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 Chapter 1-Sign-up

The shrill ring of my mobile pierced my
unconscious brain. I tried to reach it while keeping my eyes
closed, unwilling to stir from the delicious sleep I was enjoying.
I fumbled around until I felt the cool, smooth screen of my phone.
Sadly, I had to open my eyes in order to find the right part to
press to answer the damn thing.

It was my agent, Sean. Typical, I thought as I located the green button. “Hey
Sean, what's up?” I asked, my voice deliberately betraying the fact
that I was still asleep. He might not have attended the
end-of-series shindig the previous night, but I most certainly had
and was paying for it with a thick head and a mouth that felt as
though it was full of feathers. I almost wished that I was one of
those lady-like girls who didn't drink.

“Wake up chicken, I've got news for you.” The
excitement was evident in his voice, which reverberated around my
tender skull.

“Can it wait until I've had coffee?” I asked.
It was rather rude, I know. What can I say? My head hurt.

“No it can't,” he snapped, displaying the
reason why he was such a good agent. Sean didn't pander to
hangovers, egos, or bad tempers. “I have a biggie. Are you sitting
down?”

“Of course I am,” I replied. “I'm still in
bed.” I glanced at the clock. “It's only nine in the morning.”

He ignored me. “The Celebrity Glitterball
producers called,” he said, sounding excited, “They want to sound
you out, see if you'd be interested.”

“Riiiight. You know that I've no dance
training?” I reminded him.

“Of course,” he trilled, “It's why they're so
keen on you. The public like the non-dancers better, gives the
series more of a journey-type narrative.”

“No, I've had no dance training because I
can't dance,” I argued.

“I saw you dancing at the 'Great British Art
Challenge' after-party last year,” he pointed out, “although I'll
admit that you were very drunk at the time.”

“Let's not talk about that,” I snapped.
Sodding camera phones should never have been invented in my
opinion. The incident in question had made its way onto YouTube, to
my horror. I'd looked like a drunken female David Brent, standing
on a table... twerking. It was shameful.

“Quite. Well, they teach you to dance, so
don't worry about that. I mean, if old fatty, Ed Wallis, can get
over his embarrassment and cha-cha in front of the British
electorate, then I'm sure you'll manage, especially when I tell you
how much they're willing to stump up.”

“Go on,” I said, my interest piqued.
Actually, it was probably fairer to say that my accountant's
interest was more important, especially after he'd informed me of
my tax liability for the previous year, which was looming at the
end of January. It was a case of either finding work during the
eight-month Art Show hiatus or live on plain noodles for the
duration.

“It's staged payments,” he said. “Twenty-five
grand for showing up, forty K if you stay in till Halloween,
seventy-five if you make it to the finals, and a hundred grand if
you win the thing.”

“Sign me up,” I told him. Twenty-five grand,
minus his ten percent, would cover the tax bill and still give me a
nice wedge for a holiday somewhere hot in the new year with the
girls.

“I'll be in touch,” he squealed, a little too
gleefully for my liking, before ending the call to go and suck up
to the Glitterball gang. I let the phone drop onto my duvet.
Unfortunately, I was also wide awake, so swung my legs out of bed
and pulled on my dressing gown. I needed a strong coffee.

My mother, rather predictably, was beside
herself when I called to tell her the news that I might, repeat,
might, go on Celebrity Glitterball. After her squeals subsided, she
bombarded me with questions, none of which I could answer.

“Are you allowed to choose your partner?” She
asked.

Me: “No idea.”

“Well, can you keep the dresses then?”

Me: “No idea. Doubt it though. Anyway, what
would I want with sequinned scraps of dresses?”

“For parties,” she said. “Do they invite
mothers of the contestants?”

Me: “Not sure.”

“Well, I'm available for moral support. Will
I need to come every Saturday?”

Me: “Oh, I doubt it.”

“Do you get a free spray tan every week?”

Me: Loud sigh.

“Hair extensions!” She squealed down the
phone, making me lift it away from my ear. My mother had never
quite forgiven me for getting my hair cut into a short bob when I
was fourteen. It had been my sole act of teen rebellion, railing
against her dream of a cute daughter who wore pretty frocks and put
a full face of makeup on every day.

Me: “That's enough Mother. I'll let you know
if it comes off. It's not signed yet, so you mustn't tell anyone...
At. All. I mean that.”

“Even Grandma? She'll be so excited.”

“Even Grandma. Wait until it's all a done
deal. If it gets leaked, I might lose the gig.”

“Gotcha,” she said. I wasn't convinced.

I dragged myself into the bathroom to wash
away the shame of the night before. As I brushed my teeth, I saw
the black smudges of mascara residue and patchy foundation still
clinging on. The night before, when Alex had finally called it a
day, right in the middle of a party, bastard that he was.

