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    One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daisy Howard crossed the threshold into the wings in what could best be described as a stagger. She felt hollowed out by the performance she’d just given and worse, she had absolutely no idea if it had meant anything at all to the audience. They were people whose opinions apparently mattered and what had they seen? What had they thought? She had no idea.  
 
    She was just one drama graduate among several dozen performing tonight. She had followed a guy called Jackson, who’d done his own interpretation of the infamous ‘Coffee’s for Closers’ monologue from Glengarry Glen Ross. He’d been alright if a little overblown, Daisy thought. And then she’d had to go up and do her turn. 
 
    She hadn’t performed anything well-known. She’d thought that was the enemy, something with a history of actors already in people’s minds, playing the same role. Instead, she’d picked something from an obscure noir movie from the forties, playing a femme fatale who explains why it’s fine to murder people. She thought it was fun and frightening at the same time. It had pulled at something in her and despite the fact that everyone else had picked a classic monologue, she’d run with her instinct.  
 
    But had the audience of industry types liked her choice? They’d clapped, but that was only polite. She felt utterly unable to judge the volume and enthusiasm of it. It was just white noise as she walked away. 
 
    And now she’d been replaced by a skinny girl called Jenny, who was having a stab at Hamlet. Daisy hoped she hadn’t looked as frightened as Jenny did. She looked like she might do a wee on the stage.  
 
    But Daisy would find out afterwards whether she’d done alright. That’s what last year’s grads had told her, anyway. The meet and greet in half an hour would be all she’d need to know. If people came to talk to her, the agents, casting directors, producers and the like, they would determine who had nailed it and who had missed the mark. 
 
    It was the culmination of three years work and if she didn’t get anyone trying to reel her in, it would be detrimental. It wouldn’t be the end of the world; she’d simply have to find other opportunities. But it would be a setback, that was for sure. 
 
    So thirty minutes later, she was standing with a glass of free fizz in her hand, trying to look approachable. She wasn’t entirely sure what that should look like, but she was giving it a bash anyway.  
 
         ‘Bloody hell’ muttered a voice in her ear. ‘Did you see Oliver doing his Chekhov? His Russian accent was all over the place. I think he got as far as Australia with it at one point.’ 
 
    Daisy tried to quell her laughter as she turned to Abigail Rothley (yes, of those Rothley’s), shaking her head.  
 
          ‘Don’t! He tried really hard!’ Daisy stage-whispered to her friend.  
 
          ‘You’re being nice. You’ve really got to get out of that habit. This ain’t Kansas, Dorothy.’ 
 
          ‘So you keep telling me’ Daisy said. ‘But what does it… Hang on, I memorised this especially… What does it profit a man if he… Oh bugger, err… Something about being really successful but forgetting to be yourself?’ 
 
    Abigail snorted. ‘How is it you can get off-book within five minutes of reading pages but you can’t remember one simple quote? And it’s ‘For what profits a man if he gains the whole world but loses his own soul?’ 
 
          ‘Yeah, that’s the one. That’s my motto, that is.’ 
 
          ‘The phrase you can’t remember?’ 
 
          ‘It’s more about what it means than what it says. And the point is, what’s the point of getting all the crap you want if you forget who you are?’ 
 
    Abigail smiled at her friend. ‘Much better than the original. I just hope you can remember that when you’re up to your tits in Baftas.’ 
 
          ‘Ha! Yeah, sure.’ 
 
    Abigail looked around the room, scanning her classmates, all in various states of tonguing backsides and said ‘You’re better than practically everyone in this room, Daisy. And I should know, I’ve grown up with all this. I know the real deal.’ 
 
          ‘That’s very nice, but…’ 
 
    Abigail put a finger lightly to Daisy’s lips, saying in her cut-glass upper-class voice ‘Don’t be Northern, Darling. Accept the compliment.’ 
 
    Daisy sighed. ‘Fine, accepted. But even if I’m alright at this, I don’t know how much it matters.’ 
 
    Abigail raised an eyebrow. ‘If you’re about to tell me that coming from a family of ‘Theatre Legends’ gives me an advantage, you really don’t know how this all works. People can’t wait to see me fall on my arse.’ 
 
    Daisy smiled. ‘Well, they’ll never get the chance. You’ve got talent, Abigail.’  
 
          ‘So have you, Daisy. Not to mention the fact that you’re a natural blonde with an arse that won’t quit and dimples I’d kill my mother for.’ 
 
    Daisy rolled her eyes, making sure her dimples stayed hidden. 
 
          ‘Laugh if you want’ Abigail continued. ‘Being gorgeous matters. We don’t want it to. It shouldn’t. But it does. Lucky for me, I’ve got this fabulous rack’ she said, glancing down at her generous cleavage. ‘So that should tip the odds in my favour.’ 
 
          ‘They are magnificent’ Daisy agreed. ‘Although I do always feel like you’re going to take my eye out.’  
 
          ‘You say the sweetest things’ Abigail said. ‘You’re just annoyed that I’ve never let you have a go on them.’ 
 
    Daisy shrugged. ‘Sorry to break your heart, I’m actually not really a boob girl. More into legs.’ 
 
          ‘Yes, I’ve been meaning to bring that up, actually. Did you text Jen? She seemed quite keen when I showed her your pic.’ 
 
    Daisy began to look around awkwardly, searching for escape. But she was alone with Abigail. No help was coming. 
 
          ‘Shall I take your lack of eye contact as a no?’ 
 
          ‘Yes. I mean yes, it’s a no’ Daisy corrected. ‘I’m not looking right now. I don’t have time for all that.’ 
 
          ‘All that being?’ 
 
    Daisy groaned while she tried to find the right word. ‘Entanglement’ was what she finally settled on. 
 
          ‘Dear oh dear’ Abigail said with a head shake. ‘Well, if you ever do decide to blow the dust off what’s between your legs, I’ve got a ton of girls I can set you up with.’ 
 
          ‘What, your cast offs? No ta. Anyway, they’re all about twelve.’ 
 
          ‘Early twenties, you rude thing. Like me.’ 
 
          ‘Yep, and I’m looking down the barrel of thirty. I’ve got enough on my plate. I can’t be doing with the drama.’ 
 
          ‘Said the actress.’ 
 
          ‘Said the wannabe actress’ Daisy shot back with a snort of laughter. 
 
          ‘Said the soon to be star’ Abigail corrected. ‘We’re both going to be stars’ she said and they clinked their glasses with a wry smile at one another. Stardom seemed very distant indeed. 
 
          ‘Oh, do you see that woman there?’ Abigail said quietly, nodding at a sharply dressed middle-aged lady with shrewd eyes. She was talking to Jackson, he of the shouty monologue. He was giving her everything he had in terms of sexual prowess, trying to get into her good graces by way of her knickers. Daisy found it a little ridiculous. ‘That’s Helen Bradley’ Abigail continued. ‘She’s a top agent, knows everyone. You should go and talk to her.’ 
 
          ‘What, just like that? Just wander over and say, ‘Hey up’ Daisy said, horrified. 
 
          ‘Yes, but you may want to take the working-class vibe back a notch. You want to make it? Start there. I’m telling you, she’s serious.’ 
 
          ‘Then why aren’t you chatting her up?’  
 
          ‘I already did.’ 
 
          ‘Oh!’ Daisy said with amazement. ‘God, how is everyone else so confident?’ 
 
          ‘We’re not confident, we’re just dumb enough to think we’ll make it. Whereas you? You’ve actually got it. Now go and use it or I’ll flick you in the nipple.’ 
 
    Daisy clapped both hands to her breasts, just in case it wasn’t an idle threat and nibbled her bottom lip. ‘Wait, are you sure…’ 
 
    The answer to that question came in the form of a shove and Daisy found herself stumbling halfway across the room. And then she was doing it, walking in the direction of Helen Bradley, albeit at a snail’s pace. She dodged around her classmates and teachers, winding her way across the room. As she got close, she heard Helen Bradley say ‘Well, Jackson, it was lovely to meet you. Please do keep in touch.’ It was an obvious kiss off. Daisy was still walking, inching closer to the agent. She watched Jackson turn, red-faced and walk disconsolately toward the bar, no doubt needing a moment (not to mention a beer) to shake off the rejection. Daisy was now inches from Helen and cleared her throat to catch her attention. Helen began to turn and Daisy readied herself to be personable, charming and persuasive. Failing that, she just wanted to be able to say a full sentence without stuttering.  
 
    But before she could lock eyes with Helen Bradley, she was suddenly blocked from Daisy’s view by someone else. A hand was out in front of her, waiting to be shaken, and the owner of the hand said, ‘It’s Daisy, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Daisy looked up to see a woman who looked not much older than herself, in jeans and a jacket, bespectacled and on first assessment, a little crazy looking. 
 
    But Daisy’s manners kicked in and she shook the hand of the woman, who introduced herself. ‘I’m Ashley Kane, I’m an agent for Jones and Jones.’ 
 
    Jones and Jones? Daisy had heard of them. Half the previous year had apparently been signed up by them and they’d done fairly well in getting their faces about. 
 
          ‘I saw your performance, I liked it. Totally real.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, thank you. I appreciate that.’ 
 
          ‘So, what are your plans now? Where are you headed, career wise?’ 
 
    That threw Daisy for a loop. It wasn’t that she didn’t know the answer. It was only that she needed a little warm up before she went into it. But the question was being asked, here and now. Go time. 
 
          ‘I was hoping to go into theatre. I think that’s the place for me if they’ll have me. I’m not really, well, I don’t think I’d like the whole… fame thing. I just want to act. That’s the plan, anyway.’ 
 
          ‘Well, what are you? Twenty-one, two? You might change your mind about all that-’ 
 
          ‘Actually, I’m twenty-nine.’ 
 
    Ashley’s eyebrows flew skyward. ‘Twenty-nine!? If you don’t mind me asking, how did you end up at drama school so late?’ 
 
          ‘I guess I got a bit side-tracked by, like, life’ Daisy said enigmatically. There was a longer explanation but she wasn’t about to spill all that, even if it was the difference between maintaining Ashley’s interest and seeming rude. Some things were private and that was that. 
 
          ‘I see’ Ashley replied, apparently happy enough with the answer. ‘Well, it hasn’t done you any harm, from what I can see. You still ended up at a top school.’ 
 
          ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ 
 
          ‘So, do you think you might want to come in for a meeting, see if we’re your speed?’ 
 
    The haste at which this interaction was progressing was making Daisy’s head spin but she tried not to show it. Instead, she simply said ‘Yes, that sounds good.’ 
 
    Ashley got her phone out and opened a scheduling app, skipping through until she found a slot. Daisy was surprised, she’d expected a card and a ‘Call my assistant to set something up’ type of thing like she’d seen on TV. But Ashley didn’t seem like a slick agent type. Daisy found that equally disconcerting and comforting. 
 
          ‘Tuesday? At ten?’ 
 
          ‘What, tomorrow? You don’t hang about, do you?’ Daisy blurted and immediately regretted.  
 
    But Ashley only laughed. ‘Can’t afford to. You’ll get snapped up by someone else if I don’t. I can’t be the only one who will have noted your talent.’ 
 
    Daisy knew Ashley was flattering her, but three years of teachers giving her nothing but ‘constructive criticism’ made her somewhat amenable to it.  
 
          ‘Alright, Tuesday at ten.’ 
 
          ‘Great. I’m on the third floor of Jones and Jones. See you then. Gotta run.’ 
 
    And she turned, dashing off at a sprint, clearing the room in less than three seconds. Daisy felt like if she’d been wearing a hat, it would have blown off. 
 
          ‘Who was that?’ Abigail said, sidling up to Daisy and handing her a fresh glass. 
 
          ‘Ashley Kane. She’s from Jones and Jones.’ 
 
          ‘Don’t think I know her. But Jones and Jones, that’s pretty good.’ 
 
          ‘Mmm, I hope so’ Daisy said and took a sip. 
 
          ‘But you’ve still got to speak with Helen Bradley, you realise that? Can’t put all your eggs in one agent.’ 
 
    Daisy sighed. ‘I know, I know.’ She looked around for Helen Bradley. She was nowhere to be seen. 
 
          ‘Shit! She’s gone.’  
 
    Abigail tutted. ‘You better hope this Ashley woman’s legit then.’ 
 
    Daisy sipped her drink, trying not to let Abigail’s cynicism dent her achievement. An agent wanted to meet her and she’d implied quite heavily that she would likely sign her. Daisy had waited a long time for such a step, longer than her fellow grads. It might not mean much to Abigail Rothley, who probably tripped over ten agents coming out of her front door of a morning, however much she liked to play her connections down. But Daisy didn’t have that. She only had herself.  
 
    And now, it was possible that she might have Ashley too. She promised herself that whatever happened tomorrow, she’d do her best to make sure Ashley signed her up. After all, at twenty-nine, Daisy couldn’t waste as much time as her fellow youthful grads. They had energy and enthusiasm to spare. And Daisy was running a tad short on those things. 
 
    She only hoped Ashley had what it took to squeeze her into the theatre. Daisy didn’t care how small a part she got, she just wanted to be where the real actors were. The place she’d waited too long to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
          ‘Jake! If I find your pants hanging off the bathroom doorknob again, I’m going to shred every pair you own and make you go commando for the foreseeable future.’ 
 
    Jake came flying out of his room and into the bathroom, mortified. ‘Sorry, Mum!’ 
 
    Jake snatched the pants from Daisy with the kind of shame only a twelve-year-old can muster for his undergarments and shoved them in the pocket of his school trousers. Daisy noted that the trousers looked a little short in the hem. It was time to take them down again. 
 
          ‘Just be glad it was me that found them and not your grandma’ Daisy told him and he blushed. Daisy ruffled his hair, letting him off the hook. It was hard to see his face turn that colour and not feel for him. He blushed at everything these days. Daisy tried to remind herself what twelve felt like, but it was a struggle. Although she was twenty-nine, she felt forty most of the time. But that was motherhood. She was just glad it didn’t show on her face. Everyone at film school had thought she was their age. Thank god for good genes. 
 
    Daisy’s mum Kathy - passer down of the lucky genes - called upstairs from the kitchen, ‘Toast doesn’t stay warm for long!’ 
 
    Daisy grabbed Jake by the shoulders and steered him toward the stairs. And then she remembered something. ‘Shit! I forgot to wash your P.E kit’ she cried out and Jake turned around grinning.  
 
          ‘Swear jar, Mum.’ 
 
          ‘I only have to put money in the swear jar if your gran hears me. And I know you’d never snitch on me, would you?’ she said as they went down the stairs. ‘Not after I brought you into the world and made you into the handsome young man who keeps leaving his pants everywhere?’ 
 
          ‘So what you’re saying is, if I open my mouth about the swearing, you’re telling her about the pants?’ Jake asked. 
 
          ‘It’s called mutually assured destruction’ Daisy explained as they entered the kitchen where Kathy, matriarch of the Howard clan, was putting boiled eggs into their holders. 
 
          ‘What’s this about mutually assured destruction?’ the eagled-eared woman asked. 
 
          ‘Jake’s doing The Cold War in history’ Daisy improvised. Jake’s P.E kit flew back into her mind. ‘Mum, is there any chance-’ 
 
          ‘I’ve done his kit, yes’ Kathy said absent-mindedly, pouring tea. 
 
    Daisy sighed in relief. But it wasn’t to last. 
 
          ‘It’s not that I mind doing Jake’s manky P.E kit…’ 
 
    Jake looked hurt and said ‘Hey! They’re not that bad!’ 
 
          ‘…But perhaps you could do them next time’ she continued, ignoring Jake’s protest. ‘I’ve got enough on with keeping this house afloat. I can’t do everything while you swan about with your la-di-da actor types.’ 
 
    Daisy counted to three before she replied. It was a technique developed over the last three years of co-habitation with her mother. She used those seconds to remember that she couldn’t have studied acting if her mother hadn’t sold her house up North and moved in with her to help with Jake and the bills. She also tried to remember that her mum was not the happy-go-luckiest of souls, especially since her husband – Daisy’s Dad - had died seven years ago, and that she shouldn’t take the dig personally. The woman simply couldn’t help herself. After the three seconds were up, Daisy opened her mouth, meaning for something magnanimous to come out of it.  
 
          ‘Mum, I don’t ‘Swan about’ and I resent the implication that I do. I’m doing my best, I just forgot today was P.E day, that’s all’ was what came out instead. Daisy wondered if she should up the count to five in future. 
 
          ‘That is not all, as a matter of fact’ Kathy said, getting her teeth into the topic of her daughter’s shortcomings.  ‘You also didn’t put the recycling out last Thursday and now we’re up to our eyeballs in cereal boxes and coke cans. Not to mention that you forgot to pay the gas bill. You see this’ she said, whipping out a letter from her pocket. ‘It’s a red bill! I’ve never in my life had a red bill before.’ 
 
    Daisy took the letter and looked at it. It was indeed a threatening red colour. It struck her as a bit convenient that her mum had the letter in her pocket, ready for a good cue. 
 
          ‘When did this come?’ 
 
    Kathy paused. ‘Yesterday.’ 
 
          ‘And you waited till now to tell me about it because…’ 
 
    Kathy turned back to the kettle, suddenly noticing some limescale on it that needed seeing to immediately. Daisy knew full well that her Mum had saved the bill for an occasion when she could wave it in Daisy’s face with the maximum of drama. 
 
          ‘Just pay it, would you?’ Kathy said. 
 
    Daisy shook her head. She couldn’t believe that she was the actress in the family, not with the theatrical scene her mother had just produced.  
 
          ‘I’ll do it on the way to my meeting’ she said as she kissed Jake on his forehead. ‘Have a good day at school, Monkey.’ 
 
          ‘Mum! Don’t call me Monkey anymore. It’s embarrassing.’ 
 
          ‘OK, how about My Little Ray of Sunshine, is that better?’ she said, hoping for a smile. 
 
    But Jake only tutted. Along with the overdeveloped embarrassment muscle that had recently popped up, he seemed to have forgotten his sense of humour too. Perhaps it was living with her mother that was responsible for that. She and Jake had always laughed together before. She had thought they always would.  
 
    Daisy decided it was a good time to leave. Everyone seemed pissed off with her this morning. 
 
      
 
    Ashley was standing outside her office while Daisy sat nervously inside, watching her through the glass partition. She was having a somewhat spirited debate with an older guy with a paunch and a fancy three-piece suit. Daisy couldn’t hear what it was about. But she thought Ashley seemed liked she was holding her own. 
 
    After the guy walked off, Ashley walked back in, saying ‘Sorry about that! That guy used to be my boss and I don’t think he’s quite adapted to my promotion to junior agent. He doesn’t understand why I won’t still do his photocopying.’ 
 
    Junior agent? Daisy wasn’t sure what that meant. Was that less somehow?  
 
          ‘Right, so, Jones and Jones. I’m assuming you’ve heard of us?’ 
 
    Daisy nodded. ‘Yeah, a lot of people from the year above signed with you.’ 
 
          ‘Yes, James Clarke was from your school, wasn’t he? He’s just gotten a role in quite a large movie, from what I gather. Fourth billing too.  Only graduated a year, not too shabby.’ 
 
          ‘No, not too shabby at all’ Daisy agreed.  
 
          ‘But I know you’re headed for the theatre and I want to assure you, we’ve got very strong links with that world too.’ 
 
          ‘That sounds great’ Daisy said, a little relieved to know that Ashley had been listening to what she wanted. 
 
          ‘However, it’s a competitive world, which I’m sure you know. So we like it if our actors can be a little… flexible about the kind of work they do initially. The thing about acting is, it’s a journey. And actors who are rigid about what they’re willing to do, they make the road longer, more winding.  It takes them a lot more time to get where they’re going, if at all. And that time will be rather on the meagre side, financially speaking.’ 
 
    The mention of finances, that caught Daisy’s attention. She’d been broke for the last three years and not exactly flush prior to that. A series of office temping roles had never really brought in the big bucks. Enough to keep her and Jake this side of homeless, certainly. But counting the pennies was wearing thin. And now Ashley was telling her that if she stuck to her guns about only taking theatre roles, that situation might continue for the foreseeable. It was a sobering thought.  
 
          ‘James Clarke did a three-month run in a soap when he first came to us’ Ashley continued. ‘Perhaps that sounds pretty unappealing but James was smart about it and he used it to launch himself.’ 
 
    Ashley wasn’t wrong. The last thing on this earth Daisy wanted to do was to be in a soap. She didn’t even watch them.  
 
          ‘I’m not saying that’s what will happen to you, by the way. It’s just an example of how actors do all sorts of things to break in’ Ashley said. ‘What I’m saying is, boosting your profile early on isn’t a bad thing. So what I need to know is…’ 
 
    Daisy waited for the punchline. 
 
          ‘That if I sign you, that you’ll trust me. That you’ll go to auditions that I send you to and that you’ll give it your all. That you’ll make the best of every opportunity.’ 
 
    Daisy considered the question, but not for long. The last few minutes had been illuminating. Whatever fantasies Daisy had about being able to choose a role had pretty much died in front of her eyes, murdered by Ashley.  
 
    And Ashley was the only one offering her help. Daisy had spoken to her classmates after the meet and greet. It had been slim pickings in terms of conversations that seemed like they might go anywhere. Only Abigail had gotten any real interest from Helen Bradley. She’d played it down, but she’d gotten a phone number and no one else had. 
 
    So here Daisy stood, on the precipice. The choices were these: refuse to compromise and hope for some luck or take the hand of Ashley and hope to god she didn’t lead her off a cliff.  
 
    The image of Jake’s ever-shortening trousers suddenly popped into her head. 
 
          ‘If you’ll have me, Ashley, I’ll put myself in your hands.’


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    Three weeks later, Daisy hadn’t heard a peep from Ashley. She was, however, speaking to several temp agencies a day, trying to find some admin work.  
 
          ‘Yes, yes, of course. Full clean driving license’ Daisy was telling Sally from Select Recruitment while she watched Jake darting about the living room, looking for something haphazardly. 
 
          ‘Mum, I can’t find my tie’ Jake shouted directly in the ear not pressed to the phone, not realising how close he was to her eardrum. After the ringing noise had faded, Daisy held up a hand for him to wait. 
 
          ‘But Mum! I’ve got to get to school now! If I’m late again, Mr. Kendrick’s gonna go barmy!’ 
 
          ‘Yes, I’m available now. Hope to hear from you soon’ Daisy said to Sally and put the phone down. ‘Jake, for god’s sakes’ she said in annoyance to her frantic son. ‘Couldn’t you see I was on the phone?’ 
 
          ‘I know, but it’s an emergency!’ 
 
    Daisy tutted and began to search the living room, looking for the tie. ‘For future reference, an emergency means your leg has fallen off. At a bare minimum, there should be a fair bit of blood. Missing ties are not an emergency. For crying out loud, did you even look?’ she said as she pulled the errant tie out from behind a sofa cushion. 
 
    But Jake didn’t hear the question, too relieved to care. He grabbed the tie and slipped it around his neck, grabbing his mobile phone and looking at the time in horror. 
 
          ‘It’s quarter to nine! I’m dead!’ 
 
    Usually, Jake walked the twenty minutes to school but since Daisy was currently unemployed while she waited for an acting job to come in, she had more time on her hands than usual. 
 
          ‘Come on, I’ll drive you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why are you temping again, anyway?’ Jake asked as they pulled out onto the main road. ‘I thought you were an actress now.’ 
 
    Daisy smiled. ‘Well, it’s not really what you’d call a regular type of job. I’m probably still gonna have to temp sometimes. At least for now.’ 
 
          ‘Does that mean we’re gonna have to keep living with Gran?’ 
 
    Daisy was surprised. 
 
          ‘For a while, yeah. Why? Don’t you want to?’ 
 
    Jake went quiet for a moment. 
 
          ‘It’s not that I don’t like Gran. But you don’t seem to get on with her. You’re always arguing.’ 
 
          ‘It’s not arguing, just bickering. It’s what people do with their parents.’ 
 
    Jake looked disturbed.  
 
          ‘Is that what we’ll be like when I grow up?’ 
 
    Daisy wasn’t sure how to answer that. It had been her and Jake alone for a long time. They’d been a team. But things were changing.  
 
    For a start, puberty was coming. Daisy had always hoped that he wouldn’t be the sullen creature she’d been as a teenager but maybe that was just the way things went. Maybe there was no avoiding it. But Daisy was buggered if she was going to prophesize all that oncoming horror to the poor little sod. Better he didn’t know.  
 
          ‘You and me? No way! We’re best friends. Like the Gilmore Girls, only you’re a boy and we’re British. And we talk at a normal speed.’ 
 
          ‘Who are the Gilmore Girls?’ 
 
          ‘Look on Netflix.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy waved at Jake as he walked through the gates with his friends but he didn’t wave back. She tried not to take it personally. She was a Mum; she wasn’t supposed to exist in front of Jake’s mates. That was a new rule that had only begun to be enforced in the last six months. Daisy had decided to respect it. 
 
    Just as she was about to drive off, her phone rang. It was Ashley. Daisy’s heart skipped in her chest as she picked up the call. 
 
          ‘Hello,’ she said, realising her mouth had gone dry. She swallowed thickly as Ashley said ‘Hi! Ashley, here! Are you busy right now? There’s an audition I want you to go to at half ten.’ 
 
          ‘In ninety minutes?’ Daisy cried. 
 
          ‘Yes, sorry about the short notice.’ 
 
          ‘But it’s not enough time, I need to look at the pages and-’ 
 
          ‘Don’t worry about that. There’s no script right now. They’re just meeting people.’ 
 
          ‘No script? What’s the part?’ 
 
          ‘Errm, not sure but I don’t think we need to worry about that at this point’ Ashley said vaguely. ‘Can I tell them to expect you?’ 
 
          ‘Ashley, I don’t know what I’m going to. How can I prepare?’ 
 
          ‘I told you, it’s not that type of audition. Just show up and let them talk to you. Tell them about yourself, let them get a read on your vibe, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    Daisy was flummoxed. She couldn’t understand why Ashley was being so cagey. Unless... 
 
          ‘It’s not… I’m not auditioning for porn, am I?’ 
 
    There was a sigh down the phone. ‘No, Daisy. I don’t represent adult film actors. They don’t make enough money for me to take a decent cut. Now are you going or not?’ 
 
    Daisy had made a promise that she would go to whatever Ashley sent her to. This whole thing sounded dodgy but Daisy couldn’t afford to be difficult. Certainly not with the very first thing Ashley asked her to do. 
 
          ‘Can you text me the address?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shit!’ Daisy cried as she caught her hair in the hair dryer, dragging it out and checking it for permanent damage. It looked alright, thank god. That was the last think she needed, a bald patch on top of her lack of preparation. That was why she’d gotten caught in the first place, because she was rushing to get ready for an audition she knew nothing about.  
 
          ‘What’s going on’ Kathy said, bursting into the room unannounced, drawn in by the yelled obscenity. 
 
          ‘Mum!’ Daisy cried, pulling her robe a little tighter. ‘What have I said about knocking! I could have been naked.’ 
 
          ‘You came out of my body, Daisy. Do you really think you’ve got anything that would surprise me?’ 
 
    Daisy didn’t have time to vomit so she simply pretended her mother hadn’t said it. 
 
          ‘Anyway, I heard you shouting the faecal word. I was worried’ Kathy went on. 
 
          ‘You were nosy.’ 
 
    Kathy ignored her. ‘What’s going on, anyway? What are you getting ready for? Is it a temp job?’ 
 
          ‘Nope. Audition’ Daisy said with satisfaction. Sometimes she suspected her mum didn’t think she would get anywhere with the acting thing. She’d never said it, exactly. It was more of a feeling. Well, now Daisy was auditioning for something, which is what professional actors did. Check and mate. 
 
          ‘For what?’ Kathy asked. 
 
          ‘Not sure exactly’ Daisy said as she finally finished her hair. 
 
          ‘You’re not sure-’ 
 
          ‘I haven’t got time for this. Grill me when I get home’ she said, steering her mother gently out of the room so that she could get dressed. 
 
          ‘Sounds odd, I must say’ Kathy said through the door as Daisy slipped her best jeans on, pairing it with her favourite top, the red one that always got a compliment. ‘Are you sure it’s not porn?’ her mother shouted through the door. 
 
          ‘YES!’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was at the offices of Cut and Shut Productions, sat in a room with a bunch of other girls. Every single one of them was coiffed to within an inch of their lives and at least five years younger than her. Apparently presentable was not the look expected in this room. It was fashionista.  
 
