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Izzie Firecracker

Second Chance Club, Mayfair, London

Had enough?

It’s time to take control of your life
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Hello, Izzie Firecracker here. I’ll catch you up on some loose ends before we go on to my next crazy adventure with a new set of clients and their obstacles to joy. But it all happens in Vegas, so don’t forget what they say: What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas...
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Late January, 2000.

At the tail end of last year, I visited Texas for the millennium marriage of a client, Martha. Like in a romantic novel, the imminent wedding of another client, Carlotta, to Martha’s hunky son was announced at the reception. The early January ceremony was in Las Vegas. Myself, Doris (my good friend and cleaner), and another client, Portia, also attended. Why not? We were in the States, anyway, and had fabulous wedding outfits in our suitcases. The bride bought a sequined mini dress for the occasion from a fabulous Vegas boutique, Bella Bride. She looked sensational, and the groom was transfixed.

It was a brilliant day. Doris and I had a wonderful time chatting about it on the flight home. ‘Oh, Izzie, it was a fantastic wedding, so glitzy and glamorous.’

It was a perfect day, from the minute the limo picked us up at the hotel to the celebration dinner in the Eiffel Tower Restaurant, high above the city. The food and wine were divine, and the chatter fun. The magnificent sight of the Bellagio fountains enhanced the Vegas vista.

‘Do you prefer the view from the real Eiffel Tower, Doris?’ I asked.

‘No, I blooming don’t. I’d go back to Vegas at the drop of a hat.’

Portia, the third member of my last Second Chance Club, stayed in America for a while. She caught the eye of a divinely handsome man, with broad shoulders, expansive grin, and blue eyes. His jeans fitted his tight buns and long, lean legs to perfection.

Portia’s the buyer for Sloane’s department store in London. Out of character, she phoned her boss and told him to cover for her as she planned to cruise the States on a Harley. I’m proud of her. A motorbike crash caused the death of her first love, and she swore never to get on another; bike, not boyfriend! Portia dropped everything to tour with the hunk.

‘I bet she dropped everything, including her knickers,’ said Doris with a naughty chuckle.

The power of lust. Portia’s back at work now and juggling two long-distance boyfriends, an Italian Stallion, and the American biker. ‘I can’t decide, Izzie, but I’m having fun.’

What a terrible dilemma: My heart bleeds.
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[image: ]


‘Champagne?’ asked the flight attendant on the Vegas to London flight.

‘Yes,’ said Doris, answering for us both. ‘Oh, Izzie love. That was the best holiday of my life and deserves a champagne toast. I can’t wait to tell my Benny about it all. I’ll persuade him to have an Elvis wedding blessing for our thirtieth anniversary next year.’

‘Why ask, Doris? You’ve got the money. Your cleaning company is doing well; you could put Richard Branson to shame. What would Benny’s reaction be if you booked it as a surprise?’

‘Reckon he’d find it romantic. I’ll leave someone in charge of Doris’s Dailies, and we’ll flaunt off.’

Doris began her own cleaning company a few years ago after she found her lost mojo. I love the idea of another trip to Nevada. ‘Count me in, Doris. I didn’t think Vegas would be such fun. I visited with Crispin, for just one night, on the way to Los Angeles, so it doesn’t count. I thought I’d find it sleazy.’

‘Speak for yourself, love. The sleazy bits were the best. I loved the Elvis who stripped to a thong while singing “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” Saucy bugger. I needn’t ask what you enjoyed the most. The hotel manager couldn’t keep his eyes off you, and you didn’t seem bothered by the attention.’

‘Hmm, I guess he was rather yummy.’ I rummaged in my handbag. Ah, yes, his business card was safe in a zipped compartment. Phew!

The ‘gorgeous man’, Bobby, wasn’t just the manager. He owned the Tower of Pisa hotel (where we’d stayed) and an entire chain. The Pisa was bonkers, its selling point a fantastic optical illusion. Due to clever use of lights, it looked like it was leaning from the outside. Inside, the walls and floors were straight.

