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			Chapter One

			#bestmealoftheday
#protein
#healthyfats

			The morning hadn’t begun well.

			For a start, the picture of poached eggs with salmon Jessica had posted on Instagram – #breakfastgoals – had drawn thirty-seven negative comments from an online fitness forum whose members had criticised both her choice of eggs (free range, but not organic) and the fact that she was eating salmon at all (#fishhavefeelings).

			She hadn’t the heart to tell her trolls that actually she wasn’t eating any of it – in fact, she’d literally cooked it up so she could photograph it on her new mock-vintage plates and pretend she was living the life of Riley (if Riley was, as one of her trolls had termed her, ‘cruel and thoughtless’).

			It had been fun at first when she’d started the diet and fitness blog and begun tweeting and posting snaps on Instagram. Being answerable to the ten or so followers she’d used to have (at least two of whom were her parents) had been a way to keep herself motivated.

			Then, a year ago, when she’d met the muscle-bound gym-loving Dave, everything had changed. One picture of his ripped torso on Twitter and suddenly her blog had had more hits than Taylor Swift.

			Dave was one of those people whose passions were infectious (he’d also given her chlamydia in the first month, but they were over that now) and she’d suddenly found herself pumping iron and posting the kind of selfies usually only taken by millionaires with buttock implants. The clicks on her blog had gone through the roof, and she’d even had a post-workout picture of her sweaty cleavage go viral.

			But who can keep that level of commitment up long-term? she thought. After all, she was only human, and had eaten so many eggs in various guises recently that she’d forgotten what it was like to do a normal poo.

			Scraping the poor, murdered salmon into the bin, she guiltily poured herself a generous bowl of her daughter Anna’s choccy snap-snaps in its stead and sighed like an addict shooting up as the forbidden sugar hit her taste buds.

			At first, this popularity thing had been great: thousands of people seemingly fascinated by the size of her bottom, or the fact that she had abs in a certain light. But what Twitter giveth, Twitter can also taketh away, she’d soon found. Hardcore fitness fans could be mean and would unfollow at the first sign of cellulite or minor menu mishap.

			It wasn’t as if she’d been fat in the first place. She’d lost the seven pounds she’d set out to shed when she’d started her blog and had already been back in a size 10 by the time Mr Sexy had swanned into her life. She’d intended to wind up the blog after meeting her goal. But once Dave had arrived on the scene, she’d found she couldn’t – she was addicted.

			Not addicted to the gym; she’d happily cosy up in her PJs most evenings, and felt a sense of rising panic when she woke on workout days. And definitely not to the clean-eating-inspired, protein-fuelled diet plan that she and Dave had come up with over a cup of decaf, bean-free coffee. But addicted to having the perfect man on her arm and feeling – for the first time in her life – popular.

			She hadn’t exactly been an ugly duckling as a kid, but her painful teenage shyness had placed her firmly in the unpopular category. At school, the only boy who’d ever shown an interest had had buck-teeth and a propensity to grind them against her own when they kissed. (Yes, kissed. When you’re that low down in the social pecking-order, you take what you can get).

			Even at uni, she’d never felt she fit in – perhaps one of the reasons she’d dropped out after two years. She could talk a good talk in a seminar, but when it came to social stuff, she was right back in the school playground. Sure, she’d had a boyfriend or two, but she’d never been brave enough to approach anyone popular or ostensibly good-looking. Instead, she’d tended to date misfits – the perfect face, finished off with enough teeth to furnish a whole village; a stonking great hooked nose; or a laugh that sounded like a donkey on speed.

			Now she had Dave and a whole new body, she’d (accidentally) become an ‘influencer’ (as one monthly women’s mag for the over-thirties had recently termed her). And the likes, retweets and followers she’d gained had given her the confidence boost she’d needed all her life.

			What’s more, her little business – a public relations enterprise that had been ticking on well enough with its four clients – had suddenly had a raft of enquiries from people who felt sure she could get them in the Daily News. She’d even taken on staff! Two people whose income and her abs were interlinked.

			‘Jessica Bradley seems to live a charmed life,’ a journo had enthused in a recent write-up. ‘Perfect body, successful business, charming home and dream boyfriend …’

			‘That’s just it,’ her best friend Bea had told her when Jessica had laughed at the article in disbelief. ‘You’re great at seeing the best in everyone, except when it comes to yourself.’

			Problem was, Jessica thought, pouring a second helping into the bowl, living through her online image meant she could never relax, never let her guard down. Maintaining her following meant a lifetime of eating millet when she really wanted Maltesers; creating free-from recipes and posting them as #foodporn; and snapping inspirational workout pics to post on Instagram. Most of the time, it was worth it. But recently she’d felt as if she’d sell her soul for a Big Mac.

			‘I don’t know why you bother,’ her mum had said recently, sniffing at her date-sweetened, non-chocolate, low-fat brownie crispbreads. ‘When I was your age, I was too busy bringing you up to plaster pictures of my supper all over the neighbourhood. And since when was sugar bad for you? It never did your father any harm.’

			‘It doesn’t matter!’ her brother had laughed when she’d recently confessed to him that she’d set the bar too high for herself. ‘Just enjoy it! It’s not as if anyone knows you properly anyway. You don’t have to stick to all the fitness stuff in real life.’

			‘That’s just it, Stu,’ she’d groaned. ‘People come to me expecting to meet the Jessica Bradley! I can’t exactly sit there in a string vest covered in chip fat and let it all hang out.’

			‘Thanks for that image.’

			‘I can’t even talk to Mum about it – she’s started commenting on my blog now!’

