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  1

Lydia smiled to herself. Now wasn’t a time to smile, but she couldn’t help it. She had correctly guessed Tim’s motivations, and even if those motivations sucked, there was still the satisfaction of being right. 
Well, he’d lasted longer than her last partner. What was it, four months? Not bad. 
“So, you’re not mad?” Tim fiddled with the napkin lying to the right of his dinner plate. Lydia gazed at him for a second, taking in his features and his sweaty brow. At least he looked sorry for inviting her to a fancy restaurant to dump her.
“No point in being mad. Thank you for being honest.” 
“Wow, this is the easiest break-up ever.” He smiled.
That’s because I’m so used to it.
“Shall we split the check?” Lydia was done with the evening. They may have only eaten the starter, but she was in no mood to wade through the rest of dinner. 
“No, I’ll get it. I think it’s the least I can do.” Tim raised his hand, signalling the server. Lydia didn’t even wait for the bill to arrive before she donned her coat, gave Tim a pat on the shoulder, and left. 
The high street was busy, which was to be expected on a Friday night. Popping into a bar to drown her sorrows flitted across Lydia’s mind, but she dismissed the idea. No, she needed to get home, have a long hot shower, curl up under her weighted blanket on the sofa, and binge watch Sex Education.
Twenty minutes later, Lydia dropped her keys in the bowl on the sideboard next to her front door. A wide smile spread across her face as soon as Monty’s paws echoed through the small flat. The waddling ball of fur skittered as fast as his legs would take him, until his front paws were planted firmly on Lydia’s thighs. 
Monty was a mutt, through and through. The rescue centre thought he was part Kerry Blue and part Irish Wheaten, with some sort of terrier thrown in for good measure. Lydia didn’t care if he was part unicorn. Monty was‌ true, loyal, and loved her for exactly who she was.
“Come on, Monty.” Making their way down the small hall, Lydia opened the back door. Monty slipped out and began his nightly routine of checking the perimeter of his tiny kingdom. The garden was the size of a postage stamp, but at least they had some greenery. 
Advantage of a ground-floor flat.
Knowing her bestie was happy outside, Lydia shed her coat, hanging it on the back of her solitary kitchen chair. Flipping the kettle switch, Lydia prepared her teacup. As the water boiled, she dug her phone from her coat pocket, navigated to her contacts, and deleted Tim’s number. How many was that now? Six, maybe seven people that couldn’t deal with Lydia and her “issue.” Scoffing to herself, Lydia couldn’t believe she’d even bothered to date again, not after Mary. Maybe she was a glutton for punishment.
“Monty, come on lad, it’s sofa time.” Monty’s yip told Lydia he was on his way. They loved nothing more than snuggling on the couch together. Her hot shower could wait for a little while. Lydia needed to feel love, instead of rejection. That was her general feeling most days, and she was sick of it. 
“That’s it, Monty, I’m done.” Monty cocked his head, clearly listening. “No more men, no more women, no more! Just you, me, and occasionally, your Aunt Fe.” 
Fe, Lydia’s older sister, was the closest thing she had to a best friend. Over the years, Lydia’s social life had shrivelled to nothing. Pain and bloating were a real mood killer for most people.
“Speak of the devil,” she muttered as the buzzing from her phone cut through the silence. “Hey, sis.”
“Hey, sorry, I didn’t know if you’d still be out with Tim.”
“Nope.”
“Oh fuck. It happened again, didn’t it?”
What could Lydia say? Of course it happened again. They always left. 
“Yeah. But it’s whatever. I’m over it and I’m done.”
“Done?”
“Yeah, done with dating. I’ve got enough on my plate.”
“Oh, sweetie, don’t say that. You’ll find the one.”
“Nope. And that’s fine. I have you and Monty. That’s more than some people have.”
“Lyds—”
“Don’t, Fe. Really…don’t.”
“Fine. Do you want me to come over?”
“No, I’m jumping in the shower and then Monty and I are watching the new series of Sex Education.”
“Oh, it’s so good. Eric—”
“No spoilers!” 
“Blurgh, fine, I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you, baby sis.”
“Night. Love you too.”
Setting her phone down, Lydia pushed her rising emotions back down. She’d cried enough tears to fill the local pool. They solved nothing, so why bother? Tim was a nice guy, but Lydia knew he wasn’t the one. She also knew he wouldn’t put up with her “issue” for long.
“Stay there, boy. I’ll be back soon.” Dropping several kisses on Monty’s head, Lydia left him curled up while she took that well-needed shower. The bathroom was the size of a broom cupboard, but the water temperature was above freezing and the pressure was good, so things could be worse. 
