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 ‘California became the first to discover that it was fantasy that led to reality, not the other way around.’


William Irwin Thompson










1


Every morning, before I even open my eyes, I make the same wish: please let this be the day that something happens.


I no longer wish for specific things, like a lottery win or an unexpected transfer to Rio de Janeiro, and I wouldn’t feel right about wishing for my best friend to move back from Spain because she relocated for amor and finds herself very well suited to the siesta lifestyle. There’s also little point hoping that my ex-boyfriend will remember how he felt when we first met, because it’s clear that we now want very different things from life. (I say that like I know what I want when really I just know that I don’t want any part of what he has chosen.)


So, when I say I want something to happen, the truth is, I would settle for an internal shift – like when a train jolts and the passengers stumble a little before they find their footing again. Something – anything – to get me back on the same track as my life. Because somewhere along the way we got separated. Everyone I know seems to be heading towards something, but when I look ahead, all I see is blankness.


Which is ironic, considering I create images for a living.


 


‘Morning, Stella!’


‘Morning, Albert!’ I hold up my ID for the security guard even though he’s all too familiar with my bouffant ponytail and Coral Kiss lips. He’s always my first smile of the day; the way he says my name with his cockney accent – Stell-ahh! – gets me every time.


Before I head into the studio, I swing by the canteen and fortify myself with two slices of kumquat marmalade on toast. (So divine! If you’re ever in the Islington area, I highly recommend it.) As I swish and dunk my herbal teabag, I wonder what flawless teenage face will be greeting me today. Yesterday we were doing a shoot for Wonderland magazine and I had to weave around the model’s iPhone wires – she was yapping away when she walked in, switched to music as she settled into the make-up chair and dialled a few more buddies as I metallicised her lids, all without looking up. Well, other than at the ceiling when I was applying pewter mascara to her lower lashes. When I tapped her hand to tell her she was done, she blinked at her reflection, said, ‘That’s rad!’ and sneakily (and illegally, considering the magazine’s embargo rules) snapped a picture of herself and uploaded it as her new Facebook profile pic. Which I suppose is the modern version of a compliment.


Of course, within the hour all my work was on a cleansing cloth in the bin.


This time I actually fished hers out and assessed it – the smudges had created an interesting pattern, like a shimmery version of the inkblot test. Who knows, maybe I’ll start collecting them and framing them alongside the photographer’s portrait as a new kind of art form. Wouldn’t it be amusing if that was how I finally made my name in the art world? That was my original dream – to be an artist. I was going to be the Frida Kahlo of Bury St Edmunds. I only got into doing make-up as a way to pay the bills, but I have to say I was thrilled when I first made the transition from department-store beauty counters to magazine shoots – nice, flexible freelance existence and so gratifying seeing my work in print, even if it was just showcasing the new glitter liner from Urban Decay.


But now, ten years after switching canvas for skin . . . Well, after ten years even sparkle can lose its sparkle.


Last year I signed up with an agency to get into the more high-fashion side of things and then found I really missed all the ‘real people’ shoots. With top models it’s just another day at the office, but making over harried housewives and new mums who are more likely to have puréed carrot on their cheek than blusher, is just so much more gratifying. You don’t see them rushing to de-glam themselves before they head out the door. They can’t wait to parade their new look – perhaps even turn a few heads in the street for the first time in years. Real people say, ‘Thank you,’ over and over and over. I miss that.


I take a deep breath as I prepare to enter the studio, only to recoil before I’m even through the door.


‘Dear God, what’s that smell?’


Photographer Adrian rolls his eyes. ‘Apparently she likes her environment to smell like caramelised figs.’


‘Who’s she?’


‘They didn’t tell you?’


‘Tell me what?’


He looks uneasy. ‘You did bring your full retro kit, didn’t you?’


‘It’s right here,’ I say, jiggling my silver wheelie case. ‘1930s, right?’


‘Yup, and there’s this.’ He hands me a disclaimer. ‘We all have to sign it.’


I scan through the pages – basically I am not allowed to discuss or disclose or describe anything I see, hear or smell today. To anyone. Ever.


‘What the . . . ?’


‘I know!’ Adrian shrugs. ‘We all got them. Apparently she’s highly sue-tastic, so blab at your peril.’


‘Again with the “she”!’ I protest. ‘Who the MAC are you talking about?’


He gets a cocky look on his face, knowing he’s about to get a reaction. ‘Marina Ray.’


My jaw gapes. And then I laugh, a little hysterically perhaps. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘What is she doing here?’


‘Well, of course I’m putting my life on the line here speculating, seeing as they’ve probably got this whole room bugged . . .’


‘Adrian!’ I implore that he cuts to the chase.


‘The director of the movie she wants to bag is in London to find a new leading lady to replace the one who just bailed on him at the eleventh hour. Marina Ray blew her Los Angeles audition, so now she’s coming after him here, desperate for a second chance.’


‘Sounds like a woman on a mission,’ I note. ‘So why is she spending the day with us and not him?’


‘Because we are the ones who are going to provide a tailor-made head shot of her looking exactly as he wants her to look.’