I’d had dinner with Bobby in a sultry little restaurant, Seraglio, that resembled a bordello in a Hollywood western. Doris doesn’t know; I kept it secret. I expected John Wayne to swagger through the door, with Ann Margret on his arm. The incredible night took my mind off financial worries. The day before I left for Vegas, I received shocking news about an investment, which I thought was solid. It wasn’t. I’m broke and have to move out of my magnificent Mayfair home and office.

A wealthy American couple loaned me their London apartment after I rescued their daughter from the brink of suicide. They believed and believe I have plenty of money. They need the penthouse as they are moving to London and want me to move out as soon as possible. The official deadline is the end of February when their stuff arrives from overseas. If I told them of my dire straits, they’d let me stay, but they’ve been more than generous, and it wouldn’t be fair.

They’ve paid their dues and want me to leave before I become an affronted sitting tenant, as opposed to a grateful guest.

I don’t blame them. I’ve seen similar things happen. The more you do for some people, the more they expect. When we stop giving, the former grateful recipients sometimes exhibit outrage. Human nature is often weird.

Regarding Bobby, I don’t want to embark on a relationship with a wealthy man and become dependent. It’s easy to get used to the cushy lifestyle and ignore niggles that build up into a crescendo of cataclysmic stress. I’ve been there and had the designer t-shirts, jewellery and ball gowns to prove it, and lost them. I want financial independence. Need the means to walk away if it all goes tits up, and the fairy-tale becomes a nightmare.
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Mum died last week.

She snuffed it in her sleep, of a heart attack, at home. I don’t know for sure if she was asleep before drawing the final breath, but that’s what the post-mortem said. I’m sure doctors sometimes tell people what they want to hear, your mother died in the throes of agony would not comfort a mourning relative. I prefer to believe the sugar-coated version, not the one laced with arsenic.

I’m devastated and confused. I thought I’d got rid of childhood hang-ups. It wasn’t until the hideous moment the coffin disappeared behind the crematorium curtain that I realised I am a shadow of my true self. A tad dramatic, but hey, I used to love Dallas. But I am more subdued and inhibited than I would wish.

I sound harsh, but it’s armour; I miss her more than I could ever have imagined.

Despite my outgoing and carefree exterior, I’ve spent much of my life avoiding Mum’s wrath, even when thousands of miles away. The last ex-husband, Crispin, and I enjoyed many exotic holidays. He scuba-dived or sailed while I languished on sun-loungers with novels. I know - tough. I tried the mermaid route, complete with mask, flippers, and air tank, but I was a fish out of water.

Mum, who I often called by her Christian name, Rose, was unpredictable and volatile.  One minute she would laugh at my naughtiness or defiance, and the next go crazy over nothing.  ‘Izzie, go to the corner shop and buy milk, to make your little brother’s porridge,’ she said early one August morning in the school summer holidays.

I was fresh out of bed and had come downstairs for a glass of water.

‘In a minute, let me get dressed, clean my teeth and brush my hair.’

‘I said NOW! Do you want your baby brother to starve? You must have an evil streak.’

She pushed me out of the front door and threw sandals, cardigan and coins after me. I cycled to the shop in tears. I must have looked daft, a skinny nine-year-old, wearing Mum’s hand-knitted green cardigan over pink floral pyjamas. Tangled long hair and red open-toe sandals made the image more ridiculous. I probably resembled a mad young trainee witch on a broomstick. I was beyond embarrassment and desperate to get home and into proper clothes.

My cousin was staying with me. ‘Aunty Rose sounded scary, and you did nothing wrong.’

‘Thanks.’ I was glad to have a sympathetic witness.

I flung off my pyjamas and Mum’s cardigan and dressed in proper clothes; orange floral flares and a blue blouse. The irony was lost on me.

Mum could turn on a sixpence and go from tyrannical to tolerant in a millisecond.

