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      Ella Kingsley is the pseudonym of a women’s fiction author. Before embarking on her writing career, she worked in publishing
         and retains her obsession with perfect punctuation to this day. Ella is in her twenties and lives in North London. At the
         karaoke mic, she has been known to sing ‘Ice Ice Baby’ all the way through with huge conviction, if not talent.
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Jane Costello, author of Bridesmaids

      
      ‘As sparkly and feel-good as a glittery disco ball.
Ella Kingsley is such a fresh and funny new voice.
Pass her the mic, we
         want more!’
Carmen Reid, author of New York Valentine

      
      ‘I found myself lying in bed needing to be asleep and
saying “just one more chapter”, then reading one more
chapter and dutifully
         laying the book down and turning
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again. I couldn’t put this lovely book
         down’
Lucy-Anne Holmes, author of 50 Ways to Find a Lover
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      Total Eclipse of the Heart

      
      
      I can’t sing.

      
      There, I said it. I, Maddie Mulhern, raised by wild-haired parents on the exotic plains of Eighties Synth Pop, where colourful
         beasts roam the borders of Kaftan and Eyeliner, cannot sing a note. Maybe it’s because I’ve grown up with a one-time-famous
         mum and dad, whose sole chart-topper gets played at weddings across the land. (You do know it: you’ll say, ‘Oh god, not that one?’) Maybe it’s because I’m ‘eclipsed’ and I need to ‘own my own stage’ (this is what my best friend Lou says – and she’s
         taking a Psychology degree). Or maybe it’s because my private apex of horror is a memory of my eighth birthday party, where my parents did away with the conventional freak-all-the-children-out clown and instead delivered their own freakish
         performance piece to Jean Michel Jarre’s ‘Oxygène’. Aside from anything else, that song is forty minutes long.
     

      
      My mum and dad are … well, they’re characters. Everyone reckons their parents are weird, but mine actually are. I love them,
         but they embarrass me. Does that sound bad? OK, so picture this: flicking channels on the telly and landing on Top of the Pops 2. It’s 1987. George and Andrew (and the two girls, but I can never remember which one’s which – and besides, it’s all about
         George) are clad in white tracksuits and booties, their hair coiffed like the curls of butter you get in posh restaurants.
         Yep, Wham!’s all good. And then, just as you’re wondering where it all went wrong – has he really been arrested again? – the song ends and another set of familiar chords strike up. Pineapple Mist (you did hear right) have taken to the stage,
         number three for the fourth week running! Mum’s dancing about like some kind of shoulder-padded maniac, and she’s got on this
         pair of bloated white leggings that make her look like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man at the end of Ghostbusters. Dad’s got dreads. Dreads.

      
      Other people have frown lines; I have cringe lines. Honestly.

      
      For a while they tried to get me in on the business – not like super-pushy tennis parents or anything, but because they thought
         it had to run in the genes. And up to a point, I guess it does: I’ve loved music since I can remember and I’ve always wanted
         to get into something media-related – but definitely, definitely behind the scenes. That’s just as important, isn’t it? Where would Boyzone be without Louis Walsh? Spice Girls without Simon Fuller? What would Rick Astley be doing now without Pete Waterman? Er, actually, forget that one.
     

      
      I’m an organiser, a planner and, I hope, a support. But no, I most certainly don’t sing.
     

      
      And that might go some of the way to explaining why I’m standing in the grey rain at Baker Street tube, listening to my boyfriend
         dump me.
     

      
      ‘We’re just … different, Mads,’ Lawrence says, leaning against an advertisement for cruise travel. He’s got a pastel-pink
         jersey knotted loosely round his neck, the sort orange-skinned men wear while smoking cigars on Capri. ‘I think I need someone
         more … out there.’
     

      
      ‘Out where?’

      
      ‘You know. There.’
     

      
      I fold my arms, feeling sick and trying to put this down to having just dropped sixty quid in the bar and brasserie Lawrence
         wanted to go to for lunch (when the bill came he realised his debit card expired last month), rather than the fact I know
         what’s coming.
     

      
      ‘Are you breaking up with me?’ I ask, part of me wanting to stall the whole disastrous conversation and another conceding
         it better to just get to the point, like ripping off a plaster. There’s a hurting blob in my chest that feels dangerously
         like tears.
     

      
      He makes a sad face, as if he’s about to explain something basic but inevitable, like the death of a hamster, to a child.

      
      ‘I’m a performer, Mads,’ he says, pushing a flop of dark fringe from his eyes. ‘I need to be out on stage, doing my thing.
         That’s the way it is for people like me.’ The rain is coming down in earnest now and he lifts his coat above his head like the wings of a great bird. I notice he doesn’t offer
         me shelter, but I suppose that could be mixing messages.
     

      
      I wait for him to elaborate but he doesn’t, assuming this explains everything. Yes, Lawrence is an actor – a good one, in
         my view – but somehow this single fact seems to have permitted him a long line of concessions. I think back over the past
         ten months: the melodrama, the lack of money, the selfish behaviour. Suddenly I’m angry.
     

      
      ‘I know,’ I say tightly. ‘And I’ve done nothing but help you out. You can’t pretend that’s not true.’

      
      Now would be a good time to appear beautiful and windswept, like Kate Winslet in Titanic; instead I’m more drowned rat in a pair of Accessorize flip-flops. My suspicions are confirmed in the windows of a passing
         bus. I’m wearing this cross-strapped floral dress I picked up in the sale at Warehouse, which is flapping wetly against my
         skin like a piece of boat tarpaulin. My hair’s stuck to the sides of my head à la the ears of a King Charles Spaniel. I curse my decision not to bring my little red anorak, even if it does make me feel like
         the dwarf at the end of Don’t Look Now.
     

      
      Lawrence does a sort of snort, and for a moment I’m convinced he’s made the same observations. Then he says quietly, bitterly,
         ‘You think I enjoy doing that sort of thing?’
     

      
      He’s referring to a gig I got him through the voiceover agency where I temp a few days a week. Admittedly it was a dubbing
         job where he had to talk over a wincing German in an ad for haemorrhoid cream, but beggars can’t be choosers. Lawrence hadn’t
         had a decent wage in months.
     

      
      ‘Hang on a minute,’ I say. ‘It’s not like you were turning down the new Scorsese. What would you have done if I hadn’t sorted that?’
     

      
      He yanks the coat tighter. ‘Oh, I don’t know, Maddie, not pretending to be crapping myself?’
     

