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1


OK, calm down, it’s got to be here somewhere.


Rushing around my bedroom, I grab hold of my make-up bag and start rifling through it. Which of course is completely futile. I mean, is it just me, or does anyone ever put a lip gloss in their make-up bag? It’s always stuffed in a coat pocket gathering fluff. Or lost in a random handbag. Or stuck down the back of the sofa, top off, smearing pink gloop everywhere . . .


Bollocks, where is it?


Having spewed the contents all over my dressing table, I sweep my eyes across my bedroom. It’s a tip. There’s stuff chucked everywhere. Normally I’m pretty tidy, but after my frantic trying-on earlier my wardrobe seems to have emptied itself all over my bed. My lovely duvet from the White Company is now hidden under a mountain of jumble. Discarded outfits are flung across the backs of chairs, hanging on doorknobs and lassoed round the ends of my curtain pole.


What the—? Glancing upwards I spy a skirt dangling mid-air and give the hem a good tug. But it’s stuck fast. Damn. I yank harder. The curtain pole creaks ominously. Oh sod it. Just leave it. I don’t have time to tidy up. I’ve got to finish getting ready.


I hastily pick my way over the carpet of coat hangers (have you ever stood on a coat hanger with bare feet? Forget standing on a plug, this is about a million times worse) and dive into the bathroom. OK, so I know a lost lip gloss doesn’t seem like much of a reason to panic. Even if it is one of those super-plumping ones that are supposed to make your lips all bee-stung and Mick Jagger-esque.


Seriously, it’s hardly going to make the national headlines, now is it? In the grand scheme of things it’s not exactly up there with global recession, political unrest or natural disasters.


 


MISSING LIP GLOSS FEARED THROWN AWAY:


COUNTRY ON LOCKDOWN AS VERY BERRY LUSCIOUS LIPS DISAPPEARS WITHOUT TRACE. FRANTIC OWNER RUBY MILLER SAYS SHE CAN’T REMEMBER WHERE SHE SAW IT LAST.


 


But today’s different. Today it’s super important.


Opening and closing bathroom cabinets like a woman possessed, I rummage through endless jars of creams and potions. There’s everything in here. I’m a total Boots junkie. I can never resist the lure of a new product or their three-for-two offers and my cupboards are bulging. I spy a tub of Vaseline and hesitate – usually I’d just slick a bit of that on and be done with it – but that’s not going to cut it today. Today I need that bloody lip gloss!


Snapping closed a cupboard, I catch sight of my reflection in the mirrored door. Summer is almost upon us and I’m wearing the new blouse that I just splurged on last week from one of those little boutiquey shops where you have to surreptitiously check the price tag on everything under the watchful eye of a snooty assistant.


It was a first for me. I don’t normally go in those kind of shops as I find them a bit, well, intimidating would be one word, terrifying would be another. As my little sister Amy will tell you, I don’t do fashion. Or, to put it another way, fashion doesn’t do me. Not that I haven’t tried. I’ve bought magazines, read about what’s ‘on trend’, attempted to accessorise (I end up looking like a badly decorated Christmas tree), but it’s always a disaster. Trust me, it’s safer for everyone if I stick to my faithful wardrobe of leggings and T-shirts.


But like I said, today’s different. I fiddle with my collar. It’s made of this lovely silk chiffon-y material and has this really pretty neckline, but I’ve undone a few of the mother-of-pearl buttons to sex it up a bit. Plus, I’ve also added my push-up bra for a bit of extra oomph. It’s sort of innocent meets guilty.


Well, that was the idea. In theory.


Feeling a flutter of nerves, I do a final make-up check. I’ve gone for the ‘natural look’. Which, of course, is completely unnatural. Because, of course, I got this flawless, rosy glow from sitting on my bum all day at my desk, drinking coffee and eating biscuits. Obviously.


And then there’s the hair. I frown. It’s like a soufflé that’s gone all flat and deflated. Fluffing it up a bit more, I grab a can of hairspray and give my roots an extra squirt. I’m aiming for that sexy, tousled just-got-out-of-bed look they always talk about in magazines.


Which of course is total rubbish. Honestly, who are they kidding? Everyone knows a real bedhead is matted and frizzed with a fringe that sticks out at right angles, don’t they?


Don’t they?


I’m suddenly hit with a flicker of doubt.


Or is that just me?


Coughing as I swallow a mouthful of hairspray, I stop squirting and glance at my watch. Oh crap, look! It’s nearly time!


I charge into the living room, tripping over Heathcliff, my sausage dog, who’s hovering around me, like my dad used to when I was expecting a date. He gives a little disgruntled yelp.


‘Oops, hey buddy, what are you doing?’ Scooping him up, I give him a little tickle under his chin.


I know exactly what he’s doing. He’s being all protective and jealous. Not much has changed since I was a teenager. Only now it’s not my dad standing guard, it’s my dog.


‘Go on, play outside.’ I motion to the garden. The French windows are flung open wide. It’s a beautiful day at the beginning of June. One of those late spring days in London that you can’t ever imagine when you’re stuck fast in the never-ending gloom of winter, bitching and moaning about why anyone in their right mind would choose to live in this godforsaken hellhole.


But when a warm sunny day does finally appear, all cornflower blue skies, sun-dappled parks and bustling pavement cafés, you immediately fall madly in love with the city all over again and lose all memory of ever feeling any other way.


‘Go on,’ I shoo, and as Heathcliff skulks off outside, I quickly sit down at my desk and open my laptop.


Now, before anyone gets the wrong idea, this is not how I usually look when I’m at my desk. Being a writer and working from home it’s normally a case of no make-up, hair in a scrunchie, tatty old towelling dressing gown and my sheepskin slippers. I call it my scare-the-postman look. Or my care-in-the-community look.


I cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, call it my sexy, flirty, fabulous girlfriend look.


Nerves jangle in the pit of my stomach. Which is ridiculous. It’s not like this is a first date or anything, it’s just—


Oh my god, it’s there! My lip gloss! In my pen-holder! Grabbing it, I start slicking it on at exactly the same time as Skype starts ringing.


Argh, quick, quick!


A face flashes up on the screen. Dark hair, lots of stubble and the most gorgeous hazel eyes you’ve ever seen.


Jack.


‘Hey babe,’ he smiles, flashing his perfect white American grin.


My heart skips a beat. It’s been three months since we first got together, yet whenever he smiles at me like that it feels like the first time.


‘You look cute.’


I feel a flash of pleasure.


