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Chapter 1

Sam Sherman, head of the Wild Modelling Agency, strode through Covent Garden. She was on her way to a lunch appointment with Jacques Flash, an arrogant but indisputably rising French photographer. She walked quickly. Flash was famously no fan of waiting. No photographer was. Unless it was of people waiting for them, which was of course a different matter.

Sam did not particularly look like a fashion person. As she saw it, that crazy, spiky, shiny, short stuff was best left to those younger and more in fashion’s shop window than she was. The models. The designers. The stylists. The muses.

Sam’s style was muted: middle of, rather than ahead of, the curve. She was curvy too, as well as small, which was why her own modelling career had literally been cut short. In addition, her face, with its round eyes, full cheeks and firm jaw was not one that the camera had unconditionally loved.

But Sam’s genius was the modelling business, not the actual business of modelling. In this she was formidable and frequently ruthless. Her sure eye for a new face and her confidence and accuracy in predicting trends had made Wild one of the biggest and most successful model agencies in London.

Sam, who had been a teenager in the seventies, generally stuck to a uniform of white shirt teamed with black waistcoat and jeans. The look - classic rock and roll, which no one, even in this most critical of industries, could criticise - was highly practical for  someone in her position. She had hundreds of waistcoats, shirts and denims which, when combined with several large amber bead necklaces, chunky silver rings and bracelets, conferred on her a maverick, creative air that perfectly reflected the maverick, creative light in which the fashion industry saw itself. Even if, as Sam knew, it was all about the bottom line. Bottoms certainly loomed large in modelling. Or, rather, small.

Sam’s jeans were tucked into high wedge-heeled boots of sand-coloured suede, rendered vaguely Native American with the addition of coloured beads. Her beige woollen wrap, with its fringed edge, billowed about her as she walked, and the bracelets the length of each of her forearms rattled.

Sam walked everywhere. This was not because she was fond of exercise - she wasn’t. And there was certainly nothing pleasurable about picking one’s way along the uptilted pavements of Endell Street and wincing at the deafening noise of the various drilling gangs engaged in the refurbishments this part of London constantly underwent. Sam walked because it made good business sense. It was more difficult to spot talent from the back of a taxi, and more difficult to get out and run after it if one did.

And spot it she must. Modelling was a competitive business. The Wild Agency might be one of London’s biggest and most successful, but new agencies were always snapping at her heels, competing for the best girls and boys. Wild needed a constant stream of new talent. As Sam walked, her round, hazel eyes, firmly ringed with kohl, swivelled from side to side between centre-parted curtains of russet-and-black-striped shoulder-length hair. As ever, she was on the lookout.

It was trickier than usual today. Her antennae felt blunted, compromised by last night’s party in which the definitive book about sunglasses was launched alongside a definitive new handbag collection. On offer had been the latest cutting-edge cocktail, served by a cutting-edge mixologist and featuring champagne, ginger vodka and real gold flakes. There had been no cutting-edge food served with them, however, and Sam had imbibed several on  an empty stomach. But that was normal for fashion. Fashion was all about empty stomachs. She wondered about the gold flakes, though. She had a flight to New York this evening and hoped the metal would not set the airport alarms off.

It was a glorious early summer day, with a hint of chill in the air, but with her hangover, Sam walked whenever possible in the shadows cast by the various scaffoldings. The air was too bright to do what she usually did, which was to quickly scan the various roofing gangs for big-biceped talent, even though the magazines preferred skinny and pale men at the moment. But biceps would be back, and when they were, Sam would have all of hers flexed.

As she walked briskly past, Sam fretted for the opportunities she might be missing. She consoled herself with the fact that looking at builders was a dangerous business because it was usually (loudly and enthusiastically) construed by them as sexual invitation.

She passed café after café, feeling queasy as the scent of toasted cheese and five-spice powder, alternating with whiffs of garlic and cleaning fluid, swirled into her nostrils. The sun, blazing on the aluminium chairs and tables, bored painfully into her pupils. Sam fished in her Birkin tote for a pair of huge and very black sunglasses, which she shoved hastily on her face. That was better.

It was easier now to look about her and scour every face that passed. Sam crossed Long Acre and walked purposefully down Bow Street, past where the vast bulk of the Royal Opera House blazed white against the blue sky. In the narrow shadows of Floral Street, a skinny girl with a graceful carriage caught her attention - one of the ballerinas, Sam assumed. Well, she had a good figure, but oh, dear God, that nose . . . no, no, no.

She entered the road where the tube station was. But there was nothing promising among the crowds either outside it or drifting aimlessly across the cobbled marketplace between the face-painters, cartoonists, bracelet-weavers, jugglers, buskers, human statues, and all the other theatrically inclined losers who daily  congregated here. Sam narrowly avoided stepping into one of the laughably bad renditions of St Paul’s or Marilyn Monroe and earned herself a snarled rebuke from one of the pavement artists. She regarded him scornfully from beneath her blunt-cut hair. Who did he think he was - Damien Hirst? To add injury to insult, he was hideous to look at as well.

No, the beautiful people really weren’t out this morning. Which was unusual. Covent Garden was one of London’s magnets for wannabe models; Topshop on Oxford Street another. But Sam found herself positively wincing at the unsightliness and dinginess of the crowd she walked among. Everyone looked the same: spots, terrible hair, short, thick legs in stonewashed jeans, white trainers and nasty black anoraks. Tourists, without a doubt, many gathered in an awestruck, giggling and mobile-phone-snapping ring round a street entertainer. Sam paused to watch the Afro-Caribbean man limboing under a stick placed on top of two wine bottles. His physique was good but his features were all over the place.

Which in some cases could work. And some things could be fixed: teeth, hair colour, skin problems - weight, especially; not that one was allowed to say that these days, with all the fuss over size zero. But behind the scenes it still went on as before. The drugs, the self-denial, the workouts, the worry. Nothing had changed. That could not be fixed. Any more than the young men out today having faces like baskets of fruit could be fixed.

And while there were plenty of pretty girls about this morning, Sam noted with an air of weary professionalism, they were all East European blondes and that look had flooded the market now. The magazine fashion people wanted something new to shoot. Just recently Sam had signed what she had decided would be her last Russian until they became hot again.

The early summer sunshine continued to beat cheerfully down but Sam, behind her sunglasses, hardly noticed the way it polished the cobbles, warmed the butterscotch stone of the  eighteenth-century market buildings and made the great white pillars of the Royal Opera House gleam. That was not the sort of beauty she either noticed or cared about. What was the point; one could hardly give it a business card, ask it to come in for test shots and subsequently launch it as the face of the moment. One could not make money from it.

There were a few home-growns, Sam saw, lanky, blank-looking British girls swishing their hair and dawdling self-consciously along in tight low-waisted jeans and skimpy tops. But none of them looked like the next Lily Cole to her.

God. The lunch. Jacques Flash. Sam glanced at her special-edition Cartier Tank watch and saw that she needed to get a move on if she was going to reach the restaurant on time.

‘Ow!’ Sam’s progress was now halted in the rudest and most uncomfortable of manners. A great physical blow to the front of her lower pelvis stopped her agonisingly in her tracks. Reeling with the suddenness, eyes watering with the pain, she realised she had walked straight into a bollard. She gripped it tightly with her silver-tipped fingers and breathed in hard.

‘Are you, um, all right?’

Sam, red-faced and agonised, glanced crossly at the person who had materialised beside her. He was very tall, his face hidden beneath tangled dark blond hair.

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she managed tersely. She had no desire to discuss the damage to her intimate regions with some unknown callow youth.

The untidy blond head nodded. He now pushed his hair back to expose his face and instead of the spotty and misshapen bunch of teenage features she had been expecting, Sam found herself looking at one of the handsomest boys she had ever seen.

A huge surge of excitement replaced her pain. Slowly, Sam removed her sunglasses. Her eyes jabbed incredulously about, collecting the details; full lips, great ridges of cheekbone, hair thick and striped with gold like a child’s, a straight and delicate nose, long eyes of the most amazing green - bright, pale lichen  green flecked with yellow - she had never seen colour like that before. And set beneath thick brows so straight they could have been done with a ruler. She darted a glance at his other important asset, but could see nothing but baggy jeans hanging off a narrow waist.

She tried to gather her scattered wits enough to remember proportions. There were strict rules in the model business for the classically beautiful face. Did this boy’s fit the template of perfection? She stared hard at him. Eyes should have space for an eye in between. Yes. Check. A perfectly proportioned face divided into horizontal thirds, the lines of division passing through the centre of the eyes and mouth. His did. Check. The ends of the lips should line up with the mid-point of the irises. Check. The ends of the mouth should be the same width as the outer points of the nostrils. Check. The upper lip should occupy a third of the entire area between bottom of upper lip and bottom of nostril. Check. Relief and awe swept Sam. This boy really was gorgeous. And it wasn’t just her. It was official.

He was clearly perfect, about eighteen, Sam reckoned, and with all that delicious boyhood-ripening-to-manhood quality: smoulderingly sexy with those narrow eyes, those huge lips, that big Adam’s apple. And yet still innocent with that boyishly smooth skin, that touch of fresh pink on his cheekbones, that endearingly puzzled expression . . .

‘Look, are you sure you’re OK?’ the boy asked, unnerved by the way she was staring at him.

Sam nodded. She was more than OK. She was revelling in this boy, feasting on his looks. There was a golden glow about him, of classical gods, of medieval angels, of youthful Monaco male royals with big pink lips and blond hair blowing in the Mediterranean breeze. And more than that, of Armani campaigns, Ralph Lauren, Chanel - oh, they’d love him. Who wouldn’t? And that voice; it had that just-broken quality of being deep and squeaky at the same time. Better still, it was posh, which the French and Italian  designers especially loved. They’d got into that whole English public schoolboy thing in the eighties and they’d never got out of it.

Her eyes scoured his body again: amazingly tall, broad-shouldered but slender. Long legs and arms; nice hands. Pale; a quick blast in the spray-tan would do him no harm at all, but otherwise he was perfect. Completely perfect.

He could, Sam realised, her breath coming in quick, excited pants, her brain whirring with possibilities, be the discovery of the century. Compared to what he could mean to the agency - earn  for the agency - banging her fanny on a bollard was a small price to pay.

She could not stop looking at his wonderful face, riding, like a surfer, every plane and hollow with her eyes, scanning it mentally into her mind like a computer.

‘I’m a scout,’ she smiled at him.

The boy, in his turn, stared at Sam. He’d heard somewhere that scouting had got more trendy lately, that it was more snowboarding and surfing than dib-dib-dibbing and doing old ladies’ gardens. But all the same, this strange woman, with her make-up, bangles and clumpy heels, looked about as far as he could imagine from the side-parted, shorts-wearing, knot-tying Akela figures he still associated with the movement. He couldn’t easily see her squatted over a camp stove either.

