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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



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

 



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

www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



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


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


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


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


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



 



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

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Lucy Broadbent:1. Unlike the heroine of my novel, who moved to LA from Britain in order to marry for money, I moved there thirteen years ago in order to work for it - as a journalist.

2. I’ve lunched with more celebrities than most agents (though I doubt they’d remember me), and on more than one occasion I’ve been the last to get the interview before the star died. Really, it was nothing I said.

3. In my pre-Hollywood days, I was travel editor of Hello! magazine - and once (because I’m too fond of chocolate to be able to do it again) climbed Mount Kilimanjaro.

4. My life’s ambition is to fit into the clothes hanging in my wardrobe.

5. I live in West Hollywood and wake every morning with three men in my bed - my husband, who’s meant to be there - and our two boys, who are not.






In homage to William Makepeace Thackery, 
whose social commentary of nineteenth-century 
Britain would not be out of place in 
twenty-first-century Los Angeles.
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‘A woman with fair opportunities and without a positive hump may marry whom she likes.’

William Makepeace Thackeray

 




I don’t know what inspired me to say it, really. Except that cracking jokes in times of extreme terror is what the Brits always do. ‘Think I’ll catch the next one,’ says the Brit who’s just avoided death at the bus stop during the July bombings. A Brit will be looking at death head on, and still find time to crack a joke. It’s what we do. It’s what British soldiers do as they go into battle. It’s what my mother did in a rare moment of clarity as the nurses prepared her for surgery for a brain aneurism, not long before she died. ‘If you wouldn’t mind putting a brain with a memory back in, I’d be so grateful,’ she’d quipped. ‘That would be such a useful addition.’

Anyway, I now know that American immigration officials, and in particular those at Los Angeles International Airport, are several punchlines short of a joke book. And no matter how terrifying that immigration hall is - especially if you haven’t got a visa and you’re promising that you’re here for a holiday and not to work - this is not the place for badinage. All I said was turn to  page sixty-three of my passport for my full criminal history. I didn’t expect the silly old duffer to start looking for it. My passport doesn’t even have a page sixty-three. I was just bored of staring at the follicularly challenged patch at the top of the official’s head as he laboured over my forms. And I really thought I’d get those lips, spread so thinly beneath the moustache that they looked like a couple of worms, to break into some kind of smile. A smirk. A grimace. Anything that might suggest a human within. Unfortunately, this official turns out to be robot man himself, who marches me to his supervisor, also clearly made of so much metal you’d have thought she’d have been rusting in certain parts, into a special office full of other robots, whom I then had to convince of no criminal past.

Two hours later, though, I’m through and finally on an American sidewalk outside Arrivals. The heat hits me - I’d call it more a recipe for roast pork than weather. But I breathe it in - exhaust fumes, pollution and all. Finally I’m here, and hailing a yellow Checker Cab like I’ve been doing it all my life. Unfortunately, you don’t hail cabs outside the airport in LA. You have to wait in line for one. Someone told me eventually, after twenty or more had passed me by.

Los Angeles is not a beautiful city. From the air it’s spectacular in terms of its size. It’s like a giant exposed electronic circuit board with miles and miles of gridded streets that go on for ever, broken only by some great looming hills shaped like a sleeping drunk with a huge beer belly in the middle of it all. But spectacular is not the same as beautiful. It is a well-known fact that the city sprawls for over 2,500 square miles, criss-crossed  by thousands of miles of freeway. Rather like a twenty-stone woman, it’s hard to have those kinds of gargantuan statistics and still look like a cover model. From a yellow Checker Cab window, the city didn’t look much prettier either. We drove past rows of suburban bungalows, concrete mini-malls, and buildings that looked like they ought to be the back of something grand and stylish except they weren’t - the bland, boring boxes were as good as it got. And giant billboards advertising cars that could make you a social success, but leave you a financial cripple, and underwear promising to make you thin, but crippled in other ways.

The sun sets, making everything pink, but not pretty. Nothing could soften the concrete. It doesn’t matter - I’m not here for the view. In fact, a sidewalk covered in garbage cans, litter and homeless people is perfect. You see, I’ve carried something with me all the way from Surrey that I particularly want to find a special place for. Somewhere really grubby and especially squalid - some traffic lights outside a McDonald’s is perfect. Inside my bag, I have a Bible. It’s a cheap one, with a picture of Jesus with his disciples at the Last Supper on the cover. It was a parting gift from the convent and had been thrust into my hands as I got on the train at Guildford. Inside, the head had written, ‘Remember that you never walk alone. The Lord always walks with you.’ I throw it out of the window and the Bible bounces into the gutter, pages flapping helplessly, where someone has generously left a puddle of vomit. It feels fabulously good. More comforting than chocolate, better than sex, better even than a night at the movies. Now I can move on. A new me, a new life. Oh, and I suppose a new  lipstick because I realise too late that I must have thrown the old one out with the Bible by mistake.

