of rejection letters from New York agents, or worse, the printed rejection slips from publishers attached to the top of her thick manuscripts by a single paperclip, the only acknowledgment of eight solid months of work. Sometimes it was so tough to be hopeful. She’d worked so hard on that novel - nights, weekends, whatever time she could sneak out of her dismal $10 an hour job at the library - and it seemed like it was being turned down by more people than she’d even sent it to.

In a way, it was uncool to care. The slacker generation wasn’t supposed to give a damn about material success. You needed some kind of job to get by, just enough money to pay for the essentials, like coffee and music and clubs and speed, but that was about it. Megan and Declan could cover a tiny rent between them, afford minimal amounts of food, and dressed at the hippest thrift stores in San Francisco - Wasteland and AAadvark’s on Haight, Hunter’s Moon on Valencia in the Mission district. They got into most clubs for free and went to every chic gig in the city. Declan was a failed artist and part-time comic store sales assistant, and Megan was a failed writer and part-time filing clerk at the public library. They defined style.

Except that Megan Silver was getting sick of style. She wanted someone besides Dec to read her book.

She dressed in seconds, snatching her oversized Levi’s from the floor where she’d left them last night, belting them over a Soundgarden shirt and pulling on large, clumpy biker boots. No make-up, but she finished the effect with two armfuls of jangling copper bracelets and a heavy crystal ring. Megan didn’t have that many clothes, so choosing an outfit never took long. Whatever she had that was clean lay strewn casually about the bombsite that was her room, over the bed and the tatty Indian rug, under her beloved posters of Nirvana and Veruca Salt and Dark Angel. Dark Angel was her favourite band; their huge, bleak soundscapes had been the backdrop to her college years, the hammerhead rhythms and black harmonies firing her up when she worked, lamenting with her when depression bit, slipping under her skin when she made love. A superband for the late nineties, the soundtrack of the generation.

They’d split up last week, and Megan felt ridiculously upset about it. Not that she’d been the only one - Sasha Stone, a friend of Declan’s, had sat in front of them in the Horseshoe Café and sobbed her heart out, mascara running down her cheeks in grimy black rivulets.

‘Come on, this is embarrassing,’ Megan had said, trying to get Sasha to accept a tissue. ‘They’re just one band.’

‘Don’t be bourgeois,’ Declan snapped, flinging a velvet-covered arm round her shaking shoulders. ‘It’s serious. All art is serious.’

‘Zach!’ sobbed Sasha wildly. ‘Zach Mason totally betrayed everybody who believed in him!’

‘He was a singer, not the Messiah,’ Megan said, rather coldly. ‘And you wouldn’t be so upset if you didn’t want to screw him so badly. He’ll make some solo records, I guess.’

‘Do you think so?’ Sasha gulped hopefully.

‘Jesus Christ, how old are you?’

‘Megan,’ said Declan. ‘Sasha is hurting here! Show a little compassion.’

‘Nobody died,’ Megan muttered, rebelliously.

How old was Sasha? Wasn’t the real question, how old was she? Twenty-four and not a damn thing to show for it, except an English degree from Berkeley. And here she was, sitting in a café with an adult woman who was cracking up because a rock group had disbanded.

That was the day when the restlessness had started to creep back in.

Megan twisted in front of the mirror, semi-satisfied. She looked good. Nothing special, but pretty good. She had soft chestnut hair curling gently down to the nape of the neck, clever brown eyes, a clear skin rendered somewhat pallid from too much partying all night and sleeping all day. Underneath the funky, shapeless uniform she’d pulled together her body was nicely curved in an unfashionable way: swelling breasts, feminine calves, maybe a little chunky round the thighs, weight she had never been able to shake. Megan was glad of the hip-hop culture and its outsize style. She hated her body. Most days she hated her looks; OK, so she wasn’t exactly ugly, but amongst all the golden California butterflies she was a death’s-head moth. Invisible.

It had been like that since the day she was born, youngest of six in a Catholic household in Sacramento, one more mouth to feed for an overworked electrician and a harassed mother who found it hard to cope. Not that she’d been abused or neglected, but they just didn’t have much time or attention for her. Megan was no beauty, like her twin sisters Jane and Lucy, slim and lithe as gazelles, nor a strapping sporty guy like her three elder brothers, Martin, Peter and Eli. Not ugly enough to inspire pity, not smart enough to inspire concern, Megan grew up dating the OK guys Jane and Lucy didn’t want, and making  average grades, and resenting the hell out of everybody, all the time. When she did scrape into Berkeley, Megan Silver suspected that the congratulations of her family had been mingled with relief that she was leaving Sacramento.

Well, that’s mutual, Megan thought angrily, tugging the Soundgarden shirt more loosely over her waist. If I never see that dump again it’ll be too soon. Why should I stay there and rot in Sacramento?


When you could come here and rot in San Francisco?  finished the snide, carping little voice in her brain.

‘Are you ready?’ Declan yelled. ‘We’ll be late.’

She took one last look at herself, shrugged, and went to join him.

‘We already are,’ she murmured.

 



Everybody struggled out of bed at eleven, the days they didn’t have to work, and sometimes on the days they did; Jesus, if you believed all the excuses and hacking coughs that went singing down the phone wires to employers every morning, you’d think a serious epidemic had afflicted San Francisco’s twentysomething population. Mostly, the bosses rarely complained. What they were offering was dead-end jobs paying little more than minimum wage, hardly worth coming off welfare for; what they were getting was sullen, unproductive employees who knew their worth and thus sold themselves cheap. Everybody’s just marking time, Megan thought, as they strolled up Haight towards Ground Zero. Like time will last forever.

It was quarter of twelve, and the cold mist was just beginning to clear, melting away in the thin autumn sun. Declan strutted down the street, waving and smiling at all their friends hanging out; Haight truly was the centre of his universe, Megan thought, smiling affectionately at her friend. He never feels hemmed in.  Why should he? This is more than enough for Dec . . . Why can’t it be enough for me?

‘Hey, Megan! Hey, Dec! What’s up?’

Trey, Declan’s best friend and ex-lover, waved at them from an inside table, and they threaded their way through the usual crowd to join him: beat poets, bikers, art students, potheads, and the occasional brave tourist from Europe. Megan had once seen Ground Zero listed in a student guidebook as ‘the official café of the Apocalypse’, a description that always made her laugh.

‘Ola, what’s up?’ Trey said. ‘Megan, Dec, this is Francine, Rick and Consuela. Consuela’s a model,’ he added, showing off. Trey collected cool people as if they were stamps.

Megan glanced at her as she sat down; silken olive skin, a little button nose, chic hair in a sleek bob, and no more than 105 pounds under that Nirvana jacket. Consuela didn’t have the exquisite bone structure you really needed to make it in modelling - Megan could see that right off - but what did that matter? She was beautiful, confident, everything Megan had never been. When Consuela decided to get down to work, she’d have it easy. She would not wind up working at the San Francisco Public Library part-time for ten bucks an hour.

‘Hi,’ Consuela said.

‘Megan’s a writer. A novelist,’ Trey told the others, exhibiting her for their approval.

‘A novelist? Wow, that’s so cool,’ Francine sighed, laconically, not meaning a word of it.

‘I’m not a novelist. I’m a filing clerk,’ Megan said coldly, ignoring the furious gestures being semaphored across the table from Declan.

‘Oh, she only says that because the big corporations haven’t sent her a fat cheque yet,’ he explained. ‘You should be pleased they haven’t let you sign your soul away.’

‘Declan’s an artist,’ said Trey.

Declan preened. ‘Of course, life is art,’ he acknowledged modestly. ‘I just express it as best I can.’

‘Cool,’ said Rick, not looking up from his coffee.

‘I guess the only reason they haven’t signed you is that they don’t understand artistic integrity,’ Consuela said to Megan, soothingly.

‘How would you know?’ asked Megan, pushing her fringe out of her eyes. ‘You’ve never even seen my book.’

‘Megan!’ Declan hissed.

‘Actually, they haven’t signed me because my book sucks,’ Megan went on relentlessly. In that moment, she knew it was true. Realization hit her like a flash of lightning; her mannered, meandering study of teenage ennui, which she had thought was poetic and evocative, was in fact stunningly boring.

