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To Nan. Thank you for everything you did for me.

I wouldn’t be the person that I am without you.
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Puppy-dog eyes. Prince Charming. Hollywood heartthrob. Liam York has a lot of nicknames. None of them mention the demons that chase him every day.

He may be worth millions, but underneath it all? He’s human, just like us. And if he doesn’t do something soon, those demons are going to catch up with him.

Intrigued? Get your copy of The Real World, available exclusively to mailing list subscribers: www.kristinaadamsauthor.com/the-real-world







DECEMBER







ONE




‘Hey Bea, I think that guy’s checking you out,’ said Fayth.

Hollie froze. ‘What guy?’ She stopped drying herself off and placed the towel over her body like a blanket. Nobody ever checked her out. Usually the main reason she attracted attention was her blood-red hair and bold fashion choices. But her hair wasn’t red anymore, it was a muted brown. Even her outfits weren’t so bold lately. The less she stood out, the more comfortable she felt. A blue and pink polka dot bikini wasn’t that interesting, was it? Why would someone check her out at a spa, anyway? Her old feelings of self-consciousness rose within her like magma inside a volcano.

Cameron shifted up in his lounger. Not to be obvious or anything. ‘Oooh, he’s cute. You should go say hi.’

‘Shut up,’ said Hollie. She slumped farther into her lounger between Fayth and Cameron, pulling her towel up to her neck. A part of her was curious to see who was supposedly checking her out, but the other, stronger part of her wanted to become invisible.

‘Do you have any idea how many diets I’d have to go on to get your body?’ said Cameron, snatching the towel from her.

‘And you’d still have bigger boobs than me,’ said Hollie.

‘You’re just jealous you can’t fill a C-Cup,’ said Cameron, jiggling his manboobs.

‘Well duh. Now give me back my towel!’ she said, snatching it from him and covering herself back up.

‘What are you doing?’ said Cameron. ‘He’s hot!’

‘Shut up. You’re taken.’

Cameron shrugged. ‘Taken. Not blind.’

Fayth snorted. ‘Why not go say hi?’

‘Because I’m in a bikini?’

‘That’s exactly why you should go say hi,’ said Cameron.

‘I swear if you make another generalised comment about men,’ said Hollie, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

‘What? I’m a man. I know men.’

‘You know male stereotypes,’ Hollie corrected.

‘He’s moving!’ said Fayth.

That’s when Hollie noticed him. He stood up from a lounger opposite them and climbed into the heated pool. His crimson swimming trunks complimented his dark skin, and his graded haircut framed his cheekbones. Oh shit. He was hot. And he was staring right at her. He smiled.

She looked away. There was every chance her cheeks were as red as his trunks.

‘So hot,’ said Cameron.

‘Shut up,’ repeated Hollie.

‘If you don’t go say hi I’m going to do it for you,’ said Cameron.

‘Seriously? You know I’m not interested in anyone right now,’ said Hollie.

‘It’s just a conversation,’ said Cameron.

Hollie chanced a look at Fayth – she was unusually quiet.

Fayth shrugged. ‘I’m staying out of it this time.’

This time. As in, the last time she forced Hollie to talk to a guy look what happened. It had all gone so right…until it had all gone so wrong.

Hollie checked the clock above the pool. ‘I have a massage in half an hour.’

‘Then that gives you 25 minutes to talk to him before you need to leave,’ said Fayth. ‘If you want to, that is.’

She really had changed her tune since the start of the year.

‘You never know – talking to him might cheer you up. I know a conversation with anyone I find attractive always puts me in a better mood,’ said Cameron.

‘I thought there was only one thing that put you in a better mood?’ said Hollie with a smirk.

‘What can I say? I like the exercise,’ said Cameron.

‘What a shame you didn’t bring Luke with you,’ said Hollie, referring to Cameron’s boyfriend, member of boy band HATT.

‘There are other things I can do,’ said Cameron with a grin.

‘And on that note,’ said Hollie, pulling the towel from herself, ‘I’m going for a swim to get that image out of my head.’

‘You love it,’ said Cameron as she climbed into the pool.

