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      Issy Jones felt fat warm tears sliding down her cheeks. She grasped her dad’s hand tightly; it felt cold and unfamiliar. She barely recognised the man lying in front of her on the hospital bed, multiple tubes and wires attached to him. He had the same familiar dark hair and even features she knew so well, but his face was pale and so, so still. She squeezed his hand tighter as the machines continued to bleep around them.

      ‘I promise I will do anything, absolutely anything if you get better, Dad,’ Issy whispered, unsure if he could hear her. ‘And I’ll never leave you again. Just be all right. Please, Dad. Please.’

      Still holding her dad’s hand, she slumped down in the hard, uncomfortable hospital chair next to him and rested her head on his arm, remembering how safe she used to feel when he hugged her as a child. She didn’t want to let go, afraid if she did she would lose him forever, and she wouldn’t be able to bear that. Even the thought of it brought tears to her eyes and Issy breathed deeply, trying not to despair.

      It had all happened so suddenly. Only the day before she’d been working on an assignment at her hairdressing college in London, when she got a call from her brother, Zach, shakily telling her that their dad had suffered a heart attack. She’d dropped everything, rushed to the station and caught the first train she could home. A tear-filled three hours later, Zach had met her at Manchester station and had warned her that their dad was in a bad way. But nothing could have prepared her for seeing him look so frail.

      The man in the hospital bed, wired up to machines, wasn’t the gentle giant who had cared for her growing up. Issy’s dad was a tall, handsome, muscular man, the years working in his garage had seen to that, but the figure in front of her seemed smaller and older than the man she knew.

      The change in him had been so shocking her legs had almost given way when she’d first seen him. Zach had grabbed her to stop her from falling, and then held her while she cried. Her mum, Debs, who always had something to say, was silent as they stood together watching his chest rise and fall.

      The three of them stayed by his bedside all night. At some point Zach had dropped off to sleep, and while he softly snored Issy and her mum had talked for hours, trying to keep each other’s spirits up. But it hadn’t worked. The fear was visible on their faces and in their trembling voices. Neither of them had wanted to think about what life would be like without the man who made them feel safe.

      Issy took another deep breath, reminding herself to stay positive.

      ‘Issy?’ a husky voice said. She lifted her head off her dad’s arm and tried to blink the tears away.

      ‘Dad?’ She wondered if she had imagined it. She felt a rush of hope as she saw his eyes flicker towards her.

      ‘Isabelle, are you crying?’ His voice was croaky and full of concern.

      ‘Of course not,’ Issy replied, brushing her cheeks. ‘What’s with the Isabelle? You only call me Isabelle when I’ve done something wrong.’

      ‘I don’t want you crying, kiddo. Help me out and find someone who can tell me what’s really going on here, will you…?’

      ‘I’ll call someone and get some help,’ she said, getting up and reluctantly letting go of his hand.

      She walked out into the corridor and took several long, deep breaths. A few hours after he’d been admitted the doctors had declared her dad ‘stable’, but she hadn’t believed them. Not until now. This was what she’d been praying for, yet she still couldn’t quite believe it.

      After steadying herself, Issy grabbed the first nurse she saw, a young woman about her own age who looked perky enough to be early in her shift, so when Issy explained that her dad was awake she followed right after. She was the only member of the family left at the hospital and felt like a child, hopelessly out of her depth. Her brother had gone to check on the garage their dad owned and ran, while her mum had gone home for some rest. She wished they were both here.

      When Issy followed the nurse back into the room, her dad had barely moved but his eyes were wide open and there was a sense of awareness about him. Relief flooded through her. He really was going to be all right.

      ‘You gave us quite a fright, Mr Jones,’ the nurse said sternly but with a smile.

      ‘Yes you bloody well did,’ Issy added, flashing him a beaming smile.

      ‘Hey, love, sorry about the fright, but please, call me Kev.’ He winked at the nurse.

      ‘Really, Dad? One minute you’re at death’s door the next you’re putting a shift in with a nurse!’ Issy shook her head but she was still grinning.

      Before he could reply the door to the ward burst open and her mum ran into the room clutching her yapping little dog, Princess Tiger-Lily, followed closely by Zach. She immediately launched herself on her husband, showering him with kisses.

      ‘Debs!’ Kev spluttered.

      ‘You can’t have dogs in here,’ said the nurse sounding shocked and angry. ‘We don’t allow animals in the hospital and your husband is still very ill.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have brought her in here, love,’ Kev said quietly. It was an effort to lift his hand but he gently stroked the side of Debs’s face.

      ‘I did try to stop her,’ Zach said, turning his attention to the flustered nurse. He mouthed a silent ‘sorry’ at her and she visibly melted. Issy rolled her eyes. Her brother could charm his way into a nun’s pants.

      ‘Oh for God’s sake, he’s alive, that’s all that matters. And surely you know how important pets are for patient rehabilitation?’ Debs said, wagging a finger at the nurse.

      ‘Just be careful. There are a lot of wires,’ she simpered, eyes still fixed upon Zach. ‘I’ll go and see where the doctor’s got to.’

      ‘You do that, love,’ Debs replied with a smile before carefully placing Princess at the foot of the bed and launching herself onto Kev again.

      ‘Mum, you’ll give him another heart attack carrying on like that,’ Zach half-joked.

      The nurse backed out of the room, her gaze firmly fixed on Zach, who had been pretending not to notice.

