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      For Jonathan Aseibiri Gbenekama


      (my favourite dance partner)


   

      ‘Dancing is just discovery, discovery, discovery.’


      Dance guru Martha Graham


   

      PROLOGUE


      Meet Carmen and Beth, aged eight. They won’t actually meet each other for another twenty years but on this particular Saturday

         night, way past their official bedtime, they have the same dream: to step away from the humdrumness of their suburban weekend

         and enter the twirly-sparkly TV wonderland that is Come Dancing.

      


      Beth longs for the day when she has a number pinned to her back and a trophy raised above her head. Carmen can’t wait until

         she’s pretty enough to wear a bubblegum pink gown with a calf-tickling marabou feather trim, although she suspects that aquamarine

         is more her colour.

      


      With just minutes to go before the opening credits, each girl has a different pre-show ritual: Beth is limbering up her dolls

         with arm windmills, toe touches and head rotations. She understands that it’s all too easy to crick your neck when ratcheting

         it into position for the foxtrot, that peculiar pose where the woman looks like she’s been partially adjusted by a chiropractor

         and then frozen...

      


      Beth had been having trouble getting the angle right until her mother explained it thus: ‘Imagine your arms are the curve

         of a martini glass and your head is the olive, resting on the rim.’

      


      She never was one for age-appropriate metaphors, Mrs Harding. But she does have an extensive array of perfumes in old-fashioned

         bottles with pumps and tassels and so each doll gets its own signature squirt before they step into the spotlight.

      


      Meanwhile, some way across town, Carmen is creeping down the stairs hoping not to wake the sleeping beastie guarding the TV,

         a.k.a her gin-soaked dad.

      


      Each week she has the same palpitations, convinced even the squeak of the carpet might wake him. Oh-so-tentatively she lowers

         the volume, hoping to ease the transition from the agitated commentary of Match of the Day to the serene strings of the Viennese Waltz. She checks once more on the rhythm of her father’s snore and then lays out her

         art pad and set of coloured felt-tip pens – a rainbow range as long as a piano keyboard. Her fingers hover eagerly over them,

         not knowing whether she will be called upon to reach left for the pale lemon or far right for African violet...

      


      The dancers are so close now she can practically smell the Elnett.


      ‘Oooohhh!’ the girls sigh in unwitting unison as the reams of chiffon begin to undulate and flounce in perfect synchronisation.


      As Carmen’s pen moves around the page so Beth moves around her room, mimicking the dips and skips and giving her own scores

         to Manchester and the Home Counties.

      


      For the duration of the programme life is perfect. No one yells, no one cries and everyone looks like a princess.


      It is very clear to these two young girls that life gets a lot more glamorous when you are a grown-up.


      ‘I can’t wait!’ they squeak as they snug into their respective pillows. ‘I can’t wait until I’m old enough to have a dream-come-true!’
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      ‘YOUCH!’ shrieks Aurelia. ‘This is meant to be a costume fitting not an acupuncture session! You do this practically every

         week, Carmen!’

      


      I want to tell the West End’s leading lady that we wouldn’t have to make such frequent adjustments to the black taffeta waistline

         if her weight wasn’t always yo-yo-ing to such extremes but she’s right, it is my fault. Ever since my split from Lee, I’ve

         been overwhelmed with tears at the most inconvenient times and when I well up the line between flesh and fabric blurs.

      


      ‘Perhaps our eyes need to be washed by our tears once in a while, so that we can see life with a clearer view.’ My best friend,

         Beth, recently offered consolation via quotation.

      


      It was certainly a nice idea but the fact is I’m more confused and in the dark than ever. Wasn’t splitting up meant to be

         liberating? Wasn’t this supposed to be the right thing, the only thing to do? I don’t know quite how this is possible but I actually feel worse.

      


      I’m just thankful that the show ends its run next week – putting on a brave face every night is so wearing, though I’ve now

         realised that if I keep a set of pins in my mouth, no one expects me to smile.

      


      ‘OWWWW!’


      I’ve done it again. This time was actually on purpose. I need Aurelia out of my sewing room so I can get on with finishing

         Beth’s new dance outfit. It’s not quite the dazzler I would have liked but it’s been a while since I worked on a production

         with any colour or pizazz so I’ve had to get resourceful with the rather drab palette of this period drama.

      


      ‘Okay, let’s have a look at you!’


      I step away from the sewing machine and hold up the lavishly-corseted take on a Victorian chambermaid’s outfit.


      Although it’s a surprise for Beth, I know her measurements so well these flirty frills should sit exactly at her hip and bounce

         with every step she takes. Equal parts sexy and cute. Perfect!

      


      I’m reaching under the desk for a bag to protect my handiwork from the elements when Toby, one of the dressers, enters the

         room.

      


      ‘Oh my God, is there a little person joining the show?’


      ‘It’s for Beth,’ I tut, prising the ruffles away from his grasp.


      ‘Oh, that’s a shame, I’d love to have seen Dame Judi in that!’ He hops up onto the counter top. ‘So what’s her new job?’


      My eyes light up. ‘Picture velvet booths, a live band and a woman sashaying on stage, slowly peeling off a long satin glove—’


      ‘Burlesque?’ he gasps.


      ‘Yes!’


      ‘Beth?!’

      


      I must confess I’d had the same initial reaction. I mean it’s obvious why they’d pay her over the odds – it’s not often you

         find a real-life platinum blonde Vargas Girl who happens to have the elegance and flexibility of a classically-trained dancer

         – but she’s always been staunchly against anything stripperesque.

      


      ‘Remember last year – she wouldn’t even jump out of that footballer’s birthday cake and he was offering £500 for one quick

         “Ta-daaaa!”’ Toby reminds me.

      


      ‘Yes, but they wanted her to wear a bra made out of two halves of a football. This place is pure sophistication,’ I assure

         him, just as Beth assured me. ‘All the women receive a corsage when they enter, every man is in a tux and the band-leader

         looks like George Clooney!’ I recall her words. ‘It’s pink champagne and tinkling laughter all the way – just how we always

         wished London nightlife would be!’

      


      ‘Sounds like heaven!’ Toby succumbs to the sell. ‘You have to do her a number in baby blue satin next, she’ll look a total

         doll. So what’s the name of the club?’ He prepares to tap the details into his iPhone.

      


      ‘Peep!’ I peep. ‘Isn’t that cute?’


      Toby’s face drops. ‘Peep on Pimm Street?’


