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Prologue


All those years when Ronni thought she was sick, all those years convinced that every mole was melanoma, every cough was lung cancer, every case of heartburn was an oncoming heart attack, after all those years, when the gods finally stopped taking care of her, she wasn’t scared.


What a pity, she thought after the doctor first diagnosed her. Then, when she refused to believe it, after the second, and the third, agreed, she thought again, what a pity I wasted all those years worrying about the worst. Somehow now that the worst was upon her, it was peaceful, calming, as if this was what she had always been waiting for. Now that it was here, it wasn’t scary at all.


She had got her life in order. There were many, many amends she wasn’t able to make, would never be able to make. If she hadn’t completely healed her relationship with her daughters, at least she had brought them back together; at least they would now have each other. Ronni stirs in bed and blinks at the sunlight pouring in through the window, dust circling in the glow. There is a thick layer of dust on the top of the chest of drawers at the bottom of her bed. A few months ago she would have been furious, calling for Lily, the housekeeper, to come and clean. It no longer matters.


Her legs don’t work anymore, and it’s getting increasingly hard to hold her head up. The choking when she ate made it simpler not to eat, and she no longer has the energy for the liquid smoothies Lizzy has been making. She turns her head slightly to see a full smoothie Lizzy brought up earlier today, packed with spinach for iron, almond butter for protein, coconut milk because Lizzy swears coconut is the ultimate cure-all for everything these days.


Not for Ronni. There is no cure for Ronni, no anti-inflammatory that will stop the fatigue or muscle jumping, not enough iron, minerals, or vitamins in the world that will bring sensation back to her body, allow her to lead a life comparable to the one she has led all these years.


It has been a good life, she thinks. Sixty-five years. She would have wanted longer, and before this disease took hold of her body, she passed for much younger, presumed she would go on forever. She reaches for the handheld mirror she keeps on the bedcovers, aware that she is losing this hand as well. Slowly she holds it up, just for a few seconds, to examine her face. She hasn’t had Botox for over a year. Nor fillers, nor any of the treatments that kept her looking young and firm. She had her eyes done in her forties, but now they are sunken in what is left of her face, her cheeks gaunt, her skin greying. She stares, fascinated at how different she looks, at what she has become.


It is not the way she would have chosen to go, but nor would Ronni ever have wanted to grow old. The makeup, the treatments, the wigs, the working out, the gracious, charming persona she was known for, all kept her looking young, even if she didn’t get the acting parts she once got.


Three years ago she was offered the part of a grandmother in an edgy new series on HBO. She turned it down, horrified. They told her she would be a ‘glamorous granny’; they wanted to portray ageing in a sexy, vibrant way. Ronni flounced out of the office, not saying a word, her displeasure clear. The show went on to win numerous awards. The grandmother was played by Betty White. Ronni refused to watch until last year, when season two won every award it was possible to win, then she binge-watched it. Everyone else who had seen it raved, saw instantly why it was such a hit – the clever dialogue; the edgy, astute observations; the horrible, self-absorbed, selfish characters you wanted to hate but couldn’t help but love because they were so vulnerable, their hearts so needy, and bleeding, and real. Ronni did not see any of that. What Ronni saw was a woman much older than her playing a role they had offered to her. Which meant they saw her as the same age, the same type. And she was devastated.


She booked a Thermage treatment for the next day, and a chemical peel. She made an appointment with her plastic surgeon in New York to discuss a face-lift. How dare they see her as perfect for the part of the old lady. How dare they see her as an old lady. Wasn’t sixty the new forty? She would reverse time, would ensure she continued to play evil mothers-in-law rather than eccentric elderly ladies.


The day of the appointment, she had a bad dizzy spell and spent the day in bed. She never got around to another appointment. None of which matters, she thinks now. All those years of beauty, of a wonderful figure, and all I could think was that I was never pretty enough, never slim enough, never quite good enough. What I would give to have those years back, to appreciate them more, to appreciate the life I had while I was living it.


All those years when I could have been a better wife, a better mother, a better friend. She sighs. It’s too late now. She did the best she could. And now she is ready. It isn’t quite how she wanted to do it. She had a vision of looking beautiful again, of being dressed, made-up, of falling back against the pillow with a mane of hair from one of her famous wigs. She had envisaged her daughters sitting around the bed, perhaps clasping her hands, smiling beatifically as Bach played on the iPhone speaker, as she quietly swallowed the pills she has been stockpiling before drifting seamlessly into a sleep that would last forever.


Gathering the pills was challenging. Her housekeeper removed the bottles of OxyContin and kept them downstairs. She learned to ask visitors to bring her the pills, pretending to take them, or announcing she would take them later, before hiding them away with her growing mound.


She had hoped there would be a camera in the corner, capturing this final scene in a documentary that would be made about her life, as she drifted from this one into the next.


She has left plans for her funeral, which will also be filmed. The biggest stars of stage and screen will be speaking, certainly. She has left instructions as to who she wants to eulogize her and what poems they might read. She has imagined the obituaries, the retrospectives, the huge picture of her on the screen at the Oscars, the sadness and tears from all who have known her, or loved her, or admired her movies for years.


The first part of the plan has not come together. None of her daughters will cooperate. Nell won’t speak about it, other than to say there is absolutely no way she will help her mother take her own life, then have to live with that on her conscience for the rest of hers. It is unconscionable that she would ask, says Nell. Meredith keeps bursting into tears. And Lizzy, Lizzy who is most like her, Lizzy, her darling baby girl, has refused to believe that there isn’t something that can be done. How typical of Lizzy, to believe that sheer force of will can make anything happen, including miracles.


Lizzy, who has been making her liquid smoothies packed with nutrition, who is researching cutting-edge stem-cell treatments, certain that there will soon be a cure. Her daughters have demanded more time. Give them six months, they say, to try to find something that will help. They will not let her go now.


But Ronni has reached the end. With her one good hand she reaches under the pillow where she has been quietly storing the pills.


She has enough now, to ensure she won’t wake up, throw up, swim back to consciousness. There is a small wave of regret that she isn’t going the way she had planned, surrounded by family, drifting off in a wave of forgiveness and love, but they will not let her go.


