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Millie Conway grew up in the UK and has lived in many countries and cities, including Amsterdam, Shanghai, Hong Kong, London and New York. She also writes for newspapers, magazines and is a regular contributor to various radio shows. Her time is split between Glasgow and Los Angeles, although most of her latest book, From Essex to Chelsea with Love, was written on a balcony in Portugal. When not writing, Millie shops too much, chats too much and watches far too much reality television.


If you’re a fan of all things Essex or Chelsea, you won’t want to miss this sensational read . . . 

Chelsea events planner Talli Jones is in a fix. Her brother Persimmon and his fiancée Edwina want her to deliver the Wedding of the Year. Their dream venue, Highdrow Castle, has had a last-minute cancellation. But it’s in eight weeks’ time. With 500 guests. And doves . . .  Personal trainer Zac Parker needs some fast cash. But he can’t reveal why, even to his girlfriend, glamorous reality TV star Kiki. If he can get wealthy client Edwina into shape for her Big Day, he’ll get a hefty bonus. All he needs is for that uptight wedding planner to stop getting in his way. As Zac and Talli battle to work miracles, the heat between them unexpectedly starts to rise. But when friends and family get involved and the fireworks begin, it’s clear that it’s a long, long way from Chelmsford to Chelsea . . . 

   

This book is dedicated to the wonderful Sheila
Crowley – an agent and friend who is unsurpassed in Essex, Chelsea or anywhere else. xxx


Prologue

5 January 2013

Contracts. She’d never been particularly good at dealing with them. Not that she’d had much experience in these things. The man in front of her cleared his throat, impatient about the delay. If it was meant to intimidate her, it was succeeding.

She should sign. Definitely. But . . .

Her eyes flicked to the large black clock on the yellow wall. Noon.

The pen was making a ridge in the inside of her index finger, yet she couldn’t release the pressure. This would change so much. Everything. It was too soon. She needed more time, but the expectant faces around her made it clear this was a one-shot deal.

Little beads of sweat popped out on the palms of her hands, natty accessories to the flushed face and the heart that was hammering louder than that ticking clock.

That bloody clock.

12.01.

OK, so it had to be now. She had to sign it right now and consequences bedamned.

The pen touched the paper, then moved with a flourish to complete the first letter of her name.

Suddenly she stopped. Looked up. The guy with the obnoxious cough stared at her with puzzlement.

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think this pen is working.’

He looked at her, then down at the page, then met her eyes again before repeatedly patting down all his pockets.

Everyone in the room was now mimicking his movements, searching their pockets, their anxious faces giving them the appearance of a stressed-out formation dance team.

Perversely, the situation was having the opposite effect on her as, for the first time since she woke up this morning, a sense of calm started at her perfectly manicured toes and worked its way north.

The paper in front of her was still blank.

It had to be a sign.


Chapter One

Talli

17 October 2012

The ringing of her mobile phone cut through Talli’s panic. She rifled through the piles of papers nearest her on the desk, dislodging three hardback catalogues and sending them crashing to the floor.

Still the phone rang.

Bending to pick up the books, her elbow knocked over the Venti Coffee Frappuccino with whipped cream twist she’d picked up at Starbucks ten minutes ago.

The coffee splashed all over her bare feet, making her yell with pain and instinctively jerk her knees up. This jolted the desk, causing another pile of documents, samples and a large crystal 18 sign to fall.

It smashed. But still the phone rang.

With wet feet and a sinking heart, Talli realised that her right breast was vibrating. With a defeated sigh, she fished her phone out of the pocket of her coffee-splattered white Calvin Klein shirt.

‘Good morning, Grand Affairs of Chelsea, Event Management, can I help you?’

‘Tallulah Caston-Jones, please,’ came the clipped reply.

Talli instinctively shuddered at the sound of her full name. Her mother had insisted she have it printed on her business cards, despite Talli’s insistence since the age of twelve that she should be known simply as Talli Jones.

‘This is Tallulah,’ she replied, keen for the call to be over so she could get back to having a full-scale anxiety attack over an imminent eighteenth birthday party at the Dorchester. Note to self – order new crystal 18 sign with immediate urgency. The party was less than a week away and the birthday girl, Cosima Carlton, had just decided that the Snow Queen theme she’d been absolutely set on was ‘so last year’s Narnia’ and decided to go for ‘Vamps and Vixens’ instead. Talli now had to dispense with the services of a snow machine, twelve igloos, thirty-six ice sculptures and a dozen little people lined up to play marauding wolves. She had five days to come up with coffins, crucifixes and several gallons of fake blood.

‘This is Tabitha Deloite, Cosima Carlton’s BFF. Can you do me a huge fave, yah? A few of us want to buy Cosima a fabulous piece of jewellery for her big night. A surprise of course. Could you possibly send me over a picture of the gown she’ll be wearing? We want to make sure the piece we pick is perfect for her look.’

‘Erm, sure. Of course.’

‘Oh, you’re a star. A star!’

Click.

Talli immediately started searching for the catwalk image of the scarlet Dior gown, depressingly certain that if she didn’t do it straight away, she’d forget. Where was it? Where? She frantically leafed through piles of brochures, invoices and pages ripped from magazines. Organisation had never been her strong point.