      
      I should probably point out what I’ve been doing with this man for the best part of a year, since I’m aware I’m not painting
         him in a particularly favourable light. Lawrence and I met through mutual friends at a party last June – his best mate was
         someone I shared a Media Studies seminar with at uni – and at first he was sparkly, fun company. He was also an extrovert
         raconteur, in turn allowing me to assume a comfortable role in the background. He also told me I looked like Rachel McAdams
         ‘in that dress’ (this continued to bug me: just in the dress? What about out of the dress? What about out of any dress?) but I didn’t know who she was at the time so I went and rented The Notebook and spent most of it wondering if I could convince my maybe-new-boyfriend to grow a beard like Ryan Gosling. (Although Lou
         says it makes Ryan’s eyes look tiny, like currants in an Eccles cake.)
     

      
      Anyway for six months it was amazing – we even talked about setting up together: I want to get into management and Lawrence
         could be my first big breakthrough – but the past few have been, well, rubbish. The hard reality of the industry set in and
         as the jobs became fewer and further between – especially for the north-London posh-boy: curse that new Doctor Who – and the
         money even thinner on the ground, his self-esteem followed suit. I’ve remembered this: Lawrence’s tantrums aren’t born out
         of malice, they’re born of frustration. It’s awful not to meet your potential.
     

      
      My voice softens. ‘Look, why don’t we have a break for a couple of weeks? Give us each some time to reflect on what we want.’
     

      
      He shakes his head and spits ‘No’ with such vehemence that a group of school kids shuffling past on their way to Madame Tussauds turn to look at us. ‘I need
         to branch out,’ he goes on, quieter now. ‘I’m sorry, Mads. It’s over. Don’t call me, OK?’
     

      
      I can feel the hot spill of tears threatening to push free. Why am I crying? I knew it was going nowhere with Lawrence, but
         in spite of this it’s still horrible. Getting dumped is horrible.
     

      
      ‘Fine,’ I say, mustering my dignity. My feet are soggy. Why the bloody hell did I wear flip-flops? Those cork-soled ones,
         too: I might as well have sponges strapped to my feet.
     

      
      Lawrence tries a no-hard-feelings smile. The rain is pitpatting on the coat strung between his arms, and for the first time
         I notice the slogan on the cruise poster behind him: BEST WATER TRAVEL. The material obscures each end of it, leaving the letters T WAT hovering just above his head. I decide to bank this image for the dark days ahead.
     

      
      ‘Goodbye, Lawrence,’ I say proudly, choosing not to return the smile. I shall walk away with my chin up, my shoulders back,
         hoping he remembers that I once looked like Rachel McAdams. I shall disappear into the London crowds like a ship at sea. I
         shall leave him in my wake, looking on at my departing back, brimming with regret. I shall. I shall.
     

      
      At the swarming entrance to the tube I do a quick look back, just to verify all this. He’s already bolted.

      
      It’s only as I’m stood, depressed, on the escalators that I realise Lawrence is one of the few people in the world who knows
         my real name. My full name. The one my parents gave me. The same parents who named their band Pineapple Mist.
     

      
      
      Oh Jesus. Oh dear god, no. I’ve just got to hope that my ex-boyfriend searches the depths of his soul, the pit of human decency,
         and resolves to do the right thing, the only thing: to take my secret to the grave.
     

      
      Breaking up with someone takes identity protection to a whole new level.
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      I Should Be So Lucky

      
      
      ‘He’s an idiot,’ says Lou, rummaging around under her desk for a pair of size fives. It’s useful to have a best friend who
         changes her shoes at least once a day and thus has a shop floor’s worth of them within reach for occasions such as this.
     

      
      Just minutes ago I stumbled back into the Bond Street office, bedraggled and tear-stained, eliciting gasps from the entire
         female contingent of Simply Voices. By some weird intuition they all seemed to know what had happened. Clearly twenty-five-year-old
         women don’t stand out in the cold on showery April days unless they’re breaking up with someone. Cue lots of kind concern and offers to make tea, and the magical appearance from somebody’s drawer of a box of Mr Kipling’s
         chocolate fingers with sticky icing.
     

      
      ‘Maybe,’ I grumble, patting my soaked hair with a freebie beer mat a client sent us last week.

      
      Lou surfaces and tosses me a hideous pair of those super-calf-toner trainers, the type with suspension better suited to a
         four-by-four. There’s a two-inch-deep chunk of bright white sole, curved like the belly of a sailing boat. Not what a recently
         dumped girl in doubt of her own desirability needs.
     

      
      She clocks my expression and laughs. ‘Just take those wicker things off,’ she instructs, nodding to the sorry wet flipflops
         hanging off my feet. ‘The trainers are comfy.’
     

      
      ‘He implied I was holding him back,’ I say, doing as I’m told. ‘Do you think that’s true? I mean, maybe I’ve been subconsciously
         preventing him from reaching his goals as a way of maintaining my own sense of—’
     

      
      ‘Maddie, shut up,’ says Lou, coming over and putting her arms around me.

      
      ‘You’re the psychologist,’ I mumble.

      
      ‘And you’re a big wally. Lawrence doesn’t know what he’s lost.’ She kisses the top of my head, even though it must be like
         putting her face in a wet dog. Lou’s the best.
     

      
      And these trainers are comfy. They’re really … bouncy. I have an urge to spring to my feet and run a million miles, like Forrest Gump. I’ll run
         far away from Lawrence, from my dead-end temping job, from everything. I’ll run so far and so fast that I break some incredible
         record and everyone decides I should do a marathon or something for the Olympics and then Lawrence will come crawling back
         and I’ll forget it was him I was running from in the first place and then perhaps … Oh, as if. I hate running. And anyway, these trainers do pinch a little
         at the toes.
     

      
      Lou perches on the side of my desk and bites into a Granny Smith. ‘Look,’ she says reasonably, tucking a lock of bobbed blonde
         hair behind her ear, ‘the way I see it, you and Law were never that suited.’
     

      
      I frown. ‘You never told me you thought that.’

      
      She shrugs. ‘Of course I didn’t. But I always knew you’d break up some day and then I’d be able to tell you. So while it was
         a bit of a fib, it was like an IOU fib.’
     

      
      ‘Right …’

      
      ‘Anyway, my point is that you’re bound to feel like shit right now, but sooner or later you will see that it’s the best thing. You’re too good for him. I promise you.’
     