‘That sounds like a remarkably well-informed speculation.’


‘I have my connections,’ he shrugs.


‘Yes,’ I say, giving his groin a knowing look. And then I frown. ‘You’d think she’d have her own make-up artist . . .’


‘I’m sure she does, but she particularly requested you – she saw your Fred and Ginger cocktail party in Harper’s Bazaar. I can’t believe your agency didn’t tell you any of this.’


I wish I could be equally incredulous. We haven’t exactly been seeing eye to eye lately, ever since I tried to extricate myself from my bodice-tight contract. But let’s not get into that now.


‘So what’s the movie?’


‘Look lively – we’ve got company.’ Adrian’s assistant, Robbie, cuts in and directs our attention to a vision of neutrality entering the room.


Everything about Marina Ray’s fifty-something PA is designed to cause minimal offence – plain white shirt, tailored grey trousers, varnish-free nails, squeakless loafers. I wonder if this is standard issue for a celebrity personal assistant? In order to let the star shine; you must remain flat matt at all times, 2D to her HD 3D.


As she begins assessing the food and beverage table, I scuttle into the make-up room and start unpacking my kit at double speed. Retro days are my favourites because I get to create a real back-in-time vibe. I got the idea when I went on a Golden Age make-up master class in Los Angeles and they took us to the Max Factor Museum in Hollywood.


The collection is housed in the actual art deco building where Mr Factor glamorised all the most notorious screen idols, and though it’s surrounded by Hollywood tack, the second you step through the gold doors all the fake Oscar statuettes and kebab shops melt away.


The thing I loved most was the set of four colour-coded rooms. The first was painted aquamarine and labelled, For Blondes Only with a dressing table showcasing authentic items from Marilyn Monroe’s alligator make-up case.


Next door was a dusty-pink room For Brunettes Only with Elizabeth Taylor memorabilia and wonderful old lipstick ads – ‘The colour stays on until you take it off!’


Redheads such as Rita Hayworth had a pale apple-green room – apparently Max had a theory that if a woman could look radiant surrounded by walls of that hue, she would be able to carry off auburn hair.


Finally there was a warm peach room for the (not-exactly-common-usage term) ‘brownette’, as represented by Judy Garland. And me.


I suppose the fact that the word never caught on and I’ve never once heard a man saying, ‘I’ve got a real thing for brownettes,’ should have been a clue that it was time to revise my look, but having been through so many experimental phases over my beauty-counter years, I wanted low maintenance above all else. My job is to create beautiful looks, not necessarily have them myself. Who was really looking at me, anyway? I think in life, as in the movies, there are some people destined for starring roles and others who are better suited to looking on with mild envy.


And that’s okay. The 1970s soul singer Bill Withers once said, ‘It’s okay to head out for wonderful, but on your way you’re going to have to pass through all right. And when you get to all right, take a good look around and get used to it because that may be as far as you’re going to go.’


So here I am at ‘all right’. I’ve been here a while, so I’ve decided to get comfortable and make it look as pretty as I can. Since that trip to LA I’ve been collecting all manner of vintage perfume bottles, cosmetics and compacts. I even tracked down an original ‘complexion brush’ that fluffs off excess powder and looks like a doll-sized hairbrush.


When I brought my collection in to work to show Brontë the wardrobe girl, everyone – including the jaded models – was so enchanted I decided to make a regular feature of it, along with music from the appropriate era.


Which reminds me . . . I rifle through the side pouch of my case hoping to find my 1930s compilation. One day I will get round to properly labelling the CDs, or transferring them to an iPod, but the truth is, I’d be happier with a wind-up gramophone.


I pop a pot-luck disc into the slot and press play, only to feel my stomach dip and my limbs go limp. Too weak to reach out and press stop, I try instead to ride the bittersweet feeling out. It’s almost like he’s in the room with me. I can feel him rocking me, holding me, whispering, ‘I’m so glad I belong to you.’


You know how normally when you split up with someone, people tell you there’s plenty more fish in the sea? I didn’t hear that after it ended with Jonathan. It was like everyone gave up hope on my behalf. Even my parents stopped asking if I’d met anyone when they made their Sunday-afternoon calls. Of course, my friends continued to cheerfully invite me to their weddings or engagement parties or babies’ christenings, but there was never any question that I’d be bringing a plus one. Even now, when I bump into people I haven’t seen for months, they ask me about my job but never about my love life. There’s only so many times they can say, ‘Never mind – I’m sure he will be along soon!’ or, ‘Lucky you – I miss those heady single days!’ I miss those heady single days too. It’s just not the same when you don’t have any single friends left to go out with.


‘Stella?’


I look up and find Adrian in the doorway with a look of concern on his face.


‘You do remember it’s 1930s today, right?’


‘Yes, yes.’ Finally I have the ability to press pause. ‘I’m just trying to find the right CD.’