Stripping off her dress and underwear, Lydia took in a deep breath before lifting her gaze to the full-length mirror hung on the back of the door. 
Standing at five foot three inches, Lydia was far from tall. Her long chestnut hair hung down her back. Large breasts sat high on her chest. At least she had those going for her, not that they were much good when her hormones were playing, silly buggers. Sighing, Lydia continued her observations: Creamy skin adorned with beauty spots. Wide hips and thick thighs. A small waist that led up to wide shoulders; not as wide as a swimmer, but enough they completed Lydia’s hourglass figure. 
Gently caressing her face, Lydia felt the first prick of tears. Her skin was clear except for the area near her chin where she suffered with hormonal blemishes. No amount of expensive creams or facial masks got rid of them. Thank God for makeup. 
Wiping her eyes, Lydia did her level best to shake off the black cloud that was trying with all its might to descend on her. No. She wouldn’t let it. She wouldn’t let the sight of extra weight, blemishes, or anything else imperfect on her body, bring her down. If she did, Lydia feared she’d never get out from under it. 
Smoothing shower gel over her body, she finally felt her mood mellow. Steam filled every inch of the bathroom, fogging the mirror. 
At least I don’t have to look at myself again.
Clean and dry, Lydia trundled back to the living room. Monty hadn’t moved an inch. His little body curled in an almost perfect ball. 
“Move up, let me squeeze on.” Monty shifted slightly, allowing Lydia to curl up next to him. The television came to life and Lydia let herself drift off, her mind filled with nothing more than fictional characters and funny storylines. 
In the past, Lydia would have obsessed about a breakup, spending hours analysing what she could have done differently. But now, she didn’t waste the energy. It was time to see the forest for the trees. Lydia wouldn’t find love and that, was that. 
Eyes drooping, she finally gave in to sleep. It wasn’t unusual for the duo to sleep on the couch. There were countless times she’d woken with a stiff back and cricked neck, courtesy of her sofa. 
This time, however, it was Monty’s soggy kisses that stirred her from slumber. It was still dark out, but the microwave timer told Lydia it was almost seven. Bloody winter. 
“Morning,” she mumbled to her pooch, who was eager to carry out his morning business. 
Rolling off the sofa in a less than graceful manner, Lydia set about her morning routine. She liked routine; it gave her a sense of stability. And the one thing Lydia craved was stability, ideally in her hormone levels, but that was just laughable at this point. 
Checking the time again, she cursed herself for taking so long to get ready. Ramming a piece of whole-wheat toast in her mouth, she ruffled Monty’s head and headed out the door. 
Working a Saturday shift wasn’t so bad. This way, she wasn’t forced to spend the day in her own company. Yeah, Fe would come over if called, but that would only lead to emotional conversations that Lydia wanted to avoid. 
“Morning, sunshine,” Cathy shouted from further down the street. Slowing her stride, Lydia waited for the older woman to catch up. “You on shift as well?”
“Yup, nine ’til four. You?”
“Same, love. Oh, I’m glad it’s you with me today. I worked with Harrison yesterday. My God, that kid is dumber than a bag of rocks.” 
Lydia tittered. “He’s working today too. He’s an interesting character.”
“No, he’s not. That’s the problem.”
“He’s just shy, Cathy. The poor lad has to work with us. I was shy when I first started too, if you remember.”
“I do,” Cathy laughed. “You were so quiet. Now look at you!”
To most people, Lydia was a fun, outgoing woman. For the most part, that was a correct assessment. What her colleagues didn’t see were the tears, frustration, and pain. Lydia kept that to herself. Fe, their mum, and Halle—Fe’s best friend—were the only ones who knew the full extent of Lydia’s misery. 
“We’ll coax him out of his shell. Don’t give up on him yet, Cathy.”
They’d just rounded the corner when Cathy spotted the bus pulling up to their stop. “Bugger, come on. We need to make a dash for it.”
Planting a hand across her chest, Lydia set off at a jog. Her bra was not made for running. The ladies would be all over the place if she didn’t keep them locked down with her arm. 
“Made it,” Cathy huffed, her face red. The morning air was chilly and a light frost covered the ground. “Thanks for waiting,” she directed to the bus driver, who was stealing—not so subtle—glances at Lydia’s chest. 
Cathy paid both their fares and ushered Lydia to the back of the bus, away from the driver’s wandering eyes. “Ugh, men.”
Lydia barked out a laugh. Cathy was a known man-eater. “Yeah, men,” she giggled.
“The saying’s true, you know: Can’t live with them; can’t live without them.”
“No hunk on the horizon, then?”
“I didn’t say that.” Cathy winked, dramatically tossing her golden hair over one shoulder. At one time, Lydia had a slight crush on Cathy. She was extremely good looking, and even though she was ten years-plus Lydia’s senior, she was captivating. The crush fizzled as fast as it started, though.
