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Chapter 1


His dark hair glinted in the sunshine as he turned and reached for her hand. 


‘I love you, Suzie, I’ve loved you since the first moment I met you.  Will you marry me?’


Suzie gazed at Rich’s handsome face. Her breath caught inside her. 


‘Suzie?’ he whispered, slipping a stunning diamond ring onto her finger. ‘What do you say?’ 


For a moment she couldn’t find the words to reply. 


Then suddenly she found them. 


‘I say you’re a lying, cheating bastard who’s been sleeping with Miriam from Marketing!’ and, tugging off the ring, she threw it so hard it bounced off his forehead. ‘Go to hell!’ 


 


Argh, no! 


That’s not what she’s supposed to say at all!


Staring in horror at my computer screen, I hit DELETE. Holding down my finger I watch my cursor race backwards, eating up the words like Pac-Man, until they’ve all gone. 


And I’m looking at a blank page again. 


Shit. 


Still dressed in my flannel pyjamas, I’m sitting at my desk in my office. My office being a corner of my living room, which consists of a rickety IKEA bookcase, a printer which never has any ink (it’s forever running out and have you seen the price of ink cartridges? Seriously, you’d think they were gold-plated) and an orchid, which was my attempt at designer chic but has now lost all its blooms and is just a bare twig in a pot. 


Funny, but I never see them looking like that in Elle Decor. 


Hugging my hot-water bottle to my chest (the central heating has gone on the blink again), I look at the flashing cursor for a few moments, hoping for inspiration to strike. Then give up and log into online banking to check my overdraft. 


And to think most people believe being a writer is glamorous. 


But then, so did I. 


For years I worked in an office and dreamed of writing a novel. Of being a novelist. How exciting would that be? From the dreary confines of my local council’s town-planning department, I imagined a glamorous jet-set lifestyle that would consist of penning bestsellers whilst wafting around in designer clothes. Of attending glitzy literary parties filled with scintillating conversation and free-flowing champagne. 


Until one day I wrote that book I was always talking about, got a publishing deal, moved to London and my dream came true! 


And I realised that in actual fact being a writer means rarely getting changed out of your pyjamas, buying a lot of things you don’t need on eBay, and talking to yourself a lot. 


‘Woof . . .’


Or to Heathcliff, my sausage dog. 


Another high-pitched bark interrupts my thoughts and I look across to see Heathcliff, his nose pressed up against the window, furiously yapping at my neighbour’s cat, his arch nemesis. Heathcliff has a type of body dysmorphia in which he seems to think he looks like a scary German shepherd. In real life he looks more like a comedy draught excluder and is forever taking on animals twice his size. Even next-door’s tabby is bigger than he is.


‘Hey buddy, just ignore her, she’s only teasing you.’


Scooping up his little sausage body, I tickle him under his belly and he licks my face appreciatively. I rescued him from Battersea Dog’s Home, though, to be honest, after the events of the past year, I’m beginning to wonder who rescued whom . . .


Leaving Heathcliff to declare war on Mrs Flannegan’s tabby, who’s now parading up and down the garden in a feline equivalent of sticking her thumb on her nose and twiddling her fingers, I turn back to my computer. Absently I reach for my morning coffee and take a swig. 


And spit it out again. Ugh, it’s stone cold! 


Grimacing, I pad into the kitchen, flick on the kettle and tug open the fridge, which is papered with a mishmash of takeaway menus, ‘to-do’ lists and photos. As I reach for the milk, one of the pictures catches my eye – it’s me and the gang, arms round each other, grinning drunkenly at the camera.


That photograph always makes me smile. It’s not often we get together these days, what with everyone having busy lives and living in far-flung corners of the globe, but this was taken on my birthday last year when we all managed to convene on a pub in London. I pause to look at it for the millionth time.


On the far left, inadvertently showing off a little too much of her famous cleavage, is Harriet, who recently relocated to Paris for work and has embraced all things French, including a diet of red wine, cheese and anything that’s full-fat. 


However, it seems she might have embraced things a little too heartily, judging by the email I received from her yesterday complaining: So it’s true, French women don’t get fat. Alas, I am not French. Merde! As evidence she attached a photograph of her wearing baggy jogging bottoms along with the caption: I’m now having to wear elasticated waists.


As someone who wears baggy yoga trousers to do everything but yoga, I’d replied telling her not to worry. To which she’d fired back: You don’t understand! This is Paris! Style Capital of the World! I’m like a pariah!


Mental note to self: never move to Paris. 


Next to her, with the kind of arms that make me want to lunge for a long-sleeved cardi, is Milly. Milly’s a Pilates teacher and now lives in Los Angeles, but she used to teach a course in London that promised to ‘Invigorate, Transform and Empower’. Personally for me it was more along the lines of ‘Exhaust, Ache and Give Up’, but that’s got nothing to do with Milly. She’s a brilliant teacher, and now a brilliant friend. Even if every time she sees me the first thing she does is nag me about my core strength. Or rather, lack of, I muse, feeling that little roll hanging over my waistband and automatically sucking it in. 


Then there’s Rachel. Squinting myopically into the camera, as she hates being photographed wearing her glasses, she’s still in her work suit as she’s come straight from the office. She’s a lawyer for a big firm in the City and always working on some case or other. Personally, I think she works too hard. She’s constantly stressed and travelling for work and never takes a holiday. Apparently she has so much annual leave due from work, Human Resources recently banned her from the office for a week. So she worked from home and put in even longer hours. 


On the right is my little sister Amy, though you’d never know we were sisters. Whereas I’m a brown-eyed brunette, she’s blonde and blue-eyed. She’s also a whole ten years younger. She was what my parents call, ‘a happy accident’. Which describes Amy pretty well, as she can be a bit ditzy and is forever having accidents. As her big sister, I’ve always been responsible for her. From the day she was born I was told ‘look after your little sister’, and I’ve spent my whole life taking care of her and getting her out of trouble. 


