
[image: Cover for the If Looks Could Kill]


About the Author

Katherine Blake is a pseudonym for Karen Ball, an author who has written over twenty-five children’s books and was a Bookseller Rising Star thanks to her publishing consultancy, Speckled Pen. She regularly appears on podcasts, including The Bestseller Experiment and SJ Bennett’s Prepublished. She lives in London and runs a biweekly newsletter filled with fun news, book reviews, and regular updates about her miniature schnauzer.




Readers love If Looks Could Kill

‘You’ll love the strong, feisty and fabulous Loretta Darling’

‘A great book to lift you out of a bad mood’

‘It’s the time of the anti-hero, and this book has one for the ages’

‘Filled with venomous revenge, naked ambition and a good dose of feminist triumph’

‘Poignant, powerful and thought provoking’

‘This book was a real page turner’

‘Loretta Darling is a daring figure’

‘A fabulous debut novel that I can wholeheartedly recommend’

‘Had me laughing out loud!’

‘A solid plot that kept me guessing’




Katherine Blake



IF LOOKS COULD KILL

[image: Penguin Random House]




To Ella





‘Everything in the world is about sex, except sex. Sex is about power.’

Oscar Wilde






Part One
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Jimmie patted down his pockets, then froze, glaring at me. ‘You!’

‘Me?’

‘You stole my passport, you little bitch. Give it back!’

Frankly, I couldn’t believe it had taken Jimmie this long to notice. We’d already collected our luggage, thankfully deemed unsuspicious by the customs officers who’d sailed out to meet the liner and go through our belongings onboard.

A passing woman in a fur stole threw us a stony glance.

‘Darling, the other passengers are staring,’ I said from behind a frozen smile. ‘Let’s not make a scene.’

‘Don’t you darling me! Where is it?’ He pulled me to one side and I stumbled, still wobbly from the ocean crossing.

‘Get your hands off me.’

Reluctantly, he let go. From over his shoulder, I could see a liner steward watching. I wondered how many marital arguments he’d witnessed in his time. Only, me and Jimmie weren’t married.

I’d first bumped into him at Morecambe’s Winter Gardens. Albert Modley and the Sandow Sisters were playing. He was leaning against the wall as though he was in some sort of funk, but I went over and asked him to buy me a drink. Some men like that – cheek. It made them think that I was naughty, which I am, and that meant they’d hope I’d sleep with them, which I wouldn’t.

‘What’s got you in such a bad mood, anyway?’ I asked, sipping my Coca-Cola through a straw.

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ he said, hands sulking in his pockets.

‘Oh, come on. Try me.’ I’d already noticed that he had an American accent and I was curious. Teeth like a row of condemned houses, which seemed odd for a Yank, but still.

‘I’m having problems with your guys in Liverpool.’

‘My guys?’

‘Customs.’

‘Oh.’ I took him in then, good and proper. The wide lapels, the thin moustache and greased-back hair. Clichés are usually there for a reason.

‘You’re a spiv,’ I said over the music.

He glanced around. ‘Keep your voice down!’

I couldn’t help laughing. Didn’t have the heart to break it to Jimmie that one look at his dodgy suit and anyone could see exactly what he was.

‘What do you deal in?’ I asked.

‘Stockings.’ Pointedly, he glanced at my bare legs. ‘Maybe you’ve heard of them?’

A thought prickled my skin. ‘So, what’s the problem with our men in Liverpool? They suspicious?’

Jimmie took a long drink of his beer and nodded. My thought was joined by a few more thoughts, and quickly became a plan.

‘You know what you need?’ I said. He stared, clearly confused. ‘A mule.’

‘Hey, what did you say your name was?’

‘Margaret.’

He frowned again. ‘I don’t get you, lady.’

‘Listen.’ I took a last, noisy suck on my straw and indicated for another Coca-Cola. Jimmie would be paying. ‘What you need is a nice little wife to travel with you.’ Surely, that had to be better than fake bottoms in suitcases. ‘A cover. The veneer of respectability.’ I’d already checked out his ring finger. ‘Now, you already have one, I know, but … we can pretend that I’m your wife.’

He swallowed hard. ‘She’s dead.’

‘Oh.’ I smiled. ‘Even better.’

His eyes widened. ‘How can my dead wife be a good thing?’

I spoke even quicker then. ‘I simply mean that she won’t get annoyed at someone else travelling under her name. What was her name?’

‘Loretta.’

I liked it.

‘It’s a good plan, don’t you think?’ I coaxed.

He looked me up and down. ‘Are all the girls in this town like you?’

I grinned. ‘Oh no. There’s only one of me.’

‘Thank God.’ He adjusted the collar of his shirt.

It took a little more persuading, but after a while Jimmie saw my point – for me to come out with him as part of his black-market smuggling, travelling under the dual passport he shared with his dead wife. If anyone stopped him, why shouldn’t his missus want a bunch of stockings?

