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· IT’S A GIRL THING ·

 



 



 



 



 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you - you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to


www.littleblackdressbooks. com where you can:

[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter





We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Alison Gaylin:1. As a theater major in college, I crawled around stage for a half-hour impersonating a snow leopard - only to be told by my professor that I was ‘not believable’ as a snow leopard. It was then I decided to enter the playwriting program.

2. My first full-time writing job was as a reporter for the supermarket tabloid The Star. My experiences there included digging through Roseanne Barr’s garbage, crashing celebrity funerals and plastic surgery wards . . . and (I’m cringing as I type this) getting thrown out of David Hasselhoff’s wedding.

3. After all that, I was somehow accepted to Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism. I think a drunken bet may have been involved.

4. I’ve played bass in a heavy metal cover band.

5. I have been to London once and loved everything about it. Except blood pudding. That scared me a little.
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Prologue


The right pair of shoes can change your life forever. An overstatement, maybe, but that’s what Nia Lawson was thinking when she put on the silver Jimmy Choo heels, stood in front of the full-length mirror affixed to the inside of her closet door, and whispered, ‘Thank you, Jesus, for these shoes.’

Nia had read Baum’s Wizard of Oz - and in the book, the magical slippers were silver. Ruby may have looked better in Technicolor, but silver was the original idea, so Nia saw these silver slippers - these thousand-dollar marvels of modern couture - as her own personal talisman. For the past nine years she’d been lost, but these babies would take her back up that Yellow Brick Road, the road to stardom. She just knew it.

Plus, they made her legs look awesome.

Nia stared at her reflection - checked it out, the same way a man would, starting at the shoes, then climbing the length of her smooth, tanned legs, across the red miniskirt clinging to the soft bow of her hips, then up, lingering on the black silk blouse, unbuttoned just enough to show the generosity of nature.

Nia ran her fingers through her platinum hair and gave the mirror her most seductive look: the one with the half-closed eyes, the moist, parted lips, the throat, offered up  like a creamy dessert . . . ‘Oh, Mr Big Shot,’ Nia said to the mirror in her Some Like It Hot voice. ‘You’re making me blush ever so.’

Ten years ago, one of those tabloids - the crazy ones with the headlines about alien abductions and Hitler’s secret love child - one of them had run a story claiming ‘scientific proof’ that Nia was the reincarnation of Marilyn Monroe.

That was back when she first hit - when she’d just left the teen drama Life as I Know It and was shooting her first movie, The Taste of Saffron, and Vanity Fair included Nia on its Hot Young Hollywood cover and no one could mention her name without saying ‘It Girl’ first. That was when Esquire waxed philosophical about ‘the sweet rebellion’ of Nia’s natural curves and her publicist was suggesting she insure her ass for one million dollars, ‘so we can give something cute to People.’

It was before she met Mack Calloway - California congressman, former pro basketball player, happily married father of two, with the house in Mission Viejo and the big, fluffy golden retriever . . . The Next President of the United States. It was before she met Mack and slept with Mack and fell in love with Mack and talked to the wrong person about Mack . . . her stylist, Renee, whom she had considered a friend. It was before Renee told the whole story to a tabloid reporter and Mack said, ‘How  could you, Nia?’ and she became Marilyn for real. Home wrecker Marilyn. ‘Happy Birthday, Mr President’ Marilyn. Mack’s marriage fell apart, along with his presidential bid. ‘You ruined my life,’ he said. And though she swore to him she hadn’t spoken to the tabloids, he didn’t believe her.

No one believed her.


The Taste of Saffron tanked. Nia’s agent dropped her.  Her publicist dropped her too. She accepted a $200,000 offer from Playboy - but outside of a stint on The Surreal World, that was the last high-profile job Nia ever got. Until now.

Well, she had yet to sign an actual contract - but that was only a matter of time, with Mr Big Shot in her life. ‘You’ve still got it,’ Mr Big Shot had told her. ‘If anything, you’ve got it even more.’

Mr Big Shot had given her the shoes. She’d found them in front of her door in a box with a big red bow on top. No note, but she knew they were from him. She turned around, admired the stiletto heels, delicate as wishbones. ‘You even knew my size. I’m ever so flattered.’

Nia heard a knock on her apartment door. She dropped the pose and scurried up to it, thousand-dollar shoes clacking on the floorboards as if they couldn’t believe they were stuck here, in this eight-hundred-dollar-a-month roach palace, so close to LAX that if you opened your window you could smell jet fuel.

She pressed her cheek up against the smooth door and peered through the peephole. Mr Big Shot was wearing a dark T-shirt and jeans, and said, ‘Hello, Nia,’ as if he knew she was watching him. Even his voice was important. As she opened the door, her heart pounded so she could feel it in her throat, her cheeks.

Nia hadn’t felt this way since Mack, and she wasn’t sure what was causing it. Was it him, or was it the idea of him?

He said, ‘You look perfect.’

‘How did you know my shoe size?’

He smiled. His teeth were so white - a white more suitable for cameras than the real world. ‘Careful research,’ he said.

And Nia found herself smiling back. ‘You are good.’

He walked into her apartment. Nia had spent the past five hours cleaning it. She’d mopped the floors with Murphy Oil Soap and scrubbed the bathroom fixtures until they gleamed. She’d vacuumed her throw rug and laundered the sheets that covered her futon and dusted the coffee table within an inch of its long and battered life. She’d Windexed the framed Saffron poster that hung over her stereo - the only evidence of success she’d been able to hold on to, the rest having gone to creditors years before. She’d bought fresh flowers - tiger lilies and orchids - and put them in a vase she’d soaped and rinsed for half an hour. She’d even cleaned out the inside of her toaster, yet still she felt compelled to say it: ‘Sorry about the mess.’