However, what she might lack in common sense, she makes up for in brains. Academically, Amy’s super-bright. She wants to be an archaeologist but, despite graduating with a first-class honours degree, she can’t get a job and has spent the past year sending out CVs whilst lurching from one temp job to another. She’s been a bicycle courier (she was terrible, she has no sense of direction), a waitress (terrible again, she can barely balance her mug of tea on her plate of toast, let alone carry four main courses and a side-salad) and dog-walker (worse than terrible, she ending up losing two dogs; thankfully they later found their own way home).


Then, six months ago, she decided she’d had enough of job-hunting and sleeping on friends’ sofas and opted to go off travelling, much to my parents’ consternation. If they didn’t have enough sleepless nights about her before she went, ever since she put on her rucksack and cheerfully waved goodbye at Heathrow, they’ve done nothing but worry themselves sick about her. I keep trying to reassure them – after all, she’s twenty-two now; she’s big enough to look after herself. 


Plus, judging by her Facebook page, she seems to be having a great time. I mean, how much trouble can you get up to lying around on a beach all day in Goa?


Actually, on second thoughts, I don’t think I want to know the answer to that question. 


Anyway, the good news is that one of the museums she sent her CV to has been in touch offering her a place on one of their research programmes. Not only that, but it’s the most prestigious archaeological research and archive centre in London and it starts in two weeks! So she’s coming home. I don’t know who’s more thrilled. Amy. Or my parents.


Which leaves me, Ruby Miller, squished up in the middle of the photo, arms draped around everyone. To be honest it’s not the most flattering picture of me. I’d bought some of that face illuminator after being convinced by the sales assistant in Boots that it was the only thing standing between me and the kind of dewy, shiny model skin you see on the front cover of Vogue. 


Except when I got home and read the instructions, it said to just dab it on your cheekbones. Easy for them to say. I don’t have any cheekbones. So instead I rubbed it all over and ended up with a big shiny moon face. I’m not kidding. The flash is actually reflecting. 


Single and thirty-something, I live with Heathcliff in a basement flat in a converted Victorian townhouse in West London. It’s not the biggest flat, or the brightest, but it has the cutest garden, with a real-life apple tree and a camellia bush that blooms all summer. Though in England, ‘all summer’ seems to amount to a week at the end of May. Still, Heathcliff likes to sniff around it even in the rain, and I like to look out onto it when I’m working. 


Saying that, writing never really feels like work. Not just because I get to do it in my pyjamas, but because it’s more than just a job, it’s like stepping outside my world and into another. I get to meet all these new people, I get to laugh with them when they’re happy and cry with them when they’re sad. I get to make best friends with my heroine. 


And – this is the best bit – I get to fall in love with my hero. 


People always ask me what kind of books I write and I guess you’d call them love stories (unless you’re the evil journalist from the Weekly Telegraph who called them something unrepeatable), but I also think of them as mysteries. 


After all, what makes two people fall in love? It’s a question people ask all over the world, in a million different languages. Last year, What is love? was the most searched query on Google. And yet no one seems to know. Even experts can’t agree. Scientists offer complicated chemical theories about pheromones and neurotransmitters, philosophers eulogise and psychotherapists analyse. But it’s impossible to define. 


Like George Harrison said, it’s ‘something’. An elusive feeling that knows no rhyme or reason. No rules. No boundaries. It can be different for every person and yet for every person it feels the same. You can’t explain it. It’s like faith, or hope . . .


Or magic. 


I’ve written three novels on the topic and I’m still looking for the answers. I guess, in a way, I’m a bit of a love detective. Not in a Sherlock-Holmes-in-a-deerstalker type of way. I’m not out searching for clues to solve crimes, though I did once spend hours with my friend Rachel, trying to discover why her online date never called her again. Which is a sort of a crime. 


As, trust me, she was a million times nicer than him. 


My friends are always telling me about their love lives and I’ve lost count of the times I’ve spent with them dissecting an opaque text message from a guy or Googling someone to see if he really was divorced (and no, he wasn’t, there were photos of him with his wife all over his firm’s website; poor Harriet was devastated). 


But it’s not just about being good at Google. When it comes to love I’m a bit of a detective because I’m fascinated by people’s stories of love and romance. I love discovering how they met and what brought them together, listening to how they talk about chemistry, whilst trying to figure out exactly what chemistry is, marvelling at how – by some incredible stroke of luck, timing, fate, or all three – two people fall in love. 


And because detectives are always exploring mysteries, and what is love, if not the greatest mystery of all?


Seriously, just look at Charles and Camilla! 


Or me and Sam. 


At the memory of him, I feel a familiar knot in my stomach. Because that’s the irony. Whilst my heroines always fall in love and get a happy-ever-after, the same couldn’t be said for me. They say you should always write about what you know, but if that’s the case, I should be writing a horror story. 


Well, how else do you describe walking in on your fiancé having sex with another woman, a week before your wedding? 


I know. It sounds like such a cliché, and it was. But just because something is a cliché, it doesn’t make it hurt any less. It just means you’re humiliated and heartbroken. 


But anyway, that’s all in the past now. 


Grabbing the carton of milk, I close the fridge and turn back to the kettle. It’s doing its usual thing of boiling away merrily and refusing to switch off, filling the kitchen with clouds of steam that are rapidly turning to condensation on the cold window panes. Which reminds me, that’s another thing I need to add to my to-do list. 


Snatching up a pen I scrawl ‘Buy new kettle’ on one of the bits of paper on the fridge door. 


I’m a big fan of lists. I love that feeling when you get to cross something off. It makes me feel all super-organised. In fact, I have a secret to confess: I sometimes even put things on there I’ve done already, just so I can draw a line through them. 


Like, for example, ‘Lunch with Diana. Friday @ 12.30.’ 


See, I can just take my pen and cross it straight off.


Wait a minute . . . I pause. Working from home makes every day roll into the next and I quickly scroll through the calendar in my head. Oh crap, Friday’s today! I glance across at the clock on the microwave. And is that the time already? 


Double crap.


Abandoning the half-made coffee, I dash back into my bedroom, throw on some clothes and attempt to drag a brush through my hair, before giving up, sticking on a woolly hat and grabbing my coat. 


Heathcliff starts yapping; he hates it when I go out and leave him. ‘Heathcliff look! There’s the pussycat!’ I fib, to create a distraction. As he races over to the French windows, I race out of the front door. 


