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Dedicated to red wine


(Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm)


Oh, and to Emma


(who only drinks Malibu and Coke)




Part One
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‘I’ve done it!’ I paced around in my little flat in my heels, slowing my breathing. ‘Eight years after it came out, I’ve finally just perfected the “Single Ladies” dance routine.’


‘Congratulations,’ said Laurie down the phone. ‘Does that mean you haven’t left home yet?’


‘I’m not getting a boyfriend now – all this hard work’s not going to waste,’ I warned her.


‘Fine, you don’t have to get a boyfriend today, but you do have to get on the Tube and get down to Wimbledon.’


‘Are you there already?’


‘Not far. Now take off that leotard—’


How did she know?


‘—and get your smelly self into the shower.’


I put down the phone and peeled off my sweaty leotard and heels, chuffed to bits with my achievement. I hummed and danced all the way into my lovely waterfall shower in my lovely turquoise bathroom, surrounded by only beautiful-smelling girl stuff, feeling as happy as ever to be living alone. And after I stepped out, I pulled on a dress and flung open the curtains as if I hadn’t been doing anything weird.


‘Hello out there,’ I said to the brightly dressed people of Notting Hill. ‘How’s the furnace this morning?’
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The Tube train shuddered to a stop, allowing another heave of bodies to clamber aboard, while two more rivulets of sweat pole-danced their way down the backs of my legs. It was pretty sexy. London hadn’t been this hot since the great fire in 1666 (possibly), and the residents were dropping like flies and grumbling all the way round the Circle line.


I like London in the heat – the more scorchio the better. I like it when tourists flock in and their preconceived idea of an England gushing with rain is carried away on a warm breeze; cloudy, bruised skies windscreen-wiped to reveal bright, royal blue.


And there’s nothing a Brit loves more than sitting out in the midday sun at the first sign of summer, which was why I was joining hundreds of people on the annual pilgrimage to Wimbledon for the start of the tennis. My friend Laurie is an event photographer, which means she gets coveted seats at amazing stuff, and as I’m the only stable other half in her life I’m often along for the ride.


I lifted the hem of my maxidress off the floor, cooling my ankles. I’d seen Paris Hilton wearing a similar maxi at Coachella this year, and thought it would be perfect for Wimbledon, but looking at my fellow passengers in their Jack Wills and Ralph Lauren I felt a bit silly in my tie-dye tent.


The doors finally dragged open at Southfields, throwing up its contents upon the platform, and I followed the crowd on the fifteen-minute walk to the famed tennis courts.


As I entered the All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club Laurie flew at me, an excited bundle of cameras, bags, merchandise and messy black hair. ‘Elle! I just saw Venus Williams coming out of the toilet!’ she shouted as a greeting.


‘Are you sure? I feel like she’d have her own toilet, like in a dressing room.’


Laurie considered this. ‘Well, I took a photo, so we can check later on. If not, I have a photo of a stunning woman coming out of a toilet.’


‘What did you buy?’ Laurie’s house was chock-a-block with memorabilia from everything she goes to – she’s the only one I know who will buy up everything on the overpriced merchandise stalls at a concert, or will actually purchase the robes, flannels and soap dishes from a hotel gift shop rather than just stealing them from her room.


‘Everything. I got us T-shirts, pencils and sweat-bands,’ she said, slipping a fluffy white one on my wrist.


We made a pit stop at a strawberries stand and the bar before hauling all of Laurie’s equipment over to Centre Court and positioning ourselves on the green plastic seats, blobs of cream threatening to fall off our strawberries and land with a splat upon the head of the spectator in front, and plastic beer cups splashing foam on my flip-flopped feet. It was only when I noticed the empty seat next to us that I realised someone was missing.


‘Hang on, where’s Tim?’


‘I can’t believe I forgot to tell you!’ Laurie cried. ‘We split up.’


‘I can’t believe you forgot to tell me as well!’


‘Well … he was kind of forgettable. You just proved that yourself.’


We took a moment to mourn the loss of Tim, who was indeed forgettable, so much so that I regularly forgot his name when we were out and kept calling him m’dear.


‘What happened?’


‘I just couldn’t see myself still with him in a couple of years, let alone growing old. He was very nice and everything, a lovely guy really, and I wish I’d felt more towards him, but it was all just a bit “meh”. So I broke up with him.’


