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PRAISE FOR SCANDALOUS WOMEN

“Scrumptious!”

—Eve Chase, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Midnight Hour and The Birdcage

“It’s easy to forget what a snooty, stuffy publishing world Jacqueline Susann and Jackie Collins initially faced when trying to sell their ‘racy’ books about modern women and their real desires. Gill Paul captures perfectly an imagined relationship between the two groundbreaking authors in this scandalously delicious novel—especially fun for anyone who loves books and publishing.”

—Liz Trenow, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Secret Sister

“Scandalous Women is sensational! Honestly, I flew through the pages, adored it. It’s a pacy, brilliantly written tale of two bestselling authors in the wildly sexist publishing industry of the 1960s.”

—Tracy Rees, internationally bestselling author of The Elopement

“This book unlocked so many emotions in me. It made me woozy with nostalgia, remembering how much I adored and devoured Jackie Collins books growing up. . . . Gill has captured the essence of these two dynamic and groundbreaking female writers and encourages us to look again more deeply at their phenomenal achievements. . . . This is Gill at her absolute best, offering up a strong revisionist history with sparkling and propulsive writing. A fitting and empathetic love letter to the ‘two Jackies.’ Emotional, compelling, memorable.”

—Kate Thompson, bestselling author of The Wartime Book Club

“Gill Paul has a sublime talent for mixing fact with fiction, and just like the two real subjects of this captivating novel, Jacqueline Susann and Jackie Collins, she is a wonderful storyteller. I absolutely galloped through this book, and it has given me great admiration for these two groundbreaking authors who paved the way for countless women writers who followed in their wake and who have entertained and delighted millions of readers around the world. Kudos to the author for bringing us this story—it is definitely one of my favorites of the year!”

—Louise Fein, bestselling author of The London Bookshop Affair

“In Scandalous Women, Gill Paul once again throws back the curtains on real-life women in recent history, letting her vivid imagination reveal what was and what might have been. Readers will be captivated by her elevation of two pioneering women on the publishing scene in the male-dominated 1960s and forever grateful for the Jackies and Jacquelines who paved the way for a new brand of storytelling. Paul’s blend of the intimate moments of women’s lives and the world stage they fight to be on confirms her as a favorite in this genre.”

—Camille Di Maio, bestselling author of Until We Meet

“This fabulous novel makes me feel like cheering as it celebrates two indomitable female trailblazers who face down misogyny, critical snobbery, and personal heartache to emerge at the top of the bestseller lists. It’s not only an unputdownable page-turner, but also a moving story of the importance of friendship and a fascinating insight into publishing in the 1960s.”

—Maggie Brookes, author of The Prisoner’s Wife



   
For all my scandalous women friends,

with thanks for the inspiration
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Compared to Jacqueline Susann, Harold Robbins writes like Proust. . . . For the reader who has put away comic books but isn’t yet ready for editorials in the Daily News, Valley of the Dolls may bridge an awkward gap.

—GLORIA STEINEM, NEW YORK HERALD TRIBUNE, APRIL 1966

Oh, Miss Collins, your books are filthy and disgusting and you are responsible for all the perverts in England.

—BARBARA CARTLAND, WOGAN, 1987
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Five, four, three,” the floor manager counted down. The host, Barbara Walters, smiled directly at camera two and waited till a red light flashed on before speaking.

“Good evening. Tonight we’re going to discuss women who write sexy books—a subject that divides opinion across the literary world like no other,” she read from a teleprompter. “Authors such as Jacqueline Susann and Jackie Collins sell millions of copies, but attract unprecedented vitriol from the critics. Here to discuss this are the feminist publisher Nancy White and the journalist and author Truman Capote, a longtime adversary of Miss Susann’s.” She turned to Nancy. “Do you agree with the criticism that these books demean literature and should be placed on the pornography shelves rather than alongside the greats?”

Nancy took a deep breath before she answered: “Jacqueline Susann’s and Jackie Collins’s novels tell great stories and that’s why readers love them. Yes, they include some sex scenes, because sex is part of life, but they are never gratuitous. I think we should be celebrating both of these authors as visionaries. Their books may get scathing reviews but they have introduced the reading habit to millions of men and women who hadn’t previously enjoyed reading. Their stories empower women, and in my opinion these authors should be hailed as feminist heroes.”

Truman Capote had been shaking his head as she spoke and now he harrumphed. “What utter baloney! These women are cynical creations of a greedy publishing industry, and I’m offended that they dare to call their work ‘novels.’ They’re single-handedly knocking down the temple of literature and turning it into a house of ill repute.”

Nancy started to reply but he spoke over her, in his strange, high-pitched Southern drawl.

“It’s well known that Jacqueline Susann didn’t write her own books. Everything about her is fake, from the wigs to the eyelashes, the teeth and probably the . . .” He clapped his hands over his chest. “While Jackie Collins—let’s just say that doesn’t look like the nose she was born with.”

Nancy was bemused. “Why do discussions of women’s writing so quickly descend into critiques of their appearance? Should women who write novels not try to look good? I can’t speak with authority on Jacqueline Susann’s teeth or Jackie Collins’s nose, but I can tell you for a fact that they both wrote their own books because I worked on both of their first novels. While they were tightened up during the editorial process, as most books are, the stories and characters were theirs alone.”

“Yet Jacqueline Susann’s publisher admitted to a McCall’s magazine journalist that they virtually wrote Valley of the Dolls for her.” Truman cocked his head to one side and gave Nancy a malicious smile.

“That’s not what he said at all,” Nancy replied. “But I’m curious, Mr. Capote, because elsewhere I have seen you quoted as saying about Valley of the Dolls, ‘That’s not writing, it’s typing’— yet now you claim the publishers wrote the book for her. Your position seems contradictory.”

Barbara Walters intervened. “Is it the sales they’ve achieved that makes the critics so mad? I understand Valley of the Dolls has sold over sixteen million copies, and Jacqueline Susann is the only author to reach number one on the New York Times bestseller list three times in a row. She once accused you of being jealous of her sales, Mr. Capote. Is that the case?”

He was riled now. “I’m certainly not jealous of a fake author. The public may be conned by flashy marketing campaigns and expensive road shows but they don’t know that none of it is real. It’s the emperor’s new clothes.”

“It’s strange you should raise this accusation,” Nancy said. “Wasn’t there a rumor that you received a lot of help with your book In Cold Blood from your friend, the novelist Harper Lee?”

“That’s slander and I’ll sue anyone who repeats it.” He reached for a glass of water on the table in front of him and drank from it.