Honestly. Lying to my own dog. What next? 


And, taking the steps two at a time, I reach the street and begin hurrying towards the Tube.










Chapter 2


Outside it’s a typical January day in London. Cold, grey and damp, the city feels grumpy and lethargic. Even the weather can’t be bothered to make the effort to pour with rain, and instead is just lazily drizzling. But I don’t have time to go back and hunt for an umbrella and, even if I did, it would probably only blow inside out. I grimace, pulling up my collar and dipping my head into the wind. 


I take the Tube to Baker Street, then walk to Marylebone High Street. Diana’s my agent and we’ve arranged to meet at a little Italian café on the corner. Before I was a writer, I thought lunch with an agent would be terribly glamorous, all fancy restaurants and big business deals, but in reality we meet in cafés and spend the whole time gossiping about men over the house white. 


Only, in all the rush I’m actually a few minutes early, and Diana hasn’t arrived yet, I realise, glancing in the window. In which case I’ll just pop next door and buy my parents a card – it’s their wedding anniversary in a few weeks. 


Next door is my favourite bookshop in all of London. In all the world, probably. Feeling a rush of pleasure I push open the door and walk inside. An original Edwardian bookshop, with beautiful floor-to-ceiling oak shelves, a creaky wooden staircase, and books organised into their different countries, it’s more than just a bookshop, it’s like taking a trip around the world. 


Heading past Malaysia and Africa, I reach the rack of cards and, twirling it around, find the perfect one for Mum and Dad. Pleased, I make my way towards the till. 


Then pause.


Hang on . . .


In the shadowy depths of the bookshop, a statuesque grey-haired woman, wearing a Columbo-style mackintosh raincoat with the collar turned up and oversized sunglasses, is acting very suspiciously over by Great Britain. Grabbing several books from a shelf, she’s nervously chewing gum and looking from side to side to make sure no one is looking. 


That’s Diana, although she hasn’t noticed me. What on earth is she doing?


I’m about to call out her name when suddenly, in a swift and seamless move, she swipes the books quickly up inside her coat.


Oh my god. She’s shoplifting!


I watch in horror as she starts heading towards the exit, head down, avoiding the eye of all the sales assistants. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. For a moment I’m frozen to the spot in disbelief, then abruptly I come to. I can’t just stand here; I need to take action. I have to stop her before she gets caught. Diana isn’t just my agent, she’s also a dear friend.


I suddenly see the news headline flashing before my eyes: 


 


SUCCESSFUL LITERARY AGENT ARRESTED FOR


SHOPLIFTING IN A LONDON BOOKSHOP. 


‘I don’t know what came over me,’ wept disgraced agent Diana Diamond as she was led away in handcuffs. ‘My reputation and career are now ruined!’ 


 


Prompted to act, I charge towards her like a rugby player. She might be six foot tall, but I’m prepared to tackle her to the ground if need be. 


‘Diana!’ I say her name out loud, blocking her path.


She looks up in surprise and, seeing me, creases her face into a huge smile. ‘Hey sweetie!’ she cries in her strong New York accent. ‘You’re looking great as always!’ 


‘So are you,’ I smile, trying to avert my eyes from the large bulge under her mac. I don’t know what to say. It’s like the time a girl at school had terrible halitosis and no one knew how to tell her. In the end I bought her a packet of Polos and hoped she’d take the hint. 


But this is going to take a lot more than a breath mint. 


‘I just thought I’d pop in, check out the competition,’ she laughs. ‘It’s a habit.’


Maybe she’s a kleptomaniac. Maybe she can’t help it. Maybe it’s a bona-fide medical condition she’s never told me about. 


‘But hey, listen, let’s go next door and get some lunch and catch up.’ 


Shit. I have to stop her. But how?


She goes to step forward and there’s nothing else for it: I block her. 


‘Oops,’ she laughs as we almost bump into each other, and steps to one side. I do the same. She laughs again and steps back. I mirror her move. Back and forth we go like we’re doing some kind of dance, until finally she gasps with impatience. ‘Ruby, is everything OK?’ she asks, pushing her sunglasses onto her head and peering at me intently. ‘You’re acting really weirdly.’


‘I’m acting weirdly?’ I reply indignantly, before remembering myself and hastily lowering my voice. ‘You have books underneath your coat,’ I hiss. 


‘I know,’ she replies evenly. 


I feel a beat of shock. Gosh, she’s so brazen about it. 


‘They’re your books,’ she adds, and gives me a quick flash. I see a whole pile of my latest novel hidden in the lining of her coat. 


I gape at her in total confusion. ‘But why would you steal my books?’ I whisper. 


Throwing back her head she erupts with throaty laughter. ‘I’m not stealing them silly!’ and sweeping past me she moves over to the ‘Weekly Promotions’ table and starts moving books around. 


‘So what are you doing?’ I hiss, rushing over.


‘Well, no one’s going to notice you if you’re sitting on a shelf, now are they?’ she intones, roughly shoving several bestselling celebrity tell-alls to one side and plonking my books on top. Spreading them around so there’s a whole display, she picks one up and starts waving it around. 


‘Come and buy this book by Ruby Miller,’ she says loudly to an elderly woman in tweed who’s browsing the Russian classics section. The old lady looks up from her copy of Dostoevsky and peers at us through her spectacles. 


‘It’s fabulous, lots of sex,’ adds Diana with a wink. 


Oh my god. 


‘I’m so sorry, please ignore my friend,’ I fluster apologetically, my cheeks blushing bright red. ‘She’s American,’ and, grabbing Diana by the elbow, I start steering her towards the exit. 


‘What’s wrong with lots of sex?’ she protests.


Is it just me or is her voice getting even louder? Several other customers are turning around to stare now and it’s all I can do to get her through the doorway. 


‘I write romance, not porn!’ I gasp, once we’re outside. 


‘So what?’ she shrugs. ‘Sex sells.’


I shoot her a look. After the furore surrounding Fifty Shades of Grey, she’s been nagging me to try my hand at erotic fiction, but I can’t. Not in a million years. I once tried talking dirty with a boyfriend – it was his idea not mine – and it was so embarrassing. Plus I was useless at it. I’m not a prude, I’m not still calling it ‘my front bottom’ like my friend Harriet, but I can’t even say the you-know-what word, let alone write it down. Imagine my mum and dad reading it?


