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Chapter One

Bell

Bell’s eyes snapped open as she tried to work out whether the persistent hammering she could hear was in her head or in her house. She’d dropped off on the sofa while watching an early evening wildlife documentary about endangered species in the Andes, and the noise she could hear sounded more like someone banging on a window than the call of the yellow-tailed woolly monkey on the TV screen. Suddenly the cushion her head was nestled comfortably against began to shake alarmingly, and it took her another few seconds to realise her phone was vibrating beneath it. Still half-asleep, she jabbed at the green icon.

‘Finally! I’m outside; come and let me in.’

Bell managed to get her brain into gear enough to process the good news, which was that the constant knocking noise had, at last, stopped. The bad news, however, was that it appeared her best friend was on the other side of her front door.

She shook herself fully awake, levered herself off the sofa and traipsed down the hall.

‘What? What’s going on?’ she stuttered, as she opened the door.

‘Duh! It’s me, Suze? You know, your best friend who you’ve been refusing to go for Saturday night drinks with for the past six weeks? Now, are you going to let me in or what?’

Before Bell could open her mouth, Suze stepped inside, closed the door firmly behind her, turned to face Bell and beamed. ‘Hi, Bellster! Tonight I’m your fairy godmother and you shall go to the ball! Well, into town to a bar full of lovely people, anyway. And I brought wine so I can drink it while you get ready. I might even let you have some if you go and get in the shower right now. I’m sure I can find the glasses.’

As Bell’s brain caught up with everything Suze was saying, she finally managed to do more than just gawp at her. ‘How did you know I was in? I might have been really busy this evening, for all you knew.’

Suze laughed gently. ‘Bell, darling, you haven’t been busy on a Saturday night since Colin broke up with you back in January. And despite the many excuses you’ve been giving me over the past few weeks, I took a wild guess that I’d find you ensconced on the sofa.’

Bell watched Suze take in her fleecy pyjamas and messy top-knot and saw how her friend’s expression transformed into the determined look she’d seen so many times before. She knew there was no point arguing, but she really didn’t think she could face a night out. Not yet. Seemingly reading her thoughts, Suze scooped her up into a hug.

‘I know you’ve been through a really tough time, but you can’t hide away in here for ever, Bellster. And it’s going to be a very chilled night, just me and Ellie and a load of mates, none of whom know anything about Colin so you don’t even have to mention him if you don’t want to.’ Suze pulled away and gave a delicate sniff. ‘Have you been wearing those PJs all day? Go on, jump in the shower. I’ll pour the wine and have a rummage through your wardrobe so you don’t even have to decide what to wear. That’s how much of a fairy godmother I am!’

Bell meekly allowed herself to be steered into the bathroom, and after standing under the jets of water for a few minutes, she already felt a bit better. She opened her bedroom door to find Suze rifling through hangers.

‘Right, moisturiser and hairdryer and then I’ll do your make-up for you,’ Suze ordered. ‘Oh, and get this down you. Cheers!’

She clinked her glass against Bell’s and Bell took a grateful gulp. She and Tesco’s £4.99 Cab Sauv had been inseparable for almost a month after Colin had dumped her, so she’d spent the last couple of weeks trying to cut down. But tonight definitely called for all the wine. She allowed her friend to primp and preen her, but drew the line at the strappy dress and sky-high heels Suze had picked out.

‘I haven’t worn this dress since I was at uni – which was many years ago as you well know – and I’m not about to start now,’ she said firmly. She pulled on her favourite skinny jeans and finally agreed to a lacy vest top that bordered on the underwear-as-outerwear trend she was sure nearly-forty-year-old women shouldn’t really attempt to wear.

‘Right, let me give you a refill and then sit down and I’ll do that flicky eyeliner I’m so good at.’ Suze grinned. ‘Don’t look at me like that, you know what happened last time you tried to do it yourself. The other evening I watched this ace YouTube video on how to do it properly every time. In fact, I sent you the link on Facebook. Didn’t you see my message?’

‘No, I didn’t.’ Bell took a large sip of her wine and then an even bigger breath in. ‘I don’t have Facebook anymore.’

Suze stared at her friend, her mouth agape. ‘Yes, you do, don’t be silly. This is you we’re talking about, Bell. You who can go barely ten minutes without checking social media.’

‘Well, I’ve deleted it. And Instagram and Twitter,’ Bell announced defiantly. How dare Suze say that! Bell hardly ever checked her feeds. Only a couple of times after waking up and on the journey to work, and then a few times in the morning, then not till lunchtime and maybe a few times later on when she hit her mid-afternoon slump, and possibly she did a quick check before she left at the end of the day, too, and if she was at home during the evening she’d have a sneaky look, but – anyway, she wasn’t as bad as some people.

She noticed Suze had stopped blending blusher across her cheeks. ‘What? It’s not that big a deal.’

Suze fixed Bell with a penetrating gaze and said, ‘So, you’ve deleted all your social media accounts. Do you want to tell me why?’

‘I just don’t think it’s healthy for me at the moment,’ Bell said quietly. Then, realising Suze’s arched eyebrow meant she wasn’t going to let her off that easily, she added, ‘And yesterday evening I saw Colin had been tagged in a picture.’

‘And? What was the picture of?’

‘It was a photo taken the other night of him and some people from his accountancy firm with the caption “Thursday night LOLs”. I recognised a few of his colleagues, like Matt and James, and then I saw he had his arm round someone else I recognised. Her name’s Tina and she’s one of the juniors.’

‘They could have just been cosying up for the photo, though,’ Suze reasoned.

