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I don’t understand how a woman can leave the house without fixing herself up a little – if only out of politeness. And then, you never know, maybe that’s the day she has a date with destiny. And it’s best to be as pretty as possible for destiny.


Coco Chanel







PROLOGUE



‘Keep it reeeeaaal!’ yelled the tiny blonde girl standing at the top of the steps.


‘Carina! Carina! Carina!’ The crowd below was going crazy, whooping, shouting, chanting her name.


The tiny blonde began an unsteady descent on very high heels to wild applause.


‘Carina! Carina!’


Carina Lees was the penultimate person to be evicted from the Living Hell house at the end of that summer’s reality TV series. First runner-up. She left behind her in the house the winning housemate: a character called ‘Monkey’, whose brave struggle with catatonic schizophrenia had much endeared him to the Great British Public, even though he spent most of his second month on the show having an episode that rendered him as silent and immobile as a hat stand. In fact, while Carina was making her grand exit, the surprise of winning TV’s most coveted reality prize was sending Monkey into another period of paralysis that would last for the next six months.


‘Carina! Carina!’


Frenzied with excitement, the capacity crowd strained against the safety barriers. Some thrust flowers, fluffy heart-shaped cushions or teddy bears in Carina’s direction. Others reached out for her, like visitors to the grotto at Lourdes hoping for a miracle in her touch. They waved homemade banners professing their love for her.


‘I love you too! I love you all,’ she told them, arms wide like Evita.


The response was deafening.


All this for her? thought Carina. Just an ordinary girl from Essex? For a moment she was rooted to the spot with something approaching shock.


Jordi Flame, the eviction show’s obligatory über-camp presenter, quickly whisked Carina past the fans and the tabloid photographers into the studio. Once she was safely in the famous golden chair that had cradled so many reality bottoms, he congratulated her on her ‘great achievement’, then, together with the studio audience and half the nation, they watched her ‘best bits’ – a montage of different angles on her twenty-first-birthday boob job, interspersed with spectacular crying jags and more exhortations to ‘keep it real’.


‘You got more votes than the entire Conservative Party had in the last election,’ Jordi told her.


‘Wow,’ said Carina. ‘Wow!’ At twenty-six years old, she’d never voted in anything other than the finals of The X Factor. She whooped. The crowd whooped back at her.


‘As runner-up in this year’s Living Hell, you’ve won five hundred thousand pounds,’ Jordi continued. ‘What are you going to do with it?’


‘I’m going to buy my mum a new handbag from Prada and get my stepdad a watch from Gucci and get my nan some shoes from Ferragamo and get myself something from Dolce and Gabbana . . .’


The studio audience applauded as though Carina had just revealed the secret of the universe.


‘That’s fabulous,’ said Jordi. ‘We all like D and G. And I’m sure your nan will love her new shoes.’


Close-up on Carina’s nan in the front row of the audience. Sobbing with pride.


‘I love you, Nan,’ said Carina. ‘I love everybody!’ She stood up and blew more kisses to the crowd. She waved her hands over her head as if to better reach the people in the cheap seats. ‘This is my dream come true!’


The camera turned back to Jordi Flame’s six-figure-deal smile. ‘Well, that’s all from Carina Lees for now. After the break we’ll be back with the official winner of this year’s Living Hell . . . Monkey Gordon.’


The crowd roared their approval once more.


The commercials started rolling.


Inside the Living Hell house, twenty-three-year-old Monkey Gordon adopted the cactus pose in which he would remain frozen until Christmas.


Twenty miles away, in the little town of Blountford, another Essex girl’s grandmother was sobbing her heart out with pride.


‘Give over, Gran,’ said Emily Brown. ‘This is meant to be a happy occasion.’


‘I know, my darling,’ said Grandma Brown. ‘It must be the alcopops. Always make me maudlin.’


She accepted another Bacardi Breezer all the same.


‘Speech! Speech!’ called Eric Brown, Emily’s father.


‘Dad . . .’ Emily began.


‘You’ve got to have a speech,’ he said.


As Eric tapped a fork against his beer bottle in a bid to establish silence, Emily reluctantly climbed up onto a chair. She smiled down at her guests: family, friends and neighbours, all of them beaming right back at her.


‘I’m so pleased you could all make it here tonight,’ she began. ‘To the opening of The Beauty Spot.’ She flung wide her arms to take in the tiny pink-painted beauty salon that would be opening its doors to the public for the first time the following morning. ‘You’ve all been so supportive. I don’t know how I would have done it without you. I hope you’re going to come to me next time you need a manicure.’


‘I’ll come in for a manicure!’ shouted Emily’s grandfather.


‘Going to take more than a manicure to fix him,’ heckled Grandma Brown.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, let’s raise a glass to . . . The Beauty Spot,’ said Emily’s father.


The guests obliged.


‘The Beauty Spot!’ they cheered as they tipped their glasses and bottles towards a blushing Emily.


