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“It’s Daisy, Daisy, Daisy this morning,” Matt Gallo commented to his younger brother, Vigo, who had come into the shabby and cluttered kitchen – the only communal room in the small flat they shared.

“Yeah, well, it would be after that interview last night,” said Vigo, stuffing a few items into his backpack. “Just turn the TV off. It’s all about publicity with those people. I don’t know why you take an interest.”

“I don’t,” said his brother. “But Daisy Mac is hot,” he added.

“Hadn’t noticed,” said Vigo, grabbing a banana and heading for the door.

“You wouldn’t,” his brother called after Vigo, who was rushing out to catch the train from Canada Water underground station in time for his hospital shift.

After Vigo had left, Matt watched the news on TV until the coverage finished a loop and went back to where it had started.

“Model, heiress and celebrity, Daisy McCoy...” began the commentator. Matt flicked the remote control so the television turned off, glanced at the chaos in the room, and went back to his room to get ready for his own job in Tony’s Café, which was just a short walk away.

***
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ON THE TRAIN TO WESTMINSTER, Vigo couldn’t miss the face of Daisy McCoy, which graced every front page after what was headlined as the “bombshell” interview given by a family friend, Beth Standing. In the tabloids, several pages were given over to photographs and coverage, including a completely unnecessary account of Daisy’s life to date, which was already common knowledge. There was the iconic picture of her in a light silk slip in a field of daisies. And, inevitably, a photograph of her with Damian Wiltshire at one of his film premieres, looking elegant in a green satin dress. Even the broadsheets had a front-page picture of Daisy. 

Hers was a life that seemed to belong to a different world than the mundane one Vigo Gallo inhabited. Daisy’s mother had been a single parent who lost own her parents and sister in tragic circumstances and then became a multi-millionaire almost by accident when designing clothes for Daisy and then selling versions online to make ends meet. But the phenomenal success of the Daisy Mac fashion empire that sprung from this had always been about the striking beauty of Daisy, from child model to teen model and celebrity, who appeared on the front of magazines more often than royalty. In contrast, Vigo’s parents had run a modest café and not even been able to afford the high-street versions of the unisex Daisy Mac clothing lines, widely deemed the must-have fashions of their generation. Daisy McCoy at nineteen – cool, sexy, effortless influencer and icon – was what all girls were supposed to want to be, and who every young man would dream of dating.

Vigo wasn’t interested. He was thinking what today would bring him as an Accident and Emergency nurse. It was a job that excited him every day and made him feel he was doing something worthwhile, and it lived up to all the dreams he’d had as a teenager when he had first set his heart on the job. Now, after years of study and training, he was doing it for real. It felt good.

Whilst no two working days were the same for Vigo, he approached them with the same calm professionalism, prepared for anything from minor injury to major incident. He treated every patient with the same thoroughness and kindness, which were his defining characteristics as a nurse, even if their ailment looked trivial. That day, he’d already seen an eight-year-old boy with abdominal pain and one victim of a minor road accident. The third case was an elderly lady who had suffered a fall. She was accompanied into the cubicle where he was going to examine her by a young woman dressed in a blue jumper and grey tracksuit trousers.

Vigo’s job that day was frontline triage. He was responsible for taking down personal details and making a preliminary examination. Anything minor he would treat himself. Anything more serious he would refer on. Initial impression of this patient was good. She walked in steadily and was conversing with her companion. Vigo showed her where to sit and started to ask questions. The name Beth Standing rang the faintest of bells, but he ignored them and asked her to tell him what the problem was.

“My wrist,” the lady said succinctly. “I fell and hurt my wrist. It’s so painful. I think it’s broken.”

“And your face, Beth,” said her companion in a very well-spoken voice. “She fell, you see, and banged her face on the edge of a coffee table. You can’t see it under the mask.”

Vigo glanced at the young woman as she spoke and got an immediate sense of something familiar about her, although she wore a baseball hat over her fair hair and a floral face mask over her nose and mouth. She was slender but shapely, with forget-me-not blue eyes, and her exposed skin looked almost translucent. For a moment he wished he could see her nose and mouth, but the impression of concealed beauty was strong. He turned back to his patient.

“You’ll have to take the mask off for me to look. Did you have any loss of consciousness?”

The old lady took off her mask, and Vigo could see a bruise developing. He carefully felt her face and neck and then asked her to move her right hand and fingers and the painful wrist.

“No, I didn’t pass out,” said Beth. “I just tripped over my own slippers, which I’d left on the floor. I knew Daisy was on her way, so I didn’t call anyone, just sat and waited.”

