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  This book is dedicated to my parents for a lifetime of support, and to the people of West Essex for a lifetime of laughter.
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  Every drama you read about on these pages truly happened to myself, my friends and my family. Some things are so shameless that ALL names have been changed, including my own.

  As with The Only Way Is Essex, this book is scripted reality. A lifetime of events have been crammed into a six-month narrative but each character is a blend of two or more real people.

  Every beauty salon, club, bar, doggy day spa, sunbed, posh dinner, tight dress, chat-up line, sports car exists. A number of conversations are genuine banter overheard by myself while out and about

  in West Essex. It’s not that I got good hearing, it’s just that everyone speaks so loud it’s almost rude not to earwig. The rest is just what me and my crew have said, done and

  seen over the years. Some of it’s word for word, some of it’s been dramatized for your entertainment. I call it as I see it.
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  So you think you’ve got us figured out? Essex girl equals tan, teeth and tits. You don’t know the half of it. Let me tell you something. While you’ve been

  laughing at them lot from The Only Way Is Essex, they’ve been laughing all the way to the bank. And all because some posh producers came along one day and went, ‘Crank up the

  Essex to the max, and . . . action,’ and their selected cast became the caricatures we wanted them to be: over-the-top, mouthy and flash.




  There’s some West Essex folk who are going, ‘That’s not what we’re like.’ Well, a good lot of us are, actually, but do you think we get that rich by being that

  ditzy? My Essex brethren are fun, down-to-earth go-getters who don’t take themselves too seriously. So yeah, what you see on TV is a slice of Essex, but it’s still not a patch on what

  I’ve seen over the years. If it were the real deal, there’d have been a fight outside Sugar Hut by now. There would have been some cash-in-hand business caught on camera. There’d

  be more sunbeds than spray-tans. Harry’s gay world would be more adventurous than a dinner date round his mum’s house. The white powder would be flying left, right and centre. And the

  sexual conquests would be graphic and detailed, for if there’s one thing we excel at, it’s telling a story with all the trimmings.




  And that’s where I come into all this. I thought to myself, TOWIE is a bit limited in what it can show because the cast will only admit to so much and there’s all those TV

  regulations to abide by. So I went to these publishers and said, ‘If you like, I can write a kind of book version of TOWIE with genuine stories.’ Since you don’t know who I

  am and I don’t know who you are, I can get proper candid on these pages. Saying that, if I do get found out then I’ll be blacklisted by every establishment and banished from Essex. But

  then again it’s worth it, because I honestly believe you’ll benefit from all I’ve learnt when it comes to living, working, playing and dating in Essex. I’m not being funny,

  but I might just improve your life with my WEG wisdom. A WEG is a West Essex Girl, by the way. You have so much to learn!




  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to be badmouthing Essex, because I genuinely believe it’s the best place to live if you want to make something of yourself. Yes, the social

  scene can get a bit incestuous and it’s got all the politics of the school playground, but you can build yourself up from nothing here and have a laugh while you’re at it. It’s

  got what the rest of Britain lacks, and that’s self-belief. Showing off is actively encouraged and modesty is a swear word. And the good news is the West Essex dream is yours if you want it.

  As my dear old dad says, you can live the champagne lifestyle on lemonade money here. All you got to do is act the part and the rest will follow.




  The place is proper riddled with opportunists, and good ones at that. It’s no wonder that Burnett bloke came up with idea of The Apprentice after growing up round here. All he had

  to do was look out his front door to see the money-spinning going on. I mean, The Only Way Is Essex lot aren’t sitting back now they’ve found fame, are they? Yeah, a lot of them

  have become professional celebrities, but it’s the girls who are starting up all the businesses. They’re all fucking working it. You don’t see the cast from Made in Chelsea

  grabbing the headlines or opening up shops, because they got no hunger to make their own mark. It’s just instinctive for us: elbow your way forward, make a name for yourself and then make a

  killing off the back of it. It doesn’t take a camera crew for us to be like that. I really don’t get why everyone isn’t doing it instead of moaning about recessions and credit

  crunches. Take matters into your own hands, yeah?




  So I suppose what I’m trying to say is that it’s a fucking inspiring place to live if you want to better yourself. That’s why Nan and Grandad left the East End in the first

  place, and look at us now. But things got weird here last summer and I truly blame the TOWIE effect – it sent us all a bit funny. I mean, I live the loveliest life. I’m part of

  the Essex elite, I look good, I’ve always gone to the right places and I have nice things. And I only choose blokes who treat me right and show me a good time. But the Essexness went into

  overdrive for me around the time TOWIE started filming the second series. Coincidence? I don’t think so. If a 24-year-old player like Mark Wright could even think of proposing to

  Lauren, then the world had truly gone tits-up.