By the time I reach Beverly Hills, it’s nearly dark. The house is up in the hills - much classier than the streets below. There are leafy trees and fancy gates hiding gazillion-dollar mansions. The taxi driver points at one of them and tells me Britney Spears lives there.

‘Zees is the trailer-trash section,’ he says, guffawing through a thick Russian accent. ‘You been here before?’

I tell him no sharply, because I can’t be bothered to make conversation, not to mention I’m feeling ever so slightly car sick. There are a lot of bends in these tiny winding lanes. The taxi pulls up at number 1043. There are some elaborate iron gates, through which I can see a drive leading up past bushes and lawns to the house. The house looks Spanish, and is covered in purple bougainvillaea. I get out here - I could use the fresh air - and tip the driver a dollar. He looks at me as if I’d just murdered his grandchildren.

‘Sorry, mate, it’s all I’ve got,’ I tell him. He slams my door shut and the car squeals off, sending up a cloud of dust. I press the buzzer on the intercom.

‘Who is it?’ asks a male voice.

‘It’s Isabella Spires. Your new nanny,’ I reply, sounding as posh as the Queen.

The gate buzzes open.

 



Americans like British nannies. I don’t know why. My theory is they like us in the same way they like designer-named clothes. If you pay more for it, and it comes with a fancy name, then it’s got to be better. It goes with having the Mercedes SUV, the Prada bag, the Jimmy  Choo heels. They also think that the accent is something to trust. You can be robbing them blind, but if you’re British you’re someone to take care of their car keys, their wallet, their private sex tapes, their gun collection, their children, their trust fund, their dog. All the big Hollywood stars want British nannies. If you’re British, you’re down to earth and full of common sense - or at least they think you are, and compared to the kind of people you find in the hills - the Hollywood hills, that is - we are.

I saw the ad for a British nanny in The Lady back in England. I’d thought it might be some kind of juicy porn magazine when I’d picked it up in the corridor outside the Mother Superior’s office - perhaps it was something she’d confiscated. I was waiting for at least an hour so I had plenty of time to peruse the pages. The ad was in the back, among the classifieds for holiday rentals and hair restoration treatments. The Lady, it turns out, isn’t saucy at all. It’s all about royalty and what to wear to Ascot. The ad asked specifically for a British nanny who wouldn’t mind living in California. Wouldn’t mind? I couldn’t get on the phone fast enough. It was a British telephone number, but a broad Texan accent answered.

‘Hi,’ it cooed. ‘You’re interested in the jaaab? Grrreat . . .’

The female owner of the voice rolled her r’s so much, she sounded like the tiger in the Frosties TV commercial. I could hear her inhaling deeply on a cigarette.

‘How soon can you get here, honey?’

Candice Shawe was that keen to meet me. She was in England, staying at The Dorchester. The suite had reeked of perfume - sweet, and so pungent I’ll swear I  saw the plants on the balcony heaving over to one side. My mother would have said it smelt like a tart’s boudoir. But then she’d have called Candice a tart. She didn’t like Americans - and she hated women who were flashy with their jewellery and overlavish with their make-up. ‘That woman looks like a bloody Christmas tree,’ I could hear her saying inside my head.

In fact, Candice Shawe was perfectly all right. She was all smiles and dental perfection - a sort of Sharon Stone lookalike, if you know what I mean. Mid-thirties probably, trying to look twenties. Lots of blond highlights woven through a tousled bob, plucked eyebrows and the taut look of plastic surgery. You could tell she was from Hollywood just by the way she was groomed. Even back then I could see it. You see, Hollywood Woman is different from other women. She looks like she’s just thrown everything on and doesn’t give a damn. That’s the fashion. She might have three closets of designer clothes, but she always dresses down in a uniform of torn jeans, T-shirts and flip-flops, so on first impressions it’s easy to mistake her for the cleaning lady.

Fortunately, the cleaning ladies at The Dorchester are better dressed than this, so there was no mistake. But you’ve got to look closely at Hollywood Woman to really distinguish her. Because beneath the T-shirt the arm muscles are toned - sculpted so carefully, you know there’s serious effort at the gym behind them. Look at the toenails - Hollywood Woman would no more go out without a pedicure than go naked. Check the hairdo - the highlights on that just-got-out-of-bed look are expensive. And of course there’s the plastic surgery.  Subtle, but you know it’s there because why else would plastic surgeons in Hollywood warn pregnant mothers to avoid Botox before birth, telling them that they’ve found that expressionless mothers lead to expressionless babies?

So there we were - expressionless Candice with her French-manicured toes and me, all chirpy chat and enthusiasm, stuffed into the navy-blue polyester Marks & Spencer suit I’d saved for months to buy. She seemed relaxed as we sipped tea, brought up on a trolley by room service, and she told me about her husband, their three children and their iddy-biddy ten-bedroom mansion. I liked that she was so casual. Her accent slurred and slurried along like a lazy river. And she puffed away on Marlboro Lights, jangling the gold bracelets on her wrist and flashing the whopping great diamond rings she’d crammed on to her fingers. She asked about my family, and I told her, leaving out the fact that they were all dead. Also my experience with kids, leaving out that I didn’t have any. And she seemed happy. Didn’t even ask for references.