As the hot water of the shower washed over
me, I ruminated on what had happened. I wasn't sure if he'd done it
just to spoil my night, as he often did when he wasn't the centre
of attention, or whether we'd simply run our course as a couple.
Either way, I wasn't as heartbroken as I should've been. In fact,
my overriding emotion at that time was relief. Even after he'd
dumped me during the party, trying to make a big scene, I'd only
felt relief at him walking, no, storming out of the door, in a big
huff of indignation that nobody had taken any notice of him. It had
probably done me a favour, as I wouldn't have even entertained
doing the Glitterball if he'd been around. The sulks and
histrionics I'd have had to endure as my own profile raised above
his would've been unbearable. As it was, he made plenty of sly
comments about my fronting The Great British Art Challenge, known
as GBAC for short, telling me it was easy compared to his job
presenting on a rolling news channel, despite his slot being in the
middle of the night when nobody was watching. He'd been almost
apoplectic with envy when GBAC had been a huge hit, migrating from
BBC2 to BBC1 for its last two series.

He'd also told me I'd looked fat in the dress
I'd worn to pick up my television award. Bastard.

I felt a bit more human after I'd cleaned up
and got dressed. I'd arranged to meet my friends Naz and Chelle for
lunch near Naz's office in Covent Garden. It was a rare treat, as
usually all three of us were too busy or wrapped up in our projects
to get together to reminisce about our days sharing a ratty old
flat in Camden, trying to get our big breaks. Naz was now a picture
editor for an upmarket woman's magazine, and Chelle worked for
Sotheby's. We didn't do too bad with what Alex had liked to call
'useless art degrees.'

I was the first one to arrive, so in keeping
with tradition, ordered the first round of cosmos from the
startlingly-good-looking waiter and sat back to check my emails.
There was one from Sean.

I'd got the gig. Gulp.

The producers wanted to meet the next day to
sign contracts and start the ball rolling with pre-production
commencing the following week. I'd be fully committed for the full
fifteen weeks, unless the public voted me out before that. I was
engrossed in typing out my reply, when Naz rocked up wearing
stupidly-high heels and an all-in-one playsuit. Working for a
fashion magazine had clearly had a detrimental effect. I wondered
how she managed to use the loo whilst wearing it. The good-looking
waiter was over like a shot, almost dribbling as he served our
drinks. Shallow bastard.

We'd just done our air-kisses-hello when
Chelle turned up. If anything, looking even more glamorous in her
smart suit and expensive kitten heels. She spent her time with the
super-rich, advising them which pieces to purchase for their
collections, so had to blend into that world. It was a far cry from
the skinny jeans and Timberlands that she used to wear as a
student.

More air-kisses, then a toast to 'old
friends,' despite us all being in our twenties. The good-looking
waiter hovered around our table as we perused the menu, despite
knowing full well that none of us would order anything more
calorific than a salad. We still liked to look and dream about
creamy sauces and big, fat deserts.

“I might have a huge steak and chips, with
blue cheese sauce and extra onion rings,” said Naz.

“Really?” Chelle and I both said in
unison.

“Don't be daft. It'll be a chicken salad with
extra fresh air on the side, as usual,” Naz said despondently. We
all laughed, which seemed to be the cue for the handsome waiter to
slither over and try and look down the front of Naz's playsuit as
he took our orders.

When it was my turn to request a meagre
chicken salad, I spotted the spark of recognition sweep across his
face. “Are you the one off the telly?” He asked.

“Yup,” I replied rather curtly.

“I love your show,” he said. “I'm trying to
break into TV. I'm an actor really,” he went on. “Can you give me
any tips?”

“Just keep trying,” was all I could say. I
didn't know the secret, having fallen into my role almost by
accident. It would've been cruel to say that though, and I always
had a lot of sympathy for people who worked hard to follow their
dreams. I liked a trier.

When he'd gone off to sort out our food, I
leaned in and lowered my voice. “I have news.”

“Oh, do tell,” Chelle whispered.

“It's a secret at the moment,” I said,
pausing for effect.

“Go on, spill,” Naz hissed.

“I'm signing to go on Celebrity Glitterball
tomorrow,” I blurted. “Don't tell anyone yet though.” I watched
Chelle's jaw drop open as Naz began to laugh.

“What?” I demanded.

“Do they know that they have to get you
pissed before you'll venture onto a dance floor?” Naz asked. Chelle
smacked her hand.

“This is huge,” she said. “Do you know who
you're gonna get as your partner?”

I shook my head. “I won't find out until the
first show. That's usually when it gets announced.”

“How ironic,” Chelle said. “After fronting a
reality show, you end up a contestant on another.” She
snort-giggled.

“It's not a reality show,” I stated primly.
The Art Challenge had been a competition open to amateur artists to
perform a series of challenges over eight weeks. The projects
ranged from recreating old masters in a contemporary way, through
to the finale, which was to produce a piece of conceptual art. My
job was presenting the show and also a bit of gentle coaching to
help the contestants along. It beat working as an art teacher in a
secondary school.