      
      I smile at her.

      
      Jennifer, the boss’s PA, strides over with a cup of herbal tea. ‘Drink up, sunbeam,’ she commands, plonking it down and giving
         my shoulders a rigorous and borderline painful rub. I shoot Lou a worried look and she stifles a laugh. Jennifer is lovely,
         but she’s about as delicate a masseuse as a tattooed trucker. Sadness is something to be treated in much the same way as an
         especially tenacious bout of athlete’s foot. Efficient sympathy, if such a thing exists.
     

      
      ‘Why don’t you two take some time out’ – she waves to the kitchen – ‘ten minutes should do it?’

      
      ‘Ten minutes should be ample time to sort out Maddie’s life,’ Lou agrees.

      
      Jennifer nods once, satisfied, as Lou grabs the tea with one hand and my arm with the other, dragging me towards the little area where we make coffee in the morning and read Heat magazine. In these trainers I’m about nine feet tall.
     

      
      ‘Do you want my diagnosis?’ asks Lou, shoving a cup under the new cappuccino-making machine. It spits furiously and Lou yelps,
         before it settles into that smoothing ahh and a rich shot of caramel-coloured froth streams out the nozzle.
     

      
      I take a pew on the side counter thingy and sip my own drink. ‘Go on then,’ I say gloomily.

      
      ‘He didn’t get you, not like your friends do.’ Lou adds sugar and comes to sit next to me. ‘Which is common enough, I guess
         – boyfriends don’t always see the side we do. But with Lawrence it was like he wasn’t ever that bothered.’
     

      
      I must look hurt, because Lou quickly clarifies: ‘Not bothered about being with you; just bothered about getting to know you. The real you.’
     

      
      ‘Maybe.’

      
      ‘And it was always about him, always. You were for ever going out of your way to mop up his various disasters. Every time
         I called he was having some crisis and you had to go running over to give him a shoulder to cry on, or an ear to bend, or
         lend him money for a cab – why can’t he take the sodding bus like everyone else, by the way? – or talk him down from whatever
         precipice he was on that particular day of the week—’
     

      
      ‘OK, OK, I get it.’ I tip the rest of my drink down the sink. Tea’s not going to cut it.

      
      I give my mug a quick rinse and open the staff fridge, pondering what Lou has said. She’s not quite a psychologist, but is
         two years into her degree at UCL and reckons what she’s learning gives added gravitas to any relationship advice dispensed
         to friends in need. (I like to think she’s right, as her verdict post-relationship is strictly Anti-Ex.) I recommended her to Jennifer when Simply Voices were recruiting for more
         part-time bods but we’ve known each other since we were six. It’s funny, but we sort of fell out of touch as we got older
         then became tight again. I don’t think it’s possible to lose someone who’s truly your best friend.
     

      
      ‘Plus he’s anally retentive,’ she adds.

      
      My thoughts are dragged back to Lawrence and I sigh unhappily, wondering whose Tupperware box this is with blocks of millionaire
         shortbread inside.
     

      
      ‘I suppose,’ I concede. ‘He was always pretty uptight about stuff.’ I search the lid for a name. ‘Like when I accidentally
         used his organically sourced mystic-bamboo-root soy sauce as Baby Bio.’
     

      
      Lou raises an eyebrow.

      
      ‘Or that time I said I fancied Darius and he had to go for a walk round the block and didn’t come back for two hours.’

      
      Lou shakes her head. ‘No, I mean literally. All the times I had you guys over he never once went to the loo in my flat.’
     

      
      Shocked, I turn to face her. ‘Really?’

      
      She lowers her voice. ‘Never. After I got the idea into my head, I never stopped noticing.’
     

      
      I prise open the Tupperware and cheekily nick a couple of biscuits. Lou holds out her hands and I chuck one over. There goes
         our vinegar diet (Lou’s latest weight-loss idea: douse everything in balsamic vinegar and it suppresses the appetite; plus,
         apparently it’s got some clever enzyme that breaks down fats, or something). Probably wise, as I was beginning to feel a bit
         sour.
     

      
      ‘That’s weird,’ I say as we stuff our faces.

      
      
      For a minute we sit in silence. It’s impossible to chat with a mouthful of shortbread – it gets thicker the more you speak.

      
      ‘I think he was intimidated,’ Lou observes when she’s finished.

      
      ‘By what?’

      
      ‘The whole Pineapple Mist thing.’

      
      I can’t help but laugh. ‘Come on, Lou – that’s absurd.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because …’ I search for the words. ‘Because Mum and Dad are many things, but they’re not intimidating. They’re … manic, and strange, and silly, but they’re not intimidating.’
     

      
      Lou shrugs. ‘It’s not them as such – it’s that they made it. Once upon a time, OK, but they still did: they made it. How many people can say that?’
     

      
      I make a face.

      
      ‘Pineapple Mist was the hottest thing in the charts. Fine, it was ’87, but even so. And you got to grow up with all that. Someone like Lawrence is
         bound to get jealous. It’s all he’s ever wanted, that kind of attention.’
     

      
      ‘But he was never even fussed about seeing them!’ I exclaim. ‘I practically had to force him to meet them in the first place.’
         A shiver ripples down my spine at the memory. ‘They made us sing “Love Lift Us Up Where We Belong”.’
     

      
      ‘Ooh,’ says Lou. ‘Did you do Joe Cocker?’

      
      ‘They had to drag me to do anything at all – you know what I’m like when I get down there. It’s like descending into the bowels
         of Hell. Hell with a mirror ball.’
     

      
      At this point I should tell you what my parents do for a living these days. I say ‘these days’, but we’re talking major nineties throwback here. Sometime last year they had a journalist call up doing a Where-Are-They-Now?-inspired feature, tracking
         down people like David Van Day and some bloke from Haircut 100. They must have got a shocker when they arrived at Sing It
         Back, where Pineapple Mist had solidified into more of a gooseberry fool.
     

      
      Sing It Back is my parents’ Soho karaoke bar, a flagging flagship of eighties-slash-nineties memorabilia, a hopelessly outdated
         den of sordid serenading where the most cutting-edge pop numbers are ‘Mysterious Girl’ and several flops by Billie Piper.
         It’s got a certain charm, if you like that sort of thing (I don’t), and you’re drunk (if ever faced with karaoke, I do), but
         it’s in need of a serious overhaul. The biggest selling point is my parents’ names – Rick and Sapphire have become as recognisable
         as Pineapple Mist – but even so, their market is fairly niche: retro-thrill-seeking twenty-somethings on the occasional hen
         do or their usual Saturday night crowd of bar staff’s friends and a guy who sits in the corner doing ‘Bat Out of Hell’ on
         repeat and calling himself simply ‘Loaf’. (Don’t worry, it’s not really Meatloaf. We don’t think.)
     

