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      “Do you mind reading me a story, Nana?” asked Grace. “I’m streaming with cold.”

      Nana took one look at Grace’s red nose, those glazed eyes. How could she refuse that request?

      Her sixteen-year-old granddaughter was all tucked up in bed, the duvet up to her neck. Her heart went out to her sick darling. Ever since she was old enough to talk, her clever Grace had known how to twist her round her little finger. She’d been too cute to say no to back then, and she still was. It was the lovely long, blonde hair, those large, wide blue eyes and that cute button nose. She looked up at the clock on the wall. She had, maybe, an hour to kill.

      “Course I will, sweetheart,” she said with a smile.

      “Thanks,” said Grace, sniffing.

      “So, my sick little chicken, what would you like me to read?”

      When she was younger, Grace always used to ask her to read the same book, every time. Nana wondered what it would be now, though. Probably some horrible crime thriller that she knew Grace liked.

      “It’s over there,” replied Grace, nodding at a shelf behind her.

      Nana went over to the shelf and picked up a book. “Really, Grace? Does your mum let you read this? I haven’t read it in years.”

      “Oh, Nana, I watch worse on TV.”

      “Well, OK, then. But if your mum gets upset, it’s on you, OK?”

      “Relax,” said Grace, although it sounded more like ‘belax’, “it’s fine.”

      Picking up the book brought back memories of reading it years ago. There was some saucy stuff in here, and she was still not sure about reading it to her teenage granddaughter.

      “Let’s get you properly tucked up. Are you warm enough, sweetheart?” she asked.

      “Yes thanks, Nana. I just need something to take my mind off being ill. You don’t mind, do you? I know I’m a bit old for story time.”

      “Not at all, Grace,” replied Nana, sitting back down on the chair. “Lie back and listen.”

      All settled, Nana read the front cover. “The Southern Belles,” she said, trying to remember exactly what happened. “Story by Evelyn Belle, and illustrations by Olivia Belle.” She held the book up for Grace to see the fabulous picture of the three broken Champagne flutes and falling ribbon, representing the moment the Southern Belles’ world collapsed. “Isn’t the artwork wonderful?”

      “Mmm, wonderful,” said Grace, her eyes closed.

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable?”

      “Yes, I’m fine, thanks.”

      “Do you need a glass of water?”

      “No, Nana, I’m fine.”

      Nana put her slippered feet up on the duvet, getting herself comfortable for her reading.

      “Collectively referred to by the tabloid press as “the Southern Belles”, Evelyn Belle, the eldest of the three sisters, preferred to believe it was because they were the living embodiment of the Southern Belles of old, rather than because their surname was Belle, and that they lived in Brighton, the seaside city in the South of England. There were some differences, naturally: instead of owning a plantation, their billionaire father, Charles Belle, owned a chain of hotels and department stores, known as the Bellevue Estate. And instead of trying to marry them off to wealthy landowners, their father preferred to let them live in the lap of luxury, never having to work or worry about paying taxes, or worrying about anything that “normal people” had to.

      “The three sisters, Evelyn, Georgia and Olivia, lived life to its fullest, regularly chartering their father’s private jet to shop in New York, Paris, Milan, or taking their limousine more locally, to London, where they were invited to all the glitzy parties, by their fabulously wealthy and famous friends, and the premiers of movies, stage productions and Broadway shows. As part of being the daughters of one of the most famous men in the UK, they were always photographed by the paparazzi, and commented on in the national dailies; the sisters even had contracts with different designers to wear their newest designs, in return for advertising.

      “Life was great for the Southern Belles, until tragedy struck on New Year’s Day, which was also Evelyn’s thirtieth birthday. After Georgia and Olivia had given their presents to their elder sister, and after Evelyn had had a huge argument with her investment broker boyfriend, Matty, Evelyn had received a phone call from the police saying that their father had been involved in a road traffic accident and had been airlifted to the Royal Sussex County Hospital in Brighton. Charles Belle had suffered a horrific head trauma in the five-car pile-up on the A23 when he’d been on his way to see his daughter on her birthday.

      “Not having any other family, but surrounded by their friends, the three sisters had waited for three days, until, on the fourth of January, the Great Charles Belle had passed away, which had led to feverish speculation in the national media about who was to succeed him as head of the Bellevue Estate.

      “After the girls had buried their father locally, according to his will, articles had surfaced about the health of the Bellevue empire. Evelyn, wanting to shield her youngest sister Olivia from their father’s accusers, had read vile pieces about how their father had left a massive hole in the company’s finances. She hadn’t believed the lies, until it was announced that Bellevue Department Stores were going into administration.

      “Now, with their lives and lifestyle crumbling around them, and having been shunned by their high-society friends who’d chosen to believe the lies, Evelyn attempted to find out exactly what was happening. Never having been involved in the family business, she had to rely on her father’s closest allies, and the only person she knew she could trust to tell her, honestly, what the situation was, was her father’s solicitor, Henry Werner.”
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      “Please don’t sugar coat this, Henry, for my sake, or that of my sisters,” said Evelyn, sat across from her daddy’s solicitor on their largest sofa. “There are too many stories going around out there for me to get my head around.”

      She needed a straightforward answer to a straightforward question: what was going on?

      Olivia was upstairs reading her magazines and listening to music; but Evelyn had asked Georgia to attend the meeting. She needed two sets of ears, in case hers weren’t working properly. Her middle sister was strong enough, and wise enough, to accept some hard truths about their daddy; Olivia, bless her, wasn’t.

      “We were expecting to see you about our inheritance,” added Georgia. “But it doesn’t look like that’s happening now, does it?”

      Evelyn glanced to her left at her sister, who was looking smart for the meeting in a white blouse and jeans – it was as smart as her sister went, anyway. She’d put on a white shirt, dark blazer and black skirt. It was a respect thing that her daddy had instilled in her. “How bad is this, Henry?” she asked.

      “It’s bad, Evey,” replied Werner, leaning forwards with a folder in his hands. “How bad exactly, no one knows for sure, but we do know, conservatively, that there’s a hole in the company’s finances to the tune of at least a quarter of a billion. And that’s without the full audit report. It could be substantially higher.”

      “Quarter of a billion?” said Georgia, audibly gulping.

      “That’s a conservative guess,” repeated Werner.

      Evelyn looked at Henry Werner. He was in his sixties, nearing retirement. He was a chunky man, probably seventeen or eighteen stone, with a big round belly hanging over his wide trousers. He had an amiable face, crowned by a full head of white hair. At previous meetings, she’d thought he was a decent man, which was unusual for lawyers. Right now, she hated him.

      “But Daddy’s a cash-rich man,” she said, trying to understand their predicament. “Why would he embezzle his own money? I don’t get any of this. The company was doing well only a couple of months ago. It’s performed well on the stock market, and has had growth every year. Daddy bought two more hotels recently, too, so tell me how my family suddenly owes hundreds of millions?”

      She watched as he fiddled with the folder.

      “All I can tell you, is that he wasn’t as cash-rich as you thought,” said Werner, his face sombre. “Yes, on paper he’s a billionaire, but not in the bank. Most of his wealth is tied up in real estate – the hotels, spas, department store buildings. His own personal bank account was pretty much emptied before he died. Look, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I thought it would be better coming from me, rather than the police, or the Crown Prosecution Service.”

      Evelyn looked over at Georgia again. “The police? The CPS? Why are they involved?”

      “Sorry, Evey, I thought you understood. . .” said Werner, with a look of confusion. “This is a criminal matter now. Due to the amount involved, and in the aftermath of the Philip Green pensions scandal, the National Crime Agency, a government agency, are conducting an investigation. I really thought you knew all this.”

      “What’s going on?” asked Olivia, from the lounge doorway. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

      Evelyn stood, before walking over to her youngest sister. “I’m sorry, Livvy, I just thought you’d find all this boring; I didn’t think you’d be interested.”