“I think men are unsettled by women writing about sex,” Nancy said, turning to their host. “Sex is traditionally something that men do to women, while women submit, but the new generation of women authors has turned that upside down. Their heroines are gutsy, they get on top and take control in bed, and perhaps that makes men nervous.”

“Oh, pur-lease,” Truman said in a tone heavy with sarcasm. “You’re not trying to tell me their sex scenes are supposed to be realistic, with all those thrusting members and swelling breasts and women who can perform unnatural tricks with their foo-foos.”

“I would bow to Mr. Capote’s expertise on many subjects,” Nancy said, choosing her words with great care, “but perhaps not this one.” Truman was openly gay, but homosexuality was still illegal in some states, so it would be libelous to blurt it out on national TV.

Truman stood abruptly and threw his water in her face. “Bitch!” he hissed before he turned and strode off the set.

“Are you alright?” Barbara Walters leaned toward her, looking concerned.

Water from Nancy’s hair was dripping down her neck and she blinked, feeling her sooty mascara dissolve. She started to laugh and, once she’d started, she couldn’t stop. It was the word “foo-foos” that cracked her up. Barbara Walters laughed too, and then Nancy heard the camera operators chortling. The floor manager appeared with a towel, and still Nancy couldn’t stop laughing.

“That was television gold!” Barbara told her. “If the lawyers clear it, we’ll use it for the trail!”

It was Nancy’s first time on television, but she had channeled the two Jackies and she hadn’t felt nervous, not one little bit.
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Straight after graduating from college, Nancy caught a train to New York City with three letters that invited her to interviews for publishing jobs carefully folded in her handbag. She had arranged to stay with her cousin Louise, but when she got to Louise’s Chelsea apartment block and rang the buzzer, no one answered. She double-checked the address, then loitered on the sidewalk for almost two hours before another tenant took pity and invited her into the lobby to shelter from a heavy shower.

There was no concierge, just a wall lined with metal mailboxes, and up ahead were the lattice-metal gates of the elevator. Nancy was alarmed to notice that Louise’s mailbox was full, with envelopes poking out, as if she hadn’t been there for some time.

She thought back to the invitation, rerunning the words in her head. It had been four months earlier at Nancy’s mother’s funeral. Louise had stood with a supportive arm around her waist as Nancy accepted condolences from a stream of family friends. She’d felt numb as she acted the part expected of her. The enormity of the loss hadn’t struck home then; in many ways, it still hadn’t.

“You graduate this year, don’t you?” Louise had asked. “What are your plans?”

“I’ve always wanted to work in publishing,” Nancy told her, “so I’m coming to Manhattan to apply for jobs.”

Then Louise said: “You must stay with me. Finding your feet in the city is tough, but I’ll look out for you. We’ll have a swell time.”

Louise didn’t have a telephone at her apartment but wrote down the address and said she looked forward to welcoming Nancy at the end of May. That was a firm arrangement, was it not? Nancy had written to confirm her exact arrival date and time—but now Louise wasn’t here.

She rode up in the clanking, groaning elevator to find Louise’s apartment, 4B, on the top floor. It was a sprawling old building with windowless corridors that snaked off in seemingly random directions and lights that buzzed and flickered overhead. She knocked hard on Louise’s door, called her name, and rattled the handle, then held her ear against the wood, but inside was dead quiet.

What could she do? She only had forty-eight dollars in her purse and she’d need that to buy food and subway tokens, so she couldn’t afford even the cheapest hotel room. If she caught a train to Ossipee, New Hampshire, where her stepfather lived in the family home with her six-year-old twin stepbrothers, she’d miss her interviews. She ran through the alternatives in her mind but kept coming back to the fact that she and Louise had made a definite arrangement. Louise must be out for the evening. She was a singer, so perhaps she had a show and would return later.

Louise’s door was set on an offshoot of corridor that came to a dead end. Nancy sat on the floor by her suitcase and ate a box of Sun-Maid raisins, then flicked through the pages of a Dickens novel, finding it hard to concentrate. Her heart leapt every time she heard the rattle of the elevator ascending, only to have her hopes dashed when it stopped on another floor.

After a while she fell asleep. When she wakened it was dark and she had a stiff neck. She could sense from the silence in the block that it was the early hours, maybe three or four a.m. She got up to stretch her legs, then felt an urgent need to urinate. Leaving her suitcase behind, she groped her way along corridors and up and down flights of stairs and finally found a caretaker’s broom closet, where she urinated in the sink, then rinsed her face and hands and cleaned her teeth with a finger. She returned to doze fitfully in the corridor till she could hear other residents getting up to start their days. Still no Louise. Was she staying overnight with a boyfriend perhaps? Had she not received the letter?

Nancy’s first interview was at ten thirty. She changed clothes and freshened up as best she could in the toilet at Penn Station, put her suitcase in a luggage locker, then made her way a few blocks north to the publisher’s office on Fifth Avenue, near Bryant Park. Thank goodness for the numbered street system, and a dogeared map she had purloined from her college library!

On arrival, she and four other candidates were given a typing test. Nancy did her best, but she could tell from the rhythmic clattering of keys that the others were far more competent. When the supervisor looked at her half-page effort with multiple crossings-out, she said sorry, they were looking for someone with more office experience.

One down, two to go, Nancy thought, disheartened.

She wandered the streets for the rest of the day, then went back to Louise’s at five o’clock, heart in mouth. Please let her cousin be home now! But once again, there was no answer when she rang the buzzer. Another resident let her into the lobby when she said, “I’m staying with Louise in 4B.” She’d bought herself a sandwich and a Coke, just in case, and consumed them sitting on the floor outside the apartment, then she read her novel till she nodded off. Once again, no one disturbed her.

Before the second interview, two days later, she managed to wash her hair and change her clothes at a local swimming pool in return for the fifty-cent entry fee. She turned up at the publishing company and gave her most sparkling interview to a lady in the
sales department, who was friendly and encouraging, but said at the end that she was sorry, they were going to hire another candidate on this occasion. Nancy would be put on a waiting list for the next post that came up.

That was a Friday, and her third interview, at Bernard Geis Associates, wasn’t until Monday. She prayed that Louise would come home over the weekend. Maybe she’d gone out of town for a singing engagement. Maybe she had been visiting a friend. Whatever the reason, she’d be mortified when she realized she’d left Nancy in the lurch.