      
      ‘Come on, it’s a cool place!’ Lou grins, as ever leaping to their defence. Her own mum and dad are separated and she had quite
         a tough childhood, so she’s close to my parents like that.
     

      
      ‘You only say so because you fancy Simon,’ I tell her, referring to the cute barman – Lou’s had a crush on him for, like,
         ever.
     

      
      ‘I do not!’ she huffs, glowing pink.

      
      With a grimace I remember the stack of emails awaiting both of us. ‘Come on, we’ve got to do some work this afternoon.’
     

      
      
      ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ she asks, and I can tell she’s glad to change the subject.

      
      ‘I will be.’ I smile weakly. ‘There’s life after Lawrence. Thanks, Lou.’

      
      ‘Indeed there is.’ Lou nods decisively, taking my arm. Then she says more quietly, ‘It’s not as if you told him your real
         name or anything.’
     

      
      I cringe.

      
      ‘Maddie, you didn’t!’

      
      ‘It just slipped out!’

      
      ‘Something like that doesn’t just slip out!’ She steers me full circle and back into the kitchen, her this-is-a-code-red-crisis face on.
     

      
      ‘Well this did.’

      
      She shakes her head. ‘You’re done for, Maddie. If that ever, ever gets out …’
     

      
      Great, now I’m crying again.

      [image: image]

      
      Back at my desk I’ve got an email from Big Ideas, the celebrity management consultancy I applied for a placement with last
         month.
     

      
      Maybe my luck’s about to turn around, I think excitedly as I slip into my chair. Maybe the three years I’ve spent faffing
         around since uni are about to move up a gear. I might actually be about to do something with my degree. Maybe the breakup with Lawrence has come at just the right time, because I’m actually on the cusp
         of becoming a shit-hot celebrity manager and then he’ll realise what a terrible mistake he’s made and beg me for a second
         chance.
     

      
      
      Eagerly I click on it.

      
      
         Dear Ms Mulhern,

         Thank you for your recent application to work with us as a graduate trainee manager. Competition was fierce, and I regret
            to inform you that the position has gone to another candidate …
        

     

      
      Fuck!

      
      I can’t be bothered to read the rest. Crossly, I hit Delete and sink my head into my hands. Could this day get any more shit?
     

      
      As if on cue, my mobile rings. It’s Mum.

      
      I resist the urge to ram my head repeatedly against the wooden desk until I pass out. Instead I force myself to pick up.

      
      As soon as I hear her voice, I know something is wrong.

      
      ‘Poppet,’ she says, breathless. ‘Thank god I made it through. This is urgent. I need you at home right now. Something’s happened.’
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      Bad

      
      
      The journey to my parents’ flat seems to take forever. In reality it’s only ten minutes from the Simply Voices offices, but
         that’s when you’re travelling on something that’s actually moving. My bus sits in traffic outside M&S for a small eternity,
         so, quitting that, I attempt to hail a rickshaw. I swear these hard-pedalling guys actively swerve around me, a stricken-looking
         girl wearing a short damp dress and massive breeze-block trainers, shouting, ‘I’m light! I’m light!’ They probably think I’m
         some sort of religious fanatic.
     

      
      Now, I’m running – and, like a bird of prey with wings unclipped, these trainers are finally soaring. This has got to be a revolutionary feat (feet?) of engineering: it’s like I’m flying. But flying or not, I think as I catch my swooping reflection in the window of John Lewis, little takes away from the reality
         of looking like a complete berk.
     

      
      Still, I might even be enjoying myself if it weren’t for this hollow dread I’ve had in the pit of my stomach since Mum’s phone
         call. What’s happened? Is Dad ill? Is there something wrong with Mum? Is somebody dying? Fuck, somebody’s dying. Somebody’s
         dead. Is it my grandma? My aunt Sylvie? Sylvie’s cat, which has bad breath but I love? Is it my great-cousin Jim who lives
         in New Zealand and we only see once every five years? (I hope it’s him. No, shit, that sounds horrible. It’s only if there
         has to be a death, obviously.)
     

      
      I force myself to take deep breaths. It’ll be something anodyne, like Dad’s livid-purple Bentley got a puncture or Mum’s eye
         make-up’s melted because she left it on the windowsill in the sun again. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d had a huge drama
         over something totally inconsequential.
     

      
      Lifted by this, I practically bridge an entire pedestrian crossing with one boingy step. Moments later I enter the maze of
         Soho streets, past the John Smith pub, past the curry house with the best naan bread in London, past the hairdresser who once
         gave me a ‘step’ and I couldn’t sleep for a month (on top of the nightmares, the back of my head was about a foot off the
         pillow). And, finally, I’m at Mum and Dad’s.
     

      
      The first thing I notice is that the car is out on the street. You can’t miss it – it’s the colour of black grape juice, with
         a big bright silver grille and broccoli-green interior. The second thing is that the car is overflowing with boxes. OK, now
         I’m properly worried. What the hell is going on?
     

      
      
      I push my way into the building. The karaoke bar is in the basement but even so I get a chill as I clock the chipped SING IT BA K sign with the C that’s been missing for ever. It’s the same bright pink type as on the poster for Tom Cruise’s Cocktail, and when it lights up at night it flickers sickly in the dark. Just around the corner are two more karaoke places – Mum
         and Dad maintain they had the first in this block, but I don’t know – but the word ‘rival’ doesn’t apply any more. To be a
         rival you’ve got to at least be competing, and Sing It Back hasn’t competed in years. I know that in a few hours’ time it’ll
         limp into life for yet another Friday evening, and the knowledge gives me a sudden and unexpected pang of sadness.
     

      
      Just inside there’s a girl stacking crates of bottled beer and ticking off boxes on a tatty old clipboard. It’s Sing It Back’s
         only barmaid, part-time actress and one of my closest friends.
     

      
      ‘Hi, Jaz.’ As in Jasmine. Not Jazzy Jeff, as Lou originally thought.

