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Foreword

‘It’s just that the Fourth of July is coming up, and, well … there are going to be a lot of pool parties.’

I looked down at the grass of Kristin’s backyard where I was sitting. I could still see the crew inside her Hollywood home, packing up after our final day of filming. Kristin, Lo and Audrina, who had been friends and co-stars on the show for years now, were inside, chatting. So close I could hear them laugh.

‘And I don’t want you to be worried …’ he continued, ‘… because there might be, you know, photos.’

Hang on. What was happening here? Keep it cool, Stephanie.

‘That’s cool, babe, have a great time,’ I said. But I was starting to wonder where this conversation was going. We had finished filming the final episode of The Hills that day, and now my boyfriend was calling me, and sounding weird.

‘They’re in Vegas.’

‘Oka-ay.’

‘So, you know, I might not always be able to call you to say goodnight.’

‘What?’

‘It’s just, things … well, they’re all a bit serious.’

‘What do you mean they’re serious? We live together!’ 

We did. Josh Hansen had been my boyfriend for six months now. We shared my LA home, he spent time with my family, and we had talked about getting married. Only a week ago we had filmed my ‘happy ever after’ ending for The Hills, with him on his cross-bike, training, and us committing to each other seriously. He had become a cast member for this series. And now he was saying that things were all a bit serious?

‘Yeah, I know, but, like, it’s about to be summer and there are going to be so many great parties, like, everywhere,’ he said.

‘What are you getting at?’ I asked. This whole conversation was galloping away from me now. I was starting to see where it was going and I didn’t like it one little bit.

‘I don’t think I can do this,’ he replied.

‘Right. Which pool party is it that you need to be single for?’ I asked, my heart in my mouth. Who was the girl he might be photographed with?

‘There’s not one in particular,’ he said. ‘I’m just assuming that there’s going to be a bunch.’

Great. So he’s breaking up with me for a potential pool party that doesn’t even exist, for a new girlfriend he hasn’t even met yet.

Lo came outside and saw that I had tears streaming down my face, silently. I was just staring at my phone wondering how that conversation had just happened. This wasn’t some guy I’d met in a club, or someone I had dated a few times because it might get me attention in the show, or the papers. He was, I thought, a really good boyfriend. He would play princesses with my little niece. We hung out together in private as much as in public and I had never been happier.

Lo put her arm around me, and lifted my face to look at hers.

‘Josh just broke up with me for potential pool parties on the Fourth of July,’ I said.

‘Er, what?’ she said, dumbfounded.

But she was the one who put two and two together the fastest.

‘So now the show’s over he doesn’t want to know. He’s a piece of shit.’

Suddenly, it became clear. He did really enjoy being on camera. He had always hung around a lot, chatting to the crew … So Josh would befriend them, bigging up his life as a motocross rider.

‘We’ve got to get you guys down to the track some time,’ I had heard him tell them. But I didn’t care that he was stepping into my on-screen world. I knew it would work. When you’re on these shows, everyone is always looking for something new to film. A new location, something dynamic, a fresh view on LA. Us girls were always gossiping in cafés so this was a fantastic change for everyone. A dirt track, watching him do jumps, then him coming over to kiss me.

I mean, swoon.

He was my soulmate, and him being on The Hills would just make me look cool. Stephanie Pratt and her super-hot boyfriend on a motorbike.

It was working out for everyone.

Except now, I hadn’t been done with The Hills for more than five minutes − I was still in the same clothes and make-up! − yet I was expendable.

‘How did I not see this?’ I said in despair.

‘Because he lived with you, he hung out with your family. He seemed to love you.’

Lo was right. He had done a good job of convincing me he was ‘the one’.

The reality is that there’s always a fresh way to get your heart broken. I might have thought that the best make-up, the best soundtrack and the best lighting would have protected me from that, but I was wrong.

The show was over but the drama carried on. I was still in my filming make-up as I packed all of Josh’s stuff into the back of my car and drove it round to the apartment of the friend who had introduced us.

As I looked in the mirror that night, my face finally bare, I took a moment to look at the ‘real’ me. Was it the TV me that Josh had wanted, or was there still something in there that was loveable, without the cameras?

In the next few weeks, Josh kept calling me, saying he wanted to talk. He tried to get himself invited to Lauren Conrad’s Fourth of July party, where I had a great time with my friends. I had seen what his reality was, and sure enough it turned out that the calls were because he just wanted me to attend the X Games with him for PR. I went, because he gave me a story about how he needed me there or he might mess up, but he left for the after-party without me.

When I got to the party, Kelly Osbourne came up to me and gave me a huge hug.