‘Do I?’ I say, trying to sound all surprised, like I haven’t just been rushing around my flat like a mad thing for the last hour.


‘Did you do something with your hair?


‘My hair?’ I raise a hand to my rock-solid fringe and pat it gingerly. ‘Oh, no, it was just like this when I woke up this morning . . .’ I say nonchalantly, crossing my fingers under my desk. ‘I’ve just been sitting here in my scruffs all day writing, I haven’t even looked in the mirror . . .’


I know, I’m a terrible, terrible liar, but do you blame me? It’s one thing letting your boyfriend see you in the ‘Before’ stage when you’ve been together for ages and see each other every day, but it’s quite another when you’re in a long-distance relationship and it’s all still quite new.


It feels like both yesterday and for ever since we first kissed on that snowy pavement in London. Sometimes when I think about it I almost have to pinch myself. I still can’t quite believe how we managed to find each other, and not just once but twice. Meeting each other on the train in India was a chance in a million, but bumping into each other again in London was more than just a lucky chance. It was like Fate, or destiny, or magic.


But then love is a kind of magic, isn’t it?


For a moment my memory flicks back. It’s hard to imagine that for a while there I lost my belief in love. My heart had been so badly bruised I no longer thought it existed. That it was just the stuff of fantasy and fiction. But India and Jack proved me wrong. Together they had me falling in love with love all over again.


And once we did find each other, Jack and I were determined not to lose each other again. After that kiss he spent the night at my flat and didn’t leave until two weeks later. Fortunately he could do a lot of work remotely via Skype and email, but still, there came a time when he had to fly back to the States. I went with him to the airport, trying not to cry buckets as I waved him off in Departures.


‘Seriously, you look gorgeous,’ he says approvingly now, and I snap back to attention. ‘Is that a new dress?’


My modesty tries to stifle my smile, but it’s impossible. ‘No, just a blouse,’ I grin.


‘Just a blouse?’ He raises his eyebrows.


‘Hey!’ I discipline, flirtily.


‘C’mon, what else you got on there, Miller?’ he demands with mock seriousness.


‘Jack!’ I admonish him, but secretly I feel a thrill. Well, let’s be honest, ten weeks is a very long time.


‘Let’s have a look.’


Suddenly, in the middle of flirting, I feel a clunk of horror.


‘Don’t tell me you’ve gone all shy.’ His eyes flash wickedly.


No, more like mortified. You see the thing is I didn’t bother with the bottom half. I didn’t think it would be on camera. A bit like newsreaders who you see all smartly dressed in a suit, but you can imagine that if the cameraman makes a faux pas and you get a flash underneath the desk, it will be revealed on national TV that they’re sitting there in their underpants.


‘Um yes . . . just a little,’ I reply, trying to continue the flirtation, but now my voice comes out a bit strangled.


‘I don’t believe you,’ he teases.


‘No, really,’ I protest.


In my case it’s worse than underpants. I’m in my pyjama bottoms. Which sounds innocent enough. Cute, almost. Except they’re not just any old pyjama bottoms.


They’re novelty pyjama bottoms.


‘I think I need to see,’ he says firmly, arching one eyebrow.


Oh fuck. Mum bought them for me one Christmas and they’re made of bright red fleece and covered in lots of Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeers and Christmas puddings. Which is bad enough by itself, considering it’s six months after Christmas, but teamed with a sexy chiffon blouse and a pair of giant furry sheepskin slippers, they make me look like a crazy person.


‘Er . . . you do?’


Oh god. How embarrassing. How am I going to get out of this?


‘Totally.’ He nods.


‘Well . . . um . . . you’ll have to wait,’ I stall.


Jack pulls a face. ‘Holy moly, c’mon, don’t tease.’


‘Nope.’ I shake my head firmly, as I’m suddenly hit by an idea. Of course! Why didn’t I think of this before? I’ll pretend I’m being all treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen.


‘Are you playing hard to get?’


‘Well, they do say the best things in life are worth waiting for,’ I reply flirtily.


God, the irony. If he could see my fleecy pyjama bottoms and slippers. There is no way anyone could describe that combo as one of ‘the best things in life’.


‘You can say that again.’ He smiles.


My heart does that thing again. And to think my drama teacher, Miss Shrimpton, wrote on my school report, ‘Ruby will never make the stage. She is unable to play any role convincingly.’


‘I’ve really missed you, you know.’ Jack’s face falls serious and as his eyes meet mine, he fixes me with his gaze.


‘Me too,’ I say quietly. I feel that familiar tug in the bottom of my stomach. It’s true what they say. Love bloody hurts. Ever since Jack disappeared behind that sliding glass door at Security, I’ve been missing him like crazy, but until now it’s been impossible to meet up because of his work commitments. One thing I’ve learned about Jack is that he’s completely passionate about his work. In fact, to be honest, he’s a bit of a workaholic. Still, finally we’re going to get to be together again.


‘Not long now, less than forty-eight hours.’


‘Forty-three,’ I correct him quickly, then blush.


‘Are you counting?’ he teases.


‘No, sorry, when is it you’re arriving again?’ I frown, as if trying to remember. ‘Is it next week? Or the week after?’


He laughs loudly. ‘The day after tomorrow and I’m counting too. You think I’d miss your birthday?’


‘Good, glad to hear it.’ I grin.


‘And miss a chance to stay in that fancy hotel?’ he goes on.


‘Oi!’


He winks and I start laughing. It’s my birthday next weekend and we’ve arranged to go away and stay in one of those swanky country hotels. You know, the ones you always seem to read about in magazines when you’re single and feel utterly depressed at the photos of couples snuggling up in front of a cosy log fire or enjoying the luxury spa.


But now, I am part of a couple! I have a gorgeous American boyfriend and he’s flying over soon to whisk me away! And we’re going to lounge around in waffle bathrobes and raid the minibar and sleep in a four-poster bed and—


‘Hey, you know I’m only joking,’ he says, and I snap back from my fantasies. ‘We’re gonna have so much fun celebrating your birthday.’


‘I know.’ I nod, feeling a prickle of excitement. God, it’s been so long since . . . Well, put it this way, Skype sex only gets you so far.


At the memory I feel a flush of embarrassment. Yes we have tried it. And no, I wasn’t very good at it. It’s not that I’m a prude. On the contrary I was the one who jumped on Jack the first night we spent together (not that he put up much of a fight, I might add). But for someone who doesn’t even like having their picture taken, seeing myself on screen while I’m—


Well, let’s just say I was camera-shy and leave it at that.