‘Except that one arm was round her shoulders and the other was round her waist. And his lips were stuck to her face.’

‘Hmm, really quite cosy, then,’ Suze said, grimacing.

‘Yep. Christ, could he be more of a cliché? She might not be his secretary, but she’s as near as, dammit. It’s just so . . . annoying. Here am I at home every evening lying on the sofa cradling a bottle of wine and grieving for our ten-year relationship, and there’s him out on the town fondling some twenty-year-old. He promised, Suze, he promised there wasn’t anyone else. And now it appears not even two months later there is. God, he’s pathetic. Though not as pathetic as me. You’d have thought that in the last thirty-nine years I might have learned how to deal with heartbreak. But no, I’m still the sucker replaying every conversation we ever had, wondering if he ever thought about us getting married and staying together forever, and trying to work out what he really thought about me. About us.’

Tears pricked her eyes and her throat itched with sadness and frustration. She reached for her wine. She was too old to be crying over a man, plus she didn’t want her eye makeup to run.

‘What a knob.’ Suze said.

‘I know, but he was my knob. Anyway, I thought you liked him. You always said how nice he was.’

‘That was until he upset you, Bellster. No one gets to upset you and stay in my good books. And, yeah, he was always nice to me, and you guys seemed nice together. But maybe it was all a bit too, well, nice? Where was the passion? Where were the spontaneous romantic nights away? The uncontrollable laughter?’

‘I guess after ten years you can’t really expect that, though,’ Bell said defensively.

‘Why not? Of course you’ve got to be realistic and the honeymoon period can’t go on for ever, but there’s got to be a spark; you’ve got to keep the romance alive. Ellie and I are definitely not the perfect couple, but having a long-distance relationship keeps things interesting if nothing else.’

‘Maybe men are where I’ve been going wrong all this time,’ Bell sighed.

‘You’re welcome to join the club any time, sweetie! But I don’t think this is a man/woman thing, I think it’s a you/Colin thing. I know you’re upset – it would be weird if you weren’t after ten years – but I do think in the long run it’s the best thing that could have happened to you.’

‘But maybe I was happy in a relationship that wasn’t interesting or spontaneous or passionate, or any of the other things you think it should have been.’

‘Were you, though? Were you really, Bell?’ Suze asked gently.

‘I really thought I was. Although the last few weeks have made me think . . . But why do it after ten years? Why didn’t Col say something last year or the year before, or however long ago he started to feel unhappy?’

‘For the same reason you didn’t, I expect. Because what you had felt safe, it felt nice. So why rock the boat? But then maybe he realised that all the things that were missing were all the things he missed.’

‘And all the things that dear Tina could provide!’ Bell spat. ‘I don’t even really blame her, though she’s not going to be top of my Christmas card list. And I also know that I can’t even blame Col one hundred per cent either. See, Suze, I haven’t wasted the last six weeks. But, still, what a dick.’

Suze giggled. ‘Yep. And cheers to that! And to you leaving social media. And to you not getting slapped with an ASBO for stalking your ex now you don’t have Facebook.’ They clinked glasses and Bell even managed a smile. She could see that a lot of what Suze had said was true and that she and Col had just got lazy, staying together because it seemed easier than arguing and having a full-on heart-to-heart.

She was shaken out of her reverie by Suze saying, ‘Lips together and blot. Excellent, now what do you think?’

She stood in front of the mirror and barely recognised herself. ‘Could be worse, I s’pose,’ she smiled.

‘That’s the spirit! Right, come on, my friend, now you look the part let’s go party!’

As Bell followed her out of the front door and into the waiting taxi that Suze had magicked up from one of her phone’s many apps, she couldn’t help but be impressed by Suze’s ability to bulldoze her out of her pyjamas and into a bar. She was all too aware of how intimidating she had found Suze when she had first met her. On Bell’s first day at work, she had walked into the Style It Out office in her trying-too-hard culottes and had wilted when she’d been introduced to her gorgeous desk mate. But within minutes, Suze had offered her a large coffee and a whole load of office gossip and Bell had decided it was all going to be okay. She realised too that she was never going to pull off a jumpsuit in the same way her stylish colleague could, with her chicly bobbed hair complete with fringe that was exactly the right level of shortness.

The taxi pulled up at the bar and they headed inside just as Suze’s girlfriend Ellie was opening a bottle of prosecco.

‘Perfect timing,’ grinned Suze happily. ‘Here you go, Bell. Cheers, everyone! Now you know Els, obviously, and you’ve met Clara, Jules and Lara before, but I don’t think I’ve introduced you to Lily and Al, have I? Guys, this is Bell, and you are going to love her!’

Bell surprised herself by having a fun night chatting to most of the twenty-strong group of Suze’s friends who’d gathered for their regular knees-up.

‘It’s so hard to get everyone together in one place, but we always put four dates in the diary every year and pretty much everyone manages to make it, unless they’re abroad for work or on holiday or whatever,’ explained Lily, who Bell learned was a garden designer hoping to make it to the Chelsea Flower Show the following year. Her husband Al was a muscly builder and spent much of the time touching Lily’s arm, kissing the side of her head and telling Bell how proud he was of his wife.