I switch to the next option – mercifully it’s the right one. How can you not be soothed by Glenn Miller’s classic instrumental ‘Moonlight Serenade’? I sway dreamily from side to side and even give a little chuckle – look at me, DJ’ing for Marina Ray! Could this be it? I wonder. Could this be the day I get jolted on to the next phase of my life? Is Stella about to get her groove back?


‘No. No, no, no.’


‘Excuse me?’ I turn and find the personal assistant tutting in the doorway like a headmistress. Her look may be bland, but her tongue is barbed.


‘All this junk will have to go.’ She waves her arm at my most opulent treasures. ‘Didn’t you get the memo about her requirements?’


‘’Fraid not.’ I grimace before defending my corner. ‘I realise all this may seem like whimsy, but everyone I’ve worked with—’


‘No,’ she cuts me off. ‘She likes the make-up room to be Zen. There’s always too much going on with these eye-shadow palettes anyway.’ She sneers at my pride and joy – five steps of graduating colour in every texture and hue. ‘And get rid of that God-awful smell. Tuesday is figs. On Wednesdays she likes everything to be spritzed with pomegranate.’


As she turns on her heel, I take a moment to remain motionless and Not React. Just let it all wash over me. Focus on Glenn’s melodic clarinet and exhale. It’s no big deal. It’s just one day. Marina Ray will be my first real, live movie-star face to work on, so I’ll take her assistant’s sniping for the novelty of the experience.


As I prepare to repack my priceless eyesores, I ponder two things – firstly, does anyone really know what pomegranate smells like, and secondly, will Marina turn up bare-faced or made-up? That’s always telling. I mean, I think it must be hard for actresses when so much of their livelihood depends on their looks to walk into a room and meet people for the first time with no face on. And yet they know that they are coming here to be made up, so why add layers that will only have to be removed? That said, it’s my personal worst nightmare to walk into a professional environment sans make-up. It’s bad enough having to confront myself in the bathroom mirror in the morning, though I’ve done everything to take the edge off (soft amber bulbs and a pink towelling turban pulled into place the second I wake, otherwise I lose vital minutes contemplating my facial creases and the strange way my hair veers away from my crown while I’m sleeping, almost like a crop circle that appears overnight).


‘Aaarrghhhh!’ A blood-curdling scream from the other room yanks me back to the studio.


What now? Did they supply blueberry juice instead of acai berry?


I rush out to the studio, only to find Marina’s PA tangled in – and obviously tripped up by – lighting cables. It’s all I can do to hide my smirk as I see her trying to kick off the black wires as if they are live snakes. And then in walks Marina Ray.


Skinny jeans, slouchy top, huge sunglasses and a beanie hat entirely covering her crowning glory.


‘Christ, Ruth, have you been drinking again?’


All eyes flash to the PA, who in turn flushes in mortification.


‘Just kidding,’ Marina grins. ‘She’s totally teetotal. I’m the one with the drink problem!’ She reaches out a hand to pull up her employee. ‘Anything broken?’


‘I’ll be all right,’ Ruth mutters as she brushes herself down.


‘I meant the equipment.’


An amused snort escapes Robbie before he quickly assures Marina that there’s nothing more than a crumpled gel to replace.


‘Phew! Now, where are the treats? I’m starving!’


We all look over to the spread of food. I can identify the seeds of sesame, sunflower and pumpkin, a delicious bowl of mung beans and half a dozen pink grapefruits.


She holds up a cellophane-thin piece of seaweed, which instantly crumbles to her touch. ‘Guys, really?’


‘You’re supposed to be detoxing,’ Ruth hisses.


Marina shakes her head emphatically. ‘Nope, I’m definitely in the mood to tox. Whose doughnut is this?’ She points to the Wardrobe girl’s half-eaten sugar-sprinkled twist, left over by the kettle.


 Brontë raises a tentative hand.


 ‘Are you going to finish it?’


‘Do you want it?’ She looks confused.


‘Thanks. You’re an angel!’ Marina says, stuffing the whole thing into her mouth and then pushing back her sunglasses to reveal an utterly bare face. She looks so much softer and younger in person. I think I even see a few freckles on her nose, but there’s no mistaking the captivating green of her eyes.


‘So listen – I’m waiting for a really important call and when it comes, whatever stage we’re at, I’m going to have to take it. I just want you to know upfront so you don’t think I’m disrupting things to have a chinwag with my spin instructor or anything like that.’


Once again we’re thrown by her anti-diva stance.


‘That’s the right word, isn’t it?’ Her brow furrows. ‘Chinwag?’


‘Yes!’ Adrian is first to regain his composure. ‘And may I officially welcome you to the shoot today . . .’


She shakes his hand, then his assistant’s and then turns to me with a look of hope in her eyes.


‘Stella Conway?’


‘Yes!’ I breathe, amazed that she not only knows my name and my work but can pick me out in a crowd. Though the fact that I’m holding a velvet-ribboned powder puff is probably something of a giveaway.


‘Ready to get started?’ She moves towards the make-up room.


‘Er, I just need to have a quick tidy.’ I scurry after her, but she beats me to it.


Oh dear, here we go.