We’re interrupted by the sound of a phone ringing in the background. Jack picks up his iPhone and glances at the screen. He frowns. ‘Sorry babe, I need to get this, it’s work.’


‘But it’s Sunday . . . ’


He pulls an apologetic face. Disappointment clunks. We’ve only spoken for a few minutes.


‘OK, never mind.’ I nod. ‘I’ll speak to you later.’


‘In person,’ he grins and gives me a look that sends a shiver down my spine. ‘Oh, and Ruby—’


‘Yes?’


‘You sure I can’t get one little look at that gorgeous ass of yours before I go? Just to remind me what I’m missing?’


Oh crap! I feel a beat of panic. ‘Um – no – er . . . the best things in life are worth waiting for, remember?’ I gabble, forcing a flirty smile.


‘You’re a hard woman, Ruby Miller.’ He shakes his head, grinning, and with that, the window with his face disappears.


As the screen goes blank I collapse with relief back into my chair. Phew, that was a close thing! Nobody ever told me this long-distance relationship stuff could be so stressful.


Still, it’s not going to be long-distance for much longer, is it? I remind myself. Two more sleeps and Jack will be here. After all this time, waiting and missing each other, we’re going to get up close and personal.


I feel a rush of excitement, swiftly followed by a clutch of anxiety. In the last three months the only male to see me naked has been Heathcliff.


But there’s no need to worry, I tell myself firmly. Jack loves me for who I am. He won’t care about the bit of cellulite on the backs of my legs. Or the little roll above my jeans that refuses to budge. If you love someone you don’t care about that stuff. Love is blind, right? He won’t even notice if I haven’t exfoliated, or waxed my bikini line, or bleached that little moustache I sometimes get on my top lip—


I catch myself. Oh my god, what am I thinking? Love isn’t that blind!


And that’s not all. I sweep my eyes around my flat, suddenly seeing it afresh. Forget potential love nest. There’s not a vase of flowers or a scented candle in sight. Just dozens of empty coffee cups and mounds of discarded clothes. There’s not going to be a whole lot of loving going on in here if we can’t find the bed. Or even the floor!


Anxiously I glance at the clock on the wall. I’ve got exactly forty-two hours and fifty-five minutes to get ready for love.


I jump up from my chair.


And the countdown starts now. 


 


 


LOVE LIST


 


OK, so I’ve made a sort of checklist.


1.  Scented candles [image: ]


Though to be honest, I have no idea what the big deal is about scented candles. OK, they’re nice and smelly and all that, but have you seen the price of them? Plus why do magazines always suggest scented candles to ‘relax and get you in the mood’?


Personally they do the opposite as I’m always terrified I’ll forget to blow them out and burn the house down. In fact I was having sex with a boyfriend once and I had to make him stop so I could check on the ones in the living room.


The only mood was the right one he got in after­wards.


But then that’s probably my mum’s fault. Like all good parents, she taught me as a child to stay away from danger – only the problem is my mum sees danger everywhere. You see a lovely vanilla-scented candle; Mum sees a house fire. You see a gorgeous swimming pool to dive into on holiday; Mum sees a broken neck. And it’s the same with:


2.  Champagne [image: ]


I have a confession that’s going to make me sound weird. Whereas a normal person sees a bottle of lovely, cold fizzy stuff, all I see is a cork that’s going to blind me. There’s going to be Jack tearing off the tinfoil all seductively, and there’s going to be me shrieking and diving for cover round the back of the sofa.


Thankfully there’s nothing scary about:


3.  Massage oil [image: ]


For his’n’hers massages. After all, who doesn’t love a massage? Though the last time we gave each other massages, Jack went first and got to enjoy a lovely hour-long one. When it came to my turn it lasted less than five minutes. This time I’ll have to explain that a massage is like Christmas: it’s all in the giving.


4.  Chocolate [image: ]


I Googled ‘Top Ten Aphrodisiac Foods’ and it turns out pure chocolate is the king of aphrodisiacs. Apparently it’s packed with PEA, ‘the love chemical’ that peaks during orgasm. Though, quite frankly who needs an excuse to buy chocolate?


5.  Oysters


Actually, scrap that. I was going to buy half a dozen as they’re supposed to increase the libido. But I’ve never had them before and what if I’m allergic and go into anaphylactic shock? (Thanks Mum.)


6.  Asparagus [image: ]


Much safer. Though considering that it makes your wee smell funny, I’m not sure how it can be much of an aphrodisiac.


Unlike:


7.  Flowers ?


Everyone loves flowers, right? Unless . . . what if he suffers from hayfever like my little sister Amy? On second thoughts, maybe I should get a house plant instead.


8.  Music ? 


This one’s a bit trickier. Jack listens to all these cool and trendy bands I’ve never even heard of. When he saw the music on my iPod he fell about laughing. Which was a bit mean. What’s so wrong with Abba and Taylor Swift? They’re great to dance around my bedroom to when I’m getting ready.


Which of course is something I can never ever let him witness.


9.  Floss [image: ] 


He’s American. Enough said.


10.  Jam & peanut butter [image: ] 


Ditto.


11.  Game of Thrones DVD [image: ] 


Love is all about sharing each other’s passions. Unfortunately for me, this is one of his.


12.  Me !!! 


Well, if I’m getting ready for love, I need more than scented candles and a few vases of flowers; I need to get myself ready for love. And, as any woman knows, it takes quite a bit of effort to go from normal pop-to-the-shops ready and hot-sex ready.


13.  Exfoliate [image: ]


No one wants to cuddle a crocodile, do they? So, I bought one of those spa-type salt scrubs in a jar and a loofah and spent last night scrubbing in the shower. According to the instructions my skin was supposed to be left ‘soft and glowing’ but I think I overdid it a bit as I ended up lobster-red and rubbed raw.


Saying that, it probably wouldn’t have been so bad if it hadn’t been for:


14.  Moisturise [image: ]


Normally I’m strictly a Nivea girl, but I read this magazine article about how olive oil is supposed to be the best moisturiser, so after exfoliating I smothered myself in extra virgin. Only I didn’t look at the label and used one of those fancy flavoured oils instead. It was only when it started tingling in all the wrong places I realised it was ‘chilli-infused’.


Please note: This is not what I had in mind by trying to get hot-sex ready.


15.  Fake tan [image: ]


I hate fake tan. It smells funny. And it gets all over your sheets. But I have such pale freckly skin, I want to be all bronzed limbs and sun-kissed for when Jack sees me again.