‘Why did you write it then?’ asked Francine, stung to hostility.

Trey leaned forward, in hopeful anticipation of a scene.

‘I have no idea,’ Megan replied, shrugging. She felt lighthearted and free, somehow. It felt good to admit that, something she’d maybe known all along; she’d written to a blueprint her friends would approve of, eschewing such outdated concepts as plot, and the result had been just terrible.

‘So what will you do now you aren’t a writer?’ demanded Francine, bitchily.

Megan looked at them all: so fly, so hip, so laid-back they were practically horizontal. Going nowhere fast.

Then she thought of her dream, the new story, the adventure, lying in her bedroom in twenty pages of scrawled notes.

‘I am a writer,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to do it better. I’m going to write a movie.’




Chapter Two

The excitement was so strong you could almost taste it.

Right now, Alessandro Eco ruled fashion. Where he led, the press followed panting. He was this year’s brilliant new discovery, the darling of the demi-monde, the first real superdesigner to shoot to fame since the meteoric rise of Donna Karan. Vogue, Harper’s, Elle, Style with Elsa Klensch - you name it, they all swooned over his tight bodices, sculptured heels, clever little bias-cut skirts, the dramatic choice of fabrics, the way he owned  colour, darling, it was simply too wonderful . . .

Real women loved Alessandro too. His clothes, and the cheaper knockoffs of them that reached the high street two seasons late, flattered curves, rejoiced in breasts, and forgave a multitude of sins around the thigh area. Last year every working woman had saved for that one Alessandro suit, every socialite had themed her wardrobe around him, and every teenager had bought their copy of Vogue and fantasized. It was fashion’s version of the American Dream - that one collection by an unknown that takes the world by storm.

That was the first reason everybody was here. In  Chicago, for God’s sake. Paris, New York, Milan, even London at a pinch, but Chicago? Surely only Alessandro would dare. It was a power trip, pure and simple, for Alessandro Eco to show his summer collection - just one  designer, mark you - in Chicago and expect the entire aristocracy of style to rearrange their travel itineraries around him.

Which was where the second reason kicked in.

Fashion editors and photographers milled around, mingling with famous Hollywood actors, minor European royalty, rock stars escorting their model girlfriends. The Leeward Hall was packed to the gills, bubbling with excited talk and reeking of perfume, spotlights and money. Behind the front row seats reserved for the serious players, anorexic-looking wives of Wall Street tycoons fought bitterly over the exact positions of their little gold-backed chairs. It was important to be noticed, vital to be seen. Because it wasn’t merely Alessandro’s new collection that was on offer here. Millions of dollars had gone into ensuring that this collection would have the eyes of the entire world trained upon it. And in the 1990s, there was only one way to do that.

Supermodels. All of them. It was a coup unparalleled in the history of fashion, and Lord alone knew what it had cost, but Eco’s people had done the impossible, obtaining every single one for the same show. Security was tight enough for the President of the United States. If this hall was bombed tonight, the most beautiful flowers that the Western world had discovered would all be crushed together.

Cindy. Linda. Naomi. Eva. Saffron. Nadja. Shalom. It was a pantheon of goddesses, beauty in its most ideal form, from all age groups, all body types. (Jerry was returning to do this one show, that was the rumour, and there was Mick in the centre front row, sitting right next to Oprah, so it must be true!) Helena, Christy, Claudia, Isabella, Yasmin! The list went on forever! Paulina, Shiraz, Lauren, Tatijana, Kate . . . if she had graced the cover of a major magazine, she would be there, a  blossoming supermova, when the moment came, amongst the lesser stars that would glitter, only fractionally less beautiful, up and down the runway in a constant, seamless slipstream of perfection.

It was even being hinted that she might appear.

A fresh wave of suspense swept the room. The big chandelier lights faded to black, leaving the stage darkened apart from a single beige spotlight, selected from the hundreds rigged at the top of the ceiling, filtered with all the different colours of the rainbow. The only sound was the heavy, excited breathing of the spectators and the hushed whirr of TV cameras, positioned around the runway and suspended from the walls. The vast screens erected at either side of the catwalk were dull and dead.

They waited.

And then, with the perfect synchronicity of a ballet, Aretha Franklin blasted from the Siemens speakers lining every wall, the stage erupted in an explosion of coloured lights, rose petals fluttered down from the ceiling, and the first figure strutted, alone, onto the catwalk.

Naomi! It was Naomi! Opening the show in a long white dress, a formal evening gown, the last thing anybody had expected from Alessandro, but too perfect, backless and gathered, an exquisite contrast against the rich chocolate of her skin . . .

Pent-up anticipation was released in an orgasmic frenzy of applause, popping flashbulbs, scribbling pens. They were in seventh heaven! And now Tatijana, in a black leather jacket and shining blue pants - what were they made of? Vinyl? Spandex? The fashion editors gave a common sigh of satisfaction. So it had been worth cutting Paris short. This season, at least, the king would not be dethroned.

‘She won’ do it, she say she won’ do it!’ Alessandro moaned, his words a wail of despair. He could hardly be heard in the commotion that was backstage, the supermodel sisterhood greeting each other raucously, the less famous models panicking about their hairpieces and bitching because a favoured stylist had hung a jacket wrong; the blare of the music, the din of joy and hysteria, and at least two hairdressers in tears, and Michael Winter, Alessandro’s PA, had to strain to catch him. ‘I cannot believe it! She is promised me, now, for two months! She will be the finale, she will make the show live forever! But now she will not come out! She will not do it! She has ruin everything, everything I work for for so long!’

‘The show will live forever anyway,’ Michael soothed him loudly, shouting above the noise. ‘They love you, Alessandro! They’re going crazy for the girls and crazy for your clothes. Like we planned. It is perfetto.’ He kissed his fingertips in an extravagant gesture of reassurance.

The designer grabbed his lapels. ‘Non es perfetto,’ he yelled. ‘It is good! OK, this I understand! But it is not  perfect! It has to be perfect!’ He took a breath, and Michael winced; the veins on his boss’s neck were standing out like whipcords.

‘Michèle, they are vultures! They expect only the best, and if they do not get it, they will turn on me! Don’t you understand? Now, yes, now they clap, now they are happy to see all the girls . . . but if she does not appear, later, after the show, that is when the doubts come in. That we are nearly good enough, but not quite . . . not good enough for her.’

Michael paused, unwilling to accept that possibly, just possibly, Eco was right. He had always admired Alessandro for his street-smarts and above all, for  realizing that great clothes - even inspired clothes - were just half the battle. Fashion was just that. Fashion. Style.  Showbusiness. And by promising to deliver all the world’s most beautiful women, all wearing Alessandro, they’d taken a huge PR gamble. If it worked, the company name could be shot to a level where it would sit alongside not Katharine Hamnett or Ralph Lauren, but Chanel, Gucci and Christian Dior. That was the Holy Grail; to be so big no fashion ed could shoot you down.

But maybe they wouldn’t get there. A show this expensive was one hell of a PR stunt, and it had better work. And if the focus was not on the girls who were there, but on the one girl who wasn’t . . .

Winter shuddered. ‘Why won’t she do it?’

‘She is lock herself in her dressing room, she is refusing to come out,’ snarled Alessandro. ‘She not tell me why. I hate her. She is a grade-A bitch.’

‘You got that right.’

‘Michèle. I want you to find her agent,’ snapped Alessandro, his English miraculously improving under pressure. ‘Promise him anything he wants. Anything at all. We need her for the finale, and we must have her.’

 



‘Babe, please.’

Robert Alton knelt in front of the door, models tripping over his calves as they rushed to the stage and the eyes of several amused cameramen boring into the back of his head. Sweat trickled down his pudgy neck and ran in nasty little rivulets under his collar. His career was flashing in front of his eyes.

‘Sweetheart?’ he tried again, yelling, his plump little chin pressed close to the keyhole.

‘Get lost, Robert,’ snapped the voice inside. ‘I have no desire to talk to you whatsoever.’

A couple of the cameramen sniggered, and Robert felt  the familiar well of hatred and humiliation boil up inside him.