      
      Jaz looks up at me, wide-eyed, from the frame of her wild red hair. She’s got huge blue eyes that appear even bigger because
         of her tiny size – but what she lacks in stature she makes up for in attitude. Jaz wants to be the Next Big Celebrity and
         her current obsession is with Lady Gaga: last month I saw her serving drinks in the bar wearing nothing but an outfit made
         of gaffer tape and a pair of slatted sunglasses you could pull like an IKEA blind. Apparently Simon started calling her Lady
         Gaffer and she got quite upset. Not as upset as she must have been removing the tape. Ouch ouch ouch.
     

      
      ‘Hey, Maddie,’ she says in her soft American lilt. Absorbing my panicky expression, she frowns. ‘Are you OK?’

      
      
      I catch my breath. ‘Not really,’ I say, slumping back against the wall.

      
      She puts down the clipboard and rubs my arms vigorously, like mums do when their kids have been out in the cold.

      
      ‘You’re freezing,’ she says, and a sweet smell wafts off her like cinnamon. Jaz always wears nice perfume – she’s forever
         telling me off about my clutter of half-used £1.89 cans of Impulse. ‘In fact …’ She looks me up and down. ‘You look terrible. What’s happened?’
     

      
      Jaz says it like it is – you’ll get used to it. She’s a total livewire, but she’s fiercely loyal, too. She came over from
         the States three years ago after a doomed relationship broke her heart, and she’s been a faithful part of Sing It Back ever
         since. Even though she can’t be making pots of money, or be finding the bar work particularly stimulating, she just really
         likes my parents. Mum and Dad have that effect on people – you want to be with them, I guess, because everything feels more
         exciting when you are.
     

      
      ‘That’s the thing,’ I say, worried. ‘I don’t know. Mum just rang and she was freaking out, saying there was some emergency
         and I had to come round straight away. Any ideas?’
     

      
      Jaz shakes her head. ‘Beats me.’

      
      ‘And the car’s all packed. Something’s up, I know it.’

      
      We’re interrupted by a scuffle behind one of the crates. Jaz bends down and makes a kissy-kissy sound, clicking her fingers.
         I try not to appear too disgusted when her pet guinea pig, Andre, scrabbles into view. This is the result of Jaz’s desire
         to own one of those toy dogs, the sort Paris Hilton carries round in a pink satchel, its worried face peering out from behind
         a gauzy peephole. On further investigation, however, apparently ‘they smell’, so the guinea pig got the job. Today he’s wearing a tiny French maid’s outfit with a little white cap and frilly
         sleeves, his itchy-scratchy feet poking out the holes.
     

      
      ‘Come on, Andre,’ she coos, gathering him into her hands. I don’t get the French thing. Maybe he’s having an identity crisis
         – in a world where giant rodents get their nails painted, anything’s possible.
     

      
      ‘Don’t sweat it, Mads,’ she says easily, getting to her feet and tickling Andre’s head. ‘You know what they’re like, it’s
         probably nothing.’ She smiles encouragingly and pulls a cigarette out her red mane of hair. God only knows what else she’s
         got in there. Can of Coke? Volume of Larkin poetry? Foot-high bearded acrobat?
     

      
      Cigarette in mouth, she steps past me. Andre squints at me with small, accusing eyes. ‘Nice shoes, by the way.’

      
      The door closes behind her and I turn to look up the stairs. Why do I feel like something awful is waiting for me up there?
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      Something is.

      
      Mum and Dad’s flat is a gaudy nightmare of eighties memorabilia. Photos of Pineapple Mist adorn one wall, along with gold
         awards for Best Single (‘What You Do (Ooh Ooh)’ – see? I told you) and Best Video (not that one where they’re hanging out
         in the Laundromat in orange shell suits, surely), and signed bits and bobs from their UK ’88 tour. A favourite picture of
         the famous duo takes centre stage: Dad’s sporting one of those long thin plaits Jordan Knight used to have and Mum’s got some
         amazing kingfisher-blue eye shadow on, her hair tied back tight like the women in the video for ‘Addicted to Love’. On all sides a circus of familiar faces gazes out: Neil Tennant, moody in tin foil; beautiful
         Boy George wrapped in a Pineapple Mist sandwich (a new level of disturbing); Sting with his arm draped round Mum’s shoulders;
         Chesney Hawkes in a too-tight T-shirt with worryingly good hair …
     

      
      The facing wall is covered in purple-tinted mirrors, so the images are reflected all around in a slightly queasy hue. Everything
         is themed, from the little musical note coat hangers just inside the door, to the armchair in the shape of a great big concave
         cello.
     

      
      ‘Mum?’ I call, kicking off the trainers and throwing my borrowed coat on the table. ‘Dad?’ The light is dim and there’s a
         faint sweet smell of baking. Baking? Clearly something is seriously the matter.
     

      
      There’s a loud thump. ‘Blast!’ comes my dad’s voice from the kitchen. I follow it and what I find there is frankly bizarre: Dad’s on his hands and knees
         with his head buried in a cupboard, and on the floor there’s a cardboard box filled with open packets of biscuits.
     

      
      ‘Dad?’ I wring my hands together. ‘What’s going on?’

      
      Dad emerges from the cupboard, banging his head in doing so. He’s still a good-looking man: tall and blond, only slightly
         balding, with a naturally happy face. He’s got an iPod in and as one of the earphones springs free I can hear Prefab Sprout.
         This upsets me further.
     

      
      ‘Maddie!’ He gets up, holding his arms out. Unlike Mum, he actually listened when I told him I wanted to shorten my name.
         ‘How’s my favourite girl?’
     

      
      I gesture to the floor, like, Please can someone explain?
     

      
      
      ‘Oh!’ He laughs. ‘Your mother’s adamant we take enough to eat. For the journey, you know. It could be a long time on the ferry,
         you never can tell. And she does like her fig rolls …’
     

      
      I hold a hand up. ‘Hang on a sec. What ferry?’

      
      His face falls. ‘Sapphy didn’t tell you? I thought she rang this afternoon.’

      
      ‘She did,’ I say. ‘She told me to come home and then she hung up. It was like this massive panic so I had to leave work straight
         away. I get here and the car’s all packed up and you’re shuffling about in all these biscuits and I’m freaking out now a bit,
         Dad …’
     

      
      A pair of musk-scented arms wraps around me.

      
      ‘Rick and I need to have a quick word with you, poppet,’ Mum says, turning me to face her. She looks amazingly well, I notice.
         Her cheeks are glowing and her normal bush of dyed black hair is brushed and sleek. ‘Come and sit down.’
     