‘Yes!’ she muttered to no one as she found the image she was looking for: an Amazonian goddess stomping down the catwalk in a creation so elaborate it bordered on art. It was a stunning dress, but not one she herself could ever imagine wearing. She might have the model’s height, and could just about pour herself into a size 10 dress, but there was way too much effort required to pull off this look. Her beauty regime ran to soap, moisturiser and a bit of lip balm after her daily workout. As for her style, she was strictly jeans and T-shirts.

She took a quick snap of the dress on her iPhone and sent it to the mobile number that had just called.

One job done. Later, she’d recognise the irony of that moment. She’d thought she was being unusually efficient. But as she pulled her thick honey-blonde hair up into a twist and stuck a pencil in to hold it there, she was blissfully unaware that her actions would actually fall in line with the theme of the party by opening the gates to hell.


Chapter Two

Zac

17 October 2012

Sleb! magazine, 15 October 2012:


Big news for the cast of Lovin’ Essex this week as their show topped the million-viewer mark for the first time since it hit the air two years ago. Set up to rival the huge success of the mighty TOWIE, Lovin’ Essex, set in Chelmsford, has proved that great things come in small packages. The production team is smaller, the cast is tighter, the budgets don’t kerching like TOWIE, yet they still pack in just as much drama as their friends over in Brentwood. Lovin’ Essex leading lady Kiki Spooner had this to say. ‘We love TOWIE and we’re thrilled to be sharing the spotlight. Essex is definitely big enough for both of us!’



Four of the five female stars of Lovin’ Essex were deep in conversation, their inch-long eyelashes wide with surprise. ‘Shut up! Like, proper shut up! OMG, what a troll! I’m sick of Porsche, she just thinks that she’s like, total queen bee around here and she’s so not. I knew her when she was still giving BJs to that DJ down the Beach Box.’ Shiraz spoke like an AK-47 spraying lip-gloss-coated bullets around the room.

The others nodded in agreement. It was, Zac thought, like looking at a shelf of picture-perfect Barbie dolls in the supermarket. There were twin dolls on the TV show: his stunning sisters Lena and Minx. Almost identical, they differed mainly in the shade and cut of their pink hair and their style. Lena’s baby pink extensions fell to her waist and she was dressed as always in girlie pastels, while Minx was the tomboy with the bright pink elfin cut. Or at least her version of tomboy: full make-up, tiny denim shorts and trainers with four-inch wedge heels. Zac’s girlfriend Kiki was Sexy Barbie, the smoky-eyed brunette who played the part of a wild free spirit. Then there was Glamour Barbie, Porsche, who was missing from this shoot so that the rest could have a good old rant about her. Porsche prided herself on sharing her assets with the world and every weekly celebrity mag. And finally raven-haired Shiraz was Bondage Barbie: glossy curls, short leather skirt, the owner of the salon bought by her father, a property mogul with more buildings and land than the local council. Spa Shiraz was the mother ship for the girls’ grooming upkeep, chat and hardcore bitching sessions, not to mention the best place in Essex for hair extensions, false eyelashes, gel nails and fake tan. For a reality show that now had over a million viewers per episode, there sure wasn’t much on Lovin’ Essex that was real, but that kind of discipline and effort had always impressed Zac. These were girls who knew how to make the most of themselves, looked sensational and most of them were really sweet too. He’d known Shiraz and Porsche for years, because they’d hung out with his sisters since they were kids. Back then, Lena was always the sensible, diplomatic one. Nothing much had changed.

‘Look, it’s not worth gettin’ frazzed about.’ Lena was speaking now, playing out her part as the peacemaker of the group. The lines weren’t scripted as such, but the girls all had defined roles, exaggerated versions of themselves.

Shiraz, the hard nut, was on the warpath again. ‘Yeah, but it’s, like, time she got told to get a grip. C’mon, let’s get over to the club.’ She was on her feet now, her Versace mini riding up to give a peek of her gold sequinned thong. ‘And if I see that slapper, she’ll be proper sorry.’

‘And CUT!’ Edwina, the director of the show, barked out the order and everyone on set immediately obeyed. She stood up from her chair. ‘Great, well done, girls. Shiraz, I was really feeling your frustration there. Kiki, can we see you for a quick moment, luvly? Zac, my darling torso of hotness, could you come too?’

Zac raised his eyebrows in surprise at the invitation. He hoped Edwina wasn’t going to try to get him on the show again. She was always saying that with his looks, he would be a massive ratings booster, but there was no chance. The thought of all that attention made his teeth grind. He was strictly background in this whole affair. He’d only popped on to set today because he was picking up Lena and Minx and taking them shopping to buy their Auntie Dot a birthday present.

They followed Edwina into one of the side rooms, a massage suite that played weird music even though there was no one there. Zac had a sinking sense of being marched to the headmistress’s office, unaware as to what crime against school rules or property had been committed. Edwina had that presence about her, made all the more jarring by her towering height, slightly chunky frame and cropped dark hair with wisps of grey. Criminal that she didn’t get that fixed. Added years to her and she must only be about thirty. No make-up either. And God knows, that nose could do with a bit of strategic shading.

