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Dedication
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Prologue

“Number sixty-eight, come forward, please. Stand on the white cross, look down the camera and tell the world why you want to be a star.”

Angelica Clarke took a deep breath, blinked beneath the glaring spotlight that was zeroed in on the stage, and stepped forward.

“Hi North Stars,” she began, urging her jangling nerves to settle, “I’m twenty-two years old, I work in an old people’s home…whenever I sing to them or just have a chat, they’re always telling me I belong on the telly. I saw the ad in the paper and it said you were looking for people with star quality. If you want someone who knows how to party, how to have a laugh and who’s young, free and single and ready to take on the world, I’m your girl.”

Angelica grinned, relieved she’d nailed the lines she’d practised. It sounded a lot more convincing than “I’ve moved back in with my mam and dad, I’m heartbroken and determined to prove to my stupid ex that he was wrong when he said I’d never make anything of myself.” Before the fresh tan she’d applied last night, and the new set of lashes she’d put on to stop herself crying over that waste of space, she’d just been dumped Angie from Oakdene. Now, the auditions were here, she was ready to show everyone who she really was. World, meet Angelica…








Part One 2011








Chapter One

My heart won’t stop beating. I know I want my heart to beat, it can’t not beat. I’d be dead then – here lies Angelica, she had a rabbit called Jeffrey, could drink a shot out of her cleavage and knew the lyrics to every Spice Girl song, ever. Not much to leave behind, is it? No, what I mean is, it’s beating really, really fast. Like, too fast. Boom, boom, boom it goes, jack-hammering away in my chest…and I regret everything.

How did I get here, wobbling on my patent platform shoes, in some club that’s all done up like the jungle? One minute, I was just sipping my cocktail, trying to be sensible Angelica, and the next I feel like I’m flying. It’s slowly dawning on me what I’ve done…and what I’ve put at risk.

I should have known Samantha was up to something. She’s been nagging me for weeks about being a goody two shoes, for never touching the pills she keeps stashed on her. When we met during the first day filming North Stars, over two months ago, I thought she was so sophisticated. Samantha Savoy, already a local radio presenter, had been hired as the voice of the show – she was meant to be the professional out of all of us. But that very first night at the club before we’d even started filming, she pulled a white baggie out of her bra. I wasn’t naive, I’d seen it from the sidelines, but it was never my scene, and I’d thought no one would be that blatant.

Of course, tomorrow, when the whole country watches the premiere of our new reality show, no one will see that. I learnt pretty quickly that what’s edited out is almost as important as what’s filmed. I’m not one to judge how people get their kicks but I steered clear of the hard stuff – that first night, and all through the series. I’m trouble enough when I have a drink without adding any more mayhem in. So tonight, the night before North Stars hits TV screens, I was fine with just sticking to the vodka tonics and a promise to be in bed at a (vaguely) decent hour. After all those weeks of being told ‘not to be boring’ or ‘go on, one won’t hurt’, I could stand firm and refuse for one more night. It wasn’t like I wasn’t curious though, tempted even, sometimes. I imagined what Damon would say if he saw me finally give in and try it. Alright, I know, so sue me. Angelica sometimes thinks about doing stuff to impress lads, who doesn’t?

So when Sam had pulled all us girls together for a selfie then recoiled, saying I had death breath and rattled a tin of mints at me, I’d not thought twice about necking one, washing it down with a bit more vodka and shouting NORTH STARS CREW at the lens.

Then, not long after, the nausea and the racing heart thing happened. Look, I’m no stranger to getting trashed but I knew right then it wasn’t the booze. Sam had slipped me something, I was sure of it. I tried to pull myself together, after all, Sam had been necking all sorts for the entire series, and she still managed to keep going. It was her typical checklist for a big night: nails on, tan glowing, tits out, pills popped.

Anyway, now I’m standing here looking out at the dancefloor thinking this is meant to be the last night out before our lives change forever, before the world knows our names, our faces, our secrets. I feel like I’m underwater. My best mate Madison’s dancing on a table, she keeps yelling over “Angelica, get up here.” But I can’t explain what I’m experiencing, I’m in this bubble, and it’s just me, my heart beating and the voice in my head screaming that I’ve made a big mistake. It doesn’t help that everyone in this place is so busy posing and then there’s me. I only seem to fit in with Madison, sparkler in hand, newly-whitened teeth almost glowing in the UV light, so tanned she’s practically mahogany. But that’s Mads for you, she knows real is sometimes overrated and she rocks her look: fake lashes, fake tan, fake hair. But I don’t think either of us want fake men.