She loved Cameron, but she did not need an image of him wanking in her head. She shuddered, partially at the image and partially at the heat of the pool as it hit her. She swam a few laps, then found her way to the jacuzzi in the centre. It was currently empty, making it the perfect time for her to sit under the jets and have her tense shoulders massaged by them. She pressed the button on the edge of the jacuzzi. The jets sprang to life. She settled underneath one of them, her eyes closed. Water massaged her aching shoulders, tense from hunching over a sewing machine. Damn, that felt good.

When she opened them, Mr Red Swimming Trunks was sat opposite her, grinning.

Hollie jumped, almost hitting her head on the top of the water jet. Thankfully she was too short to actually hit it. Now that would've been embarrassing.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,’ he said in a smooth Spanish accent.

‘It’s OK,’ she said. She must’ve looked like a right moron.

‘Is that an accent I detect?’

‘Yeah. I’m from England.’

‘Which part?’

‘The Midlands,’ she said. ‘Are you local?’

‘Yes. I live a couple of blocks away. This is my local gym, although I don’t usually swim. I’m glad I did now.’

‘Oh? Why’s that?’

‘Well, I got to meet you, of course.’

Hollie blushed, looking away. He was cute, and he was flirting with her. It was weird being flirted with, but kind of nice.

‘I’m Hollie,’ she said with a smile.

‘Like the Christmas berries,’ he said.

‘Exactly.’ As if she hadn’t heard that one before.

‘It’s nice to meet you, Hollie. I’m Santiago. How long are you in Barcelona for?’ The way he said Barcelona was sexy. Super sexy. He almost purred it.

‘A few months. I’m working out here. Although my friends insist that I take a break over New Year.’

‘Breaks are important,’ he said. ‘What work are you doing out here?’

‘I’ve got a fashion show coming up in a couple of months. I’m out here putting the finishing touches to it while running my fashion line.’

‘That sounds amazing,’ he said. ‘What’s your line called?’

‘Hollie Baxter,’ she said. Not the most original name…

‘Simple but memorable. I like it,’ he said.

Hollie checked the clock. It was almost time for her massage. ‘I have to go. It was nice talking to you.’

‘Perhaps we could go out somewhere while you’re here?’ he suggested.

Ah, there it was. The request she’d been dreading. But would going on a date with a cute guy really be that bad?

‘Sure,’ said Hollie.

‘How’s tomorrow lunchtime?’

‘That works,’ she said. ‘We’re staying just down the road from the Sagrada Familia. I’ll meet you there at one?’

‘See you then.’







TWO




Hollie hated dates. Just thinking about them made her nervous. She tried not to think of it as a date, but really, that’s what it was. There was so much pressure on dates. They were worse than job interviews. You had to look a certain way, act a certain way, not mention your ex or what had gone wrong with them, not talk about politics or religion or anything remotely controversial. There was so much to worry about it was painful.

Not to mention she had no idea where he was taking her. Why did people insist on surprises? Surprises were annoying. She liked to know what was going to happen. Or did she? It had never bothered her with Astin. She’d liked it when he’d surprised her. They were always good surprises. Well, when he was in control of them they were. The accident hadn’t been so good. It had been fucking awful, in fact.

Oh for the love of clothes.

Would she ever get over her comparisonitis? Would Santiago help her to get over it? Cameron always said rebounds were the way to go, but then, when he and Luke had broken up – both times – he’d gone in the opposite direction. Funny how he said one thing and did another…

Why were relationships so complicated?

‘Come on, Bea!’ said Fayth. ‘You’ve been in that bathroom forever!’

‘Sorry!’ said Hollie. ‘My stomach is killing me.’ It felt like her insides were trying to come out through her arse. She was afraid that if she moved, she’d end up getting internal organs all over the bathroom floor. Ugh. Stupid digestive system. ‘Why can’t you use the other bathroom?’

‘Cameron’s showering. Am I going to need a gas mask to go in there when you’re done?’ called Fayth from the other side of the door.

‘Er…it’s possible,’ said Hollie.

‘Lovely,’ grumbled Fayth.