‘And to our lovely daughter Emily,’ said Barbara, Emily’s mum. ‘I always knew you had it in you. She’ll be a millionairess within a year,’ she added. ‘Mark my words.’


‘May your salon be a huge success, dear,’ said Grandma Brown, enfolding her granddaughter into a hug. ‘You deserve it, sweetheart.’


Now Emily was crying with happiness too. ‘I love you, Gran. I love everybody. This is my dream come true.’




1


While Monkey Gordon was wheeled to hospital, still standing upright and stiff as a board, Carina Lees plunged headlong into her new life as a reality star. She had wisely retained a PR agent called Mickey Shore before entering the Living Hell house and she exited to find that he had set up a punishing publicity round. Every tabloid and entertainment magazine published in the United Kingdom had bid for the first exclusive. By the time she left the television studio after her triumphant exit interview with Jordi Flame, Carina Lees was already a millionaire.


She gave her first exclusive to the News of the World. In six pages punctuated with lots of colour photographs of Carina and her brand-new hair extensions, she revealed the ‘truth’ about her relationship with the other Living Hell housemates, though she remained tight-lipped about an alleged sexual liaison with Monkey during a period of unconsciousness (his, not hers). That was worth another hundred grand, Mickey explained to his fast-learning client.


Advertising campaigns followed. Carina’s obsession with keeping the kitchen clean while in the Living Hell house translated into a high six-figure contract to be the face of Whoosh Multi-Surface Cleaner. There were more interviews for the tabloids. More photo-shoots. More carefully timed appearances outside old restaurants and new nightclubs. Within the space of a week, Carina was linked with all four former members of a recently defunct boy-band. There were rumours that she was planning to record a single of her own, despite the ample evidence (provided by the 24/7 live feed from Living Hell) that she could not sing a note. She got more new hair extensions. Longer. Blonder. Better. She considered a bigger boob job.


Six months out of the house, several of the original fifty Living Hell housemates had disappeared back into obscurity, the only column inches they garnered now in the magistrates’ court sections of their local newspapers. A handful of the others were doing reasonably well. Monkey Gordon was in the newspapers almost daily, though it wasn’t clear whether he knew about it. He was still in the celebrities’ favourite residential mental health facility – The Bakery – standing for hours on end in a cactus pose. It was front-page news when he adopted the ‘eagle pose’ for twenty minutes one afternoon. Carina nodded approvingly when she read that. She’d been doing some yoga with her personal trainer. It was hard to hold the eagle pose for thirty seconds, let alone twenty minutes.


Apart from Monkey, those Living Hell alumni that hadn’t returned to a life of shoplifting had largely moved on to yet more reality TV. Three of them were taking part in a series called Celebrity Service Station, in which they did the night shift at a branch of Road Chef on the M25. Tanya, Carina’s rival Essex girl in Living Hell, was appearing alongside a former Conservative MP and a duchess on the third series of Trust Me, I’m a Celebrity Checkout Girl. Tanya had taken to the business of being a celebrity checkout girl very well. Perhaps that was because she had been a real checkout girl for several years before she went into the Living Hell house. Clare – Living Hell’s token ‘posh bird’ – was a guest star in the Danish version of the same show. She was voted out after a week, which was a good job since no one in the house could understand a word she said and she was starting to display symptoms of isolation-induced depression.


It wasn’t that the reality show offers hadn’t poured in for Carina as well. On the contrary, Carina was the first person every TV producer thought of when trying to cast Celebrity Allotments or Roller-blading with the Stars. But Carina didn’t even get to consider the increasingly valuable reality packages the TV companies sent in her direction. Mickey Shore had bigger ideas.


Mickey’s plans for Carina included a proper television presenting job. On the television food chain, presenting was definitely a tier above endless reality. After keeping Carina out of the reality show ghetto for six months, Mickey’s foresight was rewarded when he got her a fortnightly gig on Wakey-Wakey – Britain’s favourite breakfast show (according to a survey commissioned by their own production company).


Carina’s brief on the Wakey-Wakey show was extremely flexible. One week she might be reporting on the plight of abandoned pets at Battersea Dogs’ Home. The next she would be trying out new face creams with a bunch of middle-aged women who bore a remarkable resemblance to the Shar-Pei puppies she’d been interviewing the week before. She was even regressed to a past life by a psychic called Liyo Aslan (formerly a John Lewis carpet salesman called Terry Bostock), who told her she had been an Ancient Egyptian slave-girl. That prompted Carina to read a Dorling Kindersley book on the pyramids that inspired her to consider having her hair dyed black and cut into a bob.


‘Black sucks with your present life skin tone,’ Mickey warned.


So Carina kept her hair blonde. And, before long, she was appearing on Wakey-Wakey once a week instead of once a fortnight. The viewers loved her glamorous blonde looks. Guardian readers (who only watched Wakey-Wakey ‘ironically’) liked to sneer at her faux pas.