      “Oh, stop lying, Evey,” replied Olivia. “You think I’m not smart enough to understand, don’t you? You thought you’d just leave me upstairs reading my dumb magazines.”

      “No, of course not,” replied Evelyn, looking over at Georgia for help.

      “Honestly, Livvy, we just thought this money talk would bore you,” added Georgia, still sat opposite Werner. “That’s all. You know we don’t think you’re stupid.”

      “If it’s about Daddy, I want to hear it,” said Olivia, walking over to an empty sofa and sitting down. “I’m adult enough to be here.”

      Sitting back down, Evelyn thought that Olivia would need to be brave. “Is that why Daddy’s bank accounts have been frozen?” she now asked Werner.

      “Standard operating procedure, I’m afraid,” Werner replied. “As part of the investigation, the National Crime Agency freezes assets of anyone involved. . .” He paused. “Evey, because all of your bank accounts are tied to your father, they . . . were unfortunately frozen as well; but I took the initiative of opening an account with the Halifax for you three girls.”

      Evelyn felt a wave of fear and then relief rush over her. She and her two sisters had cash in their accounts. She had six hundred and fifty thousand in hers; and when she’d asked Georgia and Olivia, they’d had seven hundred and fifty thousand, and four hundred and sixty thousand, respectively.

      “So, you transferred all our money into that one account? That’s a relief. I thought we were going to be cashless.”

      Werner’s face was grave as he said, “No, Evey, that’s not what I meant. This is a new account. Your old accounts, and their contents, have been frozen too.”

      There was a long, heavy silence.

      “So . . . so we’re . . . we’re penniless,” Evelyn murmured.

      This meeting is taking a turn for the worse, she thought, accepting the Halifax-stamped envelope from Werner. “How much is in this account?”

      “Two thousand,” said Werner. “And that’s got to last you.”

      “Until when?” asked Georgia.

      Evelyn didn’t like the expression on Werner’s face. It was clearly paining him to have to tell them what they needed to know. What more could he dump in their laps? Wasn’t this enough for one day?

      “What is it, Henry?” she asked. You look like you need to say something.” When Werner nodded his head toward Olivia, she looked at her youngest sister. “It’s OK, you can say it in front of her; she’s old enough to hear what you’ve got to say.” Werner did a strange sort of sigh, which Evelyn took to mean he really didn’t want to say what he was about to. She braced herself for more bad news. “Go on, Henry, what is it?”

      “In answer to your question, Georgie,” he started, “until you get your first pay packets.”

      Without giving him a chance to continue, Georgia said, “Pay packets? What’re you talking about?”

      “The government’s involved now,” he replied. “I just found out this morning that your family has to pay back the money it owes. So, someone in the government suggested auctioning off your father’s assets, which, unfortunately for you three, includes the private jet, helicopter, the yacht, your cars, all your father’s homes, including this house, and its contents. In short, everything in your father’s name will be sold next week. I’m so sorry to be telling you this; I know it must come as a big shock.”

      Evelyn’s heart was pounding so hard in her chest, she could hardly hear her own thoughts. It was lucky she’d brought Georgia along, as she could’ve sworn she’d heard him say the government were going to sell this house. That had to be nonsense, surely?

      “You can’t sell this place!” snapped Georgia. “It’s ours, we own it.”

      “As I said, I’m sorry to be here delivering this news,” said Werner, leaning back a bit, “but they can, I’m afraid, Georgie. The auction’s taking place on the Saturday after next. The bailiffs will be here next Saturday to evict you if you aren’t already gone, so you’ll have a week to appeal. But they’re serious about this. I wouldn’t expect them to budge.”

      “That’s just great! Where’re we supposed to go?” cried Georgia angrily.

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” said Werner, his palms out, placatingly. “I’m the one trying to help you girls. But, as you’ve asked, I’ve taken it upon myself to find you alternative lodgings. I’ve paid for two months’ rent on a bedsit in the Seven Dials area, Compton Road. It’s not much to look at, but it’s a roof over your heads, at least.”

      “What’s happening, Georgie?” Olivia suddenly asked, obviously confused.

      “Hang on, Livvy,” Georgia said. “You mean to tell me we need to move out of our family home into some crappy, rat-infested bedsit, in a week?”

      Evelyn couldn’t get her head around what she was hearing. She felt as if she was floating. It was like an out of body experience, like she was looking down on herself from above. How could anyone expect them to just give up their family home like this?

      “I’m afraid so,” replied Werner. “But there could be a positive outcome from all this.”

      “Yeah? And what’s that?” Georgia’s voice was full of contempt.

      “The audit might not highlight any more problems,” said Werner. “When everything’s sold off, and the company’s paid back what it’s owed, there might be some money left over. If there is, you’ll get your inheritance.”

      “But that’s a pretty big ‘if’, isn’t it?” asked Georgia.

      “At this point, I’d say yes,” admitted Werner.

      Not for the first time this week, Evelyn felt like bursting into tears, right there and then. Life just kept throwing things at her. She’d never been good at catching, so she felt like she was being hit in the face. She wasn’t sure she could take much more.

      “Can someone tell me what’s going on, please? Georgie?” Olivia’s small voice again cut in.

      “We’re being screwed, Livvy,” replied Georgia. “We’re being forced to leave this house, into some dump he’s found us, in Seven Dials.”

      “Hey, I’ve done you a huge favour, girls,” said Werner, his voice cross. “Don’t forget that. None of my partners would’ve looked for a house for you. And they certainly wouldn’t have opened a bank account for you. I did that because I respect . . . respected your father.”

      “We can’t leave this house,” said Olivia, quietly. “We grew up here.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Werner, standing, with his folder tucked under his arm, “but there’s nothing more I can do. Please don’t force the bailiffs to throw you out. Be the sophisticated young women I know you are and leave before they arrive.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, Henry,” said Evelyn, feeling the anger rising up from her belly. “You’re not the one being evicted, we are.” But she accepted the piece of paper with their soon-to-be address written on it. Then she watched as Werner picked up his briefcase, placed the folder inside, closed it and showed himself out.

      Evelyn sat back down on the sofa. There was a deathly silence. What was she going to do? She couldn’t let them take their house, their home. It was unfathomable that in one week they would be holed up in some pokey little bedsit.
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      “Evelyn tried everything she could think of to save their house. She spoke to everyone she thought might be able to help, went to every government association, but to no avail. As the days came and went, she became more desperate not to lose their beautiful home.”

      Nana put the book down on her lap. She looked down at Grace’s pretty face. “Are you OK, sweetheart? Can I get you anything?” she asked.

      “No, thanks, Nana,” replied Grace. “I’m just enjoying listening to the story.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather get some sleep? You look exhausted.”

      “No way! I want to hear what happens next,” reassured Grace. “You can’t leave it there, Nana, that’s just cruel, especially to a sick person. Please read more.”

      Not wanting to disappoint her poorly darling, Nana picked the book back up.

      “Finally, Saturday morning arrived. The bailiffs were due at midday. . .”
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      “You can’t take your stereo, Georgie,” said Evelyn, with a heavy heart. She knew how much her sister loved that system. It broke her heart that her sisters were losing everything; their home, cars, worldly possessions. She wasn’t concerned with her own loss. “I’m so sorry this is happening,” she added, her voice strained from trying to hold back the tears.

      Georgia stopped unplugging her stereo and turned to her. “Hey, this isn’t your fault, Evey,” she said, walking over to her sister and hugging her tighter than she had ever before. “It’s Daddy’s fault.”

      Tears pooled and rolled down her cheeks onto Georgia’s T-shirt. She had to hold it together for her sisters’ sakes. It just wasn’t right for the eldest to be crying on their shoulders. It should be the other way around: Georgia and Olivia should be the ones either crying or having temper tantrums.

      “We know how much you’ve done to try and save the house,” Georgia then said, pulling away from the embrace and looking at her. “Are you sure I can’t take my stereo?”