			‘Take it down then!’

			It was easy for him, though, wasn’t it? Mum and Dad’s first-born and firm favourite. Straight As at A level, university degree, well-paid job and barely a tweet in sight. Whereas she’d been a dropout with a kitchen-table start-up until her bone-broth and date doughnuts, teamed with candid shots of Dave’s bod, had caught the eye of the masses. Now her firm was turning over five times the revenue it had a year ago and it all pivoted on her accidental fake lifestyle.

			‘Hi, Mum.’ Anna sloped sleepily into the room, eyes half shut. ‘Hey!’ she added, suddenly animated with indignation at the sight of Jessica shovelling down the choccy snap-snaps. ‘They’re mine!’

			‘Don’t worry, there’s loads left.’ Jessica slid another bowl across the table.

			‘It’s not the point! If you keep eating them, what am I meant to have for breakfast? The one thing that’s meant to be just for me!’

			‘Sorry – look. Here you go.’

			‘Nah, thought I’d have toast today,’ came the response.

			As Jessica watched her daughter cut two wedges of bread and squash them into the toaster, it occurred to her that this little girl – on the cusp of her teenage years – was one of only two people in the world who knew that whilst Jessica might still retain the accolade of being ‘one of the most influential fitness bloggers on WordPress’ she had, in reality, morphed into a middle-aged fraud with a penchant for sugary children’s cereals.

			The other person in the know was Dave, who’d noticed the fact that the woman who’d once been huffing and puffing next to him on the treadmill six nights a week had gradually cut back on her activity levels. He’d also caught her a couple of times recently at the biscuit tin when she’d thought he was out and looked at her with such horror that she’d felt as if he’d seen her shooting up heroin.

			‘Carry on with the blog,’ he’d told her, his brow furrowed with concern as he’d gently removed half a biscuit from her hand. ‘But for God’s sake, don’t tell anyone about the Hob-Nobs. This can be our secret. And don’t worry,’ he’d added, like a sponsor soothing an off-the-wagon alcoholic. ‘We’ll get you back on track.’

			What he didn’t realise was the ‘blip’ he’d described her as having was actually not a blip at all. It was the original, slightly softer-edged, chocolate-loving, more relaxed Jessica Bradley re-emerging, like a chubby butterfly from a size-8 chrysalis.

			But before she’d had a chance tell him that she actually quite liked the other, slightly less intense track that she’d slipped onto (after all, the food was better along this route), she’d had a big PR client approach her – Little Accidents, a feminine hygiene product. Suddenly her potential revenues had skyrocketed.

			‘We wanted someone with a great social-media presence,’ Linda, the account manager had gushed. ‘It’s all about getting out there, don’t you think? Getting the message out that if you’re incontinent, then that’s really OK. Even sexy!’

			And as Jess had nodded her way to signing the biggest contract of her life, she’d realised that it wasn’t Jessica Bradley PR they were signing with at all – it was Jessica Bradley, brand ambassador, retweeter extraordinaire, #fitspo, toned-stomached, Instagram queen. She was signing up to a life of tweeting pictures of her low-fat, low-calorie, low-sugar, low-flavour, mock-chocolate cake and having to eat the damn stuff too.

			‘I love your blog,’ Linda had added as they’d shaken hands. ‘Honestly, I don’t know how you do it all!’

			So here she was. Caught between two diets.

			‘Mum, is Dave taking me this morning?’ Anna said as she sat down with her barely browned, butter-coated toast. Her light brown hair hung neatly against her shoulders; she’d clearly got up early this morning to curl the ends. Jessica wondered, again, where her daughter had inherited her lovely hair – it certainly wasn’t from her. Jessica’s hair looked reasonable after a wash and blow-dry, but any style it was forced into would soon break down over the course of a day.

			Anna’s hair must be from her dad’s side of the family, she thought, although it was hard to remember what Grahame’s hair had been like before it had started to drop out.

			‘Not sure. Why?’ she said.

			‘It’s just, well, can he drop me round the corner from school this time? He’s so embarrassing.’

			‘Anna! He is not embarrassing.’ Although Jessica knew what her daughter meant. Recently, Dave had taken to wearing his gym gear outside of his circuit training classes. And she didn’t want to be disingenuous – he had, after all, got a great body. But you had to be a special kind of bloke to get away with the bright yellow, budgie-smuggling Lycra leggings he’d started to favour. She’d even come home the other day to find a skintight onesie in a plastic bag on the bed.

			The man didn’t even own a bike.

			‘He is! He’s totally embarrassing. He always wants to walk me right to the gate. Like I’m, what? Eleven or something!’ Anna’s face screwed up with distaste. After all, she hadn’t been eleven for, like, nine months.

			‘OK,’ Jess nodded, relieved Dave’s apparent crime was just babying Anna rather than parading in his new ‘ergonomic leggings’ in front of her friends.

			Where was he, anyway? He’d need to get a wriggle on if he wanted to get to the gym between the school run and work.

			‘Am I at Dad’s this weekend?’ Anna asked.

			‘Yeah, that OK?’

			Anna nodded. ‘Yeah, it’s good.’

			Jess struggled to keep the questions inside – did good mean better? Was Anna enjoying sipping vegan hot chocolate and wearing her hand-knitted slippers around Mr and Mrs Perfect’s house? Playing with Forest and River, their adorable twins? It had been ten years since she and Grahame had broken up and she did wish him all the best – of course she did! She’d even forgiven Tabitha, his new wife, for her part in their split. But it would be nice if he could stop living such a perfect life. Nice if he screwed up occasionally. Just in a minor way. Just to make her feel a little bit better – the odd shameful skid mark on the otherwise unsullied Y-fronts of his perfect life.