Next Mickey ensured Carina had a column. Every serious reality star turned proper celeb had to have a column in which to slag off other reality stars who hadn’t quite made the transition. All the gossip mags were keen to have Carina on board. Mickey settled on a new magazine called Get This!, which was already rivalling Heat in circulation figures, and closed a deal for a thousand words a week at ten thousand pounds a time. Even Mickey shook his head with amusement as he worked out that Carina would be paid ten pounds a word! Not that she would be writing any of them. That job fell to a hapless Get This! staff-writer. But the column was important, allowing Carina a regular platform for unadulterated self-promotion as it did.


Meanwhile, Mickey continued to ensure that Carina was seen at all the right parties with all the right people. Those ‘right people’ included another of his clients: Danny Rhodes. Danny was a former singer with a boy-band, currently trying to kick-start a solo career with a stint as the lead in a sell-out West End revival of The Music Man. Carina looked just perfect on his arm.


When Mickey’s office received a gold-embossed invitation asking Carina to attend the country-house wedding of a Premiership footballer to a member of the nation’s hottest girl-band, neither of whom she had ever met, Mickey knew that Carina had made it. She was a bona fide celebrity. The Great British Public had taken Carina Lees to their hearts.


Since the eighth series of Living Hell had finished and The Beauty Spot had begun, Emily Brown had also had a very busy six months.


Beauty had always been Emily’s passion. She’d been obsessed by make-up since childhood and her friends were well used to her instinct to tweak and polish anyone she could get her hands on. She couldn’t sit opposite someone with chipped nail polish or streaky foundation without feeling the urge to act. Many times Emily had marched mere acquaintances into the corner of a restaurant or nightclub and set about their shiny faces with pressed powder. She once set up an impromptu eyebrow-tidying clinic in the ladies’ room of The Hippodrome in Leicester Square.


It was inevitable that Emily would go to beauty school when she finished her GCSEs. She graduated at the top of her class and found her first job on a cruise ship. Within three years she had been promoted from lowliest therapist to the ship’s beauty salon manager. It was the perfect start to her career. With no real expenses to speak of while she was living onboard, she was able to salt away plenty of savings before she came back to dry land. On her twenty-third birthday, Emily’s father matched what she had saved, thinking she might like to buy herself a car. But Emily had far bigger ambitions than ownership of a nearly new Volkswagen Golf. A year later, her savings were boosted once more by a bequest from an elderly aunt. Emily took all her money to a bank and they matched it with a business loan. She signed a long lease on an empty barber’s shop a few streets from where she had grown up – and The Beauty Spot was born.


Emily had very worked hard to achieve her ambition. First to save the money, then to transform the barber’s shop into something a great deal more girly. Lack of spare funds meant that she had to decorate The Beauty Spot herself, ruining her own carefully manicured nails when she sanded down the woodwork. But that wasn’t to be the end of it. Six months after the opening, she was working even harder. Apart from Chloe Jones, the junior therapist who had been with her from the start, Emily Brown was the entire staff of her little salon. She was full-time therapist, office manager, accountant and cleaner. It didn’t leave much time for a personal life. As for romance? Forget about it.


When they had a moment to talk about it, Emily and Chloe often bemoaned the fact that they’d chosen a career where it was very unlikely they would meet a future husband on the job. Emily’s year group at beauty school had been exclusively female. On board ship, she was discouraged from fraternizing with other staff members, and most of the male holidaymakers under fifty were on honeymoon. The only men who visited a day spa like The Beauty Spot were married (from time to time, Emily had to deal with the hairy backs of men whose wives couldn’t stand the idea of sitting next to a gorilla on the beach). Or gay.


You could tell the straight married men right away. They always looked terrified. And the bigger they were, the louder they cried when Emily got out the wax strips and went to work.


The gay guys were better clients. They spent a great deal more money. They knew that just because they were men, looking good wasn’t a simple matter of a short back and sides at the barber’s by the train station. These guys were as high maintenance as any of Emily’s female clients. They wanted the lot. Waxing (Emily had all the right certificates, though she had yet to item ‘back, crack and sack’ on her service list), facials, pedicures, manicures, eyebrow-shaping, fake tan. And the gossip they shared over the manicure table made a change from the usual gripes about unreliable nannies and workaholic husbands she got from the local yummy mummies. Still, there was something strangely depressing about massaging a beautiful male body, knowing that your gorgeous client was probably thinking about another beautiful male body while you did it.


Emily could hardly remember the last time she’d touched a man during a moment of passion. Her most recent boyfriend had given up on her because she was spending too much time setting up the salon. She’d realized quickly that Mr Right was unlikely to walk in off the street and ask for an impromptu eyebrow-tweeze. And so it was that Emily felt more than a little tweak of envy as she read Carina Lees’s first column in Get This! magazine.