‘Dry the dishes, Izzie, before going out to play.’

‘They’ll dry on their own; it’s a law of physics. I’ll put them away later.’

‘Okay, play in the sun. I’ll join you for a game of badminton. Put up the net.’

See what I mean?

‘Badminton’ maybe gives the impression we had a big house and grounds. We didn’t; it was a little semi-detached. Rose worried when shuttlecocks sailed into the neighbours’ gardens. She hated my brothers or me knocking on doors, asking to retrieve them and banned badminton on windy days: Mustn’t risk annoying Bob and Brenda at number eleven. Whatever the weather, we didn’t dare hit too hard with the racket, resulting in somewhat tame games. The half-hearted timorous batting is why I never mastered tennis. Nah, I’m rubbish at it, no need for silly excuses.

Miss Donovan, a headmistress, at number seven, always wore tweed suits, thick tights, sensible shoes and a pleasant smile. ‘No need to knock, Izzie. Rescue errant balls and shuttlecocks whenever you want.’

‘If you must play badminton or tennis aim towards Miss Donovan’s garden,’ said Mum.

I doubt John McEnroe had to tolerate such nonsense. Imagine the response; Mom; you cannot be serious!
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I bought a puppy, with my ninth birthday money. It cost thirty shillings. Mum came with me to collect it, with my baby brother in his pram. We popped the dog at the foot of the green Silver Cross and chauffeured him home. It made a cute picture, and I was proud of my canine friend.

‘What will you call him?’ asked Dad.

‘Dash, because he’s black with a little dash of white on his head and because he dashes about.’

‘You’re responsible for him, Izzie,’ said my parents.

‘Yes, of course.’

Dash barked all night, every night. I slept, oblivious to the cacophony. Well, I might have heard the occasional bark. Mum needed her sleep because of the baby. Dad spent half the nights downstairs, attending to the puppy that wasn’t house trained.

‘Dash has to go,’ said Mum. ‘We can’t cope with a baby and a puppy. You should have taken more responsibility.’

Mrs Donovan’s friend, Maisie, came to the rescue. She adopted Dash and changed his name to Simba. ‘It means mountain lion, Izzie.’

I was inconsolable. Maisie took me to the pet shop and bought me a budgie and all the trimmings; cage, cuttlefish, mirror, bell etc. Sweet, but incomparable to a puppy. Budge refused to go for walks with me. Stubborn bird.

‘I’m pleased Miss Donovan has that nice friend, Maisie,’ said Mum. ‘I saw the two of them holding hands in the garden the other day. Izzie, why are you sniggering? Everything’s a joke to you.’
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I am Izzie, and I’m a therapist and fraud: I thought I was helping people with my enlightened point of view, the restrictions of my childhood long gone. Now I realise I’ve peeled away layers of the psychological onion but may not have reached the core of my truth. Wow, that sounded formal!

I don’t want to waste time. My cleaner, Doris, and many others said I changed their lives for the better. Doris was miserable and drab looking when she first worked for me. She grumbled about her bunions and complained about prices in supermarkets. ‘PriceChoppers have increased the price of custard creams by five pence. Bloody cheek.’

She wore hideous beige adjustable sandals, the ones with the groovy Velcro fastenings. Now she works in Jimmy Choo trainers, jeans and a sequined t-shirt. She looks fabulous and sings as she dusts; annoying sometimes. Her favourite song is ‘Is This the Way to Amarillo’, by Tony Christie.

The other day she sang the opening words over and over, above the noise of the vacuum cleaner. ‘I’ll show you the bloody way,’ I shouted over the din. I wanted to strangle her with the duster. Cheerful folk can irritate when you’re depressed. She’s due in today. I’m looking forward to seeing her; she’s gone from drab to fab in appearance and attitude and makes me laugh.