‘Honey, I know you like to be private, but we really have to do this show.’

‘We don’t have to do anything.’

It was a sweet voice, the tones low and dulcet, but packed with such venom that even her agent, used to it, took a step back.

‘We’re committed. We took a million dollars in fee.’

‘You mean you’re committed. You put the dress on, Bob. You’ll probably really enjoy it.’


Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! God, how he loathed her!

‘Alessandro is tearing his hair out, babe. You know that the whole deal will be nothing without you. Please, angel, everybody’s counting on you.’

‘We all have our problems.’ A beat. ‘And he has enough stars out there. He doesn’t need me. There are a million girls. Tell him to use Cindy for the finale.’

Was that it? Alton felt a surge of hope at the faint chink in her armoury. A drowning man, grateful for a straw to clutch at, he thought bitterly.

‘Stars? Those are ornaments!’ he yelled contemptuously, praying to Christ that nobody heard him. Elite and Models One would put a contract out on him if they did. ‘There’s only one star here, sugar, and she won’t come out of her dressing room. Cindy won’t do, you know that. Christy, Claudia? Phhh!’ He made what he hoped was a suitably dismissive noise.

‘It won’t work, Bob. I don’t do cattle calls. Not even with a superior grade of cattle,’ she shouted, ice dripping from every melodious syllable.


Cattle calls! Alton thought, picturing the cream of the world’s superstar beauties pirouetting on the catwalk behind him. But he was encouraged. Half the battle was always finding out exactly what type of reassurance she  needed that day, what precise homage she wanted to extract.

‘Sweetie, think of it this way. You aren’t working the main show, you’re only coming on for the finale. You’ll be right in the centre front of all the girls. Everybody out there is waiting, hoping, praying that you’ll appear’ - me especially, since I’m finished if you don’t, he added silently - ‘and they’ll go just crazy when you do. Just for that one time.’

‘They always go crazy,’ came the bored reply, but he thought he detected an infinitesimal softening.

‘Of course they go crazy. Who wouldn’t go crazy for you, babe, if you showed up wearing a sack?’ Or a body bag, preferably. ‘But the point is that you’ll be leading them all out. Just once. In front. For the finale.’ Robert took a deep breath, and played his ace.

‘It’ll make it official, as if the world didn’t already know - that you rule them all. It will be’ - he paused dramatically - ‘your coronation.’

Silence.

What was she thinking? Alton loosened his collar, nervous tension eating away at his stomach like corrosive acid. He could almost see his ulcer expanding under the pressure. Did she like that idea? Did she agree with it?

As much as he hated this woman - and oh, boy, did he ever hate her - Robert had come to understand that there was a fierce intelligence burning under that lovely cranium. You could slip nothing past her, nothing. If she did something he suggested, it was because she’d already decided it was a good idea. Independent. Astute. Determined. And if she wanted something badly enough, he’d learned, there was no point standing in her way. You’d be better off arguing with a ten-ton truck.

‘OK, I’ll do it,’ she shouted.

The agent practically sobbed with relief.

‘On one condition. I don’t lead out the finale, I am the finale. Just me, by myself. None of the other girls.’

Robert wanted to throw up. ‘But sugar, that’s impossible! Everything’s already rehearsed! You can’t expect Naomi and Kate to sit still for that -’

‘Kate? Why are you mentioning her name to me, Bob? I thought I told you never to discuss that anorexic washboard in front of me again.’

Mistake. Mistake. His circuits were flashing red alert.

‘Honey, I’m sorry, but -’

‘No, Bob. No buts. And let me tell you what’s impossible. What’s impossible is that I appear in this show unless it’s for the finale and by myself. OK? Am I being clear enough? Now you run along to Alessandro and tell him what I said. And if he doesn’t like it, call my driver, because I’m going home.’

The silken voice was threaded with absolute steel.

‘Do you understand?’ she demanded.

Robert Alton fumbled with his collar again, but nothing could ease this choking panic. He knew that tone. It was the end of the line.

‘Sure, sweetheart,’ he shouted through the keyhole. ‘I understand.’

 



‘Is this a joke?’ enquired Michael Winter, glancing at his watch. The show was running on perfect time, down to the split second. They had ten minutes to the finale, and she wasn’t even in make-up yet.

Robert spread his fat hands in a well-worn gesture of helplessness. ‘No. She doesn’t joke, as I’m sure you’re aware,’ he said.

‘Unique took a million-dollar appearance fee on her behalf.’

‘And we’ll refund it if she doesn’t appear,’ Alton said with a sigh.

Winter glared at him. The fee wasn’t an issue, and both men knew it. A million dollars was pocket change, compared with what might happen to Alessandro Eco’s company if this show crashed and burned.

‘Can’t you guys control your clients? For the biggest show of the goddamn decade?’

Robert Alton looked him straight in the eye. ‘Michael. Please,’ he said. ‘Nobody, and I do mean nobody, can control her.’


Nine minutes and counting.

‘So you’re telling me that I have to personally insult - to demote - eighteen of the most famous models in the world, in front of the entire fashion media, just so Her Majesty will walk down that catwalk for thirty seconds?’

A fresh burst of perspiration beaded Alton’s neck. Winter was quite correct, of course. These backstage shenanigans would leak down to the hawks sitting out front at the speed of light. She was demanding that Alessandro snub every supermodel alive, in public, in her favour.

‘That’s what I’m telling you,’ he said firmly.


Eight minutes and thirty seconds.

Michael Winter glanced at his watch. Either way they would only just make it. The pressure of the decision beat down on the back of his shoulders like a lead weight.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Tell Her Highness she’s got a deal.’

 



Rapt, the audience, the cream of the glitterati, stared hopefully at the empty stage. Notebooks were covered in scrawls thick with underlinings and multiple exclamation marks. The T-shirt dresses, sculptured bodices and flowing coats in waterproof silk had all been sensations. The swimwear line added a whole new dimension to thighlines, and he’d come up with some amazing bias-cutting in the evening gowns that turned the demurest walk into a lilting dance, the tiniest movement setting off a tide of motion in the skirts. But that was hardly the point . . .

It was the reams of film their photographers had shot that sent moist twitches between the fashion editors’ legs. That was what would sell magazines; the show as event, Alessandro as king of babe city. Kate in a strawberry satin dress that was really a T-shirt with pretensions. Goddess-like Cindy in a simple black swimsuit that would make every woman who saw it join a gym the next day. Jerry’s blonde cascade tumbling around a severe tailored pantsuit. Yasmin, regal and aloof in a full evening gown with a crinoline skirt. Awesome! No other word for it.

And now the finale . . .

The room was thick with the sound of held breath, the photographers nervously jockeying for position. Every supermodel in the world had graced this show - with one exception. As each song shifted pace, as each new set of outfits debuted on the catwalk, they had expected to see her. But nothing.

Surely now would be the moment. With mounting excitement, the eagle eyes of the journos were trained on the black-curtained entrance to the runway, their talons scenting blood. She had triumphed yet again. God knew how, but somehow Unique had swung it. Their megaclient would appear only in the grand finale, setting herself, by definition, in a class of her own, outranking every supermodel in the world. Perhaps she would lead all the models out, or was that expecting too much? When all that female loveliness poured out together onto Alessandro Eco’s catwalk, would she slip in with the others? Or would she try some new trick, some little fillip, that would ‘spontaneously’ catch the eye of every camera in the place?

The Leeward Hall shivered in anticipation.

There was a slight rustle of velvet at the side of the stage and Alessandro Eco, his aristocratic face reflecting nothing but the profoundest calm, stepped forward to a microphone, holding up one imperious hand in silence before the room could explode into applause.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, it has been great honour for the House of Alessandro Eco to present our collection for you tonight. For your attendance and patience, I thank you.’ He gave a courtly bow. ‘As you may know, I have, since I was a boy, cherished the dream of one day being like the great masters - Balenciaga, Dior, Chanel - who in our modern age paid the beauty of woman the homage it deserves, a homage I attempt, all my life, to pay. The moment of greatest loveliness for woman is surely the day of her wedding, and traditionally the couturiers present last the wedding dress, a tradition I am proud to continue.’