‘Is that a lipstick case?’ Her eye has been drawn to what resembles a bullet embedded in a mirrored pillbox.


‘Yes, it is.’ I tiptoe up beside her. ‘I got it at an estate auction.’


‘Amazing.’ Her hands levitate over the objects as though caressing their aura. ‘You know, I used to have the most beautiful vanity case in cream leather with lilac satin lining. Back then I could carry it onto the plane and even if I was wearing sloppy clothes, it made me feel like I had on a pencil skirt and seamed stockings!’ She wrinkles her nose. ‘Now the restrictions are so absurd – what is it, three ounces? – you’d have to scale everything down to the size of a Christmas-tree bauble!’ She reaches for one of the deeper red lipsticks. ‘I heard you use actual original products from past eras.’


‘Well, that would be a tiny bit unhygienic’ – I wince – ‘but I did work hard to match the exact colour and pigmentation.’


‘The packaging looks real enough.’ She handles the baby-blue casing with gold squiggles. ‘If a little cheap.’ A tap of her fingernail confirms the plasticity.


I smile. ‘Those are the real deal. Even though some of them look a little tacky, I like using them to house the new product, just to maintain some connection with the past.’ I feel as if I am the one who’s auditioning, though I have to say it seems to be going well . . .


But then Ruth appears in the doorway, giving me a stern look. ‘Everything all right, Marina?’


‘Ruth! Did you see all this stuff? It’s fantastic. She’s even got Evening in Paris perfume.’ She claps her hands together. ‘Oh, today is the day when everything starts to go right. I can just feel it!’


Suddenly I feel it too. A giddying surge of possibility.


Until, that is, Marina takes out the photograph of the woman she wants to morph into.
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‘Not exactly as much of a shoo-in as Anne Hathaway doing Judy Garland.’


‘No,’ I confirm as I take in the peroxide pin curls, pencil-thin brows and perfect rosebud lips.


‘Do you know who this is?’ Marina asks.


I shake my head. ‘I mean, I’m guessing from the styling that she’s a contemporary of Marlene Dietrich.’


Marina nods vigorously.


‘But I don’t recognise the face.’


‘Which I think is in my favour – people don’t have a particular image of her in mind.’


‘So who is she?’


‘Marion Davies. Probably the most underrated comedic actress of the 1920s and 1930s. She made over forty films, but really she’s most famous as the mistress of publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst, who happened to be thirty-five years her senior.’ She gives a little smirk. ‘Now you can see a similarity, can’t you?’


Again I’m thrown by her directness. Marina Ray’s first foray into the public eye was as the arm candy of a much older and extremely powerful director – Victor Goldstein. (He cast her in the remake of Barbarella, knowing that the mere sight of her in Gaultier’s thigh-high silver boots would make her a star.) The main difference is that Marina actually married her guy, though that ended a few years back, ‘when her career took off and she didn’t need him any more’. Or so the press would have it.


‘William Randolph Hearst,’ I repeat his rather grandiose name. ‘Rings a bell . . .’


‘Should do. You work for him.’


‘Huh?’


‘Well, of course he’s dead now, but you’ve definitely done work for the Hearst Corporation – Cosmopolitan, Marie Claire . . .’ she pauses for effect . . . ‘Harper’s Bazaar.’


‘Where you saw my work!’


‘No small coincidence, if you ask me.’


I experience a little shiver at the connection.


‘So . . .’ Marina slots the image of Marion Davies into the edge of the mirror. ‘Personally I think it’s more key to represent the essence of the person, but of course everyone is so hung up on the visual and I know the director originally wanted Kate Hudson for the part and about ten years ago there was this movie where Kirsten Dunst played her . . . so you can see a theme there.’


‘I can.’ My mind is still going double time trying to work out how I’m going to pull this off. ‘Is the film set in a particular year?’


‘Late 1930s, I’d say. That’s when they were having all the big parties up at Hearst Castle. I know they’re planning to show the likes of Cary Grant and Charlie Chaplin as guests.’


‘Wow!’


‘I know! Better yet, they’re shooting at the castle itself and it’s just five hours’ drive from Los Angeles, which is perfect because I have to be in California for when—’ She halts herself. ‘I just have to be in California for the next few months. Have to.’


‘Okay,’ I soothe. She’s looking a little crazed now. ‘I think we need to decide how we want to address the hair.’


‘I’m one step ahead of you there.’ She then pulls off her beanie and, instead of releasing a sheeny red river, out springs a harshly bleached bob.


I can’t believe it – it looks like she tied her own hair in a ponytail and hacked below the band with kitchen scissors before diving headfirst into a bowl of peroxide.


‘Who did this to you?’ I gurgle.


‘I did, at five o’clock this morning.’ She shrugs. ‘Seemed a good idea at the time.’


I bite back my thought – You’ve never heard of a wig? I mean, she hasn’t even got the part!


‘I know what you’re thinking.’


‘Mmm,’ I try to cover my horror. ‘That we need a purple rinse to tone down the yellow.’


She smiles gratefully. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask.’