I didn’t really think I’d get away with it. But there was something between us that clicked, some strange connection that I couldn’t really put my finger on. Anyway, perhaps she was feeling generous. Perhaps she liked the way I talked about routine and discipline in children’s lives - I’d picked that line up off some programme on the telly. And come on, how hard can looking after kids be? But she said she liked to trust her instincts when it came to hiring staff and she liked me.

[image: 008]

It’s dark by the time I climb the long flight of stairs up to the house, hauling my suitcase behind me. There’s a wonderful smell of flowers everywhere - jasmine, I learn later, which only lets off its scent after dark. The stairs open out on to a terracotta patio with a lit-up, turquoise swimming pool alongside. There’s a stone fountain in the corner, fancy garden umbrellas, loungers, potted plants, flowering bushes, and a view to warrant some expletives not suitable for children. But no one to meet me.

I call ‘Hello’ through some open French doors leading into the house. Mrs Shawe had promised she’d be back here before me to meet me herself. Inside the French doors is a living room which must have been nearly three times the size of the dormitory I’d shared back at the convent. There’s a giant unlit fireplace, some dark paintings I can’t really see, more sofas than a hotel lobby and not much light, except from down a corridor where I can hear the laughter of a TV show.

I call again. Nothing. So I wander in and I’m about halfway down the corridor when I meet one of the servants. I assume he must be a servant because his jeans are ripped, the T-shirt has something nasty down the front, and the hair - what little there is - is all over the place. Remember, I was new to Hollywood.

‘How do you do? I’m Isabella. I’m here to meet Mr and Mrs Shawe.’ I tell him I’ve left my bag outside. ‘You don’t mind fetching it in for me, do you?’ I say grandly because I’d like them to think I’m used to servants.

‘And I’m Stephen,’ he says, smirking. ‘Stephen Shawe. But call me Stephen. How ya doing?’ And he shakes my hand heartily.

Okay. Find me a rock and I’ll crawl under it.

‘I’ll get your bag in, don’t you worry,’ he reassures me. ‘Cute accent, by the way.’

It seems like an odd place to be making introductions - not to mention cramped. Stephen is practically the width of the corridor. About five foot nothing, and rotund as a Christmas bauble. It doesn’t look like he’s ever been handsome, and now he’s in his fifties I don’t suppose he ever will. Think Danny DeVito and you’ve got him in a nutshell. Hollywood Man clearly doesn’t have to put in hours at the gym to keep up appearances like Hollywood Woman. Stephen seems momentarily unsure of himself. I’m not sure whether he’s going to lead me back to where he’s just come from, or if I should turn round to get the bag. So for a while we both stand there like a couple of stunned mullet. I clearly wasn’t what he’d expected.

‘My wife usually deals with the domestic stuff,’ he says, by way of explanation. And then adds almost as an afterthought, ‘I guess I thought you’d be older.’

‘I can do a walking stick, but you have to pay extra for that,’ I joke. ‘Besides, inside every older woman is a younger woman, just wondering what the hell happened.’

He laughs. Best impersonation of a donkey I’ve ever heard.

I ask where Mrs Shawe is. And the smile vanishes faster than a streetwalker on parole. I can’t work out if he’s embarrassed or angry, but a dark expression spreads over his face. Mrs Shawe is not in, he tells me.

‘She doesn’t live here any more,’ he growls.

I say, ‘Oh’ in a matter-of-fact, never mind, she must  have just nipped out to the shops sort of way, because I wouldn’t want him to think I was about to pry into his drama. But there must have been one - I met her only last week.

He leads me eventually to a small room, to meet the kids. In a house this big, with a living room the size of an aircraft hangar, it strikes me as weird that they should all cram themselves into the smallest room to watch telly. But what do I know?

There are three of them. Craig is surprisingly tall. Who knew eight year olds could be so big? A mass of freckles spreads across his nose, a pair of piercing blue eyes peek out beneath a blond fringe that needs cutting and there’s a defiant jaw. He looks like he’s going to be handsome. He’s hunched up in a bean bag on the floor, arms folded across his body, determined not to take his eyes off the TV. Marcie is six. Long mousy hair scooped into two pigtails, blue eyes that sparkle with mischief and a cheeky smile revealing big gaps where her front teeth should be. ‘Look, I lost a tooth,’ she tells me excitedly. ‘The tooth fairy left me ten dollars.’ She delves into the pocket of her dress to show me a ten-dollar bill, and I tell her to keep it safe. Logan is two. A platinum blond, with soft cherubic curls, ivory skin and hands that I discover are sticky as he presents me with a toy truck.