And it is time to go.




1981




Chapter 1


The director jumps out of his chair and strides over to Ronni Sunshine, clasping her arms as he gives her an extravagantly European air kiss, his lips pursing on either side of her perfectly made-up face as he kisses once, twice, three times.


‘Darling! You look more beautiful than ever!’ Andras Marko’s Eastern European accent now has an American twang, picked up in Hollywood over the last ten years. He steps back, admiring her short, tight skirt and beautifully fitted red jacket with large shoulder pads. Her hair is immaculately flicked, the black eyeliner on her striking green eyes slanting up ever so slightly at the corners, her lips full, glistening with red lip gloss, and pouty, a small smile playing on them, as her face fills with a flush of pleasure at the compliment.


‘Darling! It’s good to see you!’ Once upon a time, he had a crush on her. She knew this, used it to her advantage, even though nothing had ever happened, for she was so young, barely out of her teens; he couldn’t have taken advantage of her in that way. Instead, he was sweet to her, took her under his wing. If anyone dared to flirt with her, or try to take advantage, he was the first to jump in and set them straight.


‘It’s better to see you.’ He smiles. ‘You have grown into your beauty.’


‘Thank you, Pappy.’


The people who loved Andras called him Pappy. Ronni made sure she called him that from the beginning. It made him feel loved, helped him take even better care of her.


Her voice is still the throaty purr that she developed for her first film role, at eighteen, a voice that has subsequently become her trade-mark. That first film role, as Michael Caine’s fifth love interest, led to a series of B-movie roles, which led to her moving to Hollywood two years later.


Andras Marko directed the first movie she made after landing in her little studio bungalow in Silver Lake. He was relatively new to the game back then, but over the years produced a number of huge hits. Now he is a hot Hollywood director, with a penchant for dark, exotic actresses in their twenties.


‘It’s been a long time,’ says Andras, admiring her from head to toe. ‘What is it, ten years? Twelve, since we made that movie?’


Ronni tips her head back with a peal of laughter. ‘No, darling! It’s only been six or seven years. Time in Hollywood just feels longer.’


She has to say that. She is thirty now, but her résumé says twenty-six. Andras would know she is not twenty-six, knew her age when they made that movie together all those years ago, but he is willing to play the game they both know they are expected to play.


‘And you’re married now! With babies! I can’t believe how things change in such a short time.’


There is a quick flicker of discontent in Ronni’s eyes. It’s not that she doesn’t like being married, doesn’t appreciate her children, but this role is not the role of a young mother, but an ingénue. Reminding Andras of her role outside of the movie set is not something she wants to do.


‘Come, come.’ He takes her hand, dipping his head with a smile as he leads her through the people who have been watching her screen test, all of whom applaud as she passes. A warm glow seeps through her. This film could be huge. The rumour is that Robert Redford is up for the lead. Winning this role would catapult her onto the A-list in a way she has always dreamed. ‘Tell me,’ he says. ‘Tell me about the babies.’


‘The babies are adorable,’ she says, even though Nell is seven and Meredith is three. ‘How are your children? How old are they now? And Diana? Is she well?’


‘Pfft.’ He waves with his free hand, as they leave the room and head across the lot to his office. ‘They are all well. All driving me crazy! Come! Come! There is much we have to talk about!’


He turns to her, his eyes crinkling as he laughs, Ronni laughing with him, her excitement threatening to bubble up and spill out. It looks like she’s done it! She’s really, really done it! This time it looks like she’s landed the role of her dreams.


They walk into his office, Andras gesturing her to sit down. ‘Your test was wonderful,’ he says then, smiling a beneficent smile at her. ‘You have grown and matured as an actress, but you still have the glow of youth. I think you would be perfect for the role of Jacqueline. What do you think? Are you ready to take on something like this?’


‘Really?’ Ronni can hardly sit still, wriggling with delight as she looks into his eyes. ‘Are you saying I’ve got the part?’


‘Do you want the part?’


‘Oh, Pappy! This is the part I’ve been dreaming of all my life! This is wonderful!’


‘So you do want the part?’ He is smiling at her with a smile she doesn’t recognize from all those years ago, a smile she wouldn’t have been able to read, even if she weren’t wriggling with an excitement that failed to prepare her for what was about to happen.


‘I do.’


‘If you really want the part,’ he says, leaning back on the sofa, his voice low as he moves his legs apart, ‘all you have to do is be nice to me. Be very nice to me.’


Usually, a massage is enough to calm Ronni down. The studio sends a masseuse once a week to the house. Usually it’s on a Thursday, but Ronni calls her agent as soon as she gets home, and requests – no, demands – the masseuse come today. She drove home gritting her teeth, replaying her audition over and over.


Be nice to me. She knows, as every young actress in Hollywood knows, what that particular euphemism means. She has never done it, and she will never do it. Andras Marko can go fuck himself.


Oh, but she would have been perfect for the role. And she was certain she had got it. The screen test went as well as any screen test in her career. She could see the people in the room rapt as they watched her. She was naive, and innocent, and inhabiting the character so well, she forgot that she was Ronni Sunshine, actress and B-movie star, and thought she was a young mother whose daughter had been kidnapped. She had them. When it ended, there was that split second where she blinked, had to come back to herself, and she looked around that room, at the faces of all those people sitting in there, and she knew she had them. They believed her too.


That sleazeball Andras. When had he become a sleazeball? How had that sweet, nurturing man she worked with all those years ago become the gross, presumptuous, sleazy director who spread his legs for her today and expected her to acquiesce? Had fame and fortune corrupted him that much? Well. Clearly, it had. Ronni could name ten actresses in ten seconds who’d built their careers on the casting couch. She had never been one of them. She had never needed to be one of them.


She wasn’t about to start now. No matter how badly she wanted the part.


As she drove home, she could feel the tension building in her neck and shoulders, a headache already starting to pound. Stress. Disappointment. Fury. How dare he.


A wave of nausea hit her as she walked into the house. She ran to the bathroom, disgusted with herself for throwing up, at having such an extreme reaction to what had just happened. But she was more disgusted with him. That was when she picked up the phone and called her agent.