      ‘Yes,’ I cheer, reaching for my coat. ‘I’m going there now to surprise her.’


      ‘Girl, I think you might be the one getting the surprise.’ Toby puts his phone back in his pocket and prepares to exit.


      ‘Not so fast!’ I pull him back by his faux-schoolboy sweater. ‘What do you know that I don’t?’


      He appears conflicted.


      ‘Toby... ?’ I adopt my ‘tell Mummy the truth now’ tone.


      ‘Look, I hate to ruin your illusions – or Beth’s for that matter – but that place...’ He gives me an apologetic grimace.

         ‘Less Dita Von Teese, more Venereal Disease!’

      


      ‘Oh gross!’ I push him away. ‘You must have it confused with somewhere else.’


      ‘You do know Pimm Street is only about three buildings long?’ he asserts. ‘And I know I’m not muddling it up with the classy

         joint next door because, trust me, there is no classy joint next door.’

      


      ‘Is it really that bad?’


      ‘Sticky floors, drink scams... There’s nothing to set it apart from all the other Soho dives, except the DJ is supposed to

         be slamming.’

      


      This doesn’t make any sense. ‘But she turned down an eight-month cruise ship contract for this job!’


      He looks unconvinced. ‘You’re sure it wasn’t a P&O ferry?’


      I narrow my eyes. ‘It was a luxury liner in the Caribbean. You remember the pictures from her last trip – it was like a floating

         Versace mansion!’

      


      ‘Then I don’t know what to tell you. Except maybe you shouldn’t go there tonight. If for some reason she wants you to think—’


      ‘Are you crazy?’ I cut in, pushing past him to get to the door. ‘If it’s anything near as scuzzy as you say, I have to get

         her out of there.’

      


      ‘Don’t forget your hand sanitiser,’ Toby calls after me. Which really doesn’t help.


      As I bear headfirst through the West End crowds and splattering rain, I try to come up with some rational explanation for

         why Beth would choose a seedy club over St Kitts? Why would she lie about getting a better offer here in town? And how could

         she think she was going to get away with hiding the truth for any length of time? She said she didn’t want me to visit until

         her routine was perfect but she’s such a quick study that would really only buy her a week.

      


      Of course, if someone was guessing why I’d done something disturbingly out-of-character they would suspect a man but that’s

         never the case with Beth. Her mum gave up her dancing career for marriage and motherhood and then spent the next thirty years

         drinking away her regrets. (Booze of choice: vodka from her native Ukraine.) As a consequence, Beth swore she’d resist all

         romantic entangle­ments until she’d ‘made it’.

      


      And as that status eluded Beth, so she eluded her suitors.


      Naturally there has been the occasional fling but, nine times out of ten, she dismisses those proffering hearts and flowers

         without even the promise of a call-back. I guess it somehow redresses all the rejections in her career. But as much as I wish

         she’d give these men more of a chance, it also makes it all the more unlikely that she has accidentally pledged herself to

         an underworld pimp.

      


      ‘Do You Love Me?’ A group of girls howl at the moon as they stumble out of Dirty Dancing: The Musical.

      


      I miss that show. Not least because that is where Beth and I first met...


      ‘Snap!’ I cheered as my last chorus-girl costume fitting of the day skipped into Wardrobe sporting the same white plimsolls

         as me.

      


      ‘Don’t you just love this look?’ Beth struck a coy toes-together pose. ‘It’s so innocent!’


      ‘Wait ’til you see the watermelon print fabric I’ve found!’ I scrabbled for the roll.


      ‘Whatever you put me in will be some kind of wonderful,’ she trilled. ‘I’m just happy I can finally ditch the minimiser bra!’


      She was right about the brief to let her curves show: there was no need for her to blend in with an identikit chorus here,

         the choreographer actually wanted the background dancers to look as real and individual as possible.

      


      ‘You wouldn’t believe what a burden these have been until now,’ Beth confided as my tape measure encircled her upper body,

         relating how she was on course for the Royal Ballet School until the summer holiday her teenage chest inflated like a life-vest.

      


      ‘Nowhere to hide in a pastel pink leotard,’ I tutted.


      ‘Exactly!’ she confirmed. ‘Madame Celeriac took one look at me and then shooshed me out of the studio as if my new-found cleavage

         might be contagious!’

      


      ‘Seriously? That was it?’


      Beth nodded. ‘She told me I would be more “comfortable” in the Jazz and Tap department. When I protested, she said, “Your body has decreed it!”’

      


      She may have been laughing as she mimicked the severity of her teacher but I could only imagine how crushing it must have

         been to be dismissed after all those years of intensive training.

      


      ‘You know who kept me going?’


      I expect her to say her mother but in fact she credits Canadian dance legend Miriam Gilbert.


      ‘You know Miriam Gilbert?’ I gawped. ‘I love her!’


      She’s got to be nearly sixty now and last time I saw her was a few years back as a highly impassioned judge on a TV dance

         competition recreating scenes from her most famous movies.

      


      ‘I thought she was practically a recluse these days?’


      ‘That’s what I hear too and it’s not like I’ve ever actually met her, she’s just the woman I admire the most in the business.’

         She leaned in closer. ‘I’ve actually got this little shrine dedicated to her – all her interview clippings and DVDs.’

      


      ‘Her movies are the best,’ I confirmed. ‘You can’t beat the Once More With Feeling trilogy.’

      


      ‘I know!’ Beth cheered. ‘I always watch that when I’m feeling down. Anyway, I really feel my luck is changing now!’ she asserted.

         ‘I mean, does it get any better than Dirty Dancing?’

      


      I felt the same way. After years of assisting, this was my first big break since completing my BA in Costume for Performance.

         Come to think of it, I had yet to toast my new success...

      


      ‘Here, switch those plimsolls for these heels,’ I said, sourcing two pairs of strappy silver dance shoes and slotting my own

         feet into the second. ‘I think this calls for a celebration!’

      


      Sipping lychee martinis at the Art Deco cocktail bar next door, we shared backstage gossip from all our previous shows, gleefully

         calling ‘Snap!’ again as we realised just how many people had overlapped in our lives. By the third martini we’d traced our

         career paths back to our eight-year-old selves watching Come Dancing.

      


      ‘My dad could never understand why I would spend the last of my pocket money on satin-faced organza,’ I chuckled. ‘He said

         my Sindy doll was better dressed than I was.’