“So, how did the date with Tim go?”
Great.
“He dumped me.” No point in lying, Lydia reasoned.
“Twat,” Cathy huffed. “I swear, men are all the same. See a stunning body and that’s it. As soon as things get serious, they cut and run.” 
Lydia wasn’t going to disagree. Most of her ex-partners were honest enough to admit Lydia’s body was the first thing they saw. But in the end, her curves weren’t enough. 
“I’m over it. Time to focus on me.” And it was true. Lydia had to focus on herself now. She had another doctor’s appointment on Monday, and she was determined to get him to listen. 
“Good for you, honey. Do you want to have lunch together? I’m in the blue zone today.”
“Green zone for me,” Lydia replied. 
“Want to swap? I know you like the dinosaurs.” 
Grinning, Lydia bumped Cathy’s shoulder. “Yeah, thanks.” 
Lydia had worked for The Natural History Museum in London for six years. As a visitor assistant, Lydia spent her days chatting with the public, directing them to parts of the museum and answering questions. The salary wasn’t great, but it was enough, especially with the money willed to her by her grandad. Technically, she didn’t need to work, but that wasn’t an option. Lydia needed a regular job, with regular hours, and people to socialise with. 
Fe, on the other hand, took full advantage of her large inheritance and became a stay-at-home mother of three. Triplets on the first try. Fe’s husband was a computer nerd and earned a very tidy sum. They were set for life. Their house was enormous and their car was flashy. It baffled Fe that her sister still lived in a tiny, rundown flat, but as Lydia explained, it was her home. It had been for nearly fifteen years. 
What Lydia didn’t tell Fe was that her heart was set on buying a house with a partner, creating a family, and settling down. A flash of hurt seized Lydia’s lungs, making her gasp slightly.
“You alright, love?” Cathy placed a hand gently on Lydia’s thigh, bringing her back to their conversation.
“Yeah, fine. Sorry, zoned out. Anyway, I’d love to have lunch. Harrison is in the red zone today. We should invite him, too.”
“Didn’t we just have a conversation about how boring he is?”
“Yes, and we also said we would coax him out of his shell.” 
“Fine, but if I fall asleep when he talks, that’s on you.”
The pair nattered for the rest of the journey. Cathy filled Lydia in on her latest piece of ass—her words, not Lydia’s. Lydia told Cathy she needed to stop watching so much American TV. Cathy was from Wales, where nobody was referred to as a ‘piece of ass’. It wasn’t the British way. Cathy invited Lydia over for a girls’ night on the following weekend, which Lydia happily accepted. Truth be told, Cathy just wanted to see Monty, but that was fine. 
Before long, the bus stopped. Lydia and Cathy began the five-minute walk to the museum. The sun peeked out from behind menacing-looking clouds. Lydia prayed the heavens would remain closed until they were safely inside. 
“Tea?” Cathy shouted from the breakroom. Lydia stuffed her coat and bag in her locker, popping her phone in her pocket—on silent, of course. She didn’t want another reaming from Norris, the world’s most unreasonable boss. Lydia loved everything and everyone at the museum, aside from him, and that was because he was constantly on her case. And not just hers; everyone’s. Nobody did their job well enough for Norris. He was just an impossible man to please, miserable with his life, and on a mission to bring everyone down with him.
“Just a small one. We haven’t got much time.”
“Hobnob?”
Lydia glanced down at her belly. She’d been eating healthy for months, cutting out sugar and processed food, and still, her weight fluctuated. She may as well enjoy a bloody biscuit. 
“Sure. Are they chocolate?”
“Don’t insult me,” Cathy tutted. 
The break room door squeaked open. Harrison shuffled in, his gaze averted to the floor. “Morning.” 
His mumbling was an issue. Especially when he had to communicate clearly to the masses as a day job.
“Harrison, good morning. Ready for a fun day?” Lydia spoke clearly, hoping her upbeat tone would rub off on him.
“Sure, I like the red zone. Full of cool stuff.”
“Indeed, it is,” Lydia replied enthusiastically. “So, how’re you finding it? Enjoying the work so far?”
“Yeah.”
“And getting on with people?”
“Yeah.” 
Good grief, he was hard work. Lydia disagreed with Cathy’s assessment of the young man. He wasn’t boring, just painfully shy. Possibly even suffering from a form of social anxiety. Lydia noticed the way he fisted his shirt as they conversed.
“Well, we’re happy to have you. Do you want to have lunch with Cathy and me today?” 