The massage table is set up, as it always is, in her bedroom. As soon as she lies down, she’s hopeful she will get some relief. But as the masseuse kneads her back in the darkened room, all Ronni can think about is Andras, with a fury and an upset that no amount of stroking or kneading can dissolve.


Long, exasperated sighs keep coming from her mouth. She hears the front door close downstairs and the voice of the English nanny as she shepherds Nell and Meredith in from their afternoon activities.


A thump of small footsteps comes racing up the stairs. She hears ‘Mommy? Mommy? Mommy!’ in ever-escalating shrieks until the door to her bedroom, her quiet, peaceful sanctuary, bursts open, and her two daughters tumble in and clatter over to the table.


‘Not now, girls,’ she snaps, her words harsher than intended, her head turned to the side as the masseuse pauses. ‘Mommy is busy. Go and find Iris.’


‘But I want to show you what I made in school today.’ Nell, the eldest, stands her ground, proffering artwork, as Ronni feels a surge of fury. This is her time, for God’s sake. After the day she’s had, doesn’t she deserve some time to try to feel better?


‘Not now!’ she says, even more harshly than before. Meredith, who has been standing by the door, lets out a small whimper, and both the girls run out to the safety of their nanny, who is patiently waiting for them outside their mother’s bedroom. Ronni hears the woman reminding the children she told them not to disturb their mother. But they still have to learn that when the door is closed and the massage is under way, it is never a good time.


Things are not much better at breakfast the next morning. Ronni wakes slowly. The room is still ghostly quiet and pitch-black, thanks to her satin eye mask and wax ear plugs. Robert is travelling in the Midwest until later today, which is both liberating and irritating. She likes him home, likes him being by her side, likes him taking care of her.


The girls have gone to school. The only audible noise is the faint sound of the vacuum downstairs, which means Rosa is here.


Ronni lies for a while in bed, thinking about her audition. She can’t stop thinking about it. She woke up in the early hours, still angry, only managing to fall back to sleep at around four. And now it’s past nine, and still, and all she can think about is the audition. The disgust has abated, leaving her second-guessing herself. This is a huge part, after all. Having it would propel her to superstar status. Marilyn Monroe did it all the time, was renowned for sleeping with those on high to get a part. And that was Marilyn Monroe! Who does Ronni Sunshine think she is, not doing the same thing?


But I’m married, she tells herself. I am a mother. It’s inconceivable that I would do such a thing.


She lies in bed, staring into space, the pink satin eye mask pushed up to the top of her head. This part! This movie! They could undoubtedly push her up there to the one thing she has always craved, proper movie star status. This role could change her life.


And all she had to do was . . . what? She isn’t sure. A blow job might have sufficed. Wasn’t that what his spread legs meant? And a blow job isn’t exactly infidelity, is it? If she were to give Andras a blow job – she shudders in disgust at the thought – but if she were to do it, just once, just to get the job, she could still claim to be faithful. It wouldn’t be the lowest of the low, surely.


But she can’t. Surely she can’t. Can she? She always knew she was his type, but back then he wasn’t famous enough to have dared make the move. Or perhaps she was too young. Either way, he has always cast women in his movies who look just like her: blond, petite, exotic.


Ronni reaches over to her bedside table for a handheld pearl mirror and brings it a few inches in front of her face, staring at herself.


The product of a Swedish mother and an Anglo-Jewish father, even first thing in the morning (for her), Ronni is exotic. She is exactly Andras’s type. Dark skinned like her father, petite, with her mother’s large green eyes that have the tiniest of slants, and thick blond hair, she has been destined for stardom from the moment she was born. Not the B-movie stardom she has enjoyed for the last twelve years – the kind of stardom where she will sometimes get better tables in restaurants and asked for autographs should she encounter people who may have seen her movies – but the real Hollywood superstar stardom. The kind of stardom that can generate the parting of the Red Sea.


Adoring parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles watched as she performed for them as a child, her green eyes sparkling as she sang, dipped, and twirled on a wooden box her father had made for her as an impromptu stage. They kept it behind the sofa in the living room of their pretty stucco Georgian house just off Downshire Hill in London’s leafy Hampstead.


At eighteen she got her first film part. At twenty she moved to Hollywood. At twenty-one she had an affair with Warren Beatty, which, although not entirely unusual for a beautiful young actress in Hollywood at that time, nevertheless resulted in her being featured in all the gossip columns. At twenty-two she landed the first in a number of leading roles in B movies. At twenty-three, she unexpectedly discovered she was pregnant, courtesy of a passionate but relatively new relationship with Robert Sunshine, who was beginning to make a name for himself in New York with commercial real estate deals.


He was developing a shopping mall in Los Angeles and travelled there frequently. Ronni, still climbing her way up the movie ladder, had accepted a booking to be a hostess at one of Robert’s cocktail parties. Her role was to greet and charm.


By the end of the night, it was clear that Robert was the most charmed of all. The affair went from there, and what with the pregnancy, she married him and took his name, as the gossip columnists went wild. Ronni Sunshine! Didn’t it sound like she was heading for the top? They moved into a rambling wooden contemporary nestled in Laurel Canyon that felt like a magical tree house.


Ronni hated being pregnant, felt like a giant moose. Her figure, which she had always worked so hard to maintain as a young actress embarking on a career in which looks were paramount, was transformed into something unrecognizable.


She snapped back within three months of her daughter’s birth, and soon won the part of a young housewife in a gothic horror movie that was set to be a huge hit, but didn’t do as well as anyone hoped. Most of all, Ronni.


She continued working. She was one of the lucky ones, she supposed, although it didn’t feel like it. Being a steadily working actress, occasionally being recognized, wasn’t enough. It was never enough.


The stardom she craved was always just out of her reach. Her pregnancies weren’t planned, either of them. But she believed having a successful husband, a good-looking, glamorous husband, would surely help propel her further.