‘That’s all right.’ I rouse myself. ‘I was only thinking this morning that I needed more of a challenge.’


‘Well’ – she grins wide – ‘here I am!’


 


With the clock ticking, I’m grateful to have an extra pair of hands courtesy of Brontë, the Wardrobe girl and doughnut supplier. (She snuck out and got us a fresh batch and now all our work is accented with pink sprinkles.)


Having helped me tightly pin petite rollers in place round Marina’s head, she now begins to parade the outfit options. Although I am aware of peripheral swishes of colour, my focus is on Marina’s face: applying the flawless porcelain base, shaping her eyebrows into a fine pronounced arch, redesigning the shape of her mouth and then finding just the right shade of red to set off her blue lenses.


‘Do you know there was actually a mouth stencil kit in the 1930s?’ I say as I paint the creamy scarlet onto her lips. ‘You picked one of six designs, traced the shape with a lip pencil and then filled in the rest with lipstick.’ I step back to assess her face, just as an emerald silk showstopper arrives.


‘I think this could be the one.’ Brontë holds up the fluid yet bejewelled dress.


I eagerly agree, and Marina is so taken with it she asks if she can borrow it for the audition.


‘I promise I’ll get it back to you first thing in the morning.’


‘No problem,’ Brontë confirms. ‘Trust me, I know how important a first impression can be.’


As we go through the shoe options, Marina tells us that Marion Davies would lend guests dresses from her own wardrobe if they didn’t have anything fancy enough for dinner.


‘And before they had heating in the castle’s movie theatre, there was a heap of fur coats at the entrance and you’d just help yourself on your way to your seat. Can you imagine?’


Brontë and I shake our heads.


‘Apparently everyone was very disapproving of Marion until they met her. Of course, they couldn’t resist an invitation to the castle and at the end of the visit they were all won over.’


I must say I find Marina surprisingly refreshing herself. She doesn’t seem at all guarded. Maybe that’s why we have to sign a confidentiality agreement – because she can’t be trusted to keep her big mouth shut.


I even dare to propose this as a theory.


‘Oh, I can keep a secret when I have to,’ she says, tapping her nose. ‘Wait until the journalist gets here – you’ll see.’


Often the writer does the interview while the make-up is being applied, just to make best use of the time, but Marina has requested that she doesn’t arrive until the transformation is complete.


‘It’s part of the test.’


‘Test?’


‘Well, it took a bit of persuading to get the editor to go for something so highly stylised when the article is timed to publicise my wilderness movie.’


‘The one about the bears?’ Brontë enquires.


She nods. ‘Who’s Been Eating My Porridge?’


‘Nice title.’


‘I’ve had worse. Anyway, she worried I wouldn’t be recognisable, so we convinced her they’d get extra press coverage if we took the “Marina Ray as you’ve never seen her before!” tack. If the transformation is dramatic enough to throw the journalist off, they’ll leak the photos tonight and then, with any luck, Conrad will see them as he’s having his aperitif!’


‘Conrad?’


‘Conrad Blake, director of Castle in the Sky. That’s the name of the movie.’


‘Ohh!’ I sigh, somewhat in awe of her scheming. ‘You’re quite the campaigner.’


‘I find it takes my mind off . . . Well, you know. Keeps me busy.’


I watch as she manically checks and double-checks her phone. There definitely seems to be something nipping at her heels. But then I suspect a lot of actresses are that way – always running from something, diving headlong into the next role or co-star. This part would certainly be a departure for her – I’ve only seen a few of her movies, but I know she’s never done a period piece before. And though she may not be the obvious choice for the era, I have to say she’s pretty convincing when she regales us with one of the voiceover moments from the script.


‘I took great delight in promoting romances,’ she begins. ‘There’d be a wedding and I would be bridesmaid again. I just did it to get a new dress. I liked a change of clothes occasionally.’


Brontë and I giggle along, eager to hear more, but Adrian’s rapping at the door asking, ‘How are we doing?’


‘One minute!’ I call back to him.


Brontë then invites the star to step into the silk dress. I give her curls a final tease and then together we turn her towards the mirror for the big reveal.


Her eyes widen, almost as large now as the real Marion’s.


‘What do you think?’


She gives a contented sigh as she turns first to the left, then the right. ‘It’s perfect!’


‘Let’s show the others.’


As we step out, Adrian, Robbie and Ruth all stop in their tracks, peering at Marina from every possible angle, trying to see where we’ve hidden the real Marina Ray. It’s a rare treat to create such a stunned response, even if one reaction is notably negative.


‘Your hair, Marina!’ Ruth is horrified. ‘Your long, glossy, red hair . . .’


‘It’ll grow back.’


‘But not in time for the Godiva sequel.’


‘I’ll wear a wig.’ She shrugs and then does a cute little flapper dance. ‘Let’s do this!’


She’s just about to step in front of the camera when her phone rings.


‘It’s him!’ she whoops, before skidding out of the studio and into the corridor.


The rest of us look to Ruth for a clue.


‘I’m not quite sure how long she’ll be. Probably best if we take a short break.’