‘I don’t see any mess, Nia.’ He was tall - easily a head taller than her - and by that virtue alone he seemed to overpower the one little room. But it was status that made him enormous. As she watched him moving around her apartment, clicking off a lamp, drawing the shades closed, bending down to examine her collection of CDs with such quiet authority, Nia felt him taking over. Soon it was as if her entire living space and everything in it belonged to him - her included. Had it always been this overpowering, dating VIPs? ‘Do you want to listen to some music?’ she said.

He smiled, clicked on the radio, and found a station he liked. One of those easy-listening stations they played in doctors’ offices, the whispering deejay promising ‘music to relax by.’ No doubt it had some form of ‘L-I-T-E’ in the call letters. Nia hated this crap. She was partial to guitar rock - Nickelback, The Offspring - though at thirty she was trying to grow out of it. She’d bought herself some John Mayer, some Coldplay. But she would never like this stuff. Not ever. A pale, liquid song started to play - probably  Kenny G or Yanni or someone else too wimpy to use their full name.

‘Perfect.’ He turned the music up loud.

She forced a smile. ‘Yes.’ Well, taste in music wasn’t everything.

He moved toward the futon and sat down on it, patted the space next to him. His hand was very large and smooth, like polished rock. As Nia walked, she realized her legs were shaking.

He said, ‘Don’t be nervous.’

She closed her eyes for a few seconds, focused on the Kenny G or whatever it was. Compose, she told herself.  Compose . . . And by the time she was finally ready to speak, she had found it, the Some Like It Hot voice. ‘I’m not nervous. I’m excited. And that is ever so different.’ She could barely hear herself over the music.

He leaned in close. She smelled the chemical mint of his breath. ‘Excited?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Why?’

‘You’re sweating.’ He touched the tip of his finger to her upper lip. ‘Right there. Do you always sweat there when you’re . . . excited?’

She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, didn’t like the way he brought the finger to his mouth and licked off her sweat. It wasn’t sexy. It made Nia feel like a science experiment, and that, combined with the song . . . she’d never heard anything so soulless in her life. It sounded like a cell phone. It occurred to her that he might not be very good in bed, but then she brushed the thought out of her mind. Don’t pull diva attitude. Beggars can’t be choosers.

She said, ‘Do you mind if I turn the music down, sweetie? I can’t hear myself think.’

‘What?’

She spoke more loudly. ‘Do you—’

‘I’m just shitting you,’ he said. But when she got up to change it, he grabbed her hand and pulled her back down. ‘Pwetty please? I really like this song.’


Pwetty please? ‘Uh . . . sure, okay.’

He touched her hair, brushed his lips against hers so softly that the softness lingered, made her crave more. She thought, What’s wrong with a little baby talk? Nobody’s perfect . . .

She felt his hand on her waist and a warmth spread through her. ‘You really are so Marilyn,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’

‘Thank you what, Marilyn?’

‘Thank you ever so.’

He smiled, and the music began to sound okay - well, not heinous at least. For a moment she thought he might kiss her, but instead he said, ‘You want to know something interesting about Marilyn Monroe?’

‘Sure.’

‘She never left a suicide note.’

‘I . . . I knew that.’

‘Of course you did.’ He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. ‘Can I use your bathroom?’

‘Yeah. It’s right over there.’

‘Don’t go away. I’ve got a surprise.’

He went into the bathroom, and she thought, Surprise? And soon he was standing over her, both hands behind his back. ‘Pick one.’

‘Huh?’

He nodded at each of his shoulders. ‘Go on.’

‘You have a present for me?’

‘Two. But you have to pick.’

A smile played at Nia’s lips. She imagined turquoise  boxes from Tiffany, airline tickets for Rome, a movie script with the perfect part . . . ‘Eenie, meenie, minie, mo . . .’

She pointed at the left hand, and around it came. It held a small plastic bottle of pills. I don’t do pills, she started to say. But she didn’t get past the word ‘don’t’ before she noticed the glove - pale blue latex, like the kind a dentist would wear. She looked at the label on the pills, Nembutal, and her pulse sped up. She knew what Nembutal was, knew Marilyn had killed herself with it. ‘Is this . . . some kind of joke?’

‘Want to see what’s in the other hand?’

‘No.’

He clicked his tongue. ‘Pwetty please, Mawilyn?’

Tears sprung into her eyes. This isn’t funny. It isn’t funny to take someone’s dream and just . . . ‘I . . . I don’t like this game.’

‘Aww. You don’t wike it.’

One of the tears slipped down her cheek. ‘Please stop.’

‘Crybaby.’

‘I want you to leave. Now.’

He showed her all his white, white teeth. ‘I don’t think so.’ The right hand came around. She saw the glove first, and for some reason it took a few seconds longer to register what was in it. The long, narrow blade . . . the ugly black hilt. He touched the point to the hollow of her throat. She felt a slight sting, and the anger disappeared, devoured by fear, raw fear. This can’t be happening. Please, please let this be a dream, please, please, please. I’ll never do anything wrong again, I promise . . . He brought it away, but just long enough to show Nia the red drop, glistening on the metal. This wasn’t a dream. There would be no more dreams.

Nia tried to scream, but he clamped that gloved hand over her mouth, held the knife to her throat, and then the  scream died. Why, she wanted to ask, why me? But she couldn’t say a word.

‘Relax, Nia,’ he said. ‘You picked the pills.’

As he dragged her into the bathroom, Nia found herself thinking for the first time in years of Mack Calloway’s face. The sweetness of his smile.
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Quite frankly, you’re making a tremendous mistake,’ Simone Glass’s sister Greta said while watching her pack up her Jeep.

Simone could have said a lot of things in response. She could have mentioned that Greta had uttered this exact sentence at least five or six hundred times since Simone had announced her decision to move to Los Angeles, and,  quite frankly, she was sick and tired of hearing it. She could have added that it would be nice - tremendously  nice - if Greta would shut up, bend over, and help load these boxes before Simone’s spine quite frankly split in two.

Instead, she said nothing. It was easier on the lungs.