      Issy stood in the small, grey hospital room surveying her family. She couldn’t believe all their happiness had nearly been taken away from them. A rush of pure love filled her as she looked around at them all; her dad, her mum, Zach, even Princess Tiger-Lily, right now she’d even forgive all those times her barking interrupted a much-needed Saturday morning hangover lie-in.

      It wasn’t normal, it was quite far from normal, but they were hers and she loved everything about them. She meant what she had said before her dad had woken up; she would never leave them again.
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THREE YEARS LATER

      ‘So, what are we doing today, Vi?’ Issy asked, wielding a pair of scissors and standing behind Violet, one of her regulars. They were in A Cut Above, her mum’s hairdressing salon in Salford, on the outskirts of Manchester. It was the most popular salon in the area but that was because most of the clients belonged to the blue rinse brigade. Although there were a few younger customers, it wasn’t exactly what you’d call edgy, and Issy longed to get her creative hands on people who wanted more than a trim and tint. Issy had asked what Vi wanted, already knowing the answer. She’d known Vi and many of her mum’s other clients since she was a little girl.

      ‘I just want a little bit off, duck. Not too short, mind. I don’t want to look like a poodle,’ Vi replied. Issy nodded. With her tightly permed white hair, no matter what she did Vi always ended up looking like a poodle.

      ‘Of course not, Vi, God forbid,’ Issy said, smiling warmly at Violet in the mirror.

      Issy got to work on Vi’s hair when suddenly a wave of nostalgia hit and she was catapulted back to her days at The Hair Academy. It felt like a lifetime ago that she’d walked away from her course.

      The Hair Academy was the most illustrious hairdressing college in the UK, and Issy had worked her arse off to get a place on one of their courses. They only took a handful of students each year so competition was fierce, but back then Issy was full of confidence – and had the talent to back it up. Prior to her dad’s heart attack, she’d been so driven and ambitious. Whether she ended up styling hair for magazine shoots or working backstage at fashion shows – one way or another she had been determined to make a name for herself.

      It was a far cry from where she was now.

      Issy looked around the salon. She’d practically grown up here – hairdressing was in her blood. Her mum had started teaching her how to style hair when she was barely a teenager. She’d practised on dummy heads, swept up hair, made notes – whatever it took to learn the trade. As a young girl, it had amazed Issy that people could come into the salon looking pretty ordinary and leave feeling amazing. Hair was powerful, she truly believed that. Hairdressing was about more than just the physical, there was a psychology to it too. People poured their hearts out when they sat in the hairdresser’s chair and Issy understood that she was much more than a pair of scissors to them, they put their trust into her when they sat down in her chair.

      Issy shook her head to dispel her nostalgia and tuned back into Vi’s chatter about her latest ailments. Issy missed the glamour and the creative challenges of The Hair Academy, but her mum’s salon had heart and the clients were important to her. They needed her and so did her family. Readjusting to living at home again had been hard but Issy had never once doubted that leaving her course and coming back to Salford had been the right decision.

      A melodic hum of chatter filled the air. A Cut Above was a medium-sized salon and as well as Issy and her mother, Karen and Brenda, two other stylists, also worked there. Alice, their trainee, completed their small team and though at the moment she was shampooing, sweeping up hair and making tea, she was bright and good with the clients so Issy knew it wouldn’t be long before she had the skills and confidence to start tackling cuts on her own. It was how they’d all got their start.

      ‘Thanks, Alice,’ Issy said as Alice delivered a cup of milky tea to Violet. Alice smiled back at Issy and said hello to Vi, before going off with her broom.

      There was a commotion as the door opened and Issy turned to see Zach walking through the salon. He’d clearly come from the garage – it was just around the corner so they were always popping in and out – as he was wearing his oil-covered overalls, and his cuffs were rolled up to reveal his full-sleeve tattoo. Since their dad’s heart attack, Zach had taken charge of all the manual labour at the garage and Issy’s dad had taken a step back and focused on the office work. Kev insisted that he didn’t mind the change but Issy secretly thought that he did miss getting his hands dirty.

      ‘Ooo,’ Vi said, turning her head suddenly and almost losing an ear in the process. Issy pulled her scissors quickly out of harm’s way, she knew how Vi could get around Zach, or any young man, in fact. ‘Zach, hi!’ Vi waved flirtatiously as Zach made his way over to them.

      ‘Hey, gorgeous,’ he said to Vi. She blushed like a girl a quarter of her age and Issy shook her head.

      At six foot two, Zach shared the same dark hair as Issy and their dad. He was definitely a good-looking lad, and had been for as long as Issy could remember. She’d been one of the most popular girls in school simply because girls thought they could get close to Zach through Issy. And he was still one of the fittest lads in Salford – not that Issy would ever tell him that. Zach definitely didn’t have confidence issues.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Issy asked.

      ‘I had a few minutes so I thought I’d pop in for a sunbed.’

      ‘Are you going to be naked?’ Vi asked hopefully.

      Issy’s eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘Vi, you’re old enough to be his nan,’ she rebuked.

      ‘I am not,’ Vi replied indignantly.

      ‘No, Vi, I wear boxers in there,’ Zach said conspiratorially, lifting his T-shirt to snap at the waistband of his Calvin Kleins and exposing a strip of muscular stomach as he did so. ‘Got to protect little Zach!’

      Issy looked around the salon. Alice was almost the same colour as Issy’s crimson nails, Vi was grinning from ear-to-ear and Karen couldn’t keep her eyes off Zach’s groin.

      ‘Right, that’s enough.’ Debs shouted, coming out from the back fresh from cleaning the sunbeds. ‘Zachary Jones, get into that sunbed and leave everyone else to cut hair.’ Zach threw Vi a final cheeky wink and then disappeared.