That had been the plan I’d first shared with Jimmie. The plan that had been perfect for both of us. My plan. But I had to look after myself. My dreams were too important to risk losing and, right now as we stood by the exit gate, that passport was hidden inside my unmentionables.

‘Anyone could have taken your passport!’ I pointed out, trying not to wriggle with the booklet’s corner jutting into my derrière.

‘It never left our cabin.’ His hand twitched like he wanted to slap me – I knew the signs – so I was pretty glad of that nosy steward keeping an eye on us. If you’re going to blackmail someone, it’s best to do it out in public. I let out a sigh, as though tired of this little game, when really I was enjoying it immensely.

‘Listen, as it happens, I do have your passport and—’

‘You!’

‘You really must stop saying that, Jimmie. It’s becoming boring.’

‘After everything I’ve done for—’

‘For me?’ I finished for him. ‘What do you want? An award for a young woman joining you in a gig that could see her end up in jail?’

His mouth dropped open. ‘Are you for real?’

I allowed myself to laugh. ‘You’d better believe it, brother!’

He drew his chin in. ‘Is that your attempt at an American accent?’

‘No good?’ I asked, reverting to my northern vowels.

‘Lousy.’

‘See, Jimmie? Even in a situation like this, you can still have a joke with me.’ I patted him on the arm. ‘You really are one in a million.’

He shook his head slowly. ‘You’re stealing from me! Is there anything you won’t do?’

‘Oh, shush,’ I said. ‘I’m not stealing; I’ve just been looking after it for you.’ Before he could say anything else, I pushed on. ‘Now, listen. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to take me with you all the way to California.’ That’s the address he had in his passport; it had been the greatest stroke of luck.

‘But I don’t need to! The stockings are here!’ He glanced around and lowered his voice at the sight of a port patrol officer stationed at the gate. ‘We just hang around a couple of days and then get the next liner back to Liverpool. That’s what we agreed.’

‘I know, but I’ve changed my mind,’ I explained patiently. ‘I want to go to Hollywood and you’re going to take me there. Once you’ve safely deposited me, you’ll get your passport back.’

‘What is it with women changing their minds all the time?’ He shook his head mournfully. ‘I’ll miss my contact for the stockings.’

‘I don’t give a flying flip about the stockings, Jimmie, and I won’t be coming back with you. Do you understand? You’re taking me to Hollywood and leaving me there. If you do all that, you get your passport back.’

‘Why don’t I just give you the money to get there by yourself?’

‘Because I haven’t a clue how to go about that, and I need someone to help.’ I wasn’t totally deluded. A twenty-year-old northern lass on her own in America with barely any money and no friends? That was asking for trouble.

Besides, I still needed time to nick whatever else he had on him. ‘Just get me safely there and then you never have to see me again.’

‘You are the most despicable human being I have ever met. You know that?’

‘Thank you!’ I said brightly. ‘Now, shall we crack on?’ The crowds had faded away, already through passport control and out into the streets of New York City. ‘I just need to nip to the bathroom.’ I looked around and spotted a public convenience. ‘Back in a mo!’

I went to dig the passport out of my undercrackers and had a quick piss while I was there. As I washed my hands, I looked at myself in the small bathroom mirror above the sink. I felt jubilant. No, more than that – victorious.

‘You’re Loretta now,’ I told myself. ‘And welcome to your brand-new flipping life.’
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We’d been travelling for six days straight when we arrived in Hollywood. It was 23 May 1950 – no one and nothing will ever make me forget that date. From that day on, I’d never have to see Jimmie again. Thank goodness. Travelling with someone who hated me had been … a trial.

But now, we’d arrived. I’d never been so exhilarated in my life. As I climbed down from the train, I couldn’t help gawping. The station platform was a thrill, buzzing with people in sharp suits and nipped-in dresses. The segregated cars and what I’d learnt to call ‘jerkwater’ towns of our journey faded away like a bad memory and I suddenly no longer cared that I’d been wearing the same dress for nearly a week.

Jimmie and I stood opposite each other as I held out a hand. ‘Pleasure doing business with you.’

He ignored my gesture. ‘Where is it?’ he spat.

I sighed and knelt beside my beauty case; I’d given up on the whole knickers thing, not wanting the passport to totally disintegrate. Before I could even get back to my feet, he snatched it from me, tucking it away inside his breast pocket.

‘If I ever see you again, you’d better run fast.’

‘Hollywood’s a small town.’ I had no idea what size it was.

‘Exactly. And you’d better hope you see me first.’

As he stalked away, I called an ironic fond farewell after him, which prompted him to raise two hostile fingers. I laughed and gave him one back as he disappeared inside a taxi.

So much for goodbyes. I wondered how long it would take him to realize that I’d liberated him of one of the larger dollar notes in his wallet. Well, when I say one, I meant two. Three, actually.