  These aren’t my memoirs, so I’m not going to bore you with the time Leigh Cole pulled me to the ground by my hair for looking at her boyfriend. Although I don’t think many

  ten-year-olds have experienced that. And this isn’t a diary either. Do you think I’ve got time to write down my thoughts when I roll in at 4 a.m.? So if there are some discrepancies, I

  apologize now. When you’re under the influence, it makes memories a bit fuzzy round the edges, right? But stay with me, because here’s the thing. What I am going to do is break a

  number-one rule in Essex and just cut through all the billy bullshit. We’re the best self-promoters in the country, but sometimes we’re too good. I was too good and it turns out there

  is a limit when it comes to affairs of the heart. I thought I could handle anyone, but then one very good-looking, confident, charming racing driver proved otherwise. I was so far out of my comfort

  zone, it’s not even funny. But you know what, I’d do it all again. I’m actually going to quote Mark Wright here, but don’t judge me, because it makes sense:

  ‘We’re here for a good time, not a long time.’ I mean, imagine if I’d said no to the good times and just stayed indoors and watched my TOWIE boxset instead? This

  would be the end of the story.




  As we say in Badlands, get involved.
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  The place I need to start is the day I met him.




  It’s weird how you can just go about your business totally unaware you’re going to meet someone in a few hours who’s going to properly shake your shit up. I mean, I’d had

  a proper mare of a day with the girls, so perhaps my normal defences were on the blink. Who can say, but I wasn’t feeling too bright.




  Just to set the scene, we were all in my sister’s bridal shop, where I work as a buyer. My best friend Gemma was the bride-to-be, so she was sat down waiting for her five bridesmaids to

  emerge from the changing rooms, me included. One by one, we trailed out and stood before her like we were in a line-up. The vibe wasn’t quite how I’d imagined it. I mean, I had

  personally selected these Fifties-style coral dresses and people are always begging me to style them, but this lot had a right face on them.




  ‘What’s not to like about them?’ I asked. I really was getting quite hacked off. ‘Coral is bang on trend, plus it makes you look well tanned.’




  As soon as I’d seen these dresses two months prior, I’d bought in a job lot because I thought it was a no-brainer and Gem would be sold as soon as she saw them. They were halter-neck

  and I have great shoulders; they were knee-length and I have great pins; I hate my bottom and thighs, but they were hidden with a netted skirt. Epic win. However, Brooke suddenly revealed she hated

  coral because she said it clashed with dark hair. Since when? To me, Brooke is like this little China doll (with a tan) that I just want to dress up all the time. She’s got these dark,

  soulful eyes, and a tiny nose and these ridiculously small ears. But don’t be fooled by this exterior because the girl bites. I wasn’t about to argue with her over the merits of

  coral.




  Gem’s sister Karen looked OK except her back fat was spilling out. I suggested she whack on a shrug, so that solved that. Actually, Gem’s cousin Paula had the same problem but they

  both wear so much make-up I doubt anyone would have been looking below their necklines. It’s like they use a face stencil, their tidemarks are so perfect. And in my opinion, Gem’s mate

  from college, Emily, looked amazing, but I couldn’t please her either. She said the look was ‘a bit much’. She’s not a native. I think she’s from Sussex. Maybe

  Suffolk? Surrey? Anyways, she was one of those vanilla girls who badly needed some Essex razzle-dazzle in her life.




  ‘Fuck it, I can’t be dealing with all this,’ Gemma screamed at us. ‘This is the sixth shop we’ve been in and I’ve had one hundred per cent grief from all of

  you. This was meant to be fun.’




  And it was fun at first. Gem told us each to pick a bridal shop and then she’d choose a bridesmaid’s dress for us all to try on. Naturally, I chose the family business, not out of

  pure selfishness but because I knew I could cut Gem a deal. That’s how it works in Essex – never pay full price, use your contacts.




  ‘Becci, considering you’re the buyer for this shop, you haven’t got a very wide selection. Why is everything above the knee?’ Gem said, tossing her long blonde hair in my

  direction. She’s one of those graceful, willowy types who can express a thousand words in just one hair-flick.




  This dig at my fashion sense would normally rile me up for a full-on showdown, but not this time. I caught my sister’s eye and she busied herself with some papers. That’s because

  Tasha was as guilty as I was, since she’d helped me move all the dresses I didn’t like into the stockroom an hour before the girls showed up. I had hoped it wouldn’t look too

  obvious.




  ‘Problem is, Gem, it’s March, so everyone’s bagged their summer bridesmaid dresses already,’ I said in my defence. That wasn’t true. I go to wholesalers all the

  time to replenish stock, otherwise we wouldn’t have a business. Duh.




  ‘I suppose I have left it quite late,’ said Gemma. I can be quite convincing sometimes. She looked defeated and slumped down on the red velvet chaise longue (it’s well plush

  – chosen by moi) with her head in her hands. I’ll fess up, I felt this rush of guilt (there’s a first for everything), so I pushed a cold glass of champagne into her hand. That

  usually livens people up, but she just downed it and walked out the shop. She clearly wanted me to chase her out so I had no choice, which meant everyone outside stopped in their tracks to watch. I

  felt like saying, ‘Wind your fucking necks in, people,’ but then that would make me such a hypocrite. I bloody love watching confrontations.




  ‘Look, I’ve got an idea,’ I said, grabbing her shoulder to shake the strop out of her. ‘You should give us a colour theme and we’ll buy our own dresses. Loads of

  girls are doing that now, and it makes the wedding party look way more interesting. I’d totally do that myself,’ I added, trying to be helpful and selfish at the same time.




  ‘Fine. Just wear what the fuck you all want. Let’s just get out of here,’ she snapped back. Charming.