      Vi chatted non-stop about Zach for the rest of her haircut. Issy shared a smile with her mum who was sorting out accounts and manning reception. Zach had taken on the lion’s share of the work at the garage for the last three years and she was proud of him – despite the fact that he flirted with old ladies. Although in fairness he flirted with everyone and everything – dogs, pot plants, a packet of chocolate digestives. Nothing and no one was immune to Zachary Jones’s charms.

      Issy was just finishing up with Vi when the salon door banged open again and her father appeared.

      ‘Hello, gorgeous,’ Debs said coming round from the reception desk to kiss her husband, wrapping her arms around him in a display of affection that made Issy feel like an awkward teenager.

      ‘Hi, love.’ Kev looked around the salon and smiled. ‘Hi, ladies.’

      ‘Two handsome men in one day,’ Vi said. ‘I shall never recover.’ Issy thought, not for the first time, that despite her age, Vi was still a saucy old flirt.

      ‘What other handsome man?’ Kev asked, sounding perplexed.

      ‘Your son, love. He’s having a sunbed.’

      ‘That’s where the bugger got to. He said he had to pop out for teabags half an hour ago. I should have known where he’d be.’ Kev looked annoyed but deep down he was more amused by Zach than angry. Father and son were like peas in a pod, but Zach was the new generation, for sure. He took care of himself in a way that Kev could never understand. Zach was a man’s man, but a well-groomed one.

      At that moment Zach reappeared, a few shades darker than when he’d come in.

      ‘Bollocks!’ he said on seeing his dad. He ducked down behind Vi’s chair. ‘Protect me, Vi.’

      ‘Any time, love,’ Vi said, a wicked glint in her eye.

      Zach laughed. ‘What are you doing here, Dad?’ he asked, standing up but still keeping a good distance.

      ‘Well, I was hoping for a word in private with our Issy,’ he said, shuffling awkwardly from foot to foot.

      ‘What about?’ Debs asked.

      ‘Yes, what about?’ Vi repeated. Vi loved coming to the salon – it was better than an episode of Coronation Street.

      Issy jumped in. Just because it was a family business didn’t mean that everyone got to hear all their business. ‘Give me five minutes and I’ll come and see you – Vi’s my last cut of the day.’

      ‘Meet me at the café, I could murder a cuppa.’ He shot his son a look. ‘And Zach, get back to work.’

      ‘Come on, Dad. At least I’m a lovely colour now,’ Zach laughed.

      ‘A lovely colour? You’re starting to resemble a bloody tea bag, you big girl – now get back to the garage, will you?’ Kev said, exasperated.

      ‘Oh you really are a lovely colour,’ Vi agreed. ‘If only you’d show me your tan lines.’

      ‘Bloody hell, Vi!’ Debs shouted, but with a laugh. ‘Boys – out, any more of this and Alice’ll be sweeping up fainting pensioners instead of hair.’

       

      Issy pulled her black cardigan around her as she walked toward the café. It was cold, but she didn’t have far to go. She pushed open the door and saw her dad, sitting at a corner table, reading a newspaper, with two mugs of tea in front of him. She smiled at the woman behind the counter and made her way over.

      ‘Hiya,’ she said, sitting down and pointing at his mug. ‘There better not be any sugar in that tea?’

      ‘Course not,’ Kev replied, looking guilty. Since his heart attack, Issy had been on a one-woman mission to make sure her dad stayed healthy. She resisted the urge to take a sip to check. He was pretty patient about her bossing him around but she didn’t want to push her luck.

      ‘So, what’s going on?’ Issy had a sudden thought. ‘Is everything OK? Is it your heart?’ However many years passed, Issy didn’t think she’d ever stop worrying about her dad having another heart attack.

      ‘No, it’s nothing like that. I’m fit as a fiddle, promise.’

      Issy relaxed back into her chair. ‘Am I in trouble then?’ She smiled at her dad the way she always did when she needed to get round him.

      ‘No, you’re not in trouble. I just… well… OK… Look, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.’ Kev looked awkward as he shuffled in his seat. ‘The thing is, well, you’ve been back at home for three years now.’

      Issy frowned. What was this all about?

      Kev took a deep breath before continuing. ‘Here’s the thing. Three years ago you were in London, following your dream, full of ideas and ambition. We both know why you came home but I’m not sure I know why you’re still here.’

      ‘Dad, what are you getting at?’ Sometimes her dad took for ever getting to the point. Cars, rather than conversation, were Kev’s strong point.

      ‘I just want to make sure that you’re happy, you know, living at home and working at the salon. Is cutting old ladies hair really what you want?’

      ‘There are worse jobs,’ Issy said defensively.

      ‘I know that, and your mum’s salon is grand. But you’ve always wanted more. You’ve got your mum’s talent but we always wanted more for you as well. Once me and your mum met it was all marriage, babies and bloody dogs. Wish I’d put me foot down and insisted we got a cat.’

      ‘Dad. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Is this about me or Princess?’ Issy looked her father straight in the eye.

      ‘Bloody hell, Issy. Can’t I have a proper conversation with my daughter?’

      ‘Sure.’ Issy smiled sweetly. ‘And if I knew what this was about then I could join in with that proper conversation.’

      Kev looked cross at first and then started laughing. He should’ve known better – Issy always cut to the chase.

      ‘Here’s the thing. It’s time for you to put yourself first,’ Kev said gruffly. ‘You kept this family together when I was ill. Now it’s time I did something for you, and I have a plan.’