I followed the other travellers out onto the pavement. Correction: sidewalk. It was just like in the news reels that played before the main feature, back in Morecambe’s Odeon cinema. I’d sat in the dark there so many times with Enid, the two of us soaking up all the glamour and me secretly dreaming of being there one day. Palm trees swayed in a soft, warm breeze. There were hills to the north, etched in tones of blue and grey. The day’s warmth seeped into my tired bones and I hung around for a bit, picking through leaflets in the station foyer, spending a few precious cents on a bottle of Coca-Cola, which came with its own straw. It was strange, but I was almost reluctant to start on the next part of the adventure. I didn’t want to be disappointed; I couldn’t bear it if Hollywood ended up being tired and dull, rather than the most glamorous town in the whole world. I hadn’t come this far to be let down. Eventually, though, I had to get going. The station master was starting to watch me.

I stepped back out onto the sidewalk, but with no idea which way to head. I didn’t want to stand there for too long, with my mouth hung open and a virtual sign around my neck saying, ‘Please take all my worldly goods’.

I spotted a sign for Sunset Boulevard. As good a place to start as any. Ignoring the pinch of my shoes, I headed off with a confident stride that was as fake as the line on the ‘nylons’ Ma used to draw during the war. It struck me that I might have been the only person in the world ever to have walked into Hollywood, but that long, straight road unfurled ahead of me like an invitation, punctuated with flag posts that reached up to the sky, posters advertising Schlitz Beer or Wallichs Music City. There was the scent of lemons that drifted from groves that dotted the sidewalks. I am in California and there are actual lemon trees! Was I dreaming?

I caught sight of myself in a department-store window. You made it. You’re here! My spirits soared. I shouldn’t have worried. It was clear that Hollywood was not going to disappoint me at all. I wanted to break out into a run, or grab someone and hug them, but this wasn’t Meet Me in St. Louis and I didn’t fancy getting arrested quite yet.

This place was like nothing I’d ever seen before! Everything was so new. And big. New and big. Billboards towered over me. Even the occasional church had clearly been thrown up in a heartbeat, built like a vast concrete monument to the importance of size, palm trees studded around the grounds.

And the sidewalks! People swarmed out of nowhere and everywhere, like extras filling a scene. Buoyed up, I went into a drug store and bought a postcard and stamp to scribble a message back home, leaning on top of a mailbox:

My dearest Enid (That would have given her a laugh.)

Arrived by motor car to Beverly Hills. It couldn’t be better! (A lie.)

Having fun! (Another lie.) The trees are so tall and the sky is really blue and it’s so warm. I should have left my cardigans at home for you.

I wish you were here to see all this. I miss you so much. I’ll write again when I’m more settled.

Lots of love, Margaret xxx



Hesitating, I added a final PS.

Forgive me.


I licked the stamp and turned over the postcard to gaze at the picture – rows of cars on the Hollywood freeway. Four whole lanes! How a simple trip out to the beach didn’t end up in mass carnage, I had no idea. I noticed a woman with a baby strolling past. She looked friendly enough.

‘Hello!’ I called out to her. ‘Do you know any rooms to rent?’

Without a word, she quickened her pace. Nearby, a man was leaning against a wall. He pushed himself off and came towards me, bringing out a rolled-up newspaper from beneath his arm. ‘Here, check out the small ads.’

I hesitated. ‘Where’s cheap?’

‘Nowhere!’ He grinned and moved off down the sidewalk.

I found a bench and smoothed the paper out on my lap to scan the ads boasting all sorts of features – air conditioning with individual room control, modern kitchens, private parking … The words swam expensively before my eyes. A shadow passed over me and I looked up to find a woman wearing a satin dress that seemed out-of-place in the middle of the day. She was holding several large paper shopping bags. She reached into her clutch, balancing a hip against the weight of the bags, and after a moment held out a piece of gum.

‘Thank you …’

‘English?’ she said.

I felt my eyes widen in shock. ‘How do you know?’

‘The accent, dummy!’ She leant over to move my beauty case out of the way and I shifted along the bench for her to sit. We must have made a strange pair – me all dishevelled, and her the picture of glamour.

‘Let me guess.’ She nodded towards the railway station. ‘You’re here to make your dreams come true. Am I right?’

‘You make it sound so predictable.’

She gave me an amused stare. ‘It is so predictable.’

I began to gather my things, but she put out a hand. ‘Listen, I know a room that’s going. Apartment block next to mine. You’re lucky we met like this!’ She leant in. ‘There’s no rent control, and the cockroaches are beyond crazy, but …’ She shrugged. ‘It’s cheap and you’ll be left alone.’

Rent control? Cockroaches? She was speaking another language, but I understood the word ‘cheap’ all right.

‘Do you have an address?’ I asked.

She looked me up and down, as though she was trying to decide. ‘You got cash?’

‘Yes.’ Those would be the dollars I’d stolen from Jimmie, stuffed damply inside my bralette.

Without warning, she shot up. ‘Cab’s on you!’

‘Now, wait a minute—’

But she was already out on the kerb, whistling down a taxi. She opened the back door and slid in, then wound down the window with a judder of glass against rubber and rested her arm on the sill.

