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To my friends. You’ve kept me sane, you’ve kept me writing, and you’ve kept me strong. Thank you.







LIAM'S STORY




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 to him.

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







TWO WEEKS BEFORE




Hollie looked around the room. Friends. Family. People she hadn’t seen since she was in single figures. People she didn’t even remember the names of because it’d been so long since she’d met them. If she’d met them at all.

Her nan had had a whole life before she was born; now, Hollie would have a whole life without her.

Hollie clutched the lectern, glad she’d made the font size on her speech gigantic. It would be easier to read when her eyes inevitably filled with tears.

No one was rushing her to read. No one had forced her to read. But it was her way of saying goodbye. She’d hated the idea of someone else writing a eulogy for her nan. It’d felt cold. So, with Fayth’s help, she’d put something together herself.

‘Most of you know how close Nan and I were. She was one of the women who raised me. I wouldn’t be who I am without her.’

Her voice began to quiver. She took a moment to steady herself by looking around the room. Astin, who was sat on the front row with her mum, met her gaze and gave her a reassuring nod. A couple of rows back sat Fayth, Liam, Tate, and Cameron. Having her boyfriend and friends there meant everything to her. She needed their support more than she ever had.

‘She was always the person I went to for advice when I was stuck on something. Whether it was homework, sewing, or baking, it never occurred to me to speak to someone else. She was the wisest person I knew.’ More sniffles. She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

Fayth stared at the floor, unable to look at her.

‘Half the time she didn’t want to listen – she was too busy watching her soaps – but I’d demand her attention anyway, and eventually she’d acquiesce. Sometimes just talking to her helped me to figure something out. Other times, her objective advice was just what I needed. That’s what I loved about her, but also what drove me mad: she always looked at situations with logic. Emotions never got in the way. If she didn’t agree with a decision, she wouldn’t admit that. She’d let you do your own thing, but then she’d always be there to help – without judgement – when things went wrong. No matter what, she was always there for the people she loved. I like to think I inherited her loyalty, along with her tenacity and wit.

‘She tried to teach me the importance of hard work; of bouncing back harder each time you fail. I never wanted to believe her, but now, as I’m in the early stages of running my own business, I realise that she was right.’

Hollie turned to the coffin. It was covered in yellow carnations: her nan’s favourite. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner, Nan. You were right. I promise from now on I’ll listen.’

And with those words, Hollie couldn’t hold back her tears any more. Crumpling up her speech, she ran back to her seat between her mum and Astin. She curled into her mum and the two cried into each other’s arms.

Hollie reached out and found Astin’s hand. He gave it a squeeze. They hadn’t been back together long, but he’d insisted on being there for her. He’d loved her nan too. He was raised by his grandparents. He knew how much Hollie’s nan meant to her.

‘Thank you, Hollie, that was lovely,’ said the vicar, stepping up to the podium again. ‘Now I’d like to play you all a song. It was chosen by Bernie, Una’s daughter.’

It was some Motown song that Hollie didn’t recognise, about survival and how everything would work out. It was her mum’s way of saying that she’d be OK; that she could be strong despite everything. And of course, Hollie knew that she had to be too. If only she knew how.


*



‘You read really well,’ said Liam outside the crematorium. ‘I don’t know how you did it.’

‘Thanks,’ said Hollie, giving him a hug. ‘Neither do I.’

She found herself surrounded by a plethora of relatives she either didn’t know or didn’t like. They congratulated her on her reading; wanted her to share in their grief. But she just wanted to be left alone. She hated crowds, and she hated them even more when she was in pain. Shared grief wasn’t her thing, she’d found; she wanted to mourn alone, in a darkened room, listening to Johnny Cash.

But that wasn’t allowed. She still had a business to run.

Well, sort of.

It was running all right with her barely doing anything. Other people were running things while she figured out what she wanted to do next, but the clock was ticking. She couldn’t delay her decision for much longer. The longer she delayed it, the more difficult it would be for her to untangle herself from her business, if that’s what she decided to do. She didn’t know if it was, though.

Of all the times when she’d wished for her nan’s advice, this had been the biggest. But she’d never had a chance to ask her nan for advice, because shortly after her return from Barcelona, Hollie’s nan had been admitted to hospital with a chest infection. It had turned into pneumonia. A few days later, she was gone.