I did not, repeat, not want to be pumpkin orange. Still, maybe it will fade by the time I meet him at the airport. It has to.


16.  Bleach top lip [image: ] 


I mean, hello? Do I really want to look like my old maths teacher? Next I’ll start wearing American tan tights and having hairy legs. Which leads me to:


17.  Wax everything [image: ]


What. Was. I. Thinking.


Normally I’m simply a short back and sides girl, but yesterday my friend Milly in LA convinced me to go Hollywood and take it all off. ‘He’s American, he’ll love it!’ she’d enthused in her email, which is why I made an appointment at Splitz.


In hindsight, I should have been worried by the name of the salon, but it wasn’t until I met the Russian woman who was doing my bikini wax that I got scared. ‘You Do Yoga!’ she’d barked, grabbing my legs and yanking them into positions only an Olympic gymnast should have their legs yanked into, while pouring boiling oil on my nether regions.


Seriously, hundreds of years into the future, women will read about Hollywood bikini waxes like we read about medieval torture museums today, while gasping in disbelief that we could do this to ourselves. And pay for it!


Did I mention that this getting-ready-for-love business also costs an absolute fortune? Seriously, I’m not sure I can afford to have sex! Because then of course there’s the:


18.  Lingerie [image: ]


Usually I’m strictly an M&S girl: good value, comfy, machine washable. None of which can be said for my newly purchased scraps of frothy lace wrapped in blush pink tissue paper. But they’re not meant for wearing, they’re meant for taking off.


By Jack. Tomorrow.


Oh god, I can’t believe he’s going to arrive tomorrow! Finally. After all this missing and waiting and effort. It’s all going to be so worth it.


19.  Set alarm clock [image: ] 


 


One more sleep and he’s here!
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Beep beep be—


The alarm doesn’t even get to its third beep before my arm shoots out from underneath the duvet to turn it off. As it falls silent I jump – nay, leap – out of bed.


This, quite frankly, is akin to the kind of miracles you read about in newspapers. Actually, finding Jesus’s face in a slice of toast, or someone rising from the dead, is nothing compared to me rising from underneath my duvet without hitting the snooze button about a million times.


But today you couldn’t keep me in bed. Finally, after all this time, today’s the day Jack arrives!


Pulling on my dressing gown, I dash excitedly into the living room. It’s unrecognisable. Last night, I stayed up into the early hours getting everything prepared for Jack’s arrival and my little flat has been completely transformed. Seriously, I feel as if I’ve stepped into one of those house makeover shows.


Hurrying into my gleaming kitchen I fill my espresso pot, pop it on the stove, then go to wake Heathcliff, who’s still fast asleep in his basket. ‘Morning buddy,’ I coo, squatting down to stroke his little silky body, curled up tight like a croissant.  Reluctantly he raises one sleepy eyelid and looks at me as if to say ‘What on earth are you doing up at this ungodly hour?’


‘Jack’s coming!’ I announce, as if in answer to his question. ‘Isn’t that exciting? You’ll see Jack today!’


At the mention of Jack’s name, he jumps out of his basket and starts wagging his tail excitedly. Normally Heathcliff can be very grumpy around men – it’s the classic male competition complex – but for some reason he loves Jack. Like his owner, I think happily. Scooping him up, I bury my nose in his fur and we do a sort of celebratory dance around the kitchen. The coffee pot bubbles on the hob, mirroring the excitement bubbling inside me, and I twirl Heathcliff around, grinning from ear to ear as he barks delightedly.


I haven’t been this excited for ages. I feel like a kid at Christmas. Last night I barely slept for thinking about today. I’ve been playing out the scene of meeting Jack at the airport over and over. Of coming back here to the flat with him. Talking, smiling, kissing . . . My stomach flips over as I imagine running my fingers through his messy shock of dark hair, inhaling his familiar scent, falling asleep with him curled up next to me, my face buried in that small dip in the middle of his chest.


Putting Heathcliff down before we both get dizzy, I feed him his breakfast then pour myself a coffee and, flinging open the French windows, gaze up into the expanse of freshly laundered blue sky. Just think, Jack’s up there somewhere. Right at this moment, he’s in a metal bird winging his way towards me. I try to imagine what he’s doing. He’s probably snoozing in his seat, or watching the end of a bad movie, or maybe he’s looking out of the window, at the patchwork of English countryside below.


Actually no, he won’t be over England yet, I realise, glancing at my watch. There’s still a couple of hours until he lands. At least I think so, unless of course his flight’s been delayed. Feeling a prickle of doubt, I pad over to my desk and open my laptop. I’d better check the status of his flight, just to make sure everything’s OK.


I quickly type in the web address, but instead of the American Airlines page popping up, I get a grey screen and the message:


You are not connected to the Internet.


This page could not be displayed as you are currently offline.


I frown. How can that be? I check the Wi-Fi symbol at the top of my screen, only instead of the comforting four bars there’s a scary little exclamation mark telling me there is no Wi-Fi.


Damn.


Dropping to my knees, I begin scrambling around under my desk among the jumble of cables and wires. What a day for my Internet to go on the blink. I find the modem and turn it off and on again. It’s been acting up lately. Something to do with updating broadband speeds or something—


I wait expectantly for the flashing lights to turn green.


Nothing. Bollocks.


Of course, the simplest solution to all this would be to ring the airport and check it on my shiny new iPhone instead. After being nagged relentlessly by Jack I’d recently given up my ancient Nokia and entered the twenty-first century. So now I’m never without email or the Internet. There’s just one tiny problem.


Grabbing the phone from my desk, I march into my tiny garden in my pyjamas. That’s one of the downsides of living in a basement flat. Absolutely no phone reception whatsoever.


‘You all right there, sweetheart?’


In the middle of futilely waving my phone around I glance over the garden fence to see my neighbour, Mrs Flannegan. She’s standing at her back door with her walking stick, smoking a cigarette.


‘Oh hi, I didn’t see you there.’ I smile.


‘Doing your exercises?’ She raises an eyebrow.


‘Er no.’ I blush slightly. ‘I’m trying to get reception on my iPhone.’ I waggle it as evidence to show I haven’t completely lost the plot.


‘Oooh, don’t be showing me that newfangled nonsense.’ She clicks her tongue and puffs heartily on her cigarette. ‘I like the old-fashioned ones you plug into the wall. You can borrow it if you need to make a phone call.’