‘You coming or what?’ She was smiling so much that I couldn’t help smiling back.

The cab driver leant long and hard on his horn. ‘Get a move on, lady!’

I leapt off the bench and clambered into the back with my beauty case and a small holdall as my new friend gave an address. The cab driver swore softly beneath his breath and yanked down hard on the steering wheel. After a few moments of being thrown about in the back of the car, we stopped at a junction, the driver leaning out to exchange powerful swear words with another fellow.

‘I’m Primrose, by the way.’ She held out a hand, ignoring the exchange going on in the front.

I shoved my case beneath my armpit. ‘Hi. Loretta.’

‘So, what are you?’

What was I? ‘A make-up artist.’ I wasn’t. Not yet, not even close. But she didn’t need to know that and, besides, I would be one day. I had to be, otherwise I could never have justified to myself everything I’d done to get here and the people I’d left behind.

She nodded. ‘Cute.’

‘And what … are you?’

‘Me?’ I saw her exchange a glance in the rear-view mirror. Laughter trilled. ‘Oh, honey, I’m a prostitute.’
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The landlord assured me the place was a steal. A furnished apartment for $37 a month, a number that made my heart leap into my mouth. I had enough for the deposit and the first two weeks. After that …

‘I can’t be too fussy with the rent,’ my new host explained, as though he was doing me some big favour. Turned out that I was moving in bang next door to the most famous brothel in California, the Hacienda Arms – which I discovered just happened to be owned by my new friend. He handed over a box of what turned out to be roach traps. ‘Keep on top of things and you’ll be fine. Don’t let them climb the walls.’

I spent the first few days sleeping. God, did I sleep! There were the nightmares, of course, but I was used to those.

After a while, I gathered myself and went out job hunting. I found myself a position at a diner called Van de Kamp’s, no questions asked and cash in hand.

‘What’s your name?’ the manager asked, leaning over an order form for uniforms.

‘Loretta.’ It was already rolling off the tongue, just like I’d been saying it my entire life.

He wrote down the name. ‘Should be ready Wednesday. Until then, you’re Bertha.’ The manager passed me an over-sized uniform. I wore it for three days straight, livid on the inside. I mean, did I look like a Bertha?

But what a day when my own personalized outfit arrived! Here I was, Loretta. I had an embroidered kerchief to prove it, so it had to be true. My new uniform was two-tone, pink and turquoise with contrasting collar flaps and cuffs, and a personalized hankie that sat in the cutest little breast pocket.

‘Make yourself pretty,’ the manager told me. ‘Customers like that.’

Each morning, I’d do my make-up before the cracked bathroom mirror in my apartment. I’d paint the subtlest pink glow over the apples of my cheeks, draw in my eyebrows, take a mascara block and spit in it.

The make-up worked. I went down a storm! Often, I’d end up working two six-hour shifts, back to back. Diners rested their chins on their hands, asking if I’d ever met the king. You couldn’t make it up! Let me tell you – some of these people? They were a milk bottle short of a full crate.

On the first few mornings, I’d get in extra early so that I could learn about all the different orders.

‘You see this?’ Jake said, holding up an egg. He’d been a short-order cook here for twenty years. He always said, ‘Find a job you love and you’ll never work a day in your life.’ Jake must have really loved making fifty pancakes a day.

I shrugged. ‘It’s an egg, Jake.’

He shook his head. ‘Wrong.’ He cracked the shell with a kitchen knife and tipped the egg out onto the griddle, where it sizzled and spat. He pointed the knife at me. ‘It can be sunny side up, over easy, medium easy, hard scrambled, soft scrambled, poached or shirred.’ He took up a spatula and flipped the egg over. ‘And I haven’t even started on frittatas!’

‘I never knew it was such a science,’ I said faintly.

‘Well, you need to learn all this stuff,’ he warned, taking two slices of bread and smearing them with thick wedges of butter. He slid the egg onto one of the slices and pressed the other down on top, handing the plate to me. ‘Ketchup’s over there.’

I went to sit across from him, and Jake watched closely as I took my first bite.

‘Oh, it’s incredible,’ I moaned, butter dripping down my fingers. It really was. Eggs were still rationed back home.

All the free food gave me the perfect figure to fill out a bikini and, on our days off, a bunch of us waitresses would go to the beach to hang out with Primrose’s gang beneath the sweet Californian sun. I never did tan; just grew more freckles. But I was starting to learn how this town worked. It was full of hierarchy, but when you were stuck at the bottom nobody cared. Prostitutes … waitresses … we were all friends and that helped. I was able to practise, practise, practise! Faces – I couldn’t get enough of them. But it was the prostitutes and their bodies that taught me a lot. If you think that handing out sex for a living is all about lying on your back, you’re wrong. These girls worked hard at their craft.