Now, finally, she has a real shot at something big. A role that will put her in the major leagues. And all it will take to get it is a blow job. Perhaps she could call Andras today and ask to meet with him again, apologize for storming out in disgust. She could tell him it was her time of the month. She’ll think of something.


She thinks about him sitting on the sofa, his legs spread, an eye-brow raised, and a wave of nausea hits her just as there is a knock on the door and Rosa comes in without waiting for her to answer. Rosa does this all the time, oversteps her boundaries. If she wasn’t such a good housekeeper, Ronni always says she would have got rid of her years ago, but the house is sparkling, the children love her, and the truth is, Ronni loves her too.


‘You wanna get up?’ Rosa stands in the doorway. ‘The man is here to fix the pool and I don’t know what to tell him. Mr Robert says to talk to me, but I don’t know nothing. You wanna talk to him?’ Rosa peers at Ronni and seems to suddenly notice she is a frightening shade of grey. ‘You okay?’ she says.


Ronni jumps out of bed with her hand clapped over her mouth and races to the bathroom. She just about makes it to the toilet, where she heaves into the bowl, her stomach clenching in tight cramps, her body heaving and retching, even though nothing comes out except the tiniest bit of stomach bile.


She splashes her face with cold water, relieved the nausea has passed, then swishes water around her mouth. When she comes back into the bedroom, Rosa is still standing in the doorway, this time with her arms crossed and one eyebrow raised.


‘I’m absolutely fine,’ says Ronni. ‘Can you make sure my black dress is pressed? The one with the deep neckline? I’ll be going out in two hours.’




Chapter 2


‘Mommy! You look pretty!’


Ronni sails into the kitchen, twirling around her daughter in her long eggplant Halston dress, feeling feminine and beautiful as the little girl lets out a peal of laughter. Meredith laughs in delight as her mother circles around her, leaning down to flutter butterfly kisses along her little pudgy cheek.


‘Where are you going?’ asks Meredith.


‘Just to school for Nell’s little poetry performance,’ she says, shaking out the chiffon scarf and wrapping it around her shoulders. ‘Do I look alright?’


‘You look like the movie star you are,’ says Iris, a nanny who has lasted beyond six months, long enough to know what flattery will get her with her employer.


‘What about the stomach?’ Ronni turns to the side, showing the tiniest of swells. ‘Don’t I look enormous? Aren’t I huge?’


Iris blanches in horror. ‘You don’t look pregnant at all. But even if you did, pregnant women are beautiful. It’s what our bodies are made for. You must be proud to be pregnant, not ashamed.’


‘I am not ashamed.’ Ronni sinks into a chair at the table, unconsciously reaching out for a French fry from Meredith’s plate, only realizing the sin she is about to commit when the food is almost touching her lips. She puts it back on Meredith’s plate, wiping her fingers on the tablecloth. ‘I just don’t want people to know unless they have to know. There is still work I can do as long as I’m not showing.’


‘What about the part in that movie? With the kidnapped child? Is that your next project?’


Ronni frowns. ‘It was offered to me,’ she says, as the memory of Andras in his office flashes into her mind, ‘but I turned it down once I realized I was pregnant. The filming schedule didn’t work.’


The whole debacle was something she prefers not to think about. She went back to speak to Andras. She did what she needed to do to get the part, determined to forever put it out of her mind as soon as it was over, determined that no one would ever find out, no one would ever need to know how low she had sunk for the sake of her career. She told Andras that she was married, and happy, that this was a one-off, and he agreed, even as he was unzipping his trousers for the blow job she reluctantly gave him.


She had no idea she was pregnant at the time. They were due to start filming in six months. She would be eight months pregnant. She hadn’t even signed the contract yet when she realized her condition. She met with the studio and asked for filming to be pushed back by three months. They said they would consider it, but that afternoon a messenger showed up on the doorstep with a letter. Their offer had been rescinded. They wished her lots of luck with her pregnancy and her career.


‘There will be lots more, yes?’ says Iris. Ronni says nothing. The last thing she needs is to be comforted by the nanny.


‘Ronni?’ Robert comes into the kitchen, going straight over to Meredith and covering her with kisses as she squeals and laughs. He reaches over her shoulder to take a handful of French fries and pop them in his mouth before looking over at Ronni.


‘You look very dressed. Are you sure that’s the appropriate attire for a second grade class party?’


Ronni stares at him. She chose well, she thinks. He is the perfect complement to her, with his towering height and long legs, his dark hair and handsome, preppy looks. She chose well even though they seem to be drifting apart, even though there are times she feels they are speaking to each other from different planets, have lost what little they had in common in the first place. ‘Do you even know me? How do you think I’m supposed to dress? In Jordache jeans and Bass Weejuns? Or clogs? I’m not a suburban housewife. I’m an actress. And most of the parents at the school are in the industry, which means this isn’t about a class party, it’s about work.’


‘You know they’ll all be in jeans and sneakers, and it’s a new school for us. Are you sure you don’t want to just blend in?’ He looks at her face before backtracking. ‘If you feel good in that, who am I to tell you differently?’


Ronni stares at him before turning on her heel and walking out of the kitchen. All she needed to hear was that she looks beautiful. It doesn’t seem so much to ask. He is travelling, and distracted, and things are so different from when they first got together, when Robert treated her like his precious jewel, when he couldn’t get over how lucky he was that she had chosen him.




Chapter 3


There is a murmur around the room of parents when Ronni walks in. She has made sure they are late; she always makes sure they are late. Not too much, just enough to be able to create a bit of a stir. There are a couple of major stars who have their children in this elementary school, but none in Nell’s grade. She is the biggest celebrity here, even though her star does not appear to be rising just now.


Still, she has a face that is familiar to the people in the room. Even if you didn’t know her name, you would recognize her from a late-night movie you accidentally stumbled upon and paused to watch before flicking over until you hit The Tonight Show. She has a face you may have registered while driving past a giant poster on Sunset Boulevard. Not right in the front, but to the right. Not the lead, but in the picture.


The parents who aren’t sure murmur to the people they are standing with. Who is that? She must surely be someone, in that fabulously over-the-top dress for a classroom party. She looks like a movie star, so beautiful, with those gorgeous eyes. She’s definitely familiar, but they can’t quite place her.


