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To Lee ‘Who’s the daddy?’ Brooks
Who will be cruelly disappointed yet again …



Chapter One


I can tell you exactly when I fell in love. The exact place. The exact minute. The London Book Fair. Here. Now. Let me quickly check my watch so that I will remember it for ever – 3.45 p.m. I have no idea who he is – yet – nor that he’s about to turn my life upside down, but already I’m bitten, smitten. He looks at me again and smiles, and my insides flood with a tingling warmth that I haven’t felt for a very long time. I also have pins and needles in my feet, but that’s more to do with uncomfortable shoes and the first glimmer of a bunion than Cupid’s deadly aim.

‘We need someone gorgeous,’ he tells me, and I realise that I’m staring.

He has an American accent that I can’t place. East Coast, West Coast – I’m hopeless, they all sound the same to me. Drawly and sexy. And they all make me go weak at the knees. I adore American men. At sixth-form college my sociology teacher was from Charleston and I couldn’t wait for each week’s lesson to roll round. I never learned a thing about sociology – to this day I know absolutely nothing about the demographic breakdown of the population of the UK or the moral economy of trade or the effects of a cybersociety on the community … but I loved every minute of the classes. He could have been talking about the joys of collecting postage stamps and I, for one, would have remained utterly enthralled.

‘It’ll take about five minutes. No more,’ the All-American man is saying to me now. ‘Can you spare the time?’

I want to tell him that if he asked me nicely I could probably spare the rest of my life, but only manage to stammer out, ‘Y-Yes.’ If he’s called Chuck or Bud or Richie, I am well and truly done for.

Reaching out, he takes my elbow and guides me towards him. I gape round – having failed in the mouth-closing area – looking for approval from Nigel, the manager of the book stand where I’m supposed to be helping out. But he is busy talking numbers to a bookshop owner in a corduroy jacket the colour of a stagnant pond and no one else is the slightest bit interested in what I’m doing.

What I am doing is some temporary work for Bindlatters Books, publishers of a highly dubious range of Technicolor horror books for the ‘youff’ market that seem to involve more blood than your average abattoir sees in a week and lots of heads being ripped off.

Working for a book publisher may sound interesting – I can just hear myself dropping it into the conversation at dinner parties – but what I’m actually doing is wearing a red polyester uniform and attempting to give out leaflets to people who don’t want to take them. They have probably had enough leaflets thrust upon them in the last few days to last a lifetime – although they may not have had ones like ours that are adorned with severed heads.

‘Publisher?’ my American asks as he eases me through a crush of people.

I guess it’s a reasonable assumption to make at a book fair. Would that I could claim such a lofty position. I could pretend, but what would that achieve? But maybe I don’t need to admit that my knowledge of books extends to buying the battered copies that have done the rounds of charity shops to fill my long and lonely nights. I am an aficionado of dog-eared Danielle Steel. ‘No.’ How can I make this sound riveting? I have no idea. I’m not that inventive – at least not at short notice. ‘I’m Chief Leaflet Giver-Outer.’

He tries to look impressed as if I’ve just told him I’m Chancellor of the Exchequer.

‘It’s a temporary position.’ Oh dear. I sound dreadfully bitter.

The London Book Fair is held in Olympia and it takes me forever to get here every morning – as I live in Battersea on the wrong side of the river. But it’s only for a week. I have to keep reminding myself of that fact. However, what happens at the end of the week could well be worse. A big fat nothing is currently looming large on the horizon of my life.

I glance at my inadequate official badge. It doesn’t bear my name – Sadie Nelson – or any of the other details that single me out from A.N. Other. Just the name of my stand. I guess the people who generally perform this thankless task don’t hang around long enough to warrant having a printed name badge. ‘Dogsbody’ would have been an appropriate title, but they didn’t have a badge that said that either.

‘I’m Gil,’ this gorgeous American says over his shoulder. ‘Gil McGann.’

‘Publisher?’

‘No.’

‘Agent?’ There are a lot of those about here this week too. They’re the ones who look like they don’t go out in the sun very often.

‘No.’ He gives a dismissive shake of his head and takes a firmer grip of my arm as we thread our way through the oncoming throng. ‘I’m a Hollywood film producer.’

Yes, and I’m Halle Berry.

‘I’ve just bought a great book,’ he continues. ‘The One That Got Away. A romantic comedy – funny as hell. I beat Bob to it.’ He looks at me as if I should be bowled over.

‘Bob?’

‘Bob Redford.’

‘Ah.’ That’s Robert to mere mortals, I’d like to point out.

‘I’m here to do smiley things with the author.’

Oh good. So let me just get this clear: I’m standing here in a red polyester uniform, which as well as making me look like I’m having an afternoon off from Butlins, is designed specifically to fit someone shorter, fatter and forty years older than me, talking to a gorgeous Hollywood film producer about his latest movie acquisition. On the plus side, I’m having a good hair day. If he doesn’t look at me anywhere below my neck he might not realise that I’m wearing leftover stock from when C & A went bust. And despite not asking my name, he told me I was gorgeous. Any minute now my alarm clock is going to go off and I’m not going to be able to decide whether this was a dream or a nightmare. Currently, it could go either way.

We squeeze through the crowd and onto another exhibition stand which is a hundred times bigger and swankier than Bindlatters Books’ one. It is hung with huge posters of trendy books, some of which I’ve even heard of, but haven’t read because they haven’t hit the Skid Row of the charity shops yet. There is a group of people drinking champagne in the corner and laughing loudly. A stainless-steel table with a smear-free glass top has been arranged at one side and there is a crackle of anticipation in the few people, looking decidedly like fellow minions, who are milling around.

Gil stands next to me, but doesn’t let go of my arm. I’m not complaining. I have goose-pimples all over me and yet I’m not the slightest bit cold. In fact, you could probably grill hamburgers on my cheeks.

‘I hope you don’t think this is too much of an imposition?’

‘Not at all.’ My hormones are nudging me to do my most winning smile. I can’t – my feet are hurting too much from standing in one spot all day in high heels. Now I know why exhibition displays are called ‘stands’. My lips stretch tightly across my teeth and from somewhere in the depths of my reserves, I send a tired smile back at him. ‘Though you haven’t actually told me what you want me to do.’

‘Damn,’ Gil says. ‘Sorry. We need you to pose with Elise Neils.’ He gives a nod of his head towards a mass of blonde curls surrounded by smooth, be-suited men. ‘Feign adoring fan for some press photos – if you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Oh.’ I suppose it could have been worse. It could have involved me perched on a stand giving out leaflets.