‘Listen,’ Primrose told me after one day at the beach, once we’d all showered off in my bathroom. She drew a girl towards me, naked as the day she was born with the body of an angel, and a mouth so filthy that I couldn’t even repeat the words, no matter how hard you asked me. ‘Make her look beautiful. And I mean all of her.’

I took in every detail of Rosa. I had no idea if that was her real name; they weren’t usually. But the rosebud lips, nipples that looked like ripe pillows, the hips that curved into a tiny waist! Whatever was swimming around in America’s gene pool … Boy, did it work.

As the sun faded towards the golden hour, light shone off her body as though it was greased in Vaseline. Rosa angled a hip in a pure S of the most perfect curves.

‘Get up on this stool for me.’ I took out my largest make-up brush and began to paint. Because that’s what it felt like – really painting. I was making a woman beautiful.

First, I added an extra blush to her nipples, then white chalk to hide the stretch marks on her stomach. Her calves were to die for, finessed from the constant wear of high heels, and I shaded them to accentuate their shape. More white chalk in the dimples behind her ankles and then darker powder to accentuate the comforting crease between her breasts. Breasts that any man would love to dive into. Any woman, too. Rosa had it all – except I could give her more. That’s when I finally understood the power of make-up.

In Morecambe, working on the Woolies make-up counter, I’d thought it was all about getting one over on the customer – convincing them to buy an extra lipstick for good measure, or insisting that coral was absolutely their colour when it actually made them look clownish. I’d always loved the stuff – the make-up, I mean – but now I was starting to truly understand its power. A make-up artist wasn’t just altering the surface; she was changing how people felt in their hearts, their souls. How these women behaved. Back then, as I’d watch a customer leave Woolworths, carrying that little bag of tissue-wrapped products, I’d see a person pulling their shoulders back, ready to confront a husband or maybe ask for a pay rise from a boss. For the price of a lipstick, I was changing people’s lives. Helping them see the best version of themselves. Did that make me a saint? No, it did not. I was changing my life, too. But it made me useful, especially in a place like Hollywood. I’d found my dream – other people’s dreams – and there was no way on God’s sweet earth that I would give up on that.

Especially not now.

I was Loretta, darling. Let anyone try to stop me.
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The first time I ever set eyes on Raphael Goddard, I’d already served ten breakfasts.

Customers had been in and out all morning and I was rushed off my feet, so I didn’t take much notice of the door slamming shut. But after a moment, the usual noise of the diner grew quieter. I paused in stacking the napkins. Mothers were staring, their children forgotten. Fathers were frowning. But almost everyone was looking. That’s when I spotted him walking towards me, his silhouette outlined in gold from the sun streaking through the glass door.

Blond curls like a cherub’s and a face to match. I wouldn’t have been surprised if an angelic chorus had set up at his arrival. Honestly, I don’t think he’d have been surprised either. He always did have an arrogance to him, the way his hands stayed firmly in his pockets and how his upper lip had a slight curl to it. He slid onto a stool at the counter and revealed a smile that lit up the entire diner. If I’m making this all sound religious, that’s how it felt. There are some moments when you know that your life is about to change forever and, on this occasion, I knew because a fire had set up in the region of my knickers. Talk about Moses and the burning bush.

Despite the whole Bible story that was going on in my nether regions, I just about managed to hold out a laminated menu. He didn’t even bother looking.

‘Chocolate milkshake.’

I hesitated, unsure I’d heard right. ‘For breakfast?’

He gave me a look. ‘Yes, for breakfast.’

I moved to the blender and held up a silver scoop. ‘You want ice cream in that?’

‘Naturally.’

A few moments later, I slid a shake across the counter, the glass misting with cold. I waited for him to take it, wondering if – hoping that – our fingers might touch.

‘Gonna throw in the mud?’

I reached over to the chocolate syrup and squeezed out a generous portion.

He didn’t break my gaze. ‘And I’ll have a couple of those crackers, while you’re there.’

I reached to the graham-cracker box, snapped a cracker in two and placed the pieces around the edge of the saucer.

Finally, he seemed satisfied. ‘Thank you.’

I gave a faux little bob of a curtsy. ‘You’re welcome.’

There was a glint of silver – a cufflink – as he reached for the glass, and a watch that looked hefty. And by ‘hefty’, I meant expensive.

He noticed my glance and reached out his arm, pulling back the cuff. ‘It’s an Omega Seamaster. Give them to the sporty types.’

He may as well have been talking French. ‘Sounds fancy.’

‘And my shirt is a silk-linen mix, while you’re taking notes. Finest Italian.’ He straightened out his cuffs, those dots of silver still glinting. ‘Like what you see?’

‘Maybe. You sure are sure of yourself, aren’t you?’

He didn’t miss a beat. ‘Always.’

What an ego! I left him to it and went back to my surreptitious reading beneath the counter. I was trying to learn the studio system, but it seemed to be full of secret codes and handshakes that an outsider like me would never understand. Still, I tried. I’d cut out Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood column from an old copy of the LA Times that some customer had left behind.
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‘You a fan of Hedda’s?’