Bloody hell, he was hanging out with those girls too much. He was becoming scarily bilingual – speaking in fluent English and Max Factor.

Edwina, however, was pure posh London and now, hand on hips, she was commanding their attention. ‘I’ll get to the point. There’s been another one of those fucking letters. We’ve passed a copy of it on to the police because it had a photograph of you taken at your book signing last week.’

Kiki started to physically shake. ‘Let me see it.’

‘I don’t think . . .’ Edwina began to argue.

‘I want to see it. Please.’

Edwina picked up a black clipboard from the counter beside her, flicked over a couple of pages, then removed an A4 sheet of paper. The image in the middle clearly showed Kiki sitting at a table in Waterstones at Lakeside Shopping Centre with a pile of Lovin’ Essex Christmas annuals piled in front of her. It had been taken last Wednesday, Zac knew, because he’d been there. It was easy to make him out, standing behind Kiki, looking for all intents and purposes like one of the security guys that had been hired by her management company.

But it wasn’t the picture that concerned him most; it was the words above it, made out of letters cut from magazines.

Die bitch. Die!


Chapter Three

24 October 2012

Talli’s mother gave her the stare of death, a look of such disappointment that it made Talli’s Burberry biker boots curl up at the toes.

At least she thought it was the stare of death. Ever since the surgery two weeks before, Arabella Caston-Jones’s furious yet frozen, tightly tucked, swollen face bore a striking resemblance to her happy face, her anxious face, her sad face and, more disturbingly, the face of a puffer fish.

One face it bore absolutely no resemblance to was that of her idol, Carole Middleton, mother of the most recent addition to the British royal family. Judging by the results, the Harley Street surgeon had taken one look at the picture Arabella had brandished at their first consultation (an image from the Daily Mail featuring both the Windsor and Middleton families at Wills and Kate’s wedding), and mistakenly thought the new client wished to hand over several thousand pounds of her cash in return for the aesthetic visage of Prince Andrew.

‘Tallulah, how could this happen? The Carltons are refusing to pay their bill. They claim they’ve had to pay thousands to the Dorchester in compensation and little Cosima is so overwrought she’s had to flee to their house on Grand Bahama. Poor darling. You know how fragile that child is.’

Talli bit her bottom lip to stop the rant that was brewing in her head. Little Cosima? She was a spoiled, malicious bitch who had thrown the mother of all tantrums when Tabitha Deloite, her Former (with a capital F for oh fuck) best friend had shown up at her birthday party wearing the same dress, a stunning scarlet Dior gown that cost more than the team of waiters got paid in six months. For anyone else it would be a mildly upsetting glitch on an otherwise fabulous night. But no, not for little Cosima. The shrieks could be heard in several London postcodes, as could the sirens belonging to the emergency services that were called after little Cosima threw an almighty tantrum and launched a Jimmy Choo at the wall, which – thanks to the gods of attention-seeking prima donnas – somehow set off a fire alarm. The hotel was forced to evacuate the premises of all guests, including three American rappers, several Cabinet members and Gwyneth Paltrow.

Everyone, in fact, except little Cosima, who took to a nearby bathroom with several grams of coke and a bottle of tequila and was only found when her father demanded a full search or he’d call in a specialist team from one of the intelligence services. Apparently you could do that when you were someone important in the Ministry of Defence.

Talli had visions of being arrested, or shipped to Guantanamo, or wherever the British government sent people who seriously pissed them off.

Apparently she’d broken one of the solemn commandments of party planning – one must guard the secrets of the client’s outfit with one’s life. It didn’t help that the whole debacle was further exacerbated when Tabitha took to Facebook, Twitter and email – hell, she did everything but hire a plane and write it on the sky – boasting that she’d utterly humiliated Cosima because she looked so much better in the dress. Oh, and thanks to the nice girl at the event planning company for showing her a snap of the gown that the birthday girl planned to wear.

Talli wasn’t sure what stung most – the fact that the party had been such a huge disaster or the ignominy of having the cashmere pulled over her eyes by an eighteen-year-old with an evil streak. The girl had sounded so plausible on the phone. And surely Cosima had to shoulder an element of the blame? If she hadn’t got caught giving a blow job to Tabitha’s boyfriend in the marble washroom of the Carlton private jet, none of this would have happened.

God, when did kids get so evil? thought Talli with a resigned sigh.

Her mother had on her impatient face now. Perhaps.

Talli decided there was no point in getting into an argument that could result in a family rift and several burst stitches behind her mother’s ear lobes.

‘Sorry, Mother, but you know I’m just not very good at this.’

Arabella eyed her daughter with blatant disappointment. Or perhaps it was sympathy.

‘Do not dare give me that speech again,’ she hissed. ‘Grand Affairs needs you right now, darling.’ Definitely disappointment.

Her mother’s fourth child, the party planning company Grand Affairs of Chelsea (yes, their internet website did receive enquiries from twenty-two-year-old ladies looking for a benefactor in the SW1 or SW3 postcode areas) was another element of the Caston-Jones life that came courtesy of the almost-royals. Arabella had been perfectly happy with a little hobby organising small, exclusive parties for friends until Carole Middleton came along.