At that point the crowd shushed as the players, glistening men in crisp white shorts, took their places on opposite ends of the court. We chomped on our juicy strawberries and watched the sweating gents on either side of the net, their balls thunking back and forth, so to speak, accompanied by primal grunting, which turned my thoughts back to relationships.


‘Are you sad?’ I whispered.


‘No. Just disappointed that it didn’t work out, again.’


‘The ladies aren’t going to be happy about this setback,’ I reprimanded her. ‘The ladies’ are our group of girlfriends, brought together through university, a mismatched group of opposites who all attracted. All of them, except for Laurie and me, grew up and are now in one or more of the marriage, mortgage or baby club. And they are positively, plague-infestedly itching for us to join.


‘Tell me about it. When Tim and I met Jasmine for drinks a few weeks back she actually started suggesting ideas for our honeymoon. I just …’ Laurie trailed off and sighed heavily into her strawberries and cream. ‘I just don’t want to keep dating and never feeling like I’m actually getting close to anyone.’


‘I know,’ I soothed. I didn’t know. The thought of getting close to someone, having them move into my home, having to make joint decisions on what TV to watch and what to have for dinner, knowing that if I want to work late I should let my ‘other half’ know just all seemed like a lot of effort.


‘I don’t want to feel like I’m putting on a show,’ Laurie said a while later.


‘No.’


‘I don’t want to feel like I’m always the bridesmaid.’


‘But you’ve never been a bridesmaid. It’s actually really fun. You feel super-important.’


‘I just want to feel …’


‘What?’


‘Love.’


‘—LOVE!’ boomed the umpire down on the court.


‘Leave me alone!’ Laurie cried back, then hid behind her camera as about twenty people turned to shush us.


We settled back to watch the game, neon-yellow balls whizzing across the blue sky and getting thwacked back where they came from with a grunt. I was itching to give my attention back to Laurie, worried she was sat there suffering in silence, and eventually there was a break in play and the stands broke into excited chatter.


‘I’m over internet dating, you know,’ said Laurie, turning to me, her tongue wedged into the bottom of her bowl, licking the cream.


‘Really? You’re taking a break from men, joining me as a happily single lady?’


‘Hell no, I’m just going to do things the old-fashioned way, and meet someone face to face.’


‘Well that sounds sensible. Are you going to join a new gym or something?’


‘No, no, we’re not going to do that …’ Laurie smirked at me with her I’ve had an idea face. ‘I’ve had an idea. And it’s a really, really good idea that I really, really want you to join me on. I think we deserve a holiday.’


‘Ooo yes! I love holidays. It’s been too long. Where shall we go? Cancún? Greece? Thailand again?’ I raised my eyebrows at her.


‘Well actually I’ve already chosen the holiday, but I think you’ll love it.’


‘Oh.’


‘Hold this.’ Laurie handed me her empty, saliva-covered strawberry dish and reached down between her legs to her handbag. After some unladylike struggling she picked up her beer and gulped the remainder, handing me the empty cup as well. She then yanked out a thin, glossy brochure and placed it on her lap, laying her hands over it. On the cover, between her fingers, I saw a large, sparkling glass of wine with a sun-drenched background of a vineyard. Interesting – I do like wine and sunshine.


The crowd cheered and Laurie lifted her hands to clap, as if she knew what was going on, and my eyes caught the title of the brochure.


‘“You Had Me at Merlot” Holidays,’ I read. ‘What kind of a holiday is this?’


‘It’s a vineyard holiday, in Italy.’


‘That sounds nice. A little red, a little white, a little siesta in the sun.’


‘A little smoochy smoochy with some full-bodied men?’


‘What?’


‘Nothing, I mean, except it’s, like, a group trip.’


‘Like a tour?’


‘No, more like a get-to-know-you holiday, where you do activities with other people …’


I watched one of the players pour a bottle of water over himself at the side of the court, much to the swooning of one of the women in the Royal Box. ‘So you have to mingle with the other guests?’


‘It’s kind of an essential.’


‘But what kind of a— Is this a singles’ holiday?’ I hissed.


‘Yes, but I really want to go, and I really want you to come with me.’


‘No way.’


‘Please, Elle. It’ll be so much fun.’


‘I really don’t want to do this.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because … You Had Me at Merlot? It just sounds incredibly cringey.’ I took the brochure from her. ‘It’s going to be all greasy Casanovas and titillating drinking games.’ But, flipping through the pages, I saw pictures of sunrises over medieval villages, rolling vine-covered hills, delicious Italian platters and zero bondage-masked men or booze buses.


