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Chapter 1


‘Good morning and thank you for calling the VitaSlim Crispbread careline. This is Holly, how may I help you?’


‘Right, my name is Mrs S Bigland. That’s B-i-g-l-a-n-d. And I wish to make a complaint.’


Holly Collins groaned inwardly. It wasn’t even lunchtime yet and she’d already had one heavy breather and two ‘Put me through to your supervisor’ calls, which always put her supervisor – a lazy bloke called Alan with grabby hands and cheesy-Wotsits breath – in an even worse mood than he was the rest of the time. 


‘Hello? Are you still there? I said, I have a complaint.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs Bigland,’ said Holly, getting back to the customer-care script in front of her. ‘Here at VitaSlim we take our customers’ feedback very seriously. What seems to be the problem?’


‘Well, I’ve been doing your VitaSlim bikini diet for a whole month, eating two crispbreads for breakfast, two for lunch and having a proper tea like it says on the box, but I’ve not lost a single pound. I want my money back for eight boxes of VitaSlim and for the three size-14 bikinis I bought when I started this bloody diet – plus a bit extra to compensate for all the distress this has caused me. I mean, you can’t go around telling people they’re going to “lose the flab and get bikini fab” when they actually end up putting on weight!’


Holly’s eyes alighted on the poster near her cubicle. ‘Don’t forget to SMILE!!!!’ it read. ‘Our customers might not be able to see it, but they can HEAR it!!!!!!’ 


She took a deep breath and rearranged her features accordingly. 


‘Can I ask if you’ve been sticking to our suggestions for recommended toppings on your VitaSlim crispbreads?’ she said, as she smiled down the phone.


‘Well, that’s another thing,’ said the woman. ‘I couldn’t find any smoked mackerel or low-fat cream cheese or any of those fancy things you suggested on the box, so I’ve had to make some substitutions. Like yesterday lunchtime for instance – where the bloody hell am I going to find hummus? So I swapped that for a KFC topping. It’s not easy balancing Hot Wings on a crispbread, I can tell you, but I’m off to Crete at the end of the month and was determined to get into my new bikinis so I stuck with it . . .’


As Mrs Bigland went on, Holly’s thoughts drifted into misery. How had it come to this? She had finished university with a good degree in Business Studies, determined to work in marketing, but the closest she could get to her dream career was the VitaSlim customer careline. With the wide-eyed optimism of the just-graduated, Holly had assumed she would quickly make the leap from her cubicle in this windowless room to a junior role in VitaSlim’s marketing department, but here she was, nearly two years on, still spending her days dealing with the disgruntled, bored and lonely. Her boyfriend, James, kept telling her that something else would come along, but that was easy for him to say with his mega-successful legal career and executive personal assistant. Holly still scoured the job websites every week in the hope she might find something better, but her optimism was reaching critically low levels.


‘Hello? Are you even listening to me?’ Mrs Bigland sounded extremely narked off. ‘I’ve had just about enough of this. Put me through to your manager right this minute!’


Bugger. ‘Of course, I’m so sorry, just hold on a moment, please.’ 


Holly pressed a button and dialled.


‘Alan, I’ve got a lady called Mrs Bigland on the line with a complaint about the diet.’


A big sigh. ‘Do I have to do everything?’ In the background Holly could hear the electronic twitter of Angry Birds. ‘Well, go on, put her through, then . . .’


‘Sorry, Alan.’ 


Holly transferred the call, then took off her headset and massaged the side of her head where it had been rubbing. This was turning out to be a stinker of a day. She was already in trouble with Alan for speaking to a sweet old man called Mr Palmer, who lived alone and often called the careline just for a chat, and now Mrs Bigland’s diet-fuelled fury was sure to push him over the edge.


‘It didn’t sound like you remembered the three “Cs” of customer care during that last conversation, Miss Collins,’ came a crisp Irish voice from the neighbouring cubicle. ‘Courtesy, clarity and’ – a grinning face suddenly popped up over the partition – ‘kiss my arse!’


Holly broke into a smile. The only good thing about this job was Meg O’Hanlon, her colleague and now best friend. Meg was barely five feet tall, but what she lacked in height she made up for in boobs and balls – plus her skyscraper heels and mass of fiery corkscrew curls added a good few extra inches, as well. Although she hated working on the careline as much as Holly, she stuck with it to finance her fledgling rock career as lead singer with the thrash-metal group Babes of Bedlam. Meg had tried to persuade her friend to sing backing vocals, but in her floral tea dresses and flat boots, Holly was decidedly more Boden than Bedlam.


‘Sounds like you need a break,’ said Meg. ‘Would a weak, flavourless cappuccino help?’


The pair of them wandered over to the employee lounge: another windowless room containing clusters of plastic chairs, a TV and a coffee machine that produced notoriously bad coffee. While Meg rattled away about her drummer boyfriend, Spunk (by day a primary-school music teacher called Mr Dawson), and his new tattoo, Holly picked absent-mindedly at a box of VitaSlim. Honest to God, it was no wonder nobody could stick to this diet; the box would have had more flavour . . .


‘So how are the plans going for the big anniversary celebration tonight?’ asked Meg. ‘You going out to some swanky restaurant?’


‘James isn’t sure how late he’s got to work, so I’m going to cook a meal at the flat.’ 