‘That’s Ronni Sunshine, the actress,’ their friends murmur back. ‘You know, she was in . . . oh, what was she in? She’s been in so much. You’ve definitely seen her. Those gothic horror movies. What are they called? Oh, why can’t I think. Mommy brain! I can’t remember anything anymore.’


Ronni swishes through the crowd, casting gracious beatific smiles on the parents. Those she knows she stops to air kiss, always European-style, one on each side.


‘You look beautiful!’ everyone says, for indeed she does, pregnancy always suiting her, giving her a glow that radiates around the room. But the glow is real, quite aside from the pregnancy; she has always blossomed in the face of an effusive compliment.


The children are all huddled in a corner, excitedly whispering among themselves as the parents take their seats. Nell stands slightly off to the side, noticeable for her height – she is the tallest in the class, towering over everyone by at least four inches – and her stillness. The other children jig from side to side, unable to be still, waving to their parents, whirling around to catch the attention of a child on the other side of the group. Not Nell. Nell stands, staring into space, the only movement her lips, which, if you look very closely, are ever so slightly mouthing the words of her poem as she ensures she knows it by heart, reciting it over and over again.


The teacher gets up. Ronni and Robert settle in the front row. From there Ronni bestows her most radiant smile on the young Miss Ellison, who confessed, the first time they met at the beginning of the year, that she was an enormous fan and had seen all her movies. She even asked if she – could she – if she might – would it be possible, and please don’t think this inappropriate, but might Ronni autograph a black-and-white photograph of herself that Miss Ellison had bought some time ago?


Miss Ellison keeps looking at Ronni, who smiles encouragingly as she steps up to the small riser.


‘Welcome to all my second grade parents. We’re very excited to have you here to listen to our poetry readings. The children have all worked very hard and spent a huge amount of time practising their poems.’ She pauses for the parents to applaud, which they do, complete with a small amount of whooping from a couple of fathers in the back. ‘First up, we have Nell Sunshine.’ She turns to welcome Nell up onto the stage before leaning into the microphone again. ‘I just have to say that we are all incredibly blessed to have Nell’s mother here today, the wonderful actress Ronni Sunshine.’ She extends an arm to Ronni, before clapping and casting a glance around the room to encourage the other parents to clap too. Which they do, although it is slightly more muted than before. This is Hollywood, after all. As Ronni rightly said to her husband, half of this room are directors or soundmen or caterers for the studios. It isn’t such a big deal for them, even though it seems to be for their child’s teacher.


Miss Ellison pauses, an idea striking her at that moment. ‘Ms Sunshine, I wonder if we might ask you . . . I hope this isn’t too presumptuous, but I once heard you do the most wonderful recital of a poem on a radio show. I think it might have been by Roald Dahl? I’m just wondering whether you might still know it? Whether you might give us all an enormous treat by introducing today’s performance with that poem? If you remember it . . .’


She trails off, stepping back with a big smile, for Ronni has already stood up, gliding to the step, lifting her long skirts to climb up, taking the microphone with assumed humility and a smile that seems embarrassed, as the room applauds again.


‘I’m so embarrassed,’ Ronni starts, with a laugh and her signature throaty purr, and everyone sits up. They recognize that voice! That deep English accent! Now they know who she is!


‘I didn’t expect to be performing today, and I haven’t rehearsed at all. Goodness, I’m not even sure I can remember that poem. It was Spike Milligan, I believe. Does this sound familiar?’ She turns to Miss Ellison and recites the first line.


Miss Ellison nods dreamily, enthusiastically, as Ronni turns back to the microphone, playing up to the crowd, flinging her scarf off, delighting in performing in front of a live audience, delighting in the laughter she hears, in the rapt attention of a room full of people who all love her! They all seem to love her!


All eyes are on her. She is mesmerizing. No one notices the tall blond child standing next to the step. They do not see her lips stop moving, nor the way she looks at the floor. Even if they had noticed before how nervous she was, they do not now realize that she no longer cares about stepping up to perform. No one, least of all Ronni, notices what is so clear on her face: that she knows she could never be as good as her mother, and that her day is now destroyed.
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Chapter 4


The bell rings as a sea of bodies emerges from classrooms, teenagers swarming through the wide corridors and shouting to each other as the tide moves towards the exit doors.


Outside they go, great big football-playing boys throwing balled-up papers to friends and cheering when their misses are caught; studious kids keeping their heads down, making their way to the line of yellow buses waiting to drop them all off at the ends of their streets.


When Nell is with Emily, they sit together, near the back. On days like today, when Emily has an appointment with the orthodontist and was an early pickup, Nell sits by herself, towards the front of the bus, plugging in her father’s old Sony Walkman so she doesn’t have to engage with the rest of the kids.


The irony is, despite her expectations – and fears – there is much she loves about her new school and living in Connecticut. When her father’s real estate company merged with another, bigger, company, in New York, and he announced they were moving to the East Coast, she was the only one who didn’t want to leave Los Angeles. Leaving meant starting a new school for her senior year of high school. Not that she had a fantastic social life or tons of friends – Nell has always been something of a loner. But it was her life; it was the only life she knew.


Meredith, who always seems to go with the flow, seemed perfectly happy to make the move, although even if she wasn’t, she wasn’t likely to complain. If her parents were happy, Meredith was happy.


And Lizzy was positively thrilled! A whole new school to charm! New friends! An entire new coast to conquer! She is only ten, but she is a natural charmer, and change has always been exciting for her.


The only one who struggled with the decision was Nell.


They settled on the town of Westport, Connecticut. It was an easy commute into the city for her father, and the town had the famous Westport Country Playhouse, not to mention Paul Newman and Joanne Woodward. As soon as her mother heard that, her mind was made up. They stopped trawling around the towns in Westchester and Dutchess Counties in New York. If it was good enough for Paul and Joanne, it was good enough for Ronni Sunshine. She refused even to think about looking anywhere else after that.


Her parents found a majestic Colonial on a private street opposite Longshore, the town’s country club. The neighbourhood was near the beach and filled with kids on bikes and skateboards. Apparently they were all going to be blissfully happy.