Harrison’s eyes flitted to Cathy, and Lydia had to suppress a grin. His eyes made a beeline for Cathy’s very shapely arse. No wonder the kid was a nervous wreck. He had a crush.
“Um…really?”
“Yeah, we’d love to get to know you better, Harrison. Isn’t that right, Cathy?”
Cathy twirled around from the kettle, with a large and very fake grin plastered on her face. “Absolutely!”
“Um… Okay then. See you at half twelve. I have sandwiches.”
“Great.” Lydia waited for Harrison to leave before letting out a little chuckle. “He’s got a crush.”
“Really? On who? How the hell did you find that out?”
“I found out the moment he checked out your derriere.”
Cathy grinned. “Well, you can hardly blame him.”
“You’re incorrigible.” 
The morning slipped by in a blur of screaming children, lost tourists, and Norris lurking around every corner. By the time Lydia sat down to eat her grilled chicken salad, she was dead on her feet. 
“Is it me, or has today been completely nuts?” 
“Bonkers,” Cathy answered, slipping into the chair opposite Lydia. 
“Hi,” Harrison muttered a few seconds later.
“Take a seat, sweetie,” Cathy cooed. Lydia rolled her eyes. 
“Um, there’s two women outside, with three kids, looking for you, Lydia.” 
The only women who would come to the museum with kids were Fe and Halle. 
“I’ll be right back.” Chewing as fast as she could, Lydia made her way out to the entrance hall. 
“Aunty Lydia, look, I have a dinosaur pencil case!” Jack screamed, bouncing up and down.
“I’ve got a new rubber,” Joey blurted just as loud. 
“Mummy bought me a sword,” Jenny chimed, her eyes sparkling with mischievous excitement.
“And I’ve got a headache,” Fe retorted, making Halle and Lydia chuckle. 
Dropping to her knees, Lydia scooped her three niblings into her arms. “Give me a kiss.”  
After a sufficient amount of time inhaling their soft smell, Lydia let them go. All three shot off in different directions. 
“They’ll be fine,” Fe said, not looking the least concerned her children were running wild. “We wanted to invite you to book club tonight. It’s a good one.”
“Hey, Halle.” Lydia leaned in and gave Halle a kiss on each cheek. “And no thanks. You know I don’t like your book club.”
“Fine, what about a drink, then?”
“Where?”
“Passion,” Halle interjected. “They’re having a ladies’ night.”
Lydia cocked her eyebrow. She could see what was going on here. Fe was meddling and using her best friend to help. 
“No, thanks.”
“Why not?” Fe tried to give her an intimidating ‘mum’ stare. It failed. 
“Because you’re trying to hook me up. I told you last night I’m done.”
“I promise I will do no such thing. Lyds, it’s like the law to go out and have a drink after a breakup.”
“Come on Lydia, I could do with a hand keeping this one in line,” Halle pleaded.
Looking from Halle to Fe, Lydia gave in. How could she compete with those two giving her puppy eyes? 
“Ugh, fine, but I’m bringing Cathy.” 
“Deal,” Fe grinned triumphantly.
Lydia knew better than to believe Fe was going to butt out of her business—she wasn’t that daft. But she went along with things, anyhow, partly because sometimes it was just easier to relent to her sister, and because some part of her still believed she might have stamina for one last go at dating. Who knows, maybe it wouldn’t end in heartache. 
Yeah, right!
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Nerves jangled around Lydia’s stomach. It was ridiculous; she was only going to a bar, for God’s sake. There would be a few drinks consumed, possibly some light flirting, but that was it. Lydia would not let Fe and Halle bully her into finding a date. It’s a shame Cathy couldn’t come. She was the perfect buffer. 
The little voice in the back of her head still urged her to try one more time. It was sad, really. Why couldn’t she just be happy alone? 
Because you want love. 
Was that really too much to ask for? A person who would love Lydia exactly the way she was made, broken parts included. 
The shrieking of the doorbell pulled her back from the brink of gloom. Smoothing down her modest dress, Lydia grabbed her purse, kissed Monty, and opened the door. To her surprise, it wasn’t Fe, but Halle. 
“Oh hey, I was expecting Fe.”
“Yeah, she’s going to meet us there. Jack and Jenny got into it over which dinosaur is the best. Apparently, it got kinda heated.”
“Oh, dear,” Lydia chuckled. “Who won?”
“Who do you think?” Halle grinned.
“Jenny kicked his little arse, didn’t she?”
“Oh, yeah!”
Laughing, Lydia shuffled out, closing the door behind her. Halle smelled great. Was that a new perfume? In all honesty, it was rare for Halle and Lydia to spend time alone together. Halle was Fe’s best friend growing up, and on a few occasions, Fe made it clear to her annoying little sister that she wasn’t to get too cosy. No one liked a third wheel. To Lydia’s thirteen-year-old self, those words had cut deeply, and made her take a step back from interfering. 