      


      ‘Oh my God!’ Beth hooted. ‘You’ve just reminded me I actually had a Barbie dress copied for one competition. And if that wasn’t

         enough, I stuck sequins on the paper number on my back!’ Her eyes got a little misty. ‘You know my one big regret? When I

         got ejected from the ballet studio, I wanted to go back to my first love of ballroom but my mother said there was no living

         to be earned there.’

      


      I clunked my forehead, picturing Beth fitting so perfectly alongside the glittering cast of Strictly, in particular, Ola Jordan, or ‘Exhibit C cup’ as Beth had dubbed her.

      


      ‘To think it could have been you on the cover of Woman’s Own!’ I wailed. ‘You might have even fallen in love with your celebrity partner!’

      


      ‘And then we could’ve adopted orphaned children from around the world to create our very own formation dance team!’ Beth chuckled

         as she reached for her glass. ‘You know, I have to say, it’s very refreshing to talk to someone who’s not bent over flexing

         their toes while you’re speaking to them.’

      


      ‘You need never worry about that happening with me,’ I confirmed with a chink.


      It’s curious to think that Beth was the serious one back then. Until we met, she had such tunnel-vision regarding dancing

         that every Sunday activity I suggested – be it a Eurostar trip to Brussels or a stroll around the National Portrait Gallery

         – was a whole new experience for her. Even though we were the same age, I felt like her older sister, showing her the wider

         world.

      


      Those were fun days. We always seemed be laughing ourselves silly about something. Either that or sipping after-show hot chocolates

         on Old Compton Street, huddled over our wishlists. Beth was big on these: ‘“Without leaps of the imagination, or dreaming,

         we lose the excitement of possibilities,”’ she would quote the wonderfully bold feminist, Gloria Steinem, whenever possible.

         ‘“Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning.”’

      


      Number one on her list: a leading role. For me? A leading man.


      And then one day it seemed as if these wishes might just come true.


      It was an otherwise unremarkable Wednesday night when the director asked Beth to hang back after the show and then told her

         he was considering her for the role of Penny – more dancing than acting and, let’s face it, who better than Beth to ‘shake

         her maracas’?

      


      When the official nod came, we set to work on the creation of a show-stopping red dress – experimenting with endless textures

         and silhouettes, eager to create an outfit that further enhanced the dance, one that somehow accentuated the speed of the

         spins and would fall sensuously away to reveal Beth’s balletic leg extension when she placed her heel on Johnny’s shoulder.

      


      ‘This is it,’ she beamed when we finally got it right. ‘This is my star-is-born dress!’ Then she looked at me, confident as

         anything, and said, ‘Now it’s your turn.’

      


      And the very next day, along came Lee.


      The prop department had been looking to get real vintage cars on stage – the Houseman’s ’63 Oldsmobile Dynamic and Johnny’s

         ’57 Chevrolet Bel Air – and Lee was the man who could make that happen.

      


      ‘Carmen, meet the Car Man,’ the prop man quipped.


      It seemed like fate. You could practically hear the engine revving every time we looked at each other. A brief chat about

         the interior colour schemes and he was asking me on a date. And then another and another.

      


      ‘So it’s finally happened!’ Beth cheered at the news. ‘I’ve got my dream role and you’ve got your dream lover!’


      For three weeks we were on a high. Beth was rehearsing every available hour, eager that her debut as Penny would be received

         with ovation rapture, while I was spending every spare moment with Lee – his vintage Buick purring at the stage door each

         night, ready to glide me home. He was the first man I’d ever actually slept all night entwined with. (Normally I’d wake up

         on the far side of the bed, or unable to sleep at all.) I’d never had a boyfriend who wanted to see so much of me, or who

         actually seemed in it for the long haul. I couldn’t believe my luck.

      


      And then came what was due to be Beth’s last Saturday night as chorus – the night of her accident. Not that it was really

         her accident at all, she was an innocent bystander. Baby went for her iconic ‘Time of Your Life’ lift, Johnny’s knee gave way and sent her diving over his head into Beth, who broke Baby’s fall and two of her own ribs.

      


      The pain didn’t even register on her face, all I saw as she was slotted into the back of the ambulance was the awful realisation

         that her chance at the big-time was gone.

      


      Shortly after she went home to recuperate, my life also took a downturn, though in a much more slow-burn way.


      I don’t say any of this to garner sympathy. If anything, you’ll want to stick a few pins in me. I just want you to understand

         my frame of mind at this time. So how best do I explain?

      


      Imagine having to choose between two men...


      The first is protectively broad with playful denim blue eyes, an arousingly deep rumble of a voice and the sweetest of kisses.

         He’s a little bit rock’n’roll but a homebody at heart and makes the best Sunday breakfasts, smells delicious without wearing

         any aftershave and is never shy of saying, ‘I love you!’

      


      And in his arms all your troubles – past, present and future – simply melt away...


      The second is surly, undermining, demeaning, quick-tempered, prone to lewd comments, drunk-driving and humiliating you in

         front of your friends and colleagues.

      


      The choice is obvious, of course. What person in their right mind would want to be with the second option?


      But what if these particular characteristics and foibles belong to the same person? What if the man who has the ability to make you feel so cherished is also the one who leaves you tear-stained and

         bewildered. Then what would you do?

      


      You’d leave him. You’d have to. Only a masochist would stay.


      Or so I thought.


      That was before I was privy to all the subtle slidings that can occur – compliments were replaced by reminders that he didn’t

         want a ‘fat girlfriend’ every time so much as a Malteser would pass my lips. He stopped texting cuteness and started answering

         the phone to me with a barked ‘Go!’ When I’d welcome him with open arms, he’d stride past me with a dismissive ‘Not now.’ Somehow I’d gone from being the person

         he wanted to spend every spare minute with to an irritating waste of time.

      


      Obviously I thought he wanted to break up but no, he said he had marriage in mind.


      ‘Surely you wouldn’t even consider it?’ Beth was scandalised.


      ‘Well I’m not exactly getting a lot of other offers.’


      ‘Carmen, he left you alone on your birthday to play football with his mates.’


      ‘Well, I knew he’d just feel he was missing out if he stayed in with me. I didn’t want to be around him if he was all grumpy.’


      ‘It doesn’t worry you that his moods seem to be getting worse?’


      ‘He’d never be violent towards me, if that’s what you’re implying.’


      ‘What about the time he said he wanted to beat you with a baseball bat?’


      ‘Oh, he was really drunk when he said that.’