This, apart from my current pleasant interlude, has been the job from hell. But beggars can’t be choosers and I very nearly was a beggar before this rather dubious ‘opportunity’ with Bindlatters knocked.

I used to work in the City – great job, great flat, great car – until due to economic downturn, world recession, plummeting share prices blah, blah, blah, I found myself severely and swiftly surplus to requirements. First the job went, then the car, then the flat, then the fair-weather friends and, accompanying each, a slice of my self-confidence. I had slogged my guts and my liver out for that company – late nights, short lunch-hours, a social life that revolved around entertaining customers with copious amounts of vodka – and it chopped my heart into little pieces to be told to clear my desk and never again darken the door of Allen-Jones Holdings by someone I had considered a good mate.

I vowed never to work in the City again. Panic set in when I realised no one in the City actually wanted me to anyway. ‘Recruitment freeze’ was the most common term I heard. ‘We’d love to employ someone of your calibre, but …’ Then I found that recruitment freezes were not confined to my chosen industry alone.

Since then I’ve scrabbled around with a variety of part-time, poorly paid jobs that have barely provided enough to pay my share of the rent on the slightly scrubby flat in Battersea my lovely, lovely friend Alice has very kindly let me squeeze into with her – even though she knows I’m a credit risk. My savings are dwindling at an alarming rate.

I look back at Gil. And, for once, I don’t know what to say to this man. I’m not normally known for my reticence, but all my words suddenly seem to have dried up. Perhaps it’s being surrounded by a surfeit of them in all these worthy tomes that’s making me feel inadequate.

‘Here she is,’ Gil lowers his head to mine and whispers close and in a faintly reverent manner right next to my ear. The goose-pimples go into overdrive.

The lucky author, who has had half of Hollywood chasing her – including Bob – is a bit too young and a bit too gorgeous for her own good and I could scratch her eyes out already. I wonder how far Gil McGann’s ‘being smiley’ extends?

Elise Neils is oh-so hip and oh-so tiny and bears the confident air of someone who is used to being pampered. Sliding behind her special desk as if she’s done it a thousand times before, she beams a practised beam at her waiting audience. She looks like a complete cow. I want a job that’s glamorous, I think, shortly before I’m manhandled away from Gil by a publicity-type woman with trendy horn-rimmed glasses and am plonked next to Elise Neils in order to look adoring.

‘Hi,’ she says. Actually, she seems quite nice but I’m already determined that I won’t like her. She takes up her pen and poses in a suitably authorish way, whilst I bend over and looking subservient and as if my life would improve 1000 per cent if she would deign to scribble in her book for me. A poster declaring: THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY! overshadows us both. We both grin like mad at a bevy of flashing cameras. This may be a regular thing for Elise Neils, but if this is to be my only fifteen minutes of fame, I’m going to make damn sure that I mug up to it!

The cameras go click-click-click as we turn our heads to and fro, inducing wedding photo-style smiles, and by the time we’ve finished I’ve decided that I don’t want to be a celebrity after all.

‘Thanks,’ Ms Hot Author says to me and benevolently pats my arm with her oh-so tiny hand. She slides out from behind her table and sashays off in the direction of the champagne followed by a horde of devoted men.

I stand abandoned and look round for Gil. He is waiting there, thumbing through a book – the only male in the vicinity with his tongue still in his mouth. Gratefully, I wander back towards him.

‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘You were wonderful.’

I’m not sure if he’s being sincere or pulling my leg, but I grin thankfully anyway.

He nods over towards the scrum for champagne, where our future Booker Prize winner gives him the glad eye, but he is completely oblivious. ‘Shall we join the crush?’

‘I’d better get back,’ I say with a flash of unbridled loyalty that surprises even me. What am I thinking of? Champagne with a Hollywood producer or giving out leaflets on an exhibition stand for less than a fiver an hour, and I choose the latter? I am clearly sickening for something. Or mad.

‘I’ll walk you back,’ Gil says. ‘Give me a moment.’ And he strolls to the side of the stand to gather some bits and pieces. It gives me time for a more thorough appraisal. And already I’m regretting my decision to hotfoot it back to Bindlatters Books.

Gil is tall and slender and is wearing a suit that looks like it has been squashed into a suitcase on a transatlantic flight and worn on an exhibition stand for too many days. I don’t think he’s a natural suit-wearer. He isn’t glowing with a typical Hollywood tan either and I thought everyone over there was a slave to the sun. Perhaps he spends too much time inside watching movies – I don’t know. It sort of suits him, though; he’d look funny if he was tanned. He’s boyish in a craggy way and I’m not certain how old he is, but I would suspect that he’s still this side of ‘life begins at …’ He has a cute smile and enough charisma to make sure that most women are giving him a second glance. It’s certainly working for me.

Gil comes back bearing a raincoat, because as usual this week it has been raining persistently in London, a folded copy of The Times and a hardback copy of The One That Got Away. He waves it at me. I daren’t tell him that I’ll read it in about five years’ time when it has done the rounds of several offices, all the sex scenes will bear unsightly, unidentifiable stains and it’ll probably have a few crucial pages missing. I hate it when that happens – but then it isn’t the most irritating thing about being financially embarrassed. Having a cupboard that contains nothing but Ambrosia Creamed Rice and an out-of-date tin of pilchards is much, much worse. Believe me, I know.

He hands me the copy of The One That Got Away. ‘For you.’

‘Thanks.’ I feel a flush of deep gratitude until I see a picture of the lovely, lucky and probably fabulously wealthy Elise Neils on the back.

He takes my arm again and we head back towards what I have lovingly come to know as ‘my stand’. There are a thousand questions I should be fitting into the next two minutes and I can’t think of any of them. This could be my big chance – for what, I’m not sure. But I do know that I am blowing it, like you wouldn’t believe.

‘Well,’ he says.

Nigel is at the front of the stand giving me what I can only describe as ‘a look’.

Gil and I sort of hover, looking and not looking at each other at the same time.

Nigel makes a point of checking his watch.

‘My hotel does great afternoon tea,’ Gil says suddenly. ‘Very quaint. Very English.’

‘Nice,’ I say because my brilliant, sparkling wit can’t come up with anything better.

‘I think I’ll head that way.’

‘Sensible idea.’

‘What time do you get off?’

‘Me?’ There appear to be no film stars or flighty young authors around. He nods. I have several thousand more flyers to get rid of before I’m done. Perhaps I could dump them in a wastepaper bin somewhere. ‘About an hour.’

‘Come to my hotel, Ms Chief Leaflet Giver-Outer. Join me for afternoon tea.’

‘Oh.’ I couldn’t tell you when I last had afternoon tea. In fact, I don’t know if I ever have. Isn’t it only tourists and blue-rinsed old ladies that do afternoon tea? ‘Okay.’