      ‘A plan?’

      ‘I saw an advert for a new reality TV show. It’s a hairdressing competition and the production company is looking for contestants. The best thing is that it will be filmed in Manchester.’

      ‘A TV show? Are you mad?’ Issy loved watching reality TV, she was a hopeless addict, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be on it. Of course the ‘what if’ had crossed her mind, but she couldn’t see it. She’d never wanted to be famous.

      ‘You’re perfect for it,’ Kev said. ‘You have the talent for it and you’d still be nearby so you wouldn’t even be leaving us really.’

      ‘This show – what is it exactly?’ Issy fiddled with a salt shaker as she tried to make sense of what her dad was saying. The idea of it had filled her with an uncharacteristic dread.

      ‘All I know is that it’s a competition for hairdressers, it’s going to be on TV, and there’s some big prize.’

      ‘Well, that’s not a lot to go on. It sounds all right but, Dad, a TV show? Come on. They probably wouldn’t want me anyway.’

      ‘The thing is… that… I sort of filled out the application form for you and it turns out they do want to speak to you.’ Kev stared at the table as intently as if they were showing an episode of Match of the Day on there.

      ‘You did what?!’ Issy shrieked. ‘Dad, have you gone mad?’ Issy couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      ‘Someone had to do something!’ Kev looked annoyed until he saw the panicked look on Issy’s face. He picked up his mug and then put it back down again. ‘I only did it because I love you,’ he said talking to the table again, a blush slowly creeping up his neck.

      Issy was silent for a moment. How am I meant to respond to that? she thought.

      ‘I love you too, Dad,’ Issy said finally. ‘But what’s that got to do with some daft TV show?’

      ‘The London thing… it was a big deal and you gave it up. For us, for me. I know you felt that you had to prop all of us up and we let you, but only because we thought you’d go back once everything was back to normal.’ He smiled, back on more comfortable territory. ‘It’s time for you to get back to your life and stop living ours.’

      ‘I’m not sure I have it in me anymore, it’s been too long.’ Issy felt confused. Of all the things she could have imagined her dad was going to say, this didn’t come close. She didn’t know how to react and it was bringing all her unacknowledged fears to the surface.

      ‘Don’t be so bloody dramatic, of course you have. You’re only twenty-five. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.’

      ‘But Dad —’

      ‘This show could open doors for you. Look, you’re wasting your talents here and it’s not on.’ He looked stern and Issy wondered if she was still expected to do as she was told at her age.

      ‘I’m scared, Dad,’ she admitted, looking at the table herself now.

      ‘There was a time when nothing scared you.’ Kev reached for Issy’s hand. ‘Where’s my brave daughter gone? The daughter who had bigger balls than most of the lads in my garage? Is she still in there?’

      Issy laughed, despite herself. ‘I don’t know, Dad. I need to think about this properly. I’m a little bit blindsided.’

      ‘OK, love, but don’t take too long. They won’t wait forever.’ Her dad looked her square in the eye for the first time since she’d come in. ‘The only thing that matters to me is that you’re happy. And I don’t think you’ve been truly happy since you moved back home.’

      Issy stood up and walked round the table so she could sit next to her dad. She enveloped him in a hug. Kev gave her a squeeze back.

      The two mugs of tea were left undrunk.
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      Issy stared at the rain thumping against the bus window. Her mind had been racing ever since she left her dad a few hours ago. She’d needed to chill out and the best way she knew how was a bit of retail therapy. She’d treated herself to a pair of black Kurt Geiger peep-toes, and, although they probably weren’t going to be the most comfortable, she’d felt some of her old confidence returning when she’d tried them on in the shop. What harm could come from meeting the producers? she’d managed to convince herself. They might not even like me so the decision is out of my hands, really. As she’d looked at herself in the full-length mirror, she’d felt a small spark of excitement – the first real excitement for a long time. She was always amazed at how a beautiful pair of shoes could make her feel more confident, even powerful. As the bus jerked around the corner on the way back home, Issy smiled to herself. At the very least, she’d wear her new shoes on her next night out with the girls. Maybe she’d even meet a nice lad wearing them.

      Since moving back to Salford Issy had had a couple of short relationships but nothing meaningful. She was a romantic through and through, and wanted to meet someone kind and lovely and who she could spend the rest of her life with – she wanted the kind of relationship her parents had. They’d met at fourteen and had been together ever since. Because of them, Issy wasn’t going to settle for just anyone, and she was sure the perfect lad for her was out there somewhere. It was just that lately most of the lads she met thought that buying her a drink would also buy their way into her knickers. It would take more than a G & T and a bit of banter to get Issy’s attention.

      Mind, she was in Salford, not a Jennifer Aniston film. Maybe she was aiming too high with that level of romance.

      Issy’s thoughts snapped back to the TV show. Shopping had made her feel excited about the prospect for a while but now on the bus, with the shoes in her bag and another charge on her credit card, the confidence she’d felt in the shop had disappeared and she was left with a gnawing anxiety in the pit of her stomach. Her mum and Zach thought the show was a good idea so Issy had then called Molly, her best mate, for support. Molly had been on the same side as the rest of the Joneses, but Issy remained unconvinced. Was she cut out for reality TV? Did she even want to be on a show that could make her a household name?