      ‘What a novelty!’


      I couldn’t deny that his drinking was excessive. One soul-searching night he told me he was afraid he was an alcoholic. His

         vulnerability touched me. I wanted to help him face his demons.

      


      ‘You know it’s not your job to save him, Carmen.’ Beth was beyond exasperated. ‘I really don’t know why you stay.’


      ‘Because I remember how sweet he was at the beginning,’ I told her. ‘I know he has it in him to be wonderful. If I could just

         figure out what I’m doing that’s triggering him—’

      


      ‘Don’t you go taking the blame for his bad behaviour!’


      I didn’t reply. Part of me wanted the fault to be mine – if my ineptitude was the root cause then maybe there was still hope,

         maybe I could fix it. Then one day I was online searching for relationship advice and I came across a quiz on Verbal Abuse.

         I took it and found I could tick eighteen out of twenty boxes.

      


      ‘What are you waiting for, a full house?’ Beth wanted to know.


      That night I sat him down and told him I couldn’t go on if he couldn’t be nicer to me. I couldn’t take the surliness, the

         foul language, the daily criticisms.

      


      ‘So it’s all me is it?’ He was instantly defensive. ‘You’re perfect and I’m the ogre? Well, for your information, this morning

         you left your dishes in the wrong side of the sink!’

      


      ‘What?’ I was stunned. Did he really consider the two things on a par?


      Maybe Beth was right. Maybe he was an incurable bully but I couldn’t possibly be the pathetic doormat in this scenario. I

         mean, let’s be frank – those kind of emotionally degrading relationships are the domain of the weak, meek and needy. I just

         didn’t fit the profile: I loved my job, had great friends and a wide streak of independence. I felt good about myself. Except

         in terms of love, of course. If you added up all my man encounters you would see that they would only account for a total

         of two years out of my thirteen of dating. Naturally, four thousand nights alone can take their toll but was I really so desperate

         to be wanted that I was willing to put up with the worst kind of behaviour from this man, simply because he said – over and

         again – that he loved me and would never leave me?

      


      The answer – in equal parts surprising and depressing – would appear to be ‘yes’.
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      I stand before Peep, its pink neon signage reflecting in the rain-glossed pavement.


      The entrance is little more than a beaded curtain and a downward flight of stairs. Now I come to think of it, it was an offer

         from a place just like this that prompted Beth to take that first contract as a cruise ship dancer a year ago.

      


      ‘People used to tell me what a great little Von Trapp kid I’d make, now I get solicited by strip clubs!’ She had rolled her

         eyes. ‘I think it’s time for me to get back to work.’

      


      At first, Beth was dreading hoofing in velcro and lamé on a stage that tilted like a funfair ride with every ocean swell but,

         as it turned out, she had a blast – getting to do what she loved most in the world, twice nightly at 8pm and 10pm.

      


      Besides, she didn’t exactly have a lot of other options – her big après-rib-crack comeback had not gone according to plan. While she was repairing and retraining her body, a new breed had taken

         over. Beth called them the ‘So You Think You Can Dancers’ – stronger, faster, sexier.

      


      And younger.

      


      The director who championed her at Dirty Dancing had moved on and when she went to new auditions the recurring feedback was that they were looking for something ‘fresher’

         and ‘edgier’. Apparently she needed to lose the ‘old-school/stage school cheese’. And the truth is, that’s tough to reverse,

         the Layla Kay Academy may as well brand you as you graduate. But we refused to be daunted. We knew Beth had both technical

         brilliance and experience on her side so we worked on a new look – roughed her up a little, sourced some street clothes –

         and she adopted a sassier attitude to match.

      


      Then came the comments about her ‘lack of connection with the audience’.


      ‘I think I liked it better when they just blamed it on my boobs ruining the symmetry of the chorus line.’


      It didn’t seem fair – as a dancer you have to have the hide of a rhino to withstand all the rejections and hardships of show

         business but the second you set a toe on stage, your skin needs to be transparent.

      


      ‘I really don’t know what more I have to do to “move” people,’ Beth had despaired. ‘Short of lap-dancing every person in the

         stalls.’

      


      And so it comes to this.


      Pushing through my apprehension and repulsion, I step forward and explain to the mush-faced doorman that I just need a quick

         word with my friend.

      


      ‘It won’t take a minute,’ I tell him. (Get in, get her out. That’s my plan.)


      He’s having none of it.


      ‘Girls pay too,’ he grunts. ‘You could be Lindsay Lohan for all I know.’


      ‘Well, I’m not entirely sure I’ve even got the right place,’ I say, still clinging to the hope that I’m wrong about the street

         or club name. ‘Do you know if a Beth Harding works here? Or maybe Bette Noir?’ I recall the stage name we were joking about

         just last night.

      


      He shakes his head. ‘Names don’t mean a thing.’


      ‘She’s blonde,’ I begin.


      ‘They’re all blonde,’ he cuts me off.


      I go to describe her facial features – her cute nose and rosebud pout – but figure this is probably not a ‘face’ man. It’s

         then I notice the glass panel of photos advertising the girls within and I get to play my trump card. ‘Her boobs are real!’

      


      ‘She start this week?’ he enquires.


      ‘Yes!’ I cheer, only to realise that this is actually bad news – she’s really here. ‘I’m just here to drop off a costume for

         her...’ I remember my prop, giving him a flash of the lace.

      


      He gives me one more look up and down then steps aside. ‘When you get to the bottom of the stairs, tell them Ron said to show

         you backstage.’

      


      ‘Thank you,’ I say, hurrying into the damp, sickly-sweet blackness.


      There appear to be car air fresheners at every turn. Cherry, if I’m not mistaken. But instead of putting me in mind of candied

         fruit, all I can think of is the odours they are trying to mask. I try not to touch the banister on the way down and push

         backwards through the door that opens onto the dressing room.

      


      ‘Oh! Sorry!’ I stumble as I’m instantly confronted with an array of bulbous body parts and stringy hair extensions, most of

         which look like they’ve been raided from the local stables. ‘Um, I’m just looking for Beth, the new girl...?’

      


      I was going to mention that I have a costume for her but I don’t think vintage corsetry would sit well with outfits that appear

         to be made from fluorescent chewing gum, so I keep it stashed in my bag.

      


      ‘She’s just gone on.’ A woman with a strong Scottish accent calls over to me. ‘Shame she didn’t have a pal here five minutes

         ago – poor wee thing was chucking up buckets – it’s always so nerve-racking the first time you—’ She makes an unleashing motion

         level with her breasts.