Being in Barcelona for months had taken away her last few months with her nan. How would she ever be able to forgive herself for that? Was there anything she could’ve done to stop her nan from getting so ill? Had she finally given up because she’d assumed Hollie was OK?

A wave of grief hit Hollie all over again. She ran away from the crowds, found a quiet spot in the fields that surrounded the crematorium, and sunk onto the grass. Fayth joined her a few moments later and put her arms around Hollie. She couldn’t speak; she didn’t know what to say. But she knew that she didn’t need to say anything. Fayth understood; she’d lost her mum and over two years ago. If anyone understood the pain she was feeling, it was her.


*



After the funeral, they went to Hollie’s house for the wake. Not everyone from the funeral went – they had lives to get back to – but there were plenty of people and plenty of food to go around. Liam was talking to one of Hollie’s relatives when his phone rang.

‘Excuse me, I have to take this,’ he said, excusing himself and going outside. ‘I’m at a wake, Ola,’ he said as he answered. He’d vehemently told her not to call unless it was an emergency.

‘I know and I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But this is important. It’s about Trinity.’

Wasn’t everything? Ever since Trinity’s death, he’d been bombarded with guilt. Could he have stopped her from falling off the balcony of her Barcelona hotel room? Or had she jumped? They’d never know. That question haunted him more than almost anything else.

‘It’s official. Her book is out at the end of the month,’ said Ola.

‘Shit,’ said Liam, sinking onto the front step of the house. He’d hoped they’d have more time to prepare. The publishers wanted to capitalise on her death, he supposed. ‘That’s like two weeks from now.’

‘Yeah. The press are already all over it. I wanted you to hear it from me in case anyone contacts you directly in their desperation to get a quote from you,’ said Ola.

‘Thanks. I’ll put my phone on Do Not Disturb. The last thing I want is to be shielding press calls today,’ he said.

‘Send Hollie my regards please,’ said Ola.

‘I will. And remember—’

‘No press comment. I know. I got this. I just wanted to warn you. You know what social media is like. Take care.’ Ola hung up before he could say any more. But what else was there to say? His sociopathic ex-girlfriend was dead and had written a tell-all memoir before she’d died that was about to be published.


*



Hollie pushed open the door to her nan’s room. It was barely big enough for a bed, a wardrobe, and a chest of drawers. Shelves had been put up to make the most of the space, but her nan wasn’t one for owning much stuff anyway.

The metal bars on the side of the bed that had helped her get up so many times stood there, never to be used again.

Hollie couldn’t bring herself to sit on the bed. She’d sat on it too many times while talking to her nan late into the night. Sitting on it now would just make it even more real.

Footsteps pattered up the stairs. George’s head appeared through the door. He looked up at Hollie with big, pleading eyes, as if asking her what was going on. Poor dog; he’d never understand. Hollie sat on the pink carpet and stroked his soft golden fur. He leaned into her, as if knowing that his presence offered her some comfort.

‘What are we going to do, George?’ she said. He licked her hand.

The wake had wrapped up just a few hours earlier. Her friends had wanted to stay and keep her company, but she’d needed the space to be alone. She didn’t want to be around people. She wanted to be curled up in bed with a book, never to be spoken to by anyone that didn’t have four legs and fur ever again.

‘Hollie, do you want some dinner?’ her mum called from the bottom of the stairs. Hollie burst into tears. It used to be her nan who called upstairs to her like that, asking questions about breakfast and lunch and dinner and whatever else was on her mind.

‘Hollie?’

Hollie steeled herself. Her mum had seen her cry at the funeral and that was enough. If she started crying it’d set her mum off and it’d be a vicious circle of crying that would never end and only upset everyone even more. She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘Just a bit, please.’

‘All right, I’ll make some pasta,’ said her mum. The hallway door closed behind her.

Hollie exhaled. Finally, she could cry in peace.







TEN DAYS BEFORE




Hollie spun the wooden stirrer around her vanilla latte. She hadn’t even put anything in it to stir. ‘What if we don’t find someone in time?’

‘Then Maddy will keep looking and we can Skype them,’ said Tate. ‘But we will. The resumes we chose were stellar. Now we just need to trust our instincts.’

‘I’ve never hired before. What if I say the wrong thing?’

‘You’ll have Tate and me for backup,’ said Fayth.