I’m not too drab in appearance or attitude, either. I look fabulous, according to my latest fling, Fin, who enjoys fishing. He talks about interesting stuff like rods, reel, flies and waders. The only flies I’m interested in are the ones on his Levis. He’s a barracuda in bed but bores me silly when we’re not between the sheets. The carp tattooed on his left buttock is a fish too far and does zilch to ignite my passions.

At first, he amused me with silly aquatic jokes.

‘What’s the fastest fish in the sea, Izzie?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘A Go-Carp.’

Then, two minutes later, ‘What did the sardines say to their children when they saw a submarine?’

I groaned.  ’Don’t worry; it’s only a tin of people.’ It was quite funny the first time.

‘Sorry for boring you, Izzie. I bought fantastic new waders today; I’ll show them to you later.’

‘Whoopee, can’t wait,’ I muttered.

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’

Unusual for Fin not to catch something.
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I married two husbands to please Mum. I got my first two conventional jobs; banker then beauty consultant, to satisfy her. I didn’t want to marry; I wanted to be an actress. ‘You can’t turn him down,’ Rose said, when I considered not marrying hubby number two, Crispin, ‘he’s loaded.’

Nice but dull, Tim, was hubby number one.  ‘I don’t know why you married him. I thought you were throwing your life away,’ Mum said when I announced our divorce.

‘Now you tell me.’
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Mum had dreaded living in a retirement home, due to scare stories in the Daily Dross. ‘They chain old people to hot radiators, Izzie.’

‘It’s not true, most of the staff are kind, and the residents have a lovely time.’

‘I don’t see how they can have a lovely time chained to radiators.’

Talk about focusing on the negative. The newspaper implied the residents were in a concentration camp or prison, endlessly tortured by heartless and cruel wardens. Mum continued to read her daily dose of paranoia. Drip drip drip.

‘Rose, why do you buy it, if it upsets you so much? It’s full of crap. I’d prefer to read The Beano.’

‘I need it for the television schedule.’

‘Ever heard of the TV Times?’

Yes, Mum escaped her dreaded fate, for which I’m thankful.

‘Never let me go into a home, will you Izzie? I’d rather die.’

‘Of course not, you’re as fit as a fiddle.’ I knew she was fibbing about symptoms, wanting to keep her fierce independence. I sometimes saw her clutching her chest, then swallowing a small tablet. Was it an angina pill?

‘What did you just eat, Rose?’

‘A Tic Tac mint.’

‘Can I have one?’

‘No, it was my last.’

I respected her secrecy, and concern about going into a home. I would be the same.

Mum sensed her demise. The day before she died, she phoned me and said, ‘Thanks for all you’ve done for me Izzie, and for cheering me up so often. You’ve made me laugh since you were little.’

Thanks for all you’ve done for me? Not enough. Guilt descended like swarms of locusts.

Much as I tell clients that guilt is a useless emotion, and self-punishment, I should have hopped in the car and driven to Mum’s house, breaking the speed limit, after the weird phone call.

Good old hindsight: I thought she was just in a melancholy mood.

Luckily, I visited her when I returned from Vegas a few weeks ago. I took her a bear, dressed like Elvis, who sings ‘Teddy Bear’ when you press his tummy. Also, a black mug with Nevada on it, in gold letters: She didn’t use it and put it on a shelf, along with ‘Elvis’. I doubt the original Mr Presley spent much time on a shelf.

‘Why are you drinking hot chocolate from that awful chipped mug, Mum? You’ve got lots of lovely pottery and bone-china mugs and cups in the cupboard.’

‘They’re too nice to use; this is good enough.’

The next morning, I caught her eating porridge from a pan. ‘Saves on dishes,’ she explained.

Waiting at Eastborough Station, for the Liverpool train, I noticed Mum’s coat was dirty, which a year before would have had her rushing home to change. ‘Rose, your coat is a bit mucky.’

‘Oh, don’t fuss, Izzie, it’s fine. Leave me alone. Who cares?’

I did. Mum had always been a beauty, and proud of her appearance. It broke my heart when she stopped caring, probably because I sensed the end was nigh.