Hollie knew that Fayth understood, but she also knew how annoying it was waiting for someone to finish doing bad things in the bathroom. It wasn’t like she could control it, though. Her stomach had been behaving questionably for the last few months. As soon as she thought it had calmed down, it would start doing a jig and make it almost impossible for her to leave the toilet again. Her body seemed to really hate food lately. It was behaving like she was stressed. But she wasn’t. Nope. Not at all.

The cramping subsided – for the most part – so she cleaned up, opened the bathroom window, and walked out into the living room.

‘Finally!’ cried Fayth, running towards the door. She put her hand on the handle and hesitated. ‘How bad is it?’

‘You might grow an arm or two. No big deal,’ said Hollie with a shrug.

‘You can’t be that nervous about seeing whatshisface again,’ said Fayth, tightening her ponytail. Curly dark hair tickled her shoulders. Fayth’s hair was getting super long, and it suited her. The high maintenance of it would just make her tie it up more, though. Fayth didn’t have the patience to faff about with her unruly hair.

‘It’s not nerves about that. I don’t know what it is. Or maybe it is nerves about that. I don’t know. Ugh.’ She sunk into the red leather sofa. ‘My body just hates me right now.’

‘Join the club,’ said Fayth with a sigh. ‘But we’re here to have some fun and a couple of nights off.’

‘But back to work tomorrow,’ Hollie reminded her.

‘No, tomorrow is New Year’s Eve,’ said Fayth. ‘Back to work in the new year.’

‘Yes boss,’ said Hollie, but she fully intended to get some sewing done the following morning. She couldn’t afford to take any more time off. Being forced not to work for four days by Fayth and Cameron was bad enough. She had orders to fulfil! People were depending on her! They also weren’t expecting anything to be shipped until after the new year, but still. It was always better to keep on top of things.

Fayth disappeared into the bathroom.

Hollie went into her room and raided her wardrobe. She narrowed it down to two outfits.

‘Decided what you’re wearing yet?’ asked Cameron, walking in.

‘I didn’t say you could enter,’ she said, mock glaring at him.

He shrugged. ‘I’ve already seen you in a bikini. Not much left to see. Plus you’re like a sister to me anyway.’ He sat on the edge of the bed. ‘So, what are our options?’

‘”Our options”? You remember the part about me being a fashion designer, right?’

‘Yeah. I also remember how indecisive you are.’ He leaned forwards, a wry grin across his face. ‘So. What are our options?’

Hollie rolled her eyes. She wasn’t indecisive, she just liked to take her time making decisions. ‘Black sheath dress with gold zip or jeans and fluffy jumper.’

‘Jeans and fluffy jumper. This in a lunch date, not an evening date. You don’t want to look too dressed up,’ said Cameron. ‘Shoes?’

‘Vans. I don’t have any daytime heels.’

‘And with it being a lunch date on a nice day, you might go for a nice walk,’ said Cameron.

Hollie sat beside him. ‘Why do you keep saying lunch date like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like it’s in italics.’

Cameron chuckled. ‘Come on, Hollie. It’s a lunch date. You don’t take someone you’re serious about on a lunch date.’

‘Not everyone uses the same play book, you know.’

Cameron grumbled. ‘I suppose. But a lunch date in Barcelona when there are so many great bars? Come on.’

‘Maybe he’s busy in the evenings.’

‘Doing what? Nobody’s busy between Christmas and New Year.’

‘He might have plans with family. Isn’t that what most people do this time of year? Not everyone avoids their relatives like you do.’

‘I don’t avoid them,’ he said. ‘I just go out of my way to not see them.’


*



Hollie stared up at the Sagrada Familia. It was huge. And unfinished. They’d been building it for almost a century, and the behemoth still wasn’t complete. Given how quickly apartment buildings and housing complexes seemed to be assembled, it surprised her how long it was taking to build the cathedral. But then, it was so intricate. She couldn’t help but admire the beauty of its design. It was regal. Modern. Retro. Everything she wanted to create with her clothes but didn’t know how to embody. Could she get some inspiration from exploring inside it? Would she even have time to explore it while she was there?

‘Hollie,’ a voice called.