Meg pulled a face. 


‘Yes, I know that cooking isn’t my strong point,’ said Holly. ‘But even I can’t screw up spaghetti bolognese.’


‘And for pudding?’


Holly grinned, then rummaged in her handbag for the parcel from Asos that had arrived in the post that morning.


‘Ta-dah!’ She held up a lacy pink and yellow bra and matching thong.


Meg nodded her approval. ‘Cute, but slutty,’ she said. ‘Excellent choice.’


As Holly got up to retrieve their cappuccinos, which had finally finished dripping and spluttering out of the machine, she glanced over at the TV. Loose Women had just started and Denise Welch was introducing their first guest: ‘If there was an award for the hardest-working woman in television, this lady would be sure to win it – well, she’s won pretty much every other award going as it is! And now she’s back on our screens with a fabulous new show that’s going to be scouring the streets looking for the next Kate Moss or Naomi Campbell. Well, no need to look any further, love, I’m right here!’ Denise sucked in her cheekbones and the audience laughed obligingly. ‘So let’s give a warm welcome to the fabulous Sasha Hart!’ 


An immaculately groomed brunette in a blazer and leather leggings strode onto the set with the unmistakable confidence of a live-TV veteran. You would have put her in her very early thirties, but she was actually a decade older. In interviews, she put her youthful beauty down to a vegan diet and Bikram yoga, but in reality gruelling daily workouts with a trainer, a subtle brow-lift and regular collagen and vitamin shots had made far more of an impact on her looks. But there was nothing overdone or tarty about her beauty: with her long, honey-brown hair, radiant tan and understated style, she had a real Jennifer Aniston vibe about her. 


‘Ooh, I love her!’ said Holly, as on screen the audience whooped and cheered.


Sasha air-kissed her way along the panel of presenters. 


‘Hello ladies, it’s a pleasure to be here, as always,’ she said, taking her seat. ‘And Denise, you know I adore you, but I’m afraid you’re not quite what we’re looking for!’


The audience laughed again.


‘So, Sasha, tell us about this new TV show,’ said Sherrie Hewson. ‘It’s called Street Scout, right?’


‘It is, yes,’ said Sasha. ‘We have a team of professional model scouts who will be hitting the streets over the next few weeks to look for the UK’s next supermodel. The twelve most gorgeous girls we find will be signed up by the world-famous agency Strut Models, and will have to prove themselves in a series of tough weekly challenges, after each of which one of the girls will be told to leave until we’re left with our winner.’


‘And what will they get?’


‘The prize is a two-year contract with Strut and a cover shoot with Cosmopolitan magazine,’ said Sasha. ‘It’s an incredible chance for one lucky girl.’


‘Now, Sasha,’ said Sherrie, ‘it’s no secret that until last year you were in a relationship with Strut’s super-sexy boss, millionaire playboy Maxwell Moore.’ 


A picture of a square-jawed older man appeared on the screen, his arm draped around Heidi Klum. Denise gave a long, low whistle. ‘Ooh, he’s gorgeous. Like Brad Pitt, only richer and better-looking!’ Cue more laughter. ‘But won’t it be weird working alongside your ex on the show?’


Sasha’s dark eyes narrowed imperceptibly, although her face was still set in a dazzling smile. ‘No, not at all! Max and I are such great friends. The guy’s a genius – and a legend in the world of modelling, of course. Max will be really involved in the show, as he’ll be making the decision about which girl will go at the end of each week. Sort of like our answer to Sir Alan Sugar, only way sexier! And, of course, he’ll be helping mastermind the winner’s career. I’m really looking forward to working with him.’


‘Well, let’s have a quick look at the show,’ said Denise.


As the trailer rolled on screen, Meg nudged Holly. ‘You should go on that,’ she said. 


‘Absolutely no way,’ said Holly. ‘Not in a million years.’


The truth was, it wasn’t the first time Holly had been told she should be a model. She had the height, the legs and the looks, right down to the sexy little gap between her two front teeth that was currently so in vogue. Although Holly never made much effort with her appearance – apart from regular highlights to turn her thick, long hair from mousy-brown to blonde – even without make-up she was strikingly pretty. But as much as Holly might have liked the idea of being a model, for her the lure of fabulous frocks and first-class flights was far outweighed by the negatives of the job. From a very young age, Holly had known what it was like to worry constantly about money: her dad had left when she was little and had no further contact with the family, leaving her mum, Heather, struggling to make ends meet and constantly having to move around to find work. Then when Holly was fourteen, Heather fell pregnant by her current boyfriend, the latest in a succession of freeloaders taking advantage of her mum’s sweet nature. Within a month, the boyfriend had done a runner – and, eight months later, Holly’s half-sister, Lola, arrived. 


Although they were years apart in age, Holly and Lola couldn’t have been closer. Holly adored the smiley little golden-haired girl, becoming her second mum as well as her best playmate, and when Lola was diagnosed with cerebral palsy when she was a toddler, it was Holly who spent hours encouraging her to try and take a few shuffling steps with a walking frame, and cuddling her when she ended up in tears of pain and frustration. 