‘I heard what happened,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry. Josh is the worst, such a total dickhead. Sleep on it tonight − just keep hanging out with us, you can do so much better, forget about him.’

One week later − one! − I look at Perez Hilton’s website and see an article about Kelly Osbourne and Josh Hansen on a date. Part of me was glad to have made up my mind that this guy was good for nothing, but most of me just felt heartbroken to have been taken in in the first place.

The Hills might have been over, but my life, as ever, was turning out to be more real than reality itself.


1

There was no reality TV when I was growing up. TV was MTV, Baywatch and Saved by the Bell. Celebrity was a by-product, not an industry, and when you’re growing up in Hollywood it is a by-product that is not in short supply. Everyone has a story, and here’s mine …

I was born on 11 April 1986 but I think my story began a few years earlier, at a restaurant called Trancas. My parents were on a blind date, set up by my aunt, and it was love at first sight. It was the 1980s, it was Malibu, and everything was perfect.

My mom Janet was a ski instructor in one of the ski resorts in Mammoth, California. She had a small daughter, my sister Kristin, and she had just divorced from her high-school sweetheart. Meanwhile my aunt, who already had a boyfriend, had spotted that a new single man had moved into her residential area. It was my dad, William. At first she thought he was just a sort of surfer guy who had turned up with his blue Porsche and his tan. He was actually a dentist with a roster of celebrity clients.

‘Janet, you have to come and meet my new neighbour,’ she told my mom. ‘I will babysit Kristin, just get yourself down here.’

‘Tell me more …’ said my mom, and soon she was sold on the promise of a surfing dentist with a kind heart and a good tan.

The date took place the next weekend. Trancas was a beachfront restaurant where bands like Fleetwood Mac would play, overlooking the ocean. It must have been the most romantic first date ever, and from that moment on they were inseparable. They got married in a church in Santa Monica not long afterwards, and had their reception at The Beach Club. They have now been married for thirty years and they’re still obsessed with each other, the cutest couple ever. My dad was as he is now − relaxed, non-confrontational, the guy who sorts everything out without making a fuss. And my mom has always been a sunny, smiley personality − but the one who worries about us all too.

Mind you, there was not too much to make a fuss about back then. We had the ultimate relaxing beach childhood. My mom had an easy pregnancy and even met her best friend Lucy while they were in beds next to each other in the maternity ward. They were both having boys, two days apart, and were like blonde Californian twins. They have stayed pals ever since, and it was only three years before I appeared on the scene, ready for a bit of the Californian action.

My first appearance in the press came the week I was born. The Malibu Times featured my birth in its ‘Storkistics’ column, saying ‘Welcome to Malibu, Stephanie’, and the Malibu Surfside News also carried an announcement.

My mom found out she was having a girl in her fourth month of pregnancy, and the whole family was thrilled, especially ten-year-old Kristin who was ecstatic to have a baby sister to play with. Apparently I kicked a lot but would always stop when my dad put his hand on my mom’s tummy. Mine was a natural birth with no medication at all, and I was soon nicknamed Peanut by most of the family − apart from Spencer who was coming up to three and could only say ‘Weffie’.

Not much has changed with my brother since we were kids. He was always a charismatic child − there was never a dull moment. If you walked by the park and saw kids playing in the sandpit, he’d always be at the centre of it, making sure the sandcastle was being built right. He always had tons of friends, and there was always lots of laughter around him. He really knew from day one how to love life. He was involved in every sport, and was always there at the pizzeria afterwards eating and laughing with the team. I always just thought he was so cool, so much fun, even if he was always playing pranks on me. There was always a new magic trick, or some ruse where I would get tied up and made to escape. It was non-stop shenanigans, non-stop winding my parents up and it was always the best fun to be on his side watching the mayhem take place.

Kristin wasn’t around so much because she was ten years older than me. By the time I can remember her she was already a mysterious teenager with her own life. It all seemed impossibly glamorous and rebellious to me. I remember one story about her taking her braces off which seemed so naughty! And another time she sneaked out of the house at night as she had her own staircase from her bedroom leading directly out to the backyard. She seemed so fearless, she even went to raves!

I suspect that I may have massively exaggerated all of this to myself. Maybe Kristin only went out once and it just made a huge impact on me. I was such a goody-two-shoes that this kind of scandal blew my mind back then. The fact is, I just wanted everyone to be happy all the time. We didn’t grow up around conflict, it really wasn’t part of our lives. Every year our Christmas photos are just smiles and laughter. There were no adults fighting downstairs at night, no edge to family discussions, nothing. Back then, life really was just one long day at the beach.