But before we can even make for the canteen, Marina comes haring back in – her carefree face now stricken, those beautiful eyes streaming charcoal tears, her lips puffed and quivering.


She charges straight for the make-up room, and though she yanks the door behind her, we hear every gut-wrenching sob.


Awkward glances are exchanged.


I wonder if whoever drew up the confidentiality form this morning had an inkling this was coming.


‘You think the audition fell through?’ I suggest to Ruth.


She shakes her head. ‘That wasn’t the director.’


‘Oh.’ Now that’s left me all the more curious. To hear Marina speak before, I got the impression that this role was her one all-consuming passion.


Ruth taps on the make-up-room door and then ventures in after her boss.


Adrian looks at his watch. ‘This doesn’t bode well. How long to redo her?’


I cock my ear – still sobbing – and then shake my head. ‘A while.’


‘Can we still meet the deadline?’


‘What’s the ice situation?’ I head for the fridge, but as I pull out the trays, I slop water all over myself.


‘Ruth wanted the ice cubes to be remade using mineral water.’


‘Of course she did.’ I sigh. ‘Let me just run to the offie and get a bag of ready-mades. Robbie, can you chuck me my car keys?’


I hold up my hand ready to catch them, but as he propels them towards me, Ruth steps from the make-up room and intercepts them, rather like one of those lizards ensnaring a fly with its tongue.


‘Where did you get this?’ she snaps in an all-too-accusing manner.


I frown back at her. ‘They came with the car.’


‘Not the key, the chain.’


‘Oh.’ My heart sinks a little as she holds up the solid brass ring with a white-sailed ship, spread-winged eagle and outsized anchor at its centre. ‘It was a present, from an ex-boyfriend. I keep meaning to replace it.’


‘Your ex-boyfriend was in the United States Navy?’ She is borderline incredulous now.


‘Yes,’ I say, wondering what the problem is. I mean, I realise it’s not an obvious match, but British girls have been romanced by the American military since World War II. Or hasn’t she heard?


Before I can question her reaction, she grabs me by the elbow and propels me into the make-up room, thrusting the keys at Marina.


Blinking through her blur of tears, she gasps, ‘Where did you get this?’


Oh good grief! Anyone would think I had the Pink Panther diamond dangling from the chain.


‘She used to date a sailor.’


It always sounds so silly to me when people say that. A soldier is so macho and tough. A marine, grittier still. A pilot, all cool and debonair. But a sailor always makes me think of little kids in white hats doing a side-jump and clicking their heels. Even if I know full well the reality couldn’t be further from the truth.


‘How recently were you together?’ Marina wants to know.


‘Couple of years ago. I’ve been meaning to get a new key ring.’


Marina is up on her feet now, hands on my arms guiding me over to the sofa. She asks Ruth to leave and then checks with me, ‘You signed the confidentiality agreement, didn’t you?’


‘Yes,’ I confirm.


‘I need you to swear to my face that you won’t repeat what I’m about to tell you.’


‘Okay,’ I nod. Now a little nervous.


She takes a deep breath and blurts, ‘My husband is in the Navy.’


‘Your husband?’ My eyes rove wildly as I try to process what she has just told me. ‘Victor Goldstein joined the Navy?’


‘No!’ she scoffs. ‘Victor gets seasick in the Jacuzzi.’ Then she fixes me with a hardcore gaze. ‘I’m talking about my second husband. My secret one.’


My eyebrows hoick up.


‘No one must know.’


‘No,’ I concur, and then add, ‘Why is that?’


‘Well, security issues aside, can you imagine the grief he’d get from the other guys? The relentless teasing, not to mention the stalking by the paparazzi, the stories claiming I was cheating on him with another guy if I so much as took a meeting on a restaurant terrace in LA?’ She shakes her head. ‘You know how it is in the military – the last thing you want to do is make yourself a target.’


‘Right,’ I say, taking a moment to imagine the classic movie-star poster taped to the inside of the metal locker, only for this guy the fantasy is real.


And then I recall Jonathan’s last assignment (that I knew of) – fighting Somali pirates.


‘He’s okay, is he?’ I ask, suddenly filled with dread. ‘The phone call?’


‘Yes, he’s safe. It’s just . . .’ She throws up her hands in despair. ‘Everything! I mean, I don’t get this set-up. I’ve always been the one going out of town for three or six months. And when I do go, I can bring people onto my set. But with him, when he’s gone, he’s gone! I’m lucky if I even get a two-line email. Seriously, I’d be better off if he was in the state penitentiary – even prisoners get conjugal visits! At least that way I’d know where he is – because everything is so damn restricted and confidential, he can’t even tell me what part of the world he’s in until he’s already left that port.’


I heave a sigh. This is all too familiar.


‘I don’t have any say in when he goes or when he comes back and all I can do is wait and it’s driving me crazy!’


‘It’s the lack of control, lack of a voice,’ I tell her, ‘the horrible realisation that your wants and needs are not remotely a factor. His priority is the Navy; he obeys the Navy. Everything to do with you has to fit in with their schedule.’