Nancy spent the days walking the streets, buying cups of coffee in diners and making them last till the waitresses got snappy. At least the weather was warm and dry, so she could sit on park benches reading until a passing drifter tried to convince her the world was about to end, then begged her for spare change. Every evening there was an anxious wait for someone to let her into Louise’s building, and she lived in fear of another resident discovering her in the corridor and throwing her out. It was a stressful existence. Finding toilets, eating and drinking, washing and brushing her teeth, changing her clothes—everything had to be carefully planned, and the cost counted out in nickels and dimes.

On Monday morning she returned to the swimming pool to shower and dress for her third and final interview.

“I have oodles of office experience,” she told Bernie Geis. “I worked in a bookstore in college and I reviewed books for the college paper.” She crossed her fingers, praying under her breath. She needed this job badly.

“There’s one final test we ask candidates to take,” he said, and Nancy braced herself for a typing test, which she would inevitably fail.

Instead, Bernie led her out of his office to a central lobby area where a brass fireman’s pole led up through a hole in the ceiling to the floor above. She’d noticed it on her way in and wondered if this was a converted fire station.

“To work here, you need to be willing to slide down the pole,” he said. “It’s our initiation test to check if you’re the right sort. Want to give it a try?”

Nancy was wearing a tight knee-length skirt and wasn’t sure how she would manage, but what choice did she have? It was this or return to Ossipee. She let herself be shown up to the floor above and glanced down through the gap. A group of men had gathered alongside Bernie.

“Come on, sweetheart,” one called. “Don’t be scared.”

“All the girls who work here have to do it,” another said. “Prove you’re a good sport.”

Nancy clutched her handbag under her arm, grasped the pole with both hands, then gripped it between her knees, took a deep breath and slid. Her skirt rode up over her garters and her descent was clumsy, but she thumped to the ground below and wriggled her skirt down to general applause, hooting, and cheering from the spectators.

“I think she’s earned the job, don’t you?” Bernie asked the assembled men, and they all agreed.

“Will you sort the formalities, Mrs. M?” Bernie turned to an older woman with a gunmetal perm, who was watching them with pursed lips.

Mrs. M told Nancy that the salary for secretaries was a measly seventy dollars a week, with only two weeks’ vacation a year, but Nancy was in no position to negotiate.

“When can you start?” Mrs. M asked.

Nancy took a deep breath and explained that she was new in town and needed to find somewhere to live first. Also, she asked if she could possibly have an advance on her salary so she could pay the deposit.

“I think Barbara in accounts has a spare room,” Mrs. M said. “Let me ask.”

Nancy agreed to share the apartment on the Lower East Side, without even viewing it first. She took the subway home with Barbara that evening and winced when Barbara unlocked the door. Salubrious, it wasn’t. Cockroaches scuttled in the kitchen and several strains of fungus grew on the ceiling, but at least she had a mattress to sleep on, a washroom, and her own key to the front door. Compared to the corridor, this was a palace.
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Josephine hadn’t eaten for a couple of days, and Jacqueline Susann was worried. The vet had put her on a regime of low-calorie dog food, just half a can a day, because her weight had crept up to twenty-five pounds, which he claimed was a full ten pounds more than a poodle ought to weigh. But Josephine refused point-blank to touch the low-calorie food. She whined and begged when Jacqueline and her husband, Irving, ate their own breakfast, then slumped on her bed, listless and depressed. She had to be dragged out for her morning walk and, after doing her business, she sat on the sidewalk, refusing to budge.

Jacqueline couldn’t bear the reproach in those beautiful dark eyes any longer. After making sure Irving was busy in his office, she dialed room service and ordered a plate of chicken livers— Josephine’s favorite—and some creamed rice. Thank God for room service! They lived off it. Irving complained when she used it for her darling poodle, but this was an emergency.

Since getting married, they had always lived in apartment hotels. She’d made it very clear to him that she wasn’t the kind of girl who would cook or clean, and he’d accepted that. The Hotel Navarro, on Central Park South, was huge: twenty-five stories comprising 118 apartments of varying sizes, with a laundry, gymnasium, kitchen, and a round-the-clock concierge. She and Irving had a three-bedroom penthouse apartment, very modern in style, with windows that overlooked the park along one wall of the open-plan living/dining area.

Jacqueline had designed the décor herself: ivory linoleum on the floors (practical if Josephine had an accident), black lamp bases shaped like human torsos and topped by red lampshades, and walls covered with framed photographs of Irving and her with their many celebrity friends from the world of movies, television, and theater.

A waiter brought the food, and Jacqueline lifted Josephine onto her lap and offered a morsel of chicken liver. Josephine sniffed it, licked tentatively, then gulped it down.

“I think Josephine’s got her appetite back,” Jacqueline called to Irving.

“I don’t know why you were worried. That belly would keep her going through weeks of famine,” Irving called back.

“Ignore him,” Jacqueline whispered, stroking Josephine’s inky black ears, then offering another chicken liver. “He’s rude.”

The telephone rang and she snatched up the receiver. She was waiting for her publisher, Bernie Geis, to call about a novel she’d written, which he’d had on submission for three weeks now. Three whole weeks! It wasn’t Bernie on the phone, though, but Helen Gurley Brown, a friend who had recently taken over as editor-in-chief of Cosmopolitan magazine. She had called to moan about the recalcitrant attitudes and lack of imagination of the staff she’d inherited from her predecessor. Jacqueline put the whole plate of chicken livers in front of Josephine, lit a Lucky Strike, and curled her legs beneath her. It was a long call, as she listened and asked questions and sympathized, and in the back of her mind she worried that Bernie might be trying to get through.

She’d put her heart and soul into this novel. It had taken two years of writing solidly, from ten to five, Monday through Friday, sitting in a room at the back of their apartment with just a desk, a chair, and a typewriter. A large blackboard on the wall was
covered in a diagram drawn in different-colored chalks that showed the characters’ storylines.

She’d gone through five separate drafts: first draft on white paper was for the bare bones; second draft on yellow paper focused on characterization; third draft on pink paper was all about story; in the fourth draft on blue paper she cut, cut, cut anything extraneous; and the fifth draft, on expensive white paper, was the one she’d sent to Bernie.

It wasn’t just the work it had taken: she’d spilled her life onto those pages. She’d included memories of her almost thirty years’ career in showbiz and the colorful folk she’d met along the way. She’d included the wisdom she’d acquired about relations between the sexes, based on her own affairs and her long experience of advising friends on their romantic escapades. And she’d included lust—plenty of steamy, explicit sex. She still cringed every time she pictured her mother reading it, but she’d cross that bridge later. She’d even been nervous about Irving reading it because some of the sex scenes involved feats they’d never attempted in the marital bed, but he’d said he loved it. He always had her back, no matter what.