Bell tried not to compare their relationship to her and Col’s, but inevitably her mind kept wandering to parties they had gone to. He’d never been the touchy-feely type, but she struggled to remember a time when they’d been surrounded by friends and he’d said how much he admired Bell for her career, or in fact, for anything. He’d never been nasty or rude about her, thank god – Col just wasn’t that kind of person – he just hadn’t said anything about her at all. And, yes, he’d always made sure she had a drink and wasn’t stuck talking to Gary, the one friend of his he knew she really didn’t like (there had been an incident at a BBQ years earlier involving a football, Bell’s glass of red wine and her very pale summer dress, under which she wasn’t wearing a bra), but he’d never even have thought of complimenting her in front of other people. Bell, on the other hand, would often find herself telling stories about Col rescuing spiders from the bath and how he was aiming to be made a partner at work within the next few years, in a weird, almost boastful way. She definitely wasn’t ready to examine too closely why they’d each acted like this, and pulled herself back into the conversation around her.

‘What do you think, Bell, are you up for another drink and a dance?’ She looked up to find Ellie grinning at her. ‘We’re going to relive our youth at Heaven & Hell. Nineties tunes all night – what’s not to love!’

‘I think that’s my cue to leave,’ Bell said with a small smile. Seeing her best friend’s face start to take on the wheedling expression she knew so well, she continued quickly, ‘No, Suze, I’m fine, really, my bed is calling.’ She hugged her friend and whispered, ‘Thank you for staging an intervention and making me come out tonight. I love you.’

‘I was worried you’d hate me!’ Suze said, squeezing her tightly. ‘Sorry for bullying you into this evening, but I’m so glad you had a good night. See you on Monday, sweetie.’

Bell headed down the road and joined the crowd of people waiting for the bus home. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, checked it for messages, then looked forlornly at her home screen, which seemed strangely empty without its social media apps.

Her attention was caught by a couple arguing across the road. Despite the girl looking upset, no one seemed to be checking she was okay, and Bell dithered about crossing over to talk to her. But at that moment she spied the bus approaching and her need to get home and back into her pyjamas overtook any Good-Samaritan thoughts. Glancing back over to the couple, she realised the girl actually seemed to be having an argument with whoever was at the other end of her phone, while the guy she was with hovered close to her looking awkward and patting her back self-consciously every so often.

The girl gave one last shout of annoyance, screaming, ‘And stop calling me Amanda – my name’s Millie, you flipping pompous git!’ into her phone before stuffing it back in her bag. Bell laughed to herself as she got on the bus and watched the scene through the window. The girl no longer sounded like a damsel in distress and seemed perfectly capable of looking after herself. Though Bell was still glad to see she had someone with her to make sure she was okay. A sudden pang hit her. If there was one thing Colin was good at it was making her feel better when she started bawling at a tear-jerking film, or on the rare occasions she came home from work upset.

Although it wasn’t lost on her what a fat lot of good he’d been when it was him making her cry back in January!


Chapter Two

Millie

Millie had periodically flirted with Tinder, more often than not finding it the most depressing place to be of an evening. She’d then moved on to other apps, which while not exactly full of positivity and fun, were slightly less hideous. And it was on one of these apps that she’d come across Tom. They’d matched with each other and then the ball had been in her court as to whether she messaged him or not. She’d swiped right mainly because he had the kindest-looking face of anyone she’d seen on her various dating app forays, so one lonely night when five-year-old Wolf was in bed and there was nothing on the TV, she decided she might as well contact him. Their messages had remained very much on the side of pleasant rather than passionate, but when Tom suggested they meet for a drink, she hadn’t immediately said no. Wolf’s dad Louis would be coming to pick him up on Friday night for his once-every-four-weeks weekend with his son, so Millie had two days of emptiness stretching ahead of her. With nothing better to do, she asked Tom if he was free on Saturday night. His reply came back alarmingly fast.


Sounds great! What about 8 o’clock at the Duke of York, and then we can go for a bite to eat later if we fancy it? Looking forward to it! T x



Millie knew she should probably tell someone where and when she was going on a date, in case he turned out to be a serial killer, but she didn’t really have any friends locally she wanted to tell, or in fact any friends locally at all. She certainly wasn’t going to tell Louis this nugget of information as he was bound to try to use it against her at some point; though how he thought he’d get away with it, when he spent half his life parading twenty-year-old after twenty-year-old on his arm, was anyone’s guess. She supposed she’d better let her dad know what she was doing, so she sent a quick, breezy text and promised to call him soon.

By the time Louis rang the doorbell at 5.15pm on Friday night, Wolf had worked himself up into a state of huge excitement.

‘Daddy!’ he yelled, dropping his Spider-Man figurine, running to the door and impatiently waiting for Millie to open it.

‘Wolf Cub!’ Louis grinned, scooping him up and holding the little boy aloft like he was baby Simba in The Lion King. ‘How are you, mate? Good to see ya!’

As Wolfie went into a big spiel about all the superhero toys he’d packed in his little wheeled case to show him, Millie peered round the door.

‘Hi, Louis.’

‘Millie,’ he nodded. ‘Right, little man, say goodbye to Mummy and we’ll get you in the car and then the fun can really start!’

‘Bye, Mummy. You will look after Snuffles for me and give him a goodnight kiss, won’t you?’

‘Of course, Wolfie. I promised, didn’t I? Now you be good and I’ll see you back here on Sunday afternoon, okay?’

She’d barely removed her arms from round his small body before Wolf was out the door and skipping towards Louis’ huge Range Rover. She watched them leave, waving even after the car had turned out of the road and driven off into the distance.

However nice it was to have a break from being essentially a single parent, it never got easier watching her son disappear up the motorway to Birmingham with his dad. After all, her whole life had revolved around the little boy for the last five years. She willed herself not to cry and began dropping armfuls of toys into the basket drawers by the fireplace, only pausing to pick up Snuffles, the soft toy guinea pig, and give him a quick kiss on his fluffy head.