Greta said, ‘On top of everything else, it will be Santa Ana season in a month.’

Simone could feel a statistic coming . . .

‘Do you realize that during Santa Ana season, violent crime in LA increases by ninety-eight percent?’


Yep, there it is. Regular as sunrise. ‘Really, Greta? Ninety-eight percent? And all because of some warm winds.’ Simone shoved her last box of books in the back of the Wrangler and gave her older sister a long, steady glare. To the core of Greta’s soul, she was a cable TV news anchor. She oozed hyperbole. ‘Good thing it doesn’t snow  in LA,’ said Simone. ‘Or else we’d be talking . . . what? Anarchy?’

‘Look, I could understand it if you were going out there for a real job—’

‘Excuse me, but the LA Edge happens to be one of the most respected weekly newspapers in the United—’

‘I’m sure it’s very nice.’

Simone’s jaw tightened. She felt her cheeks heat up. She was glad she’d been exerting herself so she could blame the red face on that, but still . . . ‘Twenty-five people from my class at Columbia tried for this job and . . .’ She could hear the hurt in her voice. ‘Forget it.’

‘Listen, I don’t mean to upset you. But I’ve been a journalist a lot longer than you and LA is no place to start a career.’ She put a hand on Simone’s shoulder, and her face went serious. ‘Did you hear about Nia Lawson?’

Simone squinted at her. ‘You mean that actress who had an affair with . . . the congressman . . . What was his name?’

‘She killed herself.’ Greta’s tone was hushed and pained, as if she were talking about a dear friend rather than a Trivial Pursuit answer.

For a moment, Simone thought her sister was going to start crying. ‘Did you know her or something?’ she said.

‘No, but we’re doing a story on her.’

‘Ah. Well, I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Nia Lawson took a dozen Nembutal so she could die just like her idol, Marilyn Monroe. And when she couldn’t keep the pills down, she cut her own throat with some kind of . . . fish-gutting knife.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’

Greta gazed at her sister as if she had a red ON AIR sign blinking atop her head. ‘Dreams don’t just get crushed in LA, Simone. They crush you.’

Simone rolled her eyes. ‘Good night, Greta, and have a pleasant tomorrow.’ She opened the Jeep’s driver’s-side door and got in.

Greta said, ‘You’re leaving? Now?’

‘Yes,’ said Simone. ‘And by the way, I think you do.’

‘Think I do what?’

‘Mean to upset me.’

She pulled away from the curb without saying good-bye. Throughout her five-day drive across the country, Simone received text messages from her sister. (U need 2 grow up. Honestly, how could anyone not see the irony in that?) And Simone ignored them, telling herself she didn’t care what Greta thought about her new job; she was more of a journalist at birth than Greta had been in her whole teeth-bleaching, spray-on-tanning, nose-job-getting lifetime.

But then there was that one night in the Best Western, just outside of Carson City, Nevada. Unable to sleep, Simone turned on the TV to a rebroadcast of Greta’s new criminal law show, Legal Tender. She was about to snap it right off, until Nia Lawson’s picture flashed on-screen and Simone finally remembered the name of the congressman and her curiosity got the best of her.

Simone turned the sound up. ‘. . . most disturbing and poignant of all,’ Greta was saying in voice-over. ‘No one has found the other open-toed Jimmy Choo stiletto heel. Nia Lawson killed herself wearing one silver shoe.’ Greta’s face - as somber as a headstone - replaced Nia Lawson’s. She spoke slowly, carefully. ‘As if to tell the world that in Hollywood there is no such thing as a Simo—sorry, I mean to say no such thing as a Cinderella story.’ Simone gaped at the TV. ‘You did that on purpose!’ she said. ‘You started to say my name on purpose.’

‘Next up, Ms Lawson’s manager, Randi DuMonde.’

Simone flipped off the TV and said, ‘Next up, nothing.’ But as she closed her eyes and waited for sleep, she couldn’t stop her mind from replaying the image of Greta’s face on the afternoon she’d left, her chlorine blue contact lenses sparkling from indignation and New York City sunlight and something else . . . Was it concern?

Dreams don’t just get crushed in LA, Simone. They crush you.

She realized she had no idea what she’d be doing a week from now, what her life would be like, whom she would know. And she whispered, so quietly she couldn’t hear the words as they came out of her own mouth: ‘Please don’t let Greta be right.’

 



‘Please let me get this job,’ Simone whispered as she steered into the parking lot of the sleek white building in Beverly Hills. She’d been living in LA for a month - easily the worst month in the twenty-six years she had spent on this planet. And she was applying for a job as a supermarket tabloid reporter.

Nothing had turned out the way she’d hoped, dreamed about, or even expected. Her North Hollywood apartment, on which she’d signed a yearlong lease sight unseen, was . . . well, it was in North Hollywood, which, as it turned out, was nowhere near West Hollywood (where the LA Edge was located), or Hollywood, for that matter. North Hollywood was in the San Fernando Valley, which looked like Wappingers Falls - the Poughkeepsie, New York, suburb where Simone had grown up, or like any suburb anywhere, only with spindly palm trees, way too much traffic, and such potent sunlight that Simone’s pupils shrieked if she didn’t wear sunglasses.

To get to West Hollywood, she had to drive up Coldwater Canyon, a winding mountain road where  everyone drove quickly and bitterly - as if they’d all  signed their leases unaware of this annoying commute. Always, there were headlights pressed up against the rear of Simone’s poor Jeep as she drove up crumbling, twisted Coldwater, desperately trying not to re-create the last scene of Thelma and Louise.

But Simone was adaptable, and anything beat going back to New York and telling Greta, ‘You were right.’ So she would have gotten used to LA by now - probably would have even grown to appreciate its sprawling, treacherous beauty - if she hadn’t lost her job at the LA Edge before it even started.