Gil takes a business card out of a silver holder, scribbles on the back and hands it to me. And it does, indeed, say GIL MCGANN, PRODUCER in big, bold letters. ‘It’s not far. I hope you can come.’

‘I will,’ I say before my brain has time to compute this and decide that one of us is barking mad.

‘See you later.’ And he walks off into the crush of publishers and agents while I stand and contemplate the fact that I have just agreed to go to the hotel of a man who hasn’t even asked my name and, although he could have his pick of flighty, flirty young authors to get ‘smiley’ with, clearly has a fetish for women in red polyester uniforms. I watch him until he disappears, running my fingers round the sharp edges of his card.

Nigel sidles towards me. ‘Leaflets,’ he says, handing me another interminable pile.

‘Leaflets,’ I echo. And the earth rushes up to meet me with ‘bump’ written all over it.



Chapter Two


Gil flopped onto his bed. His room had cost some extortionate amount of money for what was little more than a broom cupboard. A broom cupboard in the attic. He guessed it was supposed to be cutesy, with original beams and steeply sloping ceilings – and more disconcerting, steeply sloping floors – but he kind of preferred rooms that you could stand up in. He’d end up with a hunch back if he stayed here more than a week – already his neck was developing a painful crick. Moving round invariably meant stubbing your toe on heavy mahogany furniture. There was no gym in the hotel and it had rained so much that jogging was out of the question. Jet lag weighed heavy in his unexercised bones. Next time he would stay at The Hempel and be damned.

Lying down was the easier option and Gil stretched out and enjoyed it briefly. Then, he tensed up again. What was he thinking of? There were a million and one things that he ought to be doing while he was in Town other than hitting on strange women. While he was here it had been his intention to schmooze some up-and-coming British writers. There were very few studios making classy romantic comedies these days, and Gil thought it was about time they had some competition. Tonight had been lined up to do some flesh-pressing. What had happened to his brain that it had been swayed so easily by a hot lady in a dreadful suit? As if his life wasn’t complicated enough.

Gil couldn’t do relaxing, it was too much of a waste of time. He got up and switched on his laptop. The time difference here was a pain. When he was raring to go, everyone in LA was still curled up in bed – or out at parties. He tapped in his password. The first message was from Georgina, under the heading of Urgent.

Gil groaned to himself. Nothing Georgina ever did was urgent. Not in the real world. He clicked the message open. Call me! It said. Now!

Gil glanced at his watch. Now would not be a good time to call Georgina. He wasn’t even sure she would understand that the rest of the world didn’t operate on ‘Georgina Time’. She’d probably just broken a nail or something equally earth-shattering.

He clicked through the rest of the messages – mainly moans and groans from the studios regarding his latest projects – and dispatched his replies with professional ease. At least email never slept. Gil ran his hands over his face. A shave was definitely in order. His entire ‘casual’ wardrobe of one sweater and one pair of jeans was spread out on the back of a chintzy armchair and he wished he had thought to pack more clothes for socialising, but then he hadn’t bargained on being blown away by a beautiful blonde. How long had it been since he had felt like this? Certainly not since he’d married Georgina, that’s for sure.

The digital display of his bedside alarm blinked lazily at him. Gil worried at his thumbnail. Perhaps he’d better call Georgina. Just in case it was, for once, an emergency. There was always that horrible element of doubt with Gina, that some day she might even follow through with one of her many threats. Looking at the phone, he wondered where she was right now. Maybe he should leave it as long as he could.

Gil headed towards the shower, hoping that more water would come out of it than last time. He needed to freshen up and fast. Try to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. For some ludicrous reason he wanted it to go right with this woman.

He also needed to do something about the situation with Georgina, but that was going to take some diplomatic handling. And he was fully aware that he had been putting it off for far too long.



Chapter Three


Mr Hollywood Movie Tycoon could just want casual sex – I fully appreciate that. And maybe it is easier to impress one of the more lowly administrative staff by saying you’re a film producer rather than a flighty young author, who might well yawn and think, Not another one! I have no friends here at the Book Fair to discuss this with and I can’t ring Alice as she has a real job and is busy, busy, busy 24/7. I also can’t ring her because I know she would tell me that I’m being a total wimp.

I’m glad to be leaving the frantic crush of this conference behind. Only one more day to go. It’s great if you’re really involved in these things but if you’re on the periphery of them, doing sundry unseen tasks to keep the whole thing rolling, then it’s a bit of a drag. When I was a whizzy City-type, just a few short months ago, I used to love conferences. They took me all over the world – to Paris, Prague and Preston – although I could take or leave the actual work bit. I know it’s not original or even unusual to meet one’s lover at a conference. Aren’t they always very little to do with work and more to do with leaving responsibility or the bosom of one’s stifling familial duties behind and going mad for a while by embarking on a period of anonymous sex in an anonymous hotel room with a stranger from a rival company who you’re quite sure you’ll never see again? (Until the next conference.) I am, of course, talking about other people – not me. I was always purely an observer of these sexual shenanigans.

This is because I don’t understand the concept of casual sex. Why would you want to get your bits and pieces out for a total stranger? Particularly one with a bigger turnover than you. I am into commitment and love and loyalty in a big way and Mr Gil McGann, film producer, is going to be cruelly disappointed if he thinks English girls are easy. Well, this one anyway. I can’t vouch for my friends. They all seem to be able to bonk anything that breathes. Or am I just being fussy? It is a criticism that has been levelled at me in the past. Some of my friends have boyfriends and girlfriends. What’s that all about? A fashion thing? Sexual greed? I don’t understand it at all. Or is it just easier to date someone whose nail varnish you can share?

Anyway, I have more immediate problems. Thankfully, Bindlatters Books have supplied me with a locker so that I won’t have to turn up at Gil’s hotel sporting the red ensemble – although I realise that this may be the only thing about me that he found highly desirable. Oh dear. My confidence is at a rather low ebb.

I came to work wearing black boot-cut trousers and heeled boots from the days when I could afford to splash out on Russell & Bromley ones. On the downside, I am also wearing a cropped T-shirt bearing an embroidered Betty Boo and the caption Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend! Alice brought it back for me from Universal Studios on her summer holiday to California last year – her final extravagance before she became a burdened home-owner. It seems a bit naff wearing a Universal Studios T-shirt to have afternoon tea with a man who might well work there in a serious capacity instead of just paying up to go in the theme park and experience a multitude of different ways of getting wet and sick.