Arabella’s ruthless competitive streak kicked in and she set about pushing for larger, more ostentatious commissions, enlisting Talli’s help along the way whenever necessary.

‘Let me remind you that we are a family. We swoop in to help each other out in times of challenge . . .’

And really bad cosmetic surgery. Talli didn’t say that out loud. Nor did she question why she was the only one of her siblings who was ‘helping out’. True, she was currently unemployed in the strict do-work-receive-payment sense. Since leaving university clutching a respectable degree in sports science two years ago, Talli had floundered, unable to choose between a postgrad in teaching and voluntary coaching work that would make her CV more attractive to the seventy-eight football, rugby and tennis clubs she’d sent applications to. She’d managed to secure one interview – a junior football team in Bolton, with a manager who called her ‘Posh Totty’ and looked surprised that she knew a goal kick from a groin strain. She didn’t get the job.

Her brother Persimmon at least had a fully employed excuse not to pitch in, given that he worked long hours as vice president of Gambond Paper, the largest toilet-roll supplier in the country, owned for five generations by the family of his fiancée, TV director Edwina Gambond.

Meanwhile, on a bejewelled, designer-adorned branch of the family tree, Talli’s twenty-one-year-old sister Dessi (Desdemona by birth) was still ‘finding herself’. So far, she’d found out that she loved coffee and lunchtime champagne at bijou bistros on the King’s Road, and weekends in Cap Ferrat.

There had never been any doubt in Talli’s mind that she would agree to her mother’s demands that she take the job. It had always been that way. Her siblings were loud, headstrong, so sure of themselves, utterly firm in their convictions, whereas Talli’s resolve was more of the consistency of toothpaste. Whatever it took to keep the peace. She was a people pleaser.

Only it seemed that right now she wasn’t pleasing anyone.

‘Bambi Abercrombie was at the party and she witnessed the whole thing,’ Arabella continued. ‘Now the Abercrombies have cancelled their Christmas party. I don’t have to tell you that it was the biggest event of our year!’

Talli was caught between a twinge of concern that those stitches could pop at any moment and a desire to punch the air in glee. Thankfully there were only a couple of small events booked between now and Christmas, run-of-the-mill birthdays that even she would struggle to screw up.

There was an uncomfortable pause, the silence broken only by her mother rearranging the fur throw that was draped casually across her Louis XVI chaise longue. If Marie Antoinette had lived today in an elegant town house in Chelsea Square, dressed in Halston and developed an obsession with plastic surgery, she’d be called Arabella Caston-Jones.

Talli realised that her Marie Antoinette was still talking.

‘Naturally, I’m devastated that they’ve chosen to take their business elsewhere. However, it may actually be a blessing in disguise. Persimmon called this morning. He’s frightfully thrilled. You know that he and Edwina have had their hearts set on marrying at Highdrow Castle, but there was a three-year waiting list?’

Talli nodded, unsure as to where this was going and wondering how long it would be until she could excuse herself from the crosshairs of the firing squad.

‘Well, they’ve now been offered a cancellation. I think it’s because Lord Highdrow remembers me. We had a minor flirtation before I met your father.’

Talli’s spirits soared. This was great news. Not only would it soften the blow of the Carlton debacle, but her mother would now completely immerse herself in wedding research, allowing Talli to slide a little further under her demanding radar.

‘Good morning! How are we all today, my favourite ladies?’ The bellowing voice of Persimmon made her mother beam with joy. Maybe. Still difficult to tell.

‘Persimmon, darling, so wonderful to see you. Oh, that suit is divine.’

Persimmon kissed Talli on the cheek and gave her shoulders a squeeze as he passed her. She melted just a little. Her brother was undoubtedly the favourite child, a huge burden that Talli was glad she didn’t need to share. Mild indifference and partial obscurity were far easier to handle in this family. Poor Simmy carried the pressure of expectation well. Not traditionally handsome, he made up for it with a cheeky sense of humour and a sharp business mind. On top of that, he’d scored a million Brownie points by embarking on a relationship with Edwina, heiress to a toilet-roll fortune. The two families shared neighbouring summer houses in Brighton and a beach house kiss at the age of thirteen had ignited a relationship that was still going strong almost sixteen years later.

Persimmon greeted his mother with a kiss that Talli noticed landed in mid air a few inches above her head. Probably wasn’t safe to go any closer without a nurse and a packet of antiseptic wipes.

He then plonked himself down on a gilt Louis XVI armchair and put his expensively-shod feet on a coffee table that had been in the family since Napoleon was a toddler.

‘Have you told Talli the great news yet?’

‘Oh, yes. Erm, congratulations. A wedding at Highdrow will be gorgeous.’

‘I knew you’d take it well. Thank you so much, Talli – you’re a rock.’

A strange prickling feeling told her she was missing something. A few days ago she’d been called a star, and that hadn’t ended well. Now she was a rock?

‘Actually, I was just getting to that part, darling,’ Arabella said, turning – slowly – back to face Talli. ‘Yes, well, there’s one tiny hitch. The wedding is on Christmas Eve.’

‘But that’s lovely. It’s a wonderful time of year for a wedding – and we now have great contacts for ice sculptures,’ offered Talli, contemplating the leftover Narnia props and deciding the igloos and the marauding wolves might not be in keeping with the occasion.