      “We’re only allowed to take one suitcase each,” replied Evelyn. “Henry said only clothes and handheld electronics. Not that it matters, our mobiles are dead now, anyway.” Two days ago, her mobile, the latest Samsung Galaxy, had stopped working. When she’d used the landline to phone the provider, the customer service agent had informed her that their contracts had been cancelled due to a missed payment. The carrier’s managing director had obviously been watching the news and had given the go-ahead to cancel their contracts. It would hit Georgia the hardest, not being able to use Spotify. “Come on, let’s get your suitcase downstairs.”

      “Can’t I just leave my clothes here and put the stereo in, instead?” asked Georgia, going back to unplugging everything. “I’m not leaving this behind.”

      “And what will you wear tomorrow? Or the day after?” It was so hard on everyone, including herself. She’d cried every day since they’d met with Henry Werner; she’d had sleepless nights worrying about what would happen to them living in a crappy bedsit in Seven Dials. She wasn’t sure she had many tears left. “Please, Georgie, just take your case downstairs. I’m going to need your help with Livvy in a minute,” Evelyn said, not looking forward to going next door.

      Looking at the watch Olivia had given her for her birthday, Evelyn saw they only had ten minutes until the bailiffs were due. Straining to keep her remaining tears at bay, she opened Olivia’s bedroom door and found her sister trying to cram her entire wardrobe into one case. It was bulging so much it was almost round. “Come on, Livvy, we’ve got to get going,” she said in the sweetest voice. “They’ll be here in a minute.”

      “I’m not taking anything out,” said Olivia, sitting on top of the case, but sliding off. “I need all this stuff. Help me close it?”

      Humouring her sister, Evelyn bent down and tried to zip up the huge suitcase. It was no use with the amount Olivia had in it. “We can’t close it like this, sweetie,” she said, knowing the inevitable was coming. “You’ll have to leave some of it behind. I’m sorry!”

      “This isn’t fair!” shouted Olivia, stamping her foot. “What did we do to deserve this?”

      Evelyn grabbed Olivia and brought her in for a hug. Sobs racked her body as Evelyn stroked her back tenderly. “You’re right, Livvy, it’s not fair.” Her voice was croaking again. She couldn’t cry, not now. In less than ten minutes they would be outside, with the vulture paparazzi in full force, taking photos of them leaving this beautiful house for the last time. “Things are bleak now, sweetie, but we’ll get everything back.”

      “Do you promise?” Her sister’s voice was as croaky as hers.

      “I promise,” she said, hoping she wasn’t going to let her sister down.

      “You can’t say things like that to her, Evey,” cried Georgia, from behind her. “Don’t make promises you know you can’t keep. It’s not fair on Livvy.”

      Evelyn, a lump in her throat, broke the embrace and turned to Georgia. “Hey, we will get it all back,” she said, with confidence. “I’m going to find a way out of this, just you watch. We’re the Southern Belles. Nothing can keep us down, Georgie.”

      “That’s just rubbish, and you know it,” cried Georgia. “And you can stop with that Southern Belles forever crap too. It’s over, Evey!”

      Maybe Georgia was right, but if she thought like that, she’d just be a depressed heap on the floor. Evelyn had to think that somehow she would overcome this overwhelming obstacle, and come out the other side vindicated. Georgia would be eating a big, fat slice of humble pie before long.

      “Think what you like, Georgie,” she said, “but this won’t be forever, I can promise you that. For as long as I’m still breathing, I’m going to get us back to where we were before Daddy died.”

      She watched as Georgia skulked off, mumbling to herself, as she did quite often. When she turned back to Olivia, her sister had taken some clothes out of her case, and was trying to close a rugby ball- not a football-shaped suitcase. It was more manageable. Given some welly, Evelyn managed to zip it up for her feebler younger sibling.

      “Thanks, Evey,” said Olivia, wiping her eyes, which were red and puffy. “Even if Georgie doesn’t believe that this isn’t permanent, I do.”

      Evelyn put her palm on Olivia’s cheek. “Thanks, Livvy, it means a lot,” she replied, smiling tenderly. Glancing at her watch again, she told Olivia to take the case downstairs, and that she would be down in a moment.

      Downstairs, Evelyn took a deep breath, pulled the handle up on her suitcase and opened the front door. There was a large white van parked in their driveway, with two burly men inside wearing black Puffa jackets. She took them to be the bailiffs.

      “Come on, girls, we’re leaving,” she said, feeling that too-well-known lump in her throat again.

      Ahead of them, at the end of their gravelled driveway, and clamouring behind wrought iron gates, were the vultures, waiting to pick at their prey. Evelyn was ready for the barrage of questions, but she wasn’t sure if her sisters were.

      “Remember what I told you earlier,” she said, with the girls trailing her. “Just say, No comment.”

      

      Georgia was seething. That stereo was everything to her. She’d picked up her old MP3 player, though, and put it in her pocket; it would be the only way she could listen to her music. As mad as she was about her stereo, she’d known Evelyn was right: if she’d left her clothes behind, she’d have regretted it tomorrow, or the next day.

      “Evey, do you feel responsible for the Bellevue Estate job losses?” shouted one female reporter, as soon as the gates opened. “An estimated two thousand people will be unemployed soon; how do you feel about that, Evey?”

      A barrage of questions and accusations were thrown at Evelyn, as Georgia and Olivia walked slowly behind her, dragging their suitcases. Georgia wanted to tell them all to f- off, but she kept her mouth shut, choosing to obey Evelyn. No good would come of yelling at the paparazzi . . . although it would make her feel better.

      Ten police officers, wearing fluorescent yellow flak jackets, formed a cordon, allowing Georgia and her sisters to walk through the throng of reporters who were yelling questions at them. One reporter asked Georgia how she felt about having her family home sold to pay for her father’s mistakes. How did she feel? Like punching that reporter in his teeth, is how she felt. Still she kept her mouth shut. Evelyn, who was in front, kept saying, “No comment.”

      The reporters were relentless, following them along Roedene Crescent – until they got bored of Evelyn’s no comments at the turning into Roedene Path. It was a long walk to the bus stop on Roedene Road, especially dragging suitcases behind them.

      Georgia just wanted to listen to music; it was all she ever wanted to do. Music and reading were her life. Sweating, she stood with her sisters at the bus stop. There was a really rough-looking couple stood by the bus stop post; the guy kept staring at Evelyn. He was wearing a filthy, light grey coat, unwashed blue jeans and a baseball cap that had seen better days. When he grinned at her, she could see how black his teeth were. The woman, his girlfriend perhaps, was rather large and had a face like a slapped arse. Georgia thought that she’d look like that too, if she had to sleep with him. The woman sneered at her.

      “What the hell are you looking at?” she asked, turning her back on them. If the fat woman starts anything, I’ll batter her, she thought.

      She got a worried look from Evelyn; but, to her surprise, her older sister didn’t rebuke her for saying it. Georgia reached into her pocket and pulled out her MP3 player, which she’d fully charged before leaving the house. When ‘Can You Feel It’ by The Jacksons came on, she closed her eyes and tried to forget where they were heading to.

      

      “Why are we getting the bus, Evey? We could’ve ordered a taxi,” asked Olivia, genuinely confused as to why they had had to leave their lovely house. “Buses are so grotty.”

      “I’ve told you this already, Livvy,” started Evelyn. “We’ve got two thousand pounds and whatever’s in our purses to last us until we get jobs and get paid. Taxis are expensive.”

      In the distance, Olivia saw the red bus coming towards them. Surrounded by the Roedene golf course, she saw some lucky, rich old men playing their silly little game. When the bus finally reached them, she waited for Evelyn to get on and pay for them.

      “Come on, girls,” said Evelyn, leading the way.

      Evelyn found a double seat, with a double seat in front, and indicated that her sisters join her. Georgia being Georgia, she chose to sit away from them, on the other side of the aisle. Olivia took one look at the old, tatty seat and instinctively didn’t want to sit down; it was filthy. But Evelyn gave her a look, so she wheeled her suitcase next to Evelyn’s and sat.