None of the lads have bothered to show up. They promised us they’d be here. That’s why we’ve got this massive booth, a treasure chest full of booze sitting on the table, which was brought over by all these people waving sparklers, dressed up in Tarzan costumes. The whole club is draped in plastic ivy that keeps hitting me in the face every time I move anywhere. There’s some kind of Aztec temple disguising the doors to the loos and I think Madison is now twerking with an inflatable toucan.

What time is it? I’ve no clue. I don’t want to ask Mads, she always says I’m putting a downer on the night whenever I want to check and, mostly, I agree. I met her on Day One – she’s a runner on the show, which she explained meant she handled whatever the crew needed to keep filming running smoothly. I should have known we’d end up best mates – she’s been the one keeping me sane throughout, and even though she works so bloody hard, she has the energy of ten men. She’s always the first to pull, the last to go home, and the first one with the stories the morning after.

But now, I really need to know what time it is, as it’s the launch tomorrow and they’re playing the show first thing in the morning, before it airs on national telly, to a bunch of really important journalists and reviewers. Then they’re going to interview us, in a line-up. One by one, being grilled with questions like…well, I don’t know.

Madison always says I’m too honest, but I figure life’s too short to not be straight. What would I ask if I was them? What’s your favourite cocktail? How low can you go in a slut drop? But whatever they ask us, I’m now going to have to answer while I’m on a comedown from a dodgy pill that Samantha probably bought off some guy with a moustache. I’m sweating now. My tan is definitely going to be all streaky come morning. If I even make it to morning. The pill, the booze, the music – it’s all too much – everything down here is louder, stronger, wronger than what I’m used to back home. I need to have some water, cool down a bit. Better to look like streaky bacon than dead I suppose.

“Angelica! Angelica,” Madison has jumped down from the booth and she’s thrusting a phone in my face. “The lads, look, they’re in Jewel, Reed’s just posted a pic. The slimy bastards aren’t even coming.”

My stomach lurches. I feel sick and stupid. What did I expect? Really? That Damon was going to show up here, see me in this dress that I bought in the Jane Norman sale with my last twenty quid, and decide that yes actually, he does want me. Why would he do that? When there’s been so many girls, ever since we started filming the show, with supermodel legs, glamour-model tits and perfect bubble butts just waiting to seduce him? It’ll be even worse when we’re on the telly. Even the ugliest of famous men marry stunners. And Damon isn’t ugly. Far from it.

“Are you OK?” Madison is asking me, as if she herself wasn’t hanging out here, whooping and dancing on tables, waiting for Marc to walk in and see her, looking fit and having the best time ever. The lads can be thoughtless sometimes, but we have to put on a front, even with each other, by pretending we don’t care. “Nah, I don’t give a shit about Damon,” I say. I may be young, but I know enough about heartbreak already to know when it’s too raw to even speak about.

“It’s alright if you need a little cry, you know,” Madison squeezes my arm. She’s one of the good ones, I know that for sure, even if we did only meet a couple of months ago. Funny how a few weeks can change your life.






Chapter Two

“Madison Mount, I’ll be your lifesaver on the show. As long as I’m doing my job right.”

She stuck out her hand for me to shake. With her long, swishy, lilac hair, pastel nails and matchy-matchy outfit, she was like a My Little Pony, all rainbows and perfume and lashes that went on for miles. I was already missing my normal mates, and as she introduced herself in her broad Scouse accent and talked me through all the cameras and mics and what everyone was called in the crew, I knew I could trust her. But I’ll admit I didn’t know I’d found my ride-or-die best mate until I told her I was so nervous I thought I was going to throw up and she shrieked with laughter and told me some of the others already had.

She made it OK to be scared about filming. I was terrified that first day when I laid eyes on the cameras. We were thrown into a house with eight strangers and our every move would be filmed. It wasn’t that I was all sweet and innocent. Ask my mates, I’ve a reputation for being an idiot sometimes. I can’t tell you the amount of times they’ve found me spewing up in some nightclub toilet. It’s not only when I’ve had a drink either, I once climbed up onto my parent’s roof in protest when my dad finished the leftover roast I’d bagsied (if you’ve ever tasted my mam’s roast you would have done the same). But doesn’t everyone do crazy shit when you’re a teenager, figuring out who you are – and the first time you get an allowance and the chance to spend it? The difference was, none of that was caught on camera.

I’d known about the idea behind North Stars before I auditioned – I read a flier, signed some forms, got my head round the concept: eight people, chosen from eight cities across the north, all up for one hot summer of partying, flirting, and having a laugh while the cameras rolled and the temperature in the house rose. We were all picked because – so the producers told us – they wanted real people, people who’d be themselves on-screen. I’d got nothing to lose, a summer of fun was just what I needed and I’d signed up without worrying about what would come next. The house was in Manchester’s Northern Quarter but they told us we’d be filming in cities all over the place, having nights out in all our home cities. So far, so straightforward. But when I learnt only four would make it to the end of the series, and those four would get a chance at being returning cast for a second series, I realised this might be more than just a few weeks of free drinks and VIP entry to bars. Before I’d even got to the start of filming, the stakes had been raised.