Now the novel had to get published, it simply had to. Irving made enough as a showbiz producer and publicist to support the two of them, and she got paid decently for her writing and TV work, but she needed more than that—a heck of a lot more. Big money. Serious money. Not for her, but for her beloved son.

Jacqueline glanced at the phone, willing it to ring. She knew Bernie had been expecting another funny book, a sequel to Every Night, Josephine!, which she’d written about her darling poodle, but she was convinced this novel had more bestseller potential. Once it came out, she would go on the road and sell, sell, sell it with all her energy and verve. Irving knew everyone who was
anyone in the media, and they would put their all behind it. She was raring to go.

But why hadn’t Bernie rung?

“Do you think we should nudge Bernie?” she called to Irving.

“Not yet,” he replied. “Give him time. He’ll bite!”

She sighed and gave Josephine the rice pudding, kissing the top of her silky head and breathing in her delicious doggie scent.
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Jackie Collins was sitting at her kitchen table, pen in hand, trying to write a novel. The baby was asleep and her husband was at work, so the time was ideal—but the words wouldn’t come.

She’d always wanted to write. Back in her teens she used to charge schoolfriends sixpence a time to read breathless sex scenes she’d conjured from her imagination. She’d kept diaries from the age of ten and held on to them all, thinking they might provide inspiration for her writing one day. What she lacked was a plot. She’d started dozens of novels, always with an initial burst of enthusiasm. She’d scribble a few chapters, then invariably run out of steam before she sank into despair and abandoned them.

Might this one be different? It was about a sixteen-year-old girl having an affair with her movie idol. The idea had been rattling around in her head for ages. She could describe vividly the emotions of the sixteen-year-old because she had been like that girl. She’d gone to Hollywood to stay with her sister, Joan, in the Chateau Marmont while she tried to get work in the movies. At a party a few days after her arrival she’d caught eyes with a chiseled and brooding young actor called Marlon Brando, whom she recognized from the movie A Streetcar Named Desire. There had been hardly any conversation—a few taciturn mumbles on his part—before she let him whisk her to bed.

For a week they spent most of their time in her attic room at the Chateau, ordering room-service cheeseburgers and liquor, occasionally slipping downstairs for a moonlit swim in the pool,
then rushing back up, dripping all over the plush carpets. Marlon wasn’t one for small talk: he didn’t tell her she was cute, he didn’t pretend he loved her, but he couldn’t keep his hands off her, and she took that as a huge compliment.

At the end of the week, he said, “Gotta split, babe. I’m in a movie that starts shooting tomorrow.” She’d been cool about it, saying, “You know where I am. Come over if you get time off.” But he never had. No matter. She had the memories, and there were plenty more hunks in Hollywood. It had been a heady time, although the studio contract she’d hoped for didn’t materialize before her visa ran out.

She had managed to write the beginning of her latest novel— the bit about falling in love—but she wanted the couple to meet up again years later, after life had put them through the wringer, and she couldn’t figure out how her story was going to end. Statistically, actors must have a higher percentage of failed marriages than any other profession, but she wanted her fictional couple to fall genuinely in love a second time around. Maybe they had learned some hard lessons during their years apart and that had changed them, but she couldn’t think how to make a happy ending plausible.

She reread the twenty-three pages she’d written so far in her loopy handwriting. It sounded trite, like a breathless schoolgirl romance. The sex was too saccharine. The hero was a cardboard cutout. She realized she didn’t know him at all, just as she had never known Marlon in any sense except physical.

Her baby, Tracy, started cooing from her cot in the next room, a musical sound like a little bird. Jackie folded the pages in half and stuck them in the bottom drawer of the bureau before going through to lift her adorable five-month-old, kiss her plump cheeks, and inhale her shampoo-and-milk scent. “Hello, little boogaloo,” she said, smiling at her, and was rewarded with a gummy grin.

There would be no more writing for the day. She would take Tracy for a walk, pop in to visit her mum, pick up chops for tea, then come home and play till bath time. Tracy was an angelic baby so long as they stuck to her routines.

Her husband, Wallace, got back at half past six clutching a carrier bag with the logo of his fashion company, Mornessa. He flung an arm around her neck and kissed her hard on the lips. “Got a present for my foxy missus,” he said with a grin, handing her the bag.

She passed him the baby and pulled out a silky dress in ocelot print, sleeveless, falling straight to just below the knee, with a black faux-leather belt cinching the waist.

“Oh my god, this is divine!” she exclaimed. “Are you sure I can have it? Shouldn’t you be selling it?” She held it under her chin, smoothing it against her body, and could tell it would fit.

“My lady wife likes big cats, and has an amazing curvy figure, so the minute I saw this, I knew it was for her.” He put Tracy down on the couch so he could wrap his arms around her.

“I’m going to try it on,” she said, pushing him away and heading for the bedroom. “Don’t let her roll off.”

The dress fit like a second skin. She stood in front of a mirror that was propped against their bedroom wall, turning around and peering over her shoulder at the back view. She loved it. “We need to go out so I can show this off,” she called. “Shall I get a babysitter for Saturday?”

She strutted back into the living room, hips thrust out catwalk style. Wallace was by the fridge, pouring them gin and tonics and not watching Tracy at all. Fortunately, she hadn’t fallen off the couch but was sitting, quite content, sucking the corner of a cushion.

“I knew it would suit you,” Wallace said. “Everything suits you. You’d look amazing in a potato sack.” He handed her a drink
and she clinked her glass against his before taking a sip, thinking how lucky she was that the baby weight had fallen off; she was already back to the dress size she’d been before getting pregnant.

“How did the writing go today?” he asked, and she pulled a face.

“Like eating soup with a fork.” Who was she kidding? She didn’t have the talent to be an author. The fact she never managed to finish anything was a sure sign she wasn’t any good.

“You’ll do it,” Wallace said. “I know you’ll get published and be a massive success. I can feel it in my boner.” He patted his crotch and winked.

She placed a hand over his erection, giving it a squeeze. “Let me get the little boogaloo off to sleep, then I’ll see what I can do about that,” she told him, feeling an erotic stirring in her loins. “I have a few ideas I think you’ll like.”