‘No, thanks, I was just trying to get online—’


‘You youngsters and the interweb,’ she tuts, shaking her head. ‘My granddaughter’s forever telling me to get on it so I can “surf”.’ She pulls a face.


‘You should.’


‘What do I want to be surfing for at my age?’ she protests indignantly. ‘Never mind that, I can’t even swim!’


I stifle a smile and decide against explaining.


‘I shall tell her that as well, when I see her,’ she continues, shaking her head.


‘Is she still coming to visit?’ Her granddaughter, Linda, lives in New Zealand after her mother, Mrs Flannegan’s daughter, emigrated there with her husband some years ago. So she was thrilled when her Linda announced she was taking a gap year and her first stop was London.


‘Yes, she’s due to fly in today.’ She smiles, her face flushing with excitement.


‘Wow, that’s great.’ I beam. ‘So’s Jack.’


Mrs Flannegan clamps one of her bony hands to her chest, ‘GI Jack?’ she swoons girlishly. That’s her nickname for him. Apparently he reminded her of the Americans who came over during the war and used to give her chewing gum. ‘You’re lucky I’m not ten years younger, otherwise you’d have trouble on your hands!’ She laughs her hacking smoker’s laugh.


I laugh too. I don’t doubt it. Mrs Flannegan’s a widow and must be in her mid-eighties if she’s a day, but she’d flirted around Jack as if she was a young girl again.


‘You must be looking forward to seeing him, eh?’


‘Yes, very much,’ I nod, feeling a familiar ache as I think about the last ten weeks.


‘When my Bert went away for National Service, I missed him like you wouldn’t believe. I remember the day he came home like yesterday, I was so excited . . .’ She trails off, suddenly going all misty-eyed. ‘Sometimes I still look out of that window and I can see him, walking up the path, all smart in his uniform . . .’


‘You must miss him,’ I say softly.


‘Aye, I do. But I’m not getting any younger, so I’ll see him soon enough,’ she laughs and I smile at her characteristic candour.


‘What time’s Jack arriving?’ she goes on.


‘His plane is due to land at one. I’m going to Heathrow to meet him.’


‘That’s the same time as my granddaughter,’ she replies. ‘If you see her, give a wave for me. Her name’s Linda Gledhill, maybe you can hold up one of those signs.’


‘You’re not going to meet her?’


‘I wanted to, but I can’t really manage it.’ Her smile slips and she gestures to her walking stick. ‘I might feel twenty-one sometimes but my hips have got other ideas.’


I hesitate. I was planning on getting ready and jumping on the tube. I glance at my watch. And it’s already getting late. I should really hurry.


And yet—


I look at Mrs Flannegan. I know how much she’d love to meet her granddaughter at the airport, how much she’s missed her. It really wouldn’t hurt, would it?


‘Why don’t you come with me?’ I suggest, before I can change my mind.


For a moment she seems thrilled by the possibility, before seeming to remember herself and shaking her head. ‘Don’t be silly, you don’t want an old thing like me slowing you down.’


‘You’re the one being silly,’ I remonstrate. ‘Go and get ready, you can’t have your granddaughter seeing you with your pinny on.’


‘Well if you’re sure—’


‘Absolutely.’ I nod. ‘Now hurry up. We can’t have Linda and Jack standing waiting for us at the airport.’


‘Well if you put it like that . . .’


As Mrs Flannegan grinds out her cigarette under her tartan slipper, I go back inside and jump in the shower. I had all these big plans about taking a long bath, spending ages doing my hair and make-up . . . But now all that’s flown out the window and I’ve only got time for a quick blow-dry, a slick of lip gloss and some mascara.


However, I do have time to slip into my gorgeous new lingerie. Well, I say slip, but the satin thong is a bit of a squeeze and the silk balconette bra is definitely a bit of a struggle to hoick my boobs into. But it will all be worth it later when Jack gets to take it off again . . .


Relishing that thought, I pull on a new summer dress I’ve bought especially for the occasion. It’s from the same little boutique as my chiffon blouse and has the same eye-watering kind of price tag. But it’s not every day your boyfriend flies five thousand miles to see you, so I want to look nice. I mean, I can’t truck up in a pair of old leggings and a T-shirt, can I?


Giving a little twirl in the mirror to check my reflection, I team the dress with the pair of sandals I bought in India. I had a cobbler on the high street fix them so they don’t fall off my feet any more. I glance down at them, feeling a burst of happiness as the sequins catch the sunlight, and for a moment I’m transported back there to the rooftop in Udaipur overlooking the lake where Jack first kissed me . . .


Savouring the moment, I dab some of my Indian perfumed oils on my wrists, then notice the time on my watch.


Immediately I snap to. It’s getting late. We should get going.


Throwing the lip gloss, my phone and a pashmina in my bag, I grab my keys and dash for the door. There’s some post on the mat and picking it up, I absently notice a card among the bills, with a Paris postmark. That will be from my friend Harriet, I think happily, popping it on the side to open when I get back. She never forgets my birthday, not even now she’s moved to Paris, I think fondly. No doubt she’s having a fabulous time there, I must ring her when I have a moment and catch up.


‘Be a good boy,’ I call out to Heathcliff, who’s gone back to bed and is curled up in his basket. ‘Next time you see me, I’ll be with Jack!’


There’s a sleepy wag of his tail at the mention of Jack’s name.


Slamming the front door behind me, I collect Mrs Flannegan from next door and help her up the stairs to the road. Together we walk to the tube at a snail’s pace. I can feel the minutes ticking away but I try to ignore my impatience. We’ll all be old one day, if we’re lucky, I tell myself, as I link arms to help her shuffle across the pedestrian crossing.


Finally, after what feels like for ever, we reach the station and together we glide down the escalators. Mrs Flannegan confesses she hasn’t been on a tube train for over twenty years, and spends the whole time exclaiming at everything. From the touch-in, touch-out barriers, to the animated posters, to the sheer number of people, she’s almost like a child on their first trip to the fair.


Fortunately the train isn’t too busy and I manage to secure a seat next to Mrs Flannegan, who spends the next forty minutes regaling me with anecdotes about her granddaughter Linda. I listen, nodding and commenting, until after a while I feel myself zoning out and thinking about Jack. About how with every second that ticks by, every metre I travel, every building and tree that passes by in a blur, I’m getting closer and closer to seeing him again.


I still can’t quite believe how lucky I am. After I split up with Sam I never thought I would ever feel this way about someone, not just because my belief in love was so shaken and my heart was so bruised, but because I feared I could never trust a man again. Trust is so intangible you can’t see it, you can’t touch it, but it’s as vital to the soul as the air that you breathe.