  This wasn’t even our lowest wedding moment. We’d gone to Emily’s chosen shop earlier that day and she clearly didn’t get how far Chelmsford was for us. That’s the

  thing about outsiders, they don’t know how Essex works as a county. All you need to know is that my manor is a cut above the rest. Make us West Essex and them East Essex, I say. We’re

  more urban and classy, whereas Chelmo is hicksville. They all live in the countryside, so they can’t help it if their lifestyle expectations are lower. I mean, they rate Dukes as a nightclub

  and they think a night in Bas Vegas is living the high life. Enough said.




  I won’t name and shame the shop in case I get in trouble – the bridal business is a small world and I don’t want no one giving me evils at the next wedding fair – but

  let’s just say it rhymes with Disgrace. So we go into Disgrace and the boniest bint looks us up and down. Needless to say, she wasn’t going to waste her champagne on us. Strike one. We

  try on a strapless floor-length piece that Emily and Gemma love, but Gem’s sister Karen is having issues getting in it. It’s a size 16 dress and she’s a size 16 (apparently).




  The snippy lady goes, ‘I would give up on that if I were you. You’re clearly a size twenty-two.’




  We’re all speechless for once. We all turn to Karen fully expecting her to kick off.




  ‘Not according to my jeans,’ she says, waving them triumphantly as evidence.




  The owner attempts a pinched smile and says, ‘Those may be a size sixteen, but bridesmaid dresses are entirely different. Your chest makes you big. I can tell someone’s size just by

  looking at them, and you are definitely a size twenty-two dress.’ Strike two.




  Karen violently yanks off the dress so there’s a faint ripping sound and the woman bristles. But wait, she still has one more blow to serve. She turns to Emily and goes,

  ‘You’re a bit older than the average bridesmaid, so if I were you, I wouldn’t go for a strapless,’ and she displays this sack of a dress.




  With gritted teeth, Emily goes, ‘I’m only twenty-six.’




  To which the owner replies, ‘Sorry, dear, it’s hard to tell when people have no make-up on.’




  To be fair, it is rare to see someone go bare-faced in Essex, and Emily’s got such sun-addled skin, and don’t even get me started on the hair. Do all people from the shires have

  straw on their head? Still, I did feel for the girl. We ended up throwing the woman’s stupid dresses on the floor, and Brooke shouted, ‘What a load of old toot,’ as we went. You

  should have seen the silly cow’s face. All outraged.




  So now we were back at square one. Still no bridesmaid dresses. I did feel a bit shame-faced, but then if it weren’t for me, Gem wouldn’t have scored such a bargainous Vera Wang

  wedding dress. I seriously worked my contacts to sort her out with a designer dress. See, I’m not all bad!




  ‘Gem, we are turning this day around,’ I declared as we left Tasha’s shop. ‘We are going to get ready and then go have the biggest night of our lives. You’ll be too

  hung-over to care or remember you’re getting married.’ I detected a fraction of a smile. If there’s one thing I am good at, it’s lifting people’s moods. ‘Ladies,

  are you with me?’ I said, extending the offer. Turns out they weren’t. Excuses of kids and returning back to the sticks were voiced, but that was fine because that meant it was going to

  be the original crew of me, Brooke and Gemma. Essex was about to witness something pretty special that night, although when we jumped in my car, I still had my doubts about Gem’s state of

  mind, especially when Brooke said, ‘Bagsy front seat.’ Is it normal for an adult to bagsie things still? It drives us all nuts, but we never dispute her claim. Forced to squeeze into

  the bucket-seat at the back, Gem went off on one again.




  ‘This car’s so stupid. You can’t have more than one friend if you drive one of these,’ she said, dissing my precious Audi TT.




  ‘Yeah, but wait till it gets hot and we can get the roof down,’ I said, ignoring her strop.




  ‘Oh yeah, fucking awesome. You two looking like Thelma and Louise while I’m back here with my legs round my head like Harry bloody Houdini.’




  ‘If you can do that, then no wonder you’re the only one with a bloke,’ I said. Finally she laughed.




  ‘Don’t tell Grant I’m so bendy or I’ll never hear the end of it. He’s been coming out with some right filth lately. Maybe he needs to let it all out before we get

  married. So you girls going to come over to ours to get ready?’




  Brooke and I looked at each other in an attempt to read each other’s thoughts.




  If we were going over to Gem’s place in Epping, that meant were going to end up at One9Five, which is literally a stone’s throw away. It’s the smallest club ever invented, but

  we’ve had some top nights there. All very messy. In fact, that’s the club we spotted Kimberly Stewart snogging Jude Law in once. How random is that? It was all over the papers the next

  day because everyone just got their camera-phones out. You can tell Jude Law isn’t a local if he thought, ‘I’ll just go out in Essex for a discreet night out and bang that Stewart

  girl.’ Duh! Her dad must have been so proud of his little princess. If you’re a Rod Stewart fan (as if I think he’s sexy), just hang out down Epping High Street and you’ll

  bump into him. If you don’t see Rod, you’ll definitely see Ray Winstone. That said, those boys are probably the cream of the Epping crop, but something told me One9Five was the place to

  be that night.




  ‘Yeah, go on then,’ I say. ‘Let’s swing by mine first, though.’




  ‘Hun, the night will be over before you get your shit together,’ moaned Brooke.