She turned around. Santiago walked towards her wearing a black shirt under a red jumper with black jeans and black brogues. Ew, brogues. What was he, a middle-aged man? He wasn’t, was he? He looked in his twenties…

He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her cheeks. Cheek kisses always made her uncomfortable, but she reciprocated the gesture so as not to be rude. She didn’t like new people in her space.

‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ said Santiago, gesturing to the cathedral.

‘Yeah,’ said Hollie. ‘Have you been inside?’

‘A long time ago, yes. You?’

‘No, but hopefully I’ll get a chance to while I’m here,’ she said, craning her neck to look all the way up. The thing was never ending.

‘You can see it from all over the city,’ Santiago informed her. ‘It’s so huge compared to everything else around it. You don’t get a true feel of its size so close up.’

‘Where’s the best place to see the view?’

‘The cable cars that take you to Montjuïc Castle. We could go there now if you like?’

‘Sure.’


*



Fayth and Cameron were lying on the sofa watching Clueless and drinking cider when Hollie got back a few hours later. As soon as the door was closed behind her, Cameron swung around and grinned at her eagerly. ‘Well, how’d it go? Where’d he take you?’

‘Dude, let me get through the door before giving me the Spanish Inquisition,’ said Hollie. She dumped her bag by the door and unfastened her Vans.

‘No. I want the gossip. So…?’

Fayth paused the film and swirled around too.

Hollie sat on the sofa perpendicular to them and tucked her legs underneath her. ‘We went in the cable cars up to Montjuïc.’

‘That’s the castle, right?’ said Cameron.

‘That’s the one,’ said Hollie.

‘It was gorgeous. You need to go up there and take some photos, Fayth. My phone doesn’t do it nearly enough justice.’ She took her phone from her bag to show them the photos and saw a text from Santiago: Thanks for a great afternoon. We should do it again some time. Santi x 

She smiled, making a mental note to reply once she’d shown Fayth and Cameron the photos.

Hollie handed her phone to Fayth.

‘They’re blurry,’ said Fayth, pinching the screen to try to see more detail.

‘I said my camera didn’t do it justice! It’s an old phone. And I had no idea we were going up there. It’s a good job I wore sensible shoes. We walked back down the hill. That was murder. My legs are going to kill me tomorrow,’ she said, massaging her calves.

‘Is it steep?’ said Fayth.

‘Very, but you can get the cable car back down if you want.’

‘I think I’ll go for that option,’ said Cameron. ‘I prefer to preserve my energy.’

‘You mean be lazy?’ said Hollie.

‘The preservation of energy is important,’ said Cameron. ‘So anyway, what’s Santiago like?’

‘He’s nice,’ said Hollie. ‘He’s 27, has no pets, and works in HR.’

Cameron’s eyes widened. ‘Sounds…riveting.’

‘You work in a music shop,’ Hollie reminded him.

‘And I see all sorts.’

‘So does he by the sounds of it, but he didn’t give much away. Confidentiality, and all that. He’s really into history and old buildings. He’s the perfect person to explore the city with.’

‘Maybe we could double date when Liam gets here?’ said Fayth. ‘I know he’s eager to see the sights.’

‘Sure,’ said Hollie.

‘Did he walk you back to the apartment?’ said Cameron.

‘No, just the Sagrada Familia. I don’t know him well enough to want him to know where we’re staying just yet,’ said Hollie.

‘Did you get a goodbye kiss?’ continued Cameron.

‘Give her a break,’ said Fayth.

‘I want details! She asked me for them when she found out about Luke!’

‘That’s because you hadn’t told me that you lost your virginity to a member of the world’s biggest boy band,’ said Hollie.

‘They break up when the clock strikes midnight tomorrow, so he’ll no longer be a member of the world’s biggest boy band. Anyway. Back to you.’

‘No, no kiss. It was too crowded. People kept pushing into us. And you know how I feel about PDAs…I said a quick bye then scurried off down the park.’

Cameron rolled his eyes. ‘Amateur.’

Fayth nudged him. ‘It’s not that big of a deal.’

‘Yes it is. That first kiss means everything,’ said Cameron.