‘You’re always saying how much you loooove being single, so why wouldn’t you love a singles’ holiday?’


‘Because the whole point of a singles’ holiday is to meet potential partners!’


‘I guess—’


‘Or is it just to have a romp in the sunshine?’


‘No, the first one. Well, maybe a bit of the second. But this isn’t an eighteen-to-thirty holiday, Elle, it’s a really classy affair. Just like you.’ She prodded my sweaty arm and gave me a look that told me she already knew I’d agree.


‘I can’t leave work.’


‘Yes you can. You haven’t taken any holiday yet this year.’


‘Can’t we go to Cancún?’


‘Next year, I promise.’


I sighed. ‘What would I have to do on this holiday? Is there anything to occupy me while you’re off sampling the … selection.’


‘There’s loads to do.’ She opened the brochure at a page that showed a smiling middle-aged couple leaning against a row of Vespas, the immense terracotta frontage of Bella Notte vineyard rising behind them. ‘You can pick grapes, you can go for walks, you can borrow a Vespa and explore the area. Or you can just taste-test all the wines and fall asleep in the sunshine.’


My friend is annoying. It’s like she has a built-in algorithm that targets my weak points and knows exactly what to hard-sell them with. And the thought of sleep and sun and endless wine had me considering her proposal. In a way, you could say she had me at ‘Merlot’. Dear God, what was I getting myself into?
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It was late the following week and the office was having an early-closing day due to a need for fumigation following a fruit-fly invasion (thanks to some over-zealous juice dieters in Accounts). I was meeting the ladies – Jasmine, Helen, Emma and Laurie – for drinks by the water in Greenwich, and the ice was already melting in the first round by the time our final femme, Marie, arrived with squidgy little baby Daisy.


‘It is so hot; my nipples will not stop lactating.’


I put down my White Russian.


‘They lactate when you’re hot? Is that even a thing? What about the women who live in countries like Tunisia?’ asked Laurie, holding her beer bottle to her hot forehead.


‘I think my body’s just trying to find any possible way to cool me down. I actually had to stand in the paddling pool at midday yesterday because they were just flowing like Timotei waterfalls.’ She stared at my cocktail. ‘I want your alcohol.’


‘By all means.’ I slid the milky drink across the table.


‘No!’ Jasmine smacked my hand with a you don’t know ANYTHING about being a new mum glare. ‘You’re doing so well; not long now.’


‘I just want some wine, just four big glasses of wine.’ She grappled around for her orange juice, unable to see the table thanks to her ginormous breasts. ‘Gah – these things are ridiculous!’


‘I think your boobs look amazing,’ said Laurie jealously.


‘You’ll have them soon; Tim is going to baby you up in no time.’


I grabbed the White Russian back again. Here we go.


‘No, Tim and I split up.’


There was a chorus of ‘Oh-no’s and all four heads tilted to the right. ‘Why?’ demanded Jasmine, personally offended. ‘He was The One.’


‘No he wasn’t,’ I said. ‘She wasn’t that into him.’


‘But I thought you were going to get married.’


‘We really hadn’t been together very long.’


‘He would have made a great dad, though,’ Emma sighed, and the others nodded in sorrow.


‘It’s okay, because Elle and I have a new plan.’ Laurie shuffled in her handbag and pulled out the brochure. ‘We’re going on a singles’ holiday.’


Squeals of delight.


‘A posh singles’ holiday,’ I clarified. ‘To a vineyard in Tuscany, to do wine tasting and suchlike.’


‘The company’s called You Had Me at Merlot!’ said Laurie with pride. The ladies sniggered.


‘Can I have a little less cheese with that wine?’ asked Jasmine, and Marie guffawed so hard she started spouting again and had to hand Daisy over to Emma.


‘The vineyard itself is called Bella Notte.’ I was aware I was bristling, which was ridiculous, as I’d had exactly the same thoughts. But hearing them bash my first holiday in for ever smarted.


‘That’s pretty,’ said Marie. ‘I envisage you both gazing at the stars, mambo Italiano-ing with signors, utterly happy-drunk on wine. Are you gonna snog someone?’ Her eyes glazed over as she transported herself into our heady, single world.