      After the chat with her dad, it had all been a bit of a blur. They’d headed over to the garage office and he’d shown her the email from the TV company, presenting it to her as if it was a golden ticket. Issy had read the email over and over, unsure what to do, calling her mum again to talk it through and getting endless texts from Molly, along with Zach shouting through from the workshop every few minutes that she should ‘just bloody get on with it’ until eventually her dad had handed her the phone and made her call the producers.

      And it had been fine. Good, in fact. They had talked about Issy’s hairdressing background and her interests, and then they’d invited her in for a face-to-face meeting. Her dad had been standing right next to her, listening to every word, so she’d had no choice but to agree. That still didn’t mean she was actually going to go though. Speaking to the researcher, whose name she now couldn’t even remember she’d been so nervous, Issy had been full of excitement at the prospect of something new – the TV company sounded a million miles away from the blue rinse set – but she still couldn’t shake her nervous feelings about the whole idea. She didn’t know if she could put herself through it.

      And she had so many questions. All the researcher had told her was that the show would be a competition and the contestants would have to live together somewhere in Manchester. They wouldn’t even tell her what the prize was. Issy felt conflicted and having so little information wasn’t helping. Mostly she wanted to run a mile in her new shoes but there was a small part of her that thought, screw it. Maybe she should go for it. Plus, she could barely walk in her new shoes, let alone run.

      Issy thought back to how she’d felt when she’d first arrived at The Hair Academy – confident and full of excitement about the future. She was a talented stylist and she’d stood out from the beginning. She hadn’t wanted to give up her life in London but nearly losing her dad had changed everything. It had been a wake-up call and now all she wanted was to keep her dad in sight and make sure he didn’t eat too many Mars Bars or drink too much beer. Had her ambition simply gone away?

      ‘Get a grip, Issy,’ she hissed to herself as she got off the bus. Her emotions were all over the shop, and that was far from a good thing. She had a decision to make.

       

      Issy was still rolling thoughts around her head when she arrived home. She walked into the lounge ready to collapse on the sofa and watch some mind-numbing TV to calm her nerves. Fat chance. Her dad stood in the middle of the room, arms behind his back. Her mum was on her reclining chair, Princess on her lap. Zach was on the sofa and next to him was Molly.

      They were all clearly waiting for her – it was an ambush. Issy resisted the urge to flee back into the rain and sat down next to Molly instead, stunned that they’d called her in for reinforcements. No one spoke. It was weird. Issy’s family wasn’t the silent type. As she looked around, Issy realised they were all staring expectantly at her.

      ‘OK… What’s going on?’ Issy asked eventually.

      ‘We thought we should have a family meeting,’ her dad said, sounding serious.

      ‘A family meeting?’ Issy raised her eyebrows. Who are we, the Kardashians? Bit dramatic, isn’t it? The last time they’d had a family meeting, she’d been fifteen. Zach had thrown a party, emptied their parents’ spirits cabinet and refilled all the bottles with water and cold tea. That had been fun, she remembered, as her brother had tried to blame it all on her.

      ‘Here, have a Hobnob.’ Zach shoved a plate toward her.

      ‘Now I know something’s wrong. Zach, you never share the Hobnobs,’ Issy tried to laugh but her throat was too dry.

      ‘We want to talk to you about the show,’ Zach said.

      ‘Right…’ Issy said warily.

      ‘You keep saying you don’t know if you want to do it,’ Molly’s voice was firm. ‘But we think, no, we know, that really, deep down, you do know. You want to go for it but something’s holding you back.’

      Issy looked at Molly. She was petite, blonde and had gorgeous blue eyes. She and Issy couldn’t have looked less alike if they tried, but in personality they weren’t that different. They’d been joined at the hip since primary school, ever since Issy had chased away the playground bullies who’d made fun of Molly’s stammer. The stammer had made Molly a quiet child but once she became friends with Issy, she’d come out of her shell. Now she barely stammered at all, only when she was upset or angry, and never when she was with Issy or the rest of the Jones family. She’d also become pretty good at standing up for herself and making herself heard. As she was proving right now. Molly looked determined, Zach steely, her parents concerned.

      ‘Why are you all so keen that I should do it anyway?’

      ‘Because it’s perfect for you,’ Kev said.

      ‘Your dad’s right, Issy,’ Debs said. ‘I love my salon – I wouldn’t change a thing about it, but you’re far too talented to be stuck doing shampoo and sets for the rest of your life.’

      ‘It’s good enough for you,’ Issy protested.

      ‘Issy, you’re not me. All I’ve ever wanted is your dad, my small business, and you two. I’m lucky that my life turned out exactly as I hoped, but you used to have all these big dreams so it’s time you started chasing them again.’

      ‘Maybe I want what you have too,’ Issy said quietly.

      ‘Issy.’ Molly put her arm around her friend. ‘Before you came back from London you were unstoppable. But that’s not the case anymore.’ Issy should’ve been offended but she knew Molly was right. Molly was always right.

      ‘And anyway, you’re single, so you can’t have what Mum and Dad have,’ Zach pointed out.

      Issy knew he didn’t mean to be cruel but Zach didn’t do subtle. She punched him on the arm. ‘So what you’re saying is that I’m twenty-five, have no lad and no career?’

      ‘Yeah, kind of,’ Zach agreed, rubbing his arm. Issy was stronger than she looked. ‘Listen, this show could change your life. You might even end up on the cover of one of those magazines you’re always reading.’

      ‘No daughter of mine is taking her clothes off,’ Kev growled.

      ‘He said the magazines I read, Dad, not the ones he does,’ Issy protested. Princess yapped.

      ‘Bloody hell Issy, why are you making this so hard?’ Debs said, looking at Kev. ‘Kev, can you talk some sense into her?’ she asked seriously.