On her first day of work, Simone had been greeted by a typed piece of paper, taped to the locked office door, informing her that the Edge was ‘closed indefinitely.’ Unable to pay its staff and suppliers, the fifteen-year-old paper had folded during Simone’s drive across the country.

She still hadn’t gotten around to telling her family. Her pride wouldn’t let her do that - though it would let her get down on her knees and beg for a job at the Asteroid  if she had to. Because even though the Asteroid had recently been dubbed ‘the lowest form of sleaze’ by the editor of the National Enquirer, it had advertised for reporters. And after a full month of sending out résumés that never got read and making calls that were never returned and scanning the classifieds with a lump in her throat that grew larger by the day, that ad read like a love song.

Dreams don’t just get crushed in LA . . .

Simone was ten minutes early for the interview - a good thing, because it meant she didn’t have to run through the parking lot in this weather. Santa Ana season had just begun. And, though Greta may have exaggerated  her statistics, Simone could easily see how the Santa Anas could raise the violent crime rate.

They were not just warm winds. They blew in from the mountains as hot as breath, so dry they sucked the moisture right out of you. They were winds that violated, air that may as well have been wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a Shriner’s hat, pushing you up against your car and blowing heat on you, blowing and blowing until you felt like passing out, or screaming, or both.

When she walked into the building and that blast of air conditioning slapped her in the face, Simone felt as if she were finally breaking the surface of a deep, churning sea. I can breathe! Of course, her breath left her as soon as she saw the Asteroid’s lurid red logo on the directory listing.

What if they didn’t want her? Tens of thousands of dollars of her parents’ money spent on college and journalism school and she couldn’t even get a job reporting on some American Idol winner’s boob job? She heard her mother’s voice in her head: Don’t worry, dear. I’m sure Greta could find you something at her network. Come to think of it, I heard her saying she needed an assistant!



Stop it. She got into the elevator and pressed the button for floor eight, trying not to think of anything at all.

 



When Simone had called to set up the interview, it had been five thirty p.m. - after hours - and the phone had been answered by the bureau chief, a fast-talking British man named Nigel Bloom. Nigel said ‘right’ instead of ‘hello,’ and ‘very good’ instead of ‘good-bye,’ and in the middle of Simone’s sentence he’d hung up on her.

Immediately, Simone had started to wonder about Nigel Bloom’s staff. Was everyone at the Asteroid stuck on  fast-forward? Had they learned to speak in abbreviations? Did they consider breathing between words to be a waste of time?

If the receptionist was any indication . . . no.

A balding, middle-aged guy with a soft, pleasant face, he was on the phone when she entered. ‘So you’re saying it’s alopecia? Okay . . . And what proof do you have she wears a wig on the show? Interesting . . .’ His voice was mellow to the point of anesthesia. Just listening to him slowed Simone’s pulse. ‘You know, my mother has that same problem. Poor thing can’t even go outside, what with these winds . . .’

Simone sat on the white leather couch and gazed up at the series of framed Asteroid covers: BRITNEY GOES BERSERK! BRANGELINA BABY SCARE! CELEBRITY CELLULITE HALL OF SHAME! It was like an exclamation point convention up there.

‘You’re a very kind person,’ the receptionist was saying. ‘I’m going to put you through to Kathy Kinney. She handles most of the female hair loss stories, but can you give me the number of that wig maker first? Wonderful . . . Can I help you?’

It took Simone a few seconds to realize he was talking to her, not another caller, but he didn’t repeat himself. He just waited for her to look up at him.

When she told the receptionist she was here to interview for the reporting job, he smiled - but Simone looked into his eyes and saw nothing but pity. ‘Don’t let him scare you,’ he said.

 



Nigel Bloom was short and wiry, with a face full of angles and tense, darting eyes. He spoke even faster in person than he did on the phone, words rushing out of his mouth and bumping into each other as if they were trying to  escape the danger in his head. Meeting Simone in the reception area, Nigel gave her a tic of a nod and yanked the résumé out of her hands before she was able to think of offering it to him.

‘You’reapplyingforthereportersjobverygoodthenright thisway.’

She followed him down a long hallway lined with older  Asteroid covers (CHER DUMPS BAGEL BOY! MADONNA AND SEAN’S SEXXX-RATED SECRET! ) past a large room, no doubt the reporters’ room, where muffled phone conversations barely penetrated the closed door. Finally, they reached Nigel’s office. She looked around at the blank white walls. The desk, too, was empty, save for the phone and computer. Strange. In the entire space, the only sign of life was the empty Red Bull cans, which filled the wastebasket to near overflow.

Simone tried looking into Nigel’s eyes. She’d always been able to tell a lot about people this way - Greta used to call it her lie detector stare - but she couldn’t get the bureau chief to meet her gaze. He kept looking her up and down in this strange, self-protective way. She half expected him to frisk her for wires.

‘Faseet,’ said Nigel. It took her a few seconds to translate. Have a seat.

She sat in the hard-backed chair across from his desk as he scanned her résumé.

Nigel said, ‘You’ve never worked for the Enquirer, have you?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘What about the Interloper?’ He scowled at her. ‘I could swear I’ve seen the name Simone Glass on their masthead at one time or another.’

Simone’s skin jumped. ‘It wasn’t me. Must have been another—’

‘Relatives? Friends? You have a boyfriend, perhaps, with a connection to the Interloper, Enquirer, Globe, or one of the British newspapers? The Sun? News of the World?’

‘No . . . I . . . I swear.’

He closed his eyes for a long, uncomfortable moment - then returned to the résumé. ‘I suppose I’ll have to believe you.’

Simone exhaled heavily. ‘Thank you.’

Nigel said, ‘You went to Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism.’

‘Yes, I did. I really enjoyed the—’

‘Graduated with high honors.’

‘Yes.’

Nigel raised an eyebrow. ‘So, why in God’s name do you want to work here?’