She turned to pick up the baby with a seductive wiggle of her hips in her fancy new dress.
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	    	CHAPTER 4
	 

	 
	    	Nancy
	 

	 
	    	Manhattan, 1965
	 

      
      

On her third morning working as a secretary at Bernie Geis’s publishing house, Nancy was asked to take minutes at the editorial meeting being held in Bernie’s office. She perched on a stool by the corner of his oversize oak desk clutching a notebook and pencil, feeling apprehensive as a succession of middleaged men arrived carrying coffee cups and ashtrays. They settled on the available chairs, greeting each other, ankles crossed over knees. Latecomers were forced to stand behind, leaning against the wall. Several men lit cigarettes with a mass clicking of lighters.

“These are last week’s minutes.” Bernie handed Nancy a densely typed document, three pages long. “We’ll go through them first and all you need to do is mark changes, then type up new business.”

The men glanced briefly at her but no one asked her name or thought to introduce himself. She examined the minutes. They listed the titles and authors of books the company had been offered, the date the agent needed a response by, and whether or not the editor planned to make an offer, but staff names were given as initials. Once the meeting started, it was like a crossword puzzle as she tried to figure out whether Darren was DP or DZ, and if Tom was TS or someone else entirely.

“Did David Wilkerson accept the deal?” Bernie asked a latecomer, who shook his head.

“He wants five thou,” came the reply.

“Jeez. Is it worth that?” Bernie asked the room in general.

“The film rights brought in ten last time,” someone replied, “but does he have more to say that wasn’t covered in the first book? That’s the question.”

Nancy was still scouring the minutes, trying to find David Wilkerson, and didn’t like to ask for Bernie’s help. She decided to write everything down on the back of the pages and try to figure out where it all went later. The men spoke so fast it was hard to catch every nuance and she wished she hadn’t lied about her secretarial experience at the interview. “Shorthand? Yes, of course,” she remembered saying blithely.

“We have to decide what to do about the new Jacqueline Susann,” Bernie said. “Have you all read Don’s report? He’s pretty scathing.”

Nancy found the name Jacqueline Susann in last week’s minutes and decided Don must be the DP mentioned alongside.

“Sounds like a disaster,” one man said. “A tawdry soap opera with lots of what she calls ‘humping.’”

Bernie agreed. “I skimmed part of it yesterday and I was embarrassed for her. Poor Irving! Doesn’t sound as if she’s had much personal experience of ‘humping.’”

Someone else chipped in: “Seriously, you wouldn’t go there, would you? Those big horsey teeth are terrifying, and the eyelashes flutter like agitated tarantulas.”

“All that false hair is a fire hazard,” another man contributed. “I’m scared to light up near her.”

“She dresses as if she’s still in her twenties, but what is she— late forties? She’s had work done—you can see the scars by her ears.”

Nancy was astonished by the venom. Surely the author’s appearance wasn’t relevant to the decision whether or not to publish a book? If that were the case, the majority of male authors would never have gotten into print.

“She has a two-book contract, but we can wriggle out of it because the second book was supposed to be a sequel to Every Night, Josephine!” Bernie put on a sarcastic voice to say the name Josephine. “As far as I can see, this is unpublishable.”

“Josephine sold well, though,” another man chipped in. “Thirty-five thousand copies, and it made number nine on the Time magazine list.”

Nancy wrote that down. She guessed the speaker might be in sales, since he knew the figures off the top of his head.

“Who would have thought it?” yet another commented. “A book about her goddamn poodle! And I came into publishing to work on great literature.”

“The poodles subsidize the great literature,” Bernie said, “but I don’t think we need to let the fake humping onto our list. Who’s going to tell her?”

The men lowered their heads, shuffling papers.

“Why don’t you try the Scarsdale Test?” The speaker was the same man who’d told them the sales figures for Josephine. He had sandy-blond hair in a crew cut so short it looked as if he’d just left the army. Nancy would have to ask one of the other secretaries who he was. She scribbled down the term “Scarsdale Test” although she didn’t have the faintest clue what it meant.

“Darlene will kill me,” Bernie said. “But OK, I’ll ask.” He turned to Nancy. “Leave it in the minutes till next week.”

“What’s the book’s title?” Nancy asked, the first time she’d spoken. Last week’s document just said “New Jacqueline Susann.”

Bernie consulted the first page of a manuscript on the floor by his desk before he replied, his tone withering: “Valley of the Dolls.”

***

“WHAT’S THE SCARSDALE Test?” Nancy asked Barbara as she scrubbed a pot in the sink so she could scramble some eggs for supper.

Barbara was sitting at the kitchen table, painting her nails a plum color. “Bernie sometimes takes manuscripts home to his wife, Darlene, to get a woman’s point of view,” she explained, “and they live in Scarsdale.”

“Why doesn’t he ask us?” Nancy wondered. She had come into publishing hoping to read manuscripts and help discover new authors, but all she had done so far was brainless typing and filing. That afternoon had been spent tracking down Bernie’s wallet after he left it in a taxi following a long lunch. Minuting the editorial meeting had been the highlight of her week, although stressful at the same time.

“Darlene’s an author of children’s books,” Barbara said, “so I guess he trusts her opinion.”

Nancy vowed she would work hard and learn as much as she could so that one day Bernie would trust her opinion too.

After eating her eggs, she took out the editorial minutes and asked Barbara’s help in identifying the men behind the initials. She found out that the one who’d suggested the Scarsdale Test was a sales executive, Steven Bailey—SB. Don was an editor called Don Preston—DP.

The next morning, when she got to the office, Nancy noticed that the Valley of the Dolls manuscript was still on the floor by Bernie’s desk. He must have forgotten to take it home. She decided to make a Xerox copy, all six hundred pages of it, as a precaution in case he left it in a taxi or on a train. It would give her a chance to read it at the same time as Darlene, she thought, and hoped no one would mind. That lunchtime she took the first chunk of pages to the park and raced through them. She took
the rest home that evening, and sat up reading till three a.m., her head filled with the adventures of Anne, Jennifer, and Neely.

Like her, Anne had just arrived in Manhattan hoping to forge an exciting career. She came from a sleepy hometown and was an innocent in the big city. It felt like Nancy’s own story, with Anne taking a job in which she felt out of her depth. She could sense she shouldn’t be trusting her friendship with the duplicitous Helen, an aging Broadway star. She could tell that Neely, the aspiring singer Helen had sacked from a production, was going to cause trouble. She knew that Jennifer was making a mistake by jumping into marriage with the crooner Tony Polar, who seemed strangely dependent on his sister. She felt she understood these characters.