I tried to persuade her to have home help. She went mad and insisted she was okay.
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Teddy Bear Mountain
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The funeral was two days ago. I miss Mum. Although she often drove me mad, she had an endearing childlike quality. After Dad died, five years ago, she began collecting teddy bears to keep her company. She amassed hundreds. I need to sort out Teddy Mountain, which has an eclectic collection of bears, from costly mohair beauties to cute cheapies.

After a recent fall, Mum got about with a tri-walker. I’ll never forget her wheeling a massive teddy she could ‘bearly’ see over. I’d arrived early on a visit, due to light traffic from London to Wirral.

‘Rose, that bear is bigger than you.’

‘I couldn’t resist him. Look at that cute face. And he was in the George Henry Lee sale, seventy percent off.’

‘You mean you’ve lugged it all the way from Liverpool, on the train, and walked the mile from the station?’

‘Yes, why not? Put the kettle on; I’ve got custard tarts from Marks.’

It sounds sad, but Mum never socialised much. ‘Keep yourself to yourself, Izzie. Life is easier that way.’

Her antisocial attitude once horrified me. Now I understand. Sticking with a select few friends can make life less complicated: Quality, not quantity.

After Dad’s death, a lady from Mum’s patchwork quilting group invited her for coffee every week. Rose didn’t enjoy the outings because of incessant talk about illness. Mum had breast cancer when I was fifteen, but she never discussed it. Ever. I worried she would die, and asked Dad the inevitable question, ‘How long has she got to live?’ That was in 1973, and it’s now the year 2000.

Dad said, ‘Don’t tell your mother, the doctors give her five years at the most.’

I was horrified, but nobody told her, and she outlived Dad.

Dr Dhal, my Ayurvedic doctor, said not to mention illness by name as it’s a negative affirmation. In the West, we label everything and want blanket cures. Most drugs and surgeries only treat or remove surface symptoms. Ayurvedic methods address the root of symptoms before they turn into disease.

Dr Dhal said, ‘This approach averts dangers that have not yet come. Look after yourself Izzie. Don’t wait until you are ill and presume a doctor can put you right.’

Although I sympathise with anyone who is unwell, I don’t like putting attention on illness. I prefer to focus on staying healthy. Our words are our wands, what we focus on and talk about becomes our reality. Whoops, I sound preachy. Sorry.

Fin doesn’t agree. ‘What a pile of rubbish, Izzie. Are you saying my aunt died of lung disease because she brought it on herself?’

‘I doubt forty fags a day for forty years helped.’

‘Perhaps not: She should have eaten more fish for all those omega thingies.’

Who am I to talk? I’m addicted to chocolate and coffee.
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I’d visited Mum as often as I could. We would get the train to Liverpool where we’d lived until moving to the Wirral when I was eight. I love Liverpool. When I get off the train at Central Station, my footsteps and soul become lighter. Mum left her hometown wanting a new, better life and spent the rest of her days missing the old one. Ironic. It’s that adage of being careful what we wish for, lest we get it.

At the moment I’m elevating Mum to sainthood. The bad memories have faded and the good ones dominate. All the fault lies with me. I feel guilty about things I wish I could change, but it’s too late. I hope this maudlin attitude fades and I’ll just remember the happy times and smile. And if I recall something painful and guilt-triggering, it will be easy to move on to the next thought. We never forget our nearest and dearest, but we shouldn’t feel guilty when we enjoy and embrace life. They’d want us to be happy unless they hated us when they were alive.

I saw a joke in a magazine - Don’t wait until you’re on your deathbed to tell them how you feel; tell them to shove off now.
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I’m wretched after the funeral, and the pungent scent of lilies haunts my nostrils. I can’t decide whether to stay in the Second Chance Club penthouse for the extra weeks or leave sooner. Mum’s house needs organising, but I’m not sure I can face it. I decide to use the reliable method of tossing a coin in the air and pull a fifty-pence coin from my purse. Heads to stay and tails to head to Mum’s and tackle the heart-breaking task of sorting out her belongings.