‘I am.’ Laurie put her hand up.


‘Really? With tongues?’ Helen breathed.


‘Who doesn’t use tongues? Isn’t that standard? Do people kiss differently these days?’ asked Jasmine, turning to us for answers.


‘I’m not kissing anyone,’ I said.


‘You have to.’ Helen slammed her wine on the table. ‘I mean, wouldn’t it be rude not to on a singles’ holiday? What else will you have to do?’


‘I don’t think it’s a tally-sheet, notches-on-the-bedpost type of singles’ holiday. I think it’s probably going to be older single people, not your eighteen-to-thirty crowd. We might be the youngest there.’


‘Older men can be very hot,’ said Helen, she of the younger husband. ‘Think of George Clooney.’


‘Hold on,’ said Emma. ‘George Clooney lives in Italy, and he’s often single, and he’s older – maybe he’ll be there.’


‘He’s so going to be there!’ cried Helen. ‘You’re going to marry George Clooney!’


‘Nope, George is hitched now. But even if he wasn’t, although I’d be willing to have a summer fling if he wanted one, I don’t think either Laurie or I are going to be getting married off the back of one holiday.’


‘There’s something about holidays though – being in a new place and not having to do dishes—’


‘And drinking carafe after carafe of wine,’ added Marie.


‘—it just puts you in the mood for romance. Brian proposed to me after five too many Bahama Mamas in Barbados.’


‘Ellie proposed to me at the bottom of Snowdon,’ said Emma.


‘At the bottom?’


‘We couldn’t be bothered to climb it, when it came down to it. But we were still on holiday. My friend Claudia’s taking Nick to New Zealand next week; they’re bound to come back engaged.’


‘But these are all established relationships. I have no plans to walk down the aisle any time soon.’ Jasmine and Marie exchanged raised eyebrows, which irked me even more. I know myself better than they know me, and why did they think I could only be happy if I was like them? I wasn’t single because no one loved me, nor because I surely must give out too many desperate vibes, nor because I won’t find a man unless I stop looking, and no (Dad), not because I’m a lesbian. It’s because I like my life, I like being able to come home to my own flat and be by myself and learn dance routines, and I’ve chosen to be single. And I was getting pretty fed up with having to justify myself to everyone. Of course, that little speech didn’t come out as planned, and instead I grumbled like a sullen teenager: ‘I’m not swapping my life for anyone else’s idea of my Mr Perfect. So there.’


‘I’m just glad I don’t have to go on singles’ holidays any more,’ sighed Jasmine.


‘It’s not that we have to, we want to.’ Laurie grinned, opening the brochure to a page with a large photograph of a girl riding on the back of a Vespa, sunglasses reflecting the Italian sunshine. ‘How could you not want to go here?’


‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Sometimes it’s nice to go on holidays without kids and couples all over the place.’


‘Talking about kids’ holidays,’ said Jasmine, ‘does anyone know where I can buy good, organic travel nappies? As you might have seen on Facebook, Max used his potty for the first time last night, and it was just the most adorable thing ever, but we’re going …’


I’m a horrible friend, but I faded out. I looked beyond the ladies to the baroque white architecture of the Old Royal Naval College and wondered if I’d ever fancy going back to university. Or joining the navy. Then I thought about the YouTube clip of the cat dressed as a shark, rolling around someone’s house on a Roomba. That is the most adorable thing ever, surely? I just don’t think a child weeing into a bowl compares.
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The week before my holiday, work seemed even busier than usual, if that were possible. There were a million loose ends I wanted to tie up, and a million more ‘little things’ people wanted me to do for them before I left. I hated saying I couldn’t do something, so I always said yes. But tears tickled the backs of my eyes sometimes. Not coping wasn’t an option.


I’m one of three marketing managers at a PR agency in the City, and I’d been at work since seven fifteen that Thursday morning. By two thirty I needed to stretch my legs, having only gone as far as the loos and the coffee machine since I arrived. I decided to go and wander about by Donna.


Donna is our managing director, and kind of my idol, though I’ve never said more than a ‘Hello’ and a ‘Yes, I love working here’ and an ‘Actually, it’s Elle’ to her. But she’s a woman – the only woman – near the top of the company, and one day I want to be up there near her, so I need to make myself known.


I smoothed my hair, grabbed a ringbinder (no idea what was inside) and headed downstairs to her floor with a plan to pass her office.