I look in my purse. It contains three pounds and fifty pence and a credit card I keep threatening to cut up. Taking Gil’s business card from my polyester pocket, I turn it over in my hand. The Townham Hotel. He’s right – it isn’t too far from here. My stomach has a shiver of indecision. But, hey, who’s in charge here? Me or my digestive system? This is the only excitement I’ve had in days, weeks, months! It’s another thing I can drop casually into dinnerparty conversations for years to come. Ha! I may not be trendy enough to have a girlfriend – or desirable enough to have a boyfriend – but this must earn me at least a few ‘cool’ points. Better than discussing yet another crappy failed interview at House of Pizza.

I obviously come across as way too desperate. Before my last interview, I swotted up on all the different types of pizza the restaurant served and tried to dazzle them with my stunning array of knowledge by quoting special offers and making reference to the recent television campaign featuring the ‘thick and crusty’. The manager was dumbfounded and clearly could not cope with the competition as he promised to let me know that afternoon if I’d got the job, but never did. He probably thought I was a mole from Head Office. He was as thick and crusty as his bloody pizza. Next time, I’m going to stick on some fake acne and snarl a lot – I’d be hired in a flash.

Throwing on an elderly Karen Millen version of an Afghan coat that has seen better days, I shoot out of the conference centre and grab a Tube to South Kensington, squashing in with delegates talking in la-di-dah tones about the kind of authors you see all the time on Lorraine. The Tube takes an age to chug anywhere from this part of the Underground, which means that every day we all have to suffer the same smelly, dread-locked busker singing old Simon and Garfunkel hits very badly. Nevertheless, in true British fashion, we all cough up our obligatory fifty pence before we are allowed to shuffle off at South Ken station.

The Townham Hotel is just round the corner from here, but before I head there, I dodge between the rows of speeding traffic and cross the road to a little boutique that does great clothes at knock down – and possibly ‘knock off’ – prices. When I say boutique, it’s more of an upmarket charity shop. This is what I’m reduced to, not only for my books but for all my clothing needs too. I rush in and rummage like a woman possessed through the rows and rows of crushed blouses. Got it! For twenty-two quid I become the proud owner of a black lacy top with bell-bottom sleeves and a neckline that does nothing to hide the fact that I’m a girl. Ha! Down with red polyester!

I apologise to my credit card and give it a grateful kiss before battering it again and rush into a cubicle at the back the size of a broom cupboard and change out of my Betty Boo, which gets stuffed unceremoniously in my handbag. I clip my hair up and decide that I look a bit fab – well, better than in my Butlins Redcoat uniform. I’m not sure that the twenty-two-quid top will survive the rigours of Alice’s washing machine but it will do for now. I just wish I had some blusher with me. I positively bloom behind a carefully applied barrier of Raspberry Whisper.



Chapter Four


The Townham is posh. Not as posh as the Ritz, say, but Victoria Beckham lower-case posh. I feel ridiculously nervous and lurk outside in the pouring rain for a moment, thinking that this could be bordering on insanity.

Before I’m completely drowned, I decide that I don’t care if it is or not. This could be my big chance. Gil the film producer may offer me a part in his latest movie. Why not? Some very famous actress was discovered whilst waiting tables in Los Angeles. I can’t remember who, because I know diddly-squat about Hollywood – but it was someone really, really famous.

Here I go. Deep breath, shoulders back, head up. This isn’t do or die, but it’s do or go home and eat last night’s leftover risotto and moan to Alice that nothing exciting ever happens to me.

The receptionist gives me a really haughty look when I ask for Mr McGann. Ha! I bet he hasn’t asked her to have afternoon tea with him even though she’s weaving a navy-blue polyester uniform.

‘Mr McGann ees in the loonge,’ she says in the barely intelligible foreign accent that everyone who works in London hotels has these days. And when I look, Mr McGann is indeed in the lounge. He’s in front of a roaring log fire, sprawled out on a big squashy sofa, The Times discarded on his lap. The suit has gone and he’s wearing jeans and some preppy, hand-knit sweater that probably cost about a million quid and came from Fred Segal or somewhere; the only thing I do know about Hollywood is that Fred Segal is a trendy shop because Glamour magazine says Madonna and Calista Flockhart shop there. How much more trendy do you want?

Gil’s also fast asleep, but I’m quite pleased because at least he’s not snoring – something that I always find very offputting in a man. His fringe has flopped over his eyes and I want to reach out and smooth it away from his brow and I’m suddenly seized by this overwhelming feeling of love and warmth. If I was a bit older, I’d call it a hot flush, but unfortunately I can’t dismiss it so easily. I look at this man I don’t really know and yet I want to hold him. I’ve only felt like this once before – and then I had the excuse of being fifteen and very impressionable. Simon Le Bon was a bit of a looker in his day too.

I stand there and don’t really know what to do. Gil looks so peaceful that I could stay and watch him for hours, but on the other hand, having summoned up the nerve to come here, I’d really like him to be awake to acknowledge the fact.

The room is dark and mellow; the only light is from the flickering fire and a scattering of table lamps. There are a couple of nut-brown chesterfields and some squishy sofas too. The night has closed in, encouraged by the pouring rain. It’s no wonder he’s nodded off.

My dilemma is solved by two loud German businessmen who come crashing into the lounge like an advance from the Panzer division, speaking in Achtung! voices. They carry big brandy balloons and march across the lounge to a far-flung chesterfield as if they are invading Poland. Gil’s eyes shoot open and once they have stopped rotating in surprise they focus on me. A smile spreads across his face.

‘Hi,’ I say.

‘Hey.’ He swings his legs off the sofa and stands to greet me, even though he still looks a bit dazed. His fingers fold round mine and they’re warm from the heat of the fire. ‘I must have dozed off,’ he says.

‘Jet lag,’ I advise as if I know about these things.

‘I guess so.’ Gil sits down again and pats the sofa next to him. ‘Join me. I’ve ordered afternoon tea, I just need to let Justine know when we’re ready.’

Gil nods at Justine – the girl in the navy polyester, who has appeared and is watching us like a hawk – and she smiles brightly at him, exactly the way she didn’t smile at me.

Slithering out of my damp, doggy coat, I throw it at the corner of the shaggy hearthrug, which probably resembles one of its long-lost friends, and sit down at the far end of the sofa. I always find it a nightmare sitting on a sofa with a stranger. I’m never quite sure of the etiquette of correct distance. Too close and you end up sliding down the middle of the cushions. Too far to one end and you look standoffish. I try to position myself centrally in the cushion, which I’m sure gives off its own message.

‘Well,’ Gil turns and appraises me. ‘You look different.’ By that, I hope he means better. His eyes linger on my cleavage.