      


      ‘What?’ I gasp. ‘No!’


      ‘She had exactly the same reaction but that’s how Dirk gets you – says it’s just podium dancing in lingerie. Then a couple

         of days in, when you’re loving the money, he says, “It’s topless or jobless. You decide!”’

      


      This is worse than I thought.


      ‘I have to speak to her.’ I panic, looking for the passageway to the stage.


      ‘Good luck with that.’ She nods to a door at the far end.


      The music slams into me as I emerge, appropriately enough, In Da Club. I reach to steady myself on the wall and feel the whole room vibrating to the bass. I guess they’re going for a younger crowd,

         not that I can discern anyone’s age in this darkness. I can just about make out the prowling waitresses but the only lit area

         is the stage.

      


      And there she is.


      For a second I stand transfixed – her moves are pure Fosse, though whether anyone recognises the steals from All That Jazz and Big Spender is doubtful, particularly when performed to 50 Cent.

      


      ‘Beth!’ I yell as she moves towards the front of the stage, waving my arms wildly, but the spotlight is blocking her vision.

         At least she’s still sporting her satin bustier, I try to look on the bright side as I thrust between two particularly vocal

         men and make a grab for her ankle. Uh oh. Not a good move – now I’ve alerted the bouncer. And she’s starting to unhook the

         clasps. The bouncer is gaining; I don’t know how to stop this!

      


      ‘Hey, mind my beer!’ one of the salivating males cautions me.


      And then it happens: in one swift move, I’ve grabbed his pint and sloshed it upwards, hitting Beth directly in the face.


      ‘PAH!’ she spits, reeling backwards, disorientated at first and then angrily looking around for the culprit.


      ‘It’s me!’ I pogo on the spot. ‘Carmen!’


      ‘Is this part of the act?’ The salivater looks between me and his empty beer glass.


      And then I feel a pair of meaty hands clamp onto my arms and my feet are no longer touching the floor. I’m already envisioning

         my shoulder hitting wet pavement when I hear Beth cry, ‘Wait – she’s my friend!’

      


      The bouncer gives her a dubious look. ‘She just threw a pint of beer in your face.’


      ‘Well, it wouldn’t have been my first choice,’ I reason. ‘I didn’t see anyone drinking Amarula.’


      He looks confused.


      ‘It’s kind of like Baileys but with a strawberry cream flavour...’


      Beth subdues a smile as she jumps down beside us, only for her face to change as she sees a small, bristly man approaching.

         There’s something about his hyena-like demeanour that tells me this is Dirk. I wonder if I can persuade him that my recent

         action was a homage to wet t-shirt contests, only this time with beer and a bustier. Hmmm – B&B – that has a certain ring

         to it. Maybe I could trade him the copyright for Beth?

      


      He gives me a withering look as I make my garbled pitch and then turns to Beth:


      ‘You want me to fire you, don’t you?’ he snarls at her.


      ‘Yes please.’


      He shakes his head. ‘Get outta here.’


      We’re down the street and round the corner before we dare expel a breath.


      ‘Don’t say anything!’ she whimpers, shaking her head, as if she can’t quite believe what just happened. And, worse still,

         what nearly happened.

      


      ‘It’s not drugs, is it?’ I feel compelled to ask, facing my worst fear first, still clueless as to why she would have chosen

         to put herself in such a situation.

      


      ‘No, no!’ she insists, still averting her smeared eyes.


      ‘I just don’t understand.’ I speak softly. ‘I mean, I know Dirk promised it was only going to be podium work but even so,

         the place is a dive.’ I pull her into a doorway so we can talk face to face. ‘Why would you turn down the cruise ship for

         this?’

      


      ‘It doesn’t matter, it’s done now.’


      ‘It does matter, Beth. Something is wrong. You have to tell me what it is.’


      ‘Honestly, it’s not a big deal. I’ll get something better. It was temporary anyway. I just needed money for the rent—’


      ‘You know I would have lent it to you!’


      ‘I haven’t paid you back for last month’s yet.’


      ‘Well, that’s still no reason,’ I sigh. ‘Besides, you wouldn’t be paying rent at all if you were on the cruise ship. All meals

         provided, endless sunshine. You said you were desperate to go back to the Caribbean—’

      


      ‘Well, eight months is a long time.’


      ‘It didn’t bother you last time.’


      ‘But look what happened while I was gone!’ she blurts. I’m trying to think which missed audition would still be eating her

         up when she murmurs, ‘You went back to him.’

      


      ‘What?’ It takes me a moment to process what she is saying. ‘You mean Lee?’


      She nods.


      ‘You turned down the cruise ship job because you were afraid that I might go back to Lee?’


      ‘Well, it’s not so far-fetched, is it?’


      ‘No,’ I have to concede.


      Three times we’ve split up. This last time was about as final and no-turning-back as it could be and yet a sense of unfinished

         business remains. It’s as if part of me still belongs to him. And vice versa. Sounds creepy, doesn’t it? It is.

      


      ‘But, Beth, it’s not your responsibility to watch over me like that. It’s not your job to protect me. You’re my friend not

         my guardian angel.’

      


      ‘Says the woman who just swooped in and saved me from a strip club.’


      ‘Well, that didn’t cost me my job or my passion,’ I reason. ‘Seriously, I can’t bear the thought of you barely scraping a

         living here in the rain because then that’s two of us miserable and what’s the point in that?’

      


      ‘I’d be miserable in the sunshine if I thought you were even thinking of going back to him.’ She takes a quavery breath. ‘It

         just feels like there’s not that much of the old you left. I’m afraid that, if you did it again, you would disappear altogether.’

      


      ‘Oh, that’s not going to happen.’


      ‘Carmen, you could’ve died!’

      


      I thought I’d had all the horrible wake-up calls I was due. But here’s another. I had no idea my situation was haunting Beth

         this way. She’s always so bolstering of me, so dismissive of Lee’s hold. We haven’t spoken of The Incident in so long it was

         beginning to seem like a nasty dream. I sigh to myself. Though I’m definitely comforted to know how much she cares, there

         is also an equal measure of guilt at what I am putting her through.

      


      ‘And I don’t want you feeling guilty about this.’ She reads my mind, and no doubt my teary eyes. ‘This is my decision and

         I stand by it.’