Here’s how I was hoping it would go:


I stride past Donna’s office, confident and professional, and she looks up.


‘Elle?’


‘Oh hi,’ I say, going in. ‘How’s your daughter?’


‘She’s great, thanks for asking. I’ve been meaning to run something by you. You’re in this for the long haul, right?’


‘Absolutely, I’m not going anywhere.’


‘That’s fantastic. You have such an admirable work ethic. I’ve noticed the extra hours you put in, the passion you show for the company, your drive to achieve results. Oh, and everyone absolutely loves you. There’s a position opening up that you’d be perfect for. It’s very high up and important, and you’d have your own office and a company credit card and a six-figure salary, and people will add you to their LinkedIn accounts.’


‘Donna, how nice of you to think of me! I’d love to!’


Here’s what actually happened:


I walked past her office five times; eventually Donna got up and closed the door. I had a mild panic attack that she’d think

I was useless if I had enough time on my hands to be wandering about all day, and decided to put in an extra couple of hours before home-time this evening.


Ah well, I’ll try the same routine tomorrow.


The rest of the day flew by in the usual blur of conference calls, marketing plans, PowerPoints and problems until my stomach let out a large growl and I glanced at the clock in the corner of my screen, which read 19:25. I looked up and there was no one else on my floor. No one at all.


Turning my chair, I used my feet to drag it and myself to the window, where I leant my forehead against the glass and gazed down at the street below. Colleagues and suited strangers spilled out of the bars and restaurants, enjoying the warm evening air that I couldn’t feel now the sun had dropped below the building opposite, and the lack of life made the air-con seem all the colder.


Why did I try so much, when those people seemed to be actually having all the fun?


I decided I’d leave early for a change, and treat myself to dinner out, somewhere in the last of the sun. I rolled my chair back to my desk and went to shut down my computer when an email came through from Donna. I replied instantly, unashamedly hoping for brownie points, and then sat back and waited.


I waited fifteen minutes, just in case a message pinged back, commending me for still being at my desk, but nothing. And then the cleaner switched out the light and I was forgotten, invisible.


For a moment I just sat there, staring at the pod after pod of empty desks, which looked eerily dead in only the shaded light from outside the tinted windows. I was important to this company, wasn’t I? I was needed, an asset. I was one of their best workers. Maybe they didn’t always notice when I was here, but I was sure they’d notice next week when I wasn’t here. Wouldn’t they?


Fine, I’d bloody go home then. I’d be back in less than twelve hours anyway.
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The following day I was indeed back at work, my last day before my holiday, and I was slouched in the boardroom with fifteen other people, waiting for a meeting to begin.


I wondered how soon this meeting could be finished with, so I could get back to the never-ending to-do list upstairs.


Then I wondered if Dan from Accounts knew how much he looked like Anneka Rice.


Damn it, my new work shirt was gaping open at the boobs again.


As the clock ticked around to ten past the time the meeting was supposed to start, I let out a ginormous sigh with an accidental audible ‘Uuurrrggghhhhhhh.’


‘Bet you can’t wait to get out of here and start your holiday,’ murmured Kath, one of my executives, who was sitting next to me, polishing off her third tepid coffee.


‘There’s just something so annoying about us all waiting for one person when we’re all busy. Who are we even waiting for?’


‘Chill out, think of all the gelato you’ll be eating this time next week.’


My team knew I was going to Italy, but no more than that. I really didn’t need them on my case about my single status too. Or, worse, asking me when I got back if I’d met anyone ‘nice’. ‘Will you be okay while I’m gone? Are you happy with everything that needs to be done on the Lush Hair account?’


‘Of course, just go and have fun and stop being such a worry-arse.’


The door opened and in strode Donna, and immediately I pulled myself up, tugged my shirt closed and nearly toppled off my chair trying to look like the most professional person in the room. There was something about Donna which always made me feel I should be on my best behaviour.


‘Morning all, let’s begin,’ she said, no nonsense. The meeting started and I tried my hardest to look interested, confident, to ask insightful questions, which I only fudged once when I said, ‘And did you want the full title, Prime Minister Boris Johnson?’


‘No, Ellen,’ said Donna, ‘let’s go with Mayor Boris Johnson.’


‘That’s what I meant – ha ha ha, silly me – oh, and it’s Elle, just so …’ My voice was swallowed up by Dan starting his Excel presentation.