“Yeah it is,” Naz pointed out. “Classic
format. Kick out the shit ones, have a grand finale, give the
winner a bunch of flowers and a crappy glass trophy, and watch them
cry with happiness.”

“Well anyway,” I began, desperate to change
the subject. Thankfully the handsome waiter swept over with our sad
little salads. “We'd better have another round of cosmos,” I said
brightly, having noticed that Chelle had already drained hers. The
waiter nodded and disappeared.

“What did Alex say about you doing the
Glitterball?” Naz asked, as she turned her salad over with her
fork, looking forlorn. She clearly wanted a cheeseburger too.

“He doesn't know,” I said. “He dumped me
again last night during the 'do'.”

“Again?” Naz asked. “Wasn't he centre of
attention enough?”

“Nope,” I said, popping the 'p.' “I think
it's time I told him to get stuffed once and for all. He's pulled
that trick one too many times.” I took a bite of my salad. It
tasted of healthiness. Not what I needed with a bit of a hangover.
I slurped down the rest of my Cosmo, pleased to see the waiter
returning with fresh ones.

“You need to kick that man to the curb once
and for all,” Naz said, “Especially if you're doing the
Glitterball. You know what they say about it.”

“Ooh yes, hot, sweaty dancers, the week away
in Brighton. It's a recipe for sneaky liaisons,” Chelle said. “Do
you know who else is gonna be on this year?”

I shook my head. “I might know more tomorrow.
I'm meeting the production team to sign the contract and sort out
schedules and stuff.”

“Glittery dresses,” said Naz wistfully. She
sounded like my mother. “And high heels.”

I flexed my toes, which were encased in a
pair of comfy Converse. I hated heels and wasn't convinced that I'd
master dancing in them. I consoled my bad decision with another
mouthful of Cosmo, telling myself that falling flat on my face in
front of the British public was worth it for twenty-five grand.

“So does this mean you'll be able to come
away with us in January?” Chelle asked. I knew they'd both been
avoiding the subject during our last couple of lunches. The three
of us had, for years, treated ourselves to some winter sun, usually
in the Caribbean. We'd started it after leaving uni and embarking
on our first jobs. It was extravagant, but worth it for the sheer
loveliness of breaking up the horrible British winter. We used to
save up for it, but as we'd gotten more successful, it was just a
given that money wouldn't be an issue... until I'd confessed that I
was broke, having lent Alex money to do his flat up. The idea had
been for both of us to sell up and buy a place together... only
he'd stalled, preferring to stay in his place, especially now that
it had a swanky new kitchen and flashy limestone bathroom. I had
zero chance of getting my cash back from him.

“Yep. I should have enough for a cheeky
fortnight somewhere lovely,” I said with a smile.

“Yay,” They both said in unison.

“I'll crack on and get some research done,”
Chelle offered. “I'm thinking that the Bahamas might be nice.”

We all agreed that the Bahamas sounded like a
plan. It made the tragic salads more bearable simply by dangling
the prospect of bikini time in front of us all, particularly me.
Both Naz and Chelle were fairly skinny. I had to work at it a bit
more, which was unfortunate given that the cameras added at least
ten pounds. It's why they never scoffed nice food in front of
me.

The rest of our lunch was taken up dissecting
Chelle's new relationship. She'd met Seb at work a few months
earlier. He worked for some shady gazillionaire, advising him on
which artworks to buy for his collection, which seemed to take him
all over the world. He was also proving rather secretive, which
annoyed Chelle and sent our bullshit antennas into overdrive.

“Any clues yet as to him having a secret
wife?” Naz asked. Chelle shook her head.

“Nothing as yet. His penthouse is completely
sterile, and believe me, I've checked every nook. On the surface
he's legit, but who lives in a place without ‘stuff'?' Who doesn't
even have so much as a baby photo of themselves or their birth
certificate?” We all agreed it sounded suspicious. I wanted to root
for Seb, as he was a nice guy and clearly dotty over Chelle, but he
made it difficult by zipping about on a private jet to unknown
places and being shifty about his background. As per sisterhood
rules, we'd employed our impressive investigative skills and
discovered that he had indeed attended Eton, as he'd claimed, and
had gone on to study art history at St Andrews. His claim to know
Prince William couldn't be fully verified, although he'd been at
uni at the same time, so we'd agreed that it was quite likely.

The following morning, I went over to the
offices of Baboo Productions. They were housed in a rather swanky
building in Hoxton, home of the hipster. Sean, my agent, was
waiting outside, smoking a Marlborough Lite. He ground it out as I
approached, looking like a naughty schoolboy who been caught
smoking behind the bike sheds. “Adele, darling,” he said as I
approached. “Lovely to see you. Are you excited?” He gave me a
stinky, smoky kiss on both cheeks, before holding open the door for
us both to go in.

