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author’s note

The decision to write this book, essentially the memoirs of a Hollywood nanny, didn’t come easily. I agonized over whether this was my story to tell, especially since the children I loved and cared for are at the center of it. I began and ended this writing process with the clear intention of not divulging all that I observed. Carefully selecting the experiences was the balance and compromise that felt best in my heart.

Although this story is about my personal experiences, it is far from unique. Nannies don’t have a union, but we do chat. I know that situations similar to the ones I experienced continue to take place in the homes of the wealthy, powerful, and famous all across America.

Often during media interviews, celebrity moms fail to mention—or barely mention—the help they have that makes their glamorous lives possible. I don’t know whether I want to scream, laugh, or cry when they smile graciously, subtly implying that through their own superhuman efforts they are able to pull off an Oscar-winning role and still drive the daily carpool. Are they really talented enough to juggle the high-gloss career, the splendid home, and the busy family all by themselves? How do they have time to work such long hours, undergo a marathon of social obligations, and chair the PTA fund-raiser? Presumably, through superior multitasking genes! The reality is, when a member of the Hollywood elite explains that “we have a normal life just like everyone else,” there is a little more to the story: they are not doing it all alone. What they do have is one heck of a secret support system.

It is sad that these famous families don’t realize how hurtful it can be for a nanny to have her very existence denied while she labors endlessly to keep their world intact. In sharing my sometimes embarrassing tribulations as a nanny, I hope I provide a glimpse into the lives of the undervalued caregivers who wipe tears and devote their days to the love and comfort of children.

The amateur psychologist in me speculates that the reason Hollywood nannies are kept out of public view has much to do with society’s expectation that a mother “should” be able to do it all. Since my nanny days, I’ve become a mother myself, and I often struggle with the overwhelming responsibility of motherhood. I know that it can be a real morale-destroyer for those of us in the diaper trenches to measure ourselves against the media perception, encouraged by the rich and famous, that having it all is just a matter of better management. If the megastars can manage the onslaught of minutiae in their lives, then what’s keeping the rank-and-file mom from making time to sculpt the great body, pamper the flawless skin, mop the spotless floor, prepare nutritional meals, and bring home a paycheck? Oh, and don’t forget scheduling date night to keep the romance alive!

For myself, there are many days I can barely keep my head above water. A nanny, a cook, a 24-7 housekeeper, a gardener, a car-washer, even a clone of myself—any help would be a godsend. I doubt that I’m alone on those days when pressing errands take precedence over a shower. Out comes the baseball cap on my way to the grocery store to buy last week’s list of stuff, to the craft store for birthday invitations, and then to the bank to—oops, I’m already overdrawn. I can assure you that movie-star moms don’t sacrifice the shower for taking the SUV in for an overdue oil change. Nor do they discover the load of forgotten wet laundry that didn’t get to the dryer and has mildewed in the meantime.

I have shared my personal story in part to celebrate and commend the moms who really do “do it all” or attempt a reasonable facsimile thereof. If celebrity moms would acknowledge their personal limitations and their gratitude for their nannies’ constancy, it would speak volumes to moms without any support staff.

My two favorite supporters of motherhood are Oprah and Maria Shriver, who both continually encourage moms to be proud of their important work. These two women of influence save many a mom’s sanity by giving unwavering vocal support to the challenging job of motherhood, while continuing to remind us that motherhood is our highest calling.

Finally, I hope my misadventures in nannyhood will provide a little humor for all the mothers out there. After all, if you only have five minutes to sit and read, it’s nice if you can laugh. And just so you know, many of the embarrassing scenarios in which I found myself as a nanny have continued to crop up in my mothering life. But I can only suffer so much embarrassment in one book.

A note about names: For the most part I have tried to use real names, but some of the names have been changed. The following names are pseudonyms: Mandie, Mr. and Mrs. Goldberg, and Sarah. I have changed the names of all children mentioned in the book, as well as many of the minor characters.



If you want your children to turn out well, spend twice as much time with them, and half as much money.

—Abigail Van Buren



prologue

When my boss told me that we were all going to Hawaii for Thanksgiving vacation, I tried not to panic. I was nineteen years old, and my vacation experience up to that point pretty much consisted of ten-hour trips in my family’s cramped station wagon to visit my cousins in Canada. You’d think I would have been turning cartwheels down Sunset Boulevard. But as enticing as an all-expenses-paid stay at a posh Hawaiian beachfront resort would sound to most people, I was realistic enough—after almost a year of nannying for one of the most powerful families in Hollywood—to know that I’d be on duty for 192 hours straight. I had counted.

One hundred and ninety-two straight hours of running after three children under the age of seven, of sharing quarters a lot more cramped than the ten-thousand-square-foot home we normally occupied, where the air was already tense. Of no room to escape the kids or their parents for one minute.

This “vacation” sounded worse every time I thought about it. Good thing I didn’t know about the other five kids.

The night after I was informed of our upcoming adventure, I decided to be more positive. Come on, Suzy! You could never afford to travel to Hawaii on your own. This is a great opportunity to soak up some paradise. I tried not to think about our previous “vacations.” Surely this would have a whole different, relaxed, tropical vibe? I called my friend and fellow nanny Mandie to tell her my news. She listened intently while I borrowed scenes from postcards and spun my perfect vision of the eight-day trip.

“I’ll be basking on white-sugar beaches, with cute cabana boys constantly serving me fruity drinks in coconut halves. After I distribute the beach toys and reapply sunscreen on the kids, I’ll soak up the Polynesian splendor. Just think, hula performances under torch-lit palms … leis draped around me … luaus … lanais …” In my dream-dappled mind, there would be grandparents, aunts, and uncles to lavish attention on the kids. The gentle spirit of the island would permeate our hearts and inner harmony would reign.