I feel a flush of embarrassment. Oh god, no. On second thoughts, best not. 


Dashing out of the rain, which has now obviously decided it should put a bit more effort in and is coming down in stair-rods, we step next door and are seated by the waitress who swiftly takes our order. 


‘So, how’s the new book going?’ asks Diana, getting down to business.


I feel a beat of anxiety as my mind flashes back to earlier, sitting at my computer, staring at the blank screen. ‘Slowly,’ I say vaguely. 


‘How much have you written so far?’


‘Um, you mean specifically?’ I try stalling. 


‘Because I’m dying to read it!’ she continues swiftly. ‘I thought if you emailed me the first few hundred pages, or whatever, I could read it tonight on the flight back to New York.’ 


Diana works for a literary agency based here in London, which also has offices in New York, and she’s always back and forth. Which sounds exciting, but in actual fact it just means eating a lot of bad airline food and being constantly jetlagged. 


‘Well, that’s the thing . . .’ I swallow hard. Fuck. I’m going to have to confess. ‘There aren’t any pages,’ I blurt. 


For a moment, there’s a pause, then . . .


‘None?’ Even unflappable Diana, who will fight a publisher to the death for me and is never fazed by anything, looks slightly alarmed. 


‘Not yet, no,’ I add hastily. ‘But it’s just a bit of writer’s block. I’ll be fine,’ I say reassuringly, though I’m not sure if it’s her or me I’m trying to reassure. 


‘Of course you will,’ she agrees confidently, swiftly remembering her role is to support and encourage. ‘What you need is some inspiration and I have just the thing. There’s this guy—’


‘No,’ I shake my head, cutting her off. 


‘What do you mean, no? You don’t even know what I was going to say.’


I throw her a look. ‘Is the Pope a Catholic?’ 


‘What?’ She stares at me all wide-eyed and innocent. ‘I’m your agent, I can’t believe you don’t trust me.’


I feel a stab of guilt. ‘I’m sorry,’ I apologise quickly, feeling bad for misjudging her. ‘I thought for a moment you were trying to set me up on another date, that’s all.’ 


Her face colours. ‘Well, I wouldn’t call it a date exactly.’ 


Wait a minute . . .


‘Why, what would you call it?’ I ask suspiciously. 


‘A favour. He’s a friend of a friend and he’s going to be coming through London at the end of next month and doesn’t know anyone,’ she says briskly, before I can get a word in. ‘And I said you’d meet him for coffee. That’s all,’ she adds, smiling brightly. 


‘Well, now you’re going to have to tell him I can’t,’ I reply firmly.


She frowns. ‘C’mon Ruby, it’s only a coffee.’


‘That’s how I met Sam. In the queue at Starbucks, remember? One minute he was buying me a cappuccino and asking me out on a date; eighteen months later he was cheating on me and I was calling off our wedding.’


‘I know, and it sucks, but that was over a year ago—’


‘And it still feels like yesterday,’ I reply quietly.


Reaching across the table, she gives my hand a sympathetic squeeze. ‘I know, sweetie,’ she says, softening, ‘but you can’t give up on love.’


‘Why not?’ I say impulsively. 


‘Because you’ll end up on the shelf like one of your books,’ she quips, trying to make me laugh, but it just makes me more resolute. 


‘Fine. I don’t care,’ I shrug, leaning back into my chair. ‘Maybe it’s better that way.’


Diana looks at me, shocked. 


‘Well, why not?’ I demand again and, as the thought strikes me, it suddenly catches like an ember from a flame, and takes hold. ‘I’ve always been such a hopeless romantic, I’ve always dreamed of love and marriage and happy-ever-afters . . . and yes, I know it’s not always easy,’ I add quickly, before she can. ‘But I’ve always had hope – it’s like the Beatles said, “All You Need Is Love” . . .’ I break off and stare down at the table, twisting up my paper napkin as my mind races. I can feel the emotions rising inside me, all the hurt and disappointment and heartbreak. ‘But you know what? Not anymore, the Beatles got it wrong, it’s all bollocks—’


‘But you can’t say that!’ protests Diana. 


‘Yes I can,’ I fire back. 


It’s like a revelation. It’s as if everything I’ve held onto my whole life is crumbling away around me and I’ve suddenly seen the reality. ‘And it’s not just about what happened to me, look at all my friends!’ I cry, my emotions spilling out of me. ‘They’ve all been disappointed in love. Look at Harriet – she just found out the guy she was dating was still married! And then there’s Milly: her boyfriend’s a commitment-phobe and after seven years he still won’t propose. And what about Rachel? She’s been single forever, because every date she goes on ends in disaster—’


‘And that’s exactly why you can’t write,’ interrupts Diana simply. 


I break off and look at her. 


‘It’s not because you have writer’s block, it’s because you don’t think any of it is true any more. You’ve lost your faith in love, Ruby,’ she says, and gives me a long look. ‘You just don’t believe in love any more.’


I fall silent, her words sinking in, only this time I don’t try to argue. 


Finally I’ve admitted it to myself. For so many months I’ve been trying to ignore a fear deep inside of me, to hold onto that person who, despite everything, believes in love. Real, true love. Move-heaven-and-earth, can’t-live-without-you love. The kind of love that makes people do incredible, ridiculous, wonderful things. And, despite everything that’s happened, despite her being bashed and bruised and badly shaken, I don’t want to let that person go. 


But she’s already gone, I suddenly realise.


‘You’re right,’ I say quietly. ‘I don’t think I do believe in love any more.’ 


We’re interrupted by the arrival of my gnocchi and Diana’s spaghetti marinara; Diana’s distracted as the waitress fusses around her, laying down a plate for the shells and a finger bowl with a slice of lemon. The waitress leaves the table, and we both fall silent as we make a start on our food. 


After a few moments, Diana breaks off between mouthfuls. ‘What you need is a vacation,’ she says decisively. ‘Why don’t you take some time out? Shut the laptop, turn off your phone, go relax on a beach somewhere.’