As her date approached the following evening, Millie began to wish she’d never bothered sending Tom a message in the first place. She’d spent a pleasant day tidying the house, prepping a few Instagram posts and firing off emails to various copywriting agencies asking if they had any work for her. After luxuriating in a bath filled with the posh bubbles Louis had bought for Wolf to give her for Christmas (whatever his faults, Louis had great taste when it came to the finer things in life), she felt happy and calm. That had all dissolved when she’d started thinking about her date that evening.

Since she and Louis had broken up just under two-and-a-half years ago, there hadn’t been much space in Millie’s life for men. And it hadn’t really bothered her that she didn’t have a significant other to turn to as, frankly, she had enough on her plate making sure Wolfie was fed, clothed and as unaffected as possible by his parents’ separation. Not to mention trying to carve out some kind of career in the fashion/blogging/social media world. But now that Wolf was at school, she’d felt like she should at least try to get herself out there. The trouble was, things had changed so much in the seven or so years since she’d been that feisty girl who had been a match (in every way) for cocky footballer Louis in a Birmingham nightspot. Not only was she older, wearier and far less sure of herself, but the dating arena was a foreign country now. At thirty she felt both ancient and that she was competing with all the younger, prettier, more confident people looking to find the love of their lives – or at least someone they could shag that evening. So when she’d matched with Tom and he’d seemed happy to chat as friends, she’d gradually stopped using the other apps and contented herself with exchanging nice, no-pressure, getting-to-know-you messages every so often. But meeting him in the flesh was something else entirely.

‘I don’t even know if I want a relationship,’ Millie sighed out loud as she smoothed product through her hair and uncovered the hairdryer that had been gathering dust in the corner of her bedroom. But the voice inside her head wasn’t going to let her off that easily.

You don’t have to have a relationship, you just need some fun.

‘Fun!’ she grunted over the whirr of the hairdryer. ‘Think I’d rather stay in with a glass of cheap wine in front of the telly.’

But that’s what you did last night. And the night before, and the one before that, the voice replied.

‘Christ, now I’m talking to myself. I really am going mad!’

She heard her phone ping as she put the hairdryer down and hoped it was Tom also having second thoughts. It wasn’t, it was her dad.


Have an amazing time this evening, Millie, you deserve it! Me and Jean want to hear all about it tomorrow! Dad xx



She smiled and turned back to the sparse offerings in her wardrobe. Then she remembered her eBay triumph. Like at least half of the country, she’d lusted after the latest high street collaboration with this year’s hot young designer, but also knew she didn’t have a hope in hell of queueing at the crack of dawn outside her local store on the morning of its launch to get her hands on any of the pieces. So, when she’d spied an eBay seller flogging her favourite dress from the collection for just a few quid more than it had cost originally, she was both excited and wary. Ridiculously, it had all seemed to check out, and a few days after she’d clicked the Buy It Now button a package arrived in the post containing the coveted dress and a short note:


I hope you enjoy the dress more than my granddaughter, who complained I’d got her the wrong one and in the wrong size but still wanted me to give it to her so she could sell it at a vast profit and buy some festival tickets instead. I only wish I could get into it myself as it’s a lovely dress, but I’m sure it will look better on you! Audrey x



And the dress did actually look great on her, Millie was able to admit as she swished the A-line skirt in front of the mirror, before spending an inordinate amount of time taking the obligatory selfie and saving it so she could add filters later.

She considered texting Tom to cancel throughout her bus journey into town, but as 8 o’clock got closer and closer she knew she had lost her opportunity to pull out, which was why she found herself walking through the doors of the Duke of York trying to spot someone – anyone – who looked like the image of Tom on his dating profile.

‘Millie?’

She whipped round and there was Tom, looking exactly like his profile picture, standing in front of her.

‘Tom? Hi,’ she stuttered, leaning in to kiss him on both cheeks.

‘You look gorgeous,’ he smiled. ‘I’ll apologise now that I’m wearing the same shirt as in my profile pic – I do have other shirts, but I thought it would help you recognise me. Now, what would you like to drink?’

Tom proved to be just as pleasant company in person as he had been on his messages, and when he popped to the loo, Millie took a second to register how nice it was to be out on a Saturday night without a five-year-old in tow. So much so that when, some hours later, Tom suggested they go and grab a curry, she readily agreed. She felt her phone vibrating as they made their way out of the pub. Her caller display told her it was Louis.

‘I just need to get this, it’s my son’s dad,’ she explained. Tom nodded and stood away from her in the pub doorway to give her a little privacy. ‘Louis, is Wolf okay?’ she said as soon as the call connected.

‘Yes, of course he’s fine, he’s with me, isn’t he? Where are you?’

‘Out, not that it’s got anything to do with you!’ Mille replied before she could stop herself. ‘I mean, is everything okay?’ she tried again in a more conciliatory tone. She needn’t have bothered.

‘Well, are you out nearby? I need you to come home. I’m outside your house.’

‘What? Why are you outside my house? What’s wrong? You’re not supposed to be bringing Wolf back till tomorrow afternoon. What aren’t you telling me?’

‘Calm down, Amanda. Something came up, that’s all, and I need to drop him back now. How long will it take you to get here?’

‘What came up?’ she demanded. Tom looked at her questioningly and she shook her head at him.

‘You know, stuff.’

‘What stuff?’ Her anger was clearly palpable, as Tom walked over, put a hand on her shoulder and mouthed ‘Are you okay?’ She shrugged him off with an apologetic grimace and turned away.