“I was going to see her because she called me up and asked me to come round,” the younger woman began in a voice that sounded a bit shaky. “I was at a friend’s last night, so I walked round on my own and found she had fallen. It was lucky I came, I suppose. And I panicked and thought she might need help, so I called a taxi and came here because it was so close. I hope I did the right thing.”

“Of course,” Vigo reassured her. He was already of the opinion that there was nothing seriously wrong with Beth Standing. The fact that she had tripped rather than fallen without an explanation was reassuring. And his examination indicated a sprain rather than any broken bones. But he asked a few more questions and made a few more notes before saying, “I’ll get you something so we can support your wrist. You can use an ice pack on it every few hours, and I’ll give you a prescription to take to the pharmacy here to help with the pain. It could take a month or more to get better, so you’ll need to rest it. You may need some help around the house for a bit.”

“Oh, I’ll manage,” said Beth. “I’m just glad it’s not broken. I’m left-handed anyway.”

“I can pop round and help you, or we’ll get someone to come in. You don’t need to struggle, Beth. You know we’ll help. No hard feelings,” said her companion.

“I know, dear.”

Suddenly, Daisy gave a little sob. “I’m so sorry,” she said tearfully.

“It’s not your fault; don’t upset yourself.”

Daisy took off her mask to blow her nose, and Vigo, looking across at her, confirmed what he had already suspected – that the young woman was the same one whose photograph had been splashed across the daily papers. His first thought was surprise to see that she really was as beautiful as she looked in those photographs. Her features were perfect, her skin flawless: she was exquisite. 

“I’m sorry,” she said again, this time addressing Vigo. “It’s been a difficult twenty-four hours, and I didn’t sleep well. It makes me silly.” She gave a wan smile, which made her look lovelier than ever. Vigo had to make a conscious effort not to gawp at her. He made some pretence of doing something on the computer whilst he pulled himself together.

“I’ll get a support for your wrist,” he said to Beth, still trying not to look at Daisy but to concentrate on his patient. 

Once Vigo had completed his treatment of his patient, he wrote a prescription and explained where the pharmacy was located.

“Are you alright to return home?” he asked Beth. “We can arrange transport for you.”

“Oh, I’ll get Salah to pick us up,” Daisy said to Beth. “He’s probably wondering where I’ve got to.”

“Yes, I’ll be fine, thank you,” Beth said to Vigo. “And thank you for looking after me.”

She and Daisy were now standing up, and so was Vigo.

“Yes, thank you.” Daisy quite suddenly stepped towards Vigo and hugged him. 
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“YOU HAVE GOT TO BE kidding me!” Matt exclaimed. 

It was later that night, and Vigo and Matt sat on a sagging sofa with a coffee table in front of it and some open boxes containing day’s-end leftovers from Tony’s Café on it – a not uncommon evening meal for the brothers. 

“Seriously! Daisy Mac walks into your hospital and hugs you! That’s some sort of fantasy, not something that actually happens.”

“I told you: I was treating Beth Standing – you know, the one who did the interview – for a sprained wrist. Daisy brought her in. And when they were leaving, she just hugged me.”

Matt gave an excited yelp of laughter, half disbelieving, half impressed.

“What is she like, in the flesh?” he asked.

Vigo thought for a moment, seeing Daisy as vividly in his memory as if she was in front of him again.

“Quite small and slender, sort of delicate, and she had a slightly floral fragrance. Not strong perfume, just something subtle. And she was, I don’t know, somehow perfect, everything about her: her hair, her clothes, her face, her skin. You think those photos are all airbrushed, but she was just naturally lovely.”

“And sexy!” said Matt. 

Vigo shook his head. “It wasn’t like that,” he said. “Remember, I was treating a patient. Daisy was just there with her.”

“Oh, come on! Daisy Mac has to be one of the hottest women in the world. You can’t have her press herself against you and not find it sexy.”

Vigo shook his head again. “It wasn’t like that; it was just kind of sweet. She was sweet.”

“You know, I do wonder about you. You went through uni without a proper girlfriend. I swear you’re still a virgin!” Matt was teasing his brother now, because Vigo never told him much about the girls he had dated at university.

“Yes, you can think that,” said Vigo, enigmatically.

“Hey, what if Daisy had been the patient – you could have examined her!” exclaimed Matt.

“You can’t think like that when you’re a nurse,” sighed Vigo. Matt was seven years older than him, but he often felt like the adult out of the two of them. “I mean, I’ve treated some pretty girls, but you aren’t thinking about that, you’re doing the job. I’m not saying I don’t notice; I do, but it’s not what is on your mind.”