That day, I wasn’t only facing meeting my new housemates, I’d have to work out who my competition was. I’d met loads of people on the audition day, queuing down the block to secure my shot. The bosses had already told us that every week the ‘siren of shame’ would blare out inside the house and Sam, the voiceover girl, would get her moment of fame, her voice echoing through the house to reveal the housemate deemed too boring to stay. I dreaded those days. I knew how to have fun – but it’s different when you know the cameras are on you. It’s tough to be fully yourself, or at least, it was at first.

We were so aware of the crew on day one, particularly as some of the cameramen were seriously fit – the strong, silent types. Their arms were so muscly from lugging that equipment about. But soon enough they blended into the background (just as well, as we were strictly not allowed to chat up the camera crew, we had to pretend this group of gorgeous men weren’t even there, how unfair is that?) and, as we got used to them, we could lower our guards that little bit more. It was an eye-opener to me that it was often the crew who were wilder than us housemates, but it meant we soon stopped being self-conscious around them.

Madison gave me a rundown of who I’d need to know. She gestured to Samantha, our queen bee and voice of the show, sitting on the other side of the green room getting her face done. At that point, everyone else was just a name, sex and age. Layla, a massage therapist from Newcastle who said she was great at relieving stress; Bobbie from Hull, the baby of the house (who ended up being evicted first, which was for the best as she said she missed her mam); Ella, a receptionist from Blackpool who looked like a model, and the lads: Reed, Shane, Marc and Damon. She told me the men entering the house were hot, but I hadn’t even blinked when she read out Damon’s name. If I’d known then that boy would turn my heart inside out, I wonder if I’d have been knocking on the front door to get in the house even faster – or turned and run away. Every day I wish I could ‘be more Madison’ when it comes to men. She’s gorgeous, and yes, she told me from that first morning that she’d already decided the hottest guy in the house was Marc from Sheffield – she flashed his application form with a Polaroid attached – half-Yorkshireman, half-Italian, 100% horny, flash bastard. But even then, she gave me some advice. “It’s OK to fancy them, Angelica, fuck them if you want, but don’t, whatever you do, fall in love. These guys are here for a good time, not a long time.”

I’ve spent so much time these last few weeks wishing I could be more like her – ‘thank you, next’ is her mantra. But though I pretend it’s not true, there’s only been one guy in the house for me. Damon Greene.

“Damon Greene is twenty-five and from Otley. Blonde, 6’2” and once had a trial for Leeds United.” Madison had read aloud. “Claims he’s had more birds than hot dinners. I’d stay away from that one, babe. You don’t know where he’s been. Or what he’s caught.”

If I’d have listened, maybe everything would have been different. Or maybe I’d have ended up with a crush on sweet Reed from Carlisle, or harmless if gormless Shane instead of Damon, the emotional equivalent of dynamite. But instead, I’d remembered what Anika, my best mate from school had said when she’d phoned from the cruise ship where she was working as a personal trainer. “Be loud, be proud, be you, Angel-face. No bullshit, no bitching, no regrets.”

It was that last part I was struggling with now.






Chapter Three

What am I doing thinking about men, and especially Damon, when this night is meant to celebrate friendship and freedom? I should know by now just the mention of these guys brings me down. I reflect on all the silly things I’ve done to get their attention – including letting Sam spike me because I was too preoccupied to check what I was swallowing. Aren’t these stupid pills meant to make you happy anyway? When’s the ecstasy part of this pill going to kick in? So far, all I’ve felt is like I’m going to puke. I’ve got to fix this. This can’t be how this night goes. So, the lads aren’t coming. So what? There’s got to be something I can do to turn this night around. After all, we’ve got a literal treasure chest full of booze, our own roped off area that everyone’s dying to be invited to and tomorrow, our show is going to hit the screens and we’re going to be overnight celebrities. That’s what the producers tell us, anyway. They say they show is rocket fuel – and that we’ll be proper famous, like can’t go to the shop for a pint of milk famous. We need to celebrate this moment.

I shout to Madison, tell her we have to go find Layla, the other girl who made it to the finals with me. After all the so-called ‘Dump Days’, there were just four of us left in the last month – me, Layla, Damon and Marc. And our host Samantha of course. Can’t forget her – she loved the power of being the one who saw all the footage, who got to announce the name of the dumped housemate, and make her trademark jokes about all the wild stuff we got up to, although I swear sometimes she was just a teensy bit jealous of the fact we were the ones with all the air time.