‘I don’t think those uniforms were designed by Armani,’ I joke awkwardly.

‘No,’ he laughs. ‘Probably not.’

Justine brings in the tray of tea – eyes and smile fixed on Gil. I think if she could have slammed my end of the tray down she would have. I give her my best fluttery-eyed, sugar-sweet grin and she stomps off back to her perch.

There is a bottle of champagne on the tray and no sign of a teapot. ‘I thought we’d do afternoon tea without the tea part.’ Gil pours me a glass of champagne. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m not that fond of tea. I’m more of a coffee person.’

I wonder if this is his only dark secret. I hate this part of meeting people – the part where you think they’re potentially a fab human being and then you find out they’ve more skeletons hiding in their cupboard than a Christopher Lee film and all manner of undesirable habits. I also hate the fact that I always live in hope of being wrong. Gil lifts his glass.

‘What are we celebrating?’ I ask. ‘The One That Got Away?’

Gil shakes his head. ‘I think Ms Neils has had enough glasses raised to her.’ He clinks his glass against mine. ‘Maybe we should toast the one that didn’t get away?’

I assume he means me, but I’m not 100 per cent sure.

‘I’m only here for one more night,’ Gil says, and he gazes at me in a very twinkly way. ‘I’d like to spend it with you.’

I nearly spit out my champagne. Blimey, this is a bit quick. We haven’t even got as far as the smoked-salmon sandwiches and the iced fancies! Are all American men such fast movers? I manage to swallow my fizz instead of spraying it all over the place, but it goes down the wrong hole and I start to cough.

‘Oh hell,’ Gil says. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ He pats me with an exuberant amount of force on my back. The Germans glare over their brandy at us. Gil and I start to laugh and before he beats me to death, I get him to stop pounding my vertebrae into submission.

‘I’m fine. I’m fine,’ I say. We fall back onto the sofa, slinking down, giggling, and I forget all about the territorial occupation of cushions; we put our heads together like a couple of naughty school-kids.

‘Shall I start again?’ Gil asks finally.

I wipe the tears from below my ears, hoping that my mascara is still in the place it should be. ‘I think you’d better.’

‘This is my last night in London. I am supposed to be going to a book signing with Elise. I’d rather spend the evening having dinner with you.’

He’s choosing me over the cute, successful author! ‘Won’t she be mad?’

‘I have just agreed to pay her an awful lot of money, so I think she’ll cut me some slack.’

‘We haven’t eaten our sandwiches yet.’

‘These wouldn’t feed a Cockney sparrow,’ he says in a Dick Van Dyke accent.

Why am I thinking up excuses for him to ditch me?

‘Do you have other plans?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’ I twiddle the stem of my champagne flûte. ‘I’m supposed to be eating last night’s risotto with my flatmate.’

‘Would he mind if you skipped it?’

‘She,’ I correct. ‘No. But I’d better phone her.’

‘I’ll call Elise too.’

‘Let’s do it.’ And with a nod, we both produce mobile phones and punch in numbers.

Alice’s phone clicks straight to answering machine and I leave a garbled message while trying to keep one ear on Gil’s conversation. He tells Elise that he’s unavailable, but I notice that he doesn’t explain why. Small point, but I wonder if it’s pertinent. We both end our calls and then look at each other, vaguely embarrassed.

The Germans seem to take the hint that this is becoming a private party and leave. Gil stands up and throws another log on the fire and we listen to it crackle and hiss in protest for a while.

‘I don’t normally do this sort of thing,’ Gil admits.

‘Me neither.’

‘Dating is a pretty weird business in California.’

‘I think it’s pretty weird in London too.’

‘You’re not in a permanent relationship?’

‘Me?’ I shake my head. ‘No.’ Would I be here if I was? I want to say that I’ve given up on men, but really I think they’ve given up on me. I have had three full-time, bonafide, paid-up boyfriends in living memory, all of whom I adored and all of whom left me for someone bubblier and with bouncier breasts. It’s given me some sort of complex.

I do dating occasionally, usually when one of my friends forces me to, but I find the whole thing traumatic. At eighteen the will-he-ring?/won’t-he-ring? thing is part of the deal. At thirty-two I feel that I’ve grown out of it. I don’t want to play dating games. I don’t want to spend nights in loud wine bars with people that I don’t give a toss about. I don’t want seven men on the go at once. I want relationships. Sensible, grown-up ones. Preferably involving two people who care for each other. I don’t want posturing and playing cool and keeping my options open. I don’t want to pretend that I’m something that I’m not. I try very hard not to do manipulation or deceit. I run all my relationships with a view that honesty is generally the best policy. You’d think that men would like that, but they don’t. Generally, they can’t cope with it at all.

‘You?’

‘No,’ Gil says. And I notice that there is no telltale white band round his finger from having hastily stashed his wedding ring away. Years of conference-going has made me suspicious. I have been approached by more married men whose wives don’t understand them than I care to remember.

‘I didn’t really need you to pose with Elise,’ Gil says suddenly with a nervous smile. ‘I’d watched you for most of this week and didn’t know how else to talk to you. Is that a terrible confession?’

‘No.’ It’s a pretty amazing one though. I’d imagined Hollywood producers being used to having a string of obliging starlets hanging on their arm, not having insecurities about chatting up someone like little old me.

‘For someone who professes not to be interested in giving leaflets out,’ he continues with a smile, ‘you were doing it with a certain amount of fervour.’

‘Needs must,’ I say. ‘I’m at the stage where I treat every job as if it might be my last.’ I pull my knees up towards me and let myself sink into the sofa in an attempt to convince my body I’m not as weary as I feel. ‘I was a City trader, but the world of financial high-flyers decided they could manage without me.’ I fiddle with my champagne glass to avoid eye-contact. ‘I went from a ten-year career plan governed with the aid of a very pushy life coach, to not knowing what I’m going to be doing next week.’

Gil shrugs. ‘The movie business is like that all the time. One day you’re hot, the next you’re not. You have to roll with the good times and try not to take it too personally when you’re as popular as a fart in a spacesuit. Successes are quickly forgotten. Failure tends to hang around.’

‘Like a fart in a spacesuit.’

Gil laughs. ‘Exactly.’

‘Have you produced anything I’d have heard of?’ I venture. I like to think I’m a bit of a film buff – as long as it’s something you can watch on Sky Home Box Office. By the time I get back from work most evenings, it’s all I can do to sit upright and watch television. If he does deep and meaningful movies I won’t have a clue.

‘Maybe.’ Gil reels off a list of films that were all major blockbusters over here as well as in the States – Funny Bones, Teenage Dreamboat, Frankie and Sally, One Hot Night, Remembering Maude, Could It Be Magic?