Baboo was situated on the fourth floor, we
discovered from the receptionist. I pressed the button for the
lift, much to Sean's relief, I suspected. He always groaned at
having to take the stairs anywhere.

“I'm not sure about this,” I confided when we
were alone in the elevator. “You know that I can't dance?”

“Of course I know. We've all seen that
footage,” he snapped. “This is your chance to right that wrong, let
the public know that you're not that clumsy twerking reprobate
evidenced by that video. Think of it as revenge.”

I was just formulating a snarky reply when
the door opened, revealing a bustling reception area, full of young
people wearing seemingly-identical black polo-necked tops and
fashionably-distressed jeans. I wondered if it was company uniform.
A young man sporting a huge beard that made him resemble Abraham
Lincoln greeted us warmly, giving Sean that trendy
man-hug/handshake thing that was the preferred form of greeting
amongst the young. He shook my hand politely with a paw that
appeared to be formed out of wet lettuce. He introduced himself as
Luke, the series casting manager.

We were taken into a large, open-plan area.
Luke explained that they all ‘hot-desked,' and as such, everything
was done out in the open. He said it like it was a good thing. It
took him a while to find a desk to put his tablet down and even
longer to find two suitable chairs.

“Loved you on the Art Challenge,” he said
when we'd finally sat down and he'd perched on the corner of the
desk.

“Thank you,” I replied. “Did you watch the
whole series?”

He shook his head. “Not my thing, I'm
afraid.”

I tried to avoid catching Sean's eye.

Luke outlined everything that would be
expected of me. The production schedule was a lot heavier than I'd
experienced on Art Challenge, what with costume preparations, dance
coaching, and all the segments which had to be filmed during the
week for the spin-off programmes, as well as the live shows on
Saturday nights. I'd need that holiday in the Bahamas
afterwards.

I was glad that Sean was there, asking the
questions that I'd forgotten to ask. I'd need to attend the studios
on Monday to be measured for my first outfit and meet the rest of
that year's cast and crew. We would practice for the opening show,
where we would be paired up with our dance partners, all
professionals who'd dedicated their lives to dance. We'd then be
given three weeks to learn our debut routine before the first live
show in front of the nation. I began to tremble slightly.

“Does she get a say in who she's paired
with?” I heard Sean ask. Luke shook his head.

“We try and pair people of similar height if
we can. No good pairing a pocket-sized poppet with the giant
Anatoly,” he laughed. “Or a matronly old bird with our young stud,
Pedro. We want to make it look right.”

As Luke and Sean sniggered, I wondered what
they'd label me. At twenty-eight, I was hardly an old biddy, and at
five-foot-seven, pretty average height for a female. I'd be labeled
the blue-stocking, I realised, the intellectual, the boring one.
I'd be competing against impossibly-glamorous starlets and models.
I began to regret my short haircut.

As I signed the contract, I had that sense of
unreality that people sometimes get, as though I wasn't really
there. The hand holding the pen wasn't really mine, more a hand
that I was watching through a window that did an identical
signature to the one I used.

It was only after I'd signed, that Luke
admitted that the reason it had all been so last-minute was because
their first choice, a pop-starlet from a well-known girl band had
pulled out two days before, citing 'personal reasons.' Luke shared
that he discovered she'd checked in to rehab.

As Sean and I stepped out onto the street, I
began to gasp in great lungfuls of air, like I'd been underwater
for too long. “Oh, do stop being melodramatic,” Sean scolded as he
lit up another fag. “If you fall flat on your arse, it'll be lauded
as 'great telly.' The public love an underdog.”

“Easy for you to say,” I replied, “It won't
be you making a fool of yourself for the whole of the country to
see.”

He took a long draw on his cigarette and
exhaled before admitting; “I've done worse.” He grinned. “Well,
enjoy the rest of your week off. Don't forget to get an early night
on Sunday. You need to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for Monday
morning.”

I gave him a hard stare.

My much-needed week off was ruined by the
knowledge that I had to report for dancing boot camp on Monday
morning. I'd planned to give my apartment a good clean, which was
much needed after being relatively neglected during the Art
Challenge run. I'd also been looking forward to doing some painting
again.

Having a studio in my apartment probably
sounded flashier than it was. My flat was part of a large Victorian
property, with high ceilings and impressively-sized rooms. I'd
bought it after the first run of Art Challenge mainly because the
second bedroom was large, airy, and flooded with enough natural
light to paint by. As my profile had risen on TV, so had the amount
I'd been able to charge for my works, which was all very well, but
I'd just not had the time or inclination to paint much. For me,
creating art required mental clarity. I just couldn't do it if I
was tired or pre-occupied. I'd been working on the same still-life
for the entire run of Art Challenge, and it remained unfinished.
I'd long since eaten the apples that I'd used for the subject. An
empty bowl and a vase just wasn't very exciting to look at.