I scan the crowd for Layla, who’s like the mam of the group. She gets trollied like the rest of us, but is always on hand to hold our hair back when we think we’re going to be sick, cook us a fry-up when we get home and offer bits of advice, like “never trust a man with small hands.”

Layla’s at the bar, chatting up some lads that are twice her size. At five-foot-nothing she’s a pint-glass of a girl, with these big blue eyes that are impossible to stay mad at for long. Not that anyone ever really gets mad at Layla, from the moment she stepped into the house we all adored her. “I can’t find Samantha anywhere,” Layla’s saying now. “She promised one of these lads some action and I don’t think I can handle both,” she winks at them, before carrying on. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“Exactly where you left us, you’re not that short to have missed us,” Madison says, but when I look over, towards our booth, all I can see is fake vines, a rubber python and a sea of heads that blur before my eyes. “Samantha’s gone home, though.”

“What?” I say. “But she gave me this big speech about not being boring and making this a wild night?” Not to mention the other thing she gave me. Although I realise now I’ve been a fool.

Layla and Madison both just shrug. We stopped long ago trying to guess Samantha’s next move at any given time. When we arrived for our first cast and crew briefing, I was in just a tiny pair of frayed denim hotpants and a faded t-shirt, holding a case with god-knows-what flung in, and she had, I kid you not, four huge matching designer cases full of bandeau dresses, heels, shimmery tops and belt-like miniskirts. But sometimes classiness is just a topcoat – as filming went on she would regularly blow her lid, at any small thing. One of the guys who left early had a soft spot for her, but Samantha was the queen of Play-It-Cool, like a stereotypical lad. Sam was all ‘don’t catch feelings’ while this lad, Reed, followed her around like a puppy dog. Until he got the boot in the final dumping. How’s it all going to look to the audience, I wonder? I’ve lived it – but I’ve no idea how it will all look onscreen.

I work out what the strange feeling in my stomach is – it’s not the cocktails, and I don’t think it’s Sam’s stupid pill. It’s anxiety. Tomorrow morning the critics will watch our show – decide how many stars they’ll assign us in their reviews – and tomorrow night, well, the world watches us. Or maybe they won’t? Right now, I can’t work out which is worse – everyone I know watching me get wasted and snog Damon on national telly…or everyone ignoring us? My mam tells me not to get my knickers in a twist – she says I should know what’s expected to air, as I was the one they were filming. But that’s the magic of TV – you really do forget about the cameras after a while, and then there’s the editing…

It’s been eight weeks of non-stop partying and to be honest, it’s all a bit blurry, considering we were getting mortal pretty much every night. But I loved it. We could get into any club we fancied, the drinks were free, everyone wanted to be our friend as, even though the show hasn’t aired yet, if you rock up with a camera crew people know that you’re a somebody and (what pleased my mam the most) the producers arranged our cabs home. Though, back home was when the real trouble began, when we’d all pile into the hot tub or, if we’d got lucky, would head up to the penthouse. We called it private time, but nothing was ever really private in the house.

I look at the girls and suddenly just stop worrying. After all, I’m in a club with my two best mates, legends the pair of them, and they look so pretty, there’s this soft gleaming light falling on our faces and, is it just me, or does this fake ivy just really bring out the colour in everyone’s eyes? There’s something so beautiful about it all, it properly does feel like I’m in the jungle. And the floor! It’s all shimmering and glowing, just like my future could be. If the last eight weeks were just a taste of how great the next few months will be, I’m determined. “We’ve made it,” I say to Layla and Madison, gripping their arms. “Seriously, girls, I love you so much! This isn’t just the end of the season. This is the beginning of an incredible journey!”

We squeal and they pull me into the most blissful hug. I just feel so happy, like nothing in the world could ever possibly go wrong. Is this what confidence feels like? Or maybe this is what ecstasy feels like…

* * *






Chapter Four

Where am I? I don’t recognise the wallpaper. It’s not the patterned paper of the North Stars house, the lilies climbing up the walls. I would joke to Damon that the closed ones were like little vaginas, tiny vaginas on a vine. Damon! Is he…? Am I…? Did we…?

There’s someone beside me, I can hear their breathing, the hot little puffs of booze-scented air they’re expelling. Very gently, so as not to wake whoever-the-fuck-it-is beside me, I turn in their direction. The lump their figure forms is hench, Damon-like, but as he rolls over I see a flash of alabaster-white skin. Damon would never leave the house without a tan.