‘Which is precisely why it’s better to wait,’ said Fayth.

Hollie sighed. ‘While you two compare my first date to your relationships, I’m going to go—’

‘You’d better not finish that sentence with “work”,’ interrupted Cameron.

‘In the bath,’ she said. ‘I’m going to go in the bath. Is that all right, Mum?’

‘Yes. Good girl. You go have a nice, hot, steamy bath and dream of what it will be like to—’

‘Stop. I beseech you, stop.’

‘Does he have an off switch?’ said Fayth. ‘We really need to find one.’

Cameron glared at her. ‘I’ll remember that.’







JANUARY







ONE




Hollie stared at the white ceiling. It was her favourite hobby wherever she was, it seemed. She’d hoped a change of scenery would help her to sleep, but it wasn’t meant to be. How many nights had she spent staring at ceilings lately? Some were artexed (ew), some had mirrors on them (creepy), most were white (yawn). She’d started to hallucinate pictures in the artex. Faces that were secretly judging her. In the mirrors she’d studied her reflection in the darkness, imagining fine lines that weren’t there and willing the purple bags under her eyes to disappear. In the white ceilings she’d stared at the shadows; the figures cast by lights from vehicles as they drove past in the night. She’d heard the sound of car engines humming as they waited to pick someone up or dropped them off. If she did drift off to sleep, all it took was the sound of one of those engines or a shadow moving in the room to wake her up. Then she’d be back to staring at the ceiling.

They’d only been in their new apartment for just over a week, but she was already familiar with every mark on the ceiling. Where they’d painted over the damp patch in the far corner. Where the wardrobe cast a shadow across the room. Where parts of the cheap roller had broken off and left permanent lumps on the ceiling.

She rolled on to her side. The red cotton pillows were soft against her dry skin. They smelled of lavender. The smell didn’t relax her like it was supposed to. 

On the wall opposite the window was a black-and-white picture of a chicly dressed woman carrying a red umbrella. The woman was judging her with that smug look on her face. It was a look that said, ‘I’m classier than you. And you know it.’ Stupid picture.

Hollie lay on her back again. She couldn’t maintain the pace she’d been running at the last few months for much longer, but she had no idea how to stop. Not to mention she couldn’t. The fashion show was two months away. There was too much to do. She’d outsourced some things, but she liked being in control. That’s why she’d chosen to be self-employed in the first place. As her friend and investor, Tate had suggested outsourcing the making of the clothes for the show too, but she couldn’t. Sewing was her favourite part of the process. If she didn’t do that, why was she even bothering? She’d sooner outsource the boring business stuff than the creative side.

She threw the covers away and sat up. She wasn’t getting back to sleep any time soon. May as well get some work done. 


*



‘How’d you sleep?’ Fayth asked as she and Hollie sat eating their breakfast of egg muffins at the glass dining table. Even with make-up on, Hollie looked tired. When would she give herself a day to rest? She knew Hollie had sneaked some work in when she'd thought nobody was paying attention. Would she give herself a proper day to rest, or would she burn out first?

‘Meh,’ said Hollie with a shrug. ‘Same as ever. You?’

‘OK. Ish. I never sleep that well in new places,’ said Fayth. ‘It always takes me a few days to adjust.’ She shoved another bite of egg muffin into her mouth.

‘Same. Not that I really sleep anywhere anyway.’

‘Is it today you pick up the keys to the studio?’

‘Yeah,’ said Hollie. ‘It looked pretty good online, so fingers crossed it’s as good in real life and not just some clever camera work.’

‘It was rated pretty highly, wasn’t it? Hopefully that’s a good sign. Do you want me to come with you, check it out, since Tate isn’t here yet?’

‘Don’t mind. I figured you’d want to go and do touristy stuff.’

‘I’m saving that for when you give yourself a day off or Liam gets here. Whichever comes first,’ said Fayth with a small laugh. She knew which was likely to come first, but she hoped planting the idea of exploring a beautiful city like Barcelona in Hollie’s head would mean that at some point she’d want to do it.

‘Probably Liam, then,’ said Hollie.