Oh good grief. He is a film producer. A hit factory. This is a man who does, indeed, know Bob on first-name terms. And it may well show an inherent lack of trust in men, but I was convinced he was going to turn out to be a fraud. I don’t even want to examine how I came to this conclusion. I may still pop down to Blockbusters to check out the credits on the DVD covers just to make sure he’s listed.

‘I loved One Hot Night,’ I say and blush over the implications of the title.

‘You did?’ He too flushes. ‘It’s my own personal favourite.’

‘I’m very impressed.’

‘I have to confess,’ Gil says, ‘I kinda hoped you would be.’

‘I have my own confession to make,’ I say. ‘I spent twenty-two pounds I don’t have on this top in an effort to impress you.’

‘It worked,’ Gil says. ‘You look very lovely.’

‘Thanks.’

He sighs. ‘Why didn’t we meet up earlier?’

I don’t know the answer to this. We are too comfortable too quickly, and already I’m dreading the time when he’ll have to go. Then I wonder if we’d met earlier whether it would, in fact, have made things better or worse.

‘How can I feel like this?’ Gil says. ‘I don’t even know your name.’

And if it’s a line, I am falling for it. ‘Sadie,’ I oblige. ‘Sadie Nelson.’ And, at this moment, it’s about the only thing that I am certain of.



Chapter Five


Why do nights whizz by so quickly when you don’t want them to? Is it a rule of the universe rather like Mad Murphy’s Law – which decrees that toast with jam on it will always fall face down, particularly if the bearer is wearing white or expensive clothing? Why couldn’t the hours drag by like they do when you’re sitting in a dentist’s waiting room? Time, as they say, does fly when you’re having fun. Even if you happen to be having it while you’re in the land of Nod.

We didn’t make dinner – or the bedroom, for that matter. We sat chatting for hours and then the next thing, without even realising it, we’d fallen asleep. I’m surprised Justine didn’t come and prod us both awake. When we did wake, it was because we were both freezing cold as the fire in the Townham’s lounge had long since died. I’d like to think it was romantic that we’d cuddled up together like children and slept soundly – although several of my limbs are starting to regret it – but part of me feels that I would have liked to stay awake all night and talked. That’s the unacceptable face of getting older – the mind is still very willing, but the body is a right old party-pooper. Too many early nights in bed with nothing but ye olde battered paperbacks for company have made my party animal cells go all dormant.

‘Hi, Sleepyhead,’ Gil says, and I think that he’s a fine one to talk.

And while I’m pleased that the ‘bedroom situation’ wasn’t raised, I realise that the chance for carnal knowledge has passed and with that comes a certain amount of sadness. Not to mention downright sexual frustration. The Queen is having jubilees more often than I’m having sex – though I do have to admit that some of it is down to a certain reluctance on my part.

‘Hi,’ I say, even though my tongue is fuzzed up to the roof of my mouth. ‘Ooo.’ Bits of me are hurting and I don’t dare to think what my hair looks like.

Gil takes my hand. ‘I have to go,’ he says. ‘I need to call a cab, otherwise I’m going to miss my plane.’

I can’t think of anything to say. No, that’s wrong. I can think of too many things to say.

‘I wish I could take a later flight.’ He genuinely looks troubled. ‘I have work and stuff. I need to get back.’

It would only be delaying the inevitable. ‘That’s okay,’ I say. ‘I have to go to work too.’ The whole world of leaflet-giving-out could crumble if I’m not at my post by nine.

‘I’ll be in London again,’ Gil says. ‘Soon. I usually come over to the screenings in September.’

September? That’s months away. Seven months away, to be exact. That’s not soon.

‘Great,’ I say.

‘You do want to see me again?’ Gil asks. ‘You do want to stay in touch?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

‘Do you have email?’

I can nick one of Alice’s spare addresses. She’s a good pal. She’ll realise that this is a worthy cause. ‘Yes. No. Not really. But I can get it sorted.’

‘You still have my business card?’

I nod.

‘It has my phone number and my email address on it.’

I nod again. This is too rushed, too hurried, too important.

‘Come to my room,’ Gil says.

‘I … we …’

‘No,’ Gil says. ‘Wait here. I’ll be five minutes. Three.’ Then he kisses me soundly and rushes out, ordering a taxi and sprinting up the stairs without pausing.

I want to cry, but tell myself, ‘Don’t make a scene! You’re made of sterner stuff than that. This man is nothing to you. You only met him yesterday. How can you be stupid enough to cry over him? This was a pleasant evening and you must enjoy it for that – even though there’s a chance that you’ll never, ever repeat it in your entire life.’ Standing here mesmerised, tasting his kiss on my lips, I try to work out a game plan, but haven’t succeeded by the time Gil returns.

He still looks like he’s just woken up, but he’s wearing his suit instead of his preppies and carrying a suitcase. ‘The cab’s here,’ he says, and his voice is definitely tinged with disappointment and sadness and I don’t know what else.

I grab the damp Afghan from the floor and throw it on and we both head outside.

It is a grey and drizzly London dawn. The sky is the colour of over-washed sheets. The sun, white and weak, is edging above the Tube station and looks as feeble as I feel. The Afghan is failing to keep me warm and I stamp my toes on the pavement in an effort to revive them.

Gil opens the cab door and throws his suitcase inside. ‘Heathrow, please,’ he says to the driver, who seems reluctant to put away his newspaper. Then Gil turns to me. ‘This is it.’

‘It’s been nice to meet you,’ I say.

‘Nice?’ Gil laughs in surprise. ‘I hope that’s traditional British reserve,’ he says, ‘because I think it’s been a lot more than nice.’

‘Very nice.’ I can feel myself starting to cry. ‘It was very nice.’

Gil wraps his arms round me. ‘I guess “very nice” will have to do.’ He kisses me again and this time it’s warm and tender and very inappropriate for a cold, hard, city street. ‘Don’t go’ rushes up and sticks in my throat.

Gil disentangles himself and holds me away from him. ‘I don’t want to remember you like this,’ he says, ‘looking sad and alone. And more than a little cold.’

‘I’m fine.’ I stamp my feet just to show how capable I am of creating my own warmth. ‘Really I am.’

Gil brushes his lips against mine for a final time. ‘I’ll call,’ he promises as he gets into the back of the cab.

I hope to God that he does. ‘Bye.’ I put my fingers against the glass as he closes the door. The cab driver, oblivious to our plight, moves off into the first murmurings of rush-hour traffic.

‘Bye,’ Gil mouths back.