‘OK,’ said Hollie. ‘Tate, can you go hide somewhere? I’ll message you when I want you to join us. I want to surprise them with your entry to see how they react. If they can’t handle our Hollywood friends they’re no good to us.’

‘OK,’ said Tate. ‘I’ll go sit outside.’ She pulled out a gigantic pair of sunglasses and put them on. ‘Later!’

Hollie leaned back in the wooden chair. They were conducting interviews for a PA for her in her favourite Starbucks. The comforting atmosphere helped calm her nerves a little, but not as much as Hollie would’ve liked. Being in Nottingham and basing her business there still felt like the right thing to do though. They’d have to rent desks at a co-working space for a while until they found a reasonably priced place of their own, but that was something she could work with.

Hollie turned to look out of the window. She watched as people got off a bus right outside. ‘Think one of them is a candidate?’

‘Could be,’ said Fayth. ‘Who’s our first interviewee?’

‘Hey hey heeeey!’

Hollie turned around. A guy wearing a backwards baseball cap and dressed so nineties she really hoped it was ironic, was standing in front of them. He was not dressed for a job interview. Hollie was wearing a dogtooth skirt and a pussybow blouse, while Fayth had on blue chinos and an umbrella-patterned blouse that Hollie had given her. To say he clashed with them would’ve been an understatement. Was he the first interviewee? Please no.

‘I’m here for the fashion job,’ he said.

Oh shit.

‘Please, take a seat,’ said Hollie, secretly hoping he’d find a reason to leave.

He sat down opposite her and Fayth, leaning back in the chair.

‘So what drew you to the job?’ said Hollie.

‘I’ve always wanted to work in fashion, you know? Fashion is my life.’

That didn’t answer her question. Hollie opened up his CV on her laptop and flicked through it. ‘It says here you’re studying for a degree in Fashion and Textiles.’

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘I graduate in a few weeks.’

‘Congratulations,’ said Hollie.

‘Thanks,’ he beamed, finally sitting upright. ‘So, like, does this job involve any designing?’

‘Did you read the job description?’ said Fayth.

‘Sure. It said I’d be working in an up-and-coming fashion house. I’m super excited!’

‘The role is for a personal assistant,’ said Hollie.

His face fell. ‘Oh.’

Hollie opened iMessage on her laptop and quickly typed to Tate: ABORT!


*



‘That was painful,’ said Hollie, squeezing her eyes shut.

‘We’ve got more people to interview yet,’ said Fayth.

‘One. We have one more.’

Tate re-entered and joined them at their table. ‘How bad was it?’

‘Don’t ask,’ said Hollie. ‘He probably got student services to paint up his CV or something, then he just saw the word “fashion” and hit submit. He didn’t even read the job description.’

‘Oh,’ said Tate.

‘Excuse me? I’m sorry. I’m really early, but are you the ones interviewing for the personal assistant job?’

Hollie looked up. In front of her stood a woman wearing a neon pink hijab and a black dress. Her expression was warm and excited, but controlled. Hollie liked her already.

‘Yes.’ She stood up and shook the woman’s hand. ‘I’m Hollie.’

‘Nadiya,’ she said.

Fayth and Tate introduced themselves to her too. So much for Tate conducting a surprise entrance to see how people reacted. Nadiya seemed to be reacting well so far, though, which Hollie took as a good sign.

‘Anyone want a drink?’ said Tate.

‘Usual please,’ said Hollie.

‘Ditto,’ said Fayth.

‘Do you come here a lot?’ said Nadiya.

‘Sometimes,’ said Hollie with a laugh. ‘We’re creatures of habit.’

‘Nadiya? Would you like anything?’ said Tate.

‘I don’t usually come in here. What’s good?’

‘What sort of thing do you usually drink?’ Hollie asked.

‘Um, tea?’

Fayth grinned.

‘What sort?’ asked Tate.

‘Um…the normal kind?’

Hollie snorted. Fayth had finally found a fellow tea-drinker.

‘One English Breakfast tea coming up,’ said Tate.

‘Is that what it’s called?’ said Nadiya, looking to Hollie and Fayth for confirmation.

‘Yeah. It is in obnoxious coffee shops, anyway,’ said Fayth, moving out of the way of Hollie before she could hit her.