Malibu is just outside of Los Angeles, it is an entirely coastal spot, just a few shops and houses along the beach. It wasn’t a movie-industry kind of a place back then. It was like a little village, where everyone knew everyone else. A birthday party wasn’t a hired-out club or a load of entertainers, it was just some pony rides along the beach. The stores along the seafront or at the Country Mart didn’t used to be chic designer names or organic bistros back in the 1980s and 1990s, it was trinket stores. You couldn’t buy light-diffusing blusher or vine-ripened tomatoes, but you could get buckets and spades, surfboards and bathing suits galore! If you wanted more than a bikini back then, you had to head into LA, but at that point in my life Hollywood seemed far away, just a place where Dad’s work contacts were.

Celebrity wasn’t a big deal to us. Famous people were just ‘Dad’s clients’ a lot of the time. He had his own dentistry practice in Santa Monica with some big-name clients who he saw in a vulnerable position because of his job. No one likes going to the dentist, so his easygoing manner and way of treating celebrities like normal people meant that he built up a great business and made sure we were aware that they were just living, breathing human beings. I didn’t want to be famous back then − what was the point? I just wanted to be a national horseback rider.

Horses were my obsession. And if it wasn’t horses it was reading. If I could be reading about horses, so much the better! When I was eight I was even given a pony for Christmas. It was the best day of my life, and sometimes I think it still is. A pony! The entire family was in on the surprise − I was told we were driving to my grandparents for Christmas dinner and on the way there my mom took a detour. We pulled up in a little field and there were my dad, Spencer and Kristin with Kiwi my pony, who was wearing a huge red and white bow. I couldn’t believe it, I was weeping with excitement while Spencer was just goofing around saying, ‘How do you tell this thing to “sit”? It’s huge …’

It may sound cheesy, but that is just one example of what was genuinely a dream childhood for me. It seemed inconceivable that I could go on to live a life defined by drama and conflict for so many years. How could I cope with that if I had had so little experience of it growing up? Well, maybe that was the problem …

When I was about five the family moved along the coast from Malibu to the Pacific Palisades area of Los Angeles. The Palisades is a quiet countryside area, albeit one that is peppered with the homes of huge celebrities. It is a really small spot though, and in the 1990s it was still the kind of place where you didn’t lock your door at night. Every house is a perfect house with a perfect family in it. There’s no random government housing or crime that might spoil the image of the area. It’s wealth, it’s peace, it’s boring. It’s the kind of place where everything shuts at 9.00 pm and you have to go to neighbouring Santa Monica, where LA properly begins, if you even want to find a bar.

By the time I entered high school I was surrounded by the children of celebrities, and indeed a few future celebrities. Spencer and I attended the now notorious Crossroads School in Santa Monica. A private school, it is the sort of place that makes Clueless look like a documentary because of its stereotypical LA behaviours and celebrity kids − we had classmates such as Jonah Hill and previous students were Kate Hudson and Zooey Deschanel. Consequently, I was seeing flashbulbs popping in and around Los Angeles since I was about ten and it didn’t frighten me, nor did it really impress me. It was how some people live, but as my dad always told me, they were all human and that was that. Nevertheless I was aware of what fame was − and what it could bring.

My first understanding of what a celebrity was had taken place when I was about eight. My best friend at that time was Meryl Streep’s daughter. I knew her mom was different from my mom … but she was still just a mom. She took us to see Fiddler on the Roof one evening and we were so excited to see the show. But what I hadn’t anticipated and really didn’t understand was when she was stopped by the press on the way in. Everyone noticed her and wanted to ask her questions, but I was only eight so the most I thought was that ‘Gracie’s mom is really funny.’

When I was about thirteen I took some acting lessons, as pretty much all young teens in Hollywood do at some point. I really enjoyed them, but I suspect it was more as an avenue for self-expression and getting those teenage hormones off my chest! Then at around fourteen I was ‘discovered’ outside of school and offered my first modelling job. I couldn’t believe it, I had only had my braces off that month and already I was being asked to model − how thrilling! And boy did I hit the big time with that gig − I was on the cardboard packet for a set of fake fingernails. Superstardom! Lol!

Things were still pretty grounded for a while yet though. My mom was a stay-at-home mom and my dad drove us to school every day on the way to his dental practice. I loved high school and until my teens I was happy, sociable and having a great time. When I wasn’t at school it was ballet classes, swim lessons, gymnastics, volleyball and pottery. My pottery phase was immense − I was always making little handcrafted gifts for Kristin! My other love was soccer. I kept up soccer all the way into high school − it was up there with horses for a while. Little did I know how useful it would prove to be in the future as an honorary Brit, and one with a Brit boyfriend …

Despite the soccer I was still a really girly girl in matters of style. I spent years trying to dress in matching outfits to my mom or sister. Kristin adored me and treated me as a sort of practice run for her own kids. I thrived on the attention and we have always had a great relationship. I loved wearing make-up, frilly clothes, anything lacy or satin, and refused to wear jeans for years as a child because they ‘didn’t look pretty’.