      ‘It’s not about sense. I’m scared,’ Issy admitted.

      ‘Oh, love,’ Debs sighed.

      I’m only twenty-five, Issy thought. That doesn’t make me old with no future, does it? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, it became suddenly clear that she was the only person holding herself back. Her parents had confidence in her, so did Zach and Molly. Why didn’t she feel it anymore? Her parents were happy with their lives, and Zach was more than content working for their dad. But then she wasn’t her brother, or her parents. Or even Molly, who loved her job as a teaching assistant at a local primary school. Issy had lost her way a bit, she had to admit that.

      ‘Look, love, we just want you to start living your life again. And we think you may have forgotten how to do that.’ Kev crouched down in front of Issy, like he used to when she was a child.

      ‘Issy, what happened to your dad changed things for all of us. You gave up a lot to look after us, but we’re OK now. You don’t need to do that anymore,’ Debs added.

      ‘I know I have to make a decision but it’s hard,’ Issy said. She knew their hearts were in the right place but she was feeling pressured and that was making it harder.

      ‘The last thing we want to do is make you feel ganged up on. It’s just that the show is perfect for you, and we all care about you, Is,’ Molly said. ‘Of course it’s your decision, but we all think you’ll really regret it if you don’t go for this now.’

      Issy took a mental photo of them all. Her mum: Princess in her lap, all Dolly Parton hair and pink fluffy high-heeled slippers who always wore her heart on her sleeve. Zach: a softie underneath all the style and tattoos. Molly: with her core of steel, looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth – although Issy knew different. And her dad: striding around the living room like a general of this dysfunctional army. They might be bloody interfering but they were also annoyingly right.

      ‘Argh, I feel so pressured!’ Issy buried her head in Molly’s shoulder.

      ‘Calm down, Gwynnie. Stop being so dramatic. It’s only an interview, they might not even bloody want you,’ Kev said, patting her knee, but surreptitiously checking his watch. The United match was about to kick off.

      Debs smacked Kev on the arm. ‘Of course they’ll want her! Is, we’ve got faith in you and we think you should do this. You have to want to do it too, though,’ Debs added gently. ‘Remember, if I was being selfish I’d want to keep you here. Good hairdressers are hard to find – and it doesn’t hurt that you’re quite handy to have round the house.’ Debs stroked Princess and smiled.

      ‘And I don’t want you to move away either,’ Molly added. ‘I come over here all the time to get away from my mum and Pete rowing.’ Molly’s stepdad was always rowing with her mum, and Issy was always having to pick up the pieces when they upset Molly with one of their fights. It always made Issy even more grateful for her own parents. Zach looked at Molly in concern and handed her a Hobnob – this was as close to sympathy as Zach got.

      ‘I’d probably be deep frying Mars Bars and sneak Guinness into my IV drip without you here,’ Kev said.

      ‘And who’d wax my eyebrows?’ Zach said. Kev turned sharply to look at him and shook his head. Zach had the decency to blush – but only slightly.

      ‘So do you want me to do it or not?’ Issy laughed.

      ‘Not!’ they all answered in unison. Zach rolled his eyes.

      ‘And what if I do want to go to the audition?’ Issy said, with a mischievous glint in her eye.

      ‘So you’ll go? Great! I’ve put a bottle of Prosecco in the fridge to celebrate. I’ll go and get it,’ Debs said, kissing Issy’s head as she walked past. ‘Zach, share out those Hobnobs, love, before you eat them all.’

      ‘Hang on,’ Issy said. ‘You already had a bottle in the fridge? So you knew I’d say yes?’

      ‘Of course not, love,’ Kev said, with a wry smile as he reached for the remote. ‘We had no idea.’
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      Issy’s heart was hammering in her chest. She was standing in the centre of town outside the Malmaison hotel, about to go in for her meeting with the show’s casting producer, Harry, and Laura, the producer and director. She checked her reflection in the window, and smoothed down her red dress for the hundredth time. It had taken her, her mum and Molly hours to choose the knee-length, fitted dress from Zara and in the mirror in her bedroom it had seemed perfect, but now she wondered if it was too much. Her new hair extensions looked good though, and the hours spent applying and reapplying her make-up, fake tan and eyelashes had been worth it. It was strange to think that a few days ago she hadn’t been sure about the show, but she’d been kidding herself. The minute she’d said it out loud, she knew for certain that she wanted this. Badly.

      A small spark of adventure had been reignited by her family pushing her into going through with meeting the producers – at first Issy had told herself it was purely curiosity but she couldn’t deny it any longer. She was excited. It had only been a couple of days, but now she’d got over some of her reservations, her old drive and determination was coming back. And she was terrified. She was about to jump into the unknown. She tried to push the thought away, but in her head she kept repeating: am I really ready for this?

      She had been summoned to the hotel for an ‘informal’ chat, but she knew that in reality this was an audition. She’d already had several long phone conversations with researchers, producers, and who-knew-who-else and Issy got the impression that the process was gaining pace and they were in a hurry to get the contestants signed up. They still wouldn’t give much away about the actual format though. They hadn’t even told her if she’d be cutting hair today, so just in case she’d packed her kit into her biggest Michael Kors handbag. The weight of it was making her totter on her nude platforms. She tugged down the hem of her dress. They’d told her to think of it as The X Factor of hairdressing. Brilliant. No pressure, then. Issy hoped they weren’t going to ask her to sing on top of everything else. It took at least a bottle of rosé to warm up to that.