Wow! What an amazing week I’ve had! Carina wrote. I was so excited to get an invitation to Get This! magazine’s annual Valentine’s singles party. All the best single men in England were there, including Danny Rhodes . . .



Emily glanced at the picture of the handsome former boy-band star, currently appearing in the West End revival of The Music Man. He was ridiculously good-looking. Like a Ken doll come to life. Chloe peered over Emily’s shoulder.


‘Isn’t he . . . ?’ Chloe began.



Gay is the only word for the whole evening, Carina’s column continued. In keeping with the Valentine’s theme, the entire top floor of the exclusive Café de France had been turned into a tart’s boudoir. Everything was pink. Pink drinks, pink cakes. Even the dress code was ‘in the pink’. Lucky it’s my favourite colour!



We danced the night away to a live set (by a tribute band playing covers of Pink songs of course). And when the clock struck midnight, Danny Rhodes asked if I would be his Valentine! What did I say? You’ll have to watch this space!


Emily closed the magazine with a sigh. She hadn’t received a single Valentine’s card. The postcard from the video shop suggesting romantic rentals for a Valentine’s night spent at home definitely didn’t count. But Emily had no time to dwell on her lack of love action right then. She had a customer to see.
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‘Hey, Matt.’ Emily barely glanced up from the appointments book when Matt Charlton walked into the salon.


Matt was a regular client. He’d been coming in to get his back and shoulders waxed every six weeks or so since The Beauty Spot opened. He was very good looking, in a preppy sort of way. His dark brown hair was always neatly cut and parted to the left (lots of it, too, which was why he was such a regular waxer, Emily observed). He wore glasses but had chosen his designer frames perfectly so that they echoed the shape of his eyebrows and balanced the squareness of his jaw, enhancing his features rather than hiding them. When he dropped into the salon on a weekday, he would be dressed in an immaculate suit that he accessorized with adventurous shirts, like the candy-pink number he was wearing that morning. In his breast pocket, he carried a precisely folded handkerchief that matched the shirt or coordinated with his tie. To preserve the beautiful cut of his expensive Italian jackets and trousers, he carried his wallet and pens in a stylish leather ‘man-bag’. Matt Charlton clearly read GQ very closely.


Still, Emily didn’t let herself get excited about Matt’s general loveliness, since she knew only too well that that level of general loveliness in a man who didn’t have a wife or girlfriend (she’d ascertained as much on his first visit) suggested Matt wouldn’t get excited about any girl. Emily did, however, allow her heart a little flip of happiness whenever she saw Matt’s companion, Cesar.


‘Cesar! You gorgeous thing!’ she gushed at him.


Cesar was a white and tan Jack Russell/Corgi cross.


When the little dog rushed around the reception desk to greet her, Emily was ready with a couple of green dog-chews from the packet she kept in the drawer beneath the till. Cesar wagged his tail ecstatically and Emily was momentarily his best friend in the world.


‘Do you love me?’ Emily asked him. ‘Do you love me more than anyone?’


Cesar loved her until he got the chews. After that he was straight back by his master’s side and on duty once more.


Ordinarily, dogs weren’t allowed in The Beauty Spot. Cesar was an exception.


Matt had explained the situation the very first time he visited the salon.


He suffered from epilepsy. He’d been epileptic for as long as he could remember, he told Emily. He had his first fit when he was a tiny baby. These days, advances in medication meant that Matt didn’t experience anywhere near the number of fits he used to, but there was always a chance he’d be caught off-guard. Cesar was a seizure-alert dog, trained to pick up on the minute changes in Matt’s physiology that heralded a grand mal episode. The second he noticed something amiss, Cesar would let Matt know by pawing at him. If Matt didn’t respond to a gentle pawing, Cesar would jump up at him and, in a last resort, bark until Matt took notice.


That was Matt’s signal to get himself to a place of safety as quickly as possible. Then he would loosen his clothing, lie down in the recovery position and wait.


‘You know the recovery position, don’t you?’


Emily nodded. She’d done a first-aid course. ‘Turn the patient onto his side, lift his chin to open his airway and make sure he can’t roll,’ she recited. Cesar wagged his tail. ‘Then what? Do I need to put something in your mouth?’


‘No,’ Matt shook his head. ‘Might swallow it. Or bite it in half. Just stay with me. And don’t tell me if I do anything particularly embarrassing while I’m out.’


Emily laughed. Nervously.


‘So, you see,’ said Matt, ‘there’s no need for you to worry at all. If I’m going to have a fit then, nine times out of ten, Cesar will let me know well in advance.’


Emily smiled brightly but, for her first three meetings with Matt, she had watched Cesar like a hawk, responding to every move the little dog made with barely concealed panic.


‘He’s just scratching his ear,’ Matt sighed. ‘And you really should ignore him when he’s licking his balls.’