Monday morning arrived way too quickly, and a
car duly arrived to whisk me over to the studios at Elstree. A
clipboard-wielding production assistant met me at the door and
directed me to the second floor, room 3A. With no small amount of
trepidation, I headed in.

The door to 3A had been propped open.
Thankfully, I wasn't the first to arrive. Several people were
standing in a group around a table bearing jugs of coffee and
plates of pastries. I wandered over to say hello. As I approached,
the group opened up and revealed that the reality star, Matt
Bromley, was one of the contestants. I also recognised a gymnast,
Steve Bucknam, who'd competed in the Rio Olympics. My heart sank a
little more. Compared to those two, I was a nobody.

“Hello and welcome,” Matt said, beaming an
impossibly-white smile. “Have you met anyone here before?” I
noticed a beautiful, willowy girl standing next to him who I
recognised as Delia Monroe, a model who was also featured in 'Rich
Kids of Mayfair,' a favourite show of mine.

“No I don't think I have,” I said, smiling
back at him. I held out my hand. “Adele Walton.”

“We all know who you are, my love,” said a
man at the back as Matt shook my hand. I glanced over to see a
rather rotund older man. I sort of recognised him, but couldn't
have named him. He thrust his hand towards me. “Anthony Bland,” he
said as I shook his hand. He must have seen my confusion. “Former
Home Secretary,” he clarified.

“Lovely to meet you,” I said. “Does anyone
know how many of us there are?” I asked nobody in particular as I
poured myself a cup of coffee and added two pots of cream.

“Fourteen, I think,” said Delia. I noticed
that she took her coffee black. “I think they usually have a couple
of extra contestants in case people drop out.”

“Does anybody know who the other contestants
are?” Steve asked. I shook my head.

“I heard that one of them will be a soap
actor,” Matt ventured. “And there's a rumour that Lola Texan flew
into Heathrow yesterday. Maybe she's taking part?”

“Hard to dance with those giant airbags
strapped to her chest,” Delia said. A few of us sniggered. Bitchy
comments delivered in a cut-glass accent always sounded much
funnier.

We all looked up when three more people
wandered in, the same frozen expression of fear on their faces as I
suspect I walked in with. Cue more hellos, air kisses, and fake
camaraderie as they introduced themselves as:

Monty Pererra, TV chef extraordinaire and
heartthrob for millions of British women, mainly due to his prowess
at making baked goods.

Faizan Khan, newsreader on morning telly and
impossibly beautiful with dark flowing hair and flawless
coffee-coloured skin. Even Sean, who wasn't into women, had a crush
on her.

And

Subi Desouza, a businesswoman who regularly
appeared on Dragon's Den. I wondered why she'd put herself through
the Glitterball, seeing as I doubted that she needed the money. I
wondered if it was more of a weight loss attempt.

I watched quietly as they helped themselves
to coffee and pastries, chatting easily with the others. Soon
enough, we heard more footsteps as another three arrived.

None of us could help but notice the Nubian
beauty of the next man to walk in. He was tall, muscular, and had
skin as dark as ebony. He walked with such elegance and grace that
he could've been one of the professional dancers. As he neared, a
wide smile broke across his face. “Odie Ganyu,” he said as he
stretched out his hand to shake mine. I didn't want to admit that I
didn't have a clue who he was. A moment later, I heard him explain
to Anthony that he was a DJ with Kiss.

The next one in was more straightforward. I
recognised Donna Blair. She was one of those
famous-for-being-famous girls, who most recently had ensnared a
premiership footballer. Flirty and pretty, she was the type of
vivacious blonde that the public loved. She also had the sort of
tiny waist that would look amazing in a sparkly dress. As she
teetered over, I saw Anthony suck his stomach in and stand up a
little straighter.

Standing behind her was a lady I recognised
from my childhood. Penelope Decker had starred in a famous sitcom
from the eighties and nineties, which had made her a household name
and national treasure. She was a bit plumper now, but still had the
same flicky hairstyle and red lips that were her trademark look.
Anthony was over like a shot, kissing her cheeks and generally
being a bit of a fanboy.

A few members of the production team arrived.
I knew they were crew because all of them were wearing the
requisite black tops and distressed jeans. “Just waiting for a few
more, then we'll get started,” one of them announced.

The next person was already over at the table
by that point, helping himself to a pastry. I overheard him telling
Subi that he was in the boyband 'Code Red', which was one of the
few bands that I actually liked. I really should have known who he
was. Odie clearly did, slapping his back before doing one of those
complicated hand grip/man hug things. I also heard Odie call him
Leon, which helped.

Skulking by the doorway was an older
gentleman who rose to fame as an antiques expert. I'd seen him on
daytime telly during my 'off' season, and also on the roadshow,
where he was a pottery expert. He spotted me smiling at him and
made his way over. “Hugh Prentice. It's Adele isn't it?” He thrust
his hand out to shake mine before leaning in to whisper
conspiratorially, “I haven't got a clue who most of these people
are.”