      It smelt awful on the bus. Olivia thought she could smell wee and rubbed her nose to see if it was her imagination or not. It wasn’t; it was definitely wee. Looking around, there were about a dozen people on board. She wanted to pull a face at how dowdy and forlorn they all looked, not like her in her pretty dress under her designer black coat.

      When she looked over at Georgia, she saw a little smile on her sister’s face, and her head was bobbing up and down with the music. She wondered what on earth Georgia was listening to that would make her smile today, of all days. Georgia puzzled her sometimes.

      

      Evelyn pressed the button, and thirty seconds later they slowed at the Compton Avenue bus stop. She once more led the way. “It’s halfway down,” she said, digging into her handbag and pulling out the set of keys Henry had given her. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Nervous didn’t cut it; she was scared of seeing their new home. So much so that she had butterflies in her stomach and needed the loo. The bedsit was only a couple minutes’ walk away, so she pulled her suitcase toward what felt like her impending doom. How had it come to this?

      When she looked at the address on the piece of paper, checking the door numbers as they passed. Soon they were outside their new ‘dwelling’, which was probably all it was going to be, as there was no way a man like Henry Werner would have pulled out all the stops and rented them somewhere nice. Why would he? He had no loyalty toward them.

      Nervously, she unlocked the front door, opened it and stepped inside, horrified to see that the walls inside were covered in graffiti. The look of horror on her sisters’ faces mirrored her own. Her primal instinct was to run away, screaming.

      “What is that smell?” asked Georgia, holding her nose. “It’s disgusting.”

      “I’ve no idea,” Evelyn replied, wrinkling her nose. “Urine, I think.”

      There were five doors on either side of the hallway, all numbered, one to five on the left, and six to ten on the right. There was a door at the end of the hallway – a bathroom – next to a set of stairs leading up to the next floor. Evelyn had counted three floors when she’d looked up at the house from the outside. She hoped that wasn’t the only communal bathroom at the end of the hall. “Let’s take a look inside, shall we?” she said, as more of a statement than a question.

      “I don’t think I want to,” admitted Georgia, “if the hallway is anything to go by.”

      “Me either,” added Olivia.

      “Neither,” said Evelyn, correcting her sister.

      With trepidation, Evelyn slid the key into the second door on the right, no. 7, and slowly opened it. She had both eyes shut, but when she opened them, she wanted to close them and try again, hoping that they were playing tricks on her. They weren’t. She stepped inside, followed closely by Georgia and Olivia.

      “What a shithole,” said Georgia, emphasising every syllable, every word.

      “It’s not so bad,” she replied, unconvincingly. In reality, it was so much worse than in her nightmares. She wanted to cry. There were three soiled single mattresses on the mouldy carpeted floor, and hardly any room to walk around said mattresses. The walls were painted in what would have been an off-white back in the sixties, but was now a dull brown colour. There were some holes in the walls too.

      To the left was their ‘new’ kitchen, which featured an ancient cooker, a battered stainless steel sink, an old microwave sat on top of a chipped wooden work surface, and, to top it all off, no fridge or freezer. It was as basic as it got. When she inspected the cooker, it had what must have amounted to ten years’ worth of grime on it. This bedsit really is a shithole, she thought.

      “Not so bad?” said Georgia. “Evey, it’s the bedsit version of the toilet from Trainspotting. I daren’t sit down in here in case I catch something.”

      “I feel sick,” said Olivia.

      “Oops, too late, Livvy’s already caught something,” said Georgia, with a grin.

      What was she supposed to do now? They were here, this was their new abode, modest as it was – though modest wasn’t really the right word in this instance. She walked back to her suitcase and sat on it.

      “Let’s go and check into a hotel,” said Georgia, to an agreeing and wishful nod from Olivia.

      “With what, Georgie, huh? We’ve got all of two thousand left in the whole world,” she said, bringing her sisters back down to earth with an almighty thud. “We’re in a bad situation here, I agree, and I hate it, but complaining about it isn’t going to bring our house back, is it?”

      “And having a go at me isn’t, either,” snapped Georgia. Evelyn took in their surroundings, wishing she wasn’t there, when she noticed Olivia walking into the hallway.

      “Where’re you going?”

      “I need the loo,” replied her baby sister.

      “If we clean this up a bit,” said Evelyn, forever hopeful, “it won’t be so bad. It’s basic, yes, but we can make it our own, for the time being.” The cheeriness in her voice astonished her, and she noticed the look of astonishment on Georgia’s face at what she’d just said.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No,” replied Evelyn. “I’m trying my best to make the best of a bad situation here.”

      The bloodcurdling scream from the hallway penetrated Evelyn’s eardrums, forcing her off the suitcase. “Livvy!” She ran, full pace, out of their room and into the hallway, where she saw Olivia run out of the bathroom, slam the door shut and lean against it, looking like she had trapped something, or someone in there. “What is it, Livvy?” she asked.

      Olivia had tears in her eyes. “You don’t want to go in there, Evey.”

      Evelyn looked at Georgia, who gave her a shrug as if to say, I don’t know.

      “It’s horrible,” added Olivia.

      “Move out of the way, Livvy,” ordered Evelyn, and her sister stood aside, letting her open the door, which was not what she wanted to do. “It can’t be that bad,” she said, but was confronted by the foulest stench her nostrils had had the misfortune of inhaling. It was the kind of odour only portrayed in horror movies.

      Evelyn really didn’t want to investigate any further. The carpet was even older and more worn out than in their room. It looked over a hundred years old, a light brown colour, with more bare patches than carpet. There was a brown sink, which should have been white, and a brown toilet, which, likewise, should have been bright white.

      The shower next to the toilet was filthy, and had spiders’ webs in the corners, where it hadn’t been cleaned in so long. Dead flies littered the windowsill, and there were so many she couldn’t count. This bathroom was ten times worse than their room, she thought. By comparison, she would happily eat off the floor of their room, now she’d seen this.

      “Whatever you do, don’t look in there,” said Olivia, quietly, pointing at the toilet.

      It was the worst comment to make; of course she was going to lift up the lid and peer inside. Some kind of wild animal has obviously been to the loo in here, she thought, looking at the floating log left behind. She couldn’t see water, for the log had soaked it all up. She felt like vomiting.

      “Right, this bathroom’s out of bounds until I speak to our landlord, OK?” she said, turning to find Georgia was missing.

      When she looked down the hall, she could see her sister by the front door. “Where’re you going?” she shouted, expecting Georgia to do a runner at some point.

      “Out,” replied Georgia, as she opened the door. “I’ll be back later.”

      There was nothing she could do to stop her wilful middle sister. Evelyn would have to just wait until she came back of her own volition.

      “Georgie!” Olivia shouted, about to go after her.

      “Leave her, Livvy,” Evelyn said, not wanting to be left alone in this hellhole. “She just needs time to cool off. We’ve got work to do.”

      

      Georgia walked up to the front door at five to midnight. She didn’t need to knock to be let in, as stood in the doorway was Evelyn, wearing a deep scowl. She knew she was going to get a mouthful for disappearing all day, but she’d sorted her head out, and that was the main thing.

      “Sorry!” she said, her head hung in shame. “I had to clear my head; everything’s getting on top of me.” The scowl suddenly lifted, and Evelyn pulled her in for a hug, which was unexpected. She accepted the embrace, feeling Evelyn’s love. “I won’t do it again.”

      “I was worried, Georgie,” admitted Evelyn. “You didn’t have any money, or your phone.”

      “None of us have phones,” she reminded Evelyn.

      “We’ll rectify that tomorrow. We’ll buy really cheap pay-as-you-go handsets and put ten pounds on each one. That way we can still stay in touch.”

      When Evelyn finally released her from the embrace, Georgia stood back and waited for the lecture. It was inevitable with Evelyn.

      “Now get in here, and warm up,” said Evelyn, opening the door for her. “Be quiet, though, Livvy’s asleep already. She was exhausted, after all the cleaning we did.”