My stomach drops, there’s a dark feeling squirming inside of me, whispering and trying to tell me that I’m no good. Damn Samantha and that damn pill, leaving me like this, questioning everything. What goes up, must come down and all that. Oh, that’s given me a flashback! This guy beside me, his willy went up, but just for a second, and then it went down, down, down. Too many tequilas, he’d shrugged and rolled over, and that meant we didn’t have sex. Phew. I’ve got enough to worry about today than having to walk like John Wayne. It all clicks at last. Of course, it’s the big launch day, with all the press. I’m in London, that’s my hotel room’s wallpaper and, wait, is that Layla, curled up and snoring in my bathtub? My brain is not functioning yet. What happened last night?

I pat my face, one rogue falsie has tumbled down my cheek, settling itself just above my lip, like my own dodgy moustache. “You don’t belong there,” I say to it, peeling it off and dropping it to the floor. But my words unsettle the gentleman (wishful thinking) beside me and he begins to mutter something. “Ssshhhh,” I say, tapping his head like my mam used to do. “Go back to sleep.” I have absolutely no intention to ever see him again, particularly as I haven’t the foggiest who he actually is, but still, I don’t want him to wake up and see me missing one eyelash with my (once backcombed to perfection) hair now, by the feel of it, a big ball of tumbleweed on my head. I gently tiptoe into the bathroom, and begin to prod Layla. She’s so little she fits in the tub perfectly, reminding me of one of my old Polly Pockets, perfectly tucked up in her case. “Layla,” I whisper, but she doesn’t stir. “LAYLA,” I bellow. “Don’t make me fart in your face!” Confession: I did do that a couple of times in the house.

She creaks one eye open. “Where am I?”

“You’re in my hotel room, don’t ask me how we got here.”

“Cause it’s a tragic story, or because you don’t know?”

“Because I don’t know.”

“Well, why have you even woken me up, if you’re not going to tell me a funny story? Wait, did you bring a guy back? I woke up in the night and could hear you at it.”

“Yeah nearly, but if you must know, we didn’t shag. Anyway, that can wait – we have to be at this press junket thing, remember?”

Realisation flashes across Layla’s face. “Oh shit, what time?”

“I…can’t remember. One o’clock maybe?”

It’s at that moment that the hotel room phone rings. And the guy, the mystery one, is answering it. Layla and I exchange a look. She also has an eyelash stuck to her cheek, which I pluck off her.

“Alright, chill out man,” the mystery man is saying. “I’ll just get her, errrrrmmm,” There’s a pause. “Ange? Angela?”

There’s going to be a time where I’m so famous no man ever forgets my name. Now there’s a life goal. I dash through, deciding I have to not care how this man sees me, plus my ass looks great in this pair of hot pink knickers. “They sound mad,” he whispers to me, handing over the phone. At least now I can see his face, not bad, but wait a minute, is that a…whisper of a moustache?

“Angelica Clarke.” It’s one of the producers. Gerald. The strict one. The one you get when you’ve done something really bad. I only spoke to him once in the house, but I’ll never forget telling off I got. “It’s half past eleven. The driver for your car has been waiting in the lobby for you for half an hour. Your phone is dead. I presume you’ve kidnapped Layla as she is also nowhere to be found.”

There’s something about Layla’s size, and those big blue angelic eyes of hers. No matter what she does, she gets away with it. I swear, Layla could go to Gerald and say there’s a dead man in the hot tub, I killed him by stuffing my knickers in his mouth, and Gerald would say ‘did Angelica put you up to that?’

“I’m so sorry, time…um…” My slow head is scrambling for a decent excuse but all I can come up with is that my watch broke. I don’t own a watch. And it’s not 1995, it’s 2011, we have phones now.

“I couldn’t give a shit, just get your ass down here, and bring Layla. Now.”

With that, he hangs up. Rude. There was no need to bring my ass into it.

“Layla! We have to be downstairs. The car’s waiting for us.”

“When do we need to be downstairs by?”

“Half an hour ago.”

Cue a mad dash from the pair of us, as we attempt to make ourselves look respectable, while last night’s pube-moustache guy just sits on the edge of the bed, watching, baffled. Layla’s scrambling through my suitcase, trying to find a dress of mine that doesn’t come down to her knees and I’m slapping on so much highlighter, to try to look fresh, dewy and like I’ve had eight hours sleep, that I end up going too far the other way. “I look like an embalmed corpse,” I say sadly to my reflection.

“A tanned, fit corpse,” Layla yells back at me. This is why you need your girls. They always offer the much-needed confidence boost, at just the right time, but don’t let you get big-headed.

It takes us ten minutes (OK, fifteen) but we manage to make ourselves look semi-decent, hustle this strange man out the door, with a (fake) number of mine inserted in his phone before we’re down in the lobby, where our sweet driver tells us that we’re “very beautiful ladies.”