As they grew into adults, Lydia and Fe grew much closer, but Lydia never tried to cosy up to Halle. Fe’s stern warning all those years ago still lingered at the back of her mind.
“The taxi should be here any minute,” Halle commented. 
Lydia smiled, taking a second to cast her gaze over Halle. At nearly 5‘9“, she towered over Lydia, just like Fe. Somehow Lydia had inherited all the shortcomings in her family: squat, on the heavier side, reproductively and hormonally challenged. Fe got the height, the slim build, same colour hair, and creamy skin sans imperfections. 
Halle inherited her height and beauty from her mum. Lydia had met Mrs Cartwright once, a few years ago. Halle and her mum were freakishly similar in nearly all aspects of their lives. They both worked in physiotherapy. Both had shortish black hair and clear copper skin. Halle had a tighter body because of all the swimming she did, but even then, Mrs Cartwright wasn’t too far behind. Yoga paid off. 
Had Lydia spent a little too much time thinking about Halle and Mrs Cartwright? Yes, and she wasn’t going to overanalyse it. Halle was hot, and her mum was too. 
“You look nice.” It wasn’t a fib. Halle looked great, in tight black jeans and a red tank top. 
“Thanks, I was going for uber lesbian. Did I get it right?” 
“Spot on. Oh, the taxi’s here. Shall we?”
“After you.”
They sat in comfortable silence the entire journey. Lydia felt a pang of envy that her sister had a friend like Halle. Lydia had Fe, but it wasn’t the same as having a real best friend. It’s a shame Fe was so weird about sharing Halle. Lydia had a feeling they would get on pretty well.
“Twenty-five pounds please, ladies.” 
Jesus, how much?
“I’ve got it,” Halle murmured, already handing the driver his fare. “Let’s get a drink.”
Halle’s hand wrapping around Lydia’s, pulling her along, came as a surprise, but she let it happen. Halle didn’t let go until they were both at the bar. 
“Wow, there’s a lot of ladies here tonight!”
“All of the sapphic persuasion, too.” Halle wiggled her eyebrows playfully. Another thing they had in common; Halle identified as a lesbian, and Lydia as pan. 
“Are you on the prowl?” Lydia half joked. 
“Nah, not tonight. I just want to have a drink and enjoy the company of two beautiful women. One of them is already here. I wonder if the other will turn up?” 
Blushing slightly, Lydia brushed off Halle’s compliment. 
Has she always been such a sweet talker?
“She’ll turn up. Fe never misses the chance to let her hair down.”
Halle nodded. “I don’t blame her with the triple terrors she has to deal with.” 
Lydia chuckled. “Triple terrors. That’s brilliant. And so true!”
“I watched Joey bury Jack’s head in a bucket of sand last week. Jenny stood by, laughing maniacally. They’re only five. What the hell will they be like as teens? Jesus, I shudder to think.”
“Oh shit, I think that’s my fault. I told Joey about the time Fe buried me alive on holiday.”
“Ha, don’t tell Fe that.”
“Don’t tell me what?” Fe said from behind them. 
“You made it, finally.” Lydia was an expert at redirecting a conversation. “I hear it was bedlam at home.”
“There were tears, tantrums, more tears and then a glass of wine for me. But it’s all sorted and I’m ready to have another drink. What are we having?”
After a short debate, Fe ordered a bottle of champagne and a tray of shots. The trio drank liberally and danced with abandon. Lydia had to admit she was pleased Fe and Halle made her come out. 
“Hey li’l sis, you’ve got an admirer,” Fe slurred. 
Lydia followed Fe’s gaze to a table at the edge of the dance floor. A very pretty blond sat staring at her, making no bones about the fact she was checking out Lydia’s ample breasts. 
“No thanks,” Lydia answered, continuing to dance.
“Oh, come on. She could be the one,” Fe pushed. 
“Fe, leave her be,” Halle interjected. “Lyds told you she doesn’t want to date.” 
Fe shot Halle a look before returning her attention back to Lydia. “Sis, you can’t just swear off people. This woman might surprise you.”
“Do you know her?” It was becoming crystal clear now. This was a set-up. “Fe, did you invite her here tonight to meet me?” Lydia’s anger was rising rapidly.
“Just go and talk to her.”
Seething, Lydia stormed off the dance floor towards the woman. “Hi, I’m Lydia, but you already know that, right?” Not giving the blonde a chance to talk, Lydia forged on. “Okay, let’s see if you’re still interested after this. If you date me, you will have to go weeks, sometimes months, without sex and deal with mood swings and an overall depressive-like state at least two weeks out of every month. There will be times I won’t want to leave my flat, not even to visit you. How does that sound? Still want to go on a date?”