Kath leaned over to me. ‘Don’t worry, I get them mixed up all the time. Just remember this: Mayor Mayor blondie hair.’
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I’d decided to take a quick trip down to the Devon seaside to visit my parents and eat a cream tea before my Tuesday-morning flight to Italy. Although the holiday was only for ten days, last year I got into trouble for not taking all of my holiday allowance, so I took two full weeks this time. I was already on edge, thinking they’d realise they got on fine without me, didn’t need me at all and I’d be fired before I could say arrivederci.


So, late at night on the Friday, when I finally left the office, I leapt on the train to Exeter where my mum picked me up and drove me home, putting me to snoozeville in my teenage bedroom, complete with purple walls, a blow-up chair and a big faded poster of Craig McLachlan that I won’t let her take down.


I woke up to seagulls thumping on the roof, squawking loudly about the appalling lack of chips at six in the morning, and our cat, Breakaway, standing all four heavy paws on my stomach as if to say You see how much my feet sink into you? LOSE WEIGHT.


Mum was already up, because whereas I can’t start my day without a handful of crisps and checking my work emails before I’ve taken off my PJs, she can’t start the day without a walk along the seafront. I had a cheeky dip into a tube of Pringles and scuttled off to join her.


The sea was calm, but a cool breeze was hanging out with the clouds that had scattered themselves over the pink skies.


‘Cold, isn’t it?’ I yawned, curling my arm around Mum’s.


‘These clouds’ll blow away by lunchtime, I’m sure. It never rains down here, in the Fiji of England. I expect it’ll be lovely and warm in Italy, won’t it?’


‘I hope so. My aim is to leave Laurie to it and just lie back in the sunshine with some vino, and eat every scrap of Italiano food that passes by.’


‘It sounds blissful. I love Italy; I could eat antipasti for every meal of the day.’


‘Then you should! Yolo, Mum.’


‘Yellow?’


‘Yolo. It means “you only live once”.’


‘So if I was at a funeral I’d say, “Well … yolo”?’


‘Probably not – it’s more of live-for-the-moment saying. Not a ha-ha-you’re-dead saying. It’s what us hashtag-cool-kids say.’


‘Are you drunk now?’


‘No, hashtagging is … never mind. Yes, antipasto is delizioso.’


‘Did you know my first holiday with a boy was to Italy?’


‘Urgh, a boy that wasn’t Dad?’


Mum threw her head back and laughed. Is there anything better in the world than someone laughing? Seeing that spontaneous burst of joy take over their face, and knowing that it’s the most wonderfully infectious disease in the world? ‘I’m afraid so! He took me there with the intention of proposing to me at the Trevi Fountain, but just as he was about to do it I looked down at my strawberry gelato and realised I loved that more than I loved him, and that was the end of that.’


‘Blimey, Mum, you heart-breaker.’


‘We’d only been together a couple of months. I think his mummy was just wanting him to find a bride.’


‘You’ve never been to Tuscany, have you? With or without potential dads from the past?’


‘No, but it looks absolutely beautiful. One day I’d like to go for a month or two, and just paint pictures and—’


‘Eat antipasti?’


‘Eat antipasti.’


‘I wish you could come on this holiday with me.’


‘I’m not sure a singles’ holiday’s quite up my street. Plus it would be a bit mean to your dad.’


‘It’s not up my street either.’


We stopped to lean over the railing and watch the rolling waves, the wind blowing our hair about. Half-asleep dog walkers and early-risers with metal detectors were the only others out at this time.


Mum put her arm around me and I shuffled closer. ‘Just don’t be closed off, sweetheart. There’s more to life than work.’


‘Antipasti?’


‘You know what I mean. It won’t do you any harm to experience some of the other lovely things in life. Hashtag yolo.’
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Late that afternoon Mum was making a cake, so I was poised at the breakfast bar with a spoon ready to eat the raw mixture. I watched her tip a pan full of melted butter and golden syrup in with the flour, sugar and eggs, and then furiously beat them together while I leant in closer and closer.


Sweet, warm, spicy smells filled the kitchen and I couldn’t resist any longer, plopping my finger straight into the batter and causing her to gently thwack my hand with her wooden spoon.


‘Mmmm, Mum, you should be a professional cake baker. A caker.’


‘I think the Food Standards Agency might have a problem with all the sticky fingers that keep going into my bakes.’