‘Look, you know what it’s like, when the manager says he needs me . . .’

‘I thought you were injured?’

‘I am! Well, luckily, the ankle’s recovering well, thanks for asking. It’s a squad thing. The manager wants us all together before Monday’s game.’

‘And you couldn’t have driven down in the morning instead?’

‘The gaffer’s called an early start so I didn’t have any choice. Come on, Mills, you remember what it’s like.’

‘So you’re putting football before your son. Again. You’re not fit to be called a father.’

‘There’s no need for that, Amanda. Look, I’ll pay for a cab home, if that helps.’

‘It doesn’t help, but fine, you pay for it. And stop calling me Amanda – my name’s Millie, you flipping pompous git!’ She jabbed her phone to end the call and let out a shout of frustration.

‘Millie? Are you okay?’ Tom asked, once more placing his hand lightly on her shoulder.

‘No, not really,’ she sighed. ‘Sorry, Tom, I have to go. Thank you so much for this evening, it was nice.’

‘Don’t worry, of course your little boy has to come first. But it was nice, wasn’t it? Maybe we can do it again sometime?’

Suddenly everything felt too much for Millie. She knew she should have stayed at home with that glass of cheap wine and Saturday night TV. Dating just wasn’t something she had the time, or in fact the energy, for anymore. She’d been stupid to think otherwise.

‘Look, Tom, I don’t think I’m in the right place at the moment. Sorry, it’s nothing personal. You’re a lovely guy.’ She cringed with guilt as she spoke and glanced anywhere around her rather than look at his face. Thankfully, she spotted a black cab approaching and waved it down.

‘Sure, okay,’ he replied slowly. ‘Nice to meet you though, Millie. Take care of yourself.’

‘Yep, and you.’ She gave Tom a quick, embarrassed hug and got into the taxi. As it drove off, she turned and looked out the back window and saw him raise his hand sadly, then cross the road with his shoulders hunched round his ears.

*

Louis’ sports car stuck out a mile on their ordinary suburban road.

‘Millie, you made it!’ he said, sidling out of the driver’s side.

‘The cab needs paying,’ she replied, opening the passenger door and shaking her head at Louis’ choice of vehicle – he had at least three cars to choose from and an Audi TT hardly seemed the ideal choice when he had Wolf on board. She gently unclipped the sleeping five-year-old from his car seat, thankful that Louis had at least had the sense to put him in his pyjamas so she was able to carry him upstairs and settle him into bed without much bother. She went back downstairs to find Louis standing awkwardly in the hall with Wolf’s wheelie suitcase in his hand.

‘I brought this in,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, Millie, if I’d had any choice . . .’ He hung is head penitently.

‘Louis, don’t forget I know you and can see through your remorse act. You always have a choice, you just made the choice that Wolfie wasn’t important in this situation.’

‘We had a great day together and he was asleep anyway, so it wouldn’t have made a difference if I’d brought him back at the crack of dawn. Stop trying to make me feel guilty.’

‘It made a difference to me.’

‘Ah, now we’re getting to the crux of it. You’re just pissed off you couldn’t stay out and shag whatever guy it was you were seeing!’

‘How dare you!’ she shout-whispered, aware of Wolf asleep upstairs. ‘What I do in my private life has nothing to do with you.’

‘It does when it affects my son! Who knows who you were planning on bringing home, especially if it was someone from that mental group you used to go to.’

‘That “mental group” was a support group for people suffering post-natal depression, as you well know,’ she hissed. ‘And I stopped going when we broke up, because, surprise surprise, I wasn’t depressed anymore once I wasn’t with you!’

‘Whatever, Millie. All I care about is that my son is properly looked after and cared for—’

‘Are you questioning my parenting?’ she interrupted him, incredulously. ‘You, the person who barely sees Wolf from one month to the next and certainly doesn’t provide for him, feed him or clothe him, despite being a “professional” footballer?’

From the nervous look on his face, it was clear even Louis knew when he’d gone too far.

‘Look, I just want the best for Wolfie, that’s all. And I know I need to be better at paying for things. Here, have this,’ he said, removing his wallet from the pocket of his designer jeans and taking out a wad of twenties. ‘Buy him something nice.’

‘He doesn’t need something nice, he needs a new school jumper and some football boots!’ she shot back, barely able to contain her fury.

‘Well, buy him those and then buy him something nice with what’s left over,’ he said exasperatedly. ‘Mills, we can’t keep being at each other’s throats like this, it’s not good for Wolfie.’

There were so many things that Millie wanted to say, but just behind her she heard a sleepy, ‘Mummy?’

She turned and pulled her son into a hug and said quietly, ‘Wolfie, darling, me and your dad were just saying goodbye. You go back to bed like a good boy and I’ll come and kiss you goodnight in a minute, okay?’

‘Okay, make sure you do, Mummy. Bye, Daddy.’

Louis smiled and waved. ‘Night-night, Wolfie, sleep well. Love you.’

When she was sure Wolf had gone back to his room, Millie took a deep breath. ‘You’re right, it’s not good for him when we fight, and I’m sorry for getting angry. It’s just, sometimes it’s really hard, that’s all.’ Tears pricked her eyes.

‘It’s okay. I just think we need to be careful what we say and how we speak to each other.’ Louis jangled his keys. ‘I’d better be going. See you in four weeks, yes?’

‘Yes, see you then,’ Millie replied meekly. She watched him drive off at speed then have to anchor up at the junction at the end of the road. Wearily, she climbed the stairs and stood outside Wolf’s room for a second, before plastering on a smile.