Several months on, Emily no longer panicked every time Cesar responded to his natural doggy urges to itch or yawn. Instead she actually looked forward to seeing him, as he looked forward to seeing her. Or rather to seeing the packet of doggy-chews. Cupboard love.


‘Are you ready for me?’ Matt asked.


‘Come on through,’ said Emily.


Cesar led the way into the treatment room.


‘How have you been?’ Emily asked as Matt took off his shirt and settled himself on the couch. ‘Good month?’


‘Not too bad,’ he replied. ‘I took some time off. Had a holiday.’


‘Go anywhere nice?’


‘San Francisco.’


Emily nodded as she checked the temperature of the wax in the melting pot. ‘I’ve heard it’s great there,’ she said. Lots of her male clients went to San Francisco on holiday. In fact, just the previous week, Marco, a flight attendant with British Airways, had been telling her about a trip he was planning. He and eight of his cabin-crew friends had arranged to work on the same flight, timing it so that they would be in San Fran for the whole of that year’s Gay Pride weekend.


‘It’s going to be mayhem,’ Marco had sighed with delight.


‘Got any more holidays planned this year?’ Emily asked as she applied the first spatula of wax to Matt’s back.


‘I thought I’d go somewhere a bit closer to home for a week towards the end of the summer,’ he told her. ‘I was thinking Greece. Not sure which island would be best, though.’


‘Oh, you should go to Mykonos,’ said Emily. Marco the flight attendant was always talking about Mykonos. ‘I’ve heard it’s great. I think you’d love it there.’


‘Thanks. I’ll take a look at it on Google when I get back to the office. How about you?’ Matt asked.


‘Huh?’ Emily was momentarily surprised. Her clients didn’t often ask her questions during their ‘me-time’.


‘Are you going on holiday this year?’


Emily applied a muslin strip to the honey-coloured wax and smoothed it down with the heel of her hand.


‘Holiday?’ she half-laughed. ‘Not this summer.’


She took the free edge of the muslin strip and yanked it in the direction of the hair growth. Matt gave a little yelp. Emily tutted. She slapped her hand down on the bare skin where the wax strip had been. Somehow doing that could short-circuit the tearing pain of having your hair ripped out by the roots. Emily didn’t understand the science but it worked.


‘That didn’t hurt,’ she said before Matt had time to complain.


Cesar, who was sitting in the corner of the room, rolled his deep brown doggy eyes in sympathy.


‘Are you too busy to get away?’ Matt asked, bringing the subject back to holidays in an attempt to distract himself from the pain.


‘Can’t afford it,’ said Emily. ‘Not busy enough.’


‘But this place always looks busy,’ Matt commented.


‘I suppose it is. There are certainly plenty of “ladies who lunch” here in Essex. But . . .’ Emily stopped to rip another pathway through the forest of Matt’s back hair. Slap went her hand on the sore patch. She waited for him to finish groaning before she continued. ‘Somehow there’s still more money going out than coming in.’


‘I see.’


‘I had hoped to be in profit by now but I’m still running at a loss.’


‘Would you like me to have a look at your accounts?’ asked Matt.


‘What was that?’


The end of the sentence had been lost as Matt tried to keep breathing through the removal of another strip.


‘I could have a look at your books for you. It’s what I do for a living,’ he explained. ‘I’m a small-business advisor. I work at the bank on the corner.’


‘Oh.’


Emily paused in applying more wax as Matt elaborated on his job description. She couldn’t wait to tell Chloe. They had speculated about Matt’s job before and had him pegged as an estate agent, thanks to the smart suits.


‘I could help you see a way forward,’ Matt continued. ‘Ow!’


A blob of wax fell from the spatula onto the small of Matt’s back, taking both him and Emily by surprise.


‘Sorry.’ Emily rushed to deal with it. ‘Perhaps we should talk about this when I’m done.’


That seemed like the best idea.


Safely back in the lobby, Matt reiterated his willingness to help Emily sort out The Beauty Spot’s finances.


‘I’d love to take you up on it,’ said Emily. ‘But I don’t think I can afford your fees.’


‘Then we’ll barter,’ said Matt.


‘What seems a fair swap?’ Emily asked.


‘My expertise for a manicure.’


Emily stuck out her hand to shake his. ‘You’re on.’


From the front window of the salon, Chloe and Emily watched Matt and Cesar head off back down the street towards Matt’s office.


‘He always looks so smart,’ said Emily. ‘I love his suits. Handmade shoes, you know.’


‘Fantastic backside as well,’ said Chloe.


The girls looked at one another and burst into giggles.


‘Shame he’s so todally gay,’ Chloe sighed.


Halfway down the street, Matt was still shaking his head at the thought of the bargain he had just struck. His business expertise for a manicure. A manicure! For heaven’s sake.
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Carina was very pleased with her first column for Get This! magazine. Who would have thought she would turn out to be such a talented writer? Her nan telephoned to say that she had read the column while sitting under the drier in the hairdresser and she had never been so proud. Well, thought Carina, with a bit of luck she would make her nan even prouder that night.