			‘Good,’ she said at last. Christ, was that the time? Where was Dave? ‘Isn’t it time to get going?’ she added. ‘Or at least get dressed? Dave will want to leave in a minute.’

			‘Oh, is he back?’

			‘What?’

			‘He popped out, so I thought, well, I don’t exactly have to rush do I?’

			‘Popped out?’

			‘Yeah. I saw his car going this morning.’ Anna said, taking a bite out of her toast.

			‘Oh.’ Perhaps he’d popped out for milk. But they had plenty of milk. Jessica mentally checked: soya – yes, goat’s – yes, oat – yes. They even had coconut water and something called ‘nectar of wheat’.

			Then she saw it. The note propped against the porridge oats on the kitchen counter. She walked over and casually picked it up, as if she’d always known it was there.

			‘What’s that?’ Anna asked, crunching her toast.

			Jessica felt the same sensation in her stomach that she had when she went too fast over a speed bump, or woke up the day after eating too much bran.

			I’M SORRY, it said. IT’S OVER.

			Shit.

			‘What is it, Mum?’ asked Anna again.

			‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, her mind whirring. Surely things hadn’t been going badly? She’d have known, wouldn’t she? Her eyes darted to the slight muffin top that had developed over the top of her skinniest jeans. Was it the weight? The fact that she’d been in top condition and now occasionally skipped her nightly sit-ups in favour of a Prosecco and Poldark?

			She felt hot, salty tears welling in her eyes. Surely it couldn’t be just down to her gym-dodging? Maybe he’d found someone else? Maybe those evenings she’d skipped the gym had opened up a window for a perfectly honed, freakishly fit gymbo to take her place; proving both her paranoia and – oddly – the evolutionary theories of Darwin right in the process.

			Slipping out of the kitchen and into the loo, she washed her face and looked at her flushed complexion in the mirror.

			‘No,’ she said. She wasn’t going to let this happen.

			Dave was the best thing in her life right now, and he couldn’t just leave her! She’d just signed with Little Accidents. The phone was ringing off the hook. She was gaining about a hundred followers a day. Instagram – while a bit abusive – was raising her profile. And Dave with his bulging biceps was part of the deal. His muscly good looks; his dark, brooding eyes; his revealing mirror selfies from the gym changing room. It all helped. And, well, the sex wasn’t bad either.

			Plus, she loved him. Of course.

			He was part of the structure of Jess Bradley enterprises, integral to her blog.

			Gone.

			She needed to fix it fast. And one thing was sure.

			Nobody could know.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Love having the time to drop my daughter at school! #ownboss #proudmum #parenting #motherhood @StarPR

			‘Mum, we’re going to be late!’ Anna moaned as they reversed out of the drive. ‘And do you have to wear those giant sunglasses?’

			‘Yes, I do, actually,’ Jessica snapped. She’d done the mum thing of swallowing her emotions and pasting on a smile, but she knew her eyes would be a giveaway. She couldn’t turn up tearful on the school run or she’d attract nosy mums like a magnet. ‘I’ve … my hay fever’s flared up again.’

			A decade ago, when Anna’s dad Grahame had ditched Jessica for someone ‘more on his level’ (which had turned out to mean someone with a 36DD bust), Anna had been a toddler. Meaning Jessica could palm her off on the grandparents and wallow under her duvet (until her best mate Bea had used a mixture of coaxing and bullying to get her out of bed).

			When the two-year-old Anna had noticed Jessica’s red eyes on her return each day, she’d been interested rather than worried, poking her fat little fingers into them with fascination and peeling the lids open.

			Jessica missed the days of probing fingers, however sticky. Much easier to deal with than probing questions.

			‘OK. Well, can you drop me—’

			‘Anna Bradley, I will drop you by the gate and watch you walk in. And when you’re a mum, you will understand why!’

			‘But Mummmm! I’m twelve! Half my friends walk to school.’

			This was, actually, true. Was she babying Anna too much? She’d wanted another baby after Anna was born, but then Grahame had said he couldn’t commit to a second child right then because of a “work project” (which had turned out to be less of a business affair and more of a romantic one). He’d left shortly afterwards to set up a new life with a younger, more organic model. Now, due to her dodgy genetics, Jessica’s ovaries were probably shrivelled up like raisins.

			Mum was fond of graphically recounting how she’d gone through the menopause before forty, so Jessica was probably right on the cusp. ‘One day I was having my monthlies, the next I’d dried up like a desert lagoon,’ she’d told them over Christmas dinner one year. ‘It was like someone had turned off the taps! Cranberry sauce, anyone?’

			Unless Jessica was gifted a newborn by a kindly stork, Anna was destined to be babied for a good few years yet.

			‘Sorry,’ Jessica said, in an uncharacteristic fit of honesty. ‘I don’t seem to be able to help it.’

			Her daughter softened then. ‘S’OK,’ she said. ‘I hate walking anyway.’

			Jessica pulled up outside the school behind a triangular-looking Smart car and something that looked like a Land Rover but wasn’t.

			‘Bye, then.’ Anna grabbed her bag and gave her mother’s arm a little rub.

			‘Hang on,’ said Jessica, leaning over and giving her daughter a proper hug.

			Anna squirmed a little in her embrace. ‘Mummm!’ she protested. ‘People will see.’

			‘Sorry,’ she said, with a what can you do? shrug as Anna got out of the car, red-faced.

			She was just about to rev up and get the hell out of there before the last-minuters arrived and hemmed her in, when a cascade of glossy hair tumbled through the window. A woman, her horsey face perfectly made up, leaned in.