Lying in her own bed half an hour later, she replayed the conversation with Louis. She couldn’t believe he could stand there and criticise her when he’d been the one in the wrong the whole time. And that she had let him.

Back in the halcyon first year of their relationship, Louis had barely ever levelled even the mildest criticism at Millie, and instead seemed to believe that everything she did was amazing. However, that all changed when she told him about the baby.


Chapter Three

Bell

The smell of diesel and the tinny beat of house music via a set of expensive, though clearly not soundproof, headphones greeted Bell as she made her way past hordes of glazed-eyed Monday-morning commuters to the back of the bus, which began to creep towards the Style It Out building in the town centre. She noticed one older, headphoneless man sitting on an aisle seat, sporting a well-worn leather jacket and baggy, pale-blue jeans, and she knew before he even opened his mouth exactly what he was about to say, and she really wasn’t in the mood.

‘Cheer up, love, it might never happen!’ he grinned at her.

If there was one statement guaranteed to make the recipient even less cheery, Bell was yet to hear it.

‘Don’t worry, it already has,’ she shot back at him. She was half tempted to add that she’d just found out her parents had been killed in a car crash, but she couldn’t deal with the bad karma that would inevitably follow from pretending her mum and dad had met a grisly, untimely end, so she contented herself with glaring at him and retreating to the back seat.

‘All right, love, keep your hair on, I was only saying.’

Bell leaned her head against the window and shivered. It might be the start of March, but she wished she’d brought her huge, cosy scarf with her to keep out the morning chill. Her sister Cosette always took the mick out of her about the length of that scarf, calling her Lenny whenever she saw her wearing it, after Lenny Kravitz and his knitted monstrosity a few years back. Still, it wasn’t Bell’s fault Cosette refused to even think about a scarf as a fashion statement and merely saw it as a way for her to stay warm. Luckily Cosette didn’t do anything so frivolous as work for a fashion website – her job as a primary-school teacher was much more sensible and was able to accommodate her children, eight-year-old Sophie and ten-year-old Oliver, around whom her and her husband Rich’s world revolved.

Cosette had borne the brunt of Bell’s shock, sadness and anger in the last few weeks, and Bell had to admit she had been brilliant at letting her rant away. Last night on the phone Cosette had tried again to get her to come down to Devon at the weekend, saying she was worried Bell was obsessing over what had led Colin to deliver his death notice to their relationship. To be honest, she’d only told Cosette about a tiny fraction of the social media stalking she’d really done – if she knew the actual number of hours Bell had spent scouring Facebook, Insta and Twitter for clues about Colin’s motives, she’d have been on the first train up to Bell to march her off to the south-west coast and imprison her in the spare bedroom that the wi-fi didn’t reach. Thankfully, she’d placated her sister by not only telling her that she’d deleted all her apps, but also about her night out that weekend.

‘Well, at least Suze is making sure you’re not turning into a hermit,’ Cosette had sighed. ‘But I’m still going to insist you come to see us. I need you to help stop the kids squabbling, if nothing else. And I’ll even get Rich to make his special tiramisu.’

‘Well, then, how can I resist!’ Bell had smiled. ‘I promise I’ll come down soon.’ She figured that ‘soon’ was a subjective term and she had at least a few months’ grace. The sun might even be shining at that point, which was when the Devon cottage came alive and became a countryside idyll.

Her older sister was prone to mothering her whenever possible, which was probably a hangover from their childhood, during which their parents had largely left the two girls to bring themselves up – Janet and John (yes, they did sound like they were straight out of a kids’ storybook, though the reality was somewhat different) believed less is more when it came to child-rearing. They’d thought naming their daughters Cosette and Arabella was a good idea (such delusions of grandeur) and had ordered friends and family to call the girls by their full names at all times, but ‘Arabella’ quickly got shortened when toddler Cosette couldn’t pronounce her new sister’s name. Cosette had once tried to instigate a shortening of her own name to ‘Cos’. But on hearing seven-year-old Bell refer to her sister in that way, Janet had issued the ultimate threat.

‘Arabella Makepeace, if I ever hear you shorten your sister’s name to the name of a lettuce like that again I shall be forced to enrol you in daily elocution lessons for the rest of your time living in this house.’

From then on Cosette had been Cosette, and had spent much of her life adding ‘Yes, like in Les Misérables’ to every introduction. Bell had half expected her to use meeting Rich as an opportunity to reinvent herself and change her name, but perhaps Janet had threatened her son-in-law-to-be with a fate even worse than endless elocution lessons, or maybe Cosette had finally accepted her unusual name and the way people began humming the first line of ‘Castle On The Cloud’ immediately after meeting her. Needless to say, Cosette and Rich had chosen ‘normal’ names for their two children.

When Cosette had helpfully suggested she be the one to inform their parents that Bell and Colin had broken up, Bell had all too readily agreed. There had then followed the inevitable phone call, during which Janet and John had both told her they were sympathetic about what had happened, but Bell had been able to smell their disappointment despite the thousands of miles separating her from them and their home in Portland, Maine.

Her parents had retired to America with almost unseemly haste once they could tick off Cosette’s wedding vows and Bell’s supposedly stable and settled status from their list of obligations. Not that Bell was complaining, obviously. In fact, she’d been worried the news of her break-up would see Janet and John vow to give up their charmed expat existence and hotfoot it back to Blighty to console their heartbroken daughter. Thankfully, they were both far too selfish to even contemplate such an act, and merely contented themselves with telling her how worried they were about her before launching into a long and complicated story about their friend Barbara’s son – a dentist called Hal – getting divorced and having to pay his ex millions in the settlement. Bell suspected Hal had been showing a little too much interest in his pretty dental nurse’s mouth, so felt she had nothing positive to contribute to the topic and invented someone at the door to quickly bring the call to an end. Although not before her mother had wistfully added, ‘I suppose we’ll just carry on fielding questions from all and sundry about when our youngest daughter is going to finally get married and produce a grandchild for us. You’ve really not made things easy for us, Arabella, have you?’