The spotlight on the designer faded gently away, and one by one the other lights in the hall were shut down and dimmed until the stage was plunged into darkness. A haunting line of Mozart spun into the still air.

And then the curtains drew back, a web of brilliant lights lit up the platform - but instead of thirty models exploding onstage a single figure appeared from the darkness, stepping demurely into the spotlight. A simple shift of cream silk clung to her perfect body like a second skin, a bouquet of pure ivory lilies was clasped in her delicate hands and a single white rose threaded through her long, dark hair as she processed slowly, gracefully, down the front of the stage onto the catwalk.

For a second there was complete silence, as the crowd was struck dumb by her sheer beauty, by the fragile, nervous, virginal quality of her walk, the way she seemed to glance shyly out at them from under those  doelike chocolate eyes, as though completely overwhelmed by the attention. Then, as the fashion world realized what they were witnessing, the hall erupted in an orgasmic frenzy of cheering and applause. The fashion editors were shooting to their feet in a standing ovation, the photographers snapping and snapping, flashbulbs exploding around her for the one picture that would make the front page of about every tabloid in the Western world the next day - the magnificent, minimalist finale of Alessandro Eco, now without the shadow of a doubt Designer of the Year, and the best PR coup for any mannequin this decade - to oust eighteen other supermodels, to appear for just these few moments, to close the show herself, as though it was she, and only she, that they had all been waiting for . . .

As she walked gracefully out towards the frenzy in front of her, Roxana Felix permitted herself a tiny smile.

 



‘Roxana!’

‘Rox! Rox!’

‘Roxana, please! Just for one second!’

They were everywhere, clamouring for her attention, begging for the tiniest hint of a smile or a glance - reporters from the favoured shows and magazines, trade photographers, the normal fashion camp-followers. Backstage was a battleground as people scrambled for a word from Christy, a comment from Naomi, a precious shot of any supermodel in glorious déshabillée. But by far the largest cluster of drones hovered around Roxana Felix, undisputed Queen Bee. Disgusted, numbers of the other girls were leaving, with a curt ‘no comment’ and frantic agents trailing in their wake.

‘Never again will she work for me,’ hissed a distraught Alessandro to Michael Winter as another beauty swept past him, tiny button nose in the air.  ‘Michèle, that bitch spill blood over all my collection - never another cover girl weel wear my clothes. All I hear, all I see is controversy!’

‘Yeah? All I hear is cash tills,’ replied Winter, a wide grin plastered across his tanned face. ‘Controversy and coverage are synonymous in Webster’s, amigo. Didn’t you know that?’

‘Roxana, did you know in advance that Alessandro would cancel the other girls for the finale?’ somebody asked.

Pushing a lock of glossy raven hair out of her sparkling eyes, the young woman laughed softly. ‘He did  what? Damian, you’ve got it wrong. It must have been planned that way.’

‘No, everybody was pulled in your favour,’ another hack told her eagerly.

Roxana’s sculptured cheekbones and smooth pale skin registered nothing but confusion for a few moments, while the pack bayed its assurances that she had been honoured above the rest. Then a delightful girlish blush spread across her face, and she dropped those infamous lashes, murmuring helplessly, ‘Look, I don’t know, you guys. Robert handles business,’ and every man in the room was in love again.

‘Robert Alton, was it your idea to insist on the change in choreography?’

‘Absolutely,’ Alton said easily. He was almost enjoying himself. In her eagerness to pass the buck, his vicious little cash-cow was turning him into a powerful Svengali of the beau monde. Surely other stars would flock to him now, he thought, and then recalled with a pang that Roxana didn’t allow him to rep any other big stars.

‘Why? Didn’t you realize you’d be upsetting some of the most powerful women in fashion?’

Alton placed a fatherly hand on Roxana’s alabaster  shoulder, felt her stiffen under his touch and instantly withdrew it. ‘It wasn’t about egos,’ he said shamelessly, ‘it was about the clothes. I felt that no one but the most beautiful girl in the world should close the best show in the world.’

‘Oh, Bob, really,’ Roxana reproved him, in low tones of molten honey.

‘Were you trying to say that Roxana is in a class of her own, like Alessandro is in a class of his own?’ suggested a girl from English Vogue hopefully.

‘No comment,’ said Robert sternly, treating them all to a flamboyant wink.

‘Enough, enough, please, signoras, signori,’ Alessandro insisted, knowing a good exit line when he heard one. ‘My little bambina is exhausted. You know how she hate publicity. Please, this way, we have much champagne . . .’

Roxana Felix exchanged little kisses, pressures and hugs with the favoured few as they trooped dutifully off in search of liquid and more basic refreshments, confusion and embarrassment at causing such a fuss written all over her face. As soon as the door to her dressing room closed she pulled out a small bag of white powder from her blusher box and licked a minute pile off the back of her tiny wrist, perfect bones almost translucent under the skin. Alton eyed it hungrily: the new form of ground Ecstasy that was all the rage at the shows this summer. She made no move to offer him any.

‘A triumph, if I say so myself,’ he announced.

‘You had nothing to do with it, Bob. Play the big guy with the schmucks out there, but never try and scam me  for credit. OK? Cause you’ll be fired faster than an AK-47.’

‘OK, OK,’ Alton said, forcing a grin through the shame. Long ago she had cut off his balls to play marbles with. ‘You’re right, sweetie, of course you are. You just added another thirty thou to every single shoot.’

‘Fifty.’

‘Fifty, right,’ Alton concurred, wondering if Madonna’s manager took as much shit as he did.

‘I’m not interested in that. You know what I’m interested in,’ Roxana said, slowly and with meanace, turning those limpid chocolate eyes at him as though they were bayonet blades. ‘Have you found me a suitable vehicle yet?’

Alton twisted helplessly. ‘Didn’t you get Beach Party II? I had it messengered over.’

She gave a delicate little cough. ‘Let me see. Beach Party II. The part was for the stupid bimbo who dates the lifeguard. Yeah, I remember that one. It came right after  Living Doll and Sweet Sixteen, the ones Unique sent me last week.’

Her agent swallowed hard.

‘Don’t bother to send me any more scripts, Bob.’

‘Honey, I knew you’d see reason. Those parts aren’t worthy of you, I know that, but it’s all we could come up with - lots of girls have dabbled in acting, but the studios just aren’t interested . . .’ Seeing her expression, his voice trailed away.

‘You’re fired,’ Roxana Felix said calmly.

Alton almost choked in surprise and dismay. He had discovered Roxana and repped her for the last five years.

‘What?’

‘Lost your hearing, Bob? I said you’re fired. As my personal agent and personal manager.’

Robert Alton’s pudgy face had gone ash-grey. Over the years Roxana had demanded the removal of every other star model the Unique agency represented, for the privilege of controlling all aspects of her own career - the lucrative T-shirts, the calendars, the straight campaigns, catwalk appearances, the perfume franchise . . . it had been done so slowly and subtly that none of his  colleagues had really noticed, but the Unique agency was  Roxana, Inc. Without her they were nothing. A handful of bread-and-butter girls with no star potential in sight.

‘I told you two months ago I wanted to act. And I do mean act, Bobby, not drape myself over some moron in a teen beach flick.’

‘But the other girls -’

Roxana sighed, a deep, whistling sigh drawn in through her perfectly applied soft berry lipstick. ‘How many times, Bob? I am not “the other girls”. Something that SKI never failed to realize.’


SKI? She was going to Sam Kendrick? Bob felt a fresh burst of sweat erupt down his collar. He could not believe this was happening.

‘I’ve been talking to a guy called David Tauber over there. He’s young, he’s lean and he’s hungry. My plane leaves for LA at ten tomorrow.’

‘Please,’ Bob managed. ‘Roxana, just give us one more chance.’

Laughing at him, Roxana Felix shook her lovely head. ‘No way, Bobby boy. There are no second chances with me. You think you can treat me like a piece of pretty meat, just because I’m a woman? You have another think coming.’

‘Roxana, please,’ Bob repeated desperately. He was begging her now, and they both knew it.

‘Relax. You can still book my modelling activities.’

Alton almost wept with relief.