As a consequence, Holly was determined to use her university degree to build a financially secure future for her and her sister – and maybe even earn enough to pay for an operation to help Lola, now a bubbly eight-year-old with a sprinkling of freckles and a seriously cheeky streak, to walk unassisted, although right now the £50,000 it would take seemed ridiculously unattainable. What she wanted more than anything was a solid, steady, reliable career – not one where a tiny wrinkle or a smidgen of cellulite would pack you off to the dole queue. Stability and security were her utmost priorities.


‘Besides,’ she said to Meg. ‘James would hate it. Remember I told you about the fuss he kicked up when his PA wanted to audition for The X Factor? He thinks reality shows are “demeaning and manipulative”. I really can’t see him wanting his girlfriend to appear on one.’


‘Well, I’ll audition for it, then,’ said Meg. ‘The catwalk needs more five-foot-two redheads with E-cup bosoms.’


Holly laughed. ‘I totally agree. But it doesn’t sound like you can audition for the show – I think the idea is that they go out and find you.’


‘Well, I’ll just have to make sure they find you, then,’ said Meg.


Holly shot her a look. 


‘Oops, sorry, I meant me!’ Meg smiled, innocently. ‘Find me.’










Chapter 2


Holly poured the last of the bottle of red wine into her glass, not caring that quite a lot of it ended up on the rug, and took a huge gulp. She had planned to have just the one small glass before James arrived, to make sure she was at her most sparkling and fabulous for their big celebration, but it was now 10 p.m., he was two and a half sodding hours late for dinner and Holly was drunk. 


James had called several times over the course of the evening, full of apologies for being stuck at work and promises to get over to her flat as quickly as possible, but his loveliness just made things worse. What Holly really wanted to do was yell and rant at him for ruining their special night, but she knew that he was snowed under with an important case, so she couldn’t even be justifiably pissed off with him. And the really annoying thing was that despite Meg’s fears – and despite not having several of the ingredients listed in the recipe (but then who knew that spag bol contained chicken livers?) – Holly had actually made a surprisingly decent sauce. Now, however, it had boiled away to a salty mush, the pasta was cold and the salad, like Holly herself, was wilting. 


Draining the last of the wine and getting shakily to her feet, Holly wandered around the room blowing out the candles she’d dotted around the place to give her flat a romantic vibe. As she turned on the light, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She had spent ages getting ready, curling her hair so it fell in sexy waves and slathering herself in cocoa butter, but now the glossy-lipped, lush-haired temptress of a few hours ago had been replaced by someone who looked like they drank Special Brew for breakfast.


Holly was just getting stuck into a bag of Doritos and the TOWIE omnibus when her front door intercom sounded. 


‘Hello . . . ?’


‘Darling, it’s me. I’m so sorry I’m late.’


It was James.


Despite the disaster that the evening had become, Holly felt a little leap of excitement as she buzzed him into her building. Even after going out for a year she still got butterflies whenever she saw him. They had met at a mutual friend’s fancy-dress birthday party, which Holly had gone to as Kim Kardashian, in a brunette wig and bum padding. She’d been waiting at the bar to get a round of Mojitos for her group of mates (who had gone as the rest of the Kardashian clan), when she had noticed a tall, very good-looking guy in a suit standing on his own. She thought he was probably way out of her league, but there was something so intriguing about him, about the way his conservative haircut and clothes contrasted with his broken nose, that in a rare moment of boldness Holly went over to speak to him. 


‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘You’ve got a Superman T-shirt under there.’


‘I’m sorry?’ His voice was gorgeously posh and velvety, like a young Colin Firth. 


‘Clark Kent,’ grinned Holly. ‘Your costume?’


The man stared at her blankly. 


Holly took another look at his outfit: the beautifully tailored suit, classic English brogues and silk tie. ‘Ummm . . . James Bond?’


He finally broke into a smile. ‘James Wellington, actually. Between you and me, I came straight from work and didn’t know this was fancy dress, but I’ll definitely take James Bond.’ 


Holly’s friends never did get their Mojitos, as she spent the rest of the evening talking to James. At the end of the night, over the course of which Holly had learnt that he was a solicitor, had broken his nose in a school rugby match and hadn’t a clue who the Kardashians were, she was thrilled when James asked for her number, and the very next day called to arrange a date. He took her to dinner at Bocca Di Lupo in Soho, ordering for them both in fluent Italian, then insisting on paying for her taxi home and seeing her off with a gentlemanly kiss on her cheek. Holly was stunned; most blokes seemed to mistakenly assume she’d jump into bed with them after only a Pizza Express Margherita and a large glass of lukewarm house white. By date three – a trip to the National Theatre, followed by dinner at a little tapas bar (during which James also proved himself to be fluent in Spanish) and a riverside stroll – Holly was seriously smitten. Not only was he incredibly charming, intelligent and funny, he was also devastatingly attractive. It would take James a further three dates to invite her back to his Kensington mansion flat ‘for coffee’, by which time Holly was giddy with lust – and she wasn’t disappointed. It proved to be worth the wait, though: the Savile Row suits hid the sort of body that could advertise aftershave. They ended up staying in bed for a whole weekend, by which time Holly was head over heels. 