“Me neither,” I admitted, “although I'm sure
the public will.”

The production man clapped his hands to gain
everyone's attention. “Only one to go, and I gather that she's on
her way. In the meantime, would everybody help themselves to a
drink and come and take a seat for the presentation please.”

As I'd already re-filled my cup, Hugh guided
me over to the chairs, which were placed in neat rows facing the
front. We sat in the second row, and watched as people who clearly
already knew each other chatted happily, not in any rush to comply
with the crew's request.

“Like herding cats,” Hugh whispered in my
ear. I had to agree.

“Take a seat please,” yelled the producer. I
noticed that Delia and Matt ignored him and carried on yapping
until a crew member went up to them and pulled them over to the
chairs.

“First of all, I'd like to introduce myself.
My name is Phil, and I'm the lead producer and director of
Glitterball.” We all clapped politely. At that moment, the door
flew open, and a statuesque brunette stood posing in the doorway
for effect. Her boobs had entered almost a full two minutes before
she did.

“Did you start without me?” She purred.

“Who's that?” Hugh whispered.

“Lola Texan,” I whispered back. “She's an
American pop star. Bit of a has-been.”

He sniggered. “Sounds like a porn name.”

It was my turn to giggle-snort.

Lola strode over to the chairs. “Am I late?”
She drawled. “The traffic was terrible coming to this godforsaken
outpost. This should've been done in central London.” She marched
past us and took a seat right at the front.

“Well, great, everyone got here OK?” said
Phil. Nobody really answered. Clearly we'd all got there. “Super.
Well, first of all, can those who've never watched Celebrity
Glitterball please raise their hand.” He looked around. Nothing.
“Excellent, so you're all familiar with the format? Yes? Good.”

He went on to explain that we would indeed be
told who our partners were ahead of the 'reveal' show on Saturday
night, primarily so that we could practice our 'surprise' in
advance and avoid any awkward moves. We would also practice our
dance moves as we came out onto the dance floor as a group. The
rest of the week would be spent filming singles, which were the
little segments that were shown before each celeb was introduced
and in the opening credits of the show. We would also have numerous
sessions with wardrobe and hair/makeup. It all sounded pretty
straightforward. Sean had already sent over my vital statistics
which were in my resume.

Phil droned on for another half an hour about
health and safety before announcing that we would all go to the
practice studio to meet the pros. He promised that after lunch,
we'd all be measured for our costumes and issued with our first
pair of dancing shoes. It was starting to get quite exciting.

We all trooped dutifully along the corridor
behind Phil, who was carrying his clipboard and leading the way
like a holiday rep shepherding a bunch of tourists. He took us
through a set of double doors, past a cafeteria, which smelt of
fried breakfasts and through to a large, open room, which I
immediately recognised as the set of Celebrity Glitterball. It was
missing the lights, cameras, audience, and set decoration normally
seen on the finished show, but the twin staircases were there along
with the judging area.

“Who's judging this year?” Asked Anthony.

“Not finalised yet,” was the reply.

The professional dancers were waiting in the
audience seating. Even in their casual clothes, they resembled a
pack of thoroughbred horses, all sleek, muscular, and shiny. In
contrast, the majority of us celebs (and I use that term loosely)
were more akin to the Pillsbury Dough Boy, all whey-faced and
puffy.

I saw Phil pull a sheet of paper out from the
bottom of the pile on his clipboard and move it to the top. “Right.
I'm going to call out the pairings. When I call out your names, I'd
like you to come to the front to meet your partner, then seat
yourselves together in the audience area please.

We all held our breath, collectively. A hush
descended. Even Matt Bromley shut his yap for once.

I cast my eye along the line of male dancers.
A little shamefully I knew who they all were, being quite a fan of
the show. I wondered which one I'd get. The tallest one would
probably get paired with the Amazonian Delia, I guessed, and the
older ballroom expert, Barry, would no doubt get either Penelope or
Subi. Beyond that, it was hard to call.

It was quite gratifying being correct about
Delia and Penelope. Both seemed delighted with their partners.
There was a lot of hugging, so much so that it began to resemble a
day out on a sunshine coach, minus the window-licking of
course.

Phil called out my name. I froze.

Luciano Bianchi.

Damn.

Six feet of honey-skinned, tattooed muscle
walked to the front. My slightly-jellied legs propelled me forward
to receive my obligatory kiss on the cheek and hug.

He smelt... amazing.

Holding my elbow in the sort of gentlemanly
gesture that dancers do, he guided me towards a pair of seats.
“Nice to meet you Adele,” he said in that accent.

Oh. My. God.

“And you too, Luciano,” I replied,
remembering my manners.

We sat and watched the rest of the pairings.
A few minutes later, he leaned in and whispered in my ear; “I'm
glad I got you and not Subi or Penelope.” I could feel his breath
caressing my skin. He smelt as though he'd just sucked on a
mint.