He was leaning over the counter, brazenly checking out my reading material, so close I could detect the fresh cedarwood of his cologne. Flustered, I folded the paper up into a tight, little square and shoved it into my apron pocket. ‘None of your business.’

I moved down the counter, refreshing people’s coffees. When I returned, he’d finished his shake. I handed him his bill. ‘You can pay at the door.’

Instead of moving off, he rested his chin on his hand, staring at me hard, his brow furrowed.

My hand stilled over a glass cake dome. ‘What?’

‘I’ve figured it out.’ He pointed a red-and-white straw at my little waitress cap. ‘It’s the hair.’

A hand flew to the nape of my neck. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Take a look around.’

I studied the other customers.

He leant over the counter again and summoned me with a wave of his hand. ‘Let me whisper.’

I checked over my shoulder for my manager, then reached up on tiptoe.

‘It’s Audrey Hepburn,’ he whispered, his breath hot in my ear. ‘She changed her bangs last Thursday. They taper down to the ears now.’ He sat back and tapped the side of his nose.

My eyes darted around. He was right! It was so obvious now. All the women had subtly restyled their pixie cuts. I licked my fingers and hastily rearranged my fringe. Watching me, he gave a crooked kind of smile. Immediately, the blood rushed up my chest. Part of me hated him already. But that’s exactly how long it took for a beam to spread across his goddamn handsome face. He had me in that moment, and he knew it. I did, too.

‘You blushing?’

‘No.’

‘Looks like it to me. New in town?’

‘I couldn’t possibly say.’

‘Parents?’

Who did he think he was? ‘None of your business.’

‘Miss?’ Another customer called over, pointing at his plate. I went to the chef to pile on more greasy bacon. When I’d finished, my new friend was still there. He slid a business card across the counter: Raphael Goddard, Booker, Blue Book Modeling Agency.

My skin prickled. ‘Blue Book?’ I asked loftily. ‘Never heard of it.’ Of course I’d heard of it! But I wasn’t going to let him know that. Blue Book was advertised in all the magazines as a way for a young model to start her career.

‘You must be as green as they come.’ His eyes sparked with amusement, as though he saw through my fib straight away. ‘We have all the best models on our books. Cut your bangs, and you’d fit right in.’

‘Who says I want to be a model?’ I could feel my cheeks flaming.

‘All right, so what do you want to be? Let me guess. A starlet? We can help with that, too, you know.’

I gave a thin smile. ‘Not at all. I’m not in the game of paying to chase hopeless dreams.’

This seemed to amuse him. ‘Come on, now … What do you really want?’

I looked at him from across the counter, my body melting as our eyes challenged each other. Talk about a loaded conversation. ‘I’m going to be a make-up artist,’ I said, answering the most obvious question. ‘To the stars.’

He gave a low, impressed whistle and started to take back his business card. ‘You certainly don’t need me, then.’

I put out a hand to stop him and felt his forearm flex. ‘Leave that with me,’ I said, slipping the card into my apron pocket.

He glanced around the diner. ‘But you already have a job.’ His eyes twinkled, as though he didn’t really believe in my dreams.

‘I like to keep my options open,’ I said.

He cocked his head. ‘Always sensible. Are you?’ He paused. ‘Sensible?’

‘What do you think?’

He leant back on his bar stool. ‘I kind of hope not.’

‘Boring?’

‘Deathly.’

He made a big point of looking at the name on my kerchief. ‘Well, Loretta, maybe we can talk.’

‘When?’

‘Loretta, table six is waiting!’

Reluctantly, I started to move away.

‘You have my number. Call me.’ He slapped a couple of dollar notes on the counter, before heading out. Two whole dollars! Before I could say anything else, he strolled out onto the sidewalk.

‘Table six, Loretta!’

Impatiently, I headed towards a family of four, the dad with a Brownie camera hanging conspicuously around his neck. Tourists.

As I scribbled down their order, I watched through the window while Raphael Goddard sauntered fluidly down the sidewalk, like he didn’t have a care in the world. As though his heart wasn’t hammering, like mine was. As if he wasn’t feeling unnaturally hot and flustered, like I was. He must have been one heck of a kidder, and that made me like him even more. I know, crazy, right? But what the heart wants, the brain ignores. And as he turned the corner and disappeared out of sight, I knew that I wanted that man like I’d never wanted any man before. And I would be making darn sure we’d be seeing each other again.
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The hotel was set back from a long lawn, flanked by apartments, flags whipping from turrets, palm trees reaching up to the sky. This wasn’t simply a hotel; it was a whole complex. A golf course, ballroom, theatre, parrots in the porch and more white-gloved staff than I could even begin to count. It took me half an hour just to locate the lobby and by then my feet hurt like hell.

He had taken over a sofa in the Cocoanut Grove. Was that Judy Garland sitting at the bar? I checked out her shoes, but they weren’t red or sequinned. Disappointing. Instead, she wore some sort of backless mules with a low heel that looked far too comfortable for a movie star.