After they’d been dating for a few months, James had taken Holly to meet his parents, whose beautiful Norfolk home looked like something out of Country Living magazine. As Mrs Wellington served afternoon tea in what she referred to as the ‘blue drawing room’, Holly had cringed to imagine what James must have thought of her own family home: a cluttered council semi in Basildon where her mum and Lola were living. Not that he’d been anything other than his usual wonderfully charming, polite self when she had taken him to meet her family, who in turn had been utterly enamored by James. Despite swearing off men, Heather had kept collapsing into coquettish giggles whenever he complimented her, while Lola – who was always shy around new people – had insisted on sitting next to him at lunch. And when the plates had been cleared away Lola had turned to James, her forehead all scrunched up in a thoughtful frown, and asked: ‘When you marry my sister, can I be bridesmaid?’ Holly had cringed, as they’d only been dating a couple of months at that point, but James had just leaned towards Lola with a wonderfully genuine smile and said, very softly: ‘I hope so.’


Later that afternoon, as Holly had watched James joining in Lola’s Barbie disco with genuine enthusiasm, she felt such a surge of happiness at seeing her two favourite people getting on so well that she was surprised and embarrassed to find tears springing up. From that moment on, she had no doubt that James was The One.


Just then Holly heard feet running up the stairs and soon after James burst through the door and swept her up into a huge hug. 


‘I’m so sorry, darling, I honestly left as soon as I could.’


‘That’s okay, you’re here now.’ As he held her close, Holly felt a wave of happiness wash away the evening’s tensions. ‘I think we’re going to have to order a takeaway though,’ she said, waving in the direction of the congealing plates of food.


‘Oh, sweetheart, you went to so much trouble! I really am so sorry, but hopefully I can make it up to you.’ He pulled a bottle of Bollinger out of his bag. ‘Let’s start with a toast.’ 


James expertly eased out the cork and poured two glasses.


‘To us, and the most fabulous year of my life.’ He clinked her glass, holding her gaze. ‘Here’s to many more.’ Then he reached into his pocket and presented Holly with a slim box. ‘Happy anniversary, Holly.’


She opened the box to find a delicate bracelet of gold links from which dangled a diamond-covered ‘1’.


‘It’s a charm bracelet,’ he said. 


Holly stared at the bracelet, speechless. 


‘I can always take it back and change it if you don’t like it,’ said James.


‘Oh, no, it’s beautiful,’ said Holly quickly. ‘I love it – I love you.’


They kissed and, as Holly shut her eyes, she felt her head spinning – and not just from lust. God, she really must be drunk . . .


‘Why don’t you make yourself comfortable and I’ll order the food,’ she said quickly. ‘Curry okay?’ Hopefully a few poppadoms would soak up the booze . . .


As they waited for the takeaway to arrive, James chatted to Holly about the big case he was working on. His client, a wealthy widow named Lady Martina Crosby, was locked in a dispute over her late husband’s billions with the eldest son of his first wife. If James could win the case it would not only prove extremely lucrative for his firm, he might even make partner – all but unheard of at the young age of twenty-six. But then James came from a family of scarily impressive high-fliers. His father was a retired High Court judge, his brother ran a hedge fund and his sister was a dentist, plus the entire clan seemed to run marathons and climb mountains in their spare time. Holly didn’t know what the Latin was for ‘Stiff Upper Lip’, but she felt sure that must have been the Wellington family’s motto. 


The takeaway had arrived and Holly was spooning out curry onto the plates when she heard James’s mobile ring. There was a brief, muffled conversation, and then a moment later he came into the kitchen with a sheepish expression on his face. If Holly had been the suspicious type – which she really wasn’t – she’d have said he looked distinctly guilty about something. 


‘Holly, that was Lady Crosby,’ said James, rubbing his ear distractedly. ‘She’s asked if I will go to see her immediately. Apparently she’s discovered some new information that will really help our case.’ 


Holly was stunned. ‘But it’s eleven o’clock at night! And look, I got lamb rogan josh – your favourite! Can’t it wait until morning?’


‘I’m so sorry, I know it’s a pain, but I really do have to go. Lady Crosby’s such a dragon that I can’t put her off – and you know how important this case is.’


‘James, please. Tell her it’s our anniversary. I’m sure Lady Crosby will understand . . .’ To Holly’s embarrassment, she felt like she was going to cry. She was drunk and emotional and just wanted a cuddle, but James was already shrugging on his coat. 


‘I’ll make it up to you, gorgeous girl, I promise.’ He dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘Are we still on for Sunday?’ 


‘Yes, but . . .’


‘Great. Can’t wait. Love you, Holly.’ 










Chapter 3


The opening guitar notes of Babes of Bedlam’s ‘Twisted Lady’ blasted out from somewhere across the other side of the dark room, jolting Holly out of her wine-induced coma. Meg had set the song – her band’s signature track – as Holly’s mobile’s ring-tone as a joke, and now she didn’t know how to change it back. As she rolled over, groaning at the sickly throbbing in her head, she felt a weird crunching sensation beneath her. She tried to open her eyes to find out what it was, but her eyelids were crusty and stuck together. Damn, she’d forgotten to take out her contact lenses last night . . . Holly eventually winkled out the gummy lenses to discover that rather than being in bed as she’d assumed, she had actually spent the night on the little two-seater sofa in the living room sleeping on a pile of poppadoms, the shattered remains of which were now sticking to her bare legs giving the impression of a particularly unpleasant flaky skin condition. As she stumbled over to the kitchen to get a glass of water, she caught sight of several empty wine bottles sitting among the mess of discarded food and dirty saucepans. No wonder she felt so hideous – she must have cracked open another bottle after James had left. At least it was Saturday, so she could spend the day in bed recovering. But just then the phone started up again. 