“Well, I'm glad I didn't get Barry,” I
confided as Phil came to the end of his list.

“Go get some lunch everybody, and I'll see
you back here in an hour. Don't be late, and remember, no blabbing
to the press or anyone else.” Phil called out. We all started
making our way towards the cafeteria.

“Join me for lunch,” Luciano said. “We have
lots to discuss.”

“Sure,” I replied. I wasn't certain if we'd
all eat on one big table or stay with our respective partners.
Luciano had done a few seasons of the show, so clearly understood
how it all worked.

I grabbed a tray and stood in line, scanning
the blackboard behind the counter to see what the special of the
day was. “Try the chicken salad,” his voice was quiet but
unmistakable. I was about to protest and demand to know if he was
suggesting it because he thought I was fat when he went on; “It's
good protein and won't make you feel sick when we're dancing this
afternoon.”

I watched Anthony choose the cannelloni in
front of me. It smelt delicious, but I meekly asked for my salad,
as did Luciano behind me. He also picked up several bottles of
water. I really wanted a cup of tea. Thankfully, he didn't comment
on that.

We carried our trays over to a quiet table by
the window and sat down. I noticed most of the others stayed with
their pro partners too. Only Matt, Delia and their partners sat on
a table of four.

“So, Adele, we need to make you a dancer,
yes?” He opened one of the bottles of water and drank.

“Got a bit of a job on your hands,” I
confessed.

“Didn't you go to stage school?” He
asked.

I shook my head. “I'm a presenter, not an
actress.” I watched the tattoos on his arms move as he flexed his
muscles, each of which appeared to be perfectly defined.

“Can you dance... at all?” He asked.

“When I'm drunk,” I told him. He smiled. His
teeth were like the rest of him: perfect.

“OK, well, I suppose I should ask now. Do you
want to win this competition?”

“Oh yes,” I said. Personally, I didn't think
it was likely. There were a few pop stars in the line up as well as
a couple of models. All of them were likely to have more of an idea
than I would. Hugh and Monty were both national treasures, whose
large fan bases would probably vote for them. The only thing I had
going for me were art fans and a tenacious personality.

“Good. I'll tell you now, I go into this to
win,” he said. “I'm not interested in just being fun or
entertaining. I'm intensely competitive, and I'll work you like a
dog.”

“Bring it on,” I murmured. “I like a
challenge.” That part at least was true. I'd never shied away from
activities that were difficult or beyond my sphere of knowledge. At
uni, I'd learnt to rock climb (OK, I'd had a crush on the
instructor) which required concentration and skills that I didn't
know I even had.

“I organised for you to be first up to
wardrobe this afternoon,” he said. “They'll measure you properly
and sort you out some practice shoes. We will look at your figure
and decide the best type of dress for Saturday night.”

“You'll look at my figure?” I squeaked. I was
sure that wasn't in the contract I signed.

He nodded. “Of course. I'll have input into
every outfit they make for you.” He smiled at my horrified
expression. “Each dress has to be right for each dance. It's no
good them making you a long flouncy ball gown when we do an
Argentine Tango, now is it?”

I took a bite of salad as I thought about it.
He was right, of course. The best thing that I could do would be to
put myself solely in his hands. “Do you get a choice of partner?” I
asked.

He shook his head, “Not really,” he avoided
my eyes as he answered. I suspected that he'd been rooting for
either Delia or Donna, although the way he stared at Lola's chest
as she walked by with her new partner James, I couldn't be sure he
hadn't been angling to get up close to those bazongas.

“Our first dance will be a waltz. It's fairly
slow, better to break you in gently,” he said, “although it's quite
technical, with a lot of steps to learn. There's also no lifts,
which is good for your first attempt.”

“I have to learn how to do them at some point
though,” I pointed out.

“You're a little heavy right now. In four
weeks’ time, when we start the second dance, you'll be much
lighter.” He said it without any sort of judgemental inflection,
but even so, I was horribly insulted. Nobody had ever pointed out
that I was fat, not to my face like that.

“I'm a size ten,” I snapped. “Not thin
enough?”

He smirked. Bastard.

“I'm not so strong,” he said. “Anatoly
would've had no problem lifting you.” He was referring to the
six-foot-three giant who'd been paired with the beautiful Delia.
“Although he'd have looked quite stupid in a hold with you, like a
man walking a poodle.”

We ate the rest of our lunch in mostly
silence, apart from a little stilted conversation about practice
timings, having discovered that we lived fairly close to each
other. Luciano told me he had a good studio in a nearby dance
school, which would be far more convenient than schlepping over to
Elstree every day that we weren't filming.


 


 Chapter 2-The Waltz

As I'd expected, the wardrobe department
dedicated to the Glitterball show was enormous and housed in a
warren of rooms deep in the bowels of the studio. Dozens of women
and a few men sat by sewing machines surrounded by roll upon roll
of sparkly fabrics, nestled alongside satins and chiffons in every
colour imaginable. It was a veritable Aladdin's cave of
haberdashery.