People always say things happen for a reason, or it’s for the best, but for a long time I couldn’t see how that applied to finding my fiancé in bed with another woman. But now I can see just how right they were. All that heartbreak was necessary for me to learn and grow, to find myself and love again.


It made me do things I would never have done in my normal, everyday life. It gave me the courage, or the desperation, to get on a plane and fly to India, to meet a stranger on a train and go with him on a crazy road trip across Rajasthan. It triggered a course of events that led me to Jack. And for that, I am forever grateful.


Finally, the train pulls into the stop for Heathrow Terminal Three. I help Mrs Flannegan disembark and we make our way into the arrivals lounge. Hastily I check the board, praying I’m not late, and it’s a relief to see that Jack’s flight has only just landed.


‘What number is Linda’s flight?’ Positioning myself and Mrs Flannegan near the barrier so we have a good view of the automatic doors through which the arriving passengers appear, I turn to my neighbour. But no sooner have I spoken than I hear:


‘Nan? Is that you?’ in a strong New Zealand accent.


We both turn to see a suntanned blonde wearing a giant backpack, hurtling towards us, a huge grin on her face. At the sight of her, Mrs Flannegan’s face lights up.


‘Linda!’


Linda flings herself at her grandmother, almost knocking her clean over, and together they hug and laugh and cry, all the time talking over each other at a million miles an hour. Until, finally breaking away, Mrs Flannegan introduces me to her granddaughter and they say their goodbyes.


‘I hope you don’t have to wait too long.’ She smiles.


‘Me too.’ I smile excitedly, waving them off, before turning back to the doors.


I’m all jittery and nervous. Every time the door opens I forget to breathe. I wait on tenterhooks, my stomach doing somersaults. God, I love airport reunions – whenever I see couples greeting each other it’s always so romantic, like something out of Love Actually. And now I get to have my own reunion moment with Jack!


Any minute now . . . any minute now . . .


The doors open again and a swell of people surges forwards. I strain on tiptoes. And then—


Oh my god, I think I can see him, I think that’s Jack, I think he’s here—!


 










3


Honestly, I think I need glasses.


Five minutes later and I’m still waiting for Jack to arrive. That man wasn’t him at all. In fact, on closer inspection, he looked nothing like him whatsoever. But it was too late. By the time I realised, I was already waving madly at him and grinning like a loon. God, it was so embarrassing. I had to pretend I was greeting someone behind him, although I’m not sure he believed me as it was a group of Japanese pensioners.


Still, I suppose it could have been worse. I could have given him a hug and been arrested for sexual assault. Just imagine! Being carted off in handcuffs just as Jack arrived!


Shuddering at the thought, I squint even harder at the doors so as not to make the same mistake again. The people coming through them seem to ebb and flow – one minute there’s a stampede of passengers with their luggage, the next minute there’s no one. But I keep focused. I don’t want to take my eyes off the doors in case I miss him.


I wait.


Hmm, it feels like I’ve been here a while. Surely he should be through by now? I briefly snatch my gaze away from the doors to glance at my watch. Gosh, is it that time already? It’s getting late. I have been here ages.


Worry pricks. Maybe he’s got stuck in Immigration. Or maybe his bags haven’t arrived or something. Something starts to escalate. That will teach me to watch Banged Up Abroad. Not that I’m abroad or Jack’s banged up. But still.


Suddenly I feel something vibrating in my bag and remember my phone. There’s been so much going on I’d forgotten all about it, what with helping Mrs Flannegan get to the airport and meeting her granddaughter and Jack arriving.


Only he hasn’t arrived, has he?


Abandoning my sentry position, I rummage around in my bag for my iPhone. Damn, where is it? Squatting down on the floor, I start pulling everything out: keys, pashmina, wallet – chucking it all on the floor of the arrivals hall. It crosses my mind briefly that it would be just my luck for Jack to arrive at this precise moment, me scrambling around on the floor, my hair all over the place, my possessions strewn around me, but at this point I’m starting to feel slightly panicked.


Finally! Finding it buried at the bottom of my bag, I snatch it up and glance at the screen. And get the shock of my life. Six missed calls, four voicemails and ten emails? I stare at the numbers on the little icons with disbelief. For a moment I stand paralysed, not sure what to check first, then hit the email icon.


They’re all from Jack.


My stomach lurches.


The first one is entitled ‘CALL ME’. Or is that the last one? I can’t tell; they’re all in some kind of message stream. I hit the email and impatiently wait for it to open up, only instead I’m automatically redirected to a hotspot. A hotspot? I don’t want a hotspot! I want to read my emails! I start furiously jabbing my phone to cancel and go back to my emails, but the icon is just whirring and whirring and nothing is loading. Oh for fuck’s sake, come on, come on, come—


Your message has not been downloaded from the server.


What the—?


I stare at the blank email from Jack with frustration. I feel like screaming.


Instead I hit voicemail. I wait for it to connect. Everything feels like it’s taking for ever. Finally I get through and am forced to listen to the woman telling me how many messages I have and how to retrieve them.


Like I don’t know how to do that! Quit with the explaining, just hurry up. Hurry up! Is it just me or does she have the slowest speaking voice?


‘Hey, I’m at the airport—’


Finally. As I hear Jack’s soft drawl the panic that’s been building to explosive proportions melts quickly away and I feel a swell of love. Aww, he’s leaving me a message before he gets on the plane, probably telling me he loves me. Standing up again I focus back on the doors at the new surge of people appearing.


‘—and something’s come up—’


Something’s come up?


My insides freeze over. Three words. But they’re not the three words I was expecting.


‘. . . look, I’m really sorry.’


Sorry? Sorry for what? Have I missed something?


My mind is scrambling but somewhere, deep inside me, deep in the stillness of my core, I get that awful feeling of dread. Like when you think you’ve lost your purse, or realise you’ve locked yourself out of your flat—


Or the man you’re in love with has done something you don’t want to hear.


‘I’ve tried calling you but it’s after midnight there, you’ll be asleep, and I didn’t want to tell you on email, so I hope you get this as soon as you wake up—’


What has happened?


‘I’m as disappointed as you are but I know you’ll understand, I’ll make it up to you, I promise—’


I’m still watching the people coming through arrivals. They’ve slowed to a trickle. My eyes are glazed. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? Does he mean what I think he means?


‘Call me as soon as you get this message. I love you babe.’