      
      Oh god, I think. Oh god oh god oh god. They’re pregnant. Hence all the biscuits. She’s hungry – she’s got cravings for Malted Milks and Marmite, or something. And all the boxes in the car aren’t going; they’re coming. It’s baby stuff, like a musical mobile that plays Spandau Ballet, and dummies in the shape of mini microphones …
     

      
      ‘We’re going away,’ she says once I’m perched nervously on the edge of the couch.

      
      I’m confused. ‘What? Where?’

      
      My parents exchange a look. It must be a holiday, I decide. Yes, it’s a holiday.

      
      ‘For three months,’ she adds.

      
      ‘A three-month holiday?’
     

      
      
      Now it’s Mum’s turn to look puzzled. ‘It’s not a holiday, darling. It’s work.’

      
      ‘Work?’ This is even more absurd.
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ Dad huffs, lifting his chin with pride. ‘We’re touring again.’

      
      My mouth drops open.

      
      ‘That’s right.’ Mum smiles. ‘Rick and Sapphire are back. Pineapple Mist’ – wow, she really savours saying that – ‘are back.’

      
      I still haven’t had a chance to comment before Dad’s straight in there.

      
      ‘It’s a revival tour, Maddie,’ he says excitedly, darting on to the sofa next to me. ‘Do you know what this means? Pineapple
         Mist is getting a second chance!’
     

      
      There’s a brief silence.

      
      ‘Like that programme Tony Hadley did?’ Of all the questions I need to ask right now, it is this I cough up.

      
      ‘That’s it.’ Mum nods. ‘A nostalgia tour. “One Hit Wonderful.” We’ll be touring Eastern Europe for the next few months with
         some old friends’ – she gestures round the room – ‘though I think your father’s hoping something more permanent will come
         of it …’
     

      
      ‘Something will, Sapphy!’ He gazes adoringly at her. ‘Just think about it: you and me out on stage, the crowd screaming our
         names—’
     

      
      ‘What about everything here?’ I interrupt.

      
      They both turn to look at me.

      
      ‘That’s where you come in, darling,’ says Mum, kneeling down and taking my hands. ‘This is a wonderful opportunity for you.’

      
      
      I frown.

      
      ‘We were thinking, you see,’ interjects Dad, putting his arm round me, ‘about how this might work out for you. We know you’re
         not too happy at Simply Voices, and this could be the platform you need to move on to bigger and better things.’
     

      
      I’m not sure I like where this is going. ‘What sort of platform?’ I ask carefully.

      
      A wide smile splits Mum’s face as she squeezes my fingers. ‘We want you to manage Sing It Back!’ My expression must be one of incredulous horror as she tacks on smoothly: ‘Just while we’re away,
         a trial period—’
     

      
      ‘No,’ I say, getting to my feet. ‘No way. Nuh-uh. No way.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ Dad looks genuinely surprised. The two of them spring up, full of concern.

      
      I want to laugh. Instead I appeal to Dad’s more sensible nature: no doubt this was Mum’s harebrained idea. ‘Come on, you can’t
         possibly be serious. You know how I feel about the K word. It’s not me, never has been. Plus I don’t know the first thing
         about running a business.’
     

      
      ‘Archie’ll help you, so will Ruby.’ Dad’s talking about two of the bar’s old-timers. ‘We’ll fund you through the whole time
         we’re away; you’ve nothing to worry about—’
     

      
      ‘Dad, no. It’s too much of a commitment.’
     

      
      ‘But haven’t you been searching for this kind of commitment since uni?’ Mum butts in, and Dad starts nodding. How come mums
         always talk you into destroying your own argument? ‘You’re always saying you want more responsibility, sweetheart. Well, this
         is your chance. You’ll be in charge; it’s just the sort of experience you need. And it’s only a few months …’
     

      
      I try a different approach. ‘My heart wouldn’t be in it. I’d do a terrible job. The whole place would collapse and die a horrible painful death.’
     

      
      A look of hurt passes over my parents’ faces, and I can’t bear to think I’ve offended them. I’m about to qualify what I’ve
         just said when Mum says quietly, ‘But that’s what we’re afraid of.’ She looks to the floor. ‘We’re afraid that without you
         keeping its head above water, Sing It Back won’t be here when we return.’ Slowly her eyes meet mine. ‘Please, darling. At
         least consider it. The bar is in such bad shape that it’s a risk us going in the first place, but we have to take this chance.
         You must understand that.’
     

      
      Of course I understand it. Oh bloody hell.
     

      
      ‘I’ll think about it,’ I say reluctantly. ‘I promise.’

      
      A few seconds pass. Mum asks, ‘Have you made a decision yet?’

      
      ‘What? No, of course—’

      
      ‘It’s just we really ought to get going,’ says Dad, glancing at his watch. ‘We’ve still got a few bits and pieces to get in
         the car …’
     

      
      Appalled, I remember the overflowing Bentley outside.

      
      ‘You’re going now?’
     

      
      ‘Our ferry’s at midnight and we’ve got to get up to Newcastle,’ explains Mum, hurrying over to the table where there’s a stack
         of navy blue lever arch files. She piles them into my arms. ‘Here you go, darling – this is everything you need. All the information
         is in there: accounts, budgets, the lot. We know you’ll do a brilliant job.’ She kisses my head and I open my mouth, but no
         words come out.
     

      
      ‘We did try to get hold of you earlier,’ she says, smiling happily. ‘We’ve been calling you all week.’ Dad disappears into
         the kitchen to finish ransacking the cupboards.
     

      
      
      I don’t know if this is entirely true, but I do remember getting some missed calls a few days ago. I was too busy helping
         Lawrence rehearse his lines for some stupid audition, which I now really hope he doesn’t get.
     

      
      As if reading my mind, Mum adds, ‘I’m sure Lawrence will be around to step in.’

      
      I gulp. ‘Actually me and Lawrence broke up today.’

      
      ‘Oh, sweetheart!’ Mum rushes to embrace me and the corners of the files dig into my chest. I have this overwhelming urge to
         spend three hours in the bath and then sleep for the whole weekend. ‘What happened?’
     

      
      ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Mum.’

      
      ‘But, darling—’

      
      ‘I really don’t.’

      
      She hugs me again, longer this time. ‘I’m going to call you as soon as we get there. I’m so sorry, poppet – if I’d known …’

      
      I nod. ‘It’s fine.’