‘Exactly!’ she gasps.


‘And you know it’s not their fault, it’s just their job, but some old-fashioned romantic part of you thinks that if he really loved you as much as he says he does, he wouldn’t leave you.’


‘Yes!’


‘If he loved you, he wouldn’t miss your birthday or Christmas or the time you had to rush to hospital to have your appendix out,’ I sigh. ‘It’s the weirdest thing when you realise that the person you adore and trust the most can’t be relied on, at least not in a practical sense. You can’t even put them down as your emergency contact – what are they going to do, send a message to Yemen via Morse code?’ I shrug. ‘Whatever his good intentions, he probably won’t be there when you need him the most. He won’t be there to hug you after a bad day at work or help you in with the groceries or escort you to your best friend’s wedding. He’ll be on the other side of the world, living a completely separate life.’


She falls back on the sofa, all the more bereft.


‘Sorry – I didn’t mean to make it worse.’


‘No, it’s good to hear that I’m not being entirely selfish having these thoughts – I don’t know anyone else in this position. I mean, I’ve looked online and thought about creating an alias so I could join one of the Navy-wife support groups on Facebook, but then I started reading what the other women are facing and frankly it was just too depressing. I thought I was better off separating myself and pretending it’s not really happening, but every now and again something happens – like the conversation I just had with him . . .’


‘I take it he’s away on deployment right now?’


She nods. ‘It was only supposed to be three months this time, but they’ve asked him to stay on.’ She gulps back her emotion and then grabs at my hand. ‘How do you do it, Stella? How do you make peace with it all?’


I can’t help but grimace. ‘You did hear that Ruth said I used to go out with a sailor? Past tense. It ended. I’m not exactly the best person to offer any advice . . .’


‘But you’re here.’ She grips my hand tighter. ‘You survived!’


‘Well, it really doesn’t help when they switch schedules on you, does it?’ I sigh. ‘I remember flying all the way from England to be with Jonathan for a four-day weekend and we were lucky to get four consecutive hours together. I didn’t even spend the last night with him – he got called back for duty on the ship. It almost seems like the Navy is deliberately trying to screw with their relationships.’


‘Always moving the goalposts . . .’


I nod. ‘After going out with Jonathan, my new favourite oxymoron became “military precision”.’


Marina hoots with delight. ‘Oh my God, you are so lucky to be British – you don’t have the burden of patriotism we Americans have! I can’t say a damn thing against the Navy for fear I’ll get lynched.’ She huddles forward. ‘You know what I want to do more than anything is have a really good bitch about them.’


I smile back at her. ‘Now that I can help you with!’
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I don’t know what comes to mind when you think of military guys, but I had very few thoughts on the subject before I met Jonathan.


I knew from visiting my aunt in Portsmouth that marines often got into drunken fights at the local clubs. I knew they had buzz cuts and got yelled at right in their faces by their superiors. I also, rather inappropriately considering I was eight at the time, used to know all the words to ‘There is Nothing Like a Dame’ because South Pacific was my mum’s favourite musical.


As for the girlfriends and spouses of servicemen, well, in the movies their love always seems amped up, the parting only serving to accentuate the poignancy of the relationship. Do you know that at the airport gift shop in Norfolk, Virginia (home to the biggest US naval base in the world), they actually sell little statuettes portraying couples saying their teary goodbyes? Clutching and hugging so tightly, as if they are trying to lock in the sensation of the other’s body, hoping they will still be able to feel them when they are gone. As if you want to be reminded of that most wretched and wrenching of moments! You really do feel as if your heart is being torn from your body, I know that now. But I never expected to be in that position myself.


I always thought of military wives as being incredibly tough – resilient, long-suffering and, well, sad. Because how happy can you really be in that situation? I mean, does anyone actually set out with that as a romantic goal? Does anyone clasp at their heart sighing, ‘I want to meet a man and fall so in love with him that no one else compares and then only see him a few months of the year. I want him to spend the majority of his time hanging out with a bunch of stir-crazy guys watching porn and egging him on to get throw-up drunk as they travel to war zones around the world’?


What sane woman would choose to bring that into her life?


But of course, as everyone knows, when you’re in love, all sense deserts you.


That’s how it was when I met Jonathan.


I wish I could say we washed up on the shore of some desert island, but we met in a bar, just like regular civilians do.


I was in New York for a month on a MAC exchange programme and had just spent the day at their very first store in Greenwich Village, which was a trip, as it’s nearly impossible to tell the women apart from the drag queens. A gang of us had gone out for drinks after and I was squeezed up at the bar trying to put in an order when one of my favourite songs came on. It has such a subtle, twinkly vibe I didn’t expect the muscular guy next to me to say, ‘I love this song!’ at the very same moment as me.


The fact that it was called ‘Just the Two of Us’ proved auspicious. Our friends came and went, but we stayed in that same position long after Bill Withers finished serenading us with lyrics about crystal raindrops and castles in the sky.