And they drive away, leaving me standing on the pavement, looking pathetically after them, any pretence of not crying long since abandoned. Gil’s cab turns the corner and he is gone.

I find a manky tissue in my pocket and have a really good blub – just at the same time as Justine, the surly receptionist, is arriving for work. She smirks at me and it helps to bring my tears to a halt.

‘He has gone? Yes?’ she enquires.

‘Yes.’

‘Good ridd-ance to bad rubbeesh,’ she declares loftily. ‘Zees Americans, they like to loove ’em and leave ’em.’

Ha! So this means she’s tried to chat him up and he wasn’t the slightest bit interested.

‘We’ve just got engaged,’ I say, and take great delight in watching her chin hit the jolly old pavement. And before she can congratulate me, I stride off towards the Tube and my last day of giving leaflets out.

Good grief, what am I saying? Lack of quality sleep has clearly sent me quite bonkers. It’s all very well playing the cocksure clown for a silly foreign bint, but back in reality, I know I may never see him again. The thought sends my mood plummeting to my Russell & Bromley boots. While Gil is heading swiftly back towards the California sunshine and the mad, bad, make-believe world of movies, here in my mundane little life in miserable little downcast London, it starts to rain.

If my life were a movie, the sun would be out, it would be full of love and laughter – and I’d get the guy. We’d walk off into the sunset arm-in-arm. And a Tom and Jerry cartoon-style ten-ton weight would drop on the head of the bossy receptionist.

As it is, it’s pouring down and I have no umbrella. I am not getting the guy, I am just getting very wet. And I’m doing it without having brushed my teeth. I escape the downpour, dive into the Tube and realise that somewhere between the Townham and here I’ve lost my weekly pass and will have to buy another ticket. A heartfelt ‘fuck’ is not far from my lips. An absolutely perfect day for giving out leaflets, I think.



Chapter Six


Alice and I are sitting in the Wing-Wah Chinese Takeaway waiting for the owner, Li, to create some wonder in our lives via the medium of sweet and sour pork. This has been my ‘local’ for years, even though it’s never been remotely near where I live. It just happens to be the best around for miles.

‘Why look so glum, lady?’ Li says, while putting our prawn crackers in a plastic bag.

‘Man trouble,’ Alice informs him. ‘Her. Not me,’ she expands with a flick of her hair in my direction.

‘Thanks,’ I say, uncertain that I want the world and, in particular, the queue in the Wing-Wah to share my romantic troubles.

‘Confucius he say all men are total borrocks.’

Li was born in Bermondsey and has lived for the majority of his thirty-five years in South London. He has never been to China and knows bog all about Confucius. He does, however, do a mean crispy duck so we tolerate all his insane ramblings from his interpretation of the lesser-known sayings of Confucius to the sheer brilliance of Jackie Chan – who, I’m led to believe, does all his own stunts.

‘We’re giving this one the benefit of the doubt,’ Alice says. ‘He’s a movie producer.’

While I quietly die of embarrassment, the rest of the queue nod their approval.

‘And he didn’t try to sleep with her on their first date.’

The queue nod again.

‘They just fell asleep in each other’s arms.’

All the faces in the queue melt into a warm smile. I smile tightly back.

‘So,’ Li shrugs. ‘What problem?’

‘He’s in Los Angeles,’ Alice continues.

There is a sympathetic ‘awh’ from the queue.

‘So what? Air travel velly cheap.’

Cheap is a relative thing when you have no money. As it is, Alice is having to sub me this takeaway until my cheque from Bindlatters clears. What’s more, having survived my stint at the London Book Fair, I am now a fully paid-up member of the ranks of the unemployed. It is notable that Li drives a top-of-the-range Mercedes: that adds up to a lot of prawn crackers.

As Li bags up our sweet and sour, I look at his Chinese horoscope clock. It is just after 9 p.m. in the Year of the Pig. This thing is desperately inaccurate. I don’t think Li has the foggiest idea how to set it. When the rest of the world were celebrating the Year of the Tiger, Li’s clock said Rat. Whatever year it is, Chinese or otherwise, I wonder where Gil is now. His plane was leaving at some ungodly hour and the flight’s about eleven hours long. And they’re what – eight hours, nine hours behind us? Or is it in front? I don’t know. I wish I was more au fait with international time travel. I haven’t a bloody clue where he is. I only know that it isn’t here. My lip wobbles slightly.

‘Sweet and sour poke. Plawn clackers. Egg Flied Lice. Two steam dumpling.’

Li is perfectly capable of pronouncing his ‘r’s – he only slips into this Chinese stuff for effect. Whenever we see him in the pub he talks in a broad ‘Sarf’ London accent and says ‘gor blimey, mate’ a lot.

‘We’re on,’ Alice says and stands up to grab our goodies.

I’m not the slightest bit hungry although normally nothing affects my appetite. I wish I was one of those people who can’t eat a thing when they’re stressed. Me, I stuff it all in whatever my emotional climate.

‘Good luck, love,’ a builder-type bloke says to me from his seat by the window and gives me a thumbs-up.

‘Cheers,’ I say. I think I might need it. I’m sure that the minute Gil hits home turf and is surrounded by slender, gorgeous movie stars in the ilk of Uma Thurman, Gwyneth Paltrow and Winona Ryder, he’ll come to his senses. After all, what could he possibly see in me? I will be a forgotten memory quicker than you can say, ‘Sadie who?’ One day, when he’s attending the première of The One That Got Away, he may spare a thought for the Leaflet-Giver-Outer who might have been. But, then again, he may not.

‘Tell your friend to say hello to Jackie Chan,’ Li shouts after us.

‘Yeah, right.’

I plod out after Alice and she hands me the brown carrier bag while she shimmies into her shiny new Ford Fiesta, which I’m dead jealous of. I slide in next to her and look at all the bells and whistles and gadgets and I want a nice car again. I pine for the time when I had a CD player and air-con. Being a transport-reduced, underpaid, poverty-stricken person is pants.

Alice pulls out into the traffic and we head back to the flat. Every journey with my friend is a white-knuckle ride as she has a blatant disregard for the Highway Code. We are followed everywhere by the honking of horns and the screeching of tyres. Everyone is fair game and cyclists are a particular treat – especially those wearing Lycra shorts. It’s like being in a real-life version of Gran Turismo. I hold the carrier bag a bit higher in an attempt to shield my eyes.

Quicker than any speed limit could possibly allow, we are at her flat. Alice has the top floor of an Edwardian conversion and she bought it in a rush due to spiralling property prices and all that guff. It looked great – on the surface – but beneath all that Farrow & Ball paint lurked a heap of unseen and extremely expensive dangers. That was the point at which I moved in. We are now at the stage of no ceilings, exposed wiring and two deckchairs in the lounge carefully arranged amidst the plaster dust.