But then Mandie started laughing so hard that I was actually afraid she’d lost control of her bladder.

We both knew it was far more likely that the actual scenario would be similar to what a mutual nanny friend of ours had just undergone. Her employer, a well-known baseball player, had brought her along to the famous Pebble Beach golf course, where he was playing in a huge charity golf tournament. The event was star-studded, and she couldn’t wait to rub elbows with some celebrities. But when the other baseball players’ wives realized someone had brought a nanny, they all dumped their kids in her suite and headed off to the tournament unencumbered. She spent three days in a hotel room with nine—count ’em, nine—kids. She never saw one moment of golf, beach, or sunshine.

I tried to be optimistic, but my spirits wavered when even getting out of the driveway became a massive undertaking. Our traveling caravan included me and my employers, Michael and Judy Ovitz; their three children (Joshua, Amanda, and Brandon); Michael’s parents; his brother, Mark, and Mark’s wife, Linda, and their six-year-old son; and Michael’s business partner, Ron Meyer, along with Ron’s date, Cyndi Garvey, and their four combined daughters. It took two stretch limos just to get the whole group to the airport. Altogether, the entourage totaled nine adults and eight children. In addition, Michael’s friend Al Checchi and his wife, three kids, and nanny would be meeting us at the resort.

After we were greeted at LAX by a professional-looking woman waiting at passenger drop-off, the limo driver unloaded enough luggage to supply an army tank division. We were breezily escorted through security and down a long hall to a door marked THE CAPTAIN’S CLUB. Who knew that airlines provided these private little sanctuaries to their frequent fliers? And Creative Artists Agency, Michael’s company—with his partners, staff, and clients—had probably racked up millions of such miles on the corporate American Express card. Michael waved the whole troupe over to the Captain’s Club portal.

A stone-faced young woman at the desk stopped us. Airline policy was to allow the frequent flier and one guest, and she was here to enforce the rules. She was firm and implacable with a perfunctory pleasantness that was so calm it was irritating. Michael started arguing his case, but she repeated patiently that this was company policy, with no exceptions. No exceptions? Michael’s face began to twitch as if a bug were trapped under his skin. The employee gave the impression of having weathered a few of these type A folks in her day. She repeated the policy clearly and identically several times. I recognized her “broken-record technique” from my childcare classes. But Michael wasn’t six.

“I’m sorry, Mr.… ” She paused, waiting for him to fill in the blank.

He raised his eyebrows and lowered his face closer to hers. “Ovitz. Michael Ovitz,” he pronounced emphatically, as though there was not a soul alive who would not recognize his name.

The woman didn’t respond. She calmly kept typing on her computer as she stared into the monitor. I already had learned in my tenure with “the most powerful man in Hollywood” that there were several things that invariably irritated or angered him. One of them was not being recognized for the influential man he was. This was a bit of a contradiction, since he hated seeing his name in the papers and went to great lengths to keep his picture from being published. Whatever. Today was definitely a day he wanted to be recognized.

“Do you have any idea how many frequent-traveler miles my company has with this airline?” He smirked with the air of someone who always got his way. I thought about backing him up and rehearsed my part in my mind: Please, miss, lighten up. I have a chubby baby on one hip and a heavy diaper bag on the other, and I would like to sit down.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ovitz. I don’t know you, and it wouldn’t matter if I did, because the rules are the rules,” she replied with unsurpassed calm. “You can have only one guest come in with you.” Oh dear, poor thing. Maybe if I wriggled my eyebrows frantically, she’d relent. I tried desperately to make eye contact, wondering what kind of expression would let her know that she was teetering on the verge of unemployment.

From my position just behind Michael, I could almost feel the steam start to rise off his neck. Why couldn’t the woman see his rage? It was absolutely clear there was no way he was going to allow this irritating little bureaucrat to keep him from bringing his entire party into the Captain’s Club. We had a full two hours before our flight left.

Once again, I tried to communicate the situation telepathically. Girl, look at me. LOOK AT ME! Can’t you see this guy is used to people quaking at the mere mention of his name? There’s no way he is going to wait with his wife, parents, children, and friends with the riffraff at the gate! And now you’ve pissed him off, and the waiting is beside the point. You’re messing with his ego. Save yourself!

Without saying another word to the woman, Michael turned to us. “Take the kids and go sit over there,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.” With that, he disappeared through the door. By the time he had returned ten minutes later, the woman behind the desk had already been plucked from the room by a large man in a business suit and replaced by another woman wearing a big smile. Upon Michael’s return, she personally ushered us into the elaborately decorated club and offered us lunch.

Michael may have won, but the rest of us certainly hadn’t. It was beneath his dignity to use his sophisticated negotiation skills on such a nobody. His lips were tight and his upper body even stiffer than usual. I got the distinct impression that anyone who even dared to breathe too loudly around him would get a stinging tongue-lashing of their own. No, my boss was far from happy, and when Michael ain’t happy, ain’t nobody gonna be happy. I carefully avoided looking in his direction.

The two hours passed excruciatingly slowly.