‘A beach? I can’t go and sit on a beach.’ I make a moan of protest, but she railroads my objections. 


‘It’ll do you the world of good. Seriously, when was the last time you had a break?’ She looks at me pointedly. 


‘The year before last. Sam and I went on a cycling holiday around Norway. You know how he loved activity holidays.’


‘That’s not a vacation. A vacation is lying on a beach in a bikini, not wearing a fleece and a backpack.’


I smile, despite myself. ‘I know, but I can’t, I have so much to do here—’


‘Trust me, I’m your agent, I know what’s best for you. See . . .’ With her fork she gestures towards the window. I glance over and see the little old lady from the bookshop. Sitting at a table, she’s sipping a cappuccino, deeply engrossed in a novel. Only it’s not Dostoevsky’s, it’s mine. 


I turn back to Diana, who raises her eyebrows. ‘Now will you do what you’re told?’ She waggles her fork scarily at me. ‘A vacation will do you the world of good. Go!’










Chapter 3


It’s already dusk by the time I arrive back at the flat. It’s still raining heavily and I’m just putting my key in my front door when I hear a loud thudding coming down the steps behind me. My heart jumps into my throat and I twirl around, terrified. 


‘Who’s there?’ I demand, in my deepest, gruffest voice.


I see a dark shape. Hear a rustle in the bushes. Oh my god! Just when I think things can’t get any worse, I’m going to be mugged! And on my own doorstep! 


Gripped with panic and fear I try to scramble my brain into action, I need to act fast, surprise my assailant, attack before I’m attacked— 


‘Ruby, is that you dear?’ 


Suddenly I hear a quavering voice. 


‘Mrs Flannegan!’ I gasp, my voice coming out in a rush of relief. ‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m sorry, did I scare you there for a moment?’ The security light flashes on, and across the hedge her face abruptly comes into view underneath her plastic rain hood. 


‘No, not at all, don’t be silly,’ I fib, feeling silly myself that I could have been scared by my tiny, silver-haired neighbour. Mrs Flannegan’s nearly eighty, a widow and a heavy smoker, and has lived in the flat next door for fifty-eight years. I often chat to her over the garden wall, as she likes to go outside for a cigarette. She has to use a walking stick now, as she’s unsteady on her feet, but three times a day she stands by her back door, blowing out clouds of smoke, like she must have done for over half a century. 


‘I was just coming back from the shop, I had to get a few things.’


‘Here, let me help,’ I offer, rushing across to her and grabbing the shopping trolley, which she’s attempting to drag down the steps behind her. 


‘Oh, you are so very kind dear,’ she smiles. ‘I was rather wondering if a big strong man might come to my rescue, but you’ll do . . .’ She lets out a chuckle, which turns into a rattling cough. 


‘You should stop smoking,’ I chide, hitching the trolley over the crook of my arm so I can help her down the rest of the steps, which are all slippery in the rain. 


‘Then I’d have no vices left,’ she grumbles. 


I scoop her key from underneath the geranium pot on her windowsill – despite my constant nagging that’s it’s less a ‘hiding’ place and more a ‘come and burgle me’ place, she refuses to move it – then unlock her front door and help her inside. We’re greeted by her tabby cat, which immediately begins rubbing herself on Mrs Flannegan’s stockinged ankles. 


‘What’s yours?’


‘My what?’ Turning on the hallway light, I walk through into the kitchen and start putting away her groceries: teabags in the cupboard on the left, fruit scones in the bread bin, milk in the fridge . . . I’ve done this so many times, I know where everything goes, including her tins of treacle pudding which, for some bizarre reason that she’s never explained, she keeps next to the shoe polish. I’m always worried she’ll get mixed up one day and end up eating black gloss polish and custard. 


‘Your vice,’ she says, as if it’s obvious. Having changed into her tartan slippers, she shuffles behind me into the kitchen and flicks on the kettle. 


‘Oh, I don’t have one,’ I laugh, reaching for the teapot. Mrs Flannegan likes her tea brewed properly: ‘None of that horrid bags-in-cups business.’


Resting a bony hand on her walking stick, she peers at me through her large, thick-rimmed glasses. ‘Every girl should have a vice, you know,’ she says with a click of her tongue, ‘whether it’s drinking, cigarettes, men . . .’


‘Mrs Flannegan!’ I laugh, feeling myself blush a little.


‘Don’t be so shocked dear! I was young once you know . . .’ She trails off and gives a little chuckle as she reminisces. ‘There’s plenty of time for being sensible when you get to my age. You’ve got to walk on the wild side a little, be a rebel.’ Her eyes flash wickedly behind the thick lenses of her spectacles. ‘Do something daft, impulsive, bad for you.’


‘I take sugar in my tea,’ I counter, heaping a teaspoon into my cup, ‘and if you promise you won’t tell anyone, I’ll let you into a secret . . .’


Mrs Flannegan leans her silver head closer.


‘I haven’t paid my TV licence.’


She looks appalled.


‘But I’m going to,’ I protest quickly, ‘it’s on my list!’


‘And to think when I was your age I was kicking my heels up,’ she mutters, shaking her head with disapproval. ‘In my day, you’d never catch me indoors watching telly – not that we had it in my day, but still . . .’ She looks at me with something that looks suspiciously like pity. 


Our walls are paper-thin and, since I broke up with Sam, I seem to spend most of my evenings watching crap TV. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve fallen asleep on the sofa and woken up in the early hours with it still blaring.


Avoiding her disapproving gaze, I busy myself with the tea as she makes her way into the living room and eases herself into her armchair by the fire. Immediately Snoopy, her cat, jumps into her lap and curls up like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. 


‘You know she’s still teasing Heathcliff,’ I say, passing her a cup.


‘She’s a terrible flirt, like her mother,’ she smiles, patting her affectionately.


I laugh and take a few sips of tea. Next to her, on the sideboard, are dozens of photographs, mostly of her grandchildren (at the last count she had nine), but tucked in the middle, in a heart-shaped frame, is one of her and her husband Alf. Taken not long before he died, they’re sitting in deckchairs on the seafront holding hands. I feel suddenly sad. They don’t make love like that any more. 