‘But it’s so soon!’ Simmy said apologetically.

Talli’s brow furrowed with confusion. Fourteen months was plenty of time to plan a wedding. Her mother would be back in charge in just a few weeks and then she could spend the whole of next year being the party-planning version of a cross between the mother of the groom and a Third World dictator.

Talli looked quizzically at her mother. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Tallulah, don’t frown like that. I do wish you’d reconsider Botox. Anyway, it’s this Christmas Eve. So while it’s not ideal, there’s nothing to be done but get on with it. You’re in charge. I’d help, but I leave for Switzerland in the morning. If I’m going to be ready to face the world in eight weeks’ time, I’m going to need to spend time at the spa.’

Eight weeks.

Talli repeated it several times in the hope she would stop hyperventilating long enough to absorb the reality of it.

Eight weeks from now. Christmas Eve. And apparently she was on her own because her mother was returning to the spa – which was a cover name for an extortionate Swiss clinic that had in the past starved her, cleansed her and injected her face with fat cells from sheep. Not all at the same time.

‘Darling, don’t worry, you’ll be fine. If Pippa Middleton could make it all the way down that aisle without falling flat at the feet of the Archbishop of Canterbury, you can organise a simple wedding.’

A simple wedding. The thought gave Talli a glimmer of hope. Perhaps if it was an intimate affair, just close family and her mother’s Swiss doctor, it might be manageable.

‘We’ll only be inviting two hundred,’ Persimmon casually informed her. ‘Oh, and darling, you might want to book the doves now. Edwina wants one for every guest. Terrible idea. The vile things crap on everything.’

Closing her eyes, Talli reflected that the doves might not yet be here, but somehow she already felt like she was getting crapped on from a great height.


Chapter Four

24 October 2012

‘He’s out there again, babes. I just know it,’ Kiki Spooner wailed as she squinted through the venetian blinds. Zac jumped off the brown Dralon couch and shot to the window, where he scanned the street outside.

Nothing. Or at least, nothing out of the ordinary. There was a geezer standing at the bus stop a few yards down the road, chatting to a woman in a pink raincoat. On the other side of the road a paparazzo was lounging against a motorbike, but Jezzer was a familiar face who had been tracking the cast of Lovin’ Essex since the very first episode. The drug dealer from two doors up was giving him shifty looks as he passed with his two pit bull terriers, obviously trying to ascertain whether Jezzer was an undercover cop and his house was on the verge of getting raided for the third time in a month.

But other than that, nothing suspicious.

Two years he’d been with Kiki and he’d never seen her in such a state. Not that he blamed her for being jumpy. For the last few weeks she’d been terrified after the bigwigs at the show had first sat her down and warned her that she’d been getting vile, malicious mail, including grainy photographs of her out and about in Chelmsford. The snaps clearly showed that someone was tracking her, and given the content of the letters, it wasn’t an adoring fan. Sick bastard. Zac wasn’t one for violence, but if he caught the creep that was doing this he’d . . . he’d . . .

They both jumped when his Auntie Dot barged into the room brandishing a tray with five mugs of tea, a brown cake and a plate of Penguins.

‘What’s going on, love?’ Auntie Dot asked as she placed the tray on the tallest of the teak nest of tables that sat in the corner of the room. They’d been there since Zac was a boy, but Dot Parker had resisted all attempts and offers to refurnish the house. She was from the mend-and-make-do generation that came genetically attached to their patterned carpets, pink lampshades and furniture that must have caused a global teak shortage sometime around 1975.

‘It’s OK, Auntie Dot – Kiki thought she might have spotted that weirdo, but there’s no one there.’

‘If I get my hands on him he’ll be sorry,’ Dot muttered, shaking her head and causing her Ivana Trump beehive to wobble as she put five doilies on plates and then loaded each one up with a Penguin and a slice of Swiss roll. Zac recognised it as home-made, and the thought compelled him to open the window. Dot was marvellous at many things, but baking wasn’t one of them. The roses directly outside the window had suffered years of bombardment from discarded cupcakes and rock-solid slices of Victoria sponge. ‘I mean, imagine treating a young girl like that. Wouldn’t have got that in my day. We said what we thought to people’s faces – none of this interweb and Facepage stuff.’

Neither Zac nor Kiki even considered correcting her. Interrupting Dot when she was on a rant was akin to attempting to hold back a tsunami with an umbrella and an extra-large cagoule.

The door opened again and Lena came tottering in on pink bejewelled platforms with eight-inch heels, followed by Minx in skin-tight shorts and white suede boots. Minx plonked herself down on the floor while Lena carefully eased herself down on the couch, leaving three feet between her and Kiki, the distance required to accommodate two hairstyles that were the approximate diameter of five-year-old leylandiis. Their elaborately groomed appearance today wasn’t just for the Lovin’ Essex shoot they’d be working on later. Minx, Lena and Kiki had looked like this long before they got parts in the show. While Minx was comparatively low-maintenance, with her cute crop, the other two had hair extensions that reached down to their waists, Lena’s pale pink, Kiki’s a deep shade of conker. They all had eyelash extensions that caused a draught when they blinked, and their Roberto Cavalli outfits (hot pants for Minx, mini-dresses for Lena and Kiki) revealed tans that matched Auntie Dot’s nest of tables. All three had made the top ten in Heat’s Reality TV Babe of The Year awards. Zac was totally made up for Lena and Minx, who came joint fourth. And Kiki would get over coming second to some bird from Made in Chelsea eventually. Like when hell froze over.