Defeated, Hollie settled for glaring at her instead.

‘Anyone want anything else?’ said Tate.

‘Gingerbread,’ said Hollie.

‘Nothing for me,’ said Fayth.

‘Just tea thanks,’ said Nadiya with a smile. She sat down on one of the chairs and placed her large purple messenger bag on the floor beside her.

‘I’ll be right back,’ said Tate, rounding the corner so that she could join the queue.

‘I’m really sorry I arrived so early. I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything,’ said Nadiya.

‘No, it’s fine,’ said Hollie. ‘Just give me a minute to open up your CV…ah, here we go. It says here you were president of the student radio committee? That’s pretty cool.’

‘Yeah. There were a lot of moving parts to organise, and a lot of people to get onside, but I really enjoyed it.’

‘What do you mean by getting people onside?’ said Fayth.

‘Lots of presenters and producers to please, but you can’t please everyone. I had to find compromises that worked for the majority.’

‘What did you do when the minority didn’t like it?’ said Hollie.

‘I reminded them that for any organisation to work well, you have to compromise. It’s not about egos or what you want, it’s about what’s best for the organisation. They voted myself and the rest of the committee into place so that we could make those decisions for them. We always put things to a vote, but the committee would get the final say. We knew more about the overall workings of the station, so it made more sense, you know?’

Hollie and Fayth nodded. Hollie returned to Nadiya’s CV on her laptop. ‘I see you have a degree in Fashion and Business. What made you choose the two?’

‘I love Fashion, but my parents weren’t keen on me studying just that. Business was a good compromise. I really enjoyed it actually,’ said Nadiya.

‘Here we go,’ said Tate, putting a tray of drinks and a gingerbread man onto the table. She handed them out, put the tray on an empty table beside them, and sat down.

‘Thanks,’ said Nadiya. ‘Would you like some money towards it?’

‘Gosh, no! We can expense it,’ said Tate with a wink.

Nadiya giggled.

Hollie sipped her decaf vanilla latte, mulling over what to ask next. She was already pretty impressed with Nadiya’s CV. She was about to graduate from university, but that was what Hollie wanted – someone she could help to get their foot in the door when it was so hard to do so without any real experience.

‘Do you have any questions for us?’ asked Tate.

Nadiya swallowed her tea and put the mug down. ‘You mentioned the role might involve travelling? How much?’

‘Not loads,’ said Hollie. ‘It depends what you’re comfortable with. If you want to stay here, that’s fine, so long as you’re reachable and reliable. But if you want to come to New York, for example, you could. Your work is pretty flexible. The first couple of weeks you’ll be trained by Tate’s PA, Maddy, while I’m away, then you’ll work with me after that.’

‘You say that I’ll be trained by Maddy,’ said Nadiya with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Does that mean I’ve got the job?’







ONE WEEK BEFORE




People swarmed around the fake Platform 9 and 3/4. Fayth smiled. She didn’t want to risk stopping for a photo and making herself late, but it was nice to see a Harry Potter reference. It calmed her to see something so familiar in such a strange place.

She hated London. It felt scruffy and dirty and she got lost whenever she was there.

But she was there for work. Someone was paying her to work in London – and paying for her travel – so she had to suck it up. It was one of her first paid photography gigs so she was going to work as hard as she could. She’d even arrived in London almost two hours early just in case anything went wrong with the trains.

After a quick trip to Costa to grab a takeaway cup of tea, she studied the tube map to work out how to get to Bow. She’d never been great with maps, so looking at the London Tube map – which resembled a bunch of squiggles going all over the shop to her – didn’t help. Who could she ask for help? Why hadn’t she asked one of her friends before leaving Scotland? That would’ve been the logical thing to do.

Astin. Astin had travelled around London a lot for filming. Probably more than anyone else. But he was back in New York. Shit. And this was London. People in London weren’t like they were in Scotland; they weren’t interested in saying hi and helping you out.

Hollie had a terrible sense of direction, but she was the only person Fayth knew who was in the same time zone and had spent a lot of time in London.

‘Hello?’ said Hollie with a yawn.

‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

‘Yeah, but it’s fine. I shouldn’t have had a nap anyway. Nan never would’ve let me,’ said Hollie with a sigh. ‘What’s up?’

‘This tube map is confusing the shit out of me,’ said Fayth.