  ‘Oh shush, I’ll just throw everything into a bag and we’re off. Done and done.’




  ‘Yeah, right,’ Brooke said, rolling her eyes. I hate being pigeonholed.




  I don’t technically live with my parents, but my bungalow cottage is in their grounds. Dad got the annexe built when my sister wanted to move out, so I inherited it four years ago when she

  got married. Mum completely redecorated it for me by getting rid of all Tasha’s weird monochrome stuff and making it brighter and more glam. The living room has all this gorgeous textured

  pink-and-white wallpaper throughout and mirrors on every wall. I even got my own red carpet going into the cottage. It’s like something from a magazine! She’s well into her interior

  design now, and when people walk into her house, they’re begging her to make over theirs. You can’t say Jackie Fox doesn’t have taste. So I’ve got my own space but I just

  walk ten metres for home-cooked meals. Yeah, I’m living the dream.




  My baby bro Jake is dying for me to move out, but I know which side my bread’s buttered on. I mean, it is a bit shameful for a big strong 24-year-old man to still be living with his

  parents, but I wouldn’t say it’s ruined his success with the ladies. Probably because us girls have got used to dealing with mummy’s boys round here. I bet you anything he lures

  women back by telling them he owns this huge house. Dad actually built it! How amazing is that? It looks a lot older than it is with all these olden-day wooden beams and big windows like in

  churches. Come to think of it, the inside looks a lot like Sugar Hut. And then Mum’s well-tended garden backs out onto Epping Forest, which is just stunning. That’ll be why I see

  Jake’s birds rubbing their hands together as they leave in the morning. You and the rest of them, love.




  There’s no pool or tennis court, which I think was a bit of an oversight on Dad’s part. Think of all the money I waste on sports club membership, I tell him. When women give him

  grief like this, he likes to pretend he’s tearing his hair out. He should have thought twice before getting married and having two daughters then, shouldn’t he.




  ‘You’ve got five minutes and then we’re bashing up the car,’ yelled the girls from my baby. I ran into the cottage to give the impression of speed, but I so wasn’t

  going to rush. Five dresses, seven pairs of shoes and one very heavy vanity case later, I struggled out of the door.




  ‘Gem, are your curlers still broken?’ I called out.




  ‘Yeah, sorry, they are,’ she replied. Urggh, how does she even survive . . . Back indoors I went and dug out my magic curling wand. And some curlers just in case. And some spare hair

  extensions. I don’t really like the clip-on ones as they look cheap, but what’s a girl to do if volume just isn’t happening?




  Next stop was Brooke’s crib, which is technically in Woodford but on the road to Chigwell. It’s called Repton Park and actually used to be an asylum. Yeah, I know, how creepy is

  that? There’s probably mentalists haunting the health club there. Can I just say, their gym is proper flash if you’re looking to join up anywhere. She says it’s a really nice

  community and it probably is now that Jack Tweed’s moved out after all the sexual deviance and stuff that went on there. Brooke’s loss is my gain since he bloody moved back to my patch

  in Buckhurst Hill. Can’t shift him at all unless he’s doing time. I really don’t get nice vibes off him when I seen him out, and Gemma despises him. Gem got to know Jade pretty

  well since they knew a lot of the same people on the West Essex beauty scene. Jade owned that salon Femme Fatale in Loughton and then she opened Homme Fatale nearby because obviously blokes needed

  their own salon round here.




  Gem always said Jade was quite childlike and was proper naïve when it came to people and their agendas. If she married Jack Tweed, that just proves it. Why, oh why didn’t she just

  stick with Jeff Brazier? I’ve met the bloke a few times and he is genuinely lovely. And Ryan’s reported some very impressive sightings of Jeff in the men’s changing rooms

  down his gym.




  Incidentally, Mark Wright was Jack Tweed’s best man, and apparently Mark was desperate for his nan to come to the wedding, but Jade vetoed it because she didn’t know the old dear.

  Yeah, you’ve got it, that was Nanny Pat. She’d have had no problem getting in now. Jade would totally have been in The Only Way Is Essex, no question. There have been attempts to

  get Jack Tweed into TOWIE, but what with him being unlikeable and having a criminal record, producers haven’t bitten. Yet.




  Brooke was literally in and out of her flat. Impressive if it weren’t for the fact she’s an easyJet stewardess so she’s got a bag of essentials by the door at all times. But

  there was more moaning as we crammed in another bag next to Gemma. Most of the time she’s the calm and together one of the group, but about once a month, it all comes flooding out and nothing

  can make her happy. And if I go, ‘Are you on your period?’ she flips. Today was that day. The only person who can usually get her to lighten up is our old schoolfriend Ryan, but

  he’d totally bailed on us for some debauchery in Soho. He’s only been out for three years, so he’s had to make up for lost time by sucking off everyone in sight. If he’s out

  with us on a Saturday night, we’ve truly been blessed.