Before the move, Nell had looked at all the pictures of the house, pictures of the room that was going to be hers, the description of the town, but she hadn’t been able to get excited. She was leaving behind her best friend, Sandy, and she wasn’t good at making new friends. She had been so lonely before she and Sandy had found each other, and she couldn’t bear the thought of going back to that loneliness again.


Thank God for Emily Sussman. Small, petite, and interesting looking, Emily walked up to Nell on her first day, curious about the new girl she had spotted on the bus that morning. She introduced herself, and invited Nell back to her house after school to do homework.


Emily lived a few streets down from Nell, in an old yellow house on a little island that you could access only by foot, walking over a small wooden bridge. There were no cars on the island, but a parking lot just before. Residents pulled their groceries to the houses on small wooden wagons.


‘This is so cool!’ breathed Nell, walking along the pretty path, feeling like she was back in California, water everywhere she looked. Emily’s mom was in the kitchen when they arrived. She had a platter of chocolate chip cookies on the counter that were warm and chewy, just out of the oven. They ate them while they drank tall glasses of ice-cold milk, and it struck Nell, that day, looking out of the window at the sun glinting off the waters of Long Island Sound, that this might be the best day of her life.


Emily was so relaxed and curious and at ease in her own skin, it helped Nell feel at ease in hers. Her house was funky and cosy and cool, sitting right on the sand, with magnificent views of the water, and little beach cottages sitting in the distance.


And her mom! Her mom who was a real mom! Who’d baked fresh chocolate chip cookies even though she didn’t know Emily was bringing a friend over, who poured them milk and came to sit with them at the table and talked to them, really talked to them, about their day, and how they felt about life, and did Nell find it overwhelming to be new here, in such a big school, surrounded by people she didn’t know. After that, the joke was that Nell had moved in with Emily, in the little yellow house that was only supposed to be a summer rental, until Mr and Mrs Sussman got divorced and Mrs Sussman had ended up staying, so delighted by the sun rising over the water outside her window every morning that she knew she’d found her new home.


Emily and Nell became inseparable almost overnight. Emily helped Nell fall in love with Westport. Growing up in Los Angeles with a father who travelled so much and an actress mother who lived for the adoration of her fans, Nell had no idea what a normal suburban childhood was like.


Discovering Westport, and Emily Sussman, was a revelatory experience for Nell. Not only did she learn what a normal childhood could be but she could experience one at Emily’s side. In Nell’s eyes, Mrs Sussman was a perfect mother, with her giant wooden-sided station wagon parked in the parking lot at the end of Compo Mill Cove; and the way she cooked for her daughter and whatever other friends might be around (usually just Nell, but sometimes Claire and Jennifer D., and even Jennifer R. and Jennifer S.); and the way she stopped what she was doing to give Emily a ride, or pick her up, or both. You could talk to Mrs Sussman about anything, unlike her own mother, who was far too busy going to auditions, or getting her beauty sleep, or rehearsing for another role, to talk to her daughters about anything ever. This was the Leave It to Beaver mother, and Nell had always believed shed only been imagined by Hollywood writers. Now Nell knew such a mother existed in the real world, and she knew this was the kind of mother she wished she had.


Indeed, Nell trusted Mrs. Sussman and Emily so much that she had told them – and no one else – about how she felt when she had first seen Lewis Calder. He was the tallest boy in the school, towering above everyone at six foot five. She had seen him gliding through the corridors with his uncharacteristically short hairdo, and thought he was so handsome he looked like he belonged in the pages of Seventeen magazine. He was, she confessed, probably the most handsome boy in the world.


Mrs Sussman worked on Fieldstone Farm over in Easton. It was part-time, so she could be home every day by the time Emily got out of school. She ran the barn, which incorporated a farm stand where they sold fresh produce and pies made by local cooks using that same produce. Everyone within a ten-mile radius came to them for their apple and rhubarb pie, pear caramel pie, and cinnamon peach tart.


Nell and Emily would go up to Fieldstone after school sometimes and help out. Nell fell in love with the farm the first time she went. It was only twenty minutes away from Westport, but it felt like another world. It was peaceful and quiet, and when she was there Nell felt as if she had stepped into the deepest, darkest countryside.


She loved working there, whether it was helping Mrs Sussman out at the farm stand and ringing up the cash register, or cleaning out the chicken coop. This is what I want, she would think to herself as chickens were pecking at her red-painted toenails in flip-flops. This is what I’m going to have when I’m an adult.


Now Nell sits on the bus without Emily, her headphones on, the Rolling Stones, Neil Young, and the Grateful Dead playing on the cassette that sits inside her Walkman, when she finds herself looking at a giant pair of legs. She looks up to see Lewis Calder, who slides in next to her, giving her the faintest of nods.


And she is so thrilled she thinks she might throw up. ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘Aren’t we in math together?’


‘I think so,’ she says, although there is no doubt they are in math together. She lives for math class, the highlight of her day, knowing that Lewis Calder always sits in front of her, slightly to the right, where she can gaze upon him throughout the class, with no one seeing, no one knowing. At least she thought no one had noticed her.


Nell’s hair is blond, long, and straight. It falls on either side of her face from a perfect centre parting. If she pulls it forward, it acts like a curtain. She can gaze out from behind the waterfall of hair, with no one seeing what she is gazing at, namely, Lewis Calder.


Every day for the past seven months has been high-lighted by a glimpse of Lewis Calder in math. But it’s never enough. Each time she leaves a class, she unconsciously scans the corridor for his head, high above the sea of people beneath him. He doesn’t notice her, doesn’t seem to look at anyone as he walks from class to class, lost in some other world.


Emily has known Lewis all her life. She has told Nell that he is quiet, not particularly sociable. He rows, she says, at the new rowing club by the railway station. He’s the only kid in school she knows who is rowing there, but, has heard he’s good, good enough that he goes to the rowing association every day after school, good enough that even though they don’t yet have a proper junior programme, there is already talk that the University of Washington has been in touch and talked about recruiting him for crew.