      Her mum and Molly had offered to come with her, but Issy had insisted on doing this by herself. If the audition was going to go how she thought it was, and she was going to make a tit of herself, she didn’t want anyone else there to witness it. Now that the doubts were creeping in again though, Issy realised the thing she needed most was a reassuring word, a comforting hug, and she wished she hadn’t told them not to come along. Even one of Zach’s stupid jokes would do. Why had she decided to do this on her own? It wasn’t like they hadn’t all seen her make a tit out of herself before.

      Issy took a deep breath and put her hand on the big glass door. It was now or never.

      She pushed open the door and walked up to the reception desk. She gave Harry’s name to the receptionist and was told to wait. She sat nervously on the edge of one of the big plush seats in the lobby, plonking her huge bag down beside her. Issy looked around to see if there was anyone else waiting, but she seemed like the only person there. After a while, a short lad with messy dark hair and round glasses came up and greeted her. Issy couldn’t help but think that he looked really young.

      ‘You must be Issy?’ he asked timidly.

      ‘Yes. Are you Harry?’ Harry had sounded like a grown-up on the phone.

      ‘Oh God, no, I’m Danny, the runner. Follow me, I’ll take you through.’

      ‘OK, great.’ Issy plastered a smile to her face and said a silent prayer. Danny’s nerves weren’t helping hers.

      She followed Danny into a private room where three chairs were arranged around a coffee table and a camera was pointed at the empty chair. The two people occupying the other chairs, who must have been Harry and Laura, stood up to greet Issy as she walked towards them. Harry was tall, had thick, swept back hair and was dressed smartly in jeans, a shirt and suit jacket. If she hadn’t been sure before, Issy could tell simply by his presence that this guy was important. Laura by contrast had a light brown bobbed haircut, and was dressed simply in jeans, a T-shirt and a pair of battered Converse. Despite how different she looked from Harry, she had her own sense of steely importance and even without a scrap of make-up she was still attractive, but miles away from how Issy was presenting herself. Instantly Issy felt ridiculous, overdone. The only way she could have looked more overdressed is if she’d turned up in a prom dress.

      ‘Issy Jones, twenty-five, from Salford,’ Danny announced seriously. Issy smiled and hoped it didn’t look like a grimace.

      ‘Hi,’ she said as Danny slipped out the door and Issy wished she could follow him.

      ‘Hi, Issy. Please have a seat,’ Harry said after she’d shaken both their hands, desperately hoping her palms didn’t feel sweaty. Harry sounded even camper than he had on the phone. He and Laura both had their pens poised over clipboards as the camera’s red recording light blinked at Issy. ‘Try to ignore the camera,’ Harry advised.

      No problem, thought Issy, sarcastically.

      ‘Relax and be yourself.’ Laura smiled reassuringly. ‘So you’re working at your mum’s salon at the moment, right?’

      ‘Yes, A Cut Above. It’s in Salford.’

      ‘And do you like it?’ Harry asked, smiling warmly.

      ‘Well, yes, most of the time. I mean, it’s mainly old ladies, lots of perms, blue rinses and that, but it’s great because I know loads about hip replacements now. And I can tell you everything that’s going on in Coronation Street.’ Harry laughed so loudly that Issy jumped.

      ‘But before that you were at The Hair Academy in London?’ Laura’s voice was soft and Issy felt herself relax slightly. She’d practised how she was going to talk about this bit.

      ‘Yes, I went there but I wasn’t able to finish the course.’

      ‘Because your dad died?’ Harry said, sounding sympathetic.

      ‘Um, no, he didn’t die. He had a heart attack. He was the one who applied… for me.’ Issy was confused.

      ‘Oh for God’s sake, I can’t read this writing. Does that look like died to you?’ Harry leant over to Laura who nodded. ‘Anyway,’ he turned back and offered Issy a broad smile. ‘I’m very happy he’s still alive.’

      ‘Thank you. Er… so am I?’ Issy couldn’t think of how else to respond.

      Laura laughed and said, ‘And you’re single?’

      ‘Yup, totally single.’

      ‘And do you like men or women?’

      ‘Men.’ Issy put a hand on her thigh to still her shaking leg. ‘I’m a bit of a romantic to be honest. Mr. Right is definitely out there but I haven’t managed to find him yet.’ When she said it out loud she knew it made her sound like a lovesick idiot but it was the truth and she’d promised herself she’d be honest. Harry and Laura were both smiling at her, but Issy had no idea if it was because they were pleased with her answer or because they thought she was a pillock.

      ‘That’s sweet. An old-fashioned romantic, not many of those around these days.’ Harry laughed yet again and Issy nodded. ‘You’re very attractive, and you obviously like to take care of yourself. Would you say you’re high maintenance?’

      ‘I like to spend time on my appearance, it’s important to me. Most women my age do, don’t they?’ She directed the question to Laura but noticing again her shabby Converse, she regretted the decision instantly and instead quickly turned to Harry and his designer brogues. ‘I have hair extensions.’ Without really thinking about it, Issy flicked her hair and almost gave herself whiplash. Oh my God, calm down, she thought to herself. This isn’t a bloody L’Oreal advert. She cleared her throat. ‘I wear false eyelashes, I like to be tanned, and I wear make-up every day. I think it’s important to look after yourself.’

      ‘Would you say you were vain?’ Laura asked, her lips curling up into a slight smile.

      ‘I don’t think so. I just like to look good. But I also know there are more important things to worry about.’

      ‘Like what?’