‘Not my sort of thing,’ he muttered, shambling from foot to foot. ‘I’ve never been any good at putting up tents.’

Sam gasped in annoyance. Her creased lids with their gilded eyeshadow narrowed over her eyes for a moment. Was he joking? His face was completely, perfectly blank, however. ‘Not that sort of scouting. I own a model agency. Have you,’ she asked the boy, ‘ever thought of modelling?’

At these words, she knew, almost every other teenager currently drifting through Covent Garden would punch the air with delight, their ambitions realised; their careers, as they saw it, made. But this boy said nothing. He continued to look blank and  seemed frozen to the spot, his beautiful, long green eyes dilated with shock.

Beaming, Sam tipped her head to one side. ‘Yeah, I know,’ she nodded. ‘Your dream come true, eh?’

He did not reply, disappointingly. She would have liked to hear that public-school accent again.

Sam pressed her plump, plum-lipsticked lips understandingly together. He was obviously overwhelmed. It was, of course, a great moment in any young person’s life. ‘Well, look, I’ll just give you a card, you think about it, talk to your mother about it. And then give me a ring.’

But of course, Sam was smugly aware, there was no thinking to be done. No one ever thought twice about signing up to Wild, and she didn’t encourage her models to think anyway. She rummaged in her bag for a card.

She registered with injured surprise the complete lack of recognition in the boy’s face as, silently, he took it. The agency’s famous logo, the roaring panther, was something he had evidently never seen before. Most kids she showed this to lit up with excitement. Some even whooped.

Sam felt suddenly full of doubt. Not about his beauty, but about whether asking him to get in touch was the best idea. There was something clueless about him, which was all to the good in a model, but it might be advisable not to leave the ball in his court.

She really didn’t want this boy to get away. He was extraordinary. And Wild was not the only agency who had scouts out all the time, all over London. The risk of him being snapped up by someone else was just too great. No, she’d take him back to the agency herself, but, bugger, damn it, she couldn’t. She had this lunch with Jacques Flash.

Sam stared furiously into the convoluted depths of her Birkin. Then the answer hit her. She’d phone a colleague. Stacy, a Wild scout, would, at this very minute, be patrolling Oxford Street Topshop. It wouldn’t take her long to get here and she could then take this boy back to the agency.

The downside of this plan, of course, was that she’d be late for Flash and he’d be furious. But, Sam decided, now feeling back in control, she’d promise him first dibs on the next face of the moment. The one now looking at her with alarm and confusion written all over it.

‘I think you’ve got an amazing future in modelling,’ Sam now told the boy. Unexpectedly, the huge trainered feet opposite herself suddenly moved. With incredible speed the boy ran off into the crowd and within seconds had disappeared from sight. But not before Sam, with the presence of mind that had got her where she was in life, grabbed her mobile from her bag and snapped with its camera what could be seen of his departing face.

 



Orlando Fitzmaurice shot through the middle of Covent Garden market. Through the rows of painted novelty cuckoo clocks and triangular candles, past the hippies sitting cross-legged on the steps eating pulses with plastic forks out of polystyrene cartons, past the woman who may or may not have been an opera singer but who was belting out ‘Nessun dorma’ with an ear-splitting vibrato none the less. He ran as if wild animals were after him, or the Wild Modelling Agency, which seemed even more fearsome a prospect.

Orlando’s brain rushed with fear, his heart was pumping, and from time to time he looked behind him. The hamster-faced woman had not followed him, however.

Now slowed down to a fast walk, Orlando found himself before the large church in the piazza. The huge neoclassical building, with its gilded clock and pillared portico, was in deep shadow; the shadow of the building itself stretched out across the cobbles in front. There seemed to Orlando to be something protective about it; he darted gratefully into the gloomy refuge between the church’s blue door and the thick brown sandstone pillars in front of it. He sat down on one of the broad brown stone steps and waited for his heart rate to return to normal.

He wasn’t alone for long. A gaggle of giggling girls appeared, passed from the light into the shadow of the church and walked by him rather too closely.

Orlando ignored them, and watched with relief as the girls passed out into the bright sunlight on the other side of the shadow. Then his heart sank as they stopped, hesitated and giggled before turning and, giggling again, re-entering the shadow and coming past once more. They were leggy, with lots of eye make-up and long blond hair, which they swished about while looking coyly at him through it. Exactly the type of girls, Orlando reflected, staring hard at the step, who would never have given him a moment’s notice before.

Before . . .

Before his appearance had changed. He looked different now from how he had looked a year ago. A year ago, and many of the years before that, he had been average height and above-average chubby and spotty. Girls had not given him a second glance; he had never had a girlfriend, although he had got on well with the shyer, less swishy-haired, self-confident ones. And this had suited him just fine. He had been plump, spotty, unremarkable - and content.

But in the year since then, his appearance had radically changed. He had no idea why. Or how. He had not started working out. He had not changed his diet. He had not begun any special facial routine. Yet for some reason, over the last twelve months, he had grown taller, much taller, and so fast that his bones ached in the night. He had also slimmed down, become quite skinny, in fact.

His spots had disappeared of their own accord, his thinnish lips had suddenly become fuller and pinker, and his eyes seemed to have lengthened and receded under what were now heavy, brooding brows. A prominent Adam’s apple appeared in his newly thickened throat and his dull, unremarkably mousy hair, which he had never cut much anyway, developed blond streaks all by itself and now swished in a golden curtain about his neck without  him having to put anything on it or even brush it all that much.

And so, without particularly wanting to - without remotely wanting to, in fact - the eighteen-year-old Orlando, who had never been interested in women in any other way but friendship, now realised with dawning horror that he was of great interest to them. And it was a lot more than friendship that they wanted.

They stared at him all the time, wherever he went. Orlando found that he disliked being stared at because he was handsome. He hated being looked at, full stop. And so he protected himself as best he could. He narrowed his eyes beneath his great level cliffs of brow and hid under his curtain of hair. He pushed out his full lips in go-away defiance. He slouched, he brooded, he muttered, he maintained distance. But this just made matters worse. Women and girls stared at him even more.

And now one of them had asked him if he wanted to be a model. It was hard to think of anything he wanted to be less.




Chapter 2

‘Give my love to the Queen,’ Dad shouted from the other side of the train window, his voice faint through the thick glass.

‘I will!’ Emma laughed, not caring if the other people in the carriage stared. Let them stare.

As the train pulled out of Leeds and her parents’ faces, half proud, half anxious, slid past, a mighty wave of excitement passed through her. She was going to London. To seek her fortune, like Dick Whittington in the books at nursery.

She was on her way at last.

She fought through the jumble of people and luggage at the end of the carriage. ‘Is anyone sitting here?’ she asked a grey-haired, grey-suited, grey-skinned man whose pink newspaper was not only the one colourful thing about him but occupied an entire four-seater table area. If he’d paid for all four seats so he could spread out his Financial Times to the max, then fine, Emma thought. But she doubted this. He didn’t look the extravagant sort.

‘No,’ the grey man admitted through a pinched, annoyed, apparently lipless mouth, moving his papers huffily to reveal the table was set with cutlery, plates, bowls and glasses. From behind his glinting glasses he scanned Emma as she edged into the seat, feeling, despite herself, rather self-conscious. Of course, she didn’t care a button what a stuffy, miserable old wrinkly like that thought about her looks, but even so, it would be wonderful to  have the kind of whippet-skinny figure that allowed one to slide swiftly into confined areas. But her build required a little more room.

Of course she wasn’t fat - far from it - but she wasn’t thin either. She defied anyone not to be plump when they lived with her parents. Mum put out two different types of potato every Sunday teatime - roast and mash - and there was always pudding and custard to follow. And Emma had never known the biscuit tin to be empty, even in the most difficult times, and there’d been a few of those. In fact, the leanest times were when the biscuit tin tended to be at its fullest.

But it wasn’t, Emma reminded herself, physical appearances that mattered so much anyway, not in the business she was in. It was how good you were at your job - and she was very good at hers. Too good now, with all the extra qualifications she’d spent the last two years getting at night school. Her job at Wee Cuties, the nursery in Heckmondwike where she’d worked since leaving school four years ago, didn’t really use all the new educational theory she’d picked up; the staff were quite set in their ways and tended to get annoyed if she suggested too many changes.

So Emma, fond though she was of the children, some of whom she had known since babyhood, and grateful though she was to the nursery for employing her, albeit at a wage a self-denying gnat could hardly get by on, had decided that now was the time to move on. Money, at Wee Cuties, was not the entire point anyway. Experience was what she had wanted; experience in every aspect of caring for babies to fives, and that she had now got in spades. Living with her parents, moreover, had allowed her to save a tiny sum of her meagre wages and had made it much easier to go to night school. But she had learnt all that she could. It was time to move on.

And so it was, when first her eye had fallen on the ad in the  Yorkshire Post, that a thrill of recognition had gone through Emma. It leapt out at her immediately. ‘Nanny sought. Smart area  of London. Well-behaved children. Excellent pay and holidays.’ With shaking hands she copied down the details - Dad hated his paper being vandalised.

It sounded like everything she wanted. She knew already that the West Yorkshire conurbation would not offer what she sought; should she stay, she would probably remain at Wee Cuties for the rest of her life, as most of her colleagues seemed to be planning to - the ones, that was, who were not planning to defect to the soon-to-be-completed supermarket, which was rumoured to be offering better wages and longer holidays. And while Emma sought both, she sought also excitement, challenge and possibility, none of which, so far as she understood it, were normally associated with supermarkets.

London was her aim, and to be taken on as nanny to a family.

Her equilibrium completely restored, her neighbour opposite forgotten, Emma looked happily out of the train window. What would the capital have in store? There would certainly never be a better time to move there. She was young - twenty - and yet experienced in the highly employable area of childcare. She had nothing to leave behind, no house to sell, no romantic attachments.

The train was hot. So that it would not crease, Emma removed the pretty fawn jacket with its nipped-in waist, bought, along with the skirt, from Whistles especially for the interview. In the shop, the pale brown had perfectly complemented the chestnut shoulder-length hair that was, Emma felt, her best feature, with its flash of red threads in the sunshine. She crossed her feet, in their smart, low-heeled brown courts, at the ankles and tapped her fingers on the new matching handbag. Perhaps she looked too smart, but better to be too smart than too scruffy.

‘Breakfast, madam? Fresh fruit? Cereal?’ A dark-haired youth in a white shirt had pulled up a trolley beside her. Emma glanced at the cereals and fruit juice it bore, realising this was what the cutlery and glasses on the table were for. Breakfast - how very civilised. She hadn’t had any yet.