Aside from his shaved head, Jonathan could not have been any less the cliché of a military man. If anything, I would’ve had him pegged as some cultural ambassador, he had such an innate elegance about him. And I honestly don’t know the last time I described a man as ‘elegant’. Despite being three French martinis down, I found myself taking care with my words, wanting to match his sophistication.


When last orders was called, I didn’t think twice about inviting him back to my hotel, because he seemed such a gentleman (if not quite an officer – he was still at the training stage at this point). In fact, there was such a sense of propriety to him I wasn’t even certain that he would try to kiss me.


But he did.


And what a dam-buster that was.


You know how one person can rest their hand on you and you feel nothing and yet someone else can trace the lightest fingertip and you’re electrified? That’s how it was with him. For once, my entire body felt invited to the party. I swear my knees actually buckled.


And then, mid-embrace, he murmured, ‘How did you get to be so kind?’


Not ‘You’re hot!’ or ‘Get your coat!’ but ‘How did you get to be so kind?’


The fact that he even assigned value to such an outdated quality floored me. It mattered to me to be kind and the idea that he sensed that in me from my touch alone made me feel appreciated in a way I had never experienced before. In return he said he felt ‘safe’ with me, which apparently, coming from a Virgo, is the ultimate prize. I certainly felt in good hands myself. I remember when he met me the next day after work, he just took me in his arms and hugged me, right there in the street. And this wasn’t a ‘Hey, honey’ squeeze-and-release, but a hug that held and held and conveyed so much emotion I was almost thrown. As I stood there, enveloped by him, I remember thinking, I can feel his heart. And I don’t mean the physical thud or pitter-patter of it, but the nature of it, the pureness of it. It was almost as if, if I listened closely enough, I could hear our whispered pledge to each other: ‘I’m going to take such good care of you.’


What he actually said was, ‘I have a surprise for you,’ and then he took me to this little backstreet arts centre where they were screening a documentary about Bill Withers called Still Bill. Both the setting and the movie couldn’t have been less blockbuster multiplex and it was all the more endearing for it. Up until that night I really only knew the man’s music – ‘Lovely Day’, ‘Ain’t No Sunshine’ and so on – but it turns out he’s such a down-to-earth, wise soul. Even casual, off-the-cuff comments hit me as so profound he became my own Dalai Lama.


‘Value those who value you’ was one of my favourites.


Especially after wasting far too much energy trying to ingratiate myself with men who really weren’t that interested in the first place. If I ever got a tattoo, that’s what it would say.


Plus there were all these weird coincidences, like Bill Withers was once in the Navy himself, and his beautiful wife described him as ‘tough but sensitive’, which felt like the most perfect description of the man sat next to me.


The next day Jonathan had to return to Chicago (where he was doing his training), but before he left he said, ‘I’m going to fly you in for the weekend!’


He would make bold statements like that. I used to tease him that he got his good manners from Louisiana (where he was born) and his arrogance from Texas (where he grew up). He liked that. It tickled him. And I liked that he laughed so easily, that he could stand there looking dignified and authoritarian one minute and burst out laughing like a little kid the next. I loved how much he seemed to enjoy me. How much he wanted to please me. I’d never had that before.


So in among all this initial giddiness I never really stopped to think, Wait a minute – he’s in the Navy. Have you really thought this through? Do you know what this would mean in the long term? I was following my heart, plain and simple. And it was leading me with superhuman force to his side.


 


‘It was just the same with me,’ Marina confirms as I bring her up to speed on my situation. ‘So when did the whole Navy thing really hit home for you?’


‘It was actually that first time I visited him in Chicago. Initially things were idyllic – I’ve never seen prettier skyscrapers and with all the fluffy white snow in the air it seemed like our own fantasyland. But then, just a few hours before I was due to leave, he said, “Listen, I have to let you know how it would be for us . . .” And then he spelled it all out – basically everything you are currently despairing of with the added kicker that, of all the military services, the Navy has the highest divorce rate.’


‘Thanks for that reminder.’


I grimace. ‘Sorry.’


‘Go on.’


‘It basically felt like the nastiest thing you could say to a girl. No sooner was he done talking, I burst into tears and ran and locked myself in the bathroom. He was obviously breaking up with me – why else would he say such off-putting, scaremongering things?’ I roll my eyes. ‘It took an hour for him to convince me that it was only because he had such strong feelings and because he could see a future that he needed to let me know just what the harsh reality of that would be.’ I reach for one of the sofa cushions. ‘I still remember his words – “You’re so lovely, Stella, some part of me doesn’t even want to inflict my lifestyle on you. It seems almost cruel.” ’


Marina sighs. ‘Bless him!’


‘I found the whole thing so confusing. Obviously it was the last thing I wanted to hear – I’d only just met him and was eager to spend every waking moment with him, so why was he talking about leaving me for six months at a time? Not that any of that mattered. I was already hooked.’


Marina nods. ‘People always say, “Well, you knew what you were letting yourself in for . . .” but of course you really don’t. I mean, you understand the concept of them leaving and you missing them, but at the time all you are feeling is, Whatever it takes! I’ll do whatever it takes to be with this man!’
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