“Um…” Lydia quirked her eyebrow at the stunned blonde. “I…”
“I didn’t think so. Sorry you came all the way here for nothing. Have a drink on me.” With that, Lydia slipped a ten-pound note on the table and left. Walking in the opposite direction of her sister, Lydia headed for the outside terrace. If Fe tried to speak to her, they’d get into it, and it wouldn’t be pretty. 
“Hey, hey, what happened?” 
Lydia whirled round to face Halle, who had a hand on Lydia’s shoulder. “Did you know she was bringing someone?”
“No, I swear. You know what she’s like. I would have told her not to if I’d known.”
“Why is ‘no’ not in her fucking vocabulary?” Lydia was breathing heavily. “Out of everyone, she knows the crap I go through. How could she not understand? I don’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with dating anymore. I have enough pain in my life. I told her no, Halle!”
“I know, I know.” Lydia felt Halle’s arms engulf her petite frame. “She doesn’t mean to upset you, Lyds. Fe just wants you to be happy.”
“I don’t need a partner to be happy. I need the doctor to listen to me. I need to have a life without pain. Of course I want to find love, who doesn’t, but it’s not going to happen until I get my health sorted out.”
“It’s okay, Lyds. I’ll talk to her. Sit here. I’m going to grab us a drink and tell your meddling sister to stay clear of you for a little while.”
The cold air felt good on Lydia’s heated skin. A sliver of guilt wormed its way through her chest. She shouldn’t have spoken to the woman like that. It wasn’t her fault Fe had gone against Lydia’s wishes. Crap, should she go back inside and apologise? Surely that would make everything way more awkward. No, it was done. Hopefully, Halle could get through to her pig-headed sister.
“Here, drink this.” Halle’s voice made Lydia jump. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”
“I zoned out. Did you speak to Fe?”
“Yeah, that went as expected. I put her drunk arse in a taxi.”
Lydia huffed. “Thanks, and sorry I spoiled your night.”
Halle sat next to Lydia, her legs straddling the bench seat. “You didn’t ruin a thing. Fe was out of order. That’s on her.”
“You don’t have to stay with me, Halle.”
“I want to. Come on, have a drink.”
Running a hand through her hair, Lydia took a cleansing breath. “Thanks.”
Sitting in silence, Lydia knocked back the champagne. Fatigue set in. Halle was looking at her. 
“You have a doctor’s appointment on Monday, right?”
Nodding, Lydia massaged her temples. “Yeah, all the good it will do.”
“He’s still not listening?”
“Nope.” Lydia had pleaded with Dr Watson for over three years to be taken seriously. Every time, he downplayed Lydia’s symptoms and offered her another birth control pill, each time insisting Lydia stick at it for at least six months. Surely, he was running out of pills to try by now. None of them worked. They simply extended her period, which was the last thing Lydia needed.
“I have a suggestion. How about I come with you on Monday? I’d say take Fe, but I think the two of you could do with some space. Maybe if you have someone with you, he’ll be less quick to dismiss you.”
Lydia sat back, studying Halle. No one had ever offered to go along with her to an appointment. 
“You’d come to a doctor’s appointment with me?”
“Of course. I should have offered sooner. I know you’ve been having troubles. I just didn’t want to overstep, but…well, now I think the good doctor is taking the piss. No one should suffer the way you are.”
“I don’t know what to say.” 
“Say yes.”
“Okay, thank you.”
“I don’t understand why the doctor is being so…dickish. I could kind of understand if you were under the NHS.”
“I sometimes wish I was. I think I would have got somewhere by now.”
“Still no luck finding another GP?”
“Nope, even private doctors aren’t taking on new patients.”
“Want another?” Halle pointed to Lydia’s empty glass. As tempting as it was, Lydia knew too much alcohol would exacerbate the pain. She only had three days until the worst of her symptoms would kick into high gear.
“No, I think I’ll call it a night.”
“No worries. Let’s grab a ride home.”
“You can stay, Halle. There were plenty of ladies giving you the eye in there.” 
“Nah, not tonight. Let’s go.”
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A dull thud hovered at the back of Lydia’s head. She should have drunk more water when she got back last night, but tiredness had won out and she’d collapsed in bed after only half a glass of H2O.
Monty lay half under the covers, his back legs stretched out onto the pillow next to Lydia. He’d always slept like that in her bed. When he was a pup, Lydia worried he would suffocate, or overheat, but no matter how many times she moved him, Monty crawled his top half back under the duvet, leaving his hindquarters outside.