‘I’ll have the fresh fruit,’ the man opposite said in a bored voice without looking up from his paper.

‘The same for me, please,’ Emma smiled at the waiter. One should always smile at waiters, she felt.

He ladled some out on to the shallow white bowl in front of her. Emma took her spoon and began to eat. This really was very nice.

‘Can I see your breakfast ticket?’

With a spoonful of melon and grapes halfway to her mouth, Emma glanced up to see a hard-faced blonde in the train livery staring down at her. She laid the spoon back in its dish. ‘Breakfast ticket?’

‘That’s right. Breakfast ticket.’

Panic swept through Emma. No one had ever mentioned such a thing. She scrabbled in her bag and produced the orange and white ticket she had bought at Leeds.

‘This is a second-class ticket,’ the hard-faced woman announced at what seemed to Emma twice the decibel level she had used before, plus an obvious degree of malicious enjoyment.

‘Yes,’ said Emma. ‘It is.’

‘And this is the dining compartment of the first-class carriage,’ sneered the blonde, her voice louder than ever. ‘You need a first-class dining ticket to eat breakfast here. You have a—’

‘Second-class ticket, yes I know,’ mumbled Emma, her face beetroot and her heart thumping. The situation was hideous. She had stumbled into this carriage without looking what class it was; not being a regular train traveller, it had not occurred to her to do so. That she was sitting here was a simple mistake, although it now appeared - and the blonde was doing her level best to make it appear - that she was here under false pretences, was trying to deceive, had taken something she had not paid for, even if it was only a few grapes and a sit of half an hour opposite a bored man glued to his paper.

Emma felt as if everyone was looking at her. As if they were all thinking, ah yes, I should have known, fat with a northern accent. First class, don’t make me laugh.

‘It was a mistake,’ Emma said desperately to the sneery blonde.

‘Yes, I’m sure,’ replied the blonde, in a voice that said clearly she was sure of the exact opposite. She pointed down the carriage. ‘Second class is that way,’ she said with a sniff.

Emma stood up, feeling the seams on her new skirt straining as she reached for her coat and bag on the overhead rack. Her newspaper-reading companion flicked her a stony look over the pink rim of his pages. Emma avoided his gaze, stung with shame, humiliated. It felt like a bad start.

Reaching the carriage door, Emma felt the tears well. The urge to get off at the next stop and go back home flashed through her. But she pushed these feelings fiercely back. She was escaping to a better and more rewarding life. That was what she wanted.

 



By the time she had reached London, her natural optimism and spirit had returned. Unlike Dick Whittington, and thanks to various school trips through the years, Emma knew the streets of London were not paved with gold. But it was certainly a city of light. Stepping out of her carriage at the station, Emma’s gaze swung automatically upwards to the great glass arc of roof flung above the station, through which poured sunlight from an optimistically blue sky.

London was as fast-moving and purposeful as a colony of ants. To the right and the left of her people swarmed off the train, darting towards the shining chrome barriers in a jostling, heaving mass, weighed down with rucksacks and briefcases.

All the rush and running made her feel she should run herself, and Emma found her pace quickening past the glossy shops in the terminal; no scruffy cafés these, but smart bookshops, glamorous French patisseries with aluminium chairs outside, and fashionable florists whose chic bouquets arranged tastefully round the door bore price tags that made Emma gasp. She lingered in front of the great glass window of Hamley’s toy store, her eyes running greedily over the big, shiny, colourful, wonderful things on the other side of it. The idea of bringing a small present for her future  charges - if the interview went well - came to her. But everything looked so expensive.

Emma ventured inside, amid the lights and pounding music. The place was alive with moving objects: toy planes whizzed overhead, toy cars shot round toy tracks. There seemed to be nothing within her budget.

Then she spotted a small box of tiny toys by the till; the sort people bought with loose change from their bigger purchases. Quickly, Emma picked a little stuffed pink cat for the girl - girls always liked cats - and a small rubber train for the boy. She had yet to meet a boy who didn’t like trains.

 



Outside the front of the station, the traffic roared at her like some infernal beast. There was grit in the air, but beauty too, Emma thought, looking at the mighty, contrasting grandstand fronts of King’s Cross and St Pancras. She knew nothing about architecture, but she noticed the difference between the sober classical façade of the first, and the wild, spired, red-brick Gothic fantastitude of the second. Now both merged into one mighty terminus, which flowed into Europe, she had gathered from the station posters as she passed through. The entire place seemed to roar and thump with the heavy power of transport and, through it, of possibility. Emma felt her sense of excitement, of expectation, increase.

Would something wonderful happen for her here, in this legendary, ancient, ever-changing city, as it had for Dick Whittington and so many others?

She stared longingly at the taxi rank, where the gleaming black cars with their friendly orange lights promised to take her in comfort and without effort to the address on the letter currently folded in her jacket pocket. But Emma knew enough about London to know that taxis were the most expensive option. She would have to get the tube, although the prospect made her nervous. Or perhaps the bus. That way she could see something of the city that was to be her new home.

The station Information Desk was helpful about routes and it was not long before Emma was installed at the front of a double-decker bound in the right direction. The vehicle pushed forward through the sunny late morning and Emma stared around, full of provincial wonder at place names, signs, squares, shops and streets that were famous throughout the world.

She gazed down at the endless movement on the pavements. What was it like to be the people emerging from the underground, standing at crossings, staring through the windows of cars and buses, emerging from the doorways of hotels? Some obviously led lives of a grimness she did not want to contemplate. Others, meanwhile, provoked curiosity and envy.

Having chugged along Oxford Street - so small and crowded compared to the spacious boulevard one imagined - past Hyde Park, where Princess Diana had once lived, and down Sloane Street, where Emma was disappointed not to spot a single footballer’s wife, the bus reached Sloane Square. From here it found its way over a beautiful, fairy-like pastel-painted suspension bridge across the river. Emma gazed about her in rapture. What a city this was.

 



Emma looked just right, Vanessa thought gleefully as she opened the front door. Fat, in other words. Size twelve at least, to her own carefully preserved ten. Fourteen even, at a pinch, and there was certainly more than an inch to pinch there. Oh yes. Emma was not the long drink of water Jacintha, the last nanny, had been.

One should always employ fat girls. They were so grateful and had absolutely no self-confidence. This girl, with her brown hair - not a highlight to be seen - and almost make-upless face had low self-esteem written all over her.

‘You’re late,’ Vanessa said challengingly. Best make it clear from the start who was in charge.

‘I’m sorry,’ Emma said immediately, even though she did not consider the fault to be hers entirely. It would have helped a great deal in finding the house if she had known it was in Peckham and  not Camberwell, as for some reason had been put on the letter. She had been looking, as the original ad had said, for a smart part of London, and neither its surroundings nor the tall, white house itself struck her that way. The house especially, while it possibly had once been grand, certainly wasn’t at the moment, with its peeling paint, cracks and long-dead brown bush hanging off a broken trellis next to the door.

‘My last nanny’s father was a peer of the realm,’ Vanessa loftily informed Emma. ‘She was excellent. So if you get this job, you’ll have some very big shoes to fill.’ She glanced at Emma’s shoes and twitched her lips disapprovingly. They looked plain and brown and possibly from Office.

Emma’s reaction was not what Vanessa had expected. Instead of looking cowed and terrified, this girl from the north turned her brown and direct gaze on Vanessa and asked her, in a quiet yet steady voice, why Jacintha had left, exactly.

Vanessa felt banjaxed. The impertinence! It was she who was asking the questions! The role of the girl was to looked awed and submissive. But as Emma did not look either, Vanessa realised she had to give an answer and the windmills of her mind whirred in panic. That Jacintha had left in order to go and work for the family of a famous writer had been a bitter blow. A more famous writer, Vanessa corrected herself; she herself had a newspaper column and was extremely well known. Well, quite well known. In media circles. Her lack of influence in more general circles had been unpleasantly illustrated by Jacintha’s resignation.

Vanessa had comforted herself by reflecting it was all to be expected; Jacintha’s defection was symptomatic of a society riddled with snobbery and the worship of celebrity. Jacintha was hopelessly aspirational, obsessed with fame and more to be pitied than deplored.

‘Jacintha had been with us for some time,’ Vanessa hedged. ‘It was time to move on.’

‘How long?’ Emma asked steadily.

Vanessa pretended to think hard, and that the answer - six  weeks - had somehow been lost in the midst of much more pressing concerns; concerns that even now she was occupied with and to which such footling queries represented an unwelcome intrusion. ‘Three months,’ she said eventually, with an imperious toss of her head that warned Emma that she proceeded any further down this track at her peril.

But even so, Vanessa noticed, Emma - ridiculous name, and what a come-down after Jacintha - looked slightly feistier than anyone so wide - in every sense - of size twelve had a right to. And there was definitely an awkward tilt to her head.

They were in the sitting room of Vanessa’s house, which, to Emma’s surprise, was on the first floor. And the kitchen seemed to be in the basement. Emma avidly took in the sitting-room detail: a gilt mirror - albeit somewhat smeared - over the fireplace, walls of white bookshelves, and huge windows, which were not very clean either. There was an upright piano whose closed lid was piled with newspapers.

The whole place seemed a bit of a mess, Emma thought, with DVDs open all over the place and crisps ground into the carpet. She had read about shabby chic in magazines. Was this it?

Vanessa was, Emma thought, rather cross and unhappy-looking. But what she had to be cross and unhappy about, the nanny could not imagine. Her house was big and roomy; much bigger than any Emma had ever been in. The room was messy, but it was full of books, which gave it an optimistic air. None of the big, colourful abstract paintings on the wall had glass in them; Emma suspected this meant they were real, originals.

And Vanessa herself was very attractive, slim in a close-fitting white T-shirt and long purple denim skirt, her pink-sequined flipflops revealing tanned feet with red-painted nails. Her shining blond hair was brightly streaked, but so finely it looked natural, and much chopped about in that artful way that only really good hairdressers can pull off. She had big blue eyes, which were pretty, if bulgy. And good skin, even though her face was rather red. So what did she have to look so grumpy about?

Perhaps Vanessa was unhappily married, Emma pondered. Perhaps with an overbearing alpha male husband. Yes, that could be it.

‘Sit down,’ Vanessa said, sitting on the edge of the battered mock-Georgian sofa.

It seemed to Emma that beyond the obvious about driving licence (yes) and criminal record (no), Vanessa was soon struggling for questions to ask her. She subtly took over herself, conducting her own interrogation of her employer-to-be, and established - to her amazement - how very little Vanessa knew about her children. She had no idea what Hero and Cosmo -  Hero and Cosmo? - liked to eat, what books they liked to read, what games they liked to play or whether they had special words or names for favourite people or things. She did not, Emma thought, seem interested in her children at all.