‘Well, I’d best be getting back next door . . .’ Glancing away, I look at my watch. It’s getting late and I need to feed Heathcliff. 


‘Of course, I mustn’t keep you, I know how busy you young ones are,’ she smiles. ‘It’s Friday night, going out somewhere nice?’


I hesitate. I was supposed to be meeting Rachel for a drink, but she cancelled as she had to work late again on some big case. Poor Rach works such long hours, I haven’t seen her for weeks; but, to be honest, when she called to cancel I didn’t mind. In fact, to be honest, I felt relieved; I’m just not in the mood to go out these days. Actually, I can’t remember being in the mood to do anything much since . . .


My mind flicks back to my engagement party, me in a red dress, drunk on champagne and happiness, my arms wrapped around Sam as we slow-danced to an old Sam Cooke song around our living room. It was a summer night. Everything was warm and fuzzy. Our future was glistening ahead of us, filled with hopes and dreams that shone and sparkled like the stars in the night sky. 


And in that moment everything seemed possible. Everything was wonderful. And although it was late and all our friends and family had left, I remember feeling that everything I had ever wanted was there in that room. 


Well, anyway. Like I said, it’s been a while since I’ve felt in the mood. 


‘Yes, out on the town,’ I fib, crossing my fingers behind my back. I hate lying to Mrs Flannegan, but I can’t admit the truth that I have no plans except for another evening on the sofa with a takeaway pizza and Heathcliff, watching repeats on TV.


‘Well, have a lovely time dear,’ she smiles.


I feel a stab of guilt. ‘Thanks, I’ll try,’ I smile and, giving her a little wave, I let myself out of the front door. 


Arriving back at my flat, I kick off my shoes, scoop the post off the doormat and pad into the living room. Heathcliff is waiting like a sentry by his dog bowl. Having fed him quickly, I flop down at my desk. The blank screen of my computer is waiting to greet me like a sulky teenager and, ignoring it, I set about opening my mail.


Bills, bank statements, junk mail . . . Just the usual, then. I’m about to shove it all onto the growing pile to deal with later, when I spot something else. A postcard. I perk up. On the front is a photograph of a beautiful, palm-fringed beach in Goa, Southern India. I turn it over. 


 


Hi Rubes! Having an amazing time! Wish you were here! Amy x 


 


The rain lashing against the window distracts me and I turn to gaze outside. Dusk has given way to darkness and so I flick on the desk lamp. My little terraced garden recedes and I see my figure reflected back at me. Pale-faced, shoulders hunched, hair scraped up into a scrunchie, I look about a hundred years old, and for a moment I barely recognise myself. 


I’d always assumed that by the time I hit thirty my life would be sorted out, I’d have a career, a partner, a future. And for a while everything seemed to be going to plan. Getting my first novel published, meeting Sam, falling in love, planning our wedding – all the foundations of my life were falling magically into place and now all that was left was to build a future upon them.


And for a few dizzying months, everything was perfect. I had what every magazine article says you can’t have: I had it all.


Until one day, in the split second it takes to turn the handle on a bedroom door, I discovered that those magazines were right after all. I didn’t have it all. I had a fiancé who was sleeping with someone else. 


And boom, just like that, all those foundations I’d carefully laid, all that future I was happily building, brick by naive brick, came crashing down on top of me, burying me underneath the rubble of broken dreams, betrayal and more tears than I ever thought it was possible for a human to shed. Forget breaking my heart, Sam pretty much destroyed it. 


Luckily for me, the emergency services were on hand to pull me out of the wreckage. Though in my case it wasn’t the police, ambulance or fire brigade that saved my life, it was my girlfriends, Gordon’s gin, and a trip to Battersea Dog’s Home. And in time I got over it. Well people always do, don’t they? It happens all the time. Now I’m fine. More than fine. I’ve got my career, my health, my friends and family, plus Heathcliff if I need a cuddle. I’m really lucky. 


And yet . . . I stare harder at my reflection. And yet sometimes I can’t help feeling like I lost myself somehow. That I’m just going through the motions. That the old me is still lying buried underneath that rubble and, try as I might, I don’t know how to find her again . . . 


A gust of wind makes the French windows rattle and they suddenly blow open. I mustn’t have shut them properly earlier and I jump up to close them, shivering in the blast of cold winter air as I fiddle with the old catch. Gosh, it’s horrible out there. Maybe Diana was right. Maybe all I need is a holiday. Some sun, sea and sand. Maybe a change of scene will inspire me. Fix my writer’s block. 


I glance down at the postcard that’s blown fluttering onto the floor. I pick it up. I’ve never been to India. It seems so magical, so exotic. And I have to say, that beach does look inviting . . . 


Impulsively I sit back down at my desk, snatch up my mouse, click onto Expedia, and search for flights to Goa. My sister’s coming back in a week’s time, so it’s probably a crazy idea, I mean, I probably won’t be able to get a flight last minute anyway . . . Oh look, there’s one leaving first thing tomorrow! 


I hesitate, a list of all the things I need to do running through my head, all the reasons why I can’t possibly just drop everything and jump on a plane. Every sane, sensible, careful bone in my body is telling me it’s a ridiculous idea. A holiday isn’t going to fix anything. I need to stay here. I have deadlines, bills to pay, a pile of laundry, my annual check-up at the dentist’s . . . 


‘There’s plenty of time to be sensible when you get to my age.’ Mrs Flannegan’s voice rings in my ears. 


And it is only a week. 


Before I can change my mind, I click purchase. 


After all, what can happen in a week?










Chapter 4


Two long-haul flights squashed on the back row, next to the toilets, in a seat that won’t recline, a delayed stopover in Doha Airport where a cappuccino costs a small fortune, and some severe turbulence later, I finally arrive in Goa. 


Phew. 


If I looked a hundred years old when I left Heathrow, I look double that now, I wince, giving myself a fright as I catch my bleary-eyed reflection in a mirror as I wait at baggage reclaim. 


Still, I’m here, I quickly remind myself. In India! On holiday! 


Despite my exhaustion, I feel a surge of excitement. It was all a bit of a rush, but I got everything sorted:


 


To Do


 


1. Water plants 


 


(aka half-dead spider plant in bathroom.)