‘Morning! Did I interrupt something sexy?’ It was Meg.


‘Nope,’ croaked Holly. ‘James isn’t here. Long story . . .’


‘Great, that means you’re free to come shopping with me,’ said Meg. ‘It’s half nine now . . . could you get to Oxford Street for eleven?’


‘Um, probably, but I’ve got the hangover from hell so I might just . . .’


‘Cool, let’s meet at that little café on Carnaby Street. See you shortly, doll!’ 


 


Meg was already waiting for her with a plate of fried-egg sandwiches, coffee and a jug of juice. She looked her usual sensational self in a tiny red dress and a sort of turban, out of which her curls exploded like a volcano. 


‘Jaysus, you could have dressed up a bit.’ Meg frowned at Holly’s outfit of grey leggings, shapeless white T-shirt and her second-best pair of glasses. ‘I’ve never known a gorgeous girl put so much effort into looking shite.’


‘You’re lucky I’m here at all.’ Holly sat down, recoiling at the smell of the food. ‘I feel like death.’


‘Get this down you, then.’ Meg pushed the plate of sandwiches towards her and stared at her sternly until she forced down a tiny mouthful. Holly’s stomach growled gratefully and she realised how hungry she was: she had barely eaten anything last night. By the time the plate was cleared, she was beginning to feel a little less rancid.


After breakfast their first stop was H&M, where Meg did a high-speed smash-and-grab on the rails then headed to the fitting rooms, with Holly in tow. As Meg started working through the pile of clothes, Holly sat in the cubicle corner and told her all about James’s swift exit the previous night.


 ‘Are you quite sure this Lady Crosby isn’t after more than just James’s legal skills?’ asked Meg, yanking up a pair of orange PVC hot pants.


‘No way!’ said Holly. ‘James was going on about what an old dragon she was last night. I don’t think wrinkly, grey-haired widows are his type.’ 


Meg was busy checking out her fabulously curvy hot-pant-clad rear view in the cubicle mirror.


‘Ooh, I love those on you,’ said Holly. ‘Very sexy.’


‘Not enough arse,’ said Meg, ripping them off and moving on to the next item in her pile. ‘You never know, perhaps milady is a bit of a GILF.’


‘GILF . . . ?’


‘You know, like MILF,’ said Meg. ‘Grandma I’d Like to Fu—’


‘Thank you, Miss O’Hanlon! No, it’s definitely nothing like that. I just wish he didn’t have to work so hard . . .’


‘When are you seeing him next?’


‘Tomorrow. We’re spending the day together.’


‘Ooo, you should get these to wear on your date.’ Meg held up the discarded hot pants. ‘They’d look incredible with your legs, and Mr Wellington would have a heart attack – in a good way, I mean . . .’


But Holly shook her head emphatically. She wished she had just a fraction of her friend’s confidence: Meg went out in stuff that Holly wouldn’t have even dared to wear in the privacy of her own flat. She was now trying on a black dress that was slashed so low at the front, the bottom of the V reached well below her belly button.


‘Blimey, don’t you think that’s a bit low cut?’ said Holly. ‘You can almost see your . . . you know.’


‘My what?’ asked Meg, all innocent. Then she gasped in mock horror. ‘Sweet Mary, mother of Jesus! Surely you don’t mean my MUFF?’


She cracked up laughing, while Holly stuck her tongue out at her.


‘Don’t worry, Miss Prude, I’m not going to get it. Now, if they had it in a leopardskin print, that would be another matter . . .’ Meg checked her watch. ‘Right, let’s get going. Next stop – Topshop.’


As they waited for the traffic lights to change on the crossroads of Oxford Street and Regent Street, Holly noticed a huge crowd gathered on the pavement outside the store. It was always a particularly busy spot, but today there was clearly something going on. Holly could make out a TV crew and a temporary platform surrounded by posters. A woman was shouting into a loudspeaker to cheers from the crowd.


‘Looks like there’s a demonstration or something,’ said Holly.


‘Mmm, yeah, it does,’ said Meg.


Holly looked a bit harder. ‘I wonder who those people are wearing the bright pink T-shirts?’ 


‘I have absolutely no idea,’ said Meg. ‘But let’s get a bit closer and find out.’


They crossed over the road and although the crowd was now so huge it was spilling off the pavement, they got near enough for Holly to be able to read the words ‘STREET SCOUT’ emblazoned on the backs of the pink shirts.


Suddenly, it all made sense: the last-minute shopping trip, the hurry to get to Topshop. She turned on Meg. ‘You knew they were going to be here! You set this whole thing up!’


‘Honest to God, I didn’t,’ said Meg emphatically, her eyes wide. She’d always been a lousy liar. ‘Okay, well maybe I did have a quick peek at the show’s website and perhaps I might have noticed that they were going to be here today. But I did it for you – and now we’re here, we might as well take a proper look.’


She linked her arm through Holly’s and went to push her way through the crowd, which seemed to be largely made up of groups of giggling girls, many of whom were hastily applying lipgloss or streaks of bronzer, but Holly stood firm.


‘Uh-uh. No way. I already told you, I’m not interested.’