Simone had prepared an answer to this very question - an enthusiastic but humble speech about the challenge of celebrity journalism. About how, when it came to reporting jobs, hands-on experience trumped subject matter every time, and how a daring publication like the  Asteroid would be the ideal venue for Simone’s well-honed investigative skills. But hearing the question now, asked at a hundred miles per hour in this safe house of an office, with Nigel Bloom’s flinty gaze boring into her nearnonexistent job history, Simone could only think of Greta and her parents and the PAY RENT OR QUIT notice on her apartment door.

‘I’m desperate,’ she said.

‘Right,’ said Nigel. ‘We’ll try you out, then, at a day rate of one hundred thirty dollars.’

‘You will?!’ Simone would have hugged Nigel Bloom, if she didn’t think it would make him call security. When he told her to ‘bugger off for now’ and come back at eleven  thirty p.m., ‘in head-to-toe black,’ she had to blink back tears of gratitude.

It wasn’t until she got back into her Jeep and started driving home that she wondered what the ‘head-to-toe black’ was all about . . . and what type of reporting could be done half an hour before midnight.

 



Santa Ana season was no time to be wearing a black T-shirt and jeans. Though night had fallen hours ago, Simone still felt as if she were trapped in an evil blow-dryer. She was close to swooning as she walked through the Asteroid’s parking lot with the other reporter, Elliot, but she tried not to show it. Elliot seemed fine with the whole head-to-toe black thing.

Simone didn’t know whether Elliot had a last name, but he looked just like Ted Kaczynski after a bar fight - wild hair and beard, skin so pale it glowed a little, and an angry purple welt under his left eye that Simone had no desire to ask about.

Nigel had introduced him as ‘our domestic refuse expert.’ Simone couldn’t place his age; he could’ve been anywhere from twenty-five to fifty under all that hair. But his age didn’t matter. Elliot had that stillness, that steady, calm gaze that said experience. He came armed with two pairs of thick rubber gloves - one for Simone, one for himself.


God help me, thought Simone as she slid behind the wheel of the rented Chevy Malibu, the domestic refuse expert riding shotgun. I’m about to steal someone’s trash.

Twin rivulets of sweat trickled down her ribs, settled somewhere in the waistband of her jeans. It was a cold sweat, like runoff from ice cubes, and it made her heart pound. She craved a beer.

‘Isn’t this illegal?’ Simone said.

Elliot shrugged.

‘That a yes or a no?’

He shrugged again.

She turned the ignition, flipped on the air conditioner, adjusted her seat, and cleared her throat - just to hear a noise that wasn’t mechanical. Does Elliot ever say anything? Was he born without a tongue? Then she pulled out of the parking lot onto the road.

Simone knew the address. She’d looked it up on MapQuest back at the office: 1020 Linda Vista, in the Hollywood Hills. With no traffic, MapQuest had said, the ride should take around twenty minutes. Twenty minutes and she’d be getting out of this car, putting on the gloves, and sifting through the trash can of Emerald Deegan - the youngest, skinniest housewife on the popular nighttime soap Suburban Indiscretions. They were supposed to be looking, Nigel had said, ‘for evidence of cocaine addiction and/or eating disorder.’

Think of it as investigative reporting. A fact-finding mission. No one will mind. You’re not hurting anyone . . .

Elliot said, ‘You like Duran Duran?’ and Simone jumped a little. His voice was higher than she’d expected, reedy.

‘Ummm . . .’

Elliot slipped a CD into the player, and when the song started, he turned the volume up so high that Simone could feel the thumping bass in her kidneys, her intestine.

‘Hungry Like the Wolf.’ A song nearly as old as Simone.  One minute you’re a baby, the next you’re three thousand miles from home, driving a rental car up Beverly Drive at midnight with a Unabomber lookalike, getting ready to pick through some soap star’s used Kleenex . . .


She saw a row of green traffic lights in front of her, a path beckoning her all the way up Beverly. She looked down at the rubber gloves bunched up in her lap and tried to think of something to say.

Elliot was harmonizing pretty well. His voice had a sort of woodwind quality. ‘Do, do, do, do, do, do, do . . .’ When Simone turned to look at him, though, he stopped. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said.

‘How did you know I was worried?’

‘I’m guessing you’ve never driven a getaway car before.’

‘A getaway . . .’

‘Sssshhh.’ He put a finger to his lips and pointed to the CD player. ‘My favorite part.’ Still watching Simone, he mouthed words about catching the scent of human prey and being lost, then found . . .

Simone braked at Sunset - a four-way stop on a very busy street, with no traffic lights, just signs. LA had a lot of these, and Simone wondered why. Maybe it was some city planner’s way to force people to pay attention to one another. Stop talking on your cell phone and staring at your reflection and look at your fellow human beings, just for a moment. Take enough interest in them to determine whether they’re stopping or going. It could mean your life.

Whatever, it was annoying.

It seemed Simone always let five or six people cross the intersection before she worked up the guts to do it herself. And tonight, she was even more reticent about it than usual.

Elliot was singing about his mouth being alive with juices like wine. She didn’t want to think about juices in Elliot’s mouth. Okay, deep breath . . .


Soon, she would take a right on Sunset, head toward  Hollywood. She’d pass some of those mansions she’d seen on the Map of the Stars’ Homes she’d bought on her first day here. Excited as only someone who’d never been to LA could be, Simone had sat in the front seat of her Jeep and skimmed through the color-coded name index on the inside flap: Ava Gardner, Shelley Winters, Sammy Davis Jr., Freddie Prinze . . . Unbelievable. Every star on the map was dead.

Elliot stopped singing and said, ‘Hey, what’s on your mind?’

‘Dead celebrities.’

‘Cool.’ To their left was the Beverly Hills Hotel. Its garden lights illuminated Elliot’s eyes. They were white blue, like a malamute’s. They scared her a little.

 



Emerald Deegan lived somewhere behind a wrought-iron gate, out of which glinted the beady red eye of a surveillance camera. ‘Big Brother’s watching,’ Elliot hissed when Simone climbed Linda Vista and pulled up to the curb, just in front of Emerald’s garbage cans.