The novel was flawed. The story jumped bizarrely. Sometimes Miss Susann appeared to have forgotten she’d left her characters in one situation and she picked them up somewhere entirely different. There were loads of spelling mistakes and grammatical errors. But the core of it was an incredible, fast-paced read about modern women. She wondered what Darlene would think. Dare she offer Bernie her own opinion, or would he be cross that she’d read it?

At the beginning of the following week’s editorial meeting, Bernie thumped the manuscript down on his desk. “Bad news,” he said. “Darlene insists we absolutely have to publish the Jacqueline Susann. She says women will love it and it’s going to be huge.”

Nancy suppressed a grin as she jotted this down in the minutes. Her instinct had been right.

“It needs masses of work,” Bernie said. “Lots of structural editing, rewriting, a complete overhaul. I’m going to give Don six weeks off his other books to knock it into shape.”

Nancy had made copious notes and felt she knew what the
story required. She was dying to speak up, and only held her tongue with difficulty.

“It’s a tall order,” Bernie said, “so I’ll ask one of the secretaries to help with the retyping and ferrying queries back and forth to the dreaded Jacqueline.”

Nancy jumped in: “I’ll do it,” she said, forgetting about her dismal typing speed. “Please. I know I can manage.”

Steven Bailey caught her eye and gave a quick smile of encouragement.

Bernie shrugged. “I’m sure there won’t be any other volunteers lining up, so why not? Let’s give it a shot. But we’ll have to change that title or booksellers will end up stocking it in the kids’ department. Valley of the Dolls indeed!”
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	CHAPTER 5



	Jacqueline



	Hotel Navarro, 1965





When Jacqueline heard Irving answer the telephone and say “Hi, Bernie,” she dashed to his side, leaning close to hear what was being said. “You will?” Irving grinned and gave her a thumbs-up. Bernie was going to publish Valley of the Dolls.

She punched the air in triumph, then twirled around the sitting room, Josephine yapping at her heels, while Irving discussed terms. Dolls was going to be published! She was ecstatic. It was the best news ever!

There was a proviso in the offer, Irving told her when he came off the call: she had to cooperate with them to revise and “tighten it up.”

“Sure! I can do that,” she agreed. She could listen to their suggestions; it didn’t mean she had to accept them.

The following week Bernie and a young girl by the name of Nancy came to their apartment for the first meeting. Jacqueline clutched Josephine on her lap and stroked her as she listened to Bernie tell her what they thought was wrong with the novel. “Meandering plot,” “lack of insight into characters’ motivations,” “clichéd descriptions”: he didn’t spare her feelings. She kept her face expressionless and pretended her orange-and-pink swirlypatterned Pucci dress was a suit of armor, her black wig a helmet, and her makeup a visor. He was a boring little man. What did he know anyway?

She noticed Nancy flinching at a particularly brutal criticism and warmed to her; at least one person in the room had some
empathy. Irving was busy reading the fine print of the contract and wasn’t paying attention to the conversation.

When Bernie finished his list, Jacqueline paused to steel herself before she replied. “As you know, Bernie, I’m always happy to accommodate editorial suggestions that improve the book. What I won’t do is compromise my characters, because I know them better than you ever will.” She pitied Bernie’s wife; he certainly didn’t demonstrate any understanding of female psychology.

“This kind of book needs a happy ending,” Bernie told her. “Readers will want that. Not for all the characters, of course, but you can’t destroy Anne. They won’t stand for it.”

Jacqueline noticed Nancy give a slight shake of the head. “What do you think?” she asked, turning toward her.

“Anne is an archetypal innocent,” Nancy replied. “To give her an upbeat ending would be like Hardy having Tess of the D’Urbervilles live happily ever after with Angel Clare, or Tolstoy turning Anna Karenina and Vronsky into the perfect couple. It doesn’t fit the narrative expectations.”

Jacqueline had to restrain herself from grinning as she watched Bernie shoot daggers at Nancy for disagreeing with him.

“Have you ever taken amphetamines, Bernie?” Jacqueline asked. “Or tried LSD?”

“Of course not!”

“So you have no idea what effect pills have. I do, and that’s why I will never promote drug use by having my characters emerge unscathed from addiction. It would be totally irresponsible.” She turned to Nancy again. “What did you think of the book, dear? Did you enjoy it, despite what Bernie calls the ‘meandering plot’?”

“I couldn’t put it down,” the girl replied. “Far from meandering, I think the jumps in point of view help to maintain pace, and the story arcs mesh together very satisfyingly.”

She had an unusual mix of qualities, Jacqueline thought: achingly pretty, with strawberry-blond shoulder-length hair and sea-blue eyes, yet she clearly didn’t care about her appearance, because she wasn’t wearing makeup and her pale blue cotton frock and brown T-bar sandals were desperately old-fashioned. She was an intellectual, probably a literature graduate, but she could still appreciate a novel like Dolls, which had no literary pretensions. Most impressive of all, she had the courage to express her opinions when they contradicted those of her boss; Jacqueline was always drawn to women who weren’t afraid to speak the truth to men in positions of power.

Irving looked up and winked at Jacqueline. “The girl has excellent taste!” he said, turning to Bernie. “We like her.”

“What age are you?” Jacqueline asked.

“Twenty-two,” the girl replied.

Four years older than her son. He was good-looking too, but there the similarities ended. While Nancy had the whole world in front of her, with choices of career, husband, home, and children, her son had no choices at all. His life would be forever limited.

“How long have you been working at Bernie Geis?” she asked.

Nancy gave a shy smile. “Just under three weeks and I’m loving it,” she gushed. “I dreamed of working in publishing from the moment I learned to read. I’m addicted to books, every bit as much as your characters are addicted to pills.”

She was adorable, Jacqueline thought, and still so innocent. “You’ve got a New England accent. Am I right?”

Nancy agreed.

“Weren’t your parents worried about you coming to live in the Big Bad Apple?” Jacqueline asked.

“Both my parents are dead,” Nancy said, a slight tremor in her
voice. “And my stepfather is busy bringing up my stepbrothers, so he didn’t really mind me being off his hands.”

“Do you have any family in the city?” Jacqueline asked. “You’re very young to be here on your own.”

“My cousin Louise lives in Chelsea,” the girl replied. “I was hoping to stay with her, but she seems to be away somewhere.”

“That’s too bad. I hope she gets back soon.”

Bernie cleared his throat, signaling that he wanted to return to the business at hand. “We need to change the title,” he said. “Valley of the Dolls won’t work for bookshops. We’ll send you a list of our ideas.”