Alice pushes the door open and kicks a dust-sheet out of the way. Jerry, who we like to call ‘our builder’ even though he never does anything we tell him, is not the world’s tidiest worker.

‘I’m starving,’ she says.

‘Mmm …’

‘Oh come on, Sadie.’ My friend nudges me encouragingly as she puts the takeaway in the oven with some plates to give it a blast. ‘He might ring. Give the bloke a chance. He’s probably still over the Atlantic enjoying the delights of British Airway’s plastic food.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, and feel all sorry for myself. Alice doesn’t have men worries in the traditional sense of the word. She never has to wonder whether ‘he’ will call – they always do. My friend has a queue of them waiting for her and normally has about three or four different offers to sift through on a Saturday night, depending how the mood takes her. I don’t know how she does it, other than she is particularly gorgeous, nice-natured and fun to be with. But that generally isn’t enough, is it? I think she must be heavily into kinky sex too, but I don’t like to ask. They certainly don’t fancy her for her driving skills.

I, on the other hand, have absolutely nothing to look forward to. The weekend is yawning vacantly ahead of me – sans troublesome invitation quandaries – and come Monday morning, I will have to steel myself to go out into the cruel world and look for menial work involving some form of ill-fitting uniform again.

I ferret around in the kitchen drawer until I find the chopsticks, while Alice dishes out, piling our plates with a mountain of monosodium glutamate. We struggle through the stacked tins of emulsion paint to the lounge, ready to settle ourselves for a debauched night of calories and cheesy telly.

‘There’s nothing on the box,’ she moans, flicking through the channels.

This is not a good start.

‘Video?’

‘What have you got?’ I bag my deckchair, make an attempt to sweep some plaster dust from the surface and sit down, although this isn’t the most comfortable place to relax in as we have no carpet, no curtains, no cushions and one bare light bulb dangling from the ceiling.

Alice roots through her stash of video standbys. ‘Chicken Run or Sleepless in Seattle?’

‘Chicken Run.’ I don’t think I could stand anything slushy. Particularly not Tom Hanks, who always does very good slush. I haven’t seen Chicken Run, but I can’t imagine there are any big sick-making love scenes or unrequited love in the plot. I think, basically, it’s just about chickens. Pretty safe ground then. ‘What’s it about?’

‘Battery hens who are desperate to escape the drudgery of their lives,’ Alice informs me brightly.

Maybe still a bit too close for comfort.

Alice sticks the video in and comes to join me. As the titles roll, she sits down and glances over at the answer-phone. ‘Ooo,’ she says.

Its little red light is winking joyously at us. Alice is one fabulous invitation short of a complete set this weekend, so it’s probably some hopeful suitor coming in with a last-minute bid for her company.

‘I wonder who it is?’

If I could tell her that I’d be able to give up my day job and spend my time predicting Lotto numbers.

Alice prods the machine with a well-practised blow from her big toe. It whirrs into life.

‘Hi,’ a disembodied voice says.

I sit bolt upright – or as bolt upright as it is possible to be in a deckchair. I’d know that sexy American accent anywhere.

‘It’s Gil,’ I say.

‘It’s Gil,’ the voice on the answerphone says.

‘It’s Gil,’ Alice echoes in hushed tones.

‘I know, I know.’

‘I got back home safely.’

‘He’s back home,’ my helpful friend tells me.

‘I know that. Ssh!’

There is a bit of throat-clearing going on down the line. ‘I’m missing you,’ the answerphone continues.

Alice chews her lip, ecstatically. ‘Oh my God! He’s missing you.’

‘Shut up, Al.’

‘Well.’ A little disappointed pause. ‘I’ll try to call you again over the weekend. Bye.’

And that’s it. The machine peeps and farts and rewinds and if Alice wasn’t here I’d listen to the message all over again. But I can’t, because she is here and she’d think I was too sad for words.

‘Well,’ I say.

‘Do you want to listen to it again?’

I put on a cool expression and shake my head. ‘No.’

‘Well, I do,’ Alice says. She gives the machine another kick and we listen to Gil telling British Telecom that he misses me all over again.

‘He sounds very keen,’ she observes as she turns her attention to her sweet and sour pork.

So he does. As we settle down to watch Chicken Run, it gives me a warm glow – which has nothing to do with the fact that my plateful of noodles is burning my knees.



Chapter Seven


‘So? How was sunny London?’

‘Wet,’ Gil replied. ‘Very wet.’ He was sitting in a battered trailer on the back lot of Paramount Studios grabbing a rushed lunch with his dear friend and confidant, Steve Bernard. Gil was weary with jet lag and his eyes felt like he had scratchy stubble on the inside of his eyelids as well as on his chin.

A woman with a bald, purple head and red eyes sat in the corner of the office talking into a cell phone with a broad Brooklyn accent complaining about her last Brazilian wax.

‘Martian,’ Steve said, flicking a thumb at her.

‘I thought Martians were little green men.’

‘Hey, this is Hollywood.’ Steve shrugged. ‘Martians can be any colour we like. Maybe the green ones clashed with the wallpaper.’

Gil helped himself to half a pastrami sub.

‘Oh man, get your own sarnies!’

‘No time,’ Gil said. ‘I’ve got a meeting with the execs in ten.’

‘About this new book?’

‘Yeah. The One That Got Away.’

‘Lead?’

‘Hugh’s the obvious choice.’

‘Hugh.’ Steve pursed his lips with approval. ‘Are you gonna shoot in London?’

Gil, mouth full, nodded. ‘Mmm mmm.’

‘Take me,’ Steve said. ‘Local knowledge. I know the places to go where it doesn’t rain.’

‘There aren’t any.’

‘They’re well-kept secrets we don’t reveal to American tourists or movie producers.’ Steve looked wistful. ‘I haven’t been home for donkeys’ years.’

‘What the hell’s a donkey’s year?’ Gil thought Steve was a Cockney, but was never quite sure what being a Cockney involved and didn’t dare to ask. His friend was an ex-pat Brit who had moved out to LA when the British film industry went into terminal decline some time ago. Steve was an Art Director by trade, working on the latest – and eleventh – Star Satellite movie, one of the most successful and spectacular sci-fi shows of all time. Fittingly, the two men were surrounded at this moment by blueprints of fantastical buildings and star ships.

What Star Satellite lacked in story, plot or depth of characterisation was more than compensated for by fabulous sets, an excess of pyrotechnics, state-of-the-art special effects and very skimpy costumes. ‘If you go home, you might not want to come back to this madhouse.’
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