      Georgia was shocked when she walked into the room. With sheets, pillowcases and duvets over the filthy mattresses, the room didn’t look so bad. She could still see the tatty carpet, but she could live with that. The walls were wiped down and clean, and even the kitchen was a lot cleaner, and Evelyn seemed a little more relaxed.

      “Where am I sleeping?” she whispered.

      “In with me,” came Olivia’s voice.

      “You don’t mind, do you? It makes sense having you two together,” asked Evelyn.

      That was a silly question. Course she didn’t mind sleeping in the same bed as Olivia; her little sister had often got into her bed back at the house. Storms were the main reason for Olivia’s visits, or if they’d just watched a horror movie.

      “No, it’s fine,” she said, taking her top off, finding her bed T-shirt and putting it on.

      Once under the double duvet, on one of the two mattresses that had been shoved together, she tried to get comfortable. Evelyn was still getting ready.

      “Where’ve you been all day?” asked Olivia.

      Georgia put her arm out, inviting her sister in. “Just out walking,” she replied, as Olivia rested her head on her shoulder. “I had to sort some things out in my head.”

      “And did you? Sort your head out?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” she replied. “We’ve got to stick together from now on. We’re literally all we’ve got. So, I’m here for both of you, OK?” she told both her sisters.

      

      Evelyn couldn’t have been more pleased that Georgia was back with them. Her family felt incomplete without one of them. She understood what people meant when they said they felt a piece of them was missing after the death of a spouse, or significant other. “Night, girls,” she said, in the dark.

      Georgia and Olivia, who were cuddled up together, both said goodnight to her. Evelyn closed her eyes. After what felt like an hour, but was probably only ten minutes, she opened her eyes again and stared up at the ceiling. She thought back to her most recent happy memory, her thirtieth birthday party a couple of months ago, on New Year’s Eve, the day before her daddy had been involved in the collision.
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      “Having spent two nights at their new ‘palace’, Evelyn intended to spend her first week day being productive and jobhunting. It was Monday morning, and she was feeling positive about the day ahead; she was also very aware of how much, or rather how little, money she and her sisters had in their bank account . . .”
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      When Evelyn entered Bayley’s Coffee House on Sydney Street, she heard Georgia gasp at all the books on display. She groaned silently to herself. She could do without her sister getting distracted today. But looking around, it was a beautiful little coffee shop, although it was quiet – there were around fifteen tables, with only two taken. She looked at her watch: 09:38. It should’ve been a hive of activity at this time of day.

      So, while Georgia was busy marvelling at all the books, she and Olivia went up to the counter and ordered. Evelyn had taken twenty pounds out of the ATM nearby, determined that they wouldn’t spend more than five pounds today; she knew that was wishful thinking.

      “Hi!” said a rather pleasant-looking man behind the counter. “What can I get you today?”

      Looking at his name badge, she replied, “Good morning, Tom, we’d like three Americanos, please. Milk in two, and one without.”

      “Just water for me, please,” said Georgia, from behind her.

      “Coming up,” replied Tom, the barista.

      While she was waiting to pay, Evelyn looked around at the décor. It was a rustic shop, all dark wood, with cream walls. The flooring was dark wood, as was the counter. Where there weren’t books adorning shelving on the walls, the owner of the establishment had placed old pictures of Brighton in dark wood frames on the walls. It was an interesting shop, not least of all to Georgia, who had picked out five books.

      “Right, that’s two Americanos, both with milk on the side, and one bottle of water,” recapped Tom, placing the tray on the counter. “Would you like any of our cakes this morning?”

      Evelyn was hungry, but she was determined not to overspend. “Um, no, I don’t think we will, thank you,” she replied. “How much just for the drinks?”

      With a look that said, Last of the big spenders, Tom replied, “That’s five eighty, please.”

      Wanting to say, How much? Evelyn opened her purse and reluctantly handed over her twenty-pound note. It made her think of how her life used to be, just handing notes over without thinking about it. She wanted her old life back. “Thank you, Tom.”

      “You’re welcome!”

      When she turned, carrying the tray, Georgia and Olivia were sat at a window table, and while Georgia was reading the backs of her books, Olivia was filing her nails. She carried the tray over and set it down on the table, making Georgia move her precious books out of the way.

      “You should’ve asked for tap water, Evey,” said Georgia, twisting the cap off her bottled water and pouring the contents into a glass on the tray. “Bottled water’s expensive.”

      “Now you tell me,” she replied, more cross with herself than Georgia.

      “I thought you’d know that,” retorted her sister.

      “Water’s the new oil,” said Olivia, not looking up from her nails.

      Evelyn looked at Georgia and laughed. “Oh, it is, is it?” The things Olivia came out with made her laugh. Here was a ditsy, some might say, or an airhead, but she came out with some interesting tidbits sometimes.

      “What? What are you laughing at?” asked Olivia, finally looking up.

      “Go on, you environmentalist you, enlighten us about the commodity that is water,” said Georgia, teasingly. “Give us your valuable insights, Dr Belle.”

      “I read it in one of my magazines,” replied an insulted Olivia. “It’s true. Water is running out, or so it said in the article. And it said in the future, wars will be fought over water.”

      Evelyn and Georgia both smiled at one another, knowing not to tease too much. They both knew how fragile Olivia was, and how conscious she was about being an airhead.

      “Right, enough of that,” said Evelyn, making room for her notepad on the table by removing the tray. She took a pen out of her handbag. “We’ve got some serious jobhunting to do. Georgie, where’re the papers you picked up?”

      Georgia handed her The Friday-Ad, The Argus, and The Mid Sussex Times, which she had found in a newsagent on the way. Taking The Friday-Ad, Evelyn scoured the jobs section, using her pen to highlight possibilities. From first glance, all she could see were cleaning jobs. She couldn’t see herself doing backbreaking work like that, so she read on.

      “Carers, cleaners, HGV drivers,” said Georgia, throwing The Argus on the table, “that’s all there is in that one. I can’t see myself driving a forklift, or a lorry, can you?”

      “I could be a carer?” said Olivia, picking up The Argus. “I like old people.”

      “You? Wiping old men’s arses?” said Georgia, wrinkling her nose. “They’d eat you alive, Livvy. You get harassed by guys all the time; why would you apply for a job where you’d get more?”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” replied Olivia. “Oh, I know, I could be a nursery assistant. I love children, with their cute little faces.”

      “Until they start turning into little brats, calling you names and hitting you, sure,” said Georgia, trying not to be discouraging, and failing miserably. “I think we’ll need to go to the Jobcentre, Evey. They’ll have more jobs available there.”

      Evelyn was beginning to think Georgia was right. There wasn’t much going in the papers, especially so early on in the year. February wasn’t a good time for jobhunting, she guessed; not that she knew for sure, not having ever applied for a job before. “Yeah, we’ll take a walk over there after we’ve finished our drinks.”

      

      “You’ll never guess who I’m looking at right now,” said Felicity Rowbotham, into her mobile phone, a huge smile spreading over her face. “The Belles are having coffee at Bayley’s.” She listened to the overjoyed voice at the other end of the line. “Get over here as quick as you can,” she said, hanging up.

      This is just too good an opportunity to miss, she thought, revelling in her mischief. She’d vowed months ago that she was going to get her own back on Evelyn, and that bitch, Georgia.

      She could still feel the carpet burns on her legs from being dragged down those stairs, naked. The humiliation hadn’t worn off. Every time she thought back to being found in bed with Rupert, Evelyn’s boyfriend at the time, a part of her wanted the earth to open up and swallow her. But being dragged out of bed by a girl six years her junior was the most humiliating experience she’d ever had. She’d had to go into hiding for weeks after that.

      It hadn’t always been this way, though. There was a time when she’d liked Evelyn, back in the day, before Evelyn had dropped her like a bad habit. They’d been solid friends at Roedean School, and she’d thought of Evelyn as her best friend for some years. It was Evelyn who’d changed, though, not her.