Carina was one of the nominees for Get This! magazine’s Reality Celebrity of the Year. The lavish awards ceremony would be taking place that evening at The Dorchester Hotel on Park Lane and broadcast live to the nation on the new digital station EvenMore4. Carina’s rivals for the prize were someone called Marlon who had appeared in a programme about service stations (not Celebrity Service Station but an actual documentary about service stations, called simply Service Station) and Monkey Gordon, the nation’s favourite inpatient.


It was the most important awards ceremony of the year for a fledgling celeb like Carina, and Mickey had cannily arranged it so that she would have at least two chances of getting up on the podium to receive the coveted trophy from Patrick and Trudy Blezard, presenters of Wakey-Wakey and heirs to Richard and Judy’s daytime crown. It didn’t matter whether Carina won or not, because Marlon was a no-hoper and, if Monkey won, then Carina was going to accept his award and make a speech on his behalf. It was very unlikely that Monkey would be there himself, still standing as he was in the corner of a bare-walled room at The Bakery (itself now the subject of a documentary called Half-Baked).


With so much time in front of the cameras guaranteed, Carina knew she had to look good. Lucy, Mickey’s right-hand girl at Shore Thing Talent, was on the case as soon as they heard about the nomination, calling in dresses from Carina’s favourite designers. The public relations team at Karen Millen sent something over within hours. As did the crew at Jane Norman. The PR at Dior somehow ‘forgot’ to return Lucy’s call.


Carina was upset that the Dior dress she had picked from the pages of Vogue didn’t materialize, but Lucy worked her magic, saying, ‘I don’t think Dior is right for this evening anyway. This is an award voted for by the people. You need to look like a woman of the people to win it.’ There was still a chance, she explained, that Carina’s appearance at the ceremony could clinch it. Readers had been voting for best reality celeb for weeks, but that night they would get one more chance to vote by premium-rate text while the awards show was aired live on TV.


Carina said she understood. She forgot about the Dior and plumped for a number by Karen Millen instead. It was a pseudo-Chinese cheongsam in pale green silk with a mandarin collar that unbuttoned to show a satisfying amount of cleavage. On her feet, she would sport a pair of gold sandals from Kurt Geiger that showed off her French pedicure to perfection. Carina had asked for a pair of Jimmy Choos, but Lucy had to let her know that, alas, one Elizabeth Hurley had borrowed every spare pair they had in a size six and a half (Carina didn’t need to know that the PR at Jimmy Choo had actually snorted at the idea of sending a pair of free sandals to Britain’s ‘favourite chav’).


The entire week before the awards ceremony was a flurry of image-perfecting activity. It wasn’t just about getting the right outfit. Carina had to be properly prepared beneath it. That meant three emergency sessions at the gym with her personal trainer Zsolt (and a crash diet of cabbage soup, which she absolutely would not mention to any interviewers). It meant half a day at Toni Tone’s getting new hair extensions put in and another half-day at Malibu Tan getting a top-to-toe St Tropez. Then to a little salon round the back of Harvey Nicks to see Marguerite, the world’s number one eyebrow-threader. (‘Eyebrows are the windowsills of the soul,’ Marguerite had solemnly declared in that month’s Vogue.) After that, to New You Nails of Mayfair for the French pedicure (the sight of which made Mickey feel sick, though he’d never say it – toenails just shouldn’t be that long, right?) and a full set of acrylics on her fingers.


And because it was a special occasion . . .


‘Real Swarovski crystals,’ said Elena the manicurist, bringing out a little plastic box from the drawer in her manicure table.


‘Classy,’ said Carina.


‘I could spell out your name on your fingertips with them, if you like.’


‘That’d be fantastic,’ said Carina. ‘Go ahead.’


The C and the S of Carina Lees were a little cramped, situated as they were on Carina’s pinkie fingers, but the overall result was quite spectacular. When Elena had finished, Carina held out her hands and admired her new inch-long iridescent pink fingernails with their crystal embellishments as though she were admiring a ten-carat diamond ring.


‘They’re amazing,’ Carina breathed.


She imagined the glitter of her new bejewelled nails wrapped around the Get This! magazine Reality Celebrity of the Year trophy and knew in that moment that victory would be hers. No question.


‘Just don’t go picking your nose!’ Elena warned.


Elena need not have worried. There would be no nose-picking. In fact, Carina could do very little at all with her new acrylic talons in place. Arriving back by chauffeur-driven car at her newly built executive home (with American kitchen and Mediterranean-style conservatory), Carina suddenly realized that she couldn’t even undo her jeans to pee. She got her driver to call Mickey and persuaded him to send Lucy over to Essex to help her get into her dress. Lucy was furious but Mickey calmly reminded her that celebrities were not like other people. Such little foibles were the flip side of fabulousness . . .