Finally it was time to board the aircraft. And what an aircraft it was. Usually when we flew we took corporate jets—fancy but definitely cozy and compact. You could have put six of those on each wing of this plane. I had a hard time comprehending such massive bulk. We had first-class tickets, obviously, so we boarded first. Good thing they started early because it took fifteen minutes for the entire group to get into the cabin. Between all of us, we took up a good portion of the first-class seats. The tickets alone must have cost almost $20,000. As we all jockeyed for position, the flight attendants helped us stow the carry-ons and find our seats, and I could see the faces of the aristocracy already ensconced in their rows giving us looks of combined disgust and fear. I knew what they were thinking: How could anyone be so rude as to bring that many children, and so young, into first class? I paid a lot of money to sit here, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to put up with a bunch of screaming brats.

The airline billed this as a six-hour flight, and several of the children, including ten-month-old Brandon, were already either crying or fighting. The poor couple seated just behind us was settling down for their first flight as man and wife. What could they possibly think about the equivalent of a Chuck E. Cheese birthday party invading their honeymoon bliss? They were probably horrified enough to put off having their own kids.

I tried to avoid eye contact with them.

I did have plenty of distractions. First class alone stretched for two stories, connected by a large circular staircase that led to a lounge for first-class passengers. Well, not that I ever saw it, but that’s what Grandpa Ovitz reported to me. It was like flying in a house; everybody had their own wing. Right after we got on, Michael, Judy, Ron, Cyndi, and all the rest of the adults dashed upstairs and left me with the various kids. When and how it had been decided that I would graciously govern all eight children, I didn’t know. Nobody told me, that’s for sure.

It could’ve been much worse. Years later I would hear about how one actress with two young children made her nanny take the kids on the twelve-hour flight to visit her parents in their native country. Somehow, the actress’s busy work schedule always made it conveniently impossible to get tickets on the same flight as her toddlers. At least I wasn’t flying alone with my charges. After all, the adults were just upstairs.

The other occupants and the flight attendants all eyed me accusingly, the glares suddenly much more menacing. I knew they were thinking: What gall to bring eight young children on board and be insufficiently prepared to amuse them for the duration. Just who did I think I was?

Who was I?

I was the one changing diapers on the edge of the seat; the one wedging herself into the bathroom with a preschooler. The one ducking flying peanuts and consoling three little charges as they cried or screamed when the air pressure hurt their eardrums. The one needing the flexibility of an Olympic gymnast to pull down the carry-ons in an attempt to find a replacement for root-beer-soaked shorts.

All of Ron and Cyndi’s girls were very sweet and tried to help out, but this was ridiculous. I sent up a mayday by way of the flight attendant heading to the lounge. Evidently, the adults regarded this with some amusement, because Judy soon appeared at my side, laughing. “For goodness sakes, Suzy, what are you doing with these kids? Why didn’t you come up and let us know you couldn’t handle it?”

Maybe because I knew you’d make a statement just like that one, for everyone in first class to hear. Maybe because I knew you’d roll your eyes, too, just so I’m sure to see how incompetent you think I am. Maybe because I wanted to avoid this humiliating scene we’re having right now.

Such was a glamorous day in the life of a Hollywood nanny.



I earn very good money, and I can have as much support as I need. But I’m not going to be a mother who uses a nanny to do all the hard work while I have fun.

—Angelina Jolie



chapter 1
hotel california

“Sepple-veedah,” I tried to sound out the word. My inflection was on the “veedah.” Such an odd-looking name. “That’s where our hotel is, on Sepple-veedah Boulevard,” I told my mother during the plane ride. It was all so exciting. In just one short hour, she and I would be landing in Los Angeles. Home to Hollywood, Disneyland, and Tom Cruise! This would be my first visit to California. I grew up in a town that prided itself on being quite familiar with the movie industry: Cottage Grove, Oregon. Well, kind of familiar. Our claim to fame was that Animal House had been filmed there. Okay, not exactly Hollywood’s rival. So you can see why I was nearly bursting out of the confines of my cramped economy-class seat.

The first disappointment was our hotel room on Snapple-whatever Boulevard. It was, to be kind, one step below a Motel 6. When the nanny placement agency had said they would find a reasonably priced hotel in the area, I didn’t expect one you could rent by the hour.

We had a view, of a congested, dirty, and turbulent street somewhere in Los Angeles. By now—thanks to our cab driver, who wasted no time correcting my pronunciation in his own foreign accent—I learned it was Se-PUL-veda Boulevard. Either way you pronounced it, it was an ugly street in an ugly town. This was not the Los Angeles I had pictured. I couldn’t imagine any movie stars living within a hundred miles. The street was lined with telephone poles, a morass of wires running in every direction. The exhaust from thousands of passing cars filtered into our room, and horns honked and sirens wailed throughout the night.

Everything seemed so flat and brown. I craned my neck out of the only window in the room, scanning above the rooftops of dingy discount liquor stores, laundromats, and porn shops to search for the Hollywood sign (how was I to know that we weren’t even remotely close?). Not that I could have seen it, anyway, with the curtain of smog that hugged our windowsill, fighting the fumes from the street for entry. Cottage Grove didn’t have much of a problem with smog, which I later discovered was a combination of smoke and fog. Based on the odor that pinched my nose and the sting that made my eyes water, there couldn’t have been much fog in the formula.

My mother mostly kept quiet. She couldn’t have missed my monumental disappointment, but she had always been good at making the best of even the worst situations. Of course, even she had limits. “Oh my, this motel is pretty shady,” she trilled, inspecting the coin-operated, make-the-bed-vibrate thing attached to the headboard.

We hadn’t even finished unpacking (well, as much as we dared) when the phone rang. It was three in the afternoon on a Thursday, and the nanny placement agency had my very first appointment “penciled in.” Could I make it Friday morning? They’d “ink me in.” The interview was in Hollywood. Maybe I’d even be able to see the sign. If it wasn’t too smoggy.