I grinned and prodded my finger back in and out, quick as lightning. ‘It’s your own fault for making such yummy things.’


‘This is a very easy cake.’ She shook in some ginger powder. ‘Do you want the recipe to take back with you?’


‘I don’t really ever have time to bake.’


‘Maybe you should try leaving the office at a normal time at least once a week. I feel like we only ever speak when you’re making the commute home in the middle of the night.’


‘It’s not the middle of the night.’ I stuck the spoon in this time. The mixture was so delicious; all buttery and smooth. ‘I never stay past nine. Besides, when I’m marketing director I’ll probably just swan in and out when I please, and won’t have to do any work at all.’ Actually, that wasn’t true. My boss, the current marketing director, was always busy, always tired-looking. ‘Maybe when I’m CEO.’


To my utter heartbreak, Mum poured the mixture into the cake tin and I watched it being led away to its oven of death. Then she started making buttercream icing. Score! Spoon and I were poised.


‘How is everything with your job? Is it all going well?’ Mum looked at me closely.


‘Yeah, it’s brilliant. I really like my position, I really like the company …’


‘But?’


‘But nothing.’ Mum shuffled about with the scales while she waited. ‘It’s just … I’m kind of ready for them to give me a bloomin’ promotion already!’ I chuckled and stole a blob of icing.


‘You do seem to give them an awful lot of blood, sweat and tears.’


‘Yeah, and it’s tiring, but my manager does seem to be pretty happy with me so it’s all helping the goal in the end.’


‘The goal to run the world?’


‘Yep.’


‘Okay. Well, as long as you’re happy. Remember they don’t own you. You’re always on about not wanting a boyfriend to mess up your “you” time, so don’t let a job either.’


‘Yes, Mum.’ We both knew that was going in one ear and straight out the other. ‘How’s everything with you? How’s the abbey?’ Mum volunteered several times a week at a National Trust property.


She lit up. ‘It’s just marvellous. I’m outdoors all day, with the trees and plants. A school group came in last week and all the little children were giving the ducks individual names; it was the sweetest thing.’


‘That sounds so nice. Not regretting retirement yet, then?’


‘Not even a tiny bit. I get to organise my own time, go where I want when I want, have cream teas left, right and centre, and bake a cake in the middle of the day. How jealous are you?’


‘Feel free to come up to London and bake cakes in the middle of the day at my house.’


‘Will you come home from work early?’


‘Will you leave me some bowl to lick?’


‘Deal.’


At that point, Dad ambled in, Breakaway in his arms, both nosing about for a snack. ‘What are you two hatching?’


‘Mum’s coming up to London to be my personal chef.’


‘Why don’t you just come and live back down here, then she can be chef to both of us?’ Dad was always trying to lure me back from the grip of London. He regularly sent me links to stories on the BBC News website about crime in the capital, or Tube strikes, or even weather forecasts when it looked bad.


I tried to give him and Breakaway a hug, but the cat leapt from his arms and legged it under the table. Dad slung an arm around me and poked a finger into the mixing bowl. ‘Mmm. What shall we have for dinner?’


Mum dusted off her hands. ‘Elle, you decide. What would you like?’


‘Would you like fish and chips?’ asked Dad with hope.


‘Would you like fish and chips, Dad?’


‘I would quite like fish and chips. I’ll pay.’


‘Crikey!’ said Mum, whipping off her apron. ‘Quick, Elle!’


Mum and I did a frantic dash about the house, grabbing handbags, shoes, glasses, the cat, putting the cat back down, turning the oven down low. It wasn’t often Dad’s wallet opened and the moths were allowed to fly out, so we had to grab this opportunity before it snapped shut again for another hundred years.
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Monday came too quickly, and though I was excited about Italy I was always sad to leave home. I bid farewell to Craig McLachlan and took my weekend bag downstairs. Mum and Dad waited by the door, Breakaway blocking it with a scowl.


‘Look, Breakers doesn’t want me to go!’ I sat on the floor and scooped him up. I knew he loved me. He wriggled and flailed his paws, a soft grey mess. ‘No, don’t leave me, please, I love you.’ I pushed my face into his fur and he leapt from my clutches. I looked up at my parents. ‘See, consider that a sign telling me I shouldn’t have a boyfriend.’


I struggled to my feet and Mum gave me a big, warm, lavendery hug. ‘Have a lovely time, sweetheart.’


