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  To Zoe, my brave, brilliant, beautiful sister.
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  Part One




  





  Chapter One




  The keys felt reassuringly expensive. Jingling them in her palm, Isla clipped down the stairs, pausing for a moment, as had become habit, to look out at the streets of

  Edinburgh stretching out below her, the golden sandstone buildings glowing gently in the pale early sunlight. This was what she worked for. This was what made the hours of slogging, day after day,

  fighting her way to the top of her game, worth it. She peered down to the road below where her pride and joy stood, its scarlet paint glossy as a pillar box. Isla Brown allowed herself a small

  smile of satisfaction.




  Slinging her Mulberry bag over her shoulder, she circled down the stone staircase, the sound of her heels echoing in the silence of the morning. With a plip, the driver’s-side door

  unlocked and she slid into the seat, inhaling the delicious scent of new car.




  This was Isla’s favourite time of day in the city. Nobody around but delivery men and end-of-shift security guards; streets empty but for seagulls and pigeons swooping down on the remnants

  of a night’s revelling in the capital, helping themselves to discarded chips and half-eaten burgers. They’d be gone soon, the slate wiped clean every morning by council workers who

  swept up the detritus and restored the city to her stately glory.




  Isla stopped at a traffic light, fingernails tapping impatiently on the steering wheel, feeling the smug purr of the engine. Flipping down her sun visor as she waited, she checked her make-up.

  Her face was an immaculate mask of primer and foundation, with a slash of red lipstick that matched her gorgeous new convertible perfectly. Isla brushed a speck of mascara from her cheek, pushed

  the visor back up and roared away from the stop light, sending a group of nearby pigeons flapping into the air in surprise.




  Later on, the street outside would be nose-to-tail with traffic, on-street parking impossible, the pavement choked with office workers heading up to spend their lunch hour in the sunshine of

  Princes Street Gardens – but arriving at this time of day meant Isla was able to pull up right outside work and park. That way, she could spend all day looking out the window at the

  manifestation of her years of hard work. She locked the car, casually clicking the keys as she stepped through the gleaming glass doors of Kat Black Hair.




  With a few taps she’d deactivated the alarm system and – as she’d done every day for two years, since taking over as head stylist – headed through to the little staff

  room. She liked her mornings to be routine. Breakfast was always alone in the flat; never a problem, as Hattie, her housemate, rarely surfaced before eleven. A quiet journey to work (until

  she’d bought the Mazda it had been on foot, with Isla changing out of trainers and into work shoes before anyone caught her looking anything other than immaculate) and then this – her

  daily ritual. Switching the kettle on, Isla set to work making sure that everything she needed was in place. Her trolley was neatly stacked, each little compartment filled with precise piles of

  everything she might need, from rollers to kirby grips, combs to clippers. ‘The secret to a good cut is an organized stylist,’ she would intone to the juniors, firmly.




  ‘The secret to a good cut,’ the parrot-haired Chantelle, who was second in command and snapping at her heels, would respond, archly, ‘is a stylist who isn’t afraid to

  take risks.’




  Isla frowned, imagining Chantelle’s cocky tone. Unfortunately Kat, who owned the chain of salons, had a soft spot for Chantelle, and for some reason didn’t seem to recognize the

  merits of Isla’s precise, methodical ways. It wasn’t fair. She gave an experimental snip with her favourite scissors, imagining as she did so how it would feel to chop the irritating

  Chantelle’s rainbow-tipped mohawk off ‘by accident’. She wouldn’t be so pleased with herself then, would she?




  Taking one china and one paper cup of coffee through to the reception desk, Isla sipped as she waited for the computer booking system to kick into life.




  There was a clatter as the salon door was shoved open. A tangled head of hair, which hadn’t seen shampoo in some time, topped a weather-beaten face.




  ‘All right, Isla, hen?’




  Isla looked up from the screen of the Mac. ‘You’re late today, Tam. Busy night?’




  ‘Aye.’ Tam gave her a wink. ‘Had to see a man about a dog.’




  He hitched up the shoulder of his oversized greatcoat. Isla pushed back her chair, picking up the coffee she’d made him.




  ‘Thanks, darlin’. See you the morn’.’




  Isla smiled at the routine of it. ‘Not if I see you first.’




  Tam raised his coffee cup in acknowledgement and headed back down the steps, where a brindled bull terrier sat waiting patiently. Isla turned back to the computer screen.




  Another packed day – just how she liked it, and some of her favourite clients. And a note from Kat to say she wanted a cut and colour done on her own hair after closing tonight at six.

  That was good – the perfect time to remind Kat just why she was top stylist, and hopefully drop in a few hints about the benefits of moving Chantelle to the salon up in Morningside. She could

  suggest it as a career-enhancing move, after all . . .




  ‘It’s definitely blue.’




  Isla looked in the mirror at Kat’s thunderous expression and frowned slightly, shaking her head. This had never happened before, and there was no way – absolutely no way – that

  it could have occurred.




  ‘It can’t be.’




  She never did anything without double-checking. Closing her eyes for a moment, she visualized herself standing in the back room of the salon, mixing the toner with the correct shade –

  no.324. She could see the figures on the box, could remember pulling it down from the shelf. At the time, two more boxes had fallen down from a nearby stack and Mel, the shyest, most junior of all

  the trainees, had darted to pick them up for her, stepping back deferentially without a word.




  Kathleen Black glared at Isla. As owner of a chain of exclusive salons (patronized by a select clientele, famed for their discretion, known for their glossy-maned team of award-winning

  stylists), she expected the very best. And Isla – prize-winning perfectionist head stylist, super-focused ice queen – was the best.




  Kat lifted a damp, most definitely blue-tinged tendril from her forehead. Lips pursed and eyes narrowed, she glared at Isla’s reflection as she spoke, each word crystal-sharp and clearly

  enunciated.




  ‘Chantelle? Here. Now.’




  Isla caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her carefully applied blusher now looked clownish against her blanched cheeks. She stood frozen to the spot. She didn’t make mistakes.




  ‘Kat,’ Isla began, carefully. ‘I know I didn’t get the shade wrong. The box is out the back. Let me show—’




  Kat’s pale blue eyes narrowed further. Her chin lifted slightly.




  ‘I’d rather you didn’t show me anything. If I were you –’ her voice was dangerously quiet now, and Isla could feel the long-suppressed, yet all-too-familiar

  sensation of panic surging like a wave – ‘I’d get out of my sight. I’ll ring you when Chantelle has fixed this – mess.’ She dropped the strands of hair, which

  flopped against her cheek. ‘Life’s too short for mistakes, Isla, you know that.’




  Isla felt her hackles rising but she bit back a response, aware that if she spoke out of turn now she’d be on the receiving end of Kat’s notorious temper. She’d gritted her

  teeth through a thousand shitstorms, covered Kat’s back when she’d messed up at competitions, and watched countless junior stylists come and go, unable to hack the competition and the

  pace of being part of Kat’s team. Isla had held on like a limpet, not taking her eyes off her goal for one second. And now, on schedule, she’d made it.




  ‘Kat, did you call me?’




  Chantelle, ears pricked at all times, appeared from the stockroom, head cocked slightly to one side, managing to direct the smirk playing at the corners of her lips towards Isla whilst still

  appearing assiduously sweet and helpful to her boss. Isla’s nostrils flared as she held in her distaste. Chantelle was going to love this.




  ‘I thought you were going for Raspberry Sorbet?’ Chantelle’s voice was innocent. As if examining a lab experiment, she picked up an offending lock of hair, looking at Isla,

  head to one side.




  ‘I put the colour in myself.’ Isla was clutching at straws, and she knew it. ‘I checked the box. Followed the usual procedures.’




  ‘Well, you can’t have, can you?’ Chantelle looked triumphant. ‘Don’t worry, Kat, sweetie.’ Kat sat back with a satisfied expression. ‘I’ll have

  this sorted for you in no time.’




  ‘I could—’ Isla began, fruitlessly.




  ‘You’ve said it yourself many times, Isla. There’s no room for mistakes in this game.’ Kat looked down at her phone, jabbing at the screen with glossy cerise nails.




  ‘Right. I’ll clear up.’ Isla made to wheel her trolley back into the staff room.




  ‘Leave it.’ Kat’s tone was final.




  ‘Mel?’ Chantelle called to the junior. Mel looked up from the pile of hair she’d been sweeping back and forth for the last five minutes whilst earwigging in to the whole

  conversation. ‘Get rid of this stuff. Isla’s just leaving.’




  Isla opened her mouth to speak, but Kat’s warning glance was enough to stop her in her tracks. Mel wheeled her trolley, equipment lying uncleaned and disorganized, into the staff room. Kat

  gave Isla another look, one that said quite clearly: ‘Are you STILL here?’




  Isla picked up her bag and slipped out of the door, fuming silently.




  





  Chapter Two




  The rush-hour fug of diesel fumes and traffic noise hit Isla in the face as the salon door closed behind her. Out of habit, she turned right and started heading down towards

  home, fighting her way against a sea of besuited office workers making their way towards Waverley Station. She’d made it as far as Hanover Street and was standing at the pedestrian crossing,

  foot tapping impatiently, when she looked down and realized she was still in work shoes and not the trainers she’d always walked in. It took her another second to remember the reason why.




  With a sigh of irritation at her own incompetence, she turned and marched back up Hanover Street to where her car stood outside the shop, waiting. It was wedged so tightly between Kat’s

  BMW and a side-on parked motorbike that it took her about five attempts to squeeze her way out, each one watched by a smugly judging Chantelle, who stood behind Kat’s chair, repairing the

  damage. Isla shot her a look of hatred. She was almost certain she’d had a hand in what had happened.




  She drove home in a haze of frustration and anger. Bloody Chantelle had been after her for ages. She climbed out of the car, slamming the door with more force than she intended. It was her pride

  and joy. No point destroying it in a fit of temper. She trudged upstairs, picking up the post for Mrs Jones in the middle flat, and popping it through her letterbox as she passed. The house, when

  she opened the door, was silent. No sign of Hattie. The huge sitting room was bathed in late-evening sunlight that shone in through the vast sash windows. The rug was rucked up and lopsided. Copies

  of Vogue and Tatler were scattered on the floor. The television was paused on an episode of Gilmore Girls and the gigantic, squashy sofa was strewn with wet towels. On the

  coffee table there was a disgusting stack of nail-varnish-remover-soaked cotton-wool pads and a bottle of Chanel varnish with the top off. Isla made a sharp noise of exasperation and kicked off her

  work shoes.




  Hattie was lovely, but had literally no idea about real life. The daughter of an ex-Cabinet minister, she was loaded beyond belief. Rather than subject her to the dubious delights of student

  digs, Mummy and Daddy had bought her an Edinburgh pad when she came up here to study anthropology at university years ago. Easily bored, she had dropped out after a couple of years (just when the

  work got hard, she admitted, with a giggle, over a gin and tonic one night) and had befriended Isla when, on a whim, she took a year-long course in aromatherapy. Back then, Isla had still been

  living at home, saving every penny she could and taking the long, winding bus journey to and from the city from the outskirts of town, where her dad lived. They’d formed an unlikely

  friendship – and Isla had been flattered to be offered a room in Hattie’s flat for ‘your share of the bills only, darling – honestly, this place is some kind of tax dodge,

  they won’t care a hoot if you’re in here.’




  Four years later, they were still rubbing along together – Hattie strewing chaos behind her, apparently oblivious, and Isla picking up the mess, out of a sense of duty and vague guilt that

  she was living rent-free in one of the nicest streets in Edinburgh’s sought-after New Town, surrounded by the sort of expensively dressed people whose hair she cut daily. Hattie, meanwhile,

  worked (in the loosest sense of the word) for her cousin Jack’s dress agency in a little shop in Stockbridge, the quaintest, prettiest corner of the city, where she spent most of the day

  flicking through her phone. She was so well connected, though, that she brought in a never-ending stream of well-to-do customers – and so charmingly ditzy and posh that nobody seemed to

  notice that she only turned up at lunchtime, and not at all if she’d been out on a Thursday night (‘Fridays are basically the weekend, darling’).




  Throwing the wet towels into the basket in the utility room, Isla noticed a Post-it note stuck to the stripped-pine kitchen door.




  Can’t find phone so no point texting me. Off to Milly’s house for weekend. H x




  Isla furrowed her brow for a second trying to remember which of the glossy-locked, shiny-toothed identikit girls was Milly. The one with the bloody enormous country estate in Dalkeith –

  that was it. Squaring her shoulders, Isla checked her phone.




  No messages – unsurprisingly. Realistically, the only person likely to text her was Hattie – or her dad, who was flat out at the moment with a music festival going on. She put the

  phone down on the coffee table and switched off the television. Later, she’d have a look at Facebook and see what was happening. There wasn’t much point in stressing about what Kat was

  going to say in the morning.




  Isla slipped out of her clothes and folded them neatly on the chair in the bathroom. Turning on the shower, she stepped into the huge walk-in cubicle, allowing the rainwater-style cascade to

  pour over her head before stepping back and carefully scooping out a handful of luxurious sugar scrub. She massaged the fragrant mixture in methodically before stepping back under the shower and

  rinsing herself thoroughly. Closing her eyes, she stood under the water and shampooed her hair before applying a moisturizing mask to smooth down the cuticles. No matter what had happened at work

  today, she wasn’t going to let her standards slip.




  Cocooned in an immaculate white waffle dressing gown, Isla curled up on the sofa with a pot of Earl Grey tea. She picked up her phone, tapping on the Facebook icon.




  They’d updated the header. Beside the words ‘Melville High School Reunion’ was a new – old – photograph. Isla winced as she expanded the image. There she was,

  fifteen years old, scruffy and friendless, perched on the end of the front bench with the other nerds nobody would speak to. And – she scrutinized the photo – standing behind her,

  making a face, was Jamie Duncan, with a cheeky hand on the knee of Adele Downie from across the road. Adele’s lipsticked smirk gave Isla another wave of the same feeling she’d

  experienced earlier: panic and fear, fear and panic. She swallowed it back with a too-hot mouthful of tea.




  ‘We’re turning 30 this year!’ shouted the header. ‘Join us to celebrate – sign up below.’




  Isla looked at the list of names of people who would be attending. It had grown by ten since yesterday. Underneath there were long gossipy threads, people catching up after over a decade apart.

  Photos of babies and weddings, sad tales of motorbike accidents and silly reminiscences. She scrolled down and down, drinking her tea, drinking it all in. She hadn’t clicked the button to say

  she was attending. But Isla had a plan, and she’d been working on it since the day she’d walked out of Melville High School for the very last time.




  ‘Morning, Isla.’




  Somehow it wasn’t quite a surprise that Kat was sitting behind the reception desk when Isla stepped into the salon the next morning at half past seven. Kat was all too aware that her top

  stylist liked to get in early in the morning and stamp her authority on the place. And this morning she’d decided to get in first.




  ‘Kat.’ Isla lifted her chin slightly, readying herself for conflict.




  Kat, with her newly raspberry-shaded hair tucked under a Greek fisherman’s hat, pushed herself backwards in the sleek black designer chair, crossing one slender leg over the other. Almost

  casually, she leaned forward, adjusting the cuff of her butter-soft leather over-the-knee boots. She looked up through heavily mascaraed lashes.




  ‘You screwed up.’




  Isla gave one nod. Without the chance to check out what had happened, she had no way of proving that Chantelle had somehow sabotaged her – even though she was almost certain that was what

  had happened. There was no way she could have made a mistake. She’d been working her backside off, and she’d been a bit stressed of late, but she didn’t make mistakes.




  ‘I’m not in the habit of giving second chances.’




  ‘Yes, I know, but—’




  ‘I don’t do but, either. You know the deal, Isla. You’ve worked here long enough.’




  Isla stood stock still, unblinking. She knew what was coming, but couldn’t quite believe it was happening to her. She’d seen it so many times over the last five years of working in

  Kat’s salon.




  ‘To be honest – and I’m being kind, here . . .’ Kat looked at her with a thin smile. Isla realized that she was trying her best to be generous – something that

  didn’t come easily to Kat, who’d fought her way from a Saturday job washing hair at a tiny salon in Leith to a chain of award-winning salons across Edinburgh. ‘If it was anyone

  else, they’d get the chop.’ She smiled again, amused at her own joke. ‘But you’ve worked hard for me, Isla, and I appreciate a grafter. You’ve gone as far as you can

  here. Chantelle has been bleeding off your clients over the last few weeks, and I’m promoting her to senior stylist.’




  Isla stepped back, reeling. ‘You want me to work alongside Chantelle?’




  Kat inclined her head. ‘You’d have a problem with that?’




  ‘You can’t do that.’ Isla swallowed, trying to keep herself calm. There was no way she’d worked up to this point to have it all taken away. She had the reunion coming up,

  and this was all part of her master plan. Kat couldn’t take this away.




  ‘I can,’ said Kat with a small, cat-like smile, ‘Or you can go quietly. Two months’ gardening leave, full pay. I don’t want you taking any of my customers

  elsewhere. And I’ll give you a good reference, naturally.’




  ‘I should bloody well think so,’ exploded Isla. ‘I’ve worked my arse off for you for the last five years.’




  Kat inclined her head again slightly, this time in acknowledgement. ‘And it’s dog-eat-dog in this world, darling. Get out, have a break. Go and have a bit of a life.’ She

  looked at Isla levelly, raising her eyebrows. ‘God knows, you need one. And then you can find something else in town. I hear Daniel Pardoe’s main girl is off on maternity leave soon.

  Well,’ Kat gave a humourless laugh, ‘either that, or she’s been making one too many visits to Greggs the Bakers at lunchtime.’




  Isla looked around the salon. Her stunned expression was reflected back at her from every shining mirror. Beside her, Kat sat, long legs extended confidently, examining her fingernails.




  ‘I need to sort my kit. I haven’t even had a chance to clean it after last night.’




  ‘Fine.’ Kat’s tone was airily dismissive. ‘The juniors will be in shortly. Best if you’re gone before the others arrive, don’t you think?’




  She stood up, motioning towards the door with a sweep of her arm. Isla, nonplussed, found herself walking, robot-like, towards the exit.




  And then she was standing at the foot of the steps on a chilly, deserted Edinburgh street. A discarded chip paper ruffled up in a gust of wind, lifting into the air before being plastered to her

  leg. Isla bent down to peel it off. The number 6 bus pulled up, depositing the first of a never-ending stream of office workers, laptop bags swinging from their shoulders, pouring into the coffee

  shop next door to Kat’s salon, ordering the jolt of espresso they needed to start their morning. She stood, dazed, in the middle of the pavement. The swarm of commuters scurried round her,

  ant-like, heads down, not focusing.




  ‘All right, Isla, darlin’.’




  She looked up into a familiar face. Tam was standing in front of her, his dog panting obediently by his side. One ear was plugged into a headphone wire that snaked below the heavy overcoat. Of

  course – he was heading up for his morning coffee. Not much chance that Kat or Chantelle would sort him out with a drink, or sneak out a handful of chocolate biscuits every morning.




  ‘Cheer up, hen. It might never happen.’




  ‘It just did.’




  





  Chapter Three




  Getting pissed in the afternoon wasn’t on Isla’s to-do list. In fact, she thought as she swayed gently towards the impossibly chic Harriott’s Bar on George

  Street, dressed immaculately, she didn’t even have a to-do list. She didn’t have anything to do.




  Sacked, she’d gone home and dropped the car off, made her way upstairs, dropping off the post to a surprised Mrs Jones from downstairs (‘Forgotten something, my dear? You’re

  normally out first thing’) and then headed into the flat, where she’d stress-cleaned the entire place from top to bottom because – well, what else was she supposed to do? What

  did people do, when their perfectly executed plans went tits up?




  Five hours and seven bin bags of decluttering later, with the kitchen cupboards turned out and sparkling, not a speck of dust to be found even in the darkest of corners, and two of her nails

  having been administered emergency first aid in the shape of professional nail glue, Isla realized the answer as she slithered out from underneath the spare-room bed with the hoover hose in hand,

  sneezing from the dust.




  People don’t hoover when the shit hits the fan, thought Isla. And I haven’t come this far not to be in control. After coiling the hoover wire neatly around the handle,

  folding the dishcloth into precise quarters and hanging it symmetrically on the mixer tap, she folded her arms in a childish gesture of defiance that would have made her dad smile, and decided that

  what she needed to do now was exactly what people in films would do at this point.




  She showered, scrubbed, buffed, moisturized. She trimmed and shaved, plucked, varnished, blow-dried and tweezed. Foundationed and blushered to within an inch of her life, then and only then

  – dressed in the skinniest of skinny black jeans and the sharpest of scarlet stilettos, with her tiniest black vest top and a designer jacket that had cost a month’s pay packet but

  which she’d allowed herself as reward for winning Stylist of the Year in the regional heats – she opened a bottle of champagne.




  With the first glass she composed a text to Chantelle, telling her exactly what she thought of her snide behaviour and her back-stabbing – not to mention her shitty, uneven haircutting,

  and the time she missed a whole chunk of a colour job and Isla had to repair it the next day. It was deeply therapeutic. With the second, she booked a taxi into town for half an hour’s time.

  The third and fourth glasses slipped down quite agreeably as she stalked Facebook, catching up on everyone’s gossip on the school reunion page and deciding that even if she was temporarily

  unemployed (and they didn’t need to know that), she had still done a pretty good job of making the best of herself, and she was bloody well going to show them.




  Fuck it, thought Isla, who never swore. She got into a taxi, four glasses of champagne down on an empty stomach. Fuck it. I’m going to allow myself one night to feel sorry for

  myself. I’m going to let myself have that. And then tomorrow I’m going to pick myself up and get back in control.




  Isla opened her eyes cautiously. Her tongue was glued to the top of her mouth and she pulled it away, wincing. Light was streaming in through the window of the sitting room.

  She must’ve fallen asleep on the sofa. Except – she realized, heart thudding – this sofa smelt of stale beer, and something she couldn’t place that was vaguely herbal. And

  there weren’t any curtains at the window of this room. And she was lying wrapped in the arms of a –




  ‘OHMYGOD.’ Propelled by a bolt of adrenalin that cut through the hangover fug, she jumped sideways off the sofa, sliding in the process on what looked like an ancient sateen

  bedspread from the 1960s, and nearly landing in a discarded pizza box with one slice of pepperoni curled up in the corner. She looked at the sofa where she’d slept. Lying in a pair of boxer

  shorts, fast asleep and with his arm still describing an Isla-shaped arc where she had been dead to the world just a moment ago, was a total stranger. Quite a handsome one, some part of her brain

  registered, not very helpfully – but a stranger nonetheless.




  The stranger opened one eye at a time, grimacing. Underneath his thatch of glossy dark-brown hair were two soulful, chocolate-drop eyes. He looked up at her through his fringe, and a lazy smile

  spread across his face.




  ‘Morning, gorgeous.’ He reached out, finding the slice of pizza, and sat up, crossing his legs. His boxers gaped alarmingly. Isla averted her eyes.




  ‘Want a bit?’




  ‘No. No, no. No, I’m fine. More than fine.’ Unable to look directly at him for fear of his accidental exposure, Isla peered out of the window. She had a vague idea that she was

  in Bruntsfield, or Morningside – all the streets in student Edinburgh looked the same.




  ‘Right. Well, I’m going to –’ She looked down at her phone. It was dead, completely out of battery. Her tiny going-out bag hadn’t had room for the back-up battery

  pack that she carried as a matter of course. Where was her tiny going-out bag? Was this what champagne felt like? Isla, who had never drunk more than two glasses before the previous night,

  had a vague recollection of ordering bottles in a noisy bar in what seemed to be an underground vault of some kind. She caught a glimpse of her bag hanging from the corner of a broken wooden chair,

  and stepped over another sleeping body – which lay with its head beside an ashtray, half covered with a sleeping bag – to retrieve it. It came away dripping with what she hoped was

  stale beer. The alternative was too gruesome to contemplate.




  ‘That was a belter of a night. When you got up and sang Dolly Parton in the Taverners . . .’ Her sofa companion gave her an appreciative thumbs up.




  Isla looked at him, recoiling in horror. ‘I don’t sing. And I definitely don’t sing karaoke.’




  ‘So you said. In fact, you told me about forty-eight times on the way home. And you told everyone in the pizza shop on the Meadows, too. D’you not remember?’




  Isla felt a wave of nausea. Her skin was somehow alternating between ice-cold and clammily warm. Her head felt like someone had put it in a vice. She needed to be at home, in the cool embrace of

  her perfect white sheets – now.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ she lied. ‘Yes, I remember all of it. Ha ha, the pizza shop. That was fun, wasn’t it?’




  ‘You’re no’ rushing off, are you?’ Brown Eyes leaned back against the sofa, pulling the stained satin bedcover over his legs. He beckoned in what he clearly thought was

  an enticing manner. ‘Get a bit more sleep. Tam over there does a killer bacon roll. He’ll be up in a couple of hours.’ He motioned to the sleeping lump beside the table.




  Isla shook her head politely. ‘Thanks, but I really need to get going.’ She pulled the first excuse she could think of out of the hat. ‘I’ve got to get to work.’

  Never mind that it was Saturday and she was off all weekend.




  ‘Work?’ Brown Eyes snorted with laughter. ‘That champagne was stronger than it looked. You spent all night telling us you’d got the sack, and how some bitch called

  Chantelle had stabbed you in the back.’




  Isla closed her eyes. She’d forgotten, momentarily. Right, even more reason to get out of this hellhole and back to normality. A quick shower and a half-hour’s sleep, and everything

  would be back to normal.




  ‘Oh yes,’ she said, adopting the breeziest tone she could, given the clanging in her skull. ‘Forgot that bit. Ah, well, places to go. Thanks for a lovely evening. Would you

  mind just . . .’ She paused for a moment, wondering how best to word the question. ‘Where exactly are we?’




  The taxi driver smirked as she climbed into the back of the black cab.




  ‘Walk of shame, eh, doll? We’ve all been there.’ He winked at her in the rear-view mirror.




  Isla didn’t reply. She sat in silence, damp bag by her side, her designer jacket crushed and stinking of cigarette smoke, as they wound their way down through the narrow streets of the Old

  Town, along Princes Street, which was already packed with tourists, and up Hanover Street. She looked the other way as the taxi idled in a traffic queue outside Kat Black Hair, not even allowing

  herself a glance inside. The thought of Chantelle catching sight of her in this state was appalling.




  At her building, too mortified to ask for change, she handed the taxi driver a huge tip and waved him away as he made for his bag of coins.




  ‘Two paracetamol, a bottle of Irn Bru and a bacon sandwich,’ he offered as a hangover tip, unsolicited, in exchange, ‘and you’ll be right as rain, hen.’




  Giving him a thin smile, Isla clambered laboriously up the stairs to the flat. When she made it inside, slipping off her shoes and pairing them neatly by the front door, she paused only to plug

  her phone in to the charger by the sofa before heading for the bathroom cabinet, painkillers, and a mercifully hot shower.




  Isla stood by the sofa, not knowing where to begin. She’d slept for hours, waking only to drain a pint of water and two more headache pills before falling into another

  unmoving, dreamless slumber. When she’d eventually surfaced, clambering bleary-eyed out of bed at five o’clock in the evening, it was to a phone screen plastered with notifications.




  

    

      

        Dad: 20 missed calls




        Dad: text




        Dad: text




        Dad: text




        Dad: text




        Kat Black: text




        Chantelle: text




        This must be what it’s like to be popular, she thought.


      


    


  




  And then it all came flooding back. She’d heard the girls in the salon of a morning, groaning with recognition as their wine-fuelled exploits from the night before came back to them piece

  by piece. But Isla wasn’t a drinker. She liked life ordered and organized. She had a plan. She didn’t lose focus. So it was with an unfamiliar sinking sensation that she sat down on the

  edge of the sofa and remembered how last night had unfolded. She opened up her messages, scrolling backwards.




  

    

      

        Text Message to: Chantelle




        I can’t prove it but I’m certain you swapped the bottles over in the stock room. You’re a poisonous bitch and you and Kat deserve

        each other. I won’t forget this.




        Text Message from: Chantelle




        R U some kind of psycho? UR going 2 regret sending this.




        Text Message from: Kat Black




        Isla I would appreciate it if you could refrain from threatening my staff. I have to confess I wondered if I had been a bit severe. Your obsessive

        behaviour over the last few months has been increasingly erratic. You need a break. Get some help before it’s too late.




        Text Message to: Dad




        Hiya Dad, if you’re around tomorrow thought I might pop round, tidy up a bit. Got a bit of time off work. Love you.




        Text Message to: Dad




        Actually there’s something I need to talk to you about, the thing is I ve don




        Text Message to: Dad




        Ops sorry, didn’t mean to send the last one. Mistake




        Text Message to: Dad




        Oh god dad I messed up and I don’t know what to do. I’ve lost my job and I can’t even get a job here for 2 months because am banned

        from working for any other salon in case I poach any clients not that I’d have any to poach Because my reputation is probably shot but anyway




        Text Message to: Dad




        Sorry hit send by msistake I blame autocooret anyway don’t worry have met lovely friends in pub who has said they can find me job working at the

        chicken factory will be nice and relaxing also free chiken ehich is nice




        Text Message from: Dad




        sounds good – all ok? Flat out here, haven’t stopped all day




        Text Message from: Dad




        don’t worry darling – we will sort this x




        Text Message from: Dad




        where r u now? Am worried you are not ok




        Text Message from: Dad




        sweetheart I’m worried about you. Don’t worry about the job, something will come up. Let me know when you’re home safe.




        Text Message from: Dad




        BTW – is your phone keyboard broken?


      


    


  




  Isla swallowed back a sickening wave of hangover mixed with terror. What the hell had she done? With trepidation, she pressed the keypad, activating her voice-mail inbox.




  ‘Hiya Isla, it’s your dad here. Just checking you’re OK.’




  ‘Isla, darling, give us a call when you get this. Just wanted to say a wee hello.’




  ‘It’s Dad. This isn’t like you, sweetheart. I’m a wee bit worried about . . .’




  Isla hit the button, stopping her father’s message in mid-flow. There was no point putting it off any longer. She hit the dial button and waited.




  ‘Dad, it’s me.’




  ‘Isla! You’re no’ dead then?’ He laughed.




  ‘Not quite, no. I’m sorry about last night. It was a bit of a . . .’ She paused, trying to think of a suitable word for the horrors that were coming back to her, bit by bit.

  Disaster? Nightmare? Total meltdown?




  ‘Ach, darling, you need to let your hair down once in a while. Anyhow, I’ve taken the evening off. You about?’




  ‘About’ was one way of putting it, thought Isla, looking around the immaculate sitting room. Completely devoid of anything to do, with no friends and no job, was another way. She

  suppressed a sigh. ‘Yes, I’m free.’




  ‘Give me half an hour.’




  Isla pulled out her leather overnight bag from underneath the bed and laid it carefully on the table. She removed a creaseless pair of white cotton pyjamas from the drawer and stacked with them

  a pair of pale skinny jeans, a beige cardigan, and one of her standard-issue white vest tops in the case. Her weekend outfits were always the same – summer was vest tops, winter was crisp

  white shirts and chic scarves. Streamlining her wardrobe meant she didn’t have to think about what to wear, and she always looked immaculate. Her travel toiletries were, as ever, ready to go

  – the thought that she never went anywhere except to visit her dad crossed her mind as she zipped them into the side compartment, but she chased it away, closing the case. Everything was

  sorted. The flat was spotless – for now, at least. When Hattie returned tomorrow evening it would be about ten minutes before the place was in a state of devastation.




  The beep outside alerted her to her dad’s arrival. He waved up at the window, grinning. She gave him the thumbs up and ran down the stairs into his waiting arms.




  ‘Shove that in the back, darling.’ Her dad opened the door of the black cab, and Isla slid her case into the footwell before climbing into the passenger seat and strapping herself

  in.




  ‘Can you take me to Gilmerton, please?’




  Her dad sucked his teeth, shaking his head in dismay. ‘All the way to Gilmerton? That’ll cost you.’




  ‘It’s fine. My dad’ll pay at the other end.’




  She couldn’t help smiling despite everything.




  ‘Sounds like you’ve got a good dad there.’




  Isla turned to look at him with a smile. ‘The best.’ He’d make everything better.




  Her dad switched off the For Hire sign and, with a growl of the diesel engine, they set off through the cobbled streets to home.




  The Georgian terraces of the New Town gave way eventually to the crazily stacked buildings that made up the ancient Old Town. The early evening streets were still packed, shoppers with armfuls

  of bags standing waiting at the bus stops, trams sliding silently past. Her dad always took her home by what he called the scenic route, past all the old sights, up the hill past the Meadows where

  students lay in lazy Saturday-afternoon piles. She averted her eyes as they drove past the late-night pizza shop where she’d stood the night before. There was no way on earth she was ever

  drinking again. How people chose to do that every weekend was completely beyond her.




  The genteel streets of Morningside passed by – delicatessens and cafes, old ladies with baskets of shopping returning to their pretty garden flats, mums pushing expensive prams along the

  pavement whilst toddlers wheeled along on tiny wooden balance bikes. Down the hill, and out of town – the houses getting newer now, 1930s villas squatting in square gardens dotted precisely

  with neat mounds of ubiquitous purple aubretia. And then they were turning left and over the flyover, down the hill and into the estate. A gang of kids were playing kerby on the pavement as they

  slowed up, bouncing the ball from one side of the road to the other. A toddler pottered around on the edge of the pavement, wisps of hair flying loose from a plastic hairband, her face sticky with

  the biscuit she held in one pudgy hand. She toppled forwards and in a flash a bigger girl, skinny legs in brightly coloured leggings, leaped to her rescue, scooping her up and twirling her away to

  safety.




  ‘These kids.’ Her dad, already driving at almost walking pace, slowed down even further. ‘I tell you, someone’s going to get hurt one of these days. No’ everyone

  drives at my speed. You get the hooligans coming through here in their souped-up motors . . .’ He shook his head.




  They drove up the hill, through stacked blocks of identical white-rendered houses, each with a tiny patch of garden outside. Isla felt the familiar combination of security and revulsion. It was

  so good to be here with Dad, but this place – she shuddered slightly.




  ‘Here we are,’ said her dad, as he pulled the taxi to a halt. ‘That’ll be eighteen pounds, please.’




  ‘Eighteen?’ Isla shook her head. ‘That’s daylight robbery.’




  ‘Lucky your dad’s paying, eh?’ He reached across, giving her knee a squeeze, pulled the keys out of the ignition and fetched her bag from the back.




  ‘Come on then, darling. You look like you need a cup of tea.’




  And then she was in the hall and she was ten years old again, hands running along the bumps of the woodchip paper as she stood with her too-big schoolbag waiting for a lift to school in the

  morning. Being dropped off early every day in a taxi made her stand out amongst the other kids, who walked to school in a noisy, squabbling, teasing bunch along the canal path and across the field

  where the two grey ponies stood, incongruously surrounded by barbed-wire fencing with a stable made from a disused lorry container, their hay nets tied up with frazzled orange baling string. Isla

  used to escape there on the weekends when her dad was working, on the days when she was sent to play with Aunty Theresa (who wasn’t even her aunt) across the road. Aunty Theresa didn’t

  have any children – and didn’t want any, either, as she told a disconsolate Isla regularly, shoving a plate of toast across the teak folding table before getting back to her knitting

  and watching a never-ending cycle of quiz shows on the television set that dominated her tiny sitting room. It was stuffed full of grey velvet furniture and a malevolent ginger cat that glared at

  ten-year-old Isla with distaste.




  It was tacitly agreed that nobody would mention to Isla’s dad that she sneaked off every Saturday and Sunday, spending the days in the library or down by the canal, kicking her legs as she

  sat on a disused barrel watching the barges pass by, or lurking in the corner of the horses’ field, daydreaming about the kind of life she could have had. Over time, she grew to love the

  horses – and they seemed to quite like her, whickering their affection as she climbed over the stile, mooching across to graze close by when she sat down with a packet of Polos and a stack of

  library books in a quiet corner under the hedgerow, where nobody noticed her. At least, most of the time. She’d hear the kids from the estate before she saw them, the loud shouts of Jamie and

  Allison, ring-leaders, King and Queen of Muirton, and she’d gather up her books in an armful and scuttle off, heart thumping, stomach a knot of panic. If she didn’t make it in time,

  she’d know all about it.




  ‘Eh, look who’s here!’




  ‘Got your nose in a book again, Isla? Swotting up to make sure you’re top of the class again?’ Jamie would beam at her, blond hair ruffling in the wind, blue eyes sparking with

  mischief. He’d stand, hands on hips, legs akimbo, completely aware of his place. He took up the space – and made the noise – of two people.




  ‘Can you smell that?’




  Allison Graves was ginger-haired and freckly, tall and athletic, the fastest girl in school, the most popular, clever, cheeky, and loved by the teachers. Nobody would dare tease her for being a

  ginger. She flaunted her wiry halo of red fuzz like a crown. The one thing Isla could do that she couldn’t was come top of the class for English – and Allison had it in for her as a

  result.




  The other kids swarmed behind them, an amorphous moving blur of scruffy hair and too-short trousers, hand-me-down jackets and beaten-up trainers. Isla would sidle away, blushing so hard her

  cheeks stung, books under her arm, climbing over the barbed wire, avoiding the stile because they were there, trying not to rip her jeans because her dad had only just bought them from the

  market and she knew he didn’t have much money.




  It never made sense to Isla. She had the same trainers as Allison Graves. She’d studied them carefully when they were getting changed after PE, making sure she directed her dad to the

  exact same ones when they went down the High Street. She’d carried them home in a box, heart full of hope, desperate that these grey and pink Dunlops might be the answer. She’d rubbed a

  palmful of mud in them out the back when her Dad was making dinner, trying to make them look worn in, desperate not to look like a try-hard. But no: she sat at the dining table at school, and

  nobody commented admiringly on them. She was all ready with her response. ‘These? Oh, yeah, had them for ages. I’ve got two pairs, actually. My new ones are at home.’ But nobody

  asked. She sat at the lunch table with Amira and Costas and Helen as usual, and nobody noticed. Amira and Costas and Helen didn’t care. They were too busy eating their lunches with the same

  haunted expression, looking up between mouthfuls, waiting to see which of them would be butt of the lunchtime jokes today, which one would get the piss taken out of them for their crappy packed

  lunches or their free school meals. It didn’t seem to matter that half the school was on free lunches back then. Somehow, their table was the lowest of the low.
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