At school, it was all about reading − and science club. Seriously, I had a wonderful time at science club, and got along great with all the guys there. All of my friends were boys at that age. From the age of seven until about ten or eleven I was completely used to dealing with boys because of the mayhem that Spencer and his friends brought with them. I had spent years stepping around him and my dad fake wrestling on the living-room floor or listening to him winding me up, so I wasn’t as intimidated by the boys at school as some girls who hadn’t grown up around them were. I adored Spencer, even though he was now starting to get into a bit of trouble with his cheeky ways. So, having boys around seemed entirely relaxed to me, a part of normal life, not a source of potential future boyfriends − and if they got a bit much, I always had my books. My reading choices were Goosebumps or the Sweet Valley High books, or anything Judy Blume did − as well as the horsey books of course.

It was seventh grade, when I was around twelve, that things started to change. Sixth grade is when a lot of primary schools end, so our larger school accepted quite a few kids from nearby schools in LA for the next school year. This included a large intake of girls from a very ‘cool’ school in Santa Monica called Wildwood. I had been the girl who was obsessed with science club and her pony when suddenly girls in my class started to turn up in padded bras, with Celine handbags. I had been a naive little girl for my first few years at middle school, one of the guys, but now they’d become interested in girls …

Within a week I became invisible to the boys I had grown up with and silently started nursing crushes on. Effectively, I became a boy, just someone the guys could ask to pass a note to the girl they had a crush on. The budding flirtations I had started to enjoy while I had the full attention of the gang had now changed to little more than ‘Oh, could you ask Roxy if she can meet me at the Brentwood Country Mart later?’ Great.

It seemed like a case of fitting in or losing out. I had to get to grips with make-up and fashion. These girls were kids whose dads were largely players in the movie or music industry so they knew what they were talking about. I was buying more and more magazines every week, getting to know the models I did and didn’t like, and the styles I did and didn’t want to copy. Suddenly I knew who Kate Spade was and what a Prada handbag looked like. But I also knew what a plummeting sense of self-esteem felt like, and the more I flicked through the pages of Vogue, the more I lost sight of who I really was.

It was fun for a year or so, it really was. And these girls did become good friends. We shared all sorts of firsts like putting colour in our hair (my mom was heartbroken), experimenting with those little rhinestone tattoos that were so big in the 1990s and of course talking about boys. I was self-conscious that I didn’t have my first kiss for years after some of my new friends, but managed to hide that fact by bonding with them in other ways. In the end, at the beginning of ninth grade, I was on a mission to get it over with and I just kissed a sixteen-year-old called Jessie Israel outside a house party in his SUV. ‘Argh, finally, it’s done!’ was my main thought. The pressure kept on building at the back of my mind though: look good, be cool, keep up.

Me, Courtney, Z, Claire and Roxy were soon a proper little clique, sitting together in classes, phoning each other in the evenings and hanging out together on the weekends ordering pizza and going to the pool to tan all together. We would talk about celebrities and fashion for hours, my head suddenly filled with their parents’ industry-insider gossip. I was part of the Wildwood Girls’ gang and I was determined to stay one.

We loved nothing more than ‘being fancy’, and basically this involved trying to copy what we saw the adults around us doing. We would go to Neiman Marcus with the Visa Buxx our parents had given us. These were credit cards for kids, which had a $400 limit and our parents had to sign for to say the purchases would be covered by them. We would head there together, thinking we looked like something from Sex and the City, except our designer handbags would be entirely empty apart from that one card and our clunky early Nokia phones − as we were kids we didn’t need anything else! We would spend hours shopping for the latest must-have item − Miu Miu platforms, for example − and then have to coordinate via phone that night to make sure that we all wore them on the same day.

Wherever we heard our parents were going for dinner, we would try and go for lunch. We would head off together like a mini version of Real Housewives. Those Visa Buxx cards were emptied every month. Everywhere we went, everyone was lovely to us, because they knew we had those cards, and they knew who the adults providing them were. I had everything I wanted back then, and if I could have asked for a single thing more it would have been ‘to be a grown-up’.

If only I had known what growing up too fast was going to feel like, I am sure I would have tried to postpone it rather than do the reverse. Because if you get depressed when everything is perfect, growing up becomes the hardest thing of all to do.
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