‘Craig, could you take your eyes off the TV and say hi to Jessica please,’ Stephen growls at his eldest.

Without moving his eyes from Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?, he mutters, ‘Hi.’

‘Actually, it’s Isabella,’ I say. ‘But you can call me Bella. Everyone does.’

‘Bella, then,’ Stephen says gruffly and wanders into the kitchen. The toddler follows him, so I sit down on the sofa next to Marcie.

‘So what are you watching?’ I say.

‘Sssh,’ says Marcie. ‘This is the exciting bit.’

Stephen returns with a beer for himself and collapses into an armchair. ‘How was your flight?’ he asks.

Actually, it was exciting and terrifying all at the same time. I’d loved every minute, staring out of the window, looking at the clouds and promising myself a future. But it was the first flight I had ever taken in my whole life. Not that I am going to let Stephen know that. The sky is a great place for ambition, I’d discovered. You can look at the limitless horizons and there you are on top of the world, queen of the heap, mistress of all you survey, and the world is yours to conquer.

‘It was fine,’ I tell Stephen. But he’s not listening anyway. He’s been sucked into the telly too. So now I’m on the other side of the world, in someone else’s living room, watching the screen with another family who can’t be bothered to talk to me. Fortunately, if there’s one thing I’m good at after years of foster homes, it’s this. Only difference - I’m being paid for it now. Ha, ha, ha.
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No one uses the word orphan any more. Not to your face anyway. They talk about orphans in Africa, or Kurdistan, or other faraway places. Or in the distant past, like in Charles Dickens’ novels and Anne of Green Gables. But not in modern day Britain. In Britain, you’re a disadvantaged child or a child in public care, or a child suitable for fostering or adoption. It’s like the big white elephant in the living room - too awkward to call what it is.

I’d have preferred to have been orphaned when I was younger - maybe when I was five. It’s never a good time to be orphaned, but that would have been better. Old enough to remember something of Mum and Dad, but young enough for the memories to be hazy. The trouble with being orphaned at thirteen is its vividness. It’s too much like looking back on a soap opera. There aren’t enough blurred lines. Psychologists say that children who lose parents when they’re toddlers or infants feel a sense of absence rather than loss. Because they never really knew their mum and dad, they don’t have that same sense of being torn away from them. Adolescents, on the other hand, have the worst time because it’s such an intense time of change in their lives,  and to have no parent to guide them through it means chaos. I know all this because over the years I’ve had more bereavement counselling than most kids have had school holidays.

Our life wasn’t really like a soap opera. Too normal for that. Too middle class. Our house was in the suburbs of Surrey. Three bedrooms, curtains at the windows, tidy hedges, that sort of thing. I had bunk beds in my room, in case I had friends to stay, and orange curtains with flowers on them. There were bookshelves all over the house, all covered in books and CDs. Mum loved opera and there wasn’t a book about opera that she didn’t own. She’d wanted to be an opera singer once - and might have been one, except she’d fallen in love with Dad while she was at music college and abandoned her dreams when they got married. She became pregnant with me shortly after. All that remained of her career after I was born was a grand piano in our living room, where she’d trill and warble over the keys.

My mother was very beautiful. Of course all little girls think their mothers are beautiful. But mine really was. I have a couple of photos of her and I sometimes look at her now and still wonder how anyone could be so flawless. Her face was mapped out in perfect angles: high cheekbones, a refined nose, a gracious jawline. Her eyes were big, brown and deep set, and she had the kind of smile that I remember disarmed people. Her mum had died when she was very young - cancer, I think. I can’t really remember. She used to tell me stories about my family all the time, but I never listened - seemed boring then but now I wish I’d paid attention.

My parents loved the arts and creativity. ‘There’s nothing more important,’ Dad would say, on his way to our garage, which had been converted into a studio where he used to paint. He’d be in there for hours, poring over his oils and brushes, stretching canvases over frames. I don’t think he ever sold a single painting. Not that he tried very hard. He occasionally had them hanging in a couple of cafés for a while, but they didn’t really stand out. He painted more for himself than for anyone . . . and for me. It was always what I got for Christmas - another painting from Dad that I had to look chuffed about. My bedroom walls were covered in wobbly sea views and overly colourful pastoral scenes.

I remember bursting into tears one Christmas because I’d pinned all my hopes on a talking doll that I’d seen advertised on the telly. I’d been convinced that’s what Mum and Dad would give me. Instead I got a blank canvas, personally stretched across a wooden frame by Dad, a set of oil paints in a neat wooden box with a handle, a tube of real hair paint brushes, and a little easel and collapsible stool that folded away into next to nothing, and could be carried over the shoulder.

‘But I wanted the talking doll,’ I’d howled, almost knocking the Christmas tree over in my haste to storm up to my bedroom. I can still remember the disappointment.

‘But darling, you’d be bored with that doll in an instant,’ my father had said soothingly to me in my bedroom, as he tried to coax me down. ‘And look, you’ve already got a doll, which you never play with.’