Giving Monty a quick bum scratch, Lydia rolled over, grabbing her phone. Predictably, Fe messaged her first thing. An apology that Lydia wasn’t quite ready to accept. Dropping the phone back on her bedside table, Lydia’s mind wandered back to Halle’s offer to accompany her to the doctor’s tomorrow. A lump formed in her throat, threatening to choke her up. Why was such a paltry offer making her so emotional? 
Lydia didn’t have time to overthink. The thudding on her front door put a stop to any meandering thoughts. Rolling her eyes, Lydia checked her phone. Fe hadn’t messaged again, but considering she’d sent Lydia a message three hours ago without a response, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know who she’d find standing on the other side of the door. 
Grabbing her fluffy robe, Lydia padded to the door, unlatched it, and turned to go to the kitchen. Fe walked in, looking a little worse for wear. 
“Tea?” Lydia called over her shoulder.
“Please.”
“Buttery toast?”
“Thanks.” 
Lydia busied herself with breakfast, needing a few minutes to gather her thoughts.
“I’m sorry, Lyds.”
“Hmmm.”
“Don’t ‘hmm’ at me. I am sorry. Fuck, Halle tore me a new arsehole first thing this morning. I didn’t realise it had upset you that much.”
Placing the freshly brewed tea on the table, Lydia sat down. “That’s because you don’t listen. I’m not being melodramatic when I say I’m done with dating. I need to focus on me, and it hurts every time I get dumped. It hurts every time I see the disappointment on my partner’s face when they get their advances rejected, time and time again, because I’m in pain, or bloated, or bleeding. I’m already fighting an uphill battle with my arsehole doctor, just to be taken seriously. I don’t need to be fighting you, too.”
Reaching over, Fe grabbed Lydia’s hand. “I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t think. I hate that you have to go through this alone.”
“I’m not alone, am I? I thought I had you and Mum. Even Halle, who offered to come to the doctor with me tomorrow.”
Fe fidgeted in her chair. “That was nice of her.” A pregnant pause descended. Fe looked uncomfortable. “I should have offered, shouldn’t I? You’ve struggled with this for so long, plus the arse that’s your doctor, and I haven’t even offered to go with you for support.”
Lydia was taken aback at Fe’s sudden outpour of emotion. They generally ribbed each other when things got serious. 
“It’s okay, I could have asked.”
“No, Halle was right. I need to support you more.” 
Halle had said that? 
“Fe, you have three tearaway munchkins. You’re busy, and rightly so. I’m a big girl. I promise in the future, I’ll ask you to come along with me if I need some support.”
“I can come with you tomorrow, if you’d like.”
“Stop fretting. Halle will be with me tomorrow, although I’m not convinced having someone else there will help.”
“He’s really that bad? The doctor?”
“He mansplains everything. I don’t understand why he won’t refer me to have other tests. The birth control pills aren’t cutting it, but he just won’t listen.”
“Do you want me to kick his arse? I will, you know.”
Lydia burst out laughing, Fe following suit. “Calm down, sis. I don’t think I’m quite there yet.”
“Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? We can talk about it, or not. Clark’s taking the kids to his mum’s for their tea.”
“Sure. What time is he leaving, though? I want to see them before they go.”
“Usually around half four. I tell you what; get dressed, and we’ll head over to Mum’s for a coffee. Then we can go straight to mine so you can entertain the brood.”
“Ah, I see what this is,” Lydia chuckled. “Your apology was to make sure I was still up for triplet distraction duty, right?”
“No, of course not,” Fe scoffed. “Although, you are the best aunt in the world, and they would be devastated if we fell out.”
“Wow, you went full Mum then. Emotional manipulation is normally her jam.”
“Rude! I’m not like Mum.” 
“You so are. Anyway, it’s a plan. Let me grab a shower. Can you sort Monty out? He’ll need his winter coat put on and his toy bag packed.”
“Christ, Lyds, you spoil that mutt way too much.”
Monty barked in displeasure. “Don’t call him a mutt. And I’ll spoil him all I want. Look at those beautiful brown eyes,” Lydia cooed, grabbing Monty by the face and squishing her lips to his muzzle. 
“Good Lord,” Fe mumbled. “Go on, I’ll sort out King Monty.”
Entering her bedroom, grabbing clothes to put on after her shower, Lydia paused. Halle had told off Fe. A small frisson of something flitted in Lydia’s stomach. Dropping the clothes bundled in her arms, Lydia scooped up her phone and navigated to the last message thread between herself and Halle. It was almost three months since they’d communicated separately from Fe. 
Sucking in a breath, Lydia composed a message thanking Halle for her support last night and for talking to Fe. Why was she feeling so weird about messaging her? It’s not like they were strangers. They’d known each other for years; nearly twenty, by Lydia’s calculations. 