‘Have you got the app?’ said Hollie.

‘There’s an app?’

‘Yeah. You type in where you need to go and it tells you what stop you need; even maps out where you need to change and stuff. I would’ve been lost without it,’ said Hollie.

‘Thanks, you’re a lifesaver.’

‘No problem,’ said Hollie with another yawn. ‘Good luck with the shoot.’

‘Thanks,’ said Fayth. She hung up and downloaded the app. She didn’t care if it used all her data; there was no signal at home so it wasn’t like she had much of a chance to use it anyway.

The app downloaded, she typed in her destination. It told her exactly where she needed to go, so she descended the escalator and headed into the depths of the London tube.


*



It didn’t take Fayth nearly as long to arrive as she’d thought it would, but that wasn’t a bad thing. It gave her time to plan, and also to pace up and down the street to burn off some excess energy.

The tea had probably been a bad idea. She needed to pee and there wasn’t anywhere that she could. All the pacing she was doing probably wasn’t helping, but her body was so filled with nervous energy that she didn’t know what else to do.

The musician she was photographing was an up-and-coming grime artist called Trylee. He was going to be featured in a Radio 1 showcase and wanted some headshots to send with press releases to journalists.

Fayth loved taking headshots but she was still nervous. She wasn’t massively familiar with grime music, so she’d spent the last couple of weeks studying it to get a feel for the culture surrounding it.

Trylee had come up with a dance studio where he could show off his moves and she could get some action shots.

The roads and pavements surrounding her were narrow. It felt like the buildings and cars were encroaching into her space even though she knew that she had plenty of room. Shop after shop was up for sale or to let. It was sad to see so many vacant, but that was a reflection of the state of high streets across the country. They were lucky the pub had survived for so long, being as in the middle of nowhere as it was. People spreading the word about the quality of the food and the atmosphere had helped to keep it going. So had the locals that turned up every night.

Fayth sighed. Things had been so much simpler when her days had been filled with helping to run the Cock and Bull. But had she been happy? In hindsight, no. She’d been going through the motions because she didn’t know how to get out of the situation that she was in.

And everything had changed because of Hollie’s desperate need to get out of the country. She laughed. If Hollie hadn’t rage quit her terrible job, Fayth wouldn’t have been pacing the streets of London, waiting to take someone’s photo…

A couple walking by flashed her a weird look. Hardly surprising given that she was laughing to herself while walking the streets of London, but she imagined the couple had seen far weirder behaviour. It was London, after all.

‘Fayth, that you?’ said a voice.

She turned around. Trylee was walking up the street, holding on to a woman she didn’t recognise.

‘Hey,’ said Fayth, her cheeks burning. It was still an hour before they were due to meet.

‘Wow, you’re hella early,’ he said. He nodded, his braids falling into his eyes. ‘I like it. Wanna come up to the studio? It’s empty anyway. This is my girlfriend Charmaine, by the way.’

‘Hi,’ said Fayth, shaking Charmaine’s hand. Her nails were painted crimson to match her lipstick. They stood out in contrast to her dark skin and tight white dress.

‘Hey,’ she said. Her voice was deep and sultry. Fayth wouldn’t have been surprised to find out she was a singer as well.

Trylee unlocked the door and they went upstairs to the dance studio. She’d never been inside one before. She was pretty sure she was one of the only females in existence that hadn’t been sent for dance lessons as a kid. She couldn’t think of anything worse.

‘Do you think she’ll be OK?’ said Trylee as they went up the stairs.

Charmaine rolled her eyes. ‘She’ll be fine. Focus, would you?’

‘Sorry. I’m just worried about my baby,’ he said, opening the door to the dance studio. Baby? He had a baby? He barely looked old enough to be out of school. He turned to Fayth: ‘I just dropped my baby girl at her stud’s house. I’m so nervous.’ He was pimping out his daughter? What the hell? Suddenly she wasn’t so comfortable taking his photo…

‘She’s an animal, not a bloody child!’ said Charmaine. Oh. Thank god.

‘Want to see a photo? She’s beautiful,’ said Trylee, ignoring his girlfriend.

‘Um, sure,’ said Fayth. What else could she say? She loved animals, but he was paying her to take his photo, not to show her pet photos.