‘You’ve had your bangs trimmed,’ Raphael said by way of a greeting.

‘I have?’ I tried to sound casual, but a hand flew to my brow, betraying me. I’d stopped off at Primrose’s on the way over here and she’d given me a quick restyle, using her sewing shears with a tea towel draped across my shoulders.

He took in the rest of me as I sank onto a chair opposite him. Earlier, I’d picked out my beaded cardigan and sweater set, carefully teaming them with a circle skirt to cinch in my waist. My make-up was subtle – a touch of pink across my upper brow, the same shade to colour in my cheeks. The lightest powder and a few drawn-in freckles. But the fake eyelashes had been a nightmare, the glue refusing to stick in this heat. Still, I was glad I’d taken the time. I felt proper enough for such an establishment.

A large, marble coffee table stretched between us over the thick, white carpet that was hoovered into straight lines like a rich person’s lawn. Raphael felt very far away.

He lifted a cocktail glass and crooked a finger at a passing waiter. ‘Another one of these,’ he said, tapping a fingernail against the rim.

‘Don’t you ever say please?’ I asked, after the waiter had departed.

Raphael laughed. ‘Not if I can help it.’

‘So, why did you want to meet?’

‘You called me, remember?’

‘You gave me your card, remember?’

‘You were watching me out of the diner window, remember?’

Damn.

The waiter returned and placed a cocktail glass before me, something small and green floating in the clear liquid.

‘It’s called an olive,’ he explained.

‘I know.’ I took a gulp and quickly swallowed down the choke that rose in my throat.

He raised his glass in a toast. ‘And you’re drinking a martini.’

‘I’m not a total idiot.’ I glanced around the room as though expecting to spot to a friend.

Unfazed, he waited for me to take another sip – smaller this time. ‘You like it?’

‘It’s divine.’ It was horrific. What was he trying to do? Kill me?

His lips quirked in amusement. ‘You don’t have to drink it, you know.’

‘I like it.’ I exploded into a fresh fit of coughing. Eyes red and watering, I inspected his infuriatingly symmetrical features. ‘Why are you even doing this? Meeting up with a waitress from a no-mark diner?’

‘Kid, you make me laugh.’ It seemed like no explanation at all, but the way he said it felt like the world’s greatest compliment.

Three hours and two martinis later, we were upstairs in a hotel bedroom. He had me naked and my new haircut all mussed up. My cheeks flushed as he pulled the Egyptian cotton bed sheet back to expose my curves, making my skin prickle with goosebumps.

‘What do you want?’ I asked. My desperate hope was to be ravished. It always sounded pretty splendid in the dime novels.

His face was so close that I could make out every individual eyelash. The rest of his face looked like an arrangement of circles – the pillows of his cheeks, the dimple in the plumpness of his chin, a freshness that still spoke of youth. Nothing sagged, nothing creased. I wondered how long that would last. A few more years, at most. If he wanted to break out as an actor – everyone here did – it would need to be soon.

He bent to kiss my throat. ‘Everything.’

That sounded like … a lot. But whatever he was offering, I wanted it. He was so entirely different to anything I’d had before. I mean, not that I’d had a lot: a few fumblings down the alley beside the Winter Gardens or inside doorways – it’s amazing what can be achieved when you’re still living at home but impatient to grow up. But this was different. No street lamps, no wet, dark pavements, no catcalls from passing strangers. This was heat and light and glamour and sophistication, all tied up in one gorgeous man. I wanted to taste every bit of him.

He traced a finger down my jawline. ‘You ready?’

I couldn’t help laughing. ‘You asking for permission?’

He slid a hand between my legs and received all the answer he needed.




6

Weak morning light broke through the curtains. Still groggy, I turned over on my pillow to gaze at the wonder of Raphael asleep. Men don’t like to be told they’re beautiful, as though it’s some sort of insult to their levels of testosterone, but Raphael was. He was beautiful, his face all lines and angles as though carved from marble.

He must have sensed the weight of my gaze. He gave a sleepy groan and reached out for me. I scrambled over and dug my nose into the crook of his arm, drinking in the morning scent of his body.

Raphael laughed softly into my hair. ‘You trying to wake me up?’

‘No!’

He kissed the tip of my nose, and drew a finger across my brow, pushing the curls out of my face. ‘Last night was nice, huh?’

‘Nice?’ I could think of other words. I moved closer, hoping for a sign, but a phone jangled. A telephone! Right here, beside the bed!

He hooked the receiver out of the cradle, leaving me to sulk from across the expanse of mattress. ‘Hey, Mick,’ he drawled. ‘What’s the score?’

I heard an urgent voice down the other end of the line. Raphael hung up, immediately swinging his legs out.

‘Come on, sugar tits. Rise and shine!’ He strode over towards the bathroom, rubbing his lower back.

‘Sugar tits?’ I untangled my body from the sheets and wriggled to the edge of the mattress.