‘Oh, shit. Sorry.’

He opened the glove compartment and took out a map. ‘Pretend you’re reading this, count to eight, then pull away from the curb and drive thirty more feet.’

By no mistake did Linda Vista mean ‘pretty view’ in Spanish. The street ran straight up a mountain, on a near ninety-degree angle. Thirty more feet, and Linda Vista ended in a cul-de-sac, easily a mile up in the air. This city was all heights and depths - a testing ground for emergency brakes. As Simone parked, she yawned to stop her ears from clicking.

Elliot said, ‘I think you’re better off staying in the car.’

‘I’m not sleepy,’ said Simone. ‘Just getting used to the alt—’

‘I know.’

She looked at him. ‘So . . . I’m not good enough to steal garbage?’

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Keep the car running.’


At least he trusts you to drive the getaway car. Simone sighed, raked her fingers through her short, spiky hair.

Doing this, touching her own hair, felt as strange as anything else did tonight. Her whole life she’d worn it blunt-cut at the shoulders. Shiny, medium brown - wholesome, as her mother liked to say. But she’d lopped it off and poured henna all over it before driving across the country.

Back then, Simone thought the hairstyle added a few years to her face, made her less approachable. After she’d washed the dye out and fixed it a little, she’d looked at herself in her bathroom mirror and whispered, ‘Intimidating.’ She’d pictured a layout in the New York Times Magazine - Simone leaning against a brick wall, unsmiling in her favorite black tank top, THE NEW FACE OF INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING hovering over her head in a bold red font that brought out the maroon in her hair. That night, Greta had dropped by her apartment, taken one look at Simone, and said, ‘Well, it’s a good thing you want to go into print.’

Simone closed her eyes and felt the silence thickening. What was Elliot doing out there, anyway?

She turned around. At first she saw nothing but the olive green plastic garbage cans outside Emerald’s gate. Then she noticed the lids were open. Finally, she saw Elliot - the black-clad shadow that was Elliot - replacing the lids and trotting up the steep sidewalk with a shocking grace. Swift despite the heat and the three overstuffed bags he’d slung over his narrow shoulders. A trash ninja - that’s what he is. What an  incredibly weird thing to be skilled at.

Simone popped the trunk as Elliot opened the back door. ‘No trunks, man,’ he said.

The smell of the garbage was overpowering. She gritted her teeth. ‘Are you kidding me?’

‘I don’t trust trunks. Gotta be able to see the take.’

He slammed the trunk closed and leapt into the passenger’s seat. Gotta be able to see the take? What is that supposed to mean? Simone winced and turned the air conditioner up full blast.

As she hung a U-turn she glanced at the three garbage bags, side by side in the backseat like fat, stinking schoolchildren.

‘I forgot the recycling,’ said Elliot.

‘Do you want me to—’

‘Nah, screw it. Nothing newsworthy in the recycling bins. She’s not in AA.’

‘I thought we were supposed to go through the bags there,’ she said. ‘You know, take out the important stuff and leave the . . . rest.’

‘We’d get arrested if we stuck around that long.’

‘So this is illegal.’

‘No, it’s not. Once the trash hits the can, it’s public property.’

‘Then what—’

‘Trespassing, impersonating sanitation workers . . . Emerald’s people would trump something up, and with those fucking stalker laws, it’d probably stick.’ Elliot’s hand shot in front of Simone’s eyes, a small pot of goo clasped between his thumb and index finger. ‘Rose salve,’ he said. ‘Wipe a little under your nose.’

Now the car smelled like sewage and roses.

‘It’s the great equalizer, you know,’ said Elliot.

‘Rose salve?’

‘Trash,’ he said. ‘You see what Emerald Deegan wore to the Emmys?’

She shook her head.

‘Let’s just say the earrings alone could keep me in hookers and Courvoisier for at least five years.’

‘Okay . . .’

‘But lo and behold, her trash stinks just as much as mine.’

‘You can say that again.’ Simone tried opening a window, but that only made it worse, the hot Santa Anas rushing into the car, sucking the sour, decaying smell out of the tightly closed bags and swirling it straight up Simone’s nostrils.

‘You know whose garbage really reeks? That chick who used to sleep with . . . George Clooney, I think. Or maybe Nic Cage. No, wait a minute, I think she was nailin’ that guy from the reality show who ate the live rats . . .’ Elliot kept talking, barely taking a breath between words. He went from zero to one hundred, this guy. Quiet as a gravestone ’til he stole a few trash bags and turned into Chatty Cathy. Simone could tell he was on some kind of professional high, and that perplexed her as much as anything else.

On the most practical level, she couldn’t figure out how he could even open his mouth, what with that stench. Santa Anas or not, there was something else in there besides food scraps and . . . what was it they were supposed to be looking for? Razors edged with white dust? Empty boxes of Ex-Lax?

No, this was earthier, more clinging.

‘Elizabeth Taylor,’ Elliot was saying now. ‘She’d put a little jasmine oil in her Heftys, sometimes a clove potpourri, just to make our job easier. Now that’s a star. They don’t make ’em like that anymore . . .’
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‘Elliot,’ Simone said, ‘do you have any idea what that smell could be?’

‘If I give you my professional opinion, you have to promise you won’t freak out.’

‘Try me.’

Elliot aimed his eyes at Simone’s tense profile. ‘It’s death.’
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Do I just . . .’ ‘Dig in,’ said Elliot.

They were on the floor of the reporters’ room with Nigel pacing behind them and Emerald Deegan’s refuse in front of them, atop a spread-out tarp. They’d been planning on going through the garbage in the alleyway next to the building, but Nigel had called Elliot’s cell with at least four Red Bulls coursing through his veins, shouting, ‘I cannot be expected to wait any longer!’