      It was after school that Evelyn had become this rich, spoilt bitch, dumping her in favour of rich celebrities and big parties all over the world. There was no way Felicity could’ve competed with Evelyn; her parents were wealthy, but not in contrast with the Belles. It was that wealth that had changed Evelyn. And those clothing contracts the Belles had. How could designers just pay the Belles to wear clothes out in public? How was that a job? And why didn’t she have one of those contracts? She was just as stylish as Evelyn.

      How she’d laughed at Evelyn’s fall from the top. Gone was that great big house, those fifteen to twenty cars, that outdoor swimming pool, that bloody super yacht; it was all gone. Evelyn and her sisters were now living in squalor, in a bedsit in Seven Dials for Christ’s sake. How she and Matty had laughed. For hours. It was karma. You reap what you sow, she thought, looking through the coffee shop window at Evelyn chatting with her sisters.

      A plan was forming in her mind. She had to goad Georgia into blowing her short fuse, which shouldn’t be too difficult, knowing how protective Georgia was over her family. A carefully worded insult about their dead dad, the criminal scumbag, should do it.

      Felicity looked across the road and saw a group of two guys and two girls walking past, looking into shop windows as they went. She crossed the road and flagged them down by saying, “Excuse me.” Once she’d gained their full attention, she delved into her purse and pulled out a twenty-pound note. “I’d like to buy you all a drink,” she said, to looks of confusion. “But there is a catch.”

      She held on to the note.

      “The Southern Belles are in that coffee shop,” she said, pointing over. When one of the girls groaned and called the Belles bitches, Felicity grinned. “Exactly. That’s why I need your help with something.”

      Once she’d explained the situation, and the group had agreed to help her, she handed them the twenty and watched them walk across the road towards the coffee shop. Her plan was taking shape. She just needed more willing participants, because she had enough twenties in her purse to fill the shop. She saw a group of four guys in their twenties walking towards her, and waited with her purse in her hand until they reached her.

      

      Thomas ‘Tom’ Bayley wiped down the work surface with his cloth, before throwing it in the sink. He knew it was only February and business was always quiet, but this was ridiculous. He had only three tables in use, which was pitiful. It was approaching ten o’clock, and it should be packed; he should be running around like a headless chicken on speed; but here he was, waiting for customers to walk through the door.

      Maybe it was those God-awful Southern Belles putting people off coming in. They weren’t exactly the public’s dears right now. Judging by the looks on his other customers’ faces, they were as far away from public dears as anyone could be. Part of him wanted to ask them to finish up and leave, but another part of him felt sorry for them. It was their dad who’d sunk their family’s company, not them.

      From what he’d read in the paper, and he didn’t believe much of it anyway, the dad was being investigated for criminal wrongdoing, and the girls had been flung out of their home so that the government could recoup some losses. That wasn’t the girls’ fault. No, he would let them be.

      If he was honest, business hadn’t been good for two years at least. With the amount of competition he had in Brighton, it wasn’t surprising business was dwindling. When his parents had opened Bayley’s Coffee Shop, there had been half the amount of coffee shops in the area than there were now. It was hard competing with big chains like Starbucks and Costa, and independents like The Flour Pot Bakery nearby, and Pelicano Coffee Co. There were more popping up every year.

      Tom walked around the front of the counter, past the Southern Belles to a table, where an elderly couple were putting their coats on to leave. He thanked them for their business, wished them farewell and placed their empty cups onto a tray.

      As he walked by the Southern Belles’ table, he heard, “Excuse me?” from the eldest of the sisters. He’d forgotten what her name was.

      He stopped and looked down at her pretty face. “Yes, what can I do for you? Would you like a top-up?”

      “We wish,” he heard the middle sister say.

      “No, thank you,” replied the eldest. “I was just wondering where the best place is to go and look for jobs? We’re new to this jobhunting thing, as you can probably tell.”

      He set the tray down on a vacant table next to him. “The Jobcentre, probably,” he replied. “But I’m not the best person to ask. I’ve never been for a job interview, either.” He was telling her the truth. He’d started working for his parents here in the shop when he’d left school at sixteen, and had taken over the business six years ago. He had no idea what being interviewed was like. “And online is good, so I’ve heard. There’s loads of jobs sites out there.”

      “That’s a problem for us,” he heard the youngest say. Looking at her, she sure was pretty with that long red hair and that flawless ivory skin. Looking at them all, they were so much prettier in person than in their photos; but the redhead was the prettiest. “You’re welcome to use our Wi-Fi,” he said, feeling charitable. “The password’s on that blackboard behind me.”

      “No, she means we don’t have phones,” replied the middle sister.

      “Oh! Well, I’m afraid I can’t help with that one,” he said, picking the tray back up. They must have been hit badly. To not have mobile phones was akin to not breathing; at least it was to him. He couldn’t survive without his smart phone. “Then, I’d say the Jobcentre is the place to go. Good luck with that.”

      He carried the tray back behind the counter, threw the rubbish in the bin and put the cups and saucers in the washer. When he looked back over at their table, they were huddled together, deep in conversation. Maybe they weren’t as bad as people said they were.

      Two groups of four youngsters walked through the door. Was this the rush he’d been hoping for? As the first group, two guys and two girls, came up to the counter, he walked behind the till, waiting to put their order through.

      When he’d finished serving the first group, the second group of customers, four guys, came up to him and ordered their drinks and cakes separately, which took longer. In the background, he could hear the first group talking loudly about the Southern Belles, and not nicely either. When the group of four lads joined the first group, sitting at an adjoining table, they too started making comments.

      He looked over at the Southern Belles. They didn’t seem too bothered by it; they were deep in conversation still. Good for them, he thought. If that had been him listening to their vile jokes, he’d have smacked the biggest of the guys in the gob by now. He’d heard that the middle Belle had a temper on her, but she wasn’t batting an eyelid.

      Another group of eight entered, in their early twenties. Tom couldn’t understand what was going on. He wasn’t complaining about the business, mind, it was just that he’d sent Janice, his assistant, home because it was so quiet. And then another group of four came in, followed by an elderly couple, and another group of six, all of whom were now queuing at the counter. He was beginning to get a bit stressed; it took time to make a decent coffee, and with these new arrivals all choosing more complicated drinks, it would take him a long time to serve everyone.

      “Hey, eldest Belle,” he shouted over the bar. Tom waited as the middle Belle attracted her attention, and pointed at him. “How do you fancy a trial shift here?”

      “What, work here, you mean?” came her response.

      “Well, yeah,” he replied, “you said you were looking for a job.”

      The Belles went back into huddle mode. He heard comments and laughter coming from the tables at the back of the room, but he was too busy taking orders to really listen to what they were saying. “Well?” he asked.

      “When do you want me to start?”

      He thought he’d made that clear. “Right now,” he replied. “I can only pay you minimum wage, though, I’m afraid.”

      Having to concentrate on serving customers, taking their orders, telling them to take a seat and that he would bring their drinks over, he’d missed watching all three Belle sisters getting up.

      “Come on, girls, let’s get to work,” he heard eldest Belle say to her two younger sisters. “Whoa, whoa! What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

      “We’re starting work,” replied Eldest Belle, with a look of confusion on her face. “You said you wanted us to start a trial shift?”

      “I didn’t say ‘us’,” he replied, exasperated. “I said ‘you’. I want you to start a trial shift.” Could they really be this stupid? “And the sooner the better. I’ve got a stack of orders to complete.”

      And yet more customers came in. Something was going on. It felt strange to Tom that as soon as the Belle sisters came in, lots of customers arrived. Maybe having them here was good for business

      “Are you starting or not?” he asked.

      “I’m all yours,” she replied, to laughter from the youngsters at the back.