When we get to the hotel where the press view is, Gerald is waiting in the lobby. He takes one look at me and says “Jesus Christ” while kissing Layla on both cheeks. Fuming. As he ushers us along the corridor he fills us in on how everything is “actually absolutely fine because Samantha swooped in and saved the day, by chatting with each journalist one by one and totally, totally charming them.”

Sure enough, when we get into the press room Samantha’s there, her hair done perfectly, beaming at everyone and generally looking like butter wouldn’t melt. How does she look so glowing? She was out last night with the rest of us.

“Round of applause for them,” she says, at the sight of us. “Though I think we could smell you before we could see ya. Eau de Jägerbomb is it?” But I can’t even be mad at her, that’ll have to wait, because there he is. Damon. Laughing with Marc, his gleaming white teeth shining like a light bulb across the room. When’s he had time to have his gnashers done? It’s worked though. My stomach flips and I curse it, and my damn heart which begins to pitter patter once more. Bloody attention-seeking heart. I can’t help it. I just crave being near him. He spots me, and waves. God, I’m so weak for that man I could suck him off in a club bathroom and kid myself it counts as romantic. In fact, come to think of it, I have.

Now that the gang’s assembled, we begin to walk to the cinema where they’re screening the first episode, plus a montage of the rest of the season. I catch up with Samantha. She isn’t exuding alcohol from her pores like me and the girls. No, she smells fantastic, like candy floss mixed with coconut.

“Where did you go last night?” I ask. “How come you’re not hanging like the rest of us?”

She turns and smiles that perfected fake smile of hers and says, “What do you mean? I opted for a sensible early night, unlike some people.”

As if it wasn’t her conning me into getting off my tits! “But you gave me…a pill?” I drop my voice to a whisper, but still determined to let her know that I know what she did. Sam thrives on knowing more than everyone else. I began to notice this during filming, she’d spend days watching the rushes and filming voiceovers, then come out on the town with us at night, pleased as punch that she’d already seen all the footage, practically hopping with knowing what everyone had said. Not that she always used her knowledge for good. Sometimes Samantha would massage the truth, hoping that the amount of shooters we’d downed would blur our memory of how things happened. She’d drop little hints about things caught on camera that had been edited out, or she’d exaggerate the embarrassing things I’d done to make me feel bad. But tough luck on her, I embarrass myself so much it takes an awful lot to make me feel that way! This time though, it’s just confusing. She’s always been proud of being able to get hold of uppers and downers and even uses it against us sometimes, claiming she’s the one that always gets the party started.

“Pills? I didn’t have any pills last night,” she looks at me quizzically, the picture of innocence. “Why would I give out drugs the night before the big launch? That’s just loser behaviour.”

“But you did! You gave me one…”

“Oh I know that happened…You saw me with my Smints, you had one, too and then just because you got wasted on voddie, you jumped to conclusions.” She reaches into her bag and pulls out the same pink diamante encrusted tin she had last night, which rattles with tiny white triangles. She takes one out, pops it into her mouth and then hands one to me. I sniff it, suspiciously.

“Do you really think I would try to drug you? God, they’re mints, Angelica.” She breathes her spearmint-scented hot breath on me. I decide to chance it with another ‘pill’, take one and lick it. It is, indeed, a mint. But last night it was definitely different, I remember it. It was a little round tablet she gave me then, and even at the time I thought it wasn’t minty enough! She obviously wanted to look the best today, so decided to give me drugs while she remained sober. Surely that’s illegal somehow? Tricking someone into taking a pill? But it’s not like I can go up to Gerald and tell him what happened, we all know who would get the blame, and who would deny it. I’m so angry but I have to remain calm, as we’re ushered to our seats. I’m very aware that it’s an all-eyes-on-us scenario so I have to appear smiling and happy to everyone.

The North Stars title music rolls and as I try to imagine what little Angelica would think of me now. Or Angie, as I called myself back then. My mam always said I was away with the fairies – playing games, fancy dress, the whole singing-into-my-hairbrush shebang. I used to say I was going to be a pop star – I always nabbed the lead in school plays, one time I even went busking in Piccadilly Gardens. But all that changed when I met Robbie Thompson. He was my first love – proper teenage puppy love. I’d have done anything for him – I even lost my virginity to him in the back of a Fiat 500. And that takes flexibility, I’m telling you. Then, the night before my 21st birthday he told me he was leaving – not just me, but the whole country. He was going to Australia to audition for a TV show called Beach Life. At first I thought he was inviting me – but then he told me I was holding him back, that I would never be a singer, or anything much, for that matter, that I was mediocre and a dead weight. I cried so much that night – and I’ve never sung a note in public since. Unless you count me leading the old dears at the care home in a few choruses of ‘We’ll Meet Again’. I wonder whether Robbie knows about North Stars. He’d never have believed I’d have had the courage to even audition, let alone get the gig. But I suppose there’s some kind of justice in knowing it was partly him ditching me that gave me the idea in the first place.