He’s not coming.


I feel a sickening thud of disappointment. I can’t believe it. It can’t be true. This must be some sort of joke. Jack likes his jokes. Jack’s always been a bit of a joker.


Right? Right?


I start hastily trying to dial his number but I’m all fingers and thumbs. My throat is dry and I have to swallow hard. It seems to ring for ages and then finally connects.


Someone picks up.


‘Hello, Jack?’ I gasp.


There’s a sleepy groan from the other end and I hear a groggy voice. ‘Ruby . . . is that you?’


‘Yes, it’s me,’ I say urgently. ‘Where are you?’


‘Um . . . hang on . . . what time is it?’ His voice is thick with sleep and there’s the sound of lots of shuffling around, as if he’s sitting himself up in bed.


‘1.45,’ I say, glancing at my watch.


‘That makes it 5.45 in the morning here . . .’


‘Here?’


‘I’m still in LA,’ he says raspily, ‘didn’t you get any of my messages?’


It’s like a boxer’s jab. So it’s true. He hasn’t come. I’m crushed.


‘I only got your voicemail just now, there wasn’t any reception at my flat—’


‘Where are you?’


‘At Heathrow.’


He lets out a loud groan. ‘Oh jeez, Ruby. Didn’t you get any of my emails either?’


‘What’s happened?’ I bat away thoughts of myself. Something terrible must have happened for him not to get on the flight. ‘You’re OK, aren’t you? You haven’t had an accident?’


As I say the words, I feel a sudden rush of panic.


‘No, no, I’m fine.’


‘Is it your mum?’ Recently he’d told me she wasn’t very well, something about a cough. I’d dismissed it as nothing, but now—


‘No, Mom’s fine.’ He cuts off my scary train of thought.


‘So what is it?’


‘It’s work—’


‘Work?’ I interrupt, my voice coming out a little more hard-edged than I’d intended.


All the worries and concern suddenly vanish. He’s not had some terrible accident and is lying in intensive care. None of his family is sick. He’s fine.


‘Yes, they called me when I was at the airport. There’s been a bit of a crisis on one of our projects—’


‘Crisis, what kind of crisis?’ I fire back before he’s finished talking.


‘It’s too hard to explain over the phone—’


‘Try.’


‘Ruby please, I’ve just woken up, I don’t want to go into it. I just have to sort it out, that’s all.’


‘Can’t someone else sort it out?’ Disbelief stabs. I can’t believe he’s putting work first.


‘No, otherwise they wouldn’t have called me,’ he replies a little impatiently.


I pick up on his irritation immediately. Hang on a minute, he should be apologising like crazy and instead he’s getting impatient with me?


‘Well they’re just going to have to call someone else,’ I snap back. Any feeling of being upset is fast being replaced with fury. ‘We’ve had this arranged for months.’


‘Ruby, you’re not being reasonable,’ he says, reprimanding me as if I’m a small child.


‘Reasonable!’ I gasp. ‘I’m the one that’s been stood up at the airport!’


Several people walking past with their suitcases glance over at me and I have a flashback to India, standing at Goa airport, waiting for Amy. What is it about me and airports and people not showing up?


‘Look, I’m sorry. It’s not like I wanted this to happen,’ continues Jack on the other end of the line, ‘but I just can’t let them down.’


‘But you’ll let me down instead?’


There’s a pause and he lets out a long sigh. ‘You’re being unfair, this is killing me too, you know.’


His voice is weary and he sounds as disappointed as I am. My fury disappears as quickly as it had appeared. Oh god, this is awful. Why are we arguing? All I want to do is see him. Be with him. And if he can’t come here—


‘Look, why don’t I come out there then instead?’ I suggest, suddenly hit with an idea. ‘I’ve never been to LA and I could write while you work . . .’ As the idea takes hold and grows, so does my enthusiasm: ‘and we’d be able to spend the evenings together at least, I mean I know it’s not perfect, and it’s not a hotel in the country, but we’ll still be together and that’s what matters—’


‘I won’t be here, I’ve got to fly to Colombia.’ Jack cuts me off.


‘Colombia?’ My imagined trip to LA screeches to a halt. ‘When?’


‘I have to catch a flight this afternoon.’


I feel myself reel. ‘When will you be back?’


‘That I don’t know,’ he admits, ‘the project’s based in a town a couple of hundred miles or so south of Cartagena, and I’ll know more when I arrive.’


I feel as if I’ve just stumbled into the middle of a movie and I’m frantically trying to make sense of what’s going on.


‘As soon as I’ve sorted out the issues I’ll jump on a plane to London, I promise.’


‘But that could be ages!’ I protest. I shoot a look at the man who’s been staring at me this whole time, and he finally turns away.


‘Ruby, please, I’m stressed enough as it is.’ His voice is impatient again. ‘I don’t want to argue.’


‘I’m not arguing, I’m upset!’ I cry, fighting back tears. ‘Don’t you get it? It’s different!’


‘And I’ve said I’m sorry,’ he snaps, ‘what more do you want? Blood?’


It’s like a slap in the face.


For a moment I’m shocked into silence. How did we get here? How has this happened? It feels like everything has just come crashing down around me. My heart thumping, I press my phone to my ear and listen to the silence on the other end of the line. He’s not speaking, but he’s still there and for a moment I wonder how we can salvage the situation. How we can turn it all round and put things back to how they were just a short time ago, to when I was happy and excited to see him and everything was right with the world.


But I’m too pissed off, too upset and too bloody hurt to care any more.


‘No, I wanted to spend my birthday with my boyfriend,’ I reply coolly. ‘Is that too much to ask?’


‘You know what, maybe it is right now.’


An iciness grips me, but I keep my voice steady. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means I’m not having this conversation with you right now when you’re being like this.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like you were at the train station in Delhi when you lost it.’


I’m suddenly reminded of my outburst in India. Which, quite frankly, was perfectly understandable. I’d had all my things stolen. I’d been upset. And there’d been Jack, being totally patronising.


Exactly like he is now.


‘Get lost, Jack,’ I fire back, infuriated. ‘Don’t treat me like a child.’


‘Well, stop acting like one,’ he snaps.


There’s a pause, insults and hurt hanging in the air. I can already feel them setting, hardening, forming an impenetrable wedge between us.


‘OK, well it’s nearly 6 a.m. and I have a flight to catch in four hours. I’ll call you when I get to Colombia.’


‘Don’t bother—’


‘Ruby, don’t make this into something it’s not.’