      


      And then she leans back on the shopfront and peels off her pink-tipped eyelashes. ‘God, how did this happen? How did our lives

         become this?’ She looks up at me. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be this way, was it?’

      


      I shake my head, still somewhat in shock.


      ‘Seriously Carmen, I don’t understand – why does everyone else get the breaks? I see girls that aren’t a patch on you with

         these great, devoted guys, you deserve one more than anyone and look what you got!’

      


      I smile sadly back at her. ‘I feel the same way about you and your dancing – you looked amazing up there tonight. For a second

         I thought I was watching a solo in Chicago!’

      


      She gives a disbelieving snuffle. ‘Ten years I’ve been doing this. Ten years of hope. Now it feels like all I have is my imagination

         – I go to bed at night and I dream all these wonderful scenes and every morning when I wake up the gap between what I want

         and what the day will bring seems to be growing bigger.’

      


      And then she shivers.


      ‘Jeez what are we doing out in the rain?’ I come to my senses. ‘We need to get you home.’


      We try in vain to get a taxi but not one illuminated yellow light passes our way.


      ‘Come on.’ I link my arm in hers. ‘Let’s go back to the theatre and call one from there.’


      I’m fiddling with the multitude of locks at the stage door and when I turn back to check on Beth, I find she is an absolute

         mess of chugging tears.

      


      ‘Oh honey!’ I gasp, quickly pulling her into my arms. I’ve never seen her like this before. I can’t bear to think that her

         warrior-like optimism has been defeated.

      


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she apologises through the snot.


      ‘Talk to me,’ I urge, sensing there is something more.


      As I hold her by her shoulders, she looks up at me with a kind of pleading in her eyes. I hardly recognise her voice, it’s

         so small. ‘What do you do when you realise that you’re not good enough to have your dreams come true?’ Her face is trembling

         as she speaks. ‘All these things I depend on to keep me going, they’re never going to happen. I look ahead and all I see is

         emptiness...’

      


      My heart actually aches for her. I look out into the appropriately blurry world surrounding us and drag up a sigh from the

         pit of my stomach. ‘There’s only one thing you can do,’ I tell her. ‘You have to come up with new dreams.’
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      ‘Turns out beer really is good for your hair.’ Beth tries to look on the bright side as she emerges from the shower. ‘I’ve

         never been so shiny!’

      


      I give her a sympathetic squeeze and then frown at the costume rack. ‘Sorry there’s nothing snuggly to wrap you in – they

         didn’t have a lot of fleecy robes in the Victorian era.’

      


      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she smiles bravely. ‘Grey sackcloth is apt – I’ve been rescued from sin and now I am entering purgatory.’


      Oh Lord.


      ‘Well, on the upside, this particular house of redemption has a very liberal drinks policy,’ I wink. ‘Back in a mo!’


      Of course the official booze for shock is a warming whisky but the best I can manage is chilled champagne, purloined from

         the leading man’s dressing room. I’m aware that the celebratory associations of this drink are a tad inappropriate but convince

         myself that, if I bring along three bottles of the stuff, the message becomes more: ‘Let’s drink until all this misery goes

         away!’

      


      ‘Oh!’ I startle as I return to Wardrobe. Instead of finding Beth in some high-collared, floor-sweeping dress of penance, she

         is sporting a wing-collared shirt and tailored trousers.

      


      ‘You know, if I were a guy, I’d book a job tomorrow.’


      I stall in the doorway.


      ‘Girl dancers, they’re a dime a dozen,’ she expounds. ‘There must have been a hundred of us up for that last spot on Oliver. And then the guys come in, and there’s only a handful that are any good.’ She smoothes her hair away from her freshly-washed

         face. ‘Do you think I could do it?’

      


      ‘Do what?’


      ‘Pass as a man.’


      Her question seems in earnest so I give it due consideration. ‘Well, for starters we’d have to give you an enormous belly

         to balance out the boobs.’

      


      ‘You couldn’t just flatten them down? You know, like Gwyneth Paltrow in Shakespeare in Love.’

      


      ‘You have rather different proportions...’ I put it as delicately as I can.


      ‘What about Barbra Streisand in Yentl?’

      


      ‘Absolutely we could do that look,’ I agree. ‘But a Hasidic Jew trying to blend in with the cast of Grease?’ I pull a face, trying to make her smile before pointing out that of all the careers in which you could attempt to pass

         as a man, this has to be the hardest. ‘I mean, you don’t get more body-specific than a dancer...’

      


      As I get on with popping the champagne and fill us two unceremonial mugs, Beth heaves a wretched sigh and grabs angrily at

         her chest. ‘These are such a curse! I wish I could wake up tomorrow and find them gone.’

      


      And then her face changes.


      ‘Oh my God.’ She turns to me. ‘Carmen! Why didn’t I think of it before? I can have them reduced!’


      ‘What?!’ I splutter. ‘Surely you don’t mean—’


      ‘Surgery, yes!’ She ignores my offer of champagne and settles in front of my laptop, more interested in googling Breast Reduction.

         ‘Amazing. All these years I’ve been burdened with this excess and if I just did this one thing—’

      


      ‘Beth. Hold on.’ I lower the screen so I can get her attention. ‘You can’t possibly be talking about hacking off bits of your

         body for work?’

      


      ‘Why not? Women do the reverse for men all the time. At least this is for me.’


      ‘But it’s so extreme!’


      ‘Not when you think of what I’d get in return,’ she reasons. ‘Finally I’d be the right shape – I could blend unnoticed into

         the chorus line.’

      


      My face falls, horrified that it’s come to this. This beautiful girl who dreamed of being a principal dancer is now willing

         to go under the knife, just so she can get lost in the crowd? Or is it partly to make sure that she’ll never get tempted back

         to stripping? Either way, I’m too depressed to protest as she lifts up the screen and starts eagerly scanning the pages.

      


      ‘Look at this – you can get a breast reduction and a ten-day holiday in Tunisia all for £2,500!’ I blink in disbelief as she adds, ‘Mind you, all those camels with their humps...’ Her nose wrinkles. ‘It would be hard to take your mind off what had just occurred. Czech Republic sounds a better option

         and it’s only £1,600.’

      


      ‘Bargain,’ I mutter. ‘But where exactly would you find that kind of money? You haven’t even got this month’s rent.’


      ‘I’ll get a loan,’ she pouts. ‘You know, a career investment one.’


      ‘Oh yes, I can just see you discussing your “assets” down the bank.’