  It took us nearly an hour to get to Gemma’s through all the Saturday traffic. I swear people have watched the phenomenon that is TOWIE and think everyone lives in one lovely

  hedonistic Essex village, but it’s a serious mission getting from Woodford to Epping. For those of you that aren’t local, this is how it works: Buckhurst Hill, Loughton and Chigwell

  make up the Golden Triangle. They’re a couple of miles from one another, and in my opinion, these places are the epicentre of West Essex. Obviously, that’s where I live. Then below the

  Triangle, you’ve got Woodford, and way above it, you’ve got Epping. These places have pretty eventful social scenes too. Obviously we’ve got the stunning Epping Forest on our

  doorstep, but the area is pure suburbia, with one high street after another. Then beyond Chigwell, you’ve got countryside for miles until you hit the mighty Brentwood. They should build some

  sort of flyover between the two places because it’s a right arse-ache to get to. To be honest, I only go there for Sugar Hut. The people of Brentwood will hate me for shattering the

  TOWIE vision, but there is zero glamour in that town. That’s why they don’t really do street scenes there. If you don’t believe me, just go to Brentwood after spending a

  day in the Golden Triangle and you’ll see what I mean. I just think my manor has a bit more style and class. If they could move Sugar Hut to Loughton, I would be over the moon.




  When we got to Gem’s, Grant was hard at work painting the front door blue. They’d moved into this place just three months earlier. He actually proposed to Gemma on the day they moved

  in. She was sat on a cardboard box and he was on one knee. So sweet! But it was the least he could do after all the shit she’s put up with. Let’s just say he likes the ladies. I suppose

  you’d call him a pretty boy: a cheeky glint, sparkling blue eyes and a pot of gel in his dark and perfectly coiffed barnet. And I honestly don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more

  hyper than him.




  Apparently Essex is the cheating capital of Britain, but then it also has the lowest suicide rate. That’s not coincidence. If you always follow your desires, how are you ever going to be

  depressed? I actually can’t think of anyone who hasn’t cheated on their partner or been cheated on. If you catch your boyfriend pulling another girl, you give them shit but

  it’s not a deal-breaker. Sex takes it to another level, but even then the majority of the time it doesn’t seem to end the relationship.




  Even though Grant has been a cheat and can be an irritant, he does have a heart of gold and so does Gem, so they do make a really lovely couple. She won’t thank me for saying this, but

  they’re sort of related. Grant is Gem’s step-brother’s wife’s cousin. They might not share blood, but I still find it a bit incesty. Don’t come crying to me if your

  kids have webbed feet, I tell her.




  ‘Watcha, girls, is the foursome tonight? I hadn’t pencilled it in my diary,’ was the first thing Grant said to us.




  Did I forget to add that he’s hilarious too? ‘Don’t worry, Grant, we’ll just reschedule it to never,’ said Brooke. Sometimes you just have to play along with the

  silly sod.




  ‘Did you find the dresses you were after?’ he asked, not even interested in the answer.




  Gem glared at us before saying, ‘Not yet, babe. But I think we just need to choose a colour so you and the boys can get going with morning suits and we can get moving with decorations. We

  can decide that between us tonight, right?’ she said, pleading with us.




  ‘Yeah, course,’ I replied reassuringly. Only because I knew it was going to be coral.




  

  *






  So how long does it take an Essex girl to get ready? Well, three hours if there’s only one bathroom. That meant we had to start getting ready at 5 p.m. In fact, if I’m going to be

  totally honest, three days is standard for the West Essex Girl. You’re probably thinking, haven’t you got anything better to do with your time? The answer is no. It’s good to take

  proper care of yourself. Anyway, getting ready for a night out is half the fun, even if it does start on Wednesday. Now, I do know what I’m talking about because Mum ran a beauty salon back

  in the day and I used to work on reception during the holidays, so it’s in my blood.




  Stage one is preparing the skin for some colour. I’ll usually exfoliate on a Wednesday morning before work and I use the king of salt scrubs, Jo Malone Vitamin E Body Treatment Scrub. It

  costs a bomb, but you won’t regret it because it seriously moisturizes your skin too. Then you slap on more moisturizer afterwards. Champneys Body Butter does the job nicely, but it’s

  all about the body oils for me now. I’m quite slippery most Wednesdays. Then, in the evening, more moisturizer.




  Never exfoliate, moisturize and tan on the same day. I cannot emphasize this rule enough. It’s a rookie error and you’re just asking for streaks. If you want your skin in prime

  condition, you can grease up the next morning but only if your spray-tan is in the afternoon. Perfection cannot be rushed.




  Queens Road in Buckhurst Hill is the only place to go if you want a complete beauty overhaul. Chelsea might have the King’s Road, but can you shop, slim, tan, paint, glue, colour, tousle,

  dehair and rehair all within a hundred metres there? Queens Road even has a doggy day spa for my little Marilyn to hang out in. So Thursday lunchtime I get some colour at Belles & Beaus beauty

  salon. That’s the pink salon that Billi Mucklow and her family own. I’ve been known to go on a Friday if I’ve been less organized, but never get a spray-tan on the day

  you’re going out. You may think I’m a total beauty fascist, but this is serious stuff. You’re lucky I’m even imparting the knowledge. You’ve got to allow a couple of

  days for the mahogany brown to calm down and the smell to disappear.




  The spray-tan itself comes in two shade options: original and dark. Obviously, getting original is wasting everyone’s time and money. The darker the tan, the better it looks on Saturday

  night. I’ve never gone orange in my life, so guess I’m just lucky/talented in my colouring. Naturally, I have sunbeds too for some tan-on-tan action. I always seek out the ones with

  German lamps because they’re the strongest, apparently. I know the health risks, but when I’m all leathery, dying of skin cancer and still sunning myself at my retirement home on the

  Costa del Sol, I can look at pictures of me in my youth and know that I couldn’t have looked any hotter if I’d tried.