‘For the moment,’ she added icily. A pleasant feeling began to contract in her upper arms, the first sign of the drug kicking in. She wanted to be alone to enjoy it. ‘Get out, Bob. And tell the driver to make sure my car is ready at eight.’

‘Yes, sweetheart,’ Alton said meekly, the useless sack of lard. Jesus Christ, what she had to put up with.  Roxana stared coldly at him until the door to her dressing room closed and she was finally alone.

Her painted nail tapped gently on the first-class ticket to Los Angeles pinned up on the mirror in front of her.

This was going to be fun.

She was Roxana Felix, and she always got what she wanted.




Chapter Three

Eleanor Marshall was the most powerful woman in LA.

That was the thought that kept drumming away at the back of Sam Kendrick’s mind as he turned his steel-blue Maserati into the agency parking lot, the velvet-smooth handling of the big machine slipping him into his acre-wide parking space with its usual grace. Nearly every other space in the lot was already full, but that fact scarcely registered on Sam. It was seven-thirty in the morning, and he expected his damn offices to be full. Never mind that the contracts stated nine to six. If you wanted to work for Sam Kendrick International, the third most powerful agency in Hollywood, you’d better be there by seven and you’d better not leave till ten.

Out of the corner of his eye Sam recognized David Tauber’s neat Lamborghini parked in the space directly opposite his. It was the best unreserved space in the lot, which meant that David Tauber had got there first. Probably around five-thirty a.m. He smiled briefly; Tauber had wanted him to notice that, and he had. Of course. After twenty-five years as an agent, Samuel J. Kendrick II had acquired the habit of noticing pretty much everything. So Tauber - young, hungry, ambitious - was already fluent in Hollywood’s secret code. Look, boss, I was in first. Well, OK, kid, Sam thought, dismissing it.  David Tauber wasn’t important right now. Eleanor Marshall was.


Don’t sweat the small stuff, and remember, it’s all small stuff. The nineties’ stress-relief phrase of choice. Sam snorted: they were wrong on two counts. One, ‘Don’t sweat the small stuff’ wasn’t a pressure valve, it was a commandment. If you sweated the small stuff, you were dead. You’d drown. Two, it wasn’t all small stuff. Some of it was very big stuff indeed, and if you planned on being a player it was highly advisable to know the difference.

Focus, focus, focus. Something else he’d learnt. In this town, where everybody had a million projects a day, focus was absolutely key. If you had a big star, satisfy that star first. If there was a bidding war for some hot property - be that a script, an actor or a director - aim your fire at that until the opposition were blown away. Maybe he didn’t return a couple calls he should have for a couple days. So? That’s what kids like Tauber were for. And if you had a major problem, you thought about nothing else and concentrated on nothing else until that problem was solved.

Sam Kendrick International had a major problem. But after five days of brainstorming ways to get around it, his reliable subconscious had started coming up with suggestions. And the first suggestion was Eleanor Marshall.

 



‘Mr Kendrick, Mrs Kendrick called from the country club about catering for your party next week. Mr Ovitz’s office called ten minutes ago. Fred Florescu rang at seven-fifteen,’ said Karen, his assistant, briskly. She had learnt long ago not to waste Sam’s time with ‘Good morning’ or other pleasantries of that sort. ‘Plus thirty or so more which I’ve prioritized on your desk. Debbie has  clipped the trades and the papers for you. Joanie has stacked most of the mail, there’s just the Zach Mason contract and the coverage on Hell’s Daughter that you might want to check out yourself. And everyone’s ready for the meeting at eight.’

Kendrick nodded absently. ‘Fred called, huh? That’s good. I’ll get back to him and CAA now. You can call my wife and tell her that whatever she wants is fine by me.’

He tried not to show his annoyance. How many times did he have to tell Isabelle not to bother him at the office with this dumb domestic trivia? As if he had ever given two pins for what interior designer they used, which benefit they attended or whatever idiotic food fad was being served up on smart LA tables that week. Of course, Isabelle lived for that stuff. No, the calls were a power play, pure and simple. She liked asserting her position, knowing that no matter what superstar or studio head was trying to reach him, she would always be put through first, her call would always be on top of the pile.

Kendrick strode down the soft grey carpeting of the corridor towards his offices. You had to pass through three outer rooms, each with its own secretary and personal assistant, before you gained entrance to the inner sanctum. Standard super-agent fare, but also, these days, pretty necessary. It was barely half-seven, and he’d already had thirty calls.

‘Good morning, Mr Kendrick.’

‘Morning, Sam. Looking good.’

‘Great to see you, boss.’

Agents and assistants passed him, smiling, waving, kissing ass. Only to be expected. At SKI, Sam Kendrick was king. He’d ceased to be tickled by the routine morning contest to catch his eye.

Reaching his office, Kendrick slipped into his black leather Eames chair and reached for the phone without  looking at it, a reflex movement. He left a message for Mike Ovitz - Christ knew when the two of them would ever get five minutes free at the same time - and tried Fred Florescu at home. The hottest young director in Hollywood and a new SKI client; signing Fred had been one of the few bright spots in a bleak fall.

He picked up on the third ring. ‘Fred Florescu.’

‘Hi, Fred, it’s Sam.’

A pleased chuckle. ‘That was quick.’

‘You’re the first call,’ Sam lied easily. He was a master of the art of flattery, amongst other things. He knew how to make people feel good without sliming up to them. In the movie business, that made a nice change.

‘Why? Because art comes first?’

Kendrick snorted rudely. ‘You’re the artist, buddy. I’m the businessman. The only art I care about is the little ink sketch they do on the hundred-dollar bill.’

Florescu laughed, delighted. ‘Sam, you have no shame.’

‘Did you hire me to be a blushing violet?’

More flattery. The superagent humbles himself before the talent. I work for you. You’re the boss. Well, unless you were Julia Roberts or John Grisham, talent reports to its agent most of the time. Talent that forgets this simple rule tends to have a short-lived career.

‘You’re the only guy I know who watches Wall Street  as a motivational tool, instead of a warning tale.’

Now Kendrick was laughing. ‘You’re calling me about . . .’

‘You hinted you had a line on a certain ex-rock star. Is it true? I’d like to work with him, if it is.’

The first real satisfaction of the week flooded through Kendrick’s lean torso. He had the system down so well, now his stars were starting to package themselves!


Packaging. What an ’80s concept. What a beautiful  concept. Everybody claimed to have invented it, CAA, ICM, William Morris, you name it. The truth was that it had just evolved, like Venus rising from the waters, like Pallas Athena springing fully formed from the head of Zeus. ‘Packaging’ was the name given to the process whereby an agency took one of its star actors or actresses, or preferably both, hooked them up with a director it represented and a script whose writer was being repped by their literary department, and sold the whole project to a studio as a package deal. This ensured that agency commission was maximized, all the credit went to your own firm, and maybe some client you wanted to break got their first big credit on the back of one of your major stars. Of course, it was your own big-name clients that you had to sell it to, but a package deal was worth any amount of bowing, scraping and downright begging. The studios hated it, because they had to pay through the nose - always cheaper to make a movie à la carte - and because every big package deal further increased the power of the agency shopping it. On the other hand, it minimized risk - all that talent, washed and ready to serve right on the table. Not that even incredibly large amounts of talent could guarantee filled movie theatres. Look at Steven Spielberg, Julia Roberts, Bob Hoskins and Robin Williams in Hook. Kendrick winced at the memory. Can you say ‘over-budget’? At least that turkey hadn’t been his film.

No, Sam never bothered to claim that he’d fathered the packaging idea. He hadn’t, and he didn’t care about being first. He only cared about being best. Fifteen years ago, he’d spotted the brilliance of the idea early on and had started tying his small, classy roster of talent together for deals. Within ten months the Sam Kendrick Agency had shifted from being a Tiffany boutique to a medium-size ‘comer’ with an unparalleled fee rate for its  clients. In another ten, they were Sam Kendrick International, with as many cheesy superstars on their books as critically acclaimed Oscar winners, and offices in Rome and London. Sam loved it. He’d never looked back.