I jumped up on the vibrating bed. “Hollywood, here I come!” I yelled, bouncing up and down wildly.

During my schooling at the Northwest Nannies Institute (NNI) in Portland, I had learned that nanny jobs came in two main varieties: live-out or live-in. In the live-out situation, you work for a couple during business hours, essentially nine to ten hours a day. These people want consistent care and want to avoid taking their children to a day-care center. Usually, both parents work outside the home, although you might get a stay-at-home mom who could afford a second pair of hands.

I was looking for a live-in job. Why? For one, I knew paying for housing in LA would eat up my whole paycheck. And two, odds were that families who had live-in help would also employ an official housekeeper. This was a must for me, based on the horror stories I’d heard. Some nannies had become a Jill of all trades, assuming the duties of maid, cook, and personal assistant. They were responsible for doing everything from buying the wife’s underwear to booking the mistress’s spa reservations.

Carolyn, one of my instructors at NNI, had assured me that job satisfaction depended upon a good match. So I dreamed up my ideal situation. I wanted a live-in family in Southern California with at least two children, preferably three, and I wanted one of them to be a newborn because I loved caring for infants. Religion and ethnic background didn’t matter much. My plan was to be on duty during the day and available for extra duty over weekends and evenings. I would have two days off a week, and when the parents were home, I would be free to come and go.

Rookie.

What I couldn’t have known was that many wealthy folks are never without hired help for their kids. They arrange their lives so there is a paid caregiver available to them twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It had simply never occurred to me that there were people who really didn’t want to spend as much time as possible with their children. That there were parents who did not hurry home after work so they could tuck Janie and Jack into bed. That there were, in fact, plenty of little Janies and Jacks in LA whose first words were uttered in Spanish, because they spent virtually all of their time with the Hispanic staff. “Isn’t that cute—he’s bilingual!” the mothers would brag to one another at charity events.

I would soon find out that LA is one big ladder. Nannies are the people who sit on the bottom rung, entertaining the kids, while the parents climb.

That night, after dinner at the International House of Pancakes, I spent two hours trying to decide what to wear for my interview the next morning. As it was late December, and I had come from the rain capital of the world, my suitcase held only clothing that would be appropriate for winter in Oregon. Mostly black, thick, and warm. And Friday was forecast to be one of the decade’s hottest December days in Southern California. I was guaranteed to sweat rivers in my heavy black dress. But who cared about my discomfort—I feared I would look like a moron. Not that I had many options. I comforted myself with the thought that my black dress looked professional: It had clean simple lines, no distracting patterns, and an appropriate hemline. I decided to top it off with small gold hoop earrings and equally conservative black shoes with two-inch heels.

I didn’t realize until much later how ridiculous I must have looked. I don’t fit in here! my wardrobe shrieked. It only took one glance at my sandalfoot nylons to see that.

Finding an address in Los Angeles was more difficult than fishing the letter Z out of a bowl of Campbell’s alphabet soup. For one thing, everything was in Spanish. For another, you couldn’t tell if you were actually in Los Angeles, Studio City, Hollywood, or half a dozen other cities. Everything ran together, and unlike Cottage Grove, there were no signs that read YOU ARE ENTERING THE COVERED BRIDGE CAPITAL OF AMERICA, POPULATION 7,143. To make matters worse, street names were duplicated in every city. So, you might have been on Sepulveda in Westchester, or you might have been on Sepulveda in Van Nuys, which was in the Valley (what did that mean?) and technically part of LA.

Another problem was the division of cities into their eastern, western, northern, and southern parts. There was a North Hollywood, a West Hollywood, and just plain Hollywood. Where was the sign? Why no East Hollywood to round out the compass points? But more important, where was the Hollywood where all the stars lived? Where was Tom Cruise’s house? No one told me that only a small number of famous people actually live in Hollywood. The real celebrity action is in Beverly Hills, Bel Air, or Malibu. And why didn’t anyone mention that, besides Paramount Studios on Melrose Avenue, not much moviemaking actually takes place in Hollywood, either?

The placement agency did inform me that my first interview was with one of the top ten chefs in LA. Apparently his restaurant was so popular that it took three months to get a table. I didn’t recognize his name. My mom steered the rental car high into the Hollywood Hills, on narrow, twisting old canyon roads. There were many lovely and stately homes in that area; some were beautifully restored to their original 1920s architecture. The address I’d been given matched a small but elegant Mediterranean-style house with a deep green front lawn. I hadn’t been in California long enough yet to realize that this unassuming home cost as much as a mansion on ten acres (with a swimming pool and tennis courts) would cost in Oregon.

Before going up to the front door, I looked at my mother and said, “Wish me luck. How do I look?”

“Honey, just beautiful,” she said proudly. “Don’t be nervous. I know you’ll be able to explain to the family how much you love taking care of children.”

She was right. I wasn’t there to interview as a deep-space physicist; I was there as a prospective nanny. I loved kids. And I knew how to take care of them. I even had a certificate to prove it.

A tall woman, about thirty-five and quite attractive, answered the door. She appeared to be about seven months pregnant. She introduced herself and showed me into the immaculate living room. The minute I sat down, a rat dog (the small, Chihuahua-esque kind that yip nonstop) came bounding into the room, yapping. I’ve never really been a dog person, and the little fleabags always seem to know it. Before I could say anything, the rodent ran over and fastened her small but powerful jaws around my ankle as if I were a fresh ham bone. Her teeth tore through my stockings and punctured my skin.

I winced and grabbed the little devil by the neck. Would strangling her cost me the job?