Or not. But maybe in a few days’ time when she was fed up of thinking about clothes…

‘I pick up the keys in an hour if you want to come with,’ said Hollie.


*



Hollie and Fayth stepped into the studio, otherwise known as Hollie’s new home for the next couple of months. It was bigger than it’d looked in the photos, which was good. More floor space for cutting out patterns. Four mannequins lined the wall by the door, with a table in front of them and a couple of beanbags underneath the window. A desk was on the other side of the window, and the far wall was taken up by a kitchenette and a bathroom. Everything she needed in one place.

‘I can work with this,’ said Hollie, nodding.

‘Yeah, it’s nice,’ said Fayth. She went over and jumped onto a beanbag. ‘Yep. I think I’ve found my spot.’

Hollie giggled. She dumped a bag of patterns and fabric onto the table. She sighed. Where was she supposed to begin?

‘Do you need help with anything?’

‘Not really,’ said Hollie. ‘Just need to get on with stuff.’

‘There must be something I can do.’

‘I don’t have anything for you to photograph if that’s what you mean.’

‘I do have other skills you know.’

‘I’m fine, really. You go play tourist. Or maybe you could get some experience in a photography studio or gallery while you’re here? That might be good for you.’

‘I never thought of that. I did put together a portfolio as part of the course I did in New York.’

‘Perfect!’

‘Are you trying to get rid of me?’

‘Maybe a little.’

Fayth stood up. ‘All right. I can take a hint. I’ll see you later.’


*



Job hunting without a CV was hard. Fayth had tried to put one together, but the only job she’d ever done was for the family pub. That wouldn’t help her to stand out. So, camera in one hand and portfolio in the other, she hoped that her decent camera skills would help her get an internship at a gallery or studio. It wasn’t about the money (although she wouldn’t mind some form of income), it was about getting some photography experience that wasn’t her friend’s fashion line or related to her celebrity boyfriend.

Hugging her portfolio to her chest, she stepped inside the third studio of the day. The first one had practically shoved her out the door, while the second had kept her talking for half an hour before deciding they weren’t interested. She was getting desperate. But she refused to return to the apartment until she had something. Anything.

The inside of studio number three – called Regina K Photography – was a bright white, with black-and-white photos adorning the walls. A bored guy around her age stood at the counter, flicking through his iPhone.

‘Hi!’ said Fayth in her chirpiest voice.

‘Hola,’ he replied, completely uninterested.

‘Is the manager about?’

‘Uh…’

Shit. Did he understand English? She hadn’t come across someone that didn’t speak English yet. She should’ve learned some Catalan, or at least some Spanish. Her accent didn’t help. Maybe if she enunciated?

The receptionist held his index finger up, then walked out of the room, leaving her alone. What was she supposed to do? Wait? Was he brushing her off? 

She turned to look at the photos behind her. The contrast was high. Every detail of the subject’s faces were defined down to the very last wrinkle. It made them look so much more human than the airbrushed stuff from magazines.

The back door opened and out stepped a middle-aged woman in a sharp suit. ’Hi. You were looking for the manager?’

‘Hi, yes. I’m Fayth,’ she said, stepping forwards to shake the woman’s hand. She held out her portfolio. ‘I’m in Barcelona for a few months and looking to get some experience at a photography studio. I came across this place and really like your style.’

The woman took Fayth’s portfolio but didn’t look through it. She scanned Fayth up and down. ‘Why do I recognise you?’

Oh no.

‘I don’t know,’ lied Fayth. She wasn’t getting into the Liam discussion.

‘You look familiar.’ She put her weight on one foot and placed her hand under her chin. ‘I don’t know. Hmm.’

‘I must just have one of those faces,’ said Fayth, desperately hoping that would be enough for her.

Regina studied Fayth for a moment. Fayth held her breath. Had she seen photos of Fayth in the gossip blogs or magazines? Was she the kind of person to read them? God, she hoped not. She didn’t want to work somewhere that was more interested in her personal life than the quality of her work. She’d had enough of that at the pub. Don’t let her figure it out. Please don’t let her figure it out.