He took his phone from his jeans pocket and showed his screensaver to her. It was of a giant angora rabbit. Wearing a tiara. Fayth suppressed a laugh. ‘Cute.’

‘She’s my princess,’ he said, a broad grin on his face.

‘Can we focus please, Lee? We’re paying for her time, remember?’ said Charmaine.

‘Right, sorry,’ said Trylee, pocketing his phone. ‘I’m sure you don’t care anyway.’

‘I love animals,’ said Fayth, taking some shots of Trylee looking bashful as they talked. ‘We have three papillons.’ Who were all probably smaller they Trylee’s rabbit.

His face lit up. ‘Really? You’ve gotta show me photos later! I love little dogs!’

‘Sure. Remind me to show you photos of my friend’s morkie too, if that’s the case.’

Charmaine looked up from her phone. ‘What’s a morkie?’

‘A cross between a Maltese and a Yorkshire terrier.’

Trylee clapped his hands together. Snap. ‘That sounds like the cutest dog ever!’

‘Yeah, she’s cute. Does tricks to Harry Potter spells too.’

‘No way!’

‘So lame,’ Charmaine muttered. Fayth chose to ignore her. She had no time for Harry Potter haters.

‘She sounds like the most amazing dog ever.’

Fayth laughed. ‘Yeah. She’s pretty cool. My friend takes her everywhere. I think she’s actually coming on holiday with us.’

Trylee paused, a pensive expression falling over him. Snap. ‘I wonder if I could do that with Princess...’

Charmaine cleared her throat and tapped her wrist.

‘Right. I’m just gonna go and get changed,’ said Trylee.

‘Is there a loo I could use while you get changed?’ said Fayth, her bladder still bursting.

‘Sure. Just through that door on your right,’ said Trylee, pointing to where they came in.

When Fayth returned from the toilet, Trylee was in the other room getting changed. Charmaine was on her phone, walking around the studio in circles. When she heard Fayth re-enter, she looked up.

‘He’s really excited you know.’

‘Good,’ said Fayth, unsure of how to respond. ‘Hopefully we’ll get some decent shots.’ She took her tripod from her photography bag and began to set up.

‘I’ve seen your work. I know we will,’ she said with a smile.

‘You have?’ said Fayth.

‘Yeah. We went to your show in Barcelona last month. That’s how we found you,’ said Charmaine.

‘Oh wow,’ said Fayth. ‘That’s so cool.’

Charmaine walked around the studio in circles while Fayth continued to set up. Trylee entered a few minutes later, changed into a pair of baggy jeans and a hoody. ‘Ready?’

‘Let’s do this,’ said Fayth.


*



Charmaine looked up from her phone. She’d been perched on the windowsill for the last hour, dictating this and that about the photoshoot while paying very little attention to what was really happening. ‘Hey Lee, are we still meeting Joe and Benny later?’

‘Naw, I’m meeting Mic and Allen,’ said Trylee. He stopped posing for a minute to talk to his girlfriend.

‘What? They’re such bad influences. You need to meet people who can further your career,’ she said.

‘What, like your friends?’ he said. Ouch.

‘I just don’t think Mic and Allen are the kind of people you should be hanging out with,’ she said.

‘They’re the kind of people that got me into this music,’ said Trylee.

‘And you’re very good at it,’ she said.

There was something about Charmaine that Fayth found unsettling. Was she being too judgemental?

‘But now that you’ve moved to the next level, you need to think about who you’re hanging around with.’ She eyed the setup. ‘Why don’t you try an action shot, like, when you’re mid-move?’ 

Way to change the subject.

Fayth respected that she was her client’s girlfriend, but she was ready to strangle Charmaine with her braid. She’d been suggesting how to do this and what to do for that since before they started, and it was getting on Fayth’s last nerve. It was making it difficult for her to concentrate. She reminded Fayth of the gnats that used to frequent the pub during the summer. God, they were annoying.

But the pub was someone else’s problem now. It still felt weird when she reminded herself of that, and it had been over six months since it had been sold. Then again, it had been in her family for nearly twenty years. It's hard to let that go so quickly.

‘Fayth?’ said Charmaine.

‘Sorry,’ said Fayth. Losing focus on a shoot! Could she be any more unprofessional?

‘Char, can you go and grab us a Maccy D’s please?’ said Trylee, before Fayth could respond to Charmaine’s question. Phew.