Even though my heart is in my mouth waiting for the credits to end, I think – no, I know, little Angelica would be proud of me. Maybe not the times where I’ve spewed in a club toilet, and she’d have definitely pulled a face at the constant snogging, but she’d approve of the dresses and the make-up, the friends and most of all the fun. I sit back in my chair. Who cares what this audience thinks – this isn’t for them, it’s for her.

They play our first episode and it’s bizarre to revisit my first impressions of the house and who I predicted I’d get it on with. I thought Reed was absolutely gorgeous and I’m there telling the green screen I think he’s the one I’ll fall in love with! I mean I do love him a lot, he was proper class on the show and I hope we stay in touch, but just as friends. No matter how good someone looks, you always need a spark, and the spark was definitely always there with Damon. I sometimes wish it wasn’t, as Reed treats girls so much nicer, but maybe that’s why there’s no chemistry. I even said it in my audition, “I’ve got with loads of men, and the bigger the arsehole they are, the more likely I am to fancy them.”

I don’t think anything prepares you for seeing yourself on a massive screen. I’m trying so hard to keep watching, to be grateful for being here, and the opportunities this show is going to give me, but I can’t help cross examining myself. I’m scrutinising my nose from the side now and, God, has that bump always been so noticeable? And do my hair extensions really look stringy in certain lighting? These were from an expensive salon up town, not the ones you glue in yourself following a YouTube tutorial. I’m looking at Layla and Samantha and I just think they look absolutely gorgeous onscreen. Even on the nights out where I was sure I looked nice, and spent ages getting ready, I’m now wondering ‘why did I choose that dress?’ and ‘how come my lips are so thin?’ It’s this agonising running commentary in my head, like one of those football pundits, only it’s an Angelica pundit and she’s being a right nasty piece of work. I’d do anything to switch myself off right now, and I sink lower into my seat, my head pounding, wishing it would swallow me.

Then there’s the scenes where Damon is talking to the camera, in the green-screen room. It was opposite the main house and producers would come and collect us, ask all sorts of questions, for hours on end. It didn’t matter what you were doing, or wearing, if they came to usher you to green screen you had to go, immediately. That’s why there’s some shots of us in towels, or our pyjamas. We’d always come back and wind each other up, claiming we’d said loads of nasty things about the others. Except it wasn’t true. At least, it definitely wasn’t true when I was saying it, I was just teasing. But Damon, it turns out, wasn’t. I have to fight the urge to turn round and glare at him as I listen to some of the stuff he comes out with. When he calls me easy, tears well up in my eyes. It’s not that I’m ashamed to say I like sex. And it’s not like Damon was complaining at the time. It’s the way he phrases it and his smug tone – like he’s entitled. He even says that he sees me as his safety net, claiming he can rely on me, at any time. So if he doesn’t get his first choice of bird, he’ll just shag me. I’m worth so much more, I want to yell…it’s just, he doesn’t seem to see it, does he?

But I’m not the only one screwed over by the lads in the show. They do something clever, squishing all of the episodes into a forty-five-minute highlight reel, so the press will have a flavour of what the series has to offer. Bearing in mind we were in the house for eight whole weeks, which has already been condensed into just one series, so watching it squished even more makes for some wild viewing. I discover the things Damon was saying to me on the green screen, but at least I already went through a lot of my heartbreak in the house. Damon was not very good at hiding his shags, and it’s not fun to see them all over again, so I’m watching through my fingers. But it’s no surprise.

Whereas Layla is getting with loads of lads in the first three episodes, having the time of her life when Shane set his eyes on her. He decided then that he wanted her all for himself. He was gorgeous – a proper Greek god, so, of course, when he started moving in on Layla she was like putty in his hands. It’s so obvious while watching the show how much he played with her. Played with all of us, as I had no idea that he’d hide girls behind the hot tub, then as soon as Layla was asleep, or one of us was holding her hair back in the toilet (something that was often my job) and sneak them into his room. But Layla didn’t know, neither did we. Only the cameras did. We all watch on as Shane enjoys a threesome in the hot tub, with the camera cutting first to Layla in the green-screen room gushing about how she has ‘tamed the beast’ to then her snoring in bed, before switching back to the girls thrashing about in the hot tub, necking on in neon string bikinis while Shane looks on smugly. I try to crane my head around to see Madison, realising now she must have known – no wonder she told Layla she was well rid of him when he got dumped from the house. But instead I see Layla. I don’t manage to catch her eye, she’s just staring straight ahead, her lip slightly quivering.