Regina opened the portfolio and scanned through it. Fayth exhaled, taking that as a sign she didn’t know or care where she recognised Fayth from.

But then, Regina spent so little time on each page Fayth doubted she’d paid any attention to the photos. Another waste of time. Until Regina asked: ‘Can I keep this?’


*



When Fayth opened the apartment door, she was exhausted. Her legs were protesting from all the walking and her shoulders were tight from all the stress. She'd have to wait to find out whether or not her job hunt was successful. Regina keeping her portfolio was a good sign though, right? 

All she wanted was to collapse onto the sofa and watch something tedious that she could fall asleep to.

Wait. Why did the apartment smell of French toast?

Fayth followed the smell into the kitchen area. Liam stood over the cooker, his hair flopping into his espresso-coloured eyes. He flicked it out of his face and turned to her, a big grin on his face. Fayth ran to him, embracing him tightly. Had it really only been a few weeks since she’d last seen him?

‘What are you doing here? I thought you weren’t due to arrive for a couple more days. Not that I’m complaining,’ she said.

He kissed the top of her head. ‘Recording my voice over for Sea of Dogs didn’t take as long as they thought it would, so here I am. I brought Wade and Ola with me too.’

Fayth squeezed him tighter. If he'd brought his bodyguard and assistant, that meant he planned to stick around for a while...

‘It’s only been a couple weeks. You can’t have missed me that much.’

‘Long day,’ she mumbled, squishing her face into his shirt.

‘Why?’

‘Job hunting.’

‘Did you find something?’

She pulled away from him so that she could look at him as she spoke. ‘Maybe. Not sure yet. I left my portfolio with someone so fingers crossed.’

Liam crossed his fingers. ‘In the meantime, French toast?’

‘Yes please.’

Liam kept one arm around her and used the other to flip the French toast over. It was becoming his signature dish. Considering when they met a year ago he couldn’t even make toast in a toaster, it was a substantial improvement.

‘Hang on, isn’t it HighCon today?’ said Fayth. HighCon was the annual event celebrating all things Highwater – the fantasy film Liam and his ex-girlfriend Trinity Gold had starred in together. At the previous year’s HighCon, Trinity had very publicly announced that she and Liam had broken up…because of Fayth.

He faked a cough. ‘I have the flu.’

Fayth shoved him. ‘Liam! I thought you loved spending time with your fans?’

‘Yeah, but after the stunt Trinity pulled last year…don’t you think it’s better if we stay away from each other?’

‘I guess, if that’s what you want to do.’ She didn’t agree with cancelling on people last-minute – especially not when people had paid good money to see him – but it was his choice. He wasn’t sure on his future in Hollywood already. Was pulling back from doing events his way of slowly starting to separate himself from Liam York, Actor?

‘Is Hollie in?’ said Fayth, deciding it was better to change the subject than dwell on a something that wasn’t up to her and was too late to change.

‘Nope. I texted her when I got here so that she could let me in, but after saying a quick hello she went back to the studio.’





TWO


The apartment door swung open. Tate burst in looking like a millennial Elle Woods. Her latest hair colour was rose gold. She complimented it with a fuchsia wrap dress and matching lipstick. Moxie, her morkie, wriggled in her arms. ‘Good morning ladies!’ she chimed.

It was far too early to be that chipper. Then again, Tate was always chipper.

Hollie and Fayth walked over and hugged her. They’d only been awake for half an hour, so they weren’t ready for Tate to be so bright-eyed. How was she so awake after such a long flight?

‘How was your flight?’ Hollie asked.

‘I wouldn’t know – I slept through most of it!’ she said with a giggle. Of course she did. Oh, to be able to fall asleep so easily.

Maddy – Tate’s assistant – and the tallest woman Hollie had ever seen followed her through the door, piled up with bags. Hollie assumed she was Tate’s latest bodyguard. Tate got through them like Emily Gilmore got through maids.

‘Hey,’ said Maddy.

The bodyguard raised her head in greeting. ‘Sup.’ They didn’t usually speak; this was new.