			Jessica self-consciously tucked her dark-blonde hair behind her ears. She’d given it a cursory brush before setting off, but hadn’t bothered with the straighteners. Being confronted with a barnet fit for a shampoo ad made her even more conscious that she wasn’t looking her best. She had a beauty appointment before work, too, so hadn’t bothered with make-up.

			‘Jessica!’ the woman/horse said, in the kind of breathy, excited tone that people use when they’ve found a long-lost relative, or been given the gift of a lifetime. ‘I thought it was you! Wow! Love the sunglasses! I didn’t realise those giant frames were back in vogue!’

			‘Thanks.’

			A manicured hoof thrust its way towards her and Jessica shook it briefly.

			‘I’m Liz – you know, Jasper’s mum?’

			Jasper was a malnourished-looking boy in Anna’s class. He and Anna had played together briefly as toddlers.

			‘Oh, yes. How are you?’ Jessica smiled, painfully aware that she was due at a salon to trial one of the latest trends in facials for an on-blog advertorial.

			‘Yes, yes. Fine.’ Liz waved her hand dismissively as if she was never anything else. ‘I just wanted to say, it’s been ages since we caught up.’

			‘Yes.’ Because we developed an intense dislike for one another after you told me that Anna was a bad influence.

			It had almost been a decade ago, but Jessica had never quite forgiven Liz for suggesting that Jasper’s new-found love of the word boobies must have come from the then three-year-old Anna. It had been true, mind … but still.

			‘Anyway, I’m organising another of these quiz nights,’ the hand waved again. ‘You know, raising funds for the school, blah blah blah. And then I thought – why am I writing these questions when I know a professional writer. I’ve read your blog, of course. And I thought, who better to write the questions and – um – maybe get a bit more interest in it all, you know, than the famous Jessica Bradley! As featured in Fit Woman magazine,’ she whinnied, using her fingers to make virtual quotation marks.

			‘Well …’ The last thing Jessica wanted to do was add something else to her workload.

			‘Of course, if you’re too busy … It’s just that, we’re so hoping for the new minibus this year …’

			Jessica felt a sudden rush of guilt. Would it really hurt her to write a few questions for a quiz? She could probably do it in her sleep. And this was Anna’s school; potentially Anna’s minibus. Anna was always moaning that Jessica never turned up for anything except parents’ evening (which apparently ‘doesn’t count’).

			The main drawback was that it would mean working with Liz – one of those perfect mothers whose involvement in everything and seemingly endless enthusiasm left Jessica feeling like a complete parental failure.

			‘Of course. Of course. I mean, I can’t stop now. I’m … uh, having a facial. But I’ll give you my number,’ Jessica found herself saying. Perhaps she ought to offer Liz a job. When she failed to raise a client’s profile, Liz could gallop in and make potential customers feel guilty enough to buy anything.

			‘No need. Got your email,’ Liz winked conspiratorially. ‘Website,’ she mouthed.

			A car beeped behind. In the rear-view mirror of her Citroën, Jess could see a vehicle that was either a minibus or a small lorry. Either way, she was quite grateful for the excuse to get away. ‘Well, speak soon!’ she said revving the engine slightly.

			Liz straightened herself and shook her glossy mane into place. ‘Yes, looking forward to it!’

			Jessica put the car into first and started towards the city centre.

			‘One of the benefits of blogging,’ she’d said to her new PA, Candice, last week when the email had arrived offering her the treatment, ‘is the freebies.’ A salon, a new ultra-modern place and part of a national chain, had offered her a trial of their new skin-rejuvenating ‘LifeForce’ facial in return for an ‘honest’ online review.

			Since the Dave-effect had netted her a fantastic following, Jessica had been gifted everything from gym shoes to bleach-your-own-bumhole kits. People were approaching her with offers of paid-for posts, and she was showered with freebies every morning in the mail.

			Some opportunities she’d turned down – the DIY dentistry kit; the puréed fish eye plan; a build-your-own luxury coffin workshop. Others, she’d taken up either because the product was desirable or, like this one, because it would drive a lot of traffic to her site. And traffic, as she now knew, was more important than all her training, experience and bulging contacts book combined.

			‘Their website gets over a hundred thousand hits per month,’ Candice had trilled across the room. ‘First page of Google. Could be good for business.’

			Good for business. Candice had only been at the firm for a week and a half, and was barely into her twenties. But that meant, of course, that she was representative of the younger generation; she had a finger on the pulse.

			When Jessica was younger there had been a natural progression to most people’s careers. You’d start at a lowly position and work your way up, gaining experience and expertise. Younger staff would look at those more senior as mentors and educators. Now, women of her generation were getting out of date – like a forgotten pack of ham at the back of the fridge. You missed an online trend and it was over.

			Rather than hide in the shadows, she’d taken some steps to raise her own profile – pimping up her Twitter account and linking it to her public relations page. ‘The more followers you can get personally, the better,’ one of her peers had confided at a training day. ‘People like to know who they’re dealing with. Start a blog, maybe? Get yourself on Instagram with some cute pictures.’

			Social media meant that clients expected a lot more from her too: local, tinpot firms wanted to be featured in Vogue; the pig farmer around the corner had asked her if she could get him into the Telegraph. The internet had increased reach, but also increased expectations. People wanted everyone to know about their business and to create the right image, the right brand. The bubble continued to inflate with no sign of bursting.

			As she pulled into the car park, she saw her face briefly reflected in the salon’s mirrored window. A little white disc, her eyebags visible even from this distance. Since employing Candice, Jessica had become painfully aware that she didn’t look quite as young as she’d optimistically convinced herself she did. It was hard not to notice the cracks and crevices in her skin when confronted with her employee’s annoyingly smooth complexion every morning.

			‘Anti-ageing,’ she said quietly to herself, remembering some of the claims for the facial. At least this afternoon she was going to look hot. She tried to forget about Dave and think instead of how fabulous she’d feel when the promised ten years had been knocked off.

			She took the obligatory (heavily-filtered) selfie outside the salon, making sure the signage was clearly displayed, and quickly popped it onto her social-media feed – #beautytreatment #antiageing #thisisthelife #soexcited – then stepped inside.

			‘Hello, it’s Jessica, right?’ a perky, red-haired woman smiled at her from reception as she entered. ‘Let me just get Lucy to pop down and show you where to go.’

			‘Thank you.’ Jessica perched herself on one of the salon’s waiting chairs and eyed the pile of magazines and brochures scattered on a nearby table. One showed a woman, completely naked, but sitting in a kind of half-Buddha style that meant all the rude bits were hidden in a complicated tangle of hair-free arms and legs.

			Jessica remembered a time when women were allowed to have body hair. When pubes were only frowned upon if they escaped round the edge of your bikini bottoms like curious infants peeking from behind their mother’s skirt. It had been a simpler time.

			Hairier, but simpler.

			These days, instead of pubic hair, most women’s nether regions went through a wax-and-growth cycle that Shakespeare – had he been around – might have termed the Seven Stages of Fan: just-waxed rash, post-wax vag-pox, smooth and nude, sandpaper prickles, designer stubble, soft and fluffy, and, finally, rampant overgrowth. And round the cycle went. Perhaps, Jessica thought as she studied the the price list on the wall, that’s what people meant by the circular economy.

			Before she even had time to pick up a magazine, a door opened and a young woman with cropped blonde hair, wearing what appeared to be a lab coat stepped through it.

			‘Hi, Jessica!’ she gushed, shaking Jessica’s hand enthusiastically. ‘I’m Lucy. Lovely to meet you at last! Love the blog – so honest!’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘If you just want to come through,’ she said, gesturing to a door on their left. Inside the room, everything was light, bright and brand new. A leather treatment table sat in the corner, and the air was heavy with the scent of lavender oil.

			Jessica felt herself begin to relax. This was just what she needed.

			After settling her into the chair, Lucy began to apply a cool liquid to Jessica’s face. ‘You know, not many people wanted to come and try this facial,’ she said, her fingers working the liquid into Jessica’s skin quite forcefully. ‘But it really does have amazing results.’

			‘Really?’ Jessica closed her eyes and began to enjoy the sensation of Lucy’s fingers working into her skin with quick, firm movements. The serum had a familiar smell – odd, but not unpleasant.

			‘Yeah. I suppose they just thought it was a bit gross,’ Lucy continued, pouring a generous measure of the serum into her palm, before rubbing her hands together. ‘Whoops. Sorry. Dripped a bit on you there,’ she said, reaching for a tissue and dabbing Jessica’s jumper.

			‘That’s OK.’ Jessica relaxed as Lucy began again on the serum. ‘They thought it was gross, you say? Why?’ It certainly seemed a fairly normal facial so far. Was she going to be required to strip naked and have the serum rubbed over the rest of her body? Or was there a horrible product to apply afterwards?

			‘Yeah, you know. The semen.’

			‘The serum?’

			‘No, semen. Bull semen.’

			‘Bull, what?’

			Lucy slapped her palms together again. ‘Yeah, it’s meant to be rejuvenating. It’s all organic and that.’

			‘Bull semen?’

			‘Oh, shit, sorry. Got some in your hair.’ Out came the tissue again.

			‘Sorry. This is bull semen?’

			‘Yeah. It’s great for the skin. Some women use their own partner’s, but apparently bull semen has more antioxidants.’

			Jessica closed her lips as some of the serum ran across her mouth. ‘Mm hmmm,’ she said. Then ‘I just didn’t realise …?’

			‘Oh, sorry. That’s probably why you said yes, right?’ Lucy smiled. ‘But honestly, it’s worth it.’

			‘Right, good.’

			‘And it’s all hand-sourced – from field to face.’

			‘Great.’

			‘And we refrigerate it, so like it’s fresh and everything.’

			‘Right.’ Because what else could you say?

			‘OK, that’s you done,’ smiled Lucy. ‘I’ll just leave it on for a few minutes to let your skin really absorb the nutrients.’

			And she left the room, leaving Jessica to relax to a CD of natural countryside sounds before returning, rubbing off the excess with a warm facecloth and posing with Jessica for a thumbs-up after-shot.

			Loved my #LifeForce Facial! #rejuvenating #natural #farmfresh #cuttingedge #freerange #odourfree

			Four face-scrubs later, Jessica could still smell a faint whiff of bull jizz on her skin.

			

			Driving back, she called the office from her hands-free, hoping to get her mind off it.

			‘Star PR, Candice speaking!’

			‘Hi, Candice, it’s Jessica.’

			‘Oh hiya! How’s it going?’

			‘Erm, fine thanks. On my way back. Just wanted to know if there were any messages.’

			‘One from Hugo. He said he’d try your mobile.’

			‘OK.’

			‘Yeah, it was weird. He rang back twice after that, but hung up both times when I answered.’

			‘I put my phone on divert to the office while I was in the salon. Sorry, should have said.’ Jessica imagined Hugo – not the most technically minded of clients – repeatedly dialling her mobile and finding her office at the end of the line. ‘Look, I’ll be there in ten minutes. If he calls again tell him I’ll ring him right back,’ she said, although in all honesty she wasn’t sure if she was up to a dose of Hugo.

			‘OK, see you then! Oh, and Jessica?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘How was the appointment?’

			Did Jessica detect a hint of a giggle there? ‘Oh, fine,’ she breezed.

			‘Skin looking good?’

			Jessica glanced briefly in the rear-view mirror. Her reddened face looked back at her.

			‘Well, very, er, clean.’

			‘Right.’

			‘Candice?’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Did you know what a LifeForce Facial involved when you booked me in?’

			There was a silence. ‘Line’s breaking up’ Candice replied after a suspicious pause. ‘Sorry – what did you say?’

			‘OK, well, see you in a minute.’

			‘OK. I’ll get you a coffee, shall I?’ Evidently, the technical problem had resolved itself.

			‘Oh, OK.’ This was a new level of efficiency for Candice.

			‘Do you want … want some milk in it?’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Jessica applied a little powder to her rather inflamed skin before leaving the car, then adopted the kind of poise she imagined a CEO ought to have. Head high, Jessica, as her mum used to say whenever she’d got nervous as a child.

			When she entered the office, Candice was sitting at her desk, typing furiously; Natalie was finishing a phone call, her face animated.

			‘Hi, ladies!’ Jessica said, in greeting, trying to keep her voice upbeat. ‘Got a couple of goody bags for you!’ She placed the bags handed to her by the salon (no sperm included) by the coat stand before hot footing it to her desk and sliding her sunglasses off.

			‘Hi, Jessica!’ breezed Natalie, her assistant, hanging up her phone and giving her a wave. ‘Thanks for that! And love your sunglasses! So retro!’ She stopped, and screwed her eyes up slightly. ‘Oh! Have you been crying?’

			The answer, of course, was yes, that she’d bawled her eyes out earlier when her boyfriend had dumped her by Post-it. But that was unlikely to be the reason for her now red skin.

			‘No, just had a facial,’ she said, trying to smile but feeling her skin ache.

			‘Ooh, you do look … fresh …’ Natalie’s smile froze slightly as she looked more closely at her boss’s skin. ‘Was it one of those vampire ones?’

			‘Vampire?’ It seemed the world of beauty was getting a whole lot more dangerous.

			‘Yeah, you know. They scratch up your face and then inject some serum made from your blood …’

			‘Ooh, no!’ Jessica screwed up her face (at great personal cost) and shook her head. ‘No, I don’t fancy that at all – too squeamish.’

			‘Oh. Great for ageing, though. I read an article that called vampires “the secret to eternal youth”,’ Natalie added, helpfully. ‘So what did ya get? Microdermabrasion?’

			‘No, it was a … LifeForce facial.’

			‘Oh. So what’s one of those?’

			‘Just some sort of, erm. Serum stuff. You know.’

			‘Right.’ Natalie’s attention turned back to her phone. ‘Oh, I’d better take this – but you look great!’ she lied, giving her boss the thumbs-up. She pressed the phone to her ear – no mean feat with her erratic curls.

			‘Serum, eh,’ said Candice, plonking down a black double-decaf, root-roasted clean non-coffee coffee onto Jessica’s Michael Bublé coaster. ‘Never heard it called that before!’

			‘So you did know … um, about the special ingredient?’

			‘The sperm? Well, yeah. I read up on it. But I’d already said yes and, like, I thought …’ Candice trailed off, her cheeks flushing.

			Jessica was being ridiculous, she realised. It wasn’t as if she’d been assaulted in a farmyard. This was, after all, a Genuine Beauty Phenomenon.

			‘Oh, don’t worry. I’m all for trying new things!’ she tried to breeze.

			‘Yeah,’ replied Candice, obviously relieved. She looked at Jessica, her blue eyes as innocent and wide as a Disney character’s. ‘Plus they did say it was the elixir of youth,’ she added, with an apologetic smile.

			Elixir of youth? Elixir of hoof, more like.

			She’d have to find a way to make it seem palatable, though, in the write-up. She looked at her face, still clearly red even when reflected in her computer screen. Good thing she’d taken an ‘after’ shot before she’d gone to town with a Brillo pad. Because it would have to be a positive review if she wanted the freebies to keep rolling in.

			‘So you said Hugo had called?’ she ventured, changing the subject.

			Hugh was a designer and artist who’d looked so promising when she’d taken him on a few years ago, but had promptly turned from an upbeat watercolour painter and model-maker into a brooding sculptor creating classics such as Death in a Restaurant and Dead Man in Street – a far cry from the delicate models and gentle watercolours he’d been producing when she’d seen his initial promise.

			Jessica knew that she probably ought to ditch him as a client if she no longer believed in his work, but something made her hang on. Thoughts of his initial promise, perhaps? Or some sort of loyalty that he’d been prepared to let her represent him when she was a one-woman band with barely any experience?

			With a heavy heart, and a fishy smell wafting towards her nostrils whenever she moved, Jessica dialled.

			‘Hugo speaking.’

			‘Hi, Hugo, it’s Jess,’

			‘Hi, Jess!’ he cried, with uncharacteristic cheerfulness. ‘I’m so glad you’ve called …’

			‘OK …’ She braced herself for what was coming next. The only time Hugo sounded upbeat in the last six months had been when he’d called her mobile – blind drunk – at 3 a.m. to tell her he’d had a breakthrough. ‘Empty toilet rolls!’ he’d exclaimed. ‘Just think: an everyday item, but I think (and don’t tell anyone) they could be used to make models! Jessica, it’s a revolution!’

			‘I wanted to ask if we can meet up next week sometime? I’d like to discuss my work.’

			‘Right, no problem. In what way?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘I mean, what thoughts did you have?’ she said.

			‘Well, to be honest, I’ve moved the work in a different direction. I think my dark phase is drawing to an end. Jess,’ he paused dramatically, ‘I’ve had an epiphany!’

			‘You have?’

			‘Yes! Oil paints! I’ve never realised before how, well, how versatile they are. I mean, the other day I, well, I won’t go on. But I really do feel excited about my latest work. You know the competition – the Independent Artists’ Award?’

			Jessica had emailed Hugo a link about a competition recently. It was a small award with a bursary and some gallery space awarded to the winning artist. ‘Yes, you were thinking of entering Drowning Man on Fire, weren’t you?’

			She remembered the day when he’d called her over to see his new work two years ago. She’d been quite excited. She’d always loved his soft watercolours, simple charcoal sketches and occasional sculptures of birds.

			But when he’d whipped off the black cloth covering his new work, what had confronted her was the head of a man fashioned from clay, his tongue lolling and some sort of rubber ‘water’ dripping from his hair. The rest of the man’s figure had been engulfed in copper flames, leaving only the ghastly head visible.

			When Hugo asked if she approved, she’d been so shocked that she’d said yes. (Although she had enquired later whether – in an unconnected way – he’d had any hard knocks to the head recently.)

			‘I’m so glad,’ he’d said, grabbing her hand in his and tearing up slightly. ‘I am so, so glad.’

			Another lie she was trapped in, she realised.

			‘Anyway, Mathilda, you know, the woman from next door?’ Hugo continued. ‘Well, she came over and gave me some oil paints – someone had given them to her as a gift and she didn’t want them. So I thanked her … but didn’t think anything of it. I mean, I always thought oil was such an old-fashioned medium – far too clunky for anything truly beautiful.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘But in the middle of the night … Jessica, I was inspired! I leapt up and began sketching, naked as a baby. And, well, the result is just …’ he trailed off, too dazzled by his own talent to finish the sentence.

			‘That sounds great.’

			‘Anyway, I rejigged the entry form and dropped it off this morning.’

			‘You have?’ Jessica felt her heart sink. ‘Already?’

			‘Yes! And I really feel that this could be an exciting time for us all!’

			‘Well, that’s great.’

			It was hard not to be a little infected by his enthusiasm.

			Just spoke to @ArtyHugo #HugoHenderson about his new direction. #sotalented @IndependentArtists

			‘Was that really Hugo?’ Candice said, turning around from her screen, brow furrowed.

			‘Yes.’

			‘But … you’re smiling!’

			‘Yes. He seemed, well, happy!’

			‘Has he finally finished Death in an Office?’

			‘No, apparently, he’s moving into a more colourful phase now: oil paintings.’

			‘Oh, that’s good. I mean, well, I know how enthusiastic you were about his sculptures, but art’s so, so … individual, isn’t it, when it comes to taste?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Just when you think you know someone, eh. You just never know what’s going to happen next!’

			‘Yes,’ replied Jess, more flatly now, thinking of Dave’s note. ‘People are full of surprises.’

			She’d call him, she thought. She needed him home.

		

	
		
			Fit at 30

			REVIEW:

			Style and Style, LifeForce Facial

			If there is ever an elixir of youth, it makes sense that it comes from a life-giving product. So when I heard that the LifeForce facial used bull sperm (hand-sourced) to enrich the skin and stimulate repair and rejuvenation, I thought I’d give it a try.

			The semen was cool and rather refreshing, and after a facial massage, I was left to absorb all the nutrients from this rather unusual beauty product for twenty minutes.

			At the end of the process, the remaining semen was removed with a damp cloth, but my therapist Lucy told me that it was better not to wash the skin for twenty-four hours to benefit from the full results.

			As the semen is refrigerated, there is no smell. And two days later, I must admit my skin feels fresh, taut and more youthful than it did before.

			I’d thoroughly recommend it! 10/10

			COMMENTS

			Anonymous:

			Thanks for this review. It’s really great to read that the treatment doesn’t smell – I was worried about that. I’ve booked myself in for next week – wish me luck! Steph.

			Mrs B.

			I usually love reading your online diary, Jessica. But this is in rather poor taste. Is it appropriate to be writing about such private things on the internet? Anyway, I thought I’d ask about next week – is it OK to bring profiteroles? Or are you going to make one of your special desserts? Your father wanted me to ask whether you’d mind avoiding prunes this time – they do tend to make him a little gassy I’m afraid. Let me know. Mum.

			Gail

			Hi Jess! Just found the blog and love the tips on healthy living! Am going to try the vegan brownies recipe. Not sure about the above though [image: tongue.tif] Maybe one day!!!! Lol.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			#HomeEarly #ownboss #winningatlife

			‘I’m home!’ she cried, as she walked through the door. Before she remembered that there was no one there to hear her.

			Grabbing her phone from her pocket, she dialled Dave’s number again. And was rewarded – again – with the sound of his answerphone. ‘Hi, it’s Dave. If you can’t get me, I’m probably at the gym.’

			‘Hi, Dave,’ she said, trying not to sound annoyed. ‘Can you call me when you get this? About, well, obviously, it’s about the note. I …’ she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror – dirty hair, hastily pinned back with strands escaping and framing her still-red face like spider legs. ‘I think we need to talk about it, don’t you?’

			She checked Dave’s social media but there was nothing unusual there. Earlier, he’d uploaded a mirror selfie from the changing room wearing his favourite, red workout thong, leg up on a bench. Nothing out of the ordinary. #gluteousmaximus

			She automatically flicked on the coffee maker (bean to cup, with milk frother) and made a half-hearted, low-fat, soy cappuccino with cinnamon top. And a black de-beaned coffee, for good measure. Placing the pair on the table, she took a quick slurp of the cappuccino, then rummaged in the cupboard for a couple of cookies, one of which she crumbled artistically onto the saucers. Then she whipped out her phone to take a snap. ‘Chilling with OH over a caffeine-free fix, with home-made, non-sugar oat-cookies,’ she typed. ‘#goodtimes #soymilk #beantocup #fitness #relaxation.’

			It hit her then how much had changed: yesterday she’d have written at least six more hashtags. But today she was really struggling.

			And she might have even baked the cookies rather than faking out with a pack of Anna’s favourites – full of sugar and not an oat in sight.

			#heartbroken

			‘Loving my new bean-to-cup coffee machine,’ she tweeted for good measure. ‘First one I’ve found that froths #soymilk properly.’

			The machine had been a blogging perk – she got to keep it, provided she waxed lyrical about it on social media from time to time.

			Just as she finished the hashtag, the phone rang and her screen was flooded with a picture of Dave – one she’d taken on their holiday last year, lying on the beach in tiny trunks. Those tight little swimming pants had driven her almost mad with desire at the time. ‘They’re a specialist brand,’ he’d told her, ‘designed to lift and sculpt the glutes.’ What he’d failed to mention was the significant amount of padding around the crotch area, which she’d noticed when she’d hung them on the line. (Although it had explained why, when someone’s frisbee had hit him in the groin earlier that day and bounced into the sea, he’d barely broken his stride).

			‘Hello?’ she said, feeling nervous.

			‘Jess,’ he said. ‘You called?’

			As if he had no idea what it was about! ‘Yes, about your note.’ Tears pricked her eyes and she blinked, annoyed with herself.

			‘I tried to tell you, you know? But you always had your head in the computer.’

			‘What? Tell me what?’

			‘Come on, you can’t seriously think it’s been going well?’

			‘It was going … OK …’ she trailed off.

			‘Face it, Jess. You’re not interested in me any more.’

			‘I …’

			‘You used me as a personal trainer … a … a … gym gigolo! Now you’re off exercise, it’s like we never spend any time together. I mean, when’s the last time you asked me something when you didn’t need the answer for your blog?’

			‘But the blog is—’

			‘I tried to get your attention. I bought sexy new outfits. But nothing! You’ve changed! You’re comfort eating – tempting … tempting me with carbs. Do you know,’ his voice went slightly squeaky and she realised he must be close to tears. ‘Do you know how hard it is for me to have mashed potato paraded in front of my face after everything I’ve been through?’

			‘I didn’t exactly—’

			‘And bread!’ he squeaked. ‘Bread, Jessica, BREAD!’

			‘I’m … sorry.’

			‘What has happened? Where has my gym Jessica gone?’

			‘Hey! I’m still me!’ She wasn’t exactly a couch potato, let alone a mashed one. She still tried to keep as healthy as possible. And surely there was more to their relationship than comparing biceps and urging each other on. ‘Just come home and we can sort it out!’ She heard her voice – and it wasn’t the voice of a ‘successful businesswoman on an upward curve’.

			‘I can’t, Jess. I guess I’m on a journey and it’s like you’re no longer part of it.’

			‘But—’

			‘And, you know. It’s not like we fit together, is it?’

			‘What?’

			‘Well, I didn’t want to say anything, but you know … You’re looking a bit …’

			‘What?’ Her tone was harder, daring him to say it.

			‘You’ve got a bit, you know. Fat.’

			His face disappeared from the screen as she hung up.

			Before she put the phone down she noticed a new glut of notifications on her Instagram icon. Twenty-four new followers since lunchtime.

			Once that would have made her happy.

			Fat? She looked at her midriff feeling horrified. She’d noticed some of her outfits getting a little bit tighter, but she was still in her size 10s.

			Her midriff looked back at her accusingly. You’ve neglected me! it seemed to say. Perhaps Dave was right? He made all the effort and she’d done nothing to keep him interested.

			Before Jessica could decide how to react, the sound of Anna’s key in the lock sent her scampering to sweep up the forbidden crumbs before she was exposed as a biscuit snaffler.

			Fat, she thought again, this time a bit more defensively as Anna busied herself in the hallway. She’d put on half a stone at most. If that was really enough to put him off, then she was better off without him. Wasn’t she?

			Grahame had at least had the common decency to ditch her for someone else. Being dumped was hard enough, but having a partner who’d had his head turned by someone with a ‘large intellect’ (as he’d put it) was one thing. How was she meant to feel when someone left her for no one? When someone was literally saying that she wasn’t even better than nothing?

			Plus, at least Grahame had had the guts to tell her to her face. Cooking her a meal for when she got home from work, and even waiting until Anna was snoozing to drop the bombshell and zoom off in his Audi. ‘It’s just not working,’ he’d said. ‘And, Jess, I’ve met someone else.’

			The rest of the evening was a bit of a blur. Her lasting memory was of him ducking out of the front door, covered in spag bol.

			She picked up the phone to ring Bea but put it down again. Her best friend hadn’t been very happy with her last time they’d spoken. ‘You never ring me any more!’ she’d complained. ‘You’re on Facebook all the time, but you never seem to get my messages.’

			Jessica and Bea had been friends since the age of eight and had always shared everything. But she could see now how
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