He was in a pack of boys through elementary and middle school, Emily says. Was popular and well liked. But his friends have gone on to be football and lacrosse players, and they’re loud, boisterous, and rowdy. They like to party. Lewis Calder is fixated on rowing, on being the best at his sport that he can possibly be, so those friendships have drifted away over the years.


‘You’re Nell, right?’ says Lewis Calder, pulling his own Walkman out of his backpack. ‘What are you listening to?’


He looks her over as she hands him her headphones, her heart pounding. She can’t believe hes sitting next to her, can’t believe hes so casually chatting with her. She wishes she could find the words to answer him, but in lieu of finding the words, silently offering her headphones to him will have to do.


He puts the headphones on, a slow smile spreading over his face as he nods his head along with the music. He looks at Nell, still smiling. ‘Nice.’ He takes the headphones off and hands them back. ‘You don’t look like a Deadhead.’


‘I’m definitely not a Deadhead,’ says Nell. ‘Just someone who appreciates great music.’


‘What else is on that tape?’


‘The Rolling Stones. Neil Young. It’s just a mix. What are you listening to?’


Lewis Calder reaches out and puts his own headphones on Nell’s head as she flushes a bright red, not looking at him until he presses play and she hears the sounds of Neil Young’s ‘Cinnamon Girl’. She looks at him, delighted.


‘Nice. I expected Nirvana.’


‘Oh yeah? Well, I expected Janet Jackson on yours.’


Nell grimaces. ‘You don’t even know me. What would make you think I like Janet Jackson?’


‘An assumption. That I’m very relieved to find out is wrong. So what’s your story, Nell Sunshine?’


Nell just stares at him. How does he know her last name? When did he notice her? What does this mean? If he knows her last name, surely he has noticed her, even though she has never seen him so much as glance at her, even though she has never seen him so much as glance at anyone.


‘How do you know my name?’


‘You just told me you were Nell. I guess I’ve been paying attention.’


Nell laughs. ‘You’re not paying attention. I’ve seen you walking through the corridors. You’re always staring straight ahead.’


‘That’s because I’m freakishly tall, which means everyone’s always staring at me, and I don’t know what to do with my face when I make eye contact. It’s easier to look straight ahead.’


‘Do you actually feel freakishly tall?’ Lewis Calder shrugs and nods.


‘I kind of feel freakishly tall too. Although people don’t stare.’


‘What are you, five-ten?’


‘And a half. It’s pretty freakishly tall in this town. Most of the girls in school are tiny.’


‘You hang out with Emily Sussman, right? She is tiny.’


‘She is. So how’s crew?’


He smiles. ‘You know I row?’


‘I hear things,’ she says, astonished to find she is relaxed, and chatting, and it is easy, and nice. He’s nice. For the past few months she has had a huge, mad crush on him and has built him into some sort of demigod, with otherworldly qualities that would mean he would never have a normal, human conversation with someone like her.


In her fantasies, and there had been many, she dreamed of something exactly like this happening, except in her dreams the conversation wouldn’t be as prosaic as this one, and he wouldn’t be looking at her now with an amused twinkle in his eyes. But she did always imagine him with a large smile on his face, like he has now, and she dreamed their conversation would be this easy, and there would be maybe . . . maybe . . . maybe . . . just a hint of flirtation, like there is now. Is there? This all is so far and beyond her wildest hopes she can’t quite believe it is actually happening.


‘You should try it,’ he says. ‘They’re starting a women’s team, and you’d be good. You’re tall and strong. You have the perfect physique for a rower.’


He’s noticed my physique, thinks Nell. He has noticed me! ‘Maybe I’ll come along.’


‘What are you doing today?’ he says. ‘I’m going to the boathouse now. You could come too. I’ll show you around. Maybe you could try it out.’


Nell turns to look out of the window, making sure he can’t see that she is so happy there are tears in her eyes. ‘Sure,’ she says nonchalantly.


‘We could get off the bus before it turns down Compo and walk. How does that sound? You okay with that?’


‘That sounds great,’ she says, grinning like a lunatic as she looks out of the window and issues a silent prayer of thanks for Emily having her orthodontist appointment today.


Nell stands on the banks of the Saugatuck River and watches Lewis Calder glide past her in his boat, eight boys sweeping the oars on water so smooth it is a pane of glass. Her breath catches in her throat. She has never seen anything so beautiful. She sits on the bank of the river, feeling the same sense of peace she feels at the farm in Easton.


When Lewis gets off the boat, he comes straight over to her with a grin. He gives her a tour of the boathouse, introduces her to Coach Mangan. The coach asks about her interest in rowing and takes her to an ergometer and demonstrates how to row. He explains that she should keep her arms loose and relaxed, that all the strength comes from her legs. Lewis stands silently by, watching her as she tries it on the machine.


‘We could use more young people here,’ says one of the other coaches. ‘You should come back. You’re the perfect build for a rower.’


‘Maybe I will,’ she says, her legs slightly shaky.


‘Do you want to get an ice cream at the market?’ Lewis says. ‘You can call your mom and have her pick you up from there.’


Nell hesitates. Her mom is not the kind of mom who will drop everything, indeed drop anything, to come pick her up. The likelihood is her mom isn’t even home. She’s now starring in the new summer play at the Westport Country Playhouse, which means she’s probably in rehearsals all day.


‘I can walk home,’ she says. ‘It’s not far.’


‘Okay. I’ll walk you home,’ says Lewis, picking up his backpack and slinging it over a shoulder. ‘How’s that?’




Chapter 5


Nell walks into the house, high as a kite, with plans to give rowing a try tomorrow. Which means more Lewis Calder. Shes practically dizzy with the turn her life has taken. It doesn’t even feel real yet. She pauses just inside the front door, trying to gauge the temperature of the house. She does this a lot; they all do this a lot, pause just inside the front door to try to sniff out their mother’s mood, try to figure out who they need to be.


Lizzy is the only one who seems not to care, but perhaps it is because she is so young. No. Nell cared, even at ten. Nell always cared. She always knew to remove herself when her mother was in a bad mood. Meredith, on the other hand, would always try to make her mother feel better at such times.