The ping of her phone caused a little squeak of surprise to slip past Lydia’s lips. Darting her gaze to the bedroom door, she listened for Fe. Stupid, really; she wasn’t doing anything wrong. 

Halle 09.45 a.m.


Don’t mention it. I’m here for you Lydia. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight. Have a great day. H x.



That funny feeling was back again. Lydia read the message, a smile creeping on her face. What a difference having someone by her side would make. What a shame Halle was off-limits. 
Hang about. Where the hell did that come from? 
Throwing the phone onto her bed as if the plastic device had physically scolded her, Lydia shook her head, ridding herself of such silly thoughts. There was no situation where thinking of Halle as anything but Fe’s bestie was allowed. 
None.
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Lydia nervously bounced her leg as she sat waiting for Halle to pick her up. Daft, really, that a doctor’s appointment should get her so worked up. But she’d been fighting with Dr Watson for so long, and as soon as an appointment loomed, Lydia felt her anxiety skyrocket.  
There was still plenty of time. Halle messaged again last night, asking if Lydia wanted Halle to pick her up a little earlier so they could grab a coffee before the appointment. It would be a first for them. Café trips always involved Fe. Lydia wondered if it meant something, that Halle wanted them to go without her sister. Then she felt silly for thinking such a thing. Halle was just being supportive, as a good friend would. Although Lydia wasn’t used to Halle being her good friend.
Three rapid horn blasts signalled Halle’s arrival. Wrapping the warmest coat she owned around her body, Lydia kissed Monty and headed out the door. Lydia tittered as she walked across to a waiting Halle. Considering how tall Halle was, it defied physics, in Lydia’s opinion, how she managed to fit herself in the small vintage Mini called Nora. 
“Hurry up, it’s brass monkeys out here,” Halle called from her open window. 
Picking up the pace, Lydia scuttled around the car, finally dropping into the low passenger seat. “You know, if you had a modern car, you’d be able to keep yourself warm,” Lydia grumbled, rubbing her hands together, desperately trying to heat up her fingers.
“Shh, don’t listen, Nora. I’ll never dump you for a younger model.” Halle flashed Lydia a grin. “Ready to get some caffeine in your system?”
“Oh, yes. I’m craving a mocha.”
“Onwards, then,” Halle called, putting her foot to the floor. Nora zipped off faster than Lydia was expecting. She couldn’t help but grip the sides of the seat as Halle manoeuvred them through traffic. ‘Terrifying’ was one word to describe the experience. Every single car on the road was twice the size of Nora, and equipped with much better safety features. 
Letting out a sigh of relief the moment Halle put on the parking brake, Lydia did her best not to show Halle how nervous she was—not just because of their death-defying journey to Starbucks, but because the doctor’s appointment was steadily creeping closer.
The café was busy with office workers ordering their horrendously complicated coffees. A few mothers gathered with prams, yapping about their weekend. Lydia spotted a small table at the back of the coffee shop. Without thinking, she made a beeline for it, leaving Halle in the queue. 
“Sorry,” she mouthed to an amused-looking Halle. Lydia would give her the money for the coffee later. Unbuttoning her coat, Lydia did her best to relax. The buzz of the shop was nice, and the smell of pastries was making her salivate. Lydia almost launched herself at Halle when she placed a tray of coffee and Danish on the table. 
“Here, I thought we could treat ourselves.” Halle picked up a Danish and took a huge bite. As usual, Lydia looked down at her belly and then at the sugary treat. “Hey, you don’t have to eat it if you don’t want. Sorry, I should have asked.”
“No, no. I… I’ve just been trying to watch what I eat. It was thoughtful of you, really.”
“No, it was thoughtless. Shit, sorry, Lyds, you’ve mentioned before about cutting down on sugar.”
“It’s to help with the bloating and blemishes,” Lydia mumbled, her face heating. 
“I’ll take it back.” Halle went to stand, but Lydia stopped her before she took a step. 
“No, it’s okay. I’ll have half and then you can take the other half with you for a snack later.” 
Frankly, Lydia was getting sick to the back teeth of watching what she ate. Until her hormones were balanced, nothing would stop the bloating or blemishes. 
Halle carefully cut the Danish in half, wrapped one part in a napkin and slid the other over to Lydia. Not wanting to make the situation any more embarrassing, Lydia nibbled on the sweet treat. Halle continued to devour her Danish. Oh, how Lydia wished she could be that carefree. 
“So…” Halle began, “I think you should ask for a copy of your medical records.”
“Why?” Lydia wiped her mouth and took a sip of coffee. 
“I think you
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