“You always were funny about being a nurse,” said Matt. “It was, like, your only ambition from about the age of eight. And Dad always wanted us to work in his café.”

“Yes, I did always want to be a nurse. Even if Dad was still alive, I wouldn’t have worked in his café. It just wasn’t what I wanted to do.”

Matt and Vigo’s father and mother had always run a café, but the couple had died within two years of each other, and the café was sold. Matt got a job elsewhere, and Vigo had gone to university. When Vigo eventually started work too, the brothers used the bit of money they had inherited as a deposit for their flat in Bermondsey.

“Anyway,” said Vigo, “the chances of me seeing Daisy again are zero, unless I line up to watch one of those red carpet events. Isn’t she dating some film star?”

“Yeah, Damian Wiltshire. But I think they split. The big scandal about that interview is that she’s dating some government minister’s son, or he’s her half-brother, or something. And she doesn’t want to be famous anymore. I didn’t watch it, just saw the news. I’ve not really followed much about her – except the pictures – but it’s not like you can avoid the coverage. I mean, she’s probably the most famous face there is, what with all the Daisy Mac fashion stuff.”

“She mentioned someone who could pick her up from the hospital,” mused Vigo. “Probably a boyfriend. I wonder where she lives.”

“Yes, but they’ve got bodyguards and drivers and a big country estate and probably homes around the world. I mean, these people are super-rich. Way out of your league, little bro.”

“I know that. I wondered how she just wandered into an NHS hospital without a bodyguard or something. But she was wearing a hat and mask. I only really recognised her because she took the mask off.”

“You can Google her if you want. All the info is online.”

“No, I won’t do that. I just want to think of her as the sweet person who hugged me because she appreciated me doing my job.”
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DAISY OPENED THE DOOR to her apartment and hugged the man who came in.

“Hi, Tom. Did you get in without being watched?”

“No. I don’t think your new home is a secret anymore, Daisy.”

Daisy sighed, and went and flung herself down on one of a pair of broad white leather sofas. A Burmese cat watched until she was settled then jumped lightly onto her lap and started kneading her blue cashmere jumper with its paws.

Tom removed a canvas jacket and hung it on a peg by the door. He went and sat on the second leather sofa opposite to Daisy with a wood-and-glass coffee table in between.

“How’s it been?” he asked.

“Did you listen to the interview?”

“No, but I got the gist. It’s hard to ignore it; it’s right across the news and all over social media.”

“I tried to ignore it, except I spent the day with Beth, who told me exactly what she said and why.”

Daisy explained how Beth had asked her to come and see her and how they ended up in Accident and Emergency.

“Beth’s got a cheek, effectively telling you she was trying to argue your case,” Tom responded. “If she thinks you want and deserve greater privacy, then feeding the press with a whole new set of titbits wasn’t the way to achieve it.”

“Consistency was never Beth’s strong point, and I think even she doesn’t know her own motives for the interview, which seem pretty mixed to me,” said Daisy whilst absentmindedly stroking her cat. “She may be sincere in seeing me as something of a victim of my mother’s success and the media frenzy it creates, but there is also a bit of animus towards Mum, because on some level I think she resents her achievements. But she’s still the closest thing to a grandma I ever had, so I wasn’t going to argue with her, especially since she had ended up tripping over and was in so much pain when I actually got there.”

“How did you manage without being seen?”

“I wasn’t here. I spent the night at Lauren’s and just walked round to Beth’s. Our bit of London is pretty much like a village, really. One of the reasons I picked this apartment was to be near Beth. And I just don face mask and hat to avoid attention.”

“What about Salah?”

“You know I hate having him in attendance 24/7. Although I panicked a bit when I saw what had happened to Beth, but I just took her to A&E. They were really good. We only waited about half an hour, and this cute young doctor saw her. He was really kind.” Daisy paused a moment, remembering the warm brown eyes of the dark-haired medic looking at her over the top of his face mask. Despite being genuinely worried about Beth, she had managed to notice a lot about him, including the name – Vigo Gallo – on the badge he wore. “Anyway, how about you?” she said to Tom, coming back to the present. “And what did she say about us, anyway?”

“I think she managed to say we were in some sort of romantic relationship – which was catnip to the press, because you are supposedly still dating Damian. And then she dragged up the old story about my father being your father, which makes us half siblings.”

“I like the idea that you might be my half-brother,” Daisy said. “But Mum was always really clear your dad wasn’t my father. I guess getting them to accept we are just school friends is a bit hopeful. Anyway, I’m not in a proper relationship with Damian. It’s never been more than a flirtation, but everyone seemed to like the publicity us being seen together created when his last film came out, so now we just get coupled together at events, and I prefer being with him because it stops people speculating about anyone else. He’s actually quite nice.”