‘Oh, come on, Holly, this could be your big break! Why are you wasting your life on the careline when you could be on the catwalk? Seriously, if I looked like you I’d be milking it for all I could. You’re still so young – if modelling doesn’t work out, you can always get into marketing and, you never know, you might actually enjoy it!’


Holly chewed her lip as she thought over what Meg had said. Perhaps she had a point. Okay, so modelling wasn’t the financially secure career she’d hoped for, but until something else came up it would definitely be more fun (and almost certainly better paid) than the VitaSlim job. Perhaps the show was offering a cash prize that would help pay for some better care for Lola? And now that they were here, she might as well just see if she had what it took to be a model. And James? Well, if she did get picked, she was sure he’d come round – eventually. All guys wanted to date models, right . . . ?


But just as Holly was thinking about letting Meg lead her into the crowd, a voice suddenly shouted out: ‘You’ve been Street Scout-ed!’










Chapter 4


Holly looked around and saw a girl in a strapless denim playsuit being helped up from the crowd onto the platform. She had a mane of blue-black hair, so long that it grazed the top of her endless, olive-skin legs, and must have been well over six feet tall in her platform sandals. 


One of the pink-clad scouts held out a microphone. ‘What’s your name, babe?’


‘Moet Dobson,’ she shrieked. ‘Like the champagne, cos I’m bubbly and well expensive!’ 


As the crowd laughed, Moet blew kisses in every direction. Holly heard one of the girls standing near her mutter ‘Fake tits!’ to her mate.


‘Well, congratulations, Moet, you’re our first Street Scout contestant!


Moet had a body like Barbie and a face like a Bratz doll: even from a distance Holly could make out her chiselled cheekbones and full lips, which were so heavily glossed that her hair kept getting stuck to them. 


‘She’s stunning,’ murmured Holly.


‘What, that skinny tart?’ Meg gave a sceptical snort. ‘You’re way more attractive than her! Come on, Hols, they’re bound to get you up there when they see you . . .’


But Holly didn’t move. What on earth had she been thinking? There was no way she could compete with this glossy, gorgeous creature – next to Moet, she’d look like a cleaning lady. Besides, even if by some miracle the scouts did spot her in the crowd, the thought of standing up on that stage and having everyone dissect her appearance was too horrible to even think about. Holly couldn’t believe that moments ago she had even been considering it. 


She turned to Meg. ‘Let’s give this a miss.’


‘What? But I thought you said —’


‘I’m not interested, okay? Please, Meg, let’s just go.’


 


The following morning, James collected Holly from her flat in his battered Golf convertible. He had tickets to a rugby match at Twickenham that afternoon and was taking her for lunch first. He had brought her a spectacular bunch of lilacs – her favourite flowers – to apologise for having abandoned her on Friday night, but Holly wasn’t one to hold a grudge. Besides, she was excited about the prospect of spending a whole day together – and what a beautiful day it was turning out to be. It was only April, but as they set off for Twickenham with the roof down on the car the sky was such a vivid blue and the air so warm it felt like summer had arrived already. 


‘No boring work interruptions today, I promise,’ said James, leaning over to kiss her as they stopped at a red light. Holly felt herself melting as James’s tongue pushed gently inside her mouth. They were still kissing after the lights changed, prompting a chorus of angry beeps from the cars behind them.


‘Oops!’ giggled Holly. As they drove on, she rested her hand on his thigh, but James moved it so it was pressed against his crotch.


‘See what you do to me, Miss Collins?’ he grinned. ‘Just wait until I get you home this afternoon . . .’


James had booked an early lunchtime table at The Pig, a pretty gastropub by the river in Richmond, not far from the stadium. They sat outside, soaking up the spring sunshine and watching the ducks and boats go by as they waited for their roast lamb. James was a dedicated rugby fan and hugely excited about the game, which was a decisive Premiership match between his team, Harlequins, and Bath RFC. Despite having joined him at quite a few matches, Holly still didn’t really understand the sport (What was the point of the scrum? Did the loose-head prop need a particularly floppy neck?) but she loved the atmosphere at live matches, and the sunshine and promise of sex put her in a brilliant mood.


They arrived at the stadium in good time and found their seats, which were in a fantastic position not far from the edge of the pitch. To James’s delight, Harlequins scored within the first ten minutes of the game and were comfortably ahead by the end of the first half. 


‘What an incredible game!’ said James, as the whistle blew for half-time. ‘Did you see that last ruck? Absolute poetry . . .’


James was just trying to explain to Holly what a ruck actually was when she glanced up at the large screen at the end of the stadium. A camera was panning around the crowd, picking out supporters. As she watched, a pretty blonde sitting next to a handsome, broad-shouldered bloke in a Harlequins shirt suddenly flashed onto the screen. It took Holly a moment to realise that she was looking at an image of James and herself.


Her hand flew to her mouth in shock. ‘Oh God, James, look – it’s us!’


They both started laughing and, as the camera lingered on them, James grinned and proudly pulled at the logo on his shirt. It was so surreal to see themselves projected up there. But then the weirdest thing happened. The camera started focusing in on Holly, closer and closer, until her face almost filled the entire screen. She could see the sprinkling of freckles on her nose and – to her humiliation – even the spot she’d tried to squeeze that morning and then plastered with concealer. There were a few whoops and wolf whistles from around the stadium. Holly giggled nervously. Next to her, she sensed James’s irritation. ‘Is this really necessary?’ he muttered.