      It worries me that she’s having these thoughts before she’s even had a drink. Mind you, I don’t know how many it took to get

         her on stage earlier tonight.

      


      ‘Listen to this.’ She tugs me to her side, undeterred. ‘The surgery takes just two hours, I’d be asleep the whole time and

         I could be back dancing in four to six weeks!’

      


      ‘Let’s take a little look at the risks involved, shall we?’ I elbow her out of the way and read out loud about the severing

         of nerve endings that can lead to permanent sensation loss, the dangers of hyperpigmentation and permanent bruising, of scarring

         irregularities and wound separation. I’m just getting to fat and tissue necrosis when she halts me and reaches for her mug

         of champagne. ‘Okay, that’s enough for now.’

      


      ‘You know, I really feel for the women who need this kind of operation but you don’t. Maybe there’s a reason you are the shape

         you are, we just haven’t discovered what it is yet.’

      


      ‘Well, I need to find out soon or I’m going to do it, I mean it!’ She takes another swig.


      ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t you? The threat of haematoma alone sounds so enticing.’


      I’ve gone too far. Beth suddenly looks on the verge of tears.


      ‘Come on,’ I soothe, placing her hands back on the keyboard. ‘Let’s see if The Stage has finally come through for you: blonde dancer required, real-deal 34DD, to play the lead role in Marilyn, The Musical.’

      


      We spend the next hour trawling assorted websites looking for podium-free dance work.


      One ad offers two weeks in Cheshire earning £50 a night. Details of the show’s theme include a worrying misspelling of Moulin

         Rouge...

      


      ‘Moulin Rough?!’ Beth hoots. ‘Well, that really inspires confidence.’


      As we scroll through the other options, the requests for special skills get more absurd – tumbling, mat-wrestling, nipple-tassel

         twirling...

      


      ‘What exactly is a fire dancer?’ I want to know. ‘And why would a house DJ be looking for en pointe ballet dancers?’

      


      I’m peeling the thick foil off the second bottle of champagne and suggesting we start looking at some career aptitude tests

         to see what else Beth might be suited to, when suddenly her hand has my wrist in a vice.

      


      ‘Oh. My. God.’ Her grip tightens. ‘It’s like someone has turned my dreams into a job ad!’


      ‘Really?’ I gulp, already fearing this will only lead to more disappointment.


      Beth is actually trembling as she reads:


      ‘EXPERIENCE TV are searching for a woman aged 25–45 to learn three of the world’s most popular and passionate dances in their

         countries of origin:

      


      Tango in Buenos Aires, Argentina


      Paso Doble in Seville, Spain


      Salsa in Havana, Cuba’


      She looks up at me, eyes wide with wonder.


      I am a little stunned myself. It sounds too good to be true. ‘Go on,’ I encourage.


      ‘The selected candidate will spend three weeks travelling to these exotic destinations where she will learn the most authentic

         form of each dance.’ Beth is on her feet now, pacing the room, unable to read further for sheer excitement. ‘This is it, Carmen.

         This is my chance. And it’s even better than theatre ’cos I’ll reach a bigger audience and think of how everything could open

         up for me! They say you have to hit rock bottom before you bounce back up and this, my friend, is my trampoline!’

      


      While her mind races ahead I read the smaller print. The production company’s credits are impressive – all the big-name reality

         shows are of their creation. All expenses are covered: flights, hotels, food. Obviously Beth won’t have a problem with the

         fact that the candidate needs to be able to leave the country next week – she’d go tonight if she could. The application deadline

         is tomorrow morning and they require passport details upfront but this is fine too because Beth always carries hers with her,

         just in case. So far so good.

      


      But then I get onto the qualifications.


      Oh no.


      Beth has altered her CV to fit a myriad different scenarios but this would be the biggest stretch of all...


      ‘There’s a problem.’ I reach for her hand, reluctantly tugging her back down to earth. I wait until her eyes meet mine so

         I can be sure she is going to hear me and then I say, ‘It specifically says non-dancers.’

      


      ‘What?’ She looks confused. ‘You mean like no dance experience required?’


      ‘No.’ I point to the offending line. ‘“Zero dance experience essential.” They don’t want to see any applications from trained dancers.’

      


      ‘What are you saying?’ She is utterly incredulous, even after she reads the line for herself. ‘What is this? Now even dancers can’t get the dancing jobs?’

      


      I heave a resigned sigh. ‘I guess they don’t want it to come too easy, they want to show the struggle, the evolution...’


      Beth only paces more. There is no way she’s letting this one go.


      ‘Right. Well, technically, you know I’ve only done ballroom Tango, never Argentine style and, if you remember correctly, even a pro like Brendan Cole struggled when he had to teach Lisa Snowdon because he’d

         never done it before.’ She looks back at the list. ‘Paso Doble, I’d be a total newbie at that and as for Salsa, every woman

         and her granny has had at least one Salsa lesson, they just tend not to pursue it because the class is invariably populated

         with the kind of men who would never get to touch a woman in real life.’ She looks up at me. ‘Didn’t you try it once?’

      


      I nod, flinching slightly at the memory. It actually wasn’t the men in the workshop that put me off, but the instructor. He

         arrived brandishing a can of deodorant jeering, ‘I’m not afraid to use it!’ The irony being that he, in his nylon/Lycra cycling

         shirt, smelt so bad you lost your footing when he demonstrated an underarm turn on you. Worse still was the way he tried to

         drum the ‘1–2–3 pause 5–6–7 pause’ Salsa beat into our heads. He had us stomping like a marching band while chanting, ‘Pie and mash pause pie and mash!’

      


      Not exactly the way to conjure steamy, Mojito-fuelled nights with the Buena Vista Social Club.


      When my focus returns to Beth, I find she is halfway through completing the online application.


      ‘What are you doing?’ I gawp at her.


      ‘They don’t need to know I’m a dancer, do they?’ she shrugs as she types.


      ‘Um,’ I wince. ‘Do you really think you can disguise that fact?’


      ‘For the chance to do all this...’ She motions to the silhouette of a couple in a fervent embrace, dancing against a tropical

         backdrop. ‘Yes,’ she confirms. ‘I think I could fake it.’

      


      I fully understand her motivation but it’s still not right. I have to be harsh. ‘You mean fake it as in completely lie?’ I

         venture. ‘Fake it as in take this chance away from someone who genuinely fits the criteria?’

      


      She looks at me, eyes glistening with a mixture of desperation and desire. ‘It could never mean as much to them as it would

         to me.’