“Oh, Mimi, leave the poor girl alone,” the woman said languidly. Why was she just sitting there, motionless? Her dog’s teeth were embedded in my leg!

I squeezed harder on the pooch’s neck. She finally let go, and I kind of flung her backward, head over heels onto the carpet.

This, of course, caused convulsions of near-epileptic proportions in her owner.

She jumped up, grabbed the little rat, and hugged it so close to her chest I thought she would suffocate the thing.

This was clearly not the job for me. I had been there a scant three minutes, but I actually stood to leave.

Suddenly the woman became apologetic. “I’m so sorry. Mimi can get a little aggressive with strangers.”

As the dog trotted toward me again, she patted her hand at the air as if making a feeble effort to shoo it away.

“Are you all right?” she said in a half-sincere way. Was she talking to the dog or to me?

“Um, yes, I’m fine. There’s only a little bit of blood. I’ll be okay,” I offered, blotting the wound with a Kleenex I found in my purse. But it hurt. A lot. I bit my lip. The rodent snarled incessantly.

“My husband is Jacques LaRivière. I’m sure you’ve heard of him,” she began, rolling her eyes and looking heavenward. “He’s one of the top ten chefs in Los Angeles.”

Yeah, sure, of course. Who hasn’t heard of Jacques? I feigned a knowing nod. It wouldn’t have mattered what culinary celebrity she was married to; at the time, I didn’t even know who Wolfgang Puck was. I did know this top-ten stuff sounded a bit dubious. I doubted the contest was anything like our annual chili cook-off, where blue ribbons were awarded by the Cottage Grove mayor after he tasted everyone’s homemade entries.

“As you can see”—she patted her stomach lovingly—“I’m expecting, so I will need you to take care of little Dominic, our three-year-old. I’m due in March, so of course then I will also expect you to handle Zachary.”

Handle? Like a prize Pomeranian?

“And of course I will need you to do the cooking as well.” Probably seeing the look of shock on my face, she added, “Don’t worry about pleasing my husband. He’s never satisfied with any meal he ever eats.”

She wanted me to cook for one of the foremost chefs in Los Angeles? This woman must be out of her hormone-saturated mind. I couldn’t figure out what would possess her to think that a teenager could please one of the most discriminating palates in all of LA. Did she know that my previous cooking experience mostly consisted of making bologna boats?

I thought it best to sidestep that whole cooking topic, feebly starting to talk about my love for kids. Mrs. LaRivière seemed to be dutifully recording my comments, and possibly even her own observations, on a notepad. Or maybe she was composing a letter to her doggie psychiatrist about Mimi’s recent trauma. I couldn’t tell.

When she was through, she stood up as the dog continued to jump and yip. “Can you let yourself out?” she said, looking at her watch. “I must make a phone call. I didn’t realize how late it was.”

“Yes, Mrs. LaRivière, of course,” I answered.

The house wasn’t particularly large. The living area we had been sitting in was just down the hall from the front door. I gracefully got up to make my exit, the dog still nipping at my heels. I kicked at her in a mildly threatening manner.

By this time, it was noon and stifling outside. As I was about to close the door behind me, the little ankle-biter came bounding out across the front lawn, darting like an escaped convict who hadn’t seen the light of day in forty years. Oh, great. Mrs. Famous Chef was undoubtedly engrossed in her phone conversation. What if the dog got away, never to be found again? What if she threw her skittering little self in front of an approaching car? Mrs. LaRivière would be beside herself with grief and would have her famous husband roast my head slowly over hot coals. I would never get a job in this town.

My ever-resourceful mother, seeing the panic on my face and immediately sensing the gravity of the situation, jumped out of the car and joined me in the chase. But sensible heels weren’t meant for sprinting, and it took us quite a while to catch up with the four-legged inmate and herd her, in a manner of speaking, back down the street.

As I began to scurry across the lawn, stooping, cajoling, and shooing at the dog, Mrs. LaRivière ran out the front door, screaming in a high, frantic voice, “Mimi! Mimi! Where is my Mimi?” Her arms were whirling and flailing in the air, and her head spun around. I was sure she was going to go into premature labor on her porch right then and there.

Thank God that upon seeing the woman, the dog immediately charged back into the house. As Mrs. LaRivière glared at me, about to say something, the automatic sprinklers burst to life. The yard was quite large, and when I swiveled to look at the rental car parked nearly fifty feet away, I knew that not even a bolt to the street would save us from getting drenched. I turned, just as the powerful jets soaked me from head to toe, and calmly put my arm around my mother’s shoulder. We held our heads high all the way to the car.

I had two more interviews that day. A quick blow-dry of my hair and a change of winter wear left us just enough time to make the next one. We headed off to Studio City. (Was it actually a city? Or just part of LA? Who was in charge of this naming thing?) I was to meet with a wealthy businessman and his wife. The agency hadn’t told me what his business was; I just knew that the husband was a prominent executive, that the wife’s family came from famous money, and that they had one child. As we parked in the driveway, I was surprised at the size of the house. The information sheet I had on the family referred to it as a bungalow, and the agency had specified that this was a live-in position. But it couldn’t have been bigger than a double-wide trailer.

As I rang the doorbell, I could hear a woman yelling from inside. “Jonathan, stop jumping on the couch. Do you hear me? Stop jumping on the couch!”

The door quickly opened to reveal a haggard-looking woman in her early thirties. “Hello, I’m Julie Foshay. Won’t you come in?” she said as the boy continued to bob up and down behind her. Jonathan looked about four. He was using the sofa as a trampoline, bouncing and yelling incoherently, oblivious to his mother.