Still the camera lingered on her face, broadcasting every twitch and blink to the thousands in the stadium, and just as Holly was thinking about going to the toilet to escape the camera’s glare (and then immediately worrying that perhaps – oh God! – it might even follow her into the loo), a voice suddenly boomed out over the tannoy, leaving her frozen in her seat.


‘YOU’VE BEEN STREET SCOUT-ED!’ 


Holly looked around, confused and panicky. What was going on? Where did that voice come from? Surely they weren’t talking about her . . . ? But, moments later, a woman in one of the now familiar pink T-shirts raced down through the rows of seats with a cameraman hot on her heels. 


‘Congratulations!’ She crouched down next to Holly and thrust a microphone towards her. ‘You’ve been chosen to appear on ITV1’s new show Street Scout! What’s your name?’


‘Holly Collins.’ Holly cringed as her voice reverberated around the stadium.


‘And where are you from, sweetheart?’


‘Um, here. I mean London. Hammersmith.’


‘Come on, everyone, give it up for Holly from Hammersmith – our next gorgeous Street Scout contestant! Wooo!!’


There were cheers and applause and then, to Holly’s intense relief, her face abruptly disappeared from the screen.


‘Is someone going to explain to me what the hell this is about?’ said James.


The girl handed her business card to both Holly and James. ‘My name’s Buffy. I’m a senior scout with Strut Models. We’d love your girlfriend to be a contestant on our show. She’s got a fantastic look and I think has the potential to be a really successful model.’ Buffy gave James an appraising look. ‘It’s a shame we’re not doing a men’s version of the show, as you’d be perfect. Ever thought about modelling?’


‘No, I have not!’ spluttered James. ‘What a ridiculous suggestion . . .’


Buffy gave Holly a shiny pink folder emblazoned with the Street Scout logo. 


‘Here’s a bit of reading material for you,’ she said. ‘Information about the show, contracts, clearance forms: nothing sinister – just routine.’ 


‘Thanks . . .’ said Holly. She was feeling shell-shocked. ‘I just need a little time to think about this . . .’


‘No problem,’ said Buffy. ‘You’ve got my number, so give me a call whenever you like. Great to meet you both, enjoy the rest of the game.’ She got up to leave, but then paused and turned back to Holly. ‘I really hope you get in touch. I’ve been a model scout for years and I think you might have something special.’ She smiled. ‘Till we meet again, Holly Collins.’


Holly watched Buffy go. She noticed people who were sitting nearby looking over at her and smiled nervously at them. One girl gave her a cheery thumbs up. She felt totally disorientated, like someone had just thrown a hand grenade into her life. Then she turned to James, who was looking as dazed as she felt.


‘Well,’ said Holly eventually. ‘That was weird.’


Thankfully, James broke into a grin. ‘It certainly was. Not at all what you expect to happen at Twickenham, but then I guess that’s my fault for having such a stunning girlfriend.’ He kissed her on the cheek. ‘Drink?’


Neither of them mentioned what had happened for the rest of the game, which thankfully ended in victory for the Harlequins. As they joined the river of people flowing back to the car park, Holly noticed a bright pink poster: ‘Street Scout is filming here today!’ How on earth had she missed it on the way in?


As they sat waiting at a red traffic light near her flat, Holly opened the folder Buffy had given her and started leafing through the pages. 


‘It sounds like they actually pay you a wage to be on the show,’ said Holly. ‘And you get to work with the whole team at Strut and build up a portfolio.’


‘You’re not actually thinking about taking part in this circus?’ said James. 


‘Well, I . . .’


‘Darling, this is a reality TV show, not a job offer,’ said James. ‘And reality shows have their own agenda – which is certainly not to make the poor fools who take part look good. They will manipulate you until you’re either a national laughing stock or hate figure.’


‘Yes, but Buffy seemed to think I’ve got potential – and Strut’s one of the biggest agencies in the world. Surely if this gives me an opportunity to develop a career in modelling . . .’


‘For God’s sake, Holly, don’t be so naïve! The people don’t care about your career; they just want ratings fodder. And what if you don’t win? You’ll be forever known as that girl who got kicked off a TV show – and how’s that going to look on your CV? Honestly, I can’t believe you’re even considering this. It will ruin your reputation.’


Holly rounded on him, suddenly furious. ‘My reputation? Are you sure you don’t mean yours?’


‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘Be honest, this isn’t even about me, is it? You’re just worried about what the firm and your family would think if your girlfriend went on some tacky TV show.’


‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ James had slowed the car and was now reversing into a parking space outside her flat. He turned off the ignition. ‘I’m just trying to stop you from doing something you will undoubtedly regret.’


‘I’m quite able to make my own decisions, thank you,’ snapped Holly. ‘And I can’t believe you’re not willing to support me in those.’


James sighed. ‘Holly, I love you, but you’re being overdramatic.’


‘Fine.’ She got out of the car and slammed the door as hard as she could. ‘How’s that for drama?’ Then she stormed up to the front door of her building, slamming that behind her as well for good measure, and promptly burst into tears.