‘To be honest with you,’ Vanessa said breezily at one stage, ‘I think children are rather boring.’

‘Boring?’ Emma repeated.

‘Absolutely. Intelligent, driven women - women like me - have nervous breakdowns if they spend too much time with young children. It’s a proven fact. Women like me need stimulation and challenge.’

And women like me don’t, I suppose, thought Emma. Warning bells were ringing loudly in her mind. She had established, by dint of her questioning, that no fewer than five nannies had left the family in the last eight months. She did not believe, as Vanessa claimed, that, apart from Jacintha, all those who left had had ill fathers in Poland.

She found out, in between everything else, that the husband Vanessa may or may not have been unhappily married to worked for the Foreign Office and had been sent to Equatorial Guinea, wherever that was. He would be back in several weeks. ‘So you see, I really need someone urgently. Now,’ Vanessa emphasised, skewering Emma with those blue eyes.

Her urgent need, Emma thought, was not reflected in the  salary offered, however. On the plus side, she would be living in London, which was what she had wanted. Admittedly, not in as comfortable circumstances even as at home; while the lower floors of Vanessa’s home had a certain shabby opulence and were reasonably warm, the tall house seemed to get colder the further up you got. And very cold indeed in the tiny bedroom with the peeling wallpaper, collapsing curtain rail and light fitting that appeared to be masking-taped to the wall and ceiling respectively. What Dad, a DIY enthusiast, would have made of that, Emma could imagine. While Mum would have snorted to hear Vanessa describe the shabby little room as part of ‘the nursery suite’. The rest of the suite apparently comprised the children’s bedroom - ‘the night nursery’ - and the playroom. Both rooms adjoined Emma’s on the top landing.

 



While she did the opposite of showing it, Vanessa was relieved that the room on the top floor had passed muster. It had been a bone of contention with all the other nannies, as well as with James, who resented constantly having to replace the curtain rail; the plaster in the wall being too damp to support it whenever he tried to put it back. He complained that it was the most difficult thing he had ever done and that running the Foreign Service was less than nothing in comparison. From what Vanessa had heard from James about the Foreign Service, she could well believe it.

The nanny before Jacintha, an Honourable called Lavinia, had actually resigned over the room in the end. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ Vanessa had demanded, despite knowing that the Hon. Lavinia’s ceiling rose had just fallen out of the roof, and the light fitting with it. The bang had been heard several floors below.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Bradstock,’ the Hon. Lavinia had said. ‘But I’m afraid the accommodation is simply not suitable as it is. It’s cold, there’s a huge damp patch, the light’s fallen out of the ceiling, leaving several exposed cables, and the wallpaper . . . well, of course it’s a matter of personal taste, but if it was attached to the wall it would look better.’

Vanessa had smiled with the utmost insouciance. ‘There’s a simple solution,’ she’d trilled. ‘Redecoration!’ she announced, rolling her Rs.

The Hon. Lavinia nodded, evidently surprised. ‘Redecoration, yes. That would be very acceptable.’

‘You can nip down to B and Q and get some paint and paper tomorrow. I’m sure it won’t take you long to have the place looking marvellous. You could do the rest of the nursery suite as well while you’re at it. Choose whatever style you like,’ Vanessa added generously.

The Hon. Lavinia, crisply, politely, and with minimum fuss, had resigned on the spot. Even after Vanessa had relented and said she could get her materials from John Lewis she had not reconsidered.

Fortunately, however, this girl from Yorkshire seemed to have no problem with the accommodation. It was probably luxurious, Vanessa thought scornfully, compared with whatever hovel she lived in up there.

 



That room was hideous. The woman was mad. Emma went back downstairs with Vanessa full of uncertainty. Should she not get out now? Go home? She could always write off for other jobs, after all.

‘You can start immediately,’ Vanessa offered. Or, possibly, instructed.

‘But I haven’t seen the children,’ Emma pointed out quickly. There was a fair chance that they would be ghastly too. The missing piece of the jigsaw. The children would decide it, one way or the other.

And then the children came in. Hero, the solid three year old, had a solemn little face and hair so flaxen, so impossibly white, that it seemed lit from within, a silver flame. Cosmo, at four, had eyes that were deep, sunken and anxious, and his hair was a caramel pageboy, striped with lighter gold. They regarded Emma suspiciously, but that, she felt, was understandable enough,  especially if five nannies had come and gone in the last eight months.

‘Ask me if I’m a passenger train or a freight train,’ Cosmo demanded suddenly in a low, growling voice.

Emma thought of the toy train in her handbag. She had been right, after all. Was there any little boy who didn’t like locomotives?

Vanessa rolled her eyes. ‘God. He’s absolutely bloody obsessed  with trains. Just shut up, will you, Cosmo? You’ve driven all the nannies potty with this. I’m sure that’s why they’ve all left,’ she added, not particularly convincingly, to Emma.

But Cosmo, ignoring his mother, was looking at Emma expectantly, his blue eyes round through his blond fringe. She sensed it was some sort of test. She smiled, stooping down to his level and looked into his uncertain little face. ‘Are you a passenger train or a freight train?’ she asked obediently.

Cosmo shuffled his little feet on the crisp-scattered carpet. His fingers were joined together and pointing forward and both arms were revolving by his sides, imitating the moving parts of a locomotive.

‘I’m a passenger train,’ he told her now, his face entirely serious.

‘Can I get on you?’ Emma asked.

‘No,’ said Cosmo, causing Emma’s heart to sink rather. Her initiative had been rejected.

‘You can’t get on me,’ Cosmo added earnestly, ‘because I’m a special train. But you can look at me. Woo woo!’ And with that, the little boy steamed out of the sitting room.

‘See what I mean? He wants to be an engine driver - I ask you. Is that what I’ll be paying millions in school fees for?’ Vanessa demanded angrily of no one in particular.

Emma judged it best not to answer this. She was not sure what she would say anyway.

‘And Hero’s obsessed with cats,’ Vanessa added, as if this too was a crime.

Emma looked at Hero. While her brother had been talking she had seated herself quietly on the carpet and begun to build a house from the DVD boxes. Emma recognised in her the ability to play very concentratedly at the same thing for a considerable length of time, a skill developed, she suspected, as a reaction to a mother who had no interest in playing with her at all.

The children were fine, Emma could see. In fact, if there was a spoilt and unreasonable brat in this room - and there was, certainly - it was neither Cosmo nor Hero. In whose blue eyes, moreover, she had spotted an unmistakable, hungry look that was nothing to do with food but everything to do with the need for affection and attention. It twisted Emma’s heart.

‘I’ll take the job,’ she said, reaching for her handbag. ‘And, actually, I’ve got a couple of presents for them.’




Chapter 3

In an apartment in Los Angeles, a phone was ringing loudly beside a bed.

A snort, a curse and a groan from the bed’s inmate preceded the appearance of a plump hand, its back covered with black hairs and a thick gold chain bumping against a Rolex on its wrist. It groped about on the bedside table. As his short, fat fingers made contact with the receiver, Mitch Masterson, actor’s agent, squinted at the alarm clock beside his bed.

Who the hell was ringing him this early?

As if he couldn’t guess.

Mitch groaned. Last night had been the annual get-together of the Association of Motion Picture Actors’ Representatives, an annual red-letter day in the agenting industry that provided unmissable opportunities for networking. This was an umbrella term for general excess, and Mitch had done so much networking he’d been barely able to stand up at the end of the evening. He had no idea how he had got home, let alone how he had undressed himself and got into bed. Yet somehow he had. And now his throat burned, his eyes ached and his head felt as if someone had stuck a sword in it. The last thing he needed was a call from Belle Murphy.

His heart, which was racing anyway, now plummeted. The day had barely started and it was a nightmare already. If only he could send it back and get a refund. Or swap it for another one. But no,  thick fingers of daylight were poking insistently between the wenge wood blinds that Mitch had been persuaded by his interior designer gave his apartment that breezy, Californian, young-stylish-single-guy-with-money-to-burn feel.

Californian as in originally from Cataract, Tennessee, that was. Young as in forty-four. Single in the divorced sense. The money could be better too - Talent Incorporated was a super-successful agency, sure, one of the biggest in Hollywood. But he was only one of its medium-ranking agents. As for the stylish, in his franker moments Mitch, who knew he looked, despite spasmodic gym visits and a wardrobe full of Calvin, like a hairy egg on legs, wondered why he believed his décor rather than his mirror. When people told him he looked like a film star they always followed it up by saying, ‘Yeah - Danny DeVito.’

‘Hey, Belle, baby!’ Mitch struggled to sound as if no call could be more convenient or more delightful.

As usual, Belle didn’t waste time on pleasantries. ‘You heard from Spielberg yet?’ she demanded, her shrill, high-pitched voice drilling the tender insides of Mitch’s ear.


Oh, for fuck’s sake, Mitch mouthed at the ceiling. Of course he hadn’t heard from Spielberg. Nor was he likely to. The casting director was an old girlfriend and had allowed Belle to try out more to get her off Mitch’s back than put her in the film. The leading role of what was a Dreamworks cartoon about a female worm with issues had gone to Scarlett Johansson. Which presented Mitch with another problem. Once Belle heard her most hated rival had got the part there was going to be an explosion bigger than a bomb in a fireworks factory.

‘You haven’t heard from Steven?’ the drilling voice on the other end of the phone demanded. ‘Well, come on. You’re supposed to be my agent, right? Call him, can’t you?’

‘Sure, baby,’ Mitch murmured. Anything to put the phone down and snatch another hour or so of sleep before, as was inevitable, Belle rang yet again. She rang, on average, eight times a day at the moment. He was thinking of getting a phone line  devoted entirely to her. Well, that was one of the politer things he was thinking.

Mitch wondered what Belle would do if she knew about the Fame Board. In a meeting room in the offices of Talent Incorporated, a room in which no client ever set foot, was a league table of those the company represented. The Fame Board, as it was known among staff, covered an entire wall and was adjusted each day, like the FTSE and the Dow Jones, to reflect clients’ comparative status. On this cruel if accurate measure of exactly where she stood in Tinseltown, Belle was currently near the bottom. And yet this time last year she had been at the top; Talent Incorporated’s number one most important client.

Even the CEO of the agency had answered her calls then, and at great length. She’d been sent Christmas, birthday, Thanks-giving, Halloween and every other imaginable kind of present from the agency, including some ‘just because we love you’. Or, to be more accurate, just because of the hit film Marie, in which Belle had played Mary, Queen of Scots.