‘Thanks, Mum, I’ll text you when I get there and I’ll bring you something back.’


‘Ooo, thank you. Just something small. I hope this rain lets up soon and there’s no problem with your flight in the morning.’


‘Hey, how bad can a British summer be?’ I chuckled at the sky.


‘Don’t let Laurie drink too much.’


‘I won’t.’


Mum pulled back and looked me in the eye. ‘Don’t do anything you don’t want to do.’


‘I won’t.’


‘Do you have the pill, or whatever?’ she whispered as Dad went off to put my bag in the car, since he was dropping me at the station.


‘Yes.’ I blushed.


‘Okay then. Remember to do whatever makes you happy. Maybe take a little time on this break to really think about what that is.’


The trouble with mums is that they are pretty much always right, which left me in limbo on how to take that advice. With a last hug, and a pang for her to come too, off I went.
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When I’d first turned up at the airport I was feeling ever so Cameron Diaz. I’d copied a flight outfit I’d seen her wear, right down to the big sunglasses and trilby, despite the rather crap turn the weather had taken. But after my third cappuccino I removed both hat and sunglasses, and looked anxiously at my watch. Where the hell was Laurie?


I tried to call her again. Ring-ring, ring-ring.


She could not be ditching me to go on a stupid singles’ holiday alone, when I didn’t even want to go in the first place.


Ring-ring, ring-ring.


It went to answerphone. Again. Rain pounded against the terminal windows with ferocity, as if it were hungry zombies trying to get in and infect us all. The sky was utterly grey, and inside little red ‘cancelled’ lights peppered the departures board. It was as though someone up there was reminding us not to get too comfy in our shorts: we were still in England.


The Tube is notorious for grinding to a halt at the hint of a change in the weather – be it too much wind, too much heat, too much cold, too many leaves, too much rain. I pictured Laurie stuck halfway down the Piccadilly line in a total flap, heart pounding, and eventually having a meltdown with her fellow passengers about how she was destined never to find Mr Right and would have to marry her cousin after all.


If only I knew she was even on the Tube, and therefore on her way. Check-in would close in twenty minutes, and we were seriously cutting into our duty-free time. Would I go without her, assuming she’d be on the next flight? Or would I wait at the airport, sitting on my suitcase like a forlorn loner from a Richard Curtis movie montage?


‘Elle.’


I spun around, yet couldn’t see Laurie.


‘I’m sorry.’


Now that was definitely her voice. Had she got into some terrible accident on the way here and now her ghost was talking to me?


‘Psst. It’s me,’ said a figure dressed head to toe in baggy clothing, face wrapped in a scarf, with sunglasses and a pink trucker cap.


‘Laurie?’


‘Yes,’ she whimpered.


‘Why are you dressed like a member of TLC?’


‘You’re dressed like a member of TLC.’ She jumped to her own defence. Laurie lifted her sunglasses slightly to reveal bruised, puffy eyes.


‘What happened to you?’


‘My face went wrong.’


‘Show me.’


Laurie unravelled the scarf as slowly and tenderly as she could, and it was like watching a really awkward burlesque dance. ‘I did a Botox.’


Her face was blotchy and swollen, her lips huge and her forehead frozen solid.


There are times in your life when you shouldn’t laugh, when you don’t even want to laugh, but the very knowledge that you don’t want to laugh makes your body pull its cruellest practical joke and set you off into a hysterical giggling fit, peppered with apologies. For me, these moments include funerals, people falling over and, evidently, when my best friend has a botched Botox job.


‘I must have been allergic. Will you stop bloody laughing?’


‘I’m not laughing at your face.’ Yes I was. ‘I’m laughing at … your reaction. It’s funny that you’re so worried that it looks bad because it really doesn’t.’ Yes it does. ‘Does it hurt?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why did you get Botox? You don’t have any wrinkles.’


‘Because I wanted to look fabulous on our holiday.’


That brought a fresh peal of laughter, which I smothered with a cough and shuffled Laurie over to the check-in desk. They seemed to ask her very carefully if she had anything sharp or flammable in her hand luggage.


‘The thing is,’ Laurie was saying as we eventually got through security with little more than a pat-down and an explanation of the now-inflated face from the passport photo. ‘Celebrities have Botox all the time and they look fine.’
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‘Feisty, fun and fierce — Beyoncé would be proud!”
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