“My, what a … uh … cozy home you have, Mrs. Foshay.” I wanted to start out with a compliment.

“Jonathan”—she turned to yell at the boy again—“I told you to stop jumping on the couch.” I followed her into a dining room just off the living area that was the size of a walk-in closet. We sat.

“So, Susan—it is Susan, isn’t it?” she asked, but didn’t wait for me to answer. “Tell me all about yourself.” I didn’t bother to correct her about my name. Still, I told her about NNI, how I’d scored the highest of my class on my certification tests, how I’d always loved kids, how I’d babysat for many families while growing up but that I wanted to live in a larger city, yada yada, yada, expecting her to break in at any moment when she’d had enough. But she just kept staring at me, smiling. Every so often she would yell out to Jonathan again, who by now had been bouncing nonstop for nearly twenty minutes.

When she finally did interrupt me, her first question was, “How much?”

I couldn’t figure out why the agency wouldn’t have told her the going rate for a nanny, but oh well. “Since I’m going to be a live-in nanny, I would like to make two hundred and fifty dollars a week,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster.

She seemed stunned by this figure. “Oh no, we can’t afford that! We’re already mortgaged to the hilt with our recent remodel. Besides, I’m not sure where I would put you.” As if I were going to be the third car and they only had a two-car garage.

Little Jonathan continued to wail like a banshee and do his jumping jacks. I wanted to wail, too. Then why are you interviewing me? Why did you call the agency asking for a live-in nanny, for God’s sake?

On my way out the door, I took a peek at the stack of library books Jumpin’ Johnny had knocked off the end table:


The Hyperactive Child: A Handbook for Parents

Living with Our Hyperactive Children

The Myth of the ADD Child

Nature’s Ritalin



Okay.

I told the agency that this was definitely not the family for me—or for any other live-in nanny unless they planned to bring their own RV with them to work each day. I won’t bore you with the details of my third and final interview that day. Let’s just say, “toddler twins, a pregnant mother, lots of housework, bedroom shared with a parakeet, and a salary that was below minimum wage” and move on. I would later hear some true stories that made that sound like a luxury vacation. Many nannies had no time off, and did all the cooking, cleaning, childcare, laundry, shopping, gardening, message-taking, and errand-running for far less money than that. But then I still had stars in my eyes.

Zero-for-three. Needless to say, I didn’t take the job as handler and chef, though it was offered to me, surprisingly enough. It had been quite a day in la-la land. As I lay in bed with traffic rushing by, horns honking, and people shouting, I could only hope that one of my two interviews the next day might bring something a little more … glamorous. After all, wasn’t I in Hollywood? Was it all just makeup and camera angles?



So I feel like I can be a good role model as a mother because I love being a mom and I have great advice for everybody when it comes to mothering.

—Pamela Anderson



chapter 2
the king and I

Not being a follower of the life and loves of Hugh Hefner, I was unacquainted with the claim to fame of Barbi Benton, the name the nanny agency gave me when they called bright and early the next morning. But with a name like Barbi, I could guess what she looked like.

“Oh yes. Yes, of course. You are the one from Oregon,” said the house manager, Ms. Chambers, when I called. “When would you like to come up?”

“I’m available today, if that’s all right.”

“Good. How about elevenish.”

“Uh … elevenish would be great,” I replied. “Could I please have your address?”

“Just come to the block of Welby in Pasadena, near the Rose Bowl,” Ms. Chambers said.

Okay, but what was the address? It sounded like she lived in a shopping center. The block of Welby. I didn’t get it.

“Uh, Ms. Chambers, could you give me the street number? Is it Welby Street?”

“Yes. It’s the block of Welby,” she replied, sounding a little agitated. I didn’t want to push it. I wasn’t worried; I’d figure it out.

As we wheeled through the streets of Pasadena, it all began to make sense. The Barbi dollhouse took up an entire city block. There was no need for a number because there were no other homes. An ornate wrought-iron fence nearly fifteen feet tall surrounded the vast estate, with an entry gate straight out of Buckingham Palace. I half-expected to see a fur-hatted guard standing in the small brick house near the gate, but there was only an intercom. When I pushed the button, a woman’s voice said, “Hello. Who’s there?”

Entry granted. The heavy gates creaked and magically opened. The mansion in front of me was larger than any building in Cottage Grove, by far—bigger even than the Rainbow Motel. I hoped I wouldn’t get lost. A uniformed maid ushered me through a lovely rose garden, past the house, and up the stairs of a small outbuilding—Ms. Benton’s husband’s office, as it turned out. Ms. Chambers was waiting. Only if she thought I had potential would I meet the family.

Before the interview began, we were interrupted by a pinch-faced, sack-bosomed woman with teeth like rows of Chiclets. She was probably sixty-five years old, her face seamed with wrinkles like an old soccer ball. She walked into the office, complaining under her breath about the swelling in her ankles. Without acknowledging me, she retrieved a white envelope from Ms. Chambers and then hobbled out. Ms. Chambers, noticing the confused look on my face, informed me that she was the current nanny and would be leaving in a couple of weeks.

“You’re attractive. That will bother her,” Ms. Chambers began. So Barbi was indeed a doll. I wondered what Mr. Benton looked like. Ms. Chambers sat looking at some papers on the desk in front of her. I assumed she was waiting for me to respond.

I paused a moment, then said, “Thank you. I hope that won’t be a problem.” If I lived here, I could ugly myself up a little. Maybe not wear any makeup; just wash my hair once a week. I guessed she hadn’t had to cover this part of the interview process with the current Grandma Moses.