  I probably have one sunbed a week for ten minutes, so it’s not every day. The one at Belles & Beaus is well slick – the Prestige 990 is like a spaceship. You got your 3D sound

  station and MP3 dock, you got your mood light, you got your special shoulder tanner. I could go on. They also claim to have ‘world renowned’ treatments – this is a classic. There

  is no limit to what you can claim to be and have in Essex. If you don’t big yourself up, then no one else is going to do it for you. My other favourite tanning spot is at Room Three in South

  Woodford. It’s only a bloody Power Plate too, so you can tone and tan at the same time. I go there if I’ve had too many pies. Although Brooke refuses to go there with me now. There was

  a bit of an incident when a bee got in her booth and she had to burst out in her thong. So yeah, tanning can be dangerous.




  Then there are the little additions that give that extra edge: lash extensions. You may think what mug would pay for eyelashes when you can just use mascara? Well, don’t knock it until

  you’ve tried it. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy as when I first saw myself after having a full set done. I thought, I look so fucking pretty I could just die right now.

  I’ve achieved beauty nirvana. (By the way, I will be throwing in the odd fancy word cos I went to private school, so I can do the upper-brow and lower-brow shit. But don’t go thinking

  it was like Eton. Even Amy Childs went to private school here. Imagine a totally reem Hogwarts where Harry Potter looks like he should be in a Wham!, video while Hermione’s always on her pink

  BlackBerry and trying to catch Ron’s attention by rolling up her skirt higher and higher. Jessica Wright was two years below me, so you get the picture.)




  Anyways, the lash extensions. You know if you wake up in a new bloke’s bed and you think, God, I must look like shit. Well, you can’t look like shit with lash extensions. You

  will look glorious even if you’re dying on the inside. If you’ve got a really glam occasion, get yourself a double set.




  Then of course there’s the hair extensions. We’ve actually got a specialist extensions salon called Coco on Queens Road which promises to ‘Botox your locks’. I’ve

  got dead straight hair so I need all the help I can get in that department. I always get real hair wefts (synthetic hair should only be seen on Barbie dolls) and prefer bonds to a weave because

  it’s a more natural finish. You got to pay good money if you want quality extensions, though. Pay cheap, pay twice, that’s what Don Fox says. Get the cheap bonds and they just fall out

  with the smallest tug. Imagine going down on a bloke, his hand rests on your head and then he screams as he holds up a fistful of your hair? Major passion killer. And I wouldn’t bother with

  clip-in extensions either. They always look obvious, and if you get caught in a gust of wind, they flap about like your scalp’s coming away. Then there’s my hair colour – a full

  head of blonde highlights every eight weeks. I get my bio-gels done about every three weeks. That’s a manicure and pedicure to you, but the colour’s practically permanent, so I’m

  saving money with that one. Apart from having to pay for touch-ups. You won’t catch me in acrylics. I hate the feel of them and they look cheap, but Brooke’s all over them so I have to

  keep my opinion to myself.




  Let’s see, is there anything else? Obviously I had my teeth whitened, but that doesn’t require regular sessions. I think you got the picture now, though: looking good is the

  only way in Essex. If you look the part, you’ll meet the right people and life will start happening for you.




  So now you know all that, you must be wondering what did I possibly have left to do at Gemma’s? I’ll tell you what. Firstly, I had to open the champagne. The other two are scared of

  the cork going in their eyes. Then one by one we trooped into the bathroom, flutes still in the hand and razors at the ready to completely defuzz. Sounds dangerous, but we’ve been doing this

  for years.




  Oh, there’s another thing I’ve had – hair laser surgery. I’m as bald as a coot. Well, not completely. I still have a landing strip around my noo noo so I’m not

  completely childlike. (In case you’re wondering, no I don’t vajazzle. I tried one a couple of years back, what with all the hype. No one really got it done before Amy started

  vajazzling. But never again. The crystals kept cropping up in the strangest places, and I’m still scared I’ve absorbed some of them.) So anyway, dehairing isn’t an issue any more,

  which is liberating. Isn’t it weird that I’ll use extensions to gain hair but then I go to extreme lengths to get rid of hair too? There’s no justice in this world.




  It takes us about forty-five minutes to do our faces. I always get Gemma to do my eyes since she’s the pro and has the steadiest hand in the business. The secret of evening make-up is a

  shit-load of black eyeliner (MAC Blacktrack every time) and mascara (always Max Factor followed by Givenchy Phenomen’Eyes to separate the lashes. That round wand will change your life). If

  you go a bit wrong with the eyeliner, just cover it up by putting more on. You can’t have enough drama around the eye area. Kate Middleton really stole our daytime look as far as

  eyeliner’s concerned, but that’s fine. Imitation is flattery.




  Brooke once said to me, ‘Do you think I wear too much make-up?’ Someone had obviously got to her. So I said, ‘What’s the point of make-up if you’re not having fun

  with it? It’s there to glam up your life.’ Also, I’ve seen her without make-up on. The first time was on a girly holiday when she came out of the shower. I actually fell back

  against the wall and gasped because I didn’t know who she was. Her eyes were so tiny. I felt proper terrible, but you can’t hide your reactions.