“Yes, well, that wasn’t all. She said something about your mum only being alive because she wasn’t in the car with her parents and sister when it crashed because she was booked for an abortion that day, which my dad supposedly arranged. But then, of course, she didn’t go ahead because you were all she had left.”

Daisy sighed. “Yes, well, that story has been doing the rounds for years too, so not really bombshell stuff.”

“The last bit is that she more or less said the press obsession with you was making you mentally ill and, after all, you might have been the name and face behind Daisy Mac, but it had hardly been your choice, you being only about a year old when it all started.”

“It does really get me down. I’m not sure about mentally ill, but fed up with it all, for sure. Anyway, I’m not going to blame Beth. I’ll get Petra to fix up some home help for her until her arm is better and pop round when I can.”

“Your mum might not be too well disposed to Beth at the moment. I think she more or less said that your mum was not a good mother but exploited you for her own ends, or words to that effect.”

“Mum’s used to Beth; she won’t stop Petra setting up something to help her if I ask her to,” said Daisy, with the complacency of someone who had grown up with an entourage and a team of fixers to do whatever she asked of them. “Anyway, do you want me to get us something to eat? I’m too shattered to cook, but I’ve got stuff in the fridge. Where are you staying tonight? Not in your van again, I hope? Remember, mi casa es tu casa.”

Tom shrugged but stood up and followed Daisy over to the kitchen area. Daisy wasn’t tall, but Tom was a good inch shorter, with a round, attractive face and a compact but muscular physique. The two of them set about preparing a casual meal with the easy cooperation that came from a long friendship.

“You see, I remembered to get those olives you love and some non-alcoholic beers.”

“That’s what I like about you,” said Tom. “You always remember what people enjoy and try to provide it. But then, I like everything about you.” He paused for a moment as they took their plates and put them on the coffee table between the sofas, and then added, only half-jokingly, “Except how scarily clever you are.”

“You’re just as clever as I am,” lied Daisy, knowing this was an area of real sensitivity with her friend.

“I’m not the one who got a place at Cambridge to study maths. My father would have died of happiness if I had.”

“You got a place at uni too,” said Daisy, lightly.

Yes, a place at a third-rate university, which my dad didn’t like, to study PPE, which I didn’t like.”

“Well, you know I think you were right not to go, because it wasn’t what you wanted. I actually did want to study maths, although no one else thought I should, apparently. It’s like this big embarrassing secret. Even the press never found out, or didn’t say anything if they did. It seems being a maths boffin doesn’t fit with the Daisy Mac image they all made up.”

“I think it’s the fact of you being able to get the place at all that would impress my dad. I don’t seem to be able to do anything but disappoint him. But, yes, you are stuck with having to be the Daisy Mac image. You are supposed to be an ethereal beauty, not some humongous maths brain.”

“We’ve had this conversation before, anyway,” sighed Daisy, “and agreed you will never be what your father wants, so you may as well not waste time trying. And the press will always make me out to be whatever makes the best story at any given moment, and nothing I actually do will change that, so no point me trying.”

The two fell silent as they ate, just a couple of nineteen-year-olds wondering about their place in the world, with the extraordinary backdrop of Tower Bridge lit up at night out of the windows of Daisy’s sumptuous apartment.
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TOM STAYED FOR TWO nights before going off for what he called “space to think”, which Daisy knew meant driving his camper van to somewhere remote for a week before turning up unannounced at her apartment, or the home of some other friend, again. The van was his pride and joy and his only official possession, beyond the few personal items he carried when he walked out on his family home after finishing school and refusing to go on to university. It was a classic split-screen Volkswagen camper in smart blue-and-white and the better part of fifty years old, albeit with a reconditioned engine and lots of updates. He’d spent every last penny of his own money on it and, given that he was cut off from his previous parental allowance, he only kept it running by getting casual employment when he could, not to mention the odd handout from Daisy. Given his father, Sir Richard Hodge MP’s, position as current Economic Secretary to the Treasury and a high-profile politician who was known for being charismatic and occasionally controversial, Tom’s apparent rebellion, along with his association with Daisy, meant that he often attracted press comment.

In truth, much though Daisy loved Tom, she was glad to have her apartment to herself again. The only full-time companion she was really happy with was her lilac Burmese cat, Bailey, who had the temperament of a small, loyal dog, and followed her around, even waiting outside a closed bathroom door until she emerged, and taking a favourite position
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