To which she knew the only response was, ‘No, Mother, and I am truly sorry.’

As the bus trundled along, Bell let out a long, loud sigh (Mr Cheer-Up Man could go to hell). She was so used to being one half of a couple – Bell to his Col – that it felt like she didn’t know who she was anymore without her other half to make her whole.

Even her Instagram account had been full of pictures of two pairs of feet on a gorgeous tiled floor, his ’n’ her drinks in front of a sunset and two hearts drawn on the sand as the sea lapped at their edges. And they had been happy together, hadn’t they? Maybe not the love’s young dream her Insta implied, but whose relationship really was all rose petals on the bed and kissing beneath the Eiffel Tower? No one wanted to see photos of Colin changing the duvet cover because he knew Bell hated doing it and got in a real stress about it, or Bell buying Col a supermarket frozen pizza for dinner because she knew he had a secret love for a poor-quality Pepperoni Passion despite professing himself to be a foodie. No filter was ever going to make her shaving his back hair for him sexy, or him fishing out the decaying food from the kitchen sink plughole in a pair of blue rubber gloves look cute. There was nothing wrong with a little enhancing, tweaking, filtering and, well, boasting about their relationship, surely? So why did it all feel like a lie now? Probably because, for all his duvet-changing and sink-cleaning, Colin had clearly not felt the way about their relationship that she had. She’d imagined him proposing and them enjoying their old age together, while he’d been planning his escape. She sighed again.

BEEEEP

Bell was woken from her mental Instagram scrolling by the sound of the bus almost colliding with a cyclist in head-to-toe reflective gear. Deciding she’d rather not take her life in her hands by remaining on a bus driven by a gesticulating, swearing madman, Bell got off a stop early and hurried towards the imposing red-brick building on the corner of the main road. Style It Out occupied the second floor, nestled between a payday loans website and a debt collection agency, like an inverse shit sandwich.

Thankfully, stepping into the Style It Out office was like taking a breath of stiletto-filled, coat-hanger-strewn fresh air, and it always felt a million miles away from the grey day on the other side of the large, slightly crumbling windows on the far side of the room. Bell stepped round a huge pile of what she assumed were belts rather than the snakes they resembled and stopped to rifle through a rail of sunshine-yellow dresses, which were all a similar shade but very different styles. Her eyes snagged on an off-the-shoulder Bardot-type sundress and she pulled it off the rail and held it in front of her.

‘Yep, that would look amazing on you, with some cork wedges and a tan, obvs,’ Suze said as she walked over to her desk and began relieving herself of her outer layers. ‘It won’t be long till the sun is shining again.’

‘The sun? Oh, you mean that yellow thing in the sky that seems to have been missing in action these past six months? Nah, it’s gone, never to be seen again, I’ve heard,’ Bell replied. After one last stroke of the material, she replaced the dress on the rail with the others and plonked herself down on her chair with a groan.

‘You really are a ray of sunshine today, Bellster, aren’t you? But I did mean it about that dress; you should definitely get in there. It will be on the site in a few weeks and you know it will sell out quicker than you can say “Summer stock has dropped”!’

‘I’ll think about it,’ she grunted. While she was waiting for her computer to stutter and splutter through the ten-minute start-up process, she absent-mindedly reached for her phone to scroll through her feeds. Then, remembering her new lack of any social media apps, she placed her phone face down and drummed her fingers on the desk.

‘Saturday night was fun, wasn’t it?’ Suze beamed at her. ‘Though you def did the right thing going home when you did. Next time I think it’s a good idea to go clubbing till 3am, please can you kindly remind me I am thirty-eight years old and hangovers do not get better with age. Yesterday was a complete write-off and me and Els barely moved from the bed all day. Although there are worse ways to spend a Sunday I s’pose!’ she cackled.

Bell rolled her eyes at her friend but couldn’t help laughing.

‘You know, Bell, I’ve been thinking,’ Suze declared through a mouthful of coffee and croissant.

Bell rolled her eyes again. ‘You, thinking? Is that really wise?’

‘As it happens I am very wise. I’ve been thinking about you. I think you need a new focus.’

‘Suze, if you even mention that app beginning with T and ending in -inder . . .’

‘No, not that kind of focus. Though when you do want to get back on the horse, I’ll be only too pleased to help. No, I mean a focus to stop you fixating on Col. A project.’

‘Urgh, I’m not a jockey. Anyway, I don’t really have time for a project.’

‘Erm, but now you’re not stalking Colin on social media, you do actually have time, Bellster.’ Seeing Bell’s face drop, Suze hurried on. ‘Look, I’m not saying you suddenly have to start going to yoga raves left, right and centre – although that does sound a-mazing and I’d def be up for coming with you – but what about an evening class or a new hobby or something? Or even just more nights out like Saturday. You used to love dancing, didn’t you? It will do you so much good just to get out there again, it really will.’

‘I’m just not sure I’m ready yet, Suze,’ Bell said quietly. ‘But I do really appreciate you listening to me go on and on about me and Col; I know I need to get on with my life, and I will, soon, I promise. I just need time.’