 


2. Put lights on timer 


 


(though let’s be honest, does this really fool a potential burglar?)


 


3. Leave Heathcliff with Mrs Flannegan.


 


(She offered to look after him and I gave her strict instructions on how he likes being tickled under his belly and not to give him too many treats. Last time she had him for the weekend he came back twice the size and couldn’t even fit through his dog door. Admittedly he didn’t look best pleased to be left with his arch nemesis, Snoopy the cat, who promptly got into Heathcliff’s basket, but I’ll make it up to him. Somehow.) 


 


4. Buy Immodium


 


(also insect repellent, antiseptic ointment, plasters, hand sanitiser, headache tablets, tampons . . . I didn’t have time to go shopping so I had to do it all at Heathrow . . . in fact, sod it, just throw in all of Boots to be on safe side.) 


 


5. Buy guidebook


 


(I like to be prepared. See above.)


And last but not least.


 


6. Shut laptop! 


 


Spotting my suitcase, I grab it off the conveyor belt and, stifling a yawn, set off, wheeling it determinedly towards the exit. A few days of sun, sea and relaxation and I’ll be a whole new me. 


It’s like walking into a sauna. 


As the automatic doors slide open, I step from the cool, air-conditioned building into the tropical humidity outside. It’s still early in the morning and darkness is clinging on around the edges of the new day, but the heat is already stifling. I’m greeted by an excited crowd of people waiting for their friends and relatives, arms waving, faces smiling, voices shouting. 


I smell the air: it’s a pungent mix of diesel oil mingled with incense, and I take a deep lungful. It smells like India. My excitement ratchets up a notch and for a moment I pause, trying to slowly take it all in. To observe. To let myself acclimatise. But it’s impossible. It’s like being on a diving board, I just need to jump straight in.


Gripping on to my suitcase, I charge forwards through the commotion. Busily I scan the crowds. I texted my little sister yesterday to tell her I was coming out and she texted back excitedly, asking for my flight details and saying she would pick me up at the airport. 


Only I can’t see her. 


My gaze passes from face to face, but there’s just a sea of shiny black hair and not a blonde head in sight. I feel a familiar tug of annoyance. Why am I not surprised? This is so typical of Amy. She’s always late. Or in the wrong place. 


Or she’s totally forgotten. 


I get a sudden flashback to last year, waiting for her in the pouring rain in Leicester Square. It was just after I’d broken up with Sam and we’d arranged to see a movie, only she never showed up. Or answered her phone. (That’s another thing about my sister, she has this infuriating habit of never answering her phone because she didn’t hear it, or she’s run out of credit, or she’s forgotten to charge it. Or the classic excuse: she forgot to turn it on.) I ended up spending Saturday night on my own, sitting amid a row of snuggly couples, watching What To Expect When You’re Expecting. 


Trust me, I still bear the scars. 


‘You need taxi?’ A small, wiry man appears next to me. 


‘No thanks, I’m fine,’ I smile politely, and try to keep moving. 


But I’ve barely gone two more paces before I’m swooped upon by another man. ‘Taxi ma’am?’


‘Um, no thank you,’ I shake my head, dislodging the beads of sweat that have sprung up around my hairline. They start trickling down my face in big fat rivulets. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’


He stares at me dubiously, and who would blame him? I’d left my flat dressed for the weather – as in, the weather in London in January, not the weather in Southern India – and I’m wearing black leggings, a black jumper and a pair of black boots. Believe me, I couldn’t look less fine. 


Fine is sitting on the sofa with your feet up, drinking a cup of tea and flicking through Grazia. Fine is not melting in thirty-five-degree heat, encased in Lycra and sporting a pair of swollen cankles. 


And now I’m being dived upon by a whole crowd of taxi drivers. ‘Miss! Taxi! You need taxi? I give you ride! Where you go? Taxi! Miss!’ 


It reminds me of a wildlife programme I once saw where all these lions were circling a herd of elephants and one became separated and was all lost and vulnerable and boom, they pounced. 


In my head I can hear David Attenborough’s voiceover: 


‘The taxi drivers circle the crowds of arriving passengers, hungry for a fare, until suddenly they spot one . . . jetlagged and disorientated, it’s been left stranded . . . and as it moves away from the pack and starts looking for its relative, it leaves itself defenceless . . .’ 


Just as I’m identifying with the elephant (trust me, you haven’t seen my cankles) and thinking, that’s it, there’s no point trying to resist, I might as well give up on my sister and be bundled into a cab, I hear a voice: 


‘Rubes!’ 


At the sound of my name I twirl around and see a tousled blonde head bobbing up and down in the crowd and a pair of tanned, skinny arms stacked with lots of sparkly bracelets waving in the air. I watch them both getting closer, until suddenly the crowds part, and my little sister bursts forth. 


‘You’re here already!’ she gasps breathlessly, flinging her jangly arms around me. 


My sister always acts surprised to see you when she’s late. As if it’s a complete mystery to her how this could have happened. 


‘Well yes, my flight arrived an hour ago,’ I reply, hugging her back. 


‘Oh, was it early?’


‘No, it was on time,’ I bristle as we break apart. ‘Didn’t you get my text?’


She looks at me blankly. 


I’m about to remind her that I texted her my flight details, but I don’t want to get into an argument already, I’ve only just arrived. Plus, knowing me and my little sister, there’ll be plenty of time for that later. 


‘So how are you?’ I ask, quickly changing the subject and standing back to take a good look at her. Her hair has gone even blonder in the sun, her skin is tanned and, instead of her usual Topshop wardrobe, she’s wearing an embroidered pink kaftan and a pair of brightly patterned silk harem trousers. Next to me in my head-to-toe black combo she’s like an explosion of colour. 


‘Wicked!’ she grins back, her teeth looking super-white against her suntan. ‘How are you Rubes?’ She jumps around exuberantly. 


‘A bit jetlagged,’ I reply, feeling like her ancient, ashen-faced big sister. It’s times like these I think there are more than just ten years between me and Amy; it’s like we don’t even speak the same language. 


‘Well no worries, we can get a tuk-tuk and head straight back.’ Grabbing my suitcase she starts negotiating her way through the crowd. 