‘But we just ate,’ she said, furrowing her brow.

‘I know but all this photoshoot malarkey is hard work.’

Charmaine rolled her eyes. ‘Fine,’ she said, hopping from the windowsill. ‘Want anything, Fayth?’

‘Could I get some French fries please?’ she said, walking to fetch her purse.

‘Sure. Trylee will get it, don’t worry,’ said Charmaine, walking out.

‘You don’t have to pay,’ said Fayth.

‘It’s fine, I don’t mind,’ said Trylee. ‘I could see you were getting annoyed with her. So I was I, to be honest, so I thought we could get rid of her for a bit to take some more shots.’

‘Thanks,’ said Fayth, feeling guilty because he’d kicked his girlfriend out for her. But then…it was a work thing. Why did his girlfriend need to be there at all? Was she some sort of groupie?

‘Sorry about her,’ said Trylee.

’It’s fine,’ said Fayth, wanting to change the subject and keep things professional. ‘Why’d she call you Lee anyway?’

‘That’s my real name,’ he said. ‘My stage name is a play on my actual name, Lee, and the phrase “try me”.’

‘Clever,’ said Fayth. She wasn’t completely sure that it was, but it was his name and all that mattered was that he was happy with it.

‘Thanks,’ said Trylee. ‘Everyone always expects some great origin story about how I came up with it, but I can’t even remember.’

‘Maybe you should make something up,’ suggested Fayth. She adjusted her tripod and took some shots of him while they talked.

‘I can’t do that!’ he said.

‘Why not? Celebrities do it all the time. Even the “authentic” ones.’

‘Really?’

‘You have no idea.’







TWO DAYS BEFORE




Hollie both wanted, and didn’t want, to leave. She was afraid to leave her mum, but spending time in the house she associated with her nan was killing her. But then, her mum had lived with her nan for much longer. How was she feeling?

‘Go,’ said her mum. ‘The break will do you good.’ She stared out of the window from the armchair that sat in front of it. It had once been Hollie’s nan’s spot. Since her death, Hollie, her mum, and George had gravitated towards it, as if it could bring them closer to her.

‘You sound just like Nan,’ said Hollie. She lay on the sofa and curled into a ball.

‘That’s because she was usually right,’ said her mum.

‘That’s true,’ said Hollie. ‘But what will you do?’

‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got George.’ Hearing his name, their golden retriever looked up from his spot by the fire and glanced around the room.

Hollie raised an eyebrow. A dog wasn’t the same as human company, and they both knew it.

‘I’ve got the rest of the family checking in every day. You’ve been through a lot the last few weeks. You need the break.’

Hollie sighed. ‘I don’t even know where we’re going. Tate won’t tell us.’

‘Has Tate ever let you down?’

‘No, but she should know I don’t like surprises.’

‘Maybe it’ll be a good surprise. You should go. I want to know what the surprise is.’

‘I’m not going just to satisfy your curiosity!’

‘Why not? That’s as good a reason as any!’

‘No it isn’t,’ said Hollie. ‘But I’ll go. Mostly because I’m hoping a change of scenery will help me to figure out what to do with my fashion line. I feel like I’m being pulled in a million directions right now and I don’t know which one to focus on.’

‘You’ll figure it out,’ her mum reassured her.

‘But how? I always went to Nan for advice.’

‘You’re more like her than you think.’

‘Really?’ said Hollie, her eyes filling with tears for what felt like the hundredth time since her nan’s death.

‘Really,’ said her mum, her eyes filling with tears too. ‘Now hadn’t you better go pack?’

‘How am I supposed to pack if I don’t know where I’m going?’

‘You know you’re going to Cyprus. Hot weather. Lots of sun. So you need a swimsuit and a bucket load of factor 1000. That should do it.’

‘Very funny.’

‘You know I’d burn faster than you.’

‘That’s true.’

‘You’ve got everything in place so that you can go and enjoy your holiday. After everything that’s happened this year, you deserve it,’ said her mum. ‘You know Maddy will do a great job of training Nadiya. Which reminds me, don’t you need to head to Cameron’s before the traffic gets bad?’

The plan was for Hollie to stay at Cameron’s for a couple of days so that she could train Nadiya in Nottingham, then head to Cyprus from East Midlands Airport.