After I had given this woman the short version of the story I’d told Mrs. Foshay the day before, she began to rattle off a litany of rules and quirks that I would have to deal with. Standard-issue stuff. Except it wasn’t.

For one, there was the refrigerator. It had a lock on it. All the goodies that Barbi and Ken did not have the willpower to resist were locked safely inside the colossal chrome Sub-Zero.

“Who has the key?” I inquired. Two intelligent adults kept their own food in solitary confinement?

“The chef does,” she explained helpfully. “The only time he opens it is to prepare their meals. They are both very strict about their diet.”

“Does she ever beg the staff to open it in the middle of the night?” I had to know.

The question got me a stern dip of her eyebrows.

“Of course not. What kind of people do you think they are?”

The kind of people WHO LOCK THEIR REFRIGERATOR! Why not just stock up on lettuce and bottled water and forget about security?

“Now, back to the issue of your looks,” she continued. “You will, of course, be required to wear a uniform. Actually, it’s quite lovely,” she added, as if forestalling my protest that I would not be caught dead in a nanny habit. She pulled out a dress that looked like it belonged to Mary Poppins and displayed it to me proudly. Apparently, every member of the household was expected to work in costume.

With that out of the way, she proceeded to tell me about the family. I would potentially be caring for one baby boy, their first child. “She will rely on you a great deal,” Ms. Chambers said delicately. “The month after Barbi had the baby, she and her husband left for a long vacation. You’ve had a lot of experience with infants, I’m sure?” I was still digesting the news of the parents’ sabbatical when I heard a man’s voice over the intercom. “I am done with my coffee,” he announced abruptly. Ms. Chambers immediately buzzed the staff to remove the offending coffee cup. She rang into several rooms of the mansion, broadcasting the urgent situation until she found someone to take care of it.

A little more background on this family would have been helpful.

“Now, when you travel with the family in the convertible Rolls-Royce, you will always ride in the front seat with the driver and be in uniform. It is very important to them that when they are out for a drive, it is clear to onlookers that you are the help. Are there any questions so far?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

“Good. By the way, how is your health?” she asked.

What? I was not even nineteen years old, for God’s sake. How bad off could I be? Did she want to know about my menstrual cramps once a month and the fact that I dislocated my knee trying out for the track team in the eighth grade? The current nanny looked like she just emerged from an all-night bingo parlor with her portable oxygen in tow, and she managed to work here. How hard could it be?

We wrapped up the interview, and I was politely escorted out past the huge mansion. I never did see the inside, or Barbi or Ken for that matter. Clearly I was not going to be Skipper.

My second interview that day was with “a family in the entertainment industry.” The Ovitzes. I didn’t have a clue who Michael Ovitz was. I was actually a little disappointed when I didn’t recognize the name—I’d imagined someone like John Travolta. The nanny placement agency told me only his last name and that he was president of a big talent agency. I just heard a bunch of initials.

Had I known that Creative Artists Agency (CAA) represented nearly every major Hollywood actor and actress I’d ever heard of, I would have had more time to get nervous before I arrived at his office. Instead, it all hit me at once. I stared in transfixed awe at the receptionists, who, all blasé as you please, confidently threw around some of the biggest names in entertainment. Cher. Sally Field. Michael Jackson. The two women behind the desk mesmerized me. Both answered a never-ending stream of calls from the ridiculously famous while simultaneously signing for packages and greeting guests. Both of them were extremely pretty, poised, and professional. They were not wearing winter-weight dark dresses.

My first interview in this intimidating office was with Mrs. Ovitz. An assistant ushered me into a dramatic conference room with floor-to-ceiling glass windows where a woman sat quietly at a marble table. I was stunned at how blond and beautiful she was. She wore a butter-colored silk outfit and diamond stud earrings the size of small grapes. Her style and demeanor seemed that of a queen.

“Hello, I’m Judy Ovitz. It’s nice to meet you,” she said, smiling warmly and extending her hand to welcome me.

I gave my standard speech, and she told me about their three children. If I made the cut, I would next meet Mr. Ovitz. Michael was clearly the king, though I wasn’t sure of what. But I did know who all the movie stars were.

I must have made it through the first round, because after a brief meeting with the CAA human resources manager, I was back watching those receptionists deftly field calls from Academy Award–winning actors. A beautiful woman dressed in three different shades of beige appeared in front of me and said, “Ms. Hansen, please step this way. Mr. Ovitz will see you now.”

Just like the receptionists and everyone else in the office, the assistant was dressed in an expensive designer outfit. I, on the other hand, stood up in my blue dress and white patent leather pumps, humiliated that I was violating the Labor Day white shoe rule by more than three months. My mom and I had realized in the motel that I looked quite tacky, but it was this or the sprinkler-ruined black dress. Looking down at my fashion faux pas whites, I became even more nervous. I couldn’t have felt more out of place if I’d been wearing athletic socks and Birkenstocks. I felt all the blood drain out of my face and into my hopelessly dowdy feet. The room began to turn slowly, then more quickly, in circles. Grabbing the backs of the chairs and then the receptionists’ counter, I steadied myself and focused on not fainting.

We walked down the busy corridor, people bustling by in both directions. At the end of the hallway, I could see into a spacious office where an attractive man was seated behind a desk the size of two formal dining tables. He wore a telephone headset and reclined back at an angle that must have strained the limits of his ergonomically correct leather chair. He had short, light brown hair, bright eyes, and a white shirt that was meticulously pressed and starched. His conservative plum-colored tie matched the colors in a painting on the wall behind him.