‘That’s because she doesn’t talk,’ I’d pointed out.

‘But painting is so much fun,’ he’d carried on. ‘I  thought you’d like your own paints, and we can go on painting expeditions together. I thought we could sit out in the fields together and paint views. Wouldn’t that be nice? Just you and me?’

I’d conceded that it would be. I loved nothing more than spending time with Dad, no matter what we did.

‘And can we take a picnic?’ I’d asked, forgetting about the doll.

‘Of course we can, sweetheart. We’ll have our own creative day out.’

I never felt I missed out by not having a brother or sister. I don’t even know if Mum and Dad wanted to have more children. I often wonder if they did. I was good at amusing myself. Our garden had a paved path where I’d ride my bike up and down, up and down, past flower beds filled with roses. Mum loved gardening and taught me the names of all the flowers. And I used to make endless fairy houses out of leaves underneath the laurel bushes at the bottom of the garden. It was a marvellous way to make money, because almost every time I ever made one, I’d find a coin there the next morning. There were stories and picnics, trips to the toyshop, art exhibitions and zoos. Dad was always home before I got tucked up in bed at night, and every day I’d go to a private school with a purple uniform and grey felt hat.

Mum was in the bath when it happened. Her brain went pop. That’s how she described it anyway when I saw her in the hospital. She was having a nice hot bath, cup of tea balanced by the plugs like it always was, Daily Telegraph lined up carefully on the bath mat. Dad’s at work, I’m at school. And something goes ‘ping’ inside  her head. So she gets out of the bath, because she thinks that’s sensible, and lies down on the bath mat and the Daily Telegraph. After a few minutes she starts to worry that if she’s going to faint or pass out, someone might find her naked, so she gets up, puts on her dressing gown, hops into bed and phones her friend Sheila who lives next door.

‘Sheila, my brain’s just gone pop. What do you think it could mean?’ she asks, as casual as if she were asking how long to bake a Victoria sponge.

‘Oh, I don’t know. Hang on, I’ll ask Bernard,’ says Sheila, equally casual, like she’s about to look up the answer in one of her recipe books.

She shouts out of the window to Bernard, who’s pruning his roses in the garden. ‘Lily says her brain’s just gone pop. Do you think it’s anything to worry about?’

As it happens, Bernard is a dentist taking the morning off. And as it happens, he thinks it is. ‘Sounds like an aneurism,’ he says straight away. ‘Better call an ambulance.’ So they do. But they’re not worried, because it was only a little pop, and neither of them knows what an aneurism is. And anyway, it can’t be too awful because the ambulance takes ages to arrive. Plenty of time to pack a make-up bag. Mum never went anywhere without her make-up bag and a Max Factor lipstick. And some spare nighties. And what about some of those duty-free ciggies? Do they let you smoke in hospital? Better pack them anyway.

By the time I get to the hospital, she’s incoherent. She’s talking about measuring the cat, dancing with teacups, climbing the fridge. Dad had come to get me  from school and brought me straight to the ward at the Royal Surrey Hospital.

An aneurism is when there is a weakness in an artery leading into your brain and its wall bursts open. That was the pop she heard. Then the blood seeps everywhere except to the place where it ought to go in your brain, and within a few hours you’re sailing in and out of sanity. The surgery is straightforward enough - the surgeon simply plugs up the hole. If it’s successful, you carry on as normal. If it’s not, you’re either dead or a vegetable for the rest of your life. The problem is, it’s major brain surgery - and that’s serious.

They moved Mum to a different hospital in Oxford once they’d diagnosed the problem, where we were told they had the best brain surgeons in the world. While we waited for the operation, she issued orders. There were quite a few moments where she was the mum I knew in between the spells of gibberish - always funny. It was like there wasn’t anything wrong with her at all. ‘You’re not to leave me a vegetable,’ she whispered to my dad in one of those moments. ‘I don’t want to be a vegetable. This can leave you a cabbage, you know? I don’t want be a cabbage for the rest of my life.’ Then she smiled and added as a humorous afterthought, demonstrating just how scared she must have been: ‘A string bean wouldn’t be so bad. At least string beans are thin.’

The surgeons had clearly filled her in on every detail. ‘I’ve got important things to tell you,’ she told my dad. ‘My jewellery is hidden in the pockets of my dressing gown, the one in the cupboard in the spare room. It’s all for Isabella. Don’t go and throw the damn dressing gown out with all the jewels still in there, will  you?’ She winked at me. ‘And the prescription for Isabella’s cortisone cream needs renewing in case any of her rashes come back. The washing machine repair man is coming next Monday. Some time between eleven and three. You’ve got to be there to let him in. And you’d better cancel the bridge social. Tell them I’ll be right as rain for the meeting next month. There’re pork chops in the fridge for supper.’ She stopped to think of what else was on her list.