‘A tuk-tuk?’ I repeat uncertainly.


But she’s already sped ahead in her flip-flops. I hurry after her, sweating profusely in my boots and leggings as she charges towards the busy road. 


‘Be careful!’ I shriek, as she steps into the melee of traffic and starts waving her arms around. ‘You’ll get knocked down . . .’


Oh god. I’ve been here five minutes and I’ve already turned into Mum. 


As a brightly coloured rickshaw comes hurtling towards her, I have to cover my eyes. 


‘Here we are!’ she says cheerfully, and I open them with relief to see that yes, I still have a sister and no, she’s not squashed in the middle of the road, but is instead shoving my bag into the back seat. ‘Hey, are you all right?’ She glances at me, curiously. ‘You look worried.’ 


‘Of course I’m not worried,’ I protest.


Which of course is a total lie. I’m always worried when I’m with my little sister. The two go together. Like PMT and chocolate. 


‘I’m just a little nervous . . .’ I stare at the tuk-tuk, which is belching out exhaust fumes with a deafening noise. It’s basically a scooter with a sidecar perched on top and has no doors or seatbelts. ‘Is it safe?’ I ask warily. 


‘Of course it’s not safe,’ she laughs. ‘This is India! Come on, get in!’


I falter, then, putting aside my fears, I start trying to shoehorn my hand luggage into the back. Only, whilst my Samsonite carry-on might have been made to fit into the plane’s overhead lockers, the designers obviously haven’t given thought to the space in a tuk-tuk. 


‘Damn, it won’t fit, we’ll have to get a cab instead,’ I say regretfully, whilst feeling secretly thrilled by the prospect. I take back my earlier David Attenborough fears. An air-conditioned cab seems like a much better option.


But I hadn’t bargained on the driver’s determination not to lose a fare. Before I know it, he’s jumped out of the front seat and is shoving my luggage on the roof. 


‘Is it going to be OK on there?’ I ask, somewhat anxiously, as he ties it on with a bit of string. 


‘No problem,’ he beams, shooting me a blindingly white smile and swinging back behind the wheel. He motions for me to get in.


‘Because there are a few breakables,’ I continue, clambering onto the back seat behind my sister, who’s already hopped inside with the ease of someone for whom climbing into a tuk-tuk is now like jumping on a bus, ‘and I’m just a bit concerned—’


The driver slams his foot on the gas and I’m catapulted forwards as the tuk-tuk accelerates off. 


‘Ouch . . . oomf . . . sorry,’ I jabber, bashing my leg as I lose my balance and crash headfirst onto my sister’s lap. 


‘Will you stop worrying!’ laughs Amy, as I resurface. ‘You’re on holiday!’


‘I know I’m on holiday,’ I nod, lurching onto the back seat and clinging on for dear life as we career around a corner. ‘It’s just . . . you know me . . . I don’t want my camera to break . . .’ 


‘Are you seriously trying to tell me you don’t have insurance?’ Amy gives a little snort of disbelief. 


I colour. I’m renowned for being prudent. I have insurance for insurance. 


‘I’m just being careful, that’s all,’ I say, a little stiffly. ‘If you were a bit more careful, I wouldn’t always be having to . . . ow!’ We bounce over a pothole and hit our heads. I hear my luggage bang up and down on the roof. 


Amy stifles a giggle. ‘Well anyway, you’re going to be too busy doing yoga to be worrying about anything for a week,’ she replies.


‘Oh I don’t think so.’ Now it’s my turn to laugh. ‘I’m terrible at yoga. You know me, I can’t even touch my toes.’


‘You will be able to after a week at Rising Bliss, it’s one of the best yoga retreats in Goa.’


‘A yoga retreat?’’ My laughter trails off and I peer at her uncertainly. ‘But I thought we were staying in a resort.’


‘Resort, retreat, what’s the difference?’ She gives a tinkly little laugh and for the first time I notice something glinting underneath her fringe. 


‘What’s that?’ I ask, pointing to a little sparkly thing between her eyebrows. 


‘My bindi,’ she shrugs nonchalantly. 


‘Your bindi?’ This, from a girl who left Heathrow six months ago wearing skinny jeans and a Scouse brow and with her beloved hair straighteners carefully packed in her hand luggage. 


‘I can get you one if you like,’ she offers. 


‘Thanks, but I don’t think it would suit me.’


‘You need to chill out a bit, Rubes, let go of your negativity, open your chakras.’ 


Oh god help us, my little sister’s gone all hippy on me. 


‘My chakras are already open, thanks very much,’ I say, a little huffily. 


‘Wait till you meet Shine, he’ll sort you out.’


‘Who’s Shine?’ I ask. ‘And, by the way, I don’t need sorting out.’


‘He’s the yoga instructor. He’s amazing,’ she gushes, going all limp-eyed. 


‘Oh-oh, someone’s got a crush,’ I tease, in big sisterly fashion. 


But now it’s her turn to get all tetchy. ‘Don’t be a teenager,’ she says huffily, and changes the subject. ‘So how are Mum and Dad?’ 


‘Good, they’re driving down to France next week with the caravan,’ I nod, remembering the conversation I’d had with them at Heathrow this morning. Well, I call it a conversation, but it was mostly Mum running through a list of all the terrible things that can happen in India, from rabid dog attacks to tourists having their kidneys stolen. It ended with her saying if I needed a holiday, why didn’t I go with them to Brittany instead? Thankfully my flight started boarding and I was saved from answering. ‘It’s their anniversary at the end of the month,’ I add. ‘Thirty-five years. They’re going out for dinner with a few friends, I said we’d join them.’


I’m expecting Amy to be all enthusiastic – being the baby of the family, she’s close to our parents. But instead she seems to hesitate.


‘Um . . . well, I’m not sure when I’m flying back . . . I can’t remember the date . . .’ 


This is nothing new; despite Amy being able to carbon date a three-thousand-year-old Egyptian mummy with ease, when it comes to the modern day, she’s useless with dates. I’m always having to remind her of birthdays and anniversaries and even then she forgets and I end up signing her name on all my cards. 


‘It’s next Saturday, I checked with Mum, she’s got your flight details.’


‘Oh . . . right, of course.’ 
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