Sometimes Nell can smell her mother’s state of mind as soon as she walks in. Other times she has to tiptoe around, waiting to see the expression on her mother’s face. Meredith has described it as a veil.


Nell agrees that when her mother is in one of her moods, it is as if a veil of darkness has fallen over her.


Today Nell can’t tell what’s going on. The house seems unusually quiet. She puts down her backpack and goes into the kitchen. Neither of the other girls are there, which is always a bad sign. When their mother is in a good mood, they are all in the kitchen, doing homework at the table. Sometimes their mother is even there, cooking one of the few dishes she is able to make. Or she is with them, perched on a stool at the island as they all split a packet of Jaffa Cakes, which their grandmother sends over on a regular basis.


There is a tiny office off the kitchen. Now Nell can hear noises from the room, knows her mother is in there, and in a bad mood. She turns to leave, but it’s too late. She has been heard.


‘Nell?’


‘Hi, Mom.’ Nell affects nonchalance. ‘I have a ton of homework. I’m going to go up to my room.’


Her mother appears in the doorway, invisibly veiled. ‘Where have you been?’ Her voice is flat, as it always is when she is in a fragile state. Nell freezes. She just wants to get away as quickly as possible, but she knows if she leaves too abruptly even that might trigger her mother.


‘The new rowing club. I just went to check it out.’


‘Oh. How was it?’ Her mother comes into the kitchen now. ‘Do you want something to eat?’


‘I’m fine,’ Nell says. ‘It was great. I might try it.’


‘How do you have the time? Between school and working on the farm, how on earth are you going to fit in rowing?’


‘I don’t have to do it competitively,’ Nell says. ‘I just thought it would be fun.’


‘How much is it?’


‘I don’t know anything about it. I just went to see it with a friend from school. Mom, I really have a lot of work . . .’ She stops as a loud crash comes from upstairs.


‘What the—?’ Her mother runs up the stairs, Nell following behind. As they reach the master bedroom, an overwhelming stench of Calvin Klein’s Obsession engulfs them. Her mother’s perfume. And on the floor, on hands and knees gathering up broken glass, a stricken look on her face, is Meredith.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ demands their mother.


‘I’m really sorry.’ Meredith is so frantically trying to pick up the mess that she hasn’t noticed she has already cut her fingers on the glass and blood is now dripping on the floor, mixing with the pools of musky perfume.


‘Stop touching the glass!’ shouts their mother. ‘What happened?’ Meredith looks down at the floor. Her cheeks are a glittery bronze, her eyes lined in black.


‘Have you been using my makeup?’ Their mother has expressly forbidden them to use her makeup, to touch her things, even to come into her bedroom unless they are invited. The only one who gets away with creeping into this bedroom is Lizzy, but here is Meredith, a chubby thirteen-year-old who has never been interested in clothes, hair, or makeup, standing before them all, made-up and bleeding.


‘What have I told you about using my things?’ says their mother, fury rising.


Nell wants to say something, to tell her mother to leave Meredith alone, that it was an accident. But experience has taught her that her mother is unable to hear when she is in this space, that she can feel nothing but her own rising tide of fury.


‘How dare you,’ she spits out, as Meredith stands still, looking down at the floor, her face bright red.


Nell knows how this will go. Her mother needs to get a reaction, needs to see Meredith cry. She knows she can make Meredith cry, and sometimes Nell thinks her mother somehow thrives on controlling that reaction. She’s often thought that is perhaps why Lizzy is never the victim of their mother’s worst furies. Lizzy won’t cry; Lizzy doesn’t care when her mother is upset. She just ignores her. As a result, nine times out of ten if Lizzy does something wrong, their mother will turn and start taking it out on Meredith or Nell.


‘How dare you use my new bronzer! You look ridiculous, Meredith. Get it off. Who do you think you are? You look like a cheap hooker. You think the boys will start noticing you if you wear makeup? You’ll need to do a lot more than put on makeup. Losing thirty pounds would help for starters. Look at you. You’re enormous.’


Nell inhales sharply, willing Meredith to cry, for crying will end it. She is relieved when she hears Meredith take a great inhale of breath and then dissolve into loud, gasping sobs. It is exactly what their mother needed.


‘Get out and get Estella to clean this up. Just get out.’ Meredith runs out in tears, and Nell follows her to her room.


‘I hate her!’ Meredith says as soon as they get in the bedroom, bumping her desk as she tears into the room, knocking a pile of pen-and-ink sketches to the floor. She throws herself on the bed, crying into the pillow. ‘I hate her, I hate her, I hate her!’


The door opens and they both look up, terrified their mother has followed them for some reason. But it is Lizzy.


‘Get out!’ screams Meredith, throwing the pillow at her. ‘Get out of here.’


‘What did I do?’ says Lizzy. ‘It’s not my fault you got caught and she’s in one of her moods.’


‘How would you know? You’re never, ever the target,’ says Nell. ‘You get away with everything. We’re left to deal with her craziness.’


‘It’s not my fault I’m the baby.’ Lizzy shrugs. ‘Plus, if you didn’t let it bother you, she wouldn’t do it.’


‘Just fuck off,’ Nell says, staring down Lizzy until she backs out of the room and closes the door. Nell knows Lizzy might be able to ignore her mother’s rants, but she won’t stand up to her big sister’s anger. She turns to Meredith. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I knew she was in a mood when I saw her in the kitchen. I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to warn you.’


‘I really do hate her,’ says Meredith, her pillow now streaked with shimmery bronze. ‘I’m so jealous you’re a senior. I can’t wait to leave home and get away.’


‘Me too.’ Nell climbs on the bed and sits with her back against the wall. And she realizes that as much as she likes this town, and her new school, and Emily and Mrs Sussman, and Lewis, it is true. She can’t wait to get out of this house. ‘A few more months and I will never live in this house again. I wish it was tomorrow.’


Meredith nods, reaching down and opening the door of her bedside table, burrowing around until she pulls out a huge bag of York Peppermint Patties.


‘Want some?’ she says to Nell, who shakes her head.
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