We told her she was going to be fine. That she was going to be back home in time to let the washing machine man in herself. And I really thought she would be.
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I nearly die when Stephen shows me round the house the next day. I think, ‘What am I getting myself into? What am I doing?’ I mean, the house is the size of Guildford station. It’s a maze, with door after door leading off this giant hall where there’s a chandelier so major that I shouldn’t think even Buckingham Palace could match it. The kitchen is enormous - hell, there must be five-star restaurants with smaller ones. The bedrooms - all ten of them - each have a dressing room attached that would count as a living room anywhere else. And the garden goes on for ever with tennis courts, jacuzzis and even a three-bedroom guest house. Honestly, it’s all I can do not to fall over my jaw.

Mrs Shawe had hired an interior decorator, Stephen tells me as we sail past sofas that no one ever seemed to sit on and chintzy curtains everywhere. The family had moved into the Beverly Hills Hotel for three months while it was all being done. He’s not sure why the house had had to be redecorated - he thinks maybe Candice had been bored. Says he’s a family man. Loves his kids. And as well as the three he has with Candice, there’s a grown-up son from a previous marriage, called Jamie.

‘I have three wives,’ he says so matter-of-factly that I think I must have looked shocked. ‘It’s just that I sleep with only one of them. Your job is to look after my children like you’re their mother. Pearl’s job is to run the home.’

I’m just wondering if he’s forgotten that the wife with sleeping duties doesn’t appear to be around any more when he leads me through his office - vast, with one entire wall covered with trophies and awards, and noticeably void of paper - into a smaller room where there’s plenty and Pearl is making lunch reservations into a headset telephone. Pearl is his personal assistant at home. He’s got another at his office in town.

‘Hi,’ she says, looking up from papers on her desk. ‘Welcome to the States. Mrs Shawe said you’d show up this week. How’s your room?’

My room is luxury such as I’ve never experienced. It has a four-poster bed which last night had swallowed me up in a sea of feather duvets and pillows, a carpet so thick my feet had sunk into the shag-like sand, a balcony overlooking palm trees, my own computer, TV, sofa and bathroom. It was everything I’d imagine the finest suite in a five-star hotel would be.

‘It’s fine,’ I say, trying to sound like I sleep in rooms like that all the time.

Pearl smiles - the kind that says she knows I don’t, but she’s not going to let on. She has an air of efficiency about her, almond-shaped eyes that look me over carefully and a mouth that’s the most perfect cupid bow. Her hair is dark, cut short into a neat bob, with a long fringe that hides her eyebrows. She dresses very hip - none of your starchy secretarial gear. Leather moccasin  boots, bare tanned and shapely legs, miniskirt and a taut, sleeveless T-shirt that I’ll bet didn’t come from Woolworths. I guess that she’s just a bit older than me - early twenties maybe - and very pretty, in a Mia Farrow, Winona Ryder sort of way.

Everyone in real life looks like a movie star if you look closely enough. Ever tried it? It’s true. There’s always a famous face that looks a little bit like everyone you know. Only thing is, you’ve got to have seen enough movies to know all the stars. I like the movies. Love them. Even the bad ones, even the ones with Kevin Costner drowning in a sea of bad lines in Waterworld, even Elizabeth Berkley drowning in a sea of bad taste and sequins in Showgirls, even the Little Mermaid drowning in sap. Bad lines don’t bother me. Just as long as I’m transported away from being hunched up on someone else’s sofa in someone else’s house in front of their crappy telly. Ever since Mum died, I’ve watched movies. That’s what I do. You could say it’s my area of expertise. But just because I like the movies doesn’t mean I want to be in them - all that paparazzi attention and overexposure. Frankly, there are easier ways of getting rich.

Stephen leaves me in Pearl’s office to have my duties explained to me and we both watch him waddle away. My duties, it seems, aren’t going to leave me much time to kick back in my gorgeous room. I have to get all the kids up in the morning, transport the older ones to school, the younger one to playgroup, oversee naptimes, mealtimes, homework, playdates, bathtime and bed. Craig has to be taken to soccer practice, piano lessons and a child psychologist. Marcie has ballet practice,  singing lessons and a lot of friends. And Logan needs to be watched constantly - he has an oral fixation, Pearl warns me. Everything goes in his mouth: old cigarette stubs, bits of Lego, berries from the garden.

‘I will be able to be paid in cash?’ I say to Pearl, once she’s rattled off her list in her soft, rolling Californian accent. I’m a bit nervous about asking. But Candice hadn’t been able to organise me a visa in time. She promised she would if things worked out. Until then, I was here on holiday, working illegally.

‘Sure, no problem,’ Pearl says, without even asking why. Then, after considering for a few seconds, she looks kindly at me and adds: ‘Need an advance?’

‘An advance?’

‘Yeah, dummy, something to tide you over till pay day.’ She’s smiling, and while I’m still wondering what the catch is, she’s reaching for a petty cash box from a drawer in her desk. She hands me three crisp hundred-dollar bills.