      
      One more squeeze. ‘I love you, darling.’

      
      ‘Sapphy, we’ve got to get moving!’ Dad charges through the living room.

      
      ‘Your father never liked him anyway,’ she whispers into my ear. Is this supposed to make me feel better?

      
      ‘Hang on a minute,’ I say, as in great haste the last of the bags are scooped up, kisses are planted on my cheeks and hair,
         and my parents are vanishing out the door. ‘You can’t just go. I mean, what about—’
     

      
      ‘We’ll call you when we get to Amsterdam!’

      
      And with that, the door slams shut.

  



      
      [image: image]

      4

      
      Things Can Only Get Better

      
      
      They say bad luck comes in threes. Or is that good luck?

      
      Whatever it is, when I wake up the next day I decide I am dying. Someone’s got my head in a vice, and I’m so parched it’s
         like my mouth’s been given a colonic irrigation. I have an extreme desire for orange Fanta.
     

      
      Pieces of the previous evening start to surface on the tides of my hangover. With a groan I remember my parents’ announcement,
         then how after they left I spent all of five minutes despairing over the files before raiding their drinks cabinet and unearthing
         half a bottle of Bombay Sapphire, which I mixed with some tropical juice I found in the near-empty fridge. (I know: yuck.) Vaguely I recall staggering back to my Camden flat on the night bus, not forgetting to conduct the
         obligatory drunken phone call, though thankfully (and incredibly) not to Lawrence but to Lou, to whom I think I explained
         what had happened, in so far as anyone can explain anything with a horrendous volume of gin pickling them from inside out.
     

      
      Bollocks.

      
      I shower and get dressed. Right, I think as I sit on my bed, concentrating on not being sick. Plan, Maddie. Come up with a
         plan.
     

      
      OK. Not happening. My brain can barely process what’s happened over the last twenty-four hours, let alone work out how to
         deal with it.
     

      
      Make a list. Make a list! Right. Yes. Good idea. I’ll make a list.

      
      I grab a pen and paper and start writing:

      
      
         1. Make a list

         2.

     

      
      Um … This is tougher than I thought. I chew the end of my Biro before continuing.

      
      
         2. Eat toast covered in so much Nutella it makes me feel ill

         3. Call Lou

         4. Despair over horrible ex-boyfriend and disastrous career prospects

         5. Weep

         6. Bang fists on floor

         7. Howl like a caged animal

         8. Lunch time? Eat lunch

         9. Sort out whole entire life please god amen

         10. Deal or No Deal

     

      
      Finally I add ‘Wake up’ and ‘Shower’ at the top, so I can cross the first few off and feel like I’ve got started. Hmm. It’s
         looking kind of OK up until the weeping part …
     

      
      Quite astonishingly I managed to drag home the Sing It Back paperwork last night, so I lift one of the files from my bedside
         table and start flicking through. It’s pretty haphazard, but that’s to be expected: all the charts and tables are algebra
         to me, and there are some worrying-looking letters from the bank manager. Even so it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to work
         out that the place is in deep shit. Everywhere I look there are numbers in deficit, red crosses, botched projections, unmet
         targets.
     

      
      Lovely. Mum and Dad have left me to clean up a cesspool with nothing but a cotton bud. With a massive sigh I flip it closed,
         not knowing whether to laugh or cry. There’s only one thing for it: Takeshi’s Castle and chocolate spread.
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      ‘They’ve done what?’
     

      
      It’s four o’clock on Saturday afternoon, a couple of hours before Sing It Back is due to open for another sleepy weekend.
         In the end I got stuck on number nine on my list, so decided to call a meeting with the bar staff. We’re gathered round the
         table in my parents’ flat, the scene of last night’s horrendous revelation.
     

      
      
      I hand Jaz a cup of coffee. ‘Three months. So …’ I smile weakly. ‘It looks like I’m the boss!’

      
      ‘I don’t get it,’ says Simon, running a hand through his dark-blond hair. ‘Why didn’t they tell any of us?’ He pours milk
         into his drink and stirs thoughtfully. I can understand what Lou sees in him – if you like the quiet bookish type with the
         possibility of a battered Sartre in his coat pocket. He’s got ambitions to one day complete a novel of his own, and working
         at Sing It Back means he’s able to temp part-time, thus freeing up his hours to write.
     

      
      ‘It ain’t any wonder – look at the state of yer!’ Archie Howard, Sing It Back’s longest-serving employee – and, so the rumour
         goes, my parents’ former hairdresser, though he’s wise enough never to admit it – shuffles upright in his chair. ‘Bless ’em,
         they knew there’d be this right old fuss with the lot of yer. So they’re gone for a bit, it ain’t the end of the world! You’ll
         take care of us, won’t you, pet?’ He looks at me with crinkly eyes.
     

      
      I try to appear confident. Privately I think my parents’ failure to mention their trip is more likely down to an acute lack
         of organisation, but highlighting that doesn’t help our plight.
     

      
      ‘But Maddie doesn’t know the first thing about Sing It Back – she hates it!’ Jaz points out, fiddling with a gigantic scissor-shaped
         earring. I don’t have the energy to feel offended.
     

      
      ‘Then we’ll all make sure we show her, won’t we?’ Archie pats my knee and I’m grateful for his reassurance. I just wish I
         had the same faith in myself.
     

      
      ‘Hellooo!’ cries the final member of our party, a six-foot leggy blonde called Ruby du Jour, half stuck out the window with a fag in her mouth. ‘What’s with all the drama? Whatever happened to PMA?’
     

      
      There’s a silence. Simon looks embarrassed.

      
      ‘Positive mental attitude!’ shrieks Ruby. ‘PMA! That’s what I’m talking about, girls.’ She grinds the cigarette out and slams
         the window shut, waving the smoke around with perfectly manicured hands. But blokes’ hands, nonetheless.
     

      
      Ruby du Jour is Sing It Back’s much-loved resident drag queen. Her real name is Rob Day, an ex-backing dancer in his forties
         who worked for a time with the inimitable soul diva Bobbi Sanchez. Unable to leave the stage behind after Bobbi’s career plummeted
         amid a drugs scandal, Rob hit the drag scene in the nineties and toured a handful of London’s clubs with a brilliantly reviewed
         comedy act. He’s really talented, or at least he was in his heyday – and the wonderful thing is you never know who’s going
         to turn up at the club on any given night: Ruby is extravagant, exciting, extraordinary; Rob is sensitive, capable, trustworthy.
         I like them both in separate ways – it’s like having two friends in one. Recently I’ve seen far more of Ruby than I have of
         Rob, though, and I miss him. He never ‘came out’ as Rob, only as Ruby, and I sometimes wonder if she’s the only person he
         knows how to be these days.
     