Liam had wanted to pick her up in his private jet, but that would’ve meant hanging around waiting for him and Astin to get in from New York. The longer she spent waiting around in Nottingham, the more she’d fret, so she booked the earliest flight she could from East Midlands Airport. A year ago, she wouldn’t have been able to tolerate a busy airport on her own, but now, well, that was what her earphones and No Doubt were for.





ONE DAY BEFORE


Hollie and Maddy met Nadiya for her first day in the same Starbucks where they’d held the interview. Tate was already in Cyprus, while Maddy had joined Hollie in Nottingham ready to train Nadiya.

‘Stop fidgeting!’ said Maddy. ‘You’re making me nervous!’

‘Sorry,’ said Hollie, sitting on her hands. ‘What if her CV was all hype and she can’t do the job?’

‘Then I’ll find someone to replace her,’ said Maddy, tucking a stray strand of dark hair behind her ear. ‘You know I can train her. Let me do it.’

Hollie exhaled. ‘Yes. Of course. You’re totally right. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s your business. Your baby. I get it. But you said you needed a break and you wanted me to take charge for a few weeks. And I’ve done a good job so far, haven’t I?’

‘Yes, you have,’ said Hollie. Maddy had done an amazing job; Hollie couldn’t fault her. Which was exactly why she was waiting for something to go wrong.

‘It doesn’t make you want to start your own business?’ said Hollie.

‘Nah,’ said Maddy, removing her blazer to reveal a pink pussybow blouse. ‘I love working with Tate. I owe her a lot. Why would I give that up?’

‘You shouldn’t stay in a job because you feel you owe someone, though. That feels wrong,’ said Hollie.

She picked up her vanilla latte and sipped it. Bleh. Decaf. As much as she loved caffeine she knew it wouldn’t help her stress levels, so she was trying her best to behave. It drove her nuts, but needs must.

She turned to face the window so that she could see who was coming and going. A bus pulled up outside, and a plethora of people got off, scurrying off to their day jobs. No sign of Nadiya, but it wasn’t time for her to start yet.

‘True,’ agreed Maddy, ‘but I enjoy it. Why would I fix what isn’t broken?’

‘Morning!’ said Nadiya, joining them at the table.

Hollie jumped. Nadiya had obviously come from the other direction.

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump,’ said Nadiya. She tugged on her purple hijab. It was in the same fabric as her pencil skirt, while her blouse was a simple white one. The woman knew how to coordinate. Hollie couldn’t deny that.

‘Don’t mind me, I’m always jumpy,’ said Hollie. ‘This is Maddy, who’ll be training you.’

‘Hey,’ said Maddy, standing up and shaking Nadiya’s hand. ‘How do you do?’

‘Good, thanks. What part of the US are you from?’ asked Nadiya.

‘New Orleans, but I live in New York now.’

‘Nice,’ said Nadiya. ‘I’ve only ever been to Florida.’

‘Disney World?’ asked Maddy.

‘How’d you guess?’ Nadiya said, blushing.

‘That’s about the only part of the States most people have visited,’ Maddy said with a laugh. ‘You’d love New York. It’s amazing.’

‘I’d love to visit it one day. How could I not? It’s the fashion capital of the world.’

‘If we have time, hopefully you can come check things out on the New York end while Hollie is away.’ Maddy shot Hollie a cautious glance. ‘If that’s OK?’

‘Of course. If I’m not here, I won’t know either way,’ she said with a wink. ‘So the plan is that you’ll spend the morning with Maddy learning the ropes, then we’ll spend the afternoon together sorting stuff out for when I go. Sound good?’

‘Sounds great.’


*



Hollie had to give Nadiya credit where it was due: she was bloody good. Of course, it was her first day, so she was bound to do her best to impress them. Could they still rely on her when their backs were turned? It was too early to tell. What if she just made a great first impression but the facade slowly disappeared the longer she worked with them?

‘Hey Hollie, it says here there’s an invoice due tomorrow. Can you sign it off before you leave?’ said Nadiya. She pointed to an email on her laptop. Hollie studied the screen. A payment was due to one of their fabric suppliers. ‘Yeah, I’ll sort it,’ said Hollie. ‘You should head off.’

‘But it’s not even five.’

Hollie laughed. ‘So long as you get the work done I couldn’t care less what hours you work
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