Packaging had made him a star; not the kind of star he bought and sold, whose box office dwindled as their looks failed, but the real kind, the type trade magazines referred to using their first names alone. The kind that pinned up the firmament, not merely glittered within it. It had made Sam his first million, and then his first ten million. But right now it was the cause of his problems.

Times were lean, margins were small, and the major film studios had become far less accommodating than most of the big players were used to. Since the recession of 1990-93 the leisure dollar had shrunk considerably; everybody who used to cackle about the entertainment industry being depression-proof had proved horribly wrong. The record, TV, magazine and film industries had all suffered; Kendrick could still remember the wave after wave of redundancies and big-budget movies that stiffed all summer long in those two terrible years, 91 and 92. At the same time, star power, and price, had increased to ridiculous proportions as studios searched desperately for ways to ensure recouping their investment. Of course, there’s no such thing, and gradually it became clear that even the biggest star and the most well-worn formula couldn’t guarantee a hit. File that under Last Action Hero. Anyway, they became even more terrified of green-lighting anything; money committed is monkey risked, right? And when Demi Moore demanded $7 million for the third Batman movie, they told her to take a hike.

It had been a lean few years for SKI. Nobody was starving - they repped too many big names for that to  happen - but the studios had turned aside all their package deals, permitting only named stars to sign up for fees which were high, but, despite the best efforts of Sam and his minions to the contrary, still well within the accepted ballpark. But no packages. No blockbusting movies stamped ‘Property of Samuel Jacob Kendrick’ on them in big gold letters. Not that the other agencies hadn’t had problems, but at least they’d seen one or two fat deals come together. SKI had been coasting. And you know the old story about the LA agencies being like sharks? If they don’t move forward, they die. As far as Sam Kendrick was concerned, a truer word was never spoken.

He needed to get a package deal on screen, a major movie that would grab all the headlines in Variety and blow away his critics. And he needed it fast. Only last week, James Falcon, the fortysomething superstar who’d been with Sam for ten years, had had his lawyers call to say he was now represented by Jeff Berg at ICM.

That was when the situation had shifted out of yellow alert. It couldn’t be more than a week before that little snippet leaked to the papers, and then everybody else would be considering their position . . . and the shark-infested waters would be alive with movement, circling, circling, as the other firms scented blood and moved in for the kill.

Sam knew the score. He’d done it often enough himself.

Hence the full staff meeting at eight o’clock this morning.

Hence his delight that Fred Florescu wanted to work with David Tauber’s new client.

Hence the reason that he’d woken up this morning with Eleanor Marshall branded into his brain.

‘I shouldn’t tell you that, man. Confidentiality,’ he  replied, carefully keeping the elation out of his voice.

‘Bullshit, Sam. Anyway, that’s a yes.’

‘How do you figure that out, Fred?’

‘You can’t have confidentiality with someone you don’t represent.’

Sam chuckled darkly. ‘Wait a second.’ He scribbled his name on the bottom of Zach Mason’s contract, holding the receiver over the pen. ‘Hear that sound? Know what that is?’

‘No. What is it?’

‘That’s the sound of ink drying. On our deal with Zach Mason,’ Sam confirmed, feeling the satisfaction return.

Fred Florescu’s voice was a hiss of drawn-in breath. ‘Think you can get us together?’

‘Think, nothing. I know you’re the only director for him, Fred.’

‘I’d appreciate it. West of the Moon was a really vital record in my life.’

That took Kendrick aback for a second. Christ, he’d forgotten Florescu was only twenty-nine. He was a fan of Mason’s band! He was just a kid himself! Lord, that he should live to see the day when a red-hot director was panting to work with a rock star because of the guy’s  music! Slackers my sweet ass, he thought silently. They’re the pushiest little bastards since the fifties. And they gaze so hard at their own navels it’s a miracle they don’t all walk around cross-eyed.

‘You know what I’m saying? Zach Mason is, like, a prophet of his generation. Really on the level. The shit he was singing about was important, Sam. Dark Angel are a major loss to us. I want to put him in a movie very badly, I hope I can help him share some of that vision.’

Kendrick was staggered. Not only was Florescu coming out with all this garbage, was that humility he heard in his tone? Fred Florescu, the director who  famously told the studio head on his last picture to go fuck himself, was speaking about some two-bit singer as if he was his personal god. Sam wondered how Florescu would feel if he knew what David Tauber had told him - that Dark Angel had split up over a petty squabble about T-shirt royalties, and Zach Mason himself was a spoilt brat who threw a tantrum if the mineral water in his dressing room was the wrong brand. A real primadonna whose only concern was the megabuck career of one Zachary Mason. David was a smart kid; he could see that right off. Yolanda Henry, the band’s manager from the beginning, hadn’t wanted to kiss Mason’s ass in the way that twelve million records had led him to expect, plus she thought it was a dumb idea for him to dabble in movies. The woman was another of these music junkies, reckoned that time spent away from the studio or the stage was time wasted. No wonder her little canary was ready to sing a new tune. David Tauber was to be commended for checking out the opportunity; he’d kissed up to Zach like he was Roxana Felix herself, and promised him the sun, moon and stars, yesterday. It had taken the ‘prophet of his generation’ exactly ten days to split his band, dump the woman who’d discovered him sleeping rough and busking in Miami, and ship out to LA from New York, bringing with him only the second ray of sunshine SKI had seen that lean summer. And according to Tauber, he’d picked Florescu’s last smash, Light Falling, to watch on the private jet on the way down.

Sam leaned back against the supple leather. He had his mind on music, too. The sweet sound of cash tills chiming.

‘I understand completely, Fred. You might not believe this, but I was young once! I think you guys can make something really magical on screen together. Forget  Reality Bites -’

‘That fakola bullshit.’

‘- and just start thinking about what kind of a dream you might create with Zach. I think your generation deserves a spokesman.’

‘Spokesman,’ said Florescu, reverently.

Kendrick’s eyes rolled in his head. ‘Absolutely.’ He glanced at his watch: five to eight. ‘Hey, I have to split. Let me talk to Zach, set a meeting up. OK?’

‘You got it,’ the director said, hanging up happy.

 



The SKI conference room was packed and nervous. Stress hung in the air like humidity, an almost palpable feeling of tension rising from the hunched necks and taut postures of the agents seated round the table and standing lining the walls. Nobody knew what to expect; Kendrick had called this meeting personally, the word of God descending from on high, summoning the miserable sinners to account for themselves in his presence. Everybody knew that Sam was unhappy, despite the decent business SKI was doing in commissions. They were fading from the limelight, and that wasn’t a good position to be in in Tinseltown. Plus, James Falcon had walked last Friday. Kendrick’s Commandos, as they were popularly known, had good cause to be anxious - when Sam was unhappy, that emotion seemed to have a magical way of transferring itself to his employees.

The rookies stood against the wall; they’d been there for a couple of hours, most of them, but nobody would have dreamed of taking a chair. Those were strictly left for the head honchos, whenever they should choose to appear. No, the new kids stood up with their well-thumbed copies of Variety and the Hollywood Reporter and tried to memorize weekend grosses, commission records for the SKI stars repped by their departments, whatever significant sand-shifting had taken place in the business  that week, and the current dollar exchange rate to the pound, mark, yen and Swiss franc. You never knew. It was pure torture, all the mindless cramming, but that was part of the deal. They were rookie agents. They existed to be tortured by their betters. And heaven help you if Sam Kendrick, or even your department chief, decided to call on you for a question and you couldn’t answer it. They were worker ants, but they were worker ants in Hugo Boss or Donna Karan, and to a man and woman they looked forward to the time when they would be able to torment their own rookies.