Mads is transfixed, too. She’d be the first to admit she’s under Marc’s spell. He’s a dead ringer for Chad Schmidt (yes, that Chad Schmidt, the Hollywood movie star who’s featured in the World’s Sexiest lists for years now). Marc is a little rougher round the edges, I’ll admit – even if Madison would slap me for saying so – he’s more like a Chad Schmidt dupe, a Poundland Chad Schmidt.

When the screening finishes, we receive a polite round of applause from the journalists, while everyone from the cast and crew is up on their feet, screaming and applauding. The head of the network, this serious-looking old guy called Edmund, gives a little speech about how this is reality TV like it’s never been seen before. “Real people, real lives, and getting absolutely mortal,” he says, in his super posh accent and I can’t help but laugh as the word ‘mortal’ should not be said in an accent that’s clearly more used to saying words like ‘caviar’. But he is right. I’ve never watched anything like this before. There’s obviously Animal Farm, that show where they shove all those people in a farmhouse and lock the doors, but we’ve got our freedom in this. I think that’s why I applied. It wasn’t an experiment – it was our lives, but bigger and bolder and more banging than ever before. We go out, get absolutely off our faces and bring people back to the house for raging parties. Plus, we’re northern and I swear that means we’re just less uptight. I certainly don’t care that people are going to see me at my drunkest, wildest, rawest. I’m grinning now, because I can already tell the show’s going to be massive. Which makes my tummy feel funnier than Damon ever managed…until I wonder how many people are going to notice the bump on my nose?

As soon as the screening is over, during the five-minute break they give us, I search for Leo. I have to make sure that neither Edmund nor the producers, particularly Gerald, see me as we’re not meant to ‘fraternise’ with the crew. That’s what they told us on the first day, and even though it’s not like any of us are rule-followers their tone was so strict we all took it on board. So we’re friendly with the cameramen and producers, but they’re never allowed to hang out or party with us once the cameras stop rolling. They don’t seem to mind us spending time with Madison – after all, she was their go-between and the whole show would have been lost without her running errands and generally keeping the show on the road. But Leo’s different. He’s one of the quietest cameramen, and I couldn’t help but find myself drawn to him. There’s something different about him. I mean he looks different than the other lads for a start. In the middle of all the oiled and buffed guys, he’s sort of rumpled and unbothered. He’s a few years older and he’s just, well, comfortable in his own skin. His tan lines come from filming outside, not a spray booth, and the curls of hair that peek out of his plaid shirt are unusual in a sea of waxed pecs and t-shirts cut to show off gym-toned biceps. It’s not like I’ve broken any rules, though. He’s come to be a friend, a proper one. He was just…there for me, in the house, and out on the town. This one time, I was so trashed, I kept passing out in the club toilets. Pretty standard practice for me, but Leo, once he learned some girls were trying to humiliate me by taking pictures, urged Madison to check on me before apparently shooing everyone away and carrying me out in a fireman’s lift, like a proper white knight, to the car.

But after watching episode one, I’m frustrated he captured so many side shots of me. I find him leaning against the back wall of the screening room. “You could have chosen more flattering angles,” I mutter at him, eyes darting to make sure no one spots us chatting, relieved it’s dark up here. He does smell nice, he’s got a spicy, woody aroma that always smells like soap and leather and, for a very brief second, I feel a little spark fly between us. This fleeting moment of connection makes me yearn for him to scoop me up in those arms again and carry me out (while I’m conscious, so I can savour it this time). But then he starts saying all these nice things. Which means I can’t possibly believe he’s sincere.

“Your nose is perfect, Angelica, stop stressing about that,” he proceeds to tell me that if I’d just paid more attention to the audience reception rather than analysing every out-of-place hair or side angle, I’d have noticed all the journalists in the room loved me. “They laughed at everything you said, and they clearly thought you were the sweetest one,” he says. “There’s just this directness to you, you know, it’s very endearing, an innocence somehow.”

Now I know he’s taking the piss. Innocence? Me? Most of the time on camera I’m going on about who’s shagging who, or what I want to do with Damon’s willy. Something I think is going to come back and haunt me – my words I mean, not Damon’s tackle. But only because it’s clearly boosted his ego, as when we enter the next room for the line-up of interviews, he’s there already seated, in his white tank-top, chest clearly freshly waxed, looking like he’s the King of England, his legs spread so far apart he almost needs two chairs. I want to say, “hey, there are more interesting things about Damon than what’s in his pants,” except that’s not strictly true. It sometimes used to feel like there were three of us in our relationship, if that’s what you could call it: me, Damon, and his dick. He used to say it had a mind of his own but I think that was just another on of his excuses for getting it on with other women.

The interviews are exhausting. The journalists don’t ask me questions about what I want to do next, or even the stages
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