Coin poised, the phone rings.

It’s Bobby from Vegas. Yikes.

My throat goes dry, my stomach clenches and my heart races. ‘What a lovely surprise.’ I sound like the Queen Mother. What happened to sexy and sultry?

‘Hi, Izzie, how’s things?’

‘It’s great to hear from you. Mum died last week.’

‘Sorry, this must be a bad time.’

‘No, it’s good, I need a distraction.’ My heart is thumping, like Cozy Powell on drums. I tell Bobby my dilemma about moving or staying put.

It turns out I need not toss the coin. Bobby decides. ‘Pop the coin back in your purse and put it towards coffee at the airport. Get yourself over here. There’s a first-class ticket at Heathrow. Tell me what time the plane lands. There’ll be a limo waiting, and I’ve reserved you an awesome suite.’

‘I can’t accept,’ I lie, fingers crossed.

‘Yes you can; you’ll earn every cent. Get packed, and I’ll see you soon.’

––––––––
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‘What’s the plan, Stan?’ asks Doris, having a cup of tea and a thick slice of toast slathered with strawberry jam and peanut butter. ‘You can stay with Benny and me while you decide, or live in this wonderful penthouse until the bailiffs come.’

‘Shut up, Doris. Bloody bailiffs!’

‘Couldn’t resist it, love. Anyway, what do you think?’

‘Thanks for the kind offer, but things have changed. I’m off to Vegas again tomorrow. There’s a first-class ticket waiting for me at Heathrow.’

‘Not again, you jammy bugger, that’s what happened last time, before you left Maharishi Mansion. You went to Santa Monica to help your old friend who was suicidal.’

‘This time it’s more complicated. Bobby, the gorgeous man, phoned earlier. He’s desperate for help, didn’t want to say much over the phone, but sounded worried sick. He’s got a proposition, but if I don’t like it, I can pop straight back on the open ticket.’

‘Ooer, a naughty proposition, I hope. Is Bobby the one you had dinner with?’

How does Doris know about that? She’s a proper Miss Marple. ‘Yes, although this is business.’

‘And I’m Joan Collins.’

‘Behave,’ I scold.

‘No, it’s too exciting. Want any help packing?’

‘No, thanks, I’ll finish my cuppa then get to it. I hate packing. Have done since I was a kid. Mum got so stressed it rubbed off on me. You’d have thought she was packing to emigrate, not for the usual week at Butlins, Pwllheli.’

‘It’s a bugger to pack for a family, love,’ says Doris.

Thinking about Mum, my eyes fill with tears again. She loved her holidays, despite the packing panic. ‘Izzie, should I take the brown jumper, the blue one, or both? And we’ll all need wellington boots, and sandals. How will we lug it all to the train station?’

Mum couldn’t drive, and Dad didn’t get a car until I was twelve; a grey Morris Minor, which I christened Maud. She was cute, with a cheeky face, compact but shapely body, and red leather seats.

With or without Maud Minor, it was never easy planning a ‘summer’ holiday in Wales. You didn’t know if it would be the weather for a short-sleeve blouse and light-cardigan. Or thick woolly jumper and jacket. Or a sheepskin coat. And always the ubiquitous waterproof mac. To be fair, as Doris hinted, I’ve only ever packed for me, and that’s hard enough.

No more holidays for Rose and I’ll never see her again. It’s too awful. A forlorn hollow is where my heart used to be, and my head is full of cotton wool. I often detach from reality and live in a happy bubble, but now I’m floating in a sea of despair and detachment. Stop it.

The phone call from Vegas was well-timed. It will be a welcome distraction.

A little warning for anyone who still has both or either of their parents - appreciate them now. Nothing and nobody can replace them - and in my experience, nobody will be your number one fans again, in the same way. And I don’t mean the Annie Wilkes style ‘number one fan’ from Stephen King’s Misery. Perish the thought.