Ah, Marie. Mitch allowed himself a transporting moment of remembered joy at this most purple of patches. Belle had carried all before her - literally; the costume department had certainly made the most of her assets. Her take on the doomed, impetuous monarch, all plunging cleavage and passionate four-poster scenes, had been a stupendous success. For several months, Belle had been one of the hottest actresses in Hollywood. Her smouldering red pout had sizzled from the cover of every magazine. But then had come Bloody Mary as a follow-up. It had been out two months and was widely considered to be the biggest turkey since  Gigli.

Mitch, who felt his forehead bead with sweat at the mere thought of the disaster, still had no idea why Belle’s studio had imagined a film about an uptight pyromanic religious nutcase was a suitable vehicle for her. No doubt he should have advised her against doing it, but the enormous amount of money the agency had trousered over the deal had clouded his judgement, as was  often the case in Hollywood. The film had bombed, or gone up in smoke, to be more accurate, and now Belle was colder than yesterday’s breakfast.

As the voice on the other end yakked accusingly on, Mitch rubbed his round, greasy face and slitted his sleep-swollen eyes against the bright California morning. He thought of the scene beyond, the sunshine blazing down the bright boulevards, shining on the concrete, on the cars, on the palm trees, on the highlights of the women, on the dyed hair of the men, on the brilliant white teeth of both sexes. Even thinking about it was too bright for his eyes to bear.

Another sunny day in Paradise. Another perfect morning in the city of dreams and angels. Bring it on, Mitch thought wearily. Bring it on.

‘And what about Ridley Scott? Sam Mendes?’ Belle was screeching now. ‘Have they got back to you?’

‘Not as such, baby, but you know they’re both pretty busy. Mendes has, ah, um, you know. Kids and stuff . . .’

‘Kids?!’

‘Yeah. You know how busy kids keep people.’ Mitch was improvising as best he could. ‘Can’t get to the phone or anything . . .’

‘What?!’

Mitch wondered why he didn’t simply put the phone down on her. Any other agent at Talent Incorporated would have done, recognising that Belle needed them far more than they needed her at the moment. What complicated things for Mitch was that he felt sorry for her.

He would never have admitted it to either his bosses or his colleagues. It was probably a sacking offence. It was certainly the last thing an agent should ever feel. And no doubt it was the reason he had never got any further than he had.

He simply wasn’t ruthless enough. Mitch knew. He empathised. He winced at the way the Hollywood machine chewed people up and spat them out. And although what had happened  to Belle was anything but unusual - he’d seen it many times before - it didn’t make it pleasant.

Actresses who wanted to be huge stars were one thing, but those who had got huge and had then got small again found life unbearable. There was a poignancy about them, a desperation that had been captured most famously in the film Sunset Boulevard. But modern Hollywood, where people rose and fell with blink-of-an-eye swiftness, was more, Mitch thought, like  Alice in Wonderland, where Alice grew suddenly huge and then shrank with equally dramatic speed. Although of course, for Belle, Hollywood was anything but Wonderland at the moment.

And what made it worse, Mitch thought, was that he felt personally involved. To blame, even. He felt guilty that he had not objected to Bloody Mary as soon as it was mooted. That he might have had a hand - a very big hand - in Belle’s fall. Since Bloody Mary, Belle couldn’t get arrested in LA. Mitch even feared her studio was about to drop her. He was determined to stop this, although he had no idea how.

Studios were laws unto themselves, and Belle’s studio, NBS, with the workaholic puritan Arlington Shorthouse at the helm, was more of a law than most. It could afford to be - it had a box-office hit rate second to none in Hollywood and was reportedly planning its most audacious assault yet on the multiplexes of the world.

There had been nothing definite yet to confirm that a space saga, provisionally entitled Galaxia, about an imaginary universe of robots, spaceships and fabulous creatures with improbable names along the lines of the blockbuster, all-conquering Star Wars, was being planned by NBS. But the rumours were insistent enough for Mitch to wonder if there was anything in it. If there was, Mitch thought, it could hardly be better timing for Belle, whose career would be transformed if she could get a part. She needed something - and fast - to turn things round for her.

The fact she was dating Christian Harlow, an actor who had been unknown before he had hooked up with Belle and now  widely tipped to be the new Brad Pitt, was certainly not that something. It was, Mitch thought, pretty obvious that Harlow would dump Belle just as soon as she’d outlived her usefulness. Which was probably pretty soon. Mitch had seen that before too, and heard some nasty rumours about Harlow into the bargain.

‘Relax, baby,’ he pleaded with Belle, although he knew there was as much chance of this as of the Californian sun going out. And not without good reason, frankly. ‘I’ll call Steven today. Yeah. And Sam too. And Ridley, sure, yeah, mustn’t forget him. No. Yeah. No. Promise. OK, baby. Sure. See ya.’ Thankfully, he shoved the receiver back in its cradle and dived back into the refuge of his hot, stewy and rumpled bed. But barely had his soft belly flopped down on the expanse of sheet at the other side than the phone shrilled again.

‘Fuck off, ’ Mitch screamed, pulling the duvet over his head. Jesus. Not again. The phone kept ringing but eventually rang off. Silence fell and Mitch poked his head cautiously out from under his duvet.

Shock suddenly convulsed him. His heart leapt within his hairy, fleshy breast. What was that? A noise outside the bedroom!

Oh God. Someone was in his house!

Fear rose in Mitch’s throat and pictures of gruesome Hollywood burglary-murders reeled through his swollen and aching brain. As the door to the bedroom pushed open he cowered beneath the duvet, shaking, half sobbing, heart hammering, trying to press himself to the mattress to make it look as if no one was there, but knowing, given his girth, that unless the burglar/murderer was extremely shortsighted, he was unlikely to be missed.

The door opened further.

‘Mitch?’

Mitch, feeling he was about to burst with terror, now realised through surging ears that he recognised the voice. That accent. Me-atch. He lifted the duvet slightly and peered out of the dark, malodorous hotness - he had farted several times in fright.

He found himself staring at a willowy blonde, entirely naked, with enormous breasts and a Brazilian bikini line. For a moment he thought he finally had gone mad before recognising Candy Jo, a glamour model from Kansas who had been one of the hostesses at the previous night’s dinner. The mystery of how he had got home and got undressed was now solved. As was the mystery of some bite and scatch marks in unexpected places that he had been subconsciously wondering about.

‘Hi,’ breathed Candy Jo in a little-girl voice that none the less held an undercurrent of menace. ‘I was just taking a shower. Nice bathroom you got there,’ she added appreciatively.

‘Thanks,’ said Mitch. He realised his hangover had disappeared. Candy Jo had scared it off. He looked at her fearfully; there seemed to be purpose in her huge blue eyes.

‘I’m glad you like the bathroom,’ he jabbered nervously. ‘My interior designer was going for a rainforest kinda feel. You saw the waterproof plasma screen in the shower, right? And there are three power settings - Amazonian Falls, Highland Mist . . .’ His voice trailed away. He had a feeling that Candy Jo was not here to talk about bathrooms. The finer points of vitreous enamel did not interest her. This feeling proved correct when Candy Jo raised a hand tipped with sugar-pink nails and made a swatting motion.

‘Hey, big boy,’ she beamed, approaching the bed. ‘You said last night that if I came back with you you’d make me a star.’

Oh, no. Not another. Mitch grabbed the edges of the duvet. ‘I meant I’d make you a sandwich,’ he muttered, collapsing on the pillows like a felled log. He yelped as the back of his head smashed against the headboard. He had misjudged the distance. Along with everything else, as usual.




Chapter 4

Burdened by luggage, James Bradstock walked slowly down the leafy Peckham street leading to his home. He had not seen it for several weeks. Not since setting out on the fact-finding mission in Equatorial Guinea on which his employers in the Foreign Office had seen fit to send him, and from which he had just returned. Not necessarily with the requisite facts, James was aware; the brief had been vague, to say the least. The only things he felt entirely confident about coming back with, in fact, were the pair of pencils with little carved dolls on the top for Hero and Cosmo.

As he passed the row of red-brick Victorian terraces with pointed roofs and small front gardens, of which his was one, James felt a rising excitement. His heart burned with eagerness to see his children. He had thought of them constantly while he was away: Hero, with her serious gaze and determined character; impulsive and passionate Cosmo. He longed to feel their small but strong arms around his neck and their faces snuggling into his. He wondered whether they had grown - but of course they would have; there would be something wrong otherwise - and what new words Hero knew. There was sure to be a new interest as well - when he left it had been Thomas and trains still, as it had been for some time, but Cosmo may well have discovered something else since. Music, perhaps - he knew Vanessa was starting them on music appreciation classes at - of all places - the  Royal Opera House. Not that this was a surprise - apart from, perhaps, the cost. Vanessa never did anything by halves.

He was also looking forward to seeing his wife. She scared him rather, but he loved her and was proud of her. Slim, blonde and always smartly turned out, Vanessa was better looking and better dressed than many Foreign Office wives, not that there was much competition in either respect. Most FO wives looked like their husbands, only rather more masculine. The fact that Vanessa had a career of her own - her newspaper column - made her even more exotic and special.

James had spoken to Vanessa from the airport and had learnt, rather to his disappointment, that she would be out for the early part of the evening he was arriving home. She had a charity ball committee meeting to attend at which some crucial issue such as the sandwiches was being decided. James had not argued; in the register of his wife’s concerns he knew his place well enough, and it was considerably below anything involving her social interests. She would see him later.

‘What about the children?’ James had ventured, having to shout through the row of the airport around him.

‘Nanny’s looking after them,’ Vanessa said shortly.

‘Oh . . . right.’ James did his best to hide his surprise.

He had of course known that Vanessa was taking on a new nanny while he was away. The fact she was still there was a good sign.

‘She’s . . . OK then, is she?’ he ventured.

‘Seems OK,’ Vanessa replied in distant tones. ‘Bit fat and northern, but otherwise, yes, not bad.’

Fat and northern, James mused after she had rung off. Well, that sounded good to him. The last nanny, Jacintha, had been all sharp elbows and painfully thin calves. She had been painfully pretentious too, full of references to her ancient and venerable family. His wife, James knew, loved the thought of someone who claimed to trace their ancestry back to the Conqueror wiping Hero’s bottom. But Jacintha had always made him feel as if the whole family was rather beneath her.

Jacintha’s father was an earl and she was in fact Lady Jacintha. Had she not been so ineffably superior, James thought, he might almost have felt sorry for her. She stuck out like a very sore thumb in Peckham. James had seen Lady Jacintha, in her pale uniform, flat black shoes and bowler hat with its polished silver badge, marching Cosmo and Hero along streets where people mugged and shot each other on a regular basis. The only ladies normally spotted in Peckham with flat black shoes and silver hat badges were from the Metropolitan Police, and they had guns and bulletproof vests. It was probably only a matter of time before Lady Jacintha demanded them too.