‘Can’t be easy when you’ve just arrived from overseas,’ she says gently, slamming the box shut again.

I like this girl.

‘Well, so far it’s been just fine,’ I say, and stick the bills down the front of my bra. ‘Thanks.’

Then she hands me a mobile phone and the keys to a car that she tells me is going to be mine. I try hard to not look like I’ve just won the pools.

‘It’s a blue BMW SUV,’ she says, watching my face with what I can see is growing curiosity. ‘It’s parked in the garage.’

‘An SUV,’ I repeat, as casual as possible. ‘Right.’

‘It stands for sports utility vehicle.’ She’s smirking.

‘Ah.’

I can see she’s enjoying this. She has the look of a benign headmistress giving out school trophies.

‘You can drive, can’t you?’ she asks.

‘I can,’ I say with quiet personal triumph. But never having owned a car, I haven’t had much practice. I’m not letting her know that, though. ‘Yeah, I used to do a lot of driving back in Guildford. I was in and out of town all the time. Used to drive a Vauxhall Cavalier.’ It was the first car name that came into my head.

‘What’s that?’ she asks. ‘Don’t think we have those here.’

‘Oh, it’s very fancy. Very high end.’

‘Cool,’ she says and smiles that smile again, which I suspect means she doesn’t believe me, but she’s not going to call me on it. She begins riffling through some papers on her desk.

‘So, do you live here too?’ I ask eventually. Seems like Pearl might be good to make a friend of.

She laughs. ‘What, in this hornets’ nest? With that monster?’ She points in the direction of Stephen’s office. ‘I live a few blocks down the road. I’d go crazy if I lived here.’ She laughs again. It’s a laugh that doesn’t betray any malice. I’m about to ask her why when she finds the papers she’s looking for. ‘Come on, we’ve got a lot of paperwork to get though here,’ she says, resuming an efficient air.

Among it all is a confidentiality agreement, promising I will never divulge details of the family’s private life to the press. All the staff at the house have to sign one - five gardeners, one housekeeper, three cleaners, a maintenance man, a window cleaner, Pearl and yours  truly. Turns out Stephen is an agent - runs the biggest talent agency in town.

 



Craig is in hysterics when I take up my duties in the afternoon. There’s been a temporary nanny in during the day while I find my feet, a Hispanic lady who rolls her eyes to the ceiling and waves her hands flamboyantly in a ‘What can you do?’ kind of gesture as she departs. This could be harder than I thought.

We’re all in what I’d have called a nursery, but they call their den. It’s like a living room for the kids, with their own flat-screen telly on the wall, a computer, and books and toys everywhere, and each of them has their own room leading off it. Marcie has Craig’s Bionicle, a one-eyed robot-like creature that wields death-dealing plastic discs in one claw, which Craig had built himself from a kit. Marcie has dressed it in a pink feather boa and lined it up alongside her dolls for a tea party. Craig, of course, has dozens of these things on the shelves in his bedroom, but objects to the less-than-masculine touch his sister has given to this one. And the abuse is terrifying. The word tantrum doesn’t do justice to the behaviour we’re witnessing. Marcie, however, is used to it and carries on pouring tea like the Queen ignoring a bomb going off somewhere in the palace.

I ask Marcie to give it back to him. She won’t. Craig hurls a book at her. It misses but hits the Cinderella Princess doll in the eye. Now there are tears from Marcie. Then out of the corner of my eye I catch sight of the two year old, who has climbed on to a desk and is trying to reach a toy car balanced on a pile of books on a shelf. I race over just as the books cascade on his head,  knocking him to the floor. More tears. I’m feeling like Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music, but without the songs, good humour or, frankly, the expertise, when in walks Stephen.

‘Glad you’ve got things under control,’ he says to me when everyone’s calm and we’ve both worked like demons to soothe tears and tantrums. But he doesn’t look cross.

‘Piece of cake,’ I say. ‘Such quiet and easy children.’

Note to self: Buy some childcare books.

 



When the kids are finally in bed, I find Pearl in the vast hallway with its overhead chandelier and flower arrangement that must have taken a small tropical jungle to grow. She’s searching through her bag for car keys.

‘You look tired. Going home?’ I say cheerily.

‘Yeah, finally,’ she sighs.

‘Want a wind-down drink?’

I didn’t think she’d go for it. I imagined she’d have better things to do than hang out with me. But she says she’s at a loose end this evening and leaps at the offer. And I’m pleased. I need a guide to the Shawes, to LA, and to life in this new universe. Pearl could be useful - not to mention being easily the friendliest face I’ve found here yet. She says there is a hotel bar not far away. Maria, the housekeeper, will keep an eye out for the kids. ‘Better change,’ she warns me, eyeing up the black knee-length skirt, sensible shoes and rather grubby white shirt I’m wearing. I race to slip on jeans, heels and a clean shirt, tuck one of those crisp green banknotes into my pocket, and then we climb into her open-top  jeep and head off into the warm night air. It’s glorious.