So they’d done as told, with Elliot hauling all three bags into the elevator and Simone holding three empties and the tarp, which Elliot had stashed in the rental car’s trunk. The idea: Sort out the trash, place irrelevant items in the new bags, and bring them downstairs to the building’s Dumpsters as quickly as possible, before the smell had time to sink in. Newsworthy garbage would be brought into Nigel’s office.

The reporters’ room’s windows didn’t open, and even though the air conditioner was turned up to its highest level, Simone knew that, no matter how fast they went, the stink would linger well into the following day. The death stink. It sickened her, yes, but it disturbed her more - and Elliot’s sense of humor didn’t help. Throughout the car ride back to the office he’d offered up speculations as to  what could be rotting in the bags - from Emerald’s movie career to the severed head of someone who tried to offer her a donut.

‘If you find, uh, anything in there that used to be attached to her cheating boyfriend, don’t show it to me, okay?’ he was saying now. ‘Some things even I can’t look at.’

‘That reminds me,’ said Nigel. ‘I’ve heard Emerald had her tubes tied, so used condoms are considered newsworthy. ’

Simone shuddered.

Elliot said, ‘Hey, that’s why we’ve got the gloves.’

Simone held her breath as she untied the knot.

Elliot had opened his bag long before. Quickly, efficiently, he was pulling out items and placing them in an empty bag, categorizing them in a quiet monotone: ‘One rotten bunch of carrots. Six plastic-wrapped Zone meals, uneaten. One twenty-three-hundred-dollar receipt from . . . a clothing store called . . . the People’s Republic.’ He stopped for a moment, looked at Simone. ‘Don’t think about what you’re doing. Just do it.’

Simone’s eyes watered. She reached her hand into her bag, grateful for the gloves and even for the sticky rose salve under her nose, but wishing, deeply, for one of those white hazmat suits. Don’t think about the death stink. Don’t think about the death stink . . .

Something soft and limblike brushed the back of her glove. ‘Oh . . .’ Her throat tightened. She pushed the bag away.

‘What?’ said Nigel.

Elliot came up behind her. ‘This what you’re ohing about?’ He pulled out a good-sized spoiled zucchini.

Simone said, ‘A little spooked, I guess. You know . . . the death smell.’

‘There’s no ruddy death smell,’ said Nigel.

Elliot said, ‘Maybe it’s just cat turds.’


Investigative reporting, investigative reporting, investigative . . . Simone removed three rotting tomatoes, a wasted head of broccoli, a mangled butternut squash. ‘Emerald Deegan does not eat her vegetables.’

‘Next week’s headline,’ Nigel snapped. ‘Keep working. We don’t have all night.’

Elliot was already on the third bag. ‘You know what’s weird to me? Deegan is a PETA spokesperson.’

‘So?’ said Simone.

‘I always figured animal rights activists would have better-smelling trash.’

Nigel said, ‘Anyone find a condom yet?’

Simone reached back into her bag, felt a slender, sharp object, and started to pluck it out. But when Elliot said, ‘Found something!’ she dropped it.

Nigel said, ‘What have you found?’

‘Four dead bodies.’

‘Oh, my God,’ Simone breathed. ‘Wait. How could there possibly be four . . .’

‘Well, for one thing,’ he said, ‘they’re not human.’

 



They were birds. Four parakeets in various stages of decomposition, tossed into garbage bags without the benefit of a shoe box.

‘Just this past week, Emerald told People she’d never eat anything with a face.’ Nigel looked at the ruined little bodies, laid out on a paper towel that he’d spread across his desk. ‘Eating these poor dears would have been far more kind.’

Wearing Elliot’s gloves, Nigel picked up the most intact between his thumb and forefinger. Around six inches in length, its feathers were a sort of glowing,  caution-light yellow. He glanced at Elliot. ‘Unusual.’

‘I’m on it.’

The bureau chief ’s thin lips barely contained a grin. He was thrilled, that was for sure, but Simone couldn’t figure out why. ‘Can I ask a question?’ she said.

Nigel peered at her, as if he’d only just become aware of her existence in the universe.

‘I . . . I was just wondering about the birds.’ She shot a look at Elliot, who was sitting cross-legged on the office floor, frantically typing into a laptop. ‘I mean, it’s horrible the way they were thrown out like that. But . . .’

‘But what?’ Nigel said.

‘It doesn’t seem like an Asteroid story. Emerald Deegan doesn’t give a proper burial to her pet birds. It’s not what you’d call . . . juicy.’

‘Oh, we’re not going to run it,’ said Nigel. ‘We’re going to use it.’

‘Bingo-fucking-roonie,’ said Elliot.

‘Speak to me.’

‘I think you’re best off seeing this yourself.’

Elliot brought the laptop to Nigel’s desk and set it down in front of him with a maitre d’s flourish. ‘Dinner is served,’ he said.

One minute later, Nigel was shouting into his cell phone. ‘Muzzy! Muzzy Schindler?’

Simone looked at Elliot.

‘Emerald’s flack,’ he said.

‘It’s one thirty in the morning,’ said Simone.

‘Scandal never sleeps.’

‘Muzzy,’ Nigel was saying, ‘I wouldn’t hang up on me if I were you . . . Why? For one thing, I have some very disturbing information about your girl Emerald . . . Oh, but I do.’ He paused for several seconds, the grin  spreading across his gaunt face like butter melting on a grill.

Elliot whispered, ‘Wait for it . . . Here it comes . . .’ ‘Do the words “illegal poaching” mean anything to you?’

‘Yesss!’

As Simone listened, the bureau chief explained to Muzzy that her prized client, PETA poster girl Emerald Deegan, had in her possession four rare golden parakeets, poached from the Brazilian rainforest. An endangered species, illegal to keep as pets, they’d received the most horrific treatment after death. And . . . well . . . Nigel wasn’t absolutely certain, but he’d be willing to wager that during their all-too-brief lives, the birds had been undernourished. Possibly even abused. ‘PETA Princess Pummels Puny Poached Parakeets!’ He practically sang it. ‘You know, it’s just as shocking as it is alliterative. Care to confirm? Deny? Comment at all?’