Lena took one look at the Swiss roll and took evasive action that involved much pointing at her gold Dolce & Gabbana cuff watch. ‘Aw, Auntie Dot, thanks ever so much, but we need to get going to work. Don’t we, babes?’ Lena loved their Auntie Dot dearly and would never hurt her feelings, so her expression implored Minx, Zac and Kiki to agree. They didn’t need persuading.

‘Er, yes, we do, Mrs Parker. But thanks ever so much for the cake.’ Kiki flashed her polar-white perfectly shaped gnashers.

Dot was having none of it. ‘You haven’t eaten any yet. How about I put a couple of slices in a Tupperware for you to take with you? Minx, you’ll have a bit, won’t you?’

Zac watched Minx grimace as she nodded and reached for a large slab of cake. That was Minx all over. While Lena was the peacemaker and the calm, reasoned one, Minx was the more adventurous. At nineteen, she’d moved out of Dot’s to live with her boyfriend, Dale. They were the show’s ‘cool’ couple, devoted to each other, glued together by their mutual love of parties and extreme sports. The episode featuring their tandem bungee jump off Tower Bridge had been a ratings winner, and now they were waiting for permission to abseil down the Shard. Since she’d moved to the other side of town, he didn’t see Minx as often as he saw Lena, but he loved her to bits.

Thus, action was required to save her from allowing her adventurous streak to land her in trouble. Or A&E.

Zac threw his arm around Dot’s shoulder, something he’d been doing since he was tall enough to reach. At sixty-four, Dot Parker was their mum’s older sister by almost two decades, and had brought them up since their mum walked out on them twenty years before. She had willingly accepted five-year-old Zac and the three-year-old twins and had never complained about taking them on.

They didn’t know their dad. Auntie Dot said she thought it was the guy who used to do the catalogue deliveries but told them their mother had refused to confirm the gory details, so they could never be sure.

Divorced from a market trader and with no kids of her own, Dot spent most of her life with a mug of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other. It was a life that had left her with lined skin and a throaty laugh that could be heard in neighbouring streets when she got going. Throughout their childhood she’d worked two cleaning jobs to make sure they never went without, but she still wore her red lippy and her smartest shoes and could craft a beehive in world-record time. She was a tough, optimistic diamond who’d instilled in them the importance of family, the principals of a hard day’s graft and her motto for life, ‘As long as there’s bingo, there’s hope.’

‘Tell you what, Auntie Dot, I’ll be back round tomorrow and we’ll tuck into it then.’ Zac gave her a kiss on the cheek, then laughed as she swatted him away with a smile. He was a grown man who lived in his own flat, made a good living as a personal trainer, looked like he’d just walked off the pages of Men’s Health magazine, had travelled the world (Benidorm, Fuengirola, Marbella), yet the thought of upsetting Dot Parker still chilled him to the bone. He didn’t care if it made him look soft.

‘Far too handsome for your own good,’ she said with a proud grin, repeating the line she’d been cooing to him since he was a boy. Minx threw him a grateful wink for the distraction and sidestepped the food tray on her way to the door.

Zac kissed Dot on the cheek again, then took Lena’s hand.

‘Right then, let’s go. Lena, Minx – Jezzer is out there, so you walk beside me. Kiki, you go first.’

The subterfuge was necessary because over the two series of Lovin’ Essex, Kiki had been billed as the wild child of the show, resistant to commitment and permanently bikini-waxed, ready for action. Of course, it was all a sham – but her 165,000 followers on Twitter didn’t realise that.

To keep the facade going, the producers had warned her that she wasn’t allowed to mention Zac or anything about their relationship on the telly. It suited them both fine. They’d met just before the first episode was aired, when he’d run a five-day residential boot camp designed to get the female stars of the show in perfect shape before the cameras rolled. He’d broken one of his ten commandments (number 3 – Thou Shalt Not Shag Thy Clients) and hooked up with her on the last night. They’d been together ever since. One day he’d definitely do something about making it more permanent . . . if Auntie Dot didn’t kill Kiki with a toxic banoffee pie first.

As they emerged from the front door, Jezzer threw his bacon roll to the ground, flicked on his Nikon and shot snap after snap as the foursome climbed into Zac’s black convertible BMW. It was an old model, but with meticulous care and a personal plate, it was every bit as flash as some of the newer ones on the roads. Kiki was always on at him to upgrade it, but he had other things on his mind. Other plans for his cash. The thought made his muscles clench with anxiety. He shook his head to clear it of the scenario that was stressing him out and never far from his mind. He needed to fix it and quick, but there was no point worrying about it right this minute. He’d come up with something. He always did.