  Another make-up essential is bronzer. I use two – a matte MAC one to contour and a Bobbi Brown Shimmer Brick to highlight. Honestly, it’s a real art form. I don’t know what

  people do if they don’t have a make-up artist for a friend. They must just have to guess.




  Next we do each other’s hair, fixing extensions, backcombing it, twisting it, piling it up, running the tongs down it, choking on hairspray. Then we all spritz ourselves with the

  TOWIE fragrance Dazzle (as if! Men have been known to throw up when they catch a waft of that horse piss. My signature fragrance is Agent Provocateur, the original). After that there’s

  the outfit combinations. It can take an hour for us to go through all our options, borrowing shoes, ditching jewellery, adding more. For instance, I’d put on a gold necklace and Brooke went,

  ‘Stick a silver one on too,’ which sounded mad, but it was life-changing. Two contrasting necklaces are so much edgier. My top clothes tip is only get ready with friends who are the

  same size as you. You’ll never have an outfit crisis again as everyone will pull together and offer up their clothes until you’re looking a hundred per cent. Even though we’re all

  size 10s, the girls are always cursing my 34Ds. I can’t help it if they got issues filling up my cups. That’s why chicken fillets were invented, for Christ’s sake. Or you wear two

  padded bras. It’s me that’s got the raw deal when it comes to the frock swop. Some of their dresses clamp me down so tight, I can feel my implants pressing against my spine. Not that I

  want a deflation option.




  I wore a brand new dress that night. Grey and off-the-shoulder with black jewels on the front. The skirt bit was all ruched up around the bum and hips, and two drapes of material hung down the

  back. And it was a low back, which showed off my favourite asset. Sorry to blow my own trumpet, but my sex was on fire. Oh, and these fab beige shoes from Kate Kuba that are suede with a snakeskin

  platform and heel. I think you’ll agree my look was classy, glamorous and very sexy. The only slutty thing was the tightness of the dress, although I would call that a silhouetting of the

  curves. It never fails to reel in the admirers.




  Brooke went for a long orange-and-blue silk dress with a slit right up the leg. It sounds rank, but totally worked with a tan. Gemma kept it classic with a tight black sequinned dress, but it

  had a cut-out side panel on one side. Some people don’t have the figure for these dresses, and it makes me sick up in my mouth when I see flesh squeezing through these cut-outs. Why

  don’t people know that’s just nasty? But Gemma has the flattest stomach ever, so all you could see was her taut golden-brown skin. She looked one hundred per cent smoking hot.




  Perhaps too hot, because it kicked off between Gem and Grant. If I remember rightly, it went something like this:




  

    

      

        GRANT: ‘Darlin’, you’re not going anywhere looking like that without me.’




        GEM: ‘Shut up, Grant. I’m not going to do anything, am I? I’ve only got eyes for you.’




        GRANT: ‘Yeah, and they’ll all have their filthy eyes on you. Put a jacket on or go change.’




        GEM: ‘What? We always go out like this. What do you want me to wear? A bin liner?’




        GRANT: ‘Nah, because you’d get the bin liner and cut out some holes so your lils can poke out. That diamond ring you’re wearing is a

        symbol of . . . Oi, where’s the ring?’




        GEM: ‘I don’t want to lose it, do I?’




        GRANT: ‘I’ve heard it all now. You’re on the fucking pull.’


      


    


  




  What happened next was something I’ve seen her do before, but it still fascinates me. Gemma just goes over to him, holds his face, strokes his hair and says something quietly. What does

  she say? She never tells me. She’s like the Boyfriend Whisperer. Thankfully, the taxi honked outside. ‘See you, Grant. Have a good night,’ we yelled as Gemma worked the final

  stages of her magic. When I made her tell me what was winding him up so much, she went, ‘I think he was just jealous because he wants a big night out. He’s not used to staying

  in.’




  ‘Guess he’s feeling old now. What with you both engaged and twenty-seven,’ Brooke said flippantly. Gem’s face was like thunder. She takes everything so personally and

  hates anybody even suggesting she’s getting on. Pretty much every time we’re on a dance floor, she’ll yell at me, ‘STILL GOT IT.’ And I just think, ‘Issues,

  hun.’ It’s probably because I’m still twenty-six and free and single that I can’t relate to this.




  Course I’ve still got it. Where would it have gone?
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  I bloody love Nu Bar. I’d actually bullied the other two to go here before going to One9Five, even though it was a cab ride all the way back to Loughton, which is

  practically next door to my house. I’m not normally such a dictator, but I hadn’t been out for ages because of the shitty snow, so I was suffering from major cabin fever. I needed my Nu

  Bar fix to see who was out and about.




  This place gets majorly rammed, but that makes it all the better for getting up close and personal. It’s got even crazier since TOWIE and queues are snaking round the corner by 10

  p.m., so you’re an idiot if you don’t get there before then. And when I say it gets rammed, about eight hundred people go through their doors on Saturday nights though the place is only

  the size of my living room. The entrance is the only roomy part of the bar and we always bag the prime spot – to the right of the doors, by the window, perched on three white stools.