OK. So in the end what Mickey actually did was offer Lucy a hundred pounds in cash if she would just get down there and do whatever Carina needed.


‘Because she’s doing my head in,’ he added.


By the time Lucy arrived, Carina very much needed to pee. Lucy patiently unzipped Carina’s skintight Sass and Bide jeans (every WAG’s favourite that week) and helped her wiggle them down over her hips. She was obviously too desperate to wee to remember to say ‘thanks’.


‘How will I, you know, wipe myself afterwards?’ Carina yelled from the bathroom.


‘I need two hundred pounds,’ Lucy texted to Mickey while Carina finished answering nature’s call.


Meanwhile, in Blountford, Emily had shut up the salon to customers and was waiting for Matt Charlton and Cesar to arrive to look over the books as promised. Emily had spread out her company accounts over the table in the staff kitchen. She’d bought cakes and sandwiches for her human guest and a dried-out cow’s hoof for Cesar. The man in the pet shop had assured her that all dogs loved them. Emily hoped he was right. She certainly didn’t love it. The thing smelt absolutely disgusting and reminded her of some of the worst feet she’d ever had the pleasure to pedicure.


Matt arrived exactly on time. That day he was wearing a dark grey suit with a very fine white stripe. The suit was lined with peacock blue silk that was picked up by Matt’s spotted tie and matching handkerchief. He’d had his hair trimmed since Emily had last seen him and he was wearing new glasses. The German bendy-framed kind.


‘You look nice,’ said Emily.


‘Oh.’ Matt touched the fat knot of his tie, as if to say, ‘In this old thing?’ But he didn’t say anything. Instead he blushed, and when he eventually tried to say thank you, it came out as a cough.


‘We’re in here.’


Matt followed Emily through into the staff room-stroke-kitchen. Like the rest of the salon, it was painted pink. Unable to afford to replace the old kitchen, Emily had sanded down the unit doors and painted them in a very slightly darker gloss pink. The room had a 1950s Americana feel to it. Kitsch. Camp.


‘I like what you’ve done in here,’ said Matt.


He sat down on one of the chairs Emily had re-upholstered in pink gingham. Cesar took up his position beneath the table with the stinky old hoof. The pet-shop owner had been right. He seemed to love it.


They made a little small talk while Emily served the sandwiches and made a pot of tea. Matt told her about his day at work – how satisfying it was to see the small businesses he advised expand and grow. Just that day he’d had a meeting with one of his very first clients – a landscape gardener – who had gone from being a sole trader with an old Ford Fiesta and a wheelbarrow to a limited company employing fifteen under-gardeners who drove around in liveried vans.


‘You could do the same thing,’ said Matt encouragingly.


‘Get some vans?’


‘Expand,’ he corrected her. ‘I can see it happening.’


But that was before he looked at the figures.


Matt didn’t have to say anything. Emily could read what he was thinking in the lines on his forehead. With each page of the accounts book that Matt turned, the lines grew a little deeper. It wasn’t good. Emily was too distressed to touch the cakes.


‘It’s very simple,’ he said eventually. ‘There’s more going out than there is coming in.’


Emily knew that much already.


‘What can I do?’


‘You need more money coming in or less going out.’


‘Well, duh,’ said Emily.


‘Get more clients. Or cut your costs.’


‘How can I cut my costs?’


‘How about here?’ Matt pointed out a line on Emily’s spreadsheets. ‘Your beauty supplies seem very expensive from what I know about your market. I had a client setting up a salon last year. I’m sure her outgoings on product were half the amount of yours.’


Emily knew that was possible. When setting up the salon she had researched a great many different brands of beauty products, but she had fallen in love with an organic aromatherapy brand. And of course it was the most expensive range, available in tiny quantities that, because they contained so many natural ingredients, didn’t last long once they were opened.


‘But I can’t cut corners on my beauty products,’ she explained to Matt. ‘This stuff is the very best on the market. I don’t believe anything else works so well.’


‘Your clients won’t notice the difference,’ said Matt.


‘I would!’ Emily protested. ‘And I think you would too.’


‘Me? I’ve got skin like a rhino’s.’


‘No, you haven’t,’ said Emily. ‘Your skin is very soft.’


Matt looked down at his notepad and coughed. Emily realized she had embarrassed him.


‘I mean sensitive,’ Emily corrected herself. ‘Which is why it hurts so much to wax.’


Matt said nothing. Emily decided to stop digging herself into a hole.


‘Is there anywhere else I could cut corners?’ Emily asked to change the subject.


‘Your stationery?’ Matt suggested. ‘These prices are extortionate,’ he added, picking up an invoice from the office supplies company. ‘What are you using? Paper made from papyrus leaves handpicked from the banks of the Nile?’


‘It is handmade,’ explained Emily. ‘I think it gives a better impression.’


Matt shook his head. ‘I appreciate your love of quality,’ he said.


‘I can tell that from your suits,’ Emily complimented him.