‘What have we missed?’ Tate asked, narrowing her eyes at Hollie. Hollie instantly felt self-conscious in her knitted tartan shift dress and thermal tights, even though she knew there was nothing wrong with either of them. 

‘Nothing much,’ said Hollie.

‘Bea has a boy,’ said Fayth with a smirk.

Hollie elbowed her. Tate did not need to know that. Not when she insisted on bringing up Astin at least once a week. They’d been broken up for over six months. Everyone else around her had moved on. Why couldn’t Tate?

‘Oh?’ said Tate, cocking her head.

‘I’ll tell you later,’ lied Hollie, secretly hoping she wouldn’t have to. ‘We have work to do.’ She grabbed Tate’s arm, glaring at Fayth as she dragged Tate out of the door. They didn’t have time for small talk. They had go-sees to deal with.


*



Fayth tidied up the kitchen after Hollie had left. She loved Hollie and Liam, but they could be such slobs. Why couldn’t they just put stuff in the dishwasher? She reached under the sink to get a dishwasher tablet out, but the box was empty. Typical. She’d have to get some more when she went out. As she scribbled it on the notepad attached to the fridge/freezer, her phone started ringing.

Could it be…?

She dove into her bag for her phone. The call was from an unknown Spanish number. Could it really be…?

‘Hello?’ said Fayth, forcing her voice to stay even.

‘Hello, is this Fayth?’ said a voice with a Catalan accent. It sounded a lot like Regina. Was she about to get her first real job?

‘Yes.’ Her blood pressure rising, she began to pace around the open-plan living and kitchen area.

‘This is Regina from Regina K Photography. I had a look through your portfolio, and I’m impressed. I’d like you to intern for us.’

‘That’s great! Thank you! I’m so glad you liked my shots!’ Stop sounding so obsequious. Ask something useful.

Regina cut her off. ‘Can you start on Thursday?’

‘Yes, of course!’ said Fayth. Did she have anything planned? Probably not. Hollie and Tate would be so busy with fashion show stuff they’d barely be around, and Liam preferred to make things up as he went along. ‘What time?’

 ‘9am.’

‘Got it. See you at 9am.’

Regina cut off without saying goodbye.


*



Hollie rubbed her face. So far they’d seen five models and picked one. They needed ten for the show. But almost all of the ones that they’d seen so far were totally lacking in personality. Sure, it was their job to model the clothes, but they had to be somewhat interesting too. She wanted to hire people, not zombies.

‘When’s the next one arriving?’ Hollie asked.

Maddy scanned her iPad. ‘Tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’ echoed Tate.

‘Yep,’ said Maddy.

‘Marvellous,’ said Hollie. It was turning into one of those days. Perhaps it would be better to do something else and return to finding models in the morning.

‘You two can go if you want,’ said Hollie. ‘I’m going to stay and work on a couple of things.’

‘All right,’ said Tate. ‘I need to go to the gym, anyway.’

‘Damn right you do,’ said a husky voice as its owner walked through the door.

The hairs on the back of Hollie’s neck pricked up. No. It couldn’t be. What would she be doing in Barcelona? She lived in New York. Which was good, because the farther away she was, the better.

But when Hollie looked up…there she was.

Trinity Gold stood in the door of the studio, her hands on her hips and her head high. She wore a white shirt underneath a green trench coat with cigarette jeans and black stilettos. Her dark hair was plaited down to her waist.

Hollie, Tate, and Maddy stared at her, agape.

‘I heard you were looking for models,’ said Trinity, unperturbed. She wrinkled her nose. Her make-up crinkled, revealing the shapes of scabs around her nose which she’d cleverly disguised by heavy foundation and concealer. No amount of make-up could cover up how red and bloodshot her eyes were, though. Was she high?

Trinity had done modelling before, that was true, but why would she want to model for Hollie? Every other time they’d met Trinity had either ignored her or planted some sort of seed to create an argument. It seemed to be Trinity’s lifelong mission to cause hell, and she was bloody good at it. What hell did she plan to raise this time?

‘You’re not serious?’ said Hollie.

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ said Trinity, strutting towards them. She was good, Hollie had to give her that. But she couldn’t work with her. She wouldn’t.
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