Jezzer was at the passenger side of the car now, getting great shots of Kiki as she did her best ‘ignoring-the-camera-but-don’t-I-look-gorg’ pout. Meanwhile, Lena and Minx smiled with amusement, knowing that the paps would use the picture of Kiki mincing up the path before they’d use the one of them with their hulk of a brother taking up most of the frame. Zac knew it didn’t bother them. Lena thought Kiki’s fixation with press and publicity was exhausting and she’d no desire to stress herself out with all that. And Minx was sure that spending every daylight moment with your back arched, hand on hip and boobs projected outwards could result in spinal problems later in life.

Less than fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the car park of Density Fitness, a gym in Chelmsford that was owned by Zac’s mate Den. The gym was the epicentre of the daytime action on the show, with the guys working out while delivering updates on the previous night’s activities. It was the perfect location because it shared the building with Shiraz’s ground-floor beauty salon.

Today’s shoot was to be in the salon, recording the girls gossiping as they got ready for a big night out at the Beach Box, the top night spot in the county. Shiraz and Porsche were already there. ‘Bitches always have to steal the best spots,’ Kiki murmured to Lena, before screeching, ‘Hi, babes!’ and air-kissing the other two. Zac shook his head, then offered a ‘Hey, guys’ to the crew. Three cameramen in the standard T-shirts, jeans and rigger boots, the sound bloke and one of the junior directors all returned his greeting then went back to setting up. Zac didn’t see the appeal in any of this. Despite Edwina’s approaches, he wasn’t interested in joining them on screen. Give us a break. Who would ever want their whole lives to be played out in public? Some things just weren’t worth free waxing for life and a VIP pass to the Beach Box. Besides, if he dared talk about some of the stuff that lot discussed on the show, he would soon experience Dot’s hand across the back of his head. It was a peculiar double standard. As far as Dot was concerned, it was fine for Lena and her cast girlfriends to discuss the blokes they were seeing, but when the guys on the show spilled the details of their sex lives, Dot came over all militant, muttering declarations like ‘Robert DeNiro would never have been so indiscreet’ and threatening to picket the set.

Suddenly a deafening screech struck the whole room into stillness, as Edwina marched on to the set. ‘Right, my little fucking wonders, let’s get going.’

Zac felt his back molars crunch together. How the hell did Edwina’s boyfriend put up with that all day? She had a voice like an Exocet missile being shot through the Dartford Tunnel.

Edwina consulted the notes on the clipboard she was carrying. ‘Right, Lena, you’re in chair number five. We want to know whether or not you shagged Max last night, and if so, whether he’s going to tell his wife before she gets back from Vilamoura. No, don’t say anything right now – I want it authentic and fresh on camera.’

Zac winced. He was going to have to send Dot to bingo the night this one aired. Dot didn’t mind Lena’s chat, but she drew the line at relationships with married blokes, so whenever this was going to be mentioned, they took evasive action involving a dabber pen and a taxi for her and her chums to the Full House Funhouse. If Dot ever got Sky+, Lena was screwed. There was no way their aunt would believe that it was all a set-up, and Max and his glamour model wife Coco had actually been separated for months. Zac wasn’t sure about this storyline at all, and neither was Lena – it was painting her out to be something she definitely wasn’t.

‘Porsche, we want to hear about the results from the STD clinic, and give us the latest on the rash.’

‘It was an allergic reaction to the nail glue she used when she stuck Ramone’s initial on my vajayjay,’ she raged, throwing daggers at Shiraz. ‘I had to cancel my Loaded shoot and everything.’

Edwina’s expression brightened at the prospect of a potential catfight. The episode where Kiki had taken a pair of kitchen scissors to Porsche’s hair extensions had come a close second in the ratings to the one in which Lena had made a move on the (allegedly) married Max.

‘All right, love, save it for when it’s rolling. Kiki, you were considering Toby’s offer to go to Dubai for a dirty weekend.’

That one didn’t bother Zac. He’d known Toby since they were in school together and he’d always been the best-looking guy in Essex – but he was more likely to want a rampant affair with Zac than Kiki. Toby’s decision to come out was being saved as a season finale.

Toby was fairly new to the show and had been happy to be open about his sexuality from the start, but after long conversations with the producers, they felt that watching him come out would be a storyline their teenage gay fans could relate to. Not to mention a ratings winner. Massive press coverage was planned, with a road-show and a phone hotline campaign – although no one was sure who had started the rumour that Elton John would pitch up for the coming-out special.

Edwina was still barking out information.

‘Minx, you’re announcing that you’ve been thinking about talking to Dale about getting engaged.’

Minx giggled. ‘We’re going to have to get him proper drunk when I tell him how much the ring I want costs.’

‘And Shiraz, the police are considering legal action after the whole naked-riding-a-motorbike-into-Lakeside. Our lawyers are looking into it, love, so don’t worry about a thing. But if we don’t get a TV Times Award for that episode, I’m Janet Street-Fucking-Porter.’

Shiraz couldn’t hide a slight squirm of uncharacteristic discomfort.

No one was in any doubt how far Edwina would go to ramp up the drama, and having Shiraz carted off in handcuffs would be the perfect secondary storyline to Toby’s outing for the final show of this series. Doing time inside for indecent exposure would play havoc with her tan and her chances of getting an American visa when the time was right to leave Essex and go crack Hollywood.