    Daisy realised that if she’d had days to get ready for this, she still wouldn’t have looked like these girls. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about her appearance, she liked to look nice. It was just that it wasn’t at the forefront of her priorities. But Daisy knew that was not a fashionable opinion for young women these days. It would probably always be a major giveaway that she was not really that young.  
 
          ‘Daisy Howard?’ 
 
    Daisy stood and followed the young man with the bullring through his nose into a room where two men and a woman sat waiting. They all looked quite middle-aged.  
 
          ‘Hi Daisy, I’m Ryan’ said one of the men, a handsome blonde guy in his fifties. ‘What we’re doing today is just meeting people, trying to get a sense of them. So if you wouldn’t mind, we’d really like it if you’d just tell us about yourself.’ 
 
    Ashley had sort of told her this was going to happen, and Daisy had been wondering on the drive over what she’d say. She hadn’t been able to come up with anything that made her seem even halfway interesting. But now it was time to open her mouth and see what came out. God help her. 
 
          ‘Well, err… I just graduated from Medford Drama School and… I’m a Pisces. Shit, I don’t know why I said that’ she burbled. ‘You don’t care about my star sign. Come to think of it, neither do I. What a load of crap. I’m sorry, I’m talking absolute rubbish because I’m not really sure what to say. I only found out about the audition this morning. I thought it might be porn. OK, I think I’ll stop there’ Daisy said, taking the deep breath she’d needed since words had come tumbling from her mouth.  
 
    She thought that was it, that they’d thank her then show her the door. But Ryan was chuckling to himself, giving meaningful looks to his mute colleagues. ‘So, how much do you know about the show Laid in Medford?’ he asked, once his amusement had subsided. 
 
    Oh, so this was an audition for a TV show? Why all the mystery?  
 
    Daisy had never heard of the show. She didn’t want to say that, but there was no way to blag it. Why hadn’t Ashley just told her what she was up for? She could have at least Googled it. 
 
          ‘Sorry, I haven’t had a lot of time for TV lately’ Daisy answered. 
 
          ‘You’ve never heard of it?’ Ryan asked. 
 
          ‘Afraid not.’ 
 
          ‘That’s absolutely fine’ he assured it. ‘Well, it’s a scripted reality show about a…’ 
 
    Daisy knew she should wait for the guy to finish his sentence, but she couldn’t help herself. 
 
          ‘Wait, did you say reality show?’ 
 
    Everyone’s eyes went big at the interruption. 
 
          ‘Because I’m an actress. I just graduated. I’m not looking to be a…’ Daisy trailed off, unable to find a word that wasn’t offensive to the people in this room. 
 
          ‘No, you misunderstand. An actress is exactly what we want’ Ryan said. ‘It’s scripted reality.’ 
 
    Daisy felt like she was losing her mind. Scripted reality? What the bloody hell did that mean? 
 
          ‘I’m sorry, perhaps I’m being really dense here, but…’ 
 
          ‘It’s a show where the situations are set up, but they’re also real?’ 
 
    If Ryan thought that explained anything, Daisy couldn’t see how. 
 
          ‘Nope, not getting it’ Daisy said. 
 
          ‘Perhaps you’ve seen one and you didn’t realise. The Only Way is Essex? Made in Chelsea? They started in the US - The Hills? Jersey Shore? Surely you’ve heard of those?’ 
 
    Daisy had, of course, heard of those shows. But she’d never had the urge to watch one. When Daisy had time for TV, she was strictly a fiction watcher, usually whatever Scandinavian crime show popped up on Netflix. ‘Reality programming’ was utterly peripheral to the world Daisy lived in. But she still had no idea what business an actress would have in that kind of show. From what she knew, the types that went into those programmes were itching to be famous, but they weren’t trained actors.   
 
    But it didn’t matter. Daisy had come in here not knowing her arse from her elbow. Whatever these people were looking for, it wouldn’t be her. It would be one of the high-heeled creatures in the room outside. They looked right in a way that Daisy didn’t. 
 
          ‘Look’ Ryan said. ‘Here’s the thing. We’re the latest in a long line of scripted reality and we had a decent first series, numbers wise, but we’re looking to stand out this season. Our cast of regulars is great, but we thought that if we added a real actor, that we could really bring the drama up.’ 
 
    Daisy had never been so confused. 
 
          ‘But then, aren’t you just making a fictional drama? Why bother with any of the ‘reality’ at all?’ 
 
    Ryan looked at his fellow producers and they looked back. Daisy thought for a second that they were just going to tell her to go. But Ryan abruptly burst out laughing.  
 
          ‘Daisy, you don’t know how often me and Jill have had this argument.’ 
 
    Jill had yet to open her mouth and it was hard to imagine her getting into a debate with silver-tongued Ryan. In fact, Daisy was struck by the thought that everyone else in the room was just a prop to Ryan. He was the only one that had any real say. 
 
          ‘Yeah, it’s a bit of a tricky tightrope, scripted reality’ Ryan continued. ‘But at the end of the day, there’s an appetite for it and we’re going to fill it with the strongest content we can. The angle we’re taking this series is that if we get in some good actors and encourage them to be themselves, but just, you know… in the situation we dictate, we get the best of both worlds. People with certain skills and personality, and a strong sense of drama. But still with that reality edge. A more professional, polished angle on the scripted reality genre. Am I making sense? 
 
          ‘So, it’s like an improvised drama?’ Daisy said, still semi-bewildered. But Ryan seemed delighted with her. 
 
          ‘Yes! Precisely.’ 
 
    Ryan gave a small glance at Jill and she gave a sort of nod shrug. Ryan turned back to Daisy. 
 
          ‘So… Do you think you’d be interested?’ 
 
          ‘Yer what?!’ Daisy uttered in pure astonishment. 
 
          ‘We like you. You’re smart and feisty. Plus, you’ve got that gritty Northern accent that people love.’ 
 
          ‘Hang on a second. You’re offering me the part? Like, right now?’ 
 
          ‘We’ve seen fifteen people already this morning. They came in and kissed our arses, tried to give us what they thought we were looking for. No one came in here asking uncomfortable questions like you did. That’s what we’re looking for. Spark. You’ve got spark, Daisy. Now, can we rent that spark out for an episode?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
          ‘Ashley will want me to do it. I know she will.’ 
 
    Abigail was sat on her sofa (she called it a chaise, but Daisy could never use a word like that with a straight face) pushing buttons on the remote, looking through the options, trying to find Laid in Medford. 
 
          ‘Scripted reality, that’s what they said it was? Sweet Jesus’ Abigail said, realising she was in entirely the wrong menu.  
 
          ‘It’s bad, isn’t it? I mean, it’s definitely not acting. Is it?’ 
 
          ‘Well, I don’t know. Let’s just check it out, see what’s what before you make this decision. Ah, got it.’ 
 
    The show sprung to life and Daisy and Abigail watched with rising horror. It was nothing but love triangles, bitching, betrayal and jealousy. And that was before the first ad break.  
 
    The central conceit seemed to be that a man called Reece Hewitt, all muscles and teeth, was desired by just about every woman within a five-mile radius. He couldn’t seem to walk into a bar without some woman marching over and demanding to know why he hadn’t called her. Usually, while his friends watched and laughed. Then Reece would pretend to be embarrassed by the scene he’d caused while obviously enjoying the attention no end. 
 
          ‘Well…’ Abigail started during the ads. 
 
          ‘Christ. Is that what I’d be doing? Making a scene over this idiot?’ 
 
          ‘Quite possibly. But it’s one ep. It’s not as though anyone will remember it in a few months. Maybe Ashley’s right. Maybe profile is profile at this point.’ 
 
          ‘Let me ask you this. Would you do it?’ 
 
    Abigail cocked her head to the side as she considered. ‘Well… No. But that’s only because my Dad would have sixteen heart attacks in a row if his daughter and heir apparent to the Rothley name did reality TV.’ 
 
          ‘Fair enough’ Daisy shrugged. It was something she didn’t have to consider. Her name was her own. It had no expectation attached to it whatsoever.  
 
    The second part began in a similar vein as the first, Mr. Self Esteem strutting around Medford with his pals, flashing his teeth at every possible opportunity. Then the action moved to the gym, where they all stood about gossiping in a pool, no doubt happy for the opportunity to get their shirts off.  
 
    And then someone else came on screen. She appeared under the water at first, and then, in slow motion, she rose from the pool, water dripping from her perfect curves. She was tall, with a flawless thick brown lob haircut that still somehow managed to look good soaking wet. As the camera finally showed her face, her chocolate doe eyes, pillowy lips, olive skin and light freckles completed the picture of something like a perfect human being.  
 
          ‘Good god’ Abigail muttered. 
 
    Daisy said nothing, but quietly she’d been thinking something quite similar. 
 
    Of course, Reece spotted her from across the water. Needless to say, he was fairly enamoured and left his friends, strutting over to the woman to introduce himself. He walked up behind her and said hello, but she didn’t notice him and walked away. His friends saw the scene and laughed at him uproariously. The Sex God had gone unnoticed.  
 
    Then there was a time jump to night and Reece was out drinking with his hangers-on, when he saw the woman again. This time she was dressed to the nines and looked even more mouth-watering. Reece was practically drooling when he made his second attempt at getting the woman’s attention.  
 
          ‘Hi, I’m Reece. And you're perfect’ he said to her, looking pretty happy with his line. 
 
    The woman arched one magnificent eyebrow and said ‘Is that so?’ in a rich, velvety, bored voice. 
 
          ‘Look, I’m gonna be straight with you. You’re hot. I’m hot. So why don’t we get out of here and set the sheets on fire?’ 
 
    The woman’s response was to throw her martini in his face.  
 
    Abigail, who’d been looking the show up on her phone, said ‘That’s Alexa Lockwood. She does that a lot, apparently. Practically never gets to finish a drink.’ 
 
    The rest of the episode passed with Reece deciding that the woman who had chucked a drink in his gorgeous face was the woman for him and vowing that she would be his. 
 
    And then it was over. 
 
          ‘So that’s it? This pillock trying to get with Alexa Lockwood? That’s the whole show?’ Daisy spat once the credits rolled. 
 
          ‘Can’t really blame him. I’d let her throw as many drinks in my face as she wanted’ Abigail replied with a lascivious smirk. 
 
          ‘That’s not helpful’ Daisy said. ‘I really don’t know what to do here. Ashley’s gonna call any minute.’ 
 
          ‘So… Is the problem that you don’t know whether to take it or that you don’t know how to tell your agent that you’re turning down work?’ 
 
    That was a good question. Was there any way she could really do this? Fundamentally, she was averse to the whole thing. Whatever Ashley had said to her about making the most of every chance, this was so far away from where she was trying to go, it was practically the opposite direction. Even playing a corpse on a slab in a police procedural seemed to have more integrity.  
 
    The phone rang. It was Ashley. 
 
          ‘I could just not answer it’ she said, as she looked at the phone. 
 
    Abigail shrugged. 
 
    At the last possible moment, Daisy accepted the call. 
 
          ‘Hi, Ashley…’ 
 
          ‘Just had a very exciting call from Cut and Shut!’ 
 
          ‘Yeah, about that…’ 
 
          ‘Look, I know what you’re going to say. It’s not the kind of thing you want to do, it’s not real acting, etc. That’s why I didn’t tell you what it was, so you wouldn’t go in with preconceptions.’ 
 
    Ashley had lied, then. Not a great start to the working relationship. 
 
          ‘Well… Yes. I suppose I was going to say that.’ 
 
          ‘Fair enough. I’m not going to push you.’ 
 
          ‘You’re not?’ 
 
          ‘Nope.’ 
 
          ‘But what about making the best of every opportunity?’ 
 
          ‘It’s true, I don’t think it could hurt to do an episode of Laid in Medford. But if you really feel it’s below you, I’m not going to tell you you have to.’ 
 
    Daisy was so relieved she could have cried. 
 
          ‘Thank you, Ashley. You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say-’ 
 
          ‘All I will tell you is how much money you’ll make for a half day of work. After my cut.’ 
 
          ‘Ok, you can tell me if you want’ Daisy said, sure it wouldn’t make much difference. How much money was her dignity worth? 
 
    And then Ashley said a number.  
 
          ‘Pardon?’ Daisy said. She was sure she’d misheard. Ashley said the number again. Daisy had indeed heard correctly; it was an amount that would take her several weeks to make from office temping. 
 
          ‘Ashley, do you think I could call you back in a second?’ 
 
          ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Once the call was finished, Daisy did a quick calculation of where the money could go.  
 
    The car needed its MOT in a few weeks and probably wouldn’t pass. It might cost a few hundred to get it fixed. 
 
    Then there were Jake’s trousers. In fact, she could get him a whole new school uniform, as well as some other bits and pieces he needed. 
 
    And her half of the rent, that would be covered too. 
 
    Daisy felt like she was on the edge of a dangerous abyss. She could do this and it would really take a chunk out of her financial problems. And it would probably be easy work.    
 
    But was it selling out? She’d balked at the idea of a soap opera three weeks ago. And this was indisputably worse. She kept picturing Reece Hewitt’s gleaming white teeth. She’d wanted to smash them in for the duration of the first episode.  
 
    Daisy had always thought she’d get a chance to do some real acting before this question, whether to take the money and run, ever came up. But here she was, fresh out of drama school, her first audition and the question was already here.  
 
    But of course, it all came back to Jake. That pink little face, so embarrassed by everything, how hard it had to be on him to look down and see his frayed, too-short trousers. If Daisy took this job, for once she could do right by him. She could feel like a good parent. And he deserved that. He practically never complained about not having things that the other kids had.  
 
    Once she looked at it like that, there were no two ways about it. Her dignity could be put away in a drawer for a half-day. Because Daisy owed Jake this. 
 
          ‘You’re going to do it, aren’t you?’ Abigail said. 
 
    Daisy sighed. 
 
          ‘Is it a mistake? Will I regret it forever?’ 
 
          ‘I can’t say. But I know this… Once you take this step, it’ll be hard to walk away from it. The money will seduce you. My Dad’s told me a million stories about actors he knows who’ve had it happen.’ 
 
          ‘It’s just one day, Abs.’ 
 
          ‘Unless they like you.’ 
 
    But Daisy wasn’t worried about that. It didn’t matter if they did offer her anything beyond this, she’d say no.  
 
    She would do this stupid thing for money and then she would demand that Ashley found her some real acting work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    Daisy looked at herself in the mirror and it was a stranger that looked back. She’d never looked so styled. Hair and makeup done by professionals, it was quite a sight.  
 
    But Daisy didn’t think she looked half bad, surprisingly. She’d been fearing the worst, that she’d end up looking like a clown. But it was… Alright. In fact, the more she looked, the more she thought she’d never looked so good. Her hair had a bounce she’d never been able to achieve at home with the hairdryer. Her hazel eyes popped like she could never make them do herself with a dash of eyeliner and mascara. She looked the way people on TV did. And to cap it off, she was not orange, thank god.  
 
    And then she had a thought that disturbed her. I could get used to this. 
 
          ‘Right’ the makeup artist Isabella (an elfin creature with an exotic beauty tempered with a severe case of Resting Bitch Face) said as she added the last few finishing touches to her face. ‘You’re done. Out of my chair.’ 
 
    Daisy stood, wondering who had pissed on Isabella’s cornflakes this morning. But Isabella had done magnificent work so she said ‘Thanks. You did a great job. I’ve never looked this nice, honestly.’ 
 
          ‘That’s what I do’ Isabella said dismissively and then clicked her fingers at the guy with the bullring through his nose from Daisy’s audition. Daisy had since found out he was a runner and his name was Aaron. ‘She’s all yours.’ 
 
    Aaron jumped to attention. 
 
          ‘Great. Daisy, we’re going to the set now.’ 
 
    Daisy dutifully followed him out of the trailer that sat in the carpark behind some restaurant called ‘Nova’. Daisy had never been to it but a production manager, Sue, had called her a few days ago to tell her where she needed to be. Daisy had asked the woman what she’d actually be doing but Sue wouldn’t say. 
 
          ‘Ryan likes to keep things fresh for the scenes, he doesn’t want you to feel too prepared. You’ll find out on the day.’ 
 
    So here she was, shuffling into the restaurant in a skirt that seemed like it had been designed as some sort of straight jacket for her legs, not a clue what was going to be asked of her. 
 
    The place was filled with people, some of whom looked like diners from a distance. Until Daisy saw that no one was actually eating.  Around them, a production crew of about eighteen people were getting the place ready, setting up lighting and cameras, moving furniture about. 
 
    Then she spotted Reece Hewitt at the other end of the restaurant. He was on the floor in the corner, doing grunt-y push-ups. Less than a foot away, a guy was fiddling with a lighting rig but he barely seemed to notice the exercise regimen going on right next to him. 
 
          ‘Reece does that before every take. Gets his muscles popping for the scene’ Aaron explained. ‘You’ll get used to it.’ 
 
    Daisy hoped she’d never get the chance. 
 
          ‘Daisy, hi’ Ryan said, coming up behind her. ‘How are you feeling today?’ 
 
          ‘Fine. Maybe a little nervous’ she admitted. 
 
          ‘Well, you look fantastic.’ 
 
          ‘Thanks. But it took a team of professionals to make this happen’ Daisy said with a self-deprecating laugh. 
 
          ‘Nonsense. They’re only bringing out what you’ve already got.’ 
 
    Daisy knew Ryan was buttering her up but it was helping to calm her butterflies so she wasn’t about to argue.  
 
          ‘So, here’s what we want you to do for us today… You see Reece over there?’ 
 
    Daisy glanced back at Reece, who’d moved on to pull-ups on a door frame while the crew struggled to get around him. 
 
          ‘Well, last season ended with Alexa… You know Alexa?’ 
 
          ‘I’ve watched the first series now, yes.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, so you know that Alexa finally decided to give it a go with Reece after he spent all season pursuing her?’ 
 
    Daisy did indeed know that, to her chagrin. Even though she knew full well that it was the premise of the show, she’d watched in the slim hope that Alexa - who was clearly far above Reece’s league in every conceivable department - would not give in to him. But although she’d really made Reece work for it, there was no other way it could end. They’d had a ‘romantic’ ending, kissing in a clichéd horse drawn carriage after Reece told her he’d never met a woman like her and that he didn’t want anyone else.  
 
          ‘Right, so the arc of this season will be about whether Reece can really change his ways. Lots of exes popping up to remind Alexa of the Lothario that Reece used to be, clashes in public, that type of thing. And that’s where you come in.’ 
 
    Daisy had to remind herself to keep her face neutral but this was exactly what she’d feared. She was romantic fodder for Reece.  
 
          ‘The story is that you used to be Reece’s girlfriend a few years ago, and you broke his heart, which was what made him become the bed-hopping slut he turned into.’ 
 
    Ryan turned and waved at Reece, gesturing for him to come over. He dropped off the door frame immediately, making his way to where Daisy waited with stifled horror. 
 
          ‘Reece, this is Daisy. Take a few minutes to get acquainted and then the director will prep you for the scene we’re doing this morning.’ 
 
    And then Ryan walked away, leaving her to deal with Reece alone. Reece looked Daisy up and down with no hint of shame and then said ‘So… You’re the one that got away?’ 
 
    Daisy was confused. They weren’t shooting yet. Was he already in character? 
 
          ‘I guess so’ Daisy shrugged, perplexed. 
 
          ‘I don’t think anyone’s gonna buy that storyline. Who’s gonna believe that I’d ever have let you go.’ 
 
    Daisy didn’t have the first clue how to respond but lucky for her, she didn’t have to. 
 
          ‘Reece! Leave the new meat alone, can’t you?’ cried a voice from behind Daisy. 
 
    Daisy turned to see a woman with a face like a cartoon character strolling over. Daisy recognised her immediately as Robyn, Reece’s younger sister, the ‘comic relief’ from the first season and the focus of a running joke in which she had one disastrous first date after the other with a serious of morons, each one more dick-ish than the last. 
 
          ‘We’re just getting to know each other. I’m supposed to know her in the biblical sense. Can’t fake that, Sis. Need to feel it.’ 
 
          ‘That doesn’t mean you’ve got to try and shag her the second you meet her’ Robyn said with an eye roll. ‘In fact, some might say you don’t really need to hit on her at all. You could just treat her like a person, rather than a penis receptacle.’ 
 
          ‘I respect women!’ he argued. ‘I came out of one, didn’t I?’ 
 
          ‘And you’ve spent the rest of your life trying to get back in. Just take a breather, would you?’ 
 
          ‘I’m not going to sleep with you if anyone cares to know’ Daisy interjected. 
 
          ‘That’s what they all say’ Reece replied with a chuckle. 
 
    The annoyance that Daisy had already been feeling began to tip over onto full-on anger. There was just something about Reece that had rubbed her wrong from his first second on screen.  
 
          ‘Even if I wasn’t as gay as the day’s long, I wouldn’t risk my health. You’re probably riddled.’ 
 
    Daisy was slightly shocked she’d said something so rude, she wasn’t usually one to have a go at a relative stranger. Robyn clapped her hands together and laughed. But Reece didn’t. 
 
    ‘Bloody lesbians’ he muttered darkly. ‘Why is my life filled with them?’ he said inexplicably and stalked off, walking over to the other side of the restaurant and jumping back onto the doorframe for more pull-ups. 
 
          ‘That wasn’t much of a welcome to the show, so I’ll say it. Welcome, Newbie.’ 
 
          ‘I usually go by Daisy.’ 
 
    Robyn smiled. ‘Daisy, I can tell I’m gonna like you.’ 
 
          ‘Right, can I get Reece and Daisy over here?’ said a hassled looking middle-aged woman in thick-rimmed glasses and a hasty ponytail. 
 
    Daisy walked over to the woman who was standing next to a monitor that showed an empty table that was set for two. 
 
          ‘Hello Daisy, I’m Jane, I’m directing you today.’ 
 
    Reece was now standing next to Daisy, making sure not to look at her. 
 
          ‘So, Reece is having dinner with Alexa…’ 
 
    Daisy was jolted by that information. She hadn’t seen the infamous Alexa Lockwood on the set or in makeup, she’d assumed she wasn’t in this scene. 
 
          ‘…And then Reece spots you from across the room, eating with friends, one of whom is his sister Robyn, who you’ve kept in touch with’ Jane explained to Daisy. ‘You catch each other’s eyes, you and Reece. And you can’t help thinking that he’s looking really good.’ Jane turned to Reece. ‘And you can’t keep your mind off Daisy. You know that if Alexa catches you staring at a girl, there’ll be trouble. But you can’t help it. You loved Daisy like mad and she dumped you. You’ve never really stopped thinking about her since then.’ 
 
    Jane paused and Daisy thought there would be more but apparently, Jane was done. 
 
          ‘What happens then?’ Daisy probed. 
 
          ‘Well, that’s where the reality bit comes in. We’d really like you to let the scene take you where you’d like. Just be yourself. Within limits, of course. I’ll let you know after the first take if we need to adjust the action.’ 
 
    Daisy nodded as though she understood, but she really didn’t know what the woman meant at all. 
 
          ‘Oh, and the golden rule of the set is… Never stop until you hear cut. Whatever happens, keep going’ Jane added and there was something quite serious in her tone. Daisy wouldn’t forget those words, she knew. 
 
          ‘Sure. Yes, OK.’ 
 
    Daisy thought she saw the slightest smirk cross Reece’s lips. She wondered what was so funny. 
 
          ‘Right, so we’re ready to go when you are. Daisy, you’re at that table over there. Follow Robyn’s lead, she’ll keep the flow going at your table.’ 
 
    Daisy turned and was grateful to see Robyn waiting for her, a friendly face among all the confusion.  
 
    She sat down with Robyn and another girl, who Robyn introduced as Blake, while crew members shouted mysterious jargon to one another. Reece sat down two tables away and then Daisy watched as Jane went over to him quickly, muttering something in his ear briefly. He grinned and nodded and Jane rushed back to the monitor. 
 
    Daisy didn’t know what Jane had said to Reece but she was certain that whatever it was, it wasn’t anything that she was supposed to hear. And that worried her. 
 
    But before the worry could catch hold, the Laid in Medford machine started up. ‘Stand by!’ Jane yelled. And then ‘Turn over.’ ‘Camera rolling’ the cameraman replied. ‘And ACTION!’ Jane shouted at the top of her lungs. Robyn immediately began to chatter inanely to Daisy, telling her about some total idiot she’d gone on a date with last night. Daisy nodded, smiled, laughed when appropriate but all the while, her peripheral vision was checking out the rest of the room. Reece was still sitting alone.  
 
    Suddenly, Daisy realised that today was her first day as a professional actress. It wasn’t quite what she’d pictured throughout drama school. Maybe a couple of lines in some tiny play, nothing fancy. Instead, she was pretending to fancy a walking erection and worrying about where his girlfriend was. Daisy let the preposterousness of the situation wash over her. 
 
    And then the doors of the restaurant flew open and Daisy turned to see someone enter. That someone was Alexa Lockwood, in all her splendour. Daisy’s first thought as she walked in was ‘Isn’t it amazing how they get her to walk in slow motion?’ After a moment, Daisy realised how stupid that was. Alexa was walking at normal speed. It was Daisy’s mind that had slowed the moment down. 
 
    Daisy shook herself out of her time-lapse brain fry and turned to see Robyn had finished her story, ending on the punchline ‘And that was before the starter had even come!’ Daisy realised she was supposed to laugh and she did so, leaving only the slightest lag in the interaction.  
 
          ‘Is that Reece?’ Robyn said, spotting her brother. 
 
    Daisy, who had half an eye on Alexa, striding through the restaurant as though she owned it, said ‘Is it?’ with much less enthusiasm than she guessed she was supposed to feel. 
 
          ‘Bloody hell, it is. And that’s Alexa, Reece’s girlfriend’ Robyn said, as though Daisy didn’t know. ‘Do you know her?’ 
 
    Daisy realised that she was now supposed to speak. ‘No’ was all that came out. And a star is born thought Daisy self-deprecatingly. 
 
          ‘She’s… nice’ Robyn went on with a shrug. Daisy realised Robyn had just given her something more to work with. It was a chance to correct her previously dull response. 
 
          ‘Are you sure?’ Daisy asked with a grin.  
 
          ‘Well, maybe nice isn’t really the right word for Alexa.’ 
 
          ‘Well, she’s beautiful. I’ll say that’ Daisy noted genuinely.  
 
          ‘Isn’t she, though? If I didn’t love her, I’d hate her’ Robyn said with a laugh. 
 
    Daisy, having seen the first series, knew that what she should say was something very bitchy. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. 
 
          ‘Are they serious, her and Reece?’ Daisy asked instead. And then she turned to look at where Alexa and Reece sat. Alexa had her back to Daisy but Reece had now ‘Caught her eye’ and was looking a little troubled. Daisy had to hand it to him, he really did look like he was sweating the situation. 
 
          ‘Yeah. Well, in a Reece kind of way’, Robyn responded ambiguously. 
 
    And then, Alexa’s voice suddenly rose amid the din of the other diners. Daisy distinctly heard her say ‘Is there somewhere you need to be?’ Daisy felt an odd chill run up her spine as Alexa’s voice cracked the atmosphere with its velvety bored tones. What the hell is wrong with me today? 
 
    Then there was some defensive muttering from Reece’s end. Daisy kept half an eye on the pair as the other girl at her table, Blake, criticized the service in the restaurant, the food, the other diners. That was obviously Blake’s role, to keep the bitchy quotient up. Daisy was glad if it meant she didn’t have that job. But what exactly was her job here, she wondered. As far as direction went, Daisy had been given practically nothing. What was supposed to happen next? She was in the deep end of this nonsense and she didn’t have a clue how to swim. 
 
    Abruptly, Alexa Lockwood, whose back was still to Daisy, stood and announced she was going to use the bathroom. Daisy watched her walk out of her line of vision, probably for longer than she should have. Actually, it was definitely a longer look than it should have been because she was suddenly shocked to see Reece standing next to her table, looking down at her with a leer. She recovered herself and smiled as though pleased to see him. 
 
          ‘Daisy’ he said and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. She accepted the kiss as though it didn’t turn her stomach. 
 
    Reece turned to his sister. ‘Robyn, you never told me you were still friends with Daisy.’ 
 
    Robyn looked like she’d been caught out. ‘Oh, didn’t I?’ she lied badly. Reece turned away from her, back to Daisy. 
 
          ‘Long time no see’ Reece said. Daisy wondered if he ever spoke without using a cliché, but if the first series was anything to go by, apparently not. But that didn’t mean Daisy had to talk as though she were speaking from an English phrase book for beginners. In fact, there was no reason she couldn’t have just a tiny bit of fun today. 
 
          ‘Reece… you’ve gotten fat. Oh no, sorry, those are muscles, aren’t they?’ 
 
    Reece’s mouth fell open in abject horror. He obviously wasn’t used to being negged by women. Daisy found it was quite enjoyable to bring him down a notch. 
 
          ‘Yeah’ Reece said, trying to recover. ‘Been hitting the gym.’ And then he actually flexed a muscle at the table, grinning. Daisy wanted to shake her head at him, but she thought that might not be where the scene was supposed to go. She was meant to be attracted to this fool, so she laughed with affection and gave the arm a slight squeeze, pretending to admire it. Thankfully, Robyn had something to say about her brother’s antics.  
 
          ‘Reece, if you must hit on women when you’ve got a girlfriend, can you not do it right in front of me. I won’t be able to look Alexa in the eye.’ 
 
          ‘Relax’ Reece said with a smirk. ‘I’m not hitting on anyone, Sis. I’m just messing about. I saw an old friend and came to say hello. No crime in that. Speaking of the Old Ball and Chain, I’d better…’ 
 
          ‘The what?’ 
 
    Daisy turned to see that Alexa Lockwood had also managed to sneak up on her and was directly behind Reece. It was her first glimpse up close and it was not disappointing. High Definition had not done her justice.  
 
          ‘What did you just call me, Reece?’ 
 
    Reece turned and began to sputter some excuse. But Alexa was doing an amazing job of displaying contained fury, but with an edge that made it seem totally off the cuff. There was nothing about it that seemed like a performance.  Daisy thought, not for the first time, that Alexa really was wasted on this show.  
 
    Robyn suddenly stood up, trying to smooth things over. ‘He didn’t really mean that. You know him. He’s just…’ 
 
          ‘Robyn, your brother can speak for himself’ Alexa replied. Robyn sat back down. Daisy could have sworn she was genuinely a little frightened. And that’s when Daisy herself began to get a bit scared. She was going to get a tongue-lashing in a second. That was suddenly clear. She wasn’t here to lust after Reece, or if she was, that was purely incidental. No, what she was really here for was to provide competition for Alexa Lockwood. Which was patently absurd. 
 
    But here it came anyway, Alexa Lockwood’s rage falling upon her, along with a set of doe eyes that could stop traffic. ‘And don’t think I don’t know exactly who you are’ Alexa said to Daisy, ignoring Reece altogether.  
 
    Daisy found herself saying ‘Who, me?’ in surprise. It was as though she’d forgotten where she was. 
 
          ‘Is that all you’ve got to say for yourself?’  
 
    Daisy thought for a moment that she might just try to make nice with Alexa. But then she understood that the words ‘Is that all you’ve got to say for yourself’ were not meant simply as something for Alexa to say. She was challenging Daisy, performer to performer, asking her to find a bit more.  
 
    So Daisy did. 
 
          ‘No, actually’ Daisy said, rising from her seat, her chair scraping back. ‘That’s not all. I’m just here to have lunch with my friends. And who the hell are you to come over, shouting the odds?’ 
 
          ‘I’m this bastard’s girlfriend, that’s who I am. The current one. And I don’t appreciate watching you flirt with him right in front of me.’ 
 
          ‘I wasn’t flirting.’ 
 
          ‘I just watched you touching his arm.’ 
 
    As though thinking that enough time had passed without everyone looking at him, Reece decided to speak up. ‘Darling-’ he began, trying to intercept the argument. But Alexa never looked at him. Daisy didn’t mind a bit to have Alexa’s full focus, even if it was a little terrifying. 
 
          ‘What am I supposed to do when he shoves it in front of me?’ she demanded of Alexa. ‘Maybe if you ‘touched his arm’ a bit more often, he wouldn’t be trying to get me to touch it in the first place.’ 
 
    Alexa’s mouth fell open in pure rage and then her hand was reaching for the table and what did it find? A full glass of red wine. Daisy suddenly realised what was coming next but it was too late to get out of the way.  
 
    Splash! 
 
    Daisy looked down at herself to find she was covered from head to toe in red wine, looking like Carrie after her prom queen coronation went to shit. She looked back up to see a smile of triumph on Alexa’s pouty mouth. ‘Enjoy your lunch’ she said before she turned and swept out of the restaurant, Reece scuttling after her. 
 
          ‘CUT!’ 
 
    Daisy was still staring down at herself like a fool, frozen in a shock that she hadn’t had to fake. Even though she knew Alexa was infamous for this little stunt, she hadn’t thought it would be happening to her today. And now her perfect hair and makeup were ruined. She’d been hoping to enjoy it just a little longer. But she’d been paid well to have a drink thrown in her face, so she supposed she should just keep her mouth shut and cash the cheque. 
 
          ‘Nice work, everyone. I think we’ll get some close-ups on Reece and Alexa, but Robyn, Blake and Daisy are wrapped’ Jane called out as Aaron handed Daisy a towel, which he seemed to have to hand already. It was then that Daisy knew why Reece was grinning to himself. It was all heading for the wine throw from the beginning and he’d known it. 
 
    But Daisy’s part seemed to be done with, which surprised her. Didn’t they want to get some more footage for safety?  Whenever she’d worked with young filmmakers (for free, of course, ‘for the show reel’), they’d covered every scene to death. 
 
          ‘Nice work’ Robyn said.  
 
          ‘How can we already be done?’ 
 
          ‘You’re covered in wine, it would take forever to reset you. I guess they’re happy, anyway. Don’t question it, just get the hell out of here. Go back into the real world while you’ve got the chance.’ 
 
    Daisy dried off her hand on the towel and held it out to Robyn. ‘Thanks for everything today.’ 
 
          ‘You’re welcome. I don’t think it’s the last time we’ll work together, though.’ 
 
          ‘No?’ 
 
          ‘Nope. You gave Alexa a run for her money today. I’ve got a feeling they’ll want you back.’ 
 
    Daisy had no intention of ever coming back, but she didn’t want to offend Robyn so she said ‘We’ll see, I guess.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks, we’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    The door slammed quickly behind Daisy and she knew full well she wasn’t getting the part. Not a snowball’s chance in a pizza oven. The director had barely looked up from his phone as she’d performed pages from the play. It wasn’t a great play, but still, Daisy had done her best to give the character life. But it had obviously not been good enough to make the guy drag his eyes away from his emails.  
 
    In the three weeks since Alexa Lockwood had covered her in vino, it was her fourth audition. None of them had turned into a job. But Daisy was trying to be optimistic. She was still barely out of drama school. She couldn’t expect success straight away.  
 
    But optimism was getting harder to generate. Between parenting, living with her Mum, running to auditions and temping at a comprehensive school’s reception (from which she had run at the final bell to get to today’s audition), she was beginning to feel spread pretty thin. It was alright for now, but how long would this state of affairs continue? Months was doable. But years? Daisy knew it was possible, even likely. Could she really do this for the foreseeable future? 
 
    As Daisy drove home, her mind turned around that question. No solid answers came.  
 
      
 
    Daisy had just gotten the front door closed and her mother’s voice was already breaking the peace. 
 
          ‘Did you get it?’ 
 
    Daisy knew the answer to that, even though the official decision wouldn’t come down for a few days. But she’d gone through this line of questioning three times recently and she didn’t want to deal with the response she knew she would get when she revealed she hadn’t gotten the part. 
 
          ‘Oh, well. It’s all done with mirrors anyway’, Kathy would say in world-weary tones. Daisy had never had that expression precisely defined to her but she knew it had something to do with being under-connected, that there was a trick to being successful that would never be revealed to the likes of Daisy and her kin. Kathy no doubt considered getting the part on Laid in Medford to be some early fluke, the exception that proved the rule before Daisy slid quietly into obscurity. 
 
    Daisy knew her mother’s cynicism wasn’t meant personally. But still, it irked her. Because there was a suggestion in the comment that she didn’t have what it took to make it. Daisy knew that her mother didn’t want her to fail, exactly. It was just that when she did, it proved Kathy right. And Kathy liked to be right. She liked it a lot. So Daisy simply replied ‘I won’t hear yet’ and hoped that would be the end of it. 
 
          ‘Well, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. It’s all done with mirrors.’ 
 
    Daisy, who had just picked up some junk mail from the doormat, found herself scrunching up a leaflet on double-glazing until her knuckles went white. Once her hand allowed her to release the leaflet, she turned back to her oblivious mother. ‘Is Jake in?’ 
 
          ‘He’s upstairs on his play box.’ 
 
    She meant playing on his Xbox, but she refused to learn the proper word for it in case it caused her to lose IQ points just from contact with the correct lingo. Needless to say, Kathy didn’t approve of her grandson gaming. 
 
          ‘It’s your night tonight, isn’t it?’ Kathy asked.  
 
          ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
          ‘Your thingammy on the telly. That is tonight, isn’t it? 
 
    Daisy knew that, but she’d been hoping her Mum would forget. She’d built a mental wall between herself and Laid in Medford, trying to see it as a bad dream. It wasn’t that it had been a traumatic experience. In a way, it had been quite entertaining. It was more that Daisy was beginning to feel embarrassed that people she went to drama school with, students and teachers alike, were going to see it. And worse than that was the idea of Jake seeing it. Even though the payday she’d gotten from the show had bought him a whole new school uniform and PE kit, not to mention the aforementioned second-hand Xbox, now Daisy kept picturing Jake going into school tomorrow morning and having to listen to a bunch of jokes about his mum making a prat of herself on the TV. 
 
          ‘Oh, yeah. I think you’re right.’ 
 
          ‘OK, well, let’s all make sure to be in the living room before nine, then.’ 
 
          ‘Why?’ Daisy asked, perplexed. 
 
          ‘To watch it, of course!’  
 
          ‘Actually, I’d rather we didn’t make too big a deal of it.’ 
 
          ‘But isn’t this the point? Three years of drama school?’ 
 
          ‘Not this, no. It’s not acting, really.’ 
 
          ‘But you said that you were pretending to be fighting over a silly man with big muscles. And that’s certainly not you.’ 
 
          ‘No, I guess not.’ 
 
          ‘Then it’s acting’ Kathy said. Daisy could see that for her, the matter was closed. ‘So, nine, yes?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh my god, Mum! You look like a woman off the telly!’ 
 
    Daisy laughed. ‘That’s because I am.’ 
 
    The episode had been on for twenty minutes and they’d finally reached the restaurant scene. So far it had been fairly Reece focused but they’d had a few glimpses of Daisy, as she exchanged furtive glances with him. Daisy knew what Jake meant about looking like ‘A woman off the telly.’ She was surprised at how at home in the Laid in Medford environment she looked. She was as glam as anyone else on the show.  
 
          ‘You should do your hair like that more often’ Kathy said. 
 
          ‘That’s professional work, Mum. I wouldn’t have the first clue.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, I see.’ 
 
    And then Alexa Lockwood came on screen and Daisy presumed she wouldn’t get much of a look-in now, not until she got into the row. But then the show cut to a shot of Daisy watching Alexa walk through the restaurant.  
 
          ‘Mum, why are you looking at that woman’s bum?’ Jake asked. 
 
          ‘What? I’m not.’ 
 
          ‘I’ve got to say, it does look that way’ Kathy chipped in with a smirk. 
 
    Daisy didn’t know what to say so she stayed quiet, not wanting to encourage further debate on the matter. Her mother and son knew she liked women, that wasn’t the embarrassing bit. It was more that she’d been caught leering. It wasn’t a good look on a grown woman.  
 
    Then came the muscle squeeze, the row, the wine toss. And then it was over, the scene ending with Daisy looking at her ruined outfit in shock. After that, it cut to a scene on the street. Reece begging for forgiveness, Alexa not giving it. 
 
    And that was it. All over. Daisy blew a sigh of relief.  
 
          ‘You were great, Mum’ Jake said. 
 
    She smiled at him. ‘I don’t know if I’d use that word but thanks.’ 
 
          ‘It’s a pig's ear of a show but Jake’s right, you made a silk purse out of it’ Kathy said. 
 
    It was a better compliment than Daisy had expected from her mother so she just said ‘Thanks, Mum.’ 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Daisy was getting into bed, thrilled the day was finally over. It had been too long and too strange.  
 
    Just as she’d closed her eyes, her phone vibrated. She tried to ignore it but after several minutes of trying to fall asleep, she knew she’d have to check it before her mind would allow her to nod off. It was a text from Abigail. 
 
    THE INTERNET HAS EXPLODED. #TeamDaisy 
 
    Team Daisy? What the hell did that mean? Daisy clicked on the hashtag and it took her to Twitter. She scrolled through the feed with astonishment. It was tweet after tweet about Daisy’s fight with Alexa. People had liked it. And apparently, they’d liked someone standing up to Alexa Lockwood. Hence the supportive hashtag. 
 
    Daisy searched #TeamAlexa and found that lots of people had not been a fan of Daisy’s debut. There was plenty of criticism, all manner of unpleasant comments were aimed at her. When Daisy couldn’t take any more of it she shut down the Twitter app to reply to Abigail’s text, although she had no idea what to say. It was all too bizarre. People were discussing her, strangers more accurately. Daisy didn’t have the first clue how to feel about it.  
 
    As she wondered how to reply to Abigail, a call came in. She didn’t recognise the number. Who would be calling so late? 
 
          ‘Hello?’ 
 
          ‘Is that Daisy Howard?’ 
 
          ‘Yeah? Who’s this?’ 
 
          ‘It’s Aaron from Cut and Shut. Are you available for a meeting with Ryan tomorrow to discuss more appearances?’ 
 
    She’d been warned this would happen, by more than one person. Still, she’d never really believed it.  
 
          ‘But it was only just on!’ 
 
          ‘Yeah, but Ryan likes to have the social media monitored while it airs live, to see what responses we get. And you got a good response. So he wants you back.’ 
 
          ‘I see’ Daisy said, playing for time. She didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t do this whole Laid in Medford thing again. She’d promised herself. 
 
          ‘So can we expect you tomorrow?’ 
 
          ‘Err…’ 
 
          ‘Ryan thought you might have some reservations and he told me to tell you he’d double your fee.’ 
 
          ‘Can he see me after four?’ Daisy found herself saying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Alexa Lockwood was lying on her back, sweating and moaning. 
 
      
 
          ‘Just two more, Lex’, a woman’s voice shouted enthusiastically.  
 
      
 
    Alexa was desperate to stop, but she was too close. She pulled herself up with everything she had left, completing one horrendous ab crunch and then another before she dropped back, the world spinning. 
 
      
 
          ‘And that’s your last set, you’re done’ Alexa’s trainer Charlie Black told her, as she checked off her list of exercises. ‘Catch your breath and then we’ll stretch.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That last set was evil’ Alexa moaned as she sat up and took a long sip of water. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Charlie agreed. ‘I can’t do that many.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then why the fuck am I doing them?’ Alexa asked herself. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because you’re famous’ Charlie shrugged. ‘And high def is unforgiving of even the most minimal FUPA.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled. ‘Still, one of these days, I’m just gonna say fuck it and eat nothing but cheeseburgers, let myself go completely.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, man. Now I want a cheeseburger. Can we go and get one?’ Charlie said. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not supposed to say that. You’re supposed to tell me to eat avocado or lean chicken breast, you realise that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe we could split the difference and get a chicken burger with a slice of avocado in it?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa wiped the sweat off her brow and sat up. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re meant to whip my arse into shape, not add to it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Pfff… I don’t need to. You do that all by yourself.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then what am I paying you for?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie shrugged, cheekily. ‘Fucked if I know.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa shook her head at Charlie, the world's laziest personal trainer. ‘Fine, you win. Let’s get a burger.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘So, you got any good spoilers for me?’ Charlie asked as she chewed her burger, her mouth open a little wider than she probably realised.  
 
      
 
    Alexa, mid-fry, raised an eyebrow and swallowed. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t watch the show. Would you even know a name if I told you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, but the wife watches. She asked me if I could weasel anything out of you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tell her to stop watching. Tell her to read a book instead. In fact, tell her to dangle herself over a shark tank or jump out of a plane. Anything but watch Laid in Medford, it kills brain cells.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what Amy likes about it. It switches her brain off.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed. ‘Good to know.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie watched Alexa picking at her food. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright? You seem a bit… I dunno…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m fine. I’m just feeling a bit… Did you ever feel like you’re living someone else’s life? Like you’re just pretending to be the person everyone else has decided you are?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie swallowed her fry. ‘I think everyone feels like that sometimes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But that’s my whole life now. Alexa Lockwood, the megabitch with perfect hair that throws wine in people’s faces. And it’s boring.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So quit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve thought about it. But then what?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie didn’t have an answer to that. And that was Alexa’s whole problem these days. Neither did she. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, Alexa was back on set, sat next to Reece, quietly reading a novel on her kindle as she waited for the crew to finish setting up. Reece was holding a dumbbell, grunting lightly as he swung it out to his side. More than once, Alexa felt the air of a dumbbell swing near her face, but she said nothing. Reece was likely trying to annoy her on purpose, to get her attention. She wouldn’t cave. 
 
      
 
          ‘Watcha readin’?’ he eventually asked her. 
 
      
 
    Alexa never took her eyes off the electronic page. ‘It’s about a man who really likes working out.’ 
 
      
 
    He looked over her shoulder to see the word Thou on the screen. Reece shook his head. ‘I’m not stupid, it’s one of those things with horses and bonnets. They didn’t even do working out back then.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can you imagine? No P90X to pass the time?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You can take the piss if you want, but I’ve seen your body, you work out nearly as much as I do, Lex.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa realised he was right. Still, the thought of Reece lumping her in with his own fixation with ‘Getting swole’ bothered her. She wasn’t sure why. But it did. 
 
      
 
          ‘Speaking of bodies-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, Reece.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t even know what I was going to say.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You were going to turn the conversation into an attempt to get me into bed again. And I haven’t got the energy to tell you to fuck off right now.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece sighed, disappointed. ‘I don’t get it. I was good, wasn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked at Reece and she felt a dash of pity for him. ‘That was a year ago, Reece. Please do your best to get over it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m just saying, when I watch the show, we look good together. And I think we owe it to each other to try and make it work.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa had many things she could have said in reply to that but what was the point? Reece truly wanted to believe he was the man he played in the show. And that was the last thing that Alexa wanted, to turn into her on-screen persona. 
 
      
 
          ‘Reece, it’s not going to happen.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because you’re into women?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Amongst other things, yes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But I never see you with any.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s because I can’t very well go looking now, can I? I’m famous. It would get in the way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is that why you shagged me?’ 
 
      
 
    There were several answers to that and Alexa could’ve listed them easily. A: She was coming off the back of a very nasty break-up and B: Reece had been there, paying her attention, being nice to her and generally buttering her up and C: she’d just been thrust into the limelight that came with Laid in Medford and he was the only other person who knew what that was like, plus D: she knew there was absolutely no chance she’d get hurt by Reece in the long run, because there was no possibility that she could ever get attached to him in the first place. Add E: booze to the mix and you ended up with X: An inevitable mistake with a person she didn’t even really like, never mind fancy.  
 
      
 
    The incident had been so inconsequential that she hadn’t even asked herself if it meant she wasn’t one hundred percent gay. Reece was a dreary blip, nothing more. But as much as Reece drove her up the wall, she wouldn’t give him her list of reasons for the one-time pass.  He would never understand. But he couldn’t help being a vapid meathead when you got down to it so Alexa tried to give him something. 
 
      
 
          ‘It was a one-off. And that’s where I want to leave it, alright?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Reece, Alexa!’ called the director. 
 
      
 
    Thank god, thought Alexa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the scene wrapped (Alexa throwing a fit because Reece forgot her birthday) Alexa was pleased to be done for the day. And it was the last scene of the ep, which meant she’d get a few days off. All she wanted was to go home, get in a hot bath and soak her tired body.  
 
      
 
    But then she spotted Ryan, waving at her from the edge of the set. She hoped this wasn’t going to be one of those conversations where they debated the line of how much flesh she was willing to show for some saucy scene that was in the pipeline. She’d spent one of her very first days on set in a bikini and she’d asked never to have to do that again. Ryan had agreed on it at the time but now and again, he’d have a request for a scene where she’d be a nipple away from naked. Alexa always said no, but it didn’t stop Ryan from asking, in his tenacious yet oh-so-respectful way. 
 
      
 
          ‘Ryan, I was just about to knock off for the day-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s OK, I only want a quick word. Won’t take a minute.’ 
 
      
 
    Ryan only ever wanted quick words. It was almost always a lie. But he was the boss so Alexa summoned her patience.   
 
      
 
          ‘We’re thinking of bringing on a new regular for the back half of the series. Wanted to run it past you, get your thoughts.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ Alexa replied. If he was ‘thinking of’ doing it, it was already happening. Alexa had no say in the show and she knew it but this was classic Ryan. He thought it was clever to boost her importance, that it would keep her sweet. But what kept Alexa sweet was professionalism. Plus, her onscreen habit of chucking her toys out of the pram gave her a very strong desire to behave like an adult around the set. Outside-hours tantrums would count as unpaid work. And if you’re good at something, never do it for free, that was Alexa’s motto. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you remember the girl you threw the wine on?’ Ryan asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ll have to be more specific.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ha, of course. She was the blonde, in the restaurant scene. Not sure you were ever formally introduced but her name was Daisy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, I know who you mean.’ 
 
      
 
    And she did. She’d had a great time playing off against the girl with the dimples. She’d hoped to catch her at the end of the day, to apologise for covering her in wine. Although she’d been instructed to do it, she wasn’t sure anyone had let Daisy in on the plan. But when she went to look for her, she’d already gone.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s good. How would you feel about a few more catfights with her?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d feel fine.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Great. I’ll get her in, then.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Usually, when Alexa left the set, it was with a sense of relief. But today, as she got in her car, she found she had a feeling she hadn’t had in a while. She was looking forward to coming back to work, to play against the new girl. Daisy.  
 
      
 
    She had a feeling she was going to make her scenes more interesting than they’d been in quite some time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    Daisy was back in the makeup chair, Isabella working away on her with concealer. It was six in the evening.  
 
      
 
          ‘These are some serious bags under your eyes. Ten minutes with a gel eye mask would have saved me a lot of work.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t think I’ve got one of those.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Christ, if you’re gonna be on screen, it’s day one stuff. Get one.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy didn’t know what to say. Sure, she hadn’t slept too well last night. Poor Jake had picked up a touch of stomach flu and she’d been up with him till three while he prayed to the porcelain god. But she didn’t think her eyes looked that bad.  
 
      
 
          ‘Done. Go’ Isabella commanded, throwing her out of the back room in the bar where they were shooting today. It was a party scene with all the regulars present. Daisy had seen Robyn already this morning, who’d greeted her warmly with a ‘Told ya you’d be back!’ 
 
      
 
    And now it was time to go back into the lion’s den. Crew, equipment, actors, background artists, not to mention Ryan and a few suited cronies, the room was packed out. Daisy felt strangely more nervous than the first time. She thought it might be because she felt a larger weight of expectation on her shoulders today. The first day was a test and she’d apparently passed it. Today, she’d have to build on whatever it was that she’d done before. Daisy wasn’t a hundred percent sure she knew exactly what that was, but she’d heard the word ‘Sassy’ banded around so she supposed they wanted more of that.  
 
      
 
    It was funny, Daisy hadn’t ever really thought of herself as being sassy. It was a light word, a word that held connotations of being fun and cheeky. Daisy thought that in the real world, sassy really meant rude. But if they wanted rude, how hard could that be? Christ, if they put Reece in front of her again, it’d be like falling off a log. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of which, there he was. Mr Gun Show himself. And he was talking to… Oh shit. Alexa Lockwood. Daisy took a deep breath. I will not leer, I will not leer, I will not leer… 
 
      
 
          ‘Ready for round two with Alexa today?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy jumped around to see Ryan with his usual easy smile. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s another scene with Alexa?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep, people responded to it before so we want to push forward with that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s not gonna throw more wine on me, is she?’ Daisy asked with trepidation. 
 
      
 
    Ryan laughed. ‘No, we’ve done that. We don’t want to do it again. It wouldn’t have the same punch.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Good. I was really hoping to stay dry today.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And you will. Don’t worry. So here’s the lowdown. Today’s argument, it’s not a million miles away from the last one. What happens this time is that Reece has spent weeks trying to put things right with Alexa, and then they go to Robyn’s birthday party and you’re there. But Reece is less shaken this time, he’s ready for you and he’s trying not to let Alexa know that you mean anything at all to him. But what do you go and do? You snog his best mate.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I do?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep, Will. He’s over there.’ Ryan pointed to a guy who looked a lot like Reece, only smaller. Daisy had the thought that at the end of every day, some assistant probably lifted up Reece’s top half and placed Will inside him - like a Russian doll. ‘Cool with that, a kiss?’ Ryan asked. 
 
      
 
    Daisy had never kissed anyone on screen before. But she’d prepared herself for it. Still, in an ideal situation, if she absolutely had to kiss a stranger, that stranger would be an attractive woman. Not a Reece knock-off. But none of this was ideal. Why should this be any different? 
 
      
 
          ‘Sure.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Great. Jane will give you more direction in a minute but for now, hang back. They’ve got another scene to shoot before you’re up.’ 
 
      
 
    So Daisy watched as Alexa had an argument with Robyn, debating whether Robyn really should have continued to be friends with such a bitch after she’d treated her brother so badly. It took Daisy a second to realise they were talking about her.  
 
      
 
          ‘Cut!’ 
 
      
 
    And now it was Daisy’s turn. 
 
      
 
    Jane called the various cast members to her, pointing at everyone as she gave them their instructions for the scene. Daisy was a few feet from Alexa but she was being strict with herself. Not even a glance. 
 
      
 
    But if she had, she would have seen Alexa give her a good look. Top to bottom. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, everyone, this is a scene with a lot of elements to it, but we’re going to follow it from start to finish, tracking it all the way, so it feels extra real. Will, you chat up Daisy. Daisy, you kiss Will. Will, you’re trying not to get caught by anyone who might tell Reece. Robyn, you see them and immediately tell Reece. Reece, you know you’re not supposed to get upset about it in front of Alexa but you end up having a row with Will anyway. Alexa, you catch Reece and Will arguing about breaking the bro code and you’re angry with him for caring. Daisy, you walk into the row between Alexa and Reece and you get sucked into it. Everyone got it?’ 
 
      
 
    There was a murmur of yeses and then Jane shouted, ‘And what’s the magic rule?’ 
 
      
 
    And then everyone but Daisy chanted in perfect unison ‘DON’T STOP UNTIL YOU CALL CUT!’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy could barely process the info that had been spewed out but then Robyn leant into her and muttered. ‘Just kiss Will and then wait for Alexa and Reece to row and jump in with both feet.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was beyond grateful to have an ally. ‘Thanks, Robyn.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s alright, we’ve all been where you are.’ 
 
      
 
    As Daisy waited for the call of action, she watched everyone get placed in various parts of the bar as Jane constructed the strands into their whole, trying to remember the plot points she’d just called out. But when you got down to it, what was there to really understand about the plot? It was the same thing they always did.  
 
      
 
    What blew Daisy away was the amount of mileage they were attempting to get out of such a dull topic. Petty jealousy. That was all the show ever seemed to be about. That and how to maintain a tan even in British winter. 
 
      
 
          ‘ACTION!’ 
 
      
 
    Will walked over to her and so it began. 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s a girl like you-’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy could have finished the sentence for him. But she didn’t. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you serious?’ Daisy said, interrupting him. Will looked surprised. ‘You can’t possibly think you can get my interest with a line as old as that, do you? It’s a bloody antique!’ 
 
      
 
    Will’s mouth began to open and shut. Daisy realised she’d thrown him too hard of a curveball. He’d obviously expected her to go a bit easier on him. But maybe she could work with it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Instead of trying to chat me up, why don’t you chat up the barman. I’m parched.’ She swore she saw the ghost of a smile on Will’s lips as he turned obediently to the barman and ordered her a drink. 
 
      
 
    He turned back with the drink, now sufficiently recovered. ‘Reece told me you had a sharp tongue.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You know Reece?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’s a friend… Actually, more of an acquaintance.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does he know you’re trying to make a move on me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Who says I’m trying to make a move on you?’ Will said, trying to pull back a bit of territory. 
 
      
 
          ‘If you’re not, you can leave me alone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then I am’ Will admitted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Now we’re getting somewhere’ Daisy said and then grabbed Will by the collar, pulling him in for a kiss. It went on for about five seconds and it was like kissing a mannequin. But then Daisy heard a conversation, amid the din, Robyn and Reece. The action had moved. 
 
      
 
    Will leant back and whispered in her ear ‘Camera’s off us.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy smiled and nodded. Will then mouthed the words ‘Nice work’ to her. She mouthed back ‘Thank you.’ She thought maybe Will, who looked like Reece from a distance, had a very different air to him. It took Daisy a second to put her finger on it and then she realised. Will lacked Reece’s sleaze.  
 
      
 
    Daisy watched the sequence move on and now Will moved away, just in time for Reece to catch up with him near the toilets. Cue an argument, both the men using ‘mate’ a lot in a passive aggressive manner.  
 
      
 
    And now came Alexa. Daisy prepared herself, waiting for a good moment. As Alexa asked the question, ‘And why would you care whose lips she’s on?’, Daisy felt the moment. She walked over, making as if to go to the toilet. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, I’m not interrupting, am I?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa turned. ‘Unbelievable. Wherever I go, you’re there.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy slid a smirk onto her face. ‘Or wherever I go, you’re there.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa took a couple of steps toward Daisy. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know, I just can’t believe it’s a coincidence that you came here tonight and kissed Will. I think you knew it would make trouble.’  
 
      
 
    Reece tried the classic ‘Ladies, please.’ But no one was listening to him. ‘I think I’ll go and get a drink’ he said and walked away, leaving the women to their scene. Daisy hadn’t realised they’d be going one on one. But she was pleased.  
 
      
 
          ‘It’s no one’s business who I kiss’ Daisy said. 
 
      
 
    Daisy could have sworn that on the word kiss, Alexa’s eyes flitted briefly to her lips. It threw her for a moment. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is that a fact?’ Alexa said, the infamous eyebrow rising.  
 
      
 
    And then Daisy had a thought. If they were going to play two women off each other, then why not flip the script a bit? 
 
      
 
          ‘It is. As a matter of fact, while we’re on the topic, you ever get bored of Reece…’ she paused, thinking, Should I do this? The answer that came back was Why not? ‘Then you can come and find me.’ 
 
      
 
    She had absolutely no idea how Alexa Lockwood, the actress, was going to respond to that. Daisy was in no way supposed to be hitting on her. And in real life, she wouldn’t have had the bottle to. But there was something about playing this version of Daisy that freed her. She was herself, she wasn’t herself, it was all mixed up.  So maybe it was a mistake, she couldn’t tell anymore. 
 
      
 
    Alexa, on the other hand, was finding her mouth going up at the corners. She hadn’t seen this coming. And she loved it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you coming on to me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Seems like.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa paused and then she quietened her voice. ‘But you realise I’m taken. By your ex-boyfriend.’ 
 
      
 
    It was then that Daisy knew she was running with it. She was behaving as though she didn’t want to be overheard, which meant she was having a conversation she shouldn’t be. And if Alexa was gonna join her for the ride, then she was really going to commit to it. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what makes me think you’re probably ready for something a bit more exciting. I’m not wrong, am I?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked at her for a long moment, saying nothing. It was thrilling. It also made Daisy feel like she was going to throw up.  
 
      
 
    Alexa, however, still quite amazed by the turn the new girl had taken with the scene, decided it was time to wrap it up. Ryan wouldn’t put any of this on the air, anyway. It wasn’t part of the bigger story. They’d never be allowed to go any further with it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Stick to snogging Will. He’s a lot easier than me’ she said and turned on her heel, walking away. 
 
      
 
    Daisy watched her go. 
 
      
 
          ‘CUT!’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt like she’d just woken up from a dream. Reality was now in play. And there was a strange hush over the set. She heard the click of shoes coming toward her. It was Ryan. Daisy had the sudden feeling she was about to get fired. 
 
      
 
          ‘Daisy…’ 
 
      
 
    She braced herself. 
 
      
 
          ‘…You’re a naughty one, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy smiled anxiously. ‘Did you hate it? Did I ruin the take?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wouldn’t go that far. But I think we might need another take. For safety.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And you’d like me to stick with the original plan?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, please.’ 
 
      
 
    And so they ran through again.  And this time, Daisy finished it with a garden variety barney with Alexa. It was less fun, but not by much. Alexa was still a magnetic scene partner.  
 
      
 
          ‘CUT! And we’re wrapped for the day.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy found herself face to face with Alexa without a camera pointing at them. It was a first. Daisy didn’t quite know what to say to her.  
 
      
 
    But that was OK because Alexa knew, as the queen bee of the set, it was her job to make Daisy comfortable. 
 
      
 
          ‘You did good work today.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt herself looking down, unable to look Alexa in the eye for more than a second at a time. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh… Thanks. You too.’ 
 
      
 
    And then Robyn was rushing at them. ‘We’re all going next door for a drink. You two coming?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘God, yes’ said Alexa. 
 
      
 
    Daisy looked at the clock on the wall and saw that it was around ten. She thought she should probably get back home in time to say goodnight to Jake.  
 
      
 
          ‘Actually-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, don’t even think about making an excuse. You’ve got to come for one, at least’ Robyn demanded.  
 
      
 
          ‘She’s right’ Alexa said with a smile at Daisy. ‘Just one.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy couldn’t even entertain the idea of saying no now. Not once Alexa had laid the doe eyes on her.  
 
      
 
          ‘OK. Just one though.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first drink didn’t really count, so Robyn said. ‘A shot is not a drink any more than a starter is a meal.’ 
 
      
 
    So when the second drink came, which was apparently considered more legit being that it was in a tall glass with ice etc., Daisy was already starting to feel a little more mellow than she had on the set, standing eyeball to eyeball with Alexa Lockwood. 
 
      
 
    They were in a booth, the whole LIM lot, (that was what Robyn called them), which was roped off to stop the plebs pestering them. Daisy was slap bang in the centre of the group, sandwiched between Will and Robyn, who were having a fight that seemed only semi-serious. Daisy’s eyes went back and forth between them as they sparred. It was like watching a tennis match. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what happens when you say yes, though, isn’t it? It’s never just the one selfie, you’re gonna get at least five taken. Then it’s ‘Can you sign my chest, can you record the outgoing message on my answer service? I’m not sure which is worse’ Robyn complained. 
 
      
 
          ‘But you realise that the guy asking you to sign his chest - he’s the reason you’ve got a job. Because he watches the show, contributes to the numbers, promotes you on his Twitter and Facebook, and he does that all for nothing. If the only thing he wants in return is five minutes of your time, you should kiss his arse’, Will retorted. 
 
      
 
          ‘If I gave five minutes to every nutcase that watches the show and mistakes it for reality, I wouldn’t get time to sleep. Doesn’t it count for anything that I do the show in the first place and give them the pleasure of watching me going on bad dates!’ 
 
      
 
    Will rolled his eyes. Reece decided it was his turn to take the limelight. ‘Personally, I love it. All those girls that approach me? I get my pick.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, but I bet some of them think you’re actually cheating on Alexa, don’t they?’ Robyn said. 
 
      
 
    Reece shrugged. ‘It doesn’t seem to stop ‘em.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa, who’d been considering the bottom of a cocktail glass, suddenly spoke. ‘I’m sure that’s part of the appeal.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece looked at Alexa, cockily. ‘Don’t pretend you’re not jealous.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa could only laugh at that. ‘Fill your boots, Reece.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece tried not to look hurt but Daisy saw it before he could fully cover it up. He’d said all that because he wanted her to be jealous. And it hadn’t worked remotely. Daisy felt pity for him, the first human empathy she’d felt for Reece. She supposed it was because it was easy to put herself in his position. That close but no cigar? It had to be a killer.  
 
      
 
          ‘Right, I’m going to the bar’ Reece said and stood up. ‘If I stand there long enough, I’m bound to pull.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And I want to dance’ Robyn said. She turned to Will. ‘Come on, I need a partner or I’ll get showered with dickheads trying to grind on me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Go on, then’ Will conceded. ‘But you better not grind on me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t promise anything.’ 
 
      
 
    And then everyone was suddenly gone. Except for Daisy and Alexa.  
 
      
 
    They exchanged a small, awkward smile, the smile of two strangers who’ve been left to make chit-chat. But Alexa didn’t let that last long. ‘You certainly made an impression today’ she said as she slid around the booth, getting a little closer to Daisy. 
 
      
 
    Daisy silently thanked the person who invented Tequila because its existence meant that she could at least answer Alexa with full eye contact now. ‘If you mean on Ryan, I’m not sure that’s a good thing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wouldn’t worry about that. I think he admired your nerve. But I didn’t actually mean him. I meant me.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt like she did the type of gulp a cartoon character does when they’re nervous. ‘Oh?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. You really did something interesting with the scene.’  
 
      
 
          ‘I wasn’t sure if I overstepped.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I was glad of the swerve. All those scenes I do, they all start to blur into one. But that take…’ she laughed. ‘I think that one will stay with me.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy smiled, thrilled. It wasn’t just the attention of Alexa, it was getting respect from her scene partner. It felt good. 
 
      
 
          ‘But it won’t make it into the show, will it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Probably not. Because that’s how these shows are. They would hate to be called out on it, but they want to keep it simple and hetero. It’s not real homophobia, as such. To them, it’s just business. I think they just believe scripted reality isn’t ready for that kind of story. Not front and centre, anyway. They all worry about losing the larger audience, becoming niche.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy thought that was insightful, if depressing. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t have done it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t agree.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. Neither did Jane. She said something to me between takes. She said we have great chemistry.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She said that?’  
 
      
 
          ‘Yes. She said it was a shame to waste it. I’d concur on that point’ Alexa said, the subtlest of wicked smiles crossing her lips.  
 
      
 
    Jane hadn’t said any such thing. Alexa just wanted to see what Daisy would do in the face of her comment. And from how round Daisy’s eyes had gone, Alexa knew that what had happened in the first take wasn’t just some snappy improv. There was something else, something underneath.   
 
      
 
    Alexa had to admit to herself, from the second she’d seen Daisy, her eye had been caught. She’d always enjoyed a blonde. And the face beneath the hair was about as cute as they came. Not to mention the fact she had an arse you could bounce a penny off. Put it all together, add a touch of unassuming charm and Alexa couldn’t help but notice her. And then that scene… It had awoken something that had been asleep for a while. And now here they were, sitting in this booth, alone for all intents and purposes. Alexa found herself wondering about the possibilities of the situation.  
 
      
 
    Alexa put her hand near Daisy’s, touching her little finger ever so slightly, giving her a meaningful look. ‘Hey, maybe you and I could go somewhere else after this…’  
 
      
 
    But before she could get to her invitation for a drink back at her place, Daisy abruptly looked at her watch and said ‘Sorry, is that the time? I’ve got to go. Lovely to meet you.’ 
 
      
 
    And she was gone. 
 
      
 
    Alexa was shocked. She’d been hoping it was the beginning of the night, not the end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Out in the night, Daisy jumped in a cab and told the driver her address. If she got home in the next ten minutes, she might still get to say goodnight to Jake.  
 
      
 
    As she looked out of the window, watching the city fade into residential streets, she pretended her pulse wasn’t still racing from the last few minutes in the bar.  
 
      
 
    Because she didn’t have time for all that. Laid in Medford was work. Alexa was a part of that work, albeit a particularly gorgeous part. But it didn’t matter. Looking was one thing, doing was another. 
 
      
 
    Whatever had just happened, Daisy wasn’t someone who had the liberty to let it get any further. She had too many other things to think about. There was no time to act like the young, free and single type most people probably thought she was. That wasn’t her life and that was that. 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Mum, how was it?’ Jake said, half asleep, tucked deep into his duvet. 
 
      
 
          ‘Went alright, I think’ Daisy said from the doorway. ‘I haven’t gotten the sack yet, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can’t wait to see you on the TV again. You were really good the last time.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks, Monkey.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t call me Monkey’ Jake said sleepily, already drifting back off. 
 
      
 
    Daisy closed his door gently and padded softly down the hall, headed for her bedroom. Another door opened and Kathy stuck her head out, a game show blared through the gap behind her. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re in, then?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Will you always have to work these types of hours?’ 
 
      
 
    Was it a criticism or simply a general enquiry? With Kathy, it was often impossible to separate the two. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hard to say, Mum.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I see… Well, good night.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Night.’ 
 
      
 
    And the head went back in, no doubt wanting to catch the answer to that question about how many stomachs a cow had. 
 
      
 
    Daisy went to her room, grateful for the solitude. It had been another strange day on the set. But as Daisy climbed into bed, she wasn’t thinking about the shoot. She was thinking about Alexa. 
 
      
 
    But thinking was allowed. She couldn’t hurt anyone with thinking. 
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          ‘Alexa. Alexa!’ Charlie shouted and Alexa finally snapped out of her daze.  
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You were in a trance. I think you need to hydrate.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa took the water bottle that was offered but she only took the smallest of sips. She wasn’t really that thirsty. They’d barely started yet. That wasn’t the reason she’d gone off into her own little world.  
 
      
 
    She handed the water back to Charlie.  
 
      
 
          ‘Come on, let’s get back to it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re supposed to rest for another minute-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nope. Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re the boss.’ 
 
      
 
    And then Charlie proceeded to watch Alexa work herself inhumanly hard, moving from circuit to circuit like a woman possessed. Even for Alexa, never one to slack off, it was quite a feat. The ab crunches alone were enough to make Charlie wince in sympathy at what Alexa was putting her body through.  
 
      
 
          ‘Woah,’ she called eventually. ‘Take it easy. You need to rest or you won’t be able to walk tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
    But Alexa wouldn’t stop. ‘Just getting warmed up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Stop now or I’ll sit on you.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa stopped.  
 
      
 
          ‘Is there an award ceremony coming up or something?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because you’re on a mission of some sort and I was wondering what it was.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed deeply and then gave Charlie a serious look. ‘Charlie, can I ask you something?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t like the sound of that but go on.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Have I… Have I still got it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Got what? Did you lose your phone?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. It. Am I sexually attractive still?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie put her hands on her hips and looked at the ceiling. ‘Oh, Christ. I can’t go answering questions like that. I’m a married woman.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And besotted with your wife, yeah yeah. I know that and you know I know that so completely objectively speaking, and with no ulterior motive, would you please just tell me if I’m going off the boil?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s this coming from?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa moaned, embarrassed. ‘I got knocked back.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie laughed. ‘What? Really?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s funny about that? 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, since you went to pains to point out that I am indeed completely obsessed with the woman I married, then I can say that yes, I’m quite surprised that anybody would turn you down. And thank god for Amy, while we’re on the subject, because if I didn’t have her I’m certain I would have some horrible crush on you. Because, yeah, you’ve still got it. And quite a lot of it, if you must know.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled, relieved. ‘Thanks, Charlie. I really needed that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Who was it? This mystery woman?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘New girl on the show. Her name’s Daisy.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie searched her memory banks. ‘Oh, yeah, I know her, Amy made me watch that one. Didn’t you tip a load of wine over her? She’s cute.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But she said no?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She didn’t say no, exactly. It didn’t really get to the point of anyone having to say one way or the other. It was more like… I sent out a search party and they came back empty handed.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I see. Are you sure she’s even into girls? Maybe your gaydar’s just on the fritz.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve always prided myself on being good at that. And I had this feeling about her... But maybe you’re right. Maybe I just misread the situation.’  
 
      
 
          ‘Or maybe there’s other reason’s she wasn’t receptive?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Like what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know, I’m not Yoda. I’m just saying, there are levels to things.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks, Not-Yoda. I’ll bear that in mind.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool. Hey, do you wanna hit the gym café? They’ve got some awesome cakes in today-’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s phone went, it was Aaron the Runner. ‘I’d better pick up. It’s work.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie gave her a nod and Alexa answered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alexa, I know you’re not supposed to be working today but Ryan has asked if it’s possible to come in this afternoon?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I guess I could. What’s the change?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’ll tell you when you get there. I’ll send the call sheet now.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Daisy was back on set for her third day on Laid in Medford and Jane had given her the set-up. Daisy was visiting Robyn for tea and gossip. The main topic would be the snogging of Will and the subsequent kick-off. They were shooting in a couple of minutes. 
 
      
 
          ‘I heard you did the old Irish Goodnight while I was busting a move. Very sneaky’ Robyn said as she walked onto the ‘Set’, aka Robyn’s real living room. It was nice. Very white. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, I was just knackered out. Next time I’ll do better, I swear. Did you guys make a night of it after I left?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Could say that. Reece pulled, of course.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy nodded and tried to be nonchalant with her next question. ‘Anyone else pull?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought I was on a promise with this one guy. But then he showed me his tattoo of his ex-girlfriend’s name and I thought better of it.’ 
 
      
 
    That hadn’t really been what Daisy had been trying to find out. But there was no way she was going to ask if Alexa had gone home with anyone. It wasn’t her business for a start. Secondly, she didn’t want it to be. She’d spent her three days off thinking about that little moment with Alexa but at a certain point, it started to feel like fixation. After that, Daisy had tried to shove Alexa out of her mind. It hadn’t worked remotely, but that didn’t mean she had to encourage herself by actively quizzing Robyn on Alexa’s love life.  
 
      
 
    But at least Alexa wasn’t in this scene, Daisy was pleased to note. She wouldn’t have to think about this daft crush, at least for today. She only had a few minutes to enjoy that relief before…  
 
      
 
         ‘Alexa!’ Robyn suddenly called over Daisy’s shoulder and Daisy felt like her heart was going to fall out of her arse as she turned to see Alexa walk into the living room, dressed in workout gear. She looked edible. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not in this scene, are you?’ Robyn asked, confused. 
 
      
 
          ‘Just got the call, I guess they’ve ‘re-written’ it’ Alexa replied with a small nod to Daisy. Daisy smiled hello back. She felt like her teeth were too big. 
 
      
 
    Ryan’s head peeped around the door. ‘Alexa my darling, you’re a trooper. I hope I didn’t drag you away from anything too important.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course not’ Alexa said. ‘So, what’s the change?’ 
 
      
 
    Ryan grinned in a way that unnerved all three women. ‘Well… We’ve been looking at the footage from last week and we have some thoughts about a way to jazz up the season. And it’s all down to Daisy.’ 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Daisy. Daisy looked at Ryan, wondering where he was going with this. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re a little minx, Daisy Howard. And you might just have given us a way to get the numbers we’ve been after all season.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How?’ Daisy asked, baffled. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you remember your first take of Robyn’s birthday scene?’ 
 
      
 
    As if she could forget. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’re running with it’ Ryan finished. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Alexa interjected. ‘You mean the one where Daisy…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Flirted with you, yes. Our thinking is that Daisy might be stronger as a potential love interest for you, as the third member of the love triangle. Instead of Reece.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa and Daisy looked at each other. They couldn’t help it. They both quickly looked away. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, girls, what would you think?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa knew Ryan. Just as with Daisy’s return, if he was asking, it was already a done deal. ‘I’m fine with it’ she said, knowing that was the correct answer. She’d process the full ramifications of this later. 
 
      
 
    Ryan looked to Daisy. Daisy realised there had been a cue to speak and she’d missed it by a couple of seconds. ‘Oh. Yes. Fine. I…’ Daisy stopped there. She felt that anything further she might want to say should probably be slept on. 
 
      
 
          ‘Great! We’re wanting to build on it immediately, with this scene.’ 
 
      
 
    And then he explained the sequence while Alexa, Daisy and Robyn listened. After that, Alexa was sent to hair and makeup while Daisy and Robyn waited to shoot the first half of the scene.  
 
      
 
    Daisy sat down on Robyn’s couch while the last of the setting up was done. She realised as they waited that Robyn hadn’t said anything since Ryan had walked in and hit them with the changes. She’d known Robyn a very short time, but still, she knew that was odd. Robyn was a talker. 
 
      
 
          ‘What did you make of that, then?’ Daisy asked her, trying to sound light. 
 
      
 
    Robyn pursed her lips. ‘Interesting.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy waited for more but it never came. ‘That’s your only comment?’ Daisy prompted. 
 
      
 
          ‘For now’ Robyn said with an enigmatic smile.   
 
      
 
          ‘ACTION!’ 
 
      
 
    Robyn snapped into character. ‘How was your night? I didn’t see you after…’ Robyn trailed off. 
 
      
 
          ‘I kissed Will and then you ran off to tell your brother on me?’  
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry but it was hot goss! I had to tell someone. It didn’t occur to me it would start a row between him and Will’ Robyn said without a hint of regret. ‘Alexa didn’t seem very happy about it all.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ Daisy said, intentionally holding something back so that Robyn could pull it out, bit by bit. 
 
      
 
          ‘You guys seriously need to make it up. The drama is killing Reece.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe we will’ Daisy said, putting as much mystery into the comment as it needed.  
 
      
 
    Robyn, pretending confusion, asked. ‘Did she apologise for the wine incident?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. But it’s OK.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you serious? I couldn’t let that go if it happened to me.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy shrugged. ‘Perhaps she’ll find a way to make it up to me later.’ 
 
      
 
    Robyn’s mouth opened, as though to quiz Daisy on her strange comment, but the doorbell stopped her in her tracks. Robyn got up to let Alexa in, her ‘surprise’ guest. She walked back in a moment later, looking concerned and trying to explain to Alexa what the hell Daisy was doing there. But Alexa wasn’t interested in Robyn’s excuses. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s fine, Robyn.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you want a drink?’ Robyn asked her, right on cue. Alexa, of course, did. And off Robyn went, to make a cup of tea that would take, at the very least, three minutes to produce. 
 
      
 
    Daisy, sat on the sofa, found that thing was happening to her again. Within the confines of this ‘Reality but not really’ scenario, she wasn’t the woman who’d fled a bar following Alexa’s flirtation. She was someone else, a sexually confident vixen with her sights fixed very firmly on something she wanted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why don’t you come and sit down?’ she said to Alexa, patting the sofa next to her. Alexa raised the infamous eyebrow and Daisy didn’t know what she was going to do. She’d been given free reign by Ryan to make this as hard as she wanted on Daisy. But instead, she simply sat down. On a chair across the room. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s Reece?’ Daisy asked, provocatively. She knew where the scene was meant to end, but she wanted to get there the long way, with as many twists as she could find. 
 
      
 
          ‘I really wouldn’t know’ Alexa said icily. ‘I haven’t seen him since Robyn’s party.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, did you guys not make up yet?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked away. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s a shame.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is it?’ Alexa asked with venom. 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ Daisy said, tapping her finger on her teacup. ‘Not for me, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa nodded, pleased to have cards on the table. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because you want Reece back?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy took a sip of her tea, drawing out the moment. ‘Come on. You know that’s not why I’m pleased.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa licked her lips a touch nervously. ‘That’s not happening.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy smiled slowly. ‘Isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked at Daisy square in the eye and opened her beautiful mouth to respond… And then Robyn walked in and handed Alexa a steaming cup of tea. She stood in the middle of the room, looking back and forth between Daisy and Alexa, smelling the vibe. 
 
      
 
          ‘You two weren’t arguing, were you?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy stood. ‘Gotta go. Call you later’ she said and kissed Robyn on the cheek.  She walked out. 
 
      
 
    Alexa and Robyn then moved the scene into some chatter about an upcoming event, yet another vapid party on their endless social calendar.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Daisy stood outside with Aaron, who handed her a coat as she came out. She was thinking about the ‘conversation’ she’d just had with Alexa. It brought back the thing Jane had said to her on her first day. 
 
      
 
          ‘Just be yourself. Within limits, of course.’ 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t herself at all. She’d created a character who embodied several traits she’d probably have liked to have, as well as few she didn’t love at all. That character would romance Alexa Lockwood. And why shouldn’t she?  
 
      
 
    Because it wasn’t Daisy. Not really. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In Robyn’s living room, Jane yelled ‘Cut’ and Alexa quickly got up and headed for the bathroom. She didn’t need to go, but she wanted a second to herself. She’d just about gotten herself convinced that Daisy’s rejection didn’t have to be a big deal. And then Ryan had to go and have his big idea.  
 
      
 
    She now knew the full extent of how dreadful the next few months of shooting might be, and the potential it had to drive Alexa around the bend. Daisy, who had just gotten Alexa in a lather that required no acting at all, was going to make this situation worse and worse. And there wasn’t a fucking thing Alexa could do about it.  
 
      
 
    She was going to have to stew in her mistake as well as this unwanted attraction. That was apparently her job now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few weeks were a blur.  
 
      
 
    Daisy, having only done days here and there before, was shocked by the amount of time LIM had now booked her for. She was in every day, sometimes for multiple scenes. Sometimes with Alexa, sometimes without. During her scenes with Alexa, they would talk off camera, but never about anything other than work. Both were desperately behaving how they thought colleagues were supposed to.  
 
      
 
    But Daisy had plenty of other things to focus on besides her and Alexa’s weird vibe. She’d never been so busy in her life. The gel mask that Isabella had suggested now had a permanent place in the fridge, ready to alleviate the new tiredness that came from swinging between her new schedule and trying to make sure she didn’t drop off the map with Jake.  
 
      
 
    The money that Daisy was now making helped with that. She could take Jake to do things, when she had a few hours off. She could take him to buy things he wanted, not just needed. And they could go out and see a film on a big screen instead of just seeing what was on Netflix. If Jake wanted snacks at the cinema, Daisy didn’t have to go to the Tesco half a mile away for a bag of popcorn, she could buy the theatre’s extortionately priced food there and then, handing over her credit card without even breaking a sweat.  
 
      
 
    It felt good to be able to give him what some of his friends took for granted. She hoped that she could maybe take him for some big days out once the series was over, maybe to a theme park or an adventure day. But a few hours here and there was as good as she could do, for now. 
 
      
 
    It was on one of those tightly scheduled movie trips, on a Sunday morning (Jake had moaned about getting dragged out of bed so early but Daisy had told him it was this morning or never to see the latest Marvel flick, and he’d suddenly found the determination) that Daisy found herself in one of the most awkward conversations she’d ever had with her son. 
 
      
 
    They were in their seats and the trailers hadn’t started yet, so the lights were up and people were still chatting. 
 
      
 
          ‘Can we go to McDonald's after this?’ Jake asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, but it’ll have to be the drive-through. I’ve got to work this afternoon.’ 
 
      
 
    Jake shrugged ‘Long as I get a burger, I don’t care where I eat it.’ And then, in a conversational leap that Daisy couldn’t even attempt to track, he said ‘When are you gonna have a girlfriend, Mum?’  
 
      
 
    Daisy almost crushed her diet coke. ‘What? Where did that come from?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘This boy from my class, Matt, he told me that he’s just got a new step mum. And he likes her more than his old mum because she gives him whatever he wants.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy laughed. ‘That’ll pass. She’s just trying to get into his good books. Were you hoping to get an upgrade too, is that what you’re trying to tell me?’ 
 
      
 
    Jake tutted. ‘No, I was just wondering why you never have any girlfriends.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve had girlfriends, Jake.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Have you?’ he retorted, shocked. ‘When? Why didn’t I meet them?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because I didn’t want you to get attached to someone who might leave eventually.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Like my dad?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy looked at Jake and realised he was growing up. Just like that, it hit her. Technically, she knew he was ageing. The rate at which he grew out of his clothes kept reminding her of that. But it wasn’t until that moment she understood that he was maturing too. Because he’d figured out something like that without having to be told it.  
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not your fault he’s not around for you. That’s his mistake, not yours.’ 
 
      
 
    Jake gave a world-weary sigh. ‘I know that, Mum. You don’t have to keep saying it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I just need you to know it.’  
 
      
 
          ‘I know it, alright. But I was talking about you, anyway. Have you got a girlfriend right now?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy wasn’t sure she wanted to talk about her love life with her twelve-year-old son, but it was this or go against her lifelong policy of being honest with him. 
 
      
 
          ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘When did you last have one?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Four years ago. She only lasted six months though, so it never got to the stage of you meeting her.’ 
 
      
 
    The truth was that Lucy, the woman who had professed to be fine with the existence of Daisy’s son, had a change of heart when it came time to fish or cut bait. ‘I’m not ready to be a parent’ she’d said in that final conversation. Daisy had been heartbroken at the time but glad later that it hadn’t gotten any further, that she hadn’t let Lucy into her son’s life before she had figured out she wasn’t in it for the long haul. Jake didn’t need the confusion of people coming in and out of his life, making him feel like he couldn’t depend on people to stick around. The long-term effects of such a thing, it was something Daisy thought about a lot. How close she’d come to letting it happen still scared her. 
 
      
 
          ‘So why haven’t you got a girlfriend now?’  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m too busy. What with drama school and now I’m trying to get my career going, I haven’t had the time to meet anyone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t you meet people anyway? Even when you’re not trying?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa flashed through Daisy’s mind, but that was just silly. They didn’t even really know each other. And being beautiful with a voice that made you feel like you were sitting in a bath filled with warm honey was not enough for Daisy to make the effort to do so. 
 
      
 
          ‘No one I could go out with.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What about that lady? 
 
      
 
          ‘What lady?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alexa Lockwood?’ 
 
      
 
    A shocked laugh burst out of Daisy that caused people in the front row to shoot her a look.  
 
      
 
          ‘Where did you get that idea?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I watched the episode last night.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was livid. ‘But I made your Gran promise you wouldn’t watch it!?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We did, though.’ 
 
      
 
    It had been the episode where Daisy made the first flirtatious advance at Robyn’s party. Daisy had been quite clear with Kathy about not wanting her or her son to watch it. But in true Kathy style, she’d just gone ahead and done what she wanted while Daisy was out of the house, working. But the toothpaste was out of the tube now, no point trying to get it back in.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s just make-believe, Jake.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I get that, Mum. I’m not stupid. But I thought you might like each other anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Just did.’ 
 
      
 
    The lights went down and the trailers began. Daisy was glad of a reprieve from her son’s romantic detective work. It was eerie how perceptive he was. Still, it didn’t mean she had to take his dating advice. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    Daisy was back on set in the afternoon. She knew what scene was going to happen today. It was the big day. Weeks of pursuit was going to have its culmination. Alexa and Daisy were going to kiss. 
 
      
 
    The run up to the kiss had been played out over two episodes. Both Daisy and Alexa had worked hard to make it feel organic, dancing around each other, stoking the sexy fire. But the fire was built, ready to ignite. From a story point of view, this moment had to happen and it had to happen now.  
 
      
 
    Daisy had known it was coming and she’d decided that it didn’t have to be any bigger a deal than kissing Will. She wasn’t going to get worked up over it. That’s what she’d been telling herself anyway.  
 
      
 
    But everything that had come out of her son’s mouth prior to the two hours of superheroes trying to defend Las Vegas (and destroying a fair bit of it in the process), had taken a small toll on her calm. Although her thoughts were basically under control, the way her finger kept tapping on the chair while Isabella applied her makeup told a slightly different story. 
 
      
 
    As for Isabella herself, she seemed to be in an even worse mood than usual.  
 
      
 
          ‘Keep still, would you? Unless you want to look like a Zebra.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was not in the mood to try and force agreeability with Isabella today. Her mind was at full capacity just trying to pretend she wasn’t freaking out about kissing Alexa. There was nothing left over for another attempt at winning round the world's meanest makeup artist. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why do you hate me so much?’ Daisy asked casually. ‘I’ve only ever been nice to you.’ 
 
      
 
    Isabella, who’d been concentrating on Daisy’s eyebrows thus far, flicked a look at her eyes. ‘I don’t hate you. Keep still.’ And she went back to the eyebrows.  
 
      
 
    Daisy wondered whether to push it. She was tempted to let it go. But it had been weeks of this crap and she didn’t know if there would ever be another moment when she’d work up the nerve to call Isabella on her shitty attitude. 
 
      
 
          ‘So what is it? Because every time I sit in this chair, you act like I’m pissing you off just by breathing.’ 
 
      
 
    Isabella, now finished with Daisy’s eyebrows, moved to eyeshadow. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t take it personally. I just hate this job.’ 
 
      
 
    It was a glimmer of the human being underneath the snark. Daisy couldn’t resist the temptation to push for more. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘None of your fucking business.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy shut up after that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daisy walked into Alexa’s flat, the setting of today’s scene. It wasn’t at all what Daisy had been expecting. She’d thought it would be some immaculate modernist flat. But that wasn’t Alexa’s style at all. She was eclectic, favouring antique furniture. Unfortunately, that didn’t fit with Ryan’s vision of Alexa’s life, and her incredibly beautiful old furniture was being shifted out, replaced with the most boring, white things Ikea would sell.   
 
      
 
          ‘Careful, guys’ Alexa was pleading to Aaron as he helped another runner take out a sideboard. Ryan was at her side in an instant. ‘Don’t worry, my darling, it will be treated with the utmost care’ he assured her, as the sideboard disappeared into the hall. And then every crew and cast member distinctly heard Aaron cry out ‘Shit!’, followed by a loud bang. But Alexa said nothing. Daisy thought it showed more grace than she would have displayed in the situation.  
 
      
 
          ‘Daisy, you’re here. We’ve got a few minutes before we shoot and I wondered if I could have a word with you both?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy joined Ryan and Alexa, with whom she exchanged a short hello and minimal eye contact. That was the routine they’d developed. Cordiality was the name of the game. 
 
      
 
          ‘I know you were on set all night, so there’s no way you would have seen all the Twitter activity around last night’s ep, but it was as we’d hoped. People love you two. You were trending at one point. Hashtag #Dexa. It’s not a great couple name, admittedly.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa pretended to find that interesting but she would never have checked Twitter, even if she’d had all night to look at it. It was mainly people saying what they thought about her clothes.  
 
      
 
          ‘And we thought…’ Ryan continued, giving a light laugh that both Daisy and Alexa understood was meant to proceed the asking of an awkward favour. ‘We were thinking it might be good to get you two out. In the public eye.’ No one said anything. Ryan took that to mean this was going down well. ‘What we thought was that if you two perhaps went to dinner together tonight, we could make sure that there were a few Paps there to get the moment. We really think it would capture people’s imaginations, get people wondering, get them talking, get them posting, keep the momentum up. What do you think?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy desperately tried to think of a reason she couldn’t do it. Jake was the obvious one. But luckily she remembered that no-one at LIM knew she had a child, and telling them now might not be the best idea. She was playing a certain type of girl now. That girl did not have a tween son. 
 
      
 
    Alexa was also trying to think of a reason she couldn’t do tonight. But as usual, there was nothing that Ryan wouldn’t consider a lower priority than the show. He wouldn’t force it down her neck. But he’d keep talking till he got his way. If Ryan had gotten it into his head to do this, then she was going to dinner with Daisy Howard. Tonight. It was as inevitable as the setting of the sun. 
 
      
 
    If anyone had been able to read the minds of the two women, depending on the general nature of this imaginary third party, they would most likely have said to them, ‘You both fancy one another! Stop being stupid and let it happen!’ But the third party didn’t exist. The only things that spoke to Alexa and Daisy were insecurity and fear. And they were loud little arseholes.   
 
      
 
    Daisy and Alexa both began to mumble agreements to the plan and Ryan slapped his hands together. ‘Great! I’ll get Aaron to get you in somewhere good. Now let’s do the big kiss, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The set up was this: 
 
      
 
    Alexa had had a party the night before and she and Reece had made it up, so they were lovey-dovey at the beginning of the evening. But wouldn’t you know it? Reece cocked it all up by getting far too hammered and then being caught ‘talking’ to a girl in Alexa’s bedroom, alone. They weren’t undressed but it was suspicious. Alexa told him it was over and he left, pleading innocence. He said he would be back tomorrow, when he was sober, to convince her that he loved her. It was the first time he’d said those words and it shook Alexa, even as she kicked him out. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Daisy, who was developing an acquaintance with Alexa that kept walking that line between budding friendship and psychological foreplay, was present for the whole thing. After everyone else had left for the night, Daisy somehow hadn’t.  
 
      
 
    They’d shot the party scenes yesterday and so it was just Alexa and Daisy today for a two-hander with a small crew. Jane gave them some boundaries, but within it, they both had the freedom to get from A to B however they liked. B, of course, was the kiss. 
 
      
 
          ‘Quiet on the set! And ACTION!’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa was on the Ikea couch, somewhat distraught (in her icy way) about the events of the evening. Daisy placed a light hand on her lower back and said ‘If he’s gonna keep messing you about like this, he’s not worth your time. You can do better.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked at Daisy. ‘He’s not always like that. It’s something about being in front of people. He gets swept up, wants everyone to like him.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But especially girls?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed, exasperated, looking at the ceiling. ‘You know what he’s like, surely you remember the good things about him too?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If he’d been all that great, I might have stayed.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you got bored? Isn’t that what you told me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah… Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. I think I was being a bit mean because I was jealous.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of Reece.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa swallowed and turned to meet Daisy’s eye. ‘Are you being serious with all this?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You think I’m not being serious?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can’t tell if you’re just playing with me.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy took Alexa’s hand gently. ‘I’m not playing.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy waited to see what Alexa’s reaction was going to be. But there wasn’t one. Alexa was just allowing her hand to be held, looking away. Eventually, not wanting to push it, Daisy released her hand. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll go’ Daisy said and stood. Alexa stood up and followed her down the hall, to let her out. Daisy thought perhaps she’d made a mistake in trying to leave, to force Alexa’s hand. 
 
      
 
    At the door, Daisy said goodnight. 
 
      
 
          ‘Goodnight’ Alexa replied and opened the door. A creek behind them indicated that the tracking cameraman was right behind them, keeping up with the unplanned location change. 
 
      
 
    Daisy thought she was going to simply walk through the door, that the kiss wouldn’t come. But then, one foot over the threshold, she felt Alexa grab her wrist and pull her back through the door, slamming it and drawing Daisy to her. Daisy suddenly thought she was about to get the kiss of her life, the way that Alexa was looking at her. But Alexa leaned in and gave her the most chaste of pecks on the lips.  
 
      
 
         ‘CUT!’ 
 
      
 
    The kiss broke and Daisy and Alexa sprang apart and stood back quickly, putting a full foot between them, which was not easy in the small hallway. They both looked up the hall to see Jane’s head come around the corner and they waited to see what she wanted to do next, whether she wanted another take or would ask for some close-ups.   
 
      
 
          ‘Err, guys... That was great. But maybe we could amp up the passion. Just a notch.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt her face begin to go pink. She didn’t dare look to see how Alexa was taking the note.  
 
      
 
    But then Jane was joined by Ryan, who’d been sat in the kitchen with his own monitor. ‘Personally, I think underplaying the moment works nicely. But you’re the boss, Jane.’ 
 
      
 
    Jane, knowing full well who the boss really was, replied ‘If you’re happy, I’m happy. Right, close-ups.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Close-ups’ Alexa repeated perkily, quickly following the crew back into the living room. Daisy, wondering where the hell her big kiss had just disappeared to, trudged in behind them.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Two hours after they wrapped, Daisy found herself in a cab with Alexa, headed into the city for their ‘Date.’ No one had spoken in five minutes. After a while, Daisy thought she should probably say something. It was getting ridiculous.  
 
      
 
          ‘How did you feel it went today?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked up from her phone. ‘Oh, I… I don’t know really.’ 
 
      
 
    Another pause and Daisy took a second stab. ‘Ryan seemed happy enough.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ryan’s always happy as long as you do exactly what he wants you to.’  
 
      
 
    Daisy wasn’t sure what to say to that. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the cab, Alexa wasn’t feeling good about the way she was being. But she couldn’t seem to help it. It was nerves, she knew that. Nerves had always made her a tad bitchy. She supposed it wasn’t just this cab ride or the dinner or the Paps waiting for them. It was that damn kiss. 
 
      
 
    It had made her feel thoroughly on display, having to kiss Daisy like that, in front of everyone, on camera. She kept thinking that if she went for the kiss with too much enthusiasm, everyone would know that she really wanted to do it. More specifically, Daisy would know. That’s what had been holding her back.  
 
      
 
    And even though she’d tried to be as lukewarm as she could manage, she still somehow felt she’d given herself away. Hence the wall that Daisy kept attempting to break through and Alexa kept rebuilding, slapping cement and bricks in place as quick as she could.  
 
      
 
    But Alexa wouldn’t be able to keep it up all night, she knew. Because Daisy didn’t really deserve the ice queen routine. She hadn’t really done anything wrong when you broke it down. Yes, she’d rebuffed her. But Alexa knew it was immature to treat Daisy coldly.  
 
      
 
    She thought she should perhaps say something to Daisy, try to act like a human being with her. And there was safe territory for her to walk into, luckily. Work. Because she’d been quite impressed with Daisy’s work today. In fact, she’d been rapt right from day one, not just by her gravity defying bottom. Daisy had talent. And she should know she was good if she didn’t already. She should be told every day of her life, as a matter of fact. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, I thought you-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Here we are’ said the cabbie, pulling in. ‘Rick’s.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy thought Alexa had started to say something but when she turned to her, her mouth was firmly closed. Must have misheard. 
 
      
 
    Daisy and Alexa climbed out of the cab. Daisy didn’t know if she was going to be accosted by a group of photographers, calling her name and blinding her with their flashes. But it didn’t happen. There was no one at all, she was relieved to find. Daisy reminded herself that she wasn’t Beyoncé. She wasn’t even Solange. Whoever Ryan had sent to capture hers and Alexa’s evening, they’d no doubt just be bloggers with camera phones. 
 
      
 
    They went into the restaurant to find that Rick’s, which had sounded informal, was anything but. It was what Kathy would call ‘Swanky with a capital S.’ Daisy tried not to look too overcome. She put a look on her face that she hoped said ‘Pah! I come into places like this every day of the week.’ Luckily, she was still gussied up from shooting this afternoon so that helped her to feel a little less out of place.  
 
      
 
    Once they were seated, a waitress was immediately on hand to take drink orders. Alexa didn’t even look at the menu. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ll have your most expensive bottle of wine, please.’ 
 
      
 
    The waitress looked surprised but took the order. Once she’d gone Alexa looked at Daisy. ‘Cut and Shut are footing the bill, so why not take them for every penny we can squeeze out of them?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Will Ryan be annoyed?’ Daisy asked her. 
 
      
 
          ‘God, I hope so’ Alexa replied as the waitress came back with the pricey booze. Daisy heard a ridiculous giggle come out of her mouth, which she dearly wished she could stuff back in. But it was out now, making her sound like a drunk schoolgirl. She knew what it was. Nerves. She often found herself getting a bit silly when she was nervous, which she absolutely was to be sitting with Alexa without the safety net of the LIM cast and crew around. She hadn’t been alone with her since… 
 
      
 
    Right. That night. When Alexa had made a pass at her and she’d dashed out into the night as though the place was on fire.  
 
      
 
          ‘What do you think you’ll have?’ Alexa asked as she took a sip of wine.  
 
      
 
    Daisy picked up a menu and had a glance. ‘A salad, I guess?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa shook her head. ‘I think we can do a bit better than that.’ She ran her finger down the menu and said ‘There we are. Kobe steak.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So the plan is to simply pick the most expensive things you can find?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why not? Ryan demanded that we come here so we could be puppets in his little PR scheme. Why not make him pay the price?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy considered it as the waitress appeared. ‘So, what would you like?’ she asked Daisy.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’d like to start with some caviar and then’ she looked at Alexa. ‘What do you think, shall we both go for the Kobe steak?’ Daisy asked.  
 
      
 
    Alexa grinned, surprised. ‘Yep. Kobe steak times two. And for my first course… Actually, can you just bring everything on the starter menu?’ 
 
      
 
    The waitress’s scribbling pencil ceased it’s scratching for a moment. ‘Everything?’                  
 
      
 
    Daisy and Alexa replied in unison. ‘Everything.’ 
 
      
 
    The waitress took the order to the kitchen and Daisy raised a glass. ‘To Cut and Shut and their generosity!’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa clinked her glass and they shared a conspiratorial smile. It was the most relaxed either of them had ever managed to feel around each other in their brief working relationship.  
 
      
 
    Daisy wondered if the night might not be as horribly awkward as she’d feared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After they’d eaten the starters (which were all tiny but there were quite a lot of them), Daisy pushed the last plate away and washed it down with a sip of the expensive wine. She had to admit, even though she knew fuck all about wine, the pricey stuff did go down a tad smoother than the bottle she usually got from Tesco for £4.99. Daisy, now with a glass and a half of wine in her system, was feeling good and loose. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve been wondering something about you.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa, finishing her last bite, looked up at Daisy expectantly. Daisy could have sworn she saw a glimmer of apprehension but then it was gone and she was her usual poised self. 
 
      
 
          ‘How did you end up in Laid in Medford?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa gave a dry little laugh and said ‘Oh, well… It’s sort of a long story.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy knew she was getting the brush off but the wine was making her more confident than usual. ‘The steak’s not even here yet. We’ve got time.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed. ‘Alright. In all honesty, it was by accident. I didn’t want to do scripted reality. I was going to be a ‘real actress’.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy’s mouth fell open. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d been modelling since I was eighteen and I was doing OK. Enough to pay the rent, anyway. But when I hit twenty-five, I started to feel a bit long in the tooth for that world, not to mention the fact it was boring work. So I decided, as many in my profession have done’ Alexa added caustically ‘to go into acting. I started to take lessons and asked my agent to transition me, which he assured me he could do. And then he calls and tells me he’s got me an audition.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy started to laugh. She could see where this was going. After all, it was practically her own story, minus the modelling. ‘Let me guess. He didn’t tell you what you were auditioning for.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How did you know that?’ Alexa asked, agog.  
 
      
 
          ‘How do you think I know that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘My god. You too?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does anyone actually mean to go into scripted reality? Or are we all just press-ganged?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think we’re the exceptions, not the rule’ Alexa said with a world-weary smile. 
 
      
 
    After the waitress slid their mains in front of them, Alexa felt bold enough to start her own line of questioning. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’re you finding it anyway? Laid in Medford?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy considered the question. How did she feel? The answer she arrived at was ‘Not as bad as I thought.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa was quizzical. ‘What were you imagining?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought you might be a bit scary, for a start.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa, who’d begun to sip her wine, snorted into the glass. ‘Scary? Really?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘On my first day on the set, you did chuck wine in my face so I don’t think it’s the craziest idea.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Shit, yes, I’ve been meaning to say something about that. I didn’t know you weren’t forewarned about it. I realised later and I did come to say sorry, but you’d gone.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was astonished. ‘You weren’t in on that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not in on much. I just do as I’m told.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ryan always acts as if you run the show.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa rolled her eyes. She knew people thought that. And it had always annoyed her because it couldn’t be further from the truth. ‘That’s just his way of kissing my arse. It’s all bullshit.’ 
 
      
 
    That gave Daisy pause. Later, she was going to have to rethink some of her preconceptions about the power structure of the show. But not now. Because, in a bizarre plot twist, she was having a good time with Alexa. 
 
      
 
          ‘Anyway, you can’t have been all that scared of me. You tried to get into my knickers on your second scene.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy, who had been lifting a piece of steak to her mouth before Alexa had spoken, felt her wrist twitch in surprise and her meat flew from her fork, airborne across the restaurant, landing a few feet away on the carpet. The waitress who’d been serving them all evening happened to be passing at that moment, and she leant down and picked the meat up in a fluid movement of beautiful discretion that went unnoticed by everyone but Daisy and Alexa. She slipped it into her pocket with a quick wink at Daisy. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s just earned a hell of a tip’ Alexa said. 
 
      
 
          ‘You can’t take me anywhere’ Daisy said with a sigh. 
 
      
 
          ‘It was my fault’ Alexa assured her. ‘I took you by surprise.’ 
 
      
 
    A silence fell across the table. But Alexa wouldn’t let this one get comfy. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sorry about that night, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was almost certain she knew what night Alexa was talking about but instinctively, she pretended she didn’t. ‘What night?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa gave her a cynical look but she went along anyway. ‘At the bar, after we shot… I suppose I got carried away with the scene we’d done. Which makes me as stupid as every viewer that does the same thing’ she added with a small, self-admonishing head shake. 
 
      
 
    That got to Daisy. Because if she was honest, Alexa hadn’t remotely misread the situation. But she’d obviously still ended up feeling a little stupid about it. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t need to apologise.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think I do. Because it’s made things a little awkward since, hasn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy gave a wan smile. ‘Maybe a bit. Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    The silence resumed. Forty seconds into it, Daisy cracked. 
 
      
 
          ‘You didn’t get anything wrong. That scene… Yeah, there was more to it than trying to get Ryan’s attention. I suppose I was really trying to get yours.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa looked at Daisy intently and Daisy found herself pushing on, words coming out her mouth she hadn’t even allowed herself to think before now. 
 
      
 
          ‘I really wanted to kiss you, if I’m honest. But that’s why I had to leave. My life’s quite complicated, you see. Not that I’m assuming anything about your intentions, but I didn’t think I should let anything happen because these things, they start with a kiss and then it goes further and then you don’t know where you are anymore and I… 
 
      
 
    Daisy stopped, breathless. She didn’t dare look at Alexa. But then Alexa’s hand was on hers and she couldn’t help but meet her eye. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why is your life so complicated?’ Alexa asked gently. Daisy hadn’t been expecting that question. Amid the crazy words that had fallen out her mouth, she hadn’t thought Alexa would latch onto that.  
 
      
 
    But Alexa was asking. And Daisy found that she was tired of pretending to be someone she wasn’t. She wanted to let Alexa know what her life really was. Who she was. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve got a son. He’s twelve. His name’s Jake. He likes playing on his Xbox, anything where you murder zombies.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Twelve? So you had him when you were…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Seventeen, yes. I got pregnant by mistake with my teenage boyfriend before I figured out that I didn’t actually like boys all that much. I’m twenty-nine now, by the way. I think Ryan assumes I’m younger, but I’m not.’ Alexa didn’t immediately say anything to that, so out came more. ‘I also live with my mum. She moved in a few years ago to help with the bills while I went to drama school. So yeah, I’m a single parent knocking thirty, who lives with her mum.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa started to laugh. ‘Wow.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy began to laugh too. ‘Pretty sexy, eh?’ she said, purely in jest. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, actually’ Alexa said.  
 
      
 
    Daisy stopped laughing. 
 
      
 
          ‘I presume you told me all that because you thought I’d be put off. Well, I’m not put off. So there’ Alexa said defiantly. ‘After you’ve finished your overpriced dinner, do you want to come back to my place? 
 
      
 
    Daisy knew then that there was no turning back. She couldn’t keep trying to push this thing down. She wanted Alexa. That was no shock. The surprise was that it was going to happen. And it was going to happen tonight. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d have to call my mum. Let her know I’ll be home later than I said’ Daisy sputtered. 
 
      
 
    Alexa picked up her wine glass. ‘Then call her’ she said and took a sip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later, Daisy was back where she started, in Alexa’s flat. But it looked different now. The crew had put Alexa’s real furniture back. It looked a lot better. 
 
      
 
    As they walked down the hallway, Daisy flashed back to earlier that day. What had happened in the scene was about to be replayed. But no one had a camera to hide behind, no director to call cut. It was the real deal. 
 
      
 
          ‘I think I’ve got some wine, it won’t be quite as fancy as the stuff we just had but it's wet and it has a fourteen percent proof’ Alexa said.  
 
      
 
    Daisy nodded as she walked into the living room. Alexa went into the kitchen and Daisy sat down to wait. It was less than a minute that she sat alone in Alexa’s flat but it was enough to start thinking fearful, anxious thoughts. Maybe this is a mistake. Maybe I should just make an excuse and go. 
 
      
 
    And then Alexa walked back in holding two glasses in one hand, a bottle in the other. Daisy’s fear went quiet at the sight of her. It was the way she walked into a room, not just this room, any room. She had a way of doing it that made it seem like the rest of humanity’s way of moving from place to place was still in its infancy. Alexa could have given a Ted Talk on room entry, she was that spectacular at it. Daisy thought she must have been a hell of a model, back in the day. 
 
      
 
    She sat down next to Daisy and put the glasses down, filling them. ‘Tell me more about your son. It’s Jake, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    That had not been the route Daisy had imagined Alexa might go now that she was actively trying to seduce her. She couldn’t seem to predict her behaviour at all. It was fantastic. 
 
      
 
          ‘He’s self-conscious about absolutely everything.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, twelve. I remember that’ Alexa said with a smile. ‘You couldn’t pay me to be that age again.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy laughed softly. ‘Sometimes I think it’s even harder for him, being a boy, with all his boy… problems, surrounded by women.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I bet it is. I’m sure that lock will go on the door any day now.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy grimaced. ‘I’m not ready to think of him like that. I look at him and I still see the toddler that can’t figure out what I’ve done with his nose.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled. ‘What about his Dad?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Freaked out when I told him, washed his hands of the situation. I thought by now he might have gotten back in touch, but I guess he’s got his own life now. Perhaps a son on the cusp of puberty doesn’t fit in with it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you didn’t sue him for child maintenance or anything?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It wasn’t worth it at first, he was as broke as me, and then a few years later, I’d figured out how to do without his contribution so I left things as they were. The only thing I ever wanted was for him to be Jake’s dad and if he can’t manage that, I don’t have any other use for him’ Daisy said philosophically. ‘That’s enough about me, anyway. Let’s talk about you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not a lot to say. I work out with my trainer, I go to work, I sleep. And the next day, I do it all again.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy found it hard to believe that Alexa’s life was as dull as she was making out. Someone like her couldn’t be boring if she tried. ‘What about your love life? You must be fighting them off.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not lately. There was someone a while back but it didn’t end very well. Been keeping my head down since then. For the most part.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sounds like there was some drama.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. When you work with someone, things can get a bit messy.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was immediately curious. ‘Who?!’ And then it hit her a second later. There was one person who made total sense. ‘Was it Isabella in makeup?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa was wild-eyed. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was just a guess. She’s so horrible to me, I knew something was stuck in her craw.’  
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed. ‘Yep. She’s pretty but she’s mean, that’s for sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt a stab of jealousy at the compliment to Isabella. She tried to pretend it hadn’t happened but Alexa spotted it anyway. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’re a hundred percent over, though. We have been for over a year.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt silly. ‘You don’t owe me any explanations.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled shyly, a new look on her. ‘That’s true. But I’d like to leave myself the option to owe them to you at some point. Might as well give them to you now.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy grinned. ‘You’re wilier than I realised.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘You think I’m a dummy because I’m a former model turned reality star? We’re people too, pretty much.’ 
 
      
 
    A shocked laugh burst out of Daisy. ‘No, I didn’t mean that’ she protested. 
 
      
 
          ‘You did a bit, but it’s alright. People have always underestimated me. Gives me an advantage, gives me the element of surprise.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why do you need the element of-’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa leaned in and kissed Daisy, quickly, gently. And Daisy was surprised, alright. But not enough that she didn’t respond quickly. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt Alexa’s lips on hers but it was a whole world of difference. No one was holding back this time.  
 
      
 
    Daisy reached around and put her hands on the back of Alexa’s head, pulling her deeper. Alexa moaned, her own hands sliding onto Daisy’s hips, drawing her body closer. They realised that their positions on the sofa were stopping them from getting as close as they both wanted to be, and Daisy found herself climbing onto Alexa’s lap. She was shocked at her own forwardness. But years of chastity had built a dam. And the dam was about to burst. 
 
      
 
    And Alexa was not complaining. Having Daisy astride her after these weeks of uncertainty, desire, confusion, curiosity and general horniness? It felt wonderful.  
 
      
 
    Before either of them knew, they were horizontal, kissing like a couple of horny teenagers with a house to themselves for a few hours. But then Alexa remembered that wasn’t the case. She had a bed. And she really wanted to get Daisy into it. 
 
      
 
    As she kissed Daisy, running her hands all over that firm bottom she’d been looking at whenever she got the chance to do so unobserved, she kept thinking about that bed. But was it too forward to mention it? Things were going well but she didn’t want to count her chickens. She’d scared Daisy off once before. It might be all too easy to do it again. She tried to relax and enjoy what was already happening. There needn’t be a rush. Still, the way Daisy’s body was pressed against her, it was hard to remember that.   
 
      
 
    Then Daisy leant up, breaking the kiss. But she didn’t seem to want to stop things altogether. She was trying to say something. ‘Would it be… I don’t know if it’s… I was just thinking that maybe-’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa realised what she was trying to say and she was all too happy to finish her sentence. ‘Maybe we should go to my bedroom?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy smiled and nodded, thankful she hadn’t had to be the one to say it. She swung a leg over Alexa, getting to her feet. Alexa stood too, grabbing Daisy by the hand, taking her to the bedroom. They were practically running. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Daisy awoke in a golden dawn light and thought ‘I don’t remember having that picture on my wall.’ A few seconds later, when her brain was fully online, she realised she didn’t. She was in Alexa’s bedroom.  
 
      
 
    She looked at her watch. It was 6.10am. 
 
      
 
          ‘Shit!’ she muttered and jumped up to look for her clothes. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep after… Well, just after. 
 
      
 
    In the bed, Alexa stirred and turned over. ‘What’s happening? Is it my call time?’ she asked, still half asleep. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve got to get home before Jake wakes up’ Daisy explained. This wasn’t how she wanted to end their night together, her swearing and trying to find her bra. ‘He’ll wonder where I’ve gotten to.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Didn’t you call your Mum and warn her?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, but I didn’t say I’d be out all night.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s lips curled into a cheeky smile. ‘That was silly of you. Didn’t you know that was my goal?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy, who was now in her underwear, trying to get her dress on, smiled at Alexa. ‘We never discussed sleepovers. I thought you were just going to have your wicked way and throw me out.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sat up. ‘I’ll be sure to do that next time.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a pause while they both realised what Alexa had just said. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, you were thinking there would be another time?’ Daisy asked, momentarily distracted from her dash for the door. 
 
      
 
          ‘I didn’t mean to assume.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I hope there is another time’ Daisy said, trying to be brave.  
 
      
 
          ‘Then there will be’ Alexa replied, equally courageously. 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment and there was a dash of nerves in the room. It wasn’t a big moment that had occurred, only the agreement that it wasn’t a one night stand. But Daisy and Alexa had both been single for a while. To the pair of them, it was more commitment than they’d known for some time. A second date. 
 
      
 
    Then Daisy said. ‘If you could find my phone, an Uber would really save my bacon right about now.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Daisy was at her door, trying to put the key in the lock as soundlessly as possible.  
 
      
 
    But just as she slid the lock around, the door was thrown open and Kathy stood there in her tatty dressing gown.  
 
      
 
          ‘And where have you been, you dirty stop out?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy stepped in. ‘Shh! You’ll wake Jake.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m already awake, Mum’ Jake said from the top of the stairs. ‘Where were you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I was-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Your mother went out on a date, which I think we can assume went well?’ Kathy scoffed. 
 
      
 
    Daisy was outraged. The one night she’d thrown caution to the wind and she couldn’t get a break. Everyone was up, wanting to interrogate her. Kathy would probably shine a torch in her eyes in a minute. 
 
      
 
          ‘Were you?’ Jake asked, coming down the stairs, rubbing his eyes. ‘Who with?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, who was it? You didn’t say’ Kathy added. 
 
      
 
    The last thing Daisy wanted to do was reveal who she’d spent the night with. It was far too early to mention it. But the two sets of eyes that were fixed on her made her feel that there was no getting around it. She’d had to confess. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alexa Lockwood’ Daisy said quietly. 
 
      
 
          ‘From Laid in Medford?’ Kathy goggled. 
 
      
 
          ‘Told you’ Jake said smugly. ‘So, is she your girlfriend now?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘When will we be meeting her?’ Kathy asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Woah, everyone! No one is anyone’s girlfriend and no one will be meeting anyone. So relax, alright?’  
 
      
 
    Kathy and Jake looked disappointed.  
 
      
 
          ‘Tell her I like her on the telly, anyway’ Jake said. ‘Especially when she throws her drinks on people.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She is very good at that’ Kathy added.  
 
      
 
    Daisy understood that this was their way of trying to be supportive. She felt bad about the way she’d shut their enthusiasm down so brutally. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s early days. We’ll have to wait and see, that’s all I’m trying to say. We don’t want to get ahead of ourselves’ Daisy amended, softening her tone. ‘Jake, you should probably get in the shower while I make you some breakfast.’ 
 
      
 
    Jake sighed. He’d apparently enjoyed being included in a discussion of adult matters and he looked disappointed that it was over. ‘Alright.’ And he trudged back up the stairs, singing softly to himself ‘Mum and Alexa, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy didn’t want to smile, but she couldn’t help it. Because it made her think, yes, she had been K-I-S-S-I-N-G Alexa. And it wouldn’t be the last time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Daisy watched Abigail pour tea from a pot, slowly and deliberately. She only had half an hour but she’d been putting off a catch-up with Abigail for too long and she at least had to check in with the person who’d saved her sanity more than once in drama school. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s the play going? Pinter, isn’t it?’ Daisy asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, it’s…’ Abigail began excitedly and then seemed to dampen her tone. ‘It’s alright. It’s work, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t need to downplay your achievement for me, Abigail. I’m pleased for you.’ 
 
      
 
    Abigail straightened her teacup. ‘I didn’t want to rub it in when you’re working at the coalface of reality TV.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not all that bad’ Daisy protested. ‘It’s kind of fun on occasion.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Really?’ Abigail said, shocked. ‘I’m surprised to hear you say that. You were dreading it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I had some ideas about how it was going to be, that everyone would be idiots, but it’s really not like that. Scratch that, Reece is exactly what I thought, but everyone else is alright.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s about Alexa Lockhart? I’ve heard you two are scorching up the screen at the moment.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy knew she’d have to be careful here or she’d give the game away. She and Alexa were due to go on their second date tonight, after she did a scene with Reece. If Daisy mentioned their little tryst to Abigail, she’d looked silly if it burnt itself out in a few days. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s nicer than you’d think’ Daisy said tactically. She thought that was probably a safe comment. Because Abigail tended to sniff out anything juicy. Daisy would need to be very careful with her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nicer than you’d think…’ Abigail repeated, swilling the words around like a movie villain with a cognac, trying to find something in them. And then she did. ‘You’re not shagging her, are you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Abigail!’ Daisy exploded, trying to sound shocked. ‘Of course not. She’s a colleague.’ 
 
      
 
    Abigail’s eyes narrowed. ‘You are.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy considered keeping up the charade but what was the point? She was caught out by Abigail, who could sniff out sex like a pig with truffles.   
 
      
 
          ‘Fine’ Daisy admitted. ‘Yes. Just once.’ 
 
      
 
    Abigail whooped with excitement and held out her hand. ‘Do not leave me hanging, Daisy. I insist you give me a celebratory high five.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy dutifully smacked it. But she didn’t want to. Her days of thinking of women as trophies were behind her, if she’d ever had them. But Abigail was twenty-two.  
 
      
 
          ‘Alexa Lockwood, eh? I’ve got to admit, I’m envious. She’s so hot it’s ludicrous. Well done you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wasn’t really looking at it as an achievement but thanks anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Really? I would. So what’s the deal, anyway? Are you a thing or is it just for the series?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I mean when you wrap on the show, will it end? People do that in the theatre all the time. It’s all very passionate and then the curtain comes down and that’s that. It can’t live outside the production.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy blinked, stunned. ‘I really don’t know. We’re only going on a second date tonight.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How long have you got on the show?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Two more episodes. But I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’d ask around if I were you, check her track record.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy, who hadn’t really been paying Abigail much mind up to now, thought of Isabella.  
 
      
 
          ‘Actually… She did have a thing with a makeup artist on the show last year.’ 
 
      
 
    Abigail nodded sagely. ‘Might want to play your cards close to your chest with this one, then. Could be a serial showmancer.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Reece’ Daisy said quietly. ‘You can’t blame me for this. I’m not in charge of what Alexa does.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece stood angrily, banging his chair back. ‘I’m not gonna let you make a mug out of me, Daisy. You’re bang out of order and you need to back off.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not the person you should be talking to.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, you are. You’re trying to confuse her.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Confuse her? I’m not a hypnotist!’ 
 
      
 
    Reece looked baffled by that. ‘Just leave it alone, alright? I know you kissed her but it doesn’t count so pack it in. She’s never gonna get with you. Not really.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy gave a short, ironic laugh. ‘If it didn’t count, you wouldn’t be trying to warn me off. Face it, Reece, if you were any kind of boyfriend, she wouldn’t have let me kiss her in the first place. This is your fault for acting like a twat. And if she ends up choosing me, you’ll only have yourself to blame.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece seethed at that but said nothing. Eventually, he stormed out of the café. 
 
      
 
          ‘CUT!’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy took a sip of the water in front of her as Jane came up. ‘Good work, we’re going to leave it at that today.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Great’ Daisy said. She needed to get home and get ready for her second date with Alexa. Although, in reality, she was just going to wipe all the gloop off herself and wash her hair. The whole perfect hair and makeup thing had been fun, but she didn’t feel like Alexa had ever really seen her as she normally was. So when they’d arranged the date, Daisy has said ‘Can we just do a movie night at yours?’ Informal and casual, that was the tone she wanted.  
 
      
 
    Plus, the idea of her face being made to look like that by someone Alexa had slept with felt plain wrong. But she told herself that’s all it was. The whole ‘Showmance’ thing that Abigail had brought up? Daisy was determined not to think about it. She was trying to enjoy this. She couldn’t let it get ruined before they’d even had a second date. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as she was coming out of the wardrobe trailer, back in her civilian clothes, she saw Reece coming her way. He had a look on his face, one of purpose. She didn’t like it a bit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Daisy!’ 
 
      
 
    Christ, he wanted to talk to her. That never really worked in Daisy’s favour. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hi, Reece. Good scene earlier-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I know about you and Alexa.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy felt like she was having a Groundhog Day moment. Hadn’t they just done this? 
 
      
 
          ‘Reece, the cameras are gone. You do realise that?’ 
 
      
 
    Reece looked confused for a second before he regained understanding. ‘No, no! In, like, reality.’ 
 
      
 
    How did he know? 
 
      
 
          ‘Reece, that’s none of your business.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, it is! It’s supposed to be me and her!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘On the show, yes. But that’s it. It’s not your business if we’re dating.’ 
 
      
 
    Reece’s mouth dropped open. ‘Dating?’ he exploded. ‘Since when?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy paused. ‘Is that not what you meant?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I saw the photos of you two at Ricks. I was annoyed Ryan wasn’t getting me to do the publicity stuff. I’m the star, for god’s sakes. You’re just meant to be here for a few episodes. But wait, you’re like, actually doin’ it?’ 
 
      
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
      
 
          ‘Reece-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You know I’ve ‘ad her, don’t you? You’re not special or anything.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Come on’ Daisy replied cynically. ‘Don’t do that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ask her then, if you don’t believe me!’ Reece spat and spun on his heel, striding across the car park. 
 
      
 
    Daisy watched him walk away, that ridiculous muscular walk, barely able to squeeze his huge thighs together to complete a step and she thought ‘She can’t have. Can she?’  
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ Alexa said brightly as she opened the door to Daisy, now wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and distinctly less makeup than earlier. She was pleased to see that Alexa was also a lot more dressed down than she was normally. But she still looked great. If anything, she looked better. It was a hundred percent genuine Alexa. And it was sexy as hell.  
 
      
 
    But, Daisy reminded herself, she wasn’t going to let herself get blinded today by Alexa’s gorgeousness. She had a few questions she needed to ask. It wouldn’t be an interrogation, she didn’t have the right to that. But Daisy needed to know what kind of situation she was in here. Was it the start of something? Or just a fling that ended with the final episode?  
 
      
 
          ‘Hi,’ she said, trying for breezy as she walked into Alexa’s place.  
 
      
 
          ‘How would you feel about a pizza?’ Alexa asked as they walked into the living room. ‘I’ve done two hours of weights today so I feel like I can afford the carbs… Are you alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy sat down and said ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 
      
 
    But Alexa wasn’t convinced. ‘Not buying it. What’s up?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘For someone who’s chosen a career in acting, I’m a shit liar’ Daisy thought. She couldn’t seem to pull the wool over anybody’s eyes today. She’d been hoping to say something later, in decidedly more organic circumstances.  
 
      
 
          ‘I feel silly bringing it up’ she began.  
 
      
 
    Alexa sat down next to Daisy, apprehensively. ‘Right?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s Reece.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa was already annoyed. ‘What’s he done now?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s actually what I wanted to ask. He got himself into a bit of a tizzy earlier, I think he’s a bit jealous. He said something crazy. That he slept with you.’  
 
      
 
    Daisy tried to laugh but it came out wrong and she let it die. She looked at Alexa, really hoping she was going to declare the rumour ridiculous.  
 
      
 
          ‘The thing is…’ Alexa began and Daisy knew it was true. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh my god! What possessed you?’ Daisy asked, mildly horrified. It wasn’t just that this added a third person who worked on Laid in Medford that Alexa had been involved with, including herself. It was the Reece of the situation. Slimy, buffoonish Reece.  
 
      
 
          ‘I know, I know’ Alexa plead. ‘Please try not to judge. I was in a weird place.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What place was that? The Twilight Zone?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was a stupid, drunk mistake that was never repeated. I swear.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy took a beat to consider this information. 
 
      
 
          ‘So… Are you bi? I don’t really care, I’d just like to know.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. And if I needed that reconfirmed, Reece certainly achieved that.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy realised that yet again, she was putting herself in the position of making Alexa account for herself, for things that had absolute nothing to do with her. She didn’t like it in the slightest. She didn’t want to be that girl. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be grilling you like this. I was hoping to just spend some real time with you tonight, without any talk of the show or anyone involved in it. But here we are again.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled with relief. ‘That’s what I was hoping for too. Maybe it’s not too late. We could start from now? We could see how we do with just being normal human beings on a date?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy nodded, happily. ‘I like the sound of that. But first off, we’ve got a big decision to make...’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa held her breath without realising it. 
 
      
 
          ‘What kind of pizza?’ Daisy asked seriously.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, things had indeed settled from the somewhat dramatic start to the evening. Pizza had been eaten (double pepperoni had turned out to be a joint-favourite), wine had been drunk and a movie had been watched. Well, mostly.  They’d missed the last twenty minutes of it. And neither of them minded a bit. 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘You’re like Cinderella’ Alexa complained later, as she watched Daisy getting dressed. ‘What happens if you don’t get home before the witching hour? Will you turn into a pumpkin?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy nodded at Alexa. ‘I will. I wouldn’t mind, but it’s a bitch to find clothes that fit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How is your son, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy fiddled with her watch strap. ‘Yep. Good.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does he know you’re seeing someone?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He does, actually’ Daisy admitted. She wasn’t sure if it might seem a bit premature that Jake knew about them. But Alexa looked delighted and said ‘Really? Cool.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy was buoyed by the response. Alexa wasn’t freaked out. It was something. 
 
      
 
          ‘He asked me to let you know that he likes the way you throw drinks at people. Even if that includes his own mother.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s good mood fell away, abruptly. ‘That’s all people are ever going to think of when they see me, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy turned in surprise. ‘Does that really bother you?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It is what it is, I suppose.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Doesn’t have to be’ Daisy said as she pulled her hair through her t-shirt, letting it fall back in place. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m the wine chucker. I’m not sure what else I’d do.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But what’s the long-term plan?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa sighed and turned to look at the ceiling. ‘I don’t know. Ride this thing till I can’t, I guess. Then maybe I can do some Big Brother or I’m a Celeb or something. I don’t know what else there is for me once this is over.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘You can do a lot more than just being professionally famous. You’ve got something special, Alexa.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled thinly and tucked an arm under her head. ‘You’ve got to say that. I just gave you three orgasms.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘True. But I mean it. I thought it before we ever met. You’ve got something. And you could do anything you wanted with it. You don’t have to keep doing this if you don’t want.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Easy for you to say. You’ve got three years of drama school under your belt. This is a stepping stone for you, you’ll barely remember you did it in a couple of years.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy cocked her head at Alexa. ‘Do you think it’s going to be any easier for me? I wanted to go into the theatre, do serious plays, real work. I don’t know if I might have just blown my cred in that department.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy and Alexa looked at each other as they considered their shared predicament.   
 
      
 
          ‘I was feeling really good not too long ago’ Daisy said with a long sigh. 
 
      
 
          ‘Then you can’t leave yet. I can reset your mood. I just need ten minutes’ Alexa promised with a grin. 
 
      
 
          ‘Ten minutes? Be still my heart.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
          ‘Mum?’ 
 
          ‘Mmm?’ 
 
          ‘Are you still, I don’t know what you call it, with that Alexa lady?’ 
 
          ‘Yep. And you can use the word ‘Dating.’ 
 
          ‘Can I meet her yet?’ 
 
          ‘Not yet.’ 
 
          ‘When, then?’ 
 
          ‘I’ll let you know. Eat your burger.’ 
 
      
 
    Daisy opened the door and pushed Jake gently inside, kissing his cheek briefly. 
 
          ‘Love you, Monkey!’ 
 
    Jake waved and legged it upstairs, going straight for the Xbox. 
 
    Daisy was just about to close the door (she was running late for LIM but Jake had wanted ice cream on the way home and she didn’t want to make him feel short-changed in the mother department, so she’d duly stopped to go halfsies on a sundae that had sparklers in it), when Kathy ran into the hall from the kitchen. 
 
          ‘Well, aren’t we honoured to have your presence?’ 
 
    Daisy didn’t have time for a guilt trip. 
 
          ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to go. Can you save it for later?’ 
 
          ‘What later? I never see you these days. Unless I put the TV on.’ 
 
          ‘I know Mum, I’m sorry. It’s not forever.’ 
 
    Kathy had been making comments about her terrible hours pretty much solidly for the last few weeks, but after Daisy had bought her a coffee maker with all the bells and whistles, she’d shortened the length of the rants. It was now down to a quick dig and done. But not about her love life. She was worse than Jake on that score. 
 
          ‘While I’ve got you, I still want to meet this new one. It’s been weeks’ Kathy said, sipping from a tiny cup. ‘What, are you ashamed of us?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, very ashamed’ Daisy said with an eye roll. ‘Drink your cappuccino.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll have an Americano’ Alexa told the barista and shifted sideways to wait for the coffee. As she waited, she felt a small tap on her shoulder. She turned to see a blonde girl of about eighteen looking at her in awe. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re Alexa!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes,’ Alexa said uncertainly. She couldn’t place the girl at all. 
 
      
 
          ‘I hope I’m not bothering you’ the girl said, ‘But I just wanted to tell you that I’m a big fan of Laid in Medford. My name’s Tara, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
    Oh, it was a fan. This happened from time to time but it was usually young men, trying their luck. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s great’ Alexa said finally. ‘Glad you like it.’ 
 
      
 
    The girl lowered her voice. ‘Actually, I didn’t start watching it until I heard about your storyline with Daisy. It’s been so great for me to watch… That.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa hadn’t seen that coming. 
 
      
 
          ‘Actually, it’s made me think I probably should break up with my boyfriend. The way you look at Daisy… I’ve never been like that, not with a boy’ the girl said sadly. 
 
      
 
    Alexa couldn’t help but feel for Tara. She could still remember those days of confusion. She placed a hand on her shoulder and said ‘It’s OK to feel like that, Tara. You don’t have to be who people expect you to be. It’s alright to be happy.’ 
 
      
 
    The girl lit up, her smile combined with a small tear in one eye. ‘Thank you, Alexa’ she said and rushed out of the coffee shop. 
 
      
 
    Alexa was awestruck. Had that really just happened?  
 
      
 
    As she sat with the coffee, she decided to do something she never normally did. She looked at Twitter, putting in the hashtag #Dexa. She was amazed by the stream. Tweet after tweet of excitement and support for hers and Daisy’s storyline. She’d never seen any Laid in Medford hashtag that was so full of positivity. It was usually just a blast of bitching. But not this. Not Dexa. This actually meant something to people. 
 
      
 
          ‘Ow!’ Daisy yelled. 
 
          ‘Sorry’ Isabella said insincerely, as she put down the tweezers. ‘But that’s what you get for coming in here with a monobrow.’ 
 
          ‘That’s a bit much’ Daisy protested. ‘It was one little hair.’ 
 
          ‘And now it’s gone. You should be grateful. You don’t want to look like warmed over shit. Not in front of your ‘Co-star.’ 
 
    Well, that was that. Isabella knew about her and Alexa. And if she knew, Reece had told everyone.  
 
    No wonder Isabella had graduated from verbal abuse to physical assault on Daisy’s eyebrows. She was having to work on her ex’s current squeeze. It would have put anyone in a weird place. Still, Daisy hadn’t done anything wrong. They’d been broken up long before she’d come along. 
 
    Alexa had given her a brief timeline of events. Her and Isabella had dated for four months and then Alexa had decided she couldn’t see it going anywhere and she’d broken it off. Apparently, Isabella ‘Didn’t take it very well’ in Alexa’s words. And now the production manager always made sure that one of the other makeup artists was booked to work on Alexa. 
 
    Daisy didn’t know what ‘Didn’t take it very well’ meant, precisely. But she was pleased that Alexa had kept the details sparse, respecting Isabella’s privacy. Daisy liked that she did that. She certainly didn’t have to. Isabella didn’t seem like the type of person that inspired loyalty in all she met.  
 
    But still, Daisy was going to have to put up with Little Miss Pissy for the next four days of shooting, the last of the series. The prospect wasn’t exactly enticing. But other than the occasional stab with a set of tweezers (which Daisy could just about put up with), she hoped that Isabella wouldn’t do anything that would truly risk her professional reputation. Outside of work, Daisy had no appetite for drama. 
 
          ‘Get out of my chair, you’re done.’ 
 
    Daisy jumped up, glad to go. She was almost at the door when Isabella said ‘She’s gonna break your heart, you know. Fucking stomp on it. It’s what she does.’ 
 
    Daisy turned at the door. She considered lashing back, saying something hurtful. But in the end, she couldn’t do it. So she wasn’t the person she played on the show, as it turned out. Because she could see Isabella was in pain and she didn’t want to rub it in, even if she was asking for it. ‘I’m sorry if that’s what happened to you. I really am. No one likes to get dumped.’ 
 
    Isabella looked disappointed that Daisy hadn’t taken the bait. Daisy couldn’t think of anything else to say so she walked out. 
 
    Waiting outside for Daisy, looking more than a bit nervous, was Alexa. 
 
          ‘Is she in there?’ Alexa whispered. 
 
          ‘Yes.’ 
 
          ‘We better flee then. If she comes out here and sees me, we’re both toast.’ 
 
    Alexa grabbed Daisy’s hand and they ran around the corner, where Alexa had her own small trailer.  
 
          ‘It ain’t much but it’s private’ Alexa declared as she showed Daisy in. She was right, it wasn’t exactly the kind of thing you saw movie stars in, but Daisy didn’t have one so she was still quite impressed. 
 
    They sat down on the hard little sofa and Daisy said ‘She knows, by the way. So you can let that little fantasy go, that we’re keeping this quiet.’ 
 
    Daisy wasn’t sure how Alexa was going to take the news. But after a moment, Alexa simply shrugged and said, ‘Oh well.’ 
 
          ‘You don’t mind people knowing?’ 
 
    Alexa hesitated. ‘Do you?’ 
 
          ‘It’s just, I don’t know, I suppose I didn’t really want to be fodder for the rumour mill.’ 
 
          ‘People talk. You’ll never change that. So you might as well learn to live with it.’ 
 
          ‘I guess I wanted to be sure there was something for people to talk about before they did’ Daisy said, thinking, even as she was saying it ‘Shut up. Shut up, you tit!’ 
 
          ‘Oh,’ Alexa said as she folded her legs. ‘Is it time for that conversation?’ 
 
    Daisy really hadn’t wanted it to be, not yet. But still, she’d been the one to put it out there. Because they hadn’t stopped at two dates, it had built beyond that.  
 
    It had been weeks of stolen moments, snatched dinners, clandestine kisses, secret a-lot-more-than-kisses, furtive glances, cheeky foot touches underneath tables and more besides. And Daisy was starting to wonder what it all added up to. She was trying hard not to let herself get carried away with it all. No one had made any promises. No one owed anyone anything. But Daisy didn’t know how long she’d be able to let that state of affairs continue. They’d been gradually turning the heat up on this thing. And apparently, the boiling point had just been reached.  
 
    It shocked Daisy as much as anyone. She’d been trying to feel as casual as she’d been acting like it was. But Daisy’s brain had not been playing ball, it seemed. If you could have shone a light into her mind, you would have seen that there were several areas that took up Daisy’s thoughts. Her son, her career, wondering what line Reece would have to cross to make it acceptable for her to slap him around the face, they were all in there. But the part that held her feelings about Alexa, it was starting to get unwieldy, despite Daisy’s best efforts.  
 
    She wasn’t some schoolgirl with a crush, writing ‘Daisy 4 Alexa’ on her English Literature notebook. She was a single mum on the cusp of thirty. But the Silly Schoolgirl? She was still in there somewhere, making Daisy’s life difficult, making her push Alexa to define the relationship.  
 
    Daisy wanted to take that girl by the shoulders and demand that she stop being a gooey idiot. But it was too late for conversations with that less convenient part of her consciousness. Because the Silly Schoolgirl had won this round and now the question was out.  
 
    And now she was watching Alexa squirm, clearly not wanting to answer it. 
 
          ‘Well-’ Alexa began. 
 
          ‘Alexa! You’re needed on set’ came the voice of Aaron the Runner, accompanied by the crack of his knuckles on the flimsy door. 
 
    Great, thought Daisy. Now I’ve asked a question I didn’t mean to and I’m not even going to get an answer to it. 
 
    Alexa jumped up. ‘Can we talk about this later?’ 
 
          ‘Sure. Later.’ 
 
    But Daisy had an idea there might not be a later. If this really was a showmance, and this was the final episode, then Alexa would probably become very busy until they wrapped and then that would be that. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, everyone together please? I just want a quick word before we start today. As it’s the last ep of the season, I wanted to tell you all what a fantastic job you’ve done’ Ryan announced, stepping onto the set of the finale, which was, surprise, surprise, yet another party. Daisy often wondered if the viewers ever asked themselves whether the cast of Laid in Medford had day jobs in this ‘reality’ that the cameras happened to capture because otherwise, how in the hell were they supporting their insane party lifestyle and its associated couture? 
 
    Ryan waited as the crew and the series regulars (Daisy, Alexa, Reece, Will and Robyn included) assembled for the rest of the speech. The praise was all well and good but it wasn’t what they wanted to hear. 
 
          ‘So, we’ve been talking to the channel over the last few weeks, negotiating pretty hard with the suits, and in the end…’ 
 
    Everyone waited anxiously. Daisy, who wasn’t as invested in the decision, thought he was milking the moment a little. You’re not Simon Cowell. Get on with it. 
 
          ‘They’ve offered us a third series!’ 
 
    A group cheer went up, the whole room thrilled to find out they still had jobs for the next year.  Daisy turned to see how Alexa was taking the decision. She was cheering and celebrating with everyone else. But Daisy could have sworn there was something else underneath the reaction, that it wasn’t all sunshine and smiles in her heart. It wasn’t something you could see. It was just a feeling. 
 
          ‘Daisy’ Ryan said, winding his way over to her. ‘I’m so glad you were here for this. You played such a big part in making this series the breakout it is. You and Alexa were great for numbers.’ 
 
          ‘We were?’ Daisy said with no surprise.  
 
          ‘Yes, this episode will be about the big choice, as you know. And ultimately, Alexa’s going to choose Reece. It’s not that you weren’t wonderful, we just think the long-term story has always been Reece and Alexa and we’re staying the course with them. We think that’s what the fans will want. So this’ll be your last episode. But thank you for everything. I know you’ll go on to great things.’ 
 
    Daisy nodded and Ryan continued his tour of cast members, free to congratulate them now that he’d gotten the unpleasant business of a sacking out of the way.  
 
    But Daisy wasn’t taking it as hard as she might have thought. On balance, she was cool with it. Of course Alexa was going to choose Reece. He was their resident ‘Sexy bad boy that all the girls want to tame’. It was too reliable a trope to take chances with. So inevitably, Daisy had become surplus to requirements. It was hard to be shocked. 
 
    It was probably for the best, anyway. Daisy was worried she was getting too contented at LIM. The great money, the friendly crew, getting to work with Alexa, as well as Robyn and Will (both of whom she’d become quite fond of), she could see how easy it could become to stay with it. But luckily, the choice had been taken away. She was officially out on her arse when series two wrapped. 
 
          ‘Hey’ Alexa said, pulling her aside by the wrist. Daisy’s eyes flicked around, trying to see who might be watching. But everyone was way too excited to care about some light physical contact. ‘Ryan just told me about the ending of the show, that you’re not coming back next year. Are you doing OK with that?’ 
 
    Although Daisy hadn’t been too broken up to get the news from Ryan, she suddenly felt her stomach drop as the same information came from Alexa. It took her a second to figure out its cause. And then she knew it. It was that question again. If it was the end of the show, was it the end of them? 
 
          ‘I’m fine’ Daisy lied. ‘I just need to speak to my agent.’ 
 
    And she dashed off the set, leaving Alexa wondering if she should go after her. In the end, she decided against it. Daisy was clearly a little knocked by the news and if she needed a second, then Alexa would give it to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Outside, Daisy was kicking herself. She’d run away from Alexa like some drama queen and she probably thought Daisy was crying because she’d gotten the boot from the show. That was far more humiliating than the sacking itself, the idea that Alexa might think she was broken up about it. Then again, the other option wasn’t a lot better, that Daisy had caught feelings and was throwing a hissy because she knew the end was nigh. However you sliced it, Daisy came off a touch high maintenance.  
 
    Thankfully, Alexa had a scene with Reece first so, at the very least, Daisy was granted a small reprieve from all the embarrassment that awaited her on set.  
 
          ‘Daisy!’ a voice said, interrupting her downward spiral. Daisy turned to see Robyn jogging toward her.  
 
          ‘I heard the news. Fucking sucks, Dais.’ 
 
          ‘Don’t worry about it. it’s no big deal. Really.’ 
 
          ‘Then why do you have a face like a smacked arse?’ 
 
    Daisy wondered if there was any point trying to pretend Robyn had just misread her. But that never seemed to work. She really needed to work on her game face. 
 
          ‘It’s personal stuff.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, cos you’re boning Alexa?’ Robyn asked, matter-of-factly. ‘Hang on, not boning’ she amended. ‘That’s the wrong word. No bone involved. Well, unless you’ve got some kind of prosthetic bone-’ 
 
    Daisy raised her hands in surrender. ‘OK, OK, I admit everything. Just stop saying ‘Bone.’ Did Reece tell you?’ 
 
          ‘Yeah. He’s not happy. But that’s hardly a surprise. It’s always been so easy for him in the chick department. And then someone like Alexa shuts him down, it’s bound to appeal, isn’t it? I’m not surprised, by the way. Knew you two were gonna end up together.’ 
 
          ‘I wouldn’t say we’ve exactly ended up together’ Daisy said. It came out sadder than she meant it to. 
 
          ‘Is that what’s up your arse? She binned you off already?’ 
 
          ‘That’s not… No.’ 
 
          ‘I was going to say, that’d be a shock. She’s clearly into you.’ 
 
    Daisy felt a smile pushing its way onto her lips, although she tried to fight it. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
          ‘Have you watched the show?’ 
 
    Daisy realised she hadn’t watched an episode since the one her mum had forced her to see. She’d been too busy. 
 
          ‘I saw the one when Alexa chucked the wine at me. But apart from that...’ 
 
    Robyn gaped. ‘Are you being serious? That’s mad. I’ve seen every episode. Even the ones I’m not in!’ she declared, obviously thinking that was the craziest thing of all. ‘But if you can’t be bothered to watch the whole thing, just go to YouTube and put in, what’s that name they gave you? Dexa? There’ll be somebody that’s cut all the bits with you two together, probably with a sappy song over the top, I guarantee.’ 
 
          ‘Perhaps I’ll check that out sometime. But I don’t know what it’ll prove.’ 
 
    Robyn inhaled deeply. ‘Just watch it, Dais. Because sometimes, and it’s only occasionally, but sometimes reality TV captures something real.’  
 
      
 
    Daisy crept back onto the set to see an end to the scene that was currently shooting. It was Reece, confronting Alexa about her relationship with Daisy while the extras pretended not to listen, enjoying the ‘party’. 
 
          ‘Look, we’ve both made mistakes, alright? I can admit that’ Reece said, as close to an admission to the infidelities that had been hinted at but never fully revealed. ‘I get that I probably pushed you toward her but I hope you realise how silly it would be to get with her just to spite me. It’s a waste of what we’ve got. We’re real so I’m not gonna make this a big deal, that you’ve snogged her. But if we can promise, here and now, that we won’t do anything like that again, then that has to be it. She can’t be around anymore if that’s what we’re saying.’ 
 
    Daisy thought he was being rather smug, that his knowledge of the way he knew it was going to play out was touching his performance. It was a shame because he was giving the game away.  
 
    Alexa, on the other hand, was playing it like a real decision, that she was agonising about what to do. 
 
          ‘Look, Reece, I just need you to back off. I can’t do this with you trying to screw with my head at the same time.’ 
 
          ‘Do what?’ 
 
          ‘Decide what I want to do.’ 
 
          ‘What are you talking about? What do you need to decide?’ 
 
    Alexa looked at him seriously. ‘Reece, you’re acting like Daisy’s just someone I’m using to get back at you. But I’m not like that.’ 
 
          ‘Are you trying to tell me you might leave me for her?’ Reece said, practically laughing at the absurdity of it. 
 
          ‘I didn’t say that.’ 
 
    Reece started to look angry. ‘Yeah, but you’re not denying it. Don’t be so stupid! You’re not gonna chuck me to go out with a girl. That’s fucking crazy!’ 
 
    Daisy, from the sidelines, thought that the scene was picking up. Mainly because Reece had upped his game. If indeed it was still a performance. As cheesy as Reece had started out the scene, Daisy was starting to wonder if some little switch in him had flicked along the way.  
 
          ‘Do you get that I love you’ he shouted. ‘Does that even matter to you?’ 
 
          ‘Reece…’ Alexa began quietly. 
 
          ‘YOU WANT ME OR YOU DON’T!’ Reece bellowed. 
 
    The other party goers had no choice at that point, they all turned to see who was shouting. 
 
          ‘Err, I think we’ll cut there’ Jane said quickly. ‘We might pick it up later, but for now, I’d like to move on to the next scene.  
 
    Reece, his face red, took a deep breath. He seemed to be trying to get the genie back into the bottle.  
 
    Daisy wanted to be angry with him, for shouting at Alexa. But she pitied him. She couldn’t help it. It was possible they were both going to be in the same boat soon so how could she not feel for the poor bastard? 
 
          ‘Daisy, we’ll do you and Alexa now, if that’s alright?’ 
 
    Daisy nodded and stepped in front of the cameras, given her position by Jane. Alexa was put in front of her. Daisy leaned in to her ear while they adjusted the lighting. ‘Are you alright?’ she whispered to Alexa. 
 
          ‘Yeah. Not really sure what happened there. I guess this is why I need to stop shagging my colleagues’ Alexa quipped. 
 
    And there it was. She’d said it to Daisy’s face, how little it all meant. Daisy was just another notch on Alexa’s Laid in Medford bedpost. 
 
          ‘Oh, that’s how it is, is it?’ Daisy said, a coldness creeping into her tone that she reserved for someone who had broken her heart. Or fucking stomped on it, more accurately. 
 
    Alexa blinked, realising what she’d said. ‘Oh! No, I-’ 
 
          ‘ACTION!’  
 
    Daisy shook off what had just happened, slipping her true self off like a comfy old coat left on the dressing room floor, sliding the other, different Daisy on, her sharp, confident self, the girl who had set her sights on Alexa and wouldn’t stop until told to.  
 
          ‘You look amazing’ she said seductively, kissing her on the cheek, a new arrival at the party who had missed the drama that had occurred only minutes before. But she was better informed than Alexa realised. ‘Something’s up. What is it?’ 
 
    Alexa tried to be light, not wanting to discuss. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
          ‘So you and Reece didn’t just have a massive row?’ 
 
          ‘How did you know that?’ 
 
          ‘Robyn texted me on the way over, told me what happened. She said it was about me.’ 
 
    Alexa rolled her eyes. ‘Nothing stays quiet.’ 
 
          ‘Was she right?’ 
 
          ‘Yes, as a matter of fact. Reece wants me to stay away from you.’ 
 
          ‘And are you going to?’ 
 
          ‘Should I?’ 
 
    Daisy smiled. ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    Alexa laughed. ‘You would say that.’ 
 
          ‘Look, I’m not going to keep trying to seduce you out from under him. There’s no point.’  
 
    Alexa nodded as though she knew where Daisy was going with this, that she’d gotten bored of the situation. 
 
          ‘All I’m going to do is tell you that I want to be with you. It’s up to you what you do with that’ Daisy said plainly. 
 
    Alexa’s breath caught in her throat, which Daisy (the real Daisy, who sat patiently underneath, waiting to be allowed back up) couldn’t help but think was a simply gorgeous touch, subtle yet powerful. ‘That’s what you want?’ Alexa asked.  
 
          ‘Yes. That’s what I want’ Daisy said, looking deep into Alexa’s eyes. Alexa looked right back, a deer in the headlights. 
 
          ‘CUT! Fantastic work all, no need for a second take so let’s move on. Robyn! Will!’   
 
    The eye contact between Daisy and Alexa was broken, kicked to pieces by Jane’s yell. They both silently walked off to the side of the set, where two chairs waited with bottles of water on them, placed by Aaron. 
 
    After they’d both sat in silence for a minute, Alexa felt compelled to try again, to continue what she’d been starting to say before Jane had interrupted them.  
 
    But as she opened her mouth to speak, she realised she wasn’t exactly sure what she could say. She’d made a stupid joke in front of Daisy, thinking it was only that, a silly line to make it appear that she was less shaken up by Reece’s outburst than she really had been.  
 
    Because it was the first time that she’d realised how big a deal Reece’s feelings were to him. Alexa had never taken the Reece thing seriously, treating the whole thing like a joke for the past year. And clearly, Reece didn’t find it funny.  
 
    And then she’d had to go straight into the next scene, no break to process what had happened and the sudden guilt she felt about the situation, how much of a mess Reece had gotten in over her. She couldn’t take it all on, he was an adult and must have had some idea what he was getting into when he took the girl he knew full well identified as a lesbian to bed. But still, she’d been treating him like the ‘roided up cheeseball he pretended to be, and who should have known better than her what a mistake that was. Everyone thought she was a drama queen who couldn’t keep a glass full and she’d resented the hell out of it. But apparently, she was just as foolish as everyone else. She’d bought his act. 
 
    As Reece was pulled off the set, Alexa realised she owed him a real conversation about what had happened, to give him the closure he obviously sorely needed. Mostly, she needed to treat him like a real person with feelings, something she hadn’t been doing since it happened. But there was no time to do that, it was time to shoot. And then Daisy was there, sweet Daisy, wanting to know if she was alright. And what had Alexa done? She’d taken Reece’s upset and passed it straight to Daisy.  
 
    What a fucking mess. But she had to wade through it now or it could only grow. 
 
          ‘Daisy…’ 
 
    But Daisy had silently stood and walked away, leaving Alexa talking to an empty chair. 
 
    Alexa proceeded to search the set for Daisy for the entirety of her twenty-minute break but she couldn’t find hide nor hair of her. She did, however, find Aaron. And Aaron tended to know all. 
 
          ‘Aaron! Have you seen Daisy?’ 
 
    Alexa watched irritably as Aaron fought, unsuccessfully to hide his smirk as he asked, ‘Did you want her for something?’ 
 
    The rumour mill had indeed been hard at it. Alexa nearly replied ‘Yeah, I was planning to have crazy sex with her in my trailer.’ But she didn’t have time for that, satisfying as his shocked face might have been. ‘Do you know where she is or not?’ 
 
          ‘I think she’s actually done for the day.’ 
 
          ‘What? No, she’s shooting with Will and Robyn, I thought?’ 
 
          ‘She said she was sick so the production manager had to do some juggling but she’s not in till tomorrow now.’ 
 
    Alexa went straight for her phone, but before she could even get it switched on - it was a strictly enforced rule that everyone’s mobiles were off during shooting and Jane had sworn that if she ever heard the slightest vibration, the offending phone would be dropped in the nearest toilet - Aaron placed a hand over her screen. ‘Speaking of which, I think you’re due on set, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Alexa wanted to give the smug little prick the finger but instead, she opted for dutifully trooping back into the club. She’d caused enough drama as it was, she couldn’t afford a third scandal today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re back early’ Kathy said as Daisy sloped into the living room. ‘Jake’s not even back from school yet. He’s at rehearsals.’ 
 
          ‘Rehearsals for what?’ Daisy asked, confused.  
 
          ‘Oh! I wasn’t supposed to say’ Kathy cursed herself. ‘But I suppose the cat’s out of the bag now. He got a part in the school production of Oliver!’ 
 
          ‘Why didn’t he tell me?’ 
 
          ‘I’m not sure but at a guess, I’d say he’s a bit nervous about walking in your shoes.’ 
 
    Daisy was blown away. ‘What part did he get?’ 
 
          ‘The Artful Dodger.’ 
 
    Daisy’s mouth fell open. ‘No! That’s the best part!’ 
 
    Kathy nodded agreeably. ‘I know.’ 
 
          ‘I can’t believe he didn’t say anything.’  
 
    The crappy day she’d had, she really wanted to come home, knowing she’d feel better just for seeing Jake. But now she felt even worse. Her son had kept his amazing achievement from her. Whatever his reasons, it made Daisy feel like a terrible mother. She should have known, somehow. She should have asked him more questions, gotten it out of him. It was one of her jobs as a mother, knowing what was happening in her son’s life. And she’d failed at it.    
 
    The day was officially a shit show. 
 
    Daisy slumped onto the sofa next to her Mum. Countdown was on the TV. ‘God, they still make this?’ Daisy complained. 
 
          ‘Excuse me, this is my afternoon ritual. Don’t stomp in here and start throwing your toys out of the pram because you’ve had a bad day!’ 
 
    Daisy checked her phone. No calls, no texts. Proof if proof were needed that Alexa had checked out. 
 
          ‘What’s up with you, anyway’ Kathy asked. 
 
    Luckily, Daisy had a reason to feel like shit shovelled up, even if it wasn’t the correct one. ‘Got the sack.’ 
 
    Kathy gave a short gasp. ‘But I thought everyone loved you!’ 
 
          ‘Where did you get that idea?’ 
 
          ‘I’ve been on the internet, on the new tablet that you got me. Hashtag Dexa.’ 
 
    Surprised laughter burst out of Daisy. Hearing her Mum say hashtag Dexa, it was priceless.  
 
          ‘Thanks, Mum’ she said through her tears of laughter.  ‘I really needed that.’ 
 
          ‘I’m not sure what’s so funny but if it takes that mopey look off your face, I’m not complaining. So it’s all over at the show?’ 
 
          ‘Yep.’ 
 
          ‘Have you spoken to your agent?’ 
 
          ‘No, but it’s on my to-do list, don’t worry about that.’ 
 
          ‘I’m not worried. There’ll be other things.’ 
 
    Daisy waited for her to say something else, to ruin the compliment. But she didn’t. 
 
    They lapsed into comfortable silence as someone tried to crack the numbers game on TV. ‘Oh, hang on’ the middle-aged male contestant with a comb-over said. ‘I think I’ve come a cropper. Nope. Don’t have it.’  
 
    Kathy snorted. 
 
          ‘Mum?’ Daisy began, wondering if it was really the best idea to ask her Mum’s advice. But she was right there and technically, she had lived longer than Daisy. She might have some surprising nugget of wisdom to offer. ‘Mum, do you think some people just can’t pick the right person? Like a default setting thing.’ 
 
    Kathy picked up the remote and hit mute. 
 
          ‘What did she do?’ 
 
          ‘Who?’ 
 
          ‘What’s her face… This Alexa person.’ 
 
          ‘I didn’t say she did anything.’ 
 
    Kathy shook her head. ‘I can’t talk to you if you won’t tell me anything, you realise that, don’t you?’ 
 
    Daisy considered the trade. Give her mother information on her love life in exchange for any advice she might have to give? It wasn’t a great deal, but she supposed she could risk it. Just this once. 
 
          ‘Do you know what a showmance is?’ 
 
    Kathy thought about it. ‘Is it a type of hatchback?’ 
 
    It wasn’t a promising start. 
 
          ‘It’s not a car, no’ Daisy said, trying to be patient. ‘It’s when people in the entertainment industry get involved with each other, you know, romantically, when they’re working together. And then, when they’re not working together anymore, the relationship ends.’ 
 
          ‘That sort of thing isn’t confined to working in entertainment. It happens everywhere, Daisy’ Kathy said, a shade more smugly than Daisy could have done with, but she decided to persist nonetheless. 
 
          ‘Fine. But anyway, that’s what I think might have happened. With me and Alexa.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, I see. Why? Is that what she said to you? That it was over because you’re not going to be working there anymore.’ 
 
          ‘Not as such. It’s more of a feeling.’ 
 
    Kathy went silent. Daisy thought she wasn’t going to say anymore. But apparently, Kathy had been stewing on her reply because a few minutes later, she said ‘Someone’s been filling your head with shit, haven’t they?’ 
 
          ‘Swear jar, Mum.’ 
 
          ‘Never mind that. You’ve never used a word like showmance before. Who’s said it to you?’ 
 
    Daisy felt her defences go up. ‘My friend Abigail, actually. And she knows because she grew up in the theatre.’ 
 
          ‘It doesn’t mean she knows anything about the price of tea in China.’ 
 
    That was another Kathy standard. It meant something to do with talking about things you didn’t really understand, Daisy had gleaned over the years. 
 
          ‘So anyway, don’t be so daft as to go listening to people who’ve got nothing better to do than use silly expressions like Showmance.’ 
 
    Daisy thought she might argue with that, because she felt silly and belittled, like she always did with her mum. But then something earth-shatteringly bizarre occurred to her. It was the kind of thought that makes you feel like your world’s upside down and black is white. 
 
    Did her mother have a point? 
 
    When she thought about the people who’d been sticking their respective oars into the situation, she realised the list contained Abigail, Isabella, Reece and Robyn. Two of them were angry with Alexa, and one had never met her. And the other, Robyn, hadn’t said anything but kind things, even though she was Reece’s sister. 
 
    But really, there was only one person she needed to speak to, the one who’s opinion mattered the most. And if it was bad news, then it was bad news. But at least she’d get it straight from the source. 
 
          ‘Mum! I thought you were getting back later?’ 
 
    Daisy turned around to see Jake, wearing his normal school uniform but with a tell-tale smudge of street urchin dirty face makeup left on his cheek, looking at her in shock from the doorway of the living room. 
 
          ‘I got off early. How was school?’ 
 
    Jake shrugged. ‘Alright.’ 
 
          ‘Yeah?’ Daisy stood up and went over to Jake, wiping the smudge from his face with her thumb. ‘What’s this? Did you fall down?’ she asked, hoping to nudge him toward the truth. But Jake only said ‘Dunno. What’s for tea?’ 
 
    He really wasn’t going to say anything.  
 
          ‘For dinner tonight, I was thinking about doing some bowls of gruel. Is that alright, Jake?’ Daisy asked, straight-faced. 
 
    Jake’s mouth hung and then he looked over at his gran. ‘You told her!’ 
 
    Kathy turned to Jake. ‘You should never have put me in that position in the first place’ she declared and then turned back to Countdown, responsibility for her blabbermouth successfully deflected.  
 
          ‘Why didn’t you tell me, that’s what I want to know’ Daisy demanded. 
 
          ‘Because it’s so embarrassing.’ 
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
          ‘I don’t know, do I? It just is!’ he said, and ran from the room and up the stairs. 
 
    Nice one, Daisy. Another successful outing into parenting. You should run seminars. 
 
      
 
    Later, Daisy was soaking in the bath, trying to sort out the chaos in her head. Her phone was on the toilet, but it was switched off. She didn’t want any calls from Aaron, bugging her about coming in early or anything. Sod the lot of them.  
 
    But she did have her Mum’s iPad, thinking she might watch an episode of something on Netflix. But that wasn’t the app she opened. No. Instead, her finger tapped on the YouTube app and when it came up, Daisy’s finger, practically of its own accord, typed in Dexa. And there they were, as Robyn had predicted. Montages of hers and Alexa’s scenes. She picked one at random and watched it all the way through, three minutes of Sarah McLachlan paired with all the big Dexa moments in slow motion.   
 
    Daisy had to admit, it was sweet. And she liked it, seeing herself with Alexa. Alexa did indeed look at Daisy in a way that made her feel funny in the chest. But once the video was over, Daisy didn’t know what difference it really made. It was only television. It would be stupid to think anything else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Alexa was sat in her trailer, dressed in loose sweats and very little makeup, waiting for Aaron to show up to take her to makeup. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. What she was really waiting for was Daisy. Her call time was in half an hour and Alexa was hoping to catch her, to make some attempt at straightening everything out once she’d let a professional deal with the physical mess she was today. 
 
    Rap, rap. 
 
    Alexa threw open the door to her dinky trailer. But instead of Aaron, it was Daisy, looking deeply pensive. ‘Can we talk-’   
 
          ‘I’ve been ringing you! Why didn’t you pick up?’ Alexa asked her, going on the offensive. 
 
    Daisy stopped, apparently thrown. ‘I switched my phone off.’ 
 
          ‘Why?’ 
 
          ‘Because I… Before I answer that, why were you calling me?’ 
 
    Alexa pulled Daisy into the trailer and closed the door behind her. 
 
          ‘Because of…’ Alexa paused, still trying to get her bearings at the surprise appearance of Daisy at her trailer door. But maybe she should just shut up, rather than stick her foot in her mouth yet again.  
 
    Given a night to consider what had happened, all Alexa knew for sure was the following: 
 
    
    	 Alexa had made a stupid joke which had offended Daisy. 
 
    	 Daisy had become quite frosty. 
 
    	 Daisy had left without a word. 
 
   
 
    And then Alexa had had to keep shooting. After she’d finished, she’d called Daisy but couldn’t get through. She’d spent a sleepless night wondering how to deal with the situation. But she never found an answer. It wasn’t like Isabella, nor Reece. It wasn’t simply a mistake to be handled. It was something else altogether.  
 
    And that was when she knew how she felt about Daisy, after she’d already buggered it up. It was love. And it was very inconvenient. 
 
    Alexa knew why she’d been in denial about it. Because she didn’t know if Daisy wanted any more than what they had, which had included a fair amount of exceptional sex. But after the sex was over, Daisy would get straight up and go home to her real life and she’d never asked Alexa if she wanted in on it, to meet the people that made that life up. So Alexa had been telling herself that this was all very lovely but there was no point getting attached because Daisy probably wasn’t. She’d compartmentalised Alexa, and Alexa knew what that usually meant.  
 
    Daisy was a real person with a complicated life and a nearly teenage son, not to mention a lot of other good, tangible qualities. She wasn’t like Alexa, who was not much more than shit telly fodder with good hair, perfect nails and a flat stomach. And what was that really worth to anyone besides the makers of Laid in Medford? 
 
    When you got right down to the root of it, Daisy was a real person. And Alexa was a ‘Reality’ person. That was the difference, the problem that was beyond a solution. 
 
    And now she was in her sweats, bags under her eyes from the lack of sleep, looking like warmed over shit, with Daisy in front of her, wanting to ‘Talk.’  It was all quite nerve-wracking and she didn’t even have her usual armour in place, courtesy of the hair, makeup and wardrobe departments.  
 
          ‘Well?’ Daisy repeated, still waiting to find out why Alexa had tried to call her. 
 
    Alexa sat down on the sofa. ‘I wanted to know why you left. I know you weren’t really sick.’ 
 
          ‘You don’t know why I left?’ Daisy asked incredulously. ‘You can’t think of anything you might have said-’ 
 
          ‘If this is about that joke I made, then honestly, I think your reaction was… Disproportionate’ Alexa said, knowing she was being awful, unable to stop, unable to be honest and just tell Daisy how it really was. No, this was better. Why hand someone the knife they were going to use to stab you in the heart? ‘And I don’t think you’ve got any right to just walk off the set like that. It’s unprofessional.’ 
 
    Daisy gave Alexa an extremely hard look and she feared what words might soon accompany such an expression. But all she said was ‘Alright then. If that’s what you think, then I don’t know what more there is to be said here.’ 
 
    And she walked out. 
 
    Nothing happened for the proceeding two minutes after Daisy left the trailer. But as the second hand counted a hundred and twenty-four seconds after Daisy’s exit, the noise of someone breaking a mirror inside the trailer could have been heard, if anyone had been around to hear it. But there wasn’t anyone. It was a moment of self-loathing and it took place under the conditions that had created it in the first place. It was Alexa, alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    Daisy didn’t want to walk into the makeup trailer. Not right now. It was too obvious that she’d been crying. Isabella would simply lap that up and Daisy wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. She just needed a moment for her colour to return to normal. 
 
          ‘Hey’ said a head that popped out of the makeup trailer door. ‘What are you fucking about at out there. There’s a schedule, you know!’ 
 
          ‘Alright!’ Daisy replied to Isabella’s angry little face. ‘I’m coming. Keep your knickers on!’ 
 
          ‘Is that a zit on your chin? Have you been eating junk food?’ Isabella demanded as Daisy walked in. 
 
          ‘None of your business’ Daisy snapped. 
 
          ‘Ooh, someone’s in a bad mood today’ Isabella mocked.  
 
          ‘You’re in a bad mood every day and no one ever says anything about that so why don’t you just shut up for a change?’ Daisy replied, tiredly. She had no energy for the fight she was apparently having. Not when it was with the ghost of relationships future who had been rattling her miserable little chains in Daisy’s face mere days ago, warning her off Alexa. Worse, she’d been right. ‘Just do your job and make me look presentable. Other than that, I don’t think we need to talk to each other.’ 
 
    Isabella’s eyebrow raised ever so slightly but she didn’t reply and Daisy thought, just for once, that she might have won a round with her. But the quiet was only temporary. 
 
          ‘I heard you went home sick yesterday’ Isabella said, dabbing some ice on the zit to shrink it before she tried to cover it. 
 
    Daisy didn’t say anything. 
 
          ‘What was it? Bad stomach? Catering’s had some very ropey looking meat sandwiches lately. I keep seeing the same one getting put out every day. I don’t know who they think they’re fooling-’ 
 
          ‘What are you doing?’ Daisy asked. 
 
    Isabella tried to look innocent. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
          ‘You’re being chatty. You’re never chatty.’ 
 
    Isabella sniffed and turned to her eye shadow palettes, which apparently needed a tidy right this second. ‘I guess I thought I should ease up on you a bit. Heard you got the sack.’ 
 
          ‘Yeah… In more ways than one,’ Daisy said with a glance at Isabella. What was the point of keeping up the pretence anymore? Let her have her moment. If Isabella could scrape up a few minutes of joy from dancing on the grave of ‘Dexa’, then why not give it to her? 
 
          ‘What?’ Isabella started. ‘You and Alexa have finished already?’ 
 
          ‘That’s right. She just talked to me like I was shit on her shoe so I guess you were right. She’s done with me. Enjoy.’ 
 
    Isabella paused for a moment and eventually said ‘No, that’s OK. Right, let’s see about covering Mount Etna, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    It was a very weird day on Laid in Medford. There were lay lines of tension sitting over the unused part of the club, which currently functioned as a makeshift green room where everyone was forced to sit while they waited to shoot. Daisy and Alexa weren’t talking to each other, for a start. And Reece wasn’t talking to anyone. But Robyn was talking to everybody, as usual, even if they wouldn’t talk back. Eventually, when she couldn’t take it anymore, she went to sit next to Will, an oasis of normality in the resentful desert. 
 
          ‘What’s up with everyone?’ she whispered to him. 
 
          ‘Not a clue. But if I were to take a wild stab in the dark, I’d guess it was something to do with people not being able to keep it in their pants’ Will whispered back. 
 
    Robyn nodded. ‘Wise words, Will. Wise words.’ 
 
    He pointed at his coiffed noggin and said, ‘Not just a hat rack.’ 
 
    Robyn laughed and shoved him playfully. He almost fell out of his chair. Robyn was stronger than she looked. 
 
          ‘Can I have Daisy, Will and Robyn?’ came the call from the production manager.  
 
    The trio got up and walked over to Jane for their orders and began their shoot.  
 
      
 
          ‘Honestly, it’s not right to be trying to get between them’ Robyn said to Daisy. 
 
          ‘It’s none of your business’ Daisy replied, snippily. 
 
          ‘Anyway’ Will interjected angrily. ‘What about us? You kissed me, remember?!’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa heard the tail end of the scene that was currently shooting but if she didn’t have to be on set, then she wouldn’t be. She couldn’t take any more of this. Watching Daisy pretending to pursue her when the exact opposite had happened? It was too much. 
 
    So she mouthed ‘Trailer’ at Aaron and he nodded. He’d come and get her when she was needed. 
 
    As she sloped across the car park, she thanked god that there was only today and tomorrow left in this awful situation. And once they wrapped, she wouldn’t have to look at Daisy anymore.  
 
    She thought she might jet off to somewhere exotic and far away once she’d done with this series. She’d be back in a few months but there was no reason she had to spend those months here, stewing in everything that had happened. Yes, distance was the key. As she opened the door to the trailer, she thought that Fiji might be nice. 
 
          ‘Hi’ said a voice from inside and Alexa froze, frightened. And then she saw who it was. Isabella, sitting on the sofa, looking at home. Alexa had thought it was some obsessed fan come to murder her. Finding Isabella instead wasn’t much better. 
 
          ‘What are you doing in my trailer, Issy? You were on your last warning. I can’t stop them from firing you if you start it all up again. Not this time.’ 
 
          ‘Relax. I’m not here to break your shit or anything. I just wanted to talk to you. But speaking of broken things, you should probably get someone in to clean up that mirror in the bathroom-’ 
 
          ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    Isabella smiled. ‘Just wanted to catch up. We’ve done a great job of avoiding each other this series, haven’t we? I’ve barely seen you.’ 
 
          ‘Yes, for good reason.’ 
 
          ‘I admit, I got a bit… Intense before.’ 
 
          ‘Intense? You put a brick through my windshield.’ 
 
          ‘You weren’t in the car at the time, though. You’ve got to give me credit for that.’ 
 
    Alexa laughed nervously. ‘If that’s something you think deserves applause then I’m sorry to tell you you’re not going to get it.’ 
 
    Isabella joined in the laughter, although hers was more genuine. ‘I’ve missed this.’ 
 
          ‘You’ve missed breaking into my place and freaking me out?’ 
 
          ‘No! You and me. This!’ 
 
    Alexa rubbed her temple. ‘Issy…’ 
 
          ‘I’m putting my hands up, alright? I went a bit over the top when we ended.’ 
 
    Alexa waited. Isabella had come to say something and the best way to get her out of here without her throwing a shit fit was to let her say it. 
 
          ‘But I still think it could work’ Isabella said. 
 
    Right, there it was. And now Alexa had a bomb to defuse.  
 
          ‘Isabella, do you think you could maybe listen to what I’ve got to say without trying to interrupt or arguing with me?’ 
 
          ‘Of course, Sweetie.’ 
 
          ‘We had a shot. And I’m not going to say we didn’t have fun. We did, I acknowledge that. But however you’re feeling, it’s not how I feel. I’ve moved on-’ 
 
    Isabella rolled her eyes. ‘What, with that Daisy creature? I know you’ve split up. That’s why I came. Thought you might need a little… Comfort.’ 
 
    Alexa paused. It was very recent news to have already hit the makeup department. It had only happened three hours ago. 
 
          ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
          ‘Because I’ve been coiffing your little fuck-toy for months. You think I can’t read her? Christ, for an actress, she’s got no fucking poker face whatsoever.’  
 
    Alexa sighed. ‘You should leave her alone. She hasn’t done anything to you.’ 
 
          ‘I have been. God, relax. We’re practically buddies. She told me all about how you gave her the boot.’ 
 
          ‘What?’ Alexa replied, shocked. ‘I didn’t break up with her. She broke up with me.’ 
 
    Isabella shrugged. ‘Well, anyway, it’s over. So how’s about it? I know you’ve missed me.’ 
 
    Alexa opened the door of the trailer. The gentle approach wasn’t working. It was time to be firm. 
 
          ‘It’s over. Accept it.’ 
 
    Isabella sniffed. ‘Fine. But when you come crawling back to me, and you will, maybe I won’t say yes.’ 
 
          ‘I wouldn’t worry too much about that scenario.’ 
 
    Isabella’s mouth went tight with rage. ‘We’ll see’ she said and swept out grandly.  
 
    Alexa closed the door behind her, glad to be rid of Isabella without the destruction of property. But after she’d gone, something remained. It was the remark she’d made, about Alexa dumping Daisy. Had she made it up? Alexa wouldn’t put it past her. She wasn’t exactly living on the same plane of reality as everyone else. She tended to fantasise. But what would be the point of this lie? It wouldn’t get her anything she wanted.  
 
    In fact, Alexa still couldn’t understand how she would have known about the break-up. Her only possible source was indeed Daisy. Isabella did work on Daisy, that was a verified fact. So could it be true? Had Daisy really said that Alexa had broken up with her? And why would she say that? It wasn’t for self-pity. That wasn’t Daisy’s style. Not at all. 
 
    Replaying that last conversation, Alexa realised that Daisy hadn’t said it was over as such. Alexa had assumed she was about to. And that’s why she’d tried to beat Daisy to the punch, to act like she didn’t care.  
 
    But looking at it from a different angle, what if Daisy had thought the same as she had? That the attitude she’d given her was her shitty way of ending things? She’d been a bitch and then Daisy had said ‘If that’s what you think, then I don’t know what more there is to be said here.’ And Alexa had thought that was her subtle way of breaking it off. 
 
    In fact, now Alexa thought about it, it was glaring. She had ended it! She hadn’t known that’s what she was doing but the way she’d been to Daisy, she could now see how it looked. 
 
    Sitting in her trailer, turning it all over, she marvelled at how she’d managed to get this whole thing so twisted up with her own insecurities. She’d seen the mirror image of what had happened. Essentially the same. But backwards. 
 
    And then something else occurred to her. If Daisy thought she’d been broken up with and was upset about it, did that mean that Alexa could still fix this? Maybe she didn’t have to lose Daisy after all. 
 
    Alexa stood, a decision made. She would find Daisy, she would explain everything, she would make it right. She wouldn’t give up. It was possible she’d blown it but if there was a chance left, she had to try.  
 
    She threw open the door, ready to run out.  
 
          ‘Oh, good, you’re ready. Jane says you’re up’ Aaron said, lowering his knocking arm. 
 
          ‘Actually, I need ten minutes.’ 
 
    Aaron sucked in a passive aggressive little breath. ‘Don’t think we can do it, we’re really up against it. What with Daisy going off sick and Reece’s little… Well, you know. You’ve got to reshoot that scene with him.’ 
 
    Alexa gritted her teeth. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    So be it. She’d get the shooting out of the way and find Daisy afterwards. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t seen Reece since the incident yesterday. She’d been meaning to find him, to have the talk with him that he clearly needed but then everything that had been happening with Daisy, it had gotten pushed to the back of her mind. 
 
          ‘Hi Reece’ she said as she sat down opposite him at the table, a beer in front of him, a martini for her. 
 
          ‘Hi,’ he said, an odd shyness in his tone. 
 
    Jane called action and the scene began. It wasn’t like yesterday. Reece was less brash, less cocky. He was a guy pleading, very quietly, not to be left. And Alexa played it equally quietly. She explained that it was hard and that she cared about him. It was nothing like the explosions of before. It was sadder and better for it.  
 
    And then they were done. Alexa knew she needed to find Daisy but before she did, she had to say something to Reece. 
 
    As they stood, she leaned into him, out of the earshot of the crew, who were now resetting for another scene with Robyn and Will. ‘Reece, I need to tell you… I’m sorry. I’ve been treating you badly, not taking your feelings seriously. I should have listened properly.’ 
 
    Reece turned away, embarrassed. ‘It’s alright. You told me how it was but I didn’t want to hear it. So I’m sorry too.’ 
 
    Alexa squeezed his shoulder, giving him a forgiving smile. There was hope for him yet. 
 
    And now Reece was squared away, she needed to catch Daisy. She was finished shooting but she might still be around. She went straight to Aaron. She hated to ask him, especially after how he’d been yesterday. But he was the man who knew things. ‘Daisy?’ 
 
          ‘Wardrobe’ he sighed, as though waiting to be asked. 
 
    Alexa ran past him to the wardrobe trailer where Daisy would be clambering out of her costume and back into civilian wear. Alexa knocked on the door and after a moment, a guy with a pompadour haircut poked his head out. ‘Hiya, Lex.’ 
 
          ‘Rob, have you got Daisy in there?’ 
 
          ‘Just missed her.’ 
 
          ‘Shit. OK, cheers’ she said and she ran to find her, scanning the horizon, trying to spot Daisy’s blonde hair. As she got beyond the trailers stacked around the carpark, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye and turned, just in time to see Daisy drive away from the set. 
 
    Alexa got out her phone and went to call her but she really didn’t want to do this by phone. It was too big. 
 
    As she watched the car drive away, she thought about what she could do next. She could try and get Daisy’s address from Aaron. Could work? 
 
    And then something occurred to her. It was a very silly thought indeed. But the more she considered it, the harder it took root in her mind. It was a crazy, stupid, mad idea. And it might just be the answer to all Alexa’s problems.  
 
    The phone was still in Alexa’s hand and she knew who she needed to speak to. She dialled a number. 
 
          ‘Charlie! I need to run something by you.’ 
 
          ‘If it’s about Russian Twists, can it wait till tomorrow?’ 
 
          ‘It’s not about Russian Twists. I need your advice.’ 
 
          ‘Hold on’ Charlie said. ‘Can I put you on speaker? I’m having a bath with Amy.’ 
 
          ‘Oh, shit. I’m sorry’ Alexa cried. 
 
    But the phone was already on speaker and another voice came down the line. ‘Hi Alexa, it’s Amy. Do you mind if I sit in on this advice session?’ 
 
          ‘Hi, Amy, nice to meet you finally. Actually, it would be great if you could weigh in on this.’ 
 
    And then Alexa explained it. When she’d finished, Charlie and Amy began to speak at once, excited.  
 
          ‘Slow down guys’ Alexa requested, unable to catch a single word. 
 
          ‘Alexa, you have to do it!’ Charlie cried.  
 
          ‘I agree’ said Amy. ‘Do it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Daisy put the boiled egg and soldiers down on the table in front of Jake. He didn’t look up from his phone. ‘I wanted cereal.’ 
 
    Daisy put a hand on her hip. ‘Well, I’ve boiled this little sucker now so you’ll eat it or I’m taking the phone.’ 
 
    Jake gave a noisy sigh of the thoroughly put upon and then picked up a spoon, tapping the shell with excessive force. Daisy watched his little performance, trying not to let it get to her. 
 
         ‘What’s up with you, anyway?’ 
 
    Jake shrugged insolently. 
 
          ‘You’re acting like I’ve done something wrong. And you’re the one that was keeping a secret’ Daisy reminded him. 
 
          ‘I was going to tell you. But I wanted to do it myself.’ 
 
          ‘Oh,’ Daisy said, ‘Is that what’s pissing you off? You lost the chance to tell me your big news yourself?’ 
 
          ‘Swear jar’ Kathy said, shuffling in in her slippers. 
 
          ‘Or how about this instead? I’m an adult and I’ll use the language I see fit.’ 
 
    Kathy began to boil the kettle. ‘God, what’s up with everyone at the minute? Have you both been eating angry flakes?’ 
 
          ‘I did want cereal but I’ve got an egg instead’ Jake replied, not getting the joke. 
 
      
 
    As Daisy pulled into the carpark that night, for her last day on the set of Laid in Medford, she couldn’t wait for the moment she was sitting back in her car, ready to drive away from this madness and never look back. 
 
    Luckily, she wasn’t in for long. She’d gotten all but one scene shot and once it was done, so was she. Unfortunately, the scene involved Alexa, whom she had managed to avoid since they’d had their little chat in the trailer.  
 
    Just before she’d gone home, she’d popped her head back into the set, for reasons she couldn’t fathom, to watch Alexa reshoot her scene with Reece. In hindsight, perhaps she’d been trying to see if she could spot a glimmer of sadness in Alexa, a flicker of the crushing disappointment that she herself was feeling about everything that had happened.  
 
    But after Alexa had finished shooting, Daisy had watched her talking to Reece in a very friendly fashion and it was nothing but Alexa cool. Daisy thought she knew exactly what she was looking at, even if she couldn’t hear them. Alexa was making nice with Reece because they had another series to shoot together next year. She was feathering her working nest. Daisy felt it was yet another nail in her heart. Alexa’s stride was unbroken. 
 
    Well, if that was the way it was, Daisy could do her best to simply come in today and be nothing but a working actress. Because (and she was surprised how long it had taken her to notice this), Laid in Medford had proven to have just as much drama off the set as it had on it. And that was not the kind of career Daisy wanted. She wanted to do her job, go home to her family and be as good a parent and daughter as she could manage. Romance was off the menu indefinitely.  
 
          ‘Daisy, my darling!’ came the slick tones of Ryan as she stepped onto the set. He looked tired, though. It had clearly been a long year. ‘Ready for your final scene?’ 
 
          ‘Very much so’ Daisy replied with a matching fake grin. 
 
          ‘Great. So, as you know, this is it. The big finale. And we really want to push for high drama. We’re going to get you all together on the roof, there’s a patio up there. Everyone’s got their notes for how to play it, but I’m speaking to you all individually, so you won’t exactly know what anyone else will be doing, just to make sure we catch a few real reactions from you all.’ 
 
          ‘But nothing essentially different than before.’ 
 
          ‘No, nothing different in the grand scheme.’ 
 
          ‘Let’s have it, then. What do you want me to do?’ 
 
    Hair was fine. Wardrobe was fine. Makeup was tense but essentially conflict-free. And then it was time to go up to the roof and finish this thing. 
 
    The lighting was in place, camera ready. Jane was there, talking to Reece. And of course, Alexa was present.  Daisy tried to keep her eyes off Alexa, at least until it was time to shoot. She’d be safe in the scene. 
 
          ‘Daisy, perfect timing. We’re gonna go in about two minutes’ Jane said, striding over to greet her. ‘Got your notes from Ryan?’ 
 
          ‘Yeah. By the way, Jane, since this is my last day, I want you to know it’s been nice to work with you.’ 
 
    Jane smiled. ‘You too, Daisy. You’re a real pro.’ 
 
          ‘Thanks, that means a lot.’ 
 
          ‘Camera set, Jane’ yelled the cameraman.  
 
    Daisy was placed in her first position, behind the door, ready to make a ‘surprise’ entrance on Alexa and Reece. She waited and listened as the crew went through the checklist on the other side of the door. 
 
          ‘Quiet on set. Stand by’ said Jane. ‘Turn over.’ 
 
          ‘Camera rolling’ replied the cameraman. 
 
          ‘Action!’ 
 
    Daisy opened the door, busting up the moment that Reece had been trying to have with Alexa. He looked at her irritably. ‘No, not you! Go downstairs!’ 
 
          ‘I’m not here to talk to you. I want a minute with Alexa.’ 
 
    It was only then that Daisy looked at Alexa and it wasn’t what she had expected. She didn’t know what the expression was, it was inscrutable. But whatever it was in Alexa’s eyes, it was somehow more than Daisy would have thought she’d see. It broke Daisy’s focus. 
 
    But luckily, Reece was still doing Reece in the way that only he could. ‘No chance. Fuck off. I think Will’s downstairs, why don’t you make do with him instead?’ 
 
          ‘Reece, stop it’ Alexa said, putting a hand on his huge arm. ‘Don’t be like that.’ 
 
          ‘But I’ve had enough. You need to tell her to leave you alone and I want to be here when you do it. Or-’ 
 
          ‘Or what?’ Alexa demanded. 
 
          ‘Or it’s over’ Reece blurted. 
 
    Daisy knew that was her cue. 
 
          ‘Alexa’ she began, walking over to the woman of the hour. She got within inches of her and she felt her heart starting to beat too fast. She’d been so certain she’d be protected once the cameras rolled, that Laid in Medford Daisy wouldn’t feel so shaken to be near Alexa. But the protection was gone. She was just Daisy. She had nothing else. ‘I came up here because I don’t know how clear I made myself downstairs.’ 
 
    Alexa turned to her, her voice soft, her eyes gentle. ‘You made yourself pretty clear.’ 
 
          ‘I didn’t. Because I forgot to tell you something. Something important. I forgot to say I’m in love with you’ Daisy felt her stomach flip over as she said the words to Alexa that she’d never quite managed off camera, as instructed by Ryan. She felt naked. Because they were true words. Robyn had that right, at least. Sometimes, only sometimes, reality TV captures something real. 
 
    Alexa’s eyes widened. Daisy couldn’t tell if it was because she didn’t know that Daisy was going to say that, or if it just made her uncomfortable because of their recent history. But before she could say anything to Daisy’s declaration of love, Reece was suddenly going down on one knee, fumbling in his pocket for what could only be one thing. An engagement ring. So this was the big surprise that Ryan had up his sleeve, Daisy realised. This wasn’t just Alexa’s choice. There was a proposal. The viewers were going to go fucking nuts. 
 
          ‘Alexa, I love you. Will you marry me?’ Reece asked, trying to get comfortable on his knee. 
 
    Alexa looked from Reece to Daisy and Daisy took the smallest step back. It was involuntary, just the instinct of an actor who knows she needs to get the hell out of the shot. She thought that Alexa might say something to her, a small gesture, the goodbye that would indicate Daisy’s final moments on the show. And Alexa did indeed turn to her. But she didn’t say anything. She just looked at her, as though unsure of what to do next. Daisy knew she was good, but the performance she was giving right now was even convincing Daisy.  
 
    Daisy wasn’t sure what to do with this moment. She was supposed to be graciously stepping aside so that Alexa and Reece could ride off into the hetero sunset. But she couldn’t seem to look away, hypnotised by Alexa’s doe eyes. At last, Alexa spoke. 
 
          ‘I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you in my trailer.’ 
 
    Daisy blinked.  
 
          ‘I was frightened. I thought you were about to finish things so I guess I tried to beat you to it’ Alexa continued. ‘But I want you to give me another chance.’ 
 
    A voice from the corner of the set suddenly spoke up. ‘Err, haha, I think you’ve strayed a bit from the brief there, Alexa, my love. Jane, shall we cut there?’ Ryan said, confused. 
 
    But before the yell of cut could come, Alexa said over her shoulder, never taking her eyes off Daisy, ‘I’m quitting the show, Ryan. And this is the only version of the end that I’ll shoot. I’m choosing Daisy. Off and on the show’ she added with a nervous look to Daisy. But Daisy couldn’t speak. She’d gone into shock. The lines were blurring again. Was this real? 
 
    Ryan gave a loud sigh. ‘Alexa, if you want to renegotiate your contract, this is not the way to do it.’ 
 
          ‘It’s not a tactic. I’m finished. And if you run with the ending I want, my parting gift will be the kind of ratings you’ve never seen. You’ll be able to pretty much write your ticket with the channel and they’ll let you take the show wherever you want to go with it, minus me. And this ending will also mean something to a lot of people, but I don’t expect you to care about that.’ 
 
    Ryan bit his cheek, calculating. If Alexa really was going, did she have a point? Should he go ahead with a Daisy ending?  
 
    Meanwhile, Alexa was still waiting on Daisy’s response. ‘What do you think? Can you forgive me?’ 
 
          ‘But… What does this mean?’ 
 
          ‘That I want to be with you. If you want to be with me.’ 
 
          ‘What about everything else? My son?’ 
 
    Reece, who’d decided it was probably a good time to get up off his stiff knee said, ‘She’s got a son?’ 
 
    Alexa turned to him. ’Yes. His name’s Jake, he’s twelve, he’s easily embarrassed and he loves shooting zombies. Oh, and he likes it when I throw wine at people.’ 
 
    Daisy smiled. ‘That’s everything I’ve ever told you about him.’ 
 
    Alexa bit her lip, uncertainly. ‘I was waiting to be introduced to him. I thought I might need to keep some facts in mind, so he wouldn’t think I was a rubbish adult.’ 
 
    And that was when Daisy knew what was real. Alexa wanted her and everything that went with her. Her smile widened into a full beam. ‘Then I think we should set that meeting up as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Alexa grabbed Daisy’s hands excitedly but that wasn’t enough for Daisy. She leaned in and kissed Alexa, in full view of everyone and on camera to boot. But she didn’t care.  
 
    Nor did Alexa. Daisy was letting her in. Everything else in her life was a mystery, it could go either way. But she had this. 
 
          ‘This is all well and good, girls, but can you save all that till we’ve finished shooting?’ Ryan interjected. 
 
    But the kiss didn’t stop. Ryan would just have to wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
          ‘Swear jar’ Kathy shouted. But this time, it wasn’t at Daisy, it was at Jake. Because he’d just yelled ‘Bloody hell!’, a reaction to a gift. It was a collection of around twelve zombie-killing games, pretty much every title containing the shooting of the undead that had come out in the last three years. ‘Sorry, Gran. But have you seen all these?’ 
 
          ‘I hope this doesn’t mean you’re going to fall behind with your schoolwork?’ 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes. ‘Come on, Gran. Don’t be a killjoy!’ 
 
          ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Howard’ Alexa said apologetically. She’d made Jake happy with the gift, but Daisy’s Mum was clearly a tougher nut.  
 
    ‘Don’t apologise’ Daisy interjected. ‘It was a very thoughtful present. Wasn’t it, Mum?’ she prompted. 
 
    Kathy surprised everyone in the room by replying. ‘Yes, Alexa, sorry. You’ll have to forgive my manners. We’re very pleased to have you for dinner this evening, Daisy’s told us all about you. Now, if I give you a glass of wine, do you promise not to throw it in my face?’ 
 
    Kathy had never made a joke before so there was a slight silence as everyone tried to decide how to react. But Alexa, the butt of the joke, made the call. She laughed, a genuine sound of delight. Now that those days were behind her, it wasn’t such a sore spot.  
 
    In fact, now with the ending she’d forced them to shoot, Alexa felt like Laid in Medford hadn’t been such the waste it had seemed at the time. The girl in the coffee shop – Tara - had taught her that. And Alexa hoped that she’d made LIM mean something for the Tara’s of the world, that they would be reminded that they didn’t have to make the choices they thought they were supposed to, they could choose something for themselves. That’s what Alexa had done. She’d decided that what she’d said to Tara was good advice and worth listening to herself. It was alright to be happy.  
 
          ‘I promise to keep my wine in the glass’ Alexa said to Kathy and Daisy poured her a glass, giving it to her with a wink. 
 
      
 
    In a moment alone, Alexa had to ask Daisy something. ‘How am I doing?’ 
 
    Daisy smiled. ‘You don’t need to worry. You’re a hit. Speaking of which, are you still on for Thursday?’ 
 
          ‘What, to meet your friend who called me a serial showmancer?’ 
 
          ‘That’s the one. But she’s alright, really. She’s just a bit young and too certain of everything.’ 
 
          ‘I forgive her. But I am going to give her a hard time. I hope you’re alright with that?’ 
 
    Daisy grinned, wickedly. ‘Have at it.’ 
 
      
 
    As everyone finished their shepherd’s pie, Daisy felt confident that the evening could be considered a success. Everyone had been very polite through dinner and Kathy’s cooking had been spot on.  
 
    Kathy had asked about Alexa’s plans now that she’d quit Laid in Medford and Alexa had told her that she was still waiting to see what would happen, but that she was optimistic. ‘My agent tried to talk me into more reality shows but I told him I would only do real acting from now on. And lo and behold, he found me an audition for a crime drama. We’ll see, though.’ 
 
    They also talked about Daisy’s play. Because it turned out that Ashley Kane kept her promises. She’d been talking Daisy up in the theatre world, telling them not to be such silly snobs and encouraging them to watch her performance on TV. A lot of them wouldn’t listen, declaring that they wouldn’t watch the show if their eyelids were stapled open. But one person had taken Ashley seriously. She was a director with a tiny play opening in a tiny theatre. And she’d happened to be at Daisy’s drama school showcase and remembered her. She decided she’d give Daisy a go, inviting her to an audition. Daisy obliged and was promptly given the lead in In the Dead of Night. 
 
          ‘So it’s all turned out right, then’ Kathy said. ‘Even Jake’s got a part in Oliver!’ 
 
    Jake went pink. ‘Gran!’ 
 
          ‘What? I don’t care if you don’t want me to talk about it. I’m proud. Of both of you,’ she said, looking from Jake to Daisy. 
 
          ‘I think you’ve had a bit too much to drink, Mum’ Daisy said, trying to laugh the compliment off. 
 
    Kathy tutted, hurt. Daisy realised she’d spoiled a lovely moment. ‘But thank you, Mum. If it wasn’t for you, I couldn’t have gotten to this point. Thanks to you, I hope I never have to temp again.’ 
 
    Kathy pressed a napkin to her face, pretending she’d gotten some food on her cheek. But Daisy saw that she was wiping away a small tear. She realised she should have said it sooner, how grateful she was. Her Mum wasn’t perfect, but she’d done the best she could. And Daisy hadn’t been lying. She wouldn’t be where she was if not for her. 
 
          ‘So, anyway’ Kathy said loudly, trying to cover her emotional leak. ‘Who’s ready for pudding?’  
 
    Everyone cried out that they would love some and Kathy jumped up, going to the kitchen to fetch her summer fruit cheesecake. 
 
    And then it was just Daisy, Jake and Alexa. 
 
          ‘So, I heard you’re playing The Artful Dodger?’ Alexa said to Jake. ‘That’s the best part, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Jake was still a bit pink but he said ‘Yeah. It’s great. I get to wear a top hat and nick people’s wallets.’ 
 
    For Daisy, that was more information than she’d ever gotten out of him. But she didn’t care. It was just good to see him happy. 
 
          ‘What’s that song The Artful Dodger sings? ‘Consider yourself’?’ 
 
          ‘Yeah! And it’s only me singing it at first and then everyone joins in’ he explained, warming to the topic. ‘And then I sing a song with this girl who plays Nancy, and it’s called ‘I’d do anything’. But it’s mostly my song.’ 
 
    Alexa nodded, impressed. ‘That sounds great. Any chance I could come and watch the show?’ 
 
    Daisy thought that Alexa had fouled up with that request because she hadn’t even gotten an invitation yet. But Jake said easily, ‘It’s on next Thursday. You can come with Mum and Gran if you like.’ 
 
    Daisy smiled to herself as her son went on about the show and all the things he got to do in it. And Alexa listened, genuinely absorbed. Jake and Alexa liked each other. There was no denying it. 
 
    And then the cheesecake arrived, via Kathy. She plonked it down and said, ‘Did I miss anything?’ 
 
          ‘We’re invited to see Jake’s show’ Daisy told her. 
 
          ‘Are we? Well, will wonders never cease?’ 
 
    It was a classic phrase of her mother’s, typically sarcastic. But as Daisy reached underneath the table to squeeze Alexa’s hand, who squeezed back appreciatively with the smallest of private winks, she thought her mother had a point. Maybe they never would. 
 
      
 
    Jen Baxter@Dexafan OMG!!! The #LIM finale was amazing! Alexa chose Daisy! It was so romantic! #Dexa 
 
    Nina Cooper@TheCoop I didn’t believe it would happen but somehow it did. Daisy and Alexa, you made me so happy with that ending! #DexaSpinOffNow 
 
    Lucy Bowman@LIMFan But what about Reece? What will happen to the show now? 
 
    Alice Hinkle@Pipex I don’t know but Alexa’s gonna be on Crimes of Passion this series, playing a detective. Can’t wait. #Dexa 
 
    Kat Romero@Reece’sGirl I heard the show’s gonna be about Reece looking for love now. I volunteer #IHeartBadBoys 
 
    Rachel Phillips@MissPhillips Actually, I heard it’s gonna be about Robyn and Will. They are clearly #EndGame 
 
    Isabella Powell@MakeUpQueen #Dexa sucks 
 
    Charlie Black@MarriedAndDangerous It’s the #HEA it should have been. Some stories are meant to be #Dexa 
 
    Tara Metcalf@JustAnotherGirl Hey, everyone, in honour of the amazing #Dexa finale, I just want to let people know I’m coming out! #AlrightToBeHappy 
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