“Don’t waste your time,” Jacqueline told him, “because for me that’s a deal-breaker. You want my book, you use my title.”

Irving flicked to a page in the contract and began to argue with Bernie about the interpretation of a clause concerning titles.

As he spoke, Jacqueline continued to watch Nancy. Despite her surface assurance, she was clearly vulnerable. Bad things could happen to pretty, naïve girls alone in the city, especially motherless ones. She decided she’d keep an eye on her. It seemed Nancy was to be the go-between while Bernie’s editor worked on Valley. That was good. They could get to know each other better.

***

THAT NIGHT, JACQUELINE couldn’t sleep, although she’d taken two red pills and washed them down with a large whiskey. Irving was snoring and wheezing, with a sound like a death rattle. Her thoughts were with her son. She generally tried to avoid seeing friends’ kids who were around his age because they highlighted all that he was missing. But if she was to work with Nancy, she would have to confront it because Nancy was his contemporary. In another lifetime, maybe she and her son could have dated—
or even married. Nancy could have been her daughter-in-law, could have produced grandchildren for her. Oh, how she would have spoiled those grandchildren!

She thought back to her pregnancy, which had been the happiest time in her life. Everything had slotted into place. Irving had come back from war uninjured, and she had gotten pregnant just under a year later. She’d had a healthy pregnancy and a straightforward delivery of the sweetest, most perfect baby she’d ever seen. Then a few weeks in, a suspicion began to creep up on her that all was not well. Her son didn’t seem as responsive as other babies. He didn’t babble and play the way her friends’ babies did. Irving told her she was being paranoid, but the anxiety grew and she sought opinions from doctors. Then came the darkest period of her life, when her little boy was diagnosed with Kanner’s syndrome, also known as infantile autism. The specialist recommended he would be best cared for in an institution, but at first Jacqueline rejected that out of hand. She would cope. She’d find a way.

She started reading all she could and learned that Kanner’s children did not respond to external stimuli in the ordinary way; for them, everything felt brighter, louder, stronger, and more overwhelming than for the rest of the population. Kanner’s children preferred to be alone and didn’t interact socially, so it was difficult for them to form relationships. They didn’t like physical contact, loud noises, or strong smells, and they were prone to repetitive actions like rocking and flapping their hands. Dr. Kanner’s research claimed that parents of children with this syndrome were often cold and uncaring—he used the term “refrigerator mothers”—and for Jacqueline that was a brutal twist of the knife. Nothing could have been further from the truth. She’d showered that baby with love and affection from the second he was born. She adored every tiny bit of him.

“It’s because you hired a nurse,” her mother said, thoughtlessly. “You didn’t get a chance to bond with him properly.”

Deep down, Jacqueline would never forgive her for that. Rose had always been spiky and tactless, and they’d had a complicated relationship, but this was a new low. She wasn’t about to cut ties with her own mother—she and Irving continued to visit her in Philadelphia a couple of times a year—but she held her at arm’s length.

Truth be told, Jacqueline did blame herself for the Kanner’s. Was it because she took sleeping pills and the occasional dexy during her pregnancy? Her obstetrician had said they were safe but doctors didn’t know everything. Had she made mistakes in her son’s early months that caused his disability? The specialist insisted it wasn’t her fault, that Kanner had gotten it wrong about parents being responsible, but perhaps he was trying to comfort her.

When her darling boy was three, she finally had to accept that she and Irving couldn’t cope. He got very distressed and screamed for hours on end, needing round-the-clock attention they couldn’t give. It wasn’t fair to keep him at home for selfish reasons when an institution with trained staff could help him better, but the pain of handing him over to strangers was excruciating. He didn’t speak so he wouldn’t be able to tell them if anyone treated him badly. He was totally at the mercy of staff hired by the institution, and it felt all wrong.

Jacqueline broke down after leaving him there. She drank too much and took too many pills, seeking oblivion in a chemical haze. Finally she checked herself into a sanitorium for a rest cure, and that at least helped her to wean herself off the selfadministered anesthetics.

When she got home again, Irving suggested trying for another baby, as if they could simply replace their son, as if he were
saying, That one didn’t work out but maybe the next one will. She stared at him, open-mouthed. How could he imagine another baby would fix anything? She refused, because the specialist said there was a chance their next child might also have Kanner’s, and she couldn’t go through that again. It would kill her.

She didn’t tell anyone but her closest friends about her son’s illness because she held out hope of a cure one day and didn’t want him to be stigmatized. Instead, she and Irving concocted a story that he was receiving treatment for severe asthma and that’s why he didn’t live with them. After a while, most people stopped asking.

As their son grew up, they chose the very best institutions for him, guided by the experts, but the fees weren’t cheap. That’s why Jacqueline was so determined to write bestselling novels. Her son could outlive both of them by decades and she needed to leave enough money to pay for his care for the rest of his life, however long that might be.

She had always enjoyed writing. She’d dissected Harold Robbins’s bestseller The Carpetbaggers scene by scene and figured she could do something similar. With Valley of the Dolls, she’d given it her best shot.

***

A WEEK AFTER their initial meeting, Nancy came back to the Hotel Navarro with the first batch of edits. Jacqueline took the pages from her and invited the girl to sit down and have a coffee. Straight away Josephine climbed onto her lap, and that was a ringing endorsement because she was very choosy with her favors.

“What kind of work do they have you doing at the office?” Jacqueline asked.

“Typing letters,” Nancy said with a flinch, and Jacqueline got
the impression she didn’t much like typing. “Filing what feels like years’ worth of ancient correspondence. And organizing Mr. Geis’s diary. He’s prone to double-booking himself, then asking me to make excuses for him. Frankly, I don’t know why he bothers with a diary because he never consults it anyway. He just relies on me to remind him where he’s supposed to be.”

Jacqueline smiled to herself. The girl was sweet and likable— and her indiscretion could make her a useful spy. Bernie was a hustler and she didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him. She would get Nancy to tell her the decisions being made about her book, in time to countermand them if necessary.

“That doesn’t seem a good use of your talents,” she advised. “You’re a smart girl and you should be in a more challenging role.”

“My ambition is to be an editor of women’s fiction,” Nancy said. “Publishing houses don’t focus on it enough, but when I worked in a bookstore at college I noticed that women buy the most books. They’re often buying them for men but they’ll slip in a novel or two for themselves, as a ‘little treat.’ My mom used to be a voracious reader and I guess she passed it on to me.”