Simone watched Nigel say all of this, every word, without interruption. He could take his time now. No one was hanging up on him. Elliot winked at Simone, because he too was aware of Muzzy Schindler’s sudden, staggering respect for a man whom two minutes ago she’d viewed as tabloid scum, an irritating noise on the other end of the phone.

This was, Simone had to admit, deeply satisfying.

‘Now . . . now . . . there’s no need to get hysterical,’ said Nigel. ‘Listen . . . listen, love. Perhaps . . . Listen to me!  Perhaps we could work something out.’

In the next three minutes, Nigel had Muzzy agreeing to a sit-down interview between Emerald and the Asteroid  reporter of his choice, the topic: the actress’s secret heartbreak over her cheating boyfriend, club impresario Keith Furlong. Parakeets would not be mentioned. But  Keith’s ‘chronic lap-dance addiction’ and ‘a certain underaged beauty’ were both fair game.

‘It was a pleasure doing business with you, Muzzy,’ Nigel said. ‘Now get some sleep. You sound terrible.’

Just after he hit END, Nigel glanced at Elliot. ‘Thanks for the birds.’

‘That,’ said Simone, ‘really, that was—’

‘Genius,’ Elliot said.

‘Right, are we through with the bags, then?’

‘I’m not done with mine,’ said Simone.

‘Well then, stop bimbling and complete the job.’

As Elliot threw the bags of unnewsworthy trash over his shoulders and headed out to the elevators, Simone put her gloves back on and knelt in front of hers. Nigel started out of the room. ‘Shout if you find anything,’ he said from the hallway. ‘Cocaine paraphernalia, empty bottles of diet pills, Ritalin and/or horse tranquilizer . . .’

Simone heard his office door close. She reached in, scooped out a pile of cold sticky rice, and dropped it in the discard bag, then a broken wineglass, an empty bottle of Yves St Laurent moisturizer, a carton of milk that had gone bad weeks prior. Now that the source of the death stink had been revealed, sorting through the trash was nowhere near as excruciating. I could get used to this, Simone thought. And then her finger hit the slender, sharp object she’d felt earlier, just before Elliot had found the birds. She pulled it out.

It was a shoe. A silver open-toed dress shoe that had been stained with the sour milk and something else - something a dark rust color that had soaked the back of the upper, then run down the heel in a thick, ugly rivulet. It was blood, Simone knew - crusted blood on a silver stiletto heel with an open toe. No one has found the other open-toed Jimmy Choo stiletto heel. Nia Lawson killed  herself, wearing one silver shoe. Simone checked the label. There was more blood spattered across the inside of the shoe, but when she looked at it closely she could make out the name: Jimmy Choo.

She placed the shoe on the tarp and stared at it, her breath shallow, her pulse beating up into her ears. ‘Found something,’ she said. Her voice was barely a whisper.

 



‘Put it in the discard bag,’ said Nigel.

‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ Simone said. ‘This is . . . this  has to be Nia Lawson’s other shoe.’

‘I don’t care if it is,’ he said. ‘She knocked off more than a month ago, and she couldn’t even move issues back then.’

‘But isn’t it strange that Emerald Deegan would be throwing out the missing shoe?’

‘Perhaps Lawson went to a party at Emerald’s house and left the shoe behind. I don’t rightly give a piss.’

‘There’s blood on it!’

‘That is not blood. That’s . . . some sort of wine sauce.’

‘But, Nigel—’

‘Look. We’ve an exclusive interview with Emerald Deegan. We need material to confront her with during that interview. And a shoe that might have been worn by a has-been slut who’s been dead for two fortnights is not the material I’m looking for.’ He took a breath and glared at her. ‘So unless you can prove to me that Emerald Deegan was snorting coke off of that shoe, or that her boyfriend was fucking that shoe, I would like you to throw it out.  Immediately!’

Slowly, Simone dropped the shoe in the discard bag.

‘Good. Now off with you. Go home and get some sleep. You’ve got an early call tomorrow morning, and they won’t use you if you have dark circles under your eyes.’

‘Huh?’ she started to say. But before she made it to the second h, Nigel had left the room.

 



Greta was standing over Simone’s pullout bed in a white satin evening gown and heavy rubber gloves. ‘What are you doing here?’ Simone asked.

Her sister said nothing - just gestured like a game show spokesmodel at the bottom of her gown. Simone sat up and followed the gesture with her gaze.

Greta was wearing one silver Jimmy Choo.

‘Oh.’

Greta whispered, ‘They crush you.’

Simone started to reply, but Greta made a sound like a ringing telephone. Then she melted, from the feet on up, into a deep pool on the floor. A pool of blood.

Simone’s eyes flipped open and she heard her own phone ringing. It was six a.m. When she answered, she heard Nigel’s voice: ‘TellmeIdidnotwakeyouup.’

It took her several seconds to escape unconsciousness, to separate his words enough to understand them. ‘Wha . . .’

‘I told you, you have an early call. You should be on your way to work now.’

Simone managed to say, ‘Early call?’ but Nigel had already hung up.

Within fifteen minutes, she had showered, thrown on a reasonably clean T-shirt and a pair of jeans, and raced out of her apartment. She jumped into her Jeep and sped all the way to work, taking Coldwater Canyon like an action hero. At one point she found herself tailgating a Ferrari.

When she arrived at the Asteroid’s offices, winded from stress and dangerous driving, the words ‘early call’ looping through her brain until they made even less sense  than they had in the first place, she found Nigel in the reporters’ room with a slender, fortyish blonde who resembled a soccer mom from a Chevrolet ad. They were watching Today on a small TV plugged into the far wall, the blonde saying, ‘Didn’t you always used to wish Matt and Katie were doing each other?’
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