      

      Georgia was reading the first page of one of her five books, occasionally looking over at Evelyn working, precariously carrying trays of cups and saucers to tables of customers. The comments and piss-taking hadn’t gone over her head; but she’d sworn to Evelyn that she wouldn’t retaliate. She so badly wanted to go over to the tables at the back and slap the girls, whose voices carried all the way to the front of the shop. So far, she’d only heard minor insults. They hadn’t said anything derogatory about her family, as such.

      “Shall we make a move?” Olivia asked nervously.

      “Not yet,” she replied, not looking up. “I need to decide which one I’m taking.”

      “Come on, Georgie,” said Olivia. “I don’t like the atmosphere in here. We need to get to the Jobcentre, anyway.”

      Feeling pressured, she quickly chose the book she wanted to keep, and picked up the other four and found spaces on the shelves to put them back, listening to the comments still coming from the two tables at the back.

      It was only when Olivia stood to put her coat on that one of the guys at the back, a tall, skinny guy with bad acne, stood and shouted, “Hey, Virgin Belle, come back to mine. I’ll change your virgin status.” He grabbed his crotch with his hand.

      “Hey, moron,” shouted Georgia, “come near my sister with that and I’ll break it off, how about that?” She was ready for any retaliation, male or female. These guys were dicks, no more, no less. She could handle guys like this.

      “How about you join us?”

      “Yeah, I heard she’s a slut,” said one of girls with them. “She probably would.”

      Georgia looked over at a nervous Olivia first, then at an angry Evelyn. She decided to simply give the antagonists her middle finger. Then she walked slowly back to her table. She wasn’t running out of here with her tail between her legs, itching as she was to fly at them.

      As she was putting her coat on, listening to the goads and insults flying her way, the shop door opened, and a familiar, unpleasant face appeared. Georgia groaned when she saw Felicity Rowbotham enter, flanked by Matty. She might have known. These idiots were probably the girls’ friends.

      With sisterly ESP, Georgia looked over at Evelyn, who was shaking her head. Was she that transparent? Did everyone really think she would start something? By the time she had buttoned up her coat, Felicity was up at the counter ordering.

      Georgia could’ve walked out without approaching Felicity, but where was the fun in that? So she intentionally walked up to her. When Felicity nervously said, “Hi, Georgie,” she clenched her fist, raised it, and pretended she was going to hit her. The look of fear in Felicity’s eyes was priceless.

      Georgia laughed. “Just kidding, Flick,” she said, walking past her. “If you’re nasty to Evey, I’ll come back and drag you down a steeper set of stairs. Concrete ones, this time.”

      “Ooh, I’m so scared,” said Felicity, from a safe distance.

      “Yeah, you are!” she replied, with a grin, before meeting Olivia at the door. “See you later, Evey,” she said, walking out of Bayley’s Coffee Shop.

      

      “Friends of yours?” asked Tom, preparing a cappuccino for one of the tables.

      Evelyn replied, “Not exactly,” just before Felicity turned to her. “Flick! Matty!” Her tone wasn’t friendly; but it wasn’t unfriendly, either. Nonchalant. It was a greeting of acknowledgement, nothing more.

      “Evelyn,” replied Felicity. “Latte, please.”

      “Mochaccino for me, please,” said Matty.

      After Evelyn had told them to take a seat, she turned to Tom. “Flick is an old friend,” she said, emphasising the word ‘old’. “And Matty’s my ex-boyfriend. Recent ex.”

      “Are we going to have a problem with them?” Tom was busy steaming the milk; the machine was making a lot of noise. “Because I haven’t hired you so that I have to act as door security.”

      “You won’t be getting any problems from me,” she replied, waiting for the last cup to make up the order, before she walked the tray over to the table.

      

      Olivia’s feet ached. The walk from Sydney Street to the Jobcentre on Edward Street was a long one, at least to her, anyway. Georgia never seemed out of energy; it was an annoyance of hers. As she approached the Jobcentre building, she thought what an orange and grey monstrosity it was. Plus, there were tons of stone steps to climb too.

      “Do you think Flick’s banging Matty now?” asked Georgia, more puzzled than angry.

      “I don’t know, Georgie,” she replied. “That’s not an image I want in my head.” She shook her head, and made a strange noise, signalling she was trying to erase it. “Thanks a bunch. Now it’s in there and I can’t get rid of it.”

      “Sorry,” replied Georgia, with a smile. “I bet she is, though. She’s always been jealous of Evey. Ever since Roedean she’s tried to compete with her.”

      “OK, enough about Flick and Matty,” said Olivia, still thinking about them having sex. “Now I have to think about something else. Flowers, or rainbows.” Something nice, she thought, to take that horrible image away from my brain.

      “Come on,” said Georgia, climbing the steps. “Let’s go find us some jobs.”

      Georgia was in a much better frame of mind than Olivia thought she’d be. In comparison to Saturday’s mood, she was positively chipper. How could she be so different, so soon? Oh well, it was good having her back again anyway.

      Out of breath after climbing that mountain of steps, Olivia’s heart was pounding. She was unfit; she knew it. Although she’d used the multigym back in the old house, in the converted loft, she’d not given it the same welly that Evelyn or Georgia gave it. Her sisters were monsters on that equipment, on it every other day. How they’d cope without it, she didn’t know. She wouldn’t miss getting all sweaty. And yet, despite her lack of exercise, she was the one with the tiniest waist. She smiled at that thought.

      As they approached the entrance, under the green sign with the white and orange writing, Georgia took her earphones from around her neck and put them in her bag. Olivia held the door open for her sister, before following her in.

      After following directions, Olivia found herself sat waiting to speak with an advisor on a comfy blue two-seater sofa with red backrests. It was so strange waiting inside a Jobcentre; she’d never thought this would be a place she’d end up, but here she was, with Georgia, looking for a job. It’s funny how life throws things at people, she thought. “What do you think they’ll find me?”

      “Well, you’d make a good hairdresser, or beautician,” replied Georgia, teasing her.

      Or was she teasing her? Sometimes, she couldn’t tell with Georgia. She would make an exceptional beautician, and she had all the equipment she needed too. “And you? What job do you think you’ll get?”

      “Rocket scientist,” joked Georgia, winking at her. “Professor, prime minister. I could do a much better job than that old bag, Theresa May.”

      Olivia hated it when Georgia started talking about politics. It was bad enough that her sister watched the news so much, but then to have her talking so animatedly about bloody Brexit was just plain annoying. She’d shouted at Georgia to shut up about it before. “Oops, think we need a subject change,” she’d said to Georgia’s scowl. “Nice weather, isn’t it.”

      Georgia dug her in her ribs with her elbow. Olivia almost laughed; but she remembered where they were. There was to be no fun had in Jobcentres, she’d guessed as they’d walked through reception. Looking at the advisors, none of them looked happy to be there.

      “Next!” came a loud voice from the most miserable looking advisor there.

      Why did they have to have this woman? Olivia wasn’t even sure if she was a woman; she might have been a man in drag. It was possible in these days of anti-discrimination, and especially here in Brighton.

      “Hello,” she said to the less than impressed man-woman advisor. The name badge said ‘Theresa’, so she breathed a sigh of relief that it was confirmed: she was a woman. “My name’s Olivia Belle, and this is Georgia Belle, my older sister. We’re here to find jobs.”

      “Jesus, Livvy, she doesn’t want your life story,” said Georgia, sitting down on a chair in front of the advisor’s desk. “Sit down, will you?”

      The advisor, Theresa, looked at her with disdain as she sat down next to her sister. “Sorry,” Georgia said, smiling sweetly. “I’ve never had to do this before.”

      Theresa looked to be in her late forties to early fifties. Her long hair was tied back in a ponytail. Olivia thought she was quite plump, but not unattractive.

      “You’ve got great skin,” she said, “doesn’t she, Georgie?”

      Olivia saw her sister give Theresa a look.

      “Are you here for your Jobseeker’s Allowance interview?” asked Theresa.

      Olivia looked over at Georgia for support. She hated being asked questions.

      “We’ve never had jobs before,” admitted Georgia, “so we don’t know what to do, what to expect. We’re just here to find work. Can you help?”