      


      I hesitate. It’s hard to argue with that.


      ‘Besides, I’d be doing the TV company a favour.’ Her mania returns. ‘I’d start off being a complete Kate Garraway and suddenly

         my natural aptitude would be discovered and then I would become a phenomenon, we’d come back to Britain and I’d get my own

         show – and you could do all the costumes! See? It’s perfect! I’ll be doing you a favour too!’

      


      I can see simple reasoning isn’t going to stop this runaway train. My best tactic seems to be to try and get her to pass out

         before she sends the application.

      


      ‘More champagne?’


      ‘Maybe just a little. And can you grab one of the headshots from my bag? They need to see a photo.’


      She really isn’t thinking straight. ‘You don’t think that would ever-so-slightly give the game away – a professional headshot?’

      


      ‘Oh.’ Her shoulders sag.


      ‘Anyway, you’re too blonde bombshell in this,’ I say as I contemplate the image. ‘You need to look more... ordinary. They’ll be looking for someone the viewers can root for, someone more like them.’

      


      ‘Mmmm...’ She gives this notion due consideration. ‘You mean someone more like you?’


      ‘Well, not necessarily—’ I falter.


      ‘No, I think you’d be perfect – how do you think I’d look as a brunette?’


      As she jumps up and starts rifling through the wig collection I wonder at my reaction to being the template for ordinary.

         I suppose I could be seen that way. But it’s not exactly a look anyone aspires to...

      


      ‘Jeez, do you have a single wig that’s not knotted into a bun?’


      I nudge her foraging hands away and find her a longish bob. Not dissimilar to my own... Oh dear.


      ‘That’ll do.’ She fixes the hairline and gives herself an approving nod before tilting her face expectantly towards me. ‘Now,

         can you do my make-up in sepia tone, like you do?’

      


      ‘Sepia?’ I frown, confused.


      ‘You know all those brown hues – neutral, natural, whatever you call it.’


      I glance at my reflection. It’s true. I am a living, breathing, olde tyme photograph. The most exciting thing that has happened

         to my beauty regime of late is that I somehow managed to get chocolate on my ghd’s and now every time I use them the room

         fills with the aroma of home-baked cookies.

      


      I oblige her with the make-up but then it falls to me to make a devastating physical criticism: ‘You’re a bit toned.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I think you might look too fit for the job.’


      Beth throws up her arms in despair. ‘Well they want someone who’s capable of doing these dances not someone who’s going to struggle to reach around their own vast circumference to get to the instructor!’

      


      ‘I know,’ I soothe. ‘But you know what these programmes are like – they love a transformation. They’ll want to see that there’s

         room for improvement. What you need is a bit of this.’ I tap my stomach. ‘Years of intermission ice-creams in the making!’

      


      She gives my midriff a covetous look and then expels a long, frustrated breath.


      I think for a moment we’ve come to a halt but then her face lights up. ‘Where do you keep your costume padding?’


      Before I can even direct her to the trunk, Beth has located a pre-formed belly and an assortment of arm and leg tubes. ‘What

         are you waiting for?’ She hustles me to my feet. ‘Super-size me!’


      We begin by loosening her bra straps so she doesn’t look quite so ‘sweater girl’ thrusting. Then we bulk out her mid-section

         and thighs and recycle a bustle for her bottom. A pair of fishnets helps blend the sections without flattening them.

      


      ‘What about my calves?’


      ‘I think we should leave those in case you need to wear a skirt. Besides, plenty of women taper down in that area, look at

         Letitia Dean.’

      


      ‘Now there’s a fighter!’ Beth’s jaw juts proudly. ‘But she also let us see her break down. I might have to do that at the

         audition – you know, shed a few tears...’

      


      ‘We’ve got glycerine here.’ I nod over to the cabinet. ‘Aurelia uses a dab of that for her big cry in Act Three.’


      ‘I won’t need it – I’ll just think how I’ll feel if I don’t get this job.’ Beth braces herself against the nearest wall as

         I yank a line of tape around her middle, deciding she could do with some semblance of a waist.

      


      ‘Not too tight, is it?’ I ask as she catches her breath.


      ‘No, it’s fine. You know, you really are good at this, Carmen,’ she asserts, running her hands over the pouffe of her stomach

         like a proud mum-to-be. ‘I think this is going to look pretty convincing.’

      


      I agree. Maybe a little too convincing.


      I stop my finessing and sit back on my heels. ‘You’re not worried that what we’re doing here could be construed as illegal?’


      ‘What?’ she scoffs. ‘Impersonating a plumper version of myself?’


      ‘No, you know, the non-dancing bit...’


      Beth shakes her head. ‘I told you, I’ve hardly done two of those dances. Besides, what are they going to do? Confiscate my

         tutu?’

      


      ‘Seriously, Beth.’ I give her an earnest look. ‘What if someone recognised you and you got blacklisted by the dance community?

         What if no one was allowed to employ you again?’

      


      ‘Well, maybe that’s what I need,’ she says, ever defiant. ‘Maybe that’s what it would take to get me to let go and try something

         else.’

      


      I look at my best friend – this patchwork quilt of mismatched body parts, swigging champagne from the bottle – and I think,

         Maybe she’s right. Maybe the strip club wasn’t rock bottom. Maybe this is.

      


      And then I make a decision: tomorrow Beth can add this foolish exercise to the list of Things Never To Be Mentioned Again.

         But for tonight, while she is still energised with hope, I shall cease raining on her parade.

      


      ‘You’re all done,’ I announce, slinging the roll of tape back in the drawer.


      ‘Great! All I need now is a more appropriate outfit...’ She eyes my jersey wrap dress.


      My brows raise in disbelief. ‘You’ve got my hair, my make-up, my body and now you want my dress?’ I hoot. ‘Anything else?’


      ‘Actually yes...’ She gets a devious look in her eye. ‘Your lovelife.’


      Now that is a step too far.


      ‘Why on earth would you want that?’ I splutter. ‘I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy!’


      ‘Exactly! We need something that arouses sympathy, like that girl on Diet on the Dancefloor whose fiancé dumped her just months before the wedding.’ Beth resumes her seat at the computer and starts typing.

      


      I can’t believe it. I have officially created a monster.


      ‘What are you writing?’ I enquire, feeling suddenly vulnerable.


      ‘Just that I need this trip to escape the magnetic lure of my repugnant and terrifying ex.’
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