But Lady Jacintha had had other ideas. Vanessa had been furious when she announced she was leaving to work for a famous author in Hampstead. ‘Bloody snob!’ she had stormed to James. ‘Celebrity tart!’ Which was rich, James had secretly felt, given Vanessa’s own keen interest in social elevation. But that his wife was full of contradictions, some amusing, some less so, was something he had grown used to over the years, and he did not love her any less for it. Vanessa was the mother of his children, even if she was avowedly too busy to look after them. But then, he could hardly talk on that score. It was the reason the whole nanny circus was necessary.

As, for the first time in weeks, James slipped the key into his front-door lock, he felt a quiver of trepidation about what awaited.

The first thing he noticed was that the house smelt much cleaner than usual. It smelt of nice baths, shampoo and talcum powder. It also looked tidier than he had expected; than he ever remembered seeing it, in fact. The great bulging bundle of children’s cardigans, bags, coats and other paraphernalia, traditionally attached in a clump to the hall coathooks like some multicoloured wasps’ nest, had disappeared. One or two coats in regular use hung demurely there instead. James’s gaze dropped to a row of children’s shoes, neatly ranged and beautifully clean, beneath the coats. His eyes widened. The children’s shoes were  usually in a muddy heap of wrong sizes and missing other halves. This had been the case throughout the reign of all previous nannies.

It was now that he noticed the delicious smell. James ventured into the kitchen, which, unusually, was pin-neat. On the shining draining board, whose metal surface he did not recall ever seeing before, so choked was it normally with clutter, were two small plates, two sets of spoons and forks, two cups and a baking dish, all washed. On the otherwise empty and spotless kitchen table, whose wooden top James had not looked on for what seemed many months, a delicious-looking macaroni cheese, browned on top, evidently home-made and the twin of the empty dish on the draining board, sat cooling. James’s mouth rushed with saliva and his stomach erupted in a surge of hunger, which he tried to suppress. The macaroni cheese was evidently for the children; no doubt a spare one for a few days’ time.

He saw with approval and surprise the two cloth napkins rolled up in their rings and placed tidily to the side. Most nannies instantly gave up trying to impress proper table manners on Hero and Cosmo: not this one, it seemed. His gaze took in a small bowl in which a few pieces of left-over broccoli had been placed. At the sight of the broccoli, James did a double take. This nanny not only could cook but had managed to get the children to eat broccoli.

Jacintha’s idea of cooking for Hero and Cosmo had been to open tins of Heinz, while Lady Augusta, for all her training in child nutrition at her prestigious nanny school, had served the children a rarely varying diet of custard creams and Mars bars, with the odd foray into oven chips.

The house wasn’t silent, James realised now. He could hear something upstairs. A voice, not one he recognised.

He ran quietly in stockinged feet up the threadbare sisal staircase. The sound seemed to be coming from the direction of the ‘nursery suite’, as Vanessa liked to call the large, rather shabby bedroom that Hero and Cosmo shared and the adjoining, even shabbier upstairs bathroom.

James paused outside the children’s bedroom door. The voice seemed to be coming from here. Someone was speaking loudly and dramatically in a strange accent. A bit northern, Vanessa had said of the nanny. But this didn’t sound northern. It sounded French.

James took his glasses off and rubbed his tired eyes, wondering. Although Vanessa occasionally decided that the children needed lessons in conversational French, he hadn’t realised she had done anything about it. He glanced at his watch and felt even more puzzled. If French wasn’t off the agenda and a teacher had been appointed, what were they doing here, at half-past seven at night? Without Vanessa being around? What was she thinking?

James grabbed the round wooden handle of the white-painted door and pushed it open.

The French accent stopped immediately. James peered into the room.

The next minute, he was bowled over by small bodies running at him full tilt. ‘Daddy!’

James pulled them to him and hugged them hard. They had both grown, he saw from an initial glance; their faces seemed to have lengthened, especially Cosmo’s. They had obviously had their baths, being dressed in their pyjamas with their hair neatly brushed. They smelt divine. He buried his nose in their warm hair and sniffed in bliss.

He had almost forgotten about the strange French voice but now he saw that, sitting on Cosmo’s bed, was a girl of about twenty with a very pretty face and shoulder-length reddish-brown hair. She wore black trousers and a white polo shirt and looked very clean. She did not, for the record, look remotely fat, James noticed. She was a bit plump, and nicely so, and that was all.

The room was dim and restful, the only light the lamp on top of Cosmo’s chest of drawers. It threw a soft glow on the new nanny’s straight brown hair. A pair of large brown eyes shone in a kind-looking face quite unlike the sharp visage of Jacintha. Her  skin was creamy, with reddish cheeks like apples. Yes, Vanessa had definitely undersold her.

James proceeded into the bedroom with his long stride, his hand held out. ‘Emma, isn’t it? I’m James, Cosmo and Hero’s father.’ He ruffled their neatly brushed heads. ‘Actually, I hadn’t realised you were French. My wife told me you were from the north of England.’

‘I am from the north of England,’ Emma replied, her flat vowels illustrating the point precisely.

James reeled. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ he back-pedalled. ‘I really didn’t mean . . . I mean . . .’ He rubbed his hair in flustered fashion. ‘It’s just that I thought I heard someone speaking in a French accent . . . I’m obviously going mad,’ he finished, shaking his head ruefully.

‘No, no, you weren’t. That was me,’ Emma smiled.

‘You?’ James was more perplexed than ever.

From her comfortable perch on the bed, the children warm against her sides, Emma regarded Vanessa’s husband with interest. He was not what she had expected. Not the sleek alpha male she had pictured at all, but tall, thin, bespectacled, apologetic, his collar awry and his glasses wonky.

‘“Chicken Licken”,’ she said.

James felt for the chest of drawers to support him. It had been a long day and a long flight and nothing was making much sense. ‘Chicken . . . ?’

‘“Licken”,’ Cosmo interrupted in his high little voice. ‘You know, Daddy. That story about how the sky is falling.’

In the dim recesses of James’s mind, something stirred. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said uncertainly. ‘That chicken. It goes and tells everyone. It tells Cocky Locky. Is that right? Chicken, um, Licken meets, um, Cocky Locky?’ He looked anxiously at Emma.

‘Yes. Chicken Licken meets Cocky Locky,’ the nanny confirmed to his relief. ‘And Ducky Daddles—’

‘And Turkey Lurkey,’ Cosmo interrupted eagerly, his eyes shining beneath his smooth pageboy fringe. ‘And Emma does  everyone in the story with a different voice. It’s really funny, Daddy. You should listen.’ He then said something James could not understand in a voice he could understand still less.

Emma laughed. ‘Cosmo’s being Henny Penny,’ she explained. ‘What do you mean, the sky is falling down?’ she addressed the little boy in a perfect Scottish accent. ‘How do you know it’s falling down, Chicken Licken?’

Understanding burst over James. He smiled at Emma in admiration and relief. ‘That’s really impressive, if I may say so. You’re very good at accents.’

‘Thank you.’ Emma, on the bed, saw the children’s father was frowning slightly, his eyes moving about as if searching for something.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Oh. Um. I was just wondering. You don’t seem to be using an, um, book,’ James said eventually. ‘For “Chicken Licken”.’

‘No, I’m doing it from memory.’

‘That’s impressive.’

‘Not really. I’ve read it so often to children that there’d be something wrong if I didn’t know it off by heart,’ Emma asserted cheerfully.

‘Gosh, well, I think that’s pretty impressive,’ James repeated warmly.

Emma smiled and slid off the bed. ‘Time for you two to go to sleep,’ she murmured to her charges.

James, suddenly loath to leave, watched as Hero slid a pair of tired white arms about Emma’s neck and was carried to her small bed in the corner and laid down with the utmost care. He did not remember them being so tactile with Jacintha, nor Jacintha being so solicitous.

Emma was now doing the lullabies, singing ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ in a soft, loving voice to Hero. Watching his small daughter smile and close her eyes, evidently luxuriating in the moment, James felt a lump rising in his throat.

Composing himself, he glanced around the bedroom.  Something about it had changed. A lot of things, now he looked closely. The furniture had been rearranged in a more sensible, harmonious way; the children’s beds had been pushed further apart, stuffed toys had been arranged in one corner to look like a tea party. Up on the walls were the embroidered names in frames that his mother, a keen needlewoman, had done when the children were born, but which Vanessa had always declared too naff to display.

A comfortable-looking chair had appeared from somewhere; he thought he recognised it from the spare bedroom Emma would now be occupying. Various lamps had appeared; the harsh, overhead light that had been in operation seemed to have been retired. Emma had, James thought, performed miracles. She had achieved far more during her first three weeks in her job than he had in Equatorial Guinea, he reflected guiltily. But then, Emma obviously had a sound grasp of what she was supposed to be doing, which he hadn’t; nor, for that matter, ever had had.

She was settling Cosmo into bed now. James watched, feeling a sudden swell of emotion as she kissed both upturned faces on their pillows.

‘I’ll leave you to say good night to them now,’ Emma murmured as she slipped past him out of the door, a clean, scented soap smell trailing in her wake. ‘But I’d leave the lamp on for a while. Hero’s afraid of the dark, as you know.’

James blinked back at her, stifling the instinctively honest response that this was news to him. Jacintha had been obsessed to the point of hysteria with completely dark rooms being crucial for proper sleep. At her behest and great expense they had fitted black-lined curtains and blackout blinds in the children’s bedroom, although Hero’s sleep had not seemed to benefit and she had woken screaming almost every night. But here was Emma, saying the opposite, and with Hero looking more relaxed than he had ever seen her.

As she passed him, and he inhaled her clean scent, James found himself looking into a pair of big brown humorous eyes. ‘By the  way, if you’re hungry,’ Emma said, ‘there’s a spare macaroni cheese in the kitchen. I was going to freeze it, but I like to cook the children something fresh every day, so you’re welcome to it if you want it.’

James could not speak. He was beginning to wonder whether this woman was real, or a happy vision. She seemed too good to be true.

As the door closed behind the nanny, he crossed to the beds in which the children lay calm and soothed. In any previous childcare regime they would now have been bouncing hysterically around on the mattresses, shrieking and upsetting things. But they only looked up at him from their pillows, eyes large, dark and solemn in the dim light.

‘We like Emma, Daddy,’ Cosmo said in his gruff voice as James bent to kiss him.

‘Yeth,’ Hero piped from her bed in the corner. ‘You won’t let her go away, will you, Daddy? Like the otherth?’

‘But we didn’t like the others,’ put in Cosmo.

‘No,’ Hero agreed, nodding solemnly.

‘We were glad when they went way,’ Cosmo added.