But it’s too late. It already is something else. This argument is no longer about Jack not showing up at the airport and missing my birthday, it’s about me being afraid he’s going to be like all the other guys. It’s about being let down. It’s about being scared I’m going to get my heart broken all over again.


After Sam cheated on me, I never thought I’d be able to trust another man, but Jack changed all that. Jack wasn’t going to let me down or disappoint me. He was different.


At least I thought he was.


‘Look, I think we both need to take a timeout to cool off and think about things,’ he says, his voice hard and flat as if he’s speaking to a stranger. Not to me, Ruby, the girl he’s supposed to be in love with.


‘OK, fine,’ I say flatly, keeping the hurt out of my voice.


Then we both hang up.


Dazed, I stare in disbelief at my phone. Tears are pricking my eyelashes and I have to brush them roughly away. I can hardly believe what just happened. In a few moments I’ve gone from excitedly waiting for my boyfriend, and two whole weeks of romantic fabulousness ahead of me, to no boyfriend and a bloody big row.


I sniff and wipe my nose on my pashmina. I notice the man who was staring at me is staring at me again.


‘You know it’s rude to stare,’ I call over loudly. ‘Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?’


He looks shocked and turns bright red.


‘Especially when someone is upset,’ I continue furiously. ‘How would you like it if I stared at you when you were having a row with your girlfriend, or your wife?’


‘No, it’s not that—’ he begins, but I don’t let him finish.


‘I feel horrible enough, but then people like you have to just stare at me the whole time like I’m some kind of freak!’ All the upset I feel about Jack is suddenly misdirected at him and comes pouring out. ‘OK, so I’m crying at Heathrow airport, blubbing like a baby in a public place, but so what? Is that a crime?’


‘Miss, I think you’re mistaken—’


‘You have no idea how I feel, it’s my birthday at the weekend and my boyfriend was supposed to be arriving from America and now he’s not coming!’


‘It’s your dress—’


‘And we’d booked a lovely hotel in the country that had a spa and waffle bathrobes and everything—’


‘It’s come undone.’


I stop mid-sentence and glance down. Mortification rushes over me. My lovely chiffon dress has come unbuttoned at the front, revealing my bra. But even worse, I’m not wearing my comfy padded T-shirt bra. Oh no, I’m wearing my lacy peek-a-boo barely-anything-there bra.


‘Oh . . . um . . . thanks,’ I croak, my cheeks blazing like an inferno and my fingers fumbling as I try to quickly button myself up again.


Oh my god, how embarrassing! I’m hanging out at Heathrow airport in front of everyone! I’m practically topless!


‘And I’m really sorry about your boyfriend and your birthday and everything.’


‘Right, yes . . . thanks,’ I manage, shooting him a mortified smile.


Mumbling my apologies, I’m scuttling off when I hear my phone buzzing again in my pocket. It’s Jack! He’s phoned back! I snatch up my phone with relief.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I blurt, before he can say anything, ‘it was just the shock and the disappointment that’s all, I don’t want to argue—’


‘Ruby?’


Only it’s not Jack, it’s my friend, Harriet, who lives in Paris.


‘Darling, what’s happened? Are you OK?’


It’s the friendly voice that does it. Up until this moment I’ve been trying and succeeding in not crying, but now I suddenly burst into tears. ‘Oh Hattie!’ I sob, my voice breaking, ‘Jack was due to fly in today for my birthday—’


‘I know, that’s why I’m ringing, you must be so excited,’ she enthuses.


‘No, I’m not excited!’ I wail. ‘He’s not coming, he’s had to cancel.’


‘Cancel?’ Her voice drops in confusion. ‘But I don’t understand, I thought his flight had already arrived . . .’


All my friends know every last detail about Jack’s arrival; I’ve talked of nothing else for weeks now.


‘It did arrive, but he wasn’t on it and we just had the most awful row,’ I sniffle, digging around in my pockets for a tissue to blow my nose. ‘He said he couldn’t come, something to do with having to go to Colombia for work—’


‘Colombia?’ repeats Harriet, incredulous.


‘. . . I got everything ready, I was so excited—’ I break off as I think about my flat: the champagne, the flowers, the food, the effort . . . I’m aware of my bra strap digging in and my lacy thong, which now feels as if it’s cutting me in two. It makes me feel even more upset and I let out another loud sob.


‘Oh Ruby, sweetie, I’m so sorry, please don’t cry—’


‘And it’s my birthday this weekend and we were going away to the country to stay in a hotel . . .’ I find a tissue and blow my nose loudly.


‘Yes, I know, you emailed me a picture, the spa looked gorgeous—’ She breaks off. ‘Well, not that gorgeous,’ she says quickly, backtracking, ‘in fact I think jacuzzis are just a breeding ground for germs and who wants to sit in a sauna and go all red-faced and sweaty in front of your boyfriend, anyway? It sounds absolutely beastly.’


I make a snuffling noise from beneath my tissue.


‘Anyway, enough about that,’ she says briskly. ‘More importantly, what are you going to do now?’


I think about going back to the flat and my heart sinks even further. ‘I don’t know,’ I sniff, trying to collect my thoughts, which are flopping over themselves, each one more miserable than before.


‘Well in that case, you must come to Paris,’ she says, suddenly taking control. ‘Celebrate your birthday here with me.’


‘Oh thanks, that’s a lovely idea, but I can’t . . .’ I know Harriet is being kind, and who doesn’t want to go to Paris? But I can’t even think straight right now. ‘There’s Heathcliff for a start, I can’t leave him with Mrs Flannegan, she’s got her granddaughter staying with her—’


‘Not a problem,’ she cuts in. ‘The French love dogs. Bring him with you.’


I fall silent. I’m still trying to take everything in.


‘Come on Ruby,’ she cajoles, ‘I haven’t seen you for ages and this is the perfect opportunity. And to tell you the truth . . .’ She falters slightly, her tone quietening, ‘it would be good to see a friendly face.’


Immediately I pick up on her tone. ‘Why, what’s wrong?’ I ask with a beat of concern. Harriet is always so upbeat, it’s rare for her to say anything’s wrong. She’s the kind of person who could have her house burn down and when you asked her how she was, she’d say she was ‘Super, thanks.’ ‘I got your card this morning,’ I say, suddenly remembering, ‘thank you so much, but I didn’t have time to read it yet. Is everything OK?’ Harriet isn’t the kind of person to simply scribble a few kisses, her cards are always filled with heartfelt messages.
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