 


Later that evening Holly was lying on her sofa comfort-eating mini Magnums. She had eaten all the white ones and was now starting on the mint variety. She hated arguing with James – it was so out of character for her to lose her temper like that – but she couldn’t believe how arrogant he’d been. He had called several times since she had stormed off, but Holly let it go to voicemail; she needed time to think. In eight hours her alarm would be buzzing, it would be Monday morning and she would be leaving her flat at 7.45 a.m. for the hour-long journey to the VitaSlim office in Croydon. Alan would probably still be mad at her. She would spend eight hours answering crispbread queries and then come home, watch a bit of telly and go to bed. Exactly the same thing would happen on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and possibly all the other working days for the rest of her life – unless, of course, she grabbed hold of this wild, crazy opportunity that had been offered to her. Perhaps it would be a huge mistake; but then maybe it would be the best thing that had ever happened to her. 


She hadn’t called Meg to let her know what had happened yet, but she knew what her friend’s advice would be: ‘A life lived in fear is a life half lived.’


Holly picked up Buffy’s business card and looked at it. ‘Buffy Lovekin. Senior Scout. Strut Models.’ There was an email address, landline and a mobile number. Holly checked her watch: 10.40 p.m. Call me anytime, Buffy had said . . . 


Holly picked up her mobile and took a deep breath. No time like the present, she thought with a smile – and dialled the number.










Chapter 5


Holly stood on the cobbled side street that led off Covent Garden’s famous piazza and gazed up at the building in front of her. In a former life it had probably been a warehouse, but now it housed an extremely exclusive row of boutiques, sandwiched between two of which was a black door with a discreet metal nameplate bearing just one word: STRUT.


It had been a little over a month since the day of that fateful rugby match and Holly’s late-night phone call to Buffy, during which she had somehow found herself agreeing to be a contestant on the new series of Street Scout. Holly had surrendered herself to the madness that had then ensued, letting herself be carried along on a wave of excited phone calls and bewildering emails, while still trying to keep her feet planted firmly on the ground – not easy when various TV people kept banging on about her fabulous future career as a supermodel, Vogue cover shoots and potential millions. She had met up with the show’s producers at their offices a couple of times, but today was to be Holly’s first day at Strut – and the first day of filming. 


As expected, Meg had greeted the news of Holly’s TV break with hysterical excitement, along with a hefty helping of ‘I told you so’. Lola was thrilled that her big sister was going to be on TV and kept phoning Holly to ask if she’d met Justin Bieber yet. Her mum had been equally ecstatic: despite her own financial struggles over the years, Heather was still far less pragmatic than Holly and had never understood why her gorgeous, talented daughter stuck with the careline job. ‘Haven’t I always told you that you should be a model?’ she said triumphantly. Even Alan at VitaSlim proved surprisingly accommodating, promising to hold her job open while she appeared on the show – an offer Holly dearly hoped that she wouldn’t have to accept. In fact, the only person who didn’t seem pleased for Holly was the one person she most desperately wanted to be: James. To his credit, he had accepted her decision to go on the show without question and was trying to be supportive – even whisking her off to a B&B in the Cotswolds on her last weekend as a good-luck gesture for the first day of filming – but Holly knew him well enough to know that he still thought she was being naïve. 


‘Don’t let them talk you into doing anything you’re not comfortable with,’ he kept saying. Holly just hoped that as the weeks went by she would be able to win him round.


Holly had been told to be at Strut at nine this sunny Monday morning, but it was now twelve minutes past and she was still dithering on the pavement opposite, trying to summon up the courage to go in. The producers had told Holly to dress in her usual style for the day’s filming so she was wearing a spotty Oxfam dress and beige suede boots, but after seeing a stunning blonde in a crop top and buttock-skimming shorts stride past her through the black door, she was now fiercely regretting not taking Meg’s advice and wearing something ‘titty or leggy’.


Holly felt her phone vibrate in her pocket with a text. She glanced at the screen: ‘Where are u?! See u soon hopefully. Buffy x’.


Oh God, oh God, oh God . . . she really couldn’t put this off any longer. Ignoring the chorus of doubts in her head, Holly crossed over the road and pressed the buzzer. 


 


Behind the first-floor reception desk, the word STRUT was spelt out in three-foot-tall black lettering and was flanked by larger-than-life images of the agency’s most famous faces. A harassed-looking girl juggling a clipboard, two BlackBerrys and an iPhone was hovering by the desk.


‘Oh, thank God, you must be Holly – hi, I’m Nadja, one of the show’s assistant producers – come this way.’


The girl barely took a breath and sped off before Holly even had a chance to reply. She followed her into a vast, open-plan office with exposed-brick walls and huge arrangements of tropical flowers as spiky and angular as the razor-cheeked girls pouting from the posters around the room. There were several large, circular tables at which people were working, mainly talking on phones that seemed to start ringing again as soon as one call had finished. Holly noticed among them Buffy who, when she saw Holly, waved and gave a relieved thumbs up. 


Nadja talked over her shoulder at her as they picked their way through the buzz. ‘The contestants have been divided into two groups and each group will have a booker,’ she explained, gesturing to the people at the round tables. ‘Your booker will become your mum, your confidante, your manager and your best friend. They will get you jobs, advise you on your look and deal with your finances – in short, they’ll become the most important person in your life after your boyfriend.’ Nadja suddenly stopped and looked round at Holly. ‘Unless of course you’re a lesbian?’
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