  It’s like holding court cos basically anyone we know will come to us as soon as they’ve come in, and that guarantees us a drink since they’re always en route to the bar. And if we

  clock a hottie we don’t know, we can keep tabs on them as soon as they walk in.




  Essex is proudly sexist and ageist – to get into Nu Bar, girls have to be over eighteen, but the guys have to be over twenty-one. Young girls make a venue look hotter and men under

  twenty-one start fights. That’s just fact. You get a lot of Spurs players down here, but I’m still waiting for David Bentley to show up. And before you say anything, I know he’s

  on loan to West Ham. WEGs might not watch football, but we follow all the fit players.




  It’s so easy to pull round here, so you can afford to be properly choosy. Some say I’m too picky, but I’m not going to go after any old bloke. Especially as you have to be

  careful of bullshitters. Pretty much every bloke says they’re a semi-pro sportsman. To me, that means they play golf at the weekend. Mark Wright used to be a semi-pro footballer. You see what

  I’m saying? A lot of people from school have stuck around the area, but there are a handful that moved to London, and they forget that West Essex is social central. For instance, the fourth

  member of our group, Cleo, lives in Camden with some girls she met at university. Whenever she comes back home, this is what she always says on a night out: ‘Oh my God, everyone’s so

  friendly in here. That girl at the bar just told me she’d give me a half-price manicure at her salon, that bloke over there bought me a drink, and that other bloke is married so he’s

  not on the pull, but he’s given me his business card . . .’ (Yeah, considering Cleo lives in London, she’s well green.) But anyway, my point is that London folk are deprived

  socially. When we go up west for a night out, our group is rarely infiltrated, and people don’t know what to do if you start talking to them. In Essex, I spend the night weaving in and out of

  people and conversations. If there’s someone you like, leave them hanging because there’s nothing like a bit of sexual tension and you can always seal the deal with a snog and a grope

  later. I think everyone’s a bit more uptight in London. Just saying. They’re all like, ‘Oh my God, I just spoke to a new person.’




  Also, the quality of men in Essex is so much better. There are a lot of pretty boys who aren’t really my type, but there’s also a lot of manly men who seriously work out.

  Although I will say one negative thing. A lot of the guys here shave their chests. Hairy backs are just plain wrong, but I like a rug up front. Ryan always says if I was a gay man, I’d be

  into bears. Awww, bears! The gays are too cute.




  Brooke got in the first round of drinks. Champagne, naturally. She’d done the barman at Christmas so she didn’t actually pay. To be honest, with us in the window, we were doing the

  business a favour. I guess you’re thinking we sell ourselves to get the perks, but I don’t think Brooke had a bad time when she was taking one for the team.




  Just as we were clinking glasses, I felt the room go cold. Bloody Vicki P. had walked in. As expected, she gave us such evils. What I was saying earlier about people being more friendly here

  – I forgot to add that arch-enemies are the exception to the rule. But they do add a bit of drama to the night, so I guess they have their place.




  Vicki P. is this tall, skinny bitch who went to Essex Hogwarts and she is a total Malfoy. She even has the bleach-blonde hair in a pixie-crop which she gels back when she’s feeling proper

  evil. Just because her dad’s in some ageing rock band that I’ve never heard of she reckons she’s the dog’s bollocks. She’s definitely a dick. She doesn’t even do

  a quick cutting glance at you. She’ll start the look with your hair, and then she’ll slowly work her way down your body, and her eyes look like they’re burning with disgust and

  her nose wrinkles like she’s just smelt something bad. It’s one hundred per cent chilling. They should take her out to Afghanistan and stick her in terrorist areas so she can glare out

  with a glass of rosé in one hand and a fag in the other. Those extremists would totally forget about the bombs strapped to their chests and just think, ‘Shit, why didn’t I trim

  my beard before I left the cave?’




  So anyways, Vicki was managing to give us the look while talking to the doorman, who is a complete legend – I’ll call him Barry the Bouncer, otherwise all the other door guys will

  get jel if I single him out. Somehow she managed to give us evils while turning on the charm for him. I can’t even explain how that’s possible, but it’s multitasking in its

  nastiest sense.




  ‘She’s something else,’ said Brooke, returning the glare. Brooke’s spent years trying to dish the look back to Vicki, but it’s really difficult. West Essex is like

  the Wild West sometimes.




  ‘Such a boys’ girl,’ observed Gemma, and we all nodded our heads and looked away to express our contempt. In our group, there’s no worse insult than to be called that. A

  boys’ girl only livens up when there’s a bloke she can flirt with, but she has nothing to say to her own kind. In my mind, that means there’s something seriously wrong with her.

  Vicki P. had found one friend to come out with her that night (the mate wasn’t a looker, so not a threat), but you knew she’d be ditched as soon as Vicki had pulled. No loyalty.

  Although it’s no good being a girl’s girl either, before you start going the other way. You need to be multisex and give everyone your time. Unless they’re a complete loser.




  By 9 p.m., the bar was a sea of tight dresses and even tighter shirts. When it comes to looking good in Essex, less is more: the less you wear, the more attention you get. There’s a shop

  in Loughton that has this written above the changing room in pink letters: ‘Fashion is all about eventually becoming naked.’ That pretty much says it all. If you’re not being

  noticed, why do you bother going out, huh?
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