      Olivia didn’t like the way Theresa was looking at her. It was a judgemental look; a look that told her she wasn’t interested in helping.

      “OK, let’s start at the beginning,” said Theresa, huffily taking a notepad out of her desk drawer. Then the advisor hunted for a pen. “What’s your name, first of all?”

      “Olivia Belle,” she repeated, with a nod, safe that she’d got at least one answer correct.

      “Is that Bell with an E or without?” asked Theresa, without looking up.

      Olivia looked over at Georgia with an eyebrow raised. She smiled. “With, of course. You can’t spell Bell without an E.” She snorted at the advisor’s stupidity.

      Theresa looked up at her with an exasperated expression.

      “You can actually,” said Georgia quietly “she meant the E at the end of our name.”

      “Oh!” Now she felt stupid. “With an E.”

      Olivia felt her face flush. This was why she hated being asked questions; she always got the answers wrong. I’m in for a long afternoon, she thought, hearing Theresa sigh.

      

      “Well, that was a busy shift,” said Tom, finally getting a chance to sit down. It was like the Bayley’s of old. The customers kept coming in. He could’ve used Janice, after all. And it pained him to say it, but he’d needed Evelyn.

      “Isn’t it like this all the time?” asked Evelyn, sitting down opposite him.

      “No,” he replied. “The past couple of years have been quiet. I was getting worried I might have to shut up shop last month, it was so dead.” He couldn’t explain why today had been different. He expected to be counting around fifteen hundred quid, which was amazing for a Monday.

      Just in case it repeated tomorrow, he would ask Evelyn to come back, even though she was as useful as a chocolate teapot in a frying pan. He’d refrained from shouting at her, just. It wouldn’t have done him any good scaring off his only help by yelling at her in front of the customers, especially when she’d taken so much stick from them anyway. But if he’d had a pound for every cup of coffee she’d spilt, or every customer she’d had to apologise to, he’d be able to shut up shop, buy himself a new house and take a holiday to Barbados. Well, that might have been an exaggeration, but it was still a lot.

      When he looked at Evelyn, he saw how flustered she was. Tom had to admit that the day would’ve gone south very quickly had she not been there to help. If he’d had to take orders, make the drinks, carry their orders to the tables, and clean up, he’d have had a shop full of very angry customers.

      “Anyway, thanks for today,” he said. “You were a massive help, Evelyn.”

      “It’s Evey,” she replied, having told him that twice already. “Not even Daddy called me Evelyn. And I was terrible. I got more coffee over myself than in people’s mouths.”

      “Sorry, Evey,” he said, making a mental note to himself. He sighed. She was right, she was awful, but he still had her to thank for getting him through the day without major incident. “You weren’t so bad,” he told her, unconvincingly. “You were thrown in at the deep end, so I’d say you did OK.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” said Evelyn, fiddling with a napkin. “But thanks.”

      “Are you available for the rest of the week?” He couldn’t believe he was asking her. He could advertise and find someone far better, but Evelyn tried hard. He even thought she might end up being an asset, after lots of training.

      “Are you offering me the job?”

      “I guess I am,” he said, surprised. He noticed her look of surprise too. “If you can get here for seven Monday to Friday, that would be great, and you’ll finish at three every day. I can only offer you eight fifty an hour, though. Are you in?”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,” she replied, with a lovely smile.

      There was an awkward silence, which was disturbed when Evelyn saw her sisters walking past the window.

      “Ooh, there they are,” said Evelyn, excitedly. “Can I let them in?”

      Tom got up, picked up the keys from the table and went to let the girls in. They thanked him and went and sat down opposite Evelyn. He joined them.

      “So, how did it go at the Jobcentre?” Evelyn asked, keen to know.

      “We’ve both got temp jobs, starting tomorrow,” replied Georgia.

      “Yeah, I’m going to be a KP,” said Olivia, sounding pleased with herself.

      Tom saw the look of confusion on Evelyn’s face. He almost laughed at the youngest sister’s pride in being a kitchen porter; she clearly didn’t know what the job was. He noticed the smile on the middle sister’s face – she knew but hadn’t told her younger sister.

      “A KP,” said Evelyn. “What’s that?”

      He so badly wanted to tell her but couldn’t bring himself to do it for fear of bursting out laughing. Kitchen porter was probably the last thing he could imagine the pretty red-haired sister doing, with her flawless skin, well-manicured nails and her general demeanour. It would come as a complete shock.

      “Kitchen porter,” replied Georgia.

      “Ooh, that sounds good, Livvy,” said Evelyn. “Training to be a chef.”

      “Not exactly,” added Georgia.

      He could barely contain himself. If he wasn’t so keen to watch, he’d have taken himself out back and laughed his arse off. This was priceless.

      “So, what then?” asked Olivia.

      “You’re going to be their newest washer-uperer,” said Georgia, clearly wanting to laugh.

      “A what-erer?” asked Evelyn.

      “Livvy’s going to be the restaurant’s washerer of plates and cutlery.”

      Tom was so close to collapsing on the floor, belly laughing, that he had to remove himself from the table. As he got up, he locked eyes with Georgia, who was laughing inside too.

      “Washerer of plates,” said Olivia. “Washing up? Is that what you mean?”

      “Yep,” replied Georgia, so close to laughing too. “It’s a good job, Livvy. Every restaurant needs a good washer-uperer.”

      That was it. Tom took himself out of earshot, hearing the middle sister crack up. He had to lock himself in the office, where he burst into uncontrollable fits of laughter. It was the look on the youngest sister’s face. Absolutely priceless. He hadn’t laughed that hard in years.

      Having exorcised his laughter, Tom unlocked the office door and walked back through, behind the counter. He could hear the middle sister’s waning laughter and the youngest sister’s moaning that she was being mean. He went and joined them at the table again.

      “You’re so mean, Georgie,” said Evelyn. “So, since we know what Livvy will be doing. What great job have you got?” He noticed the tone in Evelyn’s voice. She wasn’t impressed at the middle sister’s piss-taking.

      “Pffft, data entry,” she replied. “In some office in Tower Point.”

      “Where’s that?” asked Evelyn.

      “North Road, that big tower building,” replied Georgia. “It’ll be boring, but it’s a job.”

      Tom had to admire their bravery, as much as he didn’t want to admit it. Here were three girls who’d gone from never needing to work, having a massive house and everything they could wish for, to having nothing. And now they were celebrating getting menial, unskilled jobs. Lesser people would be stamping their feet, shouting, “It’s not fair!”

      He’d read so many stories about their wealth, their antics in and around Brighton, London, Paris, Milan and New York. Everywhere they went, it seemed, stories were written about them. His girlfriend, Suzy, would hate that he’d hired one of them; he had that news to break to her later. That was going to be fun, not!

      “It’s about time we had some good news,” said Evelyn, smiling at her younger siblings.

      Tom had to do a double-take. If someone had told him yesterday that he would be sat at a table with the Southern Belles, the three most famous, and most photographed, women in Brighton, if not the UK, today, he’d have laughed them right out of the shop. But here he was, Evelyn’s first employer. Suzy would flip when she found out; he was dreading telling her. She hated these famous-for-being-famous, camera-hogging, self-loving bimbos. He would be in the dog-house tonight.
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      “Grace, you’re shivering like mad,” said Nana. “Would you like another blanket, dear?”

      “Yes, please,” replied Grace.

      “I think you might have the flu,” said Nana, taking a blanket from the back of her chair and placing it over Grace’s duvet. She watched as Grace took the blanket and covered herself with it under the duvet instead. She looked awful. “I’m going to get your mum to call the doctor.”

      “No, please don’t,” pleaded Grace. “I just want to hear the rest of the story, Nana.”

      Against her better judgement, Nana sighed and sat back down. Her lovely granddaughter was suffering; how could she say no to her like this?

      “OK, my darling. The next day was Georgia’s and Olivia’s first day in their new jobs . . .”
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