Jacqueline detected a wobble in her voice when she mentioned her mom. “You’re very young to have lost both parents,” she said. “What happened?”

“My dad died of cancer when I was thirteen,” she said, “and Mom died suddenly of a heart attack in February this year.” She blinked hard and Jacqueline reached out to take her hand. She’d been thirty-nine when her beloved father died, and she’d had Irving to comfort her, but still her world had been shattered. She’d been a doting daddy’s girl, and it looked as though Nancy had been equally close to her mom.

“You seem very alone,” she said. “Did your cousin Louise turn up yet?”

Nancy shook her head. “I’ve put a note under her door asking her to call my office number when she gets back.”

“What’s Louise’s job?” Jacqueline asked. “Do you think work has taken her away?”

“She’s a singer. She performs in clubs. I guess she must have gotten a new contract somewhere and forgot to tell me. Her parents are divorced and live out West—Nevada, or Utah, I’m not sure which. I don’t have their numbers, so I’ll have to wait till I hear.”

“Have you made any friends in the city?” Jacqueline persisted, and Nancy scrunched her mouth to one side.

“Sort of,” she replied. “I have a roommate, Barbara, but . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence.

“I hope you’ ll consider me a friend,” Jacqueline told her. “You’ve got my number. Don’t be shy to call.”

Maybe she’d invite Nancy for lunch somewhere swanky, the kind of place she’d never been before. Her clothes looked like they came from a thrift store, so she clearly wasn’t flush. Someone should be looking out for her, and she would enjoy playing fairy godmother. With her bright-eyed ambition, the girl reminded her of herself back when she first arrived in the city all those decades ago.
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	    	CHAPTER 6
	 

	 
	    	Jackie
	 

	 
	    	London, 1962
	 

      
      

Jackie was shocked when the landlord knocked on the door one afternoon and told her that they were six months behind on the rent. Six! How could that be?

“I’m sorry, I know you have a baby,” he said, “but I can’t let it slide any further.”

“Of course not,” she replied. “I’m sure there’s a misunderstanding. I’ll talk to my husband.”

She’d thought Wallace made a good living from Mornessa. Had he simply forgotten to pay the rent? His memory could be erratic.

“I had to inject more capital into the company,” he explained when he got home that evening. “I’m investing in new designs from India—but don’t worry, they’ll pay off soon.” He opened his briefcase and pulled out some lengths of gold-bordered sari fabrics in lime green, shocking pink, lilac, and midnight blue, draping them across her playfully.

She stepped backward. “These are lovely but what will I tell the landlord? Can you pay him this week? Or next?” She’d promised to call him the following morning.

“Tell him he’s lucky to have two such divinely sexy tenants and we’ll pay when we’re good and ready.”

Jackie frowned. Soon after their wedding, Wallace had been diagnosed as manic depressive. She was initially relieved because it made sense of his extreme mood swings. When a “high” episode came on, he was spontaneous and great fun to be around, booking impromptu skiing holidays in Gstaad, or flying them to the South
of France to have a flutter in a new casino; during the worst of his “lows” he was so depressed he couldn’t drag himself out of bed. He didn’t like taking the barbiturates the doctor prescribed, which made him slow and fuzzy-brained, and claimed he could deal with the unpredictable moods by himself.

Jackie was learning to recognize the warning signs when an episode was looming and the ways she could help him to manage it. She worried that getting so far behind on the rent might mean one of his “highs” was imminent and was about to say as much when she heard voices in the hall outside, followed by a loud knocking on the door.

“I invited a few friends from the pub,” he said. “You don’t mind, do you, darling?”

“What, now?” Jackie rushed to retrieve some pages of her novel, which she’d left on the kitchen table, and shoved them in a drawer so no one could laugh at her literary efforts. Next she threw Tracy’s changing mat into her pram and wedged it against the wall by the coat stand. Wallace flung open the door and ushered in half a dozen folk who were laughing raucously, as if someone had just told a particularly good joke.

She knew most of the group and went around greeting them, cheek-kissing and fetching glasses for the bottles of hooch they’d brought. Wallace put a Ray Charles LP on the record player and one couple shifted the coffee table and began to dance.

Jackie had grown up in a household where impromptu parties were common. Her father, Joe Collins, was a theatrical agent, and often brought home a crowd after a show. Her mother, Elsa, was a good sport who always contrived to make guests feel welcome no matter what the hour, and Jackie did the same now, swallowing her irritation when a wail from the bedroom indicated that the baby had been wakened by their revelry.

She slipped next door to settle Tracy with a quick feed. She was
breastfeeding, against the advice of the nurses at the hospital and almost all the childcare experts. To her, it felt natural and nurturing. Why else would a woman’s body produce milk if it weren’t the best food for newborns?

A banker friend of Wallace’s burst into the room and took in the scene.

“I was looking for the bathroom,” he said, “but may I say—cor! What incredible knockers you have!”

“Out!” Jackie ordered him with a forced smile. “Next door down the hall.”

When Tracy fell asleep at her breast, Jackie laid her down in her cot and rejoined the party. Someone was making toast under the grill, using the last of her bread. She’d have to go to the shops before breakfast. She wandered from group to group, making conversation, and striving not to yawn in their faces. Tracy would be awake at dawn, and it was creeping ever closer.

Around two thirty, there was another knock on the door and Johnny Gold, a close friend of theirs, appeared with a floppydrunk blonde on his arm. Jackie adored Johnny. He was the biggest lothario in London, squiring a different girl every night, but he had a heart as big as a castle.

“You look knackered, sweetheart,” he said as he kissed her in greeting. “Want me to get rid of this lot?”

“Oh God, I’d love it. Have a drink first, then round them up, if you can.”

Good as his word, ten minutes later Johnny called out: “Time for bed, ladies and gents! We’ve imposed on this lovely couple’s hospitality for long enough.”

He had an air of authority and the guests downed their drinks and trooped out.

Wallace turned to Jackie, his face accusing: “Did you tell him to throw them out?”

“Of course not!” She harnessed all the acting skills she’d gleaned from the dozens of British B movies she’d appeared in.

Wallace eyed her with suspicion but she disappeared into the bedroom before he could start a drunken row. She kicked off her shoes and collapsed into bed without bothering to undress or remove her makeup, and within seconds she was asleep.

***

THE NEXT MORNING Wallace sipped an Alka-Seltzer and water, clutching his temples and groaning, before heading for the office. Once he was gone, Jackie pushed the pram to the
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