There was a gurgle of water, then he peered round the bathroom door and grinned, still groggy from sleep, a toothbrush clenched between his teeth. ‘Get dressed.’ At least, that’s what I think he said. He disappeared back behind the door, and I heard a flamboyant spit into the sink. Then he strode out, wiping his face down with a towel. He was still entirely naked. What a beautiful sight.

‘We need to get out of here, pronto.’ He was already marching around the room. ‘Mick can only cover for so long. The maids will be here soon.’

Understanding prickled beneath my skin. I stood up, clutching the sheet around my body. ‘You have to be kidding me.’

By now, Raphael was climbing into his pants. He tucked his shirt tails into his waistband. ‘What?’

‘You know what.’

‘Oh. You don’t like being called Sugar Tits? Yeah, sure, whatever – I apologize.’

My mouth twitched in a smile. ‘Not that.’

‘Oh good. Because you sure do have them.’ He gave me a long, assessing glance as I stood there with the sheet tucked up to my chin. ‘You’re not one of those who goes all coy in the morning, are you?’

I dropped the sheet and ran across the room to throw myself at him, beating him with my fists. ‘Tell me we paid for this room!’

He squinted up at me from where he was crouched, protecting his manhood. ‘No, Loretta. We did not pay for this room.’ He gently pushed me off to grab his jacket.

‘Why the hell not?’

He went to the window and peeked out of the curtains, assessing the sidewalk. ‘Mick and I do favours for each other.’

From beyond the bedroom door, there was the sound of an elevator pinging. Then voices gossiping softly and trolley wheels squeaking past. Raphael bugged his eyes at me, jabbing a finger at the door. ‘Maids. Now we really need to go.’

‘I can’t believe you’ve put me in this position,’ I hissed.

‘Well, suck it up, kid.’

‘But you signed in,’ I reminded him. ‘They’ll know who you are.’

His mouth twitched. ‘Fake name.’ He looked me up and down. ‘Better get dressed.’

I could tell that he expected me to drag on my clothes quickly like every other woman he’d had.

Instead, I stood there as bare as the day I was born.

‘You need to get dressed,’ he said.

‘Or what?’ I placed my hands on my hips, no longer caring what he could see – or what anyone else might.

There was the trundle of a laundry trolley and keys chiming from outside the door. He looked over at me, his tone anxious now. ‘Come on, Loretta. This isn’t a game any more.’

‘That’s what we’re doing? Playing a game?’

‘Oh, come on!’ He’d run out of patience now, tripping up as he dragged his trousers over his ankles, hopping to one side with the effort. His eyes glared, as he fell back against the mattress. ‘I mean it!’

The whole spectacle was laughable. This was the man who’d impressed me with his expensive watch and Hollywood contacts? I sauntered around the hotel room, slowly picking up my skirt, my sweater, taking my own sweet time … I glanced around, looking for my beaded cardigan, my eyes skimming the drained martini glass beside Raphael’s side of the bed. The cardigan had fallen behind a chair. I leant over to rescue it, a cloud of sweat and sex billowing up off my body. I hadn’t even had a chance to brush my hair or teeth.

‘What now?’ I said to Raphael.

‘Now we make a run for it.’

He held a finger to his lips. I gave him a nod, and we tiptoed to the door. Raphael eased the handle down and poked his head out to check, then we slipped into the corridor. He hung the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the handle, left the keys in the other side of the lock for Mick to find – then we ran for our lives.

There was a fire door at the end of the corridor. Ignoring the ‘Staff Only’ notice, Raphael led me down a set of concrete stairs. We skirted the hotel kitchens and burst out into the bright morning sunlight. Oof. I hadn’t removed last night’s make-up or even my eyelashes. I didn’t want to think about how I looked. But Raphael didn’t seem to notice. He scooped me up off my feet and swung me around, laughing into my hair in a pure, uninhibited way. Like a kid really. A kid who didn’t care who heard, the laughter turning into a spurt of coughing as he leant over to be sick into the sloped alley that led to the hotel refuse bins. It was kind of romantic, if you didn’t mind the rats and Raphael throwing his guts up.

‘Are you OK?’ I asked.

He wiped the last strands of bile that hung from his lips, nodding.

‘You’ve done this before, haven’t you?’ I asked.

He lifted my hand and began to kiss my fingertips, one by one. I pulled away from the distinct smell of steaming vomit.

‘That was a cheap trick,’ I said.

He rolled his eyes. ‘What did you think? That I’m a Hollywood millionaire?’

‘I didn’t expect you to be a thief.’

‘Come on, I’m ravenous.’ He glanced around as though this was all so ordinary. ‘Let’s get breakfast.’

I had to admit, I was hungry. Together, we broke into another run, up that litter-strewn alley and out onto the boulevard.

Whoever tells you that LA looks grim in the morning light hasn’t seen it like I’ve seen it. It was glorious, in all its bawdy beauty, the neon lights switched off, the empty bottles in the street, overflowing bins, homeless sleepers and all. The
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