‘Yep, okay. But, Bell, I am always here for you, you know. I am totally up for listening to you go on and on about Col for as long as you need. But I’m also not going to give up helping you move on and find who the real Bell is – and that’s a promise.’


Chapter Four

Millie

Millie sighed for what felt like the millionth time that day. And it was only 9am. Wolf had been a nightmare that morning, refusing to get up when he would normally be jumping on her bed at six-thirty despite her instructions that he wasn’t allowed out of his room until the big hand was pointing to 12 and the little hand to 7. When he’d started school the previous September, he’d been so excited to put his uniform on and race into the playground to see his little classmates. But ever since he’d gone back to school after the Christmas holidays, she’d noticed he was less and less enthusiastic about telling her what games they’d played in the classroom and what books the teacher had been reading to them. He still loved explaining in great detail about how he’d scored a goal in football during their PE lessons – like father like son, she grimaced – but he wasn’t quite the same overexcited little boy before and after school as he had been at the end of last year. Millie sighed again as she replayed the scene of Wolfie tearfully eating his cereal that morning after she’d shouted at him to put his school clothes on or she’d have to dress him herself like a baby.

‘But Daddy said I’m a big boy,’ he sobbed, before looking at Millie with a glint in his eye and adding defiantly, ‘And Daddy said I could have chocolate cereal every day if I wanted instead of boring Corn Flakes.’

‘I’m sure what he meant was you could have chocolate cereal at the weekend if you’re very good,’ Millie said firmly, though inside she was fuming. She definitely wouldn’t put it past Louis to say he could have the sugar-laden cereal whenever he wanted, especially as he wasn’t the one who had to parent him day in, day out. ‘Now, are you going to show me what a big boy you really are and put your bowl and spoon in the dishwasher nicely?’

As Wolf continued to whine, Millie had craved the post-school-run silence of the empty kitchen, but now he was at school she turned on the radio to fill the deafening nothingness. After clearing up the kitchen, booking dentist appointments for herself and Wolf and sticking another load of washing on (how did a five-year-old boy get through so many clothes?), Millie finally switched on her laptop. Before she tackled her inbox, she clicked on to the spreadsheets she’d set up to keep track of every penny she was spending, as well as what money was coming into her account. Louis’ maintenance payment had been due yesterday, but she was pretty damn sure that when she logged into her online banking it was going to show exactly the same figure in her account as two days ago – an amount perilously close to zero. And she had to find some cash for the babysitter this evening.

She allowed herself one last sigh before logging into her social media accounts. Millie knew that she was lucky to do the job she did, and she was well aware that most people wouldn’t see posting images on Instagram as work, but she also knew that most people didn’t have a clue how stressful it all was. The constant fear one of the brands she worked with would dislike something she posted, the continual worry about the new breed of Insta influencers snapping at her heels every single day, and then there were the trolls. She squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to keep their nasty voices out of her head. Besides, she had other things to worry about this month. Like making ends meet – a free handbag from a high-street brand in exchange for a post was great in theory, but it didn’t pay the water bill. While spring was in the air and #NewYearNewYou, #Detox and #Veganuary were old news, it still felt like most of the time all anyone wanted to see were images of toned stomachs with hashtags like #Fitspo and #PlantBased, even from mummy and fashion influencers like her. She looked down at her oversized sweatshirt and joggers. What she needed – other than a body like Kayla Itsines and a workout range like Kate Hudson – were a few more of those copywriting jobs like the one she’d done last week

She scanned the comments on her last Instagram post, thankful to see it had over six thousand Likes from the hundred thousand followers on her @mi_bestlife account. Beneath a photo of herself wearing a gorgeous wool coat in front of a cool, weatherbeaten wood panel, she’d written the caption:


I’m in love with my new alpaca-wool coat from @andotherstories. Perfect for keeping out the chill on my way to pick up Wolfie from school. What’s your favourite fashion buy this week? #schoolgatechic #streetstyle #ootd #instastyle #fblogger #fashiongram #mummyblogger #motherhood



She’d also had over eight hundred comments, mostly from people saying how much they liked her coat and that they were off to the shops to buy one now. Millie skimmed over these and kept scrolling until she came to the now inevitable comments from the seemingly incredibly persistent users who pursued her across the internet.


@Jan247638 You might be wearing a nice coat but you still look like trash. You can’t sugar coat a turd

@Stylista_I257 I feel sorry for your son who’d want an ugly bitch like you meeting them at the school gates



Millie swallowed hard and looked away from the screen. No matter how many times she saw comments like this she couldn’t help but be affected by them. Because it was all true. She knew that beneath the Insta polish she was just trash, an ugly bitch. Of course she hadn’t actually bought that alpaca coat – it cost two hundred pounds, for god’s sake. She’d paid for it on her credit card and then asked a stranger in the street to take a picture against the wall next to a now-empty shop in the high street. Photoshop had done the rest – after she’d returned the coat and had the money put back on her card, obviously.

As she trudged the two miles to the supermarket and filled her trolley with yellow-stickered items reaching their expiry date, she knew she should report the worst of the trolls and get their accounts closed. Except they’d just spring up again under a different username. She glanced at her watch and realised she barely had time to get home, dump the shopping and make it to Wolf’s school. Laden with bags, she half-jogged, half-fast-walked her way home, and arrived at the school gates breathing heavily just as the other mums were all hugging their little ones and relieving them of their bookbags and water bottles. She weaved her way in and out of the bunches of children and adults until she spotted Wolf standing on his own next to the open classroom door looking lost while his teacher glared out across the playground.
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