My escort paused silently in the doorway, and I stood motionless. As the man said good-bye to his caller, he pulled the headset off and gave me a warm smile. In a very officious manner befitting the introduction of a visiting diplomat, the woman announced: “Mr. Ovitz, this is Ms. Hansen to see you. Your ten-twenty. She has already interviewed with Judy.”

On the one hand, I was honored to receive such an introduction. On the other hand, how jam-packed was this guy’s calendar? Did he have a ten-twenty-five?

“I need some uninterrupted time here,” he told my escort. “I don’t want to take any calls for fifteen minutes.” She nodded and turned away, and I stepped into the inner sanctum.

The man gestured to a seating arrangement that was like one you might find in an issue of Architectural Digest—a leather couch and several low-slung chairs arranged around a modern coffee table at the other end of his huge office. An immense contemporary painting dominated the wall. I had never been in a place quite so intimidating, with perhaps the exception of the principal’s office when I was grilled over my possible involvement in some prom-night shenanigans. I was petrified and sat silent and wide-eyed. Mr. Ovitz laughed and said, “You look scared to death, white as chalk. Just relax.”

Right. Every one of your employees whom I have spoken with says that you’re the “most powerful man in Hollywood.” It’s just a wee bit intimidating.

For thirty minutes he asked questions in the verbal equivalent of italics and exclamation marks. He did not seem much interested in my answers. My heart sank when he asked about my driving record and my ability to drive in the snow (apparently, the family frequently found itself in Aspen). For now let’s just say that driving is not my strong suit. I stumbled a bit over that answer, but he didn’t seem to care that my reply was not what you would want to hear from a prospective employee, especially one who would be entrusted with the safe transport of your precious children. He seemed most interested in his next question. We talked for several minutes about nanny school, as he had never heard of such a thing. He seemed to find the whole idea amusing. “What exactly do they teach you in nanny school?” he asked, becoming even more amused when I attempted to answer him. Once more I fumbled for words while he watched, grinning slightly. Later I came to believe that Michael was most comfortable when others were not. He seemed to enjoy seeing people crumble into nervous wrecks in his presence. So my terror during the interview must have just made his day.

Of course, when he invited me for a follow-up interview at his home, he made mine.

I would soon learn that CAA was one of the largest talent agencies in Hollywood. I didn’t really know what agents did, but I quickly discovered that they negotiated with the studios in exchange for a percentage of their clients’ earnings. As I had glimpsed at the office, their clients were the most well-known actors, directors, screenwriters, musicians, and authors in the industry. Martin Scorsese. Demi Moore. Julia Roberts. It was widely known that CAA had enough pull to get clients the most lucrative contracts.

Cofounder and president of the agency, Michael had the most pull of all. He had invented an entirely new kind of agency, one that relied on packaging—putting together stars, writers, and directors into one bundle and offering it to a studio as a whole take-it-or-leave-it proposition. He had enough leverage that most studios were forced to take it.

He was also credited with pioneering a new way of doing business. Poaching, or stealing other agencies’ clients, had been rare before he came upon the scene, but Michael made it commonplace. (Legend has it that Michael had lured Dustin Hoffman over to CAA by offering to work for free.) He and his black-suited cohorts, who worked tirelessly and tended to be business school graduates and lawyers, were both dedicated to their clients and quite ruthless in getting what they wanted. I would later hear that one of his prized clients, screenwriter Joe Eszterhas—who earned millions for screenplays like Flashdance and Basic Instinct—claimed that when he was moving to a rival agency (ICM), Michael told him, “You’re not going anywhere. You’re not leaving this agency. If you do, my foot soldiers who go up and down Wilshire Boulevard each day will blow your brains out.”

Probably best that I didn’t know about his legendary vindictiveness when I was considering moving into his home.

When I pulled up to the curb near the Ovitz driveway, I saw four luxury vehicles sitting alongside a very exotic-looking black sports car. A man walked out of the house, who I’d later learn was Ron Meyer, Michael’s partner at CAA. He would eventually run Universal Pictures. He waved from the entryway, saying, “I’ll be at Stallone’s house if Michael needs me.”

Sylvester? And I might be working here?

My hand began to shake as I reached for the intercom next to the twelve-foot-high wrought-iron fence. It hit me that I might actually live in a residence where you had to ask permission to enter—a far cry from even the most expensive home in our small logging community. No one there had intercoms or gates. Come to think of it, most people in my town never even locked their back doors.

The house, situated on nearly an acre of land, was a two-story Southern Colonial made of brick and wood, with three majestic white columns across the front and two massive black lacquer front doors with shiny brass handles. In the brick-inlaid driveway a man busily washed a pristine SUV; three other cars were lined up behind it. I would soon see this as routine: the same man came every Saturday morning and performed a full detail on all the family’s vehicles.

Judy greeted me at the side door. She seemed friendly but a bit aloof. She was dressed in a coordinated casual outfit and looked even more perfect than she had before, if that was possible.

“Technically, this is our side front door,” she told me as we walked into a family room with an informal dining area. Then she led me to the main entry with the tall black doors and said, “This is our main front door.”

Huh? I’d been inside the home for all of two minutes and was already confused.

Judy glanced back and gestured for me to follow her. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”

Passing from the kitchen through the formal dining room toward the living room, I stopped dead in my tracks. My God, my mother would die if she saw this. The photos hanging behind the elaborate wet bar looked like a spread in People magazine. Barbra Streisand, posing with Michael. There was Michael with Michael Caine, Michael and Judy with Tom Hanks, and
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