      
      ‘Look,’ I say, ‘we’ll make it work. Trust me. I’ll … I’ll sort it out.’

      
      ‘What’s with all the negativity?’ demands Ruby, coming to sit opposite me. She crosses her long legs. ‘It’s not like any of
         us are losing our jobs … are we?’
     

      
      I shake my head. ‘Of course not.’

      
      ‘Then what’s there to be upset about?’ Ruby looks round at the assembled faces. Simon shrugs. Archie raises an eyebrow. Jaz examines her neon-painted nails.
     

      
      ‘The way I see it,’ Ruby goes on, ‘this is one hell of an opportunity. Not just for Maddie but for all of us!’

      
      Jaz looks up. ‘What d’you mean?’ Curiosity gets the better of the guinea pig, too: with an enquiring expression, Andre emerges
         from her handbag. Is that a monocle he’s wearing?
     

      
      ‘I mean’ – Ruby unclasps her clutch and plucks out a lipstick – ‘that the club is in a sorry state. It’s rock bottom. It’s
         an embarrassment.’ Blank faces. ‘Come on, we all skirt around the issue—’
     

      
      ‘We know you do, Rob,’ Archie interjects gruffly.

      
      ‘—but quite frankly the place is a dive.’
     

      
      I hold my hands up. ‘No offence, Ruby, but this isn’t making me feel better …’

      
      ‘Let me finish!’ Ruby’s painted eyebrows shoot up like a pair of brackets. ‘My point is that it can’t get much worse, can
         it?’ Silence. ‘Exactly. So whatever Maddie does has to be an improvement. If you ask me, we may as well make that improvement worthwhile.’
     

      
      Simon looks doubtful. ‘How?’

      
      ‘Let’s throw everything we’ve got at it!’ cries Ruby, as though it’s the easiest thing in the world. ‘Why just cope, why just manage, why just’ – she addresses
         me – ‘“make it work”? Why, when we can do so much better?’ She applies a slick of bright red lippy and we all wait, transfixed.
         ‘Archie, let’s start with you. Shake up the old cocktail menu, it’s nearly as ancient as you and it’s crying out for a revamp.
         Market research, that’s what you need to do.’
     

      
      
      ‘Market you-what?’

      
      ‘I can ramp up publicity,’ Jaz chips in with a shrug, scooping Andre out and plopping him on the table. ‘It can’t hurt to
         print a few fliers and get some support going …’
     

      
      Ruby extends a painted-red talon. ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘I could update the playlists?’ Simon suggests, looking to me for approval. ‘Some of the stuff on there’s pretty evil.’

      
      ‘And I,’ announces Ruby, ‘will be working on a new cabaret act.’ Everybody groans. ‘What? What’s wrong with my cabaret act?’
     

      
      Archie shakes his head.

      
      Ruby looks hurt.

      
      ‘Hang on,’ I say, ‘Ruby’s got a point.’ And the more I think about it, the more she has. A little germ of hope is glowing
         in my chest, and the more I turn possibilities over in my head, the brighter it becomes. ‘Ruby’s absolutely right. We can
         do this.’
     

      
      ‘Thank you very much!’ Ruby says pointedly to the old man.

      
      ‘And not just that,’ I continue, warming to my cause. ‘Why stop there? Why not turn the whole place around, make a completely
         fresh start?’
     

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’ve got in mind,’ says Jaz, ‘but it’ll cost money.’ She’s pretending to look disinterested, but those
         big eyes betray a glimmer of curiosity – I know her too well.
     

      
      ‘Mum and Dad left me a cheque book … though realistically speaking there’ll be nowhere near enough in their accounts.’ Suddenly
         I’m animated. ‘I want to re-do the entire place from floor to ceiling. Let’s change everything. If we can get it back to where
         it was fifteen years ago—’
     

      
      
      ‘We’ll throw a massive re-launch party for when they get back!’ Ruby cries.

      
      ‘Yes!’ squeals Jaz, bobbing up and down in her seat. ‘And we’ll get posters done and invite Z-list celebrities and me and
         Andre’ll get in the back pages of Hello!—’
     

      
      ‘Yes! And—’

      
      ‘Hang on a minute,’ I laugh, my head buzzing. ‘One thing at a time. I’ve got to look at ways of saving. I mean there’s always
         taking out a loan, but to be honest my parents have kind of rinsed that option—’
     

      
      ‘We’ll help,’ says Simon, nervously glancing round the table. ‘I mean … won’t we?’

      
      ‘Of course!’ Jaz grabs my hand. ‘Trim our wages—’

      
      ‘Nobody’s doing any such thing,’ I interrupt, clocking Archie’s slightly relieved expression. ‘This is my project and my responsibility.
         Nobody’s giving me anything.’
     

      
      Despite the seeming impossibility of what I’m suggesting, I realise I’m shaking. I can make this work. I can totally make
         this work.
     

      
      ‘I’ll move out of my flat,’ I say, almost to myself. ‘I’ll move in here, then all my wages from Simply Voices can go into
         the bar. I’ll be right on top of it that way, too – I’ll need to be here to oversee the alterations—’
     

      
      ‘But, Maddie, it’s hideous in here!’ Jaz’s gaze darts across the walls.
     

      
      I wave her away. ‘It’ll be fine.’

      
      Ruby clutches my arm, like we’re war-bound heroes about to storm the beach at Normandy. ‘You can do this,’ she tells me. ‘You
         can.’
     

      
      For a second my confidence falters. ‘What about Mum and Dad? I mean, what if I mess things up?’ Yes, I want to do this for me – this is my chance to prove myself as management material
         – but it’s imagining the look on my parents’ faces that has me wanting to succeed.
     

      
      It’s Archie’s turn to speak. ‘If Rick an’ Sapphy ’adn’t trusted you, they wouldn’t ’ave left you in charge.’ He winks at me.
         ‘Simple as that.’
     

      
      Ruby squeezes my hand again. ‘Don’t you see what we’re saying, Maddie? Use that trust.’ She shrugs. ‘You can make this happen.’
     

      
      And do you know what? I believe her.
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