      Issy tried to think seriously about her answer but her nerves got the better of her and her mouth starting moving before her brain could stop it.

      ‘Like family. Like friends. Like being happy. What’s the point in looking good, putting all this effort in, when you’ve got no one to enjoy it with and nowhere to go? My family means everything to me.’ She laughed nervously. I sound like such a melt.

      Laura and Harry smiled at each other knowingly.

      ‘Right, well great. OK, so now we’re going to throw some questions at you. Don’t think about your answer too much – just say the first thing that comes into your head,’ Harry said.

      This was worse than being back at school. She really hadn’t prepared for this.

      ‘Favourite colour?’

      ‘Blue.’

      ‘Bit boyish isn’t it, darling?’ Harry said.

      ‘Bit sexist isn’t it, darling?’ Issy shot back before she could help herself. He should not have told her not to think before she spoke. Thankfully, Harry laughed.

      Laura said, ‘You did tell her to say the first thing that came into her head.’ Issy could have kissed her.

      ‘Favourite animal?’

      ‘Tiger.’

      ‘Drink?’ Harry continued.

      ‘Tequila.’ Issy fleetingly wondered what the hell any of this had to do with hairdressing.

      ‘Actor?’

      ‘Channing Tatum.’

      ‘Ohhh me too, I love him.’ Harry smiled. ‘What annoys you?’

      ‘Rich Tea biscuits.’ They stared at her as if she was crazy. Maybe she was crazy. ‘They’re so plain and boring.’ As if that explains it. ‘I’m not crazy about custard creams either.’ Why couldn’t she stop talking? Why was she acting like some sort of insane biscuit connoisseur? This was all Zach’s fault. Him and his stupid Hobnobs.

      ‘What’s the most important thing in the world to you?’

      Issy didn’t miss a beat. ‘My family.’

      Harry and Laura continued to fire questions at her for what felt like hours. They asked her what sort of people she liked, what sort of people irritated her, what made her laugh, how easily she lost her temper. On and on it went. She felt wrung out. Finally, as they started to wrap things up and they were saying goodbye, Issy had a thought.

      ‘Don’t you want to see if I can actually cut hair?’ she asked looking down at the huge bag she’d been lugging around all day. They both looked at her, and then at each other as if this hadn’t occurred to them.

      ‘Not really,’ Harry said, ‘it was lovely to meet you.’

      ‘You too, Hazza!’ Why can’t I stop talking?! she thought as she walked out of the room.

       

      As Issy stepped out onto the street, she spotted Molly and Zach waiting for her.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ She pretended to be annoyed, but she was so pleased to see them.

      ‘Taking you for a much-needed drink,’ Zach replied, grabbing Issy’s monster bag from her while Molly linked her arm. As if Issy would ever refuse a drink.

      They walked round the corner and settled themselves into a nearby Wetherspoons and Zach bought the first round. After taking a couple of calming sips of her glass of rosé, Issy launched into telling Molly and Zach everything that had happened in the meeting. The more she talked, the more depressed she started to feel, certain that she’d made the worst kind of impression.

      ‘You actually said Rich Tea biscuits annoyed you?’ Zach asked.

      ‘I know, I know,’ Issy groaned. ‘There’s no way they’ll pick me now. That was more uncomfortable than my smear test.’

      ‘Issy! Don’t say stuff like that in front of me.’ Zach twisted his face.

      Issy laughed, some of the tension of the afternoon finally leaving her body. ‘Sorry!’ She sighed and was quiet for a moment before continuing. ‘It didn’t feel too bad when I was in the room but now… I just don’t know.’

      ‘That’s natural. Everyone feels like that when they come out of an interview. If you thought you had it in the bag, you’d be an overconfident wanker. And we,’ Molly said with a wicked gleam in her eye, ‘wouldn’t be friends. Plus, it sounds to me like you came across as a bit of a lunatic. And we know they love crazy people on reality TV. You’re a shoo-in!’

      ‘I think there’s a compliment in there somewhere…’ Issy said slowly.

      ‘Course there is. I’m saying that you’re the sort of big personality they love for this sort of show,’ Molly smiled.

      ‘So when they find out that you’re the human equivalent of a Rich Tea biscuit they’re going to be really disappointed.’ Zach looked wildly amused with himself. Issy gave him a playful shove.

      ‘Enough with the biscuits!’

      Zach laughed. ‘And did they tell you anymore about what the TV show will actually be like?’ he continued.

      ‘Not really,’ Issy said taking a sip of her wine. ‘They asked a thousand questions but when I asked about the show they said they couldn’t say anything until they’d picked all the contestants.’

      ‘That’s a bit crap.’ Zach looked at something over her shoulder. ‘Hang on a sec, I’ve seen someone I know.’ Zach stood up and walked off in the direction he’d been looking.

      ‘For God’s sake, he can’t even have a five minute drink without hunting for birds,’ Issy moaned. Molly remained silent as they turned around and watched Zach approach a woman with long red hair.

      ‘She’s not his usual type,’ Molly said.

      ‘Zach has a type?’ Issy said incredulously.

      ‘Good point,’ agreed Molly and the girls laughed. They fell into a companionable silence as they finished their drinks.

      Issy vowed then and there to forget about the show. There was nothing wrong with her life as it was and, anyway, who else would keep her brother in check if she wasn’t around?

      ‘Molly, I’m not unhappy. You know that, right?’

      Molly looked at her friend intensely. ‘Of course I do, Issy. I just think you’re destined for more than Salford and setting perms.’ Molly reached over and squeezed her hand.
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