‘But you can’t buy stock for a business like you’re buying for your own home. We need to create a proper budget and you need to stick within it.’ He reached into his man-bag for a Mont Blanc pen. ‘A piece of paper, please.’


Emily passed him one of the handmade sheets. Matt divided the sheet into two columns and began to write out Emily’s business prescription.


‘Item one: nail-care products. Find a cheaper brand . . .’


Emily put her head in her hands. This was going to be depressing.


Fifty minutes later, Matt was still trimming the fat from Emily’s budget, but the alarm on his mobile phone chirped to let him know that an hour had passed since he had arrived at The Beauty Spot.


‘Got to go,’ he said. He stood up quite abruptly. ‘I can’t believe it’s been an hour already.’


‘Well, you did only promise me an hour,’ said Emily. ‘But can I offer you something else to finish this?’


The budget was not yet complete.


‘A back wax?’ she suggested desperately.


‘No need,’ said Matt. ‘Really there isn’t. I’d stay here for longer but I’ve got to . . .’ He stopped himself.


Emily waited for him to finish his sentence.


‘I’ve got to go to a concert,’ he said.


Emily brightened. ‘Then I won’t keep you. Seeing anything good? Rock? Classical?’


‘It’s a Liza Minnelli tribute concert,’ Matt muttered.


‘Oh.’


Dashing to the station from where he would catch a train into Central London, Matt berated himself for telling Emily the truth about that evening’s plans. A Liza Minnelli tribute concert! He didn’t know which was worse. That he was going to a Liza Minnelli concert or that he would be accompanying his godmother. He could only hope that Cesar wouldn’t howl along to ‘Cabaret’ like he did the last time.


But Emily wasn’t thinking about Matt’s cheesy taste in music. She was too busy worrying about the steps she would have to take to keep her little business afloat.


Would The Beauty Spot even survive its first year? When the salon opened, there had been a flurry of activity as the locals came to see what was new, but that had definitely died down. If it was to survive, then Emily knew that Matt was right. She had to cut corners where she could. She had no spare money to advertise for new clients right now. If she gave up on being one hundred per cent organic, she could release some money for an ad in the local paper. But Emily couldn’t help worrying that, if she gave up on the organic products, she might lose some of her loyal customers . . .


It was late and she was tired and all she wanted to do was go home and eat a packet of biscuits, but alas there was still work to be done. As Matt had clearly pointed out, the salon wasn’t making enough money to cover the cost of a cleaner. Changing into her tatty old jeans and donning a pair of rubber gloves, Emily prepared to do battle with the customer cloakroom.


What she needed was a miracle . . .
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It took almost three hours for Carina Lees to be ready to leave the house for the Get This! readers’ awards ceremony at the Dorchester. Lucy the PR assistant had, of course, booked a limousine for her company’s most important client. When the car arrived, Lucy gazed at it longingly. She had hoped to be able to hitch a lift home, but because Carina took so long to prepare for the awards ceremony there would be no time to detour via Lucy’s grotty flat-share. In any case, Lucy had to stay behind at Carina’s house and pay the hairdresser and make-up artist (in cash. Danger money). Then she would walk to the train station and take a filthy train back to filthy Clapham Junction.


Carina didn’t even thank her for her trouble as Lucy helped her into the car like a lady-in-waiting helping Elizabeth the First into her coach.


Carina’s mind was elsewhere. In the back of the limousine, she sat back against the white leather seats and imagined the glamorous evening ahead. Of the three possible outcomes of that evening’s fight to be Reality Celebrity of the Year, two required that she make a speech. Mickey had couriered the speeches (written by the Get This! magazine journalist who also wrote Carina’s column) over to Carina’s house by bike so that she could learn them in the car en route. There was the speech Carina would deliver if Monkey won: ‘I’d just like to say how much it means to me to be able to stand here and accept this valuable reward on behalf of my dear, dear, friend’ (whom she hadn’t seen during the six months since she left the house and he went into hospital). ‘I know that he’s going to be very excited.’ (Not if he was still on those drugs.) And then there was her own speech, ‘I’d just like to say how much it means to me to be able to stand here and accept this award. The support of the wonderful readers of Get This! magazine has put me where I am today! I love you all very, very much.’ Lucy had added that it might be nice if she waved her trophy in the air and said, ‘Thank you, Nan,’ too.


Mickey had promised Carina that he would be at the Dorchester when she arrived, waiting to give her a final briefing. He would be sitting at the same table. There was nothing to worry about.


Still, Carina couldn’t help but be a bit nervous. It was the first time in her life she had been nominated for an award. That was why she felt the need to call Mickey and make sure that he was already on his way to the hotel with Danny Rhodes, who was taking a rare night off from the West End revival of The Music Man to be Carina’s official date for the evening.


‘Hey, sweetheart,’ said Mickey when he picked up. ‘You all set? Lucy tells me you’re looking beautiful!’
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