I was taken into a room by a rather jolly
middle-aged lady called Sonia, who called Luciano 'Luci' and
appeared underwhelmed by his face and physique. He sat on a chair
while I was told to remove my cardigan and shoes. Thankfully, my
shorts and vest top stayed on. Sonia whipped out her tape measure
and began to work her way over my entire body, calling out the
measurements to her assistant, who noted them down carefully on her
clipboard.

“I'm thinking we should choose something
short for the reveal show,” Luciano said, “make her a bit sexier.
For the first dance, I'm thinking full
ballroom, lots of chiffon. Just make sure her bosoms are
held firm. She's a bit busty to have them loose.”

I went puce with embarrassment. The man had
no filter at all.

“Agree with short and beaded,” Sonia said.
“She's got great legs. We could also cinch her waist, show off her
hourglass figure.”

I was about to protest that I was actually in
the room, when I heard Sonia tell Luciano that it was his turn. She
wanted to make sure he hadn't changed since the previous series.
Without complaint, he pulled his t-shirt over his head, revealing
his fully-tattooed torso. His stomach was gently ridged with
muscle, and his loin of David pointed downwards, under his
tracksuit bottoms... which he pulled off.

Yikes.

He stood in just tight boxers, his arms out,
as Sonia checked him over with her tape measure. I used the
opportunity to just ogle. His tattoos were an eclectic mix of
tribal designs, flowers, a dragon (across his back), and other
assorted mythical beasts. The whole effect was rather beautiful and
certainly very colourful.

He smirked as he saw me checking out his
body. What was I meant to do? I thought. He'd checked me out.
Granted, I was fully clothed at the time.

“New tattoo?” Sonia asked as she measured
across his back.

“You mean the serpent and the apple?” Luciano
asked. “Yes, that one's new.”

I looked more closely. The serpent was a
blaze of purples and red, wrapped around a green and red apple. It
was quite Biblical. I wondered if it was a reference to Adam and
Eve.

“Do all your tattoos represent something?” I
asked as innocently as I could. From purely an artistic
perspective, they were beautifully done.

“Mostly,” he replied rather curtly. He turned
to Sonia, “See, I told you I'm the same size as last year.”

“You are indeed,” she agreed. “It means I can
recycle the white tie and tails you wore for your waltz last time,
although I think we'll put Adele in pale pink rather than
mauve.”

“She'll need a tan for that,” I heard him
say. I rolled my eyes.

My standard-issue dancing shoes were beige
slingbacks, the type of which my granny used to buy in Clark’s when
I'd been a kid. They had a moderately-high heel, which made
attempting to dance in them lethal. “You should wear them with
socks,” Luciano told me, “It'll stop you getting blisters.”

Back up in the studio, people were practising
their 'reveal' moves. Luciano and I would be the fourth to be
called by Terri, the show's host. I watched as Faizan had a go,
walking down the steps, standing beside Terri, then pretending to
be shocked at being paired with Richie, who appeared genuinely
delighted to be paired with her, picking her up and spinning her
around.

The male dancers all stood in a row waiting
as I made my way down the staircase as gracefully as I could. Terri
did her thing, asking me some set questions before calling out
Luciano's name.

He bounded towards me before scooping me up
into his arms and twirling me around. Although it knocked the wind
out of me, I felt strangely safe in his arms, as though he'd never
drop me.

“Perfect,” Phil called out from the floor.
“Right, next.”

We had to run up a second set of stairs to
the contestant's platform. Luciano held my hand right until we got
to the top.

“Easy, nailed it in one,” he said, beaming at
me. I glowed a little at his praise.

We watched the next couple, Donna and Pedro,
who needed four attempts to get it right. Although Donna had been a
glamour model, she seemed uncomfortable in front of a camera,
standing awkwardly and looking down as she descended the stairs. I
realised that glamour models usually just posed, they didn't have
to master the art of moving gracefully like their catwalk
cousins.

The rest of the week was a whirlwind of
filming, hair and makeup, and dance practice for the group dance,
which was really us contestants strutting around while the
professionals did all the real dancing. None of it was difficult,
just a little time-consuming as some of the celebs seemed unable to
learn even the simplest of steps or even where they were meant to
stand.

They'd made us all up and spray-tanned us on
Wednesday morning in order to film the singles that made up the
opening credits as well as the individual intros. I stared at my
reflection in the mirror. I looked like a drag queen, with tons of
glittery eyeshadow and pancake-thick foundation. My dress wasn't
quite ready, so a sparkly, barely-there number was found in the
archives and held in at the back with bulldog clips to make it fit
tightly. Luci, as everyone else, including me by then, called him,
wore a tight white shirt, black sparkly trousers, and a wide belt
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