A little spark of hope flickers inside me, saying I can now fly without Mum clipping my wings. I ran lots of stuff through the ‘Mumometer’. This annoying device affected my reactions and decisions: If I do this what would she say, if I do that what would she think?

Beyond the sea of grief, I glimpse a new horizon of potential to be my true self, maybe for the first time.

After Doris goes home, I throw a final few things into a suitcase, make a few calls then head to bed, setting my alarm for 5 am. I want to catch the 9 am flight.

As I drift off, I remember Mum making a pair of pyjamas for my teddy bear, the one with the growl. He lost his voice once and had to go to the doll’s hospital, in Liverpool. The operation was a success, and I recall the joy of taking my growling bear home on the bus and putting him to bed when we got home. ‘Goodnight Teddy, sleep tight.’

––––––––
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Seven seconds later the radio alarm wakes me. Peter Sarstedt sings, ‘Where Do You Go to My Lovely?’, the nosy sod. What business is it of his?

At the airport, I have a blissful time in Chapters finding two novels for the plane. I choose The Wedding Girl by Madeline Wickham, and ‘O’ Is For Outlaw, by Sue Grafton. For good measure, I add magazines; Vogue and Hello! Then I head to the Daily Grind, for a frothy cappuccino and a gooey almond croissant to await the flight announcement.

Once in a comfy seat in First Class, I close my eyes to meditate. After two minutes a human Barbie, with enormous boobs, sits next to me. ‘Are you off to Vegas for the gambling, honey? Pleased to meet ya. I’m Tallulah.’

‘Izzie. No, visiting a friend. You?’

‘My yearly surgery holiday, the husband and I live in London, and my favourite surgeon is in Vegas. I treated myself to these last year,’ she says, pointing to twin peaks. ‘Added two more cup sizes. This year I’ve scheduled a knee lift.’

‘Knee lift?’ What?

‘No matter how much exercise I do there’s horrid saggy skin above my kneecaps. I’d also like to have my hair dyed red. I miss my auburn locks.’

‘Why don’t you visit the hairdresser? It’s less painful than surgery.’

‘My husband would go mad. Anyway, what cosmetic surgery have you had, or plan to have?’

‘Er, none.’

‘That’s not normal. You should see a therapist.’

‘I am a therapist.’

Tallulah laughs, and bursts into wracking coughs. She is entertaining, and the flight whizzes by. After a few pages of Sue Grafton, a movie, a delicious lunch and some pleasant, colourful chatter the plane lands in Las Vegas. Why am I here?
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When I’m through passport control, I spot a man holding a sign. ‘Welcome back, Izzie Firecracker.’

‘Hi, I’m Izzie.’

‘I guessed as much from the description Bobby gave me. Dark hair, catlike green eyes, slim, about five six, and wearing an amused expression. I’m to take you straight to the hotel. Bobby’s meeting you for dinner at the Captain’s Table.’

Captain’s table, what the heck? I hope he wears the full naval uniform, like Richard Gere in An Officer and a Gentleman.

As the limo pulls out of the airport, it’s overtaken by my plane companion, driving a pink Cadillac convertible. The number plate is Tallulah 1.

‘Do you know her?’ I ask the driver.

‘Everyone knows Tallulah. She does a run of shows once a year; she’s got a great singing voice. I’m surprised you haven’t seen the advertising billboards.’

‘Why? Is she in a movie or show at the moment?’

‘Not until September, but she advertises herself in Vegas all year round.’

‘What do the billboards say?’

‘They are just a picture of her in a skimpy low-cut outfit with her name emblazoned across the top of the poster.’

It reminds me of a fabulous 1954 Judy Holliday movie; It Should Happen to You.  I love old films. Judy plays Gladys Glover, an attractive blonde who’s lost her modelling job. Through an advertising fluke, her name and face appear on ten billboards across New York, and endless men pursue
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