‘Yeth.’

‘Course she won’t leave,’ James assured them, emphatically shaking his head. What sort of an idiot would let go someone as good as this?




Chapter 5

In an apartment more lavish than Mitch’s, and in a better part of Los Angeles, a thin blonde woman slammed down the bedside phone angrily. Damn Mitch for not picking up. OK, so she’d spoken to him only five minutes ago, but he was supposed to be her agent, at her beck and call. Her call, certainly. Belle was not entirely sure what her beck was.

Still, there were compensations. If Mitch didn’t want to pay her any attention, there were others who would. Beside her, across the rumpled expanse of oyster-coloured satin sheets covering the vast bed, a handsome young man stirred. As she watched, Belle’s artificially shaped and filled chest, balancing like two melon halves on its thin ribcage, swelled further with pride.

He was like a young lion waking, she thought fancifully, admiring the muscled arms - smooth, tanned and lightly oiled - as they moved upwards, pulling the powerful chest and stomach, with its clearly defined six-pack, into a stretch. Everything below this was twisted up in the oyster satin, but Belle knew what lay beneath well enough: the powerful thighs, the tight buttocks . . . she felt a sudden hot rush in which the thrill of ownership combined with lust. If Christian Harlow wasn’t the hottest man in Hollywood at that moment, she’d like to know who was. And he was all hers. Of all the women in Hollywood, he had chosen to be with her. She couldn’t be all that washed up, could she?

Her smile widened as Christian lifted his head from where it was squashed into the oyster satin pillow, revealing that impossibly handsome, deeply tanned face with huge lips and black hair, so very black that it had navy lights in it, dropping into smouldering eyes of a different blue, an intense, swimming-pool blue. The face that had currently got all Hollywood excited, Belle knew; that was starting to appear on the front of the men’s magazines. All thanks to her. She had given him the contacts he had needed to make his dreams of being a Hollywood star come true.

Christian looked at her and, as always, just as she had the first time she had met him, Belle felt a tightening in her groin, a rush in the mouth, a tingling in her nipples. He was a prime piece of beefcake. The best.

Their meeting had, she remembered fondly, been a classic lady and tramp situation. Or perhaps lady and cramp. It had been a film industry party and Christian had been a human sculpture, painted silver and striking a pose which, he explained afterwards, had given him chronic leg-ache.

He had soon recovered, however, and it was that same night Belle discovered Christian’s ability to give her orgasms so intense they made her teeth rattle. Even after all the veneering, which seemed a double achievement.

Of course, Christian was younger, but that had been no problem. Her being in her twenties, he had discovered, was no bar to sexual appetite or experimentation. She in turn had discovered Christian had a highly developed shopping habit and an obsession with first-class travel. As a result Christian now had a wardrobe to rival her own, a far greater number of products in the bathroom and a familiarity with VIP lounges from Sydney to Saigon.

None of which she begrudged him, Belle always thought when any of this occurred to her. Christian gave her profound pleasure in so many ways. She watched admiringly as the blue eyes opened, looked straight into hers and, right on cue, creased in a smile.

‘Hey, baby,’ Christian breathed.

Belle’s lavishly lipsticked mouth stretched in a beam. She had put her make-up on immediately after waking. The thought of Christian seeing her barefaced was, well, unthinkable.

Christian, meanwhile, had arranged his features into their usual smouldering, impenetrable pout into which undying devotion or cynical lack of interest could be read with equal ease. Belle always chose to read the devotion.

But what Christian’s silent smoulder was actually saying was that she really should get some clothes on. Jesus, she was skinny. He liked slim - who didn’t? - but making love to Belle was like screwing a set of steps. Talk about the Hollywood ladder, thought Christian.

Of course, the odd nip and tuck was fine by him, but there were more nips on Belle than a colony of goddamn crabs. Belle was all fake, from the cascade of white-blond hair tossing constantly about, the equally unremitting blaze of veneered teeth, the stretched skin of her face, the exposed and prominent rounded domes of her breasts with a gap between them you could park a motorbike in. Belle always denied she had had surgery, but Christian knew the signs. He didn’t think she’d had a fanny tuck yet, but she’d definitely had lipo on her bottom, which might have gone to the filling in her lips. And so every time her mouth sought his, Christian wondered if he was quite literally kissing her ass.

‘You look gorgeous,’ he assured her.

‘Oh, baby,’ purred Belle, reaching for him with one of her thin arms.

There was a growl from beside the bed. Christian raised himself on his elbow and looked with dislike at a small brown dog with a very big diamond collar. Belle’s pet Chihuahua, Sugar, was, as usual, staring at him with enormous and very prominent black eyes.

Christian’s heavy brows pulled together. His lips puffed with loathing, even though he realised he should be grateful to the dog.  It had been a useful distraction; Belle clearly wanted servicing, and he’d done quite enough of that last night.

But here she was, wanting more, except the dog had appeared.  Caninus interruptus. And yet Christian could still not look at Sugar with anything other than hatred, and was aware that the animal returned his feelings in full measure.

How could anyone love a mutt like that, Christian wondered. He was not one to lavish his feelings - or what passed for them - on anything that could not give him instant and full return, and preferably a profit. Sugar was bad-tempered and vicious. Belle spoilt it rotten and it wasn’t grateful in the least. She lavished it with love which it did not return one iota. She was a mug if she couldn’t see that, Christian thought disdainfully.

That there were similarities between how he and the dog treated Belle never occurred to him. But not much outside his own immediate ambitions and what was needed to realise them ever occurred to Christian. What else was important, after all?

Belle swung her thin brown legs off the bed and scooped the dog against her naked breasts. ‘Sugar!’ Christian watched scornfully as she lavished the dog’s bony skull with kisses. ‘This morning,’ Belle crooned, ‘I’m taking you to the dog beautician for a manicure.’

‘Baby, you spoil that mutt,’ drawled Christian in his thick, low voice, dragging himself upright against the pillows, pulling up his powerful legs and letting them fall open with just a switch of oyster sheet covering his manhood. This was less for reasons of modesty than fear that sight of his organ - of which Christian was justifiably proud - might rouse the dog to some act of jealous and irreversible savagery.

Belle looked at him fondly. The broad expanse of Christian’s chest, recently waxed, gleamed against the shining oyster satin pillows and the vast mirror that spread behind them in a massive ornate gilt frame. The mirror served as a bedhead and stretched up to the ceiling from which pink gauze billowed softly, as in some exotic tent, caught up in the centre with a vast and glittering  glass chandelier of daring modern design, based on an idea of Belle’s of which she was very proud. The candelabra, which looked like twisting glass snakes from a distance, were, up close, actually shaped like penises.

Belle’s smile twisted to a suggestive pout. Her eyes dropped to the satin heaping between his legs; she crawled towards him across the sheet, white hair spilling over her breasts, hot with desire.

Sugar, from the floor, growled warningly. Belle paused in her slithering progress, regretfully accepting this was neither the time nor the place for sex. Doing it in front of the dog, currently standing rigid up to its knees in the deep-pile pink carpet before the bed, and glaring at Christian, might lead to terrible psychological damage.

A yap from Sugar confirmed her unspoken thoughts. Belle, assuming that Christian had been coursing with lust just as she had, hastened to smooth over the situation between the two beings she was fondest of in the world. ‘We’d better not, baby,’ she said to Christian in tones of breathy apology. ‘It might upset Sugar.’

‘Oh, for Chrissakes,’ snarled Christian, impatient with the whole idea of the dog’s importance, as well as the idea he wanted to have sex with this scrawny bint yet again. He’d performed for Belle for the final time last night, knowing that this morning he was going to dump her.

Belle had outlived her usefulness and it was time he moved on to someone who could get him through the final bit of the journey, right up to the top of the Hollywood ladder.

‘Baby!’ pouted Belle chidingly. ‘You’re being hostile to poor little Sugar. He’s so sensitive, you know. He can really sense  hostility in the atmosphere.’

Christian disbelievingly raised an eyebrow and tried to look less hostile. It could just be that the dog had sensed what he was about to say to its mistress.

Belle had clearly sensed nothing of the sort. She smiled suggestively. ‘We can have some time together later,’ she said  softly, approaching him and winding one arm around his neck. Christian felt her silicon breasts squash unpleasantly against him. ‘All afternoon if you like. After I’ve dropped Sugar off at the manicurist’s.’ She let her wet red lips remain suggestively open.

Christian looked away. He didn’t do uncomfortable, just as he didn’t do guilt, but he felt a vague twinge of something at the sight of Belle’s eager face. This twinge quickly changed to resentment. It was her fault. She was making him do it. If she was less neurotic, less clingy, demanding and desperate, more successful, he wouldn’t be in the position he was now. If she had made the right choices after her big hit movie . . .

Christian’s eye, too deep-set to allow realisation of how small and sly it actually was, caught the row of acting awards, gold masks, wreaths, globes and lumps of engraved glass, which stood proudly on the two mirror-panelled nightstands either side of Belle’s bed. He felt a twinge of envy. He’d have all that too one day. It was all in front of him, Christian thought, his blue gaze sweeping appreciatively down the front of his massive, oiled waxed pectorals to the thick stem of his manhood. Which from now on would be servicing someone else. Someone more useful.

Because it was all over with Belle. She had let her career hit the skids with a turkey film. And so he had to move on for the good of his own. How was that his fault? She had no one but herself to blame. He was only doing what anyone in his position would do at the moment.

As her fragile frame snuggled into him, Christian remained rigid. He saw no point in beating about the bush. ‘It’s over, baby,’ he muttered into the brittle white hair that was massed against his lips. ‘We’re over.’

He felt her convulse with shock. ‘Over?’ Belle gasped disbelievingly, her head twisting and her face emerging, blurred behind the hair. Her expression was so different from the confident, even predatory one it had just worn that Christian would have been perturbed, had he been given to such extremes of emotion. As it was he felt vaguely surprised that the scenario  was departing from what he had imagined. In as much as he, with his limited mental resources, was able to imagine anything.

‘I’ve gotta move on,’ he explained.

‘Move on?’ Belle gasped, her eyes with their terrible expression fixed on his. ‘Move on from me? But why? I thought you loved me.’ Her voice broke into a sob.

‘Loved you?’ It was Christian’s turn to gasp now, and with the first genuine amazement he had ever felt. Loved her? Was she kidding? Who could possibly love Belle Murphy - neurotic, demanding, self-obsessed and, above all, failed diva that she was? He didn’t love anybody, anyway. Success, fame, money - sure. But no person. Never had, never would. And certainly not this one. Panicked, his only thought being to reverse this ludicrous, dangerous assumption, Christian lashed out at Belle in even more brutal a way than he had planned.