Edwina moved to wrap it up, then paused. ‘Oh, and Porsche, what’s this I hear about you wanting away early today?’

‘Is it for that meeting about promoting the thongs?’ Shiraz piped up with mischievous innocence and barely restrained glee. The temperature in the room dropped several degrees. The cast’s endorsement deals and personal appearances were a major source of irritation to Edwina, who viewed them as proof that her little band of TV stars were believing their own hype. Zac knew that Kiki had been trying to pluck up the courage to tell her about her new range of gel bra inserts for a fortnight.

Keen to escape the imminent blowout, Zac decided to nip upstairs to see if Den was in the office. Den might be close to double his age, but they’d been best mates since the owner of the gym had shown him how to work the front lat pull-down machine when Zac first walked into Density Fitness as a puny fifteen-year-old. The two of them had just clicked. He thought about confiding in Den about the problem that was keeping him awake at night, but right now his pride was stopping him. He should be able to sort it himself. What kind of bloke was he if he couldn’t? He’d already made progress. Twenty grand they said they wanted, and he’d already raised ten. He’d quietly sold just about everything of value that he owned, and his car would go for another five Gs. The bank had knocked him back for a loan, but that wasn’t really surprising given that he was self-employed and business had slumped a bit, what with the credit crunch. It didn’t help that Kiki wanted him with her all the time since the whole stalker thing started. Not that he begrudged that – he’d never let anyone lay a finger on her. He knew he could ask her for the money – she was minted these days – but he never, ever would.

He checked his Tag, only still on his wrist instead of eBay because it had been a present from Lena and Minx and was inscribed with ‘To our big bro, with all our love’ on the back.

Maybe he’d get a quick workout in now. He reckoned there would be at least a couple of hours before they moved filming to the Beach Box, and he hadn’t done his pecs, delts and lats yet this week. It was all part of the job. He’d been a personal trainer now for five years and he knew his best advert was his own body. Every muscle was perfectly toned, every curve defined, and if he lay down, his abdominal area could be used as a toast rack. Not that he ate carbs when he was in training.

‘Freeze!’ Edwina screeched just as he got to the door. She descended on him like a deadly python preying on a mouse. He braced himself for yet another barrage of reasons why he should join the show. The profile. The fame. The babes. The fact that if he didn’t, she might just dislocate her jaw and swallow him whole.

‘Den tells me that your skills as a personal trainer verge on the fucking miraculous,’ she said. He tried not to wince at the sheer volume of her voice. Hanging out near this woman came with a definite risk of tinnitus.

He nodded, unwilling to argue the point. If he wasn’t going to have faith in his own abilities then no one else would. He waited for the inevitable. They obviously wanted a personal trainer on the show and were going to offer the part to him. No way. He couldn’t. He’d rather do the whole naked-motorbike-through-Lakeside thing than share his life with the British viewing public.

‘Here’s the deal, Schwarzenegger. I’ve just found out I’m getting married in eight weeks in front of the whole fucking world. I am not parading down the aisle with every pair of eyes trained on this arse.’ She pointed to her back end.

Bloody hell, she was offering him a job. That was all he needed right now – a new, demanding client, just when he had other more important problems to solve. No doubt she’d want one or two hours a week, expect a miracle and then bad-mouth him right across the south-east if he failed. It wasn’t worth it. He needed to focus on raising some serious cash to get everything sorted.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m not taking on new clients just now. I can recommend someone else though.’

He could swear he heard the click of her jaws separating.

‘I don’t think you understand me,’ she said slowly, with added menace. ‘This arse has to be at least three sizes smaller than it is now. I need you to train me. Eight weeks, thirty pounds off and I want Kelly Brook’s buttocks by the end of it. Her tits too. I want your services for at least four hours every day and I’m willing to pay for it. What’s your price, Muscles?’

This changed everything. He did a quick calculation. Two months. He needed at least five grand to cover his flat, bills and spenders, but he got that from his regulars. He could do this too. He’d need to shuffle things around a bit, but it was manageable. His heart started to beat just a little bit faster at the prospect of what this could mean. Not that he would show the python. He shrugged and did his best impression of nonchalance.

‘Five grand. And an extra grand bonus at the end if we achieve the target. And we will,’ he told her in a tone of confidence he definitely didn’t feel.

Edwina’s eyes narrowed as she summed up the offer.

‘Six grand. OK, Muscles, let me tell you how it’s going to work. Two grand now, call it an advance against future services. Then four grand bonus if you succeed. And you will, isn’t that right?’

There was an edge of challenge in her voice that would have made the hairs on his back stand on end, if he’d had any. He didn’t consider it a sign of weakness or vanity that the waxing pot was his friend. Kiki wasn’t the only one in the relationship who took pride in their appearance.

Six grand. This could solve everything, could make the difference. He held out his hand.

‘Deal.’

Edwina barely had time to reciprocate when she was called to set. ‘Right, Muscles, tomorrow morning, eight a.m., upstairs, and don’t be late.’

‘Done,’ he agreed. Yes! This was incredible. Problem solved. He just had to . . .

His thoughts were interrupted by his phone ringing in his pocket. Across the room, the sound guy threw him a filthy look.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline





