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Part 1













Chapter One



It came, unlike me, while I was riding backwards cowgirl on what must have been the hairiest man in London.


I’m going to be honest with you, it wasn’t my finest hour. I’m not talking about my performance, of course – on that front I’d rate myself a solid 6.5, maybe even 7 out of 10 and I promise you I don’t say that lightly. I was giving it all the cries and whimpers of your more talented roster of YouPorn actresses, but, being totally sincere, my heart wasn’t in it.


But oh, how I wanted it to be.


The date hadn’t been great. We’d met through ‘Mirror Mirror’, the latest in the long line of dating apps that have haunted my home screen, and ‘on iPhone’ he was . . . well, he was male, single and conveniently located in London so he ticked the right boxes.








	Name:


	Charles Wolf











That should have been my first telltale sign. The Charles bit, I mean – not the Wolf, although to that point his surname was a bit unfortunate given his disproportionate body to body-hair ratio.


But Charles: Not Charlie, or Chip, not even Chaz, but Charles. Like the Prince of Wales or the floppy-eared dog. I wondered maybe if it was just the formality of writing down his name – I’m still the full ‘Isabelle’ on all my work emails despite being just Bella – but as he joined me in the cute little pub that I’d suggested, he went straight in with a cheeky banker side kiss and a five-drinks-down-already slur of:


‘Belle? Charles. Charmed.’


So it was Charles. Just Charles.


Still, it wasn’t his choice to be called Charles. His parents named him; the nice vicar Christened him – he was the victim here and, if none of his primary school teachers had given the whole ‘nickname thing’ a go, then who was I to blame him for it?








	Name:


	Charles Wolf







	Occupation:


	Assistant Manager, GRM Investments











Again, I told myself. Not his fault.


Not all those who work for investment banks are dickheads; there’s just a disproportionate number of dickheads who work for investment banks. Finding the pure gems from inside the sea of rhinestones is, speaking from personal experience, a rummage in the dark that inevitably ends with me crying my eyes out to Pretty Woman and thinking that my life would be easier if I was a beautiful West Coast prostitute.


He was probably just great at maths or economics at school and teachers guided him to portfolio management the same way that mine guided me towards creative writing. That’s a bit of a lie – my teachers guided me to average grades all round but I guided myself to creative writing, and my parents invariably accepted my life choices despite my obvious mediocrity.


But, I reminded myself, someone’s name and job title doesn’t necessarily define them. I mean, they literally define them sure, but I know first-hand that I’m far greater than: Isabelle Marble, Receptionist at Porter Books Publishing Ltd.


I’m Bella Marble: writer and creator; lover of dogs and fantastic karaoke singer to noughties classics; four-time winner of Porter Book’s annual ‘most courteous telephone manner’ award (an achievement that is still very much on my LinkedIn profile despite the fact that the last time I won was over four years ago now); drinker of wine, pale ales and, if I’m in need of a pick-me-up, strawberry-infused gin and tonics; a walking advertisement for H&M clothing; queen of animal-based documentary recommendations and owner of more books than the rest of London combined. Ginger, like all Marbles, freckles like the stars, and body type ‘petite’, meaning at one point the rest of the world grew taller and I somehow didn’t. I can juggle (ish), cartwheel (kind of) and have a strange love of constructing IKEA furniture.


And I’m a true, hopeless, despairing romantic. Above all things, above my wish to be a writer, above my dream to hug David Attenborough one day, above anything and everything, I want love.


I want what all those Disney princesses had before the producers and writers got better and found independent non-male-orientated storylines. I want a good, old-fashioned man to sweep me off my feet and make me feel like royalty, but I’m living in the twenty-first century so I also want a man who treats me with respect and admires my strength and talents for what I’m worth whilst he rides me off into the sunset and maybe, just maybe, I will find that in:








	Name:


	Charles Wolf







	Occupation:


	Assistant Manager, GRM Investments







	Height:


	6' 3"







	Age:


	33



















Chapter Two



The pub hidden on a tiny side street just north of Chinatown is an old favourite of mine. In the heart of Soho, it’s easy and convenient for most of London, but it has a beautiful home-away-from-home vibe that’s not associated with central London at all. It’s straight out of an old English fable; all dark woods, mahoganies and the strong smell of varnish coupled with an enthusiastically early Christmas tree. It feels like a bit of countryside in the wrong postcode. I love it.


I try and leave it to my dates to pick the place. I think it tells me a lot about them, depending on the kind of place they pick, but the usual ‘where should we go’ conversation with Charles didn’t quite go the way I’d hoped.




Bella Marble


Where do you fancy going? [image: Illustration]


Charles Wolf


What’s near your place?




Bella Marble


I’m sure there’s a place that’s good for both of us!


Soho maybe? [image: Illustration]


Charles Wolf


I don’t know Soho.


Bella Marble


Where do you work then?


Bella Marble


I’m happy travelling to you if you know somewhere nice? [image: Illustration]


Charles Wolf


Running late. Be there in 10 x


Bella Marble


Be where?


Charles Wolf


Wrong chat.





Another sign maybe that it wasn’t going to be the happily ever after I’d hoped for, but it wasn’t like he was the only guy I was chatting to either. Well, he was, but it wasn’t like I wasn’t open to chatting to multiple other men; I just happened to not be, right at that moment in time.


When I didn’t hear from him for over a week I thought about calling the whole thing off, but then it occurred to me: I had the power. I’m a strong female, raised in a house led by a strong female, living with other strong females and watching strong females on the television more often than I’d care to admit. Plus, I hadn’t had anyone even accept a date with me in months. So I took the lead.




Bella Marble


Free Friday?


Bella Marble


There’s a cute pub on the edge of Chinatown?


Bella Marble


Maybe like 7:30?


Bella Marble


I think it might already sell Mulled Cider


Bella Marble


If you’re into that, it also sells beer


Bella Marble


Or wine if that’s what you drink


Bella Marble


It’s like a normal pub, it sells all drinks, just to be clear


It’s not like a specific Cider place or anything, is what I’m saying


Bella Marble


I just called them up to check and they won’t be selling Mulled Cider


Bella Marble


So, like, let me know if you fancied it. No problems if not, obviously


Bella Marble


We could also meet later if you had other plans





I waited 5 hours after sending that last one and regretted everything. The stupid app interface doesn’t let you delete messages or I would have instantly. I was about 30 minutes away from deleting my entire profile, but – like a true prince galloping over the horizon – he texted back.




Charles Wolf


Sounds good to me. Let’s say 11













Chapter Three



Eleven pm was a rogue time for a first date, but, given how much effort it had been to secure the rendezvous, I didn’t want to take my chances asking to move it only to find myself alone on a Friday night. Luckily for me, 11pm is basically the new 7pm in Soho . . . at least that’s what I told myself as I topped up my make-up five hours early and tried to coerce a few of the commissioner’s assistants to have post-work drinks with me so I wasn’t just hanging around. By the time I’d polished off a shared bottle and finally wandered down Marylebone Road towards the twinkling lights of Piccadilly, swerving around annoying tourists and Instagrammers alike, it was already 10.30pm.


Still, I was early and arriving early on a date is never ideal. I thought about circling Leicester Square but, given that I’d opted for heeled boots, my feet hurt too much to walk more than I already had. Plus I’d gone for a ‘borderline-work-appropriate sexy’ look in a sheer white shirt over my black jeans, and, given my autumn jacket is basically a moth-eaten relic, it was too cold to hover just outside.


I picked a corner of the near empty pub, maybe a bit close to the Christmas tree (it’s September now, surely it will die before December?) to try and avoid people looking up at me with those ‘you OK, hun’ eyes as I waited completely alone, not ‘OK, hun’. It didn’t help that the place was almost empty. The kind of vibe the pub emitted, all homely and warm, isn’t the kind of vibe people come to Soho for on a Friday night, unless you’re me, of course.


As 11pm came and went, the last orders bell rang out. Charles had already sent me a pre-order with some flimsy late excuse so it wasn’t an immediate problem, only it did remind me that it was probably not the best idea to choose a pub for an 11pm date. Then again, when I’d suggested the place, I think I’d anticipated a slightly earlier start time. But he did get there eventually, all politeness and apologies, and any thought I had for calling it a night early was quickly switched out for the happy butterflies of budding romance.


‘So, tell me a bit about yourself.’


‘Ever seen that Leonardo film?’ His accent was cool public school drawl, which wasn’t entirely unexpected. His stiff white shirt was unbuttoned at his collar and a plethora of thick brown hair was protruding out of his chest like a fur blanket. In fact, it was quite easy to follow the zigzag of hair from his chest, right up around the sides of his ears, right around his untamed beard and finishing with a thick patch of brown sprouts twisting around in no order whatsoever on the top of his strangely square head. I was trying not to stare directly at it, keeping my eyes fixated on his.


‘Da Vinci?’


‘No, the actor.’


‘DiCaprio?’


‘The film with the fit one from the superhero movies? The blonde?’


I’m sure this game of Articulate would have immediately put off some women, but what some might have seen as off-putting, I saw as a challenge. Movie trivia was my specialised subject. I was in the game.


‘Margot Robbie? You’re talking about Leonardo DiCaprio and Margot Robbie?’


‘Yeah – them.’


‘Once upon a Time . . . ? In Hollywood?’


‘Na, the one where you see her pussy.’


I tried not to wince at the word. Call me a prude but I’m not big on vagina-based terminology. Not on a first date. Not really in general. But the game was on, my cold expensive cider was before me and the night was young (ish. It was already 11.30pm).


‘Oh! The Wolf of Wall Street! The Scorsese movie.’


‘Who?’


‘The director – it doesn’t matter. What about it?’


‘Yeah, well, it’s a bit like that.’


‘What is?’


‘My life.’


‘Oh,’ I said, all smiles because if this was the one – if this was my Prince Charming – then I wanted him to get lost in my bright-blue eyes and not see the confusion and early onset regret that was currently in them. I wanted this night to be perfect, one we could tell to our future generations. The ‘how we met’ we’d tell to our mini ginger mes and hopefully-less-hairy hims. Our little Wolfy children.


‘Oh – that’s actually quite funny, isn’t it,’ I realised. ‘Wolf of Wall Street . . . you’re Charlie Wolf. Kind of fitting.’


‘Charles Wolf.’


Not his fault.


‘Charles. Sorry.’


‘Yeah, maybe,’ he concluded, swigging back the £9 craft beer that he’d pre-ordered.


‘My, what big gulps you take!’ I said, watching the whole thing disappear down him. He wiped the foam from his mouth like a true gentleman. Sort of.


‘You a natural redhead?’ he asked finally, after a slightly awkward silence.


Asking questions – well, that’s a good sign. It shows he’s interested at least. It might not be the most original of inquiries, but it’s something at least.


‘I am indeed,’ I answered, twiddling one of my locks around my index finger.


‘You’re pretty,’ he said, and immediately my cheeks exploded a dusty pink. It was the first compliment I’d had from a guy in like . . . months. Maybe even a year. I can’t stop my heart from fluttering away.


It’s not that I think I’m bad looking at all – I don’t. I know I look pretty good when I make an effort, only given every girl out there makes an effort these days and most boys don’t naturally think ‘short with freckles’ is their ‘type’, I don’t think that many people actually notice.


‘For a ginger,’ he adds, but I ignore that bit for obvious reasons.


Suddenly I didn’t care that he wasn’t a natural beauty. Suddenly I didn’t care that I could weave his eyebrow hair into a French plait. I was just a girl, sitting in front of a boy, listening to him call her pretty and loving it.


‘Thanks,’ I say, threading a loose strand back off my face and looking down coyly. ‘You know I—’


‘Shall we go back to mine?’ he interrupts. I mean, I wasn’t going to say anything too breakthrough anyway so, like, whatever.


I looked down at my very full pint of cider.


‘Maybe another one?’ I asked, my voice sounding light and uncaring like I’d seen work in a hundred rom coms before.


‘The bar’s shut.’


‘Somewhere else?’


‘My place is, like, a thirty-minute Uber. We can split it. It won’t be more than twenty pounds or something.’


This might be the father of my children, I thought. The charm’s a little less than I’d hoped, but perhaps he was just shy. Many men are just shy.


Besides, he’d just told me I was pretty. I couldn’t keep running from men at the first sign of trouble. Who on earth would there still be if I turned down every man who thought loose belt buckle first? So I took a gamble.


‘Yeah, sure,’ I said, trying to sound all female empowerment, like it was all my idea. Because it was: it was my choice to meet him; it was my choice of venue; I was the one who bought the drinks, and now I was the one saying yes.


I was winning at being a modern-day woman. Ish.


Except a £36 cab ride and 2 hours later I’m bouncing on top of him like a jumping jack, screaming his name, and trying desperately not to imagine the man beneath me is the aging Prince of England.


Not the fairy-tale opening perhaps, but some things, like a good brew of tea, take time.


All was not lost. Yet.










Chapter Four



Backwards cowgirl is great for nosy people like me. While I was up there, dropping it to the beat of ‘Staying Alive’ as per my usual ‘fake it ’til you make it’ technique, and moaning at regular intervals, I managed to sneak a pretty expansive look around his room. He lived in a flatshare in Camberwell, a three-bed new build with a one-size-fits-all kitchen and generic furniture he clearly didn’t put time into buying. His walls had no artwork, his room had no photos – he was by all accounts a psychopath. He did have one shelf, which was lined with all manner of products that I spent the odd bounce trying to make out the brands of. At least looking up at that was time not spent looking down at his catastrophically hairy legs. At one point I considered how satisfying it would be to pour thick golden hot wax all down them and, with one rip, to pull out fistfuls of thick curls.


But even as I thought it, I felt bad.


It wasn’t his fault he was hairy.


It wasn’t his fault that he’d never been with anyone who’d suggested a little more self-grooming.


This was a man, clearly in need of someone to guide him and there I was, ready and open to be the girl who would change his life for the better after we got the awkward first sex out of the way.


Except as a by-product of the hair he must be impervious to the climate because, even exerting myself as I was, I was still fucking freezing in his room. I tried once or twice to grab the cover that he was lying on, but his grunts of protest stopped me before I got too far. I tried to change position, thinking the closer I was to him the warmer it would be. Perhaps it would even feel like a nice winter coat in missionary. But trying to turn myself around up there wasn’t going down too well either.


My eyes kept going around the room until, just on the floor in front of the full-length freestanding mirror; I saw what looked like a jumper. The longer I bounced, the longer I looked, the more I was sure.


I thought about asking, but he seemed otherwise engaged so, as casually as I could, I dipped down and forward – causing only the slightest bit of discomfort to myself and an awkward grunt from my bedfellow. I scooped the jumper up in my arms and threw it over me in a move so smooth even I was impressed by my skills. I turned briefly to look back, to see if there was any protest, but his eyes were still firmly shut so I continued as I was, bouncing away.


The jumper was soft against my skin. He hadn’t bothered to take off my bra, but the rest of my torso was having a great time as the felt tickled against it. It was a couple sizes too big for me and bright red, the kind of boldness I wouldn’t expect from a man like Charles Wolf, but I guess there was still much we needed to learn about each other.


And there would be time for that. We’d have plenty of time.


I accidentally caught sight of us in his large mirror. Me, enveloped in a vibrant red hoodie, straddling a man who was 85% hair, 100% wolf. It looked bizarre. It looked a little tragic. It looked like—


A thought came to mind. A thought so small, so outrageous, that I almost wrote it off completely but the longer I stared the longer I realised that—


‘Don’t move!’ Charles instructed.


I could hear the telltale moan of a man just about to—


And there it was. The finished product, all wrapped up in Durex’s finest, and the thought, like the hopes of my own climax for the night, floated far, far away.










Chapter Five



I climbed off, and, as daintily as I could, I lay beside him, wrapping my arms around his large hairy stomach and looking up at him like he was my whole world. Because maybe, just maybe, he would be.


Pillow talk is always the best way to get to know someone anyway, I always think. At a bar you’re guarded, in a restaurant you’re on show, but naked, in bed, post-coitus, there is nothing to hide. You’re at your most vulnerable, your most humble, your most intimate.


I waited to see whether he might say something first. I even looked up at him sweetly, batting my eyelashes, but a wash of painfully stale beer and what must have been a lunch of Mexican food departed his mouth and filled up my nostrils so I turned my head back down to avoid direct contact.


He shuffled a little and I realised that shyness that I’d spotted in him earlier was coming back. Perhaps my performance was better than I’d thought. Perhaps he was too intimidated to speak up and ask me all the questions he’d wanted to in the bar.


So I spoke first.


‘That was amazing,’ I said. Because that’s what you’re supposed to say and I’m sure with a little ego boost he’ll try harder to take me on the orgasm high with him next time round.


‘Yeah,’ he said, a little more unbothered in tone than I was hoping for, if I’m being honest, but at least he replied. The door was open now for the most stimulating conversation, the awkward laughs and the humble beginnings of a whirl-wind romance.


‘So I—’


‘I have an early start tomorrow,’ he said quickly.


Was he kidding? I know what that phrase means as much as the next girl, but him? Mr I-have-more-hair-on-my-big-toe-than-most-humans-have-on-their-heads? Mr I-put-in-zero-effort-and-expect-you-to-satisfy-me? Mr Big Bad Wolf?


This was my toad that would turn into a prince. This was my diamond in the rough. This was the start to my own happily ever after and here he was, fake yawning beside me as if it was the first time a man had ever been that inventive and clever.


‘Maybe it’s best that—’


‘I got it,’ I said, furious.


I jumped out of bed faster than he’d ever be able to move. I had aerodynamics on my side from Venus-shaved legs while he’d always have the weight of a hairdresser’s daily clippings holding him down.


My jeans were on before he’d even turned his head, the rest of my clothes thrown into my bag in anger. I’d sort it out later. I’d sort my whole life out later. I’d sort out my bad life choices and my clean knickers when I got home; for now I just needed to get out of his psychopathically personality-lacking room.


As I began storming out and back through the hallway, I heard him shout my name after me.


Unsure, I stopped in my tracks, waiting. He met me at the door, his immense shape still unashamedly naked and towering over me. He leaned in and, for some reason assuming he was going for a kiss, I shut my eyes instinctively.


‘I think you’re wearing my hoodie?’ he asked.


Fuck him.


Wrapping the hoodie tighter around me, I pulled open the door so violently it stubbed his hairy foot. As he cried out in pain, his head twisted back like he was howling to the great full moon.


I didn’t look back. Dressed in my brand-new red hoodie, I skipped away and into the night.










Chapter Six



As soon as I was sure he wasn’t following me, I did a stock check. My handbag is unfortunately as bottomless as Mary Poppins’ magic suitcase, only instead of a handy hat rack and a variety of undoubtedly useful household items like hers contains, mine’s filled with miscellaneous crap that no one needs ever: empty crisp packets I keep forgetting to take out; old lipsticks and mascaras that have probably dried up by now; pens without lids; lids without pens; and gum that’s probably wildly past its use-by date. My hand had a brisk rummage through it all until I found what I was looking for. I brought out my battered iPhone, breathing out a sigh of relief that I hadn’t left it behind in Charles’ flat.


I clicked on Uber first. It was 4am on a Saturday morning. Surcharge: 1.6%.


I swore, grinding my teeth together in the cold as I checked out my bank account. Buying two drinks and adding that not-actually-shared taxi to the Wolf’s house (a taxi! Who gets a taxi from Soho home?) leaves me with a grand total of £19.30 to last me the rest of the month. I checked the date: Saturday 26th September. Could be worse, but when I’m cold and want my bed and my fabricated lottery winnings still haven’t magically appeared in my bank account, I’m not thinking practically about my limitations. I’m just furious that my magic handbag doesn’t contain a fully chauffeured Ferrari and/or Pegasus.


I let out a little scream large enough to wake the cat sitting beside me on a low lying wall, but not quite enough to scare it. It raised its eyebrow to me, smiling through its adorably cynical face and judging me for my terrible life decisions.


‘Don’t judge me,’ I told it. ‘He might have been the one. Underneath all the . . . the hair. He might have been the one if we’d had time to get to know each other. So screw you.’


I’m annoyed, wondering how much bad karma you can get if you push a cat off a wall. I’m more of a dog person myself. But stomping my feet and beating myself up wasn’t getting me any closer to a warm bed and, despite September often bringing a late heatwave with it, given it’s near the end of the month, it’s so cold outside my eyelashes have frozen.


So I sighed.


‘Which way should I go?’ I asked it eventually.


But it didn’t say anything. Obviously. Because it’s a cat.


So I consulted the guru of Citymapper instead and went on my way.










Chapter Seven



Two bus rides (one in the exact wrong direction for over thirty minutes before I even realised) later brings us right back now to the present, standing on the steps of my own Balham palace.


A three-storey Victorian build split into two flats, the bottom housing what my mother once described as the ‘world’s most try-hard fraternity’ after she spent the night in our kitchen listening to the sound of their evening activities from the floorboards below. There’s no noise now, mind, for even those retaining university stamina long past uni still have to go to bed eventually. I walk past their door and up the browning lime-green carpeted staircase to the first floor. The stale mildew smell of the shared space greets me like potpourri, no longer affecting me as it once did years ago but instead bringing a smile to my face. What once repelled me daily has now become the comforting aroma of home.


As I turn the key to my own flat at the top of the landing, I can already hear movement. I check my watch: 5.55am.


Should I be worried?


As I open the door, the perky face of Annie Palmer gallops towards me, all high ponytail and leggings with a sports bag hitched over one shoulder.


‘Good date?’ she asks as she passes by, catching the still open front door behind me.


‘Nope.’


‘Shame. See you later.’


Just like that she’s flying away out into the wide world and beyond.


‘Annie?’ I call after her quietly, rechecking my watch.


‘Yes?’


She turns around and her ponytail flies around with her, almost hitting her back in the face. She’s unbearably beautiful, flawless smooth skin straight out of a Maybelline advert except her naturally thick long lashes need no volume enhancing mascara to glow. At least she’s the kind of person who knows it. There’s no false modesty when it comes to Annie Palmer.


‘It’s a Saturday. Doesn’t your body need . . . I don’t know . . . sleep?’ I ask, exhausted just looking at her. ‘Sleep is so good.’


‘Can’t. I have spin with the girls,’ she says merrily, ignoring my look of horror as she closes the front door behind her and disappears away down the stairs and beyond. With an open mouth, I stare at the door in tiredness and confusion as I hear her taking the steps two at a time.


Annie’s such a freak. Who enjoys any form of fitness class? Who enjoys being publicly humiliated by angry Baywatch wannabes and dripping with sweat before they’ve even had their first flat white of the day? I mean, probably those who have better luck with men than I do, but still. I’ve done the maths: in terms of effort/reward, it’s just not worth it. I much prefer my own method of sitting back, sipping my skinny latte and waiting for my fairy godmother to magically appear and deliver me my own, ready-to-go Prince Charming.


Then I turn back into the apartment – and find myself staring straight into the face of a man so beautiful my eyes burn. He stands there as if he belongs there, naked save for a pair of what must be nude-coloured underwear that I try not to look at directly. I blink, hard.


Holy shit.


Fairy godmother?










Chapter Eight



And then I remember that if fairy godmothers do exist, they’d probably have a bit more class than just running a naked-man delivery service.


‘Bathroom?’ he asks. He has a Spanish accent and it gets me hot and bothered in a way that Charles Wolf never did. His muscles are sharply defined, his briefs tighter than they probably should have been. I both must not objectify this man and can’t stop thinking about my tongue running down his perfectly man-scaped snail trail. He’s practically hairless – a far cry from my earlier catastrophe.


I point gormlessly to the door next to the kitchen. As the bathroom door shuts behind him, I reach immediately back from my phone.


I find Annie’s number and text so quickly my thumb hurts.




Me: 26 Sep, 05:58


I think you left someone behind! [image: Illustration]


Annie Flatmate: 26 Sep, 05:59


Mine left last night. Guess again.





Not hers?


The flush sounds and the door reopens. The beautiful man remerges and looks at me again, a little confused. He blinks into the dim light of the entrance hall and I suddenly realise I haven’t moved an inch since he went in there.


Oh god. I’m being weird and creepy.


The beautiful man shrugs and walks to the only other bedroom on this floor of the house.


‘Simon?’ I whisper under my breath proudly. ‘Go you!’


For as long as I’ve lived with him, he’s only had one adult sleepover, and it was with his terrible cheating ex who he couldn’t seem to rid himself of. This was a vast improvement on that scumbag.


Except as the corridor goes quiet again, memories of my own less successful night come back and I realise I’m standing here, all alone again in a house of people much luckier than I am.


I wander up one more set of stairs and, instead of turning immediately right to my bedroom, I pause. I look at the door at the end of the hallway, and I begrudgingly turn to my right, look at my own lonely depressing door, and make a decision.


As I push open the door at the end of the lime-green hall (the landlord has a theme – it’s a bad one), the creak of aging wood echoes around me. The shaft of light from the hall behind casts itself on the two sleeping figures like a painting. Ellie’s lying still, facing up daintily like a true princess under her fluffy duck-egg-blue duvet, while Mark is curled around her, his hand gently resting on her stomach for comfort.


She looks worried as she sleeps, but then again she always looks worried. She’s a worrier.


I watch them for a little, wondering if I should just turn back, when from out of the darkness I hear my favourite voice in the whole world speak out.


‘Bells?’


Ellie’s looking at me, her eyes still half shut. She moves Mark’s hand off her carefully as she shuffles them both back to one side of the bed. She turns down the bedding on her other side and, stirring enough to understand what’s happening, Mark grumbles something under his breath that I choose not to listen to or acknowledge because I don’t need more negativity in my life. Closing the door behind me, I take the invitation gladly and jump straight in the bed beside her.


I didn’t realise how cold I was until the softness of her 14-tog duvet is over me and her arms are keeping me safe and warm.


‘Not the one then?’ she whispers sleepily, as she falls back into a peaceful sleep.


‘You’re my one,’ I reply, cuddling into the warmth of my best friend in the whole wide world.










Chapter Nine



I wake up to the glorious smell of PG tips.


‘Wakey wakey, sleeping beauty,’ Ellie says, precariously balancing two mugs of milk-no-sugar as she climbs back into the bed beside me. I can feel the grazing warmth of the sunbeams filtering in through the open curtains as I keep my eyes pressed shut, the sound of two china cups clinking above me bringing a smile to my face.


‘Ta muchly,’ I reply happily, scooching myself up ready.


I let my hands reach out for the waiting cuppa with my eyes still closed and let the steam from the brew unseal my eyelids enough to look around in the harsh light of day.


It’s a tragic sight. Beyond my cup of tea lies only a shell of what was once the best room in the whole of Flat b, 13 Elmfield Road.


‘No, no, no,’ I grumble like a spoilt child as I look at the brown cardboard boxes piled up around the floor. I almost spill precious nutrients from my tea as I shake my head furiously.


‘If I don’t do it now I’ll have a proper panic tomorrow morning,’ Ellie replies, surveying her land sadly. Her wardrobe is already open, clothes piled in some order around it like a shrine to what once was. Her shelves are still filled with trinkets and thingamabobs picked up over the eight years we’ve lived here together, but there are already key pieces missing – Greg her polar bear toy has given up his throne at the top of her bookshelf in swap for a duffel bag; most of her photo frames have been removed, presumably into the bottom of some box already half-packed; the fairy lights that went up one Christmas five or so years ago and never came back down have finally disappeared. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought there had been a robbery. I wish there had been.


On the other side of the room, Mark’s boxes already look closed and taped, ready for shipment. I bet he can’t wait to get out, the little troll.


‘Where is Mark?’


‘He’s gone to pick up the keys from the estate agent.’


‘Already? I thought you said Sunday!’


‘Sunday’s tomorrow.’


‘Exactly! Sunday’s tomorrow.’


‘Don’t worry – we’ll still stay here tonight after the dinner. It’s going to take us all weekend to move everything over and we have to hand the keys back in at one.’


Partly due to my sleep deprivation, partly due to my terrible night, partly due to the unbelievably comforting smell of tea floating up my nostrils but mostly due to my breaking heart, I can feel the tears well up in full force.


‘No – none of that now,’ she tries but it’s already too late. Floodgates are open. Waterworks are inevitable. Her usually worried face turns even more worried.


‘Can you not just live here for one more year? What’s one more year going to do in the scheme of things?’


‘Not this again.’


‘You’ll miss us! The two of you don’t know how to live without us. What if you move in together and find that you don’t have anything else in common? What if you’re bored and lonely and you miss us too much?’


I can’t stop the tears from falling now. Black mascara clumps from make-up I’d forgotten to wipe off last night begin spoiling my perfectly lovely cup of tea.


‘Then I’ll come over and stay.’


‘What if you break up?’


‘We won’t break up.’


‘But what if you do?’


‘I thought I was the worrier? Not you!’ She’s right. I hate when she’s right. ‘Then I’ll come and stay forever. Happy? Now tell me about this big bad wolf before my tea gets cold.’










Chapter Ten



I’d like to say that I’m a good listener, but I’m nothing on Ellie. It’s one of her most fantastic qualities, but to date I haven’t seen a quality in her that wasn’t fabulous. She was born to be a psychotherapist, I swear; only she was a woman of far too many talents and she ended up in medical research instead. Every time I ask about her job, I get lost, so I’ve stopped asking, but she’s a genius whether I can articulate it or not.


Her listening superpower is probably helped a little by the fact that her mother was my primary school teacher. As I outline my series of unfortunate errors from the night before, I feel like I’m six years old again sitting cross-legged on the floor of Ms Mathews’ classroom and crying because Tom Anderson scribbled on my pencil case. There’s a strange comforting feeling that wells over me as her sympathetic and somehow still not condescending eyes blink back at my increasingly outrageous monologue.


‘Well, put him in the bin and move on. Plenty of others out there.’


‘Are there?’ I moan. Even I regret the whine in my voice but I can’t help it. It’s the younger, less lavender-smelling Ms Mathews before me and instinctively I’m acting like a toddler. ‘Because the way I see it I’m running out of options.’


‘Oh, come on. The perfect guy is just around the corner.’


‘I don’t even know what the perfect man is any more. Ten years ago I knew. I knew exactly what I was looking for then; someone who loved dogs, wanted kids and looked like Ryan Reynolds. Now? Now I’ll take just about anyone who’ll have me.’


‘Now, that’s just not true.’ Ellie’s laugh is annoyingly infectious.


‘It is! I’m telling you! I’ve had a decade’s worth of rejection at this point and I’ve seriously reached a stage where I’m looking at a man across the table who has more hair on his face than face on his face and thanking my lucky stars that he said yes to meeting me in the first place. And still somehow feeling like shit when the smelly hairy man doesn’t want a second date with me.’


‘You wouldn’t want a second date with him anyway.’


‘I want my happy ending, Ellie. I want a big white wedding with a handsome man who will sweep me off my feet.’ I quickly take a side-glance at her, before changing my tone. ‘I know, I know. You don’t have to tell me.’


‘Tell you what?’ she says, sounding genuinely confused.


‘I know you think that weddings are pointless and expensive and that you don’t understand why I’d ever want to bother with one.’


She raises an eyebrow.


‘When have I ever said that to you in your whole life?’ she says.


To be fair, she’s never actually said it out loud, but I know she thinks it. About weddings generally, that is, not specifically about mine. As if to finish my thought, she shakes her head at me.


‘Just because I don’t want a big dress and a cute church doesn’t mean I don’t understand why you do. I’ll always want for you what makes you happy,’ she says, which is the most Ellie-like thing I’ve ever heard. She’s literally part angel.


‘I know,’ I say, smiling, ‘and I know I don’t need a man to make me happy but I still want one. It’s just that apparently none of them want me!’


‘There will be one. One that doesn’t treat you like crap and kick you out on the street at four in the morning.’


‘They’re the only kind that meet me in the first place these days!’


‘That’s crap. There are still good ones out there. You just have to kiss a few frogs first.’


‘I’ve already kissed all the frogs.’


‘All of them?’


‘All London-based frogs, yes.’


‘What about that new app you downloaded? The mirror one?’


‘It’s . . . it’s, like, fine. But the problem with London dating apps is that it’s all the same people. A new one comes out and we all think it’s great only then everyone migrates over and you find yourself talking to the same men who’ve rejected you on four other platforms before.’


‘Right. This pity party needs to end,’ Ellie says, finishing off the last of her tea decisively. I love it when Ellie gets all action star Barbie on me. Her usual worried expression is pulled into something much more fierce and fiery. ‘You deserve someone who treats you with respect, and given that there are nearly nine million people in London, I would say it’s almost entirely impossible that you’ve personally kissed all the single men out there. You need patience.’


‘What I need is you in boy form,’ I say, trying not to cry all over again.


‘Marty?’ she jokes.


My face naturally turns to her shelf where her family photo still sits proudly. Trust Ellie to leave that till the end to pack. It’s probably going to be the first thing she unpacks too on the other side. Not that I want to think about that now.


Her mum, Niamh, is in the centre, being squeezed on either side by both of her children: Ellie on one side, and Marty, her elder brother by about sixteen minutes and forty-five seconds, on the other. They’re both around sixteen in the photo and I should know; I’m pretty sure I’m the one that took it, given the background’s my parent’s garden.


‘Ew,’ I reply, turning away from Marty’s mop of brown curls. ‘Let me rephrase, what I need is you in Ryan Reynolds’ body.’


‘Technology’s getting better every day. In a few years’ time, that might even be possible, my friend.’


Keeping my mug finely balanced, I launch into a hug that I don’t want to end. She’s been my other half for so long, I don’t know how to function without her.


She’s always been beside me, through nursery, through secondary – I mean, despite never wanting to act the part of the bride, she’s been my maid of honour all 392 times I held wedding receptions in my parents’ sitting room. She was there every single time that my imaginary groom and I cut the cake, and when my love and I would ride off into the sunset, she was there too, either as the chorus of angelic voices guiding us or – on more than one occasion – as the horse we sat on.


Her hair smells like my Aussie shampoo and certainly not like her own Boots own brand but I don’t even care enough to mention it right now. Today is not the day. She strokes my tangled mane from out of my face and smiles down at me, and I just know things will be alright.


‘Now, young lady,’ she says. Honestly – it’s like Ms Mathews all over again. ‘I need to pack and you need to write.’


‘Write! I can’t write like this!’


‘You promised me that you’d write every day for at least two hours and, given I know you’ve missed the last two weeks, you have a lot of making up to do.’


‘But I’m hungover!’


‘That’s not an excuse.’


‘But I’m sad.’ I pull my very best muppet face but she only laughs at my misery.


‘Let that inspire you then.’


‘Urgh!’


I swirl the dregs of my tea and I look at her, wondering how long I can make this last.


‘You can always help me pack if you’d prefer?’ Ellie replies knowingly.


I look at the bags around her. I might like constructing furniture but I hate dismantling things, and packing up eight years of our friendship into cardboard boxes feels as comforting as magpies pecking out my organs.


‘Fine. I’m going,’ I say grudgingly, pulling myself up and tiptoeing around the destruction of years of flatmate-ship around me.


‘Dinner’s at eight,’ she reminds me as I go, ‘you’re on pudding.’


I kick one of Mark’s boxes aside as I reach closer to the door and that makes me feel a bit better somehow.


‘Oi!’


Shit, she caught me. I turn at the door, feigning my best innocent ‘what, me?’ face that she’s not even looking at.


‘Yeah?’ I say sweetly.


‘You keeping that hoodie then?’ she asks.


Oh good.


I pull the red hood right over my head and zip the whole thing right up. I smile as I do it, finally taking back control.


‘Absolutely,’ I reply.










Chapter Eleven



When I open the door to my cold crappy room, I walk straight over to my writing desk.


I can see that my bed’s not made. This comes as no real surprise as I’m the only one who would make it and I clearly didn’t. There are a silly amount of empty glasses on every surface and the floor is a bit of a death trap with more discarded clothes and sharp heels jutting out at odd angles than actual floor to walk on. I swear I tidy it all the time, but it takes me about ten hours to clean it and ten seconds to mess it up again so I never know why I bother. I ignore it for now, turning back to the desk before me.


It was a gift from my parents from years ago, back when I first told them I wanted to be a writer. I was around fourteen at the time, and still vaguely hanging onto the idea that the Easter Bunny was somehow real, so I don’t know why they took me seriously. But they did. They listened to me, they heard me, and they got me a writing desk because ‘the first tool a writer needs is a good place to write’.


It just proves how supportive they’ve always been. It’s amazing, it is, and I know that, but it’s also a bit annoying in the least annoying way possible; you hear of all these amazing writers who faced conflict all their lives, when I’ve not had one argument with them about my career at all.


I mean, when I got incredibly average grades, were they disappointed in me? No. They told me to find something I believed in and trust my gut. When I come home without a man at my side, do they comment? Tell me that I’ve failed them? Tell me all about how much they want grandchildren and blame me for my failures to ensnare a permanent semen injector into my life? No. They tell me that there is strength in my independence and salute me for not settling.


God, they’re great. I wonder for a second if I should text them, just because, really, but quickly decide against it. I’ll text them later, because Ellie is right; I did say in January of this year that I’d write for 2 hours a day every day, and given it’s September, I think I’m about eight and a half months behind on that target.


My laptop, freezing cold from neglect, sits waiting for me. I open the lid, type my password in, and open up Word, ready.


I look at the blank canvas that is my screen.


I love writing; I do. Only what I’m doing now isn’t writing; it’s thinking about what to write, and that completely sucks.


Once I have a spark of an idea, it becomes the most important thing to me. When I’m in the heart of the drama, twisting the plot around like a candyfloss stick gathering depth and flavour, I’m never more happy in the whole world, and yet, right now, I’m at a complete and utter loss on what to actually write about.


According to Ellie, ‘I needed more of a routine’.


‘It’s how I completed my PhD,’ she said, which inspired me greatly because if she can write 80,000 words on Epidemiology and Outcomes of Psoriatic Arthritis without losing faith, I didn’t see any reason I couldn’t write the next Bridget Jones.


She said writer’s block was just a mentality to overcome and that I needed writing to not just be spur of the moment but something I did daily, like yoga. Not that I do yoga daily. Or at all, actually. But I get the point so I promised her.


Fucking inspiration. Where is it? What is it? How do I get it and why, when I’ve had so many ideas through the years, have all of them disappeared into the void as I stare blankly upon my clean white Word document before me? I have a whole world to explore, whole new characters to conceive and shape and a whole new plot to delve into. Right now, however, it looks very much like a blinking curser.


In search for a spark, I look up to the picture of my parents, propped up against a book spine on the corner of the desk.


They’re both as ginger as me, which amuses people no end when we’re altogether. My old teachers used to call us the ‘Weasleys’, which my mum never really understood because she wasn’t a big fan of Harry Potter. She never really bought into the whole thing, which makes sense once you know she’s a Slytherin through and through. My dad’s more of a Hufflepuff, which I think should make me a Slyther-puff hybrid, and maybe I am, but it’s very mood dependent for me.


Maybe I should write about them?


I look at my screen once again, my fingers poised over the keyboard.


One Lemon Cake for a Lifetime of Happiness, I write.


I sit back, trying to work out what angle I should take. It doesn’t need all too much dramatising, to be fair – it’s already something of a romantic fairy tale, even without embellishment.


My parents met at school – at school! It’s unheard of that those who met at twelve years old can still be as happy and as perfect as they are but it’s true. By sixteen, they were childhood sweethearts, bonding over chemistry lessons and English essays until, one perfect Christmas in their early twenties, my mum gathered all of their friends and family together, baked my father’s favourite lemon cake (that’s important – it’s the detail that’s never missed in any retelling for it is, to date, the only food item my mother has ever made that didn’t burn or give someone food poisoning) and dropped down on one knee.


‘One lemon cake for a lifetime of happiness,’ that’s what they say. It’s the most romantic thing I can think of and that’s been the romantic story I’ve had to compete with all my life.


All through secondary, I was just waiting to have an epic encounter in the library that would change my life forever. Turns out I only kissed one boy in my school years at Sarah Bevan’s thirteenth birthday party and his gluten intolerance and (quite soon after) coming out, meant that both the lemon cake and the wedding proposal was off the cards for us.


So school came and went. University passed me by. A boyfriend or two lingered in my early London life years but faded into insubstantial nothingness quite quickly until we reach now, a time where the whole of England’s capital seems coupled up, with me as the third wheel to all its (according to Ellie) nine million strong population.


Actually, thinking about it, I’m not in the mood to write out any love story, let alone theirs. Not while my own is so terrible.


I quickly hit Ctrl+A and delete it.


Not a romance then. OK, that’s fine. So what else should I write then . . . what else . . .










Chapter Twelve



After a while, staring at the blank screen just burns my eyeballs, so, instead, I take out my phone and do the usual rounds. Martha and her big-nosed wife are on holiday in Dubai. When is she not on holiday? I see a post from Rachel about a new promotion at the job she can’t stop posting about – Jesus, it’s so unprofessional to use Instagram for job updates. Does she not have a life? Or LinkedIn? A few annoying baby pictures from Rich and Lucy, a depressingly lovely countryside scene from Ricky, and front-row seats to see some indie star I’m not cool enough to recognise for ‘I-chose-law-and-now-I’m-a-millionaire’ Freddie and his current highly successful businesswoman girlfriend. On stories I see a few meals prepared by some fitness blogger I started following at New Year’s, and who never really inspired me more than just made me hungry. Ronnie’s had a night in last night. Cara had a night out. I scroll through them all thoughtlessly, sipping my tea slowly until a dog video makes me laugh enough to watch it again. I check the user – Marty Mathews.
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