‘Look, baby. It’s business, yeah? Only business. No offence. Nothing personal.’

Belle’s eyes were bigger and huger than he had ever seen them. He had not imagined, given the constraints of her facial surgery, that so much stretching was even possible. ‘Business?’ she managed to force out. ‘Nothing . . . personal ?’

‘Baby, this is Hollywood,’ Christian said, more easily. As well as uncomfortable, he was beginning to find this boring. ‘So you  were huge last year. But a year’s a long time in showbiz. You’re losing it, and now you’ve lost me.’ He put his handsome, heavy head with its great ridges of cheekbone on one side and gave an apologetic grin. ‘It’s just the way things are, baby.’

‘You can’t mean it,’ Belle cried, emotion catching stickily in her throat.

Christian shrugged his shoulders. ‘Baby. It’s not you. It’s Hollywood.’

Belle was sobbing. She was working the vulnerable look hard, Christian thought pitilessly. It was almost convincing, the way she hunched her thin shoulders and let her mouth, with its smeared red lipstick, hang open in apparent shock. If she’d acted as well as  this in Bloody Mary he wouldn’t have had to leave her at all, he reminded himself. It was her fault.

‘Don’t leave me,’ Belle wept, stretching out her thin arms to him in abject and heartfelt appeal. ‘I love you,’ she hiccuped. From beneath his calm and level brows, Christian regarded her red, wet and swollen eyes, her tangled hair, her air of unhinged hysteria. What a mess. God, women were so emotional. So hysterical. And for what? She obviously didn’t mean any of this. No one loved anyone in Hollywood. They just had sex with them, that was all.

‘Sorry, baby,’ Christian said briskly, manoeuvring his body off the bed. Time to go. He had places to go, people to see. No time to lose.

The dog, who had remained in the shagpile during the whole of the former exchange, watched him closely as he slid off the slippery satin edge, clutching a small pink satin cushion, edged with lace and bearing the legend ‘It’s Hard to Be Humble When You’re as Good as I Am’ protectively over his manhood. As Belle flung herself on the bed in a frenzy of weeping, beating the sheets with her frail fists, Christian snatched up his clothes, padded backwards across the bedroom and ducked out of the door.




Chapter 6

It was rare that Sam would bother to go back and look for someone she had spotted, let alone someone who had rejected her advances. No one had rejected her advances before, not in the spotting sense anyway.

But the memory of the beautiful boy, with his amazing pale green eyes touched with yellow, not to mention all his other attributes, haunted the agency head like magnificent salmon do fishermen whose hooks they have slipped. The fact that she had managed to snap him on her mobile phone only increased the sense of him being the one who got away. She could see what she had missed, although the boy did not look his best in it, his face being somewhat distorted. The shot was blurred too; in general, it would mean little to anyone else. It was, for example, useless to give it to any other scouts from Wild, send them out on the streets of London and hope they could spot him with it.

Sam pored endlessly over the image. She had spent most of the week since it was taken at her associate agency in New York and was haunted in her absence by the fear that a rival agency might have snapped the boy up in the meantime. His looks were perfect, so now, that it seemed impossible that they hadn’t.

At the first opportunity, which happened to be the Friday following that when the young man had escaped her, Sam rose from her desk at around the same time she had the week before. She grabbed her fringed beige cashmere throw from the  Edwardian mahogany coatstand she intended to give a boho air to her otherwise strictly contemporary glass-walled office. Her logic was that the beautiful boy might cross the piazza again at the same time; that he had some regular reason for being there.

She was due at lunch with a magazine fashion editor recently appointed to an important glossy. Sam knew she needed to butter her up to keep the bookings for Wild models at this publication at their current high level. In the hope that the boy might be one of those models, and that she would see him again on her way, the lunch was to be at the same restaurant in Covent Garden in which Sam had met Jacques Flash last week. When the great photographer had finally deigned to turn up, that was.

Sam paused before her new PA, Nia, who sat just outside her door at a state-of-the-art kidney-shaped glass desk. Sam had specifically chosen the kidney shape to remind her of her own beleagured organs, and not to drink so much. It didn’t seem to work, however; the party last night, to launch some cutting-edge bras by a celebrity’s girlfriend, and a line of barely-there knickers by a leading socialite, had featured custard-flavoured vodka cocktails scattered with flakes of pure platinum, an effect that had reminded Sam of fish food when you put it in the tank. But that had been the nearest she had got to food, with the result that, this morning, she had a banging hangover. Still, hopefully that was a good sign. She had had a banging hangover last week too, after all.

‘I’ll be back at two thirty,’ Sam warned her personal helper. Nia, a thin-faced brunette with shining shoulder-length hair, and dressed in regulation Wild black polo-neck and black Capri pants, flashed her boss a slightly knowing smile. Nia knew, just as Sam did, that a return before three was highly unlikely. There was, Sam felt as she left, something rather insubordinate about Nia.

In Covent Garden, everything was much the same as it had been the week before. The drills in Endell Street screeched once again into the centre of Sam’s hungover brain, it was too bright again to look at the builders and the cafés she passed still smelt of things that turned her stomach.

Sam had given herself a few extra minutes in order to dawdle in the piazza. All was much as it had been last week: the same human statues, the same hotdog sellers, the same flower stall and even the same limbo dancer were all present. Very possibly the same tourists were too - they certainly looked it; stumpy-legged in their stonewashed jeans and clumsy in their padded anoraks. Carefully, Sam stepped round the taped-down chalked renditions of Marilyn Monroe and St Paul’s. She didn’t want to risk another mouthful from the pavement artists, who clearly had artistic temperaments, if no other attribute in that respect.

Sam wandered about the piazza, then, finding the bright sun too much for her eyes even through huge black sunglasses, decided to retreat into the welcome shadows of the steps of the church. This, had Sam known it, was the exact same place Orlando had chosen the week before as a refuge from her own attentions.

‘Visualising’ success had always been one of Sam’s buzzwords. She firmly believed that if you could imagine something to yourself, it would then happen. ‘Just picture it,’ she would urge her models, whether the ‘it’ was landing a huge new campaign or losing a huge amount of weight. She had visualised seeing Orlando again so many times that the possibility he might not, after all, appear was unthinkable. Nevertheless, as the gilt-faced clock on the pediment above her head boomed one, the lunch hour, Sam found herself having to think it.

There was always the possibility that the new fashion director would be late at the restaurant, thus giving her a few more minutes. But Sam knew that Genevieve, whom she had known for many years at other publications, was not the late type. In Sam’s experience, fashion directors fell into two categories: those who looked like messy bedrooms and those who looked like research scientists. Genevieve was in the latter category. She was a stick-thin brunette with dark retro spectacles, severe hair and plainly cut clothes in shades of aubergine, charcoal and moss. She was also extremely organised.

Swinging her beige cashmere angrily over her shoulder, Sam moved crossly off. As she went down the stairs she mused uncharitably that the youth in Covent Garden this morning were even less attractive than they had been the week before. Her glance swept, uninterested, over a group of rickety schoolgirls with narrowed, much-eyelined eyes and miniskirts exposing long white skinny legs. They should be at school, Sam thought.

Her eye lingered on a girl of about twenty, walking purposefully along by herself, with reddish brown shoulder-length hair and a pale blue cardigan. There was something about her, Sam thought. But of course she wasn’t tall enough and far too fat, looking even more so in jeans and short, fur-lined suede boots that made her calves look huge. Only skinny girls could wear Uggs, didn’t she know that? Obviously not, Sam thought scornfully.

She kept looking at the girl anyway; taking in the details in her rapid, professional way. She was, Sam thought, remarkably pretty, with thick, shining hair, a sweet, open, heart-shaped face, clear, slightly flushed skin and what Sam could see across the short distance to be thickly lashed eyes and full pink lips. Milkmaidy. Healthy. Fresh. She looked, Sam thought fancifully, like someone in a nursery rhyme who ate nothing but cream and lived in some beautiful garden. Her utter lack of self-consciousness was attractive too. Most people round here under thirty, and a great many over, were the opposite. They seemed to think the world was watching and admiring their every move.

This girl seemed unaware of anyone else as she hurried past the front of the church. She was humming as she went; a tune Sam almost thought she recognised, some nursery tune she had not heard for years. With a sudden and most uncharacteristic pang of wistfulness Sam watched the girl emerge from the deep shadow before the church to where the sunlight blazed on the cobbles, skirt the crowds around a busker and become lost to sight.

*

Emma hurried across the cobbled piazza towards the back of the Opera House and entered under the arcade. Cosmo and Hero had been at their Friday morning music appreciation class, an hour in duration and due to finish in ten minutes. While music appreciation classes were far from unknown among the children Emma had looked after before, this one was a little different, being at the Royal Opera House. But Vanessa, the children’s mother, felt that nothing was too good for her children.

And so Cosmo and Hero, as of the last two weeks, had spent an hour each Friday morning in the red velvet stalls at Covent Garden while the Royal Opera House’s resident conductor and the entire resident orchestra played for their edification. During the hour this took, Emma was free to look around the market and the shops, respectively full of tat she would not have wasted money on and clothes she could not fit into.

Now she hurried through various glass-walled and slate-floored passages until she reached the heavy glass doors of the opera house foyer, a grand, high-ceilinged space blazing with mirrors, heavy gilt decoration and rich red curtains and carpeting.

Emma slowed down as she approached. The other nannies were already there, standing around in a group on the carpet, but Emma felt no especial wish to join them.

While telling herself firmly she had absolutely no reason - she was probably better at her job than the rest of them put together - Emma could not help feeling rather intimidated by her professional peers. It wasn’t just that she was the newest of the circle. The other nannies were so poised and polished: slim and groomed, their shiny swishy hair caught up with sunglasses, modelling-session make-up and impossibly skinny jeans. The most poised and polished of them all, a long-legged, heavily highlighted creature in tight white jeans, a sheer and clinging leopardskin blouse and the biggest sunglasses, was called Totty Ponsonby-Pratt. Emma knew this because she had come across Totty, as she had others of the group, at various children’s parties. Totty looked after a gloomy-looking child called Hengist  Westonbirt and the first time Emma had seen her, she had asked her, in a loud, slow, emphatic voice, what part of Eastern Europe she had come from.

‘None. I’m from Yorkshire,’ Emma had answered, looking Totty steadily in the eye.

‘Oh God, sorry!’ Totty had clapped a hand with long manicured nails to her lipsticked mouth and squealed with laughter. Emma, instinctively loathing every emaciated inch of this woman, also wondered how, given the exigencies of car seats, nappy-changing, fiddly buttons, bathtime and the rest of it, Totty managed to maintain such impressive talons. Perhaps she had an assistant.
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Beavkiful Feoptz

A hit film. A hot star. A happy ending?