Sunset Boulevard is buzzing. Nightclubs and restaurants are spewing out crowds and loud music. There are bright lights everywhere, billboards the size of skyrises and, even at 10 p.m., traffic jams. The whole town feels like one big party. The pavements are packed with revellers, and the cars send out deep thumping beats. Pearl’s good company - she points out the café where Annie Hall was filmed, the hotel where John Belushi died, and the nightclub that Johnny Depp once owned, and we decide that even though he’s getting on a bit he’s still the sexiest man on screen. We pass the Sunset Tower where The Player was filmed, and the Beverly Hills Hotel where Elizabeth Taylor always used to stay. Suddenly all the movies I’ve ever watched are coming to life. Pearl seems to watch a lot of movies too. I tell her how much I love them and instantly we’re comparing notes.

‘All time favourite film?’ I ask her.

She doesn’t hesitate. ‘Doctor Zhivago.’

‘The David Lean version?’

‘Of course.’

‘Panned by the critics, but won several Oscars in 1965,’ I tell her. She seems impressed. ‘What others?’

‘The English Patient . . .’

‘Directed by Anthony Minghella. Won nine Oscars in 1996, including Best Picture. Ralph Fiennes as Count Ladislaus de Almásy. I love Ralph Fiennes, don’t you?’ She nods. ‘What else?’

‘The African Queen.’

‘Humphrey Bogart’s only Oscar.’

‘An Affair to Remember.’

‘Bit of a romantic, aren’t you?’

‘Bit of a movie guide, aren’t you?’

We laugh together. By the time we pull up outside a stark white hotel, where a crowd is spilling off the pavement, we’re reciting Al Pacino lines and promising ourselves a trip to the cinema.

Pearl doesn’t even bother to park her car. Just pulls up, hands the keys over to a Hispanic type who comes dashing out to greet her and waltzes off without a second thought. I do my best to look like I do this all the time and follow. It’s extraordinary. She doesn’t bother to join the queue of people waiting to get in either. Just marches straight up to the bouncers guarding a velvet rope. Doesn’t say hi. I don’t think she even smiles. The rope simply opens up for us. It’s like being a deity walking on water - we just stroll right on in.

Some fancy bar this is. And some fancy clientele. All of them look like they’ve just scraped themselves off the pages of Vogue, the women baring serious amounts of flesh and belly button jewellery and the men, barrel-loads of attitude. Pearl orders us Martinis at the bar and we go out on to a deck, where there’s a sub-lit pool, a view of the city below and large double beds on which to lounge. It’s a scene. Everyone’s checking out everyone else. Even the waitresses are beautiful, dressed in bikini tops and sarongs. There’s techno music pounding and a huge crowd by the bar. Pearl steers me to a lounger beneath an outdoor heater.

‘That’s a good thing you’ve got going with the bouncers,’ I say, gawping at the crowd, absorbing it all. ‘Can anyone do that or is it some special perfume you wear?’

Pearl just shrugs her shoulders. The waitress brings the drinks, and I absent-mindedly clink my glass against hers, unable to tear my eyes away from the show going on around me.

‘Hold on there. You gotta look me in the eye when you clink glasses with me,’ she tells me sternly. I turn to see her grinning. ‘Don’t you know it’s seven years’ bad sex if you don’t look each other in the eye?’

We laugh. But now I’m wondering what I’m meant to do with the olive that’s floating in my drink, pierced by a small plastic sword. A half of lager seems so much simpler.

‘Anyone you fancy?’ I say, as I see her scanning the crowd, like she’s looking for someone. She doesn’t answer. ‘Me, I’d go for the bloke in the suit at the end of the bar.’

I’ve got her this time. She lets out a whoop of laughter. ‘He’s the hotel manager. He’s there to get you a table in the restaurant. You can’t fall for him. Don’t you know anything?’

‘Me? I don’t even know what to do with this,’ I say, pointing at the olive. ‘Back home we eat our vegetables with the Sunday roast, not in our drinks.’

She chuckles. A bloke comes over, whom Pearl kisses in a brush-off kind of way, like he’s a nuisance. Then she introduces him to me.

‘Isabella Spires this is Adam Sisskind. Adam Sisskind this is Isabella Spires. Isabella’s working at the Shawes’.’

Adam’s short, looks a bit like Tom Cruise with glasses. He’s a man who is almost handsome, but just misses the mark. His eyes are just a wee bit too close together; his chin isn’t quite prominent enough. I’ve  found out since that he also smokes a lot and stutters sometimes. But you can tell straight away he’s keen on Pearl. He’s got that mushy kind of look about him, and won’t take his eyes off her. But he’s wasting his time. Pearl’s gaze is still all over the bar. Adam says there’s a party at someone’s place, why don’t we all go? But Pearl tells him not tonight.
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