The wall also gave the grunts a chance to observe those mighty merchant princes, the department chiefs and senior agents who rated the thirty or so hard chairs ranged round the long mahogany table: Lisa Køepke, the elegant head of TV, responsible for dreaming up  Beechwood Halls, American Hospital and Joe’s Princess  amongst other hit shows. TV was like Lisa, a solid performer with occasional flashes of brilliance, but nothing much to write home about. Phil Robbins and Michael Campbell, the heads of the international and domestic film divisions, respectively. Phil, a slim, good-looking blond in his mid-thirties and rumoured karate expert, had less to worry about: his boys and girls had been energetic in the sale of foreign rights over the past quarter and SKI commissions in Southeast Asia had never been higher. Plus, went the whisper round the back wall, that David Puttnam/Hugh Grant Brit flick looked as if it might be gonna happen. Now that would surely give Mr Kendrick something to smile about. Mike, a cropped brunette in bespoke Ray-Ban shades and a dark Savile Row suit, obviously had more problems - after all, why were they here? And finally, amongst department helmers, there was Kevin Scott, the fifty-something Boston brahmin who’d been in charge of the  literary department for fifteen years. It was he who had brokered the $4 million Sweet Fire deal in ’89, an industry record at the time, and he who’d discovered eight novelists who’d gone on to top the New York Times  bestseller list.

But that, as they say, was then, and this is now. Kevin Scott was in over his head. The world of literary rights had changed a little from the courteous-handshake business he was used to, where a gentleman’s word was his bond. Deals were now done in unseemly haste, prices seemingly bearing an inverse ratio to critical merit. The leisurely, well-lubricated publishing lunch was a thing of the past in New York. And the old school of donnish, intelligent literary agents with English degrees and a passion for the written word were being replaced everywhere Kevin looked by hyenas in designer jeans, twenty- and thirty-something puppies with mobile phones glued to their ears and Sonic Youth blaring from their in-car CDs. He shuddered to think about it. Most of them probably read five books a year, and all of those courtroom thrillers. And yet, despite his stern protests, Sam and Mike had insisted he fill his department with these obnoxious creatures.

Somebody had turned up the volume on his world, and Kevin Scott was not happy.

Nor was his division selling any scripts.

But most rookie eyes glanced lightly over the four principals today. It wasn’t the division heads they were really interested in; it was the senior agents, the comers, the two-year veterans seething for position under their bosses. Joanne Delphi and Sue Suβman in Foreign Rights. Peter Murphy in TV International, and John Carter in TV East Coast. And particularly, David Tauber, the shooting comet blazing across Domestic Movies, the most vital division they had.

Tauber lounged slightly in his chair, sitting in pride of place at Phil’s right-hand side. If he was aware of all the hungry eyes crawling across his muscled torso, he gave no sign of it. At twenty-six years old, David Tauber was a gorgeous creature, and sexual charisma radiated from every inch of him. Thick hazel blond hair, cut into an almost military crop, complemented his tanned skin, deep tawny eyes and a body that paid tribute to his nutritionalist and personal trainer. Nice toys if you could afford them, and Tauber could afford them easily. He’d pulled three times the commission of the other agents of his rank last year and earned double the salary. He drove a cherry-red Lamborghini and already rated a good table at Spago’s.

Hollywood prides itself on scenting out the Next Big Thing, and right now David Tauber was smelling of roses. Last week had seen the biggest coup of his young but glittering career so far: the defection of Zach Mason, ex-lead singer of Dark Angel, from the stable of Yolanda Henry to the mahogany doors of SKI.

His colleagues hated him.

‘Ladies, gentlemen, good morning,’ Sam Kendrick barked, striding into the meeting room and pulling up the chair at the head of the table.

Everybody stood.

‘Sit down,’ Kendrick said sourly.

Everybody sat.

‘OK, here it is,’ Sam continued briskly. Just because he was in a better mood didn’t mean he was gonna cut these snivelling layabouts one inch of slack. ‘This year, the agency has seen its worst billings since I founded it. We’ve stuck a couple of our big names in movies, but that’s about it. We’re trailing the fucking pack and I don’t think it’s the luck of the draw. I want, one, a convincing explanation of everybody’s performance over the last  quarter; two, a list from every person in this room of who they represent, what they’re doing with them, and who they’re gonna bring into this agency in the next month.’

Several faces round the room paled.

‘That’s the warm-up. Later we’re gonna discuss the studios - and I expect everyone to have some new knowledge to share with us and how we fix this problem. I want this agency to package a deal. Now. If not sooner. Are we clear on that?’

Frantic nods. They were clear on that.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sam noticed that useless old lush Kevin Scott, surreptitiously pop a Valium into his mouth. Christ, he was pathetic. He should fire him, but the guy had once been so good. And they had once been friends. He also noticed the Tauber kid, slouching in an Italian suit, looking confident. He hadn’t nodded with the rest of them.

Kendrick had a good feeling about Tauber.

‘OK, people. Let’s go,’ he ordered, sitting back to watch the dogfight start.

 



‘David, I don’t think you understand.’

Kevin Scott was getting redder and redder in the face.

‘With respect, I think I do, Kevin. Jason wrote a script for that TV movie -’

‘Beyond Loving,’ someone supplied.

‘Beyond Loving, right. Sold very nicely. Seventy thousand bucks for, what? Two weeks’ work? I think he’d be perfect for this project.’

Scott almost choked on his outrage. This damn junior agent from the movie division, who’d been butting into everybody’s reports all meeting long, was now trying to tell him how to run his literary department? Some boy who’d just started shaving?

‘Jason felt he had to take the Beyond Loving script on to pay his rent. He is a Serious Novelist,’ he managed, hoping to shame Tauber into shutting up.

An elegant shrug. ‘So explain that if he writes this movie he won’t have to worry about rent. He can buy his own condo.’ Tauber glanced up at Sam Kendrick. ‘This is the nineties, Kevin. Starving in garrets is right out of style.’

Scott glared at him bleakly. ‘Thank you for your advice, David.’

‘My pleasure.’

‘But the literary division need not be your concern.’

A direct rebuke! Now every agent in the room was on the edge of their seats, holding their breath, waiting for Kendrick to step in and intervene.

David Tauber sighed. ‘I wish that were true, Kevin. But unfortunately, it’s not . . . I represent some interesting new clients in the movie division, and we would like to be able to package them’ - the magic word - ‘with a script from SKI. But everything that comes down to me from you guys is an art movie.’

‘We have one of the best records for Academy Awards of any screenplay department in Hollywood,’ Scott wheezed. The tiny, broken red veins on his nose were glowing like Rudolph.

‘We’re still interested in quality here, David,’ Mike Campbell said brusquely. His protégé was going too far. It was bad policy to let a two-year guy badmouth a division chief.

‘Indeed we are,’ added Sam Kendrick loudly.

Tauber was unfazed by the general wince that rippled through the spectators. He stared arrogantly back at Scott.

‘Anyway, what do you mean, clients?’ Kevin demanded, his gentlemanly sangfroid deserting him. ‘You got one new guy. Mason.’

David Tauber stretched his legs under the table, catlike, before replying, and when he did, he looked directly at Sam. ‘Well now, Kevin, that was yesterday,’ he said softly. ‘I had a new client sign with me this morning.’

‘And who was that?’ the older man enquired with acid scepticism.

Tauber studied his nails. ‘A model who’d like to be an actress.’

The room groaned.

‘Ten for two cents,’ snapped Kevin, delighted.

David shrugged. ‘Maybe. But I don’t think you’d get Roxana Felix at that price.’

Instant pandemonium. Kevin Scott went purple with confused rage, Mike Campbell spun on his chair to look at his lieutenant, Lisa Køepke laughed quietly, and the rookies lost their composure, some clapping, some whistling. Tauber ducked his head minutely, acknowledging the triumph.

From his throne at the top of the table, Sam Kendrick had been watching the duel closely. He hadn’t known about the supermodel, but it didn’t surprise him. So, the Tauber kid was a real hustler.

Time to show him who was king of this jungle.

‘That’s great, David,’ he began, to the immediate cessation of all other noise. ‘When do we start booking her modelling?’

Tauber looked wary. ‘I’ve only signed her to us for performance, Sam. Unique in New York are still her bookers.’

Kendrick shrugged. ‘Too bad. Still, I guess she must have a hot showreel.’

‘Uh, no - she hasn’t acted before now.’

‘Then maybe she can’t act.’ Kendrick’s voice was a whiplash. ‘What are you going to tell me? She looks hot,  so she’ll be huge box office? Did it work out like that for Isabella Rossellini? For Paulina what’s her name? For  Madonna?’

The room was stunned. Tauber shifted a little on his chair, creditably hiding most of his embarrassment, and Kevin Scott suddenly had a nasty smile fixed on his puffy face.

‘We’ll have to see. It’s still good that you signed her, though, David,’ Kendrick continued, his tone more soothing now. ‘But let’s not jump any guns. It’s your other client I really want to build a package around. We’ve seen Zach Mason test, and he’s hot enough to fry breakfast on.’

The room had turned from the battle between the old and new guards now. Every eye was trained on the boss. When Sam spoke like this, he sounded like the Oracle at Delphi. They waited, eager for guidance, for whatever brilliant idea Kendrick had that would add lustre to the tarnished SKI star, and therefore glitter on all their résumés.

‘In fact, I think it is a woman who’ll provide the solution to our problems,’ Kendrick went on. ‘But her name isn’t Roxana Felix.’

He waited, letting them hang in the air, dependent on him for a few seconds.

‘It’s Eleanor Marshall,’ he said.




Chapter Four

Seven a.m. and already the morning sun was blazing down full force on the LA freeway. Driving a smooth, traffic-free path to work - there had to be some advantages to getting up this early - Eleanor Marshall had opened the sun roof of her dark green Lotus in order to get the full benefit of it. Her neat bob of platinum-blonde hair was still damp from the shower, and she needed it to be dry and impeccable before she reached the wrought-iron gates of Artemis Studios. Everything about her had to look immaculate, these days. Of course, elegance had always been a priority, but since last month it had become an immutable law - now she had to be perfect at all times.

Now she was president of the studio.

‘The Boys of Summer’ by Don Henley flooded the car’s luxurious interior with soothing, mellow sounds, and Eleanor let the music wash over her, finding a small haven of pleasure and relaxation in the combination of speed and melody. God only knew that once she stepped inside the lot she wouldn’t have a chance to breathe all day. And when she got home . . .

Eleanor shrugged, feeling guilty. She knew she ought to look forward to going home. She pictured Paul Halfin, her partner. Forty-five years old, aristocratic, thick grey hair and intelligent, cold blue eyes. Very sober, very  suitable, Paul was a pin-up boy for the new, ecoconscious decade; he worked out, shunned red meat, always stood in the presence of a lady and was utterly faithful. He preferred opera and fine art to watching a baseball game, was well read and highly polished, and had been at home in the finest country clubs since birth. As a respected investment banker, his career neither overpowered, nor was overpowered by, hers. Paul had had no problem with Eleanor’s promotion, the day it finally came. Why should he? Albert, Halfin, Weissman had completed another successful takeover only that week. On the contrary, Paul took Eleanor to Ma Maison for champagne and celebration, and basked in all the little tributes she received as Hollywood queued before their table to kiss the hand of the new queen in town.

He was a perfect escort. Everybody said so. And in the nineties, that was what it was all about. The days of cocaine and musical beds were long over. Now, if you weren’t half of a loving, devoted couple, or at least a couple which appeared loving and devoted, you were nobody. And a Hollywood woman’s top accessory of choice had shifted from a diamond necklace to a diapered baby.

The CD skipped to a sexy James Brown track, and the president of Artemis Studios pushed her foot almost to the floor, picking up a burst of speed, trying to drive through the sudden stab of pain, blinking rapidly to get rid of the instant film of tears that had settled across her eyes. She couldn’t afford this weakness. She couldn’t afford to surrender to the permanent ache, the feeling of emptiness and pressure, the terror that she’d left it too late. Not now. She couldn’t think about a baby now.

By the time her gleaming car swung into the executive parking lot, past the saluting guards, Eleanor Marshall, the most powerful woman in Hollywood,  looked like somebody who was always, always, always in control.

 



‘Hey, good-looking.’

Tom Goldman, chairman and chief executive of Artemis for the past ten years, stuck his head round the door of Eleanor’s office. ‘Thought I heard you coming in.’

‘I know you’re a sucker for my light, tripping footsteps, boss.’

They smiled at one another, co-conspirators at the top. Eleanor felt the inevitable small shock of pleasure at seeing him for the first time that day. Goldman was her closest friend and best ally. He’d been her mentor at Artemis since the sixties, when she was a novelty woman employee, albeit just a lowly reader, and he’d been number two in the merchandising division. Their paths up the greasy pole had run pretty much together, although Eleanor had taken far longer to make that final push into the Artemis inner circle, the tiny little group of people who, despite all the fancy titles and vice-presidential perks of the common or garden management, were the only ones with any real power to get anything done. For five long years Eleanor had done time in Marketing, making buckloads of money for the head honchos in New York, all the time trying to prove that she had what it took for a creative position. Tom had always pushed for her, in the mild way senior Hollywood people push for favoured juniors. After all, no one can afford to be too closely linked to an untried exec. They might screw up and make you look bad. But finally, last month, Goldman had really come through for her. After Martin Webber, the last president, was fired for a hit-free year, Tom gave a slick presentation in the boardroom of the parent corporation, and Eleanor  Marshall was the newest recruit to the world’s most exclusive sorority. Female Players. Girls with the clout to cut it with the boys.

She was thirty-eight years old.

Goldman looked his new second-in-command over. This morning she reminded him more than ever of Grace Kelly, a soft De La Renta suit in buttery silk setting off her flawless blonde bob and impeccable complexion, and low heels from Chloe elongating her already endless, slender legs. No jewellery except a subtle Patek Philippe watch on her right wrist. No make-up except a light base, maybe a tiny dash of blusher across those high cheekbones. Elegant Eleanor. He smiled, thinking how well she dressed for the part, how perfectly she matched up to all those insulting nicknames that the male VPs threw around. The Ice Princess. The Blessed Virgin. Killer Queen.

‘Always.’

It was true; nobody made him laugh like she did, nobody understood him better. Tom wondered for the millionth time if there’d been a chance for him with Eleanor once, but they had both been so wary playing the studio game, making sure the correct amount of distance was always between them . . .

Eleanor tapped a heel on the soft carpet. ‘Better watch out for these footsteps, Tom. A woman’s shoes can be a deadly weapon.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sure. Didn’t you see Single White Female?’

He laughed. ‘You coming after me in a wig? That scene doesn’t play.’

‘You never know.’

They smiled at each other, but there was an edge to it. Since last month, all the rules had changed. If Eleanor screwed up, Tom would be the one who’d have to fire her. And if she did great . . . maybe he would look good  to his bosses on the East Coast, or maybe they would replace him with her. They had been friends for fifteen years, but now, at the top, it was harder.

‘We have a meeting with Sam Kendrick this morning,’ Goldman told her, throwing himself into a leather armchair opposite her and resting his shoes on top of her desk.

‘General or specific?’ Her brittle professionalism always took him aback.

‘General, as far as we’re concerned. I wanted to brief him on what we might be interested in this season.’

Standard practice. Talk to the big agents, let them know roughly what you needed right now. It was a time-saving device; that way they weren’t pitched with a billion Pretty Woman clones when they were looking for  Terminator XV.

She nodded. ‘OK, that’s useful. But your tone would seem to imply that this isn’t routine for Sam.’

Goldman shrugged. ‘I got the feeling he had something in mind. I pressed him a little, but he didn’t let on.’

She felt her second small thrill of the day. A deal . . . maybe. Sam Kendrick didn’t usually drop false hints. She wanted to do a deal, she’d already been here a month. Not that anybody expected her to prove that she was Jeff Katzenberg in a little over four weeks, but the pressure was still there. Martin had finally got fired, but the internal whispers about him, the nasty little rumours, the lack of respect at certain key restaurants in town; that had started earlier - much earlier. Like about three months into his presidency, when no major deals had been signed. Of course, Martin’s reaction had been to green-light that terrible soft-porn flick that made the grosses on Body of Evidence look like Jurassic Park, and the other dog about the handicapped cop. She wasn’t about to make the same mistake, please God, but she could  understand now how Martin had felt. The pressure to do a deal, to make a movie, to have a hit, mounted from the second they put your name on the stationery. And with her being a woman, not having come from the creative side of the business, and following Martin and his equally disastrous predecessor, the pressure was now up to steel-crushing levels. Artemis were desperate for a hit. Eleanor was desperate to find them one, desperate for the right deal.
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