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Follow Me

Sheila O’Flanagan lives in Dublin. She is a number one bestselling author and writes about families, relationships and finding love. She worked in finance before becoming a full-time writer and has sold over four million copies of her books.




Chapter One

Pippa Jones was sitting in the bar of the Hyatt hotel in Birmingham. She was sipping a cup of tea and flicking through a tabloid newspaper that someone had left behind. Pippa knew that she should have been reading her work report, but the headline on the front page of the paper was too much to resist. It said ‘Problems Playing Away’ and it was about a well-known Premiership footballer who was having an affair.

Pippa wondered why it was that people with such glitzy lives always seemed to mess them up. Why did rich, handsome men who were married to stunning women need to have affairs? Why did they spend so much time in nightclubs with their mates? Why didn’t they go home to their gorgeous wives?

If he was my husband, Pippa thought, I’d kill him for being in a nightclub without me. Then she laughed at herself, because the chances of her having a husband, no matter where he spent his time, were pretty remote. She didn’t even have a boyfriend right now, and there  seemed no chance of finding one either. She was far too busy these days to bother with boyfriends.

Pippa folded the paper and glanced at her watch. It was nearly seven o’clock and she was starting to feel hungry. She didn’t want to eat in the hotel, so she left the newspaper on the table, then picked up her bag and walked outside. It had been a warm midsummer day and the evening air was still very pleasant. She made her way along Broad Street, then crossed the road and strolled by the canal. There were lots of people sitting at the tables outside the pubs and restaurants that lined the banks. It might be difficult, thought Pippa, to find somewhere free, but then two people got up from a table. She slid into one of the empty seats before anyone else could take it.

She sat back and stretched her bare legs out in front of her. They had a light, natural tan. Her left leg also had a bruise high up, from where she’d walked into a desk at the office. She had a terrible habit of doing that. Richard, her boss, said it was because she was always in a hurry and didn’t look where she was going. Pippa smiled to herself. He might be right, but she wasn’t in a hurry now. She’d finished her work for the day and could relax at last.

She looked up from her legs and spotted her reflection in the window opposite. The glass made her look a bit fatter and shorter than she really was, so she sat up straighter. It didn’t make as much difference as she’d hoped. She could see a woman who looked somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five, with curly red hair. The woman was wearing a plain white T-shirt, short denim skirt and blue flip-flops.

Her reflection was more or less right. Pippa Jones was twenty-nine years old. She’d changed into the T-shirt, skirt and flip-flops when she’d returned to the hotel a couple of hours earlier. Until then she’d been wearing a navy suit, white blouse and high-heeled navy shoes from Office. Her working uniform, she liked to call it. She was staying at the Hyatt hotel because she’d been meeting customers in Birmingham all day.

Pippa Jones was a sales rep. More than just a rep. Her actual title was Senior Sales Consultant, and she was very good at her job. Last year she had been the person with the highest sales figures in her company. As a result, she’d won an all-expenses-paid trip to Paris for the weekend. She planned to be the best salesperson this year too. The company was offering a week in New York to anyone who beat Pippa’s record sales of the year before. She wanted to  beat them herself. She was very competitive, and she’d always wanted to go to New York.

Pippa’s company sold computer security systems. Pippa liked both sales and messing about with computers, which meant she also liked her job. She would go into a would-be customer’s office, look at their system and then hack into it, even if they already had software security in place. They were usually horrified. Then she would tell them about Defender, her company’s product, and offer it to them on a trial basis. Ninety per cent of the customers bought it afterwards, which was why Pippa was so successful.

Pippa’s job took her all around the country. Last week she’d been in Dover, seeing her very best customer; the week before in Bristol and today in Birmingham. It was just as well, she thought, that she enjoyed driving.

A waiter came over and she ordered a burger with salad and a glass of sparkling water. She really would have preferred chips with her burger, but the sight of her reflection had put her off chips. Besides, salad was nice on a sunny day, and choosing it instead of chips made her feel good.

She watched the passers-by as she waited for her food to arrive. There were lots of couples,  strolling hand in hand alongside the canal. They were laughing and joking with each other as they followed the waterway. Sometimes they even stopped and kissed each other. You wouldn’t think, Pippa thought, that you were in the middle of a big city here. The sun sparkling off the water and the passing chug of a barge made you feel as though you were in the country. She felt lucky that she had a job that allowed her to enjoy moments like this.

The waiter returned with the water which she sipped slowly as she carried on watching the people around her. It was lovely to be outdoors, she thought. Eating outside somehow made her feel even more as if she was in the country.

Pippa wasn’t a country girl, although some of her London friends told her that she was. She’d been brought up in Bexley, which was only seventeen miles outside the capital. Her mum insisted that it had pretty much been in the country when they’d first moved there. Her mum had moved to England from Galway, in Ireland. Her dad was from Cardiff. They told her that she had Celtic blood in her. That explained why her hair was red and why she was as good as the boys in a fight.

Pippa didn’t think that being good in a fight was anything to do with Celtic blood. She  thought it was because she was the only girl among five brothers. She’d had to be a bit tough to make her voice heard.

The house where she’d grown up was a neat semi on a small estate. It backed on to a large field. The field had once been part of a farm, but for as long as Pippa could remember it had been owned by a horse-riding school. She’d gone to the school when she’d been younger. She’d enjoyed riding horses and looking at them from her back bedroom window.

These days, the view from her bedroom window was different. She lived in a onebedroomed flat in Shepherd’s Bush. All she could see from her window was the house that backed on to it, but she didn’t mind. She liked the city. She liked living on her own. She thought that might be because it had been hard to find time to be alone when she was growing up at home.

In Bexley, there had always been someone rushing in and out of the house. Always someone shouting about something. There had never been any real privacy. Sometimes she missed the noise and the bustle, but not very often. She tried to go home to her parents’ house once a month, because she liked her mum fussing over her. (Also, Betty Jones was  much better at washing and ironing than Pippa. Whenever she left Bexley, all her white blouses were crisply laundered.) Three of her brothers still lived at home too, which meant there was still plenty of noise. So it was fun for a weekend, but nice to come back to the peace and quiet of her flat too.

Being by herself allowed Pippa to do whatever she liked. It allowed her to spend lots of time doing things she enjoyed, like surfing the net or reading the latest bestseller without having to worry about anyone else. It allowed her to spend lots of time at her job. Of course, it wasn’t all work when she was in London. She had friends in the city. None of them were from her office. Pam, Jane, Lissa and Sherry all had different jobs. The girls liked getting together to talk about work and boyfriends and holidays and clothes. Pippa enjoyed meeting them, even if they did sometimes give her a hard time. They teased her because she spent more time worrying about her sales figures than her own figure, and because she hadn’t even gone out for a drink with a man for over a year.

‘I don’t have time,’ she told Lissa sternly one evening. They’d gone to All Bar One and she’d had more wine than she had intended. ‘I have a career.’

‘Hey, we all have careers!’ Lissa worked for the local council. ‘None of us have time, but it’s important to have someone.’

Pippa wasn’t so sure. Her last relationship, with a guy called Mark, had broken up messily when she found out he was two-timing her. That was the thing about men, she thought. Even men who weren’t rich footballers with temptation in their way. They all seemed to be programmed to cheat on you, and then say it wasn’t their fault! Mark had blamed her for the break-up. He’d said that she’d driven him into another woman’s arms. That she was too bossy and too competitive, and that she was away too much. She knew he was right about some of it, but she was annoyed that he thought it was a good reason to cheat on her.

She hadn’t bothered with anyone after Mark. He’d been the last in the line of men Pippa had gone out with but who weren’t ever going to be really special. All of them had complained about her job. They didn’t like her being on the road. So she’d decided to work harder. If work was the cause of men breaking up with her, then she had to make it worth it.

That was when Pippa’s sales numbers had started to go higher and higher, which had ended up in her winning the trip to Paris. Sherry  had come with her because she didn’t have a boyfriend to bring. It served Mark right, Pippa thought, that he wasn’t with her in the world’s most romantic city. She didn’t care that she was there with her friend instead. They’d had a great time seeing the sights and drooling over the sexy French men.

When she came back from Paris, she decided that she’d do even better with her sales the next year. When she heard about the New York prize, she was thrilled but it wasn’t all about the trips. Pippa really did like hacking into computers, and she liked selling security software. She knew that Sherry and the others thought she was a bit weird for enjoying something that seemed